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What you are about to read is a mostly true, slightly exaggerated, sometimes inaccurate account of the exploits of dreamer Julie Aim.

Please don’t call her a hero. She hates that. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER

ONE
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The world around me was cut off by a thick fog that rolled across the ground in endless waves of grey. The only light shone from the flashlight mounted to my crossbow, which barely cut through the dark.

Sound was deadened by thick storm clouds that rolled violently close overhead, and an occasional raindrop fell from the sky as the storm prepared to let go its moisture. The icy rain splattering on the stone was the loudest thing in the night.

There was stillness to the mixture, but there wasn’t peace.

A large graveyard, which was perched on an uneven hillside, stood out from the clouds and fog. Broken headstones marked the rows of the restless dead. There were no names on the stones, only cracked reminders of the people who had once lived.

A white crypt, with a large, metal gate in front of the entrance, stood at the bottom of the graveyard. The white was a contradiction to the forced darkness. It was a beacon that drew everyone near. Though it was the brightest part of the graveyard, the air around it was wrong. Anger emanated from it. Evil had merged with the rows of the dead. 

My focus was there.

I paced toward the crypt, eager to find the source of evil and purge it from the graveyard, and was hit with the sharp the stench of rotted flesh and burnt hair that had been pushed along by the rolling fog like a battering ram. Clicking and hissing followed on the heels of the odor. Low shrieks and sharp claws on stone also filled the air. The clouds deadened the sound, giving them a spooky weight they might not have had otherwise.

Crawlers were near.

I held my crossbow tighter and stopped my approach on the crypt. I peered into the darkness, but even with my light I couldn’t see the crawlers. They were chameleons, and it was in their DNA to blend in with their surroundings. The sounds died down as I hunted for them high and low, light bouncing around the stones but revealing nothing. The silence was more alarming than the shrieking. It was proof they had noticed me.

A rock shifted to my right. The sound of sharp claws on hard stone came from the opposite direction. There was more than one, and they were closing in fast.

I searched for an enemy, waiting to open fire. Another rock shifted to the right and a flicker of movement caught my attention. I zeroed in on it.

At first glance, the crawler looked like a hairless child crawling on all fours. At second glance, it was even more disturbing. It had a stocky, muscular body and long, graceful legs that reminded me of a spider. Each of its spindly legs ended in a three-fingered claw. The crawler’s dark eyes had no eyelids, and its black skin was covered in a thick slime that shifted with dull color as it skittered across the ground. Its lips peeled back to reveal two rows of razor-sharp teeth.

A second crawler slunk over a tall headstone. It paused on the top when we connected eyes and let out a rumble of expectant violence and need. Drool dropped to the earth and blackened the grass that grew around the broken headstones. The crawler was eager to start a fight. I was happy to oblige it.

I stepped back, so that both crawlers were in view, and focused my crossbow on the closer of the two. I pulled the trigger, and the crawler dodged the arrow with a skittering, sideways movement. It hissed at me and leapt at my face, its long legs giving it power and unerring direction. As it flew, I released another arrow.

The crawler dropped to the earth with an arrow between its eyes.

The second crawler let out a cry like an injured cat as it watched the first die. Still crying out in mourning, it jumped off the headstone and skulked along the ground toward me. It wasn’t foolish enough to jump at me. It had learned its lesson.

I took aim and fired quickly. It dodged two arrows without slowing and closed the distance between us quickly. It opened its mouth hungrily and snapped at my leg, drool dripping on the ground between us. I stepped back, kicking it in the face as I did, and released my last arrow into its chest with a solid thud. The crawler toppled over with a low whimper and died.

Satisfied with the kills, I refocused on the crypt. The evil I detected from within went beyond any I had ever sensed before. It was unsettling. Something wasn’t right.

Despite the feeling, I knew what had to be done. I had to face it or risk someone else dying in my place. I knew I could never live with myself if I backed down now.

Before I could continue my path down the hill, sharp claws dug into my shirt and back. Pain and fear swooped through me. There was a third crawler I had failed to notice. And it was pissed.

I dropped my crossbow and tried to pry the crawler off with my hands. It was no use. The crawler’s arms were too strong and my leverage was too poor.

Warm blood slid down my back from where it had latched on to me and nausea churned in my gut. The crawler’s mouth inched toward my neck in relentless determination. There would be no surviving its bite. I would be dead before I hit the ground.

That thought made me desperate and angry, and I grasped the knife I always carried on my belt. I yanked it out and, as the crawler opened its mouth to bite, I jammed it into the fleshy roof. The claws dropped away from my back with a sickening squelch as the crawler fell to earth dead.

I stood over it for a minute and waited with gasping breaths and sharp pain to see if there were more of them in the dark. I cursed myself for not verifying that they were all dead, too absorbed by the wrongness emanating from the crypt to do my job. I knew better, not that I could prove it now.

After a tense minute of my heightened senses noticing every stray sound and shift of darkness, I bent down and picked up my crossbow. The crawler’s attack had made the fight ahead of me more dangerous and difficult. A part of me wanted to turn back and call for a rescue, but I couldn’t. Too much was at stake. My mistake couldn’t be undone, but it didn’t mean I had to give up on the person I had been sent to save. I had to try.

I took a deep breath to steady my fear and quiet the doubt plaguing me. The pain in my back increased with the breath, as if to tell me the odds. I ignored it stubbornly and purposefully reloaded my crossbow.

Feeling considerably more cautious, I edged toward the crypt.

