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One:


Wake Up!





Lily stood in front of the bedroom mirror and pulled a comb through her long black hair. She smoothed each strand until it lay flat and glossy, and leaned forward for a final check. A flash of orange glinted from her eyeballs. What was that? It looked like fiery sparks.


Stepping closer to the mirror, she stared deep into her hazel eyes. As she pulled her eyelids wide open, tiny orange flames flickered gently across the surface of her eyeballs. She gasped and blinked in shock, and the flames disappeared.


Lily rubbed her forehead and shook her head. This was ridiculous. How could there be fire in her eyes? They didn’t feel burnt or in pain. No, it was totally impossible.


Maybe the orange flames had been a reflection, or maybe something in her room was burning. She quickly inspected her desk, and rifled through the fluffy cushions on her bed. Everything looked normal. The soft lilac walls glowed coolly under the dim bedside light. There was no hint of any fire: not even a spark.


She shook her head again. This was silly. It was getting late and she was tired; she must have imagined the flames, or they’d been a trick of the light.


Muffled music and fuzzy gunshots filtered through the bedroom wall. Why was her little brother still up? And why was he playing on the computer? Lily quickly walked across the hall to his bedroom. Her brother sat at his desk, surrounded by heaps of broken Lego and abandoned books.


‘Alfie,’ she said. ‘You should be in bed.’


He didn’t reply, so she leaned over his shoulder and peered at the computer monitor. An alien forest filled the screen, crowded with spiky purple trees. Their thick barbed trunks stretched upwards into piercing clawed branches.


‘Still playing Colony? You’ve been here all day. A bit much, isn’t it?’


Alfie didn’t seem to hear her. He stared at the computer screen, mumbling as if in a trance.


Lily studied her younger brother’s face and frowned. He looked awful. His face was pale and sweaty, and his dirty black hair stuck up everywhere. He was only nine, but shadows in the hollows of his eyes made him look far older. He continued to mumble through cracked lips.


‘Have to… play… play. Have to –’


‘What?’ said Lily. ‘Are you all right?’


Alfie continued mumbling.


‘You’re acting a bit strange,’ said Lily.


Alfie didn’t even blink at her words.


‘Come on. Switch it off. Mum’s still working downstairs, but she’ll be up in a minute. Okay?’


He grunted in reply.


Lily sighed as she went back into her own bedroom. She flopped into bed and pulled the duvet high over her ears. Why did she feel so uneasy about Alfie’s new computer  game? Everyone was talking about it. The whole school had been hooked since it appeared a couple of weeks ago. But Colony was similar to lots of other games. Why was it so much more popular? She’d never seen Alfie so obsessed. And why was she the only person who wasn’t amazed by Colony? She’d tried playing, but it was almost as if something blocked her from getting into the game. She couldn’t fall under its spell.


Closing her eyes, she allowed her thoughts to jumble together until she fell asleep. She dreamt that she was surrounded by vivid orange flames, her body floating in the centre of an infinite furnace. She screamed and curled into a tight ball to avoid being burnt. But there was no heat. The flames cradled and stroked her body, soothing her with their softly glowing warmth. She relaxed and looked around.


Her brother appeared in the flames ahead of her, screaming and crying out for help. She tried to touch him as he shouted and flailed, but she couldn’t reach. The orange flames licked and crackled against her skin, pressing her back and away from him. A hissing wind breathed through the flames, whispering close against her ears.


‘Get out,’ murmured the wind. ‘Get out of the dreamscape. Your mindfire won’t help you. I’m not like the other dreamons.’


The whispering melted into laughter. Lily’s eyes sprang open.


Wide awake, she sat up with a shudder and looked around her bedroom. The full moon filtered through the curtains with an electric red glow. Her bedroom looked as if it had been coated in glitter. The walls sparkled, the white duvet shimmered over her body and the fluffy sheepskin rug twinkled as if covered in thousands of tiny gemstones.


She rubbed her face and coughed to make sure she was awake. Glancing at the nearby mirror, she caught her own reflection and gasped. Her eyeballs were made of fire – the same orange fire that she’d seen in the mirror earlier, and the same orange fire from her dream.


