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“What do you think? Good enough?” Tad asked.
Growler lifted his head from the crumpled duvet and yawned, his mouth so wide it looked more like a lion yawning than a dog. Sleepy eyes glanced at the glittery parcel in front of Tad before adopting a doggy frown that made his opinion clear.
“I know, it’s terrible,” Tad lamented, reaching for the chaotic mess of brightly coloured paper and tape that barely covered the box beneath. Never great at wrapping presents, his lack of dexterity with his burned hand took that to a whole new level.
The sound of muffled, angry voices rose through the floorboards, catching Tad’s attention and bringing a smile to his face. With Christmas on a weekend, he convinced Dr Burman to let him have Jen a day early. It felt like forever since she’d been home, and the familiar sound of her arguing with Tony was more than welcome.
Suddenly he wondered why he was wrapping presents when he should be enjoying his time with his daughter. His schedule had been too busy to wrap presents before now, but after fighting so long to get her back where she belonged, was this how he wanted to spend his time with her?
“This will have to do,” he said as he climbed from the bed and placed the present on the pile of equally messy attempts. “You can’t see what’s inside, and that’s all that matters, right?”
Growler looked at him doubtfully, then jumped from the bed and led the way out of the bedroom.
The sounds of raised voices grew as Tad made his way down the stairs. For the life of him, he couldn’t think why such noises ever annoyed him in the past. It was a sound he thought he would never hear in his house again, so he was unnaturally happy as he opened the living room door just in time to catch the tail end of a fight.
The living room was a mess, littered with open boxes and Christmas decorations that were yet to find a home. Distractions at work meant he hadn’t had chance to decorate for Jen’s arrival, and she and Tony were rectifying that... or trying to.
He found his daughter sat on the floor in front of their sparsely decorated Christmas tree, wearing a Santa hat that was far too big and glowering at Tony as she tugged on a tangled bundle of Christmas lights while he gripped the other end.
“Just let me do it, you’re not helping,” Jen snapped, the red of her aura matching the colour of her floppy hat. She tugged at those lights hard enough to snatch them from Tony and make the hat slip down her face, the white fur covering her eyes. Tony laughed before stepping back, hands raised in surrender.
“I was just trying to help. But if you want to spend the rest of the night doing it the wrong way, be my guest.”
Jen pulled the hat back into place and glared at Tony like she was about to say something else, but was distracted when suddenly the hat was tugged away so hard it nearly pulled her into the tree.
“Hawk, no,” Jen shouted, but was too late. Her overgrown dog tugged on the furry ball at the end of her hat like it was his favourite toy and bounded away, tail wagging as he shook his head vigorously. He only had a moment to enjoy his success before his brother was there, starting a tug of war with Jen’s hat as the rope.
“No, don’t,” Jen shouted, lunging for the dogs, but it was already too late. There was a loud tearing sound and two giant dogs fell away from each other, looking guilty as they both held half of Jen’s hat in their mouths.
“Aw,” Jen groaned, slumping in defeat. The disappointment in her voice did more to chastise the dogs than her earlier shout. With his tail tucked between his legs, Hawk wandered over and dropped the remains of the hat in her lap. “Well, it’s no good now, is it?”
Hawk’s head dropped lower in shame, somehow still making puppy dog eyes despite being larger than any dog Tad had ever seen. As always, Jen gave in quickly and threw her arms around his neck, pulling him into a hug.
“Naughty dog,” she said as she let him go, the tone of her voice not reprimanding in the least. She was about to say something else when she was interrupted by Tony snatching up the remains of the hat and slipping it over her head. The furry white ring fell over her face and settled around her neck, the red material covering her mouth.
“You know, that’s a good look for you. I think in your case it works better as a gag than it did as a hat,” Tony teased, causing Jen’s eyes to narrow and her face to turn scarlet.
There was something about the sight that struck Tad as comical, and before he could stop himself, a chuckle slipped out. Jen’s eyes narrowed further as she turned her glare on him, but that looked even funnier for some reason, and Tad laughed harder.
Jen struggled to remove the offending hat so she could shout at them, but the fur ring kept getting caught either by her hair or her chin. As her skin turned an ever brighter shade of pink from frustration, Hawk sniffed around her face to investigate the problem, which made Jen squeal and pull away from the cold, wet nose. It was only a matter of time before her efforts and the dog’s growing excitement sent her crashing into the tree, and soon both Tad and Tony were howling with laughter as Jen struggled with the offending garment.
That only angered Jen further, but gradually her aura changed colour as she saw the funny side and it wasn’t long before she was laughing with them. It was one of those moments where their laughter was feeding off each other, exaggerating what might only be worth a chuckle at any other time to the point where Tad had to look for somewhere to sit as his ribs hurt. Tony collapsed onto the sofa beside him, tears running down his face, and even the dogs barked with excitement at all the commotion.
A popping sound was lost amongst the noise, and none of them noticed Stella and Freckles arrive. Stella looked over the top of the large cardboard box in her hands with a bewildered expression.
“What’s going on?” she asked, her lips twisting into an amused smile.
“Jen… hat… dogs,” was all Tad could say before all three of them burst out laughing again like that was the funniest thing they ever heard.
Stella chuckled and shook her head. “You lot are crazy,” she announced before placing the box on the floor with the others just like it. “That’s the last of them.”
“So you’re officially moved in,” Tad said, wiping the tears from his eyes. “Took you long enough.”
“I didn’t see you rushing to help.”
“Really? Because I seem to remember trying to help and getting shouted at for not doing it right. That doesn’t go in that box. You’re supposed to fold it, not throw it in. That’s not supposed to—”
“You done?” Stella interrupted, eyes narrowing as she tried to look dangerous. Tad just grinned. Since her eidolon changes, Stella was a terrible liar, and he could tell she wasn’t annoyed. Seeing that she wasn’t fooling anyone, Stella shook her head and laughed again. “Whatever. You’re not helping if you don’t do it right.”
“That’s what I said,” Jen announced, holding up the tangled ball of Christmas lights that started her argument with Tony.
“That’s what I said,” Tony mocked, once again taking things just that one step too far.
“Alright, enough,” Tad said, climbing to his feet. “Jen, finish the lights, Tony go do something else. Finish up as quick as you can and I’ll make us some hot chocolate. It is Christmas after all, right?”
“With marshmallows?” Jen asked, forgetting her anger at Tony.
“I’m sure that can be arranged.”
“And spray cream?”
“Of course.”
“And chocolate sauce and sprinkles?”
Tad laughed and shook his head in mock dismay. “Alright, a mug of diabetes coming up.”
Jen clapped her hands happily before turning her attention back to the lights in her lap with a new smile on her face. Tad took a moment to enjoy that expression before turning to find Stella watching him with a smile of her own.
“What?” he asked.
“Nothing,” she said. “Come on, I’ll give you a hand.”
“You get everything you wanted done at HQ?” Tad asked as he stepped into the kitchen, headed for the fridge.
“No, but that was never an option,” Stella said. When he frowned, she added, “Don’t worry, I’m still going to be here when you’re awake. I’ll just head into work when you’re all sleeping.”
“This was supposed to be a break for you too,” Tad pointed out, annoyed that again work was interrupting their time off. It was unfair to feel that way because he knew the stress she was under, especially with everything that was coming. Five thousand soldiers armed with dreamcatchers, not to mention the might of the world’s largest super power. Between Stella, Trevors and what remained of the Dream Team, they had made enormous progress in setting up things like quick response teams who could use dreamcatchers of their own, but they were up against an impossible deadline.
The last thing she needed was him nagging her about finding time to come home for Christmas. But she wasn’t the only one working hard and they both needed a break. Three days at Christmas with Jen was the reward that had been keeping Tad going, and selfishly he hoped they could escape the craziness of the coming war for just a few days.
“I know,” Stella said. “I’m not thrilled either. But I—”
“No, don’t explain,” Tad interrupted. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. Just make sure you get some rest. I promise, a Christmas with Jen and Tony is chaotic at best, so you need a break somewhere.”
Stella grinned. “I’ll manage. Besides, it’s just paper work. I can do most of it with my eyes closed, so I can rest at work.”
“Right,” Tad said, not believing that for a second.
Now they were on the topic, Tad couldn’t help but think about everything coming their way. As much as Christmas would be a break, he couldn’t ignore the worries at the back of his mind.
How have we come to this?
He knew the answer, of course. He had been thinking about nothing else for months, maybe even the whole last year. Ever since the night when he killed a monster called Joshua King and unknowingly completed a sick ritual. The man had been killing Proxies to weaken the barrier between their reality and what he thought was the realm of Death and the source of a Proxy’s power.
After a year of focusing on that night, Tad thought he understood what happened better than he ever had. Every soul was connected to the next life by a spiderweb of energy that tethered it to a reality beyond even Dream. It gave the soul a path to the next life, but Tad suspected it also gave Proxies the ability to pull Dream energy across that barrier. A lifetime of doing that weakened the barrier around that Proxy’s tether, and when they died, the violence of their soul tearing through to the next life was more than the barrier could repair, and the hole between realities became permanent.
King focused on this weakness, killing multiple Proxies in the same spot in order to continue widening that hole and weakening the barrier. After a decade of murder it was just one death away from permanently altering both realities, creating a connection that would alter the very laws of nature. Tad had given it that death when he killed Joshua King and created the Borderlands in the process.
For a hundred miles in every direction, dreams started coming true, nightmares manifested as reality, and what seemed like actual magic provided a future for mankind that no one could ever have predicted. It also created an imbalance in the world, a focal point for opportunities not available outside the Borderlands, and therefore something to be coveted by people not living within its boundaries. In short, it offered a tantalising excuse for invasion and war.
He wished he could wake up tomorrow to find this was all a misunderstanding. However, a month of war planning with the Prime Minister, Stella, Trevors, Ryan, and other key members of the upcoming defence, told him this was real and was happening.
Countless war games and scenario planning meant it was impossible not to imagine the horror of what was coming. Though he tried to put on a brave face and concentrate on the role he was asked to play, he was terrified. Just over a year ago he was a teacher who had never been in a fight other than when he was bullied as a child. What did he know about war?
That same part of him was convinced that all this could still somehow be prevented. He knew he should be focused on dealing with the reality of what they faced, but he couldn’t help thinking there had to be a way around this.
If only Jacob hadn’t acted so rashly. The core of his idea was good. They should have tried to lead the way with the Borderlands, opening it up and sharing its wealth with the rest of the world. However, even as he thought that, he knew he was kidding himself. No matter how much they shared, they couldn’t get around the fact that they had an enormous resource locked up on British soil, so other countries could never truly relax.
There had to be another way. War couldn’t be the answer, or where would the conflict end? If other countries couldn’t sit back and let the Borderlands be a British asset, how would any other country being in charge be better?
War would only lead to more war in a vicious cycle that would cost countless lives.
“You speak to Norman today?” he asked, trying to move his mind to another topic.
“No. He’s got enough on his plate.”
“I just thought that with him winning that vote today, he might want to talk.”
“He barely won it,” Stella replied, talking about the vote of no confidence that Norman barely survived. Revealing his dreamwalker nature immediately after Jacob made the world afraid of dreamwalkers had led to a month of bad press and rebellions in his government that culminated in today’s vote. “He’ll be locked in a room with Amelia celebrating and planning what to do next.”
“Celebrating with Amelia?” Tad asked.
“Okay, so maybe there’s less celebrating and more planning. Either way, I don’t expect to hear from him for a couple of days.” Tad was about to say something else, but Stella beat him to it. “Tad, let it go. You’re getting wound up again. Just focus on those hot chocolates and remember you’re taking a break for a couple of days.”
“It’s not right to make you work alone. I can help with—”
“Tad, enough.” She grabbed his hand, making him stop what he was doing so he could turn to look at her. She was smiling at him, but her eyes were serious. “Please don’t let this bother you. You know me better than that. I wouldn’t be able to rest anyway so I might as well work. It won’t bother me to see you take a couple of days off. I’d rather see you enjoy spending time with Jen. You’ve fought hard enough for this, don’t mess it up by getting caught up with work, please.”
“But—”
“No buts, just enjoy yourself for a few days. I plan to. Besides, it’s our first Christmas living together. Don’t ruin that by sulking.”
“I wasn’t sulking,” Tad protested.
“Whatever, Holcroft. Just get your head on straight and finish those drinks. I want to see the same man I came home to five minutes ago when you’re done.”
Smiling at him to take the sting from her words, Stella turned and left the kitchen. Tad returned to the stove, stirring the milk that was approaching a boil as he got his head on straight.
Stella was right. He had fought too hard for this Christmas to spoil it by sulking about things he couldn’t change. Besides, this Christmas wasn’t about him. It was about giving Jen something to enjoy at the end of what was otherwise a terrible year.
Determined to give her a Christmas to remember, he finished up the hot chocolates, going all out to make them as decadent as possible. Unable to carry all three thanks to his bad hand, he picked up Jen’s and Stella’s in one hand and carried them into the living room. The moment Jen’s eyes widened and she jumped up from the floor to go sit on a sofa ready to receive her drink with a huge grin on her face, Tad felt his worries slip away. Stella was right, he should just concentrate on Christmas and enjoying himse—
Thud!
Tad jumped so hard he nearly spilled the drinks as he spun toward the living room door.
“What the hell was that?” Tony asked.
No one got a chance to answer before there was another thud, the sound of something heavy hitting the front door of the house. Tad put the drinks on the coffee table and took a step toward the door to find out what was happening when there was another thud, louder this time, as something hit the living room window.
The combined sound of three giant dogs growling made the hairs on Tad’s arm stand up as his skin prickled.
He rushed toward the window, ignoring the next thud and throwing back the curtains so he could look onto the street. Something dark and heavy covered his windows, blocking the warm yellow street lights save for one small area that hadn’t been covered yet. Tad ducked down to look out of that spot and froze in surprise.
A giant cement truck looked out of place on the narrow road. However, as bizarre as that sight was, it wasn’t this that chilled Tad’s blood. Neither was it the group of men lined up near that truck filling buckets with cement. The thing that caught his attention was the brief glimpse he got of a single person who made eye contact with Tad the moment the curtains opened.
He was enormous, at least seven-foot tall and broader across the shoulders than most doorways. His glossy black hair was long on the top of his head, but shaved on the sides, revealing inky black lines crawling up his face. Wearing a long, black, winter overcoat, there wasn’t much skin on display other than his face and hands, but even those were covered in tattoos that glowed as the man grinned at Tad.
After only a second, the man disappeared as yet another bucket of cement was thrown at the window, covering it. Tad felt a spike of Dream and the cement turned solid, creating a stone barrier between Tad and the outside world.
Tad only had a chance to glimpse outside, but it had been enough. He would recognise that man anywhere, and the sight of him at his home terrified him.
“Tad, what is it?” Stella asked, already on her feet and looking worried.
“Kuruk Campbell,” Tad answered, and the sudden fear that crossed Stella’s expression at the whisper of that name said more than words ever could.
Distantly, over the sound of dogs growling, Tad could hear other thuds as more cement was hitting the windows of other rooms. However, soon that was drowned out by an even more terrifying sound; the wailing of a fire alarm.
In a moment of horrifying clarity, Tad understood what was happening. For the fire alarm to drown out the dogs, it meant they weren’t pulling over Dream to augment their growling. Tad suspected that wasn’t by choice. Testing the theory for himself, he found dreamcatchers creating a barrier, blocking him from Dream. Meanwhile, his house was on fire.
Turning to meet the gazes of those around him, Tad whispered two words that terrified them all.
“We’re trapped.”
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While Tad’s body froze in panic, part of him reached for Dream. Over the last year, doing so had become instinctual, and it was no effort to connect to that door in his mind… or at least it shouldn’t be. Now he encountered the same invisible barrier he faced when trapped in Texas by Jacob and Brad.
“You blocked?” Stella asked, reading his expression and her scary ability divining the meaning behind it.
“They must be using a dreamcatcher,” Tad said.
“Can you break it?”
Tad shook his head.
“It feels as strong as the one in Texas and I needed three ghosts to help last time. There’s only Tony now, that’s not enough.”
Stella swore and looked around the room like she might find another way out, but of course there was nothing. Tad had installed dreamcatchers to protect his home, but they only stopped Dream from crossing the threshold, and allowed people with specific dreamcatcher tokens to dreamwalk inside. There was no escape route like there was in the DTHQ. Evidently, that was a massive oversight. 
You can dole out blame later, he told himself. Right now, you need to do something. That’s smoke you’re smelling, you don’t have the luxury of taking your time.
Stella had come to the same conclusion and raced out the room like she’d had an idea.
“Stay here,” Tad said to a frightened Jen as he moved toward the hallway.
“I don’t have a choice,” Jen said, her frightened tone stopping him in his tracks. He looked back to see her eyes wide with terror and her face white. “I can’t move my legs, dad.”
Of course she couldn’t. Whatever dreamcatcher was blocking him from Dream would block Jen as well.
“That’s okay. You just stay here and I’ll be right back. Tony, stay with her,” he said before rushing after Stella.
The moment he stepped into the hall, he choked on the thick plumes of smoke that were coming down the stairs. Glancing up to the top of those stairs, Tad saw nothing but black clouds with flickering orange behind it. A part of his mind screamed that if he didn’t stop this he would lose the home he loved. However, he crushed that thought to focus on the most important thing right now, getting his daughter to safety.
He checked the kitchen, but of course Stella wasn’t there. Running off like that, how could she not be racing to the most dangerous part of the house? Cursing her for doing something so stupid, he prepared to do something equally bad by following her up the stairs. However, she headed that off by materialising out of the smoke a second later. Her skin and clothes were stained with black marks, but otherwise she didn’t look hurt, just determined. He was about to ask what she was doing before he realised she wasn’t slowing as she raced down the stairs. She was moving faster than most people could… maybe faster than Olympic sprinters.
Tad stepped aside just in time for her to race past him and without pausing, she dipped her shoulder and ran at the front door. There was a thud that was three times as loud as the sounds of concrete hitting the window, but otherwise nothing happened. Stella grunted in pain as she collapsed against it, but then she was stepping away and preparing to rush the door once more.
“Stella, stop,” Tad said, catching her hand and pulling her away from the door. He almost didn’t manage it as she was much stronger than he was, but something about his touch got through to her and she spun to face him.
“We need to get out of here. All the windows upstairs are covered in concrete, as is the back door. We have to break through.”
“Even you’re not strong enough to get through solid concrete,” Tad said.
“Leon would be,” Stella answered bitterly.
“But you’re not Leon. We need to come up with an idea that doesn’t involve breaking your shoulder against a door.”
Stella started to answer, but her words turned into a violent cough as the thickening smoke entered her lungs.
“We don’t have long. It’s an inferno up there,” she exclaimed.
The fingers of Tad’s left hand twitched violently at her words as he was flooded with terrible memories of what it felt like to be burned. Unbidden, the thought of Stella and his daughter experiencing that same excruciating pain swamped his mind and his panic almost overwhelmed him.
He was about to say something, but it was his turn to cough as the thick black smoke replaced the breathable air. He also didn’t like how he could already feel the heat from upstairs. Stella was right, they didn’t have long.
He dragged her into the living room and slammed the door before pulling off his t-shirt and stuffing it in the space under the door, hoping that it would stop the smoke long enough for them to think of a way out.
“I can’t get out either,” Tony announced, unbothered by the smoke.
“They’ll have dreamcatchers for ghosts around the place,” Stella guessed. “They came prepared.”
“What about the fire brigade, will they get here in time?” Jen asked, her fear making her sound younger than she was.
Tad suspected she was right. His neighbours must have called for help by now.
However, even as he thought that, he pulled the phone from his pocket and swore when he confirmed a dark suspicion. His phone had no signal, and as he saw the expressions on the faces of Jen and Stella as they did the same, he knew he wasn’t the only one. Like Dream, the phones were being blocked. But surely one of his neighbours would have got word to the Dream Team so they could come to the rescue.
“We can’t rely on that,” Stella answered, again reading his expression. “We need another way out. Come on, think. What can we do to overload that Dreamcatcher?”
“I told you, I needed three ghosts last time…”
“Well, you don’t have three ghosts, but you do have Tony. Jen is here as well, will that help?”
Tad was about to point out that it didn’t work that way. Since the Merging, his ghosts powered him up exponentially, each doubling his strength. That meant that with three ghosts he was eight times stronger. He couldn’t make that up with just Jen, even if he did merge with Tony.
However, before he said anything, he realised it wasn’t just Jen here with him. The dogs were all dreamwalkers as well. If he merged with Tony, then worked together with Jen and the dogs, they might be able to concentrate the power of seven dreamwalkers on the problem. That might be enough… No. That had to be enough, because he didn’t have any other options.
The biggest weak spots were the dogs. They had taken complex instructions before, but this was a push even for them. However, smoke was seeping in around the edges of his shirt under the door, the temperature in the room was growing so quickly that he was sweating even with his shirt off, and Jen was coughing from her spot on the sofa as the smoke made its way to her. This might be their last chance.
“Tony, merge with me. I have a plan.”
To his credit, Tony didn’t hesitate. He dissolved into white mist, a stark contrast against the black smoke, and Tad breathed him in, instantly feeling stronger. Suddenly the smoke and heat were less of a hindrance. He knew they were there, but it didn’t have the impact of a moment before.
“Jen, I need your help. You three, I need your help too,” Tad told the dogs. They looked at him with intelligent eyes, and Tad had to trust that they could understand. “Can you feel that barrier stopping you from connecting to Dream?”
Jen nodded, and after a long moment, the dogs bobbed their heads as well. Tad almost shouted for joy at the sight, thrilled that they could understand. However, Jen started coughing harder, and he knew he was running out of time. Back in Texas it had taken him a while to break through the dreamcatcher even when he was at full strength.
“Good. When I say go, we are going to push on that barrier as hard as we can.” A sudden idea struck, and he added, “Picture it like a giant bubble and yourself as a needle. We want to pop that bubble. But it’s a very strong bubble and this will be hard. Given enough time, we could push our way through with consistent effort, but we don’t have that time. So we are going to throw everything we have into that needle, focus all of our strength in one quick push to pop the bubble. Hold nothing back, and act together. You all got that?”
Jen was coughing continuously now, but she nodded to say that she understood. The dogs also nodded even as they slunk lower to the floor to escape the smoke in the room.
“Good,” Tad said as he rushed to the sofa, helping Jen out of it and laying her on the floor alongside the dogs before crouching down himself. He was dimly aware of Stella following their example.
“Right, here we go. Picture that bubble in your head. You got that? Good. Now picture yourself as the needle with all of your energy at the tip. You got it?” Again nodded heads. “On the count of three, we are going to drive ourselves at that bubble hard and fast, hold nothing back. Ready?” Again nods. “One… Two…”
Tad paused for just a second, taking one last look at the frightened face of his daughter with her eyes tightly shut so she could concentrate on what she was doing. He glanced at the focused expressions of his dogs, more grateful than ever that they had come into his life. Finally he met the brilliant blue eyes of Stella. She didn’t look afraid, nor desperate. She looked confident. She told him with just her gaze that she trusted him completely and she knew he would get them out of this. Without thinking he reached his bad hand for hers. His right hand was already gripping Jen’s fingers tightly and he didn’t have the strength to hold Stella’s fingers with his left, but she gripped hard enough for both of them.
“Three!” he shouted, then he pushed with all his might.
It was kind of like Stella’s run at the front door. Tad held nothing back, and pushed all of his strength toward that barrier at a single point.
It hurt.
The mental strain of throwing himself against what felt like a brick wall was agony. But the barrier gave slightly, almost like the brick wall was now covered in rubber. A second later, it gave even more as something else hit it. Then, almost at the same time, there were three more solid strikes, all in the same place, pushing hard against that wall that was now stretching like it was thick toffee.
“Keep pushing,” Tad growled, fighting down the pain to keep up the energy. They were almost there, he could feel that, but still the barrier held. He was dimly aware of the sound of Jen groaning with the effort, and even the dogs whimpered, but he forced himself to keep pushing. He gripped Jen’s hand harder for support, just as the increased grip from Stella’s fingers was lending him strength.
“Almost there,” he grunted through gritted teeth.
The barrier was stretching and thinning, the combined strength behind the needle starting to break through.
However, suddenly there was a yelp, and one dog pulled back, their strength gone. Tad grunted as he felt more of the strain fall on the rest of them. There was another yelp as another dog gave up the fight, quickly followed by the last. Each time the weight doubled on Tad’s mind, but they were already so close to breaking through that barrier, it was continuing to stretch.
Just a few seconds more was all he needed.
Jen cried out, then her hand went limp inside his own and all the weight of that barrier fell upon Tad. He panicked, wanting to check on his daughter, but he was so close to that barrier breaking. The pain was unimaginable as the full weight of it fell on his shoulders, but he was so close. Pulling hard on his connection to Tony, he kept up the pressure for as long as he could.
Then, just as he felt like he had run out of all the strength remaining to him, the tip of the needle pierced the barrier. Like a balloon being popped, the barrier vanished quicker than the human mind could process, and suddenly Tad was through the door in his mind and Dream was filling his body.
He opened his eyes but saw nothing as the mental strain had robbed his body of the ability to see, but slowly light returned. It wasn’t much brighter as the smoke was everywhere, but it was enough to see the blue eyes of Stella, still focused on him, still trusting even as she coughed out the smoke in her lungs.
“Grab the dogs,” Tad said before turning to Jen. She was laying beside him, eyes closed like she was sleeping. The dogs were also still, each of them having pushed themselves to a breaking point and their minds giving up from the excess strain. Had Tad not been merged with Tony, he might be unconscious as well. As it was, it would be all he could do to change the channel.
“I’ve got them,” Stella said and Tad looked up to see that she was touching Freckles and had pushed him over so that his body was touching the other two dogs as well. Tad focused on those connections and then pulled on Dream once more.
It was one step too far for his tired mind and he succumbed to the unconsciousness of the others, but not before the smoke vanished along with his eyesight, and he felt the familiar soothing presence of the walls of his round room.
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Water splashed over Tad’s face, colder than ice and shocking his system. He woke up spluttering, but thanks to the magic of Dream, he wasn’t wet. Eyes open, he saw nothing, but his Dream sense filled his mind with more information than his eyes ever could.
Jen and the dogs were still unconscious, but even though they were soot-stained, they were healthy. They escaped the house just in time.
Stella stood over him, swaying unsteadily as her face was scrunched up in a frown of concentration and exhaustion. The relief of finding his daughter and dogs healthy faded as worry about Stella crept into his mind. 
“Did you just throw a bucket of water on me?” he asked, his voice sounding groggy even to his own ears.
“Nothing else worked,” Stella said, not apologetic in the slightest. In fact, if he didn’t know better, he would swear there was a touch of desperation in her voice.
“How long was I out?”
“Ten, maybe fifteen minutes. I’m not sure,” Stella said. “Can you do something about this place? It’s getting hard to think.”
Tad suddenly understood her exhaustion. With the rest of them unconscious, it fell to her to keep them together in Dream. The researchers stranded here so long ago had found it difficult to keep themselves in one piece, Stella had to do the same thing for all of them. Tad was impressed she lasted as long as she had. He was also horrified that he had brought them here without thinking of the consequences. Better to have died in the fire than dissolve into nothingness in Dream.
He took over the strain of this reality, his connection with Dream making it easier for him. Then he called over some of the permanence of his home reality to lock everything in place. The fifteen minutes he was out had given Tony time to heal Tad’s mental pathways, so there was no pain as he reached for that door in his mind.
Stella felt the change in the world around her and fell to her knees beside Tad, exhausted and collapsing into him so her head rested on his shoulder.
“Thank you,” she whispered. “I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep that up.”
“I should thank you,” he said. “You saved us all.”
“It was the least I could do after you getting us out of there.”
Her words conjured dark memories of smoke and fire, and suddenly his brain let him experience the thoughts his mind wouldn’t tolerate twenty minutes earlier. The place he had lived his entire adult life was more than just a house and possessions, it was a home filled with irreplaceable memories. Now it was a charred ruin.
Deep inside him, a hole grew wider and deeper. This was yet another loss in a long succession of losses and Tad wondered just how much more he could lose before that hole consumed all that was left of him. Another part of his mind focused on what he had left to lose. Stella, his daughter, his dogs, Tony… there were still plenty of things in his life that he cherished more than life itself, and tonight someone had tried to take that from him.
A flood of rage filled that hole, and it only intensified as Tony added his own anger to Tad’s fire. Tad wasn’t the only one who had lost much over the last year. Tony had lived in that house every bit as long as Tad, loved the people that Tad loved, and his outrage at someone trying to take those things from him was every bit the equal of Tad’s.
Filled with manic energy, Tad jumped to his feet, surprising Stella in the process. She only needed to look at his face to know what was going on in his mind, and he didn’t need to say anything.
“Take us to the DTHQ first. We’ll drop Jen and the dogs off to be safe. Then we need to find your other ghosts before we go anywhere. I doubt Kuruk and his people will still be at the house, but if they are, then I want you fully powered up before we face them.”
Tad was struck again by how lucky he was to have Stella in his life. He was reacting solely on instinct and ready to jump home without a second thought. But once again Stella proved her ability to think clearly in a crisis and he knew that hers was the better path.
Gently scooping up his daughter as Stella crouched over all three dogs, making sure she was in contact with each one, Tad stepped up beside her so they were touching and changed the channel. The walls of his round room were replaced with the walls of the garage at the DTHQ, the only place anyone could dreamwalk inside the building. The sense Tad felt for the world around him vanished and an explosion of light made him blink. Strangely, even though he could now see, it was so much less detail than his Dream sense that it was almost like being blind.
Stella groaned and doubled over, clutching her stomach as she tried not to be sick. She hadn’t been able to jump when he dreamwalked her here and nausea hit her hard.
“We need to get you a dreamcatcher of your own,” he said, thinking that it would solve this problem for her. If she could dreamwalk under her own power, then she wouldn’t have to worry about feeling sick every time. Now he thought of it, he wasn’t sure why they hadn’t done it before. Yes, she had Freckles, but that wasn’t always ideal.
Stella looked up and was about to answer when the garage door banged opened and Denise burst inside along with three members of the tactical team. A look of relief washed over her face as she saw them.
“Thank god you’re alright. Trevors and his guys are at your house now trying to get inside. We all feared the worst.”
Stella climbed to her feet and was about to say something when she was surprised by a fierce hug from her assistant. Despite everything that happened tonight, Tad smiled at the startled expression on Stella’s face. Even after a year of changes, she still didn’t believe that there were people in the world that cared for her so strongly. However, that smile didn’t last against the other dark thoughts in his mind.
“Stella, we need to go,” he said, loath to intrude on Stella’s moment but not prepared to wait on this. He knew it was unlikely, but he hoped Kuruk was still at the house. He would pay for what he took from Tad tonight… For everything he tried to take.
Stella nodded and disengaged from the hug.
“Please look after these four,” she said to Denise, motioning to Jen and the dogs.
“Where are you going?” Denise asked.
Stella glance once at Tad before her own expression hardened.
“To war,” she answered as she grabbed Tad’s hand and jumped.


