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   Chapter 1
 I found myself floating above the road leading to the cemetery. A dark cloud spun in the air before me, a nauseating mix of ghosts and all sorts of flying dead things. Flies, which I absolutely hate, both dead and alive as well as dead birds and other insects. It swirled and spun around my body standing down there by the wrought-iron gates. Mrs. Kane controlled my body, but not my abilities. Logan had to have woken these dead things. On the ground the cemetery residents shuffled, risen as zombies in all of their funereal finery.
 “Come forth!” she cried.
 The bitch and her son were setting me up to the Inquisition. Every witness could say honestly that it was Ravyn Washington, that odd high school girl, that had woken every dead thing around. Just like her grandmother Helen Richardson. And then the Inquisition would take me away to burn out the section of my brain responsible. If I was fortunate I'd recover enough to lead a fairly normal life, with only the scorn and hatred of others to endure.
 Except I'm not in high school anymore, and this had already happened.
 I was dreaming. It had worked! I was lucid in a dream! I had an experiment to complete but the scene below drew my attention.
 I watched the zombies crowding around my body and I felt the connection, the energy that bound me to my body. When I was sixteen I had followed that energy back to my body and I had driven Logan's mother from my body.
 I flew closer, following the connection down into that dark cloud of dead things. Ghosts and flies flew through me, ignored me just as they had four years ago. I saw flies, all gross and hairy, ghosts with vaguely human shapes and dark holes for eyes, screaming in soundless rage. A crow flapped past, missing half of its feathers and raining maggots down on the zombies below. I smelled the sharp, stomach turning smell of rot and decay. It clung to the back of my throat and my stomach tightened. Pressure built in my throat and I felt sure I was about to puke.
 It didn't make sense. I was dreaming of being out of my body. I could sense everything around me, sights and sounds, but I couldn't touch or smell in an astral state.
 But my gorge rose anyway and the stench was almost overpowering. I felt flies crawling on my skin and I spun out of control, spinning toward the ground below as I swatted at the horrid things. I hit the ground and it gave beneath me like a mattress. Looking up I saw my own face looking back down at me. My face, but I don't think I ever looked so nasty, leering with bright red lipstick that totally wasn't my color, and black eye shadow that turned my eyes into dark pits against my pale skin. My black hair floated around my head in a living halo. Other faces crowded in, zombies reaching for me with fingernails encrusted in dirt and gore.
 I screamed but no sound came out. I didn't have a body. My body stood in front of me baring bloody-looking lipstick-stained teeth as she laughed. I felt her draining my life away through the connection between us.
 That hadn't happened before. I fought for control. Last time I followed the connection back into my body and threw Mrs. Kane out. Then I cut off her connection to Logan and the other side, and she had dissolved in front of me. I rose up, trying to follow the connection back into my body but she screamed and I was thrown back like a wind-blown leaf.
 Decaying zombie hands grabbed at me, and insubstantial as I seemed, each grasp tugged at me the way a hand might fan a column of smoke, distorting its shape as the smoke continues to rise. Even worse the dead leaned close and sucked with gaping rotten mouths, moaning all the while, as they threatened to consume me!
 I tried to escape, to fly, to get away even though I still knew it was nothing but a dream. I didn't care. All thoughts of the experiment I'd meant to conduct were gone. I either wanted to get away or even better, wake up.
 I couldn't. The grasping and sucking of the zombies weighed me down and the energy of my connection to my body felt like an anchor dragging me down. I acted on instinct. I reached out with my gift and closed my focus on that connection. I squeezed and squeezed it as I tried shaking off the zombies until finally the unthinkable happened.
 The connection snapped.
 My body shrieked to the heavens, her face exultant —
 I woke.
 I woke and still the stink of the dead clung in my mouth and I felt flies crawling on my skin. A weight pressed me down into the thin mattress. Nearby I heard the scratch of thin pins on the paper of the old EEG machine. The weight was a person, lying atop me, clutching my arms and pressing me into the mattress. I couldn't move. My eyes refused to open. The flies crawled across my eyelids.
 I screamed, or meant to scream, but no sound came out of my throat. A feeling of coldness, of such loathsome evil filled me, and I knew without any question that the person pinning me to the mattress was evil. I struggled to move but my body refused. Not a single finger so much as twitched.
 I breathed and otherwise lay motionless beneath my attacker, although I struggled with every fiber to get free.