The anger radiating from the crypt had changed with the fight. It held awareness now. The shade knew I had arrived and had felt its crawlers die. It was waiting for me.

The crypt was larger than it had appeared on the outside. A marble floor stretched out in front of me for thirty yards. The room was empty, but a set of stairs led down. I knew the shade was there.

As I crossed over to the steps, a shrill, human-like scream that promised violence and chaos pierced the dark. It pounded against my ears in unrelenting anger and pain. I had never heard anything like it. It grew more intense, more vicious, as I made my way down the marble steps.

At the bottom, there was another long room built of the same white marble. The walls were lined with narrow alcoves that ran in rows up to the fifteen-foot tall ceiling. Dead bodies were stacked in chaotic ranks inside the alcoves. Some of the bodies had turned to ash and bone, but others were fresh. It was the shade’s collection.

It was a greater collection than I had been expecting.

In the middle of the room was a stone slab. Dried blood coated its cold exterior. Chains were bolted onto it, and attached to the chains was a man. He struggled against the restraints, but it was useless. He would never work his way free. Not here, not in this place.

Behind the man, and directly opposite from me, was the shade. She was tall and wore a white dress. Her hands were pale and her nails were as long as a crawler’s claws, twisted and sharper than any knife. Dirty, black hair hung limply in front of her face, obscuring her features, but what I saw of them was unwelcoming. She had black eyes, thin lips, and a face so pale she could have been a ghost. Fitting.

When she saw me, she snarled, revealing sharp, pointed teeth. Blood dripped from the ends, as if she had just eaten raw meat. In her hand was a dagger. It too had blood on it. The shriek I had noticed at the top of the stairs wasn’t coming from her mouth. Instead, it came from the bodies stacked against the wall. It was the shriek of the dead. The woman had filled the room with anger her body could no longer contain.

It was a warning for me to leave, but I ignored it.

Instead, I shot an arrow at her face.

My aim was perfect, but perfect wasn’t good enough. Just before the arrow hit her, the woman disappeared.

I tensed, wary. This was wrong. She wasn’t supposed to be so powerful.

I scanned the room, my body tense with the questions circling my mind. Confusion wouldn’t help me win the fight, but the thought that I had been betrayed was pervasive. Someone had lied to me; because of it, I had walked into a trap.

As suddenly as the woman had disappeared I felt a presence behind me. I spun to face her, crossbow raised, but she hit me in the chest before I could fire.

I flew into one of the alcoves and bounced off the wall. Bones and ash fell on top of me as I hit the floor with a thud. I gasped and struggled to sit up, while the injury on my back seared with pain.

My crossbow had flown out of my hands. Desperate, I scanned for it, and saw it by the stone slab; too far away for me to reach.

The woman blocked my path forward with unnatural speed. I flinched, fear ripe in my belly. Her lips raised in a bloody smile as she gazed down at me. The smile was lustful. In her mind, she had won two victims tonight.

She reached down and picked me up by the throat. Her grasp was firm and relentless. It was also impossibly strong.

My hands shot up to pry at hers instinctively. It was like clutching at steel. The crushing feel of her flesh would be the last thing I felt.

Her grip tightened gleefully, as if she had heard the thought. The world started to spin, and she raised her other hand to use her knife on me. To take my heart for her collection.

The flashlight mounted on my crossbow reflected against the knife, accentuating the blood and rusted metal. The sight was like a lightning bolt to the brain. It urged me to do something. Anything. To move.

Before her knife could connect, I kicked out. My foot hit her stomach. She dropped me more from surprise than pain, and I pulled out my knife and slashed out at her. The steel cut into her hand and black blood welled to the surface. The angry shrieking of the dead grew louder. It threatened to drag me down with them.

The shade spun away from me with a hiss and disappeared.

I jumped up and raced over to retrieve my crossbow before she returned, noticing I had two shots left. I pushed away from the stone slab and the man, whose eyes were full of broken terror, and pressed my back against the wall of the dead, crossbow raised.

When the shade materialized again, she was next to the man. She raised her knife over the man’s heart to finish what she had started. Her eyes locked on mine in dark satisfaction as she prepared the downward motion that would make him hers, would make him harder to save, and would mean I had to fight him as well as her.

I released an arrow, but she dodged it with easy grace and it clattered to the floor behind her. I darted forward as she flashed back over to the man. I pulled the trigger again as I ran and jumped up onto the slab the man was on. I tossed my crossbow away as soon as the arrow had left it and dove at the woman, my knife extended.

She dodged the arrow easily, like she had the rest, but she hadn’t been expecting my foolish rush. Her black eyes widened as I fell against her. My momentum carried us to the floor, and I jammed my knife into her chest, directly into her heart. Her knife fell out of her hand and her eyes lost their dark shine. She was dead in a second.

Her pale skin changed to grey, and then it slowly dissolved away to reveal yellowish bones. The bones disintegrated, until nothing was left but dust. The shrieking died down, and there was finally peace inside the crypt.

I collected myself, relieved and proud I had won the fight, and approached the man slowly, gently, so I wouldn’t spook him.

He struggled against the chains that bound him. There was no gratefulness in his expression, merely worry I was another nightmare come to torment him.

“You’re safe now,” I told him.

I put a hand on his forehead and focused. The room changed obligingly to a sunny park. Children ran circles around a wooden play set, and adults talked and watched their children from a safe distance. 

The man recognized the park and the terror gave way to comfortable familiarity. He didn’t register my presence next to him at the shift in scenery. I was another stranger in the dream he had created, which was how it should be. 

