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It Always Starts with Fire

It always starts with fire. There was fire everywhere, making it hard for me to breathe. My hand went to my mouth, trying to filter out the smoke, as I looked around me, searching for something. I wasn't sure what I was searching for. Who I was searching for. Whoever it was, though, they weren't there. I could feel it in the panic and worry, not for myself but for them. Worry that they were already lost to me, consumed by that same fire.

"Everything had been going so well," someone shouted. There was a boy standing there, shouting at me, his face scrunched up in rage. "Until you went and ruined everything."

I looked around us, trying to find a way through the fire. The palace was made up of stone, but there was enough cloth and wood in the room to feed the blaze, making it all too hot. There was no path through it, no way to escape. It felt like the fire was alive, coming for us in there. Coming to destroy everything that we had built. Coming to destroy our kingdom.

"I don't know what you want me to say," I said. Several coughs came out at the same time. With the fire closing in around us, I wondered which would kill us first. I'd rather choke to death from the smoke and heat than to be burned alive. But then, I didn't get a choice in the matter. I never did.

"I want you to say that you love me," the boy said. "I want you to say that you choose me. That we can be together forever."

A slight laugh came out of me before I could think better of it. It wasn't like there were other people in that room with us. The others had all run away, trying to get through the palace before it was consumed in the flames. The two of us were trapped in there alone, stuck with each other until we died.

"We'll be together," I said. "I only wish that I had a choice in that."

"You made your choice," the boy said. "You chose wrong. Now, neither of us have a choice."

The fires came closer, closing in around us.

I screamed, sitting up in my bed. My eyes flicked around my room, but nothing looked familiar. The bed had a canopy over it, the red curtains pulled aside to let me see the rest of the room. The desk in the corner was red, instead of the black of my old desk back home. The early morning sun streaming in through the windows made the room look like it was still on fire. But that wasn't the room that had been burning.

"It was just a dream," I said, shaking my head to dislodge the last remnants of it. The dream was nothing new to me. It was the same dream that I had had every night for months, ever since my sixteenth birthday.

I quickly reached over to a notebook that was lying on the bedside table, flipping it open in front of me on my bed. The pen was still sticking in the binding, keeping my place. As the dream faded from my thoughts, I quickly jotted down what I could remember of it. The feel of the fire, the look on the boy's face. It felt like there was something new, something that I hadn't noticed the last few dozens of times that I had dreamt it. But it all flowed through my mind like sand through my fingers. Once I got everything down that I could think of, I read the entry over again, as well as the previous three entries in my dream journal. None of it made any more sense than before. It never seemed to help, but my shrink kept insisting that it would.

"Destiny?" Mom called from deeper in the house. "Time to get up. You'll be late for school."

I rolled my eyes at the comment, the same thing that Mom always says every morning. My alarm sounded just a moment later, showing that it really was time to get up. Without thinking about it, I tossed the dream journal onto my desk. There was a pile of notebooks over there, my notebooks for school. I had used my backpack during the move and had stuck them on the desk. The dream journal, and the dream itself, quickly left my thoughts as I started getting ready for school.

"I'm not going to be able to pick you up from school today," Mom said, when I came into the kitchen. She pointed at my breakfast, already set out on the counter. Rather than a kitchen table, there were stools set up next to the counter, giving us a small eating space over there. It made me miss the kitchen table that we had back home. It made me miss home.

"That's fine, Mom," I said, as I grabbed the toast off the plate, leaving the eggs and bacon behind. I wasn't hungry enough for a proper breakfast. The move had messed up my routine and I hadn't got a proper workout in for a week. "Grandma's house is closer to this school than our house back home. I was just going to walk it."

"This is our house now," Mom said, something that she had been trying to convince me of since we moved there. "Don't worry. This will start to feel like home soon enough, I'm sure."

"Right," I said, though I rolled my eyes at the thought.

Of course, I missed my old home. I missed my old friends. It sucked that I wasn't going to be able to graduate with them, though Mom promised that I could still go to prom. We weren't so far away that I couldn't still see my friends. And yet, it might as well be another country without a car. So far, that had been a non-starter with Mom.

I still wasn't talking to Dad, and a car wasn't enough for me to break that, though I was sure that he'd try to bribe me with one eventually.

"I might be later than you after school, anyway," I called out as I headed for the door. "I'm hoping to get on the squad."

"Oh, uh, about that," Mom said, hesitantly.

Uh oh. I know that tone. I stopped dead, my foot still in the air, before slowly turning back to Mom.

"What did you do?" I asked, knowing that it was something.

"The squad here... It's not like it was back home," Mom said. "They don't... compete."

"What do you mean they don't compete? How does... Oh, no. Mom!" I shouted. "You promised me this place had a squad."

"There is one," Mom said. She was holding up her hands, trying to hold off my next tantrum. "I'm sorry, honey. The squad went downhill since I went to that school. But you can still try out for it."

"For a team that doesn't compete? I'd never hear the end of it from my old squad. Those cheerleaders aren't really cheerleaders; they're just... the players' girlfriends."

"Just think about it, honey," Mom said. "It will still look good on your applications."

"Yeah, but I'm not going to get scouted from a girlfriend squad," I shouted. "Getting into college isn't going to help me any if I can't get a scholarship."

"Oh, dear, we're not that bad off," Mom insisted. "You're father—"

"I'd rather not go," I said, cutting off the argument before it started.

Mom kept insisting that I shouldn't take the divorce out on Dad, but it was totally his fault. His fault that I wasn't back home. His fault that we had to move to that town. His fault that I wasn't still going to school with my friends. I didn't want to rehash all of that and risk being late to school on my first day.

"Forget it, Mom," I said. "I gotta go."

"You're darn right, you gotta go," Mom called after me, as I fled from the house. I knew that she was referring to me going to college; I was referring to getting over to school.

