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CHAPTER ONE
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The grey was a comfortable constant.

I knew that whenever my head hit the pillow and the dreamworld rose up to meet me, the grey would find me first. It was the only pause, the only breath of calm, before the cacophony of nightmares began.

Carrie, Ben, and Tommy, my best friends and fellow dreamers, appeared next to me as suddenly as I had appeared in the grey. There was a quiet pause as we focused on the weapons and gear we’d need for the night, arming ourselves for the fights ahead.

It didn’t take us long to get ready, used to the stopover after months of the same routine, and Harry, who was watching over us, shifted us from the unmoving grey to the nightmare beyond it for our first mission of the night without waiting for confirmation that we were ready. He knew we were, just as I knew that Ben was holding his cane in his left hand, Tommy was itching his nose because he always said the grey made it feel funny, and Carrie was steely eyed and determined to keep our record together spotless.

We were set down in an abandoned parking lot that belonged to a tall hospital that had seen better days.

Plywood blocked the windows on the ground level, and all the windows on the top levels were broken and hollow. Colorful graffiti covered most of the grey stone of the exterior, and trash skittered around the parking lot with the wind. Plants had overtaken some parts of the hospital, and weeds were pushing through the pavement, cracking it in irregular patterns.

The decay was not the only thing that surrounded the tall building. Permeating evil hung like a miasma in the air. I felt it in my chest, beating like a drum, warning me of what was to come.

I glanced at Ben, hoping he could help pinpoint the shade, as the feeling in my chest was broad and sweeping, sense impressions of evil and pain, where his were usually narrowed and particular. He didn’t need to see me to know that I held a question in my eyes. Our missions together had brought us all a routine. They had also taught me to listen to his answers and to trust him and the others completely.

“There are six crawlers, two on the ground level. The others are higher up, but I can’t tell where. The shade is definitely on the eighth floor.”

I nodded, trusting his assessment of the danger, and moved to the broken front doors. The others followed cautiously.

Our first step into the hospital came with a blast of cold. I tensed my shoulders against it and searched the dark entrance, and shadows cast by the others creating false enemies in the corners.

I paused just over the threshold of the sliding door, searching for the crawlers Ben had mentioned. Rusting gurneys, broken wheelchairs, and paperwork were scattered around the desks and empty visitor chairs. More graffiti obscured the walls, and most of the words warned of coming death.

The halls were long and shadowed, and the doors along them were mostly open, giving the crawlers plenty of places to jump out at us. The putrid stench of burnt hair and rotting flesh was overwhelming, which meant they were definitely waiting somewhere in the dark to ambush us.

Tommy was at my right side as I cautiously walked forward. He kept his bow pointed down and an arrow pressed loosely against the string. Despite the casual way he held it, he was tense and aware, body coiled for action.

Carrie and Ben were behind us. Carrie walked sideways, covering our backs. Her shotgun was tucked into her shoulder, and her eyes constantly swept the area. Ben kept his ears open and tried to navigate the junk in the halls without tripping. He stumbled occasionally, but we didn’t reach out to guide him around the mess. He had made us promise after a few missions, where we had been overly protective, to leave him alone if he stumbled or tripped. It was a promise we respected. 

Ben was one of the best dreamers in the school, had saved our lives multiple times, and he didn’t need us to coddle him.

We were midway down the hall when Ben whispered at us to stop. We did automatically.

A dark shape lunged at us, hissing loudly. The dark on dark movement was difficult to make sense of, but I had no doubt that it was a crawler.

Tommy released an arrow with blinding speed, his bow up before I had registered the shape, and the crawler dropped to the tile floor with a thud.

A low, muffled hiss came from my right, and I turned my crossbow in the direction of the sound and fired. The second crawler hit the floor with the rattle of crunching bone and skin splitting.

Two down, four to go.

The stairs at the end of the hall wound up toward the roof and down to a dark basement via square switchbacks and blocky concrete. I led the way up, clearing each landing as I reached it. We climbed to the eighth floor quickly.

The cold I had noticed on the first floor was more intense as I stepped through the door leading out of the stairwell. My breath rose to the ceiling in rhythmic puffs of air, disappearing into the dark around me.

