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Prologue



The woman beneath Aidan Cross was only moments away from a stunning orgasm. Her throaty cries filled the air, urging their audience to draw closer.

After centuries of protecting women in this manner, he knew the signs and adjusted his thrusts accordingly. His lean hips rose and fell in tireless motion, stroking his cock through her creamy depths with unfailing skill. She gasped, scratched his skin, arched her back.

Yes, yes, yes

The breathless pants made him smile, the power of her rapidly approaching climax filling the room with a glow only he could see. On the fringes of the Twilight, where the light of her passion met the dark of her inner fears, the Nightmares waited with palpable excitement. But he held them off.

He would deal with them in a moment.

Cupping her buttocks, Aidan angled her hips higher, so that every deep thrust rubbed the root of his cock against her clit. She came with a cry, her cunt rippling in orgasm along the hard length of him, her body moving with a wild, reckless abandon she never displayed while awake.

He kept her there, suspended in rapture, absorbing the energy this dream created. He enhanced it, magnified it, sent it back through her. She began to sink into the deepest dream state, the most restful, far from the Twilight where she was vulnerable.

Brad She sighed before drifting completely away.

Aidan was aware that this encounter was no more than a phantasm, a connection of minds. Their skin had touched only in her subconscious. For her, however, their lovemaking had seemed entirely real.

When he was certain she was safe, Aidan withdrew from her body and shed the skin of her fantasy. From beneath the faade of Brad Pitt, his true body emergedgrowing taller, broader of shoulder, his hair changing to his natural close-cropped inky black, the blue of his irises darkening to their natural shade of translucent sapphire.

The Nightmares writhed in anticipation, their shadowy bodies undulating on the edge of the Dreamers consciousness. There were several of them tonight, and only one of him. As he summoned his glaive, Aidans grin was genuine. He loved it when they outnumbered him so greatly. Eons of fighting had left him with a grudge, and he relished every opportunity to take it out on Nightmares.

With practiced grace Aidan flexed his sword arm with sinuous movements, using the substantial weight of his blade to alter the focus of his muscles from sexual tension to the limberness of a warrior. Certain assets could be augmented in dreams, but facing multiple opponents required innate skill regardless.

When he was ready, he drawled, Shall we?

And with a powerful forward lunge, Aidan made the first fatal thrust.



Did you have a good night, Captain Cross?

Aidan shrugged and kept moving toward the Temple of the Elders, his black robes swirling around his ankles with every long stride. Same as usual.

Waving his farewell to the Guardian who had called out to him, Aidan passed beneath the massive torii gate into the open-air center courtyard. As his bare feet carried him silently across the cool stone floor, a gentle breeze ruffled his hair and teased his senses with its fragrance. Energized as he was, he could have remained in the field and fought longer, but the Elders forbade it.

For an age now they had insisted that every Guardian return to the Temple complex at regular intervals. They claimed it was to give them time to rest, but Aidan knew this wasnt the entire reason. Guardians needed very little downtime. The archway behind him was the true purpose of the order to return. Huge and colored a shocking red, it was so imposing that it forced every Guardian to stare and read the warning engraved in the ancient language: Beware of the Key that turns the Lock.

Due to lack of proof, he had begun to doubt the existence of the Key. Perhaps the legend was merely a tool to inspire fear, to urge the Guardians forward, to keep them on their toes and prevent them from becoming lax in their duties.

Hi, Captain.


He turned his head at the soft purr and met the dark eyes of Morgan, one of the Playful Guardians whose job it was to fill in dreams of surfing on the beach or weddings, among countless other joyous activities. Slowing, he altered his course to meet her where she peeked out from behind a fluted column of alabaster stone.

What are you doing? he asked, his mouth curved in an indulgent smile.

The Elders are looking for us.

Oh? His eyebrows rose. It was rarely a good thing to be summoned. So youre hiding? Clever girl.

Lets frolic by the stream, she suggested in a husky whisper, and Ill tell you what I heard.

No fool he, Aidan nodded without hesitation. When a lovely Player was in the mood to be playful, one didnt question the offer.

He led her stealthily away, descending from the raised marble platform to the grass beyond. Steadying Morgan down the sloping path to the heated stream below, Aidan took a moment to enjoy the pristine beauty of the new day and the panoramic vista of rolling green hills, bubbling streams, and raging waterfalls. Over the rise, his home waited. An image of sliding shoji doors and tatami mats over hardwood floors came into his mind. It was sparsely furnished, the colors muted, everything chosen with peace and tranquillity in mind. Small and intimate, it was his refugealbeit a lonely one.