The path from Grandma's house to the school wasn't that complicated, and with my disappointment with the squad, I spent much of the walk texting with my old squad back home. I was still in the group text, and they all seemed sympathetic. Well, everyone but Latonya, who kept suggesting that I lead a mutiny and get the squad ready for competitions. She seemed to think that any cheerleading squad could compete, though I knew that girlfriend squads would just make fools of themselves at regionals.

Noise from the school slowly rose up in front of me, drawing me closer to the school yard even as I continued texting with my friends. It was nothing new for me, and I often spent the morning texting the group, though Mom usually drove me. At the old house, the school was just close enough that I couldn't get a bus, but just far enough that walking would be stupid. Besides, I usually needed to get there early for morning practice. That was another thing that I wouldn't be doing with a girlfriend squad.

When the school yard opened up on my right, I glanced up from my phone just long enough to aim for the front door. There were a few people looking my way, kids curious about the new girl at school, but I barely paid any attention to them as I made my way forward. I didn't need to know where I was going until I made it inside and had to start looking for the office.

"No phones," someone shouted.

I jumped, my phone threatening to come out of my hands as I spun around, looking for the person who was yelling at me. The man was old, clearly a teacher or principal, though the suit suggested the latter. He was holding out his hand toward me.

"Hand it over, miss..." he said.

"Novak," I said.

"Ah, the new student," the principal said. "Well, no excuses. We don't allow phones on campus. Please, hand it over. You can get it back at the end of school."

"But..." I said, my mind struggling to come up with some excuse to be able to keep it with me.

"If your parents need to contact you during the day, it will be at scheduled intervals, something we already discuss with parents," the principal said, clearly expecting that excuse. However, I already knew that Mom wasn't that needy. "Phones are only a distraction from learning, which is what students are here to do. Now, hand it over, Ms. Novak. Or would you like to stay after school as well?"

"Fine," I mumbled, rolling my eyes at him as I handed over my phone. The phone let off three more notifications, more texts coming in from my friends back home. I had to fight the urge to grab the phone back from him to look at them.

"Good, now, head on into the office over there," the principal said, pointing toward a door to the left of the main entrance. "Ms. House will have your schedule for you."

"Ugh," I grunted, rolling my eyes at the man as I marched my way over to the office.

I wasn't long in the office, though Ms. House threatened to give me a tour of the school. That sounded completely mortifying, and I insisted that I could find my way around easily enough. Still, by the time I made it over for homeroom, it had already started. Everyone in the class was staring at me the whole time as the teacher introduced me and sent me over to the only open desk, which was thankfully in the back corner. Still, even as I sat there, many in the class were glancing back at me, or outright staring. Those stares finally slipped away once the bell rang, sending us to first period.

"Hey, Destiny," someone said. "Need help finding your next class?"

"Huh?" I asked, looking over at the boy. He was three seats up and two rows over, but looking straight at me. My first response as I realized what he was asking was to say no, but since he was neither staring nor gawking, I figured he was safe enough. "Sure, I guess," I said, shrugging. "I have Math first period. Uh, Mr. Lane?"

"Oh, yeah," the boy said. There was a hint of a blush on his face, and I started to regret agreeing to let him help me. "That's my dad's class."

"Oh," I said. I gave a light laugh, smiling over at him, as I realized that the blush had more to do with that than with me. "Sure, lead on."

We managed to get out of the classroom before the boy, Diego, started off on an endless stream of questions. I was still in a foul mood from everything that morning, so I mostly just gave short responses. He didn't seem to mind it at all, and thankfully, he headed off right after dropping me at his dad's classroom.

The day slowly shifted from aggravating to mortifying. Each of my teachers insisted that I introduce myself to the rest of the class, often making me explain what brought me to that town. I left off most of the gory details about my father cheating on Mom and all that, just saying we moved into my grandma's place. That seemed to appease most of the teachers.

However, by the time lunch came around, all I wanted was to skip out of the rest of school and go home. Not just Grandma's house, but home home. My old house, my old school, my old squad. I knew that I wasn't just going to "get used to it" like Mom kept insisting. It was almost enough for me to forgive Dad about the whole thing, but not quite. Dad was the only reason why I marched into that lunchroom.

The room went instantly quiet as I headed inside, with most of the kids turning to stare over at me. I tried to ignore it as I headed into the line for food, though it wasn't easy. Especially since I still had to figure out a safe place to sit. Instinctively, I thought about joining the group in cheerleader outfits off to the side. I had to remind myself that they didn't compete, that they were the kinds of cheerleaders that just waved their pom-poms around rather than actually doing cheerleading. I'd sooner sit in the bathroom. And as the conversations slowly resumed in the room, I quickly realized that might be my only option. The place was crowded, with no open tables in view.

The options for lunch were woefully horrible, making me regret skipping breakfast. Apparently, they thought the only food groups were grease, carbs, and sugar. It was no wonder why the cheerleading squad stopped competing with those options. I ended up getting a salad, which thankfully had chicken on it, but I knew that I was going to be down on my protein by the end of the day. As I headed off the line, I remembered that I wasn't competing anymore either. That there wasn't much of a point in watching what I ate if I wasn't going to be training.

"Hey, Destiny," someone called out. I looked around the lunchroom, searching for the source, only to spot Diego off to the side. He was gesturing emphatically at the seat across from him. I just rolled my eyes at him, but with no other options on someone to sit with just yet, I figured that I could do worse.

"Hey, Diego," I mumbled, as I came over to him.

"Destiny, eh?" someone asked. He was one of two that were sitting with Diego, with the only open seat across from him.

"Uh oh," I mumbled as I sat down in the empty seat. "Here it goes. Go on. I've heard them all."

"Yeah, shut up, Levi," Diego said, patting him on the shoulder. "I think it's a cool name."

"Ha, no, it's not," I said, knowing better. "Most of the girls on my squad back home just call me Dest."

"Squad?" Diego asked. "You were a cheerleader? Oh." He seemed rather disappointed by that.