He strolled away from me, his fear replaced by happiness in an instant as a woman appeared around the play set with a small boy. They smiled at the man and gave him warm hugs at the reunion. He took their hands in his and meandered down a shaded path with a soft expression.

I watched them walk, pleased with myself.

The peace was fleeting.

The pain in my back and the blood dripping on my skin were forceful reminders of the fight. They told me it was time to leave.

There was a sharp pull in my gut and the park dropped away from me abruptly. For a while, there was nothing beyond the darkness of the place between dreams. Then, with a new wave of pain, I woke up. 
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CHAPTER

TWO
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I exhaled sharply as I opened my eyes, the pain in my back nonstop now that I no longer had the adrenaline of the fight moving through me.

The sensors, which were always attached to my temples when I worked, throbbed with the headache that had formed between dreaming and wakefulness. I put a hand to my head and thought about the fight and the shade. It made me angry enough to set aside my pain.

I yanked the sensors off my head and gingerly rolled off the bed. It was then that I noticed how my sheets were soaked with blood. The injuries I had gotten from the crawler were not limited to the dream and were proof of the danger of the work I did as a dreamer. Death was the risk we took every night to ensure others lived free of shades.

Before I could decide what to do with the sheets, Harry opened my bedroom door and stepped inside.

He was thirty, though the hard lines on his face made him look older. I had heard stories of his time as a dreamer, but rumor was all I had to go on. Harry wasn’t one to share his personal life with anyone, especially people under his supervision.

Even around his reluctance to talk, everyone knew he had been one of the best dreamers of his age until a mission had gone wrong. I didn’t know what he had done, but it had been enough to sideline him from fighting permanently. The most Harry saw of his past life was watching me and the other four girls I lived with fight shades in the dreamworld every night. It was his job to make sure the shades we faced were not above our ability.

It was his fault I had nearly died.

I glared at him, silently demanding an explanation. He ignored me and gently turned me to look at my back instead. I slid away from his touch and crossed my arms in stubborn determination, facing him once more.

He sighed and pulled out a silver flask from his coat pocket. He took a fortifying drink and screwed the top back on slowly, taking his time to find his words.

“I don’t know what happened,” he admitted.

“That makes it worse,” I replied.

“I’ve been monitoring that man for a while. There was no hint the shade was that strong. I would have known.”

“Maybe you should have looked harder,” I snapped back. “Or at least not so much in the bottom of your flask.”

He didn’t like my accusation any more than he liked my tone, but a flash of anger in his eyes was the only outward sign of it. “I do my job, Julie. Now turn the hell around and let me patch you up.”

I considered refusing his help, my anger white-hot, but the pain made the choice for me. It was getting worse the longer I stood.

Too, I didn’t want to be late to my first class of the day. Mr. Vimer didn’t appreciate tardiness or excuses, even if that excuse was an injury. The last time I had been late to class I had been forced to do an obstacle course known only as the gauntlet. Twice. I had nearly died, and I wasn’t eager to face the course again.

Reluctantly, I turned and allowed Harry to look at the puncture marks the crawler had left in my back. He inspected me with efficient touches before leaving the room to retrieve antiseptic and a bandage. The swipe of the antiseptic was sharp and bitter, but I forced myself to stand as still as possible as he worked, determined to get it over with quickly.

In my six months at Grey Haven, it was only the second time I had been injured. It was two times too many. I vowed not to let it happen again. Not warning me about the strength of the shade was Harry’s fault, but turning my back on the crawler was mine. I knew better, and the shame was as bitter as the antiseptic’s burn.

When Harry finished, I headed for the door and to get breakfast before it was all gone, refusing to look at him. It would only make me angrier.

He stopped me at the door. “I’ll find out what happened. I promise.”

I looked up at him sharply, drawn by the sincerity of his tone. His eyes were as indifferent as ever, but I knew he meant what he said. Harry took the rules of guardianship and our safety seriously.

“I know,” I conceded, reluctant in my anger but aware of the truth all the same.

As I left the room, he sat down on my bed and took another swig from his flask. His eyes were thoughtful, though, and I sensed him trying to figure out how he would keep his promise.

There were five rooms in addition to mine off the main hall. Four of them were identical to mine. They each held a bed, dresser, bathroom, and a monitor connected to the sensors we wore at night. They were the rooms of the four dreamers I lived with.

The last room closest to the living room was Harry’s room. I had never been in there, but I had heard enough from the others to know that two of the walls were covered with monitors. There were always dreams playing out on the screens and new missions being compiled.

I didn’t understand what technology helped them stay tapped into people’s dreams, but I didn’t really care. I just cared about doing what I was supposed to and staying out of trouble. Dreaming meant I had a roof over my head, money to spend, and food in my belly. That’s all I really needed to know. It was good enough for now.

The hall opened out to a living room that had a sofa, a loveseat, and a chair. A flat-screen television was on the wall next to the front door. Beyond the living room was another smaller room that held a table and six chairs. It was where we were supposed to do our homework. It was a room that didn’t see much use from me.

To the right of the living room was the kitchen. Another table for six was tucked by the wall to the right of the doorway. Countertops, the stove, refrigerator, and microwave were to the left. My roommates and fellow dreamers, Dana, Jen, and Lisa were at the table.

Dana had black, curly hair that stood out sharply from the artificially blonde hair of her best friends, Lisa and Jen. They had been at Grey Haven for six years, though we were all eighteen. Those years of fighting shades had brought age to their faces but not a lot of maturity.