Creeping out of bed, she inched closer to the tall mirror and gazed at her reflection. How could her eyes be made of flames? It couldn’t be real. The rest of her face looked normal. Her pale skin and black hair were the only things not sparkling under the red moon. As she smoothed her fingers over her white nightdress, the fabric gleamed in the mirror like soft pearl.


She wrinkled her nose and shook her head. This was all too strange, so it had to be a dream. And it seemed much better than the previous one with Alfie in the fire, so she might as well relax and go with it.


She stood in front of the mirror for a while, but nothing happened. So she tiptoed out of the bedroom, down the shimmering stairs and over to the sparkling front door. Pulling the door open very gently, she stepped outside into the front garden. The moon hung in the night sky like a giant red Christmas bauble. Its bright light dazzled and bounced off the twinkling grass, shrubs and driveway.


Her thin nightdress flapped around her knees as she walked barefoot onto the gravel driveway, but she felt quite warm. Surely not feeling cold outside proved it was a dream? It was a frosty October night, after all.


A sudden gust of wind whipped through Lily’s hair. It seemed to whisper with an angry voice, but she couldn’t understand the words. She stood very still as the wind hissed and puffed against her face. Fragments of words whistled through the air and merged together.


‘Get out,’ it said, ‘before it’s too late. I’m the one with all the power now. I’ve changed the dreamscape. My dreamons can kill.’


The wind died down. Silently, a large patch of fog rose out of the night and hovered over the garden gate. The air temperature plummeted. Lily’s arms puckered with goose bumps, and she hugged them to her chest to stay warm.


She stared numbly into the advancing fog, unable to look away. Something was in there. No, that wasn’t right. The fog was becoming something, but what?


It swirled and writhed, taking shape after shape, until it transformed into a hideous rotting corpse. Strands of mist wreathed around its skeletal body, like flaps of decaying flesh. The corpse stared at Lily with empty white eye-sockets, and its jagged teeth sneered through a bony lipless mouth.


Lily swallowed hard as the corpse floated over the garden gate and drifted down the driveway. It was misty and intangible: like a ghost, like a dream.


‘It’s not real,’ she whispered. ‘Can’t hurt me. Just a dream… dreaming of a ghost.’


The ghost lunged at her, opening its foggy mouth wider and wider as if wanting to eat her alive. Its freezing breath prickled sharply against her face.


‘No,’ she said. ‘It’s a dream. I can control it.’


The ghost scudded towards her and swiped at her arm with its shrivelled hand. The icy touch needled painfully into her bare skin. Lily’s bottom lip trembled. This didn’t feel like a dream at all. The ghost would freeze her to death in just a few seconds. She had to do something!


‘Wake up, wake up,’ she said to herself.


But the ghost silently drifted closer, its ghastly mouth stretching even wider to engulf her.


‘Stop!’ she shouted.


Reaching down, she grabbed a handful of gravel and pelted the ghost. The small black stones flew right through the misty corpse and scattered on the driveway beyond. She whimpered and took a step back. How could she defend herself against something made of fog?


The ghost stretched its withered arms wide, ready to embrace her in a paralysing death grip. Tendrils of mist snaked out from its hands and slowly coiled around her body. She thrust out her arms to protect herself. Hot fear boiled inside her chest. It welled up like a volcano erupting from her heart.


‘No!’ she shouted.


A jet of orange fire flared from her outstretched fingertips and blazed into the ghost. The flames completely enveloped the ghost, and it moaned and wailed as it swatted at the fire.


Lily gasped, but kept her arms outstretched, aiming the torrent of orange fire directly at the ghost. The flames licked around its struggling figure, creating a burning net of fire. With a deathly howl, the ghost’s arms shrank into its body, and its gaunt face collapsed in on itself. The net of fire tightened around the foggy corpse as it crumbled and wasted away. Very slowly, the ghost evaporated in the intense heat, leaving behind a wafting cloud of harmless mist.


Lily lowered her trembling hands and clutched her injured arm. A small, aching blister had appeared just below her shoulder. She gently prodded the soft protrusion.  This was no dream. She was wide awake, and this whole experience was all too real.


A strong wind buffeted around her face and she dragged the hair out of her eyes. The wind hissed into cruel laughter.


‘Get out,’ it said. ‘Your mindfire might destroy the other dreamons, but it won’t touch me.’