 Bright white light flashed in my eyes and I lunged up off the mattress, suddenly free to move. My scream burst out of my throat, tearing its way free. I swung out blindly and hit nothing. I couldn't see for all the light but I scrambled away from the mattress for the corner of the room.
 Leads popped free from my head and face with sharp tugs. The EEG machine started beeping.
 I hit the corner and turned, pressing my back against the cold concrete. Through watery eyes I saw the vague outline of a person in front of me.
 “Ravyn!”
 I blinked and rubbed my eyes with one hand, the other still out warding off my attacker. My vision cleared, showing me the small ten by fifteen concrete room, the mattress on the floor with the plain blue hospital sheets and worn comforter, the tall boxy shape of the EEG machine and the dented institutional desk in the corner. The thin lead wires dangled from the machine and out one side a stack of traction paper spooled into the hanging wire bin.
 And I recognized Pam standing in the doorway, her brow wrinkled and her hands out to me. “Ravyn, please. It's Pam.”
 I cleared my throat. It felt raw and sore. “Pam, sorry.” I managed weak chuckle, suddenly aware of how this all had to look, but the memory of the dream clung behind my eyelids.
 Pam walked around the mattress to the EEG machine and shut it down, stopping it from wasting more ink and paper. As I watched her doing that I noticed that the stink of rot was gone, but I could smell my own sweat. My scalp and my eyelids itched but when I rubbed at the spot I found the remnants of the EEG paste clinging to my skin. I wanted a scalding hot shower. I wanted to feel the water pounding into my skin while I scrubbed everywhere.
 I rubbed at my arm and pain flared on my tricep. I twisted my arm to look but I couldn't see anything. Pam edged around the machine and stopped. She pressed her hands together.
 “Are you okay, Ravyn? Nightmare?”
 Of course it was. I shook my head and rubbed tears from my eyes. “Yeah, a nightmare.” That's my life, a nightmare that I can't share with anyone. No one can know about what happened.
 Pam crouched and picked up my moleskin dream diary and pen from beside the mattress. She held them out to me. “Do you want to write it down? Before you forget everything?”
 I took the notebook and pen but I didn't make any attempt to open it and write down the dream. I could still see every detail of the dream. I remembered it all. I looked at Pam. She was really beautiful, like model-gorgeous with short reddish hair, a fantastic figure and deep green eyes, but she never seemed vain or stuck on herself. Usually she had one or more guys following her around. Two of them, Justin and Daryl, had joined the my group so that they'd have more excuses to hang around her. Plus I think they thought anything to do with dreams might increase their chance of sleeping with her. And not in a dream experiment sort of way.
 “Ravyn?”
 I blinked, looked at the diary and back at her. I couldn't tell her everything but she didn't need to know it all. “Yeah, just thinking about it. I don't think I could forget it and right now I wouldn't mind. There were all of these dead things, zombies but also flies and dead birds flying around.”
 “Like in one of the Roland films?”
 “Yeah, something like that. I was flying when it started and I realized that it was a dream. I was lucid and aware of it being a dream.”
 “That's great! Did you get a chance to try the experiment?”
 I shook my head. “No, I ended up down in among the zombies and I could smell the rot and everything. It made me sick and they were trying to devour me.”
 “Couldn't you fly away? Or make them disappear? Or start doing the Thriller or something?”
 I laughed and felt much better. Of course, it was all a dream. If I hadn't freaked out I should have been able to do any of those things. “I panicked. It was all so real it freaked me out. And I could feel the flies crawling on me, and I hate flies. It's like a phobia with me. They're just so gross.”
 Pam nodded. “I'm the same way about moths.”
 “Moths?”
 “What can I say? They freak me out.”
 “Okay, moth-girl. Anyway, I freaked and didn't get anywhere near doing the experiment.”
 “That's too bad. It would have been awesome if you had used a zombie for it.”
 “Right. Too bad.” I remembered what happened later. I could see and hear my body laughing and then the presence pinning me down to the mattress, the smell and taste of dead flesh in my mouth, and the flies crawling on my skin. “Anyway, then it was like I woke up but I couldn't move. It felt like someone was pinning me down and I could still smell the zombies and everything. The flies were still crawling on my skin. Then you flipped on the light and woke me up.”
 “Sorry,” Pam said.
 “Don't be. It was really scary.”
 “But isn't that just sleep paralysis?”
 I don't know why I hadn't thought about it until she said it, but then I felt so stupid. I must have been staring at her in surprise because she laughed and shrugged.