◆◆◆
 


Less than five minutes later, a fully powered up Tad stepped out of Dream with Stella at his side, both ready for a fight. Tad’s body shook with adrenaline, and only that kept him on his feet as he was presented with something he wasn’t prepared to face.
Kuruk and his dreamcatchers were gone, and in their place was a chaotic mess of activity as fire fighters filled the streets, police kept reporters and normal people back, and at the centre of it all, the shell of a ruined house continued to smoke. The windows and exits were still covered with concrete so no smoke escaped from there, but the roof had long since collapsed and there were flames rising from the wreckage. A column of greasy black smoke plumed into the sky like the aftermath of a volcanic eruption, and Tad needed no more information than that to know that his home was gone. There was no rescuing this.
There were startled shouts at their arrival, but Tad ignored it all, focused on the ruin of his home.
He dared to let himself be happy tonight, let himself relax. That mistake nearly cost him everything.
You should have been ready, he told himself. You should have had your ghosts with you at all times. You should have prepared an escape route for a situation just like this. You should have hunted Kuruk down like the animal he is and put him out of his misery. You should…
He snapped out of his spiralling thought pattern as he felt a hand on his arm. He looked over at the concerned expression on Stella’s face, but his thoughts never calmed. If anything, he only grew angrier.
Kuruk would pay for this.
“There was nothing you could have done,” Stella said, misreading him for the first time tonight.
“If I had my ghosts, then this couldn’t have happened,” he said, thinking about that strange ability of his to draw power from multiple ghosts to level up his dreamwalking abilities. It was something no other dreamwalker could do and had made the difference when dealing with Jacob. Facing people armed with dreamcatchers, it wouldn’t even be a contest.
Thinking of that strange ability made him wonder again why he could do what no one else could. Ashley Evans said it was because of what he was. However, he hadn’t been able to pin the man down to explain in more detail. It was yet another way he dropped the ball recently. He kept making these mistakes and it was costing him so much. It was long past time he got his act together because something like this couldn’t happen again. From now on, there could be no more mistakes, not with war coming…
No. War wasn’t coming, he realised. It was already here. What was this if not a first strike?
He couldn’t afford any more errors. He had to take this seriously. Though he hated to push Jen aside, Christmas had to be cancelled because he had a war to fight. He would hunt down Ashley first and get answers, then he would do whatever needed to be done to win this war and make the Borderlands safe again. It was the only way he could protect the people he loved.
Stella was saying something else and inside his ghosts were protesting the direction of his thoughts, but he ignored them all. He was stuck staring at the ruins of his home while remembering a single image. Kuruk had been smiling as he met Tad’s eye earlier that night. He wore a gleeful grin as his people tried to burn Tad and his family alive.
For the first time since Norman told Tad of the threat of war, Tad welcomed the coming conflict. He put aside the last vestiges of the history teacher who shied away from violence and devoted himself to a single promise.
He would not rest until Kuruk paid for what he did tonight, and when that moment happened, it would be Tad who was smiling this time.
Grim faced and resolute, Tad turned from his home and the man he used to be, and prepared himself for war.
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Lizzie always assumed that if she ever went to New Zealand, it would be to see the beautiful scenery, learn about Maori culture, and to follow a more traditional tourist itinerary. She did not expect that her first visit would lead her down a graffiti ridden back alley in Wellington, nor to the dingy pub hidden away on the corner. Thanks to a handy little tattoo she’d gotten to ease Tad’s worry for her safety, that was exactly where she was. Just thirty seconds earlier she was in her studio finishing her notes. Despite the unpleasant destination, travelling that way would never get old.
Her dreamcatcher was still cooling as she stepped over the threshold of the bar and looked around.
What a dive, she thought, tucking her hands into her pockets so she wouldn’t have to touch anything.
The word dank best described the little pub. Despite it being the start of the summer in this part of the world, the lack of windows and poor lighting created an oppressive gloom. A bar large enough for six stools ran down the wall on the left, leaving the remaining space as standing room only. Those stools were little more than threadbare cushions atop rusty metal legs, a similar aesthetic to the bar itself. Why anyone would choose to come here voluntarily Lizzie would never know.
There were only three people in the room, two of whom looked up as she entered. The barman was a skinny man with spindly limbs, leather-like skin, and a face that bristled with white whiskers that looked like they belonged on a toilet brush. He didn’t smile in greeting. In fact he ignored her, turning his attention back to the conversation he was having with a red-faced woman on the other side of the bar. The woman wasn’t so quick to look away, her milky grey eyes unfocussed as she tracked Lizzie’s movement across the pub towards the final patron who hadn’t looked up.
He was a man in his middle thirties with black hair, olive skin, and a powerful physique. His hands that held the large glass of whiskey were broad and rough, the hands of a man used to hard labour. The unhealthy purpling of his face, the darkness around his eyes and the extended gut that poked out from under his stained t-shirt showed it had been a while since he had participated in that labour. He was also the man Lizzie was here to see.
“Jalen Doukas?” she asked.
He flinched at the sound of his name, and his eyes darted up from the amber liquid in his glass. They were unfocussed at first, but slowly cleared as a frown formed.
“Owd ooh know at name?”
This wasn’t her first time chasing a drunk for a lead and she had long since learnt to understand their language. She ran his slurred words through a translation process in her mind.
How do you know that name?
Pulling out the stool next to him, she sat down at the bar, noticing out the corner of her eye that the barman looked up and was frowning.
“I’ve been looking for you, Jalen.”
“What for? I don’t owe you any money,” he stated, though it sounded more like he hoped that was true than stating a fact.
“I’m not here for money. I’m here to talk about why you left Athens.”
It took a moment for her words to cut through the alcoholic fog clouding his brain, but when they registered they had enough power to wash that fog away. His eyes darted towards the door as panic flooded his expression.
“There’s no one with me. I just want to ask a few questions,” Lizzie said, trying to keep him from fleeing.
“Who are you?”
“My name is Lizzie Bradley. I’m a journalist and I was hoping I could ask a few questions about why you left Athens.”
The man shrank away further, and Lizzie suspected that if he was even a touch more sober, he would have already run.
“How did you find me?”
“It wasn’t easy,” she admitted and wondered if that might have been the understatement of the year.
When Leon and Stella told her about the shadowy group called the Eidolon, she hadn’t believed them entirely. But something about their story rang true, and curiosity was always her downfall. A month later and she was a woman obsessed. She found little at first, just a few rumours here and the odd story there, which fueled her desire to keep looking. Soon the stories grew more outlandish and led to bigger stories, ones with more troubling conclusions. The more people she talked to, the more she discovered of what might be the biggest cover up in history.
There were traces of this group everywhere she looked. Nothing concrete, but it felt like she was seeing the very tips of the roots of a giant tree. Those roots were far reaching and touching many things, but if she followed them back far enough she might find the source.
A month of chasing leads and jumping from one story to the next led to a rumour of a man with first hand knowledge of something more meaningful. This man had fled Athens over a year ago and disappeared. She interviewed his family, chased down old friends and looked far and wide for the man with no luck. Worse, it seemed that she wasn’t the first person to have interviewed these people, as she wasn’t the only one looking.
She struck gold when she tracked down an old friend who travelled with the man in their youth. He mentioned how their travels took them to New Zealand where they both found short term work. He described it as the happiest time of his life and suggested Jalen might have felt the same. Both of them expressed a desire to go back one day, but that had been years ago, and he had almost forgotten the notion.
It was a long shot that paid off. Lizzie went to the place where they both found employment and learned that Jalen had been through this way, but had been fired because he spent more time in the bar than he did at work. That comment led Lizzie here, where she hoped to finally get answers.
“That was the point,” Jalen said, sounding more sober by the minute. “No one was supposed to find me.” He drained what was left of the whiskey in his glass and looked like he was about to go. “I need to—”
“Let me buy you one more,” Lizzie interrupted. “I just have a few questions and after that I’ll leave you alone.”
“You don’t understand. If you found me, then they could be right behind you. I’ve got to go.”
“Who could?” Lizzie asked, hoping for confirmation, but the man just shook his head. “Listen, it was only by dumb luck that I found out about your time here, and it was a long shot at best. If travelling wasn’t so easy for me, I might never have come. Whatever the case, you definitely have time for a few questions. Stay, have another drink.”
Before he could answer, she waved at the scowling barman who reluctantly pulled himself away from the conversation he was having like it was the biggest imposition in the world.
“What do you want?” he grumbled, not winning any awards for customer service.
“Another one of those… In fact, make it two,” Lizzie said. They would both be for Jalen because not only had she never developed a taste for whiskey, there was no chance she would drink anything from the glasses in this place.
The barman threw out a number that seemed steep to her, but she paid regardless. It would be worth it if she could get Jalen to talk.
Jalen eyed the whiskey that refilled his glass with a troubled expression. It was clear that a part of him still wanted to leave, but the allure of the whiskey was testing his resolve.
“Just a few questions for a few drinks, that’s all I ask,” Lizzie said. “Then you never have to see me again.”
She nudged the nearest glass toward the man and that pushed him over the edge of indecision.
“What do you want to know?” he asked, snatching up the glass and draining half of the drink in a single swallow. At that rate he’d be through both drinks in moments, so Lizzie decided not to hang around.
“Why did you run?”
“People were looking for me,” he muttered. “Bad people.”
Lizzie refrained from saying something insulting about his obvious response, and asked, “Why were they after you?”
He polished off the first tumbler and reached for the second before answering.
“Because of what I saw.”
Lizzie felt like snatching the second glass out of his hand and demanding that he answer in more detail if he wanted the drink, but he finally elaborated on his own.
“I was a stone mason and was just finishing up a huge job in the city. Most of my work is outside stuff, but this one was different. The client wanted loads of stone work done inside. Custom designs, marble cladding… things like that. And he was paying big… Biggest job I ever had. We’d been on it for over a year because the building was so big.”
With another huge swallow, the next drink followed the first, leaving Jalen frowning at the empty glass. Reluctantly, Lizzie waved at the barman, motioning for two more. She just hoped she could get the answers she needed from the guy before he passed out.
“On our last day on the job, we were finishing up work on the penthouse. I’ve never seen a place like it. Windows everywhere, looking out over the city with views like I’ve never seen before. Anyway, I was just finishing up when there was a delivery. Enormous crates, hundreds of them.”
“What was in them?” Lizzie prompted when he felt silent as the barman poured the next drinks.
“I don’t think any of us were supposed to know. That was the mistake. The delivery guys were only supposed to drop off the crates, they weren’t supposed to open the boxes.”
Dark thoughts rushed through Lizzie’s brain about what could have been in those boxes, and she prepared herself to hear something awful. However, she needn’t have worried.
“They were full of statues and antiques… Only… These were like no statues I’ve ever seen. They were beautiful, like you can’t imagine. The people looked so real it was like they could actually come to life and start walking around. I’ve never seen… I’ve worked with stone all my life, and I never knew something so perfect could come from it.”
“Then what happened?” Lizzie pressed, wanting to move past memories of art. No matter how pretty those statues might be, they were hardly news worthy.
“A guy storms in, angry like I’ve never seen. He’s yelling at the delivery guys for opening everything up and kicks us out like it was our fault these guys messed up. The place only needed a couple more hours of work, but they didn’t want to hear it. They didn’t want us back the next day either. It was a week later before they called us in to finish the job, only I couldn’t go. I was sick. I also didn’t like the situation. The guy was way too angry, kicking us off the job like that. It didn’t feel right…”
His words trailed off once more and the third whiskey disappeared. Lizzie got the impression that it wouldn’t matter how many more drinks she bought him, this story was coming to a close. There was a haunted expression on his face that the whiskey wasn’t touching. She needed to finish this quick.
“What happened, Jalen?”
“An accident, they said. Killed everyone who went there. Thing is, what kind of accident happens on a site right when you’re finishing the job. Everything’s pretty much done then, everything’s secure. No, they were killed because they saw something they weren’t supposed to.”
“So you ran?”
“Of course I did. Wouldn’t you? There’s no way that was an accident. I told the police, but they didn’t want to hear it. The moment I said where I was talking about, they acted like I was some crazy who came in off the streets. Not a single one of them would look me in the eye, and I got the message pretty quick. Whoever killed my friends had the police in their pocket. And here I was, shooting my mouth off like an idiot. So yeah, I ran. I came here, thinking they’d never find me. Now you’re here and I need to run again. Don’t know where this time though.”
He downed the last drink and pushed himself away from the bar, staggering before righting himself. Then without a backward glance, he walked away at a surprising pace. Lizzie had to hurry to catch up. By the time she was out of the pub he was already half way down the alley, like he was picking up speed with every step. If she didn’t catch him soon, he would be flat out running and in his current state she suspected it would only be a matter of time before he fell over… maybe into a road.
“Jalen, wait,” she shouted after him. “I can give you a lift somewhere. It will be quicker than running.”
Even in his drunken state, her words got through to him and he slowed to a walk, though he never stopped moving entirely.
“Come on. You know this is the right option. All I need to know is one more thing, and then we can get out of here. You see this?” she asked, lifting the hem of her top to show the new tattoo over her left hip. “You’ve seen these on the news, right? You know what they can do?”
His steps slowed to a stop as something about the round tattoo with its intricate lines caught his attention.
“That’s a dreamcatcher,” he whispered, sounding a little awed.
“That’s right. It means I can take you anywhere in the world with a thought. You want to run, this is the best way. All you have to do is tell me one more thing.”
He looked around like someone might be standing behind him, but there was only the empty alley and the surprisingly lifelike characters on the graffiti covered walls. Rubbing the back of his neck for a moment as he was lost in thought, he finally decided.
“What do you want to know?” he asked, defeated.
“What’s the address of the building you were working on?”
“It’s a tower called New Olympus. It’s in Ath—”
His words morphed into a wet gurgling sound as suddenly his throat opened up from ear to ear and blood gushed out of his neck, covering the front of his shirt. It was so sudden that Lizzie’s mind didn’t even have time to experience horror before Jalen was falling to his knees, eyes wide and fingers scrabbling for the terrible wound.
His crumpling body revealed a bizarre figure standing behind him. For a moment Lizzie flashed back to the dragon incident in Cardiff, remembering how strange it was to see two-dimensional dragons moving in a way that interacted with the three-dimensional world. This time, rather than a strip of fabric come to life, it was instead a painting from a wall.
One of the graffiti characters from the wall had separated from the rest of the paintwork and slit open Jalen’s throat. It was such a bizarre sight that Lizzie didn’t even glance at Jalen as he continued his fall to the ground, giving up the fight to stay alive and going still. She could only watch in terrified amazement as the flat planes of the figure seemed to fill out, as the bright colours lost their saturation, and the figure morphed into the shape of a man. The most bizarre part was that it didn’t feel like a physical change, but more like her mind was just suddenly seeing the truth. By the time it was over, she wondered how she had ever thought this person could have been part of the graffiti.
He was a man of average height, but that was the only thing about him that was average. His smooth skin was tanned, his black hair was glossy and long, and she had only seen eyes like that on two other people. However, where Stella and Leon had vibrant blue eyes, these eyes were a green so luminous they shone like LEDs.
Lizzie’s mind was in such a state of shock that she didn’t put the clues together until it was too late. He was one of the eidolon. He had come to kill this man and now he knew that she’d been seeking Jalen’s secrets. Worse, she recognised the glimmer of recognition in his eyes. He knew who she was, and she very much doubted that would mean anything good.
The terrifying blade in his fist caught the light of the sun as he moved, flashing it into Lizzie’s eyes and forcing her horrified brain into action. She flinched as he lunged for her, her mind jumping to the tattoo on her hip and her salvation.
She wasn’t quick enough.
The man was less than ten feet away and he was fast… inhumanly fast. No sooner had she thought about that tattoo on her hip when he caught her arm, holding her in place with a grip so hard it left bruises.
She screamed and struggled to get free, but it was no good as the man was too strong for her and she didn’t have the time to try anything clever.
A sharp pain flared through her, cutting off her scream abruptly as it felt like she couldn’t breathe. She glanced down, horrified to see the attacker’s knife sunk so deep into her stomach that the handle was flush against her shirt. Blood was spreading around the wound, soaking the front of her shirt.
“I’m sorry about this. I don’t have a choice.”
She looked up at the odd words, surprised to find moisture in her killer’s eyes, but then her attention was pulled away once more by a new pain as the knife was pulled from her gut. It almost hurt worse coming out.
As if to give her better data to compare the pain, he stabbed her again, and again. It hurt so bad, that this time Lizzie couldn’t even scream.
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Deo stepped back, letting the girl fall to the floor without looking at her. He was more focused on the hot, crimson liquid covering his hands.
He had never seen so much blood.
He took a step back, but his foot nearly slipped out from under him as he stepped in something else that was wet and warm. Horror ran down his spine at the thought of what he was stepping in and he couldn’t hold in his yelp as he leapt away and looked down at the pool of red liquid on the floor, reflecting the alley and the dead body lying face down at its source.
You killed that man, he thought, unable to believe what he had done.
He had been sent on a mission like this before, when he was sent to Cardiff to deal with Stella Martin. His lack of success there was the reason he was here today, to make up for past mistakes. He had only been sent after the man though, the one who saw what he shouldn’t when working on Elias’ penthouse. The girl was a surprise and a welcome one. He knew she was also on the council’s hit list and he would make some serious headway in getting back in their good graces if he could take her out as well.
That’s two lives you’ve taken.
For some reason the thought made him feel sick, and when he heard the groan from near his feet, he took another step back. The girl was still alive, barely. Her pretty face was a mess of tears and locked in an expression of pain as she hunched up around the wound, curling into a foetal position with her hands over her stomach as though to hold in the blood.
Don’t leave her like that, he thought to himself. You wouldn’t let an animal you hit with your car suffer like this.
Unbeknownst to him, Deo was shedding his own tears as he scolded himself, a part of him unable to comprehend what he’d done. Absently, he wiped them away, smearing blood across his face without realising it.
His inner thoughts were right. He couldn’t leave her like this. She deserved more than to be in such agony in her last minutes. Part of him wanted to get her help, to sit by her side and nurse her back to health so that he could make up for what he had just done. Instead, he firmed up his nerve, stood over the girl and tightened the grip on his knife.
“I’m sorry, you didn’t deserve this,” he whispered. Then, before he could lose his nerve, he reached down to slit her throat.
The impact came from nowhere, and it felt like a truck hit him. One minute he was standing over the girl ready to finish her off, the next the bones in his left arm shattered, causing the knife to fall from his nerveless fingers, and he was flying across the alley only to impact with the wall hard enough to crack the stone and break two of his ribs.
Agony exploded through him like he couldn’t have imagined, and his vision went hazy as the world spun. He collapsed to the ground, coughing up blood and trying to make sense of what just happened.
I didn’t even hear the engine, was his first thought as he rolled onto his side and looked for the car that hit him... Only, there wasn’t a car.
Instead, there was a muscular figure standing protectively over the girl, staring at Deo with a look of hatred that Deo had never seen on that face before. Brilliant blue eyes as bright as Deo’s own stared back at him with such malevolence that the gaze hurt almost as much as his injuries. More than this, Deo felt fear like he hadn’t felt before.
The fury in that gaze promised retribution, and seeing who that gaze belonged to, Leon knew that this was one of the few people on the planet who could deliver such punishment. A normal human he need not fear, even in his injured state. He would even go up against one of those dreamwalkers and fancy his odds, especially outside the Borderlands where they weren’t at their strongest.
But Leon was another matter.
“What are you doing here?” he asked between gasps.
Leon didn’t answer. His eyes just hardened and his knuckles popped as he tensed his fist and took a step forward.
That isn’t good, he told himself, and knew he needed to get up. Agony screamed through his mind as he tried to move his left arm and take a deep breath, but fear was a stronger motivator right now. He didn’t like the look in the eye of his childhood friend, and he knew he needed to act fast if he wanted to survive this. Somehow, despite the pain, he scrambled to his feet and darted away… and not a moment too soon.
Leon didn’t crack the wall behind where Deo had been just a moment earlier. He punched straight through it, knocking bricks out of the wall and shattering others. Deo gulped at the thought of that kind of strength being turned on him.
“Wait. Please, this isn’t my fault,” Deo begged as he hopped backwards, calling on his talents to blend with the world around him, to make himself look like part of the alley. For a second it worked as Leon’s eyes lost focus, but the thing about alleys that Deo couldn’t replicate right now was that they didn’t move. It didn’t take long for Leon to find him again.
“Not your fault?” Leon hissed. “You just killed two people and—”
“They made me do it. You know what they’re like, Leon. When you get an order, you have no choice but to do it. More than my life hangs in the balance.”
“That’s no excuse for murder,” Leon snapped, stalking his friend like a tiger stalking its prey.
He lunged for Deo with such speed that he almost blurred to Deo’s vision. If Deo were a normal person, he would have been caught easily. But he was eidolon and had enough speed of his own that he could dodge fast enough that Leon caught nothing but his t-shirt. Grunting at the pain, Deo pulled away with such force that the sleeve of his t-shirt tore away from his right arm, freeing him from Leon’s grip. It put a lot of pressure on his left arm though, and his vision swam.
I can’t fight him like this. There is no way I’ll survive.
A twitch of movement out the corner of his eye gave him an idea, and he seized the opportunity.
“She’s still alive,” he screamed, jumping back again to avoid another strike from his childhood friend. He wouldn’t have escaped this time, save that his words landed on Leon like they had physical weight. Jumping on this opportunity, he took another few steps back, increasing the gap between Leon and himself. “But she won’t be for long. If you want any chance at saving her, you need to act now. You can’t waste the precious seconds it will take to kill me.”
With every word he was stepping away, and only Leon’s concern for his friend was keeping him from following. Deo hoped that his words got through to his friend because the truth was he didn’t think the time it would take Leon to kill him would matter at all to the girl. She either wouldn’t die in those seconds, or she would have died regardless. However, Deo knew his old friend. He was a good man and wouldn’t stand by while a friend bled to death.
A good friend to have then, he thought to himself. Not like you.
Unbidden flashes of memories rushed through his mind of a time when they were children, two godlings amongst mortal men who could only be themselves around each other. He remembered the trouble they used to get into, the amazing things they accomplished. Seeing the coldness in his old friend’s eyes was almost more painful than the agony of his left arm and his inability to breathe.
Making his decision, Leon spun away from Deo and sprinted back to the girl. He covered the distance in the blink of an eye, the movements so sudden that Deo flinched rather than relax as the danger passed. Then he could only watch on in amazement as his friend scooped up the dying reporter, eliciting a sharp yelp from her, before a light flared from underneath the sleeve of his t-shirt and they both vanished.
Deo blinked a few times, not believing what he just saw. As the adrenaline from fleeing for his life faded and and his pain consumed him, his mind was too preoccupied to put the clues together fast enough to understand what just happened. Right now, he could only be amazed that Leon had travelled like a dreamwalker, and be thrilled that he had somehow survived.
You won’t survive long if you don’t move soon. If he can travel like that, he could be back here any moment.
Once again, his dark thoughts sobered him up. He took only a few seconds more to look at the dead body that had been left behind in a pool of its own blood, then at the other puddle where the girl had been laying. Thinking of Leon’s furious expression, he mourned for his lost friendship and wondered at just what kind of man he had become before the instinct to survive took over and Deo did what he should have done the moment Leon disappeared.
He ran.
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“The attack at your house wasn’t an isolated incident,” Norman said, his words meant for Tad but falling on deaf ears. The fury that had driven Tad to confront Kuruk was long gone and Stella now saw only a beaten down man, lost in dark thoughts.
She never had a home she loved as much as Tad loved that house, and couldn’t imagine what he must be thinking. Knowing him, he would blame himself, and having seen his earlier reactions to dark thoughts, she desperately wanted to get him alone so she could talk to him. She couldn’t have a repeat of what happened in Swansea.
However, now wasn’t the time for a heart to heart. They were back at the DTHQ, locked away in Stella’s office with Norman and Ryan. She had to settle for reaching for his good hand under the desk and squeezing in silent support while she also took up the slack in the conversation.
“There were other attacks?” she asked.
“All over the country,” Norman agreed. “Even Downing Street didn’t escape. But Mitena’s wards did their jobs well. Most of the attacks were turned back, or at least held off long enough that the quick response teams could be mobilised.”
“So this is how they start? With attacks just before Christmas?” Stella asked, wondering just what the Americans were thinking. “I thought they needed public support. How are they going to get that if they act like terrorists at Christmas and start burning people alive in their houses?”
“They didn’t use those tactics everywhere, but even if they did, it wouldn’t matter. The Children of ADaM have claimed responsibility for the attacks tonight.”
“Bullshit,” Tad spat, speaking for the first time. “That was Kuruk outside my house. We know it was the Americans.”
“We do,” Norman agreed. “But don’t forget that no one else knows Kuruk is working for them. He’s built his army in secret.”
“So let’s tell the world,” Tad snapped, working himself into a rage despite Stella squeezing his hand a little harder. “I’ll grab Lizzie and we can—”
“Tad, calm down,” Stella said, her words barely more than a whisper, but her grip on his hand stressing her point. His mouth snapped shut and he looked away, but she could feel the tension in him. This meeting couldn’t be over quick enough.
“We can’t tell the world,” Ryan said to fill the silence as the Prime Minister watched Tad with a worried frown. “It would be my word against theirs. The mission I was doing wasn’t the kind where I could stop to take photos. I don’t have the proof we need to show the world.”
“So what, we just let the Children of ADaM claim these attacks and America gets away with it?”
“No, we need to prove the connection. Working with Lizzie might not be a bad move on this one,” Norman admitted. “We just need to be smart about how we do it. In the meantime, we need Mitena to ward up more buildings. Her new dreamcatchers worked perfectly and we need to get more places—”
“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Ryan interrupted. “They worked tonight. But nowhere else tried the same tactics that were used on Tad’s house. A bit of creative thought would be all that’s needed to get round the limitations of dreamcatchers.”
“So why didn’t they attack in the same way elsewhere?” Norman asked.
“Because maybe they weren’t all meant to succeed,” Stella guessed. She could tell by the look on Ryan’s face that she guessed right.
“In a war, you don’t show your true strength right from the opening skirmishes. You feel out the other side, lay false information, and set your enemy up to underestimate you,” Ryan said.
“It seems like a wasted opportunity,” Norman pointed out, earning a glare from Tad. Again Stella couldn’t wait for this meeting to end. Tad was taking these comments too personally.
“Not if the attacks succeeding weren’t the purpose of tonight,” Ryan said. “Not if they were just a diversion.”
“Diversion?” Norman asked. “Diversion for what?”
Ryan didn’t shrug, but he didn’t answer either. Instead he stared back at the Prime Minister with an expression that said, You figure it out.
“Whatever the case, can we use tonight to finally get buy in for this war?” Tad asked. “Will those useless arseholes finally see what’s right in front of their face and—”
Yet again Stella needed to squeeze Tad’s hand to reign him in, and Norman was quick to fill the silence.
“Probably not,” he said, referring to the holdouts within his government who didn’t believe there was a war coming, but thought Norman was trying to divert attention away from his emergence as a dreamwalker. “With the Children of ADaM claiming these attacks, they still won’t believe. Maybe before they found out about me, I might have been able to convince them, but now…”
He left the thought hanging and Tad tensed up to pounce on the lull in the conversation when the door to Stella’s office burst open and Denise rushed in, eyes wide and nostrils flaring.
“Tad, Jen needs you, quick.”
Tad didn’t hesitate. Still holding his hand, Stella was taken along for the ride. One minute she was looking at her assistant, the next she was staring at the walls of the break room as a gut wrenching nausea washed through her.
“…need Dr Burman, dad. I can’t handle this on my own.”
Stella blinked as her dizziness passed and the sounds of the world faded back into focus. She turned towards Jen’s voice and sucked in a sharp breath at what she found.
“I’ll get him,” Tad said, again not hesitating in the slightest before he vanished with a pop, revealing the bloody figures standing around the little girl.
Leon stood alone looking lost, blood covering his t-shirt, jeans and arms. But that was nothing compared to the young woman laid out on the table in front of him. At first she was unrecognisable to Stella. Her skin was ashen, there were dark marks on her face from where her makeup had run, and her blouse was so saturated with sticky wet blood that Stella couldn’t tell what the original colour was.
“Lizzie,” Stella gasped.
Not only did Lizzie not look up upon hearing her name, she didn’t so much as flinch. Judging by her unnatural stillness, Stella worried she was already dead.
“Why isn’t she in the hospital?” she asked Leon. Although he was also covered in blood, her talents informed her he wasn’t hurt.
“I didn’t know what to do,” Leon admitted. “I panicked and here was the first place I thought of.”
“Then what are you waiting for? We should get her to a hospital now.”
Leon was about to answer, but there was a pop announcing Tad’s return. He had a sleepy looking Dr Burman with him. The poor man was dressed in checked pyjamas and his hair greying hair was a tangled mess. The bags under his eyes and the startled expression on his face made Stella think Tad had kidnapped him from his bed.
“Dr B. Thank god, I don’t know what to do with this.”
Dr Burman’s eyes spun towards Jen at the obvious panic in her voice, and they widened when they saw Lizzie.
“Oh, I see what you mean,” he said to Tad, before stepping forward to look at the woman on the table.
“What do I do?” Jen asked again, her voice wobbling like she might break into tears. Jen’s skin was ashen and her fingers trembled along with her lower lip. Stella’s heart went out to her. After the night she’d just endured, this would be too much for anyone, let alone a thirteen-year-old girl.
“We need to get her to a hospital,” Stella said before Dr Burman could answer, wondering why everyone was missing this obvious fact.
“No.” Though he was the last person Stella expected to disagree, it was Dr Burman who shot her idea down. “Jen can do more for her than an emergency room.”
Despite the seriousness of his message, his tone was calm and his eyes never strayed from Jen for a second, making it clear to whom he was talking to.
“This is what we’ve been practicing for. Remember everything we’ve been through and we’ll be fine.”
“But those wounds go so deep. There could be internal damage and I don’t know—”
“Forget that,” Dr Burman said. “Remember, that’s not your job. We talked about this, you’re not a surgeon right now, you’re a battlefield medic. So what’s your job?”
“Make sure that the patient survives long enough to get her more help?” Jen said, her voice growing stronger as she repeated what was obviously a well learnt lesson.
Stella glanced at Tad, and found her surprise mirrored on his face.
Battlefield Medic?
She mouthed the words at him, and he shook his head, knowing no more about this than she did. She wondered just what Dr Buman and Jen had been doing over the past month.
“That’s right. So first step, assess the patient. Quickly now or we might lose her,” Dr Burman told Jen, who had stopped shaking and was looking closer at the injuries on Lizzie’s stomach.
“I need scissors,” she said, almost absently.
As if by magic, a pair appeared for her to take. It wasn’t magic though, it was just Stella’s incredible assistant doing what she did best and anticipating the needs of the people in the room. While the rest of them had been standing around like idiots, not knowing what to do, she had retrieved a first aid kit and handed Jen the scissors that were bundled in the pack.
“You have a torch?” Dr Burman asked.
This time it was one of the tactical team who provided the equipment, pulling a pocket sized torch from his combat trousers. Dr Burman accepted it with a quick thank you and shone it onto Lizzie’s stomach that had been exposed as Jen went to work on cutting away Lizzie’s top. She was surprisingly competent at the task, and again Stella glanced at Tad to see his reaction. He wasn’t looking at Stella this time though, instead watching his daughter in fascination.
As soon as Lizzie’s stomach was revealed, Stella’s curiosity about Jen’s lessons with Dr Burman vanished. There was yet more blood revealed by the removal of the shirt, but also a trio of three inch gashes that still oozed. Stella gasped at the sight and covered her mouth with her hand.
“Damn, it looks like the bastard caught her liver. He’s missed the major arteries which is a God send, but she’s still loosing too much blood.” Dr Burman looked at Jen, and for the first time there was a hint of uncertainty on his face. “You ready for this? If not, say so now and we’ll get her to a hospital.”
Jen hesitated only a second before her expression firmed and she nodded. “I can do it,” she said. “Look for the bleed, fix it as quick as possible, then close her up to stop infection.”
“That’s right,” Dr Burman agreed. “Can someone please hold her down?” he asked the room in general as he pulled on some gloves from the first aid kit. “She’s probably too far gone to feel this, but just in case.”
Leon was there in an instant, both hands on Lizzie’s shoulders, while Tad placed his hands on her hips. While neither of those men hesitated, the doctor paused to suck in a deep breath as though calming himself. It shocked Stella to see an almost guilty expression on his face, and she was sure she heard him mutter some kind of prayer before he found his resolve and nodded at Jen to say he was ready.
Then he did the last thing Stella expected. He opened one of Lizzie’s wounds wide with one hand while shining the torch inside with the other. Stella gasped again as she got her first glimpse inside the human body before a similar nausea to when she dreamwalked rushed through her and she was forced to look away. She didn’t think she had a problem with blood, but something about the grizzly scene was one step too far.
A groan from Lizzie made her turn back and Stella saw that though her eyes were still closed, her face had scrunched up into a painful grimace and it was rocking from side to side. Leon, also looking away from what was happening, kept her shoulders steady.
Again Stella glanced at Tad, but he hadn’t looked away, and his fascination had turned to wonder. It was a rare thing to see on his face as normally it was other people looking at him that way.
“You stop the bleed?” the doctor asked.
“I think so,” Jen answered. “The big one at least.”
“Fantastic Jen, I knew you could do this.”
The girl looked up at the doctor with a pleased smile, but Stella could see the strain as well. Whatever she had just done had taken a lot out of her. Focusing her eidolon senses on the girl, Stella soon saw the problem and grabbed a nearby chair.
“Jen, sit on this. Don’t try to do two things at once right now.”
Jen looked up from Lizzie’s wound, a grateful expression on her face as she sank into the chair. Something about the way her legs settled suggested they were incapable of moving. Stella didn’t pay them much attention, as her eyes were drawn like magnets back to Lizzie’s wounds.
The nausea returned almost instantly, but it was less this time, as curiosity overrode it. Something about the wound looked different that she couldn’t put her finger on. Maybe there was less blood coming from it, maybe it looked a touch smaller. Her curiosity to discover what changed meant she didn’t look away this time as Jen got back to work.
It was one of the most disgusting and fascinating things Stella had ever seen. It horrified her and made her want to be sick, but at the same time, she couldn’t tear her eyes away. There was movement from deep within the wound, not from Dr Burman’s fingers, but from Lizzie’s own body.
Sometimes that movement looked like muscle twitches, and other times it was like the flesh was crawling. It was something so alien that Stella took a few minutes to realise that she was watching the growth of new cells happening so fast that Stella could see it with the human eye.
Then, over the course of thirty seconds, the wound closed. At first it looked like Dr Burman was closing his fingers, but Stella could see the skin knitting together and the wound itself getting smaller. Less than five minutes after Jen began, there were only two wounds instead of three.
Jen let out an explosive sigh and fell back into her seat, exhausted.
“It worked,” Dr Burman said, the surprise in his voice making Stella look up sharply.
“You didn’t know if it would?”
“I’ve seen what Jen could do to smaller wounds and we’ve theorised about what to do in a situation like this, but this is the first time we’ve tried it. We couldn’t know for sure what would happen.”
“And you experimented on Lizzie?” Stella asked, half horrified and half wondering if she should put the doctor in handcuffs.
“She was losing blood far too fast and her pulse was already weak. If we didn’t stop the bleeding, we’d have lost her even if we took her to a hospital,” he answered, though to Stella’s mind he was selling himself an excuse more than anything. “Jen just saved her life.”
Every eye in the room turned to the exhausted teenager whose cheeks turned pink.
“We’re not finished yet,” she said, trying to divert attention away from herself.
“Yes we are,” Dr Burman disagreed. “Battlefield surgeon, remember. You keep them alive long enough to get them to help, and then you let other doctors take over.”
“But I can heal her,” Jen argued.
“Jen, she needs a blood transfusion and a specialised trauma surgeon to help her. You’ve done enough to keep her alive, but we can’t be sure that you’ve fixed everything correctly.”
“Then I want to go with her. I can do whatever the surgeon wants and help heal her.”
Dr Burman was shaking his head. “The surgeon would never allow it.”
“Really? You wouldn’t let me heal one of your patients?”
The doctor started shaking his head, but then hesitated, looking down at the closed stab wound on Lizzie’s stomach.
“You’ll have to do what the doctor says. No going rogue on this. We’ll also have to prove to them what you can do. I’ll probably get fired for even suggesting this…” His words trailed off as he started going through the logistics in his head of how he could make this work. However, he snapped out of it when he looked at Lizzie again. “We need to get her to the hospital. We can figure the rest out later.”
“Here, I’ll take her,” Tad said, speaking up for the first time as he scooped the now unconscious Lizzie into his arms like she weighed nothing. “You, stay here,” Tad said to Growler and Hawk before turning to Jen and saying, “You okay to bring the doctor?”
At Jen’s nod, Tad vanished. A moment later, Jen touched the doctor’s arm and they too vanished, leaving Stella, Leon, Denise, a few members of the tactical team, and even the Prime Minister and Ryan, looking at the bloody mess of the break room and standing around in amazement at what they had just witnessed.
After that miracle, Stella didn’t think any of them would see Jen in quite the same way again.
However, she was also the first person to recover as the gears in her mind started spinning up and questions formed. Turning to her cousin she said, “Tell me everything.”
After just a moment of hesitation, Leon started speaking.
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“Do you understand how this changes things? If we had one of her in every hospital, think how many lives we could save, how many—”
“Of course I understand,” Dr Burman snapped. The two surgeons had been talking excitedly for the last ten minutes as the trauma surgeon expressed his awe of Jen’s abilities. “But think about this, Nigel. There’s only one of her right now and it’s exhausting work. I agree, she will change the world one day. But how she does that isn’t clear yet. I think we need to work with her more, figure out how we can replicate what she does and—”
“Replicate?” the surgeon interrupted. “How could we replicate what she does?”
“With dreamcatchers.”
It was Tad who answered this time, making both doctors jump as they’d forgotten he was there. Dr Burman recovered first and looked away, a little shamefaced as he realised that Tad had seen through his long-term plans. The other doctor stared at Tad in the way a teenager stares at a popstar. It had been Tad’s presence more than Dr Burman’s arguments that convinced the doctor to let Jen help in the operating room and was the reason Lizzie was in recovery without a scar to show for the ordeal she’d been through.
“Dreamcatchers?” the surgeon asked. “You mean those things that stop nightmares?”
“They do more than that,” Tad said. “They can also capture Dreams so anyone can use them. We’re still trying to find the best ways to make them usable, but the designs are getting more advanced every day.”
“You mean I could do what she just did?” the doctor asked, stunned.
“Maybe one day. And not until Jen’s ready,” Tad said. Now he’d uncovered Dr Burman’s plans, he was starting to see their potential. However, as he worked through it in his mind, he also saw the pitfalls. The only person who knew what Jen did was Jen herself, so she was going to have to be the one who created the dreamcatchers. Even then, Tad wasn’t sure it would work. Dream was a magic of the mind and no two people thought alike, which was why even dreamwalkers couldn’t always replicate the actions of each other.
“She’ll need to work with the woman who designs the dreamcatchers to figure this out, and even then she could do with understanding it better herself first,” Tad continued.
“Understanding it herself?” the surgeon questioned. “She just healed a severe abdominal wound that would have taken that woman months to recover from. What more does she need to know?”
“She’s doing this on instinct,” Dr Burman answered. “She’s only got a rudimentary understanding of anatomy as she has only been learning about this for a few months. Imagine how much further she could go if she had a doctor’s understanding of the body. I’m telling you, Nigel, if we are patient with her, it will pay off in the long run.”
“Patience is a hard ask considering how many lives we could lose in the meantime.”
“It’s not a request,” Tad said, his voice growing harder as these two men talked about Jen like she was a resource rather than a person. Tad didn’t doubt Dr Burman had grown to care for Jen, but the doctor inside him was itching to advance his own goals. “She’s a thirteen-year-old girl with a broken back. She has enough pressures on her as it is, she doesn’t need more from both of you.”
Shame faced, the doctors didn’t answer, and Tad decided he’d heard enough. With a final warning glance at both men, he walked down the corridor towards Lizzie’s room and stepped inside.
Lizzie looked infinitely better than she had last night. Colour had returned to her cheeks, the nurses had cleaned her up, and now she looked like a healthy young woman asleep in the bed. Curled up in the chair beside the bed, Jen was also fast asleep, soft snores breaking the silence.
Tad took a moment to watch her sleep, a proud smile forming on his face as he remembered watching her work. In his head he always thought of Jen as a little girl who needed to be protected at all costs, but last night she did things that left a room of adults speechless. She looked tiny in the chair so he could still see the child he remembered, but he saw a young woman as well, one who would change the world one day.
“What are you grinning at?” a familiar voice asked from behind him, and he turned to find Stella had arrived with Leon and Miles one step behind her.
Before Tad had chance to answer, Miles rushed past and hurried to the side of the bed, falling into the remaining unoccupied chair and reaching for Lizzie’s hand as tears ran down his cheeks. Tad was surprised by the technician’s actions until his tired mind put the clues together. Turning to Stella, he saw by her lack of surprise that she had come to the same conclusion long before him.
“Since when were those two a thing?” he asked.
“Since before you dealt with Kuruk the first time.”
“What?” Tad’s surprise made his voice a touch louder than expected. Stella smiled and shook her head.
“You really are blind to what’s right in front of you sometimes,” she said. She would have said more, but a groan from the bed made all of them look up just in time to see Lizzie’s eyes blink open.
Those eyes bounced around the room, looking but not seeing as she put together the clues of where she was. A crease formed on her brow as she didn’t recognise her surroundings, but as she recognised the people her eyes snapped open and she struggled to sit up, her hands, trying to feel for the injuries on her stomach even as Miles tried to hold her back.
“Liz, it’s okay,” Miles soothed. “You’re in the hospital, but you’re alright?”
“Hospital?” she asked, though Tad doubted she was actually looking for information. It was more like a signal of her brain going through the motions. She probed at her stomach, wincing at first, but then pressing harder when she realised there was no pain. “I was stabbed,” she whispered. “He, stabbed me… he…”
Her voice trembled as the memory overtook her and tears formed. Recognising what was happening, Miles climbed onto the bed and pulled her into a hug. He was just in time to catch her sobs. Lizzie clung to him like a drowning woman clings to driftwood, and she buried her face in his chest, shoulders shaking as she let out the pain of the memories that were no doubt impossible to endure.
For a moment Tad just watched, unable to move. It killed him to see his friend this way. Lizzie was one of the strongest people he knew and to see her so overcome with emotion was unbearable. Suddenly he wanted nothing more than to find whoever did this and make them pay.
“Tad, come on.”
Stella’s gentle words drew his attention, and when she nodded at the door, he realised she was right to want to give them some space. He glanced at Jen, but she was still out cold. Considering just how much she had exhausted herself, he didn’t see that changing soon. Therefore, Tad left her behind as he followed Stella and Leon into the hall.
Twenty minutes was as long as Tad could bring himself to wait before returning. He knocked cautiously before entering and poked his head inside to check the coast was clear. Seeing that the atmosphere in the room had changed, he stepped inside, a little confused at what he found.
Jen was still asleep, but she was no longer on the chair beside the bed. Instead she was lying beside Lizzie and wrapped up in a tight embrace. Lizzie was wide awake and contrary to how she had looked when Tad left, her bright green eyes sparkled with mirth at the confused expression on his face.
“Apparently saving my life took it out of her,” Lizzie said with genuine warmth. “After Miles told me what she did, I had to wake her up to thank her. I think I managed a hug and a few words before she was unconscious again.”
“Here, let me take her,” Tad said, coming around the bed.
“No, let her sleep. She’s earned it.”
“She’s not bothering you? You’re still in recovery you know.”
“I’m fine,” Lizzie argued. “It just feels like bad bruises, there’s no serious pain, thanks to her.”
As if Jen knew she was being talked about, she snorted in her sleep which made Lizzie laugh and Tad smile. At the sound of laughter, Stella and Leon stepped back into the room and Lizzie looked up, her smile widening at the sight of Leon.
“Ah, the other hero I need to thank. I’d hug you too, but I’m afraid I’m a little tied up right now,” she said. Leon blushed and waved her off, clearly uncomfortable. Though not as uncomfortable as he was about to be. “As grateful as I am for what you did, Leon, I think you know the question I have to ask, right?”
“How was Leon there to help you?”
It was Stella who answered when Leon cringed and looked away, having second thoughts about being in this room.
“Of course you’d get it,” Lizzie said, trying for sassy but unable to muster the normal vitriol she would put into the words. Contrary to how she had been when she woke, she was like a new woman filled with life and energy. ”You had him following me, didn’t you.”
“I did,” Stella agreed, not denying it for a second. Lizzie wasn’t shocked in the slightest, unlike Tad. The obvious surprise on his face made Lizzie laugh.
“You’re still an idiot sometimes, Tad,” she said, somehow making the insult sound like a compliment. “Let me guess, he’s been following me because you know what I’ve been working on.”
“It wasn’t hard to figure out,” Stella agreed. “It’s you we’re talking about after all.”
Again Lizzie laughed and even Stella grinned, something that was starting to freak Tad out. He was used to these two fighting and to see them so friendly was unnatural.
“So what were you working on?” Miles asked, joining Tad as the only other person in the room who didn’t know what the hell was happening.
“I was looking into the Eidolon,” Lizzie said. “After what happened last month and everything Stella and Leon told me, I wanted to know more about these people.”
“Really? After you already know how dangerous they are?” Tad asked at the same time that Miles also spoke.
“Eidolon?”
“Remember my story about how dreamwalkers weren’t the only supernatural things in the world?” Lizzie answered Miles. “Well, these two are and their people are what I was talking about,” she said, nodding to Stella and Leon.
She continued telling him a fantastical tale about how the Greek Gods weren’t myths, but people who could do incredible things because they were powered by the belief people had in them. It said a lot for how much the world had changed since the Merging that it looked like Miles took Lizzie’s word at face value and questioned little. After all, if dreams could come true, then this wasn’t much different, right?
“So if you already know this, what were you trying to find out?” Miles asked, glancing at Leon and Stella like they were aliens.
“Please, you think she’d ever tell me anything and not hold back the juiciest part of the story?” Lizzie asked, nodding at Stella. “Besides, if I want to go public with it I need proof.”
“Go public?” Leon asked. “You can’t do that. They’ll come after you… hell, they already did.”
“No, I think they were after Jalen,” Lizzie disagreed. “There was no way they could have tracked me out there as I was using my dreamcatcher to get around.”
“That wasn’t why I insisted you get that,” Tad pointed out. But this new Lizzie, who seemed full of life, just poked her tongue out at him instead of arguing her point.
“We’re serious, Lizzie. You can’t—” Leon started, but Stella cut him off.
“What have you found out?”
Lizzie glanced at Stella and hesitated for the first time, trying to decide just how much to share.
“A lot, and not enough. I know you told me the truth, and I also know that it was just the tip of the iceberg. I’ve found a lot of rumours about what these guys are involved in, but until now I didn’t have any proof.”
“Until now?” Stella asked.
“That’s why I was in New Zealand. I was chasing down a lead on this guy who’s work crew was killed in an accident that should never have happened. Jalen thought they were killed to cover up a secret. He only spoke about stolen art or something like that, but I think he stumbled on something bigger. I think he found where these guys are based. He said it was called New Olympus, and he was about to tell me more when…”
Her words trailed off as for the first time since they came back into the room her smile faltered. A haunted look entered her eyes that lingered until Lizzie visibly pushed a hard memory aside and got control of herself.
“I don’t know where it is yet, but I will find out,” Lizzie announced, drawing a frown from Miles and Tad.
“Getting stabbed wasn’t enough of a reason to back off this?” Miles asked.
Lizzie shot him a glance Tad recognised all too well. It was a look that said that he was treading on dangerous ice and he should drop the topic right now.
“Don’t look at me like that. Not when you almost got killed last night for a stupid story.”
“Stupid story? We’ve been over this, Miles. This is what I do for a living and that won’t change. It’s who I am, so you need to get on board with that.”
“I’m never going to get on board with you throwing your life away,” Miles snapped, and it might have sparked a much bigger argument had Stella not spoken.
“It’s in Athens.”
“What?” Lizzie asked.
“New Olympus is in Athens. The Eidolon Council have their chambers at the top of the tower. The head of the Eidolon council, a man called Elias Masalis, lives on the top floor. From what my grandmother told me, his home is filled with ancient Greek art and wonders that belong in a museum. It wouldn’t surprise me if that’s what Jalen saw that got him killed.”
Lizzie blinked and her mouth hung open before she asked. “How long have you known this?”
“About where the tower is? A few months. Leon has always known. About the fact that Elias is the head of the council and is surrounded by wondrous works of art, maybe for a couple of weeks. After the Eidolon came for us and weren’t successful, Leon and Tad moved my grandmother to a safe location. She mentioned she had been called to a meeting there.”
“Typical. I knew you were hiding something.”
Bizzarely, the bitterness in Lizzie’s tone was something that told Tad that she was on the mend and things were getting back to normal.
“I suppose you’re going to tell me not to go to this tower or to keep looking into this,” Lizzie said.
“Actually, I want you to keep looking into this.”
“What?” Tad, Lizzie and Miles asked together.
Stella rolled her eyes at their surprise, but answered anyway.
“I can’t go into it yet, but me, Tad and the Dream Team are all busy right now.”
Lizzie’s expression turned sympathetic, and she looked at Tad.
“The attack on your house, I heard. I’m so sorry.”
Tad smiled to acknowledge her sympathy, but didn’t answer. With everything that happened to Lizzie, he’d pushed that to the back of his mind. Her mentioning it now made him realise it was like a black hole that would consume him if his thoughts drifted within range of its massive gravity. For now, he kept his thoughts focused on this conversation.
“So you see, I don’t have time to investigate the Eidolon like I want,” Stella said. “We may disagree on how it gets done, but we agree on the fact that the Eidolon have existed in the shadows long enough. I hate that they think they can just kill people who go against them like they are untouchable, and the best way to fight back is to expose their organisation to the light.”
“Won’t that just make them stronger?” Tad argued. “The more people who see them, the more people will believe in their power.”
“It all depends on how they’re exposed,” Stella disagreed. “If we expose them in a way that casts doubt on their powers and their organisation, then it will do the opposite. Remember, it was doubt that toppled the Greek pantheon.”
“Doubt?” Miles asked, not getting it. Lizzie said nothing, but it was clear on her face that she wasn’t getting it either.
“The belief of others powers our people. People see me as strong, and therefore I am strong,” Leon said. “The more people who believe that, the stronger I get. But what if you were to find some really dense material, something that didn’t look heavy but was? Then if I tried to lift it and struggled, you might question just how strong I was. You would doubt I was stronger than a normal man. If this happened enough, then the belief that powered me would be gone.”
“So if we can expose the Eidolon in the right way, prove they aren’t all powerful beings and are no better than normal humans who are hungry for power, then we can stop them,” Stella argued.
“And you want me to do that?” Lizzie asked.
“Like I said, I don’t have time to look into it or I would make that my priority. But this is something that needs to happen soon because these eidolon don’t like that me and Leon are still alive. With their resources, it’s just a matter of time before they send an attack at us that I can’t avoid.”
Tad had plenty of objections at the thought of getting Lizzie involved, but Stella’s words shut him up. He hadn’t thought of that with everything else going on, but Stella was right. With her concentrating on the war and everything happening in the Borderlands, she would be turning a blind eye to the threat of the eidolon and she would be putting herself in danger.
However, Miles’ worries weren’t so easily pushed aside.
“So you want Lizzie to risk her life to keep you safe,” he demanded, his tone spiteful.
“It’s not like that, and you know it,” Stella answered. “We all know Lizzie won’t stop looking into this anyway, so there’s no point fighting her. Besides, we’re not the only ones who need to worry about this. Lizzie is on their hit list as well. They won’t have forgotten the video she put out about other supernatural people and they will want to shut her down before she can find out more.
“But… I mean… It’s too dangerous… She could…”
Miles sounded desperate as he tried to find the right argument to protest, and Tad felt for the man.
“She won’t be alone, Miles. Leon is going to help her,” Stella said.
“He is?” Lizzie asked with a frown. “Help or reign in? I don’t need him spying on me for you and trying to—”
“Help,” Stella argued, cutting Lizzie off. “Look, I know we don’t see eye to eye on a lot of things and if I could, I would rather do this myself and bring the eidolon to justice through legal means. But I can’t do that and this is one situation where shining a light on it journalistically might be even more helpful than anything I can do. You can affect the opinions of millions of people, and it’s that sort of thing we need to do in order to control the story and create doubt. As much as it pains me to admit this, you might be better suited to this than I am.”
A stunned silence settled over the room and it took another of Jen’s well timed snores to snap everyone out of it.
Tad realised that he should take Jen somewhere to rest properly. His first thought was to take her home, and that slip up pulled him into the black hole and sent him down a dark mental path. Memories flashed through his mind of smoke, fire, and ruin. It had been one hell of a night where he came close to losing everything that was important to him, including one of his closest friends, who was stabbed because there was no one to protect her. A part of him was hurt that she never came to him for help with something like this, that he couldn’t have been there for her. It was an unreasonable thought, but he couldn’t cast it aside so easily.
He should have expected an attack on his house. He should have been more prepared to defend his family. He should have been keeping a better eye on Lizzie. He should have been able to stop this war before it got this far… He should have been able to do so much more.
The others were talking about new topics Tad didn’t hear as he made the mental decision to stop letting things like this happen. He needed to focus on getting stronger and to stop letting people down with his inaction. He needed to keep the people in his life safe and end the threats against them once and for all.
But you’re only one man.
Somehow that single logical statement slipped through his darker thoughts, and though he tried to ignore it, he couldn’t deny it was true. Doing so would let these people down again because he would inevitably fail at some point, and they would pay the price.
He searched his brain for a way to keep these people safe, and when he found an answer, he blurted it out without thinking, interrupting the current conversation.
“You all need dreamcatchers,” he said.
“What?” Stella asked after a moment of surprised silence.
“You and Lizzie need dreamcatchers. You need it so you can dreamwalk without needing to rely on Freckles. You never know when he may not be able to help, and I’ll sleep better if you can get out of any situation with a thought. It’ll also help with your motion sickness whenever we travel.”
Before she could argue, he turned to Lizzie and said, “And you need more dreamcatchers than just the dreamwalking one. I want you to be able to defend yourself should something like this ever happen again.”
“Don’t encourage her to fight,” Miles argued, not liking this at all.
“I’m not encouraging anything. I’m just trying to give her options so that if she’s ever attacked again, she can fight off her attackers long enough that she can get away.”
Liking that thought, Miles said, “Oh, that’s okay then. I agree.”
“Don’t I get a say in this?” Lizzie asked.
“No,” Tad said, deadly serious as he stared down both Lizzie and Stella. “Neither of you do. Not when you both refuse to stay away from the danger. We had a lot of close calls last night and things are only going to get worse before they get better. So you will both get dreamcatchers, because we’re not leaving this up to chance anymore.”
“What about you?” Stella asked, unable to think of a better argument. “We’re not the only ones throwing ourselves into dangerous situations.”
“I have other ways to get stronger,” Tad answered. “It’s long past time I had a little chat with Ashley Evans.”
Most in the room looked confused by what he said, but Stella smiled in understanding.
“I think you might be right. He’s been dodging us for too long.”
“This is ridiculous,” Miles muttered, looking at the faces in the room and not liking what he was seeing. “You all sound like you’re gearing up for war.”
The silence in answer to his statement said more than words ever could. Luckily they were interrupted before anyone had to answer as a doctor arrived who wanted to check on Lizzie now she was awake.
Leon stepped out of the room, promising Lizzie he wouldn’t go far. Miles went with him, and Stella wasn’t far behind, only stopping long enough to tell Tad she would make the arrangements for the tattoos. Tad was the last one to leave as he went to collect his sleeping daughter before going.
Jen didn’t so much as stir when he picked her up. She’d had a long night... as had he. However, he had no plans of sleeping any time soon. Instead, he had a lot of things he needed to do. First, he’d take Jen back to the Burmans, and then he was going to get some answers from Ashley Evans.
Christmas might be cancelled, but he was determined this would be the one and only time he’d let that happen.
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Evans maybe Ashley’s last name, but his mother was a Harington. Her family were minor nobility who augmented their wealth by investing in oil. Their family home was a manor set deep in the English countryside. The ancient stone building was consumed by ivy and surrounded by beautiful gardens. It was filled with stately rooms, and even boasted a grand ballroom, making it the epitome of an English manor. As such, it had become the backdrop for many movies and therefore easy enough for Tad to ferret out its location and get a feel for the place.
The chill of the December morning assaulted him as he appeared in front of the manor, but the burning drive that guided his actions helped him ignore the cold. Instead, he strode up to the house and was about to knock on the enormous double doors before a better idea struck.
“Let him know we’re here,” he said to Growler, who got the meaning immediately. Planting his feet as though bracing himself against a strong wind, Growler called on Dream and barked the mother of all barks. Tad had been ready for it and used Dream to shield himself from the sound. The manor wasn’t so lucky.
Windows rattled, doors shook, and dust fell from ancient stones. What little sound there was from the surrounding countryside went silent, and Growler wore a smug expression as he enjoyed the aftermath of his work. The expression brought a brief smile to Tad’s face that only lasted until a loud click sounded a moment before the front door was thrown open.
Ashley opened the door himself, but this was not the Ashley Evans Tad was familiar with. The skeletally thin man with his slick black hair, pale skin, beady black eyes, and expensive suits reminded Tad of a vampire. However, today the vampire was wrapped in a knitted jumper covered in dancing reindeer, candy canes, and Christmas stockings. There was a Santa hat covering his head, and the only concession he made to his normal attire was his black trousers. The clothes were expensive and tailored for the man, so it wasn’t the ugly jumper tradition most people embraced at Christmas, but the bright colours on a man normally adorned in black was shocking enough.
“Holcroft. You’ve got some nerve coming here. It’s Christmas for God’s sake.”
“You owe me answers,” Tad said, recovering from his shock and letting his anger guide him.
“This is hardly the time or place for this conversation. Frankly, you showing up here like this makes me less inclined to speak to you. The word inappropriate doesn’t—”
“My house was burned down last night and my family was nearly killed because I wasn’t strong enough to protect them from the men who attacked us. Now, if you keep closing that door, I promise you will experience that same sensation before I go. I’ll leave nothing but ashes in my wake.”
Tad’s threat might not be serious, but his anger left him more than ready to take some kind of drastic action. That determination echoed in the tone of his voice, and Ashley’s eyes widened as he took an unconscious step back. Tad seized the opportunity and crossed the threshold, stepping into a foyer that had been decked out with so many Christmas decorations that the place looked like Santa’s workshop. Again, this was not what Tad expected when he came here today.
“Hey… You can’t just… I mean…” Ashely struggled to get over his shock, which wasn’t helped when a dog the size of a small lion stepped through the open door and nudged him aside. Taking a second to compose himself, Ashley finally finished his thought. “I am sorry to hear you were attacked and I feel for you, but that is no excuse to threaten me or push your way—”
“The war is no longer coming, it’s here,” Tad interrupted. “My house was just one of the many attacks across the country. Now, I’m done waiting for the answers you promised. You have information that could help me understand myself better, maybe even have helped me save my home last night, and I’m not leaving until you give me those answers.”
For a moment only, Ashley was lost for words, his mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water and his eyes wide. When he got control again, he let his tension out with an explosive sigh.
“My God. What’s the casualty count?”
“Not as high as it could have been were it not for the dreamcatchers, but there was significant damage. I don’t have exact numbers.”
“Just before Christmas as well, those animals.” He shook his head and looked back over his shoulder at where Tad could now hear the sound of youthful voices laughing in the distance. He suddenly realised that for all that he hated this man, he had never taken even a second to look up whether Ashley had children.
Yet I came in here ready to tear this place down to get answers, he thought to himself, horrified at his actions.
“Very well, if I can’t get rid of you, let’s at least talk in here.”
Without waiting for a response, Ashley walked in the opposite direction of the laughter, leading Tad through a series of ornately decorated rooms before arriving at a tall, narrow door which opened into a room that was comically small for a house this size. It was barely large enough for the single desk and chair, let alone the filing cabinet in the corner and the ancient computer sitting atop the desk. The thing looked like it was due for an upgrade at the turn of the century.
“Not what you imagined of my home office?” Ashley asked. “It’s my wife’s idea of a joke. She insists that I leave my work at the office, and if I must bring it home, then I should get it out of the way as soon as possible. By her logic, if I am uncomfortable then I will be more likely to finish quickly.”
As if to put the theory to the test, he sank into the only chair in the room, leaving Tad with nothing to do but stand awkwardly on the other side of the desk. However, treating Tad this way wouldn’t chase him off. Instead, the lack of courtesy only hardened him to the calmer thoughts he’d been entertaining after seeing a softer side to Ashley Evans.
“You’re going to a lot of effort for nothing,” Ashley said when Tad didn’t immediately speak. “There’s not much to know, and what little there is won’t help you.”
“I don’t believe that, otherwise you would have offered the information sooner.”
Ashley laughed scornfully. “Oh, is that what you think? Has it ever crossed your mind that I don’t like you? I might have enjoyed keeping this information from you as long as I could.”
Part of Tad wanted to scream at the man, but that part wasn’t in charge right now. Last night’s events left Tad angrier than he had ever been, and he had hardened that anger into a deep focus. Therefore, his normally angry outburst at the man’s annoying words was smothered by the larger anger that reminded him of his promise to stop acting in ways that would get his friends and family hurt. He needed to look at this logically.
Ashley was winding him up, poking the bear just to get a reaction. The only reason Tad saw for doing that would be if he had something to hide.
“Enough dodging. Tell me what I am that makes me different from other dreamwalkers.”
Ashley sighed like Tad was trying his patience, but finally he answered.
“We are animancers.”
He said nothing else, almost like that was explanation enough. Again fighting down his temper, Tad growled, “And what is an animancer.”
“An animancer is someone who deals with spirit energy. When that spirit is in a human body, that doesn’t mean much, though it does result in the aura we see when we look at people.”
“Emotions, right?” Tad asked, wanting to confirm that much at least.
“Amongst other things. If you learn to read it properly, it can tell you a lot about a person.”
“Like what?”
“You ever hear of people who claim to heal by clearing chakras and ensuring energy flows correctly around the body? Well, when they aren’t charlatans, they are probably animancers reading and manipulating auras. This is nothing like what your daughter did with that teacher mind you, this is more akin to helping the body be the best it can.”
“What else?” Tad asked.
“With the aura, not much. Maybe some reflections about how people think, it’s not too bad about catching lies as well… though again, nothing like what Stella can do.”
Tad didn’t like how much this man knew about the people he loved. It was hard not to see it as a threat coming from him. It was also something that was firing up his anger, and again Tad would have snapped on any other day, but right now he felt like the man was only feeding him bits of information so he could keep the most important facts aside.
“What else?” Tad asked. “And not just auras.”
“There isn’t much else when the spirit is inside the body. In fact, the only time I have heard of someone doing something to a spirit inside their body against the spirit owner’s consent is when you extracted Mark Patterson’s spirit and placed it in an unending nightmare. But I assume that has more to do with your dreamwalker abilities than your animancer ones.”
Tad flashed back to an apartment in Edinburgh, one that reeked of old take out food and spilled beer. He also remembered the screams of the man who killed Tad’s childhood friend and crippled his daughter. He couldn’t bring himself to care about his actions that day.
“He’s still screaming,” Ashley said, like he could read what Tad was thinking. “You should deal with that soon. It’s cruel to leave him in that state, no matter what he’s done. With his soul still tethered to his body, it will survive in Dream until his body dies. But with his soul not limited by its body, madness can never take hold. He is as sane now as when the nightmares started more than a year ago. Like I said, that is needlessly cruel.”
“Speak to me about cruel when it is one of your children that he’s crippled,” Tad spat, and the already disapproving eyes of Ashley Evans turned frosty.
“That’s the second time you’ve threatened my family—”
“That wasn’t a threat, it’s a statement. Mark Patterson is the man who broke my daughter’s back. He doesn’t get to have his soul back until she can walk naturally again. I think that’s more than fair… and you’re dodging the point. Don’t make me ask again, because I’m out of patience. I’ve had a shit night that has come at the end of a shit year, so do yourself a favour and answer me so I can leave.”
Ashley clearly wanted to respond with harsh words, but one look at Tad told him to reconsider.
“Like I said, there’s not much more that we can do to spirits inside the human body, but when they are outside the human body, that is different.”
“How?”
“Well, for starters, they are no longer protected by a connection to life. That opens them up for manipulation by people like you and me. Obviously we can see ghosts, but it also lets us connect to them, draw from their energy and make their strength our own. We can also see the threads that connect them to the next life and we can force a ghost to move on.”
Another memory jumped to Tad’s mind, one of him forcing his oldest friend to move on. He was in a better place with Charles’ death and his part in it, but there were still times like now that it made him shudder.
“Ah, I see you’ve experienced something like that before. It’s not pleasant, is it?”
“Better than destroying a ghost,” Tad said.
“On that I can agree.”
“Is that something you can do as well?”
“In a way. It’s not like how you do it as a dreamwalker. Where you overload the power of Dream that keeps them connected to this planet, an animancer steals the strength of a ghost until it can no longer maintain that connection to the next life. You lose that connection, you lose your ability to exist, and they simply fade away.”
“You’ve done this?” Tad asked, again hearing the mournful note in the man’s voice.
“That’s none of your business,” Ashley snapped. “And we’re done. That’s all I have to tell you, Mr Holcroft. Now please, leave my—”
“That can’t be everything,” Tad interrupted. “There has to be more.”
“There isn’t. I already told you this knowledge wouldn’t help you.”
“No, there has to be more. What about my eyes? When I have a ghost in me, I can see again, but when they aren’t with me I’m blind once more. That’s not something that a dreamwalker can do as ghosts can only speed up the natural healing process, not temporarily fix things. That has to be animancer related.”
“Maybe it is,” Ashley agreed. “As I cannot merge with ghosts, I have experienced nothing like that. But if I had to hazard a guess, I would say that your body is drawing upon their strength to boost the strength of your spirit, and that compensates for the malfunctions of your body.”
“How can it do that? Surely if the body is broken, it’s broken, right?”
“Yes and no. Science will tell you one thing, but animancers know different. The spirit handles a lot more than you think. Things like emotions. Science tells us they result from chemical reactions within the body, but the truth is that the spirit feels the emotion and it triggers the chemical reaction so that our bodies can feed us that information. The same sort of thing happens in all bodily functions, and where the body is weak, sometimes an excess in spirit energy can bridge the gap. Now, I’ve answered all your questions and—”
“You’re still hiding something,” Tad accused. “Like how come I couldn’t start seeing auras until a year ago?”
“As with all things, animancy is a skill that needs to be practiced, it isn’t simply gifted to us. My guess is that you had been doing more with your animancy at the time and you noticed auras as a result.”
Tad thought back to when he first started noticing auras. It was back when he was searching for missing Proxies. He assumed it was because his dreamwalker abilities were growing, but maybe it was because he was dealing with more ghosts as he also took up the slack for the missing Proxies.
“All this information is something your parents should have taught you when you were a child. Unlike dreamwalking, animancy is hereditary, so if they did their jobs correctly, then you would have known about auras when you were a boy and would have grown up with this knowledge.”
“I never knew my parents,” Tad admitted. “They died when I was young and the people who adopted me thought I was crazy when I talked to ghosts, so growing up didn’t have many answers for this sort of thing.”
“Cry me a river,” Ashley replied. “I wasn’t asking for your life story, I’m just saying that if you had been learning about it from a young age, you would have seen auras earlier.”
Despite his desire not to lose control, Tad couldn’t help but ball his fingers into fists as Ashley casually dismissed some of the hardest memories of his childhood. He remembered little his biologicial parents, but his memories of growing up with his adoptive parents were unpleasant. It was bad enough that he was blind, but acting crazy as well... His adopted parents didn’t handle that well. It was one reason he first agreed for Jen to come live with him, because he knew normal people couldn’t understand what a Proxy lived through and would think Jen mad.
“So what else is there?” Tad asked. “Most of what you told me I already knew or could have worked out on my own. There must be something—”
“There’s nothing more,” Ashley interrupted. “It’s not very exciting. The truth of the matter is that most of it comes through time and practice, as with all things. You hone your skills until aura reading becomes a powerful tool, and you start to efficiently utilise the power you pull from ghosts. Mastery of those skills can allow an animancer to thrive, but it isn’t any more exciting than that. It just requires someone to teach you the basics, and then there’s lots of practicing.”
“Then teach me,” Tad said. Animancy may not have been what he expected when he came here, but if it made him even a few percent more effective, then it was something he wanted to learn.
“What? No, I will do no such thing.”
“You owe me—”
“I owe you nothing, Mr Holcroft. My deal was with Stella, and that was that if she allowed me to stay to help with the ghosts in Cardiff, I would share my knowledge about what you are. I have done that. I owe you nothing more. If you think I will waste more time teaching you, then you are mistaken. As I already said, I don’t like you, Mr Holcroft, and the less time I spend in your presence the happier I’ll be.”
“I assure you, the feeling is mutual,” Tad said. “But with the war coming I need to be as effective as I can and that means—”
He was cut off by the vibration of the phone in his pocket. Normally he would ignore it, but after the events of last night, Tad wasn’t taking chances. It turned out to be a text message from the Prime Minister, a summons to an emergency war council that Tad needed to get to.
“Am I boring you?” Ashely asked.
“I need to go,” Tad answered. “But I’ll be back.”
“Don’t bother, I have nothing left to say.”
For the last time in their short meeting, Tad forced himself to bite back his angry response. Taking one last look at the annoying man, Tad focused on a location in his mind and changed the channel.
Growler gave one last message of his own before leaving. He bared his teeth at the politician, a terrifying sight that even Ashley’s poker face couldn’t handle. He leaned back in his chair, creating more room between himself and the massive beast. Growler nodded and chuffed once like his message had been delivered, and then he too vanished with a pop.
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Both ghosts and living people blocked Tony’s path as he rushed through the twists and turns of The Pheonix, Kimberly’s shelter for troubled ghosts. Some tried to stop him, but none were successful until one ghost caught his attention.
Amber sat on one of the chairs lining the hallway outside Kimberly’s office, head hung low and hands clenched in her lap. Her crimson hair hung loose, hiding green eyes and the dimples that fascinated Tony every time she smiled. Unfortunately, she wasn’t smiling now.
What worried him more was that she wasn’t alone. Tony’s parents sat beside her and neither looked pleased to be here.
“I came as soon as I got the message,” Tony said as he skidded to a stop. “What happened?”
At the sound of his voice Amber’s head shot up and in a second she was off the chair and had him wrapped in a hug so tight he might have suffocated if he needed to breathe. Instead, he awkwardly returned the hug as he glanced at his parents for clues.
“It’s the twins,” his mother said. “They had another incident.”
Tony’s stomach twisted.
For the last few months, Amber’s rescued children had started showing signs of oncoming madness. Andrew, the eldest of Amber’s ghost children, had merged with Jen to get over his struggles. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the solution they hoped for. Unlike Amber, who was old enough to deal with experiencing Jen’s life, it was too much for Andrew and he chose to move on rather than go through that again.
It meant Jen couldn’t help the even younger twins, and that left no other options than weekly sessions with Kimberly. Stella’s psychiatrist friend was teaching them techniques to help manage the madness, but it was a losing battle.
“It was horrible, Tony,” Amber said, releasing him and stepping back.
“Bullies again?” he asked.
After Jen and Amber’s rescue efforts at the Senedd, the students were more tolerant to ghosts and the school reversed Jen’s expulsion. But there were still plenty of people in Cardiff who hated their kind. That children would bear the brunt of that hatred sickened Tony to his core.
“Yeah. Some arseholes at the park didn’t like ghosts playing with normal kids. They called them names, then one of the older kids started throwing stones. The twins let the stones pass through them so they weren’t hurt… but… Millie’s eyes. Tony, you should have seen them. They went smoky… Then Vincent started hissing.”
“Hissing?” Tony asked, horrified. After his experiences with mad ghosts he was sure that if he could actually sleep as a ghost, that hissing would haunt his nightmares. He glanced at the closed door behind which Kimberly would be coaching the kids down from the edge. However, his worries only intensified when he felt a familiar presence.
“There’s a Proxy in there,” he said.
“Jen,” Amber agreed. “I called her as soon as it happened.”
Tony couldn’t believe his luck, as it must have been just after Tad left her with the Burmans and dropped Tony off at his parent’s house. If it was a minute later, he could have gotten here sooner by hitching a ride with Jen.
“She fixed them up?”
“As best she could, at least enough to get them here. She can’t make it permanent without merging, though,” Amber answered. “She’s doing what she can to help Kimberly.”
Tony laughed ruefully. “Where would we be without Jen?” he said, marvelling that she had pulled out yet another miracle.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Amber asked, her tone going frosty.
As happy as he was that Jen was Amber’s Proxy, he wasn’t sure how to feel now the two shared a head. He often found them deep in whispered conversation that stopped whenever he got too close. It meant Amber got defensive when he hinted at anything negative about Jen, even if it was just a joke.
“I wasn’t being sarcastic,” he answered to stave off her anger, then he told Amber and his parents about last night. When he explained about Tad’s house burning down, Amber’s expression softened and his mother gasped into her hand. Even his stoic father was stunned by the news. However, telling them about what happened to Lizzie and Jen’s role in saving her nearly floored them.
“I almost can’t wait to merge again to see those memories,” Amber said. “I think it will be an interesting experience.”
“I have a feeling it’s just one of many to come with the way today has been going,” Tony said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing… Just… I don’t know. I guess I’m in shock. I mean, first the attack and fire, then the stabbing, now the twins… It all adds up.”
“Yeah, even when you’re dead it shows you still have stuff to lose,” Amber said, sounding older than her years. There was another tone beneath her words that Tony couldn’t identify and he was surprised when she suddenly grabbed his hand.
Glancing over her shoulder, she said, “We’re just going to be over there. Shout me if they need me for anything.”
“Of course, dear,” Tony’s mother answered, wearing a knowing smile, like she knew something Tony didn’t. Tony glanced at his father and found a blank expression, so at least he wasn’t the only one in the dark.
Before he could speak, Amber dragged him down the corridor and around the corner. She stopped once they were out of sight of his parents, but refused to say anything or let him speak until the other people in the corridor had moved on.
“What’s going on?” he asked, nervous about the determined look in her eye.
“This thing with the twins and what happened last night, it shows that life’s short, Tony,” she started. “Even as ghosts we won’t be here forever. We need to live life now while we still can.”
“Charles was a ghost for two hundred years,” Tony pointed out. However, there wasn’t much conviction in his tone. Recently he looked at his old friend in a new light, amazed that he stuck around that long. Tony had been a ghost for less than two decades, but already he felt weary. While the world around him was changing, he remained the same, and the further he got from the day he died, the more exhausting it was to keep up. Only fifteen years into his afterlife and already he felt like an old soul. He was amazed Charles had managed it for over two centuries. 
“Which isn’t forever. Besides, even you admitted that was uncommon.”
“What’s your point? Is this about the twins? Are you worried about them moving on? I’m sure Jen has got things in hand.”
“Of course I’m worried. But this isn’t about them, it’s about us.”
“Us?” Tony asked, almost choking on the word.
“I’ve been speaking with Jen,” Amber started, and Tony had to fight from groaning as he suspected where this might be going. “And we think we have a solution.”
“I hesitate to ask, but a solution to what?”
“To you and me finally going on a date,” Amber said.
This time Tony did groan. He’d already had this conversation, and it had been one of the most awkward of his life. He didn’t want to have it again today of all times.
“Hey,” Amber protested, punching his shoulder to get his attention. “Don’t be like that, you don’t even know what I’m going to say.”
“If you cooked this up with Jen, then it can’t be good,” Tony argued, earning another punch for his comments. As he rubbed the sore spot, he wisely decided not to say anything else.
“You said I’m too young, right? Well, we both know it would be different if I was eighteen. I’d be an adult and I know you’ve perved on girls that age before, so don’t pretend you’d have a problem with it.”
Blushing in a way that would be embarrassing for even a living boy, let alone a ghost, Tony rubbed at the back of his neck and looked away.
“We’ve already spoken about this—” he started, but Amber wouldn’t let him finish.
“Well, me and Jen figured it out. We wait six months, and then you can ask me out.”
Tony waited to hear if there was any more, and when nothing came he hesitantly admitted, “I don’t understand. Nothing will have changed in—”
“Do you think I’m ugly?” she interrupted.
Groaning in discomfort as his blush deepened, he just managed to squeak out a reply.
“You know I don’t think that. Why do you make me—”
“And you like hanging around with me?” she asked, mercilessly driving her point home. This time Tony couldn’t bring himself to verbalise an answer, as it felt like his cheeks were on fire. Apparently, that was answer enough. “Well in that case, in six months you will ask me out because in six months I will be eighteen.”
Tony blinked in surprise.
“You will?” he asked. “But… I mean…”
“I was nearly seventeen when I died, so I’ll be eighteen in six months. The only reason you keep turning me down is because you think I’m too young… which is stupid by the way, because technically I was alive longer than you were. Well me and Jen figured it out, we wait until I turn eighteen, and then you finally ask me out.”
“Wait? Ask you out? Why would I have to ask you out? Why don’t we just agree too—”
“Tony Suen, do you think I’m going to go through all this trouble just to make it easy for you? Jen was clear about this, you need to work for it too.”
“Of course she was,” Tony muttered.
“So what do you think? Does this finally get through that thick head of yours and satisfy your stupid hangups?”
Tony frowned and asked, “Let me guess, Jen’s words?”
“Tony! Just answer the question.”
Tony thought he had already made up his mind about this, but realised she might have a point. She may look like a sixteen-year-old, but he was only fourteen. As Jen kept reminding him, ghosts didn’t age after they died. Sure they gained more experience, memories and knowledge, but their emotions, thoughts and responses were exactly what they were when they died. Even though he had existed for over thirty years, he was more accurately a fourteen-year-old with a lot of practice at being fourteen.
That same fourteen-year-old had never been on a date, had only ever kissed a girl once, and despite all the time he had spent doing unsavoury things that all teenage boys would do if given the superpower of invisibility, it was the same teenage uncertainty that made him trip over his words when he answered.
“Uh… Well… If you’re eighteen and… Then… Yeah, I suppose I could maybe ask you out or something.”
He kicked himself for saying something so stupid, but judging by Amber’s answering grin, he needn’t have worried.
“Really? That worked?” she asked, smiling so wide it must have hurt. “I mean…” She struggled to get hold of herself before saying. “Well, in that case, in six months you can ask me out and we’ll see what happens next. Though, it better be a good idea for the date if I’m giving you six months to prepare, Tony. Don’t half-arse this.”
Tony felt the presence of Jen behind those words again and despite himself, he smiled.
“I’ll think of something,” he promised, and Amber lost all of her carefully tamed composure as it was her turn to blush and flash that brilliant grin of hers. Unfortunately, it was a smile that wasn’t to last.
“Amber, Tony, they need you.”
They looked up at Tony’s father, and Tony could tell by his expression that he didn’t have good news. The phantom thudding of his heart and his faux adrenaline that rushed through ghostly veins after agreeing to do something that genuinely made him nervous for the first time in as long as he could remember, faded away as cold worry gripped him. Glancing at Amber, he saw that she too had paled, and before he could stop her, she pushed past his father and rushed back towards Kimberly’s office at full ghost speed. Tony had to push as hard as he could to catch up, leaving his father blinking in surprise as both ghosts must have almost vanished to his eyes.
He arrived just in time to meet Kimberly as she stepped into the hall and motioned for the two of them to follow her. Tony had always liked Kimberly as she was one of the few people who didn’t judge him for how he spent his afterlife. He suspected she knew what he had been through and what beyond teenage hormones had driven his actions. Almost always dressed down in something simple like jeans with a knitted top, her manner of dress and her ever-present smile made her incredibly approachable. That smile was missing now and suddenly he was glad when Amber’s hand sought his own, as he too needed the support.
“What is it?” Amber asked when they were just out of earshot of the open door.
“It’s time,” Kimberly answered. “Jen’s calmed them, but whenever she relaxes her hold the madness returns. I’m afraid I’m out of techniques. They need to move on today.”
“No,” Amber gasped, her free hand covering her mouth as she tried to stay strong, but it couldn’t last. Her hand gripping Tony’s was trembling, and her tears wouldn’t be constrained. “No,” she gasped again as she gave in the fight and then threw herself at Tony. She buried her head in his chest and sobbed while Tony could do nothing but try to choke back his own tears.
He couldn’t believe it. After what happened with Andrew, he knew this day would come, but he didn’t realise it would be so soon or feel like this. He had only known the kids for a couple of months, how could it possibly feel like someone had slipped a hand inside his chest and was squeezing his lungs for all they were worth.
“How long do they have?” he asked.
“Until you can convince them,” Kimberly admitted, looking uncomfortable.
“Until I convince them?” Tony asked, not believing the words.
“You and Amber, yes. They trust me, but not this far. I know this is a horrible thing to ask of you Tony, but… those kids will go mad if they don’t move on and we all know how that will end. There’s no other way.”
“What about Tad? Maybe he could—”
“I already spoke with him, there’s nothing he can do. The most he could offer was that if they didn’t leave on their own, he could come and force them to move on rather than the alternative. I’m sorry Tony, this is it.”
Tony was about to protest again, but Amber released him and turned away, wiping her eyes and straightening her back. With her next sentence she showed the kind of strength Tony couldn’t imagine replicating himself and he could only look on with awe as she forced down her emotions to do what she knew was right.
“It’s okay. This day was always going to come eventually, we knew that. I’ll make sure they move on, I promise.”
Her voice grew steadier with every word, and only the trembling grip she maintained on Tony’s hand told him how she truly felt. He wanted to run from this, to go find Tad and force him to do something else, to hide somewhere where he wouldn’t have to be part of this. Only Amber’s strength forced him to stay. A deep wave of shame washed through him, knowing he couldn’t be that strong.
Kimberly smiled at them both even as moisture built in her own eyes, and she said, “Come on. I’m not sure how long Jen can keep this up.”
Upon entering Kimberly’s office, they found Jen sitting in the far corner on Kimberly’s desk chair, a leather seat so large it made her look tiny. Between her legs, Hawk sat with his head on her lap, showing his silent support as Jen tried to hold back her own tears. So far she was managing and there was a tentative smile on her face, but Tony could tell by how red her eyes were that she was a moment away from breaking down herself.
Then his eyes turned to the twins. They sat side by side on the large sofa that ran along the back wall of Kimberly’s office, both so small they shared a single pad. Wide eyes and trembling lips showed just how scared they were, and Tony’s legs nearly gave way at the sight of them. The trembling in Amber’s hands stopped though, and after tugging Tony along behind her, she let him go so she could kneel in front of the twins, a beaming smile on her face.
“Hey guys. Good to see you back?”
“Hi Amber,” Vincent said.
Millie couldn’t even say that much, as huge tears were rolling down her face. When she finally could speak she cried out, “I want my mummy.”
Amber’s smile flickered, but in one of the bravest things Tony had ever seen, she held it together and reached out to take the little girl’s hand with her left hand, and the boy’s with her right. Looking in both of their eyes she lied and said, “I’m sorry, we’ve not been able to find them. I wish I could have brought them to you, but… I’m sorry guys.”
Finally Tony found something that gave him the strength to stay in this room. At Amber’s words, a fiery wave of fury washed through him, making him curl his fingers into fists and clench his jaw. They had found the twins’ parents almost as soon as Lizzie put out the first video helping them look. However, while they would never tell the twins, their parents had refused to see them. Kimberly told them it was horror at the thought of finding them and having to leave them again, but Tony knew the truth. These people had bought into the fashion of hating ghosts that was sweeping the nation. Whether it reminded them of their own mortality or whatever their hangups were, Tony didn’t know, but those people would rather leave their children lost and alone with strangers than come here and put them at peace.
It was just another injustice for all the ghosts in the world and with every one, the fire of Tony’s rage grew a little larger, a little brighter, and a little hotter. What started out as a candle flame was now a bonfire that was close to becoming an inferno.
He was lost in thoughts of that rage until he remembered where he was and knew he needed to be present. He tuned back into the conversation as Vincent was speaking. He too was crying now, and Tony could see that Amber’s strength was starting to break. She was still smiling at the children, but the smile looked brittle, like it would shatter at any moment.
Tony glanced at Jen and saw that she was no longer on the chair but on the floor, her arms wrapped around her dog, who endured her clinging to him like he was her last lifeline. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and Tony knew there was nothing she could say or do to help this right now.
That leaves just you, he thought to himself, and though that thought terrified him, he forced himself to step forward.
“I don’t want to go,” Vincent sobbed.
“Come on guys, it’s not that bad,” Tony said, trying for a light-hearted but fearing that he was failing. All eyes in the room turned to him, and it was all he could do to keep from running. “I don’t know what all the tears are for, hasn’t anyone ever told you what’s waiting when you move on?”
Wide watery eyes blinked a few times before the children shook their heads, and Tony forced himself to grin like he couldn’t believe it.
“That explains it then,” he said as he knelt on the floor next to Amber. “The place you’re going to is wonderful. There’s no reason to be scared about this, you should be excited. You remember what I told you Tad’s job was before he became a dreamwalker, right?”
“He was a teacher,” Vincent said.
“Yes, but not that job. His other one.”
“Proxy,” Millie answered.
“That’s right. And do you remember what I said he did.”
“He helped ghosts like us,” Vincent answered again, a little more sure of himself now that Tony was asking simple questions that were easy to answer.
“That’s right. We used to find ghosts who were so scared to go to this next place that they had gone crazy and were hurting people. They didn’t mean to hurt people, they just couldn’t help it. The thing is, they didn’t know how good this place was. Tad helped these people see just how silly they were to ever be scared about going to that next place, about how it’s always warm and nice... and...” He struggled to think of a way to sell this to the kids. “It’s a place where you can do anything you want. You can eat ice cream all day, or always be playing with your toys, or going to the park... There aren’t even any bed times. You can stay up as long as you want. And you know what?”
“What?” Vincent asked, sniffing and wiping his nose on the back of his hand as he stared at Tony with enormous eyes.
Tony leaned in close like he was sharing a big secret and he whispered, “It’s so nice there, that no matter how many ghosts we sent, no one ever wanted to come back.”
“Really?” Millie asked. “Not even to see their family?”
“Not even then,” Tony said. “Because they all know that when you’re there, it won’t be long before they see their family again. You know how fast time goes when you’re enjoying yourself? Well, you’re always enjoying yourself in this other place so it doesn’t feel like long before you see all your family and friends again. You know what, I’m a bit jealous that you guys get to go without me.”
“Then you come too,” Millie said, brightening up and making Tony regret his words. The childish hope in her voice was almost enough that for the first time in his life he considered doing what she asked. Part of him knew it was just because he didn’t want to disappoint her, but he was a little surprised to find that the idea didn’t horrify him as it once had.
“I can’t. Remember, I have to help Tad so that other people who don’t know how good this place is get to find it too.”
“And you have to keep people safe from nightmares,” Vincent pointed out, his face serious.
Tony grinned. “Yeah, that too.”
“Then Amber comes too,” Millie persisted.
“Then who will help all the other boys and girls who are lost, like you guys were?” Tony asked.
“Oh,” Millie said, her face falling.
“Hey, don’t be like that, it’s okay. You won’t be alone. I’ve got lots of friends waiting to take care of you until we get there. Andrew’s already waiting to see you both, and I’ve told you about Charles and Miriam, right?” The twins both nodded. “Well, remember Charles is like Jen’s grandfather, and Miriam like her auntie. They’re the nicest people in the world, and they went to this place so they can look after all the people we send there. They’ll look after you until we can see you again. That wouldn’t be so bad, right?”
It took a long few seconds as the twins absorbed their words, but finally they shook their heads.
“We get to eat ice cream again?” Vincent asked hesitantly, almost as though he couldn’t believe such a thing was true. Getting the kids over eating sugary sweets had been one of Amber’s biggest challenges when they first became ghosts.
“As much as you want… and you’ll never get sick of it.”
“What about chocolate?” Millie asked.
“You can eat an entire mountain of chocolate,” Tony agreed, grinning at the child and finally getting a smile back from her as well.
The little girl turned to her brother as though to make sure he was feeling the same way, and she said, “Alright. We go.”
Amber hiccuped beside him like she wanted to make a different sound but held it in, and instead she said. “I’m so jealous guys. Here, come give me one last hug until I can see you again.”
One by one the twins hugged Amber and though she tried to be strong, Amber couldn’t keep the tears from falling as she said goodbye to them both.
“Love you, Amber,” Millie said, and Vincent repeated her words.
“I love you both. You look after each other, and I’ll see you soon, alright?”
“We will,” Millie promised, and then she grabbed her brother’s hand. “What do we do?”
“Just relax,” Tony said. “You know that pulling feeling? Stop fighting it. Just relax and let it take you.”
The twins nodded once and for a second nothing happened, but then Vincent blurred around the edges like a camera going out of focus. A second later the same thing happened to Millie. They collapsed into little balls of light that zipped away along an invisible path until they vanished completely.
Warmth washed over the room in a flood, warmth and so much more. It was welcome, it was rest, it was peaceful, it was everything about a life well lived and a promise of more to come rolled into a single moment that swallowed up everyone in the room.
For that moment Tony yearned for that warmth and was half tempted to follow it. As tired as he was, it felt like such a good idea to just let go. But then Amber was there, sobbing into his chest and clinging to him as she let out all the emotion she had been bottling up for the twins. He needed to be here for her… And for Jen in the corner who wasn’t doing much better. He needed to keep an eye on her because she was at the start of an amazing journey that would lead to her changing the world one day, and he couldn’t leave before making sure she got there okay. And of course there was Tad. Who knew what kind of trouble he’d find if Tony wasn’t around to keep him safe.
There would be time a to move on, but it wasn’t now. Though he could barely believe it after the life he had lived, there were people out there who depended on him, and he needed to be here for them. And not just them, for all the ghosts out there like the twins who were going through who knew what because they were hated by a world that didn’t understand them. Tony couldn’t bear for Amber to ever be this upset again, to see Jen sobbing into her dog like that, nor to feel such pain himself.
He made a promise that before he even thought about joining the twins, Charles, Miriam, and everyone else who moved on without him, he would make things right for the people in his life and for ghosts the world over. Only when he didn’t have to worry about any of them any longer would he even consider moving on.
Right now he had a job to do, and that was to stay strong for the people in the room who were relying on him. Gritting his teeth in determination and fighting down his own pain, Tony tightened his arms around a sobbing Amber, and held her until the tears stopped.
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Kuruk stepped out of Dream onto the main street of Todmoryn, a small Welsh village thirty miles outside of Cardiff. He closed his eyes, breathing in the crisp night air and relishing the stinging cold on his skin. For the twentieth time since failing to kill Tad Holcroft, he forcibly calmed himself.
Just the thought of the hated dreamwalker made the skin on his chest, shoulders and stomach tingle; skin that was little more than scar tissue thanks to that man. He still remembered the unbearable agony of burning and countless nights in recovery. Those memories created an anger that felt like pressure in a volcano on the verge of eruption. Who knew what it would have done to him had the President not given him an outlet for his rage.
But the wait was torturous.
Even when they inked new dreamcatchers into his skin, brought him back to full strength and beyond, and even after he spent months building an army of dreamcatchers, he felt time was moving too slowly.
But the moment had arrived for Kuruk to give his message to the world.
The familiar popping sound of men stepping out of Dream made him open his eyes in time to see his closest allies appear. Like him, they were dressed in combat trousers and t-shirts, the heat of their glowing dreamcatchers enough to keep them warm and protected. Some wore bulletproof vests, but most preferred open air for their tattoos to cool, allowing for longer use. Ten men arrived, one after the other, more than enough for what Kuruk had planned.
Together they stood in the centre of the road that was the heart of Todmoryn. The village was little more than a collection of small buildings built up around this road, starting with a modest church and closing at the other end with a primary school. In between was a hodgepodge of homes, shops, and pubs. More houses could be found down side streets, but Kuruk wasn’t here for them as tonight the villagers weren’t home.
“Spider, Knives, and Demon, get to work,” he ordered, receiving head nods and smiles from the three men before they rushed off into the night, each carrying canvas bags filled with surprises for this village. “Knox, Smith and Brawler, you’re up that way.” He nodded in the opposite direction, and with matching smiles, those three men ran off carrying their own bags. “The rest of you, with me,” Kuruk ordered the final group before walking towards his own destination, the glowing windows of the Church.
There were no cars on the road and only a few people out to witness Kuruk’s actions, but they could look all they wanted. They wouldn’t change the outcome of tonight. In fact, they had a vital role to play. They needed to call for help. Even now they were eyeing him and his men distrustfully.
Kuruk smiled to himself as he thought of how their mild distrust would change all too soon.
He and the four men with him approached the church and moved to surround it, working with practiced ease. Their orders tonight had been to attack another strategic location that military intelligence had highlighted, but Kuruk had other plans and always had. He and his men had trained for more than what the army wanted, and tonight he’d show them why. 
The President planned for Kuruk and his men to keep the UK military off guard, and spread fear through the hearts of Britain by showing how ineffectual their government was to stop these attacks. Therefore, when the offer for American aid came along, it would be impossible for the government to refuse.
The trouble was that the President’s plan didn’t go far enough, and worse, they were making it look like the Children of ADaM were responsible. The President didn’t want this to be seen as a war yet, but instead terrorist attacks that the UK could not prevent.
Kuruk thought this only muddied the message they were trying to send. The world needed to know that anything Dream related was abhorrent, and the UK needed to rethink teaming up with Dreamwalkers and taking advantage of the unholy hellhole known as the Borderlands. This wasn’t terrorism, this was a fight for the survival of mankind, and making it look like terrorism only drew attention away from the message people needed to hear.
It didn’t help that the military leaders didn’t expect their own plans to succeed. These attacks were just a distraction while Kuruk’s army dreamwalked American soldiers into the UK, thousands at a time, so that when the time came, they would be attacking from within.
Kuruk didn’t like being nothing more than a glorified diversion. This was supposed to be a war to wipe Dream from the face of this world and make people safe again. That message needed to be front and centre, showing the world that the combined might of the United States was lined up against the evil of dreamwalkers and everything that came from the Merging.
Therefore, tonight he was heading off script. He would still cause some mayhem, and he would even chalk it up to the children of ADaM, but it was time to send the right kind of message.
Upon reaching the church, his men hurried to the corners of the building while he went to the closed double doors. Inside he could hear organ music and singing, a sign that the Christingle service was well under way. Amongst the voices he heard the singing of women and children, and a flicker of uncertainty made him hesitate in opening his bag. A part of his mind he hadn’t used in a long time was begging him to reconsider, but as always it was shouted down. It wasn’t an accident that he had chosen this village tonight, and he needed to remember why he was here.
Ruthlessly crushing his hesitation, he opened his bag and pulled out the contents. 
Folded up, it didn’t look like anything more than four pieces of black acrylic that had been cut into complicated, but messy shapes. However, as he removed them from their coverings and started placing them together, using the clips cut into their forms to fasten them in place, they soon formed a much more familiar design.
Assembled, the acrylic pieces created a six foot wide circular design filled with intricate lines that twisted and turned to form a specific pattern. This pattern wasn’t pleasant to look at, and again Kuruk hesitated for a moment, fearing he was going too far. But then he remembered the horrors committed by the dreamwalkers he’d hunted and the face that he knew would haunt his dreams for the rest of his life. It was no easier to think of Lucy now than it was right after she killed herself, and his doubts were cast aside. This was distasteful work, but it was necessary. 
“Everyone in place?” he asked into the sensitive microphone at his throat.
“Spider in place, sir.”
“Demon in place, sir.”
“Knox in place and ready, sir.”
One by one, all of his men signalled that they had placed their own Dreamcatchers and were ready.
“Okay. Good luck everyone. Activate them now.”
Kuruk brushed his fingers over the cool plastic of the dreamcatcher and thought of the Dream caught within. Or, more accurately, a nightmare.
Light flared to life, shockingly bright and white in the blackness of the winter evening.
Kuruk turned and ran, unwilling to be in range of that nightmare when it formed. He rushed back towards the road and ducked around the front of the nearby post office. Once safe, he risked poking his head around the corner to watch his handiwork play out.
The light continued to build as the dreamcatcher pulled in the power to bring over the nightmare. But it wasn’t long before something large and black blotted out the light of the dreamcatcher as it pulled itself into this reality.
It was a living shadow, eight-foot tall and half as wide. It was so black it looked two dimensional, as Kuruk couldn’t pick out any of the details other than its silhouette. Like a man, it had two arms, two legs and a head, but that was where any resemblance to humanity ended. This creature was all sharp lines and spiky angles, and every one of its edges was sharp enough to cut. Its long arms hung to the floor, ending in elongated fingers that tapered into vicious points.
The creature dropped to all fours as it landed, its head turning as it sniffed the air. Kuruk held his breath as he watched, hoping the nightmare would take the bait. The creature turned toward the door behind it, head cocked like a dog trying to understand what it just heard. Then it rushed at the door, its movements jerky like a poorly animated cartoon. As it turned, Kuruk saw the two dimensional effect wasn’t just because of the blackness, but because the nightmare only had two dimensions. This allowed it to slip through the gap between the double doors and vanish inside.
Kuruk sighed in relief as he looked at the ruin of the dreamcatcher that had melted into that door. It was only ever meant to be a one shot, hence being made from something that would melt after it had been used. Therefore, the design couldn’t be left for their enemy.
Long moments slipped by before the organ music and singing ended, and a new sound filled the night.
Screams.
There was just the one at first, then more and more, until everyone in that church must have been screaming. And they weren’t alone. More screams cut through the stillness of the night from across the small village as similar shadow nightmares came to life elsewhere.
It serves them right, Kuruk thought to himself, choking down his doubts before they could form. These people didn’t deserve sympathy.
He targeted this village because it was the home of one of the first people whose dream come true had turned them into a worldwide sensation. A young man gained a super power, and while that power was short lived, the locals enjoyed the attention it brought to their village. In an effort to keep it, they went out of their way to support dreamwalkers and anything else Dream related. The residents of this nothing of a village made every effort to stay relevant in the conversation and show their support for the post Merging changes, so they were the perfect people to pass on the message to the world of what happens to communities who think this way.