"I hear they have some open spots," Levi said, sounding more interested in it than I was. He nodded over at the cheerleaders that were thankfully out of earshot. "Tryouts are tomorrow." He trailed off, his eyes going to the table in front of him, like he was ashamed for knowing that or something.

"I hear they don't compete," I said, bringing the day back to the issue at hand. "That's not a cheerleading squad, that's a girlfriend squad." Diego and his other friend laughed at the comment, though Levi practically pouted over it.

"I'm Essie, by the way," the other friend said, waving at me. "The token girl in this group. No, I'm not dating either of these dweebs. Yes, you should run while you can." I laughed at the comment, though Levi and Diego were clearly insulted. "So, what do you do besides cheer?"

"Nothing," I said, begrudgingly. "Cheer was my whole life. When you're on a real squad... I mean, it's a sport. It's not just waving pom-poms around like..."

I raised my hand to point over at the cheerleaders, who were three tables over. But when I looked in that direction, I noticed that the cheerleaders were all staring right back at me, with glares on their faces. I didn't think that I was talking that loudly, though it seemed like my voice had carried across the room to them.

"Uh oh," Levi said. "I think they heard you. Brace yourself. Amalia incoming."

"Huh?" I asked, looking between Levi and the group of cheerleaders.

Sure enough, one of the cheerleaders was heading over from that other table, making a beeline for ours. The swing of her hips and the lack of any real muscle on her arms showed just how much of a girlfriend squad they really were. Latonya's earlier comments on getting them ready for regionals flitted through my head, and it became a complete joke for me. Although, it would make it easier for me to launch a mutiny against her.

"Hi, new girl," Amalia said, as she came over to us. She smiled at me, though her glower was still in place underneath it. "What's this I hear about you cheerleading?" Her eyes flicked up and down along my body, her smile turning into a proper smirk. "We have certain standards for our team."

"What? Lanky?" I asked. "Flimsy? Weak?"

"Pretty," Amalia said. "Maybe if you actually tried, you could pull off the look. It looks like you just rolled out of bed like that." She waved around at my face and my usual t-shirt and jeans look.

"Well, most days, I'm in training," I said. "You know, to actually do cheerleading. But then, if you're just waving pom-poms around in people's faces, you can spend all that time on your appearance. With that ass, you probably need that time."

"Why you—" Amalia started.

I wasn't sure what exactly happened there, though I had a feeling that it was something that I said. Suddenly, Amalia was swinging a punch at me. Or, at least, trying to. It seemed like she got winded by just raising her fist. Poor girl.

While I didn't make it a habit of getting into fights, there were plenty of altercations at competitions. Things can get kind of heated when you're actually working out. But the refs tend to frown on that sort of thing, so I learned early on how to not get into those kinds of conflicts. So, while Amalia was trying to start a fight with me, I was mostly dodging and blocking her punches. However, that wasn't enough to stop the obligatory "fight, fight, fight" chants from coming up around us.

"That's enough," someone called out, as the teacher came over to break up the fight. "Amalia, Deigo, Levi, Essie... New girl."

"Dest," Levi supplied, unhelpfully.

"Dest," the teacher said, shaking her head as she stared over at me. "Detention, the lot of you."

"Oh, but..." Essie started.

"Ugh," I groaned.

"Do you want another one?" the teacher asked. "Amalia, back over there. Now."

"But we didn't do anything," Essie muttered, once the teacher was gone.

"Sorry," I apologized, already wishing that I had sat somewhere else. Or that I really had gone home.

The four of us stayed quiet as we sat and ate our lunch, heading off the moment that the bell rang. 

Between the cheer fiasco, detention, and everything that Dad did to make it happen, I was in a foul mood for the rest of the day. For last period, I just glared at my physics teacher when he asked for me to introduce myself to the class, making it clear just how annoyed I was by the whole thing. He got the message and just waved me off to the back corner...

Right next to Amalia.

"Ugh," I grunted, rolling my eyes at the girl.

"Humph," she said, turning away from me.

What was worse was that I was going to be stuck with her as my lab partner, unless I could trade with someone else. Thankfully, that didn't come up that day. I was able to ignore her for the rest of the period, just following along with the teacher until the bell rang. But I still blamed her for the fact that I wasn't going home after that bell.

"Come along, new girl," Amalia said. "You're not escaping from detention. It's your fault we're stuck in that."

"I'm sorry, whose fault is it, slugger?" I asked, glaring right back at her.

Amalia didn't say anything more as she led me three classrooms over for detention. The rest of the group was already over there, along with two other boys that I hadn't met yet. One of them was kind of cute, though not really my type. Obviously a loner/slacker guy who probably got in trouble for smoking or tardiness or something stupid. The other boy was just as clearly a stoner, looking like he was high already.

"Hey, Dest," Diego said, waving at me as I came in. "Wanna sit by us?" He pointed around at Levi and Essie, sitting together near the front of the room, over by the windows.

"I don't think so, Diego," Mr. Lane said, as he came in after us. "Everyone, spread out. No talking. Just do your homework and think about what you did. I'll be in and out of here for the hour, but don't think that I won't have my eye on all of you."

"Yeah, ‘cause you have a nark here," the stoner said, pointing over at Diego. Diego just blushed at the suggestion.

"Diego is being punished, too," Mr. Lane said, glaring back at the stoner. "No talking. And Diego, we will discuss this later."

"Yes, Dad," Diego muttered, as he and Essie moved away from Levi.

Mr. Lane waited around for all of us to get settled in the room before heading out. Five seconds after he left the room, he ducked back inside, looking around as if expecting us to start talking the moment that he was gone. Once he was sure that none of us were going to start, he headed out again.

"Of course, this is all Destiny's fault," Amalia said.

"I'm not the one that threw the first punch," I mumbled, as I slipped my bag off my shoulder, slapping it onto the desk in front of me. I didn't have much homework, and I figured that I could get it all done by the end of the hour. Maybe it wouldn't be a complete waste of my time to be stuck there like that.