 “Hey, I've been paying attention. I know that sometimes you can wake up and still be under the effect of sleep paralysis. It's supposed to be terrifying. People used to think it was all demons come to take your soul or whatever. After a nightmare like that I can see how terrifying it would have been.”
 “But what about the flies crawling on me? I could feel them on my face.”
 “It could have been anything, including a false awakening, right?” Pam picked up the trailing leads of the EEG machine. “Or it could have been these stuck to your face?”
 I put my head down on my knees and groaned. When I looked up I smiled gratefully. “Thanks, Pam. I guess I was really freaked out by the nightmare.”
 “No problem. Heck, I still haven't gotten out of my dorm room in my dreams. You at least got to fly. You've got to work on your landings, though.”
 “What?”
 Pam pointed at my arm. “You must have banged your arm when you threw yourself off the mattress. It looks like you're bruising.”
 I touched the sore spot on my tricep. I didn't remember hitting my arm when I woke up. But I did remember being pinned to the mattress.
   Chapter 2
 Room B 23 was nothing more than an empty concrete storage room off a concrete corridor, in the basement of the lab building. When I created my dream research group I had convinced Jett Crowell in lab supplies to assign us the space, and let us use the EEG machine for our group, even though it was an independent project without a faculty sponsor. Mr. Crowell must be at least fifty, but he was interested in what our group was doing so he became a sort of unofficial sponsor. As far as his records were concerned the EEG machine was being stored in B 23, nothing more.
 I took comfort in the solid gray concrete walls and in Pam's presence. If she hadn't come in when she did, how long would I have been trapped? Just sleep paralysis, it must have been, but I couldn't shake the feeling of evil. Or the tenderness in my arm.
 I shivered. It was cold in the room.
 I made myself get up out of the corner, acutely aware of Pam watching me. “I'm fine, really, Pam. Where are the guys?”
 As I went over to the desk Pam answered. “I don't know. I gave them the slip and skipped the lecture today. Daryl records it all anyway, I'll listen to it later.”
 I dropped the diary and pen on the desk, then picked my sweatshirt up off the chair and slipped it on over my thin t-shirt. I already had on the sweat pants I wore as pajamas. I pulled out the chair and sat down to pull on my shoes. After that I took a hairbrush out of my backpack and started brushing out the tangles. Pam went back over to the EEG machine and tore off the sheets from last night's session. I wished we had a modern computerized machine, but I was happy that Jett had given us the use of this old machine anyway.
 Pam took the sheets out of the bin and brought them over to the desk. She put the stack of paper in front of me. “What are you going to do with these?”
 I put away the brush and pulled my hair back, slipping on a rubber band. “I wanted to do a test run before our next meeting. I figured that I'd do a trial run and then we could all go over the tracings. We need to get used to understanding what it is showing us. For the real experiment we'll need the cameras running to capture the eye movements. We need to show a conscious pattern of eye movements while the dreamer is asleep.”
 “But that still won't show what was happening in the dream. We can't tell from outside which dream figure is signaling.”
 I nodded. We'd been wrestling with the problem since I first proposed the experiment. “I know. We'll work on it.” I ran my fingers across the moleskin diary. “I'd better write down the dream. What are you going to do?”
 Pam grinned. “The real reason I came down here and skipped the lecture? I wanted to go some place to get some sleep without my hellish roommates keeping me up all night.”
 “That's still going on?”
 “Yep. And I'd put in for a transfer but next quarter I'm going to France, so it seems a shame to move now.”
 I scooped up the print outs and slid them into my bag, followed by the diary and my pen. “Look, I'll get out of here. I could use some coffee anyway. I'll go over to the Cab and write up my notes. You can have the lab.”
 Pam shook her head. “Nah, I'm awake now anyway. I should have known that the walk over would wake me up. If you don't mind I'll tag along. Coffee sounds really good.”
 “Great!” 
 We both headed out of the room, Pam leading the way. As I stopped to make sure that the door locked behind us, I noticed a couple flies crawling out from beneath the door. I skipped back, jerking my hand away from the door handle as if it had burned me. Pam touched my arm and I barely managed to keep in the scream that threatened to burst out.
 “Ravyn, are you okay?”
 I looked back and watched one of the flies tip over, stumbling as it tried moving forward with a couple legs missing on one side. One wing was bent and twisted. The back of the other fly looked squashed.