They were talking about the fights they had faced in the night, trying their best to one up each other. Dana’s voice filled up the space more than the others did to make it clear that she was winning the competition. Their conversation broke off when they saw me, and I felt them judging me, rightly concluding at the blood on my clothes that I had made a mistake and had paid the usual price.

My other roommate, Carrie, was leaning against the counter, removed from the others as she read from a textbook with laser focus. She had bright red hair, blue eyes, was tall and lanky, and had a warm tan that was proof of her summer spent in Florida. She didn’t notice me as I joined her, too absorbed in her book to greet me.

“What happened?” Dana asked. “You lose a fight with a pillow?”

Jen and Lisa snickered, and Carrie finally looked up from her book and at me. She noticed the faint scratches on my arms and the bandage peeking out from under my shirt. She also saw the others staring at me with a mixture of fascination for gossip and their usual snarky hate.

Carrie eyed Dana contemptuously. “How about you mind your business?”

“And stop being an asshole,” I added.

Dana’s face twisted with rage. “I would watch your mouth.”

“Or what?” I asked. “You’ll beat me up? We can all fight, Dana. It’s sort of the point.”

Her expression turned mocking as she sized me up again. “Some of us better than others,” she decided.

“Would you like to try me?” I asked.

I stepped closer to the table, daring her to stand. Jen and Lisa watched Dana for what to do, while Carrie shifted positions behind me, no longer casual. I knew she disapproved of fighting over such a trivial insult, but she also had my back. She always did.

Dana and I stared at each other, daring the other to attack first. Dana’s brown eyes burned with anger.

“No, she wouldn’t,” Harry deadpanned in his emotionless voice as he walked past us to get to the food.

Dana’s mouth closed over her retort. She thought extraordinarily little of Harry, but she was never rude to his face. She knew better than to insult her guardian. It was only practical not to cause friction with the person who always made sure you survived the night.

“You’re right, Harry. Unlike the orphan, I have nothing to prove,” Dana agreed sweetly. “Come on,” she added to Jen and Lisa.

The trio glared icily as they left the kitchen, and Dana passed as close to me as she could get without touching me. I returned their glares with a sunny smile, knowing it would piss them off more.

When they were gone, I leaned against the counter next to Carrie, feeling the weight of Dana’s insult more than I normally would have.

“Don’t worry about it,” Carrie said when they were gone.

“I’m not worried,” I replied unconvincingly, and she was kind enough to ignore the obvious lie.

“What did happen?” she pressed.

I told her about my mistake with the crawler and the unexpected shade. Her eyes went wide with surprise, and she glanced over at Harry several times throughout the story, a part of her blaming him as I blamed him.

When I finished talking, she set aside her surprise and worry to be encouraging. “Hey, at least you won!”

“I guess,” I replied dubiously.

Carrie shut her textbook and glanced at the clock over the kitchen door. “I know what will cheer you up.”

“Tommy?”

It wasn’t only that Tommy was typically cheerful, full of conversation, and always knew the right thing to say when I was too inside my head and drowning in the past that made him an amazing friend. No matter how bad of a night I had, his was always worse. Every morning he had a comic story of how he had come inches away from death. It was a strange way to be cheered, but it always put things into perspective.

“Yeah,” I added. “Let’s go be cheered up by near-death experiences!”

“That’s the spirit!” Carrie replied, which made me laugh.

When my breakfast was eaten, my hair braided, and my clothes changed, I met Carrie in the hall. She immediately went into a monologue about homework, worrying about the assignments we had to turn in during the day. I let her talk, not as interested in the topic as I was the real work we did at night. To me, homework was nothing more than a continuation of the illusion of normalcy Grey Haven portrayed to the outside world.

The people in the nearby town of Sweetbriar thought we were a school for the academically gifted. While there were plenty of classes on the typical subjects – math, science, English, ad nauseum – there were also unusual subjects, such as self-defense, weapons training, shade history and dream manipulation techniques. Those were the subjects we were not allowed to mention to someone who wasn’t part of the school.

My classes focused solely on fighting shades, but that was only because I had a lot of catching up to do. It wasn’t unusual for someone my age, and Carrie’s, to be brought in to the school, but that didn’t mean they went easy on us. We weren’t kicked out if we didn’t learn fast enough because the consequences were far harsher than that.

Those who didn’t adapt quickly ended up dead. It was a simple, effective reminder to always improve ourselves and our abilities. Though, sometimes, our best wasn’t always good enough, and we all knew that something as simple as bad luck could mean our last dream.

The wind outside the house was cool and crisp. With it came the sense of autumn closing in on the lush mountains. The green of summer was slowly fading to the golden tones of fall. The sun was doing its gentle best to warm the mountains, but it couldn’t stop the chill from permeating the morning and my bones.

At first glance, our house looked like it belonged in suburbia. A small street ran in front of a square, grassy yard. Houses identical to ours in color and design lined the street. The neat rows went on for acres. Not every house on the thirty acres of land that made up the school was occupied, but most of them were. Mrs. Z, the manager of Grey Haven, was always searching out new recruits. I didn’t know how she tracked us down, but there was never a lack of new bodies to join the fight against our common enemy.

The streets were hilly and curvy, reflecting the mountain terrain. Though the roads were mostly circular, and many ended in cul-de-sacs, the main roads went two places; the exit, where a large gate separated us from the dirt road to town, and the large castle-like building that was the school proper.

The streets were already full of people headed to the school when we stepped outside. Some of them waved at Carrie and me, but no one stopped to chat. Everyone was eager to get out of the chilly air and talk with their friends before they were forced into classes for the day.