"There's more to a fight than punches," Amalia said. She jumped to her feet, coming over to loom over me.

"You mean there's more to a fight than fighting?" I asked, laughing as I glared right back up at her.

"Oh, shove it," Amalia said, before reaching out and pushing my bag off the desk.

The bag spilled open as it fell, dropping all my notebooks onto the floor. Two of them slid down the aisle, heading for the loner boy back there. I just glanced that way, noting where they stopped, before grabbing the stuff that fell closer to me.

"It always starts with fire," someone said. My face went cold, my eyes wide, as I looked back at the loner boy. He was holding one of my notebooks open, reading what was in there. Only, I didn't remember bringing my dream journal to school. "The room is burning down around me. There's a boy in front of me—"

I jumped to my feet, pushing past Amalia as I rushed up the aisle toward the boy, pulling the journal out of his hands before he could read more of it. His eyes stayed locked on his hand like the journal was still there, but he looked just as surprised as I felt.

"What is that?" Levi asked.

"Nothing," I said, clinging the journal to my chest. "It's just a stupid dream I keep having. It's nothing."

"‘Everything had been going so well,'" the loner boy said. "‘Until you went and spoiled it.'"

"What?" I asked, looking back at him in utter shock. They were the words that the boy said in my dream, words that kept haunting me. Words that I didn't remember writing anywhere in the journal. "How... How do..."

"Because... I have that same dream," the boy said. "I... I think I'm the boy."
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The Dream Journal

"What do you mean, you think you're the boy?" I asked. "It's just some stupid dream. The only reason why I wrote it down at all was because..." I trailed off, not wanting to say the reason for it. Not wanting to admit that I was in therapy over what happened with my parents, or how Dr. Ashley keeps insisting that the dream was some kind of metaphor for the end of my family.

"No, this... This doesn't make any sense," Amalia said. She was looking between the boy and me, her finger pointing at each of us in turn. "You two are trying to play some trick on me, aren't you. I'd expect it from the new girl, but Charlie? Was the breakup really so bad that you would try to mess with my head?"

"What are you even talking about?" Charlie asked. "This... This whole thing... This is my dream. I've been having this dream for weeks now. They started after you dumped me, so whatever you're talking about, it has nothing to do with me."

"What are any of you even talking about?" I asked.

It was one thing for some random boy to see my dream journal and play up some connection that he saw there. But Amalia? That was a bit hard to swallow. Given the fact that they clearly used to date, I almost thought that Amalia put him up to it. But the look of shock and outrage on her face was too real to be faked.

"None of you should be talking at all," Mr. Lane called out, as he came back into the room. He flicked a finger around at the three of us, pointing at the desks that we should have been sitting at. "Back to your corners, the lot of you."

I quickly scooped up the rest of my spilled notebooks before returning to my chair. My bag kept threatening to fall apart again as I tried to shove all the notebooks back into it. It seemed like the perfect way for me to end such a horrible day. Eventually, I managed to get it all back in there and zip the thing back up. Only then did I look up at Mr. Lane, who had settled into the chair behind the teacher's desk. He was watching me carefully, his arms crossed.

"Now, Destiny, I know it's your first day and all that, but I hope that we won't be having more issues with you," Mr. Lane said.

"No, Mr. Lane," I mumbled, my eyes flicking to my bag in front of me. "Sorry."

I wanted to glare over at Amalia and Charlie, as they were the ones that started everything. Amalia for getting me in detention to begin with and Charlie for reading my journal like that. With Mr. Lane's watchful eye on me, I couldn't risk angering him again. I wouldn't put it past him to give me another detention for all of that.

"Good," Mr. Lane said. "And since clearly none of you can be trusted to stay quiet, I guess I'll have to supervise you for the rest of detention."

When I glanced back up at Mr. Lane, his eyes had shifted away from me and onto his son. Diego was just staring at the empty desk in front of him, similarly mollified. But when I noticed a flash of red hair out of the corner of my eye, I glanced over at it. At Amalia, who was glaring pointedly at me.

It was a long hour, just sitting there in silence like that. All thoughts of doing my homework were gone. Amalia, Charlie, and I kept exchanging glances, none of us seeming to know what was going on there. As the hour went along, I started to realize that neither of them were lying about the whole thing. That somehow, the three of us had the same dream.

No, we had a similar dream. A dream that could probably be common enough that three random, unrelated people could have the same one. By the end of the hour, I was convinced that that had to be the explanation. It wasn't like a palace burning down in fire was that uncommon of a thought. And neither Charlie nor Amalia even mentioned the palace.

The only thing that kept nagging at me that whole time was how Charlie knew the words that the boy had said. I flipped through my journal as detention wound on, trying to find where I wrote them down. While they always seemed important, they never changed from that first dream. Sure enough, the only place that I wrote them down was in the beginning, the first entry that I wrote out in my journal. The entry Charlie had read from was the latest, the one that I hastily wrote out just that morning, my pen holding that spot so that it would have opened to it when the notebook fell.

"Alright, alright," Mr. Lane finally called out. "The hour is up. I hope you all learned a lesson about all of this. Diego, why don't you wait behind for a moment. We need to discuss some things. But the rest of you may leave."

Amalia quickly jumped to her feet, practically running for the door. Her eyes stayed on me the whole time, making it clear that she still blamed me for everything. She flicked her red hair behind her as she passed me, almost hitting me in the face with it in the process. I was pretty sure that was intentional.

"What do you think it means?" Charlie asked, as he came up to stand next to my desk. He pointed down at my journal, still on my desk, making it clear just what he was talking about.

"I think it's just a coincidence," I insisted. It was the conclusion that I had come up with while sitting there, quietly thinking about it. "Plenty of people dream about fire."

"But a fire burning down a palace like that?" Charlie asked. "And those words?"