Breathing raggedly, Lily stepped back and hid under the shadow of the front door. She cowered away from the laughing wind, pressing her hands against the solid doorframe. What had happened to her familiar and safe garden? The wind raged through the glittering trees and bushes, making them seethe and lash at her with savage grasping twigs.


Lily clenched her jaw and pursed her lips. This was no good. She had to stay calm. She had to think. Maybe if she went back to bed, she’d fall asleep and wake up with everything back to normal. She didn’t feel sleepy though.


The wind instantly died, the garden fell still and loud footsteps thumped up the main road. Something was coming. Maybe it was another ghost. Whatever it was, it was too late to hide.



















Two:


What Does It Mean?





Lily stood by the front door and held her breath as the footsteps grew louder. A bright turquoise fireball blasted through the garden gate, followed by a tall skinny girl. Her long blonde hair whipped around her elfin face as she sprinted across Lily’s front garden, shooting turquoise fireballs in every direction.


Seeing Lily, she ran straight over. Lily gasped as she looked into the other girl’s eyes. Vivid turquoise flames danced across their surface.


‘What…?’ said Lily. ‘How…? What –?’


‘You look terrified,’ said the girl. ‘Don’t worry; the ghost’s gone – you’re safe now. Aren’t you Lily Harper? I know you. From St. Joseph’s… in Year 8, right? I’m Serena, from the year above.’


Lily straightened up. ‘Oh, um… yeah… from school. But… what are you doing here? What’s happening? What’s going on?’


Serena nodded and observed Lily with a slight smile. ‘It looks like this is your first night.’


‘I… um –’ said Lily.


Serena grinned and hugged Lily. ‘Oh, thank goodness. I’m so glad you’re here too! Finally, another human being. How long have you been here?’


Lily squeezed her hands together as she spoke. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know anything. I just had a weird dream, but that ghost thing attacked and I couldn’t wake up. This isn’t a dream, is it?’


Serena shook her head and tucked a handful of fine hair behind her ears.


‘No, it’s all real,’ she said. ‘Try not to freak out though; you get used to it. I’ve been waking up in the dreamscape for the past few nights, and it does get easier.’


‘The dreamscape?’ said Lily. ‘That word was in my dream. A voice told me to get out. Is that what this place is?’


‘Yeah, I had the same dream, with the voice. Someone doesn’t want us here.’


Lily glanced uneasily around her garden. The lawn stretched out in front of her like a shiny sequined carpet, enclosed by the crystalline fence and gate beyond. ‘But what is this place? What are we doing here?’


Serena shrugged one shoulder. ‘We haven’t gone to any new place. I mean, it seems to be the real world, but sparkling. The dreamons and mindfire are different, of course.’


‘What are those? That voice said something about mindfire. What does it all mean?’


Serena laced her long, thin fingers together and took a deep breath. ‘Look, I’m not some kind of expert, but I do know a bit. The orange fire that came from your fingers is mindfire, and dreamons are the monsters that live here – like the ghost.’


‘That makes sense from what the voice was saying. But what are we doing here? What’s going on?’


‘Haven’t got a single clue. No idea. But I do know the mindfire only burns dreamons. It’s the only way we can fight them off.’


Lily looked down at her pale fingertips and rubbed them gently together. They felt soft and cool, and they looked perfectly normal. ‘Are there any more of those ghost dreamons? They obviously don’t like us being here. Can’t we just go back to bed… back to normal?’


Serena sighed. ‘Forget that idea. Your bed’s not safe until morning. On my first night, I totally freaked out and hid in bed, but a dreamon came and attacked me there. Once they’ve seen you, there’s no escape. We’re stuck out here.’


‘Oh… so… am I going to wake up here again tomorrow? And the night after?’


‘Looks like it. My twin brother, Felix, also wakes up like this, but apart from him I haven’t seen anyone else. It’s just us.’


‘Just us? But why are we the only ones here? What’s this weird sparkly effect anyway? Why’s it even happening? How come nobody ever talks about it?’


Serena sat down on the stone doorstep and pulled Lily down next to her.


‘Look, I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I’m just as confused as you are. Felix is the one with all the ideas. He thinks the dreamscape’s always been here. It’s like a sparkly layer over the world, and it seems to be connected to people’s nightmares. But who knows what we’re doing here.’


‘People’s nightmares?’ Lily hugged her knees to her chest and stared down at her bare feet. ‘Are there lots of those dreamons? It felt like that mindfire came out of my fingers by accident. I didn’t know what I was doing.’