As Carrie quietly shut the stairwell door behind her, a shape stirred the darkness in front of us. At first, I thought it was another crawler, but the movement was wrong; too human.

A raven-haired woman stepped abruptly into my light. Her face was covered in blood, her eyes were wide and desperate, and her lips quivered with unspoken grief. She stared at us blankly and then toppled forward, as if someone had stabbed her in the back. She hit the ground and didn’t move again.

“Well...full marks for creepiness and drama,” Tommy drawled after a startled pause.

“I thought it was a bit overdone,” I disagreed. “Too on the nose.”

“It’s someone’s nightmare, not Shakespeare,” Carrie pointed out.

“Please don’t start rating nightmares again,” Ben begged. “That was a bad trend.”

“I still don’t get the rating system,” Carrie complained.

We stepped over the woman, knowing there was nothing we could do to help her until the shade was dead.

“It’s easy,” Tommy said, and I nodded as I swept the intersection we had reached with my light. “It starts at rainbow sprout and ends at a million screaming goats.”

“No. It ends at bananas with peanut butter,” I retorted. “We changed it after...Well, you remember.”

Tommy blanched at the memory.

A scream shattered the quiet, surrounding us, and making the hair on my neck and arms stand on end.

“Okay, that was better,” I conceded, shivering as I stopped walking and tried to figure out which way to go. The feeling in my chest said we were close, but the floor was large and I didn’t want to waste time wandering.

“I hate hospitals,” Tommy complained, stopping with me, as Carrie fanned out to the opposite side of the intersection defensively.

“Which way?” I asked Ben.

“Is there a hallway to the right?” he returned.

I spun my light back in that direction, landing on the dark shape of an approaching crawler. I fired reflexively, but it jumped up to the ceiling and scampered out of range of the light, going silent once more.

“Right it is,” I decided.

At the end of the hall was a set of double doors with a window at the top. Beyond the door was a bright, white light that was disorienting after all the darkness. The light gave the hall a slight blue tint and made it impossible to see what was on the other side.

I wasn’t expecting puppies.

The scream ripped through the dream again. As it bounced against the halls, the door banged open. The raven-haired woman appeared again, repeating her performance, complete with dramatic death scene on the floor.

I stepped over her lifeless body and into the room, blinking away the sudden, overwhelming light.

“I’d rate this at washing your hands with gas station soap bad,” Tommy decided, which felt like he was underscoring it, if I were being honest.

The room held shiny surgical equipment and an operating bed that had been bolted to the floor. Tied to the bed was the same raven-haired woman I had watched die. Only, she was not the focus of the dream, as I had assumed.

A blonde woman was staring at her face in horror as she desperately tried to free her from the restraints on the bed. Her hands worked over the straps with increasingly frantic tugs, but her attempts were useless and did nothing more than cause them both to panic.

A man wearing doctor’s scrubs stepped over to the operating table. He pulled a handsaw off a cart and held it up with malicious glee burning in his eyes. He turned to look at the blonde woman and smiled happily, showing her that she had no way to stop what happened next. She cried out hysterically, the sound echoing throughout the dream, and the doctor pointedly turned the saw on and started cutting into the raven-haired woman’s chest. Blood spurted, coating the white floors, walls, and ceiling.

The woman on the bed managed to break free of her restraints and pushed the doctor away desperately, only to succumb to her wounds two feet later. 

The dream shuttered at her death, and I saw a dark shape looming in the corner of the room.

I fired an arrow at the shade as the dream shifted and the scene reset. The others waited, hoping my shot would lure it out. I fired again, though the shade had disappeared behind the illusion, the click of crawler nails on the floor the only proof we weren’t alone.

As the doctor reappeared with his handsaw, the dark shape in the corner finally stepped out with a confident, steady sweep of its billowing robes. There was an alien grace to the shapeless figure, as if the shade was floating on air, and I didn’t see anything to the movement to suggest that whatever was under the robes was human. It was also impossible to tell what kind of shade we were dealing with under the fabric, which was most likely the point.