Dream was evil. The people who used it for their own benefits were evil. Nothing good had come from the Merging, and tonight would go a long way towards making that message clear to the world. Kuruk grinned as he thought of how the British public would turn on that filthy prime minister. To think that he still kept his position after admitting that he was one of them...
Kuruk shook his head in disgust and spat at his feet. After tonight, that would change.
“Any sign of them?” he asked of his team.
“Nothing yet,” came the first reply almost instantly, followed by many others.
Kuruk checked his watch and shook his head. The nightmares had been out for three minutes. There would be nothing left of the village at this rate.
“Not much of a response time,” he joked into the microphone and was rewarded with laughs from his men as he settled back in to wait. It was another thirty seconds before the door to the church burst open and someone ran out. A young man sprinted away like he was training for the Olympics. He ran right by Kuruk without even noticing that he was there.
He was only alone for a moment, though. The sound of a stampede caught Kuruk’s attention, and he turned back toward the church. More people were rushing out, all wearing expressions of terror and some bearing wounds, the crimson blood looking black in the night's darkness.
Kuruk couldn’t ignore the sight of fathers holding children close, of mothers carrying out babies, and he felt another stab of remorse. He knew this was inevitable, and he hated the thought of children having to pay for the actions of their parents. However, when it came to war, there had to be sacrifices. And this wasn’t just any old war, it was a war for the survival of their species. Kuruk knew that if things continued as they had, more dreamwalkers would start becoming laws unto themselves, and it would be the common person who paid the price.
The rich elites could hire guards, make deals and keep themselves safe. But who was there to protect common people like Lucy? Just the thought of her name made him flinch, the memories of his lost love adding fuel to the fire of his anger. If these animals continued to get treated like gods and shown to be above the law, what was there to stop them doing whatever they wanted by taking more and more?
The rest of the world didn’t see this yet, even the President and the people most in favour of this war. They weren’t thinking long term enough. They thought the Borderlands was an asset to be controlled, but Kuruk knew it was a power that couldn’t be allowed to exist in anyone’s hands. No one deserved that much power over another person, and it had to be stopped at all costs.
However, even knowing all that, seeing those terrified faces of those little kids gave him pause and twisted him up inside. Luckily, he didn’t have long to wallow in that doubt and self recrimination before he heard what he had been waiting to hear.
Pop.
It was only faint as it was drowned out by the sounds of running feet and continued screams, but Kuruk would recognise it anywhere. He glanced over the rushing crowd, looking for the figure, and soon found him.
The man was tall, though not as tall as the man Kuruk had been hoping for. He also wasn’t skinny like Tad Holcroft, but broad of the shoulder and covered from head to toe in black tactical gear. He held a gun in his hand but he pointed it at the floor when he realised terrified people surrounded him.
There was another pop as one of his team mates arrived, then another, and another. Soon there were six men all dressed in the same black tactical gear and looking startled to see so many people.
The Dream Team had finally arrived.
“They’re here at the front of the church,” Kuruk hissed into the microphone. “There’s only six, so everyone else hold your locations. Church team, let’s finish this.”
Again not waiting for a response, Kuruk focused on the large dreamcatchers tattooed onto his thighs, activating two of them at once.
Time stopped.
The noises of the world became so slow and low pitched that they were almost inaudible. Running people froze like statues, and the very air felt thick around him, as it couldn’t move out of his way fast enough. The second dreamcatcher, one that augmented his strength, dealt with that.
He rushed out from his point of concealment, taking a direct path to the nearest Dream Team member who was standing with his back to him. There were people in Kuruk’s way, but he didn’t have long to take advantage of this opportunity. The dreamcatchers, while amazing, had a few major weaknesses, the main one being that they didn’t last long. The speed one burned itself out quickly.
Already the skin around the tattoo was uncomfortably hot. Therefore, to save as much time as possible, he ran through the people in his path, knocking them aside with strength they couldn’t contend with and not caring about the consequences. He felt bones snap and flesh give way under the impact of his hands, but a side effect of the strength was durability and he didn’t take any damage himself, so he could ignore the rest.
The sight of people flying out of the way like he was a train ploughing through the crowd alerted the Dream Team to his presence, but it was already too late. The first one flinched like he might raise his gun, but then Kuruk’s hands were on the sides of his head and he twisted hard. He wasn’t used to the strength from his dreamcatchers when combined with speed and, rather than just breaking the neck as intended, he tore the man’s head from his body.
With time still slowed, he was left holding the head of the surprised man with the headless body still standing. It was a bizarre sight and Kuruk felt foolish about it, but then he made the most of the opportunity before his dreamcatcher burnt out. He threw the head at another member of the Dream Team and let the power flowing through the burning hot skin fade away.
Screams assaulted his ears as time rushed back in, but he got the satisfaction of watching the helmeted head fly across the crowd with unnatural speed to collide with the face of one of the Dream Team. Thrown at such a high velocity, it was a death sentence for the surprised man. The head crushed his skull, and he crumpled to the ground.
Kuruk almost laughed at the thought of killing one of these hated men with the head of another, but he didn’t have time. Guns were raised in his direction, and he needed to protect himself. He tapped another dreamcatcher, this one that covered most of his back. Being so large, he should have longer with it, but he pulled a lot more deeply on the power there because he wanted to ensure it wouldn’t fail. It was the right call and just in time.
The crack of gunfire sounded, drowning out the screams and the sound of rushing feet as bullets whizzed at Kuruk. He tried to dodge, but without his speed dreamcatcher there was no chance of success. However, the bullets stopped a mere inch from his body as they encountered a force-field of solid air. In most cases the bullets pinged away, catching civilians in the process. Again a twinge of guilt struck Kuruk, but then he thought about how this would play out in the media and knew the Dream Team would catch hell for this. It was their bullets who killed civilians, not Kuruk’s.
Every bullet that struck his force-field felt like a wasp sting and it didn’t take long for even that slight pain to add up. He drew a little deeper on the tattoo so that he felt even less of the pain, but he sacrificed time in doing so.
That was okay, though, because he had bought enough time for his team to arrive. He first noticed them when gunfire abruptly stopped from one of the Dream Team as the tip of a knife erupted out of his throat. The body dropped to reveal one of Kuruk’s men.
Another gun stopped firing as this time a fireball consumed a Dream Team member. His tactical gear took the brunt of the heat, but it distracted him long enough for Kuruk’s man to punch him hard enough to shatter bones. The man was unconscious instantly, and dead a second later when Kuruk’s guy stamped on his neck.
It left only two more Dream Team members alive, and both stopped firing as they realised what was happening. This was a trap for them and if they didn’t act soon, they would be dead with their friends. Both activated dreamcatchers of their own, and Kuruk grinned.
Finally he might get a real fight.
He was to be disappointed.
The first of the Dream Team activated a speed Dreamcatcher and suddenly he was moving like lightning, bringing his gun around to one of Kuruk’s men. However, it doesn’t matter how fast you can move when your target can shrug off bullets like they were nothing. By the time the man realised this, Kuruk had stepped behind him and this time when he broke his neck, the head stayed attached to the body.
He turned to find the last Dream Team member, but he was the first man to show an ounce of sense. He had dreamwalked away to save himself.
“Damn,” Kuruk hissed. “He’ll get reinforcements.” Activating his microphone, he said, “We’re done here. Let’s sign our work and go home.”
He got ascent back from all of his men, but some sounded disappointed to have to leave so early. It didn’t matter, their work was done. He nodded to one of his guys and pointed to the church. The man understood the message and fished a can of spray paint out of the pocket of his trousers. Seeing him do this, the others repeated the action, rushing up to the church and painting messages on the side. The first was the emblem of the Children of ADaM, the rest were slurs for dreamwalkers and anti-Dream messages.
That left Kuruk to grab the last of the people who were fleeing the church. It was a middle aged man with wide, terrified eyes and blood covering half of his face. He didn’t even see Kuruk as he was snatched up and brought in close.
“What the... Get off me. These things are—”
“Shut up,” Kuruk snapped, cutting off the man. It might have been his voice that scared the man into silence or the casual way Kuruk lifted him from the ground with a single hand so that he could bring him to his eye height, which was over seven-foot from the floor.
“When the media get here, I have a message I want you to tell them for me. Spread the word so that if you don’t survive, there will be at least someone who can pass the message on. Tell them that this is what happens to anyone who sides with Dream filth over their own people. We don’t care if you’re a dreamwalker, someone who’s dream has come true, or even just people hoping that a dream will come true, anyone who interacts with Dream in any way will bring down punishment like this. It is evil and wrong, and has no place in this world. You got that?”
Terrified, the man nodded so hard it looked like his eyes were rattling in his skull. Happy that his message had been delivered, Kuruk threw the man aside and watched as he first hit the floor, then scrambled to his feet. Kuruk suspected it was terror that made the man’s legs move so quick as he ran away. Hopefully it would be fast enough to escape the nightmares tonight, because Kuruk wanted his message heard.
A flicker of movement out the corner of his eye caught his attention, and he turned to find two shadow nightmares exiting the church, heads moving from side to side as they sniffed the air, looking for prey.
“Time to go,” Kuruk said into his microphone, then waited for his men to disappear one by one. Alerted by the use of Dream, the nightmare’s heads turned from side to side, seeking the person using it. Kuruk activated one of his dreamcatchers so that they were both looking at him.
“Have fun,” he told them, before he activated one last dreamcatcher that took him away from this place, leaving the nightmares behind to finish their carnage.
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Lizzie poked her head around the wall and analysed the road with narrowed eyes before stepping out of the alley. For the first time in hours of waiting, there was no traffic and no one watching. This was their best chance.
She glanced at the enormous tower made of glass and stone that loomed over the entire city. It was the tallest building in the city by a wide margin and belonged somewhere like New York, not Athens. New Olympus was as much a statement as it was a functioning building, one that said a lot about its owner.
“Nothing this way.”
The sound came from inside her head, making her jump as the earpiece was so small and comfortable she forgot she was wearing it. Activating the microphone on her collar, she replied to Leon, who waited on another street to make sure the coast was clear.
“Nothing this way either. Miles, I think now’s our chance.”
Not taking her word for it, Miles stepped out of the shadow of the alley like a rabbit stepping out of its warren when predators were nearby. The trendy geek lost his cool out here where he wasn’t surrounded by computer screens, blinking LEDs and enough processing power to take over the world. Her patience for the night long since spent, Lizzie waved frantically at him so he didn’t waste their window.
“Come on. We don’t have all night. Let’s get this last one installed, then get the hell out of here.”
He frowned at her as if to say, Don’t rush me. However, Lizzie’s answering scowl said something far less polite and finally he got a hurry on.
He scurried over to the restaurant opposite the entrance of New Olympus. Kneeling next to one of the potted plants beside the door, he pulled the leaves aside and planted something small and black that was little bigger than a key ring. The glimmer of street-lights reflected off a small circle of glass on the front of the device, the tiny lens that was going to give them twenty-four-hour surveillance of who went in and out of the tower.
Minutes dragged by and Lizzie fidgeted, her eyes darting up and down the street.
“Come on, Miles. What’s taking so long?”
Her hissed words were little more than a whisper, but Miles jumped so hard he nearly fell over. His glare matched the expression of a child about to throw a tantrum.
“I need to find a place for the solar panels so they get good light but won’t be noticed. This isn’t as easy as it—”
“I don’t care, Miles. Just get your arse moving so we can get out of here.”
Lizzie turned away to keep a look out, but she could feel Miles’ glare burning into her back.
The little camera was one of six they had planted and was the latest technology the Borderlands had to offer. The solar technology used scaled down panels based on the designs of Angela Santoro, the genius who figured out the efficiency problem of Solar technology in a dream on the night of the Merging. The panel on that device was impossibly small but when combined with the battery it charged, would power the device for an entire day on just an hour of sunlight. It meant they didn’t need another power source for the cameras and they could get creative with their placement.
Coupled with advancements in camera technology itself, and they had high definition feeds along with the ability to remotely take control and zoom in if necessary. In many ways it was overkill for what they needed, but with who they were targeting, Lizzie feared it wouldn’t be enough.
Using cameras to watch the building was Miles’ idea that sprang from his desire to keep Lizzie from getting herself into trouble. Of course, he got the chance to play with new tech at the same time and she wondered if that was the real reason he offered the idea.
Whatever the case, they would be helpful, but she also knew they wouldn’t be enough. She needed cameras inside the building, but didn’t know how to manage that yet.
“I’m done,” Miles said.
“About time,” Lizzie muttered. She checked the coast was clear one more time before hurrying back over so she could dreamwalk them both away.
“Good timing, Miles. There’s a car coming,” Leon said over the radio. “I’ll meet you guys back at the barn.”
“Good timing, Miles,” Miles mocked in a silly voice as Lizzie approached. Seeing her frown, he blushed and looked away.
“We’ll be there in a minute,” Lizzie answered Leon, before deactivating her microphone. “What’s your problem?”
“Nothing,” Miles answered. “Can we just get out of here?”
He sounded like a petulant child and Lizzie was tempted to dreamwalk him home without telling him to jump. Not wanting to be quite that mean, she settled for grabbing his ear and twisting it hard. Miles yelped and had no choice but to jump when asked.
Lizzie thought about her barn and the world changed.
She’d had the tattoo for a month, but knew she would never tire of that. First there was warmth and light as power rushed through her skin, almost like electricity, but with no pain. The accompanying rush of power was addictive, but not so addictive as travelling two thousand miles in under a second.
The crisp fresh air was replaced with the artificial warmth of her studio as the walls of her barn materialised around her, and the first sound she heard was the thump of Miles landing from his jump. Even with the jump technique, he looked disorientated, but he was more concerned with Lizzie letting his ear go and rubbing the soreness away as he glared at her.
She was about to demand what his problem was again, but she found Leon watching them both from her editor’s desk. He was leaning back in the chair with his feet on the desk and a playful smile on his face. Despite herself, Lizzie couldn’t help but notice how that smile added an almost roguish quality to his already handsome features. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Miles’ frown deepen and finally understood his problem.
“You think that’ll ever get old?” Leon asked, not needing to specify what he was talking about.
“Tad acts like dreamwalking is nothing special, but I can’t imagine ever getting to that point,” Lizzie agreed.
Leon huffed out a laugh and waved off her comment. “That guy wouldn’t know how to enjoy himself in a fun factory,” he said.
It was Lizzie’s turn to frown.
“He’s got a lot on his plate. You’ve only known him since Jen was taken and after the world started beating him down. Don’t judge him too harshly.”
Leon slipped his feet off the desk and sat up straight, holding his hands up in surrender.
“Sorry, I meant nothing by it. You’re right, I’ve just seen him at a rough time. It wouldn’t hurt to smile once in a while though.”
Lizzie didn’t reply, still not liking the direction of the conversation. Seeing this, Leon changed the topic and turned his attention to Miles.
“So, we all set up?”
Miles was already at another editing desk and had fired up the computer. The ultra wide monitor that was normally filled with clips from her show was now divided into six windows, each showing a different view of the tower.
“I’d say so,” Miles answered, sounding smug. “Video, audio, the whole shebang.” He demonstrated by selecting a window and change the viewing angle. “Anything happens outside that tower, we’ll be the first to know. You can even see them on your phone with the app I gave you.”
“The only thing is that nothing interesting is going to happen outside the tower,” Lizzie said. Seeing Miles’ expression flicker, she added, “Not that this isn’t amazing. It will definitely come in handy. I’m just saying we could do with getting cameras inside... maybe even in the penthouse.”
“Well considering the last guy who entered that penthouse at the wrong time got his throat cut and you stabbed, there’s no chance you’re going anywhere near that place,” Miles stated, leaving no room for argument. Lizzie didn’t like being told what to do, but seeing his stubborn expression, she turned to Leon instead.
“You got any ideas of how we could get a camera inside. Maybe one of your friends might be willing to plant one for us.”
“And turn against the Eidolon Council?” Leon scoffed. “Not happening. You need to understand how we were raised. They were the gods of our own personal religion and we were taught never to question them. There are horror stories of people who did.”
“But you changed,” Lizzie pointed out.
“They didn’t give me a choice. It was either turn on them or turn on my cousin. If I hadn’t spent so much time getting to know her, I wouldn’t have said a thing out of fear of what they would do to me or yia-yia.”
“So there’s no one who can help?”
“Not that I can think of. Sorry.”
Lizzie was frustrated, but she shook her head and waved off his apology. “Forget about it, we’ll figure something out.”
“If that’s all for tonight, I’m going to get some rest. It is Christmas Eve after all,” Leon said. “You guys got any plans this year?”
“We’re going to my parents for dinner,” Lizzie answered. “You?”
“I’ll spend the day with yia-yia, and maybe try to convince Stella to take a break for five minutes. I’m not holding my breath though, especially after what happened with Tad’s house.”
“That’s a good point. I need to find out if there’s any more news about that,” Lizzie said. She suddenly felt guilty for not covering it more. The attack on Tad’s house and the others across the country were something she should be looking into herself, not palming off to her employees. She was too focused on this eidolon story for her own good.
But it was hard not to be. She had lucked into the story of the Merging by being in the right place at the right time, but if she could break this story, then she could finally prove that she knew what she was doing as a journalist.
Leon laughed at whatever he saw on her expression and climbed to his feet. “Whatever. Just don’t work too hard. By the way, even though it’s Christmas tomorrow, give me a ring if you’re going anywhere. I still don’t like the idea of you being alone when the eidolon are out there. I don’t mind coming over if you need me. Christmas is going to be a bit low key this year.”
“Thanks, Leon, I will.”
Leon grinned at her and said his goodbyes before he vanished with a pop, leaving her alone with a scowling Miles.
“What is your problem?” she pressed, done with his moping. When he refused to answer, she said, “Nothing’s happening between me and Leon, nor will it ever happen. He’s just hanging around because Tad and Stella are being over protective.”
“I know that, it’s just...” He struggled for the right words and a blush rose to his cheeks as he blurted, “But does he have to be that attractive. Surely there are some ugly old men who can watch your back just as well as he can.”
Lizzie burst out laughing.
“Idiot,” she said. “Like I said, nothing’s going to happen, so just don’t worry about it, okay. You just need to—”
She was interrupted when Miles’ phone sounded off like a siren. It was just once, but it was bizarre because not only was the noise impossibly loud, but Miles’ phone was in silent mode.
“What the hell was that?” Lizzie asked, but didn’t get her answer as Miles blanched and was fumbling through his pocket for his phone. “Miles?”
“It’s an app I built for the DT,” he said as he activated his screen and started moving through his phone. “It’s designed to be used in emergen...cies...”
His voice trailed off as his skin turned even paler.
“Oh my god,” he gasped.
“What is it?”
“I need to get to the office. There’s been a nightmare... a really bad one.”
“How bad?”
“The kind of bad that has multiple civilian deaths and wiped out half of the new recruits to the tactical unit.”
Lizzie gasped into her hand as her eyes went wide.
“Oh my God, where?”
Miles was about to answer, then clammed up as he realised who he was talking to. A pained expression crossed his face, and Lizzie knew she wouldn’t like whatever he would say next.
“Come on, Liz. You know I can’t tell you things like that. I shouldn’t have said as much as I have.”
“Tell me and I’ll give you a lift to the office.”
“You’ll give me a lift anyway because you’re not heartless and you know I’m needed.”
“Please, Miles. Just the name of the place and I won’t ask you for anything else.”
Miles swore and looked away for a second while muttering something about how she would get him fired one day. Then he told her a name for somewhere she had never heard of before, but fully intended to find out about very soon.
“Don’t go there,” he ordered, sounding as serious as he was when he said not to go to New Olympus. Seeing from her expression that she wouldn’t back down this time, he sighed in defeat. “At least call Leon to watch your back.”
“Now you want Leon to come with me? Make up your mind.”
“Yeah, well, maybe one of the nightmares is still there and can mess up that pretty boy face of his.” Seeing Lizzie’s scowl he said, “Sorry, bad joke. Can we please go? I need to get to the DTHQ and help with this.”
“Yeah, of course. Jump,” she ordered as she took his hand. Once again, the world changed as the walls of the barn fell away to be replaced with the icy cold of the car park outside the DTHQ.
“Thanks, Liz. Do me a favour, be careful.”
“Always,” Lizzie agreed. She kissed him goodbye then watched as he rushed through the entrance and sprinted up the stairs towards that technical rat’s nest he called an office.
Lizzie was about to go when she heard voices from around the side of the building that made her hesitate. She couldn’t quite make out what they were saying at this distance, but she recognised one of them. The Prime Minister.
Lizzie crept forward, then pressed flat against the wall as she approached the edge of the building. She didn’t dare poke her head around the corner lest she be spotted.
“...as sure as we can be. The tech guy here has installed body cams on all the tactical guys and though the footage was shaky and we haven’t viewed it all, we’re sure it was him.”
Listening to him speak, Lizzie was confident this was the Prime Minister. She had spoken with him enough that she would recognise his voice anywhere. The other voice she didn’t know.
“I can’t believe it. With the way this played out, I would have sworn it was actually a Children of ADaM attack. It feels too needlessly cruel to be militarily sanctioned. But I suppose if Kuruk was there then...”
His words trailed off for a moment, which was good because Lizzie’s mind was reeling. The only Kuruk she knew was Kuruk Campbell, and the last she heard he had disappeared from FBI custody. If he was here causing trouble, then that was a huge story in itself. But what was that about military sanctioned actions? Was Kuruk working for someone? Had he been all along?
“What is it?” the Prime Minister asked, seeing something about the person he was talking to that Lizzie was missing.
“When I was training with Kuruk and his men, I got a good feel for the man. He’s not stable.”
The Prime Minister laughed bitterly.
“You needed to train with the man to find that out. You didn’t get any clues from his earlier actions or the fact that he burned down Tad’s house last night with everyone still inside?”
Kuruk was behind that?
Lizzie’s mind felt like it was about to explode as she realised just how much she had been missing while she was chasing eidolon across the globe.
“Of course I knew that. I mean that he’s the kind of unstable that can’t be controlled, only directed. When the Americans scooped him up to form their dreamcatcher army, I don’t think they knew what they were unleashing. They may think they have him tamed, but he’s using them as much as they’re using him. I would guess he went rogue tonight. He probably didn’t like whatever they had planned.”
“God, as if we don’t have enough on our plate with this war, now we have to worry about the Americans acting like terrorists. I know, you said it was Kuruk not them, but with the resources at his command they’re one and the same at the moment. Just when I thought this couldn’t get any worse.
“I just came from a meeting where I got news the Russians are mobilising as well,” the Prime Minister said. “We both know they wouldn’t have done that unless they know something we don’t.”
“I told you it was a distraction,” the other voice said. “They’re not going to move unless they are sure the American’s are coming for the Borderlands and want to stop that. These attacks aren’t wide scale enough to think it’s part of the American invasion plan, so they must have other intel. I’m telling you, as bad as these attacks have been, they’re just a distraction for something bigger.”
The Prime Minister swore, which was good because Lizzie wanted to do just that right now herself. Whatever she was listening to was huge and terrifying to say the least. Bigger than the eidolon story, even.
She wondered if Miles had known about this all along and hadn’t told her, but she brushed that thought aside. She knew there were things he couldn’t tell her and made her peace with that. He’d already told her more than he was supposed to. Something like this sounded like it had ‘Official Secrets Act’ stamped all over it and she knew he would get more than a slap on the wrist if he told her anything.
“With the Russians mobilising, the rest won’t be far behind,” the unknown voice said. “This is the worst-case scenario I said would happen.”
“I know, Ryan, don’t rub it in. We should have listened. I just didn’t think it would escalate as far as World War fucking Three so fast.” The prime minister sighed as Lizzie’s head almost exploded from that little bombshell. “Listen, I need you to do something for me. We need time. Stella’s guys are doing their best to get dreamcatchers spread through the army, but that will not be enough if things keep escalating like this.”
“What do you want me to do?” the man the Prime Minister called Ryan asked.
“At this point, you’ve spent more time around Kuruk than anyone. You’ve been trained to use those dreamcatchers as well as anyone in their army, and you know how he thinks. I want you to put all that to good use. I want you to find that oversized prick, and I want you to kill him.”
There was a long moment of silence before Ryan answered.
“Do you have the authority to order that?”
“Of course not. Which is why this is a personal request. Do I need to go through legal channels because that will take forever and time is something we don’t have.”
Again there was a long silence before Ryan said, “Consider it done.”
“Thank you. I better go. There’s going to be a shit show when this hits the news and I’m going to have a lot of questions to answer. Keep me up to date, and if you need anything, let me know.”
The man answered in the affirmative, then Lizzie heard the telltale pop of someone dreamwalking away. That was followed by the sound of footsteps headed her way, and she knew that this was her cue to leave as well.
Thinking of her barn again, she activated her tattoo. Once again the world shifted, but not before she caught sight of the surprised face of a tall, broad shouldered man with a dark beard.
Arriving back in her studio, she found her way to the nearest chair and sank into it, letting out an explosive sigh as she struggled to get her mind around everything she just heard.
Kuruk Campbell active again.
America behind the attacks.
The Prime Minister ordering an assassination.
World War Three.
She felt like her entire world was collapsing. The Prime Minister mentioned that Stella knew about this, as the Dream Team were giving dreamcatchers to the army. Lizzie couldn’t see Stella knowing without Tad knowing as well, and she found herself looking back on a lot of things in a new light.
“This is huge,” she whispered to herself as she finally got her head around it.
She looked around her studio that had changed so much over the last year. Where once she was alone in a freezing barn, now it was a fully fledged studio filled with editor desks, three unique sets for filming on, and tens of thousands of pounds of equipment. All that had come from Lizzie being the first to break the story of the Merging.
Now she didn’t just have the eidolon to take her business to a whole new level, she had a war to cover as well.
I need more people, she thought, because this was bigger than just her and her small team.
She suddenly doubted she’d make it to her mum’s for dinner tomorrow. This was an enormous opportunity, and she refused to waste it.
It’s more than an opportunity, it’s a responsibility.
The thought came unbidden as she realised how the British public were being kept in the dark. If there was ever something they all needed to know about, it was this.
While she respected Tad and Stella for what they did, this was always going to be the fundamental difference between them. They wanted to handle everything from the shadows, but Lizzie believed that people had a right to know about the things that would affect their lives.
Lizzie dropped her head in her hands as she prepared for the fallout of what was coming when she went down this path. For the first time she considered hesitating on a story as she personally had so much to lose here. Stella would turn on her, the Prime Minister would never come on her show again, and she might even lose Leon’s help with the eidolon. But what gave her pause was the thought of losing Tad’s friendship. Despite starting out as her ticket to a brighter future, he had become a genuine friend, and she hated the idea of letting him down.
And then, of course, there was Miles. Though, she was less worried about that because she was confident that if it came down to it, Miles would choose her over his job.
Do you want to put him in that position though?
She forced herself to ignore the thought because she knew herself and knew she couldn’t ignore this. If there was war coming, people had a right to know.
Decision made, Lizzie climbed to her feet and suddenly felt like she was buzzing with energy. She had a job to do, and the only thing standing in her way was where to start. When she finally figured that out, she rushed to one of the cameras that were always on charge and ready to go. Then she mentally reached for her tattoo, and as Tad called it, she changed the channel.
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Tad stepped out of Dream into the organised chaos of the emergency room at Cardiff Hospital. Beyond the usual sight of patients sitting in the waiting area hoping to be seen as soon as possible, there were men and women who looked like they had just stepped out of a war zone. Some still wore their wounds out in the open, others had been temporarily treated to stop them getting worse while the nurses and doctors dealt with the most critical patients.
This alone was enough to sober Tad up to the harsh realities of this war, but he had seen much worse tonight. He dreaded to think how bad this could get before it was over.
“Nurse,” Tad shouted as he spotted a woman rushing around behind the reception desk. The poor woman had dark circles around her eyes, her greying hair was out of place, and there was a sheen of sweat glistening atop the dark tone of her skin. She jumped at his shout and looked up with murder in her eyes, but her words died upon seeing Tad and the man he was holding in his arms.
“Oh, my... I’ll... I’ll get a doctor.”
She rushed back the way she had come, leaving Tad standing in a room of people who were staring at the man who jumped the queue. No one dared protest, not when they saw the old man cradled in Tad’s arms.
He had been one of the first attacked by the nightmare in the church and it was a miracle he was still alive. Half of his face had been torn away by the claws of the creatures, his clothes were shredded and saturated with blood, and it was all Tad could do to keep the man’s intestines from spilling out.
Tad avoided looking down, not just because the sight was horrifying, but to escape the rage that had been building all night.
After first arriving on the scene of the nightmare, it didn’t take him long to recognise what no one else had spotted. There were dead bodies everywhere, including the fledgling recruits to the Dream Team, but Tad’s attention was on the open church door and the remains of the melted dreamcatcher.
It didn’t take a genius to guess what happened. The fire of his rage that had been burning since Kuruk’s attack on his home flared into an inferno.
Furious, he needed to vent his anger, so he turned his attention on the nightmares. In that moment he saw one chasing down a woman who was crawling away, sobbing as she used her body to shelter her terrified daughter. The girl couldn’t have been more than four years old and should never have had to wear a look like that on her face.
Instinct made him want to fire a beam of light through the creature’s head, but it was not the only nightmare. Miles had filled him in with the details from the nine-nine-nine calls and from other members of the Dream Team who were trying to deal with this. Killing one simply wasn’t enough.
Fuelled by his anger, an idea struck. It wasn’t something he had tried before and would take a lot out of him, but the three ghosts inside him had furious fires of their own, and when he asked for their strength, they happily obliged.
Carrying the same gear as the tactical units, he had access to a small but powerful torch secured in one of the pockets of his trousers. He fished it out and activated it, then with a touch of Dream to augment his strength, hurled it as high as he could. It spun end over end, higher and higher, until it was barely a pinprick of light against the darkness of the sky. Then Tad pulled on the strength of his ghosts and called Dream in abundance. Energy rushed through him like he had opened the door into his mind onto a raging river, but he didn’t take even a second to enjoy it. He channelled all that energy into that torch high above his head, and for two seconds he brought the sun back to this part of Wales.
This was brighter than daylight and for those two seconds there was not a shadow to be found in the entire village where the nightmares could take refuge. The light washed them away in an instant, destroying them and sending their energies back to Dream.
Even with the ghosts inside him it was a bit too much for Tad and he fell to his knees as agony consumed him and his vision blacked out. However, with three ghosts his recovery time was incredible, and soon his eyes readjusted to the darkness.
The first thing he saw was Growler looking at him with a grumpy expression. He was standing over the woman and child, and Tad guessed he must have rushed there as soon as he saw the nightmare chasing them. Judging by his expression, Tad dealt with it before Growler had chance to intercede like he wanted.
Half an hour later in the waiting room of the hospital with the latest victim of this tragedy in his hands, he felt his anger building again, but he didn’t have an outlet for it this time. Therefore, when the double doors beside the reception banged open and a doctor rushed out with a much smaller person one step behind him, Tad tensed up and reached for Dream, instantly ready to fight.
Then he blinked in surprise, too stunned to even move as his mind struggled to understand what he was seeing. The shock only lasted seconds before his rage doubled as he stalked forward with the dying man in his arms.
“What is she doing here?” Tad snapped at Dr Burman, his voice barely more than a growl. Dr Burman backed off, hands raised like he was warding away an angry animal. The little figure behind him, however, was not so easily cowed into submission.
“I’m helping, dad. Leave Dr B alone, this was my idea.”
Jen was dressed in a set of hospital scrubs, a mask covered her face and her copper curls were tucked away under an ugly blue surgeon’s hat. All Tad could see of her were the freckles over the upper parts of her nose and cheeks, and her eyes, which were glaring hard at him.
“It’s his job to stop you from doing anything this stupid, though,” Tad said, turning back to the doctor. “What were you thinking bringing her into this?”
“I was thinking she could help save lives, like that of the man you’re holding in your arms,” the doctor said, regaining his nerve as he analysed the patient. “Follow me. You can vent some more while we get him somewhere where we can help him.”
He took a step back and held the door open for Tad while Jen took the other door, still glaring. That glare robbed some of his anger, as did the needs of the old man in his arms. Tad swallowed down his desire to fight and stepped through the door.
“She’s too young,” he repeated lamely as they rushed down the corridor beyond, dodging nurses and emergency beds that had been set up in the hallway.
“I’m thirteen, dad,” Jen protested, her aura flaring red with anger.
“And that’s too young. You promised she wouldn’t be exposed to anything like this when we agreed to let Jen work with you,” Tad accused the doctor. “She has already seen enough to fuel her nightmares for the rest of her life, she doesn’t need more.”
“Stop talking about me like I’m not here,” Jen all but screamed, her hands clenched into fists at her side. “This was my decision. I can help. You can’t stop me.”
Tad’s memory flashed back to the countless times she had said something like that before. She said it before she merged with Maggie. She said it before she helped with the dragon nightmares. When she was living with him and at her worst, she had said it a million times more. Annoyingly, ninety percent of the time she was right. When she got like this, she became a force to be reckoned with. A smarter part of his mind understood this and had already given in the fight. That part of the brain wasn’t leading the way right now.
“She’s too young to be here, and you promised you would keep her safe and look out for her best interests. I trusted you,” he snapped at Dr Burman, ignoring Jen in favour of an opponent he could deal with.
However, here he was out of luck as the doctor had found a bed for the patient and his nerve along with it. He directed Tad to lay the man down on the bed while he started checking the patient, all the while answering Tad’s concerns.
“I am not a dreamwalker, Mr Holcroft. I have no ability to stop her doing anything without putting a bracelet on her arm like the kind her last guardian used. Being as I refuse to shackle her like that, what choice did I have but to bring her with me and guide her instead? At the moment she is my assistant, learning along the way and helping where she can. I don’t have her using her gift all the time because I know how much it takes out of her and we need to use it sparingly. She’s only helping with the worst cases... Cases like this poor man.”
He looked up from his examination, and the eyes that met Tad’s were cold.
“I assure you, I am looking out for her as best I can. But tonight alone she has saved at least ten lives that would have died were she not here. I will not apologise for that.”
Despite himself, Tad’s anger was slipping, and he was beginning to feel foolish. But the part of him that was still trying to hold on to the high ground let slip one last remark.
“There will always be another life to save. There are seven billion people in this world, thousands of whom die every minute. If you put the weight of the deaths of everyone she could save on her head, then she will never leave the hospital and she will work herself into an early grave.”
“Which is why we are trying to figure out what she can do and replicate it. But I think you will agree that this right now is an extreme circumstance. Extreme circumstances call for extreme measures.”
Tad looked around to make sure he wasn’t overheard and then whispered, “This is the start of a war, doctor. This might seem extreme now, but it might also be the new normal for a while. My worries are more relevant than you think.”
The doctor’s shock robbed him of the ability to speak. However, it took more than shock to keep Jen quiet.
“I could say the same about you. You’re going to be out there every night, trying to save as many people as you can, aren’t you?”
“That’s different, there are other dreamwalkers who can take over for me when I’m not there, not to mention people with dreamcatchers.”
Jen snorted to tell him what she thought of that excuse, and while she had no more words, it was enough time to let Dr Burman recover from his surprise.
“I will look after her, Tad. That is what I promised, and that is what I will do. As you know, I can’t stop Jen, so we have struck a bargain. She will help, but she has to agree to do what I say. That means she is honest with me about how tired she is and she stops when I stop, if not sooner. If I say she needs a break, she has to take one. If she doesn’t agree to this, then she is on her own, and while I might not be able to stop her, I can stop helping her, and she knows more people will die that way.”
“I just... It’s just... You shouldn’t have to be doing this, Jen. You should be thinking about school and about—”
“I want to do this,” Jen interrupted.
“And we’re out of time to have this discussion. This man needs to see the inside of an operating room.” Dr Burman said. “So, are you going to keep getting in the way, or are you going to let us work?”
Tad glared at the doctor for only a moment, but then his anger faded and he sighed in defeat.
“Fine. She can stay. But I’m holding you responsible for this. Don’t let her take all this onto herself. She deserves better than that.”
“She does,” the doctor agreed, and then as soon as Tad stepped aside, he and Jen wheeled the injured man out of the room and deeper into the hospital.
Tad watched them go and shook his head. Part of him wanted to be proud of Jen for fighting so hard to do what she thought was right, but he just couldn’t shake the feeling that she was too young and it would have a detrimental effect on her.
But the doctor was right, he couldn’t stop her, and history had told Tad the same thing. He had to settle for being the father of a girl whose acts of rebellion were saving lives. It could have been a lot worse... and for many families tonight, it was a lot worse.
Thinking of those families reminded him that there was still work to do. Turning his mind away from the argument he had with the doctor, he thought of Todmoryn, and changed the channel.
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Even with his ghosts, Tad was exhausted.
He’d ferried thirty people to the hospital, fixed as much damage as he could to the church, and helped Mitena install dreamcatchers so this could never happen again.
Swaying on the spot, he realised he hadn’t slept in a long time. Unlike Stella, he knew he couldn’t survive that way. Thoughts of a bed left him wondering just where his bed might be right now. Stella had set up a safe house for them somewhere, but in all the excitement of the day he never thought to find out where that was.
Therefore, what he hoped would be his last channel change of the day took him not to a home, but to the centre of the chaos; the DTHQ.
He appeared in the garage, making nearby people jump at his sudden arrival. He waved to the Dream Team members guarding the entrance, and they lowered their guns, then he ignored the awed looks of the newer members of the team and he made his way deeper into the building.
Even this late at night, the place was a hive of activity. Over the last month they had grown the Dream Team as much as they could in so short a time. Seeing what happened tonight, Tad feared it wouldn’t be enough.
Despite the troubling thoughts, he forced himself to smile and nod at people who greeted him, but wrapped in a haze of exhaustion he may have ignored some people without realising it. Growler made up for any rudeness on his part as he had a tail wag and a cheerful expression for everyone, accepting being petted by most people along the way and loving the attention.
Tad’s feet were on an automatic path for Stella’s office and he would have walked straight in without thinking had Growler not nudged the back of his leg to get his attention. Looking down at his dog, he found Growler already moving on past Stella’s office and wanting Tad to follow. Trusting the dog, he didn’t hesitate, and they carried on down the corridor until they reached Miles’ office.
Once again Tad was overwhelmed by blinking LEDs, tangled wires and ultrawide monitors, so it took him a second to realise that both Miles and Stella were seated at his desk, staring at a monitor that was covered in little windows that each showed a video feed. The footage was shaky and hard to make out, but when Tad saw a familiar face on one monitor, his weariness vanished in a second and he growled a single word.
“Kuruk.”
Stella and Miles jumped, both of them so engrossed in their work they hadn’t heard him approach. Freckles, however, was ready and waiting and didn’t care about Tad’s mood, he wanted his fuss in greeting. The big dog jumped up and he was tall enough now that his paws landed on Tad’s chest, putting his head high enough that he could lick Tad’s face in greeting. Despite himself, Tad choked out a laugh.
Stella received similar treatment from Growler, and only her impressive strength kept the big dog from swamping her. After struggling to get anywhere with Stella, Growler turned his attention on Miles, and the big geek didn’t have the strength to fend him off. Between his giggles, there were what sounded like genuine shouts for help, but Tad ignored them and focused on the screens.
Surprisingly, he didn’t feel the surge of anger he had a moment ago. The dogs had interrupted that thought process, and his thoughts were clear once more.
“What are you looking at?” he asked.
“Footage from the body cams,” Stella said, her distaste clear in her voice. “Our guys didn’t stand a chance.”
“They walked into a trap,” Tad agreed. “There are melted dreamcatchers all over that village. For some reason Kuruk singled that place out. There were...” His voice broke as he struggled with the thought. “There were kids there, Stella. It was a Christingle service for God’s sake. How can anyone do that?”
Stella grabbed his hand and squeezed in sympathy.
“I know, it’s horrendous. But we think we know why this happened,” she said.
She released his hand so she could grab Growler by the scruff of the neck and drag him off the technician, whose face was now glistening with saliva.
“Miles, show Tad that clip we found.”
Miles hesitated long enough to wipe his face and glare at Growler in mock anger before doing as Stella suggested. A new window opened with a preloaded clip. It was from a strange angle as it was being filmed from the floor, the footage coming from one of the recently murdered Dream Team members.
Tad watched as someone was fleeing the church, only to be stopped by Kuruk. None of them could look away from the screen as the poor man was lifted from his feet as Kuruk passed on a message he wanted to share with the world.
“This was all just to send a message?” Tad asked, horrified.
“No, this was to make people scared,” Stella disagreed. “They’re using the tactics terrorists have used forever. Make the consequences of doing something so severe that just the thought of doing it fills you with fear. In this case they’re trying to make people afraid to support anything Dream related.”
“As if we don’t have enough to deal with already. We can’t let this clip get out. People can’t know about this.”
“Obviously we’re not sharing this,” Stella said, but then she shot a glance at Miles that made the technician flinch. “But we’re already too late to stop the message getting out.”
Tad’s tired mind wasn’t working at one hundred percent, but it didn’t take long to figure things out.
“Oh, Lizzie. What have you done?” Looking at Miles, Tad asked, “You told her about this?”
“No,” Stella answered for him. “He did something worse. He brought her here.”
“She dropped me off,” Miles protested. “I never brought her inside.”
“Then how did she find out what was happening?” Tad asked.
“Because the Prime Minister was careless about a little chat he was having with Ryan. Apparently he didn’t want us overhearing him, so he went to a blind spot for our cameras. In the process he got overheard by the biggest loudmouth on the planet.”
“What does she know?” Tad asked, dreading where this was headed.
“Too much,” Stella said. “And if that wasn’t bad enough, she turned up at the village and spoke to the guy in that clip. She’s already got it edited and published. If I wasn’t so angry I’d be impressed with how quick she works.”
“She’s told the public about the war?” Tad asked, wincing at the thought of what people might do with that knowledge.
“No, but it’s only a matter of time. She’s probably just looking for the right angle to come at this. Norman is with her now trying to talk her down.”
“I’m sure that’s going well,” Tad deadpanned.
Stella snorted to show what she thought about that, and Tad sighed. It looked like his night wasn’t over after all.
“I better go see if I can help. She won’t listen to Norman on this.”
“You think she’ll listen to you?” Stella demanded, like she had more hope that Tad could teach pigs to fly.
“Maybe I should go too,” Miles tried.
“You’ve done enough,” Stella snapped. “And you’re needed here. Tad, when was the last time you slept? You look exhausted. Go get some sleep.”
Tad smiled at her obvious concern, but shook his head.
“This won’t take long,” he argued. “I’ll be right back.”
Without giving her chance to speak further, he dreamwalked to Lizzie’s studio.
Once again he arrived to find guns pointed at him as people jumped at his sudden appearance. The Prime Minister’s guards had dreamcatchers of their own and were trained for the sudden appearance of dreamwalkers. However, thankfully they weren’t trigger happy, so Tad could wave them off.
They were never the real danger here, though. Amelia was glaring at him.
“What are you doing here?” she snapped.
“I thought I could help.”
“Who? Norman or her?”
Tad frowned at her lack of trust and said, “I know how important it is that people don’t panic. I’m here to help.”
She stared at him for a full five seconds like she was trying to see inside his head, but finally nodded toward the main stage where Lizzie was shouting at the Prime Minister. Norman sat in the guest chair and for once he looked a little ruffled, like he was actually getting annoyed.
“You don’t get to come in here and tell me what I can and can’t publish. That’s what the media is for, to stop people like you from keeping your secrets.”
“And the reason for people like me,” the Prime Minister replied. “Is to protect the people of this country, even if it means hiding things from them so that I can keep them safe.”
“The biggest lie any of you people ever sold yourself is that ignorance can ever protect people. Being informed is the only way people can learn to protect themselves. You’re only justifying your pathological need to control people.”
The Prime Minister was about to respond when he spotted Tad and let out an explosive sigh of relief.
“Thank God, I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy to see anyone in my life. Will you please talk some sense into her?”
He fell back in his chair like he was exhausted while Lizzie spun to face Tad. Her eyes narrowed as she raised a finger and pointed it at him threateningly.
“Don’t even start,” she warned before Tad could so much as open his mouth. “You and me need to have words later about keeping me in the dark about world changing things. I know Stella has you wrapped around her little finger, but you should have told me about something this big.”
“Stella has nothing to do with this,” Tad started, but at Lizzie’s eye roll he felt the need to try again. “What I mean is, I am in complete agreement with the Prime Minister. Telling people will just create a lot of fear in a place where fear itself can lead to people’s deaths. You tell people about this and we’ll see nightmares like never before and we’d be doing our enemy’s job for them.”
“The latest statistics show that dreamcatchers are in over ninety-three percent of all homes in the Borderlands, and there’s a dreamcatcher in every hotel room in the UK,” Lizzie argued. “Just where are these nightmares supposed to come from.”
“With the amount of tourism and immigration to the Borderlands since this started, seven percent of the population is hardly a figure to laugh off,” Tad pointed out.
“Come off it, Tad. How many times have we been over these stats? Less than one in ten thousand people dream anything strongly enough for Dream to take hold, whether that’s a dream come true or a nightmare. Even if that doubled, you’d still be looking at a manageable amount of fallout.
“And don’t talk to me about doing the enemy’s job for them when you’re both sitting on this. Do you think the American people would stand by and accept what happened tonight in the name of a war they don’t even know about? Kuruk attacked a church service on Christmas Eve, for God’s sake. How do you think the nation with the largest Christian population in the world will take that news? You allowing them to pass it off as a Children of ADaM attack is just helping them.”
It might have been his lack of sleep, but Tad struggled to argue against that point. In fact, he struggled to find anything to say at all. Apparently he wasn’t alone because the Prime Minister didn’t rush to say anything either, giving Lizzie the chance to continue her argument.
“I thought you learned this lesson in February, but clearly not,” she said. “You can’t handle a situation by ignoring it and hoping it will go away when we’re talking about public perception. You need to get in front of a story and take control, otherwise you will always be dancing to someone else’s tune.
“You both need to come out in front of this and tell the world that one of the most horrendous terrorist attacks on British soil, because that is what it is, was ordered by the American government and carried out by American soldiers.”
Tad opened and closed his mouth as he struggled to find the flaw in her logic, then turned toward the Prime Minister for help. However, nothing was coming from that direction either.
“She has a point,” Tad admitted.
“I do?” Lizzie blurted in surprise. Then she blushed at her outburst and added in a more confident tone, “Of course I do.”
Tad turned back to Norman and asked, “Is she wrong? Am I missing something here?”
This time Lizzie stayed quiet to let the Prime Minister speak. There was a pregnant pause that went on long enough to become uncomfortable before the Prime Minister leaned forward and answered.
“If I agree to this, it will be my word against theirs, and I don’t have the political capital I used to have. We don’t have the evidence to back this up. It could easily backfire on us.”
“Worse than war breaking out on a grand scale and people finding out that you knew all along?” Lizzie asked.
Norman blanched as her words struck home.
“Someone remind me why I wanted this job,” he muttered.
“Because you’re an arrogant narcissist who can’t conceive of the notion you might be wrong and want to impose your will on the world,” Amelia answered with a straight face. “And somehow despite all that, you’re still the best person for the job.”
Norman laughed.
“Thanks for the glowing praise. I’ll remember that when it’s time for your next bonus.”
“You don’t give me bonuses,” Amelia pointed out.
“When you say things like that, do you blame me? I take it you agree with them?”
Amelia didn’t answer. She just stared at Norman in a way that looked blank to Tad, but Norman seemed to read like an open book.
He let out one last explosive sigh and then almost shouted, “Fuck it. Let’s do this.”
“Really?” Lizzie asked, stunned. “You mean I was right?”
“Do you want me to change my mind?” Norman asked, resurrecting the charming grin that he was so famous for. Lizzie struggled to find an answer and the Prime Minister didn’t give her the chance. He turned to Tad and winced. “You look like shit. You should get some sleep. I think I can handle things from here.”
Tad chuckled at the words, but couldn’t deny the advice. Now that the decision was made, his exhaustion returned with a vengeance.
“I don’t even know where to go,” he admitted. When no one seemed to know what to tell him, Tad waved them off and told them not to worry about it.
After mumbling a few goodbyes and getting a surprise hug from Lizzie, Tad headed back to the DTHQ. There were no guns pointed at him this time. Instead he found Stella waiting with Jen.
“Good timing,” Stella said. “We were just coming to find you.”
“Is everything okay?”
“Dr B sent me home,” Jen answered. “He said I was getting too tired and if I made a mistake, I might kill someone.”
“So you came here?” Tad asked, surprised she hadn’t gone back to Dr Burman’s.
“Dr B is busy at the hospital all night and said you were supposed to have me for Christmas anyway, so I might as well come home with you.”
“Christmas,” Tad muttered, barely able to believe it. Was it really just a day ago that he had been wrapping presents while Jen and Tony decorated the living room? “This isn’t quite what I had planned for us this year.”
“What did you get me?” Jen asked. When Tad only frowned in response she added, “It’s not like I’ll get to open it now, so you might as well tell me.”
Feeling a moment of playfulness despite everything, Tad said, “You can’t know until tomorrow. That’s the rules.”
“It is tomorrow,” Jen said, looking at the clock on the wall.
“It’s not morning yet... Stop, you know what I mean. I’ll tell you tomorrow about the same time you would normally open your presents.”
Jen huffed in annoyance, but was interrupted as Stella laughed.
“This is going to be a Christmas for the books. Rather than opening presents, we’re just going to tell each other what they would have been opening had things been more normal. What a state.”
Despite his frustration at not being able to give Jen the Christmas he promised, he couldn’t help but laugh with her.
“We should make a show of it. Get up early, take it in turns, maybe even mime opening our presents.”
“Or you could just tell me now,” Jen pressed, though she was smiling as well.
Tad couldn’t think of anything clever to say in response, so he just shook his head and poked his tongue out at her. Jen snorted, then covered her nose and mouth in embarrassment as both Tad and Stella laughed.
The laugh didn’t last long because none of them could forget why they were here this early on Christmas Day nor everything that happened over the last day and a half.
“This is the last time,” Tad announced, his tone serious and earning the attention of both Stella and Jen. “I promise you both this is the last time Christmas will ever be ruined like this. No matter what happens, next year we’ll all be together, in a new home, celebrating Christmas right. That means you at home for good, Jen.” Turning to Stella he added, “And it means you have to take a full three days off. No sneaking out at night, you’re stuck with us for the duration. Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, and Boxing Day. No excuses.”
“Three days?” Stella said like it was the most outrageous thing he could ask. Then her face broke into a grin and she said, “I think I can manage that. Okay, you’ve got yourself a deal.”
In a very un-Stella like moment, she reached out her hand and grabbed Tad’s own from the top, lifting it up to waist height in front of them both before looking at Jen.
“You in on this pact?” she asked. “This time next year, we spend the whole holiday together, no matter what?”
“Even if it means me and dad need to run?” Jen asked, her voice small and nervous. Tad flinched at the question as he realised what Jen was asking, and almost didn’t want Stella to answer and ruin the moment.
The importance of the question wasn’t lost on Stella either. With a serious expression and never breaking eye contact with Jen, she said, “No. Matter. What. You need to run, I’ll be going with you.”
“Really?” Jen asked, beaming and literally glowing with happiness, at least to Tad’s eyes. Her aura was flaring brighter with blue light than he had seen in a long time. On impulse, Jen rushed forward and hugged Stella. It took Stella by surprise and her own aura blinked out of existence for a moment before it too flared brighter and bluer than Tad had ever seen.
If Ashley Evans was here right now, he could confirm that all three of them were wearing matching colours. However, just the thought of that man threatened to dampen his mood, so Tad forced his mind back to the present.
“That’s not how this works, Jen,” he said, realising what Stella had been doing when she took his hand.
Jen stepped away from Stella, a look of confusion on her face until Tad nodded at his hand.
“This is a pact,” he said. “You’re supposed to put your hand in.”
Jen’s grin returned in an instant and she put her hand on top of Stella’s.
“It’s a pact,” she agreed.
Stella was about to say something, but another hand joined the group, though this one didn’t have thumbs and was covered in fur. Tad chuckled as he looked over to see Growler getting in on the action.
“You running with us too?” Tad asked.
Growler chuffed with excitement and wagged his tail in answer.
Not to be outdone, there was another chuff and another paw joined the group as Freckles added himself to the pact.
Seeing there was only one animal left, all eyes turned to Hawk, who had been sleeping in the corner and was just waking up. He looked up to see everyone standing in a circle with hands and paws in the middle and his tail started to wag as he could see that something was going on.
Excited, he climbed to his feet, headed for the group, and then just when it looked like he too might raise a paw to put on top of the pile, he jumped, landing with both paws on the pile and letting his whole body weight fall on the group, collapsing the structure and eliciting more than a few grunts as they struggled to take the weight.
“Hawk,” Jen protested. “That’s not how this works.”
Hawk just chuffed, still excited, and jumped at Jen, licking her face while Jen giggled and struggled to keep him away.
“I think that counts,” Stella said. To Tad she added, “I think we better head out of here. You haven’t slept in far too long and it’s way past Jen’s bed time.”
“It’s Christmas,” Jen protested, but she didn’t sound serious. Tad could tell she was every bit as exhausted as he was.
“I don’t even know where to go,” Tad admitted. “Did you ever get that safe house set up?”
“I did. Come on, let me take you two dreamwalking for a change.” She offered a hand to Tad and another to Jen, and when they took it she grinned at them and said, “Remember to jump.”
Then, without giving either of them time to reply, she changed the channel.
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Looking out over his city had become a soothing experience for Elias. This was where he belonged, standing high over his domain. He wondered if this was how his many times removed great grandfather, Zeus, would have felt when looking down on the mortals from Mount Olympus.
Movement at the front of the building caught his attention, and he looked down to the street level to see the distant shape of a large black car pulling up at the entrance.
“It’s about time,” he muttered, before moving his attention elsewhere and continuing his appreciation for the view. This was a calming exercise, and right now, he drastically needed it.
Despite that exercise, his impatience made the next five minutes drag endlessly, and he was grateful when he heard the knock on his door.
“Enter,” he called, slipping a touch of Authority into his voice to remind the people waiting just who they were dealing with.
There was a barely audible click followed by the sounds of footsteps on polished stone, but he waited until the door closed again before he spoke.
“Care to explain yourself?” he asked without turning, voice cold.
“Funny, that was going to be my first question.”
The sharp response pulled Elias’ attention from the city around him and erased the efforts of his calming exercises. He turned to face his guest, and some of his anger must have shown on his expression because while his guest tried to put on a strong face, she couldn’t meet his eye.
Pamela Rosi, the President of the United States, stared at the statues, at the desk of Zeus, at the views, and even at the floor. But the so called most powerful woman in the world could not bring herself to meet his gaze.
“What did you just say?” Elias asked, enjoying her micro flinch at his words.
“You keep pulling me away from my duties at a moment’s notice and it’s causing no end of trouble. I’m the President, Elias. I can’t drop everything every time you call. It’s stopping me from being as effective as I need to be to enact our plans.”
“Oh, so it’s my fault that you’re failing miserably at the tasks I set for you? It’s my fault that you have missed every single deadline you were given? And it’s my fault that you’ve lost control of your attack dog in the UK and given the Prime Minister the ammunition he needs to take the moral high ground in the coming war? Is that what you’re telling me, Pamela?”
He tried to keep his tone neutral, but he couldn’t quite control the volume of his voice as his words spiked his anger. Pamela flinched from every question and finally she looked him in the eye.
“No, Elias. That’s not what I mean. I just—”
“You were just making excuses. That is below you, Pamela. You sit on the Eidolon Council. The least you can do is be honest and own up to your mistakes.”
“Yes Elias,” the woman muttered, her spirit broken.
Elias let her wallow in that feeling for the time it took him to walk to his desk and lean against the cool marble. Once he was settled, he asked, “What happened with Mr Campbell?”
“He acted on his own and changed the mission. He was given another target to hit last night, but he ignored that and did his own thing. I haven’t been able to speak with him, but I heard he’s decided we’re not doing enough to push his message.”
“And what message is that?” Elias asked.
“That Dream is evil, that anything related to it needs to be destroyed, and that there’s no place in this world for people who think otherwise.”
Elias sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. What was wrong with people, why couldn’t they think through the consequences of their actions?
“How long have you known that his views were this... extreme?”
“Since the beginning,” Pamela admitted. “But I thought we had a handle on it. Something horrible happened to his girlfriend the night of the Merging and she took her own life as a result. He blames dreamwalkers for that and thanks to some skilful manipulation from an FBI agent, he has seen only further proof of dreamwalker corruption ever since. The man manipulated him until Kuruk wholeheartedly believed that Dream could lead to the collapse of the world as we know it. He thinks he’s making the hard choices for people he considers too weak to act.”
“Including you?”
“Including me,” Pamela admitted reluctantly.
“This is a huge mistake,” Elias said. “Don’t forget our end goal. We aren’t fighting to turn the world against anything Dream related, we are fighting to secure a resource that needs to be in eidolon control. Humans aren’t equipped to handle that level of power. In that at least Kuruk is right, they’d destroy the world with it. But we can not have people hating Dream or that power will be lost to us as well because no one will tolerate us using it.”
“I know this,” Pamela spat, regaining some confidence. “I thought I had proven to Kuruk that he was misguided. I didn’t want to break him of the notion altogether because we still need him to act for our interests, but I wanted to mitigate some of the damage already—”
“You failed,” Elias interrupted, done with her excuses. “And as a result, this happened.”
He grabbed a remote from his desk and pressed a button. A quiet hum was all that could be heard of the motor that lowered the enormous television from the ceiling with a video clip pre-loaded. There was no sound as Elias had no intention of being subjected to this story again. Instead it was just video footage of the aftermath of the Todmoryn attack. He watched Pamela’s face as it played out and recognised her disgust. Whether that was from the loss of life or for how it impacted her, he didn’t know.
Seeing that she was about to speak, he pressed another button to load a new video, and this time there was sound to interrupt her.
“So you’re telling us that tonight’s attack was not the Chidren of ADaM as they claim, but an opening act of a war?”
The voice belonged to a young woman who was climbing Elias’ list of people he hated. It was the voice of Lizzie Bradley on her ridiculous YouTube show.
“This attack and others like it carried out all over Britain,” the voice of the Prime Minister answered. Elias had to look away from Pamela and out over the city when he heard this voice in an attempt to regain his calm.
“We have suspected for some time that the aftermath of the Merging and the creation of the Borderlands could lead to global conflict. It is—”
“Global conflict?” Lizzie Bradley asked, shocked.
“Yes, global. As much as Jacob Baker and his dreamwalkers who attacked Cardiff last month were misguided, in one way they were not wrong. The Borderlands offers the greatest opportunity for change this world has ever seen. Unfortunately, it is an opportunity that is locked up in Great Britain. Though we have been more than willing to share this resource with the rest of the world, there are a lot of countries who can’t sleep easy without control of the Borderlands in their hands.
“Across the globe, you will find that the major powers of the world have severely withdrawn their armies from earlier conflicts. This is because they are preparing for something big, and this attack is the start of that movement.”
“So who was behind the Christmas Eve Massacre?”
Elias sneered at her name for the event. It had gone viral almost immediately, and it was the kind of name that people would not just remember, but would go down in the history books.
“This atrocity was caused by Kuruk Campbell at the behest of the American President.”
“You’re kidding? One man did all this?”
It was interesting that the reporter didn’t even try to question America’s involvement. She was fully informed before this interview ever took place and was asking just the right questions to help the interview along and sell the Prime Minister’s argument. The trouble was, Elias was sure people were going to eat this up.
They wouldn’t be wrong to, a dark part of his mind whispered. They’re telling the truth after all.
Elias choked it down and turned his attention back to the interview.
“Of course it wasn’t just one man. It was one man with the help of his own personal army, given dreamcatchers of their own and trained to use them for war, all at the expense of the American tax payer. Right now there are five thousand such men active in Ameri—”
His voice abruptly quieted as Elias shut off the TV and sent it back into the ceiling.
“No one will believe that,” Pamela blurted. “His approval ratings are in the gutter and it sounds like a desperate attempt by an unpopular man to excuse himself for not being able to stop a terrorist group.”
“That’s one way of looking at it,” Elias agreed. “Another is that he just laid enough groundwork for people all over the world to question things. Yesterday morning there wasn’t a soul alive who even considered America could be behind something like this. Now the idea has been planted in their heads, people will start looking for proof, if only to prove him wrong.
“What they’ll find are a massive reduction of American troops in active war zones, a rise in military recruitment, and if they are really good, at least five thousand soldiers who have disappeared from the face of the earth so that we could train them in what was supposed to be a secret programme. How the hell did he find out about that? Five thousand is too specific a number for him not to know for sure.”
Pamela looked at the floor and squirmed.
“We think he got a spy into the group. They had one of their agents to join the army with a fake back story and he worked his way up through the training camps before earning Kuruk’s interest and being offered a spot amongst the dreamcatchers. We only found out about this the other day when one of Kuruk’s people came clean about one of their own disappearing.”
“Yet more proof that you don’t have control over there. It makes me feel like you’re doing this on purpose.”
Pamela rushed to assure him of all the reasons that was not the case, but Elias was done listening.
“Enough. This is the last time I will call you here to answer for your failures. If it happens again, you will be replaced.”
The shock of his words stunned the woman into a silence that stretched out for ten long seconds.
“You... You can’t do that. I’m a sitting member of the Eidolon Council. I’m the President of the United States for God’s sake. You think I’m so easy to replace.”
Elias laughed.
“I have been head of this council for over two centuries, Pamela. I have seen people like you come and go a thousand times. The reason for that is that I have a backup plan for every occasion. Don’t think that being President isolates you from that.” He grinned and said, “You thought you were so clever when you chose Russel Craig to be your Vice President instead of the eidolon candidate I suggested. Probably because of what he admitted to you on the night after your birthday, right? All that leverage he gave you over himself.”
“You can’t know that,” she whispered, horrified at his knowledge. “There was no one there that night to hear what he told me.”
“I told him what to say,” Elias answered. To accentuate his point, he fished out his phone and called a number he had ready to go. It only took a second before a face materialised on the screen, that of the Vice President of the United States.”
“Merry Christmas, Sir. What can I help you with?” he answered cheerfully.
“Russel, it’s good to see you. I’ve got someone here I need you to say hello to for me. I need to prove a point.”
The smile slipped from the face of the sixty-year-old man on the phone and he nodded his head.
“Oh, it’s time for that, is it?”
“Almost. For now I’m just proving a point.”
He turned the phone around so that Pamela could confirm who he was talking to, and the poor woman trembled.
“Pamela, I’m sorry. It was nothing personal, but you should know better than to go against the wishes of the Eidolon Council,” Russel said to the woman.
“You... But what you...” Pamela was struggling to speak, and Elias cut her off.
“Russell, that’s all for now. Go back to your celebrations and have a great day.”
“Thank you, sir, and you as well.”
Elias hung up and placed the phone on his desk, looking at Pamela and judging that it was time to drive his point home.
“I don’t blame you for being ambitious. You are an eidolon after all. But sometimes we need to be reminded of the facts of the world. You are not so powerful that you can’t be replaced with a single phone call. While you were concentrating on getting yourself elected, something I facilitated by the way, less you forget, I was playing the long game to set up all the pieces around you so you could be of the most use. Russell is the son of an old friend. I own half of the Senate, more than half of the Supreme Court, and of course I own you. You have been fighting for twenty years to get where you are now, but I have had plans in motion for two centuries. Your personal advancement was just another one of those plans.”
He stepped away from his desk and straightened out his suit.
“Enough. I think I have made my point. It’s time for you to get back to doing what I put you in Washington to do. I need results, Pamela. I am this close...” he manoeuvred his index finger and thumb of his right hand to be an inch apart. “...to calling it quits on you and taking control of this myself. I haven’t had to do that in seventy years, and I don’t want to have to do it now.
“Get back to America, get the balls moving to counter every single point the Prime Minister made in that video, and reign in that rabid dog you have set loose on the United Kingdom. Kill him if you have to. This is your greatest challenge. I trust you’ll be able to rise to it.”
Pressing a button on the side of his desk, he signaled the man who had shown Pamela into the office. The double doors opened instantly.
“Deacon, be a good man and show the President back to her car. She’s ready to go.”
Deacon didn’t hesitate. He rushed to Pamela’s side, took her arm, and led the trembling woman from the room. His movements were confident, but then they should be, as it wasn’t the first time he’d had to do something like this.
Elias turned away from them and waited for the click of closing doors before he allowed himself to relax and look out over his city once more. He wanted to believe this little chat would lead to the resolution of his problems in the UK, but he was losing faith in Pamela.
It wasn’t entirely her fault. Kuruk was a wild card and the combination of the Dreamwalker, the Prime Minister, Stella Martin and Lizzie Bradley were proving surprisingly competent in their opposition to his plans. Whether it was the reporter somehow surviving her stabbing, the Prime Minister surviving every trial thrown his way, Stella Martin continuing to threaten the exposure of their kind, or the Dreamwalker daring to show off powers like the world had never seen since the eidolon reduced themselves, they were all thorns in his side.
However, he couldn’t deny that it was good to have competent opposition again. He had enjoyed the easy life for far too long and he was worried about it making him soft. It was good to grind himself against an arduous task every now and again, to hone his edge and keep him sharp.
But he was nearly done with that now and the time was coming to deal with them once and for all so he could move on with his plans for the Borderlands, and the future that place would help him secure. Whether he had to drag the world kicking and screaming, Elias would use the Borderlands to usher in a new age for mankind and eidolon alike.
Thinking of a brighter future, a smile settled onto his face as he once more looked out over his city.
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Everything was chaos.
The wide road separating the outer walls of Cardiff Castle and the city centre was rammed with people. They had been huddled close together, partly to fight off the chill of the frigid air, and partly because there were so many people who wanted to show support for the victims of Todmoryn.
Now, with nightmares raining down from the sky, the support had turned to screams that echoed off the outer walls of the castle as people tried to flee but had nowhere to go. Danger existed in every direction and the crowd panicked, transforming the street into a mosh pit.
It was all Tad could do to stay on his feet as bodies thudded into him from every direction. Were it not for the sturdy presence of Growler at his side, he might not have managed even that.
“Tad, watch out!”
Tad grunted as he was knocked over by a heavy weight that landed on top of him. The ghost that pushed him over held him down as something metallic and frisbee shaped whizzed overhead, whistling as it cut through the air. Something warm and wet sprayed over Tad like a heavy, sticky rain. Tad glanced at his hand to find it covered in what looked like black liquid in the darkness, but he knew it was blood.
However, it wasn’t his blood, and considering it was a ghost holding him in place, it wasn’t their blood, either. Looking around frantically, he found the victim. A young woman’s face was locked in a permanent grimace of horror on a head that was no longer attached to a body. The sight turned Tad’s stomach, and he looked away. It was just in time to see the glimmer of a street light reflecting off the razor edge of the thing that would have cut his head off had Rodney not seen it in time.
Adrenaline flooded his veins at the near miss, making his fingers shake and filling him with energy that he wanted to burn off. Therefore, when the ghost jumped to his feet, Tad didn’t need to accept Rodney’s offered hand to help him up.
“Thanks,” he said. “You were right, you’re more useful not merged with me right now.”
Rodney smiled a tight-lipped smile in response, but it didn’t last. The young man was focused as his eyes darted around the terrified crowd, looking for signs of danger. Realising he should do the same, Tad ignored his rushing adrenaline and tried to focus.
There were thousands of people crowding him, rushing in panic as they tried to escape the nightmare. It created a level of chaos Tad had no chance of controlling. With the nature of this nightmare, it made it much harder for him to help.
This impromptu gathering to show support for the people of Todmoryn and to send a message that the people of the Borderlands would not stand for terrorist attacks had unfortunately offered an opportunity Kuruk’s people couldn’t afford to miss.
“We need to get these people out of here,” Tad said.
“Trevors and his people are trying, but they’re not having much luck,” Rodney pointed out.
Tad didn’t answer, instead concentrating on trying to spot more of the metallic nightmares that were terrorising the crowd. Even as panicked as they were, people were avoiding the headless body of the young woman, so finally Tad had a small pocket of stillness in which to stand and search. Thanks to his height he could see over most of the crowd, but he found what he was looking for higher still. Overhead, hundreds of pigeons filled the night sky.
Unlike normal pigeons covered with soft grey feathers, these were encased in polished steel, their feathers ending in razor-sharp edges. Red eyes glowed as they sought their prey, and soon they started to dive.
They didn’t dive like birds of prey, instead they spread their wings wide, the feathers elongating and interlocking. Soon they formed a single blade that resembled a kite on the wind. The birds then tucked in their heads as the wings continued to spread outward and the feathers continued to grow and interlock until it became a simple disc of polished steel that was spinning down from the sky like a circular-saw blade, but with a lot more weight.
Ten such discs descended on the terrified people with frightening speed, and Tad acted on instinct. He flung out his good hand toward the nearest and a beam of pure white light burst from his hand with laser focus, lighting up the night sky for an instant as it screamed towards one creature.
It was a mistake.
The beam of light struck the disc and reflected off the many interlocking plates of the shiny surface, bouncing beams of burning white energy into the crowd. Screams erupted as people were burned, but they were not as loud as the screams of the poor man under the falling bird. It couldn’t reflect all the heat and the metal had melted.
Somewhere deep in his mind, Tad screamed in horror at his own actions. Outward he was still, his eyes wide and muscles trembling. This was yet more fuel to add to his nightmares for years to come should he manage to live that long.
Right now, he couldn’t afford to get caught in that horror. His activities over the last year had taught him that inaction was not an option in situations like this, or the fallout would be even worse. Falling back on another familiar trick, he found another group of spinning discs and he waved his hand at them, stirring up the air and calling the wind.
Tony hadn’t been around when he got the call about the nightmare and Rodney was more use not merged with Tad right now, but he still had Thomas’ strength to help create a gale force wind that knocked over the people nearest to him before rushing over the heads of the crowd to intercept the metal discs.
For a moment Tad worried he wasn’t in time. Then, at the last second before they hit the crowd, they changed direction, no longer falling down but out, the spinning discs now spiralling as they were blown towards the castle wall and clattered against the stone in a shower of sparks.
That was six down... which left four of the first dive and twenty more coming down right after that.
He turned in time to see Growler knocking a skinny young man aside even as he used the man’s body as a platform to leap into the air and snatch one nightmare from the sky, almost like he was catching a frisbee. Icy horror washed through Tad at the thought of the blades cutting into his dog, but there was a spike of Dream that made his skin tingle and a flash of light as the nightmare overloaded. When Growler landed, he was holding the bloody body of a normal pigeon.
It was one life saved. It wasn’t enough.
New screams drowned out the rest, attesting to Tad’s failure. The urge to vomit was very real, but there were still glimmering shards of metal headed in his direction and he had to push the awful feelings of helplessness aside and save who he could. He pictured a bubble of dense air that was as large as he thought he could get away with, and threw himself against the door in his mind. His vision swam, and he fell to one knee as pain exploded through his head, but his barrier held for thirty feet in every direction.
It wasn’t enough.
Tens of people died and even more cried out as the metal discs cut into them. Then, to make things worse, the discs unlocked as feathers reformed, the heads unfolded, and soon there were metal pigeons with glowing red eyes again, flapping their wings hard as they fought gravity to climb to the sky, ready to start the process over once more.
A sense of helplessness washed through Tad like he hadn’t felt since Swansea, and the fingers on his left hand twitched. He might have been more helpless when he was locked in the dreamcatcher on Brad’s ranch, but he didn’t have thousands of lives waiting for him to act then.
“I don’t know what to do,” he admitted, struggling to see a way through this. His mind just wouldn’t piece together the clues he needed to end this nightmare.
He could call in Rodney and double his strength, but what would that help when there were hundreds of the creatures and he could only affect them in small groups. Even if he could use all his strength and affect them on mass, he couldn’t think of a way to do that without hurting the people who were caught in this madness.
No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t think of a way out, and that lack of success was swamping his mind and sending him down dark thought spirals that might have continued until a familiar but unexpected voice called his name.
“Tad,” Tony shouted as he stepped through a frightened woman, doing nothing to help her terrified state. “There you are.”
“What are you doing here?” Tad demanded, even as he turned his attention back to the birds, hoping for a flash of insight that might help.
“As soon as I heard what was happening, I decided to bring some help.”
At the mention of help Tad gave Tony his full attention, wondering who Tony might be talking about. At first he didn’t understand as he didn’t recognise any of the people who were circling around him, some looking determined, others looking frightened, but all of them waiting on him. Unlike the rest of the people in the crowd, they weren’t panicking and running around, no matter how terrified they might be. But Tad got his biggest clue about their identity when a large circle of open space appeared around the edges of the group, as the frightened crowd didn’t want to get too close. It only took a second to confirm his suspicion with his dreamwalker senses before he looked back at Tony.
“You brought ghosts?”
“As many as I could get from the Phoenix,” Tony agreed, grinning fiercely.
“We’re all here to help,” one woman said.
“Just give us something to do,” added another.
“Tony... I can’t merge with—”
“There are other ways ghosts can help,” Rodney interrupted, reminding Tad of how he had protected him just a moment before. “This is good news, as those blades won’t hurt a ghost. These guys can help with crowd control and keeping people safe while you figure out a way to deal with those.”
He pointed up at the sky where the pigeons were gathering yet again, ready to do their deadly attack once more.
“Deal with them, right,” Tad muttered. “Anyone got any ideas on how I do that. At the moment there’s too many of them and there’s only one of me.”
“There’s Trevors and his people out here, we saw a few of them,” Tony said. “Maybe they can help.”
“They’re too spread out,” Rodney disagreed. “There’s no way to get to them all in this chaos.”
“Then it’s the same problem as the dragons, right,” Tony said. “They’re all over the place and we can’t get to them, so bring them all to you.” Something of Tad’s panic must have been leaking out through his gaze as Tony looked at him funny and said, “Tad, you’ve dealt with bigger stuff than this.”
“But all these people,” Tad complained.
“Leave them to us,” Tony said, his voice steady. “We’ll work with Trevors’ people and keep everyone safe. You just handle the nightmare. Come on, you can do this.”
“I know but—”
“What would you need to end them all at once?” Rodney interrupted.
“What? I don’t—”
“What would you need?” Rodney interrupted again, his voice like the crisp bark of a drill sergeant. The direct question forced Tad’s mind to search for an answer. He pushed aside the doubt that had been fighting him and forced the gears in his mind to start turning again.
Like the dragons, Tony had said, and Tad started thinking about what he did back then. A wind wouldn’t work because these things would just get up and fly off again as soon as he stopped the wind... not to mention he didn’t have a hundred giant fans and a stadium handy.
He felt the panic take hold again, but he forced himself to think.
Forget how you’re going to get rid of them when you get them to you, just concentrate on bringing them to you first.
The thought sparked other thoughts and ideas in Tad’s head, and when he met Rodney’s eye, he knew what he had to do.
“I need an open path and as much space as you can get me between those birds and me where people won’t get hurt when they come flying at me.”
“Got it,” Rodney barked. Spinning to the ghosts, he started issuing orders. “You, you and you. Head through the crowd that way, turn people around and concentrate on driving people in that direction. If you see any of the Dream Team on your way, get them to help.”
He repeated his directions to another three ghosts while pointing in a different direction, then again to three more. Finally there were only Tony, two other ghosts and Rodney himself left.
“You three, stick close. We’re clearing a path, then keeping the space around Tad as free as possible. That means you’re catching any stragglers that the others miss and you’re stopping anyone coming this way. Remember, everyone, you are ghosts. These people are almost as afraid of you as they are of these flying things. If you need to, use that to get these people moving. Act like sheep dog with sheep and nip at their heels to get them running. You all got that?”
One by one the ghosts nodded, then Rodney sent them on their way before turning to Tad.
“You going to need me for strength?”
“No, I’ll help with that,” Tony interrupted. “You stay out here and direct the ghosts. You’re better at that than me.”
Rodney nodded, not wasting time with false modesty and falling into the role he had chosen for himself, starting to move people away. Tad had a moment to look at the ghost and remember why he was here, that he wanted to help people, and for a second was a little overwhelmed by the single minded focus Rodney could have at following a goal. Memories that weren’t his own flashed through his mind, but Tad pushed them aside as he didn’t have time for that right now. Instead he channelled Rodney’s focus using his Proxy abilities to calm his own mind, and then he mentally called out for Tony, who collapsed into mist for Tad to breathe in.
There were the usual benefits of merging, but Tad ignored them as he felt a surprising sensation from the ghost. As Tony’s memories merged with his own, Tad was overcome with a fierce determination that he had never felt from the ghost before. The usually flighty presence was completely focused, and it took only a second to realise that Tony was thinking of the ghosts he brought with him and his reasons for doing so.
The image of the twins jumped to the front of Tad’s mind, child ghosts forced to move on before their time because of a world that was not ready to accept them. Other faces came to mind and for a second Tad was overwhelmed with Tony’s passion to see justice for these ghosts. He wanted to punish those responsible, but realised that it would only make things worse, so he had turned his attention to making things better for the ghosts. He surmised that people seeing ghosts helping during dangerous situations rather than causing them, that he might just be able to change people’s perceptions. Tad had never felt anything so strongly from Tony before and wanted to analyse these thoughts more, but he had a job to do.
He returned his attention to the situation at hand and concentrated on getting those birds to come to him. Tad looked over to a nearby gift shop on the other side of the street, then changed the channel.
He appeared just outside the shop and looked in through the window. At first he couldn’t see what he was looking for, but then he spotted the rotating stand near the tills and again he changed the channel, this time appearing inside the cramped store.
As soon as he appeared a light started flashing on a small white box in the top corner of the room, a precursor to the wailing of an alarm. Tad ignored it and focused on what he was here for; the decorative fridge magnets.
He looked for the largest magnet he could find, which was about the size of a drinks coaster with a photo of Cardiff castle on the front. Then, not prepared to waste even a second, he changed the channel and appeared in the same spot he had vacated just a moment earlier, once more in front of the castle’s main entrance.
He may have only been gone for seconds, but the ghosts had not been idle. The gap around where he was standing had grown so large that if he erected another shield, he wouldn’t be able to save anyone. More than this, Rodney was doing his best to open up a corridor of empty space in front of him. Tad had to hope it would be enough.
Sucking in a deep breath and preparing himself for the mental strain that was going to come from this, Tad focused his attention on the sky.
It might have been his imagination, but it looked like the flock of birds had doubled in size, like there were more nightmares being created even now. He didn’t have time to dwell on that though, he instead had to focus on the fact that it looked like they were getting ready to dive again and he didn’t have long to act.
Once more he went for a familiar trick, though this time he was pushing what he thought he could achieve. He was tempted to call Rodney to get him to help, but he decided against that. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Rodney directing other ghosts about their job, shouting at frightened people to get them to move, and bringing order to the chaos. That was far more important than a bit of help.
So Tad focused once more on the surrounding air, and hoped he had enough strength to do what needed to be done. For the second time in just a few minutes, he waved his arms to stir up the wind.
Reaching for that door in his mind, he pushed on it harder than normal, calling over a flood of Dream. The disturbed air around his hand flared into a gale that howled as it rushed away from him. This didn’t go towards the crowd, but into the sky as Tad pointed at the outermost edges of the birds.
At first it looked like nothing happened, and Tad worried they might be too far away for him to have any influence. But slowly those birds on the outside of the group started to show the effects of flying against a strong breeze and they did what Tad hoped, they moved towards the centre of the flock.
Once the first bird moved, another soon followed, then another, then another. The effect doubled with every passing second until there was a cluster of birds grouped extremely close together. However, they had also adopted their disc shapes and were dropping out of the sky, falling out of the range of Tad’s wind. But it didn’t matter now because Tad had them where he wanted them; in a direct line with the path that Rodney and the ghosts had opened.
Letting go of Dream, he fished out the fridge magnet he had retrieved from the shop and started building a new image in his mind. Dropping the magnet on the floor in front of him, he took a step back to clear the path, and then focused all of his attention on that magnet, or more precisely, its connection with the metal birds.
I should have looked for a stronger magnet, he thought to himself, but knew it was already too late for second thoughts. Still recovering from using so much Dream to power up the wind, Tad threw himself at the door in his mind again, and this time pushed twice as hard.
Dream flooded into the image he built that focused on two things; increasing the friction between the magnet and the floor to hold it in place, and to increase the strength of that magnet by as many times as possible. Unlike the wind, this time his efforts were instantly noticed.
Those falling discs of metal changed direction. They were still falling, but now all of them were headed right for Tad. It was like a giant pack of predators had caught sight of their prey and were acting together to bring that prey down. As terrifying as that sight was, Tad continued to focus on the magnet on the floor and keeping his power flowing into it.
Out of the corner of his eye he noticed the ghosts were still hard at work getting people out of the way, but they were running out of time. The discs were descending faster than ever and they were following a straight line along the path that Rodney was helping to clear. Anything caught in the way of those discs would be killed instantly. Even with all their work though, Tad saw the odd straggler, as these people weren’t cattle and they refused to be herded. Growler did his best to deter those who weren’t listening to the ghosts, but even he wasn’t enough right now.
A part of Tad faltered at the sight of these people, wanting to call off what he was doing and wait for them to get to safety. But he also knew that he didn’t have the strength to do this a second time, and he needed to act now. He had to trust Rodney, Growler, the ghosts and Trevors’ men to get people to safety before the discs were upon them.
As the metal came closer, the pull of the magnet only intensified on them and sped them up. Soon there were hundreds of metal discs screaming through the air on a collision course with the ground in front of Tad. It was at this point that Tony asked an excellent question.
Do you have a plan for when they get here?
A moment later he accessed Tad’s memory and his next question was asked much quicker and with more panic.
But what do you plan to do to keep yourself from getting hit by tons of falling metal?
Understanding rushed through Tad and he realised he had missed a vital step in his plan; his own escape. It was too late to worry about that though, as already the first of the discs were coming in close. It was well below the height of an average man and where it whistled on by, there were hundreds more close on its tail, a flock of silver missiles heading right for the magnet at his feet.
The pressure in Tad’s head was growing unbearable as the magnet wasn’t a strong one, and it was taking everything he could muster to intensify its strength and keep the birds coming. However, a quick glance up was all he needed to know that he had done enough. Even if the effect of the magnet vanished, those discs were going far too fast to change direction.
He breathed a sigh of relief as he let his grip on Dream go and struggled to clear his head for the final part of his plan. Distantly he heard pained screams as the discs took yet more victims, people who weren’t smart enough to listen to the ghosts, but Tad ignored them. His entire world was the oncoming wave of metal, the first part of which was beginning the transformation back into a pigeon with wings spread wide to slow itself down.
It wasn’t enough.
It collided with the tarmac of the road with such force that the screeching sound of metal striking stone was intensified to ear shattering proportions. Tad wasn’t listening though as he was focused on the sparks that it made as it collided with the surface. Using the last of his strength, he took one of those sparks and poured all the Dream energy he could into turning that spark into a bolt of lightning carrying with it the power of Dream.
Moving at the speed of light, the impossibly bright streak of lightning consumed the first bird, overloading its core and banishing the nightmare before jumping to the next and doing the same. In the space of an eye-blink the lightning forked and forked again as it jumped from one metal conductor to the next, rushing through the entire wave of nightmares and killing them in an instant.
It wasn’t every day that Tad stood next to the source of a bolt of lightning as impressive as this one, and therefore he wasn’t ready for what came next. The lightning was so hot it super-heated the surrounding air, forcing the molecules to expand violently. Just like it does when lightning strikes in nature, that expanding air created a peal of thunder. However, unlike in nature, this thunder originated mere feet from where Tad was half standing and half swaying after having spent all his energy creating the lightning in the first place. It turned out that this same sound that burst his ear drums also saved his life.
The sound hit like a shock-wave, hurling him from his feet and flinging him backwards, away from the tons of razor sharp shards of metal that hadn’t yet had chance to turn back into the pigeons they had been created from.
Tad hit the floor twenty feet away from where he left it, groaning and in agony. He wasn’t out of the woods yet though, as the blast had only given him a slight reprieve from the shards of incoming metal.
Inside his head both Thomas and Tony were screaming at him to move, to reach for Dream, to do anything to save himself, but Tad was done in. Not only had he used up all his energy on the birds, but he was still reeling from the aftermath of the thunder. His insides felt like liquid, his body was one massive bruise, and his ears were nothing but agony. Even if he wanted to help himself, with the loss of his ears came the loss of his equilibrium and the world wouldn’t stay still for him.
He was in so much pain that he barely even noticed the impact of another body colliding with his own, but he felt the moment the real world vanished and Dream replaced it.
The ghosts in his head finally stopped screaming at him and he could already feel them getting to work on healing the damage he had taken, starting with his ears. Thanks to having two ghosts inside him, he was being healed at a rate about a hundred times faster than human normal, so it wasn’t long before his world stopped spinning and he got his balance back as the fog in his head cleared, though he still couldn’t hear anything.
He blinked a few times, but here in Dream it wasn’t his eyes that fed him the answers he needed, it was his sense for Dream. He was in his round room, and bizarrely, Trevors was with him. For some reason, bringing that man of all people here felt invasive, but Tad pushed past that as he tried to work out what happened. Had he dreamwalked them here? He didn’t think he had enough strength for anything like that.
“What happened?” he asked, the words not audible to him thanks to his hearing loss, but the meaning of them coming to his mind in much the same way that Dream made up for his lack of vision.
“You nearly took a ton of super-heated shrapnel to the face and if it wasn’t for that explosion that blew you into me, I never would have got to you in time.”
“You were trying to save me?” Tad asked, unable to hide his surprise.
Trevors grunted out a laugh.
“I may not always like you, Holcroft, but I’m on thin enough ground with Stella as it is and I’m not about to let you get killed on my watch or work will become unbearable.”
Despite everything, Tad chuckled at his words, but it didn’t last long. While he was here laughing, there were people who had been severely injured, and some that had died back in Cardiff. He needed to get back. However, he still didn’t feel up to moving. Here in Dream he had infinite energy, but he could tell it wouldn’t survive a trip back to the real world.
“How did we get here?” he asked.
“As soon as I grabbed you I dreamwalked us both away, but didn’t know where to go, so I just came to Dream. I could do with getting back, though. I need to make sure that those nightmares are finished.”
“They are,” Tad said. He may not be sure of much, but he was sure of that. The lightning that connected to all of them had, in a strange way, been part of him as it was his connection to Dream that powered it. He felt it connect, even briefly, with every one of those metal birds, and he knew they were gone.
Trevors stared at him for a moment and grunted.
“Maybe. But the number of those things was growing all the time. I didn’t see any myself, but I think that there might have been more of Kuruk’s people there, letting out new nightmares. They could be doing that now.”
A spike of panic shot through Tad at the thought and he climbed to his feet, prepared to dreamwalk back whether he was ready or not.
“Whoa, I didn’t mean for us both to go back,” Trevors argued. “You’re not looking so good.”
“If there're more nightmares then I have to help.”
“I saw what you did. I’ll head back to HQ and grab Chakikra or Gary, and pass the word on how to stop them. I’m sure they can manage… Unless…”
“Unless what?”
Trevors hesitated a second before asking, “Do you know a way of finding Kuruk’s men even if you can’t see them. Maybe the same way that you can find ghosts and nightmares?”
Tad thought about it for a second, then shook his head, then hesitated, then nodded.
“Maybe. If they’re using their dreamcatchers, then yes I could sense them, but otherwise the dreamcatchers are just ink on skin. I wouldn’t know where to look.”
Again Trevors hesitated as he thought of a plan and asked, “If we go back and I somehow force those people to activate their dreamcatchers, could you find them all and take them out at the same time, like you did with those nightmares?”
“You mean kill them?” Tad asked, frowning.
“I mean save civilian lives before those people can do any more damage like they did last night in Todmoryn and today in Cardiff. It would be good to take some alive so we can get information from them, but I’m not going to worry if they’re all dead.”
Even as Trevors was speaking, Tad realised he could very well do what Trevors asked of him. He didn’t think it would even be that hard to figure something out to affect them all at once. With his ghost’s help and if he took them by surprise, it was a near certainty.
However, while he had killed over the last year, it had always been in self defence or the defence of someone he loved. Even then he had been losing sleep on nights as their faces haunted his nightmares. Could he really kill so many people in cold blood?
He had no eyes to see it and he wasn’t concentrating on himself right then, but his skin had drained of all colour and the nerve damaged fingers of his left hand were twitching violently.
“It’s a war, Holcroft. You’ll need to get over that,” Trevors said, reading his reaction and not needing to hear his answer. “At some point, you’re going to have to get your hands dirty.”
Leaving Tad with that troubling thought, Trevors blinked out of existence as he returned to the real world. He didn’t offer to take Tad with him, and in Tad’s current state, he wasn’t sure he could follow on his own. He still needed time for his ghosts to get him back in fighting shape.
He desperately wanted to go back to Cardiff, to help the people who might have been hurt when he failed to act quick enough to save them. However, he would also have to see the results of what happened when he burned those people, and he might be put on the spot about what to do if there were still men with dreamcatchers there making a nuisance of themselves.
Even when he was just a history teacher who shied away from conflict, Tad never considered himself a coward. However, thinking of going back now, of facing those accusing eyes and potentially having to take so many lives, he couldn’t deny this fresh fear.
He knew he was too beaten up to help, but as he decided not to go back just yet, he couldn’t help wondering what part his fear played in that decision. It was a dark thought in a place where dark thoughts were literally dangerous, so Tad decided it was time to head back to the real world. Not to Cardiff, but to the safe house that was his new temporary home.
Knowing he would hate himself for this decision later, he changed the channel and fled the fight.
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Lizzie looked at her watch and grimaced.
It would be six-fifteen back home and that was way too early to be up considering she had been working late every night for three days. But with a war to cover, sleep had to be sacrificed. She was momentarily jealous of Stella’s ability to go days without sleep, but even now, when they were on the same side for a change, thinking of Stella only made her angry. Instead, she focused on the coffee shop on the corner of the street, waiting for him to emerge.
Once more she was putting her dreamcatcher to good use, as she was in Athens again. Another side effect of the war was that she hadn’t had much time to pursue the eidolon story as she covered the attacks and their fallout, determined not to let the Americans get away with what they were doing. Unfortunately they had been fighting back, denying the Prime Minister’s claims and trying to discredit her. Dealing with that didn’t leave her much free time for even sleep, let alone anything else. But she checked the cameras Miles installed daily and it was from one of those that she got this lead.
As if summoned by her impatience, her target exited the coffee shop with a large paper cup that steamed from the small hole in the plastic lid. He was a man of average height, and though she rarely thought this sort of thing about people, he wasn’t particularly handsome. His nose was crooked, his eyes a touch too far apart, and his mouth a bit wide. Normally she would overlook that, but when trying to make sure he wasn’t one of the universally attractive eidolon, those physical details were important.
He didn’t look up as he exited. He turned and started walking down the same route he took every day on his way into work. According to one of her investigators, this was a route that took him forty-five minutes every morning as the man liked to walk before the start of his shift. That left Lizzie with plenty of time. She hurried across the street and fell into step beside him.
“Morning Deacon. Do you mind if we talk in English, I’m afraid I don’t know any Greek.”
The man glanced over in surprise, his eyes widening as he recognised her. They had never met, but Lizzie’s channel had the largest subscriber count on YouTube and her own fame had sky rocketed over the last year. She didn’t get mobbed on the street like Tad might. After all, being a reporter was hardly the same as someone who literally changed the world, but she was still recognised.
After getting over his shock at seeing her, the man started talking fast in Greek, pretending like he didn’t know English.
“I know you work at New Olympus on reception and I also know that they don’t hire anyone to work that job unless they speak more than one language, English being one of the required ones.”
Looking a little shamefaced at being caught in the lie, the man finally answered with words she could understand.
“I have nothing to say, so you should leave me alone.”
“That’s not very nice,” Lizzie admonished. “After I came all this way to speak with you, you can’t even give me a few minutes?”
“It’s hardly an effort with that tattoo you’ve got,” he answered, and it was her turn to look surprised.
“You know about that?”
“They make it a point to keep us briefed on people of interest,” he said. “We’re the first line of defence to stop people like you getting into the building.”
Lizzie heard the bitterness in his answer and had to fight to keep the smile from her face. That was exactly what she wanted to hear from this man and would lead to him working for her.
“So they know I have a tattoo. I’m assuming that’s because I showed up in New Zealand.”
“I don’t know how they know what they know. They don’t exactly share things with me.” He looked around nervously and then said, “You obviously know who I work for, so you know how much danger you’re putting me in right now. If anyone sees us together I could—”
“No one is going to see us together,” Lizzie interrupted. “You’ve been working there long enough that they trust you.”
He snorted at that, and she knew why. It was the reason she came here today. The day before yesterday, this man had been shouted at by his boss so loudly that the cameras picked it up from across the street. It was over something tiny as well, at least from what Leon told her after doing a bit of translating. Deacon had been embarrassed in front of all the employees and visitors to the tower over nothing more than a minor slip up. Lizzie suspected it wasn’t the first time it had happened, either.
“Ha. I’m the last person they would ever trust.”
“They trust you enough to come into work every day and they don’t think enough of you to have you followed, they don’t see the point.”
He bristled at her words and demanded, “Is that why you’re here? To insult me and—”
“Why do you keep working for them? You obviously hate them,” Lizzie interrupted.
“I don’t hate them—” he started, but again she interrupted him.
“They have something on you, don’t they? Okay, maybe not,” she said, doing her best to read his expression as they walked. Once again she found herself envious of Stella, as she would have been able to read the answer from his expression. “They won’t let you leave, will they?”
She didn’t need Stella’s gift to recognise the way he flinched, and she knew she’d guessed right. Seeing that she wasn’t going anywhere and determined to get this over with as quick as possible, Deacon answered in a rush.
“You don’t know what it’s like to work for them. You come for a job because the pay’s great and it looks like a cool place to work. But once you’re in, they share secrets with you and they say that once you know these secrets, there’s no going back. You don’t get an option to leave after that.” He shuddered and added, “You don’t know what they would do to me if I tried to leave... but it would pale in comparison to what would happen if they saw me talking with you.”
“Then let’s do something about that,” Lizzie said. “I can help if you want to get out of there.”
Again he snorted a laugh and the look he gave her was anything but kind.
“Then you aren’t as well informed as I thought. These aren’t the sort of people you can help me with. They’ve been in power longer than most countries have existed and—”
“And they rely on the fact that people don’t know about them to keep that power. There are nearly seven and a half billion people in the world that aren’t eidolon. They know that no matter what kind of power they think they have, they stand no chance against that many people turning against them.”
“You don’t understand the influence they have,” the man disagreed. “The people they have in their pocket. There’s nothing you can do to these people that—”
“Exposure will deal with that problem as well,” Lizzie argued, annoying the man with how she was continually cutting him off. “Listen, Deacon, I’m not stupid. I know how dangerous these people are and I know the consequences of getting on their bad side. I’m on your watch list, remember. That should say something. The thing is though, I also know how to defeat these guys. The key thing about shadow organisations is the word shadow. They need the dark to operate because they can’t work in the light. So the best way to counter them is to shine a light on what they are doing and expose them to the world.”
“You know what their power is and how they work, right? You do that and it will only strengthen them,” he argued.
“No, it won’t. I know one of the eidolon who has told me how their powers work, how beliefs make them stronger. But he also told me how to defeat them and the weakness of their entire race. The thing that brought down these so-called gods last time is the same weakness we can exploit now. Doubt. It’s the opposite of belief. Shine a light on these people, make people doubt their power and rather than build belief in them, you erode it.”
“That won’t be enough,” the man argued. “You don’t know—”
“Deacon, you need to ask yourself a simple question. Is this how you want to spend the rest of your life? You’re only a few years older than me, and you could do so much more. Do you want to spend the rest of it stuck behind a reception desk working for the bad guys as they continue to work from the shadows and take over the world? You know they aren’t up to anything good. Can you really stand by and do nothing while all that is happening? Are you willing to devote your life to that cause?”
He hesitated long enough that she thought he might not answer, but finally he said, “I’m not agreeing to anything, but what do you want me to do?”
Lizzie again had to fight back a grin. Though he hadn’t outright come over to her side of the argument yet, she had opened a crack in his armour and she knew now that she could turn him. All she had to do was keep applying pressure to that crack.
Fighting off the smile that would scare him off, she started laying out her plan of what she wanted him to do.