 Dead flies. Or at least they were at one time. I breathed deeply and reached out with that inner sense and found the energy of the flies. I calmed myself and whatever animated the flies dimmed and drew back. Without my emotions to feed on, the forces behind the flies couldn't keep them going. The flies crumpled to the ground, motionless and dead once again.
 “Ravyn?”
 I shook my head. “Sorry, I saw the flies there.” I pointed at the two corpses lying in front of the door. “It startled me after that dream.”
 Pam stepped up and nudged one with her shoe. It slid didn't respond. “They're old, dried up. Must have gotten trapped down here.”
 I grabbed her arm. “They're still gross. Let's go.”
 The farther we got from B 23, the better I felt. I felt silly for letting a dream bother me so much but I almost wanted to start running down the corridor. Instead I breathed deeply and held onto a sense of calm. For me, more than most people, remaining calm was vitally important. Thanks to my grandmother I'm cursed with the ability to wake the dead, as I'd done with the flies back at the lab. My fear from the dream, that surge of emotion, must have woken the dead flies. Maybe I had felt them crawling on me before the sleep paralysis broke. Dead things feed on emotion after all.
 Even though I knew all of that, I felt better getting away from the lab.
 At the far end of the corridor we took the elevator up to the first floor and turned right, heading out the entrance at the end of the building. As we stepped out I blinked in the bright morning light. The sunlight made everything brighter, sparkling from the rain that had fallen overnight. The dream felt more distant, but still clear in my mind. I doubted I'd ever forget it. Pam skipped down the concrete steps that cut through the ivy on either side of the sidewalk, to the red brick lane leading to the square. Across the lane, past a green strip planted with trees, stood the massive library building, all concrete and metal like most of the buildings on campus. Dark floor-to-ceiling windows only added to the grim design of the buildings. On the frequently rainy days the campus buildings stood like bunkers against the watery onslaught. We headed out into the square, busy with other students heading to the library, over to the lecture halls or the lab buildings. Up at the entrance to the square one of the transit buses pulled up, the doors opened and a stream of students poured out. Despite the rain last night almost no one carried umbrellas, those that did would probably stop carrying them before long. Sometimes you got rained on a bit, but you didn’t really worry about it.
 Our destination was straight across the square. The blocky C.A.B. Or Campus Activities Building, Cab to the students, that housed some offices, plenty of places to hang out, the campus bookstore and, downstairs, the cafeteria. But it was the Kool Koffee on the first floor that sold fair trade coffee, which was my objective. Hot coffee, then I'd force myself to write down the nightmare and then I'd head back to my dorm to soak in a shower while my roommates were out. Maybe then I could put the dream out of my mind. I couldn't risk waking dead things, not now when I'd just had my birthday yesterday. Any day now I expected a visit from the Inquisition, every four years around my birthday they showed up to check on me in case I started showing the same talent that my Nana had with the dead. The last time, when I turned sixteen, was right when I woke dead things for the first time. It had started with my poor cat, Perky, and went downhill from there. But I learned to control my ability and keep it hidden from the Inquisition. And until the flies this morning I hadn't had any slip ups.
 We reached the Cab and went inside. Right away I could smell the roasted coffee beans from the Kool Koffee store and inhaled deeply. That was so much better.
 “Suddenly I'm dying for coffee,” Pam said.
 “I know, right?” We joined the line.
 The line moved forward with agonizing slowness. I remembered looking up at myself, the nightmare version, and the zombies surrounding me with decaying faces. I was a witch, a necromancer capable of waking the dead. If Pam knew the truth would she stay my friend or immediately call 9-1-1? Very few people knew the truth about me. Trisha, my best friend from high school had known, but she died in a car accident last year. Other than her the only people that knew had lived in a Wiccan coven just outside of town, but they'd packed up and moved down to Oregon after the incidents when I was sixteen. Even though the Inquisition had caught Logan, the people in town didn't tolerate Gavin and Maggie and the others any more. And I guess Nana knew but she hardly said a word anymore.
 “Ravyn?”
 I blinked and realized that the girl behind the counter was waiting for me to order. “Sorry. Sixteen ounce mocha latte, please. And a chocolate muffin.”
 Pam grinned.
 “What?”
 The girl put the chocolate muffin on the counter. I noticed she had multiple piercings in her eyebrow, nose, lip and tongue. Ouch.
 “Thanks,” I said, taking the muffin and handing her my student ID card. She swiped it and handed it back before going to make our drinks.