My heart skipped a beat when he said that word. When he knew that it had been a palace. That felt like more than just a coincidence. Fire, palace, the words, it was all too much. Slowly, I looked up at him, at his eyes peeking down at me from beneath his bangs. Even his eyes looked like they did in the dream, though the rest of his face was completely different.

"I... I don't know," I said, shaking my head. I scooped up my dream journal, sticking it back into my backpack with the rest of my stuff, before hopping up from my chair. "I have to go."

I didn't look back at Charlie as I made my way out of the classroom. It took me a moment to reorient myself to the school, to remember the way back out to the front entrance. A door slammed in the distance, drawing my attention over to a side entrance that was just a few rooms down from me, but I still needed to get my phone back from the principal. After that brief shock played out, I turned the other way, heading back through the school.

"Hey, Dest, wait up," someone called out. I glanced back there, surprised to see Levi heading out of the classroom, chasing after me. He quickly caught up, walking beside me without me needing to slow down. "So... Would it be weird if..."

"Oh, not you, too," I mumbled.

"I mean, it is weird," Levi said. "I don't... remember you two being there like that. Those words, or... like anything. But a palace burning down, dying in a fire. Yeah, it's been haunting me. Like every night for the past two weeks. Is... Is that normal?"

"Ha, what is normal anyway?" I asked, shrugging. "I mean, it's just a dream, right? Not like... I mean, I've never been in a palace, let alone a palace that is burning down around me. Have you?"

"Not that I know of," Levi said, smiling at me. "But it is something to think about. What are you up to right now?"

"Right now, I'm getting my phone back and going home," I said, pointing toward the front office, which was just visible in the distance down the hall.

"Great," Levi said. "Maybe I can join you? We can try to figure this whole thing out and all that."

"Whatever," I mumbled, shrugging. It wasn't like I had better plans. Not with the mess of a day that I was having.

There was no one in the office as I came inside, and I was suddenly worried that I wasn't going to be getting my phone back. I came up to the main desk, placing my hands on it as I looked around behind it, searching for some sign of someone in the offices in the back. The doors were all closed, the lights off, and the whole place felt like it was locked up for the day. That seemed like the perfect end to my horrible day.

"Great," I mumbled. "This is so not my day."

"I can get you your phone back," Levi said. He smiled over at me, clearly trying to be overly helpful. I knew that there was a catch. "If..."

"Fine, fine, fine," I said, waving off his words before he could say them. "You can come over and we can discuss the whole... ‘shared dream' thing."

"Awesome," someone called out behind me. I spun around, surprised to see Charlie, Diego, Essie, and the stoner all standing in the doorway to the office. "We have loads of questions," Essie said, waving a finger around at the group.

Levi hopped over the desk, heading deeper into the office as I started back toward the others. They all seemed eager to talk over everything, though no one was saying anything.

"I don't think we can all fit in my house," I said, more to avoid bringing five strangers home than anything else. There was probably enough room in the living room, but it felt weird considering I didn't really know any of them.

"Why don't we stop by the pizza place up the block?" the stoner asked, pointing toward the entrance to the school. His voice sounded exactly like he looked, like he was stoned out of his mind. "That way, we can eat while we talk. I have a serious case of the munchies."

"Yeah, Joel," Charlie said. He reached over to the stoner, placing his hand on his shoulder. "I'm sure you usually do."

"Hey, I'd like to see you dream about a palace burning down around you for months and stay sober," Joel said. "I mean, it's almost been a year for me."

"A year?" I asked. "Wait, and Levi said it's only been two weeks for him."

"Levi? You too?" Essie asked. "Why didn't you say anything?"

"Why didn't you?" Levi asked, as he hopped back over the desk.

I glanced back at him, surprised to see three phones in his hands. He held them out to me in a fan, like he was offering me playing cards instead of phones. I quickly scooped up mine, though I didn't so much as look at the other two. With how lost I had been feeling all day without my phone, I didn't want to make anyone else's day worse by grabbing theirs. Levi just stuck the other two phones on the desk behind him before heading back over to us.

"Come on, then," Charlie said, waving the group toward the doors to the school. "And it's been three months for me. Ever since my sixteenth birthday."

"Ah, same," Joel laughed.

I glanced around at the group, many of whom were nodding their own agreements. That seemed like an even bigger coincidence than all of us having the same dream like that. It all seemed to spell out that something bigger was happening there, though I wasn't sure what that could be.

"What could it all mean, though?" I asked, as we headed outside.

There were still a few people hanging around the school yard, though the place was mostly abandoned. I could hear some cheers in the distance, coming from around the back of the school. It made me a bit nostalgic for my cheer days, though not enough to join a girlfriend squad. Still, I unlocked my phone, scrolling through all my missed messages from my old squad as we talked.

"I'm betting it's a past life or something," Joel said. "That is totally a thing." He almost sounded defensive about his idea, like he expected all of us to talk down to him about it.

"So, what?" Charlie asked. "We all knew each other in a past life and died together in a fire?"

"Did we all die, though?" Diego asked. "I mean, yeah, there was a fire in my dream, a palace burning down, but I wasn't in it. I think I was in some kind of barn, watching it happen."

"I... I don't know," I said, shaking my head. "I'm always struggling to breathe, between the heat and the smoke. Then, I just wake up, right after that boy..."

"After I tell you how you ruined everything," Charlie said, nodding. "Yeah, I... I think something happens right then, like the ceiling falls in or something. I always look up at the ceiling, my hands going up to block it, then I wake up screaming."

"Ha, wuss," Joel laughed. "The fire always hits me before I wake up. It's like..."

"Like you were burned alive," Essie said. "I always hear screaming before the fire comes for me. I'm in some other room, not with you two, but the fire is there. I... Well, I think there's someone in there with me, too, but... What about the rest of you? Is there anyone in the room with you? Other than these two?" She flicked a finger between Charlie and me.

"There's someone... in the courtyard, I think," Deigo said, hesitantly. "I try to warn them, but they just run for the door to the palace."