◆◆◆
 


Lizzie stepped out of Dream and Miles jumped, spitting out a mouthful of cereal across her dining room table. Despite the mess, she burst out laughing at his reaction.
“Haha, very funny. You know you take a year off my life every time you do that,” he grumbled.
“You’re cranky this morning,” she noted as she grabbed a dishcloth from the sink to clean up the mess.
“I was in a great mood until you scared the shit out of me.” With narrowed eyes, he said, “And you’re in a better mood than you’ve been in for days. You find an extra Christmas present or something?”
Lizzie smiled at his guess and nodded.
“It’s a present of one kind,” she agreed, then told Miles about her morning.
“Wait, you’re saying he’s willing to plant cameras in the building for us?” Miles asked, suddenly as excited as her.
“Yeah. You’ll have to show him how to set them up, though. I don’t think he’s that tech savvy and—”
“Can we go to the studio?” Miles interrupted, his cereal forgotten as he jumped to his feet in excitement. “There’s something I want to show you.”
“Now? You don’t want to finish breakfast?”
“I’ll finish it later. Come on, you’ll like this.”
Smiling at his enthusiasm, Lizzie took his offered hand and didn’t even need to tell him to jump before he leapt up, trusting her to take them both to her studio. Once again the world shifted, her kitchen disappearing and her studio taking its place. The moment they appeared, Miles rushed off to a corner of the studio he claimed for himself when he started doing jobs for her, dragging her by the hand. His main job was still working for the Dream Team, but his hobby was pretty much anything tech related so he enjoyed building custom PCs for her editors, setting up her gear on the sets, and even tinkering with a few of his own toys in that space while waiting for her to finish work. It was a hobby that was bordering on obsession. However, as she was kept just as busy with her own obsessions, it worked out well for them both.
“Check this out,” Miles said as he let her go and retrieved a little black box from a drawer. He handed it to Lizzie.
It was about the size of the blue blocks of chalk that snooker players used to chalk their cues. It was black with a small circle of glass at the front, and fins of black metal on the back, almost like a mini radiator.
“This is a camera?” she asked. “Where do the solar panels go, I don’t see any inputs for them?”
“There aren’t any solar panels,” Miles said excitedly. He held out his hand asking for her to return it and when she did, he twisted the metal fins at the back, detaching them from the camera and turning it around so that Lizzie could see inside. She wasn’t expecting much, thinking this was just Miles nerding out over something she wouldn’t understand. However, when she saw what was inside, she squinted to make out the details and then looked up in surprise.
“Is that a dreamcatcher?”
Miles nodded, grinning like a child with a new toy.
“I’ve been working with Mitena to see if we could use dreamcatchers to power electronics. It turns out that getting the power from a dreamcatcher has never been a problem as once it’s activated it stays activated until either the conditions its supposed to serve are met or it’s destroyed because it can’t handle the power it’s pulling across. That’s where this thing comes in,” he said, holding out the metal fins arranged in a cube shape. “It’s a heat sync, kind of like you’d find in a computer that carries heat away from the CPU. This carries enough heat away from the dreamcatcher inside that it will never get too hot for the material to handle and therefore can work indefinitely.”
“Which means we can drop one of these little things anywhere and never have to worry about changing the battery or placing solar panels,” Lizzie finished for him, realising just how useful this would be. “How good is the picture and sound quality?” 
“That’s the best part. This camera unit is the same one we used the other day, just on a different device, so it’s comparable to what we saw before. But Mitena has some ideas of how we could build other dreamcatchers into this thing that would augment the way the camera works to get even better results. Imagine crazy zooms and microphones that could pick up a whispered conversation on the other side of the street. We’re a long way from that, mind you, as the trouble is finding the right materials for the dreamcatchers and then testing them out so that they don’t overload. It’s a fine balance that doesn’t scale well because the smaller we make stuff, the more fragile the material and—”
“Miles,” Lizzie interrupted. “Is this ready to use now? Could I give this to Deacon and get these installed as soon as possible?”
“Well, this one’s a prototype,” Miles admitted. Then with a grin he added, “But the six I posted around the studio to test out are all working fine. We could give him those and he could be up and running in no time.”
“That’s awesome,” Lizzie said. “This is going to be so much better than the last cameras we used.”
“And it doesn’t stop there,” Miles said, still gushing with excitement. “Think about it, figuring out how they can be used for this is just the tip of the iceberg. This proves that Mitena’s dreamcatchers work with technology. The possibilities of that are limitless. Trust me Lizzie, this is the start of something huge.”
Lizzie did trust him, and she also saw what he was talking about. The reporter in her started getting excited at the possibilities they offered, and she made a mental note that she needed to do a story on this. But for right now she had another story to worry about.
“You installed cameras in the studio?” she asked. “Where are they?”
“Not in, outside. I wanted to see how they’d hold up to the weather. Here, look.”
Before she could stop him, he had his computer fired up and was clacking away on the keyboard at a blisteringly fast pace. Windows popped up, showing her the view outside her studio. As promised, the images were crystal clear, which was why it was so easy to spot the movement on one camera.
“What’s that?” Lizzie asked, pointing to the window showing the entrance to the gravel covered carpark outside the barn.
“That looks like one of Trevor’s guys,” Miles said, frowning as a man in full tactical gear stepped into view.
“No, he’s not part of the Dream Team,” Lizzie said when she saw the face on the camera. Even partially covered by a helmet, it was impossible to miss a face like that. It was too perfect, and those eyes were so vibrant they were almost glowing. “It’s one of the eidolon...” she whispered, her words trailing off as another figure stepped into the frame.
This man was also dressed in tactical gear, though he didn’t fill it out as well as the first man. He was too slim and a touch too small for combat. More than this, his right arm was encased in plaster to keep it immobilised from what must have been a bad break. Seeing his face stunned Lizzie to silence. It was instantly familiar and had her clutching her stomach over the near invisible scars that were all that remained of her stab wounds.
Goosebumps formed and she was overcome with a cold sweat as fear rushed through her. The last time she saw that face, she’d been stabbed almost to death. Only a little copper-haired miracle worker had kept her alive.
“That’s Deo,” she whispered in horror. “He’s here to finish the job. He’s here to kill me.”
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“We need to get out of here,” Lizzie hissed, stepping away from the desk and expecting Miles to be one step behind her. Surprisingly, he grabbed a seat and settled down, his fingers flying over the keyboard and new windows popping up on his monitor that flashed black before running through logs of digital text that looked like nonsense to Lizzie. A second later, one of those windows opened into a full screen desktop that had nothing to do with her own studio set up.
“What are you doing? We need to go?”
She hated the panic that made her voice wobble, but the sight of that man approaching her studio made her gut twist in sympathy for a wound that was long healed. The truth of the matter was that she had spent the last few days buried in work to distract herself from the memory of her attack. Thanks to Jen, she could almost chalk up the experience as a bad dream. But the sight of Deo here at her studio was enough to remind her just how real it was.
“Miles!”
Miles flinched, turning to face her with an apologetic expression.
“I’ll just be a second. Don’t worry, we have time,” he said, pointing at the monitor containing the windows showing outside. “I just want to pass these feeds on to the Dream Team so they can come deal with this. This is an opportunity we can’t afford to pass up.”
“Opportunity? Miles, they’re here to kill me.”
“But they’re not going to,” Miles answered, hearing something in her voice that made him stop what he was doing and turn around. He grabbed her hand and pulled her back to the desk so he could take her other hand as well. He didn’t speak until he had her full attention. “Lizzie, you know me. I’m not a hero. I wouldn’t be sitting here if there was any chance those guys could get in here before I could escape. This isn’t like last time where that guy attacked you before you could even think about fleeing. We know they’re coming and you can get us out of here with a thought. But if I can get a team out here, we might be able to capture these guys, stop them coming after you again, and maybe learn something about their plans while we’re at it.”
Lizzie heard the words, but her furiously pumping heart made her want to ignore them. If Miles wasn’t holding her hands, they would tremble uncontrollably. Even now she was tempted to dreamwalk away. With him touching her, there was nothing he could do to stop her taking him too.
But he was right.
He wasn’t the sort of person to put his life on the line, and if he was willing to stay, then there must be something to this.
“Imagine the story this will make,” Miles continued. “You’re going to get all of this on the new cameras. This isn’t security footage, we’re talking HD resolution. This could be your biggest episode yet.”
Lizzie didn’t want to analyse why those words more than anything else Miles said broke through to her. She instead concentrated on how Miles was right. If they got the Dream Team out here, maybe even Tad, then they would have the clearest footage of anyone ever captured of the Dream Team in action. How could she possibly turn that down?
Miles grinned as he recognised the impact of his words and let her hands go, spinning around so he could put his fingers back to use, the clicks of the keyboard coming so close together it almost sounded like machine gun fire.
“Ring Leon,” Miles said. “I think he should be here for this.”
Lizzie agreed and fished out her phone. However, before she had the chance to unlock it, it lit up with a picture of Leon’s face.
“Lizzie, you alright?” Leon asked as soon as she answered. “I just got a text from Stella that you were in trouble. Where are you?”
“At the studio. Deo’s here and—”
She never finished the sentence as there was a pop beside her and the call abruptly died. Apparently phones couldn’t handle dreamwalking ten miles in an instant.
Leon looked around frantically, then rushed over after spotting them, his eyes wide as he searched the shadows of the studio, expecting an attack.
“What’s happening?” he asked. “Stella’s text didn’t have much detail.”
“Because she didn’t know what was happening herself at that point,” Miles said. “I’m still updating the system while Trevor’s guys are learning the location so they can jump in.”
“So what is it?” Leon asked, frustrated that he still didn’t know.
“Deo,” Lizzie answered, pointing at the monitor.
Leon looked up and swore as he watched Deo and five other guys closing in on the barn entrance.
“Shit. They’re all eidolon. Tell Trevors they need to come in prepared to face six dreamwalkers. It’s not the same, but at least that way they’ll be ready for anything. Bring Tad if you can.”
“On it,” Miles said, his fingers relaying Leon’s words into the emergency system. It had only been a couple of minutes and Trevors’ guys would still be learning the location, having never been here before. Lizzie was tempted to go get them and speed this up, but seeing how calm Miles was being about all this finally had an effect. He was right, they could flee any time they wanted. That gave her the upper hand, and she liked the idea of turning the ambush around on this arsehole.
As she let some of her fear go, she slipped into reporter mode, suddenly finding the software Miles was using very interesting. This was the first time she had seen the inside of Miles’ system and could see how the tactical guys got their information for an event like this. Most importantly, she just discovered by Leon’s words that Stella hadn’t shared the secret of the eidolon with the Dream Team yet. He had told them to come ready for dreamwalkers, so they must be keeping it a secret for some reason.
She logged all of that in her mental notebook as she noticed a flicker of movement at the edges of one camera, telling her the first of Trevors’ men arrived. She pulled up another chair and sat next to Miles, her eyes glued to the screen that showed the appearance of five more men in other locations around the perimeter of the barn.
“That’s all they’re sending, just six guys?” Lizzie asked.
Another pop behind her made her spin in surprise to find Trevors and six more guys appear on the main set where she did her interviews. As pleased as she was to see them, she added another mental note that she needed to speak with Stella about getting some dreamcatchers set up to stop anyone doing that in the future. 
“Where’s their likely point of entry?” Trevors asked as he approached, his voice deadly serious.
“Over there, but there’s also a door back here,” Miles said, pointing with his finger both times. Trevors nodded and sent two of his people to cover the rear exit while moving to the main door with the rest of his men. Lizzie watched in confusion as they set themselves up in a semi-circle around the door, guns at the ready but not going outside.
“What are they waiting for?” Lizzie asked, starting to rise from her seat before both Miles and Leon stopped her. Miles grabbed her hand, and Leon pressed down on her shoulder with much more force than Miles could muster. It was like being held in place by a block of concrete.
“Don’t interfere, they know what they’re doing,” Miles said.
“But they’re just standing around like they’re going to let them break in. Why don’t they go out there and take them now? That way I won’t need to buy a new door.”
“Just trust them. They know what they’re doing,” Miles repeated.
She was about to argue, but then movement caught her attention and she looked back to the monitor.
The eidolon were closer to the barn now and more of the cameras had picked them up. Lizzie saw six eidolon in total, including Deo, and they hadn’t noticed anyone behind them.
“Just shoot them,” she muttered, torn between wanting this over as quickly as possible and also wanting to have a good show. She knew that if they just shot them, she couldn’t air a second of this, but she didn’t want to take any risks with Deo.
Miles opened his mouth to say something, but then all hell broke loose outside.
One of Trevors’ men stepped on the gravel in the carpark, making the six eidolon jump. They spun, guns out ready to fire, but they didn’t get chance before a man stepped out of nowhere and an instant later one of Trevors’s men dropped to his knees, his throat open from ear to ear, gushing blood. Lizzie watched in astonishment as the person who killed him casually walked up to the next of Trevor’s men, who was watching his colleague with a panicked expression. He just stood there like an idiot while the previously unseen seventh eidolon stabbed him in the eye.
Lizzie couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Though Trevor’s men had noticed the deaths of their colleagues, none of them were watching the man as he walked towards the next of Trevors men like he was invisible. 
“Shit, it’s an Overlooked,” Leon swore before spinning to face Trevors. “You need to get out there, now. Use the cameras on your phone and don’t trust your eyes. They’ve got someone who you won’t see without a camera.”
“You heard him,” Trevors barked at his men who didn’t waste a second. They rushed to the door and threw it open fast, making the six original eidolon jump in surprise and spin again. This time one of their guns barked as they fired at Trevors’ people, but they were soon rushing for cover as Trevors’ people opened fire in return.
“What the hell is an Overlooked?” Lizzie asked without looking away from the screen and the carnage unfolding. One of the eidolon had taken a bullet to the head and was down, but two others were moving at lightning speeds, almost dodging the bullets. Deo and one of his pals had taken cover behind Lizzie’s car, and it was a good thing that she dreamwalked everywhere these days because it was instantly covered with so many bullet holes that she doubted she’d ever drive it again. Lizzie watched in horrified fascination as the final of the original six eidolon took a bullet to the face, but shrugged it off. Only a trickle of blood showed that the bullet had even broken the skin.
“What the fuck?” Miles muttered, stunned.
“They’ve got a Tough as well,” Leon said, ignoring Lizzie’s earlier question. “I’ve got to get out there.”
“What?” Lizzie demanded, jumping to her feet and rushing after Leon like she could stop him. “Let Trevors’ guys deal with it.”
“They don’t know what they’re dealing with.”
“But you do?” Lizzie demanded. She tried to grab his arm and pull him back, but she’d have had more luck trying to stop a moving train. Leon easily pulled free and piled on the speed, rushing at the door so fast he almost blurred.
Lizzie tried to go after him, but Miles grabbed her arm and held her back.
“Where the hell are you going?” he demanded, looking at Lizzie like she was crazy.
“He’s going to get himself killed.”
“And what do you think would happen if you go out there? How about we let the people with super powers handle this?”
As much as she hated it, she had to admit he was right, and followed Miles back to the monitors. Another of the eidolon had been killed in the time she was away, but two more of Trevors guys were also down.
“They’re all the new guys,” Miles muttered, horror in his voice as he watched his colleagues lose their lives right in front of him. “They didn’t have enough time to train with their dreamcatchers,” he explained to Lizzie. “They shouldn’t even be here.”
Lizzie didn’t answer as she saw the sneaky person who Leon called an Overlooked approaching another of Trevor’s men. However, this time Trevors shouted a warning and the soon to be victim spun around, eyes wide as he searched for his attacker. Lizzie couldn’t believe how his eyes passed right over the man three times before he admitted defeat and dreamwalked away.
A knife passed through where he had been standing a moment earlier and the strange man that everyone was ignoring cursed in frustration. One of the nearby Dream Team members raised a gun toward the sound and the strange man ducked to avoid a bullet that rushed overhead.
However, he couldn’t stop the next bullet that came from Trevors’ gun. It took him in the temple, then in the shoulder, then in the chest as Trevors unloaded into the man to make sure he was down. Lizzie glanced over to see that Trevors was holding his phone in one hand and was looking at the screen while aiming his gun. Not taking any chances, he continued to turn the camera, scanning the area for anyone else who might be hiding. There was no one else though, and his distraction at searching for that made him a sitting duck for the guy who just shrugged off a bullet to the face.
“Watch out!” Lizzie screamed at the monitor, horrified that Trevors was helpless as the big man raised a gun in his direction. They were only outside and Lizzie’s voice carried, causing Trevors to spin just in time to look down the barrel of the gun that was about to take his life.
However, at the last moment Leon was there, shoulder barging the giant hard enough to send him clear across the car park before slamming into the ruin of Lizzie’s car. Windows shattered and the metal folded around the falling giant as he collided with it, making the two eidolon behind it jump up and rush away, both ducking as they started taking gunfire again.
Lizzie held her breath as the bullets whizzed buy, hoping for one of them to hit that arsehole Deo, but they never did. Instead, everyone focused on the other man. Holes appeared in him one after the other as bullets tore through him and soon he was down and out. But no one turned their guns on Deo. No one seemed to care as Deo backed away into the corner of the carpark and climbed the fence.
“They’re letting him get away,” Lizzie whispered in horror. Then, when she realised what she was saying, she jumped to her feet. “They’re letting him get away!”
Before Miles could stop her again, she sprinted for the door, uncaring about the gunfire and determined that Deo be taken down.
“Lizzie, no,” Miles shouted, but she didn’t listen. She burst into the sunshine, having to cover her eyes against the low hanging winter sun. Flinching from the light was the only thing that saved her life as a bullet whizzed by and splintered the wall of the barn behind her.
She screamed and flinched again, looking with wide eyes for where the shot had come from. She found the man just in time to see him lining up another shot, his face determined. The muzzle coughed fire, and Lizzie realised this was the end. She should have listened to Miles. What was she thinking running out here?
However, for the second time this week, fate intervened to keep her safe. A runaway truck crashed into her shoulder, knocking her from her feet and landing on top of her, or at least that was what it felt like. She collapsed to the floor, grunting in agony as stones dug into her side and the heavy weight crushed her. All the air rushed from her lungs and her ribs groaned like they might break, but then the weight was gone and there was a deafening crack as a gun fired next to her head.
She looked up to find Trevors kneeling over her, gun raised as he looked down the sights and fired off another burst of bullets that took the last of the eidolon down. Lizzie couldn’t help but stare at the bulging muscles of the man, his solid pose and refusal to flinch as he fired off that terrifying weapon. Everything about Trevors screamed of the warrior that he was, and Lizzie had never felt more out of place in her life.
Seeing the last of the eidolon wasn’t getting up, he turned on Lizzie and growled at her.
“What the hell were you thinking? You were supposed to be inside.”
“You’re letting him get away though,” she hissed, pointing over into the far corner of the carpark where Deo was making his escape. It hadn’t been that long and he shouldn’t have gotten far, but she couldn’t see anything of the man. She thought she detected movement among the hedgerow, but a moment later she lost sight of it and realised he was gone. That creepy trick he had of blending with his surroundings and tricking people’s minds had allowed him to vanish into the countryside.
“No, he’ll get away,” Lizzie groaned, horrified that this might happen again.
“You need to get out of here,” Trevors said. “This isn’t over.”
Despite his words, it sure felt like it was. The sound of gunfire had ceased, and the only people still standing were Dream Team members. Seeing Leon unharmed lifted a weight from Lizzie that she didn’t realise she had been carrying, and she was glad he hadn’t succumbed to the same fate as so many of these other poor men.
“So much for taking people alive,” she muttered to herself. Trevors glared at her while she blushed and looked away.
Luckily she didn’t have to hear his reply, as there was the screeching sound of tearing metal and the tinkling of broken glass that caught all of their attention. They turned toward the ruin of Lizzie’s car in time to see the giant man Leon had thrown into it climb free, having bent the steel out of the way.
“That the best you got?” he taunted Leon, grinning as he wiped a trickle of blood away from the corner of his mouth. “I expected more from you.”
Trevors raised his gun, but Leon waved him off.
“Don’t bother, it won’t do anything but annoy him. He’s a Tough. He’s specialised in cultivating belief in how resilient he is and it’s made him nearly invulnerable to harm.”
“Bullshit,” Trevors spat. “I saw him bleed, he’s not invulnerable.”
“I said, nearly,” Leon pointed out. “And he heals faster than you’d believe. We need to come at this another way.”
Even as he was talking, he squared off with the giant who was grinning and rolling up his sleeves while shaking off his limbs like he was readying himself for a fight. He looked eager for this, like he no longer cared about anything but Leon. In stark contrast, Leon didn’t look pleased at all.
“So how do we take him down?” Trevors asked.
“We don’t,” Leon answered. “I do. We can’t do this with bullets, we’ll have to use something that hits a little harder.”
Before Trevors could ask another question, Leon attacked.
If Lizzie thought he had blurred with speed earlier, she realised she hadn’t seen anything yet. One instant Leon was standing by Trevor’s side, the next he was right next to the giant, covering ten feet in a heartbeat and thundering a right hook into the giant’s jaw. The sound of the impact wasn’t flesh striking flesh, it was a baseball bat striking a home run. The blow was so strong it lifted the giant from his feet, sending him crashing back into the car. Lizzie was surprised his head hadn’t come off. Surely no one could survive a punch like that.
But the giant climbed back to his feet, stretching out his neck and eliciting a few pops, but otherwise not showing much discomfort from the blow. Instead he grinned at Leon, showing off a mouth filled with blood covered teeth and said, “That’s better.”
It was his turn to blur as he rushed at Leon. He wasn’t as fast as Leon, but he was far quicker than anything Lizzie was prepared for. He also didn’t hit anywhere near as hard as Leon, but once again it was much stronger than human normal. She knew she would have been killed instantly and suspected Trevors’ men wouldn’t have fared any better. However, Leon blocked the blow and knocked it aside. He then thundered a punch into the giant’s ribs that lifted his feet off the floor a few inches. But again the giant shrugged it off and fired off another punch. This time he connected.
It caught Leon on the side of the face and there was an audible crack as bones broke. Leon staggered back, brining up his hands to cover his face as the giant swung again. He wasn’t as strong as Leon, or as fast, but Leon didn’t have his durability.
Lizzie covered her mouth in horror, but couldn’t tear her eyes away as Leon struck back and kicked the giant away. But it was only a temporary reprieve. Leon shook his head as though to clear it, and Lizzie got a good look at him. Half of his face was black, like it was one giant bruise and she couldn’t understand how he was still standing.
“Fuck this,” Trevors muttered, and Lizzie flinched as a bright light flared to life out the corner of her eye.
She looked over in time to see Trevors rush forward, almost as fast as Leon. The big eidolon wasn’t expecting an attack from someone near his own size and Trevors’ big fist crunched into his gut with enough strength that even the eidolon’s eyes widened and he doubled over. Trevors didn’t waste a second, driving a punch into the back of the man’s head and driving him into the floor.
He wasn’t as fast as Leon, but his movements looked more controlled whereas Leon’s looked a little wild. The result of training, Lizzie suspected.
Trevors’ triumph was short lived as a hand grabbed his ankle and tugged, pulling him from his feet. Trevors yelped in surprise, then grunted in pain as he collided with the floor. He didn’t have chance to recover before the big man stood up, holding Trevors off the ground by the ankle as easy as a man might hold a baby that way. Trevors scrambled for something to hold on to, but the gravel surface provided no purchase and soon he was hanging helpless as the giant recovered and prepared to finish him.
As he raised his free hand to strike Trevors, Lizzie didn’t doubt for a second that this would be the end of him. However, before the giant could act, his face took on a grimace of pain and it was his turn to leave his feet.
He looked down in surprise at the hands wrapped around his chest so tightly that he was struggling to breathe. He let Trevors go and used both hands to pry the arms from around his chest as Trevors crashed into the ground. However, these arms were like hydraulic clamps that wouldn’t give. The giant changed tactics and thrashed, trying to strike at whoever was holding him, but he couldn’t get the right angle or leverage with his feet off the floor. All he could do was turn a little, revealing that it was Leon holding the man off his feet.
Leon’s face was set with determination, but he wasn’t showing much strain, almost like he could do this all day. Meanwhile, the expression on the giant’s face had changed to a look of panic. He couldn’t get his feet on the floor, so he had no leverage for his strength. Leon had already shown he was stronger than him and there was nothing he could do to break his grip. Worse, it looked like Leon was tightening his arms, restricting the giant’s chest and not letting him take a breath. The lack of air made the giant panic. He tried to breathe even harder, but Leon kept squeezing until Lizzie heard a rib in the near-invulnerable man pop.
The giant would have screamed if he could get the breath, but all he could do was widen his eyes in surprise and gasp like a fish out of water. Those wide eyes were bulging now, going red around the edges as his face was going bright red from the strain. He redoubled his efforts to free himself, but his movements were growing sluggish and no matter what he did, nothing helped.
Then, all at once, the man fell limp, his head lolling to one side and his arms hanging uselessly as he ceased his struggles and passed out. Leon continued to hold him as though he didn’t trust the man to not be playing dead, but anyone who saw the man’s slack face knew that no one could act this well.
“Leon, let him go. Let’s try to keep at least one person alive after this mess.”
At first it didn’t look like Leon heard Trevors, but when Trevors laid a hand on Leon’s shoulder and whispered, “Enough,” Leon finally let go.
The huge eidolon slumped into a heap on the floor and Trevors motioned to his men.
“Secure him,” he ordered, pointing at the giant.
Three men rushed forward, each with dreamcatcher cuffs in their hands. They soon had the wrists secured behind the man’s back, but Trevors wasn’t happy until they had cable ties going all the way up his forearms and had done the same to the man’s legs. They weren’t taking any chances before someone flipped him over and checked for a pulse.
“He’s still alive,” the man who checked announced.
“Then get him back to HQ and into one of the new reinforced cells. I want to speak to him when he wakes up. He has a lot to answer for.”
As he was talking, Trevors looked around the carpark at all the bodies, his eyes lingering on his own men and a strange look crossing his face. On anyone else Lizzie would have called it despair, but Lizzie couldn’t imagine Trevors ever feeling anything so human. Something about the man had always seemed inhuman to her, like the Action Hero that Jen always called him.
His face soon firmed up into something more familiar as he spun on Leon and demanded, “What the hell was that guy who killed my men?”
“An Overlooked,” Leon whispered. “At least I think that’s the translation. They’re rare. Most eidolon stand out because of how we look, but every now and again you get one who goes under the radar. They’re usually antisocial types who feel ignored by society and act like they’re not even there. Taken to an extreme, that belief creates an Overlooked.”
“So they can go invisible?” Lizzie asked. “Why could we see him on the camera?”
“Because he’s not invisible, it’s more like he tells your mind to ignore him. However, cameras don’t have minds so it doesn’t work on them.”
“Jesus Christ, now I have to worry about invisible enemies as well,” Trevors asked.
“I don’t think so. Like I said, they’re rare. Like once in a generation rare. I doubt there’s another one in the world right now.”
“But you don’t know for sure?” Trevors pressed.
Leon shook his head. “I don’t know anything for sure,” he answered, even as he grimaced as the shaking of his head aggravated his injuries.
“Shit, we need to get that seen too. You’re a mess,” Trevors said. “Let’s get you out of here.”
“I’ll take him,” Lizzie offered. “You need to see to your men.”
Trevors winced and his eyes travelled back over the dead bodies.
“So many,” he whispered, and Lizzie couldn’t help but agree. After the dreamwalkers attacked the DTHQ a month ago, she knew the Dream Team had pushed hard to recruit for replacements. But they had lost so many men at Todmoryn and then again here. This had to be a huge blow.
“I’m sorry, Trevors,” she said, but he wasn’t listening. There was a haunted look in his eye that worried Lizzie. However, she didn’t know him well enough to talk to him about it, so she turned to the other man who was worrying her right now.
Leon was swaying on his feet as the effects of the fight were taking hold. His once handsome face was an absolute mess, and now that she thought about it, she was amazed he was standing. Rushing to his side, she slipped his arm over her shoulders and encouraged him to lean on her. Then, after taking one last look at the carnage outside her studio and having to push aside her horror at what happened here today, she thought of the hospital emergency room and changed the channel.
Even as she called for help and went through the motions of getting Leon seen to, she couldn’t shake a horrifying thought that kept trying to consume her mind. Deo had escaped yet again, and now she didn’t even have Leon to keep her safe. How long would it be before he came back to finish her off?
Unable to function while dwelling on that thought, she did her best to push it aside and focus on getting Leon help.
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“Trevors and Miles are back,” Denise said after barging into Stella’s office without knocking. That alone was reason to be concerned, but the look on her face told Stella to prepare for the worst.
“Leon? Lizzie?” Stella asked, rising to her feet and forgetting what she had been working on before being interrupted.
“Not them… but…” Denise gulped as tears formed in her eyes before she said, “We lost six more people, Stella.”
“Six?” Stella gasped, stunned. “But it was an ambush. We knew where they were and…”
She let her words trail off as she knew she was directing them at the wrong person. She needed to go speak with Trevors and she was about to rush out and do just that, but forced herself to hesitate and think of the man she was about to go deal with. He hadn’t been the Trevors she first met for a long time. He had changed once already, which put him at odds with her for a few months, but then after he lost nearly half his team in the dreamwalker attack, he had become a new man again. Blaming himself for the deaths of his people, he flitted between throwing himself into his work like a man possessed and bouts of melancholy. Stella had been watching him to make sure he wouldn’t do anything stupid.
After losing five men in the Todmoryn incident, she feared the worst. This war hadn’t given him the chance for him to do anything, though. Every day they had been swamped with nightmares and dreamcatcher attacks, and he didn’t have time to get caught up in his own thoughts.
Now though, after losing even more people on what should have been a simple mission… Stella realised she needed more than answers from him about what happened, she needed to make sure that he was still of a sound mind and not about to do something stupid.
“Where is he now, Denise?” Stella asked as she rushed past Freckles’ bed, waking the dog. Sleepy eyes judged her and he instantly understood that something was going on. He climbed to his feet, alert and ready.
“He’s downstairs in his office. He said he didn’t want to be disturbed, though. Maybe you should go speak with Miles first,” she suggested.
Stella shook her head but didn’t take the time to answer. The last thing Trevors needed was time alone. Maybe Stella was over reacting, but she would rather be safe than sorry. She rushed out of her office at a quick walk that turned into a run. By the time she had reached the staircase, she had thrown caution to the wind and was going flat out.
Thanks to her eidolon heritage, the only one able to keep pace with her was Freckles. That was a good thing because people didn’t automatically jump out of the way of someone as slight as Stella, but something the size of a lion running at you made people hug the walls. The support staff at the DTHQ all but dove out of the way as Stella rushed down the stairs and into the tactical part of the building, clearing a path to Trevors’ office. Just like Denise had a moment ago, she entered without knocking… only she did it at a speed Olympic sprinters would envy.
The door exploded open, bouncing off the wall with a sound like gunfire and making the lone occupant of the office jump in surprise. Unlike Stella’s office, which was filled with filing cabinets, the endless paperwork that was taking over her life, and chairs for visitors, Trevors’ office was spartan to put it politely. There was a desk, a chair and a computer, but otherwise it might as well have been an empty office.
The head of her tactical team was still wearing his body armour and had only taken off his helmet. Luckily he had already laid his gun to rest on his desk, or she might have been shot coming in like that. The look of surprise on Trevor’s face made her feel stupid for rushing here, but it only took a second longer to doubt that thought. Most people might have missed it, but Stella recognised a tension around his eyes, a slight trembling in the muscles around his mouth, and an underlying stiffness to how he held himself.
Waiting for Freckles to enter, Stella forced herself to stay calm and closed the office door gently. Curious faces watched the closing door right up until there wasn’t even a crack to see through, and Stella had another reason to feel stupid about running here. What would people think when the DT Director sprints through the building like there’s someone chasing her? She admonished herself to think more tactically from now on and consider the consequences of her actions. Then she shut those thoughts out and concentrated on Trevors.
“You heard then?” he asked, his tone dejected. He wasn’t just angry with himself, he sounded resigned to his fate. He thought she was here to shout at him, and he felt like he deserved it.
“Tell me what happened,” she said, knowing that telling him it wasn’t his fault or some other platitude wouldn’t work.
“We arrived exactly as to the plan, seven guys on the perimeter, the rest of us inside the barn. The guys on the perimeter were going to draw there attention, and we were going to rush them from behind, take them down before they could do any damage. It didn’t work out that way.”
He paused as he leaned against his desk, rubbing his face as though weary with the world and waiting long enough before speaking that Stella wondered if he was done. She was about to ask what happened next when he finally told her.
“There was this man out there that we couldn’t see. Leon called him an Overlooked.”
“Wait, Leon called him that?” she asked, a sinking feeling in her stomach. “You mean this was an eidolon attack?”
When Miles’ alert came through, it said to come armed for dreamwalkers. Now she thought about it though, she should have realised the truth. There weren’t that many dreamwalkers left in the world, most of them were in a specially designed prison for their part in last month’s activities, and Stella suspected the rest were lying low for a while as they either wouldn’t want to be caught up with the bad optics of Jacob’s attack, or they just wouldn’t want the repercussions of outing themselves as dreamwalkers right now. However, Leon knew Stella had only shared the truth of her eidolon heritage with Trevors, and most of the Dream Team were ignorant of them. Saying to come armed for dreamwalkers was telling them to be ready for anything, and was the best thing he could have done in this situation.
Part of her was furious with herself for keeping this a secret from her team. The reasons for doing so weren’t clear to her right now, though she knew she had some. But how many of those men who died today would still be alive if she had just shared what she knew?
Another part of her knew they went armed for dreamwalkers and as far as she was concerned dreamwalkers had far more potential to be dangerous than the eidolon, at least if Tad was anything to judge by.
Trevors nodded to tell her she was right in her assumption, and then he described the rest of the event. Stella had never heard of an Overlooked before, nor of this other eidolon who could shrug off so much damage like it was nothing. By the time he was done talking she was close to reconsidering who was more dangerous, the eidolon or dreamwalkers. Thinking of Tad cutting a tidal wave in half with a thought, creating a two hundred foot tall fire tornado to protect them all back at the Senedd and using chain lightning to destroy that nightmare the other day, she thought she had to give the edge to the dreamwalkers. However, she also didn’t know enough about her people and she would need to remedy that soon.
Trevors lapsed into silence when he finished his story, almost as though he was waiting for her to start shouting. However, though she adopted a policy of radical honesty with Trevors in order to rescue what was left of their working relationship, she couldn’t see anything he had done wrong and told him as much.
“You couldn’t have known about the Overlooked. It was—”
“We were told to come prepared for dreamwalkers,” Trevors snapped. “That means come prepared for anything. It doesn’t matter if I didn’t know about him, I should have expected something. Now, because of me more men are dead... good men with families and loved ones. They deserved—”
Stella had a flash of deja vu as she thought of going through similar conversations like this with Tad back when he was still blaming himself for the fallout of the Merging. What was it with the men in her life blaming themselves for everything? She wondered just how big their egos needed to be to think that the whole world hung on their actions, or lack of actions. However, she soon realised how uncharitable that was. These men got this way because both of them cared. She couldn’t blame them for that.
“Trevors, you can’t account for everything. You had a good plan that should have worked. We have never heard of anything like someone who could make himself invisible before, so you can’t take this personally. Blaming and doubting yourself will only make you hesitate in the future and it will just lead to more deaths. Your people need you to be performing better than that… I need you to be better than that.”
“I can’t... Stella, I can’t do this anymore. I am the wrong guy for the job. I told you, I shouldn’t be here—”
“Trevors, I can’t lose you right now. After everything we’ve been through over the last couple of days, I need all the help I can get, and I can’t afford to find someone else to do your job. Christ, even now I’ve got Gary and Chakikra off dealing with a new nightmare in Bridgend, and there’s another nightmare in Newport that I had to send Tad to alone because we’re all out of people to... What? Why are you looking at me like that?”
Trevors’ expression had frozen in a way that made Stella’s arm hairs stand on end. It was the kind of look that told her she was missing something important that was right in front of her face, and she wasn’t going to like whatever he was about to say.
“Are you telling me that right now there are two nightmares happening at the same time as the attack on Lizzie... All at exactly the same time.”
“Well, give or take five minutes,” Stella said, frowning as she realised how strange that was. Nightmares had come close together before, but now that she thought of it, she had never heard of it happening at the same time. “I just assumed it was Kuruk’s people again, causing mayhem.”
Trevors jumped to his feet and snatched up his gun from the table.
“It probably is,” he agreed. “But to do two at once and to have it timed with the eidolon attack... Let me put it this way, what’s the best way to rob a fire station? You set multiple fires and then you break in while the firefighters are away dealing with them.”
Stella frowned as she thought of that, then shook her head. “That analogy only works if the eidolon are working with Kuruk’s people, we have no proof of that.”
“Really?” Trevors scoffed. “There just happened to be a major attack on Lizzie’s studio at precisely the same moment that there was a nightmare dangerous enough to require a Dream Team presence at two other locations. If that’s a coincidence, then the gods of fate really have it out for us, Stella.”
“So you think they’re a diversion?” Stella asked, starting to come round to his way of thinking.
“Not necessarily. It could just be a divide-and-conquer kind of thing. Spreading our resources thin across all three events would make us easier to take out. But the thing is, if I planned that attack, I’d have a fourth target in mind as well.”
“The fire station,” Stella said as the horror of what Trevors was suggesting hit her. “You think they’re coming here.”
In answer, Trevors rushed past her, throwing open the abused door almost as hard as Stella had when she came through it, and sprinting back the way she had come, making people jump and look on curiously all over again. Stella rushed after him, the gears in her mind spinning ever quicker as she built on Trevor’s theory.
If they were all working together, then the attack on Lizzie’s barn was closer to the nightmare call-outs than Stella realised. They had spotted that attack early. Stella was willing to guess that if they hadn’t spotted it, it would have happened at exactly the same time as the nightmare attacks. That would mean that the eidolon were working with the dreamcatchers, which put a whole new spin on this war and made her job twice as hard. Hoping to God that Trevors was wrong, she rushed after him up the stairs and down the corridor beyond, headed straight for Miles’ office.
Miles jumped as they both appeared, and even as he recovered, Stella could tell that not all was well with him. He looked weary, and she was sure that whatever had happened at the barn must have weighed heavily on him.
“What’s happening?” he asked as soon as he got over his shock.
“That’s what we’re here to find out,” Trevors answered. “Pull up the security feeds.”
“What?” Miles asked, looking to Stella for answers.
“Just do it, Miles. Time could be a factor here so explanations will have to wait.”
Miles blinked in surprise, and then that big brain of his put together the clues and he fell back into his chair.
“Not again,” he muttered as he spun towards his computer and started hammering the keys on his keyboard. Instantly one of his many screens filled with small windows, each showing a different view of the perimeter of the building.
Suddenly Stella wished she had a chair to fall into.
“Oh my God,” Trevors muttered even as Miles stared on in horror at what they were witnessing. There were people approaching the building from all directions, completely surrounding it. Stella flashed back to the dreamwalker attack last month, then pushed past that thought because this was different; it was worse.
The group was a hundred strong, and Stella could see the black lines of dreamcatchers tattooed onto the skin of some people. However, it wasn’t these that scared her as much as who was accompanying those dreamcatchers. There were men decked out like soldiers and they were armed like they were heading into a war zone.
“Are those rocket launchers?” Miles whispered in obvious horror.
“We need to evacuate,” Stella said, gauging the force she saw on the monitors against what she had left to defend the DTHQ. Less than half of Trevors’ men had returned and there was no way they could hold out against what was coming. The dreamcatchers alone were a worry, but the firepower that was coming with them... those weren’t Dream related, and there was nothing the dreamcatchers in the building could do to defend against those.
“Miles,” Stella shouted. “Sound the alarm. We need to get this building evacuated, now. Send everyone to Mitena’s escape tunnel. We need to get the hell out of here.”
Flinching at her sharp commands, Miles spun away from his desk and rolled over to another desk atop which sat a custom built array of buttons, each of them bright red and covered in a plastic housing. They had been disaster planning since the last attack and Miles had gone overboard with being able to trigger certain things with the press of a button. Stella thought he was overthinking things, but now she was happy that he had thought ahead.
He flicked up the plastic covering of the third button in a row of twelve, and then he pressed the red button underneath that started glowing with a bright light to indicate it was active. A siren sounded throughout the building, along with a recording of Miles’ voice repeatedly saying the same phrase.
“Everyone move to the escape tunnel immediately. This is not a drill.”
“We’re just abandoning this place,” Trevors asked.
“We need to be realistic about this,” Stella said. “The people are more important than the building. Now come on, let’s get out of here and clear the building as we go.” Turning to Freckles she said, “Run ahead of us, make sure that people get the message that this isn’t a drill and drag them out if you need to.”
Freckles didn’t hesitate before rushing out of the room with Trevors hot on his tail. Stella turned to find Miles still tapping away on his keyboard.
“Come on Miles, you’ve got to leave too.”
“Not until I trigger some self destruct programmes I’ve written.”
“What?” Stella asked, thinking of movies where criminal bases were rigged to explode if a self destruct sequence was activated. She sure as hell didn’t give him permission to do anything like that.
“The data,” Miles explained. “I need to wipe the drives and kill some of the hardware because I don’t want anyone who gets in here to have access to our files or some of the important networks these computers are part of. It won’t take a second.”
“We don’t have a second,” Stella argued, glancing again at the monitors. The group had reached the carpark now and the building was surrounded. Stella thought they could measure the time left to them in mere minutes, if not seconds. “Come on, Miles.”
He ignored her as he hammered away on his keyboard, windows opening and closing in front of him and code running at the speed of light across his screens. Stella looked at the cameras one last time and decided enough was enough. She grabbed Miles’ shoulder to drag him out.
“Just one second, nearly there,” he complained as he hammered out the last few key strokes. Despite her growing tension, Stella waited as long as she could before she decided that enough was enough, and she yanked hard on his shirt, almost lifting him from the chair.
“Wait,” Miles yelled and with one last ditch effort he clicked the enter key and ran one last programme. “Done. Let’s get the hell out of here.”
Stella didn’t need to be told twice. Still holding onto his shirt, she rushed from the room, dragging Miles behind her and ignoring his protests about her going too fast. However, she didn’t get far.
Running down the corridor, she could see out the windows to her right that the people attacking the building were in place and ready. Worse, there was a man on one knee with a large black tube over his shoulder and he was pointing it at the window she was looking out of.
It was such a surreal experience to see someone pointing a rocket launcher at her that it took her mind a half second to catch up to what was happening. That was almost too late.
“Get down!” she screamed as she stopped running as quick as she could and dived back the way she had come, dipping her shoulder into Miles and trusting that her eidolon strength was enough to carry them back towards his office and that it would be far enough away.
Time slowed as Miles grunted in surprise as her shoulder collided with him, and then they were both flying, only to collide with the wall at the far end of the corridor a moment later.
It’s not far enough, Stella thought to herself.
It was the last thought she could muster before the world exploded around her.
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The first thing Stella noticed was the ringing in her ears.
It was the after effects of a night out clubbing magnified a thousand times. The high-pitched whine stabbed her brain, drawing her attention to a headache like none she’d ever had before.
She blinked rapidly, but everything remained dark. She tried to rub her eyes to clear them, but something was pinning her right arm in place and she couldn’t move it. Wondering what was stopping her moving made her aware of the sensations in her body, and a wave of pain like she had never felt washed through her.
She clenched her teeth to hold in her scream, but was unable to keep a groan from escaping. Panic seeped through her foggy mind. She was trapped underneath something heavy, and no matter how hard she blinked, she couldn’t see.
“What the...” she muttered, then trailed off as she heard movement nearby.
She froze, straining to filter out the ringing in her ears to listen for the sound. At first she could hear nothing but that infernal whining, but then she heard it again.
The shuffle of fabric and... yes, it was a groan.
It’s Miles, her tired mind screamed at her as it filled in the blanks of her memory. Slowly, things started to make sense. The attack on Lizzie’s barn, talking with Trevors, looking at the security feed and then...
“Miles,” Stella hissed, her mind back up to speed enough that she realised the precariousness of her situation. She remembered the explosion now, knew she must be pinned down under the rubble from the blast. The darkness must mean that the roof had collapsed. It was a miracle she had even woken up. The agony tormenting her put the lie to that miracle, but she would accept what she could get.
“Miles,” she hissed again, not daring to speak any louder so as not to attract unwanted attention. “You there?”
“Stella?”
The response was barely more than a groan, but it was enough to make Stella smile in relief. If he could talk, then that was a step in the right direction.
“Yeah, it’s me. Can you move?”
“I... Oh God!”
His exclamation was louder than she liked, and Stella hissed at him to be quiet. Though her right arm was pinned to her side, she felt some movement in her left arm. With a grunt of effort, she pulled it free, ignoring the feeling of fresh wounds opening as she scraped skin against broken stone. As soon as her hand was free, she reached to where Miles’ voice came from, hoping she was close enough. At first her fingers found nothing but rock, but finally they brushed against something soft and warm, Miles’ body. It was also wet, and she suspected the sticky substance was blood.
“Calm down, Miles. We’re getting out of here.”
“It hurt’s Stella. There’s something wrong with my leg... it hurts. It’s—”
“Be more specific,” Stella interrupted. “Take a guess Miles, what do you think has happened.”
“I think it’s broken,” he hissed after a slight hesitation.
“Broken. There’s nothing sticking into you or anything?”
There was another hesitation before Miles said, “I’ve been cut a lot. But I don’t think there’s anything sticking into me right now. I’m just crushed and... God, Stella. It hurts.”
So I can move you without worrying too much about you bleeding out, Stella hoped as her plan came together. Mentally she did some checks of her own body and came to the same conclusion. She knew she was bleeding, knew also that there were broken bones, but she didn’t feel like she would make things worse by moving… at least not by much.
A moment of doubt nagged her, asking her if she would even feel it if there was something seriously wrong with her body. But then she pushed that thought aside. The DTHQ was still under attack. She wouldn’t be surprised to find that there were people with Dreamcatchers already storming the building. That explosion must have taken down some of the protective dreamcatchers and opened a weakness in the building.
She was under no illusions what these people were here for. They wanted to wipe out the Dream Team, and as the head of the Dream Team, she knew they wouldn’t be happy with her walking away from this. They wouldn’t rest until she was dead.
Unless they want to capture you for information, a dark thought whispered, scaring Stella more than the thought of dying. She didn’t like the way this war was playing out, the lengths these people were going to. She doubted she would enjoy being captured.
I need to get out of here.
“Prepare yourself, Miles. You’re not going to like this,” she said, ignoring how she wouldn’t like this much either.
“What? Stella? What are you going to do?”
Stella didn’t answer. Instead, she tightened her grip on Miles’ arm and concentrated on her tattoo. Tad had forced her to practice with it, so she knew it worked and knew how to use it. However, she hadn’t practiced that much, and it still felt bizarre to think that she could do this.
What if it was damaged in the explosion, she thought, undercutting her confidence. For a second her panic wanted to break through again, but then she smothered it and focused once more. Doubt wasn’t her friend. She and Miles needed to get out of here.
She thought of the Cardiff Hospital emergency room, thinking that was the best location in case either she or Miles were more injured than she realised, and needed immediate medical attention. Then she turned her attention to the tattoo that was about the size of an orange and placed over her spine a few inches north of her shoulder blades.
She felt an instant of heat that told her that the tattoo was still in one piece and working, and a second later there was agony as the weight that was crushing her limbs was not there any more, and blood rushed to once crushed flesh.
Stella might have cried out, but she was buffeted by another sensation, one that felt like she had just run head first into a brick wall. An instant later she popped back into existence and there was blinding white light that only coupled with her ringing ears to make her disorientated. However, she only needed to feel the uneven surface under her feet that shifted when she landed on it to know that she wasn’t in Cardiff hospital.
The dreamcatchers are still active, she realised. Somehow the explosion hadn’t stopped the dreamcatchers from working, and while that meant she could dreamwalk to places within the building, it also trapped her.
Miles cried out as the ground gave way beneath him and he collapsed. Through her disorientation, she didn’t have a good enough hold of him to keep him upright.
She blinked to clear her vision, looking around for him desperately and breathing a sigh of relief when she spotted him a moment later. He was laying atop a pile of rubble, groaning in pain and looking for all the world like he wanted to be sick, but otherwise he was alive and well.
As her vision cleared even further, she revised that thought because he was not well at all. His body was covered in dust, bright red scrapes, dark purple bruises, and in some cases it was slick with crimson blood. He had blood running down the left side of his face and over one eye from a cut on his head, and his hair was plastered to his skull. Even though she could see the odd angle of his left shin, showing just how broken that bone was, it was that cut on his head that worried her most.
Worry about keeping you both alive. The cut can wait.
Reacting to that voice of reason, Stella turned her attention away from Miles and back to herself. There were disturbingly large spots of blood on her clothing as well, her right arm screamed in agony whenever she tried to move it, she could feel the raw scrapes and pains of torn skin over her arms, shoulders, legs... in far too many places over her body.
But despite those injuries, she knew she could move, that she still had her strength, and that she needed to get out of here.
She looked up at what had once been the upstairs hallway. At the far end of the hallway, not much looked different save that she was looking at it through a cloud of dust that turned the sunlight into brilliant white rays that made it difficult to see. The closer she got to herself and Miles, though, the bigger those changes became.
The walls of the offices to her left had been destroyed, raining debris down over the offices and showing that these rooms were beyond saving. About the best Stella could hope for was that she couldn’t see any people amongst the debris. Maybe Miles’ warning had come just in time.
The floor of the corridor itself was a mess of broken stone, jagged timber from the roof supports, and even sharp scraps of steel. It was the vision of a war zone that was only supported by the giant hole in the building's wall that opened up the DTHQ to the outside world.
Stella had a second to realise just how lucky she was to survive this before she remembered she wasn’t out of danger yet. Turning, she reached for Miles.
“Come on,” she said as she grabbed his arm. “We need to get out of here.”
Ignoring his protests, she pulled him to his feet, ignoring how he rested all his weight on one leg. She ducked beneath his left arm to support him and said, “I know it hurts, but we need to get out of here. Do you think you can jump?”
Miles didn’t get chance to answer, as someone else made a jump of their own.
Stella caught the movement out the corner of her eye and spun in surprise to see a man leaping through the hole in the wall. Considering they weren’t on the ground floor, that was quite a leap.
The man was wearing similar gear to her tactical team, but she could see the familiar light of a dreamcatcher shining out from under the collar of his t-shirt. The second he crossed the threshold of the building it winked out of existence and the man completed his descent as more of a fall than a controlled landing. However, he was soon stable again and as his head turned sharply from side to side, he caught sight of her and the light flared again.
Stella suddenly realised how dangerous this situation was as the dreamcatcher barrier was no longer much help to them. This man had increased his strength to jump, let physics carry him across the barrier, and then activated his dreamcatchers when inside the building.
Seeing another dark shape rush through the mist as another man used the same technique, Stella knew she was moments away from the Dream Team being flooded with enemies. She needed to get out of here.
“Jump, Miles,” she screamed.
To his credit, he tried to hop a little. She just hoped it was enough.
The moment his foot left the floor, she triggered her tattoo. This time she didn’t try to leave the building, so the world changed as it was supposed to. The gaping hole in the side of her building vanished, and she was surrounded by four walls, these blissfully intact.
People screamed and jumped as she arrived, and more than a few guns spun in her direction. That could have been dangerous, as these guns weren’t in the hands of her tactical team but in the detectives and support staff who were crammed in the garage with her. Thankfully they had all taken basic weapons training and so these weren’t the sort of people to panic fire.
“What are you doing here? You need to go,” Stella hissed at them.
“We are leaving,” a familiar voice said from behind her, making her turn. “But the tunnel can only take a few at a time and needs to cool down between each turn.”
Stella looked at where Denise was pointing and saw that the giant dreamcatcher, the most complex Stella had ever seen as it was made of dreamcatchers within dreamcatchers, was still glowing on the floor. It had been cast out of metal inlaid into the concrete of the garage and was more than capable of handling the heat.
“It will take a lot more than that to burn out,” Stella pointed out. “Don’t wait for it to cool. Keep using it.”
“Do you want to stand on that?” Denise pointed out, and Stella groaned as she understood the flaw in the design. The dreamcatcher would keep working as long as they needed it to work, but it was too hot for people to stand on.
Hissing in frustration, Stella looked around the room for a way out and spotted what she was looking for in the far corner. “Archer,” she shouted to get the attention of one of her detectives. “Get that hose, quick. Bring it over here as fast as you can and Janette, turn the water up as high as it will go.”
Her two detectives rushed to do as asked and Stella looked back at Denise, who was blushing in embarrassment.
“I should have thought about that,” she said.
“Don’t worry about it. Just get everyone ready to leave. It’s still going to get too hot to use as much as we like, but this will cool it down quicker. George, get over here,” she called out to one of the other people who were just waiting around. “Help Miles,” she said, handing Miles over to the man. “As soon as that Dreamcatcher is ready, I want you to take him to the hospital.”
“You should go too,” Denise said. “You’re not looking great, Stella.”
“I will, as soon as everyone is gone. Who went through already and who are we waiting on?”
Denise looked like she wanted to argue. However, Stella wasn’t willing to wait and her impatience showed on her face.
“Trevors and the rest of his guys are holding the fort at the second explosion site—”
“Second explosion?” Stella interrupted, then wished that she hadn’t, as it wasn’t important. She could get the story later. She told Denise to ignore that question and to finish answering.
“Sally, Tim and Karren unaccounted for.”
“What about Freckles, have you seen him?”
“He’s helping Trevors.”
The panic that Stella had been fighting for the last five minutes spiked at the thought of her dog without any kind of armour going up against people with guns.
“Give me that,” she said to Jannette, who had finished turning on the water and was now holding a gun and looking awkward. The woman handed over her gun reluctantly, like she didn’t want to lose it, but Stella’s expression told her she wasn’t taking no for an answer.
Turning back to Denise, she said, “Don’t wait for it to be completely cool. If people can stand on it without their shoes melting, then they have long enough to use it to get out of here. I want this place cleared by the time I get back.”
“Back? Stella, you should leave this to Trevors and his—”
Stella tuned out the rest of Denise’s protests. There were still people out there who needed help, people who worked for her and were relying on her to save them. More than that, though, her dog was out there, and she wasn’t leaving here without him.
Thinking of the hallway beyond the door to the garage, she dreamwalked again, cutting Denise off mid sentence.
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Stella once more entered a world of dust and rubble. The explosion this time was at the other end of the building, letting in streams of light and dust from the far end of the corridor but with this end of the corridor looking much as it always had. There were a few exceptions, though... some major ones.
Lying on the floor were three bodies, all of them familiar and only one wearing tactical gear. None of them would ever move again.
Rather heroically, though, Stella could see their ghosts had joined the fight with Trevors and his men, all of whom were firing off bullets at targets hidden from Stella’s view by the dust and light. All three had guns, and they were a few steps ahead of Trevors and the three men at his side, accepting the gunfire from the opposition in order to keep Trevors and the other living men alive.
Stella was relieved to see the familiar shapes of Trevors and his men, but then her heart skipped a beat when she realised there was one shape she couldn’t see.
She rushed up the corridor at a sprint, not even slowing when her footsteps alerted one of Trevors’ men, and he spun toward her, squeezing the trigger and firing a bullet when he thought the enemy was sneaking up on them.
Stella’s mind was fully engaged and her eidolon talents were in a similar state to when she fought Deo the night he broke into the DTHQ. Her truth sense analysed the position and tension of every muscle in his body and fed her the truth about what he would do as he decided to move. She saw him turn, the wild panic in his eyes, the tension in his finger, and all the other clues that told her there was a bullet coming. The fraction of a second was warning enough, and she stepped out of the bullet’s path.
His eyes widened when he realised who he had shot at, and guilt was quick to follow.
“Don’t worry. I don’t blame you. Just concentrate on them,” Stella ordered, nodding towards the open hole and the enemy beyond.
She slipped a touch of Authority into her voice, not enough to wear her out but enough to make the man do as told. At the sound of her voice, Trevors flinched and looked back, his eyes widening when he saw her running at him.
“Stella... you’re alive. We were sure that blast killed you. What about Miles?”
“Hopefully he’s in a hospital getting a broken leg seen to along with a nasty cut on his head. But I think he’ll survive.” Her words were a rush, as there was something more important on her mind. “Where’s Freckles?”
Trevors nodded in the direction of the hole behind him, but his expression made Stella relax a little.
“He thought you were dead as well,” Trevors said with a malicious grin. “He didn’t take it well. He’s took out his anger on the guy who shot you. It turns out a spent rocket launcher isn’t much use against a pissed off dreamwalking dog the size of a grizzly bear.”
“The size of a... what?” Stella asked.
Trevors nodded back out the hole telling her to see for herself before a flicker of movement made him spin and he fired off a trio of bullets.
This time they weren’t aimed at the hole in the wall, but at the end of the corridor where the door had just been thrown open by one of the men armed with dreamcatchers that entered the building upstairs. Stella barely noticed the man drop as Trevor’s shot struck him in the chest and instead looked for her dog. What she saw made her jaw drop open in surprise.
Though already one of the three largest dogs Stella had ever seen, Growler had grown again to a colossal size. His shoulder was as high off the ground as her shoulders, and the rest of him had swelled up in proportion. Stella had no idea how he had done it, but the sweet little dog that had been a tiny puppy in the summer was now impossibly enormous.
She watched in fascinated horror as he blinked in and out of existence, leaving nothing but wreckage in his wake. He popped out of Dream behind one of the soldiers with dreamcatchers, jumping on his shoulders and using jaws large enough to encompass an entire head to bite down with enough force to crush the skull beneath.
Before anyone could react to his presence, he blinked out of existence again, taking the body with him and appearing on the other side of the carpark, shaking the dead soldier like he might shake a toy. It took a moment, but the body of the dead man came free from the crushed head and hurtled off as if thrown by a giant, colliding with the terrified soldiers nearby who were all knocked down by the flying body before they could focus their guns to on the giant beast.
“Oh my God,” Stella gasped, both amazed and horrified by what she was watching. Her beautiful dog had been transformed into a monster before her eyes.
“He’s done more to keep them from storming this place than the rest of us combined,” Trevors said without looking away from the door at the other end of the corridor. “How many are upstairs?”
Stella turned her attention back to the situation at hand and shook her head.
“I don’t know. By now there could be half of those guys up there.”
“Shit, if they’re inside the building then they can dreamwalk down here.”
“Only if they see inside the hallway,” Stella disagreed. “Otherwise they’ll be dreamwalking blind, and that’s something most sane people avoid at all costs.”
She knew Jen had done it when rescuing the hostages at the Senedd, but those were extenuating circumstances and Tad had not been happy in the least when he found out.
“Who ever said these guys were sane?” Trevors asked between firing shots at the door at the end of the hall to deter anyone from looking inside. “We can’t hold this place, Stella. We need to get out of here.”
“I know. Denise should have everyone else out by now. I just came to pick up the stragglers and to get you guys to fall back with me. It’s time to run.”
It hurt her to admit that. Though she’d had her troubles building this place, the DTHQ was her creation and it killed her to see these people tear it down.
“Who else is left?”
“No one,” Trevors admitted. “The explosion killed everyone else and you can see for yourself what happened to them. “It’s just us now.”
“Then we need to get out of here.”
“How? The second we retreat from this hole they’re going to rush inside and we’ll lose any advantage we have. At the moment it’s darker in here than out there, which is limiting their visibility and helping ours, and we also have what’s left of the walls to hide behind. They come inside and we’re fucked.”
“We don’t need long. Everyone left has dreamcatchers and they can dreamwalk to Mitena’s escape tunnel.”
“How many can it take at once?” he asked.
“Three,” Stella said.
“Then that means it needs two tries to take us all and it will need to cool down between each go,” Trevors said. “That’s cutting it close, Stella.”
“You have another plan.”
Trevors hesitated a moment, firing off a few more shots as he thought, then his face set in an expression Stella didn’t quite like and the man nodded once.
“You’re right. It’s our only way out of here. We need to fall back to the garage and set up a defensive point that can be held by just two or three people long enough for that dreamcatcher to cool. I need a minute to set up though.”
“What for?”
“I don’t have time to explain. Will you give me that minute or not?”
Stella couldn’t afford to hesitate, she knew she had to trust Trevors in this situation and she nodded that he would have his minute.
“Good. Take my place and keep firing at that doorway. If they get a good enough look into this corridor so they can get behind us, then this is over. Oh, and I know you want to call your dog inside, but hold off for one minute longer. If he stops that devastation that has them all chasing their tails, then they’re going to concentrate all their force on getting inside and we’ll be done.”
This time Stella did hesitate. In the brief glimpse she got outside, she had seen little red trails of blood against the blue-grey fur of Freckles flanks, and she knew that at least some of that was his. What if he got shot somewhere he couldn’t shake off, even as big as he was?
“Promise me, Stella. It’s the only way,” Trevors snapped.
Though she hated to do it, she nodded and said begrudgingly, “One minute, no more. I’m counting.”
Trevors nodded, then he blinked out of existence, leaving Stella a space to fill beside his men who were still firing out of the hole in the wall.
Stella dropped to a knee, part to make herself a smaller target and part because her body ached from the punishment it had been put through. She ignored those aches as she pointed her gun at the end of the corridor and watched for movement. Inside her head, she started counting.
Sixty... Fifty-nine... Fifty-eight...
A flicker of movement in the shadows beyond the open doorway at the end of the corridor caught her attention and triggered her truth sense. She knew instantly that it was the shadow of a man leaning forward to look around the door, and she knew where that head would appear. Acting off her eidolon instincts, she lined up her shot and squeezed the trigger as Trevors had shown her in all their training sessions, and the gun coughed in her hand.
Her eidolon strength helped her absorb the recoil of the weapon and her heightened senses helped her aim to be true. Though she had little practice with these weapons, she fired them enough to know that those senses were more than enough to make her deadly to anything larger than a grapefruit at a couple hundred feet. The end of the hallway was closer than that, so the head that was larger than a grapefruit exploded the moment it appeared around the corner as her bullet passed through his skull.
You just killed a man, something inside her screamed. However, her worry for her dog and her instinct to survive forced her to push that thought aside and concentrate.
Forty-three... Forty-two... Forty-one...
She didn’t see any other shadows, but she fired again, a small burst just to deter anyone else from approaching the door. Meanwhile, out of the corner of her eye, she saw Freckles continuing his rampage through the carpark as he attacked another group of three men.
However, rather than ripping these apart as he had with others, someone else appeared behind him, someone large enough to make him look like the large dog he had been ten minutes ago rather than the enormous beast he had become.
Twenty-eight... Twenty-seven... Twenty-six...
Kuruk Campbell had a look of fury on his face as he laid two enormous hands on Freckles’ back and gripped hard enough to pull the dog back from the trio of men he was attacking. Freckles yelped in pain. The door she was supposed to be covering was forgotten and Stella spun to face the car park, her gun trained on the battle between her dog and the giant.
Nineteen... Eighteen... Seventeen...
She knew she was nearly twenty seconds shy of her promise to keep Freckles out there, but even Trevors wouldn’t hold it against her considering the sudden danger Freckles was in. Even though he thrashed and snapped his jaws in the air, trying to get at Kuruk, the giant was always one step behind him. Light flared from beneath his t-shirt in multiple locations and with a roar that Stella could feel as much as hear, Kuruk flexed his giant arms and lifted a flailing Freckles off the floor.
Freckles tried dreamwalking to a new location, but he just took Kuruk with him. However, one thing he had managed was to turn Kuruk a little more so that he was turned toward the hole in the wall. Seeing his expression, Stella didn’t hesitate. She aimed for Kuruk, trusted that she would fire true, and pulled the trigger.
The bullet slammed into the giant’s shoulder, making him grunt and release Freckles with that hand. It was all the room Freckles needed to twist around and clamp on to Kuruk’s forearm, biting hard enough that Stella could hear splintering bone even from inside.
In an incredible display of determination, Kuruk didn’t lose his head as he found himself bleeding from both his shoulder and forearm, he simply released Freckles with his other hand and then backhanded the dog hard enough for Freckles to yelp in pain and fall away.
However, he never went far before turning to face the giant again, growling low and loud as he ignored all the guns trained on him. He was about to go back in for the kill and Stella knew he’d never make it. He had lost his advantage of always being on the move and even though the count in her head was still ten seconds short, she couldn’t hold on any longer.
“Freckles, come here.”
The dog flinched like someone had shot him, his head jerking up and his snarl vanishing in a second as his tail started wagging. With a pop he vanished before anyone could shoot him.
There was another pop, which was all the warning Stella got before the enormous shape of her newly grown dog barrelled into her, forcing her to the ground and licking her face to show his excitement at seeing her alive and well. However, his brief lapse into normal dog behaviour soon faded when he tasted her blood. He couldn’t resist sniffing at her wounds, then he backed off and spun, turning towards the hole and growling at the potential attackers who were taking advantage of his absence.
“Freckles, stay,” Stella ordered, reading her dog’s body language and knowing he wanted to rush back outside and finish what he started. She watched him only long enough to be sure that he listened, then looked back towards the door she was supposed to be guarding.
“Shit,” she swore as two men were in the doorway, both getting a good look inside the hallway. However, before she could raise her gun to correct her mistake, there was a pop from her side followed by the bark of gunfire, and both men dropped into bloody heaps.
“Everyone, dreamwalk back to the garage,” Trevors barked. “We’re getting the hell out of here.”
His men, who were running low on their ammo, shot Trevors a relieved glance before blinking out of existence. The ghosts outside who had been drawing fire looked back with matching relieved expressions before they grew blurry and wraith like, each surrendering to the pull of the next life. Their forms collapsed into small glowing balls of light that zipped off along some invisible path that only Tad could see before they blinked out of existence and moved on to the next life as their jobs were now complete.
Stella took half a second to mourn the loss of those men and women who had died under her charge, and then she too joined the tactical guys and dreamwalked with Freckles one step behind her.
They landed with a splash. Stella looked around to see that the garage had been flooded by the hose that was still running. However, what she didn’t find were people other than those who had been fighting in the hallway. Denise had got them all out.
We got that much right at least, Stella thought, grateful that some of her people could escape this with their lives. When she glanced down to the underwater dreamcatcher that had finally cooled, Stella knew she owed Mitena a great debt for installing that. It was ironic that it was the creation of one Campbell twin that was saving them from the rage of another.
Pushing useless thoughts like that aside, Stella pointed to the three members of the tactical team who weren’t her or Trevors and shouted, “You three, get out of here now. Me, Trevors and Freckles will hold them off.”
She was tempted to force Freckles to go instead of one of those three, but she knew her dog well enough to know he would never leave her.
To the credit of Trevors’ men, they all complained about being the first ones to go, but a glance from Trevors’ and Stella’s stubborn insistence that they were wasting time soon had all three men moving. They knew the drill from here. One of them would think of where they needed to go and then...
Blinding white light flared from the floor at the same time the sound of gunfire erupted from out in the hall. Both Stella and Trevors ducked and moved away from the door as bullet holes appeared in the wood, sending splinters into the room.
Stella reached for Freckles to pull him behind her to safety, but even with all her new strength she couldn’t move the much bigger form of her dog. He even shot her a stare that seemed to say, you’ve got to be kidding me, before Stella finally gave up.
“What did you need that minute for?” she shouted at Trevors over the sound of gunfire.
He grunted and nodded his head towards the corner of the room. Stella followed his gaze and frowned when she noticed a strange substance stuck to the wall. She had never seen it in person before, but she had seen enough movies over the years to hazard a guess as to what that strange putty like substance was.
“Explosives?” she asked.
“They’re in as many rooms as I could access in a minute, all of them in structurally important places. When this place falls, it’s going to take a lot of those bastards with it.”
The gunfire continued as they spoke and Trevors was left shouting over the sound of it. His last words, however, sounded unnaturally loud as the gunfire ceased. Stella glanced at the door, her skin tingling and her body shaking as the adrenaline responded to what she imagined might come through that door at any moment. She had been in a lot of fights over the last year, but this was the first one that felt like a battle they could not win.
“Freckles, listen to me,” Trevors shouted, pulling her attention away from the door. “In a minute that door is going to burst open and a whole horde of shit is going to come rushing through. When that happens you only have one job.”
“Trevors,” Stella said, not liking the tone of his voice. Trevors ignored her and kept his attention on the dog, who seemed to understand that whatever Trevors was saying was important and he needed to listen.
“When that happens, even if that dreamcatcher still isn’t cool, your job is to drag her arse onto it and get her out of here. You hear me?”
“Trevors, what are you talking about. We’re sticking to the plan and we’re all getting out of here.”
Trevors finally looked away from the dog and the smile he wore didn’t belong in this situation. It was a gentle smile, the kind that only belongs on the face of a man at peace.
“I am following the plan, just not yours. We were never going to hold this place. This garage is too big. The only way the two of us could hold this room is if we stayed by the door and used it as a choke point to stop them all coming at once... and even then it’s iffy. With us running across the room to that thing, we’d be sitting ducks. The only way this works is if one of us is here holding them off while the other one escapes. We both know the world needs you more than it needs me, so that’s not even a choice right now.”
“Bullshit,” Stella swore, and for the first time in her life she didn’t like how Freckles was crowding her, pressing his body into hers like he was unwilling to let her escape. “We’ve both got dreamcatchers and we can both—”
“It’s too risky,” Trevors interrupted. “Dreamwalking over there even for an instant leaves this door unguarded, and that’s enough time for someone to come in, line up a shot and take us out. On that dreamcatcher is the one place where we can’t hope to dodge bullets because we can’t leave it if we hope to get away.”
“So we go over there now and we shoot at the doorway from here.”
“You can’t shoot out into the hall from over there,” Trevors argued. When Stella opened her mouth to argue again, Trevors smiled even wider and shook his head. “It’s no use, Stella. I’ve made up my mind. I understand now.”
“Understand what?” she asked, her voice shaking as tears filled her eyes.
“Why I survived after Harry and his men were killed. Why it wasn’t me who died outside Lizzie’s barn. Why you were right when you told me I had to push through my guilt over what happened and stay here to help you. It was all for this moment. Now come on, go, they’ve stopped firing long enough and any second now they’re going to finish arguing about who is the first one through this door and they’re going to storm this place.”
“No, Trevors. This is stupid. We can both go. You’re just—”
Stella was interrupted as the door exploded open as a large man with three glowing dreamcatchers burst through it in a shower of splinters.
Trevors was ready and he fired his gun from point blank range into the soldier’s back. All of his bullets failed to penetrate whatever protection one of those dreamcatchers was offering him, but that dreamcatcher couldn’t hold out forever. Light flared ever brighter on the man’s shoulder until it flashed so brightly that Stella had to look away. Then abruptly it was gone as the protective dreamcatcher burned out.
The next bullet from Trevor’s gun tore through the man’s back, the one after that through his neck, and the final one through his head.
Trevors had just enough time to look up and say one word before he turned to the opened doorway and fired on all the soldiers rushing towards him.
“Go!”
“Trevors, no,” Stella screamed, but it was no use. She might not be willing to sacrifice Trevors life, but Freckles knew where his priorities were and before she could stop him he pressed himself hard against her and the world shifted. It was only a short jump to the other side of the room, but she hadn’t been ready for it and she hadn’t triggered it herself, so the nausea hit her hard as always.
Through the dizziness and sickness she was just in time to see Trevors glance her way to make sure that she had got to the dreamcatcher safely. He smiled when he saw her, and that smile didn’t flicker as the first bullet hit his chest, nor as the second pierced his vest and entered his gut.
He was still smiling when he let go of his gun and raised his right hand high to show he was holding a small black device with a single button on it; a trigger. Then, before any more bullets could pierce his body, he pressed that button.
There was a strange moment of frozen time as Stella’s terrified brain absorbed Trevor’s expression, the horrible wounds he had already received, and the inevitability of what happened. She had just enough time to hope that his sacrifice was worth it and that Kuruk was in the building when it came down before she realised something she had overlooked until this point. Trevors had already pressed the trigger, but Stella and Freckles were still in the room.
She glanced down at the floor and saw that in slow motion the dreamcatcher was activating, but it didn’t feel like it was going to be in time.
Freckles shifted beside her, wrapping himself around her body, and then it was too late for anything else.
This explosion made the last explosion that had gone off in her vicinity seem minor in comparison. The wireless remote triggered the explosives that Trevors had placed around the building and they exploded with such force that the shock wave of the explosion destroyed anything they were attached to.
Stone crumbled, steel tore like paper, wood disintegrated and glass shattered as the DTHQ was first blown apart, and then a second later it was consumed in a fireball that could be seen from the other side of the city and heard from miles away.
In a heartbeat the DTHQ was reduced to less than rubble, killing everything inside.
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Jen was exhausted.
Dr Burman had been added to the Dream Team’s alert system so they would be on standby should the situation be called for. It took a lot of arguing on Jen’s part with both Dr Burman and her father to get them to agree to this, but as usual she managed to out-stubborn them both and was now paying the price for this super power of hers.
Three times since she had healed Lizzie, she had been called into the hospital to help with nightmares or dreamcatcher attacks that had left people moments from death. Each time her presence had been the deciding factor for at least one person and she was making incredible strides in learning to use her power. Therefore, she always felt amazing after healing someone.
However, the amazing feeling was starting to get tempered by not just her lack of rest, but the level of stress that had been introduced to her life. She had only been concentrating on what it would feel like to help people in ways that no one else could, and hadn’t thought about what it would feel like to look at a person and imagine what the consequences of her failure might be. Just a slight mistake or anything short of her best might cost someone their life, and that weight got heavier with every new person she helped.
Now, slumped in a waiting chair in the emergency room, waiting for Dr Burman to finish talking with the nurse on reception, she felt crushed by that weight. This morning she had been asked to work on Leon who, while not in the worst state of anyone she had ever seen before, had a lot of head trauma after being pounded on by someone really strong. Though she tried not to, she couldn’t help but dwell on what Stella’s reaction might be if she couldn’t help Leon, or what her own reaction might be. If he died because she couldn’t help, then wouldn’t that be the same as her killing him in a way?
She had pushed herself too hard in order to overcompensate for that, not stopping even when Dr Burman told her she had done enough for Leon to naturally heal the rest. She wasn’t satisfied until the Leon that emerged from her healing was the same Leon as the one that woke up that morning.
Dr Burman had been furious with her. He said she had pushed herself too far again despite his repeated warnings for her not to do that. He said that by spending so much effort on Leon, she now had less energy left should she be needed again. She heard him and understood his complaints, but she couldn’t bring herself to regret the decision to help her friend. Her relief didn’t last long as suddenly people started showing up from the DTHQ.
A popping sound brought her out of her thoughts and she looked up, expecting to see one of the Dream Team or maybe, and she was hoping for this option, even her father appearing in the waiting room. However, what she saw instead made her jump and woke her up fully as other people waiting to be seen by doctors screamed in surprise.
It was the pop of someone dreamwalking, but this time rather than just one body there were two, and they were moving fast. An enormous shape that had the same colouring as Hawk but was much bigger was wrapped around another figure that was hard to make out, but looked suspiciously like Stella. The two of them materialised in mid-air and rather than just drop to the floor, they were thrown across the room like a train had hit them, neither stopping until they bounced off the wall on the far end of the room.
Jen blinked in surprise as the shapes landed on the floor, neither moving. It was such a strange sight that her brain couldn’t make sense of it at first. The two shapes looked so much like Freckles and Stella, but she couldn’t believe her eyes. Stella’s body was bloody and broken, so she was almost unrecognisable. As for Freckles, he was three times as big as he should have been and all that blood… Jen didn’t think she had ever seen so much blood in her life.
However, the more she looked the more she realised it was them and her exhaustion was forgotten as she rushed to their side. There wasn’t time to call to Dream to animate her legs, she simply focused on the spot next to them and dreamwalked over to them.
Freckles’ giant head turned toward the sound of her popping into view, and he thumped his tail a few times at the sight of her. Then, as if just the effort of doing that was too much for him, his head dropped back to the floor and Jen thought he looked almost satisfied as he closed his eyes and rested. One glance at him had her worried that it wasn’t just rest, but the rising and falling of his chest told her that he was still alive… but how long he would stay that way without her help she didn’t know. Even Lizzie didn’t look this bad when she had first seen her.
She wanted to start healing him straight away, but a groan pulled her attention away from the dog and to the woman under the massive, furry body.
“Freckles,” Stella muttered, her voice the only thing about the woman that was recognisable. Her face was swollen, there was a cut on her head that was bleeding freely, and that was just the start of her injuries. Though her eyes were open, they weren’t looking anywhere near as focused or intense as Jen was used to, almost like they were open and no one was home. One of them was unnaturally red, like it was filled with blood.
Jen couldn’t believe the amount of damage on the woman, and that was just her face. It just got worse as she looked further down her body and saw a mess of bruises and open wounds. Her thought that these two had been knocked into the waiting room by a speeding train suddenly seemed quite accurate.
“Oh my God,” Jen gasped, looking at the wounds and not knowing where she should even start. She wasted what felt like an hour struggling to see what was the most severe injury on Stella and where to begin, but then she saw Freckles again and wondered if he might be worse and she should start with him instead.
She kept jumping back and forth from patient to patient, knowing she couldn’t work on both at the same time and starting to panic as the consequences of not being able to help either consumed her. She didn’t notice them, but tears were running down her face and her hands were trembling. She had never been so torn by a decision.
She was so consumed by the thought that she lost all track of the world around her, and she jumped hard when a hand landed on her shoulder.
“Easy Jen, it’s just me,” Dr Burman said, his voice as calm and in control as always. How did he do that? How was it that nothing he saw ever phased him? Even her dad got angry sometimes, looked scared sometimes, and she had even seen him panic once. But Dr Burman was like Stella, so tightly in control of his emotions that he was almost like a robot.
It’s how you should be right now, she admonished herself. Panic doesn’t help Stella or Freckles.
It was an easy thought to have, but not so easy to act on.
“What do I do?” she asked Dr Burman, her voice shaking. “They both need my help and there’s so much damage. Either one of them looks like too much work and I don’t know who will die if I don’t help them first. I can’t leave them like this, they both need—”
“Jen,” Dr Burman barked, his voice firm. He had been repeating himself, trying to get through her panic, but it took that tone to cut through her hysteria.
“Jen,” he repeated, calmer this time. “You need to calm down and help me or we’re going to lose them both. I need you to have a level head about this. I know it is a lot to ask, but they need you calm right now. Focus on me and we’ll get them both through this. It’ll be just like we’ve been practising.”
“But it’s Stella and Freckles, it’s different,” Jen complained
“No it’s not. It’s still the human body. Don’t let your feelings get in the way. Think about it rationally. You have been healing people for the last couple of days. You work at a cellular basis and that is the same no matter whether it’s a stranger or the person right in front of you. Zoom in close, Jen. Look past her identity and focus on the task. You learn to do that, then you will be a better healer because you will understand the truth of how to stay calm in any situation. It feels like it has all this extra weight because of the context, but the truth is you’re just doing the same job you have done many times before, and it’s no big deal because you’ve done it so often. This is no different, your brain is just trying to make you think it is.”
Jen wasn’t sure she believed what he was saying, but the tone of his voice and the surety of his gaze leant her strength and when he asked if she understood, she forced herself to nod.
“Good, now we need to get Stella into an operating room as quick as possible.”
“What about Freckles?” Jen asked even as the doctor called out instructions to the nurses nearby who ran off to get what he requested.
“We will help him too,” the doctor said without missing a beat. “But remember the rules in this situation. It’s important to assess the severity of the wounds and ask yourself who needs help the most. Stella looks like she has suffered massive trauma and being as she looks a lot more fragile than Freckles, we need to help her first or we might lose her.”
For the first time, Jen didn’t trust what the doctor was saying. It was less that she thought he was lying to her and more that there was something else that he wasn’t saying.
“I can help them both,” she said stubbornly, deciding that she didn’t want to compromise and choose one over the other.
“And you will,” the doctor soothed. “But one at a time. Now come on, time is a factor here.”
Even as he spoke, he was pulling Jen away from the broken bodies and passing more orders on to the people who had come to help lift Stella onto a gurney. Then the doctor pulled her away to get cleaned up before going into surgery.
Despite his words to calm her down, Jen couldn’t help but focus on that awful weight she felt. Her dad would never forgive her if she let Stella die. It would break his heart and he would blame her, she was sure of it. He might not say that, in fact he would never tell her, but she knew how much he loved Stella. He would never forgive her.
“Jen, are you ready?” Dr Burman asked, breaking her from her trance and dark thoughts.
She was almost a little surprised to find that she had gone through the routine of getting ready for surgery just like the doctor had shown her, that she was already cleaned down and dressed in the right clothes, and that he was just waiting on her to get started on this.
Feeling like she might be sick as her stomach was doing somersaults, Jen bit her lip and nodded her head. Desperately she tried to think of what Dr Burman had said and concentrated on the process of what she was doing, not on who she was doing it to. She thought she might have been making progress until she stepped into the operating room and saw Stella lying on the operating table.
Suddenly her hands were shaking harder than ever and it was like she couldn’t breathe. Swallowing hard and biting her lip to keep it from wobbling, she followed the doctor towards the broken body on the table.