A bicycle rack was outside the front door and held my bike, which was straight from the sixties, complete with a basket on the front. I had bought it in town, not long after it had been made clear to me that the younger students weren’t allowed to have cars on campus. It was better than walking the two miles to school.

Dana’s words were still on my mind as I threw my bag into the basket and followed Carrie up the steep incline toward the school. I had told the others about being an orphan before I had known Dana’s character and her ability to twist anything into an insult.

Where I came from, no one cared about your past. To Dana, your family’s history in the dreamer community was everything, and confiding in her was a mistake she had yet to let me live down. Her words about my parentage didn’t bother me as much as the idea that she thought I had something to prove. It was possible she was right.

All I had proven with my injury was that I wasn’t as trained as I thought I was. I wasn’t learning as quickly as I needed to. I was weak. Weakness meant death.

Carrie and I were two streets over from our house when we noticed a large crowd gathered around a blue house. I hadn’t learned all the street names or who lived where, but I did know what the crowd meant.

Someone had lost a fight. Someone had died.

It happened more often than we liked to talk about, but it was always big news when it did. It was a sober reminder that our task wasn’t an easy one.

People were talking in low voices, and their faces were somber, scared. Several dreamers wove through the crowd, sharing what had happened, as if they knew more than the rest of us. Carrie and I came to a rolling stop without having to discuss our intentions.

A boy of fourteen or fifteen was standing near us, eyeing the house with grave seriousness. Carrie tapped him on the shoulder. “Who was it? Do you know?”

“Yeah, a girl in my class,” he said.

“Do you know what―?” Carrie’s words were cut off as Mrs. Z. walked out of the house.

The crowd went silent. We watched her, hoping for news, reluctant to ask for it.

Mrs. Z.’s face was smooth and unlined. She was one of the few I had met so far that showed no age from dreaming. She never said how old she was though, and no one was stupid enough to ask. She had black hair, touched with grey, which she always kept up in a bun. She wore a pantsuit, had a purse in her hand, and it was easy to mistake her for a principal of a school for the academically gifted.

Behind Mrs. Z. was a woman who was close to Harry’s age, also a guardian. The girl who had died had been her responsibility, and her eyes were red from the tears that had yet to dry on her face. Her hair was wild, a symptom of running her hands through it repeatedly in agitation.

Last out was a man. He had black glasses, black hair, and mahogany brown eyes. He was older than I was, though maybe twenty at the most. He was someone I always associated with Mrs. Z., though he didn’t generate the same level of respect and fear that she did. His name was Bernard, and he was Mrs. Z’s assistant. His normally smug expression was overly somber as he walked through the door in their wake.

Mrs. Z. gestured the woman toward a car that was waiting at the curb. The crowd parted obligingly, and the woman stumbled forward without looking at us, still lost in her grief. Mrs. Z. followed her, while Bernard hurried ahead to open their doors before they reached the car.

Mrs. Z. paused when she reached the car and turned back to face us. “Services for your classmates will be held tomorrow,” she said. “More information will be posted in the hall later today. Counselors will be available to anyone who needs one.”

She slid into the backseat next to the woman, shutting her door simultaneously, and Bernard pulled away from the curb with careful precision.

The guardian would face a week of questions and evaluation to be certain she wasn’t at fault for the death of her dreamer. It was typical when someone died. I couldn’t imagine being in her place.

Carrie’s thoughts were on the girl who had died. My thoughts were on how close I had come to joining her. After the night I’d had, it was easy to imagine a similar crowd gathered outside my house and Harry being led into a car to face questioning.

“This is a house for fourteen-year-olds,” Carrie pointed out sadly. She frowned, thinking back over the last two minutes. “Did she say classmates? Plural?”

“Yeah.”

“Who else died?” Carrie asked nervously.

I didn’t want to contemplate that question yet. It was too heavy, too weighted with sorrow and pain.

“Tommy will be waiting,” I reminded her instead.

Carrie blinked to clear the questions from her mind. We would have to wait for news and it was best to leave it until we knew more.

She nodded, agreeing with me, and we walked away from the crowd, where people had started talking again. Their words were full of speculation and doubt. They wanted to understand what had happened. They needed to know if it was a mistake of the guardian or the dreamer. Others had caught on to Mrs. Z.’s words and were buzzing with fear and uncertainty.

It followed me, adding to my worry, making me wonder and doubt.

Tommy was waiting at a roundabout for us. He was riding in circles on his bike, bored and eager to exercise his excess energy off, reluctant to stay in one place for too long.

He had shaggy light-brown hair, brown eyes, and told everyone who would listen that he was proudly Mexican by way of Texas. He was our age, but his lean frame and boyish features gave the impression of youth.

The first thing I noticed about him as we rode up was the giant bandage on his face. It covered his entire cheek, but he smiled and waved when he saw us, despite what had to be a painful injury.

“What happened to your face?” Carrie asked.

“He was born,” I replied.

“Ha. Ha,” Tommy remarked dryly. “Negative five-hundred points for lack of originality, Jules.”

“A shade?” Carrie pressed.

Tommy held up a hand to prepare us for his story, wanting full engagement and all eyes on him. His expression was already full of drama. “All right! Get this! It’s not even funny! Well...maybe a little.”

I was already laughing, and Carrie shook her head, rolling her eyes as she did.