‘Yeah, it’s pretty crazy,’ said Serena. ‘This whole thing is crazy. But you already know how to create mindfire. You just have to imagine it. You can do anything you want with it. Make the flames bigger or smaller, create fireballs, swords, nets… anything you can imagine. It’s really easy, so don’t worry about that part.’


‘Okay… so what should I be worried about?’


‘The hard part is working out how to destroy each type of dreamon. You can’t just shoot mindfire any old way. You wrap the ghosts in a net. You’ve done that already, so you’ll easily do it again. Each type of dreamon needs a different mindfire weapon.’


‘Each type?’ said Lily with a tremor in her voice. ‘There are more than just the ghosts?’


‘Yeah, it’s the worst thing about this place,’ said Serena. ‘I’ve met a few different ones. They’re all horrid, and they all seem to be things people have nightmares about. You know, like being chased by ghosts, falling, drowning, being trapped. That kind of thing.’


‘This place sounds really awful.’ Lily covered her face with her hands. ‘I just want to go back to bed. It sounds really dangerous, and we’re all alone here.’


Serena glanced sideways at her. ‘I know, but we’ve got no choice. I told you, it gets easier. I’m still alive, and you’ll be okay too. I was so hysterical when I first woke up here, but you’re doing just fine. You actually seem quite calm.’


‘Thanks,’ said Lily with a crooked smile. She turned away from Serena’s gaze. She didn’t want Serena to know how hysterical she felt inside.


‘Anyway,’ said Serena, ‘I’m so glad you’ve turned up, even though you ask questions non-stop. I was starting to go mental with just Felix to hang out with. We have to stick together, okay?’


Lily giggled softly. Maybe things wouldn’t be so bad after all, and she had a chance to make a new friend. Serena certainly seemed warm and friendly.


‘I suppose we’d better go find Felix,’ said Serena. ‘He should still be in the park. We were fighting a dreamon and then I saw your mindfire in the sky.’ She stood up and flicked her hair back from her face. ‘Come on. Can’t sit around here all night.’


Lily followed Serena down the main road towards the park. She stared with wide eyes as they walked through the sleepy Cornish seaside town. Its glittery transformation stretched as far as she could see in all directions.


She admired the stone cottages wrapped in sparkles, their garden fences standing like fat strings of tinsel. The road widened before her like a river of mercury, and the oak trees at the park entrance glistened like huge shiny lollipops.


‘It’s so pretty,’ she said, ‘like a fairytale land. It’s so quiet too, with everyone asleep.’


‘Yeah,’ said Serena, ‘apart from the dreamons. Nothing pretty or quiet about them.’


Lily looked around again and frowned. ‘But how do we get back to normal? Can’t we just go back to sleep now?’


‘Ha! I wish,’ said Serena. ‘Being stuck with Felix all night, and getting attacked by dreamons… not my idea of fun.’


‘Then we should at least try and get back to normal. We could go home and try to sleep… wake our parents up. There must be a way –’


‘Trust me, I’ve tried all that. I’ve tried everything. I really have. We’re stuck here all night.’


The girls reached the park and searched for Felix. They wandered up and down the twinkling stone paths and poked around between the glinting trees, but there was no sign of him anywhere. They ambled towards the circular bandstand in the middle of the park. It shone in the darkness like a sparkling fairground carousel, its sloping roof glinting like pink sugar under the dreamscape moon.


‘This is so annoying,’ said Serena. ‘He has to be around here somewhere. Oh, come on, Felix. Where are you?’ She climbed up the bandstand steps and surveyed the park. ‘Ah, I see something behind those trees. Oh, wait… the trees look strange. They’re all purple and spiky. They don’t belong in the dreamscape or the normal world. Oh! Oh, no!’ She stumbled back down onto the grass, her eyes still fixed on the nearby thicket.


‘What? What’s wrong?’ said Lily.


‘They’re dreamons, but I’ve never seen this type before… and there’re loads of them – and I mean loads!’


‘What can we do?’ Lily gulped and tried to ignore her thumping heart.


‘I don’t know,’ said Serena in a high-pitched voice. ‘Where’s Felix?’