◆◆◆
 


The harsh sibilance of loud whispering aggravated Jen’s headache and brought her awake.
She looked around the room and didn’t recognise where she was. This wasn’t her bedroom at Dr Burman’s house, and it took her a few seconds to realise she was in a hospital room. That realisation brought the memories of what happened crashing back.
She sat up abruptly, ignoring her dizziness and swimming vision as she touched the skin under her nose and ears. She was surprised not to find her fingertip wet with blood, as the last thing she remembered was someone telling her she was bleeding from her nose and ears. Dr Burman had yelled something at her, saying she was pushing herself too hard. She didn’t listen because…
“Stella,” she gasped, all thoughts of what had happened to her forgotten as she called to Dream to activate her legs and swing her feet out of bed. She didn’t get far. Just trying to reach for Dream felt like someone was shoving a needle behind her eye and she gasped, unable to bear the pain. She had pushed herself too far and though she wanted to rush to find out if Stella survived, she couldn’t fight down her nausea this time.
Once again the harsh S sounds on that whispering aggravated her already injured brain and she couldn’t help but focus on those whispers. They were too quiet to hear at first, but the words faded into focus as she concentrated on them.
“…couldn’t have happened at a worse time. The soldiers the Dream Team trained aren’t ready to act alone. Kuruk knew what he was doing when he took them out. I don’t know how we’re going to recover from this.”
The voice was familiar, though Jen couldn’t place it until she heard the second voice that Jen had only ever heard in the presence of one man.
“Kuruk isn’t stupid,” Amelia agreed. “Neither are the people in charge of this war. Everything they’ve done, except for maybe the Todmoryn incident, were strategic efforts to split our resources and reduce our ability to react. It was all leading to this.”
The Prime Minister swore under his breath before saying, “I need Ryan to step up his timetable. I know Kuruk is only one man, but the destruction of the Dream Team has to be answered for and the biggest blow to them right now would be losing that monster.”
“We might actually be doing them a favour,” Amelia disagreed. “I think they’ve barely got him under control. Taking him out might help them control their attacks better and—”
“I don’t care,” Norman hissed. “Those dreamcatcher soldiers worship him, Ryan said as much. We need them demoralised and… What?”
“Uh, sorry to interrupt sir, but you said you wanted to be informed when DT Martin woke up. Well… she’s awake,” said a new voice in a more reasonable tone.
“Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. Thank you for telling me.”
Stella’s awake, Jen thought, once again reaching for Dream and this time prepared for the spike of agony as she pushed open that door. She had to grit her teeth to fight past the pain and dizziness, but she managed to animate her legs enough to swing them out of bed.
She was still dressed in the clothes they made her wear for surgery and she was on top of the covers, so she didn’t need to worry about untangling herself from the sheets or getting dressed as she rushed out of the room on wobbly feet. She stepped into the hall just in time to see the back of the Prime Minister and Amelia heading to another room. Jen rushed to follow and almost tripped when they abruptly stopped outside the door of the next room, not going in. Jen would have fallen had Norman not heard her running and reacted quickly to catch her.
Despite herself, she lost control of Dream in that moment and her legs collapsed, forcing him to take the brunt of her full weight. Norman staggered back a step in surprise, but when he steadied himself and she had chance to look up with her cheeks flaming in embarrassment, she could see that he understood what happened. He didn’t ask what she was doing there or wonder why she had fallen. He simply offered her a sympathetic smile and helped her stand without further complaint.
“I need to get in there,” she said, but Norman shushed her with a shake of his head and a finger to his lips.
“Your dad’s with her,” he whispered. “Let’s give them a second to catch her up before we barge in. We don’t want to overwhelm her, right?”
Jen didn’t want to listen, but the effect of Norman’s voice was like that of Dr Burman. The quiet confidence somehow soothed the rush of emotions that drove her to reckless actions. So, instead of fighting him, she relaxed and focused on first getting her legs back under control, then trying to hear the faint voices in the other room.
“Easy,” her dad was saying. “Don’t move. You’ve just come out of some major surgery. If it weren’t for Jen and your eidolon powers, you wouldn’t be with us right now.”
“Trevors? The DTHQ?” Stella whispered, her voice sounding dry like she had breathed in a lung full of dust.
“I know, but you need to calm down. You’ve been hurt and—”
Jen was just out of sight of the doorway, but she strained to manoeuvre her head so she could look inside. Realising what she was trying to do, Norman helped her turn just enough so she could see through the crack in the open door.
She saw her dad on the visitor chair beside the single bed, leaning over and holding Stella’s hand. Because of the angle of the door, Jen couldn’t quite see Stella, so she couldn’t tell how much she was able to help heal her before she pushed herself too hard and passed out.
“Freckles?” Stella hissed, ignoring Tad’s warning to calm down and sounding more worked up than ever. “Just before the explosion, he dragged me out of there and wrapped himself around me. Where is he, Tad? Where’s Freckles?”
The pause before her dad answered and the look on his face told Jen all she needed to know, and suddenly she needed Norman to hold her up again as her legs collapsed beneath her.
“Oh no,” she whispered, tears streaming down her face as she realised the truth.
“I’m sorry, Stella. He… His injuries were too bad and they couldn’t get to him in time.”
“No,” Stella answered, her voice sharp. “He can’t be…” Her voice broke and she struggled to finish her sentence. “No,” she said again, and the sorrow Jen heard in that single word hit her like a blow.
Through blurry eyes she saw Tad move, perching himself on the side of the bed as he pulled Stella into his arms and into Jen’s eye line. Physically she looked much better than the last time Jen saw her, but Jen wasn’t concentrating on that. Instead she watched something she had never expected to see in her life and something that hit her harder than anything else could in this moment.
Stella clung to Tad like he was the only thing keeping her from drowning, and she started sobbing into his chest.
Jen knew Stella wasn’t a robot and cared about things, but emotions were always so muted on her. It was something Jen admired about the woman and wished she could copy because Jen’s emotions always got the best of her and pushed her to make a fool of herself. She never thought there was anything that could make Stella even shed a tear until this point. To see her sob like a broken woman as she clung to Tad, who also had tears running down his face, stunned her. A painful knot was climbing up her throat as she struggled to hold in her own tears. 
And it’s all your fault, she thought. You shouldn’t have spent all your energy on Leon when the doctor told you not to. You should have practised harder, you should have been getting stronger… you should have been ready for this. Freckles would be alive now if you hadn’t been so weak.
Jen wanted to hide from the accusations, but there was no where to turn as the voice was inside her mind and she agreed with every thought. This was her fault, and suddenly it was too much.
She needed to get out of here. She couldn’t face Tad and Stella right now, not after what she had done. She had failed to save Freckles, and Stella was going to hate her now. She couldn’t bare to see that.
Focusing on her legs, she ignored the pain of calling for Dream and before Norman could stop her, she broke free of his grasp.
“Jen, come back,” Norman called, but she wasn’t listening. She couldn’t face being here right now, so she ran, almost like she was outrunning her guilt. But that wasn’t getting her far enough away nor fast enough, so despite the pain she reached for Dream more deeply this time.
The hospital vanished as Dream embraced her, but it was only for a second before she was in another place. Instinctively she returned to her home, where she felt safe. Only her bedroom wasn’t there any more and she found herself standing amongst the blackened ruins of her old home, breaking her heart even more. Flinching from the sight and panicking even harder, she changed the channel one last time and fell down onto the bed she had been using in Dr Burman’s home.
She didn’t have the strength to run again, nor to even animate her legs. So she fell into the bed, sobbing as the guilt at her failure washed through her. She was so consumed by that guilt that she didn’t notice her bed dip as an enormous weight settled onto it, and she jumped when she felt a cold nose against her cheek.
She looked up into the large, soulful eyes of a giant dog, and she knew just by looking at him that he somehow knew what had happened to his brother. He looked so sad that it cut right through her, making her feel like she would throw up.
“Oh Hawk,” she cried. “I’m so sorry.”
Hawk of course didn’t answer, he just nudged her again and then rested his head against her chest until she gave in and wrapped her arms around him, burying her face in his fur and sobbing into him as the two of them mourned together.
All she could think was that this was her fault, that Hawk should hate her now, and that he should turn his back on her. But she knew he wouldn’t, no matter how much she deserved it. She didn’t know what she would ever do if he wasn’t here, and that only made her feel worse for what Stella must be feeling right now.
No matter how far her thoughts went down that dark path, they always came back to the same point. This is all your fault. You weren’t strong enough, and now look what happened. They were relying on you for just one thing, and you failed them.
Scrunching her eyes shut tight and burying her face in her dog’s fur wasn’t enough to hide from those dark thoughts. She promised herself she would be stronger, that this wouldn’t happen again. But she knew that no matter what she did, she couldn’t change what had already happened.
There was no bringing Freckles back, and she hated herself for that.
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Tad barely noticed the stares he received as he made his way through the corridors of Portcullis House, the large building adjacent to parliament that housed the majority of the offices for the Members of Parliament. Those stares ranged from shock at the sight of him, to outright hatred. He didn’t have many supporters in Parliament and therefore he wasn’t welcome here.
In fact, he was pushing his luck. He had not asked permission before dreamwalking inside and with the law as it currently stood, his trespassing could earn him a visit from armed police who were within their rights to shoot him dead. However, Tad couldn’t bring himself to care.
He had come straight from the hospital where Stella was recovering. The weight of seeing her so injured increased the gravity of that black hole in his mind, and his thoughts couldn’t escape the darkness. Coming so close to losing Stella and actually losing Freckles had almost pushed him over the edge. If he didn’t have to hold himself together for the sake of the people he loved right now, he didn’t know where those dark thoughts might take him. 
Thankfully, Stella’s eidolon heritage meant her wounds were healing quickly and she would be almost as good as new, minus a few scars, in no time. Considering what happened to her old scars, he doubted they would last long. However, the wounds of losing the Dream Team, Trevors dying before her eyes, and Freckles giving his life to protect her, were doing more damage than her physical injuries. He worried about how she would recover from this.
Beyond that, he had to worry about Jen.
Norman told him how she dreamwalked away before he could stop her after learning the news about Freckles. Tad sought her out at the Burmans, but for the first time since he and Jen worked out their relationship in that hospital room after she broke her back, Jen refused to see him. Mrs Burman explained how Jen blamed herself for what happened and feared that Tad and Stella would hate her for not saving Freckles.
Tad wanted to see her to smooth things over, but had learnt the hard way that Jen’s stubbornness was a force of nature. Sometimes it was better to let her ride out her emotions than try to force her to do something. So he asked Mrs Burman to pass on the message that neither of them blamed her. In fact, the opposite was true as both were just grateful she could save Stella.
Tad spent the rest of the night feeling helpless as the women in his life were both hurt in ways he could do nothing about. That helplessness led to dark thoughts of this war and his role in it. They were less than a week into the thing and already he had lost so much… The people he loved had lost so much… Who knew how long this war could drag out and how much more could be lost? He needed to find a way to end it fast. He knew it was unreasonable to put that weight on his shoulders alone, but he couldn’t help feeling like it was his responsibility.
He couldn’t shake the notion that there was still a way, even after all this, that he could end this without further fighting. There was something in his mind, an opportunity not explored, that he was sure would end things. As no one else shared this idea, no one was looking for the solution, and therefore the weight rested on his shoulders.
It was that weight which led him here, once more seeking Ashley Evans. He was out of options in all other ways, and he needed to learn more about the one area of his life that he was still ignorant of. However, he was not in a charitable mood, which was why Tony insisted he not make this trip alone. Though the people in the corridors couldn’t see them right now, Tad was trailed by Tony and Amber.
However, even if they could see the ghosts, Tad doubted they would have cared with Growler prowling down the corridor alongside him. Mourning the loss of his brother, the dog was not as friendly as normal, and that somehow made him seem even larger than usual. 
“Anyone would think you’re marching the halls with a machine gun looking at these people,” Tony pointed out, amazed at the reactions they were getting. “It’s like they don’t know whether to shout at you for being here or run away screaming at the sight of you.”
When no one answered, Tony continued talking.
“They’re idiots. It’s not like you’d ever hurt anyone. You’ve only ever been violent against nightmares and people who attacked you. Why the hell are they all so scared?”
“It’s because they believe their own lies. They’ve sold themselves on the story that dreamwalkers are evil people that need to be reined in at all costs to justify why they voted for that law. They’ve spent so long focusing on the worst-case scenarios of dreamwalkers that they’ve given themselves nightmares. Seeing Tad here is like one of those nightmares coming true.”
It was Amber who answered Tony, and the tone of her voice broke through Tad’s dark thoughts and piqued his curiosity. This was not the warm, friendly tones he was used to from the girl. Flashes of foreign memories stirred inside Tad’s mind, memories from Tony.
Amber had not been the same since the twins moved on, and Tony was as worried about her as Tad was about Stella and Jen. It had only been five days and Tad felt it was normal for her to be this upset, but hearing the vitriol in her answer was alarming to Tad.
In response he did something he tried not to do much, and searched a little more thoroughly through memories that weren’t his own. There had been hatred in Amber’s tone, and he wondered where that hatred came from. It didn’t take long to find the answer.
In all that the law focused on dreamwalkers, it wasn’t great for ghosts either. Parliament had continued the current culture of hating ghosts for simply existing, and in Amber’s mind it was such sentiments that had driven the actions of those who had bullied the twins and made them lose their grip on sanity too soon. 
Suddenly it was Tad who worried about bringing Amber here rather than the other way around. Tony and Amber were supposed to be here to keep Tad from creating a scene that could make things worse, but seeing Amber’s expression made Tad wonder if maybe he might have to play peacemaker. 
However, there was at least one member of their little party who was keeping his head straight and knew how to handle the situation. Growler nudged his head against the girl’s leg until she instinctively reached down to scratch him behind the ear. Then, when he leaned against her hand, she turned her attention to the dog and there was a flicker of tension at the corner of her mouth as though she might smile.
Tad tried to hide the look of relief that washed over his face as he shared a worried look with Tony. Neither of them said anything, and neither did they have a chance to as a nearby door was thrown open and Ashley Evans stepped out, his face like thunder.
“Here we go,” Tony muttered, and Tad would never find out if his ghost meant to say more because Ashely shouted over him.
“No. I told you before. I am done with you. You have no right to barge in here like this. Get out of here now before I call the police.”
“Call them,” Tad said, enjoying this outlet for his frustration. “I’m not going anywhere, and I think we both know that they won’t make me. Not with everything going on.” That was Tad’s hope anyway, and judging by the flicker of annoyance that crossed the politician’s face, Tad suspected he was right. “You want me gone, then that’s simple to do. I’m here to learn what I need to know from you so that I can use that knowledge to save lives. I don’t care what your problems are with that, I’m done waiting for you to grow a conscience. Just tell me what I need to know and I can get on with my life and leave you to get on with yours.”
“A conscience?” Ashley asked. “It’s a conscience that’s keeping me from telling you any of this. I...” His words trailed off as he noticed the other people in the hallway, all of them watching the conversation with open curiosity. “Get in here,” he snarled, stepping away from the door and ushering them into his large office. He stood impatiently by the door, waving them inside, and then he slammed the door closed behind them.
For the first time since Tad met the man, he looked flustered. His face was red, and he was clearly uncomfortable with them being here. The tone of his voice when he spoke again showed that his patience had long since vanished.
“In your ignorance you think you’re asking something simple of me, but if I give you what you came here for, I would trigger negative consequences that I couldn’t live with.”
Tad opened his mouth to answer, but no words came out. That was not the response he expected, and it took him a second to process the words.
“Wait, you’re refusing to tell me what I need to know because you are afraid of what I might do with that knowledge?” Tad asked, simultaneously shocked at the man’s reasoning and elated that this proved there was more to Animancy than Ashley was willing to admit. “You understand that there’s a war going on, right? I know you hate Norman for admitting that he’s a Dreamwalker and you’re part of the opposition fighting to remove him from power, but surely you people aren’t so stupid as to keep denying what is right in front of your face. These aren’t random terrorist attacks, they are the opening skirmishes of a war and if we don’t stop it soon, then it might be a war like the world has never seen. Unless you want to lose this war, you should tell me what you know.”
Ashley flinched when Tad brought up the opposition to the Prime Minister, because they had all been made to look stupid for denying what was in front of their face. They had been denying everything Norman said for no other reason than it was Norman who said it. However, with everything that happened recently, especially the destruction of the DTHQ by soldiers and men with dreamcatcher working together, it was hard to deny the truth any longer.
“I agree that there is war, but I do not agree with your other conclusions,” Ashely admitted, giving ground only slightly. “This war is happening because this country has been under poor management since the start of the Dream Crisis and it’s not more fighting that will stop it, but diplomacy. If the Prime Minister had been more accommodating in the first place then—”
“People are dying, arsehole,” Amber snapped, surprising everyone. “That may not affect you in your fancy mansion surrounded by all your money and power, but it’s affecting the people we know who are losing their lives. While you sit in your comfy chair pointing fingers at everyone else while wanting to talk your way out of your problems, Tad has lost his home, we’ve lost people we love and you can take that smug face of yours and—”
Her words cut off as Tony grabbed her hand and pulled her back, only then making the teenager realise she had been stalking towards the politician like she might punch him. Blushing even though she was a ghost, Amber nonetheless shot a hateful glare at Ashley before she stepped back in line.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” Ashley said when he got control of himself. “And I wish these attacks weren’t happening. But I will not escalate that by turning this man into a nuclear weapon. The negative consequences of you learning animancy outweighs the negative consequences of this war. I will not bear that weight on my shoulders.”
“You already have that weight on your shoulders,” Amber spat, once again surprising Tad. It was like the young woman was a volcano that had been building for an explosion for a long time and had finally found the right moment. “You not teaching Tad what he needs to know to end this war means you have decided to let everyone he could save with the knowledge die instead. That’s on you, arsehole. So instead of pointing fingers at other people, why don’t you look in the mirror and take some blame for yourself.”
Again Tony was pulling Amber back, making this one of the rare times where he was a calming force on a situation rather than an accelerant. Amber grudgingly backed off, and even then Tad thought it was more because her words had struck the politician hard enough to shock him rather than Tony’s influence.
“People are dying, Ashley,” Tad said, trying to augment Amber’s argument. “Innocent people. Even you can see that after the Todmoryn and Cardiff Castle incidents. You say that this is Norman’s fault for handling it wrong, but even you know there is nothing Norman has ever done that warrants the death of innocents. This isn’t a war you can win with words. These people are coming to take everything, and don’t think they’re just going to settle because the dreamwalkers are dead and gone. They want the Borderlands, and they have come too far to stop at just that. The UK won’t exist any longer if they get their way. You need to teach me what I need to know. Let me stop this thing before it’s too late, then you can try talking it out.”
“No,” Ashley said. “You don’t know what you’re asking. If you did, you might side with me and your attack dog here would know to mind her tone when she’s talking about things she doesn’t understand.”
“Maybe it’s you who should mind his tone when insulting people who could easily kill you right now,” Tony snapped, losing his temper when the politician insulted Amber. So much for his calming influence.
“You couldn’t do anything to me, ghost. I might not be a dreamwalker, but I have more than enough strength to deal with the likes of you.”
A low, ominous growl rumbled from the last member of their party to make himself heard. Ashely gulped and stepped back.
“You might deal with me and Amber,” Tony pointed out. “But how do you think you’d manage against a giant dreamwalking dog who is pissed off right now because his brother died in the war you are so keen to let happen? If you shared your knowledge yesterday, then Tad might have been able to help and he might be alive today. Yeah, just as I thought, you’re not so tough now, are you?”
Tony kept taunting the man as Ashley looked at Growler like he was death itself. Tad didn’t think it was possible for the man to grow any paler than he was normally, but as the blood rushed out of Ashley’s face he was proved wrong.
“Tony, enough. This is getting out of hand, but it doesn’t need to. Just tell me what I need to know and—”
“No, never,” Ashley interrupted, refusing to budge even though his voice shook from fear at the giant dog that was still growling at him. “Even though you threaten to kill me, I will not give in on this, it’s too important.”
“No one is threatening to kill you,” Tad said, sighing in defeat as he realised it would take more than a threat to get this information out of the man. It would require actions that would make Tad cross a line he was not prepared to cross. He didn’t have it in him to make this man talk, and he knew now that he was wasting his time. He was about to say as much to Tony and Amber, but Tony spoke up first.
“Well, if you won’t share that information, then maybe you can help with something else and prove that you’re not completely useless. Do you know a way to keep ghosts from the madness of not moving on without a Proxy to help them?”
Tad was surprised at the question, but shouldn’t have been. Since he met Amber, Tony had started championing the rights of ghosts, but that had been pushed into overdrive with the loss of the twins.
“What?” Ashley asked. “Keep them here… No, of course not. Ghosts aren’t supposed to be here, that’s why they go mad from the pull of the next life. Staying here is unnatural. The only reason they can stay here with the help of a dreamwalker is that dreamwalkers are about as unnatural as something gets. My advice to your ghosts is to just move on and stop fighting nature.”
“Then what fucking good are you?” Tony raged, and suddenly it was Amber holding him back as he lunged at Ashley like he wanted to kill the man. “You won’t help Tad save lives before they’re dead, you won’t help me save lives after they’re dead, and all the while you stand there like you’re somehow better than us. Growler, I think you should tear this guy to shreds.”
In response, Growler pulled over a touch of Dream to augment his growl, but Tad told him to stop that as he felt this was getting out of hand. The lack of growling allowed Ashley to regrow his backbone, and he stood up straight, his expression outraged.
“You all have a lot of nerve speaking to me in this way. I have a mind to—”
“Shush,” Tad said, raising a finger in the man’s direction as he pulled his buzzing phone out of his pocket.
Refusing to be interrupted and talked to in such a way, Ashley started shouting, but Tad had a simple answer for that. He used Dream to direct the sound waves around himself and his friends in much the same way as he had protected himself and Tony from the sonic wailing of the dragons in the Millennium Stadium. Instantly Ashley’s voice fell silent, and Tad could concentrate on the phone in his hand.
“What is it?” Tony asked, his voice calm like he had never lost his temper.
“It’s a message from Ryan. They’re ready to spring a trap on Kuruk and he’s asking if we can help.”
“So what are we waiting for?” Tony asked, a touch of a sadistic delight in his voice. “Let’s go get that bastard. We’re obviously not going to learn anything from this arsehole.”
Tad glanced up as Tony said that, and almost burst out laughing at the look on Ashley’s face. If he was angry at being shushed, he was apoplectic at being ignored. He was screaming at them, not yet realising that his sound wasn’t reaching Tad’s ears.
“You’re right, he is an arsehole. Let’s get out of here. There’s nothing more that we can do with this guy. I need those answers, but I’m not willing to pay the price for them yet.”
“Yet?” Tony asked.
Tad frowned, as he didn’t know what he meant by that either.
“I won’t cross that line, Tony. No matter what.”
“Even if Jen’s life hung in the balance, or Stella’s, or—”
“Enough,” Tad said, not wanting to think of that right now. “I need to get going. Where do you two want dropping off?”
“Dropping off?” Tony asked. “I’m coming with you. If you’re going after Kuruk then you’re going to need all the help you can get.”
Tad didn’t want to admit it, but he felt a wave of relief wash over him at the thought of Tony coming with him. He would go pick up Thomas and Rodney as well, but he had known Tony the longest and would feel much more comfortable with Tony watching his back.
“I’m coming too,” Amber said when Tad was about to ask where she wanted to go. “Don’t worry, I don’t want to fight. I’ll just wait wherever your new base is so I know you’re okay,” she said to Tony when he was going to argue. She shot him a look that told him he better not even think of saying anything about this, and Tony wisely shut his mouth.
Tad studied the look on Amber’s face and wondered if maybe he could learn that trick. But when he noticed Tony was still holding Amber’s hand, and they were standing awfully close together, he had to fight to keep from smiling and accepted that in this Amber would always have the upper hand.
As was common recently, his desire to smile didn’t last. Ryan was waiting on him, and after the attacks that Kuruk had been leading, Tad couldn’t wait to get some payback on the man. He had come here to learn how to stop this war early and had come up short. But maybe this thing with Kuruk was a second chance for that.
This time his smile had no humour in it, and the pleasure he felt at the thought of what was coming was a feeling that would have been alien to him even a few months ago. Now, after losing so much, he couldn’t wait to return the favour to the monster responsible.
“Come on, let’s get out of here,” Tad said, reaching for Tony’s shoulder. He couldn’t resist glancing back at the raging Ashley who was still being ignored, and he shook his head in disgust as he wondered who the bigger arsehole was, the man who refused to help him save people’s lives, or the one he was heading towards who was trying to take those lives.
Deciding it didn’t matter as this world would be better off without both of them, he turned his back on Ashley and changed the channel. 
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“Give me a second,” Tony said to Tad, his attention on Amber who was sitting next to Miles at his hastily assembled technical lair. Tad told him to hurry as they had wasted enough time already, though Tony wouldn’t call it wasted. They had made a few stops to collect Thomas and Rodney, and then at Tony’s insistence had called at the Phoenix to collect the ghosts who helped with the Cardiff Castle nightmare and a few other incidents since.
As Tony hoped, their presence at these events had been noted, and while Kimberly wasn’t happy that they were put in dangerous situations that could exacerbate their conditions, she could not deny the good press they were receiving. Tony hoped that if the ghosts could take a big role in helping with this conflict, it might go some small way toward turning public opinion.
He pushed such thoughts from his mind and approached the corner of the room that Miles had laid claim to. The man looked jumpy, which Tony suspected was because this was not the controlled environment he was used to. Their temporary headquarters was on a military base just outside Cardiff, and it was more utilitarian than what they had been blessed with at the DTHQ. Rather than a series of offices and purposely kitted out rooms, they had just a few large spaces to set themselves up.
“The internet speed here is ridiculous,” Miles complained to Amber as he hammered away on the keyboard in front of him. “You’d think that with this being a military installation they’d have better access than—”
“Amber, you got a sec?” Tony interrupted.
Miles jumped, flinching from the new noise like he was under attack. Any other day Tony might mock the man for his reaction, but yesterday Miles was in not just one, but two attacks where people died and he’d been severely injured himself. The fact that he was even here, despite his leg being wrapped in plaster and looking like he needed a well deserved break, was a testament to the man’s dedication.
Amber looked up in surprise as though Tony being here was the last thing she expected… No, on second thought, it looked like she was surprised to even find herself here. It sparked a moment of worry in Tony, and he wondered when she last merged with Jen. That spaced out look was the first sign of approaching madness, and if she didn’t have a Proxy, he might panic. However, soon her eyes cleared, and she nodded, though she didn’t smile as she might have before the twins moved on.
Tony led her away from Miles to a quiet corner of the room before he asked, “Are you okay?”
“What? Yes, why?”
“Well, you snapped at Arsehole Evans back there and that’s not like you.”
“Oh, that,” Amber replied, blushing and looking at the floor. “I was just frustrated at him being so stubborn when people are dying.”
“No, it’s more than that,” Tony argued. “Look, I know it was hard making the twins move on like that, but I genuinely believe everything I told them. They’re in a better place, I promise. You’ve experienced that warmth from the next place. You know that they’re well looked after and happy right now.”
“I don’t know that,” she argued, heat rising in her voice. “I know that there might have been warmth, but you’re just assuming that’s a good thing. Who knows what’s actually waiting.”
“It’s more than warmth,” Tony argued, struggling to put the feeling into words. “It’s acceptance, and happiness, and… It’s hard to describe. It just feels right. I promise you, it’s not something to be afraid of.”
“I’m not afraid of it,” Amber argued. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not allowed to be upset, Tony.”
“I never said it was. I just don’t like seeing you this way. Mourning them is one thing, but you’re letting it consume you and that’s something else, especially to a ghost. Look, I’m not saying this is something you’re supposed to get over at the snap of a finger. I know it takes time. I just wanted to make sure you’re okay and there’s not something more to this.”
“More like what?” Amber asked, looking up with an expression that said he better tread carefully.
Throwing caution to the wind, Tony spoke plainly.
“More like you’re thinking about your family and whatever reason it is you never talk about them.”
Her cheeks heated up again, but this time it was with anger.
“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I know, I don’t,” Tony agreed, refusing to let his emotions control his response as he didn’t want this to turn into a fight. “Because you never talk about it. I know it bothers you though. I’m not stupid, Amber, I know there’s a reason you won’t see them and I know it’s not because you don’t love them.”
“Oh, really? So if you know so much, then why are we even talking about this?” Amber snapped, her voice growing loud enough to earn stares from other people in the room. Tony ignored them.
“Because I think what happened with the twins is making you miss your family all the more, and it’s upsetting you. I don’t like seeing you this way. Maybe if you tell me what happened, I can help.”
“You think you can help?” she scoffed. “Alright, you want to know so bad, let’s see if you can help with this. I died in a car crash. I already told you that much, right?” Tony nodded, again ignoring her tone. “What I didn’t tell you was that I was the one who was driving, and that it was my fault that we crashed. I was reading a text on my phone. I thought I only glanced away for a second, but it was long enough to clip an oncoming car. I killed the driver of that car, Tony.”
“That’s awful,” Tony agreed. “But you didn’t do it on purpose. You didn’t mean to—”
“I wasn’t the only one in my car,” Amber said through gritted teeth as tears filled her eyes and she started to shake. “My little brother was in the car with me. He was only nine, and he had been begging me for weeks to have a ride in my new car, but I was always too busy to let him come. I never wanted him tagging along with me and my friends and only took him this time because I was fed up with him begging me to go for a ride.”
She tried to say something else, but her voice broke and she took a second to wipe away her tears and clear her throat.
“He didn’t die, thank God. But he’ll never walk again because of me. He spent months in hospital and it was touch and go for a long time. Because of me, my brother will spend the rest of his life in a wheelchair. It’s not like Jen who can use Dream instead of his legs. He’s never going to walk again, Tony. All because I wanted to read what was in a stupid text message. How can my family ever forgive me for that? I know they hate me. How could they not? So there, you finally have your answers. You happy now? Can you leave me alone and go do—”
“They won’t hate you.”
“You don’t even know them. Of course they hate me.”
“They won’t,” Tony argued, pushing his luck and ignoring her fury. “I don’t need to know them because I know you. You wouldn’t be taking this so hard if you weren’t close and you wouldn’t be the person you are if your parents weren’t good people too. They’ll understand—”
“Weren’t you listening? Christopher can’t walk. I killed people in the other car. I’m a monster.”
“You never did it on purpose,” Tony disagreed. “They’ll understand. Besides, you also died. I guarantee they’re more concerned about that than whose fault it is. You should go see them. They’d want that, I promise.”
Amber’s rage vanished in a second, and a look of terror flashed across her face.
“No… I couldn’t… It’s too much and—”
“Take it from someone who didn’t see his parents for fifteen years and then was too stubborn to see them when they came looking. Whatever problems you think you have are being magnified in your head. You don’t know how your parents will react to seeing you. Chances are they’ve just been missing you all this time and would do anything to see you again.”
“You don’t know that,” Amber argued, her voice shaking. However, even though he could hear the terror in that voice, he could recognise the longing as well. She wanted nothing more than for what he was saying to be true, but she refused to believe him.
“What if it had been someone else driving the car that day? What if it had been your brother driving and you in the passenger seat? Or your mother or father who had been driving and died? Would you hold it against them and want them to stay away?”
“What? But… No… They weren’t driving though, Tony. I was. They wouldn’t be so—”
“If it was them,” Tony argued, pushing his point. “Would you want them to stay away and never see you again?”
“I… I mean… It would…”
Amber’s words trailed off as her eyes widened and her lip trembled. It wasn’t long before that trembling overtook her whole body and new tears filled her eyes. Tony recognised what was coming and acting on instincts he didn’t think he had, he pulled her into a hug just in time to catch the first of her sobs. Amber’s anger had long since vanished, and she clung to him. Part of him felt bad about causing this, never enjoying being the reason for someone crying. However, it was a realisation she needed if she wanted to move on from this.
Tony could only ignore his own nature for so long though, and soon he couldn’t help but feel awkward at Amber’s tears. He recognised it wasn’t the time or place for this, and he felt the weight of eyes on him. Though he tried to shrug off the feeling, his own insecurities ran away with him, wondering if those eyes were judging him, and feeling even more awkward. As always, when awkwardness struck, Tony fell back on an old habit; he made an inappropriate joke.
“You know, maybe I should go meet your parents first and feel them out. I can picture it now. Hi Mr and Mrs Matthews, I met your daughter in a strip club a few months ago, and after her stalking me for a few weeks, she moved in with my parents and we started raising some kids together. Oh, and in six months I’ll probably be her boyfriend. It’s good to meet you.”
Despite her tears, Amber snorted a laugh. She pushed herself away from Tony and wiped her eyes before punching him in the arm.
“Don’t you dare. Though, my dad would probably laugh. He’d think that was hilarious.”
“Finally someone with a sense of humour,” Tony said, as though it was something he had been searching for years to find. “I was starting to think there was something wrong with me when no one laughed at my jokes, but it turns out I was right all along, you all just don’t get it.”
Amber snorted again, which turned into an actual giggle before she nodded in the direction of the entrance to the room.
“Alright, mission accomplished, you’ve cheered me up. I will think about going to see my family. Now you better go, I don’t think those people are waiting for you.”
Tony glanced over his shoulder to see people filing out of the room, Tad included.
“You going to be okay?” Tony asked.
“Yeah, I’m going to hang out with Miles and watch everything from here. After that, I might go see Jen. I don’t think she’s been doing well since what happened yesterday.”
Tony agreed that was a good idea as he was also worried about Jen’s state of mind. He almost wanted to go with her to make sure Jen was alright, but he didn’t have time. If he didn’t rush off now, he might miss out on what was going to happen next and who knew what kind of trouble Tad would get into without him.
Before Tony could go though, Amber surprised him with a sudden kiss. It was only quick, but it shocked Tony into a stunned silence.
“Be safe,” Amber said. “Now go.”
A little wide eyed, Tony allowed himself to be turned around and pushed out the door. 
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Mitena stood and stretched, wincing as a series of pops ran up her spine, a response to straightening out after being hunched over for so long. With those pops came relief from the building pressure, and she sighed before stepping back to analyse her handiwork.
The dreamcatcher wasn’t that large, and she had painted it onto the kitchen door that led outside. This didn’t compare to the designs she crafted out of tougher materials, but it was better than no dreamcatcher at all. It also completed the array of new dreamcatchers surrounding the house and sealed off this place. When active, they would share their load amongst each other, making the strain on any one dreamcatcher more bearable. Hopefully that would help them last a little longer.
“You done?”
Mitena yelped and spun toward the voice, hand covering her chest as her heart pounded, then laughing to cover up her embarrassment.
“Sorry,” Tad said, holding up his hands in surrender. “I didn’t mean to make you jump.”
“It’s alright, I have a tendency of getting too caught up in my work,” she admitted. “In answer to your question though, yes, I am done. I wish I had longer as these painted wards aren’t going to hold anywhere near as long as properly crafted dreamcatchers.”
“I know, but we don’t have any extra time. The dreamcatchers were overlooked when Ryan planned this and it was a last-minute decision to ask for your help as Kuruk could be here any minute. Considering what this was for, I wasn’t sure whether to even ask for your help or not. I’m glad you agreed to come... Actually, I’m glad for all of your help over the last six months. I shudder to think where we’d be without dreamcatchers right now.”
Mitena tried to maintain her smile at his compliment, but it was a hard thing as it set off some inner thoughts that weren’t so complimentary. If she hadn’t created the first dreamcatchers, then they might not even be in this mess. Tad seemed to have forgotten that she created the monster that her brother had become and if it weren’t for her, they wouldn’t need to be laying this trap.
“Please don’t hesitate to ask for my help again. I owe you this much and more for everything I’ve done.”
“I just thought that with this being a trap for your brother—”
“That thing isn’t my brother,” she snapped, much more harshly than she intended. She’d had half a year to come to terms with the fact that her brother was dead and gone, consumed by the monster she created. While she mourned for his loss, she didn’t have it in her to sympathise with the creature that remained. The atrocities he’d committed while she’d been at his side were bad enough, but everything that happened since... Todmoryn... Cardiff Castle… The Attack on the DTHQ… No, her brother was long gone and she would do anything to capture this monster she unleashed on the word.
“I want to help. I need to make up for everything I have done, and while he’s still out there killing people, I can’t do that.”
“Your dreamcatchers have saved countless lives,” Tad pointed out. “You’re further along that path of redemption than you think.”
“No. Every death from his hands is on my tally.”
“No, they’re on his,” Tad said, and Mitena had to bite her tongue to keep from replying. Tad was too nice to let her shoulder the blame that was rightfully hers, but she didn’t need to convince him of the truth to understand that truth herself.
“When do you expect him to attack?” she asked, hoping to change the topic.
“We thought they’d have already been here,” Tad admitted. “It’s another reason we were anxious to bring you here, as we didn’t know if you’d be here in time to make a difference. However, after seeing the dreamcatchers they had on the place, I thought it was worth the risk.”
“You were right,” Mitena agreed. “Those old wards wouldn’t have lasted five minutes against my brother.”
She looked back at her work and was glad that she’d been able to finish in time. This house was the centre of a trap laid for her brother and his people. It was the safe house that Tad and Stella had been staying in since Kuruk burned down Tad’s home. Its location had been leaked through certain channels that should lead back to Kuruk. Ryan surmised, and Mitena had to agree, that Kuruk wouldn’t be able to resist trying to kill Tad again.
Mitena remembered how much her brother hated this man, especially after their first attack on him failed. Mitena always thought Tad was a good man and never liked the idea of hurting him. Now that she knew him better, she had never been more happy that her attacks had failed. The world would be a much worse place without people like Tad Holcroft.
However, her brother wouldn’t see reason when she was with him, and she could only imagine how much that had grown since his defeat at Tad’s hands.
“We should get you back,” Tad said. “Kuruk could be here any minute and it’s best if—”
Tad’s words were interrupted by a deafening bang that was so loud it shook the walls of the house. A flash of orange light accompanied the bang, washing in from outside and making Mitena turn sharply towards the window. She was just in time to see the plume of fire in the distance, one that was all too familiar. In her time hunting dreamwalkers with her brother, they had burned down more than enough houses for her to recognise the source of that inferno.
“Ryan, what’s happening,” Tad shouted.
Mitena jumped again, spinning back toward the man to see that there was no one else in the room and he must have been talking into his radio.
“I’ll get Tony and his ghosts on it,” Tad said a second later, before shouting Tony’s name. The teenage ghost appeared in the doorway, his customary playful expression absent for once.
“Take your ghosts and find out what the hell that was.”
Tony didn’t hesitate before rushing off to do as asked, leaving Tad and Mitena alone again.
“We need to get you—” Tad started to say, but there was another loud explosion, this one coming from another direction. Again Mitena flinched and glanced at the window, but she saw nothing as this explosion was on the other side of town.
“No,” Tad gasped before racing out of the room, leaving Mitena rushing to catch up. By the time she left the kitchen, she saw Tad disappearing into a living room down the hall. He stood beside Rodney and Thomas, looking out at another column of smoke in the distance.
“They know it’s a trap,” Rodney said in answer to a question Mitena didn’t hear. “That’s the only explanation. They’re trying to lure you out.”
“Shit,” Tad swore, running his hands through his hair as he stared out the window in dismay. “We never cleared houses that far out.”
Suddenly the horrified shock on his face vanished and his body tensed up, eyes turning hard as his fingers balled into fists. One moment he looked like a frightened man, and the next he was wearing an expression that made Mitena want to step away from something dangerous.
“He’s killing innocent people.”
“We should wait to hear what Tony and Ryan’s people have to say,” Thomas told Tad, the old ghost looking every bit as nervous as Mitena felt.
“I need to get out there,” Tad said, like Thomas hadn’t even spoken. “We need to stop those fires and—”
“That’s what they want,” Ryan disagreed, placing a hand on Tad’s arm to stop him from rushing away. “Thomas is right, we should wait for more intel before rushing off and—”
“It’s Kuruk’s people,” a new voice blurted, making Mitena yelp in fright yet again and spin toward the source of the sound. Tony strode through the doorway, a furious expression on his face. “They’ve got dreamcatchers to deal with ghosts so we couldn’t get close to them, but they’re all over the place. I think they knew this was a trap.”
“How could they have known that?” Thomas asked. “They leaked the information in such a way that—”
“It doesn’t matter how they knew, what matters is that innocent people are paying the price,” Tad said. It took him only a moment longer to decide. “I’m going out there.”
“We should stick to the plan,” Thomas disagreed. “Letting them lure you out is stupid.”
“I’m not letting innocent people die for me, Thomas. I’m going out there and that’s final. The question is, are you coming with me or not?”
The old ghost didn’t look like he wanted any part of whatever Tad was about to do. But after taking a deep, calming breath, he collapsed into a cloud of vapour that Tad breathed in.
The sight shocked Mitena, as she had never seen it up close before. A moment later she saw it a second time as Rodney did the same, somehow transforming Tad in the process. The difference was not easily identifiable, but there was something about him that just seemed... dangerous.
“You want me as well?” Tony asked.
“Eventually,” Tad agreed. “But first I want you to mobilise your ghosts. Tell them to stay away from anyone who looks like they have dreamcatchers, as I don’t want them getting hurt. However, I need them to help with the burning homes and get people to safety. Save as many as you can, Tony.”
Tony nodded and rushed off, leaving Tad alone with Mitena.
“What do you want me to do?” she asked, feeling like she had nothing to offer. “Maybe I could help the ghosts.”
“No, stay here and wait this out,” Tad said. “I don’t know what Kuruk would do if he saw you, but we can’t take the risk of them capturing you. You’re too valuable.” As if realising how cold that made him sound, Tad cringed and added, “And I don’t want to see you hurt. I’m sorry, I wish I had time to take you somewhere safer but...”
His words trailed off as he looked back out the window. Then without a warning there was a pop and Mitena was alone in the house she had just spent the last few hours warding up. Looking back out the window at the rising column of smoke in the distance, she couldn’t keep from quivering at how vulnerable she felt. For the first time since they were taken from her, she missed her dreamcatcher tattoos.
Movement out of the window distracted her from her thoughts and she rushed closer to the glass to better see what was happening. The safe house was a comfortably sized home built in the Edwardian style, with red brick walls and white trimmed windows. It stood on a well maintained plot of land sheltered by tall hedges and trees in a wealthy neighbourhood filled with similarly styled houses. Alone, Mitena might have felt isolated in such a place, but there were men in military garb rushing through the gates at the end of the drive and headed towards the house, Ryan at the lead.
They stopped only when Tad appeared in front of them and he had a quick, heated conversation with Ryan. Mitena couldn’t hear what they said, but it was clear they weren’t in agreement. A moment later the argument ended as a third explosion lit up the night, making everyone flinch and look towards the ball of orange fire.
Suddenly Tad blinked out of existence, and Mitena didn’t doubt for a second where he was headed.
By this time there were twenty soldiers in the garden, all of them looking at Ryan for instruction, but the man didn’t seem to know what to do. His plan to trap Kuruk had turned into a disaster. His hesitation didn’t last long. Soon he was issuing orders, sending his men off in different directions and even sending some toward the house. None got far before someone tall stepped out of nothing, only not the same tall person who had left a moment before.
Where Tad was tall at six foot six, this man was enormous, at over seven feet. His name was derived from a Native American word for bear, and his impossible bulk that was all muscle on top of muscle made that name more than appropriate. Mitena’s memories of this man were gentle ones from a better time, memories of when he had a smile for everyone and wouldn’t hurt a soul, especially her. This was no longer the man she saw before her.
This man had a mean edge. Dressed only in a pair of jeans, leaving his torso bare to the frigid night air, Mitena could see the extent to which he had covered himself with dreamcatchers. There wasn’t a square inch on his torso, his arms, his neck, nor even the sides of his head that weren’t covered in inky black lines. Despite the beauty of those designs, it only made the man look more menacing.
When three of those designs burst to life with brilliant white light, casting angular shadows over Kuruk’s face and making him look like a demon incarnate, Mitena could only watch in horror as the monster she created got to work.
Ryan’s people were like flies to an angry bull. Kuruk moved amongst them with incredible speed and strength that Mitena couldn’t follow with her merely human eyes. One moment he was standing at the centre of the group, the next he had decapitated one man, broke the neck of another, and was in the process of beating a third man to death with his own gun before Mitena had chance to cover her mouth with her hand and for someone to fire off a shot.
The bullet struck her brother in the back, but made no difference. Another dreamcatcher flared to life on his body and the bullet bounced away. Yet another dreamcatcher lit up and Kuruk vanished, appearing on the other side of the garden to take out one of Ryan’s soldiers.
He was using his dreamcatchers in ways Mitena had never imagined, activating multiple dreamcatchers at once, and cycling through them so none of them had chance to get overloaded.
Having worked with the Dream Team since she turned herself in, she knew this was far beyond the skill set of anyone in the UK. If he trained all of his men like this, his army would be a force of nature and she couldn’t imagine how anything could stop them. They would be like a swarm of locusts, devouring anything in their path.
Less than two minutes after Kuruk made his dramatic appearance, every soldier who accompanied Ryan was dead save for Ryan himself. The man’s face had gone cold, and he didn’t waste a second before firing on Kuruk, never letting his finger off the trigger. The bullets were harmless, but they were coming fast and that dreamcatcher couldn’t last forever. However, it didn’t need to as once again Kuruk dreamwalked, and this time he appeared right in front of Ryan, snatching the gun from the man before Ryan could stop him.
Ryan activated dreamcatchers of his own, moving at lightning speed to attack Kuruk with a knife he had pulled from his belt. Mitena saw a line of crimson and a flash of light as Ryan scored a cut through a dreamcatcher on Kuruk’s chest, breaking that dreamcatcher and burning it out. However, it was only one dreamcatcher, and the man was covered with them. Other dreamcatchers activated, these of a familiar design as Mitena had designed them herself. They were healing ones, working together to make the wound heal almost instantly and without a scar. The dreamcatcher was still ruined, but the skin was so well healed that Mitena suspected he’d be able to get another tattoo put in its place.
Still covering her mouth with her hand, unable to absorb what her monster had evolved into, Mitena’s mind broke as she witnessed the lengths to which Kuruk had changed. She had never believed her dreamcatchers could be used in such a way and was both horrified and amazed at how well they worked.
Once more Kuruk went on the offensive, attacking the man who had just destroyed one of his dreamcatchers.
Ryan didn’t have as many dreamcatchers as Kuruk, but those he did have he used almost as well as her brother. She had heard something about Ryan having learned from Kuruk himself, and that showed.
However, no matter how good he had gotten, Kuruk was the master. He had ten times the number of dreamcatchers, he’d had them a lot longer, and he cycled through them all with such fluidity that he had become a force of nature. About the only thing that Ryan could do was make the fight last a little longer than his men had, but it was seconds, not minutes.
That knife of his never touched Kuruk’s skin again, and soon joined his gun on the floor. The punches he landed were ineffective and though he was quick and skilled in hand to hand combat, it was only a matter of time before Kuruk grabbed Ryan, and then it was over.
He caught Ryan’s arm and Mitena heard the snap of bone even through the closed window. Ryan didn’t cry out. He only grunted and pulled on his broken arm to get leverage on Kuruk before thundering his forehead into Kuruk’s face.
Kuruk staggered back in surprise, letting Ryan go and blinking rapidly. His nose was broken and there was blood over his mouth and chin, but again it wasn’t to last. Those dreamcatchers activated once more, resetting the nose in an instant and soon only blood was left of the injury.
Ryan tried to press his advantage, ignoring his own broken arm, but it was no good. It was less than ten seconds this time before Kuruk caught him again, his foot smashing through Ryan’s right knee and bending the leg at such an impossible angle that Mitena had to look away and try not to be sick.
However, she couldn’t keep herself from turning back to the grizzly scene, her mind numb from the horror of what she was witnessing and also the guilt for the role she played in making this happen.
It took her a few seconds to realise that Kuruk was speaking to the man who was crippled on the floor, out of this fight, but still trying to get to Kuruk like maybe there was something he could do even in defeat. Kuruk kept his distance so that he could say his piece, and despite her fear and dark thoughts, Mitena’s curiosity got the better of her. Before she could think better, she reached for the window to crack it open.
“...took you in and showed you a better way. And you were playing us all along. I’ll admit, you had me fooled, Ryan... If that even is your real name.”
Kuruk’s booming voice was tight with tension that put the lie to his smile and only made Mitena lean in closer so she could hear better, knowing all the while that this wouldn’t end well.
“You were easy to fool,” Ryan said through gritted teeth. “A lot of power, but not many brain cells. It didn’t take much effort on my part. Quite a disappointment, actually. In fact—”
He never got to finish his sentence as he gasped in pain as his other knee shattered under Kuruk’s boot. Bile rose in Mitena’s stomach and she was almost sick, but still she couldn’t bring herself to look away.
To this point Ryan had been quiet for a man in his position, but finally his wounds were too much for him and he let out an explosive yell of agony that turned into a manic laugh.
“You really are a blind idiot,” Ryan teased after he got control of himself again, still laughing, but in a way that showed he was covering for something else. “You stand there all outraged because I betrayed you, and the funniest thing is that you believe I have wronged you because you can’t see that you’re the bad guy in all this. You still think you’re fighting the good fight and that—”
His words abruptly ended in another scream as there was another snap. This time as Kuruk kicked Ryan’s left arm aside and stepped on it with supernatural strength, breaking Ryan’s last remaining limb.
This was too much for Mitena, and once again she acted on instinct. She didn’t just turn from the window, she ran from it. However, she wasn’t running to hide from the grizzly scene, but for the door that led outside. It took her a minute to unlock it, but soon she was buffeted by the icy cold of the winter night, and she was breathing in the crisp freshness of cool air.
“...me a monster when you work with animals like Tad Holcroft. You’re the blind one here.”
Caught up in what he was saying, Kuruk hadn’t heard the door open and didn’t turn toward Mitena as she stepped out of the house.
“Whatever, just kill me already and get it over with,” Ryan groaned. “I’ve had enough of your prattling.”
Kuruk chuckled to himself and walked away, picking up the knife that Ryan had cut him with earlier.
“Oh, you don’t get to die quick after what you’ve done. Your end is going to be much slower than that.”
He turned back to Ryan and was about to cut him when Mitena had enough.
“Ruk, no!”
For a second she was reminded of what it was like to have the speed dreamcatcher and for time to stop. Kuruk froze in place at the sound of her voice, all his muscles locking up so that he was unnaturally still. Only the way that his hair moved in the breeze convinced her that time was still moving.
“Please, Ruk. Stop this.”
Slowly, Kuruk turned away from Ryan and for a second Mitena saw the brother she knew and loved, her twin that she had been closer to her whole life than to any other person. There was a softness to his expression, a glimmer of hope in his eyes, and there was the loving brother she remembered.
Then the monster was back, and all of that vanished from his face.
“So it’s true,” he whispered. “I knew when I saw the dreamcatchers on the Dream Team that you were working with them, but I thought they were making you do it. I hoped you hadn’t completely betrayed our cause.”
“I betrayed nothing,” Mitena snapped. “It was you who went off the deep end, Ruk. We were only supposed to punish those few dreamwalkers who thought that they were above the law, not wage a war on anyone who has ever had anything to do with Dream. This is wrong. Even you must see that.”
“How can you stand there and speak to me about wrong when you have betrayed Lucy’s memory?”
“That wasn’t what you think it was. There was no dreamwalker involved in Lucy’s death. It was a normal person whose dream came true. He was as much a victim as—”
“Shut up!” Kuruk screamed, angry beyond words and advancing on Mitena like she would be the next person he killed. Dreamcatchers lit up over his body, augmenting his words so that they sounded like they had come from a megaphone. Mitena took a step back, crossing the threshold back into the house. She was stunned at this new feeling. Before, no matter how far Kuruk had gone, she had never feared for her safety. Other people, yes of course, but never for her own. He was her brother, her twin. They had looked out for each other their entire lives. He would never hurt her, right?
Seeing his expression now, she wasn’t so sure. But she couldn’t worry about that. She had to get through to him.
“It’s true, Ruk. I’ve seen the evidence. There’s video footage from the night in the bar. It was a horrible side effect of a dream come true that—”
Her words cut off as Kuruk roared in rage, new dreamcatchers lighting up on his shoulders, ones that Mitena had never seen before. Fire exploded from his hands and roared towards Mitena in a rush of heat and light that made her flinch away and cover her face. However, she knew that when that fireball reached her, nothing she could do would stop it. It was so hot and so intense it would burn the flesh from her bones and leave nothing but ash in its wake.
Light bloomed around her as the dreamcatchers she had painted on the house flared to life and smothered the magic of Dream, putting out the fire.
Mitena blinked, surprised to find herself alive. However, any relief she felt was washed away by a simple truth; her brother meant to kill her.
She stared back out the open door in amazement and saw that Kuruk was every bit as surprised as she was. He was staring at his hands that had launched the fireball with an expression of bewildered horror, almost like he couldn’t believe what he had done.
“Ten... I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry. You just got me so angry and—”
Mitena couldn’t believe it. This was her brother speaking, not the monster. He had crossed a line that gave him pause and brought him back to reality. This was Mitena’s chance. She needed to seize this moment, use her advantage to fight off the monster for good, and bring her brother back.
Pop.
The sound was familiar and it sent horror through Mitena as she realised it meant she had lost her one opportunity to end this. Before she had chance to speak, Tad Holcroft stepped out of nothingness on the other side of the garden, followed by his enormous dog, who locked eyes on Kuruk and started growling.
Kuruk’s head snapped toward the newcomer, the monster taking control again as a sneer of hatred covered his face.
“You,” Kuruk snarled, fresh lights brightening up the yard as five dreamcatchers lit up at once. “It’s about time you showed your face.”
Tad didn’t answer with words. He raised a hand in Kuruk’s direction and a bolt of brilliant white light shot from his palm, covering the distance between himself and Kuruk in a flash. Kuruk activated his speed dreamcatcher and was moving before Tad completed his aim. The bright light passed through the air where he had been standing, then continued on through the hedge behind him, through the car on the other side of that, and then was lost from sight with nothing but destruction in its wake.
Mitena took one look at the wreckage and knew that if that had hit her brother he would not have survived it, no matter what dreamcatchers he had. But it had not hit him and the man was quickly moving towards Tad now, almost as quick as that light had been.
However, this was no soldier with dreamcatcher tattoos to overcome, this was the Dreamwalker himself and he was not so easily defeated. Even though his attack hadn’t worked, he had a back-up plan in place.
Kuruk was mere inches from the man before the was a concussive blast that rippled the air and sent out a shock wave in all directions. There was no fire accompanying this explosion, just a concussive force caused by a giant with a dreamcatcher running headlong into an invisible barrier at an impossible speed.
Tad grunted and fell back, the effort of keeping the giant away dazing him, but where he was merely staggered, Kuruk collapsed to the ground. Even his dreamcatcher powered durability couldn’t shrug off an impact like that.
Bones had broken in his arm, his right shoulder was misshapen, and as he climbed to his feet, there was an obvious grimace of pain on his face. Even his healing dreamcatchers weren’t enough for him now, and he didn’t have time for them to help anyway. While Tad was dazed by his injury, Growler was not.
Only Kuruk’s still active speed dreamcatcher saved his life. He rose to his feet and darted back just as the dog launched for where he had been. Dirt exploded into the air as he landed, showing just how much force was behind the giant beast. Not happy at missing his chance, the dog turned toward Kuruk and barked the mother of all barks.
Mitena had seen him do this when he was just a puppy, but this was no puppy any longer and this bark had an actual concussive force to it. It picked Kuruk up off his feet and hurled him across the garden, making him bounce and roll across the floor until he ended up in a crumpled heap near the hedgerow.
Despite everything, Mitena couldn’t fight her horror at seeing him so defeated, and again she was gasping into her hand as tears ran down her face.
Tad had recovered by this point and was advancing on Kuruk, murder in his eyes as he was ready to finish the giant man. But just as a pop had ruined Mitena’s chances to defeat the monster, another pop saved that monster’s life.
This pop was followed by another, and then another, and another, and soon the garden was surrounded by men and women who all wore dreamcatchers proudly. Kuruk’s army had arrived.
“Growler, come here,” Tad barked as he looked around himself with narrowed eyes. Strangely he didn’t look fearful like Mitena would if she were standing in his shoes. In fact, he wore a strange expression that she couldn’t read. He shook his head like he was frustrated with himself, but other than that, he did nothing but keep an eye on those around him to watch for an attack.
Why doesn’t he do something? Mitena thought to herself, and she wasn’t alone.
“Kill them, Tad. What are you waiting for?” Ryan yelled at him, and this time Tad did flinch. Strange that he should flinch at those words when the arrival of thirty people armed with dreamcatchers didn’t phase him in the slightest.
However, despite Ryan’s plea, Tad didn’t act and that gave Kuruk time to recover. Injured as he was, he was still fast, and he was still strong. Before anyone had chance to react, he blurred from the spot where he had fallen and soon stood over Ryan’s body, the knife once more in his hands.
“This is familiar, isn’t it?” he said, a cruel smile on his face. “We’ve been in this situation before, haven’t we Holcroft? Only last time it was my sister who offered you the ultimatum. This time it’s going to be me. You can either hunt me down, bearing in mind you will have to kill all of my men to get at me, or you can save your friend. Last time you chose your friend, and how did that work out? Jacob showed his true colours and tried to take over your country.” Turning to Mitena he said, “That’s why you can’t trust any of them. They’ll all turn bad eventually.”
“Just kill him, Tad. Kill them all,” Ryan shouted, trying to break through whatever was holding Tad back.
Frowning, Mitena looked at Tad and saw that he seemed further away from action than he was before. He still wasn’t scared, but his unreadable expression was starting to make sense to Mitena. She had seen that expression in the mirror every time she went on a hunt with her brother.
He doesn’t want to kill these people, she realised.
He was putting the lie to Kuruk’s words, showing that despite what all these people had done, he didn’t want to slaughter them. She knew he could kill. He hadn’t hesitated when going after Kuruk. She also didn’t doubt that he could kill everyone here despite their dreamcatchers, as she had seen plenty of footage of his accomplishments.
Yet, despite all that power, he couldn’t bring himself to pull the trigger.
Where Mitena saw this as proof against Kuruk’s belief that all dreamwalkers were inherently evil, Kuruk saw only an opportunity. Taking advantage of Tad’s lack of action, he reached down and cut open Ryan’s stomach from one side to the other, disembowelling him and making the man cry out in agony.
“Kill me, or save your friend,” Kuruk said with a grin, before there was another pop and he vanished.
Growler took a step forward like he would follow, but Tad grabbed the dog by the collar and told him to stay even as he vanished himself. He was not going after Kuruk though, as he appeared a moment later at his friend’s side. There were laughs and taunts from the men and women surrounding the garden, but none of them dared to take it further than that. Instead, they started disappearing one at a time until they were all gone.
“Go after them. Kill Kuruk at least. Otherwise tonight was for nothing,” Ryan grunted through his obvious pain, but Tad ignored him. He touched Ryan’s shoulder and whispered two words before they both vanished.
“I’m sorry.”
Mitena stared at the spot where the two men had been a moment earlier, unable to believe what just happened. The garden was littered with dead bodies, there were fires still raging in the distance, and all of it had been for nothing. No, it was worse than nothing. Her monster of a brother would never have come here if they hadn’t lured him out and these people would still be alive.
However, even as she thought that, she couldn’t bring herself to blame Tad for this. She had stood where he stood and faced that same decision. Back at the start of her journey, even when she thought the people she was killing deserved death, she had struggled with that choice to take a life. In the heat of a moment where she was defending herself against an attack, it was much easier, but to plan the death of other people was something else.
“But I went through with it,” she whispered into the stillness of the night, wondering if that made her stronger or weaker than Tad. Eventually she decided it had nothing to do with strength. It simply proved that Tad was a better person than her. But how many people would die now because he failed to act?
Shaking her head to clear it of such thoughts, she realised she was not one to judge, considering she created the monster that caused all this. Therefore, she pushed thoughts of Tad aside and focused on making up for her own actions. Her brother was a monster. He was out of control, and truthfully, it wasn’t Tad’s job to put him down. She should be the one to do it.
Thinking of ways she might achieve that goal, she was unprepared for the sudden nudge against her leg that made her jump. However, when she recovered, she realised it was only Growler. She noted before how intelligent these dogs were, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out why he was still here. He wanted to take her away.
“Thank you,” she whispered, before she rested a hand atop his head and jumped, leaving the garden and the dead behind, reappearing a moment later in the room they used for dreamwalking at the prison that had become her new home. She never thought she would be glad to be back in this place, but after the night she just had, it was a welcome sight.
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“What’s happening?”
Seated behind his desk, Miles shot Jen a dirty glare that she felt was undeserved. Yes, Miles had asked her to be quiet so he could concentrate, but she had been quiet for ages… at least five minutes… and the wait for information was killing her.
“Why don’t we go sit over here out of the way,” Amber suggested, laying a hand on Jen’s shoulder and gently pulling to guide Jen’s decision. It was tempting to fight back and force Miles to answer, but she thought better of it and reached for Dream so she could stand and follow her friend.
Jen had been here for the last five hours, ever since Amber came to visit and told her what was happening today. Jen had been keeping her distance from Tad and Stella to avoid their inevitable disappointment at her failure to save Freckles, but as soon as she realised this trap was happening, she had to come here in case something happened to her dad.
Then the waiting began.
Hours passed where nothing happened and everything was boring until Kuruk and his dreamcatchers arrived and she heard things weren’t going to plan. After that bombshell, there was radio silence.
“This is stupid,” Jen complained to her friend. “We’re waiting like idiots when we should go to the safe house. I know where it is and they need my help.”
“They need you here,” Amber replied, her disapproving tone telling Jen what she thought of that idea. Despite her frustration, Jen blushed.
Amber had been her ghost for nearly a month and it was the healthiest Proxy relationship she ever had. It didn’t come with the psychological damage that her parents inflicted, and neither was it toxic, like her bond with Maggie. But Jen had forgotten how invasive it could be and how there was nothing she could hide from her ghost. Amber knew all too well the consequences of Jen’s impatience in the past and that disappointed tone just reminded Jen of past failures.
“It’s taking so long,” Jen complained. “I hate all this waiting when something bad could be happening.”
“I know, but sometimes no news is good news and we have to think positive or we’ll go crazy. I’m sure they’ll be back any moment and—”
As if her words were prophecy, there was an all too familiar pop and Jen spun towards it. For all her words of wisdom about staying calm, Amber spun as well, looking just as eager for news as Jen.
However, instead of Tad like Jen hoped for, or maybe Ryan who might have answers, she instead found Growler standing in the middle of the room. He was swinging his massive head from side to side, looking around frantically until his eyes found Jen. Suddenly he was rushing over, and Jen started panicking. She couldn’t remember the last time she saw Growler without her dad and it was impossible not to fear the worst.
Growler rushed right up to Jen and took the hem of her tee-shirt in his mouth, tugging on it like he wanted her to follow him.
“Hawk, grab Dr B,” she commanded before she laid her hand on Growler’s shoulder. As a dreamwalker, Jen didn’t need to jump in order to dreamwalk, so Growler didn’t hesitate for a second before whisking her away.
She expected to be taken to the safe house to deal with something there, however, she found herself in the familiar settings of the hospital waiting room. People yelped in surprise at her arrival and hurried to make a path for her and the giant dog by her side. Jen hurried after the dog, taking advantage of the open space until she saw what everyone had been crowded around and skidded to a stop.
For a second she stood there, her brain not computing what she was seeing. She hastily covered her mouth with her hand, worried she might be sick as a wave of nausea washed over her. She had seen a lot of wounds over the last few days, but this was something else.
Ryan lay on his back on the waiting room floor, his face ashen and covered in sweat, one of his arms twisted at an awkward angle and the other swollen up to twice its size around a discoloured bruise. His legs were broken at the knees and bent in ways that shouldn’t be possible. However, as awful as these injuries were, they weren’t the worst.
After reading as many books as the doctor could give her on human anatomy over the last few months, Jen was familiar with intestines, but she never expected to see them outside the body. They were spread around the man in a bloody pool that looked like the world longest link of raw sausages. The image was so awful that she had no choice but to look away to break her shock and force her mind into action. Even then, she couldn’t shake the horror of how far beyond her this injury was. Just what the hell was she supposed to do about this? Where did she even start?
Without realising it, her eyes rested on the man kneeling over Ryan, and it took a second to recognise her dad. He hadn’t noticed her arrival and there was something wrong with him. He looked uninjured, but his expression was one she had never seen. His skin had lost all colour, his eyes were unfocused, and he was muttering to himself.
With two such bizarre sights fighting each other, she didn’t know where to even begin, so she was glad when there was a pop a moment later, signalling the arrival of Hawk and Dr Burman.
“Dear God,” Dr Burman whispered as he stepped up beside Jen. She glanced up in surprise to find that the unflappable doctor had finally found something that shocked him, but it wasn’t to last. Soon his face cleared, and he looked around until he saw a nurse rushing in their direction with a gurney.
Like that will help, Jen thought, wondering just who was going to scoop up Ryan’s guts and lift them onto the gurney with him.
“Tell me where to take him and I’ll dreamwalk him there,” Jen suggested and Dr Burman agreed that this would be the best option. He told the nurse he needed an operating room ready and then asked for another doctor that Jen hadn’t heard of before.
“He’s not working tonight,” the nurse answered, flustered as this was a long way past even the things she was used to seeing in this hospital.
“Shit,” Dr Burman swore, something that surprised Jen as much as anything else tonight.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“I…” The doctor hesitated like he didn’t want to admit this before trying again. “This isn’t my area of expertise. I am not sure what to do here. I know the theory, but we could do with a specialist to help with this.”
“Tell me where he is and I’ll go get him,” Jen said.
“I’m not sure we have time,” the doctor answered. “He’s lost a lot of blood and this needs to be dealt with now. We’ll have to do what we can.”
We, Jen thought, horrified by the idea. This was one time she would be happy to hand this off to someone else. This looked so much beyond her that she was sure she couldn’t deal with it.
An image of Freckles flashed through her mind, tugging at her heart and creating a painful lump in her throat. It was a reminder of the consequences of failing, and she had to blink away the tears that were filling her eyes.
This was why dad didn’t want you doing this, she thought. He knew it would be too much and you would mess up again, just like you always do.
For the first time she wondered if this was the right path for her. Maybe she should have listened. Maybe she should—
“Jen, I need you with me on this or we’re going to lose him.”
Jen blinked in surprise when Dr Burman’s hand fell on her shoulder. Suddenly conscious that she was crying, she wiped away her tears with the back of her hand and admitted, “I don’t know if I can. This is so bad. Maybe you should just do this one alone.”
“I can’t do that, Jen. I hate to put this on you, but you’re this man’s best bet for surviving this. If I could do what you can, then I would take this burden, but for now we have no other choice. But don’t worry, this won’t be any different from normal. I will be right by your side all the way.”
“No different?” Jen asked, refusing to believe it. “Even if I help, what are the odds that we can save him?”
The doctor tried to remain stoic, but she could see the truth behind his eyes. They were fighting a losing battle and it was likely that even with her help he would die.
“Jen, we need to try,” the doctor pleaded.
Jen didn’t respond straight away, crushed under the weight of this responsibility. For the first time she wished she could give her power to someone else, someone more knowledgeable and deserving of this. But that was impossible. The only way the doctor could do what she did would be…
Her thoughts trailed off as an idea struck. She looked up, new hope in her eyes.
“I’ve got an idea,” she said, still running through the concept in her mind and not finding a downside. “This will work,” she muttered even as the doctor was asking her what she was talking about and being ignored.
The more she thought about her idea, the surer she became that this was her best option and her tears dried up as that burden of responsibility felt a lot more manageable. There might just be a way to pass her powers on after all.
“Come on,” she shouted at the doctor, grabbing his hand and tugging him over to Ryan. She glimpsed her dad out of the corner of her eye. He looked like he was coming out of his shock and she thought about bringing him in on her plan, but she didn’t like that look in his eye and worried about what he was thinking of right now. With what she had planned, dark thoughts would be a problem, so she pushed aside her worry for him and turned back to Ryan.
She touched his shoulder, then told Dr Burman to jump. The waiting room was replaced with an operating room, only this was like no operating room either of them had been to before. The walls were crafted out of white light that perfectly lit the area but somehow didn’t blind them. Ryan was on an operating table that was larger than normal to account for the spillage around him. Even Jen and the doctor had changed, no longer in their normal clothes but dressed as though ready for surgery.
“What… What is this?” Dr Burman asked, looking around with wide, terrified eyes as his brain struggled to make sense of what was happening.
“This is Dream,” Jen answered. “It’s a place where anything you imagine will come true. That means that here, you can do what I do.”
The doctor looked at her with wide eyes as he realised what she was thinking.
“You can do more than that,” Jen amended. “You can do better than I can in the real world here because you don’t have any limitations. You imagine what you want to happen, and it just happens.”
“But… how does it work? I don’t underst—”
“Imagine yourself holding a scalpel. Go on, just try it. Think of a scalpel, what it looks like and how it feels when you’re holding it.”
The doctor did as asked, and an instant later he was holding the result of his imaginings. It only lasted a moment before the doctor let out a surprised yelp and let go of the Dream object. It fell for a second, then vanished before it reached the floor.
“It wasn’t real,” the doctor whispered in awe.
“It was real and it wasn’t,” Jen disagreed. “Here, everything is real while you are thinking about it, but ceases to be real as soon as you are no longer thinking about it. That’s how you can help Ryan here. You imagine what you think should happen, and it will happen. We can save him here, Dr B.”
“It can’t be that easy,” Dr Burman said, looking at Ryan who had completely lost consciousness. They were running out of time to help him. “If it were, then we should just bring everyone to Dream and heal them here.”
“You’re right, it’s not that easy,” Jen admitted. “I don’t know for sure what will happen if you just healed him here and took him straight back. I don’t think that would work because it takes a lot of energy to make changes from Dream permanent. Normally you would need a dreamcatcher to lock that Dream in place… or you need a dreamwalker to do it. I think I can use my powers to lock whatever changes you make to Ryan in place.”
“But—” the doctor said, trying to raise another objection, but Jen spoke over him. They didn’t have time for this.
“Can you heal him first, then we can answer your questions,” Jen said, nodding at the patient. “I don’t think he has long.”
Dr Burman’s mouth snapped shut as he bit off his complaint. After a long second of him trying to get his thoughts under control, he nodded at her.
“You’re right,” he said, before turning to face Ryan again. “Let’s see…”
He walked around the man, examining the wounds with an uncertain expression. Jen suspected he was worrying about this not being his area of expertise and not knowing what he was doing. Welcome to my world, Jen thought, but never said as much as she didn’t want to interrupt.
“And I just imagine what I want to happen?” the doctor said again, still not believing it.
“Just like the scalpel,” Jen agreed, wishing she had brought the doctor here before so he would be used to this idea and it wouldn’t take so long. However, she didn’t need to worry much longer because where the doctor was struggling to understand how this worked, Dream was always eager to help. It latched onto his thoughts, making his imaginings real before he was ready for it.
Jen watched in horrified fascination as Ryan’s entrails slithered like the world’s most disgusting snakes, curling themselves into a tighter and more organised pile before crawling back into Ryan’s stomach.
“That… That was me?” Dr Burman asked, stunned.
Jen nodded, and the doctor swallowed once and looked back at Ryan’s guts in amazement. However, soon a look of concentration replaced his expression, and this time when the entrails moved again, it was a much quicker process. The squelching sounds they made were disgusting, and Jen implemented a little Dream of her own to hide those sounds and save them both from having to deal with that.
Soon Ryan’s guts had pulled their way back into his stomach and were arranged just like they were in medical books. Then the skin around his stomach knit back together, sealing up like there had never been an injury. The doctor laughed as he got the hang of what was happening, and soon he had Ryan’s arms returned to normal and his knees back to how they should be. In less than a minute, the Ryan laying on the table was identical to the one Jen remembered save that he was a little paler, but even that changed as the doctor continued to walk around him with his brow creased in concentration.
Finally, after he had done maybe three laps around the table, Dr Burman let out an explosive breath and stepped back, exhausted and amazed.
“It takes a surprising amount out of you to think that intensely,” he noted. “It’s one thing knowing what you want to happen, it’s another thing remembering it all so precisely that it will actually work.”
Again Jen wanted to say, welcome to my world. She wanted to remind the doctor that he had it easier here thanks to the fact that Dream is always so eager to help, whereas in the real world it was more of a struggle. However, thinking of that struggle reminded her of the one that was facing her now, and she turned her mind back to her task. Despite what the doctor thought, the next part was the actual hard part.
“What happens now?” Dr Burman asked.
“Now I need to lock the changes in place. The thing is, I don’t know enough about what you just did to make the changes permanent. You’ll need to talk me through it.”
“Can’t you just tell him to stay that way?” Dr Burman asked. “Everything else here seems so easy. That should work too, right?”
Jen shook her head. “Everything here seems easy because you don’t have to worry about complexities. You imagine something here and you get what you imagine, but no more.” As an example, Jen imagined a huge TV that materialised from nothing, with a nature documentary playing in super high resolution. Dr Burman gasped in surprise. “See, this TV is here and working, but the thing is, I have no idea how a TV works in the real world, and neither does Dream. Think of it like advanced computer graphics. It looks real and you’re tricked into thinking that it works because you see it working, but in reality it’s hollow and if we were to use this in the real world where it has to obey the laws of our reality, it would stop working because there’s nothing inside it that makes it work other than Dream itself.
“That’s the same thing that happened with Ryan. I am pulling over enough reality to lock this dream in place without us needing to think about it too hard. But you can kind of say that’s like taking a photo, whereas what we need to do before going back is build a model and glue all the pieces in place. Does that make any sense? Sorry, this is complicated and dad is way better at explaining—”
“No, I get it,” the doctor said, cutting Jen off. “You need to understand the details of what I’ve fixed so that you can hold them in place. What happens if you fail?”
“I don’t know,” Jen admitted, shivering at the thought of failing again. “My guess is that everything will go back to what he was like when he first got here.”
“I see. Well, you better come over here so I can explain what I did.”
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It took an hour before Jen was ready to dreamwalk them back to reality, and even then, she was only willing to try because she was exhausted. Fixing Dream in place long enough for her to learn everything she needed to know was like constantly pulling on Dream in the real world. It was wearing her out. The countless times she had pulled on it more strongly to fix something in place had only intensified the issue, and by the time the hour was up, her head was pounding and she was feeling dizzy.
“It’s okay, Jen. You’ve done enough,” Ryan said, a kind smile accompanying his words. He had woken up half an hour ago and was amazed that he was still alive and not in the agony he was in before passing out. Grateful for that relief from his pain, he had become Jen’s biggest supporter, even when she was doubting whether this would even work.
“But if I haven’t done enough, then you might get hurt again.”
“Then I’d be no worse off than before,” Ryan told her. “This isn’t on you. You’ve done more than anyone could ask. It’s time now.”
“Maybe ten more minutes, just to double check I didn’t miss anything,” Jen suggested.
“No, you’re exhausted and you’re pushing yourself too far. You pass out before you can take us back, then this is all for nothing. Neither of us can survive here without you. It’s time Jen,” Dr Burman said. “We have to trust that we’ve done enough.”
Jen tried to answer, but her words wouldn’t form. She thought she had lost that weight of responsibility when she brought Dr Burman here, but it was crushing her again, and she wasn’t sure if she could handle this. However, Dr Burman was right. They couldn’t stay here without her and her vision was swimming, telling her she was pushing herself too far.
“Okay. Let’s go.”
Ryan laid a big hand on her shoulder and turned her to face him.
“Before we leave, you need to know something. If things don’t work out when we get back, promise me you won’t blame yourself. You’ve done more than anyone could ever ask and this won’t be your fault. Promise me.”
“I promise,” Jen lied, knowing that this was a promise she couldn’t keep. It cheered Ryan up though, as he squeezed her shoulder in thanks.
Jen offered her hand to Dr Burman and when they were all joined, she took a deep breath to gather her courage, and then she changed the channel.
The light was the first thing that changed. They had all been in that bright room so long that the electric lights of the waiting room seemed dim in comparison. Jen blinked a few times to clear her eyes and ignored the shocked gasps from the people in the waiting room, turning to Ryan to make sure that he was okay.
“See, everything was… okay…” he said, his voice starting strong but then fading as a frown came over his face and he groaned.
“Ryan,” Jen asked, her skin prickling and a sinking feeling twisted her stomach as Ryan’s groan intensified and he doubled up. “Ryan,” Jen said again, her voice more of a scream this time as the man fell back onto one of the waiting chairs, groaning in agony.
A second later, Dr Burman was there, lifting the man’s t-shirt to see what was happening. The skin of his stomach remained in one piece, just as his arms were still straight and his knees were fine, but something was wrong inside. A blackness was spreading over Ryan’s stomach that was starting to swell at the same time.
“He’s bleeding internally,” Dr Burman said, his voice tight as he shouted over to one of the nurses to bring that gurney back out. “We need to get him into surgery.” He glanced at Jen like he was about to ask her something, then changed his mind.
“Do we need to go back to Dream?” Jen asked.
“No, we’ll deal with this here,” Dr Burman said. “You’re too exhausted to go through that again.”
“I can manage,” Jen said stubbornly, though inside she knew she was lying. She was at the end of her strength and she didn’t think she could keep her legs working much longer, let alone dreamwalk anyone anywhere.
“You’ve done enough,” Dr Burman said as the nurse appeared, helping him get Ryan onto the gurney she’d wheeled out with her. “It’s my turn now. You leave this to me.”
Then, before she could argue any more, he rushed away with Ryan. Jen didn’t have the strength to follow.
She had enough sense to head towards a nearby chair before her legs collapsed, but she barely noticed the discomfort of falling. Instead her eyes were glued to the back of the doctor as he retreated through the double doors beside the reception desk and the hunched over figure of Ryan on that gurney, groaning in agony as Jen’s latest failure made itself known.
Her promise to Ryan was forgotten, because she knew this was her fault. If she had trained harder, she would have been strong enough to deal with that. Maybe if she had listened better to what Dr Burman was telling her, understood more about what was happening… Once again someone was getting hurt because she just wasn’t good enough for the job.
She wanted to go help, to make up for her mistake, but she just didn’t have the energy for it anymore.
You’d only make things worse, anyway, she thought to herself, and though she knew she shouldn’t be thinking such thoughts, she couldn’t shake the truth in the statement.
Again an image of Freckles flashed through her mind and she couldn’t stop the tears from overtaking her. She kept failing, and other people were paying the price. She kept telling herself that she would get stronger, that she would start being more useful, but everything she tried just made things worse.
I’m useless, she thought. Then realised that thought didn’t go far enough. She wasn’t just useless, she made things worse for everyone in her life.
The world would be better without her.
Exhausted and in agony as her head throbbed from her overuse of her abilities, Jen didn’t even have the strength to act on that thought. All she could do was curl up on the chair and give in to the tears that swept her up and carried her away into the river of dark thoughts running through her mind.
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Stella looked at her phone one last time before she decided enough was enough. She swung her legs over the edge of the sofa and climbed to her feet. Between Jen’s miracle working and her own eidolon heritage, most of her injuries were little more than pale scars now, but there was still tension in her muscles and dizziness that made her hesitate.
Being in two explosions so close together had left her with a serious concussion amongst her many injuries and it was that concussion which was the slowest to leave her. For most of the last day she felt like she was living underwater, suffering from a mix of brain fog and dark memories that fought to keep her from doing anything important. However, she was done sitting here thinking about all the people who had died in the attack on the DTHQ. She was done mourning for Fre…
Even now, she had to blink away tears and close her eyes as she struggled to control her emotions. Losing those other members of the Dream Team was bad enough, and despite everything she had been through with Trevors, his loss was painful; but it was nothing compared to losing her puppy.
Freckles was one of the few things in her life that she allowed herself to love unconditionally right from the start. He had latched onto her almost as soon as Tad introduced them, and he had been by her side ever since. After a lifetime of betrayal, she couldn’t bear the thought of something so loyal that he had given his life so she could survive. Even now she could feel him wrapping around her in that last moment, shielding her body with his own that was twice the size that it should have been.
She blinked away yet more tears and tried to push thoughts of Freckles aside. She felt like she had cried more in the last few days than she had in the rest of her life and she had other things to worry about; like where the hell was Tad?
Against her better instincts, she listened when he told her she still needed rest and that she should sit out Ryan’s ambush. He wouldn’t even let her go to their new headquarters to watch, knowing she couldn’t resist getting involved. So while Tad was off risking his life, she had been in yet another new safe house recovering from her injuries but unable to rest because she was worried sick. That worry only intensified when she spoke with Miles and learnt that the operation was a failure and, despite the efforts of Jen and Dr Burman, Ryan had died along with all of his people. However, no one had seen Tad since Jen disappeared with Dr Burman to try to heal Ryan. She knew he was off dealing with something and was more than capable of looking after himself, but that was hours ago, and even that knowledge wasn’t a comfort anymore.
She glanced at her phone like maybe it had received some news from him since the last time she checked just seconds ago, but there was nothing so she turned her mind to thinking of places where she might find him. His home had always been his refuge, but she knew it would bring him no comfort now. Other than that, she couldn’t think of many places he might go. Or rather, she could think of too many. Her memories from the time she spent in his head, seeing his life as though living it herself, had faded. But she remembered enough to pick out a couple of spots that felt special to Tad, where he might seek comfort.
However, none of them felt right and she kept thinking, growing ever more frustrated at how slow her mind was at the moment. She was sure that pre-injury she would have been able to put together the clues and find him in seconds. Failing that she’d have had Freckles who always seemed to know where his loved ones were at all times. Were he here now, Freckles could get to Tad without a problem.
She felt another stab of pain at her loss, but this time, rather than evoke tears, it just pushed her to be angry with herself. She knew she would have heard from Tad by now if he was okay, which meant there was something wrong and he was relying on her to come help. She didn’t have time for her own problems right now, and she needed to think clearly.
She forced herself to explore those memories of Tad’s that she could still remember, and try to get inside his head. She knew that since Jen started living with him, he wasn’t one to mope about his own problems because he always put her first, so she didn’t know what he would do now that…
Her thoughts trailed off and she swore. Of course she knew where he was right now. She was so angry that she didn’t even flinch as she thought of calling for Freckles to take her somewhere and was reminded anew of his absence. Instead, she just concentrated on her anger at herself before focusing on the tattoo on her back. She hadn’t done this much, but she recognised the warmth as Dream flooded the lines and the electric power that came with it.
The world shifted around her.
One moment she stood in the living room of her safe house, the next she was standing under the porch of a large Tudor style home with a Porche in the driveway. Stella pressed the button beside the heavy oak door and was rewarded with the ringing of the doorbell.
A light flicked on in the hallway but it felt like an age before the door was thrown open and Dr Burman looked out, back lit by the electric yellow light. He didn’t seem surprised in the least to see her and ushered her inside.
“Is he here?” she asked, knowing full well that he had to be. It had been hours since Jen had gone into Dream with Ryan. Whatever moping Tad would have been doing would long since have given out to worry about his daughter. He’d have found out about Ryan by now and he would, of course, come straight here.
“He’s up in her bedroom with her,” Dr Burman answered, not needing to ask who she was talking about.
“How are they?” she asked with a touch of hesitation, as she wasn’t sure she was prepared for the answer.
“Physically they’re both fine. Mentally though…” He sighed and shook his head. “I am not sure what’s wrong with Tad, but Jen is blaming herself for Ryan. I’ve tried telling her it wasn’t her fault, but she’s not having any of it.”
“What happened?” Stella asked, and the doctor filled her in on his trip into Dream and the experiment they tried. “You think he would have survived if you hadn’t tried that experiment?”
“Not for a second,” Dr Burman said. “He had lost a lot of blood and his injuries were beyond severe. We lost nothing by trying that experiment, and it almost worked.”
“Almost?”
“It’s more my fault than Jen’s,” the doctor admitted, sounding pained. “I forgot the very rules I have been drilling her on for the last few weeks. I’ve been telling her that her only job is to make sure that the patient lives to receive more help later. But in my excitement, I tried to do too much and put too much on her shoulders. Rather than just concentrate on the wounds that would kill him, I tried to heal every wound he had and then get Jen to fix them all in place. It was too much for her and she slipped up on a crucial detail that caused massive internal bleeding that killed him before we could fix it. It was a detail she wouldn’t have missed if we had spent the hour we had going over just the most crucial injury, rather than all the others Ryan received. However, Jen won’t hear that.”
“Of course not. She’s too much like her dad. If there’s blame to be had, she wants to hog it all to herself,” Stella said bitterly.
“I don’t think they’re the only people guilty of that. It’s the curse of being a good person. At least I like to think that’s the case.” He nodded back towards the living room and asked, “Can I interest you in a drink?”
“No, I’d rather go straight up and see them if that’s okay?”
“Of course. It’s up the stairs and she’s the third door on the right.”
Stella thanked him before rushing up the stairs. Any other time she might stop to admire how nice the doctor’s home was, but right now the exposed ancient wood, plush carpets and ornate fixings all blurred into the background as Stella reached the landing and started counting off the doors until she found the right room. There she paused and made sure her head was clear, as she had to be strong for this conversation.
She knocked and opened the door.
Despite her attempts to be strong, she almost lost control of her emotions as soon as the door opened and she heard the rhythmic thumping of tails against carpet. Growler and Hawk both looked up as she entered, excited to see her and reminding her of the third dog who should be here. It was all she could do to keep her emotions in check as she greeted them both before looking further into the room.
She realised that the Burmans had been generous with Jen. Her room was twice the size of the one she had lived in at Tad’s home. An expensive, ultrawide monitor was perched beside an expensive laptop on the large desk in the corner. The wardrobe and dresser were made from heavy oak, and the king size bed was tall and looked soft. Stella could see that softness as the two figures sat side by side on the bed had sunk down into the mattress like they were sitting on a cloud.
Tad leaned back against the headboard with Jen curled up against him, her head on his chest. There were dark circles around the girl’s eyes and tear-stains on her cheeks, but she looked peaceful now as her eyes were closed and she was asleep. Tad, on the other hand, looked anything but peaceful. Sure, he might have smiled when he saw it was her, but she hardly needed her eidolon senses to put the lie to that smile.
“Sorry, I should have called,” Tad said in way of greeting.
“Yes, you should,” Stella replied, stepping past the dogs and deeper into the room. Despite her words, she didn’t have it in her to be angry. She was just glad she had found them. She struggled to think of how to start the conversation and killed a little time walking to Jen’s desk to grab her chair and wheel it over to the bed.
“It’s my fault that he’s dead,” Tad whispered as he read her face and knew what she wanted to talk about. “Right there at the end, Ryan begged me to kill them… And I could have. I could have killed Kuruk and every man there, and Ryan would still be alive. But I chickened out and now Ryan is dead while Kuruk is still out there.”
Stella frowned, sure she was missing something. She wanted to tell Tad he was blowing things out of proportion, but she also saw how seriously he was taking this and knew he wouldn’t react well to her shrugging off his concerns. So instead, she gave him a simple command.
“Tell me what happened, right from the start.”
After hesitating only a moment, Tad started speaking. He described how Kuruk was taking longer than expected to get there, how he had seen through their trap and started killing innocent people to lure Tad out. Tad took the bait and went to help the people who were caught in the explosions, taking them to hospitals and saving lives that only he could save. Stella knew anyone else would be proud that they could have helped so many, but Tad was concentrating too hard on what was coming next.
He finally described how he was helping people out of one house when he heard Kuruk’s voice raised in anger. It was unnaturally loud as it was amplified by Dream, and Tad knew it was coming from the safe house. Remembering he had left Mitena alone, Tad rushed back and finally encountered Kuruk.
Stella started to see where things went wrong, and she wasn’t just thinking about this incident. Over the past year, more and more weight had been put on Tad’s shoulders, and every time he had risen to the occasion. His powers made him a force to be reckoned with, and it was hard to think of any obstacle he couldn’t overcome. But Tad was not a force of nature, he was just a man who had never been in a fight a year before. He wasn’t a soldier, wasn’t prepared to fight a war, nor take actions that might kill countless people. She knew he wasn’t afraid to take a life to save his own or someone he loved, but to kill a man in cold blood or to kill in groups, that was a step too far.
This was something she and the Prime Minister should have realised. While their war plans did not rely only on Tad, it was always assumed he would be there to deal with the largest of the supernatural threats. But when that supernatural threat was an army of five thousand men and women who might have families of their own, then Tad’s limitations became all too clear.
“If I had just done as Ryan said and killed those people, Kuruk would be dead now, those poor people who died in that attack would be avenged, Ryan would be here with us, and Jen would never have been put in the position where she had to save him.”
“You can’t think like that,” Stella said. “This isn’t on you. It’s Kuruk’s fault for doing something so sadistic.”
“You can’t deny Ryan would still be here if it wasn’t for me,” Tad hissed.
“You’re not a god, Tad. You can’t control everything.”
“I could have killed those men,” Tad said, his tone bitter. “I didn’t have to be a god to do that. I had all three ghosts in me Stella, I could have thought of something to wipe them from the face of this planet once and for all. Think of all the lives I could have saved. Now every single person who dies at their hands is because of me.”
“We’ve spoken about this before,” Stella said. “Back when you were trying to take the blame for what Joshua King did.”
“This is different. Then I was taking the blame for something I couldn’t have changed. This time it was something that was one hundred percent my fault. I could have killed those people… No. Killed those monsters. Ryan would still be here and—”
“No, you couldn’t,” Stella interrupted. “That was never an option for you. Sure, you have the power to shoot them all with lightning like you did with those metal pigeons, or you could have sucked them all into a tornado, or burnt them all to death. But you could never have done it, you know why? Because you’re a good man who knows better. I’m glad you didn’t kill those people.”
“Come off it,” Tad snapped, loud enough to disturb Jen who grunted in her sleep, a frown creasing her brow before she settled again, never quite coming fully awake. “Don’t lie to me, Stella.”
“Do you see me being sick right now?” she asked, letting a touch of anger taint her voice. “You know I can’t lie. I’m glad you didn’t kill those people. That doesn’t mean that I am glad Ryan is dead, but I am glad that you aren’t dead, which is what you would be if you killed those people. The man I know and love doesn’t have it in him to slaughter people, even if they deserve that, and you’d have to kill that man if you were going to kill those people. I wouldn’t want anything to do with the Tad Holcroft who could do something like that.”
Tad opened his mouth to answer, but no words slipped out. Instead, he closed his eyes and banged his head against the headboard. When he opened them again, those eyes were watery and instead of anger, Stella saw only desperation. When he found his voice, he sounded like he would break at any moment.
“Then what am I supposed to do, Stella? These arseholes keep coming, and they keep killing, and its like it never ends. I’m not just talking about this war either, I’m talking about everything since Joshua King. They keep coming back for more, always testing me, pushing me, punishing me for every little failure. I keep trying to help, but I just keep making things worse. Everything I touch turns to ash.”
Stella’s heart broke for the pain she heard in his voice, but she knew she couldn’t show that right now, so she forced it down inside and leaned forward in her chair to look him in the eye and make sure he heard what she had to say.
“You do what you always do. Stand up, dust yourself off, and do what’s right. I’m not going to lie, Tad. Some things you have done have got people killed. But let’s not forget that if it weren’t for you, Joshua King would be an unstoppable source of evil on this planet, nightmares would have torn the Borderlands apart, and Jacob would have started a war between Dreamwalkers and normal people. You have saved countless people from ghosts, you’ve raised a little girl to be a literal miracle worker, and you’ve saved my life in more ways than one. And let’s not get started on years of extra life you have given your ghosts because you’ve been willing to sacrifice your privacy for almost your whole life.
“You’ve made mistakes, you’ve gotten people hurt, and you’ll do both of those things again because you’re not a god, you’re just a good man trying to do what’s right. That’s the cost this world has to pay to be lucky enough to have you on our side, and unfortunately it’s the cost you have to pay to do the right thing.”
Tears were flowing freely down Tad’s face as he absorbed her words, and once or twice he tried to argue back, but his voice failed him. Finally, he whispered, “I don’t know if I can keep going any longer. It’s too much, Stella. They’re taking everything. Charles, Miriam, Kate, Freckles, Ryan, Trevors, the Dream Team, my house, my daughter’s legs, my hand… I don’t have much else left and I can’t bear...” His words trailed off as his voice broke and he struggled with the next sentence. “I can’t lose you, I can’t lose Jen. And I will. I know that. If I can’t do what needs to be done, they’ll keep coming, and they’ll keep killing and—”
“We’ll find another way,” Stella interrupted. “There’s always another way, Tad. How many times have you told me that in Dream, the only thing that holds people back is their imagination? You can do anything if you can imagine it, but even dreamwalkers fail to think outside of reality and therefore they don’t live up to their potential. Well, it’s the same here. You’re not thinking outside the box and—”
“It’s not the same,” Tad argued. “This isn’t Dream. Possibility isn’t endless here.”
“No, but that doesn’t mean you’re not still falling into the same trap. You’re hung up on how you can’t fight this war traditionally, where one side has to kill the other. Okay, we know that now, so lets think of another way. We don’t have to play their game.”
“What other way?”
“I don’t know… Maybe the answers lie in the animancy side of your powers. You said that Ashley hinted that there was a lot more than he was letting on.”
“That’s no good. He won’t speak to us about that. Every time I try to talk to him he clams up and won’t say a word.”
“Yeah, well, I wasn’t there any of those times, was I? You’re still too caught up in the same patterns of trying the same thing over and over, but expecting different results. Let’s think of this differently. Ashley won’t talk to you because he hates you, but he made the original deal with me and I have a history of getting stubborn men to see reason.”
She threw the last part out as a joke and was pleased that Tad snorted, even if he didn’t laugh.
“And if that’s not enough, we’ll bring Norman as well,” Stella continued. “We come at him with everything we have until he breaks and tells us what we need to know.”
“And if that doesn’t work?”
Stella sighed. “Then we dust ourselves off and try something else. Ashley can’t be the only animancer in the world. Maybe we can find someone else. Either way, the point is we keep trying.”
“And if Kuruk and his people attack someone else?”
“Then we do what we always do and try to stop them. That doesn’t mean you have to kill people.” She thought she had been getting through to him, but the mention of killing people was getting him worked up again, so she spoke over his response. “Do you trust me, Tad?”
He frowned at her and said, “You know I do.”
“Then stop overthinking this. Let me worry about the big picture, and you just worry about doing one thing at a time. Don’t think about what happens if we can’t get Ashely on our side, or whatever Kuruk might do, or anything else. I’ll deal with all that. Put all of your focus on getting one job done, and then if that doesn’t work, I’ll point you at something else, and you focus on that.”
“That’s asking too much of you,” Tad argued.
“No, it’s what I was doing anyway, but you were just too stubborn to see it. I’m better at this big picture stuff than you, Holcroft. It’s why I don’t run into dangerous situations blindly—” Tad snorted and Stella laughed. “Okay, maybe I’m guilty of that too, but don’t pretend I’m the hothead in this situation. Besides, just like you’ll be relying on me, I’m relying on Norman for the same thing.
“The point I am making is that you’re just one man and you’re trying to do everyone’s jobs for them when you should focus on your own. You are amazing at what you do, but there are people better suited to dealing with the bigger picture. You just focus on one thing at a time, and right now that is figuring out your animancy powers and seeing if there’s a solution that might help us stop this war with no more bloodshed.”
“But what about—”
“Nope,” Stella interrupted. “You’re overthinking it again. Just trust me. Focus on that one thing, and let me worry about the rest.”
Tad struggled not to answer back, but he also knew that Stella wasn’t going to let him talk, so he bit off whatever he was about to say and fell into silence, waiting her out. However, he would never outlast her because she had much more experience waiting than he did, and she knew how to use silence to her advantage. She just focused on him, making it clear she would not speak and wouldn’t let him speak until he had thought about this.
It might have taken one minute or ten, but slowly she saw his expression shift. It wouldn’t be much to most people, but Stella’s eidolon senses had a year of practice at reading Tad Holcroft, and she knew he was past his stubborn thoughts and was considering her words. It was another minute before he broke the silence though, and this time she didn’t interrupt.
“Fine, we try it your way. Let’s go talk with Ashley and figure this out once and for all.”
Stella sighed in relief and allowed herself to smile at her victory.
“Good,” she said. “You’re making the right—”
She was interrupted when Tad seized her hand before she could lean back and he squeezed it, never breaking eye contact.
“Thank you,” he said with such sincerity that those two simple words made her shiver. “I mean it, Stella. I don’t know where I’d be without you.”
She couldn’t help but be struck with the irony of those words coming from him of all people. He had done more to change her life than anyone else ever had. If she went back in time and explained to the woman she used to be what her life would be like thanks to this man, she knew there was no way she would believe it.
“I… Well…”
She struggled to form a sentence to answer as a lifetime of being walled away from other people left her woefully under prepared for moments like this. Luckily, while he was almost as much a bumbling idiot as her in this area, Tad knew when someone needed rescuing.
“We should go. You may not need the rest, but I need sleep if I’m going to face Ashley Evans in the morning.” He squeezed her hand once more and then let her go, sliding out from under Jen and climbing off the bed. Again Jen’s face scrunched up as she came close to waking, but suddenly there was another shape beside her as Hawk took Tad’s place on the bed, and as soon as Jen’s head rested on the big dog, her face settled again and she drifted back off to sleep.
Once more Stella felt the echoes of Freckles’ loss as she looked at the girl with her dog. However, she didn’t have long to think about it before Tad took her hand again.
“I don’t know where the new safe house is so you’ll have to take us,” he said, and Stella forced herself to grin in response.
“Yeah right. That’s the real reason you made me get this tattoo, you’re just lazy.”
“Caught me,” he agreed, smiling a smile that was no more convincing than hers. However, at least they were trying, and Stella knew it was the only thing they could do if they wanted to get through this.
Thinking of the safe house she had been cooped up in all day, they both vanished. A moment later Growler lifted his big head, sniffed once, and then he too blinked out of existence, following them home.
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“Tad, you need to let us do the talking,” Stella warned as they arrived outside the mansion, almost like he was an animal needing to be muzzled. Judging from the looks on Norman and Amelia’s faces, it wasn’t just her that was worried. Even Growler appeared nervous.
He wanted to be offended, but they were right to be worried. The thought of confronting this man who was deliberately holding back knowledge that might impact this war made his blood boil.
For all his insanity, at least Kuruk was trying to fix the world. The Americans were trying to stay relevant on the world stage in a time of change. The Children of ADaM wondered what place normal humans had in a world of superpowers. The eidolon didn’t want to lose the power they had wielded since the fall of the old gods.
While Tad didn’t agree with any of their motivations, at least he understood them. But it felt like Ashley was standing in the way for nothing more than spite and he’d be lying if he said that didn’t make him angry. However, the worried eyes of his companions forced him to swallow those emotions.
Stella was watching him closely, reading his internal struggle, and when he got control of himself, she sighed in relief. She offered a brief smile of support before she nodded to Norman, as if to say they had the wild animal under control.
Tad hated that they were so nervous around him. If Charles was here, he’d be disappointed at Tad’s inability to control himself.
If Charles was here, he’d be telling you to do whatever you can to keep Jen from having to go through what she did last night.
The voice belonged to Tony and came from the depths of Tad’s mind where they were merged. Tad was trying to get into the habit of keeping his ghosts nearby, so he was never caught unaware again. However, with the threat of going against Ashley Evans, Tad wanted the ghosts out of reach. He wasn’t sure if being merged was a barrier to the man’s talents, but hoped it would be enough.
Amelia climbed the wide steps up to the grand entrance and knocked on the door. The wait between that knock and when the door opened felt like hours. The fingers of Tad’s left hand twitched in rhythm with the beating of his heart, the pace constantly increasing as his patience slipped.
When the door opened, it wasn’t Ashley who appeared, but a straight faced man in dark formal wear. His blonde hair was slicked back in a manner similar to Ashley, but this man wasn’t related to Ashley in the slightest.
“Mr Prime Minister, I am sorry to say that Mr Evans cannot meet you in person. He is under the weather and not receiving guests.”
Oh my god, Tony crowed in delight. It’s an actual, real life butler. That’s awesome.
Awesome wasn’t the word Tad would use. Instead, he focused on Ashley Evans trying to dodge him yet again.
“I don’t care how under the weather he is, tell him I’m here—”
The Prime Minister’s words cut off abruptly as they were drowned out by the sound of tearing and twisting metal, shattering glass, and bursting tires. Everyone turned in surprise to see the remains of Ashley’s Maybach, a car that cost about two hundred thousand pounds, finish its final transformation into a ball of scrap metal.
Tad pulled a small magnet, similar to the one he had just tossed at the car, from his pocket. This time, rather than increase the effect of the magnet on the car so much that it changed the shape of the metal it was attached to, he concentrated on the connection between that magnet and the one in his hand. A second later, a tiny silver disk similar to one on the back of a fridge magnet, zipped over to him and slammed into its twin in Tad’s hand.
After the pigeon nightmare, he’d added magnets to a growing collection of items that he kept on him at all times. Seeing the ruin of the expensive car, he was glad he did.
He turned back to find startled faces staring at him. Even the usually unflappable Amelia looked stunned by the sudden destruction. Seeing Stella’s surprise turn to disapproval, Tad spoke up to defend his actions.
“Hey, I’m letting you guys do the talking, so I’m sticking to my end of the deal.”
Despite her obvious frustration, Stella couldn’t help but snort as she tried to hold in a laugh. Amelia looked like she was ready to tear him a new one. She wouldn’t get the chance because suddenly the butler was pulled away from the door and a furious Ashley Evans stalked out.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he demanded.
“Healing you, apparently,” Tad pointed out.
“Do you have any idea how expensive that car was?” Ashely shouted.
“Do you have any idea how little I care?” Tad asked, further enraging the man who took an angry step forward like he wanted to punch Tad before the Prime Minister stepped between them.
“Enough. Ashely, calm down. Tad...” He shook his head like he didn’t know what to say. “Don’t break anything else.”
“So long as I don’t have a reason to, there won’t be a problem,” Tad said, looking at Ashley.
“You are going to pay for that—” he started, but the Prime Minister cut him off.
“Tad’s right. You are looking remarkably well all of a sudden. One might think you were trying to avoid us.”
Ashley pointed at the ruins of his car and shouted, “That thug does something like that and you wonder why I might not want to talk? I’m well within my rights to call the police and tell them to come armed for a dangerous dreamwalker that needs to be taken out.”
“Except that those calls go through the Dream Team, and since this war started, there’s not much of a Dream Team left,” Stella pointed out. “If only there had been some way we could have protected them better, maybe secret knowledge shared that would help us become strong enough to keep people from dying.”
Ashley flinched at Stella’s accusation, then sputtered in outrage as he struggled to come up with a response.
“You can’t put that on me. Your inability to protect yourself and complete lack of competence is on—”
The sound of shattering glass cut off the man’s words as suddenly every window frame on the front of the manor house lurched forward, shattering every window and raining glistening shards over the flower beds and driveway.
Tad flipped the magnet in his hand like he was tossing a coin and said to Stella, “This magnet is way more useful than I thought. Focus it on the locks on every window, and it has interesting results. I wonder what else I can do with this thing.” He turned his attention to Ashley and asked, “You want to find out? No. Then maybe you can do me the favour of not insulting people who laid down their lives in service to this country in a war that you seem to be more keen on helping than opposing.” To Norman Tad added, “Aren’t their laws during war times to deal with people who are harming the country like this?”
Norman waved Tad off. He looked a little exasperated, but like a good politician, he worked with what he was given.
“He’s not wrong, Ashley. We are at war, even you can’t deny that any more. If you have information that could help us, you are honour bound to share that knowledge. Doing anything less is making you complicit in the war effort against us. I don’t even need to take legal action against you in that case. I will simply go to Lizzie Bradley and let her share that news with her audience. We’ll let your constituents and the general public figure out what to do with you after that.”
He waved theatrically at the damage done to his house and the wreck of his car.
“I wonder what this place will look like when the people of Britain think you’re working with the people who have slaughtered countless innocents across the country.”
“You can’t threaten me like this,” Ashley proclaimed, trying to sound outraged but instead sounding scared.
“In normal times, you might be right,” Stella pointed out. “But you need to understand where we are coming from. Over the past week we have lost people dear to us, me and Tad have come dangerously close to losing our lives, and that’s just the tip of the iceberg of what’s coming. Normally you could have your secrets and we’d be content to just call you an arsehole and go find answers elsewhere. But right now we don’t have time to play those games, so we resort to desperate measures.”
She pointed at Norman, then at Tad, and then at herself.
“I don’t think you appreciate the combined value of the time of the people in front of you. Like we have made abundantly clear, this is a war and we each have a million and one things that need to be completed. Yet we are all here trying to convince you to do the right thing. That is how important this is.”
“She’s right, Ashley. Enough is enough,” Norman said. “You’ve had your fun and satisfied whatever grudge you have with Tad. It’s time to do your patriotic duty and tell us what we need to know. In case you haven’t realised this yet, we’re losing this war… badly. These attacks keep coming, we keep bleeding, and as yet we’ve been unable to hit back. Our enemy is attacking from the shadows and that leaves us nowhere to strike without becoming like them and focusing our forces on innocent people in their home country. Please, if the information you have will give us even a slight chance, we need to hear it.”
Ashely struggled to answer for a long time, and when he spoke the arrogance was gone from his voice, replaced with desperation.
“You don’t understand what you’re asking... what he is. It’s like unleashing a tiger in your house to get rid of that mouse you just can’t catch. You think it’s solving your problem, but it’s just making it a thousand times worse. There’s never been anyone like him before and you can’t predict what you’d be unleashing on the world.”
“There’s not a mouse in this house,” the Prime Minister argued. “It’s an army of rats who will eat our food, destroy the furniture, and are carrying disease. They’re going to kill us anyway, and if it takes a tiger to get rid of them, then that’s the risk we have to take.”
Seeing that Ashley was still on the fence, he added, “This will be on me, not you. I am as much as forcing you to tell me against your will. You can tell people I blackmailed you, threatened you, whatever it takes to help you sleep at night. I am not giving you an option other than to tell us what we need to know, so the weight of what happens will no longer be on your shoulders. You might have the knowledge to bring the tiger here, but I’m the one who opened his cage and set him free.”
Ashely looked from the Prime Minister, to Amelia, to Stella, and finally to Tad as though looking for support from at least one of them. Then he slumped in defeat and let out a dejected sigh.
“It’s about balance,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper.
“Balance?” Stella asked.
“Yes, balance. The universe needs balance in everything. When it gives power with one hand, it creates something that balances that power with the other. Take your people as an example. The Eidolon have incredible power, but it is balanced by the need for people to believe in that power for it to work. Enough disbelief and they lose their abilities.
“Animancers like myself can draw power from ghosts and interact with spirits. Given enough ghosts, we can achieve incredible things, but that is always offset by those ghosts possessing only a finite amount of power for us to draw from. If we use up our resources, we lose all of our power.
“Dreamwalkers,” he said, glancing hatefully at Tad. “Have more power than most, thanks to him. But even then it’s still balanced because they can’t stray too far from nature and the amount of power they can pull from Dream is limited.”
He took a deep breath as he prepared to cross the line he had been hiding behind for so long. He pointed at Tad and said, “But he’s different. He’s both dreamwalker and animancer, with the strengths of both that let him bypass the weaknesses of dreamwalkers and animancers.
“He can call on the power of ghosts to augment his dreamwalking abilities, getting around the limitation of Dreamwalking. But because he is a dreamwalker, his connection to those ghosts fuels the ghosts back up, getting around the limitations of animancy. Given enough ghosts, he could power himself up indefinitely and the possibilities of what he could do are limitless.”
Tad frowned, understanding what Ashley said but unable to reach the same extreme conclusion.
“Your logic is faulty. I would need to merge with all of those ghosts to get their power, and I couldn’t do that. You don’t understand the cost for a dreamwalker to merge with a ghost. It’s so intensive that with that many I would lose myself and go insane.”
“But that’s just it,” Ashley disagreed. “You don’t need to merge with them. You are an animancer, which means you can draw strength from ghosts without needing to merge with them. And...” He hesitated again, taking one last look at the people around him before saying, “I suspect you can share your energy with them as well. If you practice animancy, you can get the benefits of merging with a ghost without needing to merge with them. You can draw the strength from the ghosts around you, and you can replenish them with your connection to Dream, all without the cost of merging.”
He let out an explosive sigh and staggered back like saying those words had been physically taxing. Meanwhile, the rest of them struggled to absorb the information he just shared.
“You see now why I didn’t want to share this. Tad might indeed get the power to stop any war he wanted to. He could be almost godlike with enough ghosts on his side. But as the saying goes, power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. We would unleash something so much worse than—”
“Don’t finish that sentence,” Stella spat, angrier than Tad had ever heard. “You don’t know what you’re talking about and if you even think about comparing Tad to those murderous bastards who are killing innocents across the country, then you won’t have to worry about anything so mild as having your car broken or replacing a few windows. Tad is not the monster you make him out to be. He doesn’t even let himself use the power he already has to hurt people if he can help it. He could have killed every man Kuruk brought with him yesterday, but he couldn’t do it, because he’s a good man. So don’t you go treating him like he’s some kind of monster when all he has ever done is try to protect people.”
“I didn’t mean to imply that he would be worse than Kuruk and his men morally, just that he has the potential for worse. There is truth in the old saying that the road to hell is paved with good intentions. Good and evil is in the eye of the beholder, and when you have unlimited power in your hands, it is easy to impose your version of good on other people against their will.”
Turning to Norman, he shot the man one last imploring look and said, “The tiger analogy only goes so far. A better analogy might be nuclear weapons. Creating a new atom bomb might stop this war, but you have to think about what comes next.”
“None of this matters,” Tad said, having remained silent until now so that he could think this through. “After all this time, Ashely, if you had just told me this from the beginning then we wouldn’t even be here right now. If all it will do is help me become strong enough to kill even more people, then it’s as good as useless. Even if I had access to a nuclear missile, I don’t have it in me to ever launch one, no matter what might come my way. I don’t want that sort of power, and definitely not the responsibility that comes with it.”
“Which is why you should have it,” Norman pressed. “Who else could be trusted with it.”
“You’re not listening, Norman,” Tad argued. “I wouldn’t be able to use it even if I had it—”
“Not to kill, no. But what about to protect. If a hundred of Kuruk’s people show up at a location that’s fortified by dreamcatchers, how long do you think those dreamcatchers would last? It’s only a matter of time before that happens. Until now, these incidents have been kept small because the Americans are still trying to deny what I shared on Lizzie’s show and pass this war off as terrorist attacks unrelated to them. But when that fails, they’re going to double down and what we’ve seen so far will be nothing in comparison.”
“I still won’t kill people,” Tad said.
“Nor am I asking you to. I’m asking you to neutralise them. Together they can combine their abilities to overcome any defence we can throw at them, but if you can learn what Ashley has to teach, then we might just stand a chance. Think of the incident at the Welsh Assembly. If you hadn’t been there to protect our soldiers from all that broken glass, then we would have lost that fight before it even got going. You didn’t have to kill a single person to make a difference. Well, there’s a lot more glass coming our way and we have a lot more people that need protection.”
Tad stared at the Prime Minister in horror at the thought of being responsible for so many people. He was already being crushed by the pressure put on him, how could he possibly deal with the expectation to protect thousands, maybe even millions?
“I’m just one person,” he whispered, blushing in shame at the desperation in his voice.
“This is what we came here for, Tad,” Stella answered, her eyes showing her sympathy, but her tone firm. “I know it’s more weight on your shoulders, but like we talked about last night, it’s the price we have to pay to do what’s right. The truth of the matter is that you are going to take on this responsibility whether you use this power or not, so you might as well make sure that you are strong enough to make a difference when it matters.”
“But… It’s too much… I mean… Where would I even find the ghosts to…”
He struggled to finish a sentence and suddenly there was someone else who wanted to be heard as Tony wanted to be let out. Tad didn’t see a reason to deny him, as any danger he felt from Ashley had long since passed. Judging by the way Ashley flinched at his sudden arrival, Tad guessed he hadn’t been able to sense the ghost when merged with him.
It was that flinch that saved him from taking the full force of Tony’s punch to the face when the ghost surprised everyone by screaming and attacking the man. Ashley yelped as Tony’s fist collided with his jaw. Before he could retaliate though, Tad took control of his ghost and pulled him away from the startled politician.
“What the hell was that about?” Norman asked as Ashely recovered from his shock and his angry look returned.
“You knew, you bastard!” Tony screamed at the man. “All this time you knew Tad didn’t need to merge with a ghost to help them and you didn’t fucking tell him. They would still be here if it wasn’t for you.”
He continued to strain at Tad’s mental bonds, trying to get at the politician, and when Tony’s words made sense to Tad, he was half tempted to let him free. He hadn’t made the connection until now, but Tony was right. If he could give ghosts the benefits of merging without needing to merge, then he could have saved the twins.
That thought triggered new thoughts that led him even deeper into his past, thinking of other ghosts he had been unable to help. If he could have done this before now, then he could have stopped Maggie from needing to merge with Jen, saving Jen from ever being in the position where she would have been paralysed. Countless other examples sprung to mind and suddenly he was almost as angry as his ghost. However, he never got to express it before Tony gave up the fight and spun to face him.
“You need to learn this. Forget the war and all their nonsense, think what this could do for the ghosts of the world. No more nearly going crazy, no more people forced to lose their minds just because they’re scared to move on. You could help them all without even needing to merge with them. You have to do this.”
“He’s right,” Stella agreed, adding her two cents before Tad had chance to respond. “It’s just another example of how this power could help without you needing to kill. Think what we could do with all the ghosts who want to remain free in the Borderlands and want to fight, but are scared because any damage they take would just speed up their descent into madness. They would be a force to be reckoned with and could help us win this war.”
Turning to the Prime Minister, she said, “You talk about protection. Imagine an army of ghosts who could defend your facilities without needing to worry about getting hurt.”
“What about the dreamcatchers that destroy ghosts?” Amelia pointed out.
“I don’t think they have those. Mitena thought them up while she was with us and while Kuruk is good at using those dreamcatchers of his, I don’t think he’s got her genius in creating them.” Turning back to Tad and seeing that he was still on the fence, she argued, “Even if it’s not to turn them into an army, Tad, it at least gives them a choice. And it’s just one possibility of what to do with that power. You’re always telling me how Dream has limitless possibilities, well now is an opportunity to test that theory. Learn from Ashley, figure out how to use your power, and find a way to stop this war without the needless killing that will come otherwise.”
Tad could feel the weight of the stares from everyone around him, each of them with their own motivations for wanting him to do this. There was only one set of eyes that didn’t look hopeful about his decision, and though Tad would be loath to side with the man in anything else, he wanted to hug him for giving him an out.
“Will he even teach me?” he asked, nodding at Ashley and putting the decision on his shoulders every bit as much as it was on Tad’s. “It’s a moot point otherwise.”
“He better fucking teach you,” Tony snarled. “It’s the least he can do to make up for all the ghosts who have gone mad and had to move on before their time because he was too selfish to share this solution with you.”
Despite wanting to argue against Tony attacking his character, Ashley couldn’t come up with a valid response. After a long drawn out moment of silence, all fight left the man and he nodded in acceptance.
“I’ll teach him.”
Tad almost groaned as the last barrier between him and the awful responsibility fell away and he had nothing left to protect him from this decision. When he thought of what he went through last night, he wanted to turn his back on what they were offering. But he couldn’t forget Stella’s words and he had to remember the good he had done with his power.
Eventually, he realised that this was never his decision to make. Stella knew him too well, and she was right when she said he would be part of this struggle no matter what, because he couldn’t bear to stand by and do nothing while people suffered. It no longer mattered if he actually learned this new ability or not, because now he would always know that he had the potential to learn it, and any lives he could have saved by being stronger in the future would already be on his head.
In a way, he already had the responsibility that came with this power.
Letting out an explosive sigh, he accepted defeat.
“I’ll do it,” he said, and hoped that this simple phrase wouldn’t end up costing him everything he held dear.
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Lizzie looked up when they arrived at her studio. Her double take was the first thing all day that made Stella truly smile. It was always fun to knock the headstrong young reporter off her stride.
“I guess she was just expecting you,” Stella whispered to Leon, who didn’t seem to hear her.
Stella looked around the studio as Lizzie finished up what she was working on. The place had changed a lot since Stella first visited. It had been turned from a rundown old barn into what looked like a professional TV station complete with sets, expensive cameras and lighting, and a team of ten people busy at work. Considering how many videos the young woman was putting out every day, Stella knew this was just the tip of the iceberg.
She would never admit it, but she was in awe of what Lizzie had achieved. In many ways Lizzie had done more than Stella had with the Dream Team, because Lizzie had done this off her own grit and determination, where Stella had Norman and the government behind her.
And I still lost it all, she thought, but refused to dwell on that. She didn’t have time to get lost in dark thoughts and had come here for a reason.
“Stella, is something wrong?” Lizzie asked as she hurried over, a worried expression on her face.
“No, I just wanted to ask for your help on something.”
“So the world is ending,” Lizzie deadpanned, trying for funny but sounding half serious. Again, Stella allowed herself to smile.
“Not yet, but the way we’re headed...”
She let her words trail off as she looked for a private place where they could talk. The trouble with the studio was that it was all one space, and there wasn’t anywhere to hide.
“You have ten minutes to grab a coffee? We could do with a chat.”
“Oh?” Lizzie asked, glancing at Leon again like maybe she could get some answers from him. “Yeah, I have ten minutes. I know a good place that does amazing coffee if you fancy something new.”
The offer was appealing. There was a time when quality coffee was the best thing in Stella’s life, but it felt like ages since she last took the time to enjoy a cup. A touch of normalcy might be what the doctor ordered right now.
“Okay, lead the way,” Stella said.
Lizzie hesitated only a moment before grabbing Stella’s arm with one hand and Leon’s arm with the other and telling them to jump. A moment later, the world shifted and Stella stood on a paved pathway next to a busy road. It was neither of those things that caught her attention, but the famous shape of a building known the world over; the Colosseum in Rome.
“Come on, I was looking for someone here a few weeks ago and found this amazing little place around the corner,” Lizzie said, leading them off on a path that took them by the Colosseum on their right and then across the busy road before turning down a few side streets and coming to a small cafe that was squeezed between two larger businesses and was a little overlooked.
“We couldn’t have come straight here?” Stella asked, referring to the five-minute walk to get here.
“It’s always nice to see the sights,” Lizzie argued. “And I needed a couple of minutes to prepare myself for whatever you’re about to say. I can’t imagine you coming to me for help unless it’s for something that’s world changing.”
“You might be surprised,” Stella said.
Stella always associated Rome with hot weather, but it was too cold right now to sit outside, so Stella followed the others into the narrow cafe that was not that full. They took a seat on a table near the window and it was only a minute before a short and stout older woman came over, barking at them in Italian. She hesitated mid sentence when her eyes fell on Stella before switching to English and asking what they wanted.
As she rushed off to get their drinks, Lizzie was ready to hear what Stella had to say.
“Out with it then. What do you want?”
Stella laughed at the confrontational tone, but honoured it by getting straight to the point.
“I want you to start doing stories on me and Leon,” she answered, again taking great pleasure in the look of surprise on the young woman’s face.
“Stories on you and Leon?” she questioned, glancing at Leon as though she might be going crazy and needed confirmation. Leon just frowned back at her, still getting his head around this decision. “What kind of stories?”
“The kind that outs us as Eidolon and shows the world what we can do.”
Again Lizzie glanced at Leon, then looked back at Stella like she really did think the world was going to end.
“Come off it. You’re messing with me, right? This is a joke of some kind. I don’t get it.”
“It’s not a joke,” Stella said. “This morning, me, Tad and the Prime Minister paid a visit to Ashley Evans to talk about another side of Tad that he didn’t know about until recently.”
She recounted her morning, telling Lizzie of animancy, what it would mean for Tad and their efforts to convince him to learn it. She was being more open than normal and part of her was desperate to shut up. But after forcing Tad to do something so against his nature this morning, she realised it was long past time for her to do the same. She couldn’t expect other people to sacrifice for the greater good when she couldn’t meet that same standard.
“That’s incredible. It will make one hell of a story,” Lizzie admitted, the thrill of a new story getting her over her shock at hearing Stella offer information unprompted. “Why do I think you didn’t tell me that for me to share it with the world, though?”
“Because I don’t want you sharing any part of it. I told you because you were right in the past when you said you have always been a friend and deserve to be treated like one. I’m sorry to have overlooked that. You deserved better and you’ve proved you can be trusted, so I wanted to keep you in the loop.”
The surprised expression returned to Lizzie’s face, but Stella didn’t amuse herself with it this time.
“The other reason I told you is to set the back story for how I... How we came to our decision,” she said, glancing at Leon, who squirmed like he was thinking about backing out. “Understand, this hasn’t been easy for either of us, but it only seemed right after what we are forcing Tad to do.”
Thankfully, the woman returned with their coffees at that moment, giving Stella a chance to take a break to organise her thoughts. Once this cat was out of the bag, there was no putting it back. It went against her nature to share this with the reporter and she almost felt sick, as if she were trying to tell a lie. Therefore, as soon as the woman left after dropping off their drinks, Stella didn’t wait for Lizzie to ask anything before rushing on with what she had to say.
“We forced Tad to get stronger in the name of helping us with this war, and it’s only fair that I do the same. After speaking with Leon, he’s agreed to also shoulder this burden.”
“I’m still not following. What do you want from me?” Lizzie asked.
Stella took a deep breath to prepare herself for crossing this final barrier, then blurted, “We want you to help us cultivate some belief. It’s time to reveal what we can do to the world and start playing into our eidolon heritage. It’s time for us to get stronger as well.”
Lizzie’s stared at Stella, mouth hanging slack and eyes wide in astonishment.
“You, of all people, want me to share your story with the public? I... I don’t know what to say? What happened to the Stella that wanted to hide everything from me?”
“She lost the team she had spent the last year building and the best friend I’ve ever had in an incident that I might have been able to stop if I was stronger.”
Try as she might, she couldn’t keep all emotion from her voice, and her anger with herself for being so stubborn in the past and what it cost her spilled out onto the young woman.
“I’m sorry, Lizzie. That wasn’t directed at you. It’s just been... It’s been a rough couple of days and it’s made me face up to some hard truths.”
“Stella, what happened at the DTHQ wasn’t your fault.”
“I know that,” Stella replied, forcing a smile that she didn’t feel. “But it doesn’t change the fact that if I was stronger, I might have been able to do more. I was talking with Tad earlier about making the decision to learn animancy, and he said something that hit me hard. He said that in the end, it wasn’t a decision that needed to be made because it changed nothing. The second he learnt he had the potential to use this power, the burden of responsibility was already on him. He would always know he had the potential to do more and wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he didn’t live up to that potential.
“Well, the same is true for me. I have the potential to do much more, and from now on I can only view any situation I go into from that same perspective. I need to do this.”
Lizzie was silent in response, absorbing Stella’s words and giving Stella a chance to try her coffee.
“My God, this is good,” she exclaimed, and Lizzie barked a pleased little laugh.
“I told you.” After another slight pause, her smile faded and she said, “I don’t think I’m ready to out the eidolon just yet. I’ve got some interesting footage of powerful people going into that building, but my guy on the inside has only just got the cameras planted. They haven’t turned up anything useful yet. I need more before I can out them to the world.”
“We’re not asking you to out the eidolon,” Leon said before Stella could answer, his discomfort getting the better of him. “Just us.”
“How do I expose what you can do without outing the eidolon?”
“By focusing on what we can do, and not why,” Stella said. “People don’t need to know how it works right now, they just need to believe we can do it. I don’t think we should handle this in the same way that you did with dreamwalkers when you first met Tad. I think a more subtle approach is called for here. You still have that exposé you were going to do on the eidolon before you knew what they were?”
“Of course,” Lizzie said.
“And do you have any footage of me doing anything strange?”
This time, Lizzie hesitated before agreeing.
“Then I think that the best way we can come at this is that you release stories about us as theories to the world, and use that footage as proof. Only this time, don’t blur the faces. Make this look like an exposé rather than an interview with us. I think that will build the belief more naturally that way.”
Lizzie was shaking her head in amazement at Stella’s words.
“I can’t believe I am hearing this from you of all people,” she admitted.
Stella smiled at that, but the smile was short lived. She glanced at Leon, who still looked uncomfortable as Stella was giving Lizzie the permission to go against everything he had been taught to respect for his entire life. However, she was sure that this was the right play for them and it was the direction they needed to go.
Turning back to Lizzie, she decided she had come this far and she might as well go a little further and share one more truth.
“Lizzie, we’re losing this war. Kuruk’s people are hitting us in ways we can’t defend, and worse, we don’t know how to retaliate right now. We thought we have been preparing for a war for the last year, but we didn’t even know what this war would look like. Their hit-and-run tactics, hiding behind the Children of ADaM and using the dreamcatchers in the way they are... it’s too much. We’re only a week into this thing and already I don’t know how we will survive another month. We’ve lost so much, and that won’t change unless we change. No more half measures. If nothing else, I won’t be able to sleep at night unless I know I did everything in my power to help.”
“You don’t sleep at night,” Lizzie pointed out, and Stella allowed herself to smile in response.
“Which is why it’s so important that on that rare night I do get to sleep, it’s not a night filled with nightmares and doubt. So what do you think, can you help us?”
It was Lizzie’s turn to smile, only hers progressed into a grin.
“Come off it, Stella. Think of who you’re talking to. You think I’m going to be stupid enough to turn down this gift of a story? Of course I’ll help. In fact, I already know how to come at this. I don’t think one story will be enough. I think we need a whole series. It might require sending a few camera guys with you when you’re going into action, but that will only help spread the truth about the war, so I don’t see that being a problem, right?”
Stella hesitated as she thought that through, not liking that idea. But finally she decided she had come this far, so why not take that one step more.
“Yeah, you’re probably right,” she agreed, making Lizzie’s grin grow all the wider.
“Oh, this is going to be so good,” she exclaimed, then she stood up, her coffee forgotten. “If I head back now and divert my guys onto this, we might be able to get a show up by tonight.”
“Oh my god,” Leon groaned. “That soon?”
Stella laid a hand on his shoulder and squeezed in support, but it didn’t seem to help with the pained expression on his face. Lizzie, on the other hand, failed to hear the dismay in his voice and answered like he was as excited as she was.
“Yeah, it will take a bit of work and we’ll be rushing some things, but I think we can do it.” Grinning at both of them, she said, “You guys want some belief to make you stronger. Well, by the time I’m done with you, I’ll convert the whole world to your side. This is going to be so much fun.”
Then, without another word, she vanished, and therefore missed Leon’s dismayed groan.
Despite her own misgivings, Stella smiled at the reporter’s enthusiasm and hoped that she had just done the right thing by going against her own instincts and trusting Lizzie.
It’s too late for second thoughts, she told herself. So instead, she turned her attention to her coffee and forced herself to focus on that simple pleasure as a momentary distraction from the work that was still waiting.
Sipping that heavenly drink and looking out of the window over a view that was over a thousand miles from home, she dared to think of what her life might be once this war was over. She had spent her whole life running from the darkness of her childhood and devoted to her career, so travel had never been something she was interested in. However, sitting in this cafe and looking at one of the historic wonders of the world, she tried to imagine what it might be like to be here for nothing more than the pleasure of the experience.
The tattoo on her back and living with a dreamwalker made that potential future all too possible. As she let herself think of it, she realised it was a future she wouldn’t mind chasing. She had never been one to think of the future much, never liking what she saw for herself. Now, even with everything she had lost, she could see happiness if she could just overcome the obstacles in her way to make that future a reality.
In that moment, she achieved something she never had before, a goal to chase that had meaning beyond the achievement of that goal itself. She had hope for a brighter future.
Therefore, when she finished her coffee and was ready to head back, there was fresh energy in her movements, as she had a new reason to continue the fight.
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The phone rang six times, then cut off yet again. In a rare moment of weakness, Elias let his emotions slip and crushed the iPhone in his hand like it was made of paper. It didn’t put up enough resistance to satisfy his need to destroy something, but he choked down that urge because he was surrounded by nothing but priceless treasures that he didn’t want to damage.
Instead, he reached for the phone on his desk and punched in a three-digit number.
“Good afternoon, sir. How can I help?”
“Deacon, get me Paul Anderson on the phone immediately.”
The man on the other end of the phone hesitated before asking, “Paul Anderson, sir? Who is that?”
“For the love of... Is everyone who works for me this incompetent? He’s the head of the secret service detail for the President of the United States. I want him on this phone in 30 seconds or you won’t like the results.”
“Yes, of co—”
Elias slammed the phone back into its cradle, cutting off the idiot as he seethed in anger. He was surrounded by incompetents, and their inability to do anything right had gone too far.
He tried looking out of his massive windows to calm himself, but for the first time, that wasn’t working. He continued to seethe as he waited for the phone to ring and counted down the seconds. Once he reached thirty, he was ready to march downstairs and tear that idiot’s head from his shoulders, but a second later the phone rang and Elias snatched it up.
“Paul, that better be you?”
“Yes sir. How can I help?”
“You with the president right now?”
“Yes. She’s in a meeting with—”
“I don’t care. Take out your gun and rest it against the back of her skull, then put your phone on speaker.”
There was yet another hesitation before Paul proved himself to be the most competent employee today. There were no questions, just a simple, “Yes sir.”
There was a moment of muted shuffling that got louder as the phone was put on speaker, then an instant later there was a shocked scream. It didn’t sound like Pamela, so it must have been one of the people she was meeting with.
“Paul, what are you—”
That was Pamela’s voice, and Elias chose that moment to interrupt.
“You dare ignore my calls?” he screamed into the phone, unable to control his temper.
“E... Elias? I didn’t... I’m in a meeting and—”
“I don’t care. If you are not standing in front of me in the next ten seconds, Paul is going to pull that trigger. You got that, Paul?”
“Yes sir,” Paul said, with no hesitation this time.
“Come with her Paul, and bring your men.”
“Yes sir,” Paul said.
“Elias, I can’t just—” Pamela started, but again Elias interrupted her.
“Nine, eight, seven—”
He never reached six before a terrified woman surrounded by six men in black suits with their guns drawn popped into existence on the street outside the building and marched into the reception. Elias was momentarily furious that they hadn’t come to his office before remembering he had invested in dreamcatchers to ward the building against that very thing.
Unwilling to wait for them, Elias snatched up the phone again and dialled those same three numbers.
“Keep her there,” he snapped the moment it was answered, hanging up again before being acknowledged. Then he marched out of his penthouse and stepped into the private elevator that was waiting. Like everything else in this building it was state-of-the-art and therefore took less than thirty seconds to descend to the ground floor, but each of those seconds felt like hours to the impatient man and he was spitting mad as the doors opened onto the reception.
Time seemed to have stopped in the large space as no one knew what to do with themselves. The president stood in the centre of the room, eyes wide and panicked as Paul stood behind her with his gun still resting against the back of her head. Each of the five men with him had their guns drawn as well and were also pointed at the terrified woman. Elias hadn’t asked for that, but he paid these men so well so that they would predict his desires. For once, that paid off. They weren’t eidolon and knew better than to take chances with her.
His receptionists, including that idiot Deacon, gawped at him as he strode in, and looked every bit as terrified as the president. Even the guests cringed away from his entrance and he realised his fury must be written clear on his face. He was past the point of reining it in, though. He kept his attention focused on Pamela.
“You dare ignore me,” he demanded, outraged.
“I was in a meeting,” she answered, like somehow that mattered.
“I don’t care. You never fucking ignore me, is that clear?”
“Elias, I—”
When she didn’t immediately agree, Elias lost it. He raised a hand towards one of the stone coffee tables in the waiting area, and there was a flash of white light, blinding in its brilliance, and a peal of thunder that accompanied the mini bolt of lightning and shook the windows of the room. A second later, the table lay in pieces on the floor and a stunned silence settled over the reception along with the feeling of static build-up and electricity in the air.
Elias pointed the index finger of the hand that launched the lightning bolt at Pamela’s face, making her flinch hard. However, she had nowhere to go, as there was still a gun at the back of her head that had never wavered despite the shocking display of power.
“I am Elias Masalis, head of the Eidolon Council and descendant of Zeus himself. If I call, you answer. If I tell you to do something, then just fucking do it. Am I clear?”
More heads nodded than just Pamela’s, but her acceptance was the important one. Her terror-filled eyes stared at his pointing finger like it was more dangerous than the gun at the back of her head.
“I’m sorry,” she answered. “It will not happen again.”
“No, it won’t,” he agreed. “Because this is it, Pamela. You have had your last chance. No more warnings, no ultimatums, nothing. Next time you displease me, you will simply end and your family will follow.”
“M…my family?” Pamela asked, her voice shaking.
“I don’t need the headache of vendettas. It’s clear now that you all need a reminder of what happens when you go against the Eidolon Council. An example needs to be set.”
“But I didn’t work against you,” she dared say. “I’ve been doing everything you asked.”
“Really? Then how the hell do you explain this?” He turned to Deacon and said, “Pull up Lizzie Bradley’s channel on that TV there.”
To his credit, the terrified man didn’t waste a second in complying this time, and soon the giant TVs in the reception were all showing a feed of Lizzie Bradley’s YouTube channel.
“There, that most recent video. Click that.”
Instantly, the face of the reporter Elias hated more than any other on this planet appeared and she looked more excited than usual as she started in on her intro. They couldn’t hear the words as all the TVs were muted, but that didn’t matter as what she was talking about would become clear all too soon.
“Skip ahead a minute,” he ordered, and again Deacon acted instantly. It took the browser a second to buffer the video, then Elias got what he wanted to see and turned back to watch Pamela’s expression as she finally understood why she was here.
The footage playing out on every screen in the reception showed an inhumanly handsome man lifting enormous beer kegs like they were movie props that weighed nothing at all. The footage soon changed to a shot of the Phoenix event where the homeless shelter for ghosts had been overrun by mad ghosts. There they saw this same handsome man face down a furious Dream Team member with an active dreamcatcher like it was nothing. He also saw a beautiful woman with him who had thrown that Dream Team member away with inhuman strength a few moments earlier.
More shots featured these same two people in various scenarios, each time showcasing abilities that were beyond human normal, but also not the abilities of a dreamwalker. When Elias had watched this earlier, he had listened to that woman explain how there were more supernatural beings in the world than just Dreamwalkers.
“They’re cultivating belief,” he said to Pamela, jumping straight to the point. “And on scales unheard of since our ancestors first gave up their powers. What’s the view count on that video?” he asked Deacon.
“Thirty-six million... and it’s only been up for an hour. That’s insane even for her channel.”
“Of course it’s gone super viral. Look at what she’s showing the world.” Glaring at Pamela, he said, “She’s showing them footage of supernatural beings who have nothing to do with Dream. Proof that there is more in the world than just dreamwalkers. And she is doing it on the behalf of people who were supposed to be dead ten times over by now.”
“We don’t know she’s doing it for them.”
“Of course we do,” Elias snapped. “She blurred out their faces last time. She hasn’t this time. From what we’ve heard, they are still on good terms, which means she is doing this with their permission. The only reason for that is to cultivate belief. On this scale...”
His words trailed off as he tried to imagine just what those two could become with that sort of belief. There probably weren’t thirty-six million people alive to believe in the ancient gods. Granted, their believers were true worshippers and would have believed more strongly, but even the weaker belief of such an enormous number would have profound effects.
“I’m fed up of waiting, Pamela. I tell you to kill them, and you fail. I tell you to reign in that rabid dog of yours that’s terrorising that country, and you fail. I tell you to bring me the Borderlands within a month, and you’ve failed. Well, now you have a day.”
“What? One day? That’s not enough—”
“Look at that view count, Pamela. It’s only going to rise, which means they’re only going to get stronger. They can’t be left alive long enough to benefit from it, or you can forget about the dreamwalkers because they will no longer be our biggest problem. I want them dead, I want the Borderlands under eidolon control, and I want no more loose ends by this time tomorrow, or I will sort out this mess myself.
“Tell me, if I am busy doing your job, what do you think will happen to you?”
Pamela gaped at him, her whole body trembling as he had broken the last of her spirit. He felt a thrill of satisfaction as he remembered the upstart eidolon in their council meetings, testing his patience by overestimating her own importance. She was so stubborn that she never learned her lesson until he was forced to do something as drastic as this.
Well, she had learnt that lesson now, and judging from the look on her face, it was one that she wouldn’t forget any time soon.
“Enough. Paul, I want a team of your people by her side at all times. She doesn’t even go to the bathroom alone, is that clear?”
“Yes sir.”
“Make sure your phones are charged and that one of you is always close enough to her to grab her before she can even think of dreamwalking away with that tattoo of hers.”
Finished driving home his point, he waved at them and said, “Go, you’ve all got jobs to do.” Looking at Pamela one last time, he added, “Don’t fail me again.”
Then, before any of them could reply, he turned and walked back toward his elevator, feeling a little more calm. In hindsight, he could have handled that better, but sometimes a show of force was necessary and he couldn’t bring himself to regret it. Instead, he focused on the footage still playing out on the monitors and he thought of that view-count.
He refused to admit it to himself, but somewhere in the back of his mind, a part of him shivered at something it had not felt in as long as he could remember. If he were honest with himself, he would realise that this was what had driven his rage and it was an emotion he was so unfamiliar with that he did not know how to deal with it.
For the first time in centuries, Elias felt the icy touch of fear.
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“Sir. The President is calling again.”
Kuruk swung his legs out of bed, pleased that for the first time all day, there was no residual pain from recent injuries. He’d cycled between his three healing tattoos constantly, keeping at least one active at all times. Therefore, he was almost as good as new as he climbed to his feet and crossed the small space of his bedroom.
The man in the hall jumped as Kuruk swung the door open, but recovered quickly and repeated what he said.
“I heard before. Do the same thing I told you last time. Tell her I’m busy and can’t be disturbed.”
“I tried, sir, but…” his voice trailed off and he shuffled uncomfortably.
“Spit it out,” Kuruk demanded.
“She sent people here,” he admitted, then cringed like he expected Kuruk to attack him.
“And just how did she know where here is?” Kuruk asked, not angry yet, just exasperated. After Todmoryn, Kuruk removed his people from the camp they trained at and hid them with the Children of ADaM around the world. They had known from the start that their relationship with the government could only go so far and had been prepared for when things fell apart.
“We think they traced the call when they rang earlier?”
“Weren’t we taking precautions against that?” Kuruk asked.
Again the man flinched and Kuruk finally realised what happened. Whatever the man was supposed to do to stop them from tracking them had not been done and he feared the reprisals.
“Take it easy, I’m not mad.”
“You’re not,” the man asked, his voice shaking.
“Disappointed, but not mad. I’m not going to hurt you, Ian,” he said, not sure why the man looked so scared. Is that how people saw him? Sure, the dreamwalkers and the people who were siding with them had reason to fear him, but his fellow soldiers and the people fighting the good fight would never have to worry about such things. It saddened Kuruk to think that they would.
“Where are they waiting?” he asked.
“In the dining room.”
Kuruk nodded and thanked him for bringing the news, then left the man behind as he moved along the narrow hall and down the creaky stairs of the old farm house that he had been using for the past week.
Kuruk had been telling the truth. He wasn’t mad about the man’s failure. However, his anger rose when he headed down the dark hall at the bottom of the stairs and saw that two of his men were guarding the entrance to the dining room, and one was locked in a staring contest with a man in a black suit. Judging by the curly wire running from behind his ear, Kuruk thought this man might be secret service.
“For the last time, get out of my way,” the man growled at Kuruk’s guy, who, to his credit, didn’t budge in the slightest. “I’m here on orders of the president and I am telling you to move.”
“I don’t care who your orders are from. You’re staying here until the boss says otherwise.”
The agent tensed up like he would reach for his gun, but Kuruk chose that moment to intercede.
“Enough!”
His deep voice cracked like thunder, and all parties flinched, Kuruk’s own men included. The agent who had been reaching for his gun spun to face Kuruk, but thought better of pulling his weapon.
“Andy, Michael, stand down,” he ordered his men, acknowledging their loyalty with a nod. Then he turned his attention to the agent and kept walking forward, crowding out the man until he had the good sense to back up into the room behind him where three of his friends were waiting.
The dining room was much like the rest of the farmhouse; it looked like it had been decorated at the turn of the twentieth century. Old, yellowing wallpaper filled with ornate flower patterns covered the walls, the sturdy furniture was made from wood so old Kuruk’s grandparents hadn’t been alive when the trees were felled, and the room was a barely lit by the single, naked bulb that tried its hardest to penetrate the gloom but was hindered by the cluttered shelving filled with decorative China plates.
It worked as a dining room for a bed-and-breakfast, but was inappropriate for the men occupying the room. The secret service agents in their crisp suits and the giant Kuruk in his simple jeans and t-shirt belonged in something from the twenty-first century. The tension in the room only made them look even more out of place.
“Kuruk Campbell. We’ve been ordered to bring you with—”
“No,” Kuruk interrupted. “I’m not going anywhere.”
The man who stared out Kuruk’s guard earlier, a man in his middle thirties with jet black hair and a square jaw superman would be envious of, tensed up at being interrupted, and again his hand strayed close to his gun.
“Move another inch, and you’ll have a serious problem,” Kuruk said, his voice cold. The man froze, as did the men around him. However, it was clear by the look on their faces that they were prepping themselves to push the issue. “You are in a house surrounded by soldiers with dreamcatchers who are loyal to me. I shout one word, and they come running. So this is the last time I will say this. Move your hands away from your guns before I get angry. “
“We are here under orders from President Rosi. She has demanded—”
“Look, you want me to speak to the bitch, then put her on the phone. But I’m not going anywhere.”
The four men exchanged glances like they couldn’t believe someone would deny their request. Kuruk watched their expressions closely. They looked like the kind of men who were used to getting what they wanted and were more than capable of backing up their orders if that was called for. They had never faced anyone like Kuruk though, and they knew that.
Finally, the lead agent did the first sensible thing he had done so far and moved his hand away from his gun and reached for the inside pocket of his suit jacket, making it clear with how he moved that he was not being threatening. Kuruk doubted he had a weapon there, and sure enough, when the man’s hand emerged, he was holding a phone.
Kuruk waited patiently, adopting a bored expression that did nothing to ease the tension in the room.
“Yes ma’am, it’s me. No. He’s here with us now… No. I… I understand… Yes… We told him to come and he… I don’t think that’s the right play here, ma’am. He says he will talk to you on the phone but—”
Kuruk could hear the president yelling, and he didn’t have to fake his smile this time. He had been overwhelmed when he first met her, but the awe at talking to the president quickly wore off. The woman was a snake who thought she was far too clever for her own good. It was pleasant to hear her so frustrated.
“Yes ma’am, one moment,” the agent said, trying to remain calm even though he looked anything but after a chewing out like that. A moment later, he turned the phone toward Kuruk, and Kuruk saw the face of the president waiting on the screen.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she barked before Kuruk could say anything. “You need to come here right now. That is a direct order.”
Kuruk kept his smile in place and said a single word that made the president’s face purple with rage.
“No.”
“No? What the hell do you mean, no? You need to come and explain your actions. Over the last week you have not at all done what we agreed and I—”
“What we agreed?” Kuruk interrupted. “Actually, I think I have been more than living up to my end of this bargain. You wanted my help training up an army with dreamcatchers and you have an army with dreamcatchers.”
“An army who had clear instructions and haven’t been following them,” the president snapped. “You have no idea the kind of trouble your actions have caused this country. You were supposed to—”
“I know what I was supposed to do,” Kuruk said.
“Then why have you not been carrying out your orders?”
Kuruk sighed and rubbed his eyes. He wanted to put off having this conversation, and he’d hoped to have more safeguards in place before he acted. But enough was enough, and he was going to have to move up his schedule.
“It’s funny you should talk about agreements,” he said. “Because I remember ours clearly. I would share my knowledge of dreamcatchers with you and I would build you a dreamcatcher army. In return you were going to use that army to wipe Dream—”
“And I have lived—”
“Don’t fucking interrupt me!”
The president flinched as Kuruk shouted, but not nearly so hard as the agent holding the phone. He took three steps back and almost dropped the phone before he got himself under control again. But Kuruk didn’t care. It was time to bring this to a close.
“You were supposed to help me take down all the dreamwalkers and everything Dream related. You were supposed to help me save the world. But you had no plans to do any such thing. Your interest has only ever been in taking the Borderlands for yourself. You have fallen into the same trap as so many people do around big men. You assume that because I’m big, I must be stupid. While I’m no genius, I’m far from stupid, and you’re not as smart as you think, so it was easy enough to see what you were doing.
“So in short, no, you haven’t lived up to your end of the bargain and you never planned to. So that is why neither me nor my army will come back to see you today, nor will we be following your orders. We have our own mission, the one you agreed to when you first came to me, and we will be living up to our end of the bargain.”
The president gaped at him, speechless, but Kuruk was done with her. He turned to leave, which prompted her to give the order he knew was coming.
“Take him into custody right now,” she snapped at her agents. She might have said more, but Kuruk never gave her the chance. Igniting all three of his speed dreamcatchers at once, the world slowed so drastically that it was like time had stopped. A fraction of a second later, it started again, and Kuruk was just in time to catch the phone before it fell from the hands of the dead agent who crumpled to the ground with his head facing the wrong way. There were three other thuds that happened simultaneously for the same reason, but that was drowned out by the unholy roar of shattering china. It turned out you couldn’t run around a room so fast the human eye couldn’t follow you without causing a bit of a back draft. As a result, the decorative antique plates came crashing down, showering the bodies and the rest of the room with white dust and shards of broken china.
Kuruk ignored it all as he looked down at the phone in his hands.
“This war doesn’t end with Britain,” he said. “Dream is something that can not be tolerated in this world. A message needs to be sent that the cost of using it is so high that no one will never even want to mention the word Dream again. So, when I’m done with this country, I’m coming for you next, and anyone else who wants to use this power that no man was supposed to have. You’ll pay for your broken promise a hundred times over before I’m done.”
He took half a second to enjoy the horrified expression on her face before he ended the call by tapping into one of his strength dreamcatchers and crushing the phone like it was a paper cup.
Turning around, he found that the guards on the door had been replaced with the men Kuruk trusted most since he started this army. Each of them believed in his mission every bit as much as he did. They had never spoken about this before, but Kuruk thought they believed in it so much that they would choose the greater good over their country if it came to that.
Regardless, he tensed up and waited to see what they would do next.
He needn’t have worried. Each of them looked around the room in surprise, their eyes lingering on the dead bodies and the broken phone, but then their expressions turned serious and they met Kuruk’s eye.
“What do we do now?” one of them asked, and Kuruk let himself relax as a genuine and grateful smile came to his face.
“Now we do what we came here to do. She’s going to be scrambling, trying to get some control back on the situation, so we need to act fast. Before she tells the soldiers we’ve brought over to stop taking orders from us, we need to put them to use. It’s time to turn things up a notch and get this war going. We do this right, and she won’t have any choice about continuing because they will already be committed.
“Friends, after tonight, no one will ever question whether this is a war ever again. Are you with me?”
There was only a slight hesitation as they evaluated his words, but then one by one, he received nods in answer. Again, he smiled at them and felt a very real urge to tell them what their support meant to him. But there wasn’t time. Right now, they were in a race against the president to mobilise the army they had smuggled into the country. It was time to commit America to this war and show the world the cost of dealing with Dream.
“Let’s get to this. We all know what we need to do because this is the attack we’ve been talking about for months.”
“The big one?”
Kuruk’s grin turned cold as he nodded at the man who asked the question.
“That’s right. It’s time to go all out and show them what we’ve been training for.”
Answering smiles appeared on each of their faces and they rushed off to do as told, leaving Kuruk alone with four dead bodies and a mountain of destruction. He took one last look around and a small voice in the back of his mind asked what his sister might think if she saw him now. However, as much as it killed him to think this way, Mitena had made her decision and sided with the enemy. He couldn’t let any love he had left for her make him weak and stop him from doing what needed to be done.
Choking down that last protesting thought, he stepped out of the room and prepared himself for the biggest night of his life.
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In his mind, Tad watched it happen again in slow motion. Ryan bloody and broken after Kuruk had toyed with his prey, his stomach being sliced open while Tad did nothing to stop it.
It was your fault. You had the power to act, but refused. Just like when Charles died. Just like when Marcus lost his legs and you lost those researchers. Just like when you failed to protect those kids in the Swansea fire. Just like those people who were injured in the Cardiff Castle nightmare and—
“Tad, you still with us?”
Tad blinked at the question, coming out of his dark thoughts and disturbed to find that Norman, Stella and Amelia were staring at him like he was losing his mind. He was surprised to find himself in the ornately decorated living area where the prime minister entertained guests. He was just as surprised to find a bottle of beer in his hand. It was full and a little warm, but the beads of condensation that dripped off the glass into the puddle on his thigh told him that at one point it had been cold.
Embarrassed at zoning out for so long, Tad placed the beer on the coaster atop the coffee table between the twin sofas and forced his mind back to the conversation. He remembered enough to know that Norman had brought them here to discuss the direction the war was taking and to talk over next steps, but he had faded out of the conversation as Norman and Stella spoke about the role of what remained of the Dream Team would play in the conflict.
“Sorry, what did you say?” Tad asked.
“Norman wanted to know how things went with Ashley this afternoon?” Stella said, a worried expression on her face like she could read his thoughts and didn’t like them. It might even be possible that she was doing that. If the plan she had concocted with Lizzie worked, then who knew what her limits were now.
“It went frustratingly well,” he admitted.
“Frustratingly well?” Amelia asked. “How can something be both frustrating and go well at the same time?”
“It went well because Ashley was right when he said that the techniques are simple. It is frustrating because it was something that he could have told me about months ago and I would have known this much sooner.”
“You’ve mastered what he had to teach in a day?” Norman asked, his tone doubtful.
“There’s not much to master. It’s just a different way of looking at what I already do. I have always drawn power from ghosts, only in the past I was doing so by drawing the power from within. Once I learnt to look outside myself and connect with them that way, then it was pretty simple to work out the rest. That’s not to say there aren’t difficulties though.”
“What kind of difficulties?” Stella asked.
“It’s difficult in the same way exercise is difficult,” Tad said. “The concept is simple to grasp and you know what to do soon enough, but knowing what to do and actually doing it are two different things. To draw power from a ghost, I have to connect with that ghost and open up a channel for that power to come from the ghost to me. To do the same thing with multiple ghosts, I need to somehow maintain that connection while creating new connections with other ghosts. It’s overwhelming, especially if the ghosts I am connecting with are not willing to make the connection and fight back. There are just too many things to concentrate on at once.”
“Kind of like how when you start driving there seems like there’s so much to remember, but after a few months you can do it with your eyes closed,” Norman guessed.
“Who drives with their eyes closed?” Stella asked.
“A true master,” Norman deadpanned. “How long do you think before you can start using it?”
“I don’t know. I can do it to some extent right now. But, I don’t even know what I would use it for. I mean, I could get stronger for the next fight, but we all know my feelings about that. I can’t be sure I won’t freeze up again and extra strength won’t help much.”
“Then what else can you do?”
That’s the million dollar question, Tad thought. It was the question he had been asking himself all day, but didn’t have an answer. He had been practising the new techniques that Ashley had shown him all day, but he felt like he was wasting time getting stronger for no reason because he had nothing to use that strength against.
The silence dragged on, and it looked like Norman might ask another question, but they were interrupted by a buzzing sound that came from Tad’s pocket. He jumped in surprise at the sensation, then fearing the worst because every time his phone rang it had been bad news, he fished it out. Seeing Lizzie’s face on the screen did nothing to quell his fears.
“Hey, Lizzie. Everything alright?”
“Tad, we need to talk,” Lizzie said, her words coming out in an excited rush.
“What’s wrong?” Tad asked.
“Not over the phone. I need to see you now. Bring Stella as well if she’s with you.”
“We’re in a meeting with the Prime Minister. Can this wait.”
“No. This is important… Actually, that’s a good thing. I kind of need to speak to him as well. Where are you right now?”
“Ten Downing Street,” Tad said, looking around the room at the curious faces as he gave Lizzie the information of how to dreamwalk into the secure building.
“I’ll be right there,” Lizzie said, then hung up before Tad could say anything else.
“I take it we have another guest?” Norman asked, even as Amelia was leaving the room so she could meet the reporter and smooth over her arrival with the security people.
“Yeah, I don’t know why, but she sounds excited.”
“Something to do with the eidolon, do you think?” Stella asked, but Tad could only shrug. That wasn’t enough of an answer for Norman and Stella, and the two started speculating about what Lizzie might have to tell them. Thanks to the magic of dreamcatchers, they didn’t have to wait long before Amelia was back with Lizzie just one step behind her.
“You guys have to see this,” Lizzie said, waving around a small black box like it was a smoking gun. “Have you got a TV I can plug this into?”
“Give it here,” Amelia ordered and Lizzie handed over the hard drive to the stoic woman, who plugged it into the laptop that was perched on the coffee table near where she had been sitting. “What am I looking for here?”
“Can I?” Lizzie asked, looking like a kid who’d consumed far too much sugar.
“Lizzie, are you alright?” Tad asked.
She just waved him off in annoyance before she fell into the spot that Amelia vacated and started playing with the computer. The computer was facing away from most of the people in the room, so they couldn’t see what was happening. Amelia, however, was standing behind the reporter, and when her eyes widened and she gasped, Tad knew that whatever they were about to be shown had to be good. Normally, the woman never had even so much of a hint of her aura showing through, but right now it blazed with white light that made Tad sit forward on his chair, eager to see whatever was on that computer. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Norman lean forward as well, and Stella was no better. Soon they were all leaning forward impatiently to find out what Lizzie had to show them.
“Here, look at this,” Lizzie said, tapping on the space-bar and then spinning the laptop around so that everyone could see what she was talking about.
At first, Tad didn’t know what he was looking at. There were a group of men in suits surrounding a woman who looked like the President of the United States, only it couldn’t be her because these men had guns pointed at her head. Tad was about to ask what he was looking at before a niggling doubt in the back of his mind told him this might actually be the president. A moment later, an elevator door opened and a tall, broad shouldered man in an expensive suit strode out.
Tad had flashbacks to Joshua King in Dream on the night that Charles died. In that place, he had changed his appearance to that of something resembling a Greek god, but the effect paled in comparison to this guy. The dark beard and brilliant eyes that shone only as an eidolon’s could told Tad that he was looking at the real deal.
Tad watched in fascination as he started shouting at the President like she was some kind of misbehaving schoolchild, then jumped out of his skin when she tried to argue back only to be cut off with a lightning bolt that destroyed a piece of furniture. For a moment the screen went white as it failed to cope with the sudden bright light, but when it faded back in again Tad saw the man was shouting at the woman, but they could no longer hear what she was saying.
“Where’d the sound go?” Norman asked.
“Miles said that the electrical interference from that lightning fried the circuitry for the microphone and we should just be lucky the camera was still working. Does it matter though? You all know what this means, right?”
“The eidolon are behind this war,” Stella said, putting together the clues that Tad was only just now making sense of. “This is what we’ve been looking for.”
“Exactly,” Lizzie said. “We show this to the world, and support for this war goes away like that.” Lizzie snapped her fingers.
Tad just stared, trying to get his head around what she just said. However, the thought was sinking in and he realised she might be right.
“We can use this,” he said, verbalising his inner thoughts. “The Americans won’t like that they’ve been manipulated into this war by a corrupt president and her puppet master. Couple that with everything that Kuruk has been doing, and this might be enough to actually call them off.”
“This video looks more like coercion than corruption,” Amelia pointed out.
“So? It doesn’t change the fact that the Americans are engaging in a war for false reasons,” Norman said. He was standing now, excited as he ordered Lizzie to play the clip again. “This is brilliant. We need to get this out to the public as quick as possible. How soon can you go live?”
“I’ve got my crew coming in to set up right now. I wanted to run this past you guys first, see if you want to be a part of this. I thought that—”
She opened her mouth to keep speaking, but whatever she was about to say was swallowed up by an enormous boom that was so loud the windows rattled and the walls shook, giving Tad flashbacks of his eardrums bursting while standing next to the thunder clap the other day. Instinctively he turned and threw himself at Stella, diving to the ground and shielding her with his body even as he called to the ghosts he was still merged with so that he could use his full power to erect a shield of air around them all.
One moment there was rumbling and car alarms, the next silence fell over the room as Tad’s shield blocked out even the sound of what was going on.
Tad waited for the pain that would follow the explosion, but strangely, there was nothing. Looking up, he saw Growler standing over him like he was shielding Tad just as Tad was shielding Stella, but other than that, nothing looked unusual. Norman had fallen back into his chair and Lizzie looked a little unstable on her feet, staring out the window towards the source of the sound. Of Amelia there was no sign.
“What the hell was that?” Stella asked, pushing Tad away and climbing to her knees, looking around with wide frightened eyes like she was having flashbacks of her own. Considering what had happened the last time there was an explosion near her, Tad didn’t blame her for the way that her voice shook.
“That had to be an explosion somewhere,” Norman muttered.
“That felt like more than an explosion,” Lizzie answered in a distracted tone that made Tad look at the young reporter. She was looking at the dust that was settling on the edges of the shield he was holding in place. Seeing that it was no longer necessary, he relaxed his hold on Dream and the shield vanished, the dust falling down onto Lizzie’s upturned face, making the young woman sneeze even as the sound of car alarms filled the air once more.
“Where’s Amelia?” Norman asked.
“She ran out of that room before that shield went up,” Lizzie said. Before she could say more, Amelia was back, barging through the door with an expression on her face that was the most pronounced of any that Tad had ever seen there before. The woman was in an obvious state of shock, but that didn’t stop her from searching out Norman and delivering her news.
“It’s parliament.”
“Shit, what happened?” Norman asked. “Did someone detonate a bomb on the bridge or something?”
“No, Norman. It’s parliament. It’s gone.”
“What?” Norman asked, laughing like she was joking.
“It’s gone,” Amelia repeated, and her shock was too much for her and she sank into the nearest chair while the rest of the room just looked at her in amazement, none of them quite able to believe what they were hearing.
Stillness settled over the room as none of them had it in them to form a valid response, and it was Lizzie who broke that stillness first. An expression came over her face that made Tad’s stomach do flips as he guessed her intent, then she was gone, blinking out of existence with nothing more than a pop and the after effects of Dream that tickled Tad’s senses.
He didn’t even think about his actions as his worry for his friend took over, and he too blinked out of existence, appearing first in th exit room at Ten Downing Street, and then on Westminster Bridge looking for signs of his friend. He knew she would be here because what reporter with any kind of journalistic passion could stay away from such a thing. However, he soon stopped looking when something much more monumental caught his attention.
Where once there had been a building so famous it was easily recognised the world over, there was now little more than a smoking pile of rubble that looked more like a crater than a building. And it wasn’t the only damage. The explosion had been so violent that nearby buildings had smoke rising from gaping holes, and the bridge itself was covered in rubble. Cars had been overturned near the building, and the backed up traffic held either stunned drivers or were empty as their passengers had long since fled.
“Can you believe this?” a familiar voice asked, and Tad looked up to find Lizzie looking into the screen on the back of a digital camera, filming the wreckage with wide, horrified eyes. She opened her mouth to say more, but movement up ahead caught both of their attention. This time it was Tad who reacted first, blinking out of existence one moment and then appearing again a hundred feet closer to the blast site, calling on Dream to augment his strength before reaching for a giant chunk of ancient wall that was pinning a desperate figure to the ground.
“Help me,” a youthful voice said, and Tad tried not to think how the girl sounded barely older than Jen as he focused on moving the giant chunk of stone. Even with the ghosts lending him strength, it was impossibly heavy and no matter how much he roared in effort, he only lifted it a few inches, not enough for the girl to slide out.
However, suddenly it became so light he almost fell as he lost his balance. The enormous chunk of wall was moving as if on its own and Tad changed the direction of the Dream he was calling over. Instead of augmenting his strength, he augmented the momentum of the wall, speeding it up until the huge thing flipped over like it was the world’s largest playing card. It collapsed back onto the street with a crash that caused the wall to break into smaller sections that would have been much easier to lift.
Waving his hand in front of his face and calling to Dream again to augment the movement of the air to blow away the dust, Tad looked over to whoever it was who had helped him flip the giant stone, and was surprised to find Stella standing beside him.
“I think Lizzie’s video is paying off,” she whispered, staring at her hands in awe, as though she couldn’t believe what she had just done.
Tad didn’t answer, his eyes instead moving to the young woman who had been pinned under the stone. It wasn’t good. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen years old and where her legs should have been, there was something that resembled a pair of jeans filled with red jelly. Tad had to look away so as not to lose his nerve as he rushed over to the young woman’s side and knelt next to her.
“What’s your name?” he asked. At first the girl didn’t hear him as she moaned in agony, but when he asked again, she gave him an answer.
“Gemma.”
“Hi Gemma, I’m Tad. I’m going to help you, I promise. But first, I need to find someone to make sure you’re okay to move. I need you to be brave for a second while I disappear. I’ll be right back.”
“Wait, my dad. He should be around here somewhere. Please, help me find him.”
Tad looked around and the more he looked, the more damage he saw and the more injured people he found. Finding one man in all this was going to be a nightmare.
“Tad,” Stella called from behind him.
“One second,” he called back, still searching for the man while thinking about what on Earth he was going to do to help these people.
“Tad!” Stella yelled, the note of urgency in her voice making him turn this time. It wasn’t like her to shout, and he didn’t like the look on her face.
“Growler, find her dad,” he said to his dog who rushed over to the girl and sniffed her once before putting his nose to the ground and rushing off into the rubble as Tad stepped up to Stella’s side. “What’s going on?”
“We need to get out of here.”
“What? Stella, look at these people. There are so many injured here that we can’t leave right now. We need to organise the rescue effort. We need—”
“Tad,” Stella interrupted, grabbing his arm to get his attention and shut him up. She waved her phone in his face and said, “I just got a call from Miles. We need to go. This isn’t the only attack.”
Tad’s skin prickled and his stomach started twisting itself into knots as he asked, “Where else?”
“Miles said the emergency services switchboards are going mad. This attack, it’s just the tip of the iceberg.”
“Where else, Stella?” Tad asked again, his impatience getting the better of him.
She stared at him, mouth opening and closing as she struggled to find the answer he was looking for. Those twisted knots in his stomach became full blown cramps as he recognised the panic in her expression and understood what that meant. Stella was not someone given to panic and if she was so shaken by this news that she couldn’t form words, Tad wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer.
“Where?” he asked one final time.
“Everywhere,” she whispered. “They’re attacking all over the country all at the same time.” Swallowing hard as she stared at him in horror, she asked, “What are we going to do?”
Right then, standing in the middle of Westminster Bridge surrounded by rubble, smoke and wailing people, Tad struggled to get his head around what she just told him and though he really wanted to, his brain just couldn’t form an answer to her simple question.
Instead, all he could do was look around in horror as he took it all in and once more felt that crushing weight of responsibility.
What are we going to do?
Stella’s question echoed through his mind and with ever increasing horror, Tad realised he didn’t have an answer.
“I don’t know,” he whispered as the hopelessness of their situation consumed him.
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Growler’s deep bark pulled Tad from the overwhelming thoughts that were locking up his mind. Looking up, he saw his dog standing over an enormous pile of rubble and the memory of what he asked Growler to do resurfaced.
He’s found Gemma’s dad, Rodney said from within his mind. Focus on that for now and you won’t feel so overwhelmed.
Accompanying his words were memories from Rodney’s life and the unbreakable focus that made him an excellent candidate for SAS selection. Calm settled over Tad like a comforting blanket and he spun to face Stella, who looked just as shocked as he had been a moment earlier.
“Stella, you need to go find Miles,” he said, gripping her arm and turning her to face him. “You’re always telling me we can’t act until we know all the information, well the same is true here. Find out what the hell is going on, and then we’ll figure out what to do from there.”
Stella blinked in a way that made him worry she wasn’t hearing him, but then her eyes cleared and her expression firmed up. She nodded once, then asked, “What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to help Gemma and her dad.”
“Alright, but then you need to come find me. I know you want to help these people, but there are other ways you will be more useful right now.”
“I know,” Tad said. “But by the time I’ve helped these two, you’ll have figured where I’ll be needed next, so I’ll be one step behind you.”
“Good,” Stella answered. Then, taking one last look around at the bridge, the destruction and the injured people, she said, “Stay safe and don’t do anything stupid.”
“Likewise,” Tad said, forcing a smile that she returned briefly before blinking out of existence.
Tad turned, looking for his dog again before changing the channel, appearing alongside Growler.
“He alive under there?” he asked, looking at the enormous pile of rubble and unable to see how anything could survive under so much debris. Growler chuffed in a way that told Tad he shouldn’t doubt him and just to do something about this rubble to help the man. Tad didn’t question him further and turned his mind to the problem of getting him out so he could get both the man and his daughter to a hospital as quick as possible.