"Ah, hey, that's probably me," Joel said, pointing to himself. "I always feel like... Like I need to save someone? I don't know, maybe it was my job to save people. But then, the fire hits me, and... And I die."

"I... I don't remember that part," Diego said. He thought about that for a moment before shrugging. "But... I guess that could be the case. I don't get a good look at them as they head inside. Then the palace just kind of... explodes? Debris is raining down, and... And then I wake up."

"So, that's it?" I asked. "It's just some past life where we all knew each other and died in a fire?"

"You say that like that's not huge," Diego said.

"Hey, hey, no arguing until I get some pizza," Joel said. He rushed forward a little, coming up to the doors to the pizza place. Rather than holding the door for us, he just tossed it behind himself before slipping inside.

Charlie rushed forward, catching the door and holding it open for me as I came up to it. He waved his hand toward the door, bowing to me a little. "M'lady," he said, smiling over at me. I just rolled my eyes at the whole thing, trying not to be swayed by that. Sure, he was cute, but the whole thing felt too weird to start dating him. Besides, between school and cheer, I didn't usually have much space for dating. It still felt like I should be focusing on cheer, despite not being on the squad anymore.

"I'm just saying, a past life makes more sense than what my shrink was saying about it all... Uh, I mean..." I blushed deeply when I realized that I told all of them that I was seeing a shrink.

"Hey, don't sweat it," Essie said, coming up next to me. "I've been seeing a shrink, too. My mom is a shrink, and she's practically insisted on it since I turned twelve. But... I mean, I don't see Mom for it. That would really be weird."

"Well, it was Dr. Ashley that insisted that I start the dream journal," I said. We grabbed one of the bigger tables in the corner of the place, everyone but Joel sitting down around it. Joel was over by the counter, hopefully ordering a pie for the table and not just himself. "He keeps insisting that it's about my parents' divorce. My world burning down around me. My life in tatters. All that jazz. I was really starting to think that I was going crazy. But this? This almost makes a strange bit of sense in a way. At least with a simpler explanation, I can try to get back to normal. Or... Well, the new normal, or whatever. God, I miss my squad."

I glanced down at my phone again, but there was nothing coming from the group text chain. They would all be in practice, where I still felt like I should be at that moment. As Joel came back with a pie, sliding it into the middle of the table between us, I felt like I didn't earn the calories. Still, I grabbed a slice, promising myself that I'd go for a run that evening at least.

"Hey, we can be your squad," Essie said. She reached an arm around my shoulder, hugging me to her side. "The reincarnated squad, or whatever."

"Not the same thing, but sure," I said, shrugging. "It is weird that we would all end up in the same place, though."

"You know, I've been thinking," Joel said, before grabbing two slices. He folded the slices into a sandwich, taking a huge bite. Everyone watched him eat for a bit, all of us waiting for some big revelation coming from the stoner. "What?" he asked around that bite.

"Anyway, I think it's kind of cool," Levi said. "Not the whole dying in a fire part of it, but... I mean, to think that we have confirmation of past lives. Knowing each other in that other life and all showing up here together like this. Maybe we can figure out what exactly happened back there. Who we were and why the palace was on fire."

"Well, I doubt it would be on the internet somewhere," I said. "Palace burns down, killing six."

"Seven," Charlie said. "Amalia said she has the same dreams, right?"

"Maybe the girl in the room with me is Amalia," Essie said. "Unless there's someone else out there dreaming these dreams."

"I still can't believe that neither of you said anything about it before," Diego said, pointing at his two friends. "And here, I thought we were close."

"Yeah, says the guy that didn't say anything about it either," Essie snapped at him. "Glass house, dude. Besides, Mom always says dreams are a way for our minds to decompress from the day, and that sharing dreams with others is more likely to get them to have the same dream. If I told you about it back when they first started, we'd have no way of knowing if you were dreaming it because of that or because... Well..."

"Because I was there, too," Diego said, nodding. "Yeah, I guess that makes sense."

"Yeah," Levi said. He leaned forward, sliding his phone onto the pizza pan before taking the last slice there. "There's nothing about a palace burning down online." He pointed at his phone with the slice before taking a bite.

"Are you talking about recently, though?" Charlie asked. "From what I remember from the dreams, I don't think this was something that happened like... I don't know, sixteen years ago or whatever? How does reincarnation even work?"

"Who knows?" I said, shrugging. But as I thought about it, I realized that Charlie was right. "Yeah, ‘cause your outfit didn't really hint at twenty-first century. I remember there being tights." I smiled over at him, trying not to laugh.

"And you were very much wearing something that could be called a ball gown," Charlie said, pointing right back at me. "Like there was some kind of party before the fire started. Maybe that's what you ruined?"

"Hey, who said I ruined anything?" I asked, defensively. "I always remember feeling thrown by your whole ‘you went and ruined it' speech. Like that I don't know what you're talking about or whatever."

"Couldn't that just be you not knowing what is going on, though?" Levi asked. "I mean, the dream always feels confusing to me. It doesn't help that I'm alone in the fire, with voices coming from all over. People shouting at each other without me seeing anyone."

"Wait, people?" Charlie asked. "Meaning more than just me yelling at Destiny?"

"I... I don't know," Levi said, shrugging. "Like I said, I don't really see anyone in there, and it's just a jumble of voices before I die or whatever. Now that we know, or at least think we know, what's going on... Well, maybe we'll learn more the next time we dream it all."

"Maybe," I said, hesitantly.

"Oh, I have an idea," Joel said again.

"Do you remember what that idea is now?" Charlie asked.

"What?" Joel asked. "Oh, right, uh... I could totally hook us up with some shrooms."

We all just stared at him for a moment before turning away from him, looking around at the group.

"I don't really know how knowing what's going on is going to change the dream any," I said, ignoring Joel's suggestion. "Maybe if there was more to the dream, something that happens before the part that I remember. That we remember, or whatever. I keep thinking that there's something that comes before it. Like if I can remember enough about the dream, I might remember what happened before the fire started. Or... how the fire started."