 I peeled back the paper a bit and took a big bite of the moist, chocolaty chunky muffin. The chocolate melted on my tongue, dark and not too sweet. Perfection.
 “I don't see how you stay so skinny eating those things,” Pam said.
 “I really shouldn't but after that nightmare I need the chocolate.” 
 “My nightmares are never that scary. Just the usual stuff.”
 “You're still stuck in your dorm?”
 Pam grinned and shrugged. “It's my greatest fear, I guess. Getting stuck in there with those guys.”
 “You've got to find a way to get out.”
 The girl came back with our coffees. We took them, thanked her and headed over to the nearby stairs. I hurried up the stairs two at a time, muffin in one hand and coffee in the other, my bag over my shoulder. Pam kept pace beside me. Halfway up we reached the landing where there were several chairs, occupied, by the windows. We went on up the next flight to the second floor and headed down to the big common area at the far end where floor to ceiling windows looked out over the square. Collections of chairs, couches and tables dotted the area. Over by one of the smaller side windows was a table for two and a couple padded chairs. Pam and I took those, settling down gratefully into the big chairs.
 Pam sipped at her coffee and sighed. “That's good.”
 I put my food down on the table and dragged the dream journal and the EEG readouts from my bag. It took some more digging to get a pen out of the bottom. I tapped the pen on my journal. “Do you mind if I write down the nightmare?”
 Pam shook her head and closed her eyes, inhaling deeply from the steam rising out of her coffee. “Go right ahead. I'm good.”
 I balanced the journal on top of the papers and started writing. It all came back. The feeling of flying freely through the air in my astral body. I hadn't done that again since that night when Mrs. Kane had forced me out of my body. I had flown over the town, trying to figure out what to do. And eventually I found myself above my own body standing by the graveyard pretending to wake the dead when it was actually Logan behind it all. The nightmare brought it all back to me and I wrote it down in my journal but I left out a few points when I wrote down the nightmare. I didn't mention that I could wake the dead. I trusted the people in my dream group but we shared most of our dreams and I didn't want to put them into a difficult spot by publicly admitting my ability.
  When I got to the point when I was on the ground looking up at my own face, transformed into something dark and terrifying I realized that I'd seen something similar in a dream before, years ago. Not quite the same, but I'd had a nightmare that ended up with me falling out of Trisha's bedroom window during a sleepover. In that nightmare I'd been attacked by a vision of myself, except dead with pale bluish skin and clouded eyes. At the time I worried that the nightmare had been something more. A night hag.
 My phone rang in my bag, several short sharp bells, and I yelped, the pen making a large scratch across the page. Pam lowered her coffee, eyebrows raised.
 The phone rang again. I put down the pen and dug the phone out, tapping the answer icon.
 “Yes?”
 A voice I knew, one I hadn't heard in four years, answered. “Ravyn, this is Inquisitor Lockwood.”
 He actually sounded cheerful, even pleased. I shivered and honestly didn't know if I was excited or terrified to hear from him.
   Chapter 3
 Hearing Lockwood's voice made it feel like the Cab walls had closed in around me. I still knew that I was sitting across the table from Pam. I had my latte sitting there on the table in front of me, right next to my yummy chocolate muffin. But all of my attention was on the phone at my ear. Even though I'd expected this call it still came as a surprise.
 “Ravyn? Are you there?” Lockwood asked.
 I found my voice. “Yes. Sorry, you surprised me.”
 “Is this a bad time?” His voice still sounded friendly, relaxed as if we were long-time friends.
 In a way we are old friends. Inquisitor Lockwood has visited me every four years of my life. It started with my fourth birthday and every four birthdays since then he has shown up with his fellow inquisitors and a rat in a clear Plexiglas box. I hated that rat, but part of me always looked forward to Lockwood's visits. It was exciting. I didn't realize when I was younger exactly why he came, but he was movie-star handsome and mysterious in his slick red suit, with the long black tie and his dark sunglasses. Only when I was older did I realize the threat of their visits. If I woke the rat then they'd take me away and burn me, or more accurately, burn out that part of my brain responsible for my ability.
 Four years ago I did start waking the dead but I learned to control it enough so that I passed his test.
 I cleared my throat. “No, it's fine. I'm not in class or anything.”
 Pam was giving me a questioning look, asking with her finger and face if she should leave. I shook my head.
 “I thought I'd visit on Saturday, an early morning visit?”