Tommy fired three arrows in quick succession as the shade broke the illusion, his movements swift and precise. The arrows fell to the floor behind the shade with a steely clatter, and I frowned in confusion. One second they were aimed at the center of the creature, flying true, the next they were beyond it, and I hadn’t seen how it had happened.

I took a half step back, assessing, as Tommy fired twice more, Carrie doing the same from his side. Ben waited, patient, his hand on the pommel of his cane as he readied himself to unsheathe the narrow sword that rested inside it.

The dream flickered again as they shot at the shade, and I saw the room as it was meant to be – decayed and broken.

I also noticed four crawlers on the ceiling.

Tommy shot two more arrows at the shade, while Carrie pulled the trigger on her shotgun. Not a single bullet touched the shade, though the spray embedded in the wall behind it.

The shade glided closer, the dream flickered again, and the crawlers were closer than before. I took aim and fired. Three of the crawlers hit the floor with my arrows in their chests, while the fourth disappeared.

I reloaded while Tommy and Carrie kept attacking the shade. The blonde woman stared at us with wide eyes as we worked, as if she had never seen anything stranger in her life. I imagined her trying to understand how we related to her nightmare. It was lucky that she would only remember us vaguely, if she remembered us at all.

As the shade drew closer, it released a scream that matched the woman’s. A powerful wind exploded outwards from it, aimed at Tommy and then Ben. They tumbled out through the double doors, hands scrambling along the tiled floors desperately. The doors slammed shut behind them, and the shade focused its attention on Carrie and me.

Carrie backed away carefully and searched for a new way to come at the shade that would circumvent its speed and powerful scream. Before Carrie could attack, the shade rushed her in a blur of dark motion.

Carrie was expecting it.

She lowered her shotgun and yanked out one of her curved knives. The shade glided onto the knife with a grunt and gracelessly reeled away as she yanked it back out.

The dark cloak fell to the ground with a flutter.

Carrie and I exchanged a concerned look. The cloak had fallen, but it didn’t appear to contain anything beyond fabric and rotted stench. It was impossible for a shade to dissolve to grey ash that quickly, which meant the shade had managed to shifted to another part of the dream.

The door slammed open as Carrie and I eyed the room suspiciously, our weapons at the ready. I swiveled to face the new threat, but it was only Tommy. He was fiercely angry, and his eyes were a cold shade of amber.

He raised his bow and fired in one fluid motion. The arrow passed within inches of my face. Startled, I turned and watched it embed in the forehead of the last crawler, which had been creeping up on us. The crawler gave a low grunt and dropped to the floor with a clatter.

I turned back to Tommy with a shaky exhale of relief. “Ben?” I asked.

“Disappeared,” Tommy said grimly. “The shade?”

“Disappeared,” I said.

“Let’s go find them,” Carrie commanded.

Tommy pushed aside the double doors, revealing the darkness of the decaying building once more, and we followed him down the hall.

Near the stairs, a gut feeling told me to go up, so I did, taking them two at a time.

On the other side of the door to the roof was proof of an epic fight. There were broken air conditioning units, scattered debris, and shattered stone, which looked as if someone or something had been thrown into it repeatedly. The rest of the roof was blocked from sight by a large wall, but the chaos was enough to know that my instinct had been right.

I raised my crossbow as I caught sight of Ben’s cane. The sword had been unsheathed, but it rested next to the cane as if it had been yanked from his hand. Fear fluttered in my stomach as I thought of Ben unarmed and alone.

The shade loomed large in the right corner of the roof. It was near the edge, only a short wall separating it from a long fall. It had Ben’s hair in its grip and held a piece of broken glass to his throat as it waited for us.

Without the cloak, the shade was disturbing. It was built of bone, vaguely bird-like in construction, and there was enough flesh hanging off it to be disgusting. It had black eyes that filled up both eye sockets, and its bones were a rusted yellow. Instead of a beating heart behind its yellowed ribs, there was a living black bird. The bird was more disturbing than the bony remains, mainly because it had a human lust for murder burning in its eyes.

“Ugh,” Tommy complained. “I’m raising this to hungry bear in a camp ground level.”