"No, that's what I'm talking about," Joel said. "The shrooms will help us dream. We could remember the dream better."

"Yeah, I don't think I'm up for trying shrooms," I said, in no uncertain terms. "I'm an athlete."

"It's not like they're going to kick you off the squad if you pop a positive," Joel muttered.

"Anyway, I gotta go home," Diego said, pointing back toward the door. "I'm already in huge trouble with Dad over everything. I'll see you guys tomorrow?"

"Sure," Essie said. "Come on, Levi. I'll give you a ride. We can talk at length about how you never told me anything about dreaming the same dream as me."

"But you already said—" Levi started, as the two of them headed off.

Joel just folded his arms over his chest, seeming to fall asleep at the table. I rolled my eyes at the stoner, hoping that he had paid for the pizza, as there was no sign of a check anywhere.

"Hey, can I walk you out?" Charlie asked, nodding toward the door and the others.

"Uh, sure, I guess," I said, shrugging.

I glanced toward Joel again, then the people over by the counter, still worried that we were heading out without paying the bill. But since no one was stopping us, and the others were all off already, I just headed out with Charlie.

Again, Charlie held the door open for me, waving me out into the day with a smile. He stayed silent, walking beside me as I headed back toward Grandma's house. I wasn't sure if he was in the same direction, or if he was planning on walking me all the way home before saying something to me. When we got to the next block over, though, I shifted to the right, about to cross the street and head into the housing development over there.

"Uh, hey, Destiny," Charlie said, finally, reaching out to take my hand. "Look, I don't want to... press my luck, or anything, I guess, but... Well, ever since that first time I had that dream, I... I just always felt a connection to the girl in my dream. To... Well, to you."

"Uh, okay," I said. It sounded almost like a pickup line to me, though a very weird one. One that wouldn't have worked for anyone else but us.

"It's just... Well, I knew that the princess probably screwed something up royally for me to be so mad at her like that."

"Hey, who's to say that you're not the one that screwed things up here?" I asked, defensive of my former life. "Wait, what do you mean princess?" I asked, suddenly catching that word that was practically thrown out there. "I mean, yeah, it was a palace and everything, but... I don't think that makes me a princess."

"That's not... That wasn't what I meant," Charlie said, shaking his head. "It's just... Like you were saying back there, trying to remember more of the dream or whatever. I just... I feel like I remember you being a princess. Us being together, before everything turned to crap and the fire started. Maybe you were a pyro or something and you burned it all up. Or klutzy and you just knocked over a candle or a torch or something. That might explain how you ‘ruined everything' wouldn't it?"

"Not a pyro," I insisted. "I don't think I'd ever be a pyro, even in another life. That kind of thing burns into your soul. Klutzy though? Maybe. It's not like I'd be a cheerleader back then."

"So... Does that mean you'll go out with me sometime?" Charlie asked.

"Wait, what?" I asked. That seemed like it was coming from out of nowhere.
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​Chapter Three
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The Princess is Me

I spent much of the afternoon rereading my dream journal, trying to get everything to match up with what I had written before. Where the dream was coming from. This idea that I had been a princess in that previous life. I tried to figure out if there was something that I had missed before that this new thought would answer. If it would pull more out of the mess that the dreams always seemed like. But when Mom came home from her new job, I realized something that should have been obvious from the start.

None of it really mattered. Some previous life that may or may not have really happened had no impact on the life that I was living. Or, at least, trying to live.

"So, how was your day?" Mom asked, as she came into the kitchen.

I just glanced over at her for a moment, that thought still hitting me as I stared back at her. With a shake of my head, I slapped the cover back down on my dream journal, sliding it off to the side and out of view. The last thing I was about to do was talk to Mom about any of it.

"It was... horrible," I said, simply. "How was yours?"

"Oh, now, it couldn't have been that bad," Mom said, waving off my words before starting to cook dinner.

"I had my phone confiscated, all of my teachers insisted that I introduce myself, one of the cheerleaders tried to beat me up at lunch, and I got detention because of it," I said, listing off the highlights. "Oh, and I almost didn't get my phone back at the end of the day, but someone helped me with that one."

"Oh?" Mom asked, perking up like that last part was the only one that mattered to her. "A boy, perhaps?"

"Ugh," I said, rolling my eyes at Mom. "Yes, a boy. No, I'm not interested. He's just..." I was about to say that he was just a friend, but I wasn't sure that was the right word for it. Instead, I went with, "someone who also got stuck in detention. Really, it was all the cheerleader's fault. The whole mess."

"Maybe the cheerleader was just jealous of your awesomeness," Mom said, in a purely Mom way. "I mean, you're a real cheerleader, while she's just..."

"A girlfriend," I said, nodding. "I know, Mom. Maybe the day wouldn't have sucked so much if it was a real squad."

"Did you at least look into trying out for the squad?" Mom asked.

"Did you miss the part where a cheerleader tried to beat me up?" I snapped.

"Hey, watch your tone, young lady," Mom said.

"Sorry, Mom," I said. "And, no. I didn't look into trying out for the girlfriend squad. There were enough cheerleaders at lunch for me to get a real feel for the squad. Regionals are in two months. It would take a miracle."

My eyes flicked back to my journal when I said the word miracle. The whole reincarnation thing seemed almost like a miracle to me at that moment. I doubted that one miracle would result in another, though.

"Well, you won't know unless you try," Mom said. "Maybe they will surprise you. What does your old squad say about all of that?" She pointed toward my phone, on the counter next to my journal. Obviously, she knew that I would still be texting with my old friends.

"Latonya thinks I should lead a mutiny," I said. "But that's Latonya. Certainly, you don't want to agree with Latonya, Mom."

"Oh, certainly not," Mom said, shaking her head. But the smile soon came back onto her face. "Come on. If you were going to do this, what would it take?"