“I was in this funhouse, right? Total nightmare. Lights flashing, music playing. You know the music? It has that repetitive Jack-in-the-Box sound but more sinister. Totally puts you on edge, which was probably the point. Anyways, I was there minding my business, trying to do my thing and shoot some baddie-boo-things in the face. Only...the shade led me into a mirror maze.”

Carrie snickered, already knowing where the story was going.

“Now, as you know, I’m the epitome of grace and class,” he said, missing the pedal on his bike and wobbling a bit before he recovered, which had me laughing along with Carrie. He ignored us loftily, but I could tell he was enjoying our reactions and telling the story.

“So this mirror maze starts and I’m like, okay, sweet, I get to look at myself and shoot a shade. Win-win. But let me tell you something, those mazes are deceptive, okay? Like, truly impossible. You’re doing your best to find an evil creature out to possess people and the next thing you know, you’re running into the mirror at full speed.”

“Oh my god!” Carrie laughed. “You didn’t!”

“I did. Stop laughing,” he chastised, though his lips were twitching with the effort not to laugh. “The damn thing just exploded. Probably the shade’s doing. You know how evil they are. Evil enough to damage this beauty,” he added, gesturing at his face.

“What’d you do?” I asked.

“The usual. Fell through the mirror, got cut, cried a little bit, and shot the shade in the eye.”

Carrie and I laughed some more, and he pouted playfully.

“My pain isn’t funny!”

“It is a little bit,” I pointed out.

“I think I’m cursed,” he decided.

“I think you’re clumsy,” Carrie gave an alternate explanation.

“I am not!”

“Last week you almost got killed by a crawler because you tripped over your own feet,” Carrie pointed out.

“The ground was uneven,” Tommy said.

“Your feet are uneven,” Carrie returned.

“I am perfectly even, and perfectly not clumsy. It’s a curse, and you’re a liar for denying it!”

“Curses aren’t real!”

“Last year neither were shades!” Tommy retorted

They continued to argue over Tommy’s clumsiness and the possibility of curses as we rode to school, my contributions to egg on whoever was losing.

As they argued, the school came into view. Reds, oranges, and golden yellows were spread out like a sea around it, broken only by patches of evergreens that lined the road leading up to the school, and which created a natural tunnel that dimmed the sun.

The school was massive, large enough to house all the students, faculty, and guardians at Grey Haven at once. It had towers and uneven, exaggerated levels that made it appear larger than it was. The slipshod design and the strange mixture of stone and brick on the exterior made me think the structure had grown from need rather than planned design. There was an overall chaotic feel to it; chaos that reflected the darker purpose of the school.

People were milling around on the front lawn while they waited for their first class to start, shoulders hunched against the cold. Couples were pressed close and groups were being extra loud to attract the notice of anyone willing to look.

Others, who had gotten old enough to see Grey Haven as the work they were paid to do, were inside, in another part of the school. They had been in class before the rest of us had even thought about waking up. They were the dreamers who would be leaving the school soon to protect people all over the country. They dealt with shades far stronger and far tougher than the one I had unintentionally faced and they were, hopefully, my future.

If I lived that long.

Dana, Lisa, and Jen were near the steps to the front door when we arrived. Dana was the loudest in the group. When she saw me, she leaned closer to the others, and I had no doubt she was talking about my injuries and making up lies about what had happened. The stories that would spread wouldn’t be flattering. It would have been powerful ammunition had I cared what anyone thought of me.

Jen and Lisa were hanging onto their boyfriends, displaying them as normal people would display new clothes or a car. Their boyfriends were cut from the same stock of rising stars at Grey Haven. They didn’t have as far to go as Carrie, Tommy, and I did before they joined the others at the back of the school.

Dana’s boyfriend, Ben, walked up as Carrie, Tommy, and I got off our bikes. Dana’s gossipy whispers cut off abruptly and she kissed him with a smug smile that claimed ownership and pride. Carrie became fixated on her handlebars, refusing to look.

Ben and Dana had been dating for as long as they had been at Grey Haven, and Carrie had liked Ben from the instant she had laid eyes on him, not that they had spoken yet. Out of Dana’s group, Ben’s star was the brightest. Everyone knew he was the best fighter in our age group, maybe even the school. For me, his star, and his common sense, was dimmed by the fact that he had chosen Dana as a girlfriend.

Carrie was better than a guy who willingly picked Dana over literally anyone else on the planet. I had tried to tell Carrie that several times, but it was no use. She was as stubborn as I was, if not worse.

Mrs. Z.’s car was at the front entrance of the school. It was empty, but their arrival had started a whirlwind of gossip. As Tommy, Carrie, and I walked past a group we heard a girl say, “...said she met up with a shade too powerful for her last night. Her guardian should have known better. Why didn’t she do something to stop it?”

Her words caused added shockwaves of doubt and confusion to ripple through me, whispering that there was more than I had assumed in the attack of the shade in the dream I had faced. Carrie’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully as she contemplated the implications of the girl’s words against the story I had told her.

Most of all, I felt in my gut that our weird nights were linked.

How many other people had also run into an unexpectedly powerful shade? Were the shades getting more powerful, or was something else going on? 

The answers felt deadly important.
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Carrie led the way down one of the halls to the right of the large front door, a heavy frown on her face. It resembled the frown she wore when she was doing homework and suggested she was incredibly focused to the point of excluding everything else around her.

Tommy finally noticed we weren’t listening to him wax eloquent about his dumbass roommate, who didn’t know how to use a dishwasher. “Why are you both frowning so hard?” he asked curiously.

“Julie met up with a shade almost too powerful for her last night, too,” Carrie explained.