 “You're telling me when you're going to be here?”
 Lockwood chuckled. “I doubt you're a threat, Ravyn. And you're old enough now to understand what we do. You were there four years ago.”
 “Yes.” And I knew the full picture of what had happened.
 “How does ten sound? I remember college, I don't want to wake you up too early.”
 “That'd be fine.”
 “Great. I'm looking forward to seeing you. It's hard to believe that you're all grown up and in college.”
 “Two years now.”
 Lockwood chuckled again. He had a nice laugh and my heart beat a little faster hearing it. Wow, did I still have a crush on him? 
 “Okay, Ravyn. I'll see you then.”
 “Okay. Bye.” I took the phone from my ear and pressed the end icon. I set the phone carefully on the table.
 Pam leaned forward. “Who was that? Old flame?”
 I felt my face heat up and Pam laughed. “Oh, it was! Do tell me everything.”
 I'd dreaded this event. People would notice when an Inquisition car showed up at the dorms, when inquisitors came inside and they'd talk. If I didn't tell Pam now she'd be hurt later. I picked up my chocolate muffin and picked out one of the dark chocolate chunks. I popped it into my mouth and that bitter sweet chocolate taste flooded my mouth. I felt a little better. Calmer. I needed to stay calm.
 “That was an inquisitor.”
 “Inquisitor? As in the Inquisition? Really?”
 “Really.” I took a bite of the muffin and let it dissolve in my mouth before I washed it down with a sip of my mocha latte.
 Pam tapped her fingers on her cup. “Why would the Inquisition want to talk to you?”
 I shrugged. “It isn't really me. It's just that Helen Richardson is my grandmother.”
 “Helen?” Pam's eyes widened. “Wait a sec. You mean from the Trailer Park of the Dead Things? That Helen?”
 “Yes. That one. She's not like that now, of course. The Inquisition burned out the part of her brain responsible for her abilities, and a bit more. She can't even take care of herself.” That last part came out a little bitter, and I left out that fact that she almost regained her abilities not that long ago, but that was my fault.
 “She's alive?”
 “Yes. The Inquisition doesn't kill witches these days, not if they have a choice. There's no burning at the stake, and they aren't a bunch of religious fanatics.”
 “You approve of what they do?”
 I nodded slowly. “You've seen the Roland films, and four years ago there was an incident in my home town. A guy named Logan woke a bunch of dead things. He tried to frame me for it because he knew about my grandmother. It backfired and the Inquisition took him away.”
 “That's crazy. I've known you for two years and you never mentioned it?”
 I forced a smile onto my face. “I'm sorry Pam. I wanted to, but it always sounded so bizarre to bring up that my grandmother was Helen Richardson. And painful, my father died in that movie.”
 Pam's face fell. “God, Ravyn. I'm sorry.”
 I nodded. “I've come to terms with it, it's what happened.”
 “Okay, but why does this inquisitor want to come and see you?”
 “That nightmare I had this morning? With the zombies? That's based on a memory.”
 “You can fly?”
 “Not that part,” I lied. Sort of. “But when Logan raised the zombies I was surrounded at one point. I guess it isn't surprising that I'd have nightmares about it. Anyway, Lockwood visits me every four years to test me, to see if I've inherited my grandmother's abilities. That's one of the reasons that Logan's efforts to frame me failed, because they test me and tested me then.”
 “And it has been four years?”
 I nodded and took another bite of the muffin. I savored the chocolate flavor. Chocolate was one of those things that could help me stay calm and in control. I didn't like not telling Pam the whole truth. What I'd told her was true, leaving out the one essential fact that I could wake the dead.
 “Yikes. So what do they do? How do they test you?”
 “With a rat.”
 Pam looked so shocked that I laughed. She glared at me.
 “What do you mean, with a rat?”
 “That's it, really. They have a rat in a clear Plexiglas box and they ask questions. If the rat so much as wiggles a whisker then they take me away.”
 “I don't understand, don't rats normally move around?”
 “Oh, the rat is dead.”
 “Ick.”
 I sipped my coffee and shrugged. “I guess I'm used to it.”
 “So the Inquisition is going to show up with a rat in a box, ask you some questions and then go away? Right?”
 “Right.” I shrugged. “It's no big deal, really, but people are going to talk when they show up. It'll get out that they came to see me, I wanted you to know the truth before that happened.”
 “Thanks. I appreciate it. I'm afraid we can't be friends anymore.” Pam stood up and held out her hand. “No hard feelings?”