"Like I said, a miracle," I said.

"Short of that."

"I don't know," I said, shrugging. I leaned against the counter behind me as I actually thought about it. "Training, obviously. For the whole team. A coach, if we can get one. A really good coach."

"Or a team captain that can fill that role," Mom said, tapping me on the shoulder.

"And a halfway decent routine that the squad could manage," I finished. "But... I mean, that a girlfriend squad could manage? That's probably mostly floorwork. No stunts. I doubt any would manage splits. We'd be lucky to not make complete fools of ourselves, let alone place."

"So, that's your goal," Mom said, shrugging. "Get on the team. Get at least some of them, maybe the majority, to agree to compete. Train them up and put together a routine that they can manage. If you don't make a fool of yourselves, that's success. It's one thing to be on a team that places and quite another to build a team from scratch and get anywhere. That's the kind of thing that will get the scouts interested, if you're still worried about all of that. And I do want to say, you shouldn't be worried about all of that."

"Alright, alright," I said. "It has... potential. Plus, I'm pretty sure that Amalia isn't going to like any of it, so... Added benefit."

"That's the spirit," Mom said. "Get it? Spirit?"

"Ugh," I groaned, rolling my eyes at Mom's pun. "Alright, if I'm going to do this, and that's a big if, it means I'm going to need to get back into training myself. I should probably get a run in before dinner."

"After dinner," Mom corrected. "And after your homework. Where are we on that?"

"Ugh," I groaned again. Unfortunately, with the distraction of my dream journal, and the new revelation around it, I really had been putting my homework off. I quickly pulled it out of my backpack, trying to get through it all before dinner so that I could focus on my run after it.

The sun was already setting by the time I made it out again. My earbuds were in, my phone strapped to my arm, and my music blasting. Exactly the way that I like to do my runs. As I didn't know the area all that well, I had no real target for where I was running, though I ended up heading back toward the school. Back along the same path that I had taken just a few hours earlier.

By the time I came back to the school, the place had already cleared out. There was no sign of the cheerleaders or any jocks out on the field. I started a lap around the school, looking for signs of a door being open somewhere. With how down I had been all day, I hadn't thought to look for the weight room inside. I wasn't even sure the place had a weight room. A run was good to keep me in shape, but I would need to get back to my strength training if I was going to get anywhere in competing.

"Hey, princess," someone called out, loud enough for me to hear over my music.

"Ah," I shouted, stumbling forward a few steps as I came down from my run. My eyes flicked all around me, desperate to see where the voice was coming from. Looking for signs that I was going to need to defend myself again. But when I spotted Charlie over by the gate to the field, I just glared over at him, my hands on my hips. "What are you doing out here so late?" I asked.

"I should be asking you the same thing, princess," Charlie said, smiling over at me.

"Don't call me that," I said. "I'm not a princess. And I think it's obvious what I'm doing here. Or what I was doing here, anyway. Now you."

"Just hanging around, I guess," Charlie said, shrugging. "Force of habit. It feels weird not being out here for all hours. Probably the same for you."

"Whoa, whoa, wait a minute," I said, sticking a finger up between us. "You were a jock?"

"Is it really that surprising?" Charlie asked, shrugging. "I was on the football team, but I never made it off third string, so... Anyway, I quit last year. Right before Amalia dumped me."

"Ah, okay," I said, nodding. "Things are making much more sense now. Can't very well be on the girlfriend squad if you're no longer dating someone on the team, right?" I laughed at that whole mess. But then, I realized that Charlie might just have the answers that I was looking for. "Any chance you could get me into the school? You guys have a weight room, right?"

"Now what would a princess need with a weight room?" Charlie asked. He slowly came toward me, stalking forward like a cat, waiting to pounce on his prey.

"I told you, don't call me that," I said, backing up from him a little until the school was right up against my back. "As for why I need a weight room, well... To do weight training, obviously. Why else would anyone want to be in a weight room?" I laughed at the very thought of that.

I didn't bring up my plans with Charlie, too worried that he would spill them to Amalia. It's a little hard to launch a mutiny when the captain knows what you're doing. Even with the girl dumping Charlie like that, I knew those kinds of ties went deep. First loves and all that. I never had time for that junk back at my old school, and if I was going to go through with my plans, I wouldn't have time for it there, either.

"Yes, there's a weight room," Charlie said, finally. "I don't know of a way into the school after hours, though. Coach usually left the door open for after practice, but once the team left for the night it was all locked up. I could probably put in a word with Coach tomorrow, get you in for after school, if..."

"Oh, here it goes," I said, rolling my eyes. "Let me guess. You want a date."

"Maybe," Charlie said, shrugging. "Really, I'm more interested in what you can remember about our previous life."

"Not much," I said. "And I want to leave it like that. Now that I know that I'm not crazy or stressing over my parent's divorce, I'm just going to forget all that and focus on my future. I suggest you do the same."

"And what if I say you're my future?" Charlie asked, in a purely sappy way. I didn't dignify the question with an answer, just glaring at him, my arms folded across my chest. "Alright, alright, I know that was stupid," he said.

"Whatever happened in our previous life, it shouldn't have any impact on this one," I insisted. "Right now, I'm just focused on... Well..." I trailed off, not wanting to get into the whole mess that I was about to open.

"Well, then, forget about our previous life," Charlie said. He slipped over against the wall next to me, his hands tucked behind his back. "Let's focus on this one. I still want to get to know you better. Maybe a date. We could be workout buddies. It's not like the other cheerleaders bother with all of that, and... Well, you're probably not going to want to keep the same schedule as the team. You'll never hear the end of it."

"The end of what?" I asked, smiling over at him.

Of course, I knew exactly what he was talking about. I got it all the time back at my old school, even with the squad competing. We had more trophies than the football team, but that didn't stop them from making fun of us. Insisting that we weren't real athletes like they were. Charlie seemed to sense that as well, as he just smiled back at me.
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