◆◆◆
 


Ten minutes later, Tad arrived at the temporary HQ for what remained of the Dream Team, and found things were no less chaotic here. Despite his promise to Stella that he would be right along, he couldn’t leave all those people. He kept going back until enough normal help had arrived that his efforts wouldn’t have made much of a difference. By the time he left, the bridge was lit up by flashing blue lights and there were emergency services working their way through the destruction with promises of the army mobilising to help the rest.
“You’re late,” Denise accused as soon as she spotted him, snatching his arm like an angry mother grabbing her disobedient son who stayed out after curfew. “Come on, Stella’s waiting through here.”
She marched him through the chaos without caring who was in her way, and Tad had to wave apologies to people caught in her path. He didn’t have a chance to protest because her grip was so strong that Tad felt like she had super strength as well, and it was all he could do to keep up.
She led him out of the main room where he expected to find Stella with Miles and into a smaller room where there were groups of men and women gearing up as though getting ready for war. To Tad’s horror, Stella was at the centre of them with Leon by her side, both of them dressed in tactical gear like they were about to head out.
“What the hell are you doing?” Tad demanded.
“Finally. You promised you’d come straight here,” Stella accused, ignoring his question.
“I got distracted,” Tad answered. “What’s going on?”
“Kuruk, the children of ADaM and what looks like American soldiers have co-ordinated attacks all over the country. The soldiers have focused on military installations, the Children of ADaM are just causing as much chaos as they can, whereas Kuruk’s guys are focusing on mass scale destruction.”
“Like parliament,” Tad guessed.
“Exactly like that. They’re going in hard, blowing stuff up, then heading off somewhere else to cause even more mayhem. In most cases, they’ve been and gone without resistance, but we have them pinned down in four locations that were close to quick response points and that’s where we’re headed. I’ve sent Chakikra to Birmingham with her own team to deal with what’s happening there, Gary is in Manchester, and that leaves Edinburgh for me and Leon, and Cardiff for you as you don’t need to take the time to familiarise yourself with this location.”
“I don’t?” he asked.
“The Senedd again,” she answered. “Me and Leon are going for the Scottish Parliament. It looks like they’re trying to take out the three main government buildings in the country to hit our morale. I mean, if we can’t protect these places…”
“How can we protect anywhere else?” Tad finished for her. “Shit. Alright. Are you sure you and Leon should be—”
“Don’t give me shit, Tad. We’re stretched thin and we need all the help we can get. We’re going, so you have to just deal with that.”
Tad threw up his hands in surrender and took a step back.
“Sorry, just saying is all. No need to bite my head off.”
She glared at him like she didn’t trust his words, then finished strapping her bullet-proof vest in place before glancing at Leon and the rest of her team.
“Enough talking, let’s get going. Tad, last we heard, the dreamwalkers had forced themselves inside the Senedd and had started taking down the dreamcatchers. They’re taking fire from the local quick response team, but they’re hiding inside of the building and our guys are sitting ducks outside. Don’t just dreamwalk into the building like a blind idiot. Go talk with the soldiers on the ground first. You got that?”
Again Tad felt like a child being told off by his mother, but he knew better than to argue. Stella glared at him like she wanted to make her point doubly clear, but then looked away and told her team to move out. A second later, there were a series of pops as she and her team vanished.
Turning to his own team, Tad saw them ready and waiting, one of them holding up a bullet-proof vest and helmet impatiently.


◆◆◆
 


Tad stepped out of Dream and wished he hadn’t. There was a whiz sound as something small and fast shot by his face and the soldier next to him fell to the ground, part of his head missing.
Incoming fire, Rodney shouted even as Tad was already drawing on the strength of his ghosts and throwing up a shield of air around him and his new team. No sooner was that shield in place when he felt the impact of another bullet, this one caught by the shield. The men with him flinched away from the bullet, but Tad stood his ground and looked beyond his bubble of condensed air to see what they had stepped in to.
The steps between the Senedd and the waterfront resembled a battleground. Dead bodies littered the steps, all of them in the garb of British soldiers and only a few bodies looking like they belonged to Kuruk’s people. What was worse was that the bodies weren’t just dead, they had been destroyed in a variety of ways. Some looked charred and were smoking, while others look pulverised, like they had been dropped from a great height. And then, of course, there were those who had just been shot in a more traditional but no less lethal manner.
Scattered amongst the bodies and taking cover where they could find it, what remained of the quick response military unit were firing back up at the building itself and the men with dreamcatchers that Tad now saw were surrounding the building while their friends got to work within. He couldn’t follow Stella’s orders and touch base with the quick response team because they were too spread out, and the attacks were too oppressive.
A flare of Dream caught Tad’s attention, pulling his eye to a man at the entrance to the Sennedd who had just activated a tattoo and was hurling a fireball towards a soldier who had broken cover to run towards an injured man on the steps. Tad flashed back to those teenagers in Swansea who had been burnt to a crisp by the fire nightmare, and he acted without thinking.
Keeping the shield in place around his men, he drew more deeply on the reserves of his ghosts and created a second image in his mind. Splitting his focus this way was something he hadn’t tried before, but after working with Ashley to create connections to multiple ghosts this morning, it felt like something he could do.
He motioned to the water behind him and, with a grand sweeping gesture, concentrated the movement of some of the water a thousand times over and in a very specific area. A jet of water that looked like it had been shot from the world’s most powerful hose-pipe jetted by Tad, arcing over the heads of the startled soldiers who flinched like they were being attacked from behind and then colliding with the ball of fire.
The fire and water cancelled each other out, the fire turning the water into a cloud of steam that provided the cover needed for the soldier who had been out in the open to drag his friend back to safety.
Why aren’t they using their dreamcatchers? Thomas asked from inside Tad’s head, the ex-politician horrified by the slaughter in front of him.
Because they haven’t had enough time to practice with them yet, Tony answered while Tad dealt with the mild backlash of using two dreams at once. The headache was painful, but it faded fast thanks to the three ghosts inside him.
He thought about Tony’s words and realised this was the major problem they faced in this war. Only Trevors and his team had enough experience with dreamcatchers to match what Kuruk and his army could do. All the quick response teams had dreamcatchers and that soldier could have just dreamwalked himself and his injured friend to safety. But he hadn’t used it enough and was falling back on more human instincts.
We need to bring them back together so we can co-ordinate a fresh attack, Rodney said, his mind focused on the job at hand. Again, his words were accompanied with knowledge and skills that Rodney used in life and Tad scanned the enemy, looking for weak spots to take advantage of. Therefore, he was quick to notice that the dreamcatchers that once hung in the windows of the building to defend it were no longer there. More than this, he felt the familiar tingling of Dream as people were dreamwalking away from the building.
He realised what was happening at the same time that Rodney said, We’re too late. They’ve finished what they came to do. We need to get out of here.
One by one, the defenders at the top of the steps also started blinking out of existence and Tad realised they were seconds away from another explosion. If it was anything like the explosion in London, then no one on these steps would be safe.
“Dreamwalk out of here,” he commanded the men behind him who as yet had not had a chance to be of any use as Tad’s shield not only kept bullets out, but also kept them in. He didn’t wait to see if they listened before he turned his attention to the soldiers on the steps. They hadn’t realised what was happening and it looked like they were going to try to rush the building now that the number of defenders were dwindling.
Tad wanted to shout for them to retreat, but knew his voice would be lost when compared to the sound of gunfire. The only thing left to him was to protect them from the coming explosion.
That’s stupid, Tad. That explosion is going to be enormous. Defending against bullets is one thing, but this is suicide.
Tad agreed with Tony’s protests, but he couldn’t bring himself to abandon these people. There had to be a way to protect them.
More of Kuruk’s people dreamwalked away, and he realised he was running out of time.
We need to go, Thomas said, sounding panicked. Tad wanted to tell him he could go if he wanted, but he needed his strength for whatever he was going to do next. In fact, he could do with the strength of…
His thoughts trailed off as a new idea surfaced and suddenly he was looking around for something that might just be able to save them all. At first he found nothing, but when he stopped focusing with his eyes and focused with dreamwalker senses, he soon spotted them. The ghosts of the dead soldiers who hadn’t moved on. They were with their friends, trying to help where they could. There were only five that Tad could find, but hopefully that would be enough.
You’ve never connected to five before, Tony pointed out, not helpful in the slightest. Tad ignored him, and focused only on the fact that if he didn’t do something now, they would all be dead.
He focused on those ghosts, and just as Ashley had taught him that morning, he tried to connect with them. It was kind of like casting a fishing line. He wanted to get his hooks into the ghosts to make a connection that would allow him to draw power. However, this was more like casting five fishing lines at once and on targets who didn’t want to be hooked.
As soon as each ghost felt him try to connect, they fought him, scared of what he was doing. Unfortunately, Tad didn’t have the experience he needed to force the connection, as Ashley might have been able to, so he tried something new. Using instinct rather than the knowledge Ashley shared, he simply asked for their help.
With every new fishing line he cast, he bated the hook with the knowledge of what he was trying to do and how he needed their help. As soon as the connection landed, that knowledge was placed inside the ghost’s head. For one ghost it didn’t matter, and he fought him off anyway. For the other four though, they realised who he was, what he was trying to do and that this might just be their only hope to save their friends. Those four ghosts let themselves be hooked, and Tad felt power flow down those fishing lines like he had just hooked onto a power line instead of ghosts.
Electricity rushed through him, making him feel stronger than he ever had in his life. Light exploded around him as his eyes were adapting more strongly to the night than ever before, and it was like he was seeing in daylight. He had noticed before that each new ghost allowed for what felt like exponential growth. With three ghosts, he had the approximate strength of eight dreamwalkers. Those extra four ghosts left him with what felt like the strength of one-hundred-and-twenty-eight dreamwalkers, and that power felt like it was too much.
His every nerve was buzzing, the surrounding sounds were overwhelming, and he felt like if he wasn’t careful with how he stepped, he might break the very stone under his feet with his new strength. But he didn’t need to step, he needed to imagine something and open a door in his mind.
He imagined another shield of air, this one much larger than the one that had just protected himself and the men at his back. This new shield was to cover the entirety of the steps outside the Senedd and shelter every man here. He imagined an enormous bubble of solidified air, and when that image was clear in his mind, he pushed on that door to another reality.
It was like someone had replaced the heavy door on a shopping centre with one that still looked heavy but had no weight whatsoever. Tad braced himself to handle the resistance of the door, but there was no resistance and he threw that door open wide with such force that Dream rushed through in a torrent. An ocean of power consumed him so fast that he felt like he was going to tear apart at the seams. A little panicked at what that much power might do to him, he flowed it all into this new image and instantly reality reacted to his will.
He wasn’t a moment too soon.
In a dreamlike moment, a series of enormous fireballs built within the Senedd, soon combining into one tremendous explosion that had no where to travel but outwards. Windows shattered, steel melted and scraps of wood and stone were flung out into the world by the force of a blast that should have annihilated everything around it. Indeed, the buildings behind and to the side of the Senedd were peppered with rubble and destruction that did massive damage. Sheltered by the bubble of Tad’s power, though, the steps in front of the Sennedd were unchanged save for the fact that the very ground beneath their feet was shaking.
So dense was the shield of air that the awesome sound was barely more than a muffled cough, allowing everyone within the bubble to look up at the destruction without even needing to cover their ears.
Darkness consumed them as the bubble was covered in rubble, but because of the shape of that shield, the rubble slid off to collect around the edges.
Twenty seconds after the bubble went up, Tad let go of Dream and the sounds of the world flooded back in. He didn’t hear them, though. Instead, he was focused on what he had just done and was awed that there was no pain. Even at the end, he let the bubble drop because it was no longer needed, not because he felt tired.
Tad, the ghosts, Tony urged from inside his head, breaking through his shock and forcing his attention back to the ghosts who had leant Tad their power. Two of them were on their knees, looking like they might keel over at any moment, while the other two were losing their form, with shadow spilling from their eyes as they gave in to the madness that accompanied the pull of the next life. While Tad had been marvelling at his power and the lack of cost to himself, those ghosts had been paying the price for him.
He cast those fishing lines again, forging connections with these ghosts and this time pulling down Dream under his own power and not using theirs. The door felt heavier compared to last time, but he didn’t need to open it far, just enough to feed power from Dream down those fishing lines and into the ghosts who had almost sacrificed so much to help him.
Ten seconds later, he cut the connection as his job was done. It was that easy to bring these ghosts back from madness. Tony swore.
All this time, Tad, he whispered. We could have helped so many ghosts.
Memories of the twins rushed through Tad’s head, memories that weren’t his own but Tony’s. Along with those memories were the near overwhelming emotions of sorrow and regret. Alone Tad wouldn’t have known what to say to his ghost, as he felt those emotions as though they were his own, emotions he didn’t even know his ghost was capable of on such a scale. However, he wasn’t alone.
You can’t dwell on what could have been because even Tad can’t change the past, Thomas insisted. Think instead of all the ghosts you can help now that you have this power.
Tony wasn’t mollified by the words, but they helped Tad enough to think more clearly.
He moved his attention from the ghosts to the crater that once housed the building they had come to save. They had been too late and would have died had Tad not been given that instruction by Ashley this morning. If this happened even yesterday, he wouldn’t be standing here right now.
This wasn’t the only target for a bomb like this, Rodney reminded him, and Tad’s eyes widened as he realised what he meant.
“Stella,” he gasped, then vanished.
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Stella tried to ignore the stinging cold of the wind as she looked down the mountainside toward the distant lights pointed out to her by the soldier at her side. They stood atop Arthur’s seat, the extinct volcano that overlooked Scotland’s capital city, and Stella’s attention was being directed at two large buildings at the bottom of the famous Royal Mile.
“Locals spotted suspicious activity outside the parliament building an hour ago and called it in. The police who responded were killed, but not before they called for the quick response team. They arrived in time to fight the enemy back, but there weren’t enough of them to end this, so they’ve occupied the parliament building itself. With the aid of the dreamcatchers on the building, they’ve been able to hold out so far and they’ve kept the enemy on the back foot. Most of them are hiding out near the gates of Holyrood Palace.”
The soldier’s pointing finger moved an inch to the right, this time pointing at the older buildings that stood in stark contrast to the more modern, hard lines of the parliament building across the street. The ancient stone and sharp peaks of the palace were harder to make out in the dark of the night, but Stella still saw them well enough.
“So they’re at a stalemate,” Stella said, trying to think how she could use this to her advantage. “Well, at least until Kuruk’s people get some reinforcements. Those dreamcatchers in that building might keep them out right now, but trust me, I know from experience that there’s more than Dream that can breach a building.”
“Which is why we’re here, right?” the soldier asked, and Stella nodded in response.
“What do you recommend?” she asked, knowing that she was out of her depth tactically and was better off letting him take the lead.
“I think we should split our people into two forces and hit them from both sides at once. Half of us dreamwalk into the grounds of the palace and come at them from that direction while the rest of us come from the direction of the road and hit them from that side. That way we’ll have them trapped and should be able to end this quickly.”
“Don’t forget they have dreamcatchers of their own,” Stella said. “The second they think they’re trapped, they’re just going to scatter. You can’t contain them that easily.”
“Then what do you suggest?” he asked. With anyone else, he did a masterful job at controlling his frustration at being second guessed by a civilian, but Stella’s talent picked it out easily enough. In fact, she didn’t just notice the change in his tone, but it was almost like he was projecting his true thoughts at her. It wasn’t quite like reading his mind, instead like there was an instant understanding of the true meaning of his words.
Stella was distracted by the strange sensation that offered so much more than she ever got from her talent before, but she didn’t have time to question it now. Instead, she tried to focus on how they could take advantage of the situation. However, between her improved eyesight and this jump in her talents, she couldn’t help but wonder what else had changed within her thanks to the video that Lizzie put out.
That wondering led her to an idea and suddenly she knew what was needed.
“How quick could your guys secure those men if they were frozen in place?”
The soldier frowned at her, and again she had a flash of insight as she realised he was trusting the darkness to hide his frown and didn’t think she could see it.
“I’m not rushing anything tonight,” the soldier answered. “Those men are armed with dreamcatchers and your people have spent the last month hammering into our heads how dangerous they are. We go rushing in and—”
“I’m not asking you to rush. I’m asking what you could do with a couple seconds advantage without having to worry about them attacking you?”
The soldier didn’t know how to respond, but someone else in their party understood what Stella was getting at.
“I could do a lot with a couple of seconds,” Leon said. “I could have done a lot with it before, but now…”
Leon let his words trail off as he saw that Stella got his meaning. Suddenly everything fell into place and a plan formed. It would be both a good way to end this and also test just what Lizzie’s story had done for her.
“I have an idea,” she said, before gesturing for the soldiers to huddle in close so she could explain. It was clear by their expressions that they didn’t like being told what to do by someone outside the military command structure, but as she explained her plan, what she could do, and how they could put it to use, their doubt turned to grudging acceptance. By the time she was done explaining, she had everyone on board.


◆◆◆
 


Stella risked raising her head so she could see the street. She had dreamwalked to the roof of a building far enough away that the pop of her arrival wouldn’t alert the enemy to her presence, but close enough that she could see between the two buildings on either side of the palace gates. The enemies were sheltered from the soldiers in the parliament building by the corridor created by those two buildings.
From here she could see fifteen men, all of them pressed up against the wall of the building to the right of the gate to better hide themselves while they discussed their next actions. Two of those men were right at the edge of the building furthest from the gate so they could keep an eye on the soldiers across the street.
It would be so easy to kill them all, Stella thought, thinking how an ambush from the palace grounds or even from the rooftops would give her soldiers enough time to kill them before they could escape. They would deserve as much, right? They were here as part of a war effort that killed countless innocents.
However, she sympathised with Tad’s point of view on killing these people. It was one thing to do it in the heat of battle, and it was another to do it from a position of ambush in cold blood. Maybe that sort of thinking was why she had no place leading people in a time of war, but she had to believe that there was a better way. If she could capture them, then who knew what kind of information they could get.
“You ready for this?” she whispered to Leon, the only other person who followed her up to the rooftop. The rest of the soldiers had dreamwalked into the palace grounds and were waiting for her signal for them to move.
“I’m ready? What about you, you have the dangerous part,” he said, sounding worried.
“I’ll be fine. Just don’t waste the distraction.”
“You can count on me, Stella, I promise.”
She felt a similar level of insight to when she talked with the soldier. Leon meant every one of those words with all of his being and Stella was touched at the depth of his feelings.
You don’t have time to get soppy, Stella. Get your head on straight, her inner voice demanded. It was the same voice that had driven her for most of her adult life, that made her such a great detective and kept her focused on what she needed to do. She heard less of that voice these days, shutting it out when it tried to get her to go back into her shell and rebuild her emotional defences. However, right now, the advice was good and she pulled her mind back to the task.
“Let’s do this,” she said, as much to herself as Leon. Then, before she could think better of it, she activated the tattoo on her back.
The world shifted, but not by much. The rooftop view jumped so that now she was at street level and a little closer to the corridor where the men were hiding. The two guards at the front jumped at the sound of the pop and spun towards her, one raising a gun and the other activating a dreamcatcher that flashed brightly even though it was covered by a thick layer of clothing.
“FREEZE!”
It wasn’t just a word that Stella said, it was an order that she threw all the Authority she could muster into. She had used this talent sparingly since she discovered it, as it was a tremendous drain on her energy. But with her other talents increasing and Leon having her back, she dared go a little further. She didn’t hold herself back and braced herself for the wave of weariness that would leave her defenceless for a little while.
Just as expected, it felt like her energy was being drained out of her and her legs felt weak and her muscles ached. However, it was not so debilitating as it had been before and she was able to stay on her feet to see the results of her actions.
The word hit the men harder than she expected. She remembered trying it on Deo back when he was posing as Miles, and it barely stopped him longer than a fraction of a second. But she felt the difference when she said the word this time, almost like her voice was filled with energy that had physical weight, and each of these men felt it as well.
They froze, the gun stopping long before it finished its journey, the tattoo on the man’s chest continuing to glow but not getting any brighter. The rest of the men froze in place like they were statues. It was as though time had stopped, and it made them sitting ducks for what came next.
There was a pop that broke the silence, then Leon was there, moving so quick she couldn’t see more than a blur. The man with the raised gun was suddenly on the ground with his gun knocked from hands that were somehow secured behind him by cable ties in the time it took Stella to blink. A moment later, the man next to him had been thrown against a wall hard enough to break bones, but he was caught and secured before he had finished his bounce.
In the space of a heartbeat, there were two men down and out. However, the sudden movement had broken the spell that Stella laid on the other men and they moved in a combination of people going for guns and or activating dreamcatchers. In some cases, they did both.
Neither actions mattered.
Two more men went down before they had a chance to fire off an attack, and by the time the final eleven were ready to fire, there were more pops filling the air as the British soldiers appeared in the tight space, ignoring the gate and taking Kuruk’s people by surprise.
Startled shouts filled the air as the enemy turned to face this fresh attack. Gunshots cracked as some of Stella’s soldiers felt threatened enough to fire first, and there were bright flashes of light as the dreamcatchers finally finished igniting. Three men fell to the gunshots. There were more gunshots and a flash of fire in the darkness that cost the life of one of Stella’s people, but not before two more of the enemy went down at Leon’s hands and another man lost his life to a well-placed shot.
One of the enemy closest to the street exit of the little corridor was positioned in such a way that Stella could see he was about to fire his gun at a soldier’s back. The message rang through her mind loud and clear even as that enemy was beginning to execute his plan, and her eidolon reflexes had her acting before she fully registered what she was doing.
She rushed forward, surprised to close the ten-foot gap between herself and this man in the blink of an eye, and she had a hand on his shoulder just as he was bringing the gun level with her soldier’s head. She tugged on that shoulder as hard as she could, intending to pull the man away before he could get off his shot. Bones snapped under her grip that was far stronger than she expected, and the man didn’t just get pulled away, he spun wildly. As intended, when he fired the gun it missed its mark.
In a blur of movement, Stella snatched the gun out of his hand, breaking more bones in the process, and threw the man against a wall before using her own zip ties to secure his hands behind his back. She’d already finished by the time the man got his breath back from being so violently manhandled. As the pain of his broken shoulder registered in his eyes, he started whimpering as the fight left him.
A tattoo flared for an instant under his shirt, but it was extinguished by the dramcatchers hanging from the zip ties around his wrist. They were only small, but they would nullify the enemy’s ability to use their powers to dreamwalk away, and would last long enough for Stella and the soldiers to get these men somewhere more secure so they could destroy the tattoos.
When she looked up from the whimpering man, who was no longer going anywhere, she saw that the battle was already over. All the enemy were either tied up or dead, and it looked like they had only lost one of their own people. However, one was more than enough for these soldiers, and again Stella recognised what was going to happen and acted on instinct.
“STOP!”
Once more, the surrounding soldiers became living statues. She hadn’t put as much into this one, so the energy drain wasn’t all that much. It helped that these men were already predisposed to listen to her, but she recognised she was also a lot stronger thanks to Lizzie.
A shiver of fear ran through her as she wondered just how far that strength could go and how it could change her, but she forced herself to ignore that fear for another day and concentrate on the situation.
“The fight is over,” she said. “These men are secured and are now prisoners. Anyone who does anything to these men in the name of retribution will answer to me. Is that clear?”
All heads nodded, including the prisoners themselves, and Stella relaxed a little as she turned to the soldier in charge of the group.
“Escort them back to the base and have their dreamcatchers removed before you lock them up.” She looked over her shoulder at the parliament building and added, “Then get a group of soldiers without dreamcatchers to come here to relieve the quick response team. We don’t need people with dreamcatchers guarding that building thanks to the dreamcatchers already in place, but we need every dreamcatcher we can get for the rest of the—”
Her words were cut short when suddenly Leon was in her face, hands on her shoulders like hydraulic clamps that were holding her in place with such strength that she couldn’t move even if she wanted to. After experiencing new levels of strength like she had never felt before, it was disconcerting to be so easily overpowered. But not so disconcerting as what she read from the expression on Leon’s face.
“You’ve been shot,” he said, staring at her stomach with wide eyes.
Stella looked down and was surprised to find a pool of blood growing on her shirt over her right hip. It was below the area covered by the bullet-proof vest and closer to her hip than her stomach. As if it took looking at the wound to actually feel the accompanying pain, Stella grunted at the new fiery heat.
“We need to get you to a hospital,” Leon said, his fingers tightening on her arm.
“No, wait,” she said, trying to shrug off his grip but not succeeding until she asked him to let her go.
Gingerly, she reached for the hem of her t-shirt and started pulling it away from the wound. She winced as the wet fabric clung to the blood, but there was something not right about the sensation in her side that accompanied the pain, and she had to check it out. It was burning hot, but there was a strange itching sensation, which was growing more intense.
When she got the t-shirt out of the way, she winced at the sight of the bloody gash in her side. The bullet had gouged a deep trough of a wound, but it had only gone through flesh and had missed the bone. It hurt now that she was aware of it, but it was manageable enough that she hesitated in getting it treated as she looked closer at what was causing the itching sensation.
At first she could see nothing that was aggravating the injury, but then she spotted something that she had only seen once before. There was movement from within the wound, almost like her flesh was wriggling. The last time she saw this, it had been much more obvious as it happened within a well lit stab wound on Lizzie’s stomach. It was what it looked like when cells were regenerating at a much quicker pace than nature intended.
The wound was healing.
It wasn’t so quick as what Jen could do, but it was fast enough that she doubted there would be any sign of it in ten minutes.
“They saw you heal.”
Leon’s awed whisper made her look up, and as soon as she recognised his expression, she realised what he was talking about.
It would have been an unintended side effect of the video Lizzie released. She hadn’t focused on this, but Stella realised it was impossible for people to miss. Back when she had been caught in the explosion, photos had leaked to the media of what she had looked like thanks to the camera phones of patients in the emergency room. Then Lizzie’s video had shown more recent images of Stella looking almost healed.
The public didn’t know about Jen’s abilities, so it must have looked like Stella could heal herself from that sort of injury on her own. That belief had taken hold on mass.
By the time she was done figuring this out, she had another shock. It turned out her estimates of how quickly the wound would be gone were way off and now all that was left to show for the fact that she had been shot was the sticky red blood that still saturated her t-shirt and stained her unbroken skin.
“Amazing,” Leon whispered, and Stella couldn’t help but agree.
The soldiers around her stared at her like she was an alien. Their silence was only broken by a sudden pop that made everyone jump, followed by another pop that signalled the arrival a giant dog.
“I’m okay,” Stella said quickly, seeing the look on Tad’s face as he spotted the blood covering her. She had read him easily enough before her abilities got a boost, but she could tell now just by the look on his face that he was a heartbeat away from grabbing her and dreamwalking her to Jen. “It’s already healed, see,” she continued, wiping away the blood to show she was unhurt.
“Healed?” Tad asked as his panic faded. He took a few steps forward and gently brushed at the place where the wound had been, almost like he needed to touch it to make sure she wasn’t lying. Stella was amazed there wasn’t even a little pain at his touch, almost like the wound had never existed.
She answered his question about what happened, but that just led to more questions about how they had secured these men and saved the Scottish parliament from the same fate as the one in Westminster. That led to questions about how Tad’s own mission had gone, which unfortunately had not been so successful.
“Wait, you used what Ashely taught you?” Stella asked. “How did it feel?”
“It was insane,” Tad admitted. “It was like nothing I have ever felt before. I only connected to four other ghosts, but it felt like the difference between being powered by a car battery, or tapping into the national grid. It was more power than I am comfortable with if I’m honest.”
“But do you think you can use it again to help us tonight? There are more attacks, Tad, and we could use all the help we can get.”
He hesitated only a moment before nodding in agreement. “Yeah, I think if it’s to save lives rather than take them...” His words trailed off and he firmed up, suddenly looking more determined. “Of course I can do it again. Where else am I needed?”
Stella smiled at the new confidence she heard in his voice, confidence that had been sadly missing since losing Ryan. That confidence was infectious. Again Stella rubbed her fingers over the wound, marvelling at her own upgrades before she looked at Leon and remembered him moving so quick he was almost a blur.
Surely between the three of them, they might make a difference tonight. It had started with disaster, but maybe they could stop it from getting any worse.
“Miles will know,” she said. “Come on, let’s go find out.” To the soldiers, she added, “You know what you’re supposed to do. Get on it, then come find me. We have a long night ahead of us and a lot of lives to save.”
Her words lit a fire under them and they each rushed off to do as requested, while Stella turned her mind to her own tasks. She was right in what she said. She knew she had a long night ahead of them. But after how well that had just gone and Tad’s own improvements, she felt hopeful about being able to claw something back from what could otherwise be the jaws of defeat.
Suddenly more determined than she had felt since Freckles died, she narrowed her focus on what she needed to do next, and she thought about Miles and the HQ before changing the channel.
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“There are attacks happening in most of the major cities across the UK,” Stella reported over the large TV in the conference room. “The forces are split in terms of abilities. From what we could see, the three main dreamcatcher attacks were in London, Cardiff and Edinburgh, though they have moved on to other places. Manchester and Birmingham are getting hit pretty hard right now, and I’ve sent Tad to Newcastle to deal with what’s going on over there. I’m about to lead a team to Manchester to help where I can with that one.”
“Maybe I should go to Birmingham then, lend a bit of dreamwalker support there,” Norman suggested, but five voices shouted him down at once. Stella and Norman’s three military advisers shouted him down from the television, while Amelia accompanied her own vehement rejection with a smack to the back of his head.
“Don’t be stupid,” she scolded. “You’re staying right here.”
“She’s right, Norman,” Stella said. “We have this covered. Chakikra is leading a team of soldiers armed with dreamcatchers to Birmingham, while Gary is off to Manchester to help with the rest. And to top that off, as soon as Tad is done with Newcastle, he will go over there to help.”
Still a little stung by how forcefully he had been shouted down, Norman asked, “You think Tad can handle Newcastle quickly enough to help?”
Stella hesitated a moment, then nodded.
“He didn’t get to Cardiff in time to help save the Senedd, but he told me what he did there and… Yes, I think he can help.” She glanced off screen for a second and said, “I need to go. There’s one thing you should all know before I leave though.”
“What’s that?” Norman asked.
“The other cities that don’t have a heavy dreamcatcher presence, there are a lot of American soldiers taking part in the attacks and they’re not hiding anymore. This is an all out offensive now and there’s no way that the Americans can deny this.”
Norman sat up straighter at that news, suddenly excited.
“Tell me you have your pet reporter taking advantage of this,” he begged, hoping Stella would answer in the affirmative.
“She’s not my pet anything, but yes, Lizzie and her people are out covering this. Somehow she talked Tad into getting her key people dreamcatchers of their own so they’re covering a lot of ground right now.”
“It would still be worth getting other people on this,” Amelia pointed out. “I will get in touch with some people I know and see if we can get the press riled up. We need to take advantage of this as soon as possible.”
“Do that,” Norman agreed, not needing to give her any more permission than that to duck out of the meeting room with her phone in her hand. Turning back to Stella, he added, “Have you got Tony’s ghosts helping with your efforts tonight?”
Stella shook her head impatiently, like she was eager to be off the call.
“There’s been no time to get them,” she said.
“Make the time,” Norman pressed. “With the news coverage on these attacks, we want ghosts, dreamwalkers, soldiers with dreamcatchers and normal people working together to turn these attacks back. This is the worst attack on British soil since World War Two and if we want to somehow turn this shit-show into a positive, then we need to take advantage of the fact that we are getting a lot of eyeballs on us right now. We’re only going to pull through this thing if we can start working together, and the best way for people to accept that fact is to see the results of us working together.”
“Prime Minister, I need to go,” Stella said.
“Make the time, Stella,” Norman ordered before she could shut off her connection. “I can’t understate how important this is.”
“I will,” she answered, and then her window vanished and only the other military advisers who had filled the screen with her remained. However, they were looking every bit as impatient as Stella had been, so Norman let them go as well. The last one was just signing off when Amelia re-entered the room.
“I’ve lit a fire under the right people and we should see some serious mobilisation soon. They were active anyway with what’s going on, but I’ve pointed their focus in the right direction.”
“Good,” Norman said, then leaned back in his chair and ran his hands over his face as his mind spun up and tried to make sense of all the information he just received.
“You know, as much as tonight sucks, this could be the best thing to happen to us,” he said, not expecting an answer from Amelia as he was thinking out loud.
“You better not say anything like that where a reporter can hear you,” she admonished as she took a seat across the table.
“No, I’m serious. Until now, we’ve been fighting shadows. They’ve been coming at us when we least expect them and we haven’t even been able to point the finger at the enemy and make it stick. I know the number of people who believe we are at war is growing every day, but this is what was needed to unite the country. This was a stupid mistake for them because if nothing else, it’s going to force people from all sides to work together on this thing. They’ve just dropped a massive opportunity in our lap and done a lot of the hard work for us.”
“Which makes you wonder why they’ve done this,” Amelia pointed out, but Norman waved her off.
“We’ll never know the answer to that, so why worry about it? Let’s focus on what’s in front of us and see how we can come out of this on top. How do we capitalise on the opportunity they’ve dropped in our laps?”
“Get out to the ruins of parliament and get in front of a camera,” Amelia answered. “We need to show the horror of what just happened and use that to—”
For the second time that night, their conversation was cut off mid sentence as an enormous explosion drowned out the rest of Amelia’s words. This time the sound was even louder than before and where the ground had shaken last time, this time it was like the world was ending. It was so shocking that Norman fell out of his chair.
Alarms started going off, this time not just car alarms outside, but within the building as well. Those sirens were so loud that they stabbed into Norman’s brain and scrambled his thoughts. Before he could even think to question what was going on, the door to the conference room burst open and one of the soldiers who were part of his boosted security force barged in.
“What’s happening?” Norman demanded.
“We’re under attack, sir. An explosion just took out the rear—”
Again his words were interrupted by an explosion, this one every bit as loud and just as violent. This time dust fell from the ceiling as cracks ran through the paint work and the windows rattled.
Those explosions are getting closer, Norman thought, the cold fingers of fear taking a tight grip on his insides and making him want to shiver.
“You need to get out of here, sir,” the soldier said even as more soldiers poured into the room, two of them securing Amelia and trying to drag her away. Norman ignored the hands of the soldier, gripping his own arm as they pulled him out of his seat, instead shouting at the soldiers manhandling his aide.
“Where are you taking her?” he demanded.
“The same place we’re taking you,” the soldier tugging him toward the entrance said. “We need to get to the Dream room so that we can get you out of here.”
Norman was distracted by the wailing of sirens and the distant sound of gunfire, so it took him a second to understand what the man was telling him. Finally he realised they were taking him to the one room in the entire building where he could use his powers to flee. Like the DTHQ before its destruction, Downing street was covered in dreamcatchers that stopped Dream from crossing the boundary save for in one place. If he was going to escape, he needed to either get to that room or…
He staggered to a stop so suddenly that even the soldier dragging him had to stop as well.
“Sir, we need to—”
“Don’t bother, the dreamcatchers are down,” Norman said, pulling his arm free. “I just felt the barrier drop.”
“The explosion must have taken them out. Then you need to get out of here now,” Amelia ordered from twenty feet down the corridor where her soldiers were getting the message that they could stop dragging her away.
“Not without you. Come on. Let’s go.”
The soldiers let her go so that Amelia could run towards him, but there was yet another boom. The wall to Norman’s left exploded in a fiery shower of wood, stone, and other debris. Black smoke billowed out along with dust and spots of orange flame, but Norman didn’t see any of it as he was thrown from his feet across the corridor where he collided with first the soldier beside him and then the wall.
He grunted as the air was driven from his lungs and then he must have blacked out for a second because the next thing he knew he was blinking rapidly to clear his eyes and the world seemed blurry around him. There was no one left standing in the corridor and everyone was covered in a layer of dust and debris. His ears were ringing and his head span, but he had enough presence of mind to look around frantically for Amelia even as he coughed the dust out of his lungs.
He called her name, but his voice sounded like it was coming from under water to his own ears. He tried to stand, but instantly fell over again as the explosion had messed with the equilibrium in his inner ear and he was struggling to stop the world from spinning.
He caught himself against the wall on the next attempt, and when he called Amelia’s name, this time his voice was a little clearer.
“Norman?”
The voice sounded like it came from a mile away, but when he followed the sound, he saw Amelia was only ten feet from him. She was struggling her way out from under some rubble, and there was blood streaming down her face and into her eyes. She looked dazed, but other than that, he thought she would survive.
I need to get her to a hospital, Norman thought to himself, and he took a step forward, keeping his hand on the wall to maintain his balance. It was only ten feet. He should have been able to cover the distance in a couple of steps. But his legs weren’t working correctly, and he barely managed a shuffle before he nearly fell again, once more having to catch himself on the wall.
“Norman?” Amelia asked again, her voice much clearer this time as not only was he adapting to his situation, but she was coming out of her daze. Unfortunately there was another note that replaced the confusion in her voice, and one he liked even less. She sounded terrified.
Hating that sound in her voice, Norman used that hatred to fuel himself and he forced himself to focus, taking a bigger step forward this time and determined to get to her side.
He made it two small steps and was almost there when he felt an iron grip on the back of his neck and he was pulled backwards off his feet like he was a puppy being picked up by its mother. Pain ran up his neck as it was supporting the weight of his entire body, and this time when Amelia said his name, it was more of a scream than a question.
Norman’s feet were no longer touching the floor, so he had no leverage to struggle against what was being done to him, but he turned just enough to see who held him so effortlessly. The man was a giant in a way that made Tad Holcroft look small. Covered in black lines that only added to the intimidation of his bulk, Norman didn’t think he had ever been in the presence of someone who more personified death than this man.
“Finally, we meet,” Kuruk rumbled, his voice so deep Norman could feel it in his chest like his words were mini explosions. “I have waited a long time for this day.”
For maybe the first time in his life, Norman didn’t have the words to reply. He racked his brain for an answer, but none came, nothing but the lizard part of his brain screaming at him that this was a dangerous situation and he needed to either fight or run like hell. Something told him that fight wouldn’t be an option against this man, so it was time to get out of here. Physical force alone would not do it though, this man was far too strong for that.
But you’re a dreamwalker, a voice in his mind reminded him. You’ve spent a long time hiding it, but don’t go down without a fight.
Norman agreed, but the explosion had scrambled his brain and he was struggling to figure out an idea for something to do. However, hearing Amelia cry out as more of Kuruk’s people popped into existence and dragged her to her feet forced his mind to focus, and he decided.
There were fires all around him and with just a thought he could—
A simple click was all it took to shatter his dreams of escape and know that he had failed both himself and Amelia. He looked down as best he could to see that the first of the handcuffs had been secured around his wrist, and a moment later, the second one closed with another click. It didn’t take a genius to guess what the designs etched into the handcuffs did, but as Norman reached for Dream and felt them heat up as they blocked him from his power, he got his confirmation soon enough.
Kuruk’s rumbling laugh vibrated his arm and made Norman grit his teeth in pain as the vibration rattled his brain.
“Come now, we can’t be having any of that, can we? No, you’re going to meet your end like nature intended, cut off from that evil power that you covet so much.”
“Power you use freely,” Norman spat, pointing out the hypocrisy in Kuruk’s words. Kuruk’s smile faded.
“I hate every one of these nasty things on my skin and I can’t wait for the day that I can cut them from my body and be done with them once and for all,” Kuruk snarled, pulling Norman in close enough that he could feel his hot breath upon his face. “Filthy bastards like you are only interested in power, so I don’t expect you to understand what it’s like to ever want to be rid of it.”
“I understand that you’re crazy and will say anything to justify your actions,” Norman said.
“Justify my actions? Look at you? A filthy politician who has spent his whole life hiding the evil in you so that you can justify your own actions. You try to pretend like everything you do is for the good of your country, but I know your kind. Dreamwalker and politician alike, corrupted by power and wanting only more of it.”
“You’re wrong,” Norman pressed. “Of the two of us, it’s clear who the monster is. I’m not the one with the blood of innocents on my hands.”
The accusation infuriated the giant and for a second Norman feared that Kuruk would kill him for it, but he was saved from that fate when another man popped into existence beside Kuruk and caught his attention.
“Sir, if we have the Prime Minister, we should go. Reinforcements are arriving and—”
“Yes, Sam. You’re right. Thanks for reminding me,” Kuruk interrupted. Turning back to the Prime Minister, he said, “It’s time to go. Don’t worry, I won’t kill you yet. You have one last purpose to serve before I end you.”
“I won’t do anything—” Norman tried to say, but Kuruk shook him to shut him up and then pointed to the men holding Amelia.
“She’s a filthy traitor who continued to serve this prick even after he revealed his true colours. She’s forfeited her right to breathe. Kill her.”
“No!” Norman screamed, struggling as best he could to get free, but all he managed was to turn enough so that he could meet Amelia’s wide, terrified eyes one last time and realise just how much he had let her down before the man standing behind her twisted her head sharply.
The loud crack did something to Norman’s brain and he let out a primal scream like nothing that had ever come from him before. The handcuffs on his wrist heated up to impossible levels as bright light poured from the dreamcatchers engraved into them, but Norman didn’t feel the heat or the accompanying pain as he continued to scream and thrash.
Suddenly he was falling as Kuruk lost his grip. Norman landed in a heap, unable to catch himself. But he wasn’t thinking any more. He was a broken animal with a single purpose, to get to Amelia’s side and tell her how sorry he was. Despite the crippling heat coming from the dreamcatcher on his wrist, the handcuffs held and there was nothing he could do but crawl through the rubble to the body of his closest friend. He barely got to touch her before he was pulled from the floor again.
Instantly he knew it was over. The light on the bracelets went out, but they continued to glow orange from the heat that had been poured into them. His hands were a ruined mess, but Norman didn’t even feel that as his mind was already broken. All he could see was the woman on the floor, her head turned backwards and the terrified expression on her face. All he could think about was the fact that this was his fault. He was a dreamwalker. He was the Prime Minister. In many ways, he was one of the most powerful people on the planet. How had he not stopped this? How had he not saved her?
Forcefully he was dragged away, and then the world shifted as Kuruk dreamwalked to a new location. They arrived in what looked like a warehouse, but Norman didn’t get to see much of it before he was thrown into a corner like he was a bag of rubbish being chucked to the curb. He landed in another heap and the air rushed from his lungs again, but once more he didn’t feel the pain. He was beyond pain now. His broken mind was locked on the memory of his failure.
Kuruk kicked him with the toe of his boot to flip him over and draw his attention to the giant man. Though he spoke, his words didn’t register with Norman, whose mind was filled with only self loathing and hatred for this man. Before those two emotions grew to such an extreme that his mind shut itself down in order to protect itself from what he was feeling, he had one last thought.
He hoped that Tad and Stella would make this man pay dearly for every wrong he had committed, every life he had taken, and most of all, for Amelia.
I’m sorry, he thought, before the pain and guilt of losing his friend became too much to bear, and he gave in to his despair.
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The TV went dark, and not a single person around the table moved their attention from the screen. Out of the periphery of his vision, Tad spotted the flickering white glow of shock on all the auras in the room, but he couldn’t blame them. He was wearing the same colour himself.
After one of the longest nights of his life, jumping from city to city, fight to fight, and travelling the length and width of the British Isles many times over, Tad had been exhausted when the fighting came to a close. He was ready for bed, not the news that Ten Downing street had been destroyed, that Amelia was dead, and the Prime Minister was missing.
It was a shock to the system that left him stunned, unable to process how such a thing had happened. Part of him knew Kuruk had been doing the same thing he’d been doing since the start of this war, making them look in one direction when instead it was nothing but a distraction for something much worse somewhere else.
However, with everything they had witnessed that night, all the lives they had lost, all the places that had been destroyed, Tad knew that while this might be part of Kuruk’s plan, it had not been his only goal. He had tried to do as much damage as possible to sink the morale of the British public to an all-time low, and to prove that nothing was safe from him.
Taking that message to heart, Tad hadn’t wasted a second in securing what he held most dear in the world. Therefore, within half an hour of the news breaking, Tad had his daughter, Stella, Tony, Growler, Hawk and Lizzie by his side at the new HQ where he could keep an eye on them. Jen had brought the Burmans along with Amber, which settled Tony’s worries. Miles was already in the HQ co-ordinating the defence, and Mitena was also on site so that she could help fortify gaps in dreamcatcher defences when needed.
It was that same group who were packed into the meeting room, staring at the TV after the shocking broadcast they just witnessed had already ended. Lizzie had come to them twenty minutes ago, telling them that a video Kuruk had put out was going viral over the internet. They had gathered to watch it and Tad almost wished he hadn’t.
Kuruk was spouting his usual nonsense about the evil of Dream, the pain and destruction he would bring to anyone who dared have anything to do with it, and his warning to the people of the world that any thoughts of engaging Dream would not be tolerated. He compared Dream to a cancer that was poisoning the world and needed to be removed because, if left unchecked, it would lead to the end of the human race.
Tad had heard all of it before from Ryan and Mitena, but this was the first time he had seen the zealotry in Kuruk’s eyes and heard his passion as he spoke of his cause. He was a man unhinged, but he presented his arguments clearly. His speech might just win over other people who held similar views but had been sitting on the fence.
All thoughts of that worry fled from his mind when Kuruk finished speaking and brought out a special guest.
Tad had witnessed a change in Norman since he first met him as the upcoming war and the struggles of his day-to-day life ate away at the man. But this creature that was marched in front of the camera was little more than a shell of the prime minister that Tad remembered. He was covered in dust and flecks of blood, and there were nasty burns on his hands where dreamcatcher cuffs had heated up and fused with his skin. They must have been agony, but one look at Norman’s eyes told Tad that he wasn’t feeling it right now.
It turned out he would never feel it again. With one final warning about what happens to traitors to humanity, Kuruk ended Norman’s life with a quick twist of the man’s head, and the broadcast ended on that fatal note.
“I can’t believe he’s gone,” Stella whispered, breaking the stunned silence in the room. “He was just…” Blinking back tears as she tried to control herself, she turned to Tad and said, “This is bad. Norman was the only thing keeping us free to do what was we needed to fight this war. There’s a lot of scrambling in Westminster right now, but once the dust has settled, you know I won’t be in my job any more and you’ll be told not to interfere… they may even try to arrest you. A lot of parliament feels the same way about you as Kuruk does and I don’t think they’ll see what happened tonight as proof they were wrong. They’re going to turn against us to stop something like this happening ever again.”
“Which means we’d be surrendering this war before it’s really started,” Rodney muttered, not happy with the notion. “I don’t think they’ll have military support. After last night, half of the army knows what they’re up against and that they need you both.”
Tad flinched at the reminder of just how much was weighing on him, but Stella spoke before he could.
“Even if they disagreed, that would just cause an even bigger problem because then we’d have infighting in a time of crisis. It would tear the country apart and leave us weakened to future attacks.”
“Then we need to do something before that happens,” Tony said, serious for once. “We need to end this war before it goes any further.”
Another silence settled over the room, and one by one, Tad felt the eyes of everyone at the table turning to him.
“Tad, after everything you’ve learnt about animancy. Is there anything that—”
“No,” he interrupted Stella before she could get started. “It makes me stronger, but I still don’t know what to do with that strength.”
“You need to fight,” Rodney argued, a touch of red filling his aura as he grew angry with Tad’s refusal to act. “This isn’t murder, Tad. You’re defending your home and keeping us safe from the same sort of thing that happened last night. The kind of people who would do that aren’t fit to continue breathing.”
“You were with me last night. You know what I could have done with that strength. Are you really telling me you would be okay with using that on large numbers of people?”
“It’s no different from using a bomb on the enemy,” Rodney argued.
“Well, I’ve never done that either and I’m not sure I could. I’m just not that person, Rodney. We both know that if I wanted, I could have killed hundreds, maybe thousands, last night. But I am not a bomb, and in my head that would make me a mass murderer. I can’t do that or I’d just be proving Kuruk right.”
“More like you’re just too cowardly to—”
“That’s enough,” Stella snapped. “After everything Tad has done over the last year, all the times he risked his life, all the things he sacrificed, coward is a word no one can use around him. You of all people should recognise that.”
Shamefaced, Rodney stayed silent, but there was still a flicker of red in his aura.
“You’ve been thinking about how to end this war since before it began. Have you really got nothing?” Thomas asked Tad, a note of desperation in his voice.
“I’ve been over it again and again. I am sure we’re missing something, but the way I see it, there is no way to avoid this war without somehow fixing the imbalance in the world. While we have access to the Borderlands and other people don’t, we will always face this problem. If it’s not the Americans, then it will just be someone else.”
“So how can we fix it?” Miles asked. “Whatever made the Borderlands in the first place, can we fix it with your new strength? We put the world back to how it used to be, then there’d be no more problem, right?”
“But what about all the dreams come true, the ghosts who are getting a second chance at life, the break throughs that have happened?” Lizzie pointed out. “There’s so much good that’s come from the Borderlands and so much opportunity. We can’t turn our back on that.”
“Even if it means stopping this war? I know the Borderlands and everything Dream related is a big reason for your success, Lizzie, but you don’t need it—”
“I’m not saying this because of that, you prick,” Lizzie snapped, accompanying her words with a smack on his arm. “I can’t believe you think I’d be so selfish. I’m just thinking of the good that the Borderlands and the Merging could for to the world. Look at things like Dreamcatchers. You’ve said yourself that the uses for them could be endless. Think of what we could do if—”
“It’s not worth the millions of lives that could be lost if this turns into a world war,” Miles argued.
Lizzie was about to answer, but Tad spoke over them both.
“None of this matters. I wouldn’t even know where to start fixing the Merging. It took more than power to create the Merging in the first place. It took the death of hundreds, maybe even thousands of Proxies, and I don’t know how to fix the damage that caused.”
“Why Proxies?” Dr Burman asked, being one of the few people at the table who wasn’t aware of just what happened the night Tad ended Joshua King.
“It’s all about the barrier that separates this world and Dream,” Tad explained. “Every time a soul leaves this world and moves on to the next life, a whole is opened in that barrier to accept them so the ghost can travel through Dream to whatever world is waiting. Normally, when that soul moves on, the hole closes up again, but with Proxies, the hole is permanent. By killing hundreds of Proxies on the same spot, King kept weakening that barrier and that caused the Merging.”
“Why would a Proxy’s soul make that hole permanent?” Miles asked, and Tad shook his head.
“I’m not sure,” he answered. “My best guess is that it has something to do with Proxies regularly openening holes in that barrier all of our lives. I think that doing that over and over for a long enough period created a weakness in the membrane separating the realities that meant the barrier couldn’t recover from the violence of our souls tearing a new hole in reality to move on.
“I don’t think it’s just Proxies either,” Tad added, sharing a look with Tony as he was the only other person he had ever spoken to about this. The two of them had shared a head so long that Tony was the only person who understood this stuff… at least aside from another dreamwalker. Considering most of those were in prison right now and Jen was too young to trouble with this topic, that left Tad with nowhere else to turn but his old friend. “I think the reason that the Merging was so far reaching was more than just me finishing King’s ritual by killing him. I think it had something to do with Charles moving on as well.”
“Your old ghost?” Lizzie asked. “He wasn’t a Proxy as well, was he?”
“No, but he had been here for centuries and in order for a ghost to be here that long, they need to pull on the power of Dream so that they can affect this world. That constant draw is like a Proxy using their power, and that weakens the barrier as well. I think that—”
“Aren’t we straying a little off topic here?” Stella interrupted.
Tad swore and shook his head. She was right, he was getting off topic. With everything that happened tonight, his mind was grasping at anything it could find to distract him from more troubling thoughts.
“You’re right, and this information wouldn’t help, anyway. After last night, the Americans are committed to this action. Kuruk has seen to that. They’ve got to follow through with the war or they have to retreat and face the backlash of killing loads of people and destabilising an allied country for no reason. Fixing the Borderlands won’t be enough.”
“It might if we fixed it along with Lizzie’s story,” Stella pointed out. “We show the American’s the truth about why they started this war in the first place, expose the eidolon and show how they are being manipulated, then they’ll have a good reason to stop this war and people to blame for what happened.”
“It doesn’t change that I don’t know where to begin at fixing the Merging,” Tad pointed out.
“Also, it wouldn’t make a difference, not in the time we have left,” Lizzie said. “If I’m listening right, we’re talking about doing something today so that we can finish this once and for all, and even a story this big just isn’t going to get the kind of traction it needs for that to happen in time.”
Tad watched as one by one the faces around the room, already wearing expressions of desperation and fear, fell further as people started accepting defeat. He didn’t need Stella’s talents to understand this because he felt the same way. He had never felt more helpless in his life and his desperation was giving way to despair. However, seeing that look on the faces of the people he loved most in the world broke Tad’s heart and reminded him why he was fighting in the first place.
They had lost so much already, but there was still more to lose if they didn’t act, and it was starting to sound like he only had one more shot to make this right. Before today, he would have expected this to be the moment that Norman would have spoken up, reminding them all of what they were fighting for. But that wasn’t an option now, and he couldn’t afford to let his despair take hold. He needed to focus on what he could do while he still had the chance.
“Release the story,” he told Lizzie. “I don’t care that it doesn’t have time to help us today, it’s something the world needs to know, and it’s a shot that needs to be fired while we still can. Just because it might not work in time doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try.”
Before Lizzie could answer, Tad looked at all the people around the table and said, “I know things look bad, but they have looked bad before and somehow we have always come through. Stella, Leon, you two have exposed yourself to more belief than any other eidolon since the Greek gods and you are just discovering your new strength. There has to be a way to use that. And with the opportunity animancy opens up for me, there has to be a way to use that too. Between all of us in this room, surely we can come up with a way that we can use our new strength to our advantage. Even if we can’t win this war, there has to be something we can do to end Kuruk and cut the head from that particular snake.”
“Actually, I think I can help with that,” said the last person Tad ever expected to answer him right now. All eyes turned to the woman wearing prison garb who shrank back a little under their attention, but kept her eyes focused on Tad. “After what happened with Ryan… After I saw what Kuruk had become, I had an idea for how we might stop him.”
“How?” Tad asked.
“Look, I know my brother better than anyone. That’s why I know Ryan wasn’t wrong with how he planned to lure Kuruk into that trap. It didn’t work because he underestimated how intelligent Kuruk can be, but he wasn’t wrong about what would draw him out. Kuruk has always been smart, but he is single minded and that obsession can override his logic. I think it’s why he’s taken this as far as he has. Sometimes he blinds himself to the truth right in front of him.”
“So what are you suggesting?” Stella asked, impatient at what sounded like Mitena making excuses for her brother.
“We draw him into another trap,” Mitena said. “But this time we do it right. Kuruk isn’t stupid, so he will recognise a trap the moment he hears of it. Therefore, we need to bait the trap in a way that makes him not care that it is a trap and will want to come charging in regardless.”
“He came charging in last time and worked around everything we had done to stop him,” Tad pointed out.
“No, last time you were relying on him not knowing it was a trap. You didn’t play to his obsession, which is to end everything Dream related on this planet, especially dreamwalkers and you. You just gave him a new opportunity to take you out, which is something Kuruk wants, but is smart enough to know that it isn’t worth risking everything for just one man. It didn’t entice him enough to stop him thinking rationally, and he found a way around your trap.”
“So spit it out then,” Tony said. “What have we got to do to send him off the deep end and come charging in?”
“We have to make him think that if he doesn’t act now, his problem will become much worse.” Focusing only on Tad, Mitena said, “Let’s put out the word that you are going to the King Dream Gate to do something that is going to drastically change the balance of power in this war. Make it obvious that we are desperate and will try anything, and that what we are about to do is the nuclear option that we were saving for when there was no other choice. We don’t need to say any more than that because his own imagination will do the rest of the work for us.”
“He already thinks Tad is evil and assumes that if given the chance, he would do unspeakable things. If he thinks that we’ve been holding back on something that even we think is a nuclear option, he will be terrified of what might happen,” Stella guessed, sounding like she saw promise in the plan. “He’ll be desperate to make sure that Tad doesn’t complete what he needs to do.”
“Which will trigger his obsession and make him rush in half cocked,” Mitena agreed.
“But you said he would still know this was a trap,” Amber said, sounding a little hesitant to speak up and interrupt. When everyone turned to look at her, she blushed and shrank back, but at Tony’s urging she made her point. “What I mean is, last time you had a trap, he found a way around it. What if he does that again?”
“No, Mitena is right,” Tad said. “Last time, we underestimated him. We only cleared the houses around us and not the entire village. We only brought a small back-up team, and not an entire army. This time, we clear the entire area as far as we can, we bring in every asset we can get our hands on, and we come at this like it’s the last-ditch attempt that it is.”
“It still might not work,” Stella pointed out. “Kuruk has an army of men armed with dreamcatchers and trained to use them better than even the Dream Team could. Our soldiers just don’t have the right training to be as effective. We don’t have the numbers to be overwhelming here. Individually, I’d say that Kuruk’s people are so capable that you’d need a dreamwalker to counter them. Last I checked, there weren’t many of those lying around these days.”
“Maybe there are,” Tad disagreed as an idea struck. “In fact, I know where we might be able to recruit quite a few dreamwalkers to our cause. I might have to break the law a little, but desperate times and all that.”
Stella’s eyes widened as she realised what he was talking about, but when she didn’t protest, Tad knew that she was on board with this. That agreement with his plan lit a spark under Tad and the weariness he felt after the battles last night vanished.
“What can I do?” Jen asked, eager to help.
“You stay here with Dr Burman so we know where to find you if we need any help,” Tad said, determined to keep her safe while making it sound like he was still making her useful. He might actually need her before the day was out, and though he was loath to put that weight on his daughter’s shoulders, it also might be the difference between life and death for someone.
“So let me get this straight. We’re going to send her out to poke one really powerful enemy in the eye by releasing a story that is sure to piss them off,” Thomas said, pointing at Lizzie. “While at the same time stir up a hornet’s nest in another enemy camp so that we can fight an army of people we can’t stand against.” Looking around the table imploringly, he asked, “I can’t be the only one who sees how crazy this sounds, right?”
“No, it’s the best way,” Rodney disagreed, passion back in his words after recovering from being told off by Stella. “So far the only thing we’ve been able to do throughout this war is react when the enemy comes for us. Now, we get to make them face us on our terms.”
“Outnumbered, out-gunned and surrounded, while we’re up against a time constraint from our own leaders who are preparing as we speak to remove all of our support. Those are good terms for us?” Thomas demanded, sarcasm dripping from his voice.
“They’re the best we have,” Tad interrupted before Rodney could, trying to head off the argument. “You don’t have to come with us, Thomas. No one does. I know this is dangerous and I don’t want to force anyone to do this if it doesn’t feel right. But I think this is our last shot of meaningfully striking back at the enemy while we still can. Even if all we do is give the American people reason to doubt this war and somehow end Kuruk, then it will be worth doing.”
“But—”
“No more buts,” Tad interrupted, rising to his feet. “We have a lot of work to do and not much time. I wouldn’t normally ask this of you, but Norman was just killed on a live stream and Amelia was killed as well. These weren’t just our friends, but people important to the entire country. And they’re just the tip of the iceberg of what we’ve lost so far. Freckles, Ryan, Trevors, the Dream Team, countless innocent lives... Guys, this won’t stop unless someone stops it. And while I don’t feel I’m the right person for this job, I don’t know anyone else who can do any better.
“So, I know I’m asking a lot, but can you find it in you to help one last time?”
“I’ll do it,” Lizzie said, sounding resolute and glaring at Miles as if daring him to counter her. “My guys are already editing the footage. Besides, I know this topic well enough that I barely even need a script before going live. I bet I could have the story going viral before the sun comes up.”
Miles sighed and said, “Then I guess I’m in because someone needs to run some tech support so you survive to save her when the eidolon come for revenge.”
“I’m in,” Jen said, sitting up straight and looking determined. Tad never doubted that she would back down from this for a second. Even after everything she had been through, she still didn’t hesitate to throw herself into danger.
“You know I’m in,” Tony said. “And I know my ghosts will want to be part of this as well. Kuruk’s people don’t have the dreamwalkers to destroy us at the moment, so we can help until we’ve taken enough damage that we need to move on. That could make a big difference.” Turning to Tad, he added, “And I’ve checked with them all. They’re ready if you need to draw from them at any time. They won’t fight you when their strength is needed.”
“I’m coming too,” Amber announced.
“You are not. You’re staying here with Jen,” Tony argued. Amber looked like she was about to put up a fight, but Tad interrupted.
“Please Amber, Tony’s right. If Jen is here healing people, then she needs someone to watch her back. We’ve already seen Kuruk do surprising things and hit at targets we weren’t expecting. Any extra warning you could give Jen would save a lot of lives. Please, stay.”
Amber looked torn with indecision for a moment before she nodded in agreement, though she continued to glare at Tony in a way that said he’d be hearing about this later.
“I think I can help too,” Mitena announced. “I’ve been working on a dreamcatcher that can help with Kuruk and his people. Also, if I am on site, I might be able to ward up the trap location to give us even more of an advantage.”
Tad glanced at Stella, not sure he could trust Mitena’s motives. However, when the human lie detector nodded as she read the question in Tad’s expression, Tad put aside his worries and trusted Stella’s instincts.
“Then we’d be glad to have you with us,” he said.
“You don’t need to ask me. Of course I’m in,” Rodney blurted as Tad’s eyes turned in his direction. “That’s what I’m here for, to help, right? That’s what you said you were here for as well,” he spat at Thomas.
“Easy, none of that,” Tad said. “I don’t want to pressure—”
“No, he’s right,” Thomas said. “It is what I’m here for. I thought I’d be helping more with politics and in more diplomatic ways, but if lending you my strength can help even save one life, then it will be worth it.”
“Thank you,” Tad told the man.
“I’m in,” Leon said. “Though I think I’ll stick by Lizzie’s side for now. She’s going to face eidolon backlash for this, so I should be there just in case.”
“Thanks,” Lizzie said, and Miles repeated the notion a second later, though he looked like he wanted to beg Lizzie not to do this at the same time.
“And we all know, I’m in,” Stella said, finishing the table... or at least Tad thought they were finishing the table. The twin barks that accompanied the giant dogs jumping up so that their forepaws rested on the table, told Tad where they stood on this idea as well.
Despite everything that happened, Tad grinned at their support, as did a few others around the table. Even Stella smiled, though there was a twinkle of moisture in the corner of her eye as she no doubt was thinking of the dog that wasn’t here right now.
All the more reason to finish this today, Tad thought to himself. Kuruk has a lot to answer for.
“Alright, everyone. We each know what we need to do. I think it’s time we get started,” Stella said, rising to her feet. Maybe not the most inspiring words on which to end their little meeting, but they worked regardless.
One by one, the people in the room climbed to their feet and headed out to try and end a war.
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“Don’t even try to talk me out of this,” Lizzie warned as Miles rushed out of the room after her.
“I’m not. I just… Lizzie, will you stop for a second and talk to me.”
He accompanied his words by grabbing her wrist and spinning her around. She angrily pulled her hand out of his grasp, but didn’t walk away.
“What?” she demanded, even as Miles held up his hands to show he meant nothing by grabbing her like that.
“I just wanted to say that you read me wrong back there. I didn’t mean to say you were doing this to profit off what’s happening, just that you don’t need the Borderlands to be successful. You’re better than you think you are, and you would have been successful no matter what.”
Lizzie rolled her eyes. “Whatever Miles. There, your conscience clean now? Can I please go and—”
“No, because you’re still not listening. I don’t want you rushing off all mad at me when… When… Lizzie, we could all die today. You get that, right? Thomas wasn’t wrong. We’re poking massive bears in the eye and sticking around to see what they’re going to do about it. I don’t want to… I don’t want this to end with you mad at me.”
It was his expression that sold her more than his words, and though she wanted to keep hold of the comforting strength of the fire fueled by her anger, it ebbed away as she realised Miles was right. That meeting might be the last time she saw a lot of the people in that room. Was that conversation how she wanted to say goodbye to these people who had come to mean so much to her over the last year?
“We can’t think that way, Miles. We’re not only going to get through this, we’re going to win. Thinking that way is the only way we can make this work.”
“I know. I just couldn’t stand it if… If the worst happened and you didn’t know that I was sorry… Didn’t know how I feel.”
The last of Lizzie’s anger drained away, and she pulled Miles into a hug.
“I know how you feel, Miles. Just like you know how I feel. We’ve argued before and we’ll argue again, we’re too obsessed with what we do not to clash. But never doubt that.” She disentangled herself and said, “Now, we’ve both got work to do. See you in a few hours, okay?”
“Yeah… Uh… See you then.”
She smiled and was about to leave when she spotted Leon coming out of the room and met his eye. “You coming or not?” she teased before she thought about the tattoo on her hip and changed the channel.
Warmth flooded the inky lines and the world shifted, the corridor opening up into the large space of her studio that was filled with tired but excited people glued to computers. Those nearest jumped at her sudden appearance, then jumped again when Leon appeared at her side. Lizzie ignored their surprise and rushed to the main set before climbing onto the desk so everyone could see her.
“Right everyone, listen up. Today’s going to be the most important day of our lives and you’re going to have to forget about sleeping for the next twenty-four hours. Sorry, but it’s worth it, trust me. Days like today are why we do what we do.” Before anyone had chance to respond, she pushed on.
“I’m sure you’ve heard about what happened with the Prime Minister this morning.” Nods confirmed her words along with faces that still echoed the shock Lizzie still felt. “We’re going to be covering that, of course, but it’s not going to be our biggest story of the day, just a part of it. I’m sure by now that most of you have pieced together some of the special project I have been working on. Well, it’s time to tell you what’s going on.
“Dreamwalkers are not the only supernatural beings on this planet. There are other people, like my friend Leon here, who call themselves eidolon, or idols, to us normal folk. You know the legends about the ancient Greek deities? Well, it turns out they weren’t legends. They are people powered by the belief of their followers, and given enough belief, their potential is limitless. Show them,” she said to Leon, who looked startled to be given a part in her little performance. He looked around for something to do, but in a moment of stage fright, he failed to find anything.
“Forget it, you’ve all seen the footage of him with the beer kegs, amongst other things. Well, all of that strength is because of belief. But that’s not as important as the fact that these people exist, they’re powerful and thousands of years ago they traded one type of power for another. Apparently, the old gods were so powerful that when they went to war, they almost wiped out humanity before they were stopped, and they decided amongst themselves that they would never let themselves get so powerful that such a thing couldn’t happen again. Therefore, they limited themselves, but started taking a new role as puppet masters, working from the shadows to shape the world as they saw fit.
“Right now, the lead puppet master is the man behind this little war that’s tearing our country apart, and it’s fallen to us to break this news to the world. We have footage of the President of the United States being given her orders by the leader of this group, along with other footage of very important people visiting the headquarters of this organisation. In short, we have enough to expose them to the world and hopefully stop a war.”
“How will it stop a war?” Larry, her graphic designer, asked a little hesitantly. Unlike the rest of them, he was not so driven by journalistic desire, and she half suspected she wouldn’t find him here working through the night as it wasn’t worth the pay cheque. However, he looked as eager to be part of this as anyone in the room, and he genuinely wanted to know.
“If we shine a light on a shadow organisation, it makes it harder for them to operate. It also exposes the strings on the puppets, only these puppets don’t always know there are strings and they might not like finding out the truth. If this works, it will mean huge things for America… Huge things for the world. This is the biggest story since the Merging, maybe even bigger in some ways, and right now we are the only people who know about it. So you have to ask yourself, do you want to be part of breaking the biggest story of our time, or do you want to go to bed and get a full eight hours sleep?”
There were a few chuckles at that, but no one took up her offer to leave. They had seen enough over the last few months with her that they didn’t doubt what she had told them. Lizzie could feel their excitement to be part of something this big. She shared that excitement. This was history happening in front of her eyes and she wished there was someone filming this so that she could document it. However, she had too much to do to spare anyone right now, so she pressed on.
“I thought not. So, why don’t… we…”
Her words trailed off as something twigged her curiosity. Her eyes were drawn to one of her more reliable reporters, a man named Terry. He was in his middle forties and had spent a lifetime working on the fringes of journalistic circles because he had always refused to toe the company line. He told the truth no matter what, even if it made people unhappy. It was an attitude that most employers hated, but Lizzie shared herself, and therefore she thought she knew the man fairly well. Of all the people in the room, she thought he would be the most eager to be a part of this. However, the more she looked at him, the more sure she became that something wasn’t right.
At first it was just the lack of emotion on his face, then it was other little details like his hair looking darker than normal, and was he always so short? His skin looked darker too, and soon she started wondering just how she had ever thought that this was Terry.
Confusion made her frown for a second as she puzzled through the feeling before realising she had felt this way before. She flashed back to a memory of graffiti coming to life and cutting a man’s throat, and she flinched back so hard she almost fell off the table.
“It’s Deo,” she hissed, pointing at Terry, whose eyes widened as he realised his ruse was up. The illusion of him being someone else dropped away.
Leon didn’t hesitate, but he was on the other side of the barn and even he wasn’t that quick. Before he got even half way across the room, the inhumanly handsome Deo spoke into a device on his wrist.
“Now,” he shouted.
A series of loud booms accompanied dust and debris as parts of the roof exploded. Lizzie yelped and jumped down from the table, narrowly missing a chunk of wood that came flying past her face, a chunk of wood that had once been a beam that held up her ceiling.
Four dark figures dropped through the holes in the roof, dressed in black and holding weapons. Balaclavas covered their faces, but their eyes shone brightly enough that Lizzie knew that these were eidolon who had come for another shot.
A phantom pain in her stomach from when Deo stabbed her immobilised her brain, and she found herself unable to move. She could only watch in horror as her staff screamed as they tried to avoid the dark shapes, but they weren’t quick enough and two were dead in moments as the dark figures opened fire. They might have killed more had Leon not changed direction mid run and collided with one of the figures so hard that he was knocked through the wall of her barn, opening yet another hole to the cold of the outside world. There was a sickening, wet crunch that accompanied the cracking of wood. Even though the wood had given way from the force of the impact, as in most fights with human flesh, wood always won. Today was no different as bones broke and organs were ruptured before the man’s momentum carried him through the hole. Lizzie doubted he would get up any time soon.
Another scream caught her attention as one of her reporters was shot in the arm and fell to the floor, her face pale and her shirt stained with a growing pool of blood. Again she was saved by Leon, who drew the attention of her attacker before he could finish her off. He spun his gun in Leon’s direction, but Leon was too fast and dodged the attack, knocking the gun from the man’s hand.
He moved so much faster than Lizzie had ever seen and now Tad’s comment about Leon and Stella levelling up made sense. However, no matter how strong he might be, these were still eidolon and there were more of them than Leon. While Leon was taking out that second man, the others were turning their attention on Leon to take out their biggest threat. 
I need to get help, Lizzie thought, thinking of Tad or Stella. But her momentary hesitation as she remembered being stabbed had robbed her of the precious seconds she needed to dreamwalk away, and out the corner of her eye she saw a shape rushing her faster than was right for a human. She turned toward him, eyes wide and panicked even as she thought of the newest tattoo on her other hip that flared to life just in time.
She made a note to thank Tad for insisting that she get this tattoo as the world around her slowed to a crawl. Her people moved as though the air was as thick as syrup, and only Leon seemed to move at a normal pace as he killed the man who had shot her reporter and turned to face the next attack just in time to dodge the bullet that was fired in his direction. He wasn’t fast enough to avoid it and the bullet hit his shoulder. However, rather than a gaping wound that Lizzie expected, there was only a trickle of blood on Leon’s t-shirt as the bullet bounced away, barely breaking the skin. She had seen this effect before on the Tough, as Leon had called him. The fact that the bullet didn’t penetrate much further surprised Leon almost as much as it surprised Lizzie, and he caught another bullet to the face thanks to his hesitation.
Lizzie had just enough time to see that Leon somehow survived this as well, before she remembered the reason she activated this dreamcatcher. Deo was still sprinting toward her, and though time had slowed, he was moving faster than a normal human, so he was almost upon her. She spun to face him and sidestepped so that he would pass right by her. She got the pleasure of seeing his eyes widen in surprise as she moved too fast for him to follow, and then he overbalanced as the person he expected to collide with was no longer there. He tripped, tumbling past her and rolling away.
Lizzie thought about going after him and doing something while he was down and helpless, but the tattoo on her hip was only a small one and it was already growing uncomfortably hot. Tad told her it wasn’t meant to give her long, just enough time to go for help. Unfortunately, she had squandered that time and she had no choice but to let the tattoo go and allow time to flow normally.
The sounds around her became sharper and she flinched at the sudden noise.
I need to get help, she thought, but once more she was too slow. Rather than sidestepping Deo, she should have dreamwalked away, because now time was moving quicker again, Deo was recovering quicker as well. In the blink of an eye, he was back on his feet and was racing for her, a knife in his hand. She knew she should change the channel while she still had chance, but the sight of that steel in his fingers terrified her so much that she panicked and couldn’t settle her thoughts. The one downside to dreamwalking was that she needed her mind to focus hard on where she was going before she called on her tattoo.
“Deo, no!” Leon screamed from the other side of the room even as he fought with two other eidolon who were close enough now that their guns weren’t much use to them. However, they were still enough of a handful that Leon couldn’t get the advantage. “You don’t have to do this.”
Lizzie was surprised that his words impacted this horrible man. His eyes widened and the determination on his face softened. He was still coming at her far too quick, but the words had hit just hard enough that she dodged what felt like a clumsy attack.
She jumped a few steps back even as Deo staggered to a stop, looked hesitantly at Leon before his face twisted into a determined expression and he turned towards Lizzie. Once again, she realised she was a fool for not taking advantage of that split second to flee, but everything was happening too fast.
“Deo, this isn’t right and you know it,” Leon screamed from the other side of the room.
“I don’t have a choice,” Deo called out over his shoulder. “I have to do this.”
“No you don’t. After today, the Eidolon Council will have bigger worries than you,” Leon grunted even as he head-butted the closest eidolon hard enough to knock the man to his knees. Before he could take advantage of that fact though, there was another man on his back, trying to lock his arm around Leon’s neck. Leon was too strong though and with a yell, he pulled the arm away and tossed the man like he weighed nothing at all.
“Think about this Deo, I know you don’t want to hurt these people. The Deo I knew wouldn’t have wanted any of this.”
Amazingly, Deo’s step faltered and Lizzie was stunned to find tears in his eyes as he turned his head to look at Leon.
“I didn’t have a choice. You know the consequences of going against them.”
“You always have a choice—” Leon started, but suddenly there was a gunshot that silenced his words as the man he had tossed was back on his feet and was firing what was left of his ammunition at Leon.
Deo turned back to her, and desperately, Lizzie tried to pick up where Leon left off.
“He’s right, you don’t have to do this. I’ve got enough evidence to take them down. The very last thing they will have time to worry about after today is dealing with you. The entire world will be out for their blood and you can be free.”
“You don’t know them like I do. If you did, you’d understand. I am sorry though,” Deo said, and his voice almost broke. Tears were streaming down his face and the determination she saw there earlier just wasn’t present anymore.
“Please,” Lizzie begged, her own tears flowing as the fear took hold. “You’re just letting them win if you kill me now. They only want me dead because they fear me, but if you kill me, then you take that away. Please, don’t do this. We should be on the same side, we should fight against them.”
“I… I can’t… I… I have to…”
He stopped walking, staring at her and then at the knife in his hands. He looked over his shoulder just in time to see Leon kill the eidolon he had head-butted earlier, and now he was one on one with the last man. Deo’s attention turned to the dead bodies on the ground, lingering on the blood, before he turned back to her and his face was pale.
“I never wanted this,” he almost sobbed.
“Then stop it. It’s not too late,” she begged.
He hesitated, took one more step forward, then stopped again. This time the knife fell from his open fingers and Lizzie let out a sigh of relief as she realised he wasn’t going to attack. He was staring at his hands as though he could see something there that Lizzie couldn’t, and she wondered if he was losing his mind. However, the eyes that met hers when he looked up weren’t insane, they were just filled with hate and self loathing.
“I’m sorry,” he said, then with one glance back at Leon, he was suddenly sprinting, not towards Lizzie, but to the nearest exit. Ten seconds later he was outside, and Lizzie let out a breath she didn’t know she had been holding.
With shaking hands, she wiped away her tears and tried to reboot her mind as the terror left her.
You need to get help, she thought and finally acted on that thought.
By the time she dreamwalked back to her studio, Leon had killed the last of their attackers and he was seeing to Laura and the bullet wound in her arm. Lizzie rushed over with Jen and Dr Burman one step behind her, while the soldiers that had accompanied her spread out to help the rest of Lizzie’s crew.
“Are you okay?” she asked Leon, as he stood aside for Jen and Dr Burman to do their magic. Leon nodded in response. He looked a little wild eyed and reached for a hole in his t-shirt. He looked stunned when he found no wounds.
“Yeah, I’m better than fine apparently.”
He lifted his eyes and saw one of Lizzie’s people who hadn’t made it, and the wonder in his expression faded.
“Lizzie, I’m so sorry. This is…” His words trailed off as he struggled to verbalise his thoughts. Then he said, “I guess the video will have to wait.”
Lizzie was shaking her head even before she realised she had made her decision.
“No, it will happen,” she said. “Otherwise, all of this was for nothing. I’m putting that video out even if it means I have to make the damn thing myself. In fact…” Looking around, she found who she was looking for and shouted, “Simon, get a camera. We’re going to share what just happened here with the world, and it’s going to be proof of what they do to the people who try to expose them.”
Turning back to Leon, she saw him look a little startled by whatever he saw on her face.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“No, I’m not fucking okay. They killed my people, Leon, tried to kill me, and they’ll do so much more. I’m not okay, because I’m angrier than I’ve ever been. I’m going to make them pay.” She glanced at the door where Deo had fled and asked, “Will you go after him?”
“No, I’ll stay here for now, just in case they try anything again.”
“We shouldn’t let him get away just because he had a change of heart at the end there. He still killed people. He deserves to be punished for that.”
“And he will be, but right now we have bigger things to worry about.”
It was Lizzie’s turn to look at the people she had lost and the frightened faces of the rest of her staff.
“Yes, we do,” she agreed. Then she spun away, shouting for Simon to hurry the hell up. She was fed up with being attacked by these arseholes, and it was time to fire a shot right back.
The difference would be that so far they had failed to take her out, but when she fired her shot, she wouldn’t miss.