 My heart rate spiked. If there'd been a roast chicken on the table I think it'd have gotten up and danced. Tears welled up in my eyes.
 “Oh shit!” Pam sat down quickly. “Ravyn, I'm so sorry. That was a joke. That's all. Really, I was kidding. I'm sorry.”
 I sniffled and wiped at my eyes with my napkin. I took a deep breath and then another before I trusted myself to speak. “That was mean!”
 “I'm sorry.” She gave me a half-smile and reached out, taking my hand. “I wouldn't do that! What kind of person do you think I am?”
 “I didn't think you were that mean!”
 “I'm sorry. Really. It was a joke.”
 A joke, and one of my worst fears. Coming to college had been a chance to start over. No one knew who I was, and I didn't have to deal with the aftermath anymore. After the incident during high school the other kids had treated me like an outcast. Except for Trisha I didn't have any friends at all. It didn't matter that the Inquisition cleared me. Not to them.
 “Ravyn, please, say something.”
 I shook my head, but then said, “It's okay. Sorry, dredged up some bad memories, that's all.”
 “I'm sorry.”
 “It isn't your fault. You couldn't know what it was like. It didn't matter that the Inquisition cleared me. Most of the kids still thought I had a hand in what happened. Why wouldn't they, when they found out who my grandmother was?” 
 “That sucks. I didn't know. I'm really sorry. I don't judge you because of your grandmother.”
 “Thanks.” I nibbled on the muffin. Chocolate helps so much. Just the taste of it melting on my tongue made me feel somewhat better.
 Pam leaned closer and grinned. “But you never got to the old flame part of the story.”
 I knew I blushed again, I felt my face burning and Pam chuckled. “There isn't anything to tell.”
 “Right.”
 “Seriously,” I insisted. “There's nothing. A school girl crush, maybe.”
 “On the inquisitor that called?”
 I nodded. “Lockwood. He's good-looking, mysterious and all of that, but he's also twenty years older than me.”
 Pam grinned. “So he's like forty now, right? That's not old, really.”
 “He's old enough to be my father!”
 “If he started young, sure, but you don't think of him that way.”
 I shook my head and then drank more coffee.
 Pam lowered her voice. “Has he ever, you know, come on to you?”
 I coughed and coffee went up my nose. More sprayed onto the table. Pam jerked back laughing.
 “Pam!” I grabbed tissues and blew my nose. After that I got more from the dispenser and wiped up the mess. “That wasn't fair. And no, that would have been creepy. The last time I saw him I was only sixteen.”
 “Just checking.”
 Pam picked up her own coffee and tapped her finger on the rim. “Wow, Ravyn. You've been full of surprises today. Anything else?”
 I tried to keep my face blank. “No, nothing.”
 Evidently she bought it. She took a drink and then leaned back in her chair, closing her eyes. “I'm so tired today.”
 “You should head back to the lab and get some sleep. Who knows? You might actually get out of your apartment this time.”
 “I can stay,” Pam said. “I'll have time.”
 I actually wanted some time alone after everything that had happened, but I wish I had asked her to stay. It might not have made any difference, there's no way to tell. Instead I tapped on my journal, and said, “I'm just going to work on my journal entry. Then I might go over the EEG printouts. Nothing too exciting.”
 Pam yawned again and shook her head. “Okay, fine. I'll catch up to you later?”
 “Great. Sweet dreams.”
 She flashed me a smile and rose. After she was gone, I picked up the journal and ran my hand across the cover. I hesitated and then flipped open to the page marked with a paper clip. I closed my eyes and thought about zombies crowding around me, decaying hands reaching out, and then I started writing.
  
   Chapter 4
 Heading down the stairs to the bottom floor of the Cab, Pam paused and turned with her hand on the railing. Her mind still reeled from Ravyn's revelations. Her grandmother was Helen Richardson? That was just freaky. No wonder she was having nightmares about zombies. And having the Inquisition check up on you? That had to be scary. Pam sort of felt like she should go back upstairs and stay with Ravyn, even though she seemed like she was handling it okay.
 A group of students started down the stairs. Pam turned around and continued on down the stairs. Ravyn was strong. If she'd managed dealing with this sort of thing her whole life the last thing she probably needed was Pam hovering around her. At the bottom of the stairs Pam had to yawn. She shook her head. Even that coffee wasn't going to keep her awake, she needed sleep. Even a mattress on the floor of the cold lab building sounded good right now. Down in the basement, no one around, with thick concrete walls to block out any sounds. Pitch black and quiet. It almost sounded like heaven.