“You undersold the rating the first time,” I admonished him. “We’re already at level pink soda.”

He sighed, but conceded I was right with a head tilt.

The shade turned to face us as the bird snapped its beak in irritation. It forced Ben to turn with him, making it so I saw Ben’s face and the fear it contained. He swallowed heavily and said with faux calm, “I know you’re making up levels to mess with Carrie.”

Carrie let out an indignant sound and the bird squawked loudly to shut us up. I tensed, watching the bird cautiously as it assessed us.

The hand holding the glass against Ben’s throat twitched. The shade was about to cut Ben’s throat and make a run for it. With its beady gaze locked on me, it didn’t notice Carrie set her stance and throw her knife. Her aim was truer than I had ever seen it.

With a heavy thump, the knife landed in the bird and the skeleton rocked backward, taking Ben with it. Carrie, Tommy, and I stepped forward, to grab him, but Ben had it under control.

He twisted the hand holding him, shifted his stance, and used the shade’s weakened state to push it over the side of the building. We hurried over the edge to watch it fall. It landed on the ground far below and fluttered into ash, releasing the darkness that hovered over the dream.

Ben huffed. “Well? Aren’t you going to rate its death?”

“I don’t know, what do you think?” Tommy asked solicitously.

“I literally did not see it,” Ben replied dryly.

“Oh. Right,” Tommy agreed sheepishly.

“Oh my god, Ben! Are you blind?” I exclaimed.

He laughed loudly, head thrown back, as Carrie let out a weird snorting noise that was meant to convey how uncomfortable the blind jokes still made her. Tommy retrieved Ben’s cane and sword, sliding the sword home before handing it back over to Ben, with a soft, “Here’s your cane.”

Ben took it gratefully and said more somberly, “Thanks for the rescue.”

“You know I’m fond of you,” I replied.

“What about me?” Tommy asked.

“I love Carrie, too.”

Tommy pressed his hand to his heart, wounded, and Tommy slung his arm over Ben’s shoulders, warning of the touch with a soft knock of his knuckles on his arm. Ben accepted it easily, no longer jumpy as he had been when he’d first lost his sight, and Tommy said, “Just because I like you, I’ll let you finish freeing the woman.”

“It was my turn anyways,” Ben reminded him.

“Exactly,” Tommy agreed nonsensically, and Ben let him lead the way to the door with an amused eye roll.

The woman was shaking and had tears in her eyes, but the nightmare had lost most of its power.  The scene had stopped repeating and the sterile room was gone. Despite that, she couldn’t escape yet without a little push from us.

Ben focused and the dream shifted obligingly. Suddenly, we were on a city street, in front of rows of shops and restaurants. The street wasn’t familiar to me, but it was to the woman we had rescued. She smiled, happiness filling her eyes.

The raven-haired woman appeared in front of the shops. Her arms were loaded down with shopping bags, and she had a mischievous twinkle in her eye, as if she held a secret she wasn’t sharing with the rest of the world. The two women hugged and shared a brief kiss before they walked away from us, laughing in harmony and arms linked familiarly.

Knowing our job was done, and satisfied with what we had accomplished, I turned away from them and focused on the shades we still had left to hunt.

Ben opened a door for us obligingly, and we walked through to Carrie’s warning of, “I am one hundred percent going to make you pay for that rating system stunt.”

“It was Tommy’s idea,” I said just as Tommy rushed to say, “It was Julie’s idea.”

The argument that followed carried us through the rest of the night with comfortable familiarity and fun, and I knew I was exactly where I was meant to be.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I blinked away the lingering grogginess of the last nightmare of the night, focusing on the way the light sparkled outside the window in chilly brilliance. The warmth in my chest at a night well spent protecting people, snarking at things, and growing our dreaming abilities made me smile contentedly.

We hadn’t gotten every nuance right the way Carrie preferred, but we had managed the night with no injuries, no deaths, and with all of the shades being permanently evicted from their unwilling hosts’ minds.

The smile faded a bit as I considered the day’s work ahead of me.