37

Saturday, 31st December 2016

09:43 (local time)

Elias stared at the TV as he tapped his fingers against the stone of the ancient desk just a few inches from where his phone lay. He wasn’t thinking of the fallout from the series of attacks on Britain last night, but contemplating a serious decision.
Was it time to cut his losses with Pamela Rosi?
Once again, she failed to reign in the rabid dog that was Kuruk Campbell. He had made the consequences of failure all too clear and knew he should follow through with his threat, but there were other options. He hadn’t made it this far in life by being hasty with such decisions. It wasn’t enough to think of the ramifications of his actions today, he needed to look at how this would affect him ten, twenty or even a hundred years into the future. He had long ago learnt that sacrificing short-term success for long-term gain was the only way to win at life.
Killing her would satisfy his anger today, but the downsides were many. There would be no way to rescue the reputation of his people in the secret service, so he would lose some of his best assets there. When Russel Craig was promoted to President, he would lose his asset in the vice presidency position.
As he moved each of the pieces on his mental chessboard, he realised what a massive impact this would have on his assets in America, enough that it might destabilise some of his future plans. Keeping her in office might mean losing some control over the woman, but when the Borderlands were his, America would be less of an interest.
He was toying with the idea of giving her another chance when his phone buzzed and he looked up. There was a notification on the screen that pushed all thought of the president out of his head. It was a notification from the YouTube app telling him that his least favourite reporter on the planet had just released another video.
He wanted to ignore it, but his curiosity trumped his will power in that moment and he cast the video to the TV. He expected the usual intro video that was played at the beginning of every show, maybe a few highlight clips. Instead, it cut straight to the image of Lizzie Bradley centred in the frame and staring into the camera. For five full seconds, there was nothing but silence, and it was more than enough time to notice the background behind her.
Elias sat up, his skin prickling and his mind closing down as he dreaded what he was about to see. Even with her silent he knew this would be bad. He contemplated calling his people at YouTube to get this taken down, but a glance at the view count on his phone showed him it was already too late. Millions had already seen this woman sat in front of the wreckage of her studio, in front of the police as they were collecting the dead bodies of her reporters.
Elias wondered how she got permission to film this, then realised that whatever she was about to say must be good for the war effort and powerful people had pulled strings to make this happen. The prickling of his skin was turning into a full blown shiver as he dreaded what she would say when she finally started talking.
“Norman Geller, the Prime Minister of Great Britain, is dead. He was killed this morning by the monster responsible for the recent attacks on British soil and countless innocent deaths. This was a monster unleashed on us by our enemy in this war, an enemy who was one of our greatest allies for over a century; an enemy who have been tricked and coerced into a drastic action by a shadow organisation who have a vested interest in bringing our countries to war.”
“No, no, no!” Elias screamed, seeing where this was going and wanting to destroy the TV to satisfy his rage. But he was compelled to watch this disaster like he was watching a car crash in slow motion.
“Ever since the Merging, Norman Geller has been recruiting people like the Dreamwalker, Stella Martin, and other vital players to prepare for this war that he recognised was coming almost immediately. It is not a ‘friendly’ invasion to help save British lives from the perils of Dream, nor is it a way of keeping Americans safe from whatever is happening over here. Whatever you have been told to justify this war, none of it is true. Norman recognised that this is a war of resources. The Borderlands are the largest opportunity for change and growth that our planet has ever seen, and every nation on this planet wants that opportunity for themselves. The only reason America took first stab at this was because of a group of people who call themselves the Eidolon.
“What I am about to tell you might be hard to believe, but I have more than enough proof to back up my claims. The first part of that proof is right behind me as an hour ago my studio was under attack from eidolon agents who do not want me to share what I know with the world. It is not the first attack either, as I have had to fight for my life multiple times to stop me getting this information to you.”
Time lost all meaning as Elias stared at the screen and watched the woman accurately describe his people, expose his organisation, and then, to his horror, start laying out her proof. She had photos of important people entering New Olympus, people including world leaders and the CEOs of some of the world’s largest organisations. She revealed that Stella Martin and Leon Galanis were also eidolon, ones who were in fear of their life for daring to go against the wishes of the Eidolon council. She even named every member of that council, showing pictures of them before coming to what was what she had been building up to throughout the video.
“And this is Elias Masalis. He is the head of this ruling council and he has been in that position for over a century. He pulls the strings behind some of the most powerful people in the world, including the President of the United States. Don’t believe me even after everything I have shown you so far? Watch this.”
The video that appeared filled Elias with such anger that he couldn’t hold it in any longer.
“No!” he screamed again as his fists pounded into the stone of his ancient desk with the full force of the most powerful eidolon on the planet. The desk of Zeus that had survived for thousands of years and was priceless beyond reason was a wondrous creation of solid marble. However, that stone was nothing compared to Elias’ rage, and it almost exploded under the enormous impact. The once smooth surface shattered into a thousand pieces that shot out across the penthouse like mini projectiles that damaged even more priceless art.
For a second only, Elias regretted the loss of his most prized possession, but his anger would not be quelled so easily as that video was still playing. Footage from inside this very tower, footage of him forcing the President to his will. He had been betrayed. Someone had planted cameras inside his building and had been spying on him. He wanted to march downstairs and go on a killing spree, but the damned reporter was back and she was talking again.
“Norman Geller received a lot of hate for hiding his true nature from the world. His approval ratings have plummeted, he has faced rebellions in his own party, and he has been publicly ridiculed and humiliated. But behind the scenes this man has been fighting for a whole year to unite Britain, because he knew that the only way that we can face that threat…” She pointed to where an image of Elias had been frozen with him releasing a bolt of lighting from his hands. “…is by working together. He hid his dreamwalker nature because he knew what would happen if he revealed himself, and also knew that he stood no chance of uniting people from outside the system. He tried to show that dreamwalkers, normal people, and even ghosts can work together to do amazing things, but his plans were ruined by a madman with one good point to make.
“For all that Jacob Baker was wrong for everything he did, he was right about one thing. The Borderlands and the Merging are the greatest opportunity humanity has ever been given to rise to new heights previously undreamed of. There is infinite possibility here that comes not just for Britain, but for the entire world. That will not change now because, like it or not, the Borderlands are here to stay. The only question that is left is what we do about that. We can squabble like children over who gets control and fight until there’s no one left to benefit from this opportunity. Or we can follow the path that Norman Geller was pushing for, put aside the differences between us, and unite to take advantage of this resource together.
“I know what path I’m going to take. The next part is figuring out what path you want to follow. If, like me, you want only the best thing for this world, then now is the time to stand up for that. If you are in Britain, come together and stand strong in this time of crisis. Don’t turn on the ghosts, dreamwalkers and our armed forces with dreamcatchers who have been fighting to keep us safe. Support them and show the world that nothing can break our spirit.
“To those of you in America who I know never wanted this war because you’re good people at heart, now is the time to stand up and make your voices heard. Let your government know that they don’t have your support, and they are not acting on your behalf, but against you.
“And finally, to everyone else the world over. This war doesn’t just affect Britain and America, it affects everyone. Let your governments know you will not stand by if they take similar action, and for the love of God, start looking at your own people to see what strings are being pulled by the eidolon puppet masters.”
She sighed and looked behind her. When she turned back, there were tears in her eyes and she looked exhausted.
“This might just be one of the darkest days of my life, but I have to believe that we’ll get through this if we do what Norman Geller would have wanted. Lets stop fighting one another, and lets start working together. We’ll be back later with more coverage of the atrocities last night. Stay safe, stand up for what you know is right, and help end this madness.”
The monitor went black for a second before the usual YouTube auto play screen loaded up, wanting to take him to another video. A bolt of lightning that shattered the glass and fried the electronics so badly that it killed the power to the rest of the building soon put an end to that idea. The thunderclap that accompanied the lighting was so loud that it blew out all the windows and destroyed yet more priceless statues, but Elias was beyond caring.
That one video had done more to out his kind and derail his plans than the combined hardships of over two hundred years of life. All because his people either failed him or betrayed him. All he wanted was Lizzie Bradley, Stella Martin and Tad Holcroft dead. Three insignificant fools that would be nothing but footnotes in the history of his people, but somehow no one could do what they were told.
His mind turned to that idiot Deo and he vowed he would kill that man when he saw him next, and would do so personally. He would take great pleasure in crushing the life from him with his bare hands.
But there was one death that couldn’t wait. He had already put it off too long. He snatched up his phone and was pleased that somehow it had escaped being fried by the lightning that still felt like it was charging up the very particles in the air, then dialled the lead agent on her secret service detail.
“Kill her,” he ordered as soon as the phone was answered.
“Sir, she’s in a meeting with—”
“I don’t fucking care. KILL HER!”
The man didn’t answer this time. There was just a moment of hesitation, followed by a loud crack of gunfire, followed by a lot of screaming.
“It’s done, sir.”
“Good,” Elias said, then ended the call before starting another. “Get my jet ready to fly within the hour. We’re going to London.”
He didn’t wait for the confirmation before hanging up this time. He hung up so firmly that he cracked the glass on the screen of his phone and he climbed to his feet, looking at the ruins of his desk, the broken statues and shattered windows in his office. In many ways, he felt this was apt because it was a good metaphor for his life right now. A lot had just been destroyed, but not everything. He could still come back from this. He could rebuild better and stronger than ever. It was just time to stop leaving things up to other people and take a hand in these matters himself.
For the first time in over a seventy years, it was time for Elias to step out from the shadows. If Lizzie Bradley wanted to expose him and his kind to the world, then he would show her just what it looked like when a god stepped into the spotlight.
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Once again, Brad had not slept well.
He couldn’t remember the last time he slept the night through. Maybe back when he was on his ranch, before the Merging changed everything. He thought he had problems back when he had a mortgage to pay and two ghosts who liked to talk his ear off day and night. Now he’d give anything to return to what felt like a simpler time.
Knocks on the heavy door of his cell made him look up, and he found Tommy waiting. The young man was in his early twenties and was one of Jacob’s younger recruits.
He’s barely more than a kid, Brad thought, and not for the first time. The boy had his whole life ahead of him and now he was living it in a place designed to imprison dreamwalkers, and he was surrounded by people who didn’t deserve to be here. They had just backed the wrong horse and let their fear lead them to drastic action. Brad might deserve to be here and definitely Jacob, but this kid should be out in the world enjoying his new powers and making something of himself.
He wasn’t even the youngest recruit, Brad thought bitterly, thinking of one boy who lost his life trying to take the DTHQ.
“You hear me, Brad?” Tommy asked, and Brad realised he had been staring at the kid but not listening.
“Sorry, son, I’m not with it this morning. What’s up? Please don’t tell me that Jacob needs to see me again because he can—”
“No, he’s holding court in the common room as per usual.”
“Of course he is,” Brad muttered, rolling his eyes.
There was a reason they followed Jacob on his crazy mission; his silver tongue. He might be locked away from his powers by the enormous dreamcatchers in this custom-built prison, but that silver tongue had not gone away and the man could still spread his poison. Even here he was planning and scheming. Brad dreaded what might happen if he ever got out.
With everything going on out there, he might just be right, that traitorous voice in the back of his mind whispered, the same one that made him follow Jacob in the first place. He choked it down and turned his attention back to Tommy.
“Then what can I help you with?”
“One of the guards sent me to find you. You’ve got a visitor.”
Brad sat up, swinging his legs off the narrow bed and frowning at the boy.
“They say who it is?”
“Hey, it’s not like I’m doing a favour for a friend here. They told me to get you, so I came to get you. I don’t need to know anything more than that, so I don’t know anything more.”
Brad smiled and climbed to his feet, wincing as old injuries pulled at his tired muscles. Some mornings, he felt ten years older than his actual age.
“You’re right. Thank’s for passing on the message.”
The kid nodded, then ducked back out of the cell, running off to find someone who was closer to his own age to talk to.
At least he’s not with the brainwashed zombies listening to Jacob.
Heading out of his cell into the well-lit corridor, Brad turned his mind to who might be waiting. He hadn’t had a visitor since he arrived and not received so much as a phone call from home. Proxies were solitary by nature, but the few people he did have in his life had disowned him after what happened. He didn’t blame them, but it did leave the question of who would visit him here, of all places.
As always, when he walked down the hall, his eyes were drawn to the enormous dreamcatchers that were built into the walls between each cell. This place had been created in record time to deal with dreamwalkers, and not a single chance had been spared that any of them could ever get out. When he first arrived, they had glowed often as the prisoners tested their limits, but there was no way that they were getting past these things.
Tad did it, that traitorous voice whispered again. Surely if he can do it, you can too.
Once again Brad choked down that voice. He didn’t need to think about such things. He was right where he deserved to be and wouldn’t hear otherwise.
The door at the end of the long corridor was open and when Brad stepped out of it, he found himself in a large common room that was the centre of the prison. It was where they came for meals, where they socialised, and where they spent most their time when they couldn’t face being in their cells. There were TVs on the walls, a pool table in the corner, and comfortable chairs scattered about. It was more than he expected on arriving, and though he was glad for that, he also thought it was more than he deserved.
A few people nodded at him as he passed, but he didn’t stop to talk. He felt guilty for them being here and therefore kept to himself mostly. Of course, a few of them weren’t speaking to him for other reasons. These were the ones that still bought into Jacob’s bullshit and didn’t like that he had turned his back on the man.
Speaking of Jacob, Brad caught sight of him in his usual spot, but he glanced away, not wanting to acknowledge his existence. He was sitting on the top of a dining table, surrounded by ten men who hung off his every word. He glanced up when Brad passed and Brad could feel his eyes boring into his back, but he didn’t slow nor turn, instead he headed to the main exit and knocked on the door. A moment later, a familiar face looked through the caged window and a second after that, a lock was undone and the door was opened up to reveal a large man geared up like he was heading into a war zone.
“Present your hands,” he snapped, his gun levelled at Brad’s face while his partner behind him did the same thing.
Brad tried his best not to react, knowing it wouldn’t lead to anything good. He tried to remind himself that these people had good reason to be nervous around him. He placed his hands before him and waited to feel the cool steel of the dreamcatcher inlaid handcuffs that had become familiar to him for whenever he had to leave the main area protected by the larger dreamcatchers.
With practiced ease, there were two clicks and his wrists were secured in front of him.
“Follow me,” the lead guard demanded before turning and walking away. Once again Brad did as asked, forcing himself to ignore the second man who locked the common room door and then followed them down the corridor, keeping his gun trained on Brad at all times.
Brad fought hard not to chuckle. He was in chains, his powers were blocked by the dreamcatchers on his wrists, and there were dreamcatchers all over the walls. What the hell did they expect him to do?
However, his humour faded as he remembered some of the things their dreamwalkers had done, especially Simon’s team at the DTHQ. A lot of good people lost their lives that day.
“Through here,” the lead guard said as they turned into a corridor he had never been down before and he was led into a room that was bare save for a table, two chairs, dreamcatchers on every wall, and a tall, skinny man who was the last person Brad expected to see in this place. He was so shocked he skidded to a stop and didn’t start moving again until he felt the barrel of a gun in his back nudging him forwards.
“Here he is,” the first guard said, not talking to Brad this time. “There are cameras all around this room, men with guns waiting just around the corner, and there are dreamcatchers everywhere. You try anything and we’ll take you out. That clear?”
“Understood,” Tad Holcroft answered, sounding surprisingly unbothered by the threat. “Thank you for bringing him.”
The guard grunted and then turned to Brad before leaving.
“Don’t try anything,” he warned, and then he was gone, leaving the room and shutting the door behind him.
“Brad, you’re looking well,” Tad said. “You want to sit?”
Brad did as asked, walking to the nearest chair and carefully lowering himself into it. He stared at Tad for a long moment before speaking.
“What are you doing here? I never thought I’d see you again after what I did.”
It was only small, but Brad recognised a flicker of discomfort on his friend’s face. Strangely it was good to see. The earlier calm confidence was not the sort of expression Brad was used to, and it only reminded him just how scary Tad could be when he got serious. This more nervous expression was more like the Tad that Brad remembered from the meetings, the man he respected and never should have turned his back on.
“I’ve been meaning to come, to make sure you’re all being treated okay. But Stella didn’t like the idea of me being inside all these dreamcatchers and then the war happened and…”
His words trailed off and he shrugged. Brad filled the following silence.
“You don’t owe me anything. I never expected you to visit. You don’t have to explain yourself to me.”
“I know, but… All the same. How are you doing here? Are they treating you alright?”
This time Brad did laugh.
“No worse than I deserve.”
Tad frowned and glanced up at the camera. “They’re not doing anything they shouldn’t, are they?”
Brad waved him off.
“No, sorry. I didn’t mean to say they were. I just…” It was his turn for his words to trail off and he realised he didn’t know how to talk to this man anymore, not after what he had done. So instead he asked, “What are you doing here, Tad?”
“I wanted to see if time had given you some perspective,” Tad said, the nervousness leaving his expression as that cold confidence returned. One minute it felt like he was talking to his friend again, the next Brad felt decidedly uncomfortable. “Do you still think what you did that day was right?”
Brad hesitated before answering, recognising that there was more riding on his answer than just a conversation between ex-friends.
“Not a day goes by that I don’t regret that we took things that far. That doesn’t mean I have one hundred percent changed my opinion though. I mean, look at what’s happening out there right now. A war has broken out over people who want to come kill us. I still think we needed to strike back and defend ourselves. I just wish we’d picked a better way to do it, and maybe picked a more deserving target.”
Tad frowned, not liking the answer.
“This war is not about people coming to kill us. That’s just a smoke screen. I take it you haven’t seen the news this morning?” Brad shook his head and Tad sighed. “In that case, I need you to keep an open mind,” he said before starting into a story that would have been hard to believe if Brad hadn’t spent the last year travelling around the world with a thought and learning to throw fireballs from his hands.
“This has never been about us, not really. This is about controlling the Borderlands,” Tad said.
“Doesn’t mean they’re not coming for us at the same time. A war can be about both things.”
Again Tad sighed and looked away for a second, thinking something over.
“I’m tired, Brad. It feels like I’ve been fighting non stop for over a year. First, I’m fighting just to stay alive from a mad man hunting Proxies, then I’m fighting nightmares and the media, then I’m fighting ideological idiots tricked into thinking I’m evil and wanting to kill me for it, then I’m fighting people I thought were my friends. Now, after I think that all the fight has been knocked from me and I’ve got nothing left to give, I’m faced with an even bigger threat that wants to destroy everything I hold dear. A little over a year ago I was just a history teacher who talked to ghosts in my spare time. Now look at me…”
He turned back to face Brad and again there was a shift in his expression. This time he didn’t just firm up, he leaned forward in a way that made Brad afraid that the man might attack him.
“I’m fed up of having to fight every battle, even the ones that shouldn’t need to be fought. I shouldn’t need to explain to politicians how it’s inhuman to draft that law that treats people as less than animals. I shouldn’t have to convince a nation that the actions of a psychopath killing innocents is an act of war and completely unacceptable. I shouldn’t have to convince the world that a shadow organisation acting behind the scenes for millennia and starting wars for their own gain is a bad thing. And I shouldn’t have to explain to you why what you did was wrong.”
“I know it was wrong,” Brad argued. “I told you I regret it.”
“Maybe. But here’s the problem with your thinking, Brad. You think someone is coming for you, so you want to shoot first and your only issue is that the idiot you trusted to fire the gun for you used a bomb instead of a pistol. You might not have taken things as far as Jacob from the start, but you’d have got there eventually. You would have fired first and it might not have been as bad as what happened in Cardiff, but then someone would have fired back twice as hard, meaning you would have to go twice as hard again to protect yourself. It would keep escalating until you were right back where you didn’t want to be, throwing bombs instead of bullets.”
“We have to protect ourselves,” Brad said, refusing to back down.
“I was never arguing that. I was just asking you to not escalate things further while doing so. But it doesn’t matter now. Like I said, I’m tired and I can’t be bothered to try to convince you anymore. I came here hoping that I might still find something of my friend today, someone who I might just be able to trust to help me take a little of this weight off my shoulders, but I can see that I was wasting my time.”
He stood up and said, “I’m glad you’re being treated okay. I hope that one day you can get some perspective on this. Goodbye Brad.”
Then he was walking away and his expression told Brad that if he walked out of that room now, it would be forever. He would never get another visit like this, and for good or for ill, he’d never see his friend again.
“Tad, wait,” Brad said, jumping up and trying to grab his friend to stop him from leaving, but forgetting that he was cuffed. The awkwardness of his hands being tied together brought him up short, but Tad stopped regardless. “Please, if there’s something I can do, I want to help. We may not see eye to eye on some things, but betraying you never sat right with me. I fought Jacob to the end not to do that, but… It didn’t feel like we had a choice. I know better now but… You know what they say about hindsight.”
When Tad didn’t answer, he pressed the issue.
“Look, you do not know how sorry I am about what happened, and I know this is going to be hard to believe, but deep down, I was only doing what I thought was best for you. You saved my life in Chicago, Tad. You’ve saved countless other lives. You’re a good man and a better friend than I ever deserved. Please, give me a chance to repay that and start making up for what I did to you. Whatever you want, I promise, I won’t let you down again.”
Brad was surprised to find a catch in his voice as he struggled with his words, and bizarrely his hands were shaking. He didn’t know what was wrong with him, but every second he stood there waiting for Tad to answer, the shaking got worse and his eyes were getting watery. He had never been a man accused of being sentimental, but seeing Tad again was making him relive every mistake he had made over the last year, the worst of which was betraying this man who had done so much for him in the past.
“Please,” he begged. “Let me help you. Let me make this right.”
For the longest time, Tad said nothing. He simply stared at Brad as though he was trying to see inside his head. Right then, Brad wished he could do that, wished that he could open up his mind and let Tad see how serious he was. He wanted to make this right… he needed to make this right.
“Please,” he begged one last time, and finally Tad answered.


◆◆◆
 


Brad rubbed his wrists as the cuffs were removed, but flinched again at the sound of the slamming door. It was like every time he heard the sound, it only got worse, like it would be forever echoing around his mind. However, even that hated sound couldn’t distract him long as his attention went back to his conversation with Tad. He was so caught up with thoughts of his meeting that he didn’t even notice the man approach.
“I hear you had a visitor,” Jacob said. Brad looked up, surprised to find Jacob without his entourage. “Anyone interesting?”
“It was nothing,” Brad said, and started walking away, not wanting to talk about it.
“Really, because a little birdie told me it was Tad Holcroft.” Jacob stepped in Brad’s path and asked, “Was he here to gloat?”
“No, he was here to see if we’re okay.”
Jacob laughed and rolled his eyes.
“Of course he was. Typical Holcroft, he’s already regretting what he did to us and I bet that guilt is eating him up inside.”
That deep voice that belonged on a radio somewhere had once been something that had made its owner seem wise and it had helped Brad trust this man. Now it only ignited his anger and, for the first time in a month, he thought it might not be such a bad thing to stop avoiding Jacob and tell him what he really thought.
“No, there’s much worse than guilt eating him up inside. There’s the weight of the world on that man’s shoulders, a burden only made worse by you and me.”
Jacob’s smile fell and he glared at Brad.
“Oh, so that was why he was here. Even now he’s trying to turn us to his way of seeing the world. He can’t bear that he was wrong and wants validation for—”
Brad burst out laughing, cutting Jacob off.
“It sounds more like that’s what you wish he was here for. Maybe he’s not the one desperate for validation.”
“Well, if he wasn’t here for that, why did he come?” Jacob snapped, angry at being mocked.
“He came to see if there were any friends still here in this place.”
Jacob snorted a laugh and said, “Then he came to the wrong place.”
Brad decided he was done listening to this man and started walking away, but Jacob wasn’t done with him and he grabbed his arm.
“He came to the wrong place, right, brother?”
Brad pulled his arm away and glared at the man. Something in his expression must have looked dangerous, because Jacob’s eyes widened and he took a frightened step back. Suddenly Brad was reminded of just how non-threatening the man was. With that voice of his and the power of a dreamwalker behind him, Jacob was a force to be reckoned with. But in here, where none of that mattered, Brad realised just how weak this man was.
“Don’t call me that,” he said. “I’m not a brother of yours, Jacob. You ruined my life and the lives of so many other people, and I will regret the day you ever got inside my head and started poisoning my thoughts.”
Jacob opened his mouth to argue, but Brad spoke right over him, done listening to this man.
“The only man I’d call brother, if he’d ever let me again, just left. He came here looking for a friend, and I hope he left knowing he had at least one if he ever needs it.”
For maybe the first time since Brad met Jacob, he got the last words in their conversation. The simple pleasure of that alone put a smile on Brad’s face as he walked away.
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Tony Suen was a lot of things, but patient wasn’t one of them.
He had wandered the halls of the new HQ a thousand times over the last six hours. First, he checked to make sure things were in place for when they were given the all clear to get going. Then he was double checking, and people got frustrated with him. By the third rotation, they were kicking him out angrily and sending him off to bother someone else. After that, it was just a case of Tony going from group to group and staying until they couldn’t tolerate him any more before moving off to annoy someone else.
In his defence, he was trying to be useful, but the endless preparations and the wait was giving him anxiety. After Tad kicked him out of the room where he secured the transferred dreamwalker prisoners who accompanied Brad to help tonight, he wound his way back to the main office where what remained of the Dream Team were hard at work. One glance at Stella told him not to bother her, Miles still had his head buried in code, and even Hawk gave him an evil glare when he looked in Jen’s direction. However, then he spotted the most patient person in the room, the one person who was always glad to see him for some reason, and he headed in her direction.
Amber sat alone in the corner, watching what was going on but not seeing much. She was so lost in thought she didn’t notice Tony approach and jumped when he said her name. For the first time all day, the surprise on her face brought a genuine smile to his.
“You arsehole. You shouldn’t sneak up on people,” Amber scolded, smacking his arm to punctuate her point.
“Hardly sneaking,” Tony disagreed. “I walked right up to you out in the open. You were just lost somewhere else. What’s wrong? Thinking of the twins?”
“Amongst other things,” she admitted. Then she patted the pad of the chair next to her, telling him to sit. As soon as he did as asked, she surprised him by wheeling her own chair close and resting her head on his shoulder. “I’m scared, Tony. The closer we get to this, the more I worry about what’s going to happen tonight.”
“It’ll be fine,” Tony said, trying to sound confident despite his own misgivings. “Stella knows what she’s doing, Tad’s a walking talking nuclear weapon, and we’ve got the backing of half the army tonight, not to mention my ghosts who are going to be running support for us all. Trust me, we’ve got this one in the bag.”
“I know, but…” Her words faded into a sigh. “I still worry. I have no experience with this sort of thing and it’s a lot to handle.”
“Then you shouldn’t be here,” Tony argued, and not for the first time. “Go back to mum and dad’s, or better yet, go see your family. Surely if there’s any reason to make peace, it’s this.”
When she didn’t answer he continued, hoping she was considering his words.
“Enough time has passed since the accident that they are bound to have forgiven you by now. Besides, providing this war goes well, this world is changing in a big way. If Jen can one day heal her own back, maybe there’s a chance she might be able to heal your brother. And if the war doesn’t go so good… well… Isn’t that all the more reason to go see them now while you still can?”
“Maybe,” Amber reluctantly replied, and Tony grinned where she couldn’t see it, happy with his victory. However, something more than his grin must have given his feelings away, because Amber turned to glare at him. “But if I do, it will be tomorrow. Tonight I’m staying here so I can keep an eye on you. You’re not getting rid of me that easy.”
Her words sounded firm, but she wore a cheeky smile that dimpled her cheeks, a smile that had been absent for far too long, and a smile that Tony had grown fond of over the last couple of months.
Grinning right back, he raised his hands in surrender and said, “That was the furthest thing from my mind, I promise.”
Amber huffed, but something in his tone conveyed how serious he was, so she didn’t press the issue. Of course he wanted her out of danger right now, but she hadn’t just been talking about tonight. He was done running from her and had been for a while. The nervous terror that accompanied the thought of finally taking a girl on a date had faded, and now all that remained was excitement to not only do something he had been missing out on his entire life, but to share that experience with Amber of all people.
Suddenly six months was too long to wait and Tony took his own advice about taking opportunities while they were still available. Though he tried to be brave for her, he had no idea how tonight would work out. Motivated by that thought, he leaned forward and pressed his lips against hers.
Always in the past it had been Amber who kissed him and it was he who froze in surprise. That changed this time, and Tony enjoyed turning the tables for once. When he leaned back, he found her staring at him with wide eyes and her cheeks were rosy.
“Forget waiting. What are you doing tomorrow?” Tony asked.
“Tomorrow… What?… You mean…” He didn’t think it was possible, but her eyes widened further as she struggled for words. “You mean we should go on a date tomorrow. You don’t want to wait six months any more?”
“I’ve waited all my life,” Tony said. “I think that’s long enough, don’t you?”
The surprise faded from her expression and a radiant smile took its place as she nodded in answer.
“Definitely,” she agreed.
“Then it’s a date. We’ll do something tomorrow, providing the world doesn’t end tonight.”
He knew they were the wrong words as soon as he said them. Amber’s smile faded as the reality of their situation hit them both.
“Let me come with you,” she pleaded again. “Jen doesn’t need me tonight and can look after herself.”
“No,” Tony disagreed. “You’ve seen inside Jen’s head and know what she’s like. She does stupid things when there’s no one to keep her on the right path. I need you to do that for me.”
“But someone needs to be there watching your back,” Amber protested. “You’re even worse than she is.”
“I’ve got Tad watching my back, and all the ghosts, and what’s left of the Dream Team, and the army. Trust me, I’m not the one you need to be worried about.”
“But—”
“Amber, please do this for me,” Tony said. “I love Jen like a sister and if anything happened to her… You’re the only person I trust to watch her for me. Please.”
“You bullshit artist,” Amber accused. “But fine, I’ll watch her.”
“Hey Tony, they’re ready for us.”
Both Amber and Tony jumped, having forgotten that they weren’t alone.
“Thanks Rodney, I’ll be right there,” Tony said, struggling to hide his embarrassment at the thought of the people in the room witnessing him kissing Amber. He didn’t have long to worry about that before she was kissing him again, then hugging him in a way that said she didn’t want to let go.
“Be careful,” she whispered, and Tony didn’t need to see her tears to know they were there.
“I will. You too,” he said, forcing himself to ignore the lump in his throat and his rising fear of what they were about to do. He made sure that when he stepped away he was grinning. “I better go. The sooner I get this done, the sooner I can figure out somewhere awesome to take you tomorrow.”
Amber smiled even as she wiped away a tear with the back of her hand.
“I’ll hold you to that.”
Tony’s grin was a little more real as he waved goodbye and stepped away. His happy thoughts faded fast as he joined the people rushing to their posts and recognised their serious faces. Soon he was outside where there were large groups of people waiting to be dreamwalked to the King Dream Gate. Seeing the nervous ghosts from the Phoenix amongst them, Tony pushed all thoughts of Amber and tomorrow from his mind. He needed to concentrate on now.
He rushed over to help get them ready for what they were about to face.


◆◆◆
 


Tony stepped out of Dream with his fellow ghosts and looked around. In some ways, the Dream Gate hadn’t changed since the last time he was here. The remains of the enormous tower took the form of a pile of rubble that was ringed by a large metal fence and lit by floodlights.
However, one major change was that the fence was now covered with dreamcatchers. Some were enormous and fabricated out of steel to stop Dream crossing the barrier as it had for the DTHQ and Downing Street. The other dreamcatchers were made with much flimsier materials and were hasty additions. Tony suspected this was what Mitena had spent her day doing.
He wondered what they were for, but then his eyes focused on one type and he shivered in understanding. Mitena was covering their bases. Not only could Dream not cross those barriers, but neither could nightmares and ghosts. Mitena had created a fortress out of this large open space, at least to magical attacks. However, they had learnt the hard way that magical attacks weren’t the only thing to be worried about.
Tony looked around nervously, scanning the shadows of nearby warehouses to make sure there were no enemies hiding in the darkness. Unable to see into those shadows, his panic grew until he noticed he wasn’t the only ghost feeling such panic.
They’re relying on you to set an example.
He hated seeing the fear on these ghosts’ faces. They were taking an enormous risk coming here to help him, and the least he could do was try to settle their nerves.
“Everyone, gather round,” he shouted, making those closest jump but earning the attention of all the ghosts. “Quickly now, we need to discuss what’s going to happen.”
There were forty-two ghosts, and soon Tony had the attention of each and every one. It was a little unnerving, but he forced that aside.
“Right guys, I want you all to remember that tonight we’re here for them,” he said, pointing at the soldiers who moved around the site like ants on a picnic. “Our job isn’t to attack the enemy, it’s not to risk our lives, or anything like that. Our job is to save as many of them as we can because that’s what we’re best suited for. We don’t need to worry about bullets or attacks because we’re ghosts and we can heal from anything. Now that Tad knows how to use animancy, we can take even more risks because if you ever feel the madness rising because of the damage you’re taking, just go to Tad and he’ll sort you out. You got that?”
The chorus of answers were louder than expected, and Tony jumped, but it made him smile as well.
“Good. Tonight is our night to shine, guys. Lizzie has been here with her people to set up Miles’ fancy cameras all over this place, because what happens tonight is something the world needs to see. That means it’s an opportunity to show the world what they need to know about ghosts. They need to know we’re not the enemy, but we’re here to help. That they don’t need to fear us, because working with us achieves far better results than working against us.
“Tonight they will see us helping injured people, saving lives in ways a living person can’t, and this will go a long way towards creating a better future for all ghosts. But at the same time, I don’t want any of you to be reckless. You’re too important to take stupid risks. We don’t think the enemy has dreamcatchers that could destroy us, but we need to be ready, regardless. I don’t want to lose any ghosts tonight, and if you’re in a position where you face moving on or being destroyed, then for the love of God, move on. Don’t hesitate, please. It’s not worth it.
“Other than that, stay active and stay vigilant. Help where you can and keep an eye on each other. If you think one of us is starting to slip into madness, get that ghost to Tad. The last thing we need is a mad ghost trapped in here with us.
“Most importantly, keep yourself open to Tad at all times. At some point tonight, he’s going to connect with you for power, and trust me, if he does, it’ll be because he desperately needs that power. Don’t fight him. It might be the difference between life and death for a lot of people.”
Seeing that he was making them even more nervous rather than calming their nerves, Tony decided this wasn’t working and stopped there.
“Alright, that’s enough. We’ve been over what needs to be done, so lets get to it. Go out, be safe, and let’s save some lives.”
Having spent the vast majority of his afterlife seeking ways to entertain himself, he had seen far more movies than was healthy. Therefore, he was a little disappointed when he didn’t get some kind of cheering response from his people like they might in a movie. Instead, they just nodded and dispersed to go do what had been asked of them.
“You’re doing a good thing with them, Tony.”
Tony let out an unmanly yelp as he spun to see who was talking, then frowned at the smile on Tad’s face.
“Don’t sneak up on people in a war zone, Tad.”
Tad held up his hands in surrender.
“Sorry. I mean it though. It’s a good thing that you’re doing with them. Between you and Lizzie, I think you’re finally starting to turn people’s opinions.”
“I’m not sure,” Tony disagreed. “It hasn’t been long enough to make a difference.”
“No?” Tad asked, nodding his head toward where the ghosts had gone. Tony looked back to see what he was talking about and saw his ghosts walking amongst the soldiers, none of whom so much as flinched at their presence. In a lot of cases, they were even talking with the ghosts.
“You’ve done enough to convince them at least,” Tad said. “It won’t be long before other people come to their senses. Them helping people tonight will go a long way towards convincing the world that ghosts have as much right to be here as anyone else, and that they can be a net positive to the world rather than something to be feared.”
Uncomfortable with Tad’s praise, Tony changed the topic a little.
“Maybe, but don’t forget why they’re here. Think of them as walking talking batteries, and when the time comes, you can’t hesitate to use them. They’re all waiting for you.”
It was Tad’s turn to look uncomfortable, but Tony wasn’t having any of that.
“I mean it, Tad. I hate to do this to you, mate, but the reason everyone is even here today is to give you a shot at doing what needs to be done. Sure, Stella and Leon have had big boosts, Mitena has given the soldiers a fighting chance, and those dreamwalkers who saw enough sense to come and help us will make a big difference. But none of that would matter if you weren’t here. We’re doing this to give you a shot at ending this as soon as possible, and you can’t let us down when the time comes.”
Tad continued to squirm, and Tony hated having to say this. He had been inside Tad’s head and knew how this pressure was eating away at him. But he also knew that Tad worked best when he focused on what was on the line. Given the right reason to act, Tad had proved he could rise to any occasion.
“People are relying on you. We don’t do our best to stop this tonight, then what kind of future will Jen have?”
Tad had been uncomfortable before, but the mention of Jen made him flinch like Tony was attacking him. He felt guilty using Tad’s personal kryptonite to win this argument, but sometimes a nuclear option was the right play. Thankfully, he didn’t have to say anything else and Tad didn’t have chance to think of a response as suddenly Stella was there, and it was clear by the look on her face that she wasn’t happy.
“What’s wrong?” Tad asked, his discomfort vanishing.
“The chaos from Norman’s death has settled and some orders have trickled out. It’s exactly what we feared.”
“They’re removing you from your position?” Tad asked.
“It looks that way. They’re also trying to stop all military action until further notice, but they haven’t been specific enough as they don’t know about this yet. For now, we still have our back up, but I don’t know for how long. Ideally, we need Kuruk to take the bait as soon as possible.” She glanced at her watch and swore. “We’re cutting it close.”
“He’ll be here,” a new voice spoke up, and Tony turned to see Mitena approaching. Like the rest of them, she looked tired as she had been working non-stop all day, but she also looked determined. “Kuruk thinks that whatever you’re planning needs to happen today, so he will be here before midnight. He won’t risk waiting any longer. I’m surprised he’s not here already.”
“In that case, are we set up for this?” Tad asked, nervous.
“We’re as ready as we can be,” Stella answered. “We’ve got most of the soldiers secured within the safety of Mitena’s dreamcatchers. We’ve got every building cleared for half a mile in every direction, we’ve got men waiting in the buildings around us and perimeter guards set up to stop mundane traffic from coming close. On top of that, we have men with dreamwalkers on standby at all the bases still friendly to us to ship in backup at a moment’s notice. I don’t think there’s anything else we can do.”
“Then it’s time for you to go,” Tad said to Mitena. “I’ll take you back now before—”
“No,” Mitena disagreed. “I can help here. Maybe they have new dreamcatchers that I can counter if necessary. Also, I have some—”
She never got to finish that argument as the boom of an explosion in the distance made them all flinch and look off toward the east, where a plume of fire was rising into the night sky.
“That was one of the perimeter check points,” Stella said, alarmed. “I didn’t expect them to see much action tonight because I thought everyone would be dreamwakling in.”
As if in answer, there was another explosion, followed by the sound of gunfire that came from another direction. They turned toward the sound to see what happened, but then there was another explosion, and another.
“They’re surrounding us,” Tad pointed out, and Tony couldn’t suppress his shiver at the thought.
“But they’re coming by road,” Stella said, still confused. “Why aren’t they dreamwalking here? Mitena’s only warded up the Dream Gate site itself, she hasn’t gone any further out.”
“You want me to find out?” Tad asked, but Stella never got chance to answer.
Gunfire erupted much closer to them and they spun yet again, this time looking towards the rear of the Dream Gate site, to where soldiers were firing out into the shadow beyond the perimeter of the fence.
Tony was about to ask what was going on, but he never got chance as again more gunfire erupted, this time from the other side of the site, then more yet again. Then, as if that wasn’t bad enough, Tony heard another sound that he had been dreading all night, the explosive pops of rushing air as people stepped out of Dream into this reality.
Tony.
The mental shout echoed around his head and it was filled with meaning that Tony instantly understood. Tad wanted him to merge, and Tony knew it was the right play. Whatever happened next, his job was to help Tad in any way he could. Heal him where that was necessary, advise where he could, and lend him strength at all other times. As always, merging was as simple as letting go of his fight against the pull of the next life, and the power of a Proxy did the rest, snatching his soul from the endless grip of Dream and merging it with his own.
For a moment, Tony’s sense of what was happening around him vanished and all became darkness. Then memories and knowledge rushed at him as he merged with Tad’s soul. Senses returned as he started seeing through Tad’s eyes, hearing with his ears, and experiencing what he felt.
He felt a pull on his own strength as Tad reached for Dream, picturing a giant bubble that covered the entire compound. He even pulled on the connection to other ghosts to help and Tony felt that now familiar rush of energy as Dream answered.
A bubble of condensed air settled over the entire Dream Gate site, rippling the air where it formed and protecting them all. Instantly it came under assault from bullets, but with Tad’s three ghosts inside him and three more ghosts lending their strength, it wasn’t much of a strain just yet.
Tony was about to tell Tad this was the perfect use of his power, but Tad’s attention abruptly turned when Mitena gasped out a name that sparked fires of hatred within Tad and Tony.
“Kuruk!”
Tad moved his head to the right and Tony saw that beyond the fence stood the grim faced giant, his body alive with tattoos that were intermittently glowing as he cycled through dreamcatchers. As a result, the bullets that were fired in his direction were failing to harm him, allowing him time to study the defences.
You should take him out now, Rodney thought at Tad.
However, before Tad had chance to act, there was yet another interrupting explosion which seemed to be the theme of the night. This one was from much closer than the ones at the perimeter check points and even Kuruk turned in surprise. They were just in time to see a small convoy of armoured vehicles rush down the road, each sporting the signs of damage that could only have come from battle as these vehicles fought their way past the check points.
For a moment Tony wondered if they were going to stop or if they were going to drive straight at the gates. Would Tad’s shield even be up to stopping them? He would never find out as the lead vehicle skidded to a stop and the front door opened wide as a tall man stepped out of the passenger side.
He wasn’t armed, which Tony felt was ridiculous considering the continuous gunfire going on around them, but a second later he understood why. This man didn’t need to be armed because he was shrugging off bullets like they were nothing, and when one of Kuruk’s men fired a fireball at the man, he barely even looked annoyed as he raised a hand in his direction and a bolt of lightning lit up the night as it passed through one of Kuruk’s dreamcatcher armed soldiers and ten more behind him, killing them instantly. The accompanying thunder rolled over the King Dream gate, and the sound of gunfire slowed in response.
They’re not fighting together, Tony realised, stunned.
Tad was also excited at the prospect, wondering how he could take advantage of this, but things were moving too fast for them to plan right now. Before any ideas formed, Elias Masalis cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted a single word.
“STOP!”
It was one of the loudest sounds Tony had ever heard and somehow it drowned out even the gunfire and explosions in the distance. The volume alone wasn’t the problem though, it was the feeling that went with it. Tony had felt this compulsion before when Stella used her Authority, but this was on a whole other level.
The remaining gunfire ceased, men stopped moving, and the bubble of protection over the King Dream Gate fell as Tad was helpless to do anything other than obey. The god of the eidolon council had just issued an order, and when gods spoke, mortals listened.
Uh oh, Tony thought, as he realised they had just encountered the one thing they couldn’t have prepared for. Suddenly his fear returned a thousand fold, and he felt the same emotions coming from Tad. But neither of them could act right now because the god had told them not to.
All they could do was wait silently for their end to approach.
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Tad had never felt anything like this.
That one word from Elias spoke directly to his subconscious, telling him this was a man that needed to be listened to. As a result, Tad froze, letting his grip on Dream fade and losing his shield that was protecting everyone. It never crossed his mind that maybe he should fight this.
Elias stepped away from his armoured truck and approached the entrance of the compound. His pace was unhurried, and he looked like he was out for a nighttime stroll, not a walk through what had a moment ago been a battlefield. He had good reason to be so calm, as no one made a move against him. Even Kuruk was still, staring at this strange being with a vacant expression.
So this is what happens when you piss off a god, Tony said from within Tad’s mind, but Tad was too stunned to respond.
“Ignore him!”
Tad was astounded that anyone dare speak when this god demanded silence, let alone shout. However, there was a quality to this new voice that broke through to that part of Tad that was locked up, forcing him to pay to attention.
“This man has no authority over any of you,” Stella shouted, and the Authority in her voice was every bit as clear as that which was holding Tad immobile.
However, this was an order from a person Tad trusted, someone he knew he was supposed to listen to, and someone he respected above all others. Suddenly it was like a great weight was lifted and Tad was free to reach for Dream again.
He cast out his fishing lines, connecting with the ghosts easily as they were still in a state of shock. Energy rushed through him in a way he would never get used to, and he pushed that energy into a new image, reforming the bubble over the compound and once more protecting his people.
Elias staggered to a stop, eyes widening in amazement. It was only for a moment before that emotion left his face and red filled his aura. His anger was deep, dark and more intense than Tad had seen in a long time. This was the colour of hatred and he directed that hatred at Stella.
“You,” he snarled. “Stand down.”
His order was once again filled with Authority, but this time Tad could ignore it. The Authority remained, but his words were in direct opposition to Stella’s orders and Tad’s brain had already decided who needed to be listened to most.
All around him, soldiers, dreamwalkers and ghosts shuffled nervously, none of them affected as strongly by this new order. Whatever spell remained in Elias’ words vanished when one person acted like those words meant nothing to her.
Stella strode forward confidently, walking to the other side of the gate that was protected by both dreamcatchers and Tad’s bubble of condensed air. She stared at the god and said, “Is that all you’ve got? After everything people have been telling me, I expected more.”
The blazing red aura on the man flickered white for an instant with shock, but then his anger reasserted itself and his aura blazed all the brighter.
“You can’t deny me,” he screamed, losing his temper and taking an angry step forward. Once again Tad felt the Authority in his voice, but this time it washed over him like it was nothing. Evidently, his allies felt the same as they raised their guns and dreamcatchers flared to life.
“It looks like I can,” Stella answered.
Elias screamed and ran forward, moving faster than even Kuruk when he activated his dreamcatchers. One moment he was fifty feet from Stella, the next he was bouncing off the shield that Tad erected around the compound, one strong enough to stop the explosion that destroyed the Senedd. It popped like a bubble from the colossal impact of this one man and the backlash crashed into Tad like a jack-hammer to the head, driving him to his knees and blanking out his vision.
He lost maybe five seconds before he felt strong enough to look up again, and the first thing he saw were the stunned expressions of the other eidolon who had climbed from the armoured vehicles. They looked at their leader, who was just now climbing to his feet like they were seeing something astounding.
Now’s your chance, Tad. Take him out, Rodney screamed in Tad’s mind, but Tad had already lost his window.
Elias noticed the looks from his people, and it drove him to an even greater rage. He turned his attention back to the fence standing in his way, locking eyes with Stella. Then the god charged once again. There was no shield standing in his way this time and he tore through the thick metal of the gate as though it was made of paper. He wasn’t a dreamwalker, so the dreamcatchers did nothing to stop him, and suddenly he was standing in front of Stella and throwing a punch that would knock her head clean from her shoulders.
But somehow Stella wasn’t there. Even as he blurred forward, she had already stepped aside, almost like she knew where he was going and what he was doing before he did it. Then the fight began for real.
They moved quicker than the eye could follow, and the very fact that Stella could keep up with this man who could move like lightning was astounding to Tad. He had seen so much change in Stella since he first met her, but this was like seeing a whole new person. For the first time, he realised the full extent of her changes over the last year and saw her not as the woman he knew, but the goddess she could have been in another life.
This fight wouldn’t play out well in a movie. They moved far too fast, the action was too jerky, and it was hard to keep track of what was happening. Often they blurred to Tad’s eyes and he could only hold his breath and hope Stella would be alright. However, that hope was already fading. Even without being able to follow the action he could see Stella couldn’t keep this up forever. Both were fast, but Elias moved easily like he was built for this speed, whereas Stella was jumpy, her movements sharp and often on the retreat. Elias was too fast, too strong, and had centuries of practice with his talent. Sooner or later, one of his punches would land and Tad would lose Stella forever.
Then do something about it, Rodney ordered, but Tad was already ten steps ahead of him. He was running through options in his mind, trying to think of how he could help. Unfortunately, with the two moving so fast, there was nothing Tad could do without putting Stella in danger.
Speed up your perception of time to match theirs, Tony suggested, and Tad latched onto the idea.
Mitena had once described the feeling of time slowing when she used her tattoo and he imagined the same thing happening to him. The moment he touched Dream, the world slowed and suddenly Stella and Elias looked like normal people fighting in a world filled with statues.
In this new state, Tad knew how to help Stella. On the few times he had lost his temper and blasted a beam of pure Dream energy at something, it had never failed to destroy what it hit. He was sure that if he aimed at Elias’ head, even this god would not be able to shrug that off.
He was about to act on that impulse before he realised his mistake. While he was focusing on Elias and Stella, he had forgotten that he was not the only one who could speed himself up like this.
Look out, Rodney warned an instant before Kuruk reached them, a knife in his hand and a feral glint in his eye. It was all Tad could do to jump away and avoid being cut. Even then he felt the sting of scored flesh on his left forearm and were he not moving so quick he might feel the trickle of warm blood as well.
However, as much as Kuruk had taken him by surprise, Tad recognised the opportunity that he couldn’t pass this up. While he still wanted to help Stella, this was why he was here. He had to trust Stella to handle Elias so Tad could end this monster while he had the chance.
Before Kuruk recovered from missing his strike, Tad raised his hand toward the man and a beam of light burst from his palm with the intensity of the sun. The beam travelled directly for Kuruk’s chest and it was as thick as Tad’s arm. No man could survive that… no man but Kuruk who had been planning for months to deal with people like Tad. He had seen this trick of Tad’s before and had prepared for it.
The moment it struck, a tattoo from under Kuruk’s t-shirt flared to life, and suddenly Tad didn’t feel like he could trust his eyes. Kuruk looked as though Tad was seeing him through a kaleidoscope, all broken up and refracted. It took him a moment before he realised that this was the effect of Kuruk using dream to bend the light, much like a crystal might.
The light beam struck that surreal image and split into a thousand different beams, each travelling in a new direction, lighting up the kaleidoscopic image and creating an explosion of light that was so shocking it caused Tad to let go of Dream. Time rushed back to normal as he blinked to clear his eyes from the assault of that bright light. It was almost like someone had dialled up the volume on the world and Tad was suddenly assaulted by the sounds of gunfire, explosions and yelling as the enemies on this particular battlefield truly went to war.
Tad blinked to clear his vision and saw Kuruk’s men flooding through the entrance that Elias had opened. There were flashes of light as dreamcatchers ignited, fireballs flew, and lasers cut through the night and bodies with equal ease. The resulting destruction horrified Tad and for a moment his terrified mind froze as he wanted to help people, but didn’t know where to start.
His eyes fell on a group of soldiers nearby who were firing at an oncoming trio of men armed with dreamcatchers, their bullets having no effect. Tad knew the soldiers had dreamcatchers of their own, but they hadn’t had them long enough to automatically use them in a time like this. It made them sitting ducks, and terrified for them, Tad started gathering Dream.
However, someone beat him to it. A spike of Dream made Tad flinch, turning him towards the source where he found Brad using a laser pointer to cut through the three attackers who had armed themselves to deflect bullets, not lasers.
Another spike of Dream pulled Tad’s attention away again, seeing other dreamwalkers that Brad had said could be trusted, fighting back against Kuruk’s army and making enough of a difference that the fight wasn’t one sided. With them handling the Dream side of the battle, the soldiers could suddenly be much more effective.
It was still chaos though, and it didn’t stop at the fence surrounding the compound either. Beyond that barrier, soldiers clashed as Elias’ people were fighting Kuruk’s. Tad didn’t have time to question why they were clashing before he caught sight of Stella and Elias. Another figure was with Stella, attacking Elias, moving with equal speed and keeping the man from getting the upper hand. Leon had joined his cousin, and together they were keeping the angry god occupied. With all the chaos happening around them though, Tad knew it would only be a matter of time before someone helped Elias, erasing any advantage Stella and Leon might have.
Once again, he didn’t have time to help. The explosion of light temporarily blinded Kuruk, but while he was staggering back and rubbing his eyes, the men he was surrounded by were also armed with dreamcatchers and wanted Tad dead as much as their boss. While they were being kept occupied by soldiers with dreamcatchers and Brad’s with his dreamwalkers, there were so many of them that Tad couldn’t avoid them all.
By the time he recovered his senses, he saw another flash of light as multiple fireballs flew his way. Desperately he thought back to what he had done when battling the fire nightmare in Swansea and he redirected that flame. He channelled the fire into the air to keep from hurting anyone around him, and again the bright light scorched his vision, blinding him to further attacks. Even with his ghosts healing him as quick as they could, he still would have been too slow to avoid the next attack from the dreamcatchers rushing him and would have died had Growler not been there.
He jumped between Tad and his attackers, planting his feet in a familiar fashion before he let out one of his signature barks. Sound rippled out of his open mouth in the form of a sonic boom, knocking the advancing dreamcatchers from their feet and blowing them backward into others that were charging forward. Tad was pleased to see that Kuruk was knocked back with them, opening up space between Tad and them as they fell like pins in a bowling alley.
Now’s your chance, Rodney said again, urging Tad to take advantage of this moment. Kill him.
Tad reached for Dream again, ready to do just that, but hesitated when a sound fought the gunfire and explosions to catch his attention. Someone screamed in unspeakable agony, and that sound cut right through Tad to the part of him that was so fed up with killing. He knew that Kuruk needed to die, but right now the giant was buried under the bodies of ten men, each of whom had been knocked over by Growler’s bark. Not all of them were enemies. Some of Tad’s allies had been caught up in the concussive force and to kill Kuruk, he would have to kill them as well.
They knew what they were signing up for when they came here and were ready to sacrifice themselves to end this threat, Rodney assured him. Don’t hesitate, kill him.
He’s right, Tad, Tony said. If you don’t kill him now, he’ll keep coming for you and either you will die, or Stella will, or any number of innocent people that stand in their way. Take them out now, it’s the only way and you know it. Use the ghosts so they can’t defend themselves and kill them all.
This was it, the moment Tad had been dreading. Tad knew that what they were saying was true, but he couldn’t shake the weight of what he had to do. He knew now that it wasn’t the real Charles who had once accused him of being a killer, but it didn’t change the feelings that went along with that accusation. He had accused Tad of enjoying killing, of becoming a monster, and Tad had only overcome the horror of that accusation when he found his own personal limits. He would kill if he had to protect himself or his family, but killing people in cold blood… He just couldn’t bring himself to do that. Killing allies as well… that was a step too far.
Do it, Tad. This isn’t cold blood, its self defence, Rodney screamed. What do you think will happen if you let him live? Those men will die anyway as they are caught up with that lot, and any other deaths that Kuruk takes after that will be on you. End this now.
As much as he wanted to argue, Tad knew Rodney was right.
He cast his fishing lines out, hooking into nearby ghosts who were willing to help and powering up a new image in his mind. After what happened with the laser a moment earlier, he knew only overwhelming force would suffice, so he pulled on as many ghosts as he could find. Then he raised a shaking hand in Kuruk’s direction.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered, blinking away tears. Then he cast aside the last of his doubts and— 
The pain that exploded through him was sudden and shocking. He spun, losing his grip on Dream in the process.
You’ve been shot in the shoulder, Rodney explained as Tad struggled to understand what happened. But you need to ignore that, Tad. Finish the enemy.
No, he needs to protect himself, Thomas argued. Otherwise he might get shot again.
Tad, you’ve got the power. Do both, Tony shouted. Quickly, before it’s too—
Again Tad was spun around and again there was an explosion of pain. This time he felt something snap inside as a rib broke, making it painful to breathe. He flew through the air, colliding with someone else and then the floor a second later.
What the hell was that? He thought even as he struggled to get his breath back and look back in the direction he had just come from. He was just in time to see Kuruk running for him again.
You missed your chance, Rodney hissed. Quickly, kill him!
Tad wanted to listen, he really did, but he couldn’t think straight. His shoulder was throbbing from the bullet wound that had only been made worse by his collision with the floor. His ribs were in agony and he was finding it hard to breathe. On top of all that, he was panicking as Kuruk was moving so fast that Tad could barely follow him.
Once again it was Growler to the rescue.
The enormous dog had been fighting nearby and seeing that Tad was in trouble, he launched himself at Kuruk just as Kuruk was launching himself at Tad. The two collided with a thud that created a shockwave that rippled the air. They both tumbled to the ground, Growler snarling and gnashing his teeth even as Kuruk grunted with the effort of keeping the dog away. At one point, Growler must have sunk his teeth into the giant man because Kuruk yelped in agony, but a second later there was a flash of light as Kuruk activated more dreamcatchers. Tad heard a sickening thud as Kuruk’s fist connected with Growler’s jaw and it was Growler’s turn to yelp.
That sound cut through Tad’s pain and reservations better than anything had so far, and a sudden mist of fury rushed over him at the thought of anyone hurting his dog. Smashing his fist into the ground, Tad called on the power of all the ghosts he could connect to and augmented that strike until the ground under his fist exploded, sending chips of stone flying into anyone nearby even as the shock waves of the impact travelled deeper, making the very floor vibrate like a localised earthquake.
Soldiers tumbled to the ground, gunfire ceased as people tried to catch themselves, and for a moment the site was quiet enough to hear the tinkling sound of rubble falling as the earthquake disturbed the remains of King Tower. It wasn’t enough.
Kuruk was a man possessed, and with Growler knocked aside, he turned his attention back to Tad. Another dreamcatcher ignited and this time Tad didn’t even see the man move, he was simply there a second later and Tad grunted in pain and surprise as the knife slipped between his ribs and entered his lung.
If he thought it was hard to breathe before, this was something else. Pain tore through him as pink blood bubbled between his lips, and Kuruk grinned in triumph as he grabbed Tad by the throat and pulled him up to his feet.
Tad, no. Fight back, Rodney screamed, but Tad couldn’t concentrate. All he wanted was to take a breath, but nothing he tried was working.
Call on the ghosts, Tony urged. Use their strength to heal yourself. We three aren’t going to be enough this time. You need more.
Tad knew Tony was right, but the knife was still in his chest, being twisted sadistically as Kuruk revelled in delight at his moment of glory. He brought Tad’s face in close to ensure his words were heard.
“You have no idea how I have dreamt about this moment,” he said. “You deserve this and so much more. This is only the start. Before you go, you need to understand that this won’t end until Dream and anything Dream related is gone. And not just them, but the super powered freaks like your girlfriend as well. These are powers man was never meant to mess with and I won’t rest until things are back as they should be, with humanity restored to its rightful place where nature intended.”
Tad wanted to tell the man he was crazy, wanted to gather the last of his strength and carry this man with him into death. Surely he could do that much. But as the blood poured from his wounds, his inability to breathe sapped the oxygen from his brain and he was losing the strength to fight. Coupled with the enormous pain that wouldn’t let up as Kuruk continued to squeeze his neck and twist the knife, Tad realised this was the end.
He had failed.
Because of that failure, either Kuruk or Elias or some other monster that had been created by all this was going to destroy everything he held dear. Tad wanted to say that at least he had fought as hard as he could, but the truth was it was his failure to act that allowed this to happen.
As the light started to fade from his eyes and he lost his grasp on what was happening around him, Tad thought of the people he would be leaving behind.
I’m sorry, please forgive me, he wanted to say, hoping that those he held most dear in the world might somehow hear him, but the words wouldn’t form.
Suddenly there was a flash of light, then the sensation of falling, and then there was only blackness.