“Oh...Well, that’s terrifying, and I’m glad that you told me when I wasn’t on my bike because I’ve fallen down enough this morning as it is, but way to go for kicking shade ass,” he added, holding his hand out for a fist bump, which I returned.

“Thanks.”

Tommy grinned, though a wrinkle had appeared between his brows as he came to the same conclusions Carrie and I had already reached.

Carrie shrugged away her suspicions. “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation. Maybe there’s a type of shade out there with the ability to shift between their hosts. I mean, dreamers can do it. It’s not that special.”

“Could be,” I agreed.

“I’ve never heard of that before,” Tommy replied, brow still wrinkled in concern.

“I’m sure that’s because you sleep through Shade Studies,” Carrie said.

“Have you heard of a shade giving up its host like that before to slip between dreams?” Tommy pressed.

“Well, no,” Carrie admitted. “But then I haven’t learned everything there is to know yet, either.”

“And that pisses you off,” Tommy added with a grin.

We arrived at the gym, and Carrie pushed Tommy toward the boys’ locker room without responding, which was answer enough. Tommy smiled at her scowl and disappeared behind the heavy door with a mocking wave. I followed Carrie inside the girls’ locker room, my worry and shame returning as we entered.

School ran from nine in the morning until five in the afternoon, with an hour break for lunch. Classes were an hour each. I had four classes in the morning and three in the evening. My first two classes were Self-defense and Shade Studies, which included the different forms shades took, the way they could manipulate dreams, and the people they had lost to shades over the years.

It wasn’t the most uplifting class in the world.

Self-defense was much more straightforward and ultimately more aggressive. It usually included a group of thirty eighteen-year-olds attacking things until Mr. Vimer told us to stop. It was one of my favorite classes, except for today.

Today, I hurt. Today, I could barely raise my arms over my head without my back pulling and searing with pain. Today, I had to deal with the injuries as well as the worry and fear, and I knew that being so distracted would not do me any favors.

I pulled off my shirt with a pained sigh and whispers immediately floated around the room. Most of them came from a group I knew hung out with Dana. Those who were not part of that group were curious but more understanding of my pain. Some of them also nurtured wounds they were doing their best to hide and were surprised at my casual indifference to revealing mine.

Carrie was oblivious to the whispers. Her mind was still lost on the conversation we had overheard. It was lost enough for her not to get angry at the whispers like normal. It was just as well. Getting angry wouldn’t stop them, and I didn’t much care what they said so long as they left me alone.

“Maybe I could ask Mrs. Waite if she’s ever heard of a shade crossing dreams like that,” Carrie decided. “She would know.”

Mrs. Waite taught Shade Studies. There wasn’t a single person at the school who knew as much as she did about shades. I wasn’t certain what good it would do us to figure out if the same shade was responsible for the attacks, but it was better than staying in the dark. At least it would give Carrie peace of mind to know if she was right or not.

“That’s a good idea,” I encouraged her.

I tied the last knot on my tennis shoe and grimaced as I slowly stood. The phantom pain of Mr. Vimer’s lesson was already moving through me and I knew the next hour would not be fun.

The gym was unique to all the ones I had visited, in all the schools I had gotten kicked of, in that instead of basketball hoops and bleachers, it had heavy bags, weapons, and mats for falling.

Mr. Vimer was waiting for us in the middle of the large room next to the mats. He was a large man, six-foot-five, with rippling muscles and a shaved head. He held his hands behind his back as he waited for us to join him, and his expression was neutral, as it always was. I had never seen him smile, and I didn’t think that today would be the day.

Tommy joined us again, his face redder than when he had entered the dressing room, which meant his experience in the locker room had also been full of whispers or teasing.

Ben and other boys from his group were gathered at the back of the class. Ben was focused on Mr. Vimer, but the others were making low comments directed at Tommy. Tommy was doing his best to ignore the whispered insults, face smooth and unbothered. I turned to glare at them, daring them to continue. They stopped talking, faces going blotchy at the threat they saw in my expression.

Tommy caught me looking and crossed his eyes to let me know he was fine. I smiled at him and focused on Mr. Vimer as he barked his first order of the day.

“Drills.”

We all groaned in unison, and I forgot my crappy morning in an instant. Drills were a combination of sprints, pushups, and crunches. It wasn’t easy, especially because Mr. Vimer had a sadistic fascination with running them for twenty minutes at a time. He ignored our very understandable complaints and blew his whistle. As one, the class started sprinting from one side of the gym to the next.

Ten minutes into it, two girls had collapsed and Tommy’s sprint had turned into a walking limp. Mr. Vimer ignored the unconscious girls and kept his eyes on those of us still moving. No sympathy shone in his gaze, only a firm command to keep running, possessed of the need to make us stronger.

I understood the drills were a direct result of the deaths during the night, as he always reacted in the same way when someone died. He always pushed us harder, as if it could change what had happened to the others.

Carrie held grim determination on her face as she ran, and sweat poured down her face and back from the effort it took to keep going. She would keep moving until Mr. Vimer told her to stop. There was no other choice for her. Failure was never an option.

Ben was in front of us, his pace steady and certain. He was sweating and, though he had slowed, he was nowhere near as exhausted as his friends, who were limping even slower than Tommy was.

Mr. Vimer finally blew his whistle twice, a sign to stop.