Our classes had shifted with our step into group hunting. They were harder, testing our bodies and minds in ways I had never thought I could be tested. We had been thrown to the wolves and were being taught to become one, but it came at a price.

Mostly in aching muscles, a mind that always swam with new facts and figures, and the feeling like I wasn’t good enough to catch up to all that they were throwing at me. It didn’t help that Ben, Carrie, and Tommy excelled in everything they touched.

Ben had become determined to be the best at however he and I could sense shades. Whereas I trusted the feeling and let it be what it was, he experimented with it, honing it, determined that the mutterings of his parents, who wanted to pull him out of school, wouldn’t become a reality.

Carrie exceeded at strategy and facts, soaking up the new information we were given with an excitement that bordered on excessive.

Tommy downplayed his own excellence, but he took to every lesson and every new bit of information with a cool calm and growing promise I had yet to see in any of my other classmates.

I mostly excelled at beating things up and getting back up when I had been knocked down. Carrie said it was a strength I should be proud of. Harry said it was proof I had been dropped on my head as a child.

The warmth at war with the exhaustion I already felt at the coming day, I tugged off the sensors that allowed Harry to watch me as I dreamed and walked over to the door with a yawn.

As I stepped into the hall, Tommy, whose room was across from mine, opened his door. He was only wearing boxers and scratched at his chest sleepily. He yawned when he saw me, not speaking, and ambled up the hall to the kitchen in search of his one true love: food. I trailed after him with a bemused smile on my face.

Carrie and Ben were already in the kitchen. Carrie was reading from a textbook as she ate her eggs and was oblivious to everything else. Ben was next to her, already dressed and his cane resting near his knee so that he could find it easily. He had one ear bud in his ear as he listened to a program read him off posts from Twitter.

Tommy sat down at the table and pulled the entire platter of eggs Carrie had made toward him, hogging it by placing his arm around it protectively. He started eating off the plate without bothering with pleasantries, still trying to wake up but determine to fill his belly.

I picked up a fork and tried to pull the plate over so that we could share. He resisted until I silently threatened to pinch him, my finger poised over his thigh, and he removed his arm reluctantly. I moved the plate between us and ate off the other side, our forks clicking against the porcelain loudly.

We ate in comfortable silence that carried with it the familiarity of spending most of our days together.

Finally, the food was gone, our bellies were full, and Tommy leaned back on the stool and burped loudly. He patted his full stomach in contentment and grinned at me happily. I wrinkled my nose at him and got up to refill my drink.

“You’re disgusting,” Carrie said, finally looking up from her book.

Tommy burped again in reply and started cleaning off the table and washing the dishes, as it was his turn to do it.

Harry stomped into the room as Tommy rinsed the platter. His hair was a mess, and his face was weighted by exhaustion, but he radiated the same sense of satisfaction we all did. He went to the refrigerator and pulled out a soda and a yogurt.

He turned back to us as he popped the top on his soda. His eyes were dull and held their usual level of grumpiness, but he was too casual and relaxed, and it made me suspicious. “I need you to pick up something for me after school,” he said in a voice gravelly from disuse.

“Which one of us?” I asked.

Harry shrugged, not really caring. “Mrs. Waite has a folder at her house. The old bat keeps forgetting to bring it to me. I want it by dinner.”

“And what do we get in return?” I asked cheekily.

His eyes narrowed dangerously. “I won’t tell Mr. Vimer that you need extra laps this morning.”

He walked away without another word, knowing that we wouldn’t refuse the task. On top of the extra laps we were already doing, the fighting, and the exercising, added laps was torture and Harry knew it.

Well played.

“You could have just said please!” Tommy called as Harry turned the corner.

Harry’s door snapped shut in response.

I wondered if there would ever be a day when Harry managed to say the word please without it being sarcastic or condescending. Probably only if it was followed by the word die.

“Well,” Carrie drawled. “I guess we have an errand to run after school.”

“Yup,” I agreed.

Carrie looked at her watch and swore. “We’re gonna be late.”

I drank the last of my juice, put the glass in the dishwasher, after fussing with the glasses Carrie always put in wrong, and followed Tommy and Carrie down the hall