 Walking across the square by herself felt strange and great, all at the same time. Pam couldn't help but grin. The world suddenly looked all sparkly. Of course that was the rain and the sun coming out. Not that she didn't like Justin and Daryl, both nice guys, but sometimes it felt ridiculous always having someone following her around like she was some sort of rock star. She couldn't even play a musical instrument. She'd always been called pretty, and there were times she liked that, but there were times that it was a pain.
 A tall guy with blond hair falling around his face gave her a smile and a nod as he walked past. Pam smiled back, an automatic response, but kept her fast pace. I've got places to go, buddy. Don't stop. His stride faltered but he kept going. Pam didn't look back.
 In the lab building she slipped over to the stairs, feeling sneaky and checked both directions. No one was in view, although she heard laughter from one of the nearby rooms. She pushed the door open and skipped down the concrete stairs, taking two steps at a time. She reached the first landing moving fast, and held onto the railing to swing herself around and down the next flight of stairs. The temperature dropped as she got down into the basement. The college obviously didn't try to keep the basement heated.
 As Pam came out of the stairwell into the hallway another yawn stretched her mouth wide. She blinked and dug into her pocket for the lab key. Everything was concrete here, dimly lit and quiet. All it needed was suspenseful music and she'd have the perfect scene from a horror movie. The beautiful co-ed in the forbidding institutional setting, alone with who-knew-what sort of horrors behind the steel doors. Pam clutched at the front of her shirt and started to run. She looked back with wide, terrified eyes. The monster was right behind her!
 Pam reached the door to the lab and laughed. Her acting ability was about as good as her singing. She went into the silent lab and crossed over to their tiny room. She used the key to open the door and flipped on the light. The memory of finding Ravyn this morning flashed through her mind. Ravyn's dark hair across her pale skin, her muscles taunt and tense. And then Ravyn had snapped up off the mattress, lunging for the corner of the room on all fours. The leads from the EEG machine snapped tight and then popped off. Ravyn had crouched in the corner, hands out to ward Pam away.
 Pam shivered. Ravyn had been so terrified. It seemed like she had recovered quickly, but wow, what a nightmare that must have been! And then the sleep paralysis to top it all off. Very freaky.
 Letting the door close, Pam leaned back against it to kick off her shoes. She wasn't going to mess with the EEG machine. That was more Ravyn's thing, although Pam figured sooner or later she'd end up hooked up to the machine. She had never really thought about her dreams much, until Ravyn brought up the topic one day and convinced her to join the dream group. It had sounded like fun, but lately it seemed more frustrating than anything. Every time she had a dream she ended up trapped in her dorm room. It seemed completely unfair.
 She hit the light switch and darkness flooded the room. She couldn't see anything at all. She eased forward until her foot hit the mattress, then sat down and felt for the blankets. The Goodwill mattress was surprisingly comfortable, but that could be the lack of sleep. She got a faint whiff of Ravyn's apple-scented shampoo from the pillow, mingled with the sour scent of sweat. It was a familiar and comforting scent. Pam hugged the pillow close under her head and closed her eyes. She opened them again. No change. The darkness and quiet was absolute.
  
 #
  
 Music pounded through the walls, some sort of dance mix with a heavy beat. Pam grabbed her pillow and tried using it to block out the sound but the thin padding couldn't stop the vibrations that rattled her teeth. She hurled the pillow at the wall in frustration. Not that Mary could hear the sound through all that music. Pam sat up in her bed, rubbing her eyes. The glowing red numbers on the clock proclaimed the witching hour. The number 13 wavered and shimmered as if it glowed from internal heat rather than LED lights.
 Thirteen? Pam clutched the blankets. Why would the clock say thirteen?
 Because I'm dreaming.
 Relief flooded her body, followed by a rush of annoyance. She remembered going down to the lab to get some sleep, how unfair was it that she finds a place that's perfectly dark and quiet only to end up dreaming yet again about her dorm room? A tiny thrill of exhilaration shivered her arms. On the other hand — she was dreaming! And aware that she was dreaming!

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
OFAD & CTHINGS

RYAN M. WILLIAMS

"One of the most inventive writers | know." Kristine Kathryn Rusch





OEBPS/images/picture0.jpg
CIP