With a careless wave of his hand, he silenced the water so that a breathless hush weighted the air. He had no wish to strain his hearing or shout to be heard.

Discarding the robes of their respective stationshis black to display his elevated rank, hers multicolored in honor of her frivolitythey sank naked into the steaming water. Resting against a small shelf of rock, Aidan closed his eyes and tugged his companion closer.

Its unusually quiet today, he murmured.

Because of Dillon. Morgan curled into his side, her small breasts a delicious pressure against his skin. He claimed to have found the Key.

The news didnt affect Aidan in any way. Every few centuries a Guardian fell prey to their desire to live the legend. It was nothing new, although the Elders took every mistaken discovery seriously.

Which clue did he miss? he asked, knowing that he personally would never miss one. Occasionally Dreamers would show some signs, but never all of them. If they had, he would kill them without question.

His Dreamer couldnt actually see his features, as Dillon thought. Turns out the Dreamers fantasy of how Dillon looked just happened to be very close in appearance to reality.

Ah. The most common error, and one that was made more and more frequently. Dreamers didnt have the ability to see into the Twilight, so they couldnt discern the true features of the Guardians who spent time with them. Only the mythical Key could see them as they were. But the other traits were there? Was he called by name?

Yes.

The Dreamer controlled the dream?

Yes.

The Nightmares seemed confused and disoriented?

Yep Turning her head, she licked his nipple, then swam around to encase his hips between her widespread thighs.

He caught her by the waist and urged her against him. He was distracted, his physical actions more habitual than passion-driven. Deep affection for anyone was a luxury Elite Warriors could not afford. It was a weakness that made them vulnerable. What does that have to do with you and me?

Morgan ran damp fingers through his hair. The Elders are now reinvigorated by the news. That so many mortals display such a proliferation of the traits leads them to believe the time has come.

And?

Theyve decided to send Elite Warriors, like you, to enter the dreams of those who resist us. My task is to work with the Nurturers to heal them once youve gained entry.

Sighing his misery, Aidan dropped his head back gently against the stone. Some Dreamers shut away parts of themselves so securely, not even the Guardians could enter. Either they had been abused in some manner and blocked out the recollections, or they felt such guilt for certain past actions, they refused to recall them. Protecting Dreamers of that nature from the Nightmares was the most difficult task of all. Without a full understanding of their inner suffering, the ability of the Guardians to help them was severely limited.

And the horrors he had seen in their minds

As memories resurfaced with a vengeancewars, disease, tortures unparalleleda shiver swept across his skin despite the warm water. Images that haunted him through centuries.


Fighting, actionhe could handle. Sex, the blessed forgetfulness of orgasmhe sought with near desperation. A tactile man with insatiable desires, he fucked and fought well, and the Elders had no hesitation in using him to their best advantage. He knew his strengths and weaknesses, and took on the Dreamers who benefited from them.

To assign him to work exclusively with those who were damaged, with no reprieveWhat the Elders asked of him now would be pure hell, not just for him but for his men.

You must be excited, Morgan murmured, misunderstanding his sudden hurried breathing. The Elite so love a good conflict.

He took a deep breath. If the weight of his calling seemed crushing, that was for him alone to know. Once hed had boundless enthusiasm for his work, but lack of progress had a way of disheartening even the most hopeful.

Amid all the ancient legends and tall tales, there was nothing that said his work would ever end. The Nightmares could not be eliminated, only controlled. At any given moment, thousands in the mortal realm were suffering from nightmares whose merciless grip they could not awaken from. Aidan was weary of the stalemate. He was a man who sought a result, and he had been denied one for centuries.

Morgan, sensing his preoccupation, brought his attention back to her with a hand between his legs, talented fingers circling his cock. Aidans mouth curved in the smile that promised her every desire. He would give her what she wanted. Then hed give her more.

By concentrating on her, he could forget himself. For a while. How shall we begin, love? Hard and fast? Or slow and easy?

With a quiet sound of anticipation, Morgan rubbed her hard nipples against his chest. You know what I need, she breathed.

Sex was the closest he came to companionship, yet it soothed only his physical hunger, leaving him with a deeper craving. Despite the Dreamers he met and the innumerable Guardians he worked with, he was alone.

And would be for eternity.