Lily stood rigid and stared at the purple trees. A horde of giant metal spiders crashed through the jagged branches, and scuttled towards her on long spindly legs. Their large heads bristled with hundreds of glowing red eyes, and long fangs stabbed out from their mouths.


Serena grabbed Lily’s wrist and dragged her up the bandstand steps. The girls stood very close together on the circular platform. Lily clenched her fists and tried to breathe evenly. She’d seen these giant spiders before. But where could she possibly have seen something like that? She frowned in puzzlement when she finally recognized the dreamons. ‘I know what they are, but –’


‘What?’ said Serena. ‘Tell me quick. How to destroy them?’


‘I don’t – we’re surrounded,’ shouted Lily, as the giant spiders encircled the bandstand. Their red eyes glinted with malice as they clicked their needle-sharp pincers together, ready for battle.


Serena shouted, ‘Tell me, quickly!’


‘But I – they’re from my brother’s computer game, Colony.’


‘How do we destroy them?’


‘I don’t know!’


‘Then try everything. I can’t do it on my own. Imagine your mindfire, quickly!’


Serena raised her arms and threw darts of turquoise mindfire at the spiders’ eyes. But this just sent them into a frenzied attack, and they charged forward, slashing their metal pincers at the girls.


Lily closed her eyes, pushed her fear aside and filled her head with bold orange flames. The heat swelled up through her chest and blasted out of her fingertips. Her mindfire blazed chaotically into the nearest spiders.


‘Control it,’ shouted Serena. ‘Make a weapon.’


Lily imagined orange fireballs. Real ones immediately pounded out of her fingertips in quick succession. The fireballs pummelled the spiders, which scattered for a moment, but they quickly regrouped for another attack.


‘Fire shield!’ shouted Serena, casting a flickering cocoon of turquoise mindfire around herself. The blue flames knotted together into a dense glowing mesh.


Lily copied by imagining her own impenetrable shield of orange mindfire.


The girls attacked the giant metal spiders using every fiery weapon they could imagine – swords, spears, nets, daggers – but nothing seemed to work. The spiders slowly edged forward and crawled up the bandstand steps, their sharp metal legs scraping noisily against the hard stone.


Lily sobbed and stared wildly at Serena. ‘What now?’


Serena grabbed Lily’s hand and turned around to flee, but they were trapped. A bristling wall of deadly pincers enclosed them on all sides.


‘I don’t know! I don’t know what to do!’ Serena screeched. ‘Where’s Felix?’


She threw a mindfire flare high into the night sky, shouting, ‘Felix, over here! Felix, I need you!’


Lily and Serena resumed their flaming attack, bombarding fireballs and arrows at the advancing swarm. But the brutal spiders pushed ever closer until they were almost through the thick fire shields. Lily cringed backward as a piercing metal leg narrowly missed her face.


‘Felix, help! Help! Emergency!’ Serena shouted. She sent a second desperate shower of turquoise flares high into the sky.


The spiders slashed and stabbed at the fire shields until they spluttered and fizzled away. Serena put her arm around Lily’s shoulder, and the girls crouched together, waiting for the final onslaught.


But the dreamons didn’t attack. Instead, they turned away and scuttled across the grass.


‘Wha – what’s happening?’ whispered Lily.


‘It’s my brother,’ Serena said. ‘Look! He’s luring them away. He’s not using any mindfire… it must be a trick. They’ll think he’s an easier target without mindfire. Oh, I hope he knows what he’s doing.’


Serena’s twin brother sprinted across the grass and charged at the giant spiders, shouting and kicking their bulbous metallic bodies.


‘Hey, get over here, you ugly bugs,’ he shouted. ‘Is that all you can do? Come on then. Come on!’ He ran forward and punched the nearest spider in the eyes, his fist squelching as it hit the gelatinous red eyeballs.


The dreamons scurried around him in a blur of indignant stabbing pincers. He darted back and forth, dodging their fangs, until every spider was at his feet.


‘Here goes,’ he muttered, and sent a carpet of green mindfire rolling along the ground underneath the spiders.


The fiery green carpet licked at the air, burning the spiders’ soft underbellies. Felix had discovered their only vulnerable spot! They flailed their pincers and thrashed their spindly legs, but it was no use. The green carpet of fire steadily burned the writhing dreamons, leaving behind a pile of grey ash and a puff of angry red smoke.
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