I collapsed on the ground in relief and greedily sucked in air, chest heaving from the effort. Carrie stood next to me, hands on her thighs and her body trembled with her exhaustion. Tommy was on the other side of the gym from us and was on his back staring at the ceiling. His lips moved in a silent prayer; probably one that asked whoever was listening that they made it possible he never had to move again.

“Free form,” Mr. Vimer barked.

Free form allowed us to practice whatever we wanted for the duration of the class. If we were moving, we were left alone, and it was a surprising relief after what I had assumed would be more torture and pain.

Ben turned and nearly ran into us with a startled expression, as if he hadn’t realized anyone was behind him. There was nothing else on his face, aside from a vague apology for the near collision. We were strangers despite being in the same classes together for six months now. He stepped around us with a sheepish smile, and Carrie rolled her shoulders a little too aggressively for my liking.

“What do you want to do?” Carrie asked me.

“Die,” I groaned.

“Besides that,” she said impatiently.

“I don’t care,” I moaned.

“Spar with me,” she commanded.

“Okay,” I agreed unhappily.

Carrie helped me to my feet and pulled me over to the mats, while Tommy went to the edge of the gym and pulled out the archery equipment. He spent the rest of the period shooting at dummies, and Carrie spent the same time trying to kill me. We didn’t talk about the people who had died or the attack on me. It was the perfect distraction.

By the end of the class, I was ready for a nap or death, depending on if I had to raise my arms again. I couldn't feel the pain in my back anymore, but that was only because I hurt everywhere else more. Carrie only stopped trying to punch me in the face when Mr. Vimer blew his whistle to release us from class. Which was nice of her.

The locker room was peaceful and silent as we showered and changed back into our regular clothes. The girls from Dana’s group were too exhausted to make fun of anyone, and Carrie was too drained to continue worrying about the mystery of the shade.

Tommy was waiting for us in the gym near the doors, still cheerful and bright despite the pain of the last hour. We chatted quietly as we walked to our next class, but Carrie didn’t join in.

Her frown was back and I couldn’t tell if she was still thinking about the question of the shade or about homework. I left her to her thoughts, content to keep talking and joking with Tommy about his vendetta with the vending machine on the third floor. It was better than dwelling on something we couldn’t change and was best left to the adults.

Shade Studies was only interesting on the surface. The first time I had heard of the class from Mrs. Z., I had thought it would be full of amazing stories of mayhem and death. There was mostly a droning monologue from the teacher, Mrs. Waite, which lasted the full hour, and homework that usually took Carrie two hours to get through.

I typically spent the class sleeping or daydreaming about being anywhere else doing anything else, including taxes and taxidermy.

Mrs. Waite was at the front of the classroom when we arrived. She examined her lecture notes like normal, though she was more flustered than usual.

Carrie, Tommy, and I went to our seats in the middle of the room and sat, at which point Carrie immediately started shifting in her seat. Every few seconds she would pick a new position, her hand tapping out a worried rhythm with her pen, as she contemplated her questions to Mrs. Waite. Tommy eyed her warily and caught my eyes specifically so he could roll his eyes as dramatically as possible, and I bit my lip to keep from laughing openly.

When the clock above the door was exactly at ten, Mrs. Waite started talking. She brought up a 3-D image of a snake with yellow eyes. Blood dripped from its fangs.

“The snake has a long history of symbolic meaning for societies across the world, and they have long been associated with evil. Many argue that shades have never taken on the form of a snake in our dreams, despite obvious evidence to the contrary...”

I started doodling in my notebook. The drawing began as a strange collection of geometrical shapes but slowly shifted to the crypt and the woman I had fought. When I realized what I was doing, I scribbled out the shapes and stared at the door instead, counting the seconds until I could leave.

Tommy pillowed his head on his arms and closed his eyes, while Carrie took diligent notes, her pen moving as quickly across the page as she could physically go.

We were ten minutes into class when a knock woke us from our collective stupor. Mrs. Waite frowned at the door in confusion, nonplussed by the unusual interruption. Without waiting for a reply from Mrs. Waite, the person on the other side opened the door and Ben stepped into view.

Dana straightened in her chair, assuming, naturally, that he had come for her. Carrie stared, her pen perched on her paper and gaze assessing. Tommy started drooling on his notebook, having drifted off nine minutes ago.

“Hi. Mrs. Z. sent me to collect a student,” Ben explained politely. “Uh, is Julie Aim here?”

His eyes roamed the room questioningly as if we didn’t share four classes, or that he didn’t come over to my house at least three times a week. He waved to Dana when he saw her, but he didn’t notice her irritation and confusion at the fact that my name had been called instead of hers.

My first thought was that I had finally managed to piss Mrs. Z. off. She was disappointed in my performance with the crawler on top of not doing my homework and routinely sneaking out of the school when I shouldn’t. My mistake in the dream had worn out my welcome. It was the only thing that made sense considering it had happened to every authority figure I had ever met.

My second thought was why it had taken her so long. Others had left Grey Haven long before I had. They had made too many mistakes or they had decided the life wasn’t for them. Not everyone was geared toward the fighting and the stress, and we were certainly not forced to stay. Those who left had to keep their mouths shut, but being a dreamer was always a choice.

Was my mistake with the crawler the final straw, or had she simply forgotten about me until now?

My third thought was one of survival. Leaving wasn’t the hard part for me, though I would miss Carrie and Tommy. Knowing where I would go next was. I couldn’t go back to the foster home I had been in when Mrs. Z. had found me. I had been biding my time until I could leave again when she had walked in with her perfect hair and terrifying personality and had given me a home. No tears were shed on either side when I left the Donaldsons behind.
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