I figured Id find you out here, rumbled a deep voice behind Aidan.

Continuing his exercises, he turned to face his best friend. They stood in the clearing at the rear of his house, knee-deep in wild grass, bathed in the magenta glow of the simulated approaching dusk. Sweat slid down his temples as he wielded his glaive, but despite the lengthening hour, he wasnt yet fatigued. You figured right.

Word of our new assignment is spreading rapidly through the ranks. Connor Bruce paused a few feet away, his crossed arms boasting massive biceps and brawny forearms. The blond giant didnt have the speed or agility that Aidan boasted, but he made up for it in pure brute strength.

I know. Aidan lunged toward an imagined adversary, his sword leading the way in a mock fatal thrust.

He and Connor had been friends for centuries, ever since they were dorm mates at the Elite academy. While spending their days toiling through multiple classes and their nights indulging in women, they had forged a bond that held tight through the years.

The academy was a rigorous course, with an extremely high attrition rate. When times got rough, Aidan and Connor had goaded each other to continue on. Of the twenty students who started out in their class, they were among only three to graduate.

Those who didnt complete the training picked up other callings. They became Healers, or Players. Some chose to be Masters and teach. It was a worthy goal. Aidans mentor, Master Sheron, had been a pivotal figure in his life, and he remembered the Guardian with admiration and affection, even after all these years.

I can tell youre not happy about the Elders decision, Connor said dryly. But lately youre unhappy with everything they do.

Aidan paused, his sword arm falling to his side. Maybe thats because I dont know what the hell it is that theyre doing.

Youve got that look on your face, Connor muttered.

What look?

The Ive-got-one-hundred-questions-to-ask look.

Master Sheron had invented the nickname for Aidans pensiveness. It was one of the many things the Elder-in-training had imparted that stayed with him to this day.

Aidan missed the hours hed spent with his mentor at the stone table beneath the tree in the academy courtyard. He would ask a multitude of questions, and Sheron would enlighten him with laudable patience. Shortly after they graduated, Sheron had gone through Induction to become a full-fledged Elder, and Aidan had never seen him again.

Lifting his hand, Aidan fingered the stone pendant Sheron had given him the day hed graduated. He wore it always as a tangible reminder of those days and the eager youth hed once been.

Dont you ever wonder why anyone would want to become an Elder? he asked Connor. Yes, the possibility of finding answers was tempting, but Induction changed Guardians in a way Aidan found alarming. Sheron had been youthful in appearance, with dark hair and eyes, and tawny skin. Now he would look like the other Elderswhite-haired, with pale skin and eyes. For a nearly immortal race, a change that drastic had to signal something. Aidan was damn sure it wasnt good.

No, I dont. Connors jaw set stubbornly. Tell me where the fighting is. Thats all I want to know.

Dont you want to know what were fighting for?

Shit, Cross. The same thing weve always been fighting forto contain the Nightmares while we search for the Key. You know were the only barrier between them and the humans. Since we screwed up by letting the Nightmares in, weve got to stick with it until we find a way to keep them out.

Aidan blew out his breath. Unlike smarter parasites who knew from whence their meal came, Nightmares drained their hosts to death. Leaving the Dreamers unprotected would ensure the extinguishing of humanity, perhaps their entire plane of existence.

He could picture it. The endless nightmares they would suffer. Afraid to sleep, unable to work or eat. An entire species decimated by horror and fatigue. Madness would ensue.

Okay. Aidan moved toward his house, and Connor fell into step beside him. So, hypothetically speaking, what if there was no Key?

No Key? Well, that would suck, because thats the only thing that keeps me going some days, knowing theres a light at the end of the tunnel. Connor shot him a narrowed sidelong glance. What are you getting at?

Im saying its possible the legend of the Key is bullshit. Maybe were taught it for just the reason you mentioned, to give hope and motivation when our task seems endless. Aidan slid open the shoji door to his living room and retrieved his scabbard, which rested against the wall. If thats the case, were screwing Dreamers with this new assignment. Instead of protecting them from the Nightmares, half of the Elite are going to be wasting their time looking for a miracle that may not exist.

Man, Id tell you to get laid, Connor muttered, striding past him and heading toward the kitchen, but you were with Morgan this morning, so thats not whats eating you.

Leaving Dreamers with subpar protection doesnt sit well with me, and it pisses me off that the Elders are so secretive about why were doing it. I have trouble believing what I cant see.