41

Saturday, 31st December 2016

23:05

The attacks came hard and fast, and even with her eidolon senses feeding her information, Stella was struggling. Her truth senses predicted every move Elias made a fraction of a second early, but the man was so unnaturally fast that she couldn’t react in time to take advantage of that.
This is what you get for poking a sleeping giant, she thought to herself, appalled for ever thinking this was a good idea. This man had survived for centuries because he was just that good, but she had thumbed her nose at him and barely gave it a thought. She should have known better… she did know better. Leon had been telling her this was coming for months.
Now she would die for ignoring that truth.
Somehow she had kept up so far, pushing herself faster than she thought possible. Lizzie’s aid in cultivating belief had paid off in ways she couldn’t imagine. But even with that extra belief, this man was beyond her. He’d had centuries to build his belief, to practice with his powers, and while she was sweating and breathing hard, he looked like he could do this all day.
Duck, her truth sense screamed at her, and she was just in time to miss a punch to the face that would have taken her head clean from her shoulders. For the first time, she couldn’t maintain her balance as she had to duck mid step. There was nothing for it but to drop to the ground and roll away, hoping she could escape a killing blow in time to get back to her feet.
Heart pounding and trying her hardest not to panic, she watched the world spin and then, as soon as she felt solid ground under her hands, she pushed herself up, trusting her new strength to get her to her feet as fast as possible. Again she underestimated that new strength. She left the floor like she had jumped and it was a miracle she managed to land on her feet, skidding to a stop ten feet away and frantically looking for the next attack.
However, there wasn’t one.
Elias stood alone amongst an ocean of chaos, not caring for what happened around him, but looking at her with a mocking smile. The bastard knew that he had won this fight and now he was just enjoying himself as it led to its inevitable conclusion.
“You’ve come a long way for someone who didn’t know what she was six months ago,” Elias said in perfect English. “No wonder you’ve been so hard to kill.”
“Is that supposed to be a compliment?” she asked, buying herself time as she looked for an opportunity to exploit. However, everything was mayhem around her and there was no help to be found. Bullets were flying, people were fighting, others were screaming, and far too many were dying. New ghosts were springing into existence all the time, most of whom moved on immediately, but others stuck around, joining the ranks of Tony’s ghosts who were moving amongst the chaos and helping where they could. Even out of the corner of her eye she could see one dragging an injured man away from the fighting while another was trying to clear them a path.
She didn’t have time to dwell on that because letting her attention slip from this man was like turning her back on a tiger; it was just begging to be attacked.
“Of course it’s a compliment,” Elias said. “You’ve got more potential than any Eidolon I have seen in over a century. It’s a shame you’re so stubborn and won’t listen to reason.”
“Reason? You mean play by your rules or you’ll kill me. That’s hardly a reason.”
“It’s the law we have lived by since the fall of the old gods.”
“Clearly not or you wouldn’t be here right now, you’d have died long ago. And wasn’t that lightning I saw shoot from your hands? Hardly subtle.”
Elias laughed and shrugged.
“There are exceptions to every rule. However, you have not earned the right to those exceptions. Had you seen reason and joined us, in a century you very well might have.”
It was Stella’s turn to laugh, though there was no trace of humour in it.
“Joined you? You killed my mother and left me to a life of abuse. That’s not something endears me to your cause.”
Elias sighed and shook his head.
“What is it with the people in your family? You can’t let go of the little things and leave the past behind you. Yes, I killed your mother, she broke our laws. If she had been executed for murdering someone, would you hold a grudge against her executioner?”
“If the law was unjust and designed only to benefit existing power structures, then yes, I would.”
“Then I guess there’s no use for you,” he said, and his face turned hard. “You have no idea the lines you crossed or the damage your actions have caused. Centuries of planning, countless lives spent, billions invested into plans that are now in danger.”
“Good,” Stella said. “It’s the least you deserve.”
“Deserve? You deserve far more than what time will allow for what you’ve put me through. But I have other fires to put out today, so I suppose we’ll have to get on with this.”
“About time,” Stella said. “I was worried you were going to talk me to death.”
Elias grinned.
“Yes, I was right. You had potential. It will be a shame to end you. I guess I will just have to take what enjoyment I—”
He never got to finish his sentence because the backup Stella had been hoping for finally arrived. Ideally that might have been a laser beam to the head from Tad, but she would take what she could get and Leon was not so bad in terms of a runner up prize.
He had fought his way through the chaos behind Elias, having dealt with some of the eidolon who had come with the man. Then, while Elias was still talking, Leon punched the man in the back of the head with the kind of force that would have turned stone to dust. Elias merely staggered forward with a surprised expression as he backhanded Leon across the face. It made the sound of a baseball bat hitting a home run and Leon was sent flying into the crowd behind him, bowling people over as he collided with them. A furious Elias took a step toward the man as though to finish him off, but Stella took advantage of his momentary distraction to attack again.
She saw how ineffectual bullets were against this man and hoped her knife would prove different as she pulled it from a sheath on her thigh. Rushing forward with as much new speed as her powers would allow, she blurred across the distance separating them and, with a scream of rage, plunged the knife at the back of his neck.
She shouldn’t have screamed. All it did was alert Elias that she was coming. A normal man couldn’t react in time, but Elias was not normal. He spun so fast it was a blur even to her and he lifted his arm to defend himself. The knife bit into his forearm but barely penetrated the skin. It was like driving the blade into a block of wood, and the impact was jarring enough to hurt.
Stella saw the punch coming long before it landed, but she had over committed and couldn’t pull away. His fist crunched into her gut with the kind of strength she had never felt. It sent a shock wave through her entire body and felt like his fist might have come out of her back. The air rushed out of her lungs so she couldn’t even grunt in pain as her feet left the floor and she was once again sent flying.
Elias followed her to finish her off, pulling Stella’s knife from his arm and reversing it to use as a weapon, but then Leon was attacking him again. Stella hit the floor hard and rolled, losing sight of the fight between Elias and Leon and trying her hardest to suck in a breath. When she could breathe again, she let out a shuddering gasp that made her want to curl up and cry. She could count on one hand the number of times she had been hurt like this before, and the last time had been because of an explosion.
He’s a god, Stella. What did you expect?
Ignoring the thought, Stella rolled back to see how Leon was getting on, scared to death for her cousin. She had good reason to be. Leon was faster than ever and when he landed a blow, it hit with a force she could never match. But he didn’t have her ability to read Elias, and Elias was an easy match for Leon’s strength and speed. She was pleased to see that Elias had lost the knife, but it was still a losing battle.
He’s too strong, she thought, and again wondered why she ever thought differently. She knew he wasn’t a god, just a man who had spent centuries building belief in himself so he could appear god like, but when his power was so great, was there a difference?
How the hell do you stop a god? she thought to herself, at the peak of her despair, but then her eyes widened as an idea surfaced. She had asked a similar question before when she first learnt of the eidolon, and she had received a clear answer. She didn’t know how she might have been able to use it then, but now…
She risked taking her eyes off the fight and frantically looked around. Her battle with Elias had taken them away from the main entrance to the compound, but they were still close enough to a nearby fence that she could see the little black box that Lizzie had placed there earlier, a little black box that was one of many that were recording everything happening right now and live streaming it to the world. It was a little black box that Stella hoped might just turn things in her favour.
Ignoring her pain, she pushed herself to her feet and called out as loud as she could, “Elias, is that the best you can do? For some reason, I expected more?”
Even fighting with Leon, her words registered and Elias looked back to see what she was talking about. It gave Leon the opening he needed to land a thundering blow on Elias’ face, and he put all his weight behind it, this time making Elias stagger back a few steps.
Stella didn’t feel like it, but she forced herself to laugh.
“Look at you, you’re getting beat down by two baby eidolon. I didn’t even know what I was until six months ago, and Leon is only in his twenties. Hardly the big bad god I keep hearing about.”
Leon looked at Stella like she was crazy, but Stella stared at Elias, pleased to see her words having an effect. Anger was taking hold, and once he had recovered from Leon’s punch, he forgot all about her cousin and rushed straight at her like she expected. However, he was too far away and he was telegraphing his movements far too much to face someone with her abilities. She side stepped him, doing her utmost to make it look casual. The truth was he was moving so quickly she almost didn’t escape, but she missed his first attack by the narrowest of margins and forced herself to keep her smile while she kept her eye on Elias.
He’s coming in low, her mind screamed at her, and sure enough the man swept out his leg, aiming for her ankles and trying to catch her off guard. Stella jumped back, again trying to look casual and keeping her smile like she was enjoying this, though inside she was panicking. Again that kick was quicker than she wanted and his foot clipped the bottom of her boot.
The next punch will hit you, she realised, analysing how Elias was moving and realising it was too quick for her to do anything but try to block it. She prepared herself for the pain of what was to come next, but then Leon was there, shoulder barging Elias and sending him flying into the nearest soldiers and ghosts, knocking them all out of his way as he tumbled and fell.
In a mere second, he was back on his feet, and those poor soldiers didn’t stand a chance as he started batting them aside in his fury, shrugging off bullets and magical attacks alike as he let nothing stand between himself and his two targets. The mockery in his expression was long gone now as fury reigned.
“Really, Leon? This is the guy you’ve been so scared of all this time?” Stella asked her cousin, hoping her voice would carry. Again Leon gave her an incredulous look, but she just stared back in a way that she hoped would portray the message that she wanted him to play along. “He’s not that impressive. I mean, he’s only been here ten minutes and already he was knocked on his arse by a simple dreamwalker shield, and then again by just the two of us. I thought this guy was supposed to be a big deal.”
Growling was Elias’ first response, followed by a shock of white light and the crack of thunder that accompanied a bolt of lightning as thick as Stella’s leg rushing at her. However, while lightning may move far too fast to ever dodge, Elias didn’t. He was letting his rage get the best of him and telegraphing his movements early enough that Stella could read him like an open book. She had more than enough time to push Leon aside and jump out of the way herself.
The lightning shot between the two of them, connecting with a poor soldier who was fighting behind her and didn’t even know what hit him before he died. Stella felt terrible because he might have lived without her goading this man, but she had no other choice right now. She needed her plan to work if they were going to somehow defeat this false god and she couldn’t let herself worry about anything else.
“Ha. Look at him, Leon. I mean, it’s flashy and all, being able to shoot lightning from his hands, but if you can’t hit what you’re aiming for, then what’s the point?”
Leon still look confused, but it showed just how much he trusted her that he played along regardless.
“I know. It looks like you might be right, the man doesn’t live up to the myth.”
Elias didn’t growl this time. He outright screamed as he threw both arms forward, hurling lightning from both hands that forked like the branches of a tree. The thunder this time was ten times louder, and the shock wave knocked people aside. But again Stella saw this coming and dodged the attacks, helping Leon along the way. It helped that it didn’t look like it was going to hit them anyway, as the lightning was wild and out of control.
Is this working? Stella asked herself. She hoped it was, but wasn’t ready to test the theory just yet.
“Missed again, Elias,” she crowed. “So much for Zeus come again. More like—”
She never got to finish her insult, because Elias was close enough now that he could charge her. Once again she saw what he was about to do a second before he did it and acted in time to save herself and her cousin, but this time she couldn’t make a show of making it look easy as he was far too close. She dodged and ducked away from his furious attacks while Leon went on the offensive. Elias somehow blocked everything Leon threw at him, allowing Stella to try a few attacks of her own. However, she had never been a fighter, and Elias had no trouble turning the tables, forcing her to dodge yet again.
His attack didn’t last long before once more Leon was there, picking up the slack and drawing attention.
For a minute, the pattern repeated until Stella saw what she was hoping for. There were beads of sweat forming on Elias’ forehead, his breathing was becoming laboured and his movements were slowing.
It’s working, she realised, and this time when she smiled, it was a genuine smile.
“What’s wrong, Elias? Realising you’re not up to defeating two baby eidolon?”
And there it was.
It was only for a second, but her taunts caused a flicker of emotion behind his eyes that had nothing to do with anger. There was a touch of fear, and in that instant, she knew she had him. He was doubting himself, and hopefully, the millions of people that must be watching this live stream would doubt him too.
It turned out the answer to defeating this man had been right in front of her from the start. Her grandmother had given her the answers she needed in their very first conversation. The counter to belief was doubt.
Elias had spent his entire life building belief in himself, creating a reputation as a living legend that allowed him to do incredible things. But just like his shadow organisation couldn’t survive in the light, his belief couldn’t last long when the people watching were given reason to doubt. The longer this fight went on, the more it looked like Elias could not finish the job, and the more that happened, the more doubt it created.
However, they didn’t have all night to diminish his belief all the way, so Stella gathered the last of her strength and took a serious risk.
“Give up. You’ve lost.”
Stella fell to her knees as all strength left her. It was all she could do to keep her eyes open, let alone catch herself with trembling hands. Exhausted and vulnerable to the most mundane of attacks, Stella lifted her head and knew her risk had paid off.
The strength of Stella’s Authority washed over Elias like a wave, and where before he would have been able to stand against that wave without flinching, now he staggered back. He only hesitated for a second, but it was long enough to matter. Leon stopped outright, unable to distinguish between an order for Elias and one for himself, but Stella didn’t care. What was important was that in full view of the cameras streaming this fight live to the world, a god had paused when a mortal spoke.
Elias’ eyes widened in surprise and that glimmer of fear returned as he understood what she had done. Once more, his fear turned to anger and he attacked her with new fury, but his attack was clumsy at best and slower than it had been even a moment earlier. More than this, Stella felt a surge of new strength that erased her weakness as doubt about Elias’ strength had turned into belief about hers. She stood and knocked Elias’ fist aside, then struck back. Her knuckles caught Elias in the jaw and knocked him to his knees.
Elias blinked, shaking his head like he couldn’t believe what happened. And it was in that moment that Stella saw him break. He was not just losing the belief of the people watching on the internet, he just lost belief in himself.
In another second he was on his feet, but not to attack this time, but to run.
“STOP!”
Stella’s voice rang over the crowd like rolling thunder. Even through the gunfire and explosions, the cries of the injured and the shouts of the dying, Stella’s order was heard and obeyed. In an ever-expanding circle, the fighting ceased and the sounds quieted, but most importantly, Elias stopped.
Shaking with fear, the man looked back, the terror on his face clear for everyone to see. Gone was the arrogance, strength and mockery. In its place was a man who didn’t know how to react to vulnerability as he hadn’t had to deal with this for the vast majority of his life.
“You can’t do this. It’s impossible,” he said, his voice shaking with the effort of denying her order.
“Clearly not,” Stella said.
When Elias couldn’t reply, Stella realised that for the first time she held a man’s life in her hands and suddenly felt a moment of sympathy for Tad. She knew he had faced this battle many times, and he struggled with it still, but she hadn’t understood what it meant until this moment.
The detective in her wanted to arrest this man so he could face the law for the full extent of his crimes. But the logical part of her mind told her the truth of what she was risking if she let that happen. Even though she had damaged his reputation and cast doubt on his power, did she want to give him the chance to rebuild? He was still the head of a powerful organisation, still had impossible wealth, and who knew how long it would be before he regained what he had lost to come back stronger than ever.
The more she thought about it, the more she appreciated Tad’s decision to end Joshua King over a year ago. He hadn’t just killed the man, he had destroyed him, though he hated the act of doing it. It was the most awful thing Tad could think of, but he did it anyway rather than risk Joshua King ever somehow returning.
Logically, she always understood that choice and agreed with what Tad did, but only now did she realise the cost of doing the right thing. Feeling like she was putting a permanent stain on her soul that would haunt her for the rest of her life, she gathered her Authority and said, “Kill him.”
The sound of a hundred gunshots filled the air as fire balls chased away the darkness. Every soldier, dreamwalker, and person armed with dreamcatchers, be they friend or foe, had no choice but to react to her order.
Weariness hit Stella like a brick as she had pushed her Authority too far so soon after having used it before, and she staggered back, her vision swimming and her muscles feeling like jelly. She would have fallen had Leon not been there to catch her.
However, weakness and wavering vision were not enough to keep her from witnessing Elias’ last moments and the look of surprise on his face as his once near invulnerable body was pierced by hundred bullets before fire consumed him. He fell forward, blackening and still as a new, stunned ghost stood over that body, staring down in utter shock. Its gaze moved to its own hands, then looked around in surprise as it realised what happened and where it was. Then, it turned and ran, sprinting for the exit to the compound and trying to get away.
Stella let him go, exhausted and just wanting all this to be over. With the fighting stopped and Elias out of it, that left only Kuruk and his people to contend with for now. She hoped she could take advantage of what just happened so that she could end this.
Leaning against Leon, she looked around at the startled faces that were just now shaking off the spell of Stella’s words. The men and women that crowded the compound looked like they didn’t know what to do with themselves, but Stella knew that wouldn’t last. They would only need one person to act before the chaos kicked off again, so she knew she had little time.
Kuruk had to be here somewhere. He was over seven foot tall so she didn’t think he’d be hard to find even in a crowd this size. Sure enough, she was right, and the moment she spotted him, her weariness was forgotten and she gasped in horror.
Kuruk was coming out of his stupor like the rest of them, but he had acted before she had passed her order for people to stop. He had frozen in place while holding Tad’s body from the ground by his neck and the handle of a blade that was sunk to the hilt in Tad’s chest.
“No,” Stella screamed, seeing that Tad looked moments away from death, and it was the worst thing she could have done.
That shouted word, free from the magic of her Authority, was the shock everyone needed to realise where they were and what they were doing. Kuruk was among the first to recover. Blinking away his surprise, he noticed the expression on her face and grinned as he turned back to Tad and pulled out his knife, ready to stab him once more.
“No!” Stella screamed again, lurching forward so that she could do something about this. But it was no good. Her legs were still jelly, and she had done too much when fighting Elias. Again, she would have fallen were it not for Leon, and there was no way she could get to Tad in time to save him. She could only watch in horror as Kuruk raised the knife to Tad’s throat, ready to finish him forever.
Then there was a flash of light that blinded her for a second and made her look away. By the time she looked back, Tad’s body had crumpled to the ground and he wasn’t moving.
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Tad’s eyes snapped open as he sensed a nearby spike of Dream. Only this time, the usual tingling sensation felt like an electric shock, and his whole body shuddered. Somewhere close, someone had just pulled over a massive amount of power and when he opened his eyes, he expected to find a smoking crater.
Instead, he found only pain as his shivering had aggravated his injuries. He sucked in a breath and realised two things. The first was that by some miracle he could breathe again, and the second was that it was pure agony to do so.
Not a miracle, a Tony, a teenage voice teased from within his mind. Don’t celebrate too early. I don’t think you’re out of the woods yet. But you should be good enough to connect to some other ghosts so that you can throw some power around. Trust me, you’re needed right now.
What happened? Tad asked.
Elias is dead, Rodney answered in a no nonsense tone. But the fighting has kicked off again and things are chaos out there. Kuruk was about to finish you, but then Mitena showed up and slapped a piece of paper on his chest. Suddenly, the big guy lit up like he was a nuclear reactor or something.
A piece of paper? Tad asked, looking around frantically to see what happened.
He found the evidence of the chaos Rodney spoke about. Guns were firing, Brad and his dreamwalkers were locked in magical duels with soldiers armed with dreamcatchers, and hundreds of ghosts swarmed over the compound, some helping people while others fought other ghosts. It was mayhem, and further proof that no plan survives first contact with the enemy. This was not what Tad envisioned when he thought up this plan.
Finally his eyes fell on the rising smoke that he expected, but bizarrely it wasn’t coming from a crater, but from a giant man who was climbing to his feet. The clothing on the left side of his body had burned away and beneath that was blistered and red-raw skin in the shape of tattoos that had overloaded.
Kuruk was a mess. Not only was half of his chest, his left shoulder and arm burnt, but his face was blistered, as even the tattoos on the side of his head had overloaded. His left ear was missing, almost like it had melted off. Yet somehow, the man found the strength to climb to his feet.
Tad remembered being burnt that bad and the pain that went along with it, and couldn’t imagine finding the strength to stand when he was in that much agony. The only reason he had been able to move before was because Tony had been with him, but Kuruk was somehow managing it under his own will. His eyes were wide, and he was breathing hard, but he was climbing to his feet and he was glaring at the person who had done this to him.
Mitena stood ten feet away, tears in her eyes as she looked at her brother.
“Please Ruk, stay down, don’t make do this,” she begged, but Kuruk only growled in answer.
She was holding another piece of paper in her hand and Tad could see a dreamcatcher on the surface.
She just slapped that on him and it caused that damage? Tad asked his ghosts, but he didn’t need an answer because their memories of the event rushed into him.
Tad might have blacked out, but his eyes had been open. His ghosts had seen Mitena jump on her brother’s back and slap the piece of paper on Kuruk’s chest. It timed perfectly with the spike of Dream that woke Tad up, and he realised what she had done.
That dreamcatcher in her hand didn’t have any purpose but catching and collecting massive amounts of Dream. Once unleashed, she did the same thing with that dreamcatcher that Tad did to Kuruk when they had fought in Chicago. She poured more Dream into those dreamcatchers than they could handle, and she overloaded them.
There was a flash of light that brought Tad’s attention back to Kuruk and he saw that the man was activating dreamcatchers on other parts of his body. To Tad’s amazement, the skin on his chest, arm and face healed over, almost like Jen was working on the man.
Then another dreamcatcher flared to life, and Tony hissed in warning as Kuruk took a menacing step forward. However, for once Tad didn’t need to hear his ghost’s warning as he was already acting, calling on the strength of the ghosts in the vicinity and throwing up a hastily pulled together Dream.
A shield of condensed air sprang into existence between Mitena and her brother just in time to stop the blur that Kuruk turned into as he tapped into a speed dreamcatcher and rushed at his sister. He struck the shield with enough force to make Tad wince, adding the mental strain of holding that shield to the pain of his other injuries. He tried to sit up, hoping that might help him get his breath better, but pain exploded in his shoulder and he remembered he had been shot.
We haven’t got to that yet, we’re still concentrating on your lungs, Tony apologised in response to Tad’s pain, but Tad ignored him and doubled down on his mental strength because Kuruk was in a rage and he clearly wanted to kill his sister. He fired up another dreamcatcher and took a run at Tad’s barrier, and Tad suspected this time his shield wouldn’t hold.
Frantically he cast out another mental fishing line and connected to another ghost. The shield intensified and this time when Kuruk struck it, the impact was not so painful on Tad’s mind. On Kuruk, however, there was a much bigger impact. He bounced off the shield and was thrown away, sending him rolling over broken ground from where Tad had smashed the floor earlier and aggravating his already painful injures as he bumped and rolled.
He roared and there were more flashes of light as he lifted himself onto his hands and knees and glared at Tad with the kind of hatred Tad had only seen on Marcus Riley’s face. This man hated him with a passion and even from a monster like Kuruk, Tad hated the feeling that came along with that look.
“Why won’t you die already?” Kuruk asked, half growling the question even as his muscles bunched in a way that told Tad what was coming next, even without Stella’s talent.
Tad, this is the chance you’ve been waiting for, Tony shouted, but once again Tad was one step ahead of him. It was time to end this once and for all.
Light exploded from two places at once. From Kuruk’s tattoos as he tapped his strength and speed, and from the beam of light as Tad did what he had only done a few times in his life, breaking the rules of nature by creating something from nothing. A beam of brilliant white light burst from his hand, brighter than ever thanks to the ghosts he was connected with. It moved at the speed of light, and even with his dreamcatchers enhancing his speed and perceptions, Kuruk couldn’t outrun that.
The collision of Tad’s beam of pure energy and Kuruk’s dreamcatchers was so bright that no one saw what happened next, as anyone looking directly at it were too busy blinking the purple and white spots from their vision and rubbing their eyes. Merged with three ghosts and pulling the strength from three more, Tad’s vision cleared fastest, which was why he saw what remained of Kuruk Campbell first.
He must have met the beam half way between rising from his hands and knees and entering a sprint as the light had entered through his head and travelled down his body, coring out a smoking hole right down the centre of him. There was no doubt in Tad’s mind that he was dead, especially because Tad saw the startled expression on Kuruk’s ghostly face.
The ghost that stood over his body didn’t resemble the man dead at his feet. The tattoos were gone and the battle scars had gone with them. The man that remained looked more like the man in the pictures Tad had found when looking into Kuruk’s past. This was the ghost of the man, not the monster, though when he got over his surprise, his expression once more turned to hate. He glared at Tad like he wanted to kill him, but as a ghost, he was in Tad’s domain. Not only was Tad a Proxy who had been dealing with ghosts his entire life, but he was an animancer, so he had twice the amount of options available to deal with this ghost.
For the first time in his life, he felt a very real temptation to destroy a ghost, not because he had to, but because he could. Even with Joshua King, he had destroyed him because he didn’t see another option, but after everything this man had done over the past year, Tad considered destroying this thing once and for all. The thought of the people this man had killed, the amount of innocent blood on this man’s hands, thoughts of Ryan and Freckles… it was all too much and Tad felt himself reaching for Dream again, ready to annihilate this spirit once and for all.
He was stopped by a touch.
Slender fingers rested on his shoulder, pulling his attention from the advancing ghost towards a young woman who’s eyes were filled with tears as she looked at what had become of her brother.
“Please,” she whispered. “He doesn’t deserve it, but please have mercy.”
The words were whispered, but they washed away Tad’s thoughts of revenge in a tidal wave of shame, making him feel dirty for ever even thinking of obliterating this spirit. He felt sick and knew he was right not to use his power to kill on mass. Tad had it in him to do terrible things, and if he didn’t keep an eye on himself, then one day he might become a bigger monster than even Kuruk.
Blinking away his own tears, he turned back to the ghost who was picking up speed and closing the gap between them, and again Tad reached for his power. This time it wasn’t as an effort to destroy, but to augment the power of that silvery spiderweb that connected every ghost to the next life. Kuruk stopped mid step, his eyes widening in surprise and then horror as he realised what was happening, but it was already too late.
He blurred at the edges as his spirt broke down, condensing into a glowing white ball of light that got smaller and smaller until it was only a firefly that zipped away into the distance, following that near invisible thread until…
Cold washed over Tad.
Not the cold of the winter wind, but the cold of dread, of terror, and of everything that was bad in the world. It was the complete opposite of the warmth that accepted most souls, and to Tad’s mind, it couldn’t be gone quick enough. 
The sound of running footsteps broke Tad out of the spell of that horrible feeling, and he gritted his teeth against the pain in his shoulder so that he could better sit up and see who was rushing at him. Part of his brain was terrified to think that it was someone else coming to kill him, but that was soon put to rest as Stella was right in front of him, crowding him out as she forced him back down and examined his injuries.
“Don’t move, you idiot,” she snapped. She sounded angry, but when he looked at her aura, he saw only the ghostly white of fear. “Oh my god, Tad, these are so bad. What are you still doing here? You need to get to Jen right now.”
“Tony and the ghosts are helping,” Tad disagreed, not wanting to put Jen through the trauma of having to heal her own dad. She’d been through enough already and didn’t need to see him like this.
“This isn’t an argument Tad, we need… Growler, enough, give me some space.”
Unlike Stella, Tad was pleased to see his giant friend as last time he’d seen him he’d just taken a super powered punch from Kuruk. Thankfully, he looked to be in good health and right now he just wanted to come in close and sniff at Tad’s wounds, as though to make sure for himself that Tad would live through this.
“I said give me space,” Stella ordered, pushing the giant dog away before turning back to Tad. With an angry scowl, she opened her mouth to force him to do as she wanted, but the words never had chance to come out.
“Uh… guys. I don’t want to interrupt but…”
Mitena’s words trailed off, but the note of worry in her voice was more than enough for Tad to look away from Stella to see what she was talking about.
The momentary blindness that affected the vast majority of the surrounding crowd was fading, and as the hundreds of people who had accompanied Kuruk here saw what was left of their leader, the confusion on their face was turning to something much darker. Tad suddenly remembered that just because he had killed Kuruk and Elias was dead, this was far from over.
“Shit,” he hissed as once again he called to Dream, securing a connection to as many ghosts as he could while he threw up a shield to protect everyone around him. No sooner was it up when it came under attack as soldiers started firing guns at them and Kuruk’s people used a variety of dreamcatcher powered attacks to penetrate the shield. Fire attacked it but was deflected, the same kaleidoscopic trick Kuruk used earlier stopped the lasers, and all physical attacks were rebuffed. On all fronts they failed, but even with the strength Tad got from the extra ghosts, he couldn’t keep this up forever.
“We need to get out of here,” Stella said. “You need to get to Jen.”
“We’re not the only people here, Stella,” Tad pointed out. “I can protect us right now, but what about the soldiers we brought with us, or Brad and his people? What about—”
“They’ll have to do what they can without us while we get you fixed up, then me and Leon will come back to—”
“There’s too many of them. You need my help,” Tad protested.
“And what are you going to do?” Stella demanded. “You going to kill them all? Because that’s what you would have to do to end this.”
Tad, let me out, Tony suddenly pressed, pushing against his internal senses in such a familiar way that Tad didn’t even think why Tony might want out before letting the ghost go.
The familiar sight of steam lifted from his skin and instantly he felt the loss of his connection to Tony in the form of weariness and the increase of pain from his wounds, but he was connected to enough ghosts right now that he was hardly crippled by that fact.
Tony’s ghost formed facing him, and there was an expression on his face that chilled Tad for some reason. The ghost was smiling at him, but it was not the cocky smile Tad was used to, nor was it mocking, or teasing, or playful, nor anything else Tad usually associated with his ghost. Instead, it was a warm, friendly smile that looked far too peaceful for their situation.
“This was always going to happen, mate, we both know it,” he said, and Tad’s blood turned cold at the tone of his words. “We also both know how to end this. You’ve always known if you’re honest with yourself, but you never wanted to admit it.”
Knowledge that wasn’t his own flashed through Tad’s mind as he accessed Tony’s memories, and the shield flickered as his attention slipped. He only just caught it in time, but it was a struggle to keep his mind focused now that he knew what Tony was talking about.
“No, Tony. This isn’t the way to do this. We can think of something else.”
“What the hell are you both talking about?” Stella demanded, but Tad’s attention was focused on his ghost and Tony didn’t look like he was in the mood to answer either of them.
“I didn’t think it would come to this, but I don’t regret it,” Tony said. “It’s been a hell of a ride, mate. The last 15 years… they’ve been the best of my life. Living with you, with Jen… You guys are the best family I could have asked for and given the chance to do it all over I don’t think I’d do any different.”
“Tony, no,” Tad tried to protest. “I won’t let you do this.”
“Not even you can stop me this time, mate. Besides, it’s the right thing to do and we both know that there’s no better way.”
“We can use someone else to—”
“Nah,” Tony waved him off. “We both know that won’t work. Timing’s going to be everything on this. And besides, you’d need a dreamwalker or another ghost whose been here as long as I have to make this work. Anyone else isn’t going to give you the right kind of opportunity.”
“What the hell are you two talking about?” Stella asked again, but her tone was no longer as angry as it had been. She may not know what they were talking about, but she hardly had to use her powers to read between the lines.
Tony turned his smile on her, but again didn’t answer the question she asked.
“You’re going to have to keep a closer eye on him. God knows he can’t look after himself, and he needs someone around to keep him out of trouble.” Turning to Growler he added, “You too, big guy. Watch them both for me.”
The large dog took a step forward and nudged Tony with his head as though in answer, and Tony turned his attention back to Tad.
“Say goodbye to Jen for me. I wish I could have said it myself but…” His smile finally faltered a little as his voice broke, but then with a deep breath, he caught himself and tried again. “Just tell her I love her. You’ll also have to tell Amber I’m going to need to take a rain-check… she’ll understand.”
Suddenly his smile turned into a more familiar grin and he said, “She actually wanted to go on a date with me. Can you believe that? After all these years…”
His words trailed off as he shook his head in wonder, then he glanced over his shoulder at the crowds of people still fighting to get at them.
“Remember Tad, you’re not Joshua King. You’re doing this for the right reasons. It’s the only way to truly fix this once and for all. Hold on to that thought and stay strong.”
“Tony, you don’t have to do this,” Tad tried one last time.
Tony ignored him and took a step forward, offering his hand for Tad to shake.
“It’s well past my time, and we both know it. I’m not Charles. I was never going to stick around forever. You gave me fifteen amazing years. I can’t ask for more. Besides, this is the only way. I couldn’t live with myself if it came at the cost of ending this war and all the other ones that might follow. This is the right choice mate, we both know it.”
Again Tad struggled to sit up, this time fighting through his pain and ignoring his inability to breathe deeply as he struggled first to his knees and then to his feet. Ignoring Tony’s hand, he pulled his ghost into a hug.
“I’ll miss you so much,” Tad said, struggling to get the words past the lump in his throat.
Tony sniffed as he was giving in to his own tears and said, “Same here, mate. Love you buddy. Do me a favour, make the most of this.”
And then all at once, as if waiting even a second longer would make him lose his nerve, Tad felt Tony relax in a way he never had before. He finally gave in the fight, and let the pull of the next life take him.
His familiar form lost its shape and dissolved into mist, and for the second time in his life, time truly stopped for Tad.
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Just as it had in the moment that Charles moved on, time stopped as Tad’s brain spun into overdrive to process what was happening. Part of that might have been him pulling over Dream to share what felt like just a few minutes longer in the presence of one of his oldest friends, while another part was a piece of Tad’s soul being torn away.
It was the cost of Proxying and what created the bond between a Proxy and his ghost. Their souls merged, sharing memories, knowledge and talents, and when they parted, they took a little piece of each other with them. Left long enough and those fragments would disentangle themselves to return to the source, which is why Tad lost access to the knowledge and talents of his ghosts after enough time without them. However, merge with a ghost long enough, and the piece of your soul that you share with the ghost becomes bigger over time. Therefore, there was more of his soul to lose when his ghost moved on, taking that fragment with it.
It was the most intimate bond Tad could ever think of sharing with another being, and it was a high cost to pay. But he had paid it willingly all his life and even now, as a gaping emptiness was consuming a part of his mind and heart that had once been full, he couldn’t bring himself to regret it.
That wasn’t to say that it didn’t hurt, though. It was agony, both emotionally and physically. Besides Charles, Tony had been with him longest of all his ghosts and if losing Charles had been like kicking away one crutch, losing Tony was like forcing him to stand under his own power long before he was ready. His ghost hadn’t even finished condensing into the white light that would speed away to the next life yet and already Tad was questioning how he could keep going without him.
What made the whole thing worse was that Tad knew Tony had made this sacrifice specifically for him. It was all to give him a chance to end this war without needing to get his hands dirty. But even then, this alternative choice was far from easy, and neither was it a guarantee of success. It would require changing the world again, and this wouldn’t be like the Merging. This time, the scale would be considerably larger, and he would no longer have the safety net of using ignorance as an excuse. He must act knowing exactly what he was about to do, and there were a lot of people who would hate him for even considering this.
Images flashed through his mind of his life should he survive this. He might end this war, but the cost would be enormous. Many people would never forgive him him, and would hunt him for the rest of his life. Deep down he had been hoping that once this war was settled, his fame might die down, people would stop hounding him, and he might be able to rest for at least a little while. If he did this, there would never be any chance of that.
Just the thought of it was almost too much. He was so tired of fighting, tired of the endless tension and worry that accompanied the knowledge that there were people in the world that would not rest until he was dead and everything he loved was gone with him. Faced with that, how could he possibly proceed?
However, even in this glacial moment, time had not stopped completely. Tony’s soul was becoming more intense and pulling Tad’s attention as the moment of its departure was at hand.
Looking at that light, Tad was consumed again with thoughts of his ghost, of the sacrifice he had made so that Tad could have this decision. Tony had always been the most selfish of his ghosts, a consequence of him being perpetually trapped in the body and mindset of a fourteen-year-old boy. For him of all people to make this ultimate sacrifice humbled Tad. In the face of that sacrifice, how could he consider any action that might dishonour Tony’s decision.
Tad started shutting out his emotions. He could deal with Tony’s death later. Right now he had made his decision and if he was to honour Tony’s sacrifice, he had to focus on what came next. The memory of Tony’s plan was still fresh in his mind, and Tony had been right. Tad had considered this before, though he never let himself think about it for long. Partly that was because he didn’t want things to come to this, but it was because he didn’t know if it was even possible.
He was about to find out.
He prepared a technique he had only known how to use for a couple of days. In many ways it was like a beginner musician being handed a masterpiece and told to play it, but Tad had no choice but to try. He started the trick of splitting his concentration into multiple focal points that he cast out into the world like fishing lines. His dreamwalker senses told him that there were hundreds of ghosts in the area, a result of the chaos of the battle, and if this was to work, Tad needed to as many of these ghosts on his side as possible.
In order to do that, he baited these fishing lines with an idea. It was the concept of what he wanted their power for, and a plea that they give it without fighting because they might just be able to help him stop this war without further bloodshed.
In the space of a heartbeat, hundreds of fishing lines were cast, and those ideas had taken hold. Many people, mainly the ghosts of Kuruk’s fallen soldiers, hated the idea of what he was trying to do and cast that line aside. However, just as many accepted, and not just from the British side. Outside of Kuruk’s people and the eidolon in power, this was not a war anyone wanted, and the idea of ending that without further bloodshed was one everyone could get on board with.
Unfortunately, Tad was new with this skill, so he failed to maintain all the connections. He kept hold of twenty, and the massive impact of those connections made him question how he could ever need more. Each new ghost doubled his ability to pull over Dream. Connecting to twenty was like over a million dreamwalkers working together. It was overwhelming, and Tad’s mind reeled under the pressure, almost losing his grip on his connection to those ghosts. Only his iron will to not let Tony down let him hang on, but it was like holding fishing lines greased with oil. One slight tug and there would be nothing he could do.
Tad wanted to take a second to catch his breath, to get a better hold on these connections and come to terms with what he was about to do, but time waited for no man, not even a dreamwalker, and Tony’s soul had finally condensed to the point where it was about to shoot along the spider web that would take it on to the next life.
A heartbeat later, it did just that, and for the first time, Tad followed it.
With the help of the ghosts, following the impossibly fast bullet of light was child’s play, but it was mind bending at the same time. Tad had always had the impression that it shot away into the distance as it covered ground impossibly fast, and he wasn’t wrong, only he wasn’t travelling over distance as he understood it. The soul didn’t travel through the three dimensions of physical space nor the fourth dimension of time, but took a new direction that lead between realities.
It wasn’t a concept easily grasped by the human mind, which is why Tad had always seen it as a spark of light flying off into the distance. But now he thought about it, he knew that this is what he did when he dreamwalked, simply stepping in a direction humans aren’t meant to understand and moving between realities. Normally he took a shortcut through the door in his mind, whereas Tony’s soul was going the long way.
They covered an impossible distance before Tad sensed the barrier approaching. It was the membrane that separated realities, keeping Dream from leaking into the real world. It was the path all souls had to take, and it was what Joshua King had weakened by killing countless Proxies on the same spot for years. That barrier needed to open for a soul to pass through, but something about a Proxy’s soul made that opening permanent. Tad suspected this was because a Proxy had been opening holes to that other reality all of their lives in order to use their abilities, weakening the fabric of that reality where their spider web of life passed through the barrier. When they tore through it one last time, the violence of their passage shredded the already weakened membrane, making it permanent.
However, they weren’t the only ones to do that. 
In order to stay in the real world after their death, a ghost too had to pull from Dream. Most ghosts didn’t last long enough to make a difference, but a Proxy’s ghost would have been pulling on that connection for years. In Tony’s case, fifteen of them.
It was why Tony knew he was the only person save another dreamwalker who could have made this sacrifice. He was the only soul that might give Tad a chance.
It was a theory Tad had never wanted to test, but now he was about to find out if he was right. The barrier between realities was coming at him like an oncoming train, and Tad didn’t know that he was ready for this. It felt too much too fast, but he had no choice. He was rushing head first toward it and the time to act was here.
Tony’s soul tore through that barrier like a bullet through cloth under tension. It tore a hole in the fabric of reality that rapidly expanded to something ten times the size of the entry point. However, it turned out Tad was wrong about the permanence of this wound, as almost immediately it started to close. However, Tad was right that the damage to the fabric was larger than it should have been, and therefore Tad had more than enough time to rush up behind it and get to work.
Drawing on the strength of all of those ghosts, he started building an image in his mind. This was an image of hands, reaching into that hole in the fabric of reality, and tearing it open. Then, as he had done a thousand times or more since the Merging, he reached for that door in his mind.
This was not like any other time before though, because with twenty ghosts behind him and merged with two more, merely touching that door caused it to fly open, and an ocean of dream flooded through him with so much force that it almost washed him away.
If touching Dream before had been like an electric shock, this was like trying to absorb the output of a hundred power stations at the same time. It was impossible for any one person to do, even if they were healthy, and Tad was far from that. His mind was assaulted by such agony as he hadn’t even felt when he had been burned alive, as every single nerve in his body lit up with the pain of holding this energy. However, as distracting as that was, he wasn’t with his body right now. His mind was in the space between realities and though he knew his body was breaking down behind him and he should care that as he was dying, he maintained enough focus to push all of that Dream energy into the image in his mind.
This was not as nature intended.
The golden rule Stella had discovered for him about how to use the power of Dream, to bend reality rather than to break it, was being ignored here and as a result, even with all of this power, it almost wasn’t enough. The mental hands he placed into that hole were straining under the pressure of the incredible weight of reality trying to close, and it was all he could do to keep that hole open, let alone widen it further. For a second in real time but what felt like a month to Tad, he was forced into a stalemate where reality wanted to return to how it had been before, whereas he wanted it to keep changing.
It’s too much, he thought to himself, horrified that after Tony’s sacrifice and after the damage he knew that his body was taking right now, he wouldn’t be able to do it. He was just a man after all. Who was he to dare think to mess with reality in this way?
Panic gripped Tad hard, and he was at the point of despair when he felt it.
Tony’s soul passed beyond a second barrier, this one between Dream and whatever other reality all souls went to. As it passed that barrier, a little of that next reality seeped out.
Warmth flooded through Dream, and in turn passed through the hole Tad was holding open. Just as the cold earlier had not been the cold of winter, this was not the warmth of summer. It was welcome, it was happiness, it was love, and it was everything that was good in the world.
Along with that sensation came memories. Memories of an old ghost approaching a nine-year-old boy to create a friendship that would be one of the defining relationships of that child’s life. Memories of a detective who was killed working the very case that brought Jen into Tad’s life, and wanted to stay so that she could watch over the little girl and the girlfriend she left behind. Memories of a childhood friendship that may have soured over time but was wonderful once. Memories of a man responsible for running a country and had a dream of a greater future that he had shared with Tad over the short time he knew him. Memories of a dog who gave his life to save someone Tad loved more than anything. And finally, memories of a teenage boy who was always quick to mock and tease, but who had a wonderful heart and who had sacrificed everything so that Tad could have this chance.
Those memories were of the best moments in Tad’s life, reminding him that though he might have lost a lot recently, look at what he had to lose in the first place. He had lived a life filled with wonderful people, happiness, laughter and love, and he should remember that, not the fact that they were gone.
Thinking of those people, Tad felt like he could feel them in that moment. He thought of what they would want him to do, felt the belief they had in him, and he used that belief as fuel for the fire of his will. Tad was always quick to point out that he was a flawed man, but if there was one thing that he was supremely confident in, it was that he would stop at nothing and bear any price if it was in the name of those he loved. Thinking of all those who loved him who had passed on and feeling that belief, he knew suddenly that he would never let them down.
Ignoring the pain of his wounded body, of the connection to Dream and the feedback of fighting with nature, Tad pulled on his strength from those memories and truly committed to what he was doing. He had gingerly held the door open before in order to let Dream in, now he was was tugging at the very door frame, making it wider to pull over even more Dream. Every drop of fresh power from that ocean, he poured straight into his imaginings as he threw caution into the wind and stopped caring about what this did to him.
Slowly, but surely, that hole in the barrier widened and that success was all Tad needed to keep fighting, pulling even more deeply on the support of the ghosts so that he could widen the hole in this barrier and in doing so, potentially end this war.
Right from the moment Norman first told him about the war, he understood it. While there was an imbalance in the world from the Borderland’s very existence, there could never be peace. Unfortunately, Tad had no way of fixing what he had done to remove the prize that everyone was fighting for. However, there was one more way to fix the imbalance. Rather than fixing what King started, he could instead finish it.
He could widen the gap in the barrier between realities, extend the effects of the Borderlands to not just cover a hundred miles in any direction beyond the King gate, but cover the entire world. When the whole world was like the Borderlands, the Borderlands would cease to exist, and there would be nothing left to fight over.
However, as Tony forced him to remember before starting this, Tad was not Joshua King and therefore he did not plan to use the death of countless Proxies to keep widening that barrier. Instead, he would use his gifts, the aid of the ghosts he was connected to, and the sacrifice of one of his oldest friends to bring some form of peace to the world.
The gap between his dream hands was growing wider by the moment as he poured more and more Dream into the image. He was distantly aware of the agony of his body and the sensation of dying back in the real world as the energy he channelled was too much for a simple mortal vessel. But here he concentrated only on making that hole wider, and with every inch he gained, the process got a little faster. Soon it was thirty times the size it had been when Tony passed through it, then a second later it was double that, half a second later it was double that size again.
Mentally Tad screamed from the effort, and he could tell from his connection with the ghosts that they were dangerously tired as well. If he didn’t stop soon, they would have no strength left to help him and he’d use them up completely.
But then, with a snap similar to a balloon being popped, Tad forced the hole past the point of no return and he started the chain reaction where the hole started growing under its own power and his efforts were no longer needed. That hole spread ever outward at speeds that even Tad couldn’t follow, and he knew that his work was done.
Gratefully, he pulled the power from the image in his mind, fed a touch of it back down his link to the ghosts to keep them sane, and then he closed the door in his mind, cutting his connection to Dream.
That turned out to be a mistake.
Cut from the source of his power, his awareness was thrown over the vast distance between himself and his body in an instant and he was thrown back into the cruelty of reality so suddenly that his eyes opened wide and gasped violently, just in time to make the people around him jump. He saw frightened and concerned faces in his immediate vicinity, but he didn’t have long to study them before the world turned white.
There was an impossible pressure in the air that was like opening a vacuum container as the pressure equalised, only scaled up infinitely. It was the same inward rush of power that had crushed King tower and turned it to rubble, and it swallowed all sound. Stillness reigned for a second, long enough for Tad to feel like he was in a vacuum and his lungs would pop at any moment, but then the universe breathed out the mother of all sighs, and a shock wave burst over his head.
It didn’t move through physical space, but through that same space that the soul had gone, travelling between realities. As it passed, every dreamcatcher in the vicinity was flooded with an abundance of Dream that triggered them all at once. Bright light burst from each one, blinding to the extreme and pushing each dreamcatcher to its limit before overloading them. Enormous pops broke the silence, followed by the screams of men and women whose dreamcatchers were violently undone, and even more screams from people close to other dreamcatchers when they exploded.
The combined light of all those explosions blanked out Tad’s vision for long enough that he thought he might have gone blind were it not for the fact that he was surrounded by whiteness rather than dark, but it began to fade and after a half a minute longer, details of the world around him swam back into existence.
At some point, he had fallen on his back, and he found himself staring up at the sky. The power to the buildings around him had been knocked out by the shock wave, and he suspected a big part of the city must have been knocked out as well because the sky over Cardiff was filled with stars like Tad had never seen before. The sight was stunning enough to make him forget about his pain for a single moment.
Not a bad final sight, he thought to himself, before time returned to normal for him, and the agony washed over him all at once.
The pain was everywhere. His head felt like it was splitting open, his organs felt like they’d been pulverised, his muscles each felt torn, and every nerve was on fire from the aftermath of Dream. There was so much pain that it was overwhelming his mind, and he couldn’t concentrate on any one thing at a time. In a way, that was almost a relief.
He was dimly aware of movement out of the corner of his eye and though he didn’t have the strength to move towards it, he didn’t need to. A moment later, there was the concerned face of an oversized dog. He wasn’t alone for long.
Soon Stella was there as well, smoke rising from her back where her own dreamcatcher had been destroyed, her eyes red with tears, and her expression filled with terror. Just one look at that expression and he knew all he needed to know. She wasn’t crying for the pain of her dreamcatcher, and she was not terrified by what just happened to the world. She was terrified because she knew that there was nothing that could be done to save him. Strangely, Tad was okay with that.
He remembered the warmth that consumed him, the love and affection of that next place, and he realised that if he had to die now, it wouldn’t be so bad. At least he had done what he needed to at the end. At least Tony’s sacrifice hadn’t been in vain.
“Tad, what did you do?” Stella demanded of him.
He didn’t answer. Instead, he used the last of his strength to smile and try to tell her he loved her. No words came out, though.
With the last of his strength used up, Tad gave up the fight. As he had been dying to do for months, he let the darkness take him so he could finally get some rest.
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Jen let out an explosive sigh and stepped away from the hospital bed, staggering as her connection to Dream faltered. That was the sixth person with life-threatening injuries that she had healed in the last thirty minutes and she was exhausted. However, now that she was no longer concentrating on the devastating injury, she could concentrate again on how worried she was.
She had been a bag of nerves all day, finding herself unable to sit still as she thought about what was going to happen tonight. So many people were dead already, and she didn’t like how everyone was talking about their chances. It felt like an all-or-nothing shot, and though no one said it to her face, she just knew that most people thought that nothing was the most likely outcome.
The long day of waiting while nothing happened only made things ten times worse. Then, just when she thought the waiting would kill her, everything started happening all at once. Miles started talking excitedly as the armies had shown up at the King Dream Gate, and almost immediately afterwards, people started showing up that desperately needed help.
The last half hour had been bursts of sporadic action, followed by bouts of crippling worry as she waited for news. That worry alone was exhausting, but she was pushing her abilities as hard as she could to save these people and avoid any more mistakes like what happened with Ryan, and that was just draining her more.
She hoped she would hear something soon because she didn’t know how much longer she could do this.
“Jen, are you alright?” Dr Burman asked as he saw the hitch in her step.
“Yeah, I’m fine. I’m just—”
Jen’s words abruptly stopped and her eyes widened as she was filled with energy like she had never felt before. It surged through the connection from Dream that was keeping her legs walking and with enough force that Jen felt like she might burst. Then it passed, leaving her feeling wired as her exhaustion was now a thing of the past.
“What’s wro—” Dr Burman asked, but he was interrupted by a startled scream that made both he and Jen look towards the nurse who yelped in surprise. She turned just in time to see a ripple of air rush through the nurse and collide with her, again carrying the familiar feeling of Dream almost like a scent on the breeze, only this time instead of wind it was pressure that washed through her as that shock wave travelled outward in an increasing circle.
In its wake, the lights faltered as the power gave out, but they weren’t in darkness long. There was another yelp, this one accompanied by a flash of light and another scream as one of the standard dreamcatchers to keep nightmares away that hung above the hospital bed flared with light and burnt itself out. Jen stared at in amazement because this was one of the new heat resistant smart materials that were never supposed to be able to burn themselves out.
Darkness reigned for five seconds before the hospital generators kicked in and the backup power came on.
“What’s going on?” Doctor Burman asked, his usually unflappable voice sounding a little shaky as he looked to a thirteen-year-old girl for answers.
“Dad,” was all Jen said as she realised this had to be him. She had no idea what he had done, but who else could create an effect so powerful she felt the spike of dream like an electric shock that overloaded dreamcatchers miles away from wherever that pulse started. “I need to see what happened,” she said, preparing to dreamwalk away. However, Dr Burman was ready for her, jumping forward and grabbing her arm before she could go anywhere.
“No, your place is right here, remember. That way, they know where to find you if anything goes wrong. They can all dreamwalk, so we need to stay here.”
Jen pulled her phone from her pocket before deciding whether she would do as Dr Burman asked. As she suspected it had powered down with everything else, and if it didn’t turn back on then she would go looking for her dad, no matter what Dr Burman said. They might all be able to dreamwalk, but what if something had happened and they needed her to come to them? She held down the power button and for three long seconds she feared that it wouldn’t come back on. She was almost ready to dreamwalk away when suddenly the operating system logo appeared and she breathed a sigh of relief.
“Alright, it looks like the phones are fine so I’ll—”
Jen never got to finish her sentence because the second her phone finished loading, a picture of Stella’s face filled the screen and it started vibrating. Jen’s stomach dropped as she thumbed the answer button as quick as she could.
“Stella. What’s wrong?”
“My dreamcatcher’s gone… I can’t get him… He’s so bad… Jen, you’ve got to come quick.”
That sinking feeling in her stomach turned into a full blown cramp as Stella’s tone took Jen’s fear to new heights. She had never heard that tone of panic in Stella’s voice before.
Jen didn’t even hesitate long enough to tell Dr Burman to jump. She simply thought of the King Dream Gate and changed the channel.
The hospital walls vanished, the cold of the night struck her hard, the moans and wails of injured people assaulted her ears, and everything went dark. The lights that normally lit up the site were black, all the buildings surrounding them were nothing but dark silhouettes against a starry back drop. For five long seconds Jen struggled to make her eyes adjust as Dr Burman was doubled over, trying not to be sick. When those five seconds were up and she still couldn’t see anything but dark shapes, she called to Dream, augmenting her eyes as she did when she looked at an injury, but this time making them more sensitive to light.
It was less like the world was getting brighter, and more like she could distinguish between the shadows better. What she was seeing didn’t make sense though, because the scene was too alien to comprehend.
There were injured people everywhere, with barely a single person standing. They were all laying on the floor, groaning and in obvious pain in most cases, while a scary number of others weren’t moving and never would again. The cost of this battle had been high, but it didn’t explain why so many of these people were writhing in agony. Then she remembered the dreamcatcher on the hospital wall and it made sense.
Nearly every person here today had at least one dreamcatcher tattooed on them. Obviously there were Kuruk’s people who were tattooed up to the eyeballs, but even regular soldiers had been given some tattoos to give them a chance in this magical fight. Whatever her dad had done that overloaded all the dreamcatchers had done the same thing here, and it had taken every one of these people out of the fight.
About the only people who weren’t groaning in agony were the ghosts, but even those didn’t look right. Most of them looked exhausted, with few remaining on their feet, but Jen recognised that this would be because they had been part of whatever Tad had just done.
It took her another five seconds to take in what she was seeing, as it was such an alien sight that it was impossible for her brain to make sense of it. But then she remembered why she was here and the panic in Stella’s voice, and she frantically looked around for sign of her or Tad. However, the chaos was too extreme and she knew it would take her too long to look that way.
“Hawk!” she shouted, sending her voice through Dream to the dog who had been waiting with Miles. She had barely finished the word when there was the familiar pop of a dreamwalking dog and she said, “Find dad. Quickly.”
Hawk didn’t sniff as she expected, instead he lifted his head and let out a little yip, almost like a puppy bark but much louder. She wondered what he was doing until there was an answering bark and understanding dawned.
Jen turned to the sound, looking for another giant dog that looked very similar to the one at her side. She couldn’t quite make him out yet, but Hawk didn’t need visual confirmation, and he nudged her thigh with his head. The second he made contact, the world shifted again. Suddenly Jen was grateful that dreamwalkers were immune to the perils of travelling unexpectedly. Any thoughts of gratitude vanished the moment she arrived, though.
The scene before her made her flash back to a little over a year earlier when she had first laid eyes on Stella. She had found her in an alley on her knees with Tad’s unconscious head in her lap while she leaned over him to shelter him from the rain. There was no rain this time, but Stella still leaned over Tad, gingerly stroking his face while she rained tears down upon him. The woman was broken, and one glance at her dad told Jen why.
There was a reason Stella’s touch on Tad’s face was so hesitant, because it was hard to see where she could touch him without aggravating some injury. Just like her brain couldn’t make sense of what was happening with the scene upon her arrival, she couldn’t make sense of what she saw right now. She knew it was her dad, but at the same time, it looked nothing like him.
He was covered in blood that seemed to have come from his ears, eyes and nose, not to mention that hole in his shoulder or the gaping wound in his chest. But those were just the start of his injuries. His face looked swollen and bruised, almost like he had been beaten to a pulp, and the same effect travelled down his neck and beneath his clothing. Glancing at his good hand, she saw that his fingers too were swollen and purple. He looked like an explosion had gone off inside him that had somehow been contained by his skin, but only barely.
“Jen, please help him. He’s barely breathing,” Stella sobbed, breaking Jen from her stupor and forcing her mind back to reality. That was why she was here, to help fix this. But where on earth could she start with this?
“Dr B!” she screamed at the top of her lungs, looking back in the direction she had come from to try and find the figure she had left behind. “Dr B!”
She saw a hand wave as the man made himself known and she changed the channel, appearing at his side a moment later before she told him to jump and then changed the channel again the second his feet left the ground.
“I don’t know what to do,” she said, pointing at her dad and trying her hardest to keep from breaking down. Dark thoughts in her mind were doing somersaults to get her attention, her whole body was shaking as the crippling fear was trying to take hold, and it was taking all of her strength right now not to lose it entirely.
Dr Burman looked to where she was pointing, but she could see by the expression on his face that he couldn’t see anything in the darkness. She fished her phone out of her pocket and activated the torch, then called over to Dream to really give them some light. The doctor gasped and even Jen sucked in another shocked breath as in the light Tad was looking even worse.
Dr Burman stared at Tad with an expression similar to what was on Jen’s face a moment earlier, like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Jen didn’t have the patience for him to recover naturally.
“Dr Burman, what do I do?” she asked, stressing his name so that she could break him from his stupor.
He shook his head like he was clearing it, then knelt next to Tad, looking him over in the light of Jen’s phone as if he too didn’t know where to start.
“How did this happen?” he asked Stella.
“He was shot and then Kuruk stabbed him in the chest,” Stella answered, each of her words making Jen cringe in horror. “But the rest of this… I don’t know. Tony had some kind of plan, and then he moved on and Tad’s eyes went blank for—”
“Tony moved on,” Jen gasped, the light of the phone flickering as she almost lost her grip on Dream. “He… What?” she asked, as the world turned blurry from the tears that were filling her eyes. “No, he wouldn’t do that. He—”
Again Jen felt a nudge against her leg, but it wasn’t Hawk this time. Growler’s sad eyes conveyed a message that words never could and suddenly it was too much. The light on the phone returned to the light of a normal torch and her legs gave way as she lost control of Dream. She barely felt the pain from the fall as her mind was so overwhelmed with everything going on. All the death around her, Tad dying on floor, Tony gone… It was too much.
“Jen,” Dr Burman said in surprise, sounding like he was about to rush to her side to make sure she was okay. However, even through the shock that was crippling her mind, she knew he needed to be with Tad right now and she waved him away before turning to her ever faithful puppy who looked just as sad as his brother as she wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her face in his fur.
Tony’s gone, she thought, still unable to believe it but knowing it was true.
“Stella, what happened next?” Dr Burman asked.
“I don’t know,” Stella answered, sounding desperate. “He got this vacant look over his face for a couple of seconds, then he started bleeding from his ears and eyes, then he started shaking and turning red. Before I could get to him, though, there was this enormous pressure, almost like an explosion in reverse, and then that pressure exploded outward and my dreamcatcher overloaded. By the time I got over that, he looked like this. He mumbled a few words, but then his eyes closed and I called Jen. What do we do?”
Dr Burman just blinked, shaking his head like he didn’t know. But he snapped out of it and said, “We need to get him to a hospital… Or… We need…” Suddenly he turned to Jen and said, “I need you to take us to Dream.”
Jen looked up from Hawk, eyes wide as she understood his meaning.
“But that didn’t work,” she gasped, remembering what happened to Ryan. She had flat out refused to try that again, unable to face that happening another time. “I can’t take him—”
“Jen, listen to me. I don’t know what happened to him yet, and until I do know, I can’t fix him. The problem is that I don’t think he’s got long enough for us to find out, so I need to take him somewhere where we can buy ourselves some time. I know you don’t want to do this, but it’s the only way.”
“But we can’t fix him there,” Jen sobbed, her tears flowing freely now as she failed to hold back her trembling, and the panic was truly taking hold. “He will die just like Ryan and…”
Her words were becoming unintelligible as it was getting harder to speak past the enormous lump in her throat, and soon her sobs were taking over.
“Jen. Jen,” Dr Burman said, and she was surprised to find that he was by her side all of a sudden, his hands on his shoulders as he shook her to get her attention. “I need you to listen. I know this is scary, but this is the only way. Take us to Dream or he will die, anyway.”
Jen sniffed, wiping her nose with the back of her hand before looking again at her dad. Every time she looked at him, he looked worse, and she almost gave in to the sobs again before she saw Stella’s face.
The beautiful woman looked utterly defeated as she caught Jen’s eye with her own and begged, “Please.”
That one simple word spoke with such desperation from one of the people who Jen most looked up to in the world somehow reached past her own terror and spoke to the rational part of her mind.
This is the whole point of this, Jen. It’s why you’ve been practising. Why you started healing in the first place. Everything you’ve done is so that you could make a difference when it counted, she told herself. Well, it’s never counted more than right now.
Sniffing again, she looked back at her dog.
“You take Dr B,” she told Hawk, before again she reached for Dream to animate her legs. With Growler’s help, she climbed to her feet and made her way over to her dad. Like Stella had earlier, she didn’t know where she could touch him without hurting him, so she just gently laid her hand on his shoulder.
“I want to come too,” Stella said, and Jen just nodded before reaching for Dream again and changing the channel.
Once more, the world shifted and again light was the first thing she noticed. The darkness vanished as it was chased away by the same white light that she had used before when she had come with Ryan, and again they were in that operating room with Tad on the table.
“Thank you, Jen,” Dr Burman said, before he asked Stella to leave Tad’s side, and then he got to work.
Jen wanted to retreat to a corner and cry, her mind overwhelmed with everything that was happening and with the news that Tony was gone, but she knew she needed to watch what Dr Burman was doing and she needed to pay attention. She couldn’t have the same thing happen to her dad that happened with Ryan… She couldn’t fail again.
The wound in Tad’s chest was the first thing to vanish, and the difference was instantly noticeable as the rasping shallow breaths that he had been taking before evened out into much more normal breathing as he could use his lungs properly again. After this, the doctor spent some time near his head, and this time Jen couldn’t see much of a change. However, when the doctor turned back, he announced he was done.
“But… You didn’t do anything,” Jen complained. “He still looks awful.”
“That’s because we’re going to learn from our mistakes,” the doctor said. “This time we heal only what will immediately kill him and we’re buying ourselves time to find out more, remember. I’ve fixed his chest and his shoulder to stop him from suffocating or bleeding out. As for his head, I don’t know what’s going on up there yet as we’ll need to do some scans, but hopefully I’ve done enough to help him last until we can help him more.”
“But he still might—”
“We’re learning from our mistakes,” the doctor repeated, his voice firm to cut through Jen’s emotional response. “Remember what I said about last time, the reason it didn’t work is that we tried too much too fast, and I couldn’t explain it all to you. This time we’re not going to do that, okay?”
Jen bit her lip, then nodded, not trusting herself to speak right now. Dr Burman smiled and waved her closer.
“Good girl. Now come over here while explain what I’ve done.”
Having done less, it was considerably quicker to explain himself this time. When they had come with Ryan, Jen had spent the better part of an hour trying to fix the changes in place. Now he was done in less than ten minutes. The extra five minutes after that was Jen trying to double check her work to make sure that she understood what he had done and she had fixed everything in place. When she wanted to go over everything a third time though, the doctor put his foot down.
“I need to get him into a scan as soon as possible, Jen. These fixes have bought us some time, but not so much that we can waste it here. It’s now or never.”
“But I—” Jen began to say, starting to panic again at the thought of this not working.
“You can do this, Jen,” Stella said, squeezing her shoulder in support. Over the last fifteen minutes, Stella had pulled herself back together and looked more like her old, confident self. “I believe in you, and your dad does as well. We know you can do this, and he would be so proud of you right now.”
“But what if it doesn’t work?” Jen asked.
“Then we try something else,” Stella said. “But staying here isn’t an option. He has to go back at some point, so lets be strong just a few minutes more and do this now, okay?”
Again Jen bit her lip, trying to keep it from trembling, but finally she nodded.
“Okay,” she said, before turning her attention back to her dad. She placed her hand in the same place she touched to bring him here, and then, after counting down from five in her head, she told everyone to jump again.
One last time the world shifted as the white room was replaced with the controlled chaos of the hospital waiting room. Injured people jumped in surprise at her arrival and there were a few startled yelps, but Jen didn’t pay any of them attention. She just focused on her dad and held her breath as she watched him for any signs of change.
She listened to his breathing, as she knew that if anything went wrong, it would start here.
He breathed in and out.
So far so good, but Ryan hadn’t reverted to his injured state right away either.
In and out.
Jen reached up to Stella’s hand that was still on her shoulder.
In and out.
She squeezed that hand as hard as she could as she continued not to breathe while listening to someone else breathe.
In and…
Jen gasped in horror as Tad’s breath suddenly changed and for the second time tonight her strength left her as she realised what that meant.
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For once the sound of that door slamming closed didn’t make Brad flinch, nor did he mind the sound of the lock clicking back into place. For over a month, those sounds had haunted him, reminding him he was not a free man and that he might never be free again. They reminded him of all the mistakes he had made that led him down this path, but for once, he didn’t react.
He shouldn’t be surprised. What was a locked door after after what he just lived through? Even the chaos on the day they tried to take over Cardiff had not come close to what just happened at the King Dream Gate. So much violence, so much death. Yet more kids that Brad had talked into a course of action were now dead, and Brad knew that this too would weigh on him for the rest of his life.
Yet, though he was rightfully horrified by their deaths, he didn’t feel as bad as he thought he should. He felt guilty, but that guilt wasn’t crippling. He was tried, but not in a world-weary way, but like he had just finished a workout and… dare he even think it… he felt satisfied.
He was so confused by the sensation that clashed with the memories of violence in his head that he paused one step into the common room of their prison and wasn’t paying attention to the world around him.
“So, you’re back?” a familiar voice asked. “You didn’t get a free pass for convincing those kids to die then? Hardly seems worth it if they’re not letting you free.”
Brad looked up, finally feeling that weariness he expected when he found himself face to face with Jacob again.
“No, they’re not letting me free. That was never an option offered to any of us.”
“So what was the point?” Jacob demanded. “What did they give you for betraying your own kind?”
Brad snorted, suddenly unable to believe he ever looked up to this man.
“Nothing,” he answered.
“Bullshit,” Jacob snapped, jabbing a finger in Brad’s chest to emphasise his point. “There must be something. How else could you convince all those people to follow you?”
Brad thought about the question, and answers started clicking into place. The satisfaction he felt that belied the horror of what he had lived through started to make sense. The reason the locking door didn’t bother him as it once had became clear and Brad saw what had been missing from his life for a while now; a path back from this hole that he had dug for himself.
“I offered them something that you never could,” Brad said, brushing Jacob’s pointing finger aside and stepping past the man. “I offered them a chance to do the right thing for a change, and take one step back towards becoming a good person again. Nothing else was needed. But something tells me that this is something you will never understand.”
Smiling at the confused expression on Jacob’s face, Brad walked past the man and headed back towards his cell, ignoring Jacob’s shouted questions that followed him all the way.
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Lizzie glanced at her watch and then at the camera.
“Come on then, let’s see if we can do this in one guys, I’ve got places to be today.”
The commotion behind the camera settled and Lizzie waited for the words to scroll up the teleprompter before speaking into the camera.
“Happy Saturday everyone. Congratulations, you’ve survived another week, and it’s time for your five-minute weekend fix. And how about we start with some good news? The three new factories commissioned for the creation of new dreacmatchers to replace those destroyed on New Year’s Eve two weeks ago are now online and the first shipments of the new dreamcatchers are already on the road. This is just the first step in meeting the increased demand for dreamcatchers worldwide, but Prime Minister Clayton has assured me we are on schedule with her promise to get a dreamcatcher in every home before the month is out.
“Speaking of Prime Minister Clayton, she will be making an appearance at the Dream Gate renaming ceremony at mid-day, which is being streamed live from this channel so tune back in at twelve o’clock. Not only is she renaming the site in honour of the ghost that sacrificed himself that day, but rumours have it she will also be honouring Tony Suen’s sacrifice by announcing her promise to revisit the disastrous Supernatural Act that passed shortly after the dreamwalker attack on Cardiff in November. We will be following that promise very closely on this channel, and we will make damn sure that the Prime Minister honours not just her promise, but the men, women, dreamwalkers and ghosts who overcame their differences and laid down their lives two weeks ago to protect us all from a much darker future.
“Across the pond, tensions are still running high as investigations are ongoing and heads continue to roll as the lengths to which the eidolon corruption has spread throughout the American government continues to be uncovered. Other countries around the world are mirroring similar actions as every day the lengths to which these people have infiltrated our governments and most influential companies continue to be uncovered.
“Unfortunately, this is slow work at the moment as the world is still struggling to come to terms with their new realities after the Second Merging. Nightmares continue to run rampant across the globe, but the number of dreams come true is also on the rise. Once again, it’s important to remember that it is uncontrolled fear that creates nightmares, and there’s a lot of good to come from the Second Merging. So try to keep a positive outlook because I genuinely believe we’re past the worst of this, and with new dreamcatchers rolling out every day, things will only get better from here.
“With the Merging affecting the entire world and not just the area formerly known as the Borderlands, there has never been a more exciting time to be alive. And of course, where better to keep up to date with everything that’s happening in the world than right here. So don’t forget to like this video and subscribe to the channel for all the latest news. And it wouldn’t be one of my videos recently without a reminder that with Dream going global, we are too, so if you’d like to be part of my team, then visit LizzeLive.com and head on over to the careers section.
“So there’s your five minute weekend fix, but if you’ve not had enough of me for one day, head on over to my second channel where we’ve just dropped the new studio tour amongst other behind-the-scenes shenanigans. So until next time, stay safe, love you all, and bye for now.”
She stayed silent for a second so that the editors had a natural place to cut the video, and then she started speaking again before anyone else had a chance to.
“I know, Mike. I went off script a few times even though I promised you I wouldn’t, but it’s my show so you’re going to have to deal with it.”
The man standing behind the camera held up his hands in surrender and snorted at her words.
“My little tangents aside, I think that was okay, wasn’t it? We don’t need to go again.” When Mike gave her the all clear, Lizzie breathed out a sigh of relief, hopped to her feet and disconnected her microphone. “Then I’m out of here,” she said, marching off stage and over to Miles’ desk. “You ready to go.”
“Just waiting on you,” Miles said, even as he finished tapping out a few commands on his computer, putting the lie to his words.
“Come on Miles, it was you who told me we needed a weekend off for a change. Don’t keep me waiting now that I’m done for the day.”
“Alright, alright,” Miles said, his screen going dark. “I just wanted to finish a few things and make a good impression at the end of my first week on the job. I can’t let the boss think I’m not pulling my weight.”
Lizzie grinned and said, “I know your new boss quite well, and I think she might be persuaded to put any slight performance glitches down to first week jitters.”
Miles’ smile fell.
“What performance glitches?” he demanded.
Lizzie laughed. “I’m just joking. You’ve done great as expected.” A little more seriously, she asked, “So how was it? No regrets about coming to work for me and leaving all that excitement behind.”
“I’ve had enough excitement to last me a lifetime,” Miles said, motioning to his bad leg that was still healing up after the DTHQ attack. Then he looked around the studio and said, “Though, something tells me I might get some more working here whether I like it or not.”
“Not today,” Lizzie promised, taking his arm and helping support him as he limped away from his desk. “I promised you a nice relaxing day and I’m giving you a—”
“Lizzie. I just heard that there’s a hundred foot tall kangaroo bearing down on Sydney in Australia,” someone shouted, making Lizzie stop so suddenly that Miles almost fell over. However, rather than be frustrated with her, Miles just gave her a knowing look.
“I don’t have to go,” she said.
Miles rolled his eyes and disentangled himself from her.
“Of course you do. It’s a hundred foot tall kangaroo, Liz. How often do you get a chance to see something like that?”
“You sure?” Lizzie asked. “I mean, I agreed to spend the whole day—”
“Go,” Miles interrupted. “If it wasn’t for my leg, I might just go with you.”
Lizzie grinned then leaned in to kiss him and pull him in for a quick hug.
“I won’t be long,” she promised, already backing away towards the equipment cage so she could arm herself with a camera and hopefully a camera man before heading off.
“Sure you won’t,” Miles said, rolling his eyes again. “Just remember this next time you complain about me playing with my computer at three in the morning.”
“I’ll remember,” she promised. “Love you,” she called before she committed to turning away and running towards the cage where Lewis, their newest recruit, was already waiting with a camera in his hand and a hopeful expression on his face. The boy couldn’t have been a day over sixteen and she should be taking someone else, but he had been the first one to get to the cage and she remembered what she had been like at his age, willing to do anything to get a chance like this.
“You ever travelled by dreamwalking before, Lewis?” she asked.
The boy both perked up at the thought of going and looked nervous at the same time. He shook his head, and Lizzie grinned.
“Then you’re going to love this, just remember to jump.”
She grabbed his arm, looked back to wave at Miles, and then she thought about the new tattoo that she had just had done two days ago. She had been nervous to get this one after the pain of the last one overloading, but then she thought about all the benefits of dreamwalking and how much better it would be now that she could use that for the fun stuff again. Against all odds, what Tad did that day had halted the war long enough for her story to take hold, and for the conflict to die down. There were still flare-ups from groups like the children of ADaM, but as Lizzie didn’t fear for her life any more. Instead she was just rediscovering the excitement she felt soon after the first Merging, only now she had a whole world to cover, which was fine by her because she’d always wanted to travel.
A giant kangaroo nightmare, she thought to herself, amazed at this new world she lived in. Then, not willing to wait any longer, she told Lewis to jump and changed the channel.
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On the cold and wet streets of Cardiff, a young ghost walked alone, lost in dark thoughts.
Thoughts of the twins plagued Amber, of other child ghosts who had been in her care and moved on before they were ready, and of course Tony. It was more than that he’d been a good friend and she was looking forward to seeing if they could be more; it was that he had made her wait behind when maybe she could have helped. Jen explained how it had to be Tony or it wouldn’t have worked, but Amber couldn’t shake the feeling that if she was there, it could have been different.
So she was left with that guilt while she was still living with Tony’s parents, who were locked in their own grief, and still looking out for child ghosts. That calling seemed ten times harder without his help. It shouldn’t feel that way because, in large part thanks to Tony’s sacrifice, things were so much better for ghosts. None of her kids had been bullied in weeks, and the newest ones were lucky enough to never have experienced bullying at all. But every day she felt like she was at the end of her strength and was losing struggle to keep going on. She would have given up long before now if it weren’t for Jen.
Poor Jen was a mess.
She hadn’t taken Tony’s passing well either, and in some ways she might have been taking it worse than Amber. She had known him longer, and combined with everything else going on in her life, Jen had been dangerously unstable this last month. The last thing she needed was Amber losing it when they spent time together, so Amber had to be strong for Jen’s sake, if not her own.
But she had been doing that for over a month and it was too much. After another bad night with Jen, Amber left the Burman’s house this morning and started walking. She couldn’t bear going back to Tony’s parents, nor going to the Phoenix to help Kimberly. She just needed to walk and clear her head and not be strong for anyone for a change.
A few hours into that walk and she was thinking this was a mistake. She had been locked in nothing but bad thoughts for hours, and rather than letting the weight off her shoulders, it was only making her sadder. She only merged with Jen a few hours ago, but strangely, the pull of the next life felt heavier than ever, and it was so tempting just to give in and join Tony and the kids wherever they might be.
I did tell him he wasn’t getting away from me that easily, she thought, and for the first time her lips twitched like she might smile. It wasn’t enough for any kind of happiness to take hold, but it was enough to break her mood long enough to look around to see where she was.
All dark thoughts vanished as her eyes widened in shock. She thought she had been walking aimlessly, but this road was incredibly familiar.
She had seen these houses almost every day of her living life, and one house in particular pulled at her heart. There was a powerful urge to flee, however suddenly she remembered Tony yet again. For the first time in weeks, it wasn’t his loss that brought his face to her mind, instead it was a memory of their talks.
He had tried so hard to get her to come here. Right before he left for that stupid fight, he had almost talked her around.
He wouldn’t want you to run, she thought and before she even realised what she was doing, she had placed one foot in front of the other and started walking again.
Every new step down the familiar path was making one part of her mind panic at the thought of what she was about to do, but another part didn’t care. It was revelling in the familiar surroundings and with every step closer to the door it got stronger and the hesitant voice was drowned out. It didn’t help that with every step she could almost feel Tony urging her on until she found herself standing before a familiar door and she paused to control the trembling in her limbs.
While she built up her courage, she glanced around and noticed the new car in the drive. It was different to the one they had when she was alive and not at all what her dad would like. He liked his cars and usually opted for something sportier. This car was big, boxy, and not sporty in the slightest.
The kind of car that’s perfect for getting a wheelchair in and out, and for helping a paralysed boy into the back seat, she realised. Don’t do this. They hate you and have suffered enough. You’re the last person they want to see.
It was almost too much, and she was about to turn and walk away, but again Tony’s face popped up in her mind, telling her that if she wouldn’t do this, then he would. She remembered him saying how he would come here and introduce himself as someone who met their daughter in a strip club and was stalked by her for a few days before he started living with her and raising kids together. The thought made her laugh then and made the corners of her mouth twitch up in a smile now, and before she could think better of it, she pressed the doorbell.
If she had a heart to beat, it would have frozen as she held her breath in the ten seconds that followed pressing that button. She didn’t remember ever feeling so scared in her life. Her mind was screaming at her to run away, but her fear kept her planted on the spot. However, she was losing her nerve and was about to go when the door opened.
There was a smile on the face of the man who opened the door that vanished upon seeing her as his eyes widened in stunned amazement and his mouth dropped open.
See, I told you they wouldn’t want to see you. You shouldn’t have come. You should have left well enough—
“Amber?” the man whispered.
“Hi daddy,” she said, her voice barely audible as it squeaked passed the lump in her throat. She was about to say more, but suddenly she was grabbed by an inescapable force as her father pulled her into a hug, squeezing her so tight it might have hurt if she still had ribs to break.
“Amber. Oh my god, where have you been?” he asked, never once releasing the pressure. Before she had chance to answer, he shouted, “Mandy. Christopher.”
Amber was torn at hearing those names as half of her was desperate to see their faces while the other half was overwhelmed by her father’s reaction and didn’t want to ruin this moment by what their reactions might be.
“What is it?” a woman asked as she stepped out of the kitchen with a dish towel in one hand and a plate in the other. “I’m nearly finished and…”
Her words trailed off as both the dish towel and the plate fell to the floor, the plate shattering into a thousand pieces as the woman lifted trembling hands to cover her mouth. She stood that way for a long second before she shouted, “Christopher,” and then she was running.
She collided with her husband and Amber so hard she nearly knocked them over. She was speaking as well, but the words were drowned out by her tears.
“Mum, are you okay?” a younger voice asked, worried by the shouting and the broken china. Then, from between the bodies of her parents, Amber saw her little brother wheel himself into the hallway with wide, frightened eyes.
He looked at the door in confusion until he saw her, and then his face lit up with the last expression she ever expected to see.
“Amber,” he cried, grinning in excitement and wheeling his chair faster to get at her. The sight of him trying so hard broke her heart and without thinking she went insubstantial, slipping through her mother and father’s bodies and then running to close the distance between herself and her brother, wrapping him up in her arms.
“I’m so sorry, Christopher,” she sobbed as she squeezed him tight. “I’m so, so, sorry.”
Christopher said nothing, he just hugged her back every bit as hard as she was hugging him as his own happiness turned to tears. A few minutes later, Amber felt more arms wrap around them and more tears flow. Over and over she kept repeating how sorry she was, and didn’t stop until one thought brought the first genuine smile to her face in over a month. It was a stupid thought, but it made her giggle and helped pushed the worst of her dark thoughts away.
She couldn’t help but picture Tony’s smug expression as he was no doubt itching to tell her, “I told you so.”
She decided she’d let him have this one, and then she forgot about Tony for a little while as she let herself enjoy the embrace of the family she had been desperate to come home to since the day she died.


◆◆◆
 


Friday, 3rd March 2017

15:01



Mitena’s eyes were fixed on the mop in her hands as she moved it over the same spot in an endless cycle. In truth, Mitena wasn’t watching what she was doing as she was once again lost in thoughts that had consumed more of her mind every day. It had been a month since she was last called upon to help with dreamcatchers for the government, and without that distraction it was impossible not to think of the faces of people she had killed, nor the one face than haunted her more than any; her brother.
Her actions turned him into a monster that had to be put down like a rabid animal. She had ruined the person she had been closest to in this world, and wasn’t sure how she could live with herself after that.
“Campbell,” a voice barked, and Mitena flinched, almost dropping the mop as she turned to see who had called. One of the guards was glaring at her and Mitena realised she was about to get told off for day dreaming again. She wondered if she might be punished a little more severely this time, as it was the fifth time today she’d been shouted at. “Come with me, you’ve got a visitor.”
Mitena blinked, not understanding the words at first. It was only when the guard started getting agitated that she put down her mop and hurried after the him. She ignored the gazes of the other women working with her and kept her eyes forward as they left the room she had been mopping and started down the plain corridors that all looked the same when you weren’t paying much attention.
She wondered who might be here to visit, as she didn’t have many friends left. As the government didn’t have much use for her anymore, especially since she refused to work with their military on creating weapons out of dreamcatchers, she didn’t expect it would be one of them either. She continued to be puzzled until she stepped into the meeting room and was surprised to find Stella Martin sitting at the visitor table.
Mitena skidded to a stop just inside the door, distracted by the woman’s presence. She hadn’t seen Stella in months, but she had heard the rumours along with the rest of the world. The countless stories about eidolon had only built the woman’s fame to new peaks and there were rumours of some nut-jobs starting a church in her name, thinking to return to a time when gods walked among mortals.
The result of that increased belief was that the woman who had always been beautiful now leant new meaning to the word breathtaking. There was a genuine weight to being in her presence that came from more than just her incredible appearance, and it took a moment for Mitena to adjust.
“Mitena, it’s good to see you,” Stella said. “How are you? I haven’t been able to check in on you in a while.”
“It’s not a problem,” Mitena answered as her mind caught up with the present and she slid into the seat on her side of the table. “I’ve been okay.”
Stella smiled again and shook her head.
“That lie wouldn’t have made it past me even before all my changes.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to lie… I just… I mean…”
“It’s okay. I know what you mean. I’m just teasing. Seriously, Mitena. How are you? I know the last few months can’t have been easy.”
Again dark thoughts flashed through her mind, the faces of dead people, the innocents harmed by the monster she created, and then there was the face of her brother himself, both before and after his changes. She blinked and shook her head.
“Would you mind if we talked about something else? How are you doing?” she asked, hoping to change the topic.
“Good, for the most part,” Stella answered. “The last few months have been hard, and it’s been a struggle to cope with everything that happened. In some ways, it seems like it’s been ages, but in others it feels like it was just yesterday. It makes the losses harder to bear, you know, almost like your re-opening wounds before they had a chance to close. But, if there’s one thing I’ve learnt over the last year and a half, it’s that letting the bad times define your life means you aren’t really living. Even though it hurts, what’s the point of being here if we don’t take advantage of everything the world has to offer, which is quite a lot since the Second Merging.”
“You’re reforming the Dream Team?” Mitena asked. Since she turned herself in, Mitena did most of her work for the Dream Team and wouldn’t be against doing more of the same going forward. Anything for the distraction.
“No,” Stella said. “That ship has sailed. With the Merging going global, Dream is going to be a part of our lives from now on. We need to learn to live with that. An off shoot of the police is no longer the right answer. It’s time to integrate what remained of the Dream Team into the regular police force because this is our new normal.”
“So you’re going back to work for the police?”
“They offered, and it was a good offer, actually, something the old me would have jumped at. But I turned them down.” She smiled at the surprise on Mitena’s face and said, “Did I ever tell you why I joined the force? I had something of a difficult childhood and wanted to help kids who might be going through something similar. Over the years, I lost my way and got too focused on playing the game instead of my original goal. When I met Tad and we formed the Dream Team, I realised there were other ways to help people, and while I may not be helping just kids, I was doing good on a scale that was just as fulfilling.”
She waved her hand irritably and said, “I’m not explaining myself well. I’m trying to say that I’ve learnt that there’s more than one way I can do good in the world, and while I still think the police was a good path for me, I’ve changed a lot recently and now I think there are better ways to help. In fact, that’s why I’m here, because I think that’s a dream you and I share.”
Mitena struggled to answer, not sure what she was supposed to say, but again Stella spoke over her.
“Correct me if I’m wrong, but I get the impression that one reason you turned yourself in and and wanted to help was because you’re trying to do as much good as you can to make up for the lives you took.”
“There’s not enough good in the world to make up for that,” Mitena answered.
“Maybe not. But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try.” Stella leaned forward, locking eyes on Mitena and forcing her to match her stare so that Mitena could see the intensity and passion that was sparkling in those amazing eyes. “You have a gift, Mitena. A genius for creating dreamcatchers and I believe that it is with that genius that we can do the most good for the world.
“People think dreamwalkers and eidolon are amazing, but they’re outshone by your designs. While people like me and dreamwalkers can do incredible things, that’s just an accident of birth. Your dreamcatchers, though, that’s different. We could develop this art and get dreamcatchers into the hands of every man, woman and child on the planet. Think of the problems we could solve if we tap into the potential of what you started.
“So, I have a proposition. I want to start a company with two parts. The first is a place for you to design, create, sell, and distribute Dreamcatchers to the world. I think that if we leverage your genius, my contacts and the fame I have now, we could earn a lot of money very fast.”
She suddenly laughed and said, “Don’t worry, I can see by your expression that you’re not interested much in that.” She leaned forward even more, bringing her face closer to Mitena’s as she excitedly whispered, “Neither am I. Which is why the personal profit is not the primary function of the first part of the business. Don’t get me wrong, I want to make money because I know that money is what makes the world turn and if we want to make the kind of impact I hope for, we’ll need lots of it. But the truth is, that first part of the business is only so we can fund the second part.”
“What is that?” Mitena asked, sucked into what Stella was selling.
“The second part is the charitable part of the business. Like the first part, it is all about designing, manufacturing and distributing dreamcatchers, but there’s no selling this time. These dreamcatchers we’re giving away so that we can help the world. Think of the problems you can solve, Mitena. Right off the top of my head I know your dreamcatchers could be used for free, clean energy. I mean, think of the impact that would have on the environment and underdeveloped nations. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg… Which, if I’m reading your expression right, you understand far better than I do.”
Stella was right.
New thoughts rushed through Mitena’s head, thoughts sparked to life by Stella’s words and then jumping off in new directions. Stella had mentioned going into business before, but Mitena hadn’t thought about the bigger picture. Now that Stella brought it up, she couldn’t understand why not.
“Today was my last day working with the government,” Stella announced, sitting back and seemingly changing the topic. “I’ve been helping them transition what remained of the Dream Team into the police and sharing what knowledge I had until this point. Before I left, though, I was able to talk some important people into a special deal. You take up my offer and come work with me, and I can get you out of here five days a week, so you only have to be here for nights and weekends. If you behave, show that you can be trusted, and commit to helping the world and making up for what you did, then they’ve agreed to look at your parole in just five years.”
“I don’t need that deal,” Mitena argued. “I’m right where I deserve to be for what I did. I’d be happy to work for you without that.”
“Work with me,” Stella disagreed. “And the deal stands. The very fact that you feel that way is why it should stay. People forget what prisons are for. Sure, there is an aspect of punishment there, and there should be. But the real reason for prisons is to take people who could be harmful to society out of the population until they have proved that they can once more be trusted to be a functioning member of that society. It’s about protecting people more than it is punishing people. Keeping you locked up is the opposite of that Mitena, especially with how you feel about what you did.
“But if you don’t want to be let off the hook that easily, look at it this way; when you get your chance at freedom, that just means you get to choose how you spend your time. You don’t want to be limited to just five days a week of helping people, then maybe you might want to upgrade to a full seven and start working on weekends.”
Mitena didn’t know what to say, and again Stella didn’t wait for her to figure it out. She climbed to her feet and stepped away from her chair before pushing it back in place.
“Have a think about it over the weekend, and I’ll come back on Monday to get your answer,” she said. Then, when it was clear that Mitena was still too stunned to answer, Stella smiled, said goodbye and walked towards the exit.
Mitena’s thoughts were growing as complicated as some of her designs could get. Stella couldn’t know what she had done by unlocking these thoughts in Mitena’s mind and she knew that if she let herself, she could easily become obsessed. It would be nice to be obsessed with thoughts that might help people rather than dwelling on the people she had harmed. However, most of all, she realised that these thoughts gave her something she desperately needed. They gave her a purpose to keep going.
“Stella,” Mitena blurted before Stella could leave the room. She waited for the woman to turn before she said, “You don’t have to wait until Monday. I can give you my answer now. Let’s do this. Let’s fix the world.”
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Sunday, 01st April 2017

09:01

The clinking of the brush hitting the side of the pot broke the silence.
Lindsay looked up from the padded wicker chair in the room's corner where she had been enjoying the sunshine through the large windows as she played on her phone. The young woman would have been thirty if she was still alive, but unfortunately she had been walking by the houses of parliament at a very unfortunate time and had lost her life when Kuruk’s people had blown it up.
“You done?” she asked a little hopefully.
Sensing the impatience in her voice and seeing the flickering purple of irritation in her aura, Tad couldn’t help but smile. As far as he was concerned, she should long since have lost her patience days ago, and she had been a saint to have stuck it out for so long.
“I’m done,” he agreed. “I can’t thank you enough for this, Lindsay. I know it’s been a pain sitting with me all this time but—”
“It was the least I could do,” the young woman said as she stood and made her way towards the exit of the large conservatory and the garden beyond. “You won’t need me for a while after this, right?”
“No, you’ve more than earned your freedom,” Tad said. “And I owe you one.”
“If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t be able to stay here right now,” Lindsay disagreed even as she had one foot outside the door. “How about we call it even?”
“Deal,” Tad agreed. “I’ll see you in a month when you come back for your top up.”
Lindsay smiled and waved, then she was gone, rushing through the well-maintained garden and around the side of the house. Tad watched her go for a moment and then turned back to the large painting in front of him, shaking his head as he examined the result of a month of hard work.
Lindsay was the first ghost Tad had ever sought out for her talent alone. She was an incredibly talented artist before she died and therefore had the perfect skills to help Tad with his mental recovery. His physical recovery had taken weeks, and were it not for the tireless efforts of Jen and Dr Burman taking him in and out of Dream over a period of five days, it might have taken him even longer if he survived at all. Dr Burman said that they had never seen what was wrong with him in anyone else before. Their best guess was that pulling over so much Dream had created massive trauma throughout his whole body at once. It was a miracle he survived long enough for Jen to help him, and it was an injury he never would have recovered from with modern medicine alone.
However, thanks to Jen and the tireless work of Thomas and Rodney, Tad’s recovery was swift once the key damage had been taken care of, but even then it was a few weeks before he was back on his feet. Part of that was the injuries themselves, and a bigger part of it was the mental cost of losing his last ghost.
It had been bad enough when Charles and Miriam moved on, but Tony was his last link to a life he started losing when Joshua King began killing Proxies. When Tony left, he took more away with him than Tad was prepared to give. It took a colleague of Kimberly’s weeks to get Tad back to a point where he was ready to try getting better, and it was from one of those sessions that had led him down this particular path and left him needing Lindsay’s help.
Smiling at his painting, he removed the canvas from the easel and carried it deeper into the house, admiring his work and Lindsay’s talent. It was all the more amazing to him because even now, minutes after he had finished it, he knew he couldn’t do this again. After losing Tony, Tad vowed he’d never take another ghost. This time it felt more final than when he had vowed the same thing after Charles moved on, and he had even stopped merging with Thomas and Rodney. Now his only interaction with ghosts came through his animancy, which he used just enough to keep the ghosts in his life sane and to retain his eyesight. For the most part he was happy with this decision, but the only thing he missed was access to the talents of the ghosts he used to share a head with.
It had taken a few weeks of trial and error, but Tad eventually discovered a way of using his animancy to temporarily connect with a ghost without merging, taping only into their talents. The only downside was that the talent didn’t last when he broke the connection, hence why Lindsay was such a saint for sitting with him for hours while he worked. Compared to the cost of merging with another person, Tad thought this minor inconvenience was a price worth paying.
He barely looked where he was going as he made his way through the house. He might have only been living here a couple of months, but he had spent enough time inside these walls that he was starting to know it almost as well as he knew his old place. He entered a living room that was much larger than his old one, and found his way to the wall at the back of the room where there was a pre-installed hook waiting for this very painting. The painting wasn’t heavy, but it was big, so Tad struggled a little with his bad hand not being much use, but soon he had the painting in place, and he stood back to admire it in context.
The large canvas was surrounded by equally large images, photos rather than paintings. The first was a photo of a smiling teenager with a cheeky grin. It had taken him ages to find this photo of Tony because ghosts didn’t photograph well until recently, and the only photos Tony’s parents had of him were from a life far removed from the one Tad shared with their son. He had not been so confident back then, nor so playful. They had searched for hours to find this perfect one.
Next to the photo of Tony was another shot that had taken some tracking down as he’d had to hunt down Kate’s family in order to find where her things had gone after she died. However, it was worth the hunt as the photo of Kate standing behind Miriam and with her arms around the smaller woman, both of them smiling happily, was exactly how Tad wanted to remember his friends.
Next to that was a photo of a grey ball of fur that hadn’t spent nearly enough time in this world as he deserved, but had been here long enough to make a big impact on Tad. Freckles easily earned his spot on this wall and Tad was just glad that with all the chaos of last year, they had taken the time to get this photo.
The last space was the most difficult to fill because cameras weren’t a thing when Charles was alive. However, thanks to Lindsay and Tad’s doctor’s suggestion that Tad do something meaningful to honour the memory of his ghosts as a way of coming to terms with their loss, he now had a picture of his oldest friend to hang on the wall along with the rest of his family.
As Tad took a step back, he felt new tears fill his eyes as he looked at the painting of his lost friend and admired Lindsay’s talent. The painting was good enough to belong in a museum and perfectly captured the warmth in his old friend’s expression. In a way, because he had painted it himself while flooding his mind with all the memories of his old friend that he could pull up, it was almost more real to Tad than even the photos were.
However, as Tad wiped away his tears, his smile didn’t leave his face because for the first time in a while the pain of thinking about his lost family was bitter sweet, and he could look on these pictures and remember the good times rather than concentrate on the horrible circumstances of how they left him.
“It looks amazing.”
Tad was so consumed by his thoughts that he hadn’t heard anyone enter the room, and he jumped when Stella spoke. She smiled at his reaction but didn’t tease him, she just nodded at the painting.
“Lindsay has quite the talent. It looks almost real.”
“That she does,” he agreed, taking one last minute to admire the portrait before turning to Stella.
“I thought you had more work with Mitena that you wanted to get done today. I didn’t expect you home until tonight.”
“We finished quicker than expected,” Stella admitted. “And I had a few other things I wanted to take care of today.” Before Tad could ask what she was talking about, Stella asked a question of her own. “Does this being on the wall mean you’re finally going to stop moping about the house all day and you’re going to come do something useful for a change?”
Her tone was light, making it clear she was teasing him, but Tad recognised how serious she was at the same time.
“Yeah, I’m done with this. The doctor was right, it helped.”
“Really?” Stella asked, the hope in her voice portraying just how patient she had been with him over the last few months. After months of recovery, he was learning to recognise that though the last year and a half had been hard for him, in many ways he was blessed. Stella’s patience, even after going through her own loss, was a perfect example of something he never wanted to forget again.
“Really,” he agreed.
“So you’ll come work with me and Mitena tomorrow?” The hope faded from her expression when Tad shook his head and there was genuine hurt in her voice when she asked, “Why not?”
“Because that’s your path, Stella. I’ve been thinking while painting this and I’ve realised that there’s another path for me to walk.”
Her normally controlled aura flickered from the dark purple of irritation to a lighter blue of hope before she reigned herself in and asked, “What path is that?”
“I think I’d like to revisit what I started with Jacob. In one thing Norman was always right, now that the Merging has gone global, dreamwalkers should help lead the way in some form or another. This time, I won’t leave that to someone like Jacob. There are still dreamwalkers out there who could use some guidance and help, starting with the prisoners like Brad, good people who just made a big mistake. Besides, it’s not good for us to be so isolated. Hopefully one day I can turn us into a community that can give back to the world. I mean, the work you are doing with Mitena is amazing, but no matter how good those dreamcatchers get, there’s no substitution for the quick response or creative thinking of a dreamwalker at times.”
The hope in Stella’s aura had completely consumed the frustration, and she was smiling again at his words.
“I think that’s a great idea,” she said. “You’re right, there’ll always be a place in the world for dreamwalkers, and who better to lead them to that place than the Dreamwalker himself.”
Tad rolled his eyes at the nickname, but he chuckled along with Stella at the same time.
“That’s not all I want to do,” he said. “I think I’d also like to continue what Tony started. I think I need to keep working with ghosts. Right now, I am the only person in the world that can help them stay here without needing to merge with them. At the least, I would like to work with people like Kimberly to help keep ghosts grounded until they are ready to move on. But who knows, maybe I could borrow Mitena at some point and we can figure out a more permanent solution.”
“I’m sure that could be arranged,” Stella said. “It’s all going to have to wait for a bit though as there’s something we need to talk about first.”
Tad’s smile faded as Stella’s tone grew serious.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, fearing the worst.
“I brought someone here to see you and she needs somewhere to live for the next five years or so. I thought maybe you could help.”
Tad frowned in confusion, but it only lasted a second before there was a blur of copper coloured hair and he was almost knocked off his feet by an overly excited teenager who was dangerously close to turning fourteen. Tad grunted and took a step back, hugging Jen even as Hawk and Growler followed her into the room. Suddenly, something clicked in his head. Stella had asked to bring Growler with her this morning and now he understood why. She didn’t want Growler here and sensing Jen’s arrival or he would have tipped Tad off. She had obviously thought this through.
As great as it felt to get a hug from his daughter, Tad manoeuvred her to arms length so he could ask them both a question.
“What are you doing here? You know we’re not supposed to see each other until I’ve finished with the appeal.”
“Not anymore,” Jen disagreed, beaming up at him and happier than he had seen her in a long time. “They’re letting me come home.”
Tad blinked, not understanding what he was hearing and looking up to a grinning Stella for answers.
“That new law they passed the other day, the one guaranteeing ghosts rights in the eyes of the law, it meant that the courts can start considering the testimony of ghosts as witnesses. With Amber testifying for Jen’s version of events, and Rodney and Thomas testifying for your version of events, there’s no doubt anymore that Jen’s parents wanted you to look after her. Thomas especially has been fighting hard for this, hitting up his old contacts in parliament and working to get this sorted.”
“But… I don’t… My lawyers didn’t say anything,” Tad asked, unable to process the news.
“That’s because I asked them not to. It’s not official until Wednesday when you’re back in front of the judge, but with the testimony of ghosts who have actually been inside your head, the good public support you’ve had recently, and everything you’ve done for the country, they’ve decided not to fight anymore.”
“So I can come home, dad,” Jen finished for Stella.
Tad was speechless as for the second time in mere minutes there were tears falling from his eyes, and once again they weren’t tears of sadness.
Jen’s coming home, he thought, not quite believing the words at first as it had been so long that he had started to believe it would never happen. But as the echo of those words bounced around his head more and more, it finally sank in.
“Jen’s coming home,” he said rather stupidly, but before anyone could call him on it, it was his turn to surprise his daughter with a hug, lifting her off her feet and spinning her around while she squealed in surprise.
“Too tight, dad,” Jen squeaked, half joking and half serious, but he ignored her and just hugged her even tighter as finally the nightmare was over.
Standing off to the side, he noticed Stella grinning at them. Without letting Jen go, he waved her over, indicating he wanted to hug her too. Not to be left out of the action, two giant dogs trotted over, both of them jumping up so that Growler was leaning on Tad and Stella, but Hawk stood with both forepaws on Jen’s shoulders, resting his muzzle on the top of her head as he started licking faces.
Stella sputtered in surprise as he went for her first and Jen shouted Hawk’s name in protest, but Tad just laughed in genuine happiness for the first time in months. He couldn’t help but glance up at the pictures on the wall, wondering at the timing of finishing the painting of Charles within minutes of getting the news about Jen.
While the pictures could never replace the ghosts’ presence in his life, looking at them while holding his daughter and Stella in his arms, he suddenly felt like for the first time he had his family back.
The memory of a supernatural warmth washed over him as he flashed back to the feeling he got when he was holding open that hole in reality and thought he was going to fail. The memory of the people on that wall was what gave him the strength to keep going, but more than this, he was sure that in that moment he could feel them wherever they are now, and he knew they were waiting for him. He was suddenly more confident than ever that one day he would see them again, and though he’d miss them terribly until then, right now he needed to get on with the business of living.
He was broken from his thoughts as a long, wet tongue somehow reached his face at over six feet off the floor, and it was his turn to sputter as he took a step back, disengaging from the hug. It turned out that Tad was the support beam for this little group and the second he stepped back, the whole thing tumbled. Hawk’s weight on Jen knocked her to the ground, Growler pulled down Stella, and trying to catch herself, she pulled Tad down with her.
They fell in a tangled heap of arms and legs, and from there they faced a new problem. So close to the ground it was just all the easier for both dogs to get to them. It wasn’t long before Tad and his family were crying with laughter as they fought off their overgrown, playful puppies, while being watched over by the smiling faces on the wall.




Epilogue

Tuesday, November 30th 2032

21:12 (local time)

“Tim, turn that off, it’s nearly our turn.”
With a put-upon sigh that only a nine-year-old pulled from his game can produce, Tim placed his finger over the glowing dreamcatcher at the bottom of the screen and mentally commanded it to power down. Instantly, the screen went black and Tim slapped the device against his forearm where it curled up like a glossy black bracer, waiting to be used later.
When he looked up, he found his father was right. The queue that had been over a hundred people long was finally down to just two more people before them. It was the busiest Tim had ever seen the terminal at the end of his street, and there had almost been too many people to fit in the building.
“Why did we have to wait so long?” he moaned as he shuffled to his dad’s side. “We’ve been here forever.”
His dad laughed even as one of the people in front of them stepped onto the platform that contained the complicated design of the giant dreamcatcher. It flashed white for a second, transporting the person on the pad to a new location. Air rushed in to fill the sudden void with an all too familiar pop.
“You should count yourself lucky,” his father said. “You were born after the Second Merging and you don’t know the meaning of the word patience. Back then if you wanted to take a trip to Cardiff you’d have to drive five hours to Los Angeles, wait in an airport for another couple of hours, fly on a plane for ten more hours, then get a train from London to Cardiff which would take who knows how long. Now we’re going where we want just by walking down the street. You don’t know how lucky you are.”
Tim rolled his eyes.
“Whatever, dad,” he said, having heard that same tired story before.
The man in front of them, a tall black man in his late fifties, turned and grinned at Tim’s dad.
“Kids today don’t know how good they’ve got it,” he said, to which Tim’s father predictably snorted and agreed. Thankfully, it was that man’s turn on the transport pad or Tim just knew they would start talking about the old days when everyone drove cars and you were lucky not to be run over every time you stepped outside the door. He’d heard it all before and learnt about the olden days at school. He couldn’t bear going over that yet again.
“Here we go, we’re next,” his dad said excitedly, taking Tim’s hand and pulling him along to the front of the queue. “Evening Sally. Must have been a long day for you,” he said to the woman standing next to the pad.
“Craig, Timmy, good to see you both. And don’t you know it. Merging day is always the busiest day of the year.”
“Merging day’s not for another month,” Tim protested and both of the adults rolled their eyes in the manner of people who knew something he didn’t which bugged the hell out of Tim. Seeing his frustration, his dad explained.
“You’re talking about Global Merging day,” he said. “That was the second one. This is the one that changed everything the first time, and that’s the day that most people make the trip to Cardiff. You know, the Dreamwalker and his wife make an appearance most years.”
For the first time, Tim didn’t roll his eyes at the topic. His father was fascinated with all this stuff and always had been, but Tim didn’t see the point. But talking about the Dreamwalker and Stella Holcroft, that was different.
Eyes wide, he asked, “Will… Will they be there tonight?”
Sally laughed at his question, but not in an unkind way.
“I’ve seen that look before. Sorry, kid, you’re a bit late now. It’s gone three in the morning over there. The Dreamwalker’s been and gone already. Heard he gave a good speech this year, announced some new project his charity’s been working on.”
“He didn’t fight a nightmare or anything?”
Again Sally laughed, as did his dad.
“There’s not been a proper nightmare for him to fight in years,” his dad said. “But you never know. We are going to Cardiff after all. That’s the Dream capital of the world and who knows what sort of stuff happens there.”
Tim knew his father was teasing him, but wished that what he said was true. If he saw a real life nightmare… He could only imagine the looks on his friend’s faces at school tomorrow. And if he saw the Dreamwalker as well… Suddenly he wasn’t so upset about his dad dragging him out so late at night just so they could go visit some silly monument.
A beep sounded that made him jump, and Sally looked at her wrist and the screen wrapped around it.
“Alright then boys, you’re my last trip of the night and you just got your window. Onto the pad, quickly now, I want to get home off these tired old feet.”
Still holding onto his hand, his dad tugged Tim behind him as they stepped onto the glossy surface that held the giant dreamcatcher.
“Don’t forget to jump now,” Sally said before she pressed her finger to a smaller dreamcatcher on a metal plate on the wall, and suddenly Tim was swallowed up in a flash of light. He jumped as requested, and his feet left the floor in the terminal at the end of the street and touched down in another terminal nearly five and a half thousand miles away.
“Welcome to the Tony Suen Dream Gate. Please step off the pad and follow the gold line. Do not stray outside the ropes. You are welcome to take pictures, but please be respectful of other visitors.”
Tim ignored the recorded voice as he stepped off the pad and his mouth almost hit the floor. This dreamwalking terminal was the biggest he had ever seen. At least twenty transport pads had been set up around the edge of the enormous room, each with their own golden line that led from the pad over the polished floor towards the same roped off pathway that he was following out of the building.
The room was artificially bright thanks to the dreamcatchers embedded in the walls, the ceiling, and floor. Tim had never known a world without dreamcatchers, but even for him, this place was unusual.
“This is something, isn’t it?” his dad said as he led Tim off the pad towards the exit of the building. “There are terminals like this all over Cardiff, and that’s just the tip of the iceberg in this city. I haven’t had a chance to come here much because the place is a bit rich for my tastes, but I can’t deny it’s impressive.”
Tim didn’t answer, he just continued to gawp as two more pads flashed, creating the familiar pops of dreamwalking people and more tourists stepped into the large room, some of them with eyes as wide as Tim’s. As soon as they started speaking, it was obvious they weren’t from America, and Tim wondered just where in the world these people were coming from.
Suddenly, he was overcome by cold as they stepped out of the heated building into the night air. He shivered and turned to look where he was going, and for the second time, he gasped. In the distance, he could see the famous skyline of Cardiff. For years, this had been the home of the biggest businesses on the planet and the city had grown with it. Tim had seen loads of web-shows set here so he didn’t think it would be this impressive, but seeing it up close and in person… It was almost like stepping into the future.
“I knew you would love it. I bet you’re glad you came with your dad now, aren’t you?”
Tim looked away from the skyline to see his dad grinning from ear to ear and looking in the complete opposite direction to what had caught Tim’s gaze. Tim followed where he was looking and saw another massive line of people and several large statues that lined the path, each illuminated by dreamcatchers on their bases.
Tim didn’t want to humour his dad, but he couldn’t help but ask, “Who’s that?” as they walked past the first statue.
“That’s Prime Minister Norman Geller. He was the—”
“What about that one?” Tim interrupted, not caring about some stuffy old Prime Minister and more eager to see the next statue.
“That’s Leon Galanis,” his father answered, not put out in the least as he had another chance to talk about all the things he had learned about the great battle of the Second Merging and the people involved.
“And this one is Stella Holcroft. You know who she is, of course. Which means the next one is the Dreamwalker himself.”
Tim looked up at the next statue, and was a little underwhelmed. Whoever had sculpted it had gone for accuracy over style and it wasn’t anywhere near as noble looking as the Prime Minister’s, nor as heroic as Leon Galanis’, nor as beautiful as Stella’s. Instead, there was just a plain looking guy who was a bit too thin and a bit too tall. However, though underwhelmed at the sight of him, Tim had seen him before on videos and knew that though the man looked ordinary, he was anything but.
“They say that statue was built on the spot where it happened,” his dad whispered, geeking out as he always did when he spoke about this stuff. “Imagine it, Timmy. Sixteen years ago, on this very spot, that man tore a hole in reality itself and ended what could have been the worst war we’ve ever seen. Makes you think, doesn’t it?”
Tim couldn’t hide the shiver he felt at his dad’s words. They were similar to what he learnt about at school, but there was hearing them from a teacher and then there was this. It was strange to be standing on the spot where history actually happened.
“And here’s the big one,” his dad said, sounding excited as they left the statue of the dreamwalker behind and a new, much more impressive statue appeared. Even Tim had to admit to being in a little awe of what had been done with this one.
It wasn’t one statue, but a whole host of statues that depicted soldiers shooting soldiers, men flinging fireballs, and all manner of violent chaos. However, standing right at the front of them all and dwarfed by what happened behind him, was the figure of a boy who didn’t look like he was much taller than Tim was himself. He had his back turned to the chaos behind him and he had a cocky grin on his face that almost looked like he was mocking the people who had come to see this statue.
The sacrifice that saved the world - Tony Suen.
Tim stared at the plaque in front of the statue, truly understanding those words for the first time. Everyone knew the story of the ghost that gave up his afterlife to stop a war. But just like with the last statue, there was knowing something happened, and then there was standing in the spot where that thing happened. Again, a shiver ran down his spine and he was transfixed, which was why he jumped so hard when his dad spoke again.
“Go stand next to the statue. I want to take your picture with it.”
He blushed when he was forced to go stand next to the statue and smile as his dad raised his wrist and tapped the screen wrapped around it. There was a flash that momentarily blinded Tim, then his dad was taking his hand again and leading him away.
“Wait until your mom see’s this,” he said as they continued to follow the line and passed yet more statues.
As impressive as the statues were, it didn’t take long for the novelty of the place to wear off and for Tim’s interest to wane. It didn’t help that it was freezing.
“Are we going to be much longer?” he asked when it felt like they were going to walk forever down this path.
“Not much longer. I just want to see the Dream Gate and then we can go. It’s just around the corner, I promise.”
Tim yawned but didn’t answer, simply holding his dad’s hand and waiting for this to be over. He had to admit that it was interesting at first, but it was just a bunch of statues of famous people, and he was getting bored with looking at them. He was so bored that he started looking between the statues into the darkness beyond, at first just looking into the distance and alone with his thoughts, but then frowning as he recognised that there was something amongst the shadows.
It was a strange silhouette that he couldn’t quite make out, almost like a large broken hill. The more he looked at it, the more fascinated he became for some reason.
“What’s that?” he asked his dad.
“What?” He followed Tim’s finger out into the darkness and squinted as his eyes tried to peer past the light of the dreamcatchers. “There’s nothing but… Oh, you mean the rubble. That’s the old tower that was blown up in the first Merging.”
“It’s still here?” Tim asked, surprised that no one had ever cleaned it up.
“It always will be. You have to pass through the Dream Gate to get to it, but doing that takes you into Dream and I don’t think anyone has ever been amongst that rubble ever since. Hey, look, Tim. There it is,” his dad said, suddenly excited. “The Dream Gate.”
Hearing the awe in his father’s voice, Tim looked up to see an enormous arch that must have been over a hundred feet tall at least. It was lavishly decorated with dreamcatchers and other carvings of nightmares and mad ghosts, and was impressive enough, but something about it failed to grab Tim’s attention. Maybe it was because it didn’t seem real, almost like it was a prop from a movie that had been designed to look cool, but didn’t really mean anything. His father and the other tourists were fascinated by it, but Tim’s attention was drawn back to the darkness and the enormous pile of rubble that no one else seemed to care about.
That’s the real dream gate, he thought, and even at his young age, he knew why the new one had been built. It was hardly impressive, just a massive pile of rubble. Hardly something to please all the tourists that came by every year.
But there was something about the place that fascinated Tim, and he couldn’t help but keep looking into the darkness where no one else cared to look. That was why he was the only one to see the man step out of nothingness atop the pile of stones.
Tim froze, staring at the silhouette with his mouth hanging open and his eyes wide as shock robbed him of speech. He had seen dreamwalkers step out of thin air before and he travelled by dreamcatchers every day, so he was more than used to the phenomenon. But there was something different about this man that Tim couldn’t look away from.
The longer he looked, the more his eyes grew accustomed to the darkness and Tim could pick out details. The man wasn’t very tall, but his beard almost touched his waist and his hair was even longer. His clothes were torn and dirty, but even as stained as they were, Tim recognised that they were like no clothes he had ever seen. They were made from some strange, glossy, scaly material, almost like it was the hide of a lizard made of mirrors. As the man turned his head to look around, those mirrors caught the light of the dreamcatchers around the site, and Tim wondered why no one else was seeing this.
He was about to grab his dad when the man’s head turned and he looked directly at Tim. What Tim saw in the darkness made his breath catch in his throat. There was something wrong with the man’s face. His eyes were too large, maybe double the size they should have been, and it was hard to make out, but it looked like they were completely black.
The man stared back at Tim, not moving for a long minute. Then he blinked, and Tim gasped as the eyes didn’t blink vertically like normal people, but the lids closed like curtains, sliding in from the sides.
The man made a strange noise that was barely audible over the sound of the crowd surrounding Tim, then he disappeared, and Tim gasped again.
This wasn’t like a dreamwalker vanishing as there was no pop, and something about the way he vanished seemed almost too slow. 
Tim’s heart was pounding as he stared into the darkness, but when a hand landed on his shoulder, he screamed and jumped away.
“Timmy, easy. What’s up with you?” his father asked.
“Can we go, dad? I want to go.”
“But we haven’t seen the statues on the other side of the Dream Gate yet,” his dad complained. “We’ll only be ten more minutes. I know this isn’t as exciting to you as it is for me, but can you hold on that long, please?”
Tim wanted to say no, wanted to leave this place as soon as possible. He didn’t know who that strange man was, but the more he thought of the figure, the more it terrified him. However, he had caused enough of a scene already, so he settled for grabbing onto his dad’s hand and holding on tight as he stuck close to his father and kept his eyes on the statues.
The promised ten minutes turned into twenty, and every passing second of it, Tim kept returning to that moment when that man had spotted him and his strange eyes had blinked. And that noise he made. It almost sounded like a word, but it was like no word that Tim had ever heard.
The more Tim thought about it, the more he hoped his mind had been playing tricks on him. This was Cardiff after all, the Dream and ghost capital of the world. That could have been anything or anyone standing on top of that pile of bricks. However, though he wished otherwise, he knew what he had seen was real. There was something about the way it moved, the way it stood… it just felt a bit too imperfect to be anything but real.
As they finished their loop of the Tony Suen Dream Gate and ended up at yet another enormous terminal, Tim couldn’t hide his relief at being able to go home. As the transport pad flashed, changing the world around him to somewhere more familiar, he hoped he might be able to leave the ominous feeling that accompanied that strange man behind, but no such luck.
As he left his street’s terminal and headed home, those odd eyes haunted him, and though he had no evidence to support it, he couldn’t shake a simple thought that kept bouncing around his head.
He knew he was crazy for even thinking this, but Tim was sure he just saw an actual alien. However, as crazy as that thought was, in a world where dreams came true, stranger things had happened.
The End







Afterword

We’re finally here, the ending of this story I started writing back in 2016, long before I had any intention of publishing this series. I hope you enjoyed reading these stories as much as I have enjoyed writing them, and that the ending was everything you hoped it might be.
This is the end of this chapter in the lives of Tad, Stella and Jen, but it’s not the end of their story. However, it will be a little while before we see what life has in store for them next. Their world needs a few years for the dust to settle and to get to grips with a new, more magical existence. As you might have guessed from the epilogue, there will be a big time jump between the end of this novel and the start of the next, but I promise you won’t have to wait until 2032 before the sequel comes out. 
With the Dreams of Reality series done, I can move on to some other projects that I have been dying to get started on for a long time. It also gives me a chance to try out a new format for my writing in an effort to get my books out faster. 
I am going to initially publish my next story (The Sterenteem Chronicles) as a web series, with a book version coming out later. The first chapter will drop on Friday, 1st October 2021, and the chapters will come out daily from there on out. 
This new experiment will be a big change for the way I write. At the moment I write a novel in complete drafts, not editing a single word until the whole book is written, and then doing multiple editing passes until I think it’s done. This way of writing means that each draft is like running a marathon. It’s time consuming and feels like an enormous task. This new format will allow me to break that up so I can write and do my edits without getting so fatigued. 
Long story short, this should mean less time between books which is hopefully a good thing. 
For more information about this new series, please keep reading for a synopsis of The Wonders of Sterentium, the first novel in The Sterenteem Histories. And for information on where you can read the web series, stay tuned to my Facebook page (facebook.com/gjotton) or my website (gareth-otton.com). Along with news about the upcoming series, there will be more news about other projects I have planned for the remainder of 2021, including the launch of a new YouTube channel.
For now though, thank you all for going on this journey with me and for your continued support. If you liked this book, then please leave a review on sites like Amazon and Goodreads as they really do help a lot. 
Thanks again. 


Gareth Otton





The Sterenteem Histories: Book 1



The Wonders of Sterentium



Their planet is shattered. Their world destroyed. Yet somehow, humanity survives.
For thousands of years, the mages of the Magnifica have kept humanity alive upon the largest fragment of their shattered world by wielding the very magic that destroyed their planet. That magic is now the heart and soul of their society. Those who can wield it prosper, while those who can not, struggle just to survive.
Rizzo MagVarius was on the path to becoming the greatest mage of his generation, but fate had other plans. Cast out from magical society, stripped of all power and resources, Rizzo must rely on the kindness of people he has looked down on his entire life if he is to survive long enough to reclaim what was taken from him. 
His journey takes him to the frontier fragments, where non-magical people are learning to survive in an environment where magic has changed the very land they live on, the food they eat, and even the water they drink. It is a hard existence, far removed from the luxuries he is used to, and Rizzo struggles to see a way back from this.
But he might be in for a surprise, because in an environment where people are forging new lives out of nothing, he might just find a path that would take him to new heights that he could never have dreamed of before. 


◆◆◆
 


The Wonders of Sterentium is the first book in a new series that will follow humanity's trials at learning to survive, and hopefully thrive, on the shattered fragments of their home world. 
Having spent thousands of years on just one fragment and with magic changing every aspect of the shattered planet, the people of Sterenteem have no idea what they are letting themselves in for.






Books In This Series

The Dreams of Reality

Proxy
 
Tad Holcroft doesn’t just talk to ghosts, he lets them live in his head. They pay rent in the form of memories, knowledge and talents. 

Tad can do this because he’s a Proxy… which isn’t good news at the moment. 

Proxies are disappearing mysteriously all over Britain. As one of the last Proxies remaining, Tad needs to truly test his powers for the first time to figure it out before he or his daughter disappears next. 

He also has to deal with a world that’s growing aware of the Supernatural and solve the murder of an old friend, all while juggling the mood swings of a twelve-year-old daughter, the antics of a teenage ghost, and history lessons from Charles Dickens, a ghost two hundred years dead with a chip on his shoulder because that other, more famous Charles Dickens hogged all the glory. 

It’s a bit much for a history teacher from Cardiff, but the consequences of failure are bigger than he can imagine.
Nightmares
 
After the events of Proxy, the whole world has changed and people are looking to Tad for answers. Unfortunately, Tad is busy picking up the broken pieces of his life.
Between mourning lost friends, struggling with his guilt over their deaths, helping Tony to adapt to a new existence, looking after his daughter, and somehow keeping a new relationship alive; Tad isn’t ready for another supernatural threat that only he can deal with.

However, the world isn’t prepared to wait. They know who he is now… know what he is… and they’re not shy in seeking him out, especially when the stakes are so high.

The nightmares are coming, and the people of the world are looking to the Dreamwalker to save them.
Dreamcatchers
 
Nightmares plague the Borderlands, protest groups turn violent against the ‘dreamwalker threat’, and the world creeps ever closer to war.
Firmly placed at the heart of this chaos is Tad Holcroft, and he’s got his daughter’s thirteenth birthday to plan.

If that wasn’t enough on his plate, once again dreamwalkers are being hunted. This time the hunters are armed with supernatural weapons that are custom made to kill dreamwalkers, and the fight is spilling onto American soil, taking the global tension to an all-time high.  

With his ghost acting out, Stella’s fledgling Dream Team struggling with teething problems, and the Prime Minister breathing down his neck, Tad finds it hard to imagine how his life could be any more chaotic.

Did someone say puppies? Three of them? Perfect…
Uprising
 
Tad will do anything to get his daughter back. Unfortunately, that obsession blinds him to danger from enemies, and even from allies.
The world is closer to war than ever, dangerous people have Stella in their crosshairs to protect their secrets, and the British government is creating radical new laws to protect the public from the Dreamwalker threat.

Facing attacks on all fronts, Tad and Stella have to fight harder than ever just to survive. Against such odds, how can they possibly make their dream come true and bring Jen home where she belongs?
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