But you chose to hunt Nightmares for a career? Connor snorted and rounded the corner, out of sight. A moment later he returned with two beers. Our success is based entirely on what we cant see.

Yeah, I know. Thanks. Aidan accepted the proffered drink and drank deep swallows while crossing the room to a wooden-framed chair. Its not our glaives that kill Nightmares, but the power of our determination that inspires fear. Its something we have in common with the bastardskilling through terror.

Which was the cause of the rift between him and his parentsone a Healing Guardian, the other a Nurturer. They couldnt understand the path hed chosen, and the constant questions they pestered him with had eventually driven him away. He couldnt seem to explain why he needed to be working against the Nightmares, not cleaning up after them. Since they were the only biological family he had, that left him with only one emotional bondConnor. A man he loved and respected like a brother.

So how do you explain how we ended up living in this conduit, Connor queried, sinking into the matching chair opposite him, if there isnt a Key?

According to legend, the Nightmares found a Key into their old worldthe world Aidan was too young to rememberand then the Nightmares spread, killing everything. The Elders barely had time to create the fissure within abbreviated space that allowed them to escape into this conduit plane between the human dimension and the one the Guardians had been forced to leave behind. It took Aidan a while to fully grasp the concept of multiple planes of existence and the space-time continuumone a product of metaphysics, the other a product of physics. But the idea that a single beingthe Keywas capable of tearing those fissures open at will, spilling the contents of one plane into another, was something he still didnt quite comprehend.

He trusted things that could be proven, like the psychological change this conduit had wrought in their species, making them nearly immortal and ephemeral like the Nightmares. The Guardians had been defenseless before, but here they were on equal footing with their enemy.

The Elders got us into this fissure without a Key, Aidan pointed out. Im sure the Nightmares could do the same.

So you toss out a widely accepted answer, and replace it with conjecture. Connor crushed his empty beer container. Wine, women, and kicking ass, Cross. The life of an Elite Warrior. Enjoy it. What more do you want?

Answers. Im tired of the Elders talking to me in damn riddles. I want the truth, all of it.

Connor snorted. You never quit. That persistence makes you a great warrior, but it also makes you a pain in the ass. Ive got three words for you: Need. To. Know. How many missions have there been when you were the only person who knew what the hell was going on?

Thats not the same, Aidan argued. That scenario is a temporary delay of information. This is permanent avoidance.

You used to be the most idealistic person I know. What happened to the trainee who swore hed be the Guardian to find the Key and kill it?

That was teenage bravado talking. That kid grew up and got tired.

I liked being a teenager. I could fuck all night and still tear up Nightmares the next day. Now its one or the other.

Aidan understood that his friend was trying to lighten what was quickly becoming a volatile conversation, but he couldnt contain his disquiet any longer, and Connor was the only person he trusted with such matters.


Conner knew him well enough to sense his determination.

Listen, Cross. He rested his forearms on his thighs, and stared at Aidan with narrowed eyes and a taut jaw. Im telling youas a friend, not your lieutenantthat you have to forget your doubts and rally the troops.

Were wasting valuable resources.

Man, Im jazzed that were switching things up! What we were doing wasnt working, so now were trying something new. Thats progress. Youre the one stagnating. Get over yourself and get with the program.

Shaking his head, Aidan pushed to his feet. Consider what Im saying.

I did. Its stupid. End of subject.

Hows the smell?

Huh?

Youve got your head shoved so far up your ass, its got to stink.

Thems fighting words. Connor stood.

How can you dismiss something without even giving it a moments thought?

They stared each other down for long moments, each sweltering in the heat of his separate aggravations.

What the hell is going on? Connor growled. Whats this about?

I want someoneyouto consider the possibility that the Elders are hiding something.

All right. But I want you to consider the possibility that theyre not.

Fine. Aidan ran a hand through the sweat-dampened roots of his hair and heaved out his breath. Im going to get cleaned up.

Connor crossed his arms. Then what?

I dont know. You figure something out.

Whenever I do the planning, we get in trouble. Thats why youre captain.

No. Im captain because Im better than you.

Connor threw his golden head back and laughed his deep-timbered laugh, a sound that blew through the tension like a hard breeze in fog. Theres still some of that bravado left in you.

As Aidan went to take a shower, he hoped he had more than bravado left.

Hed need everything he had to make it through the hard assignments ahead. Assignments his instincts didnt agree with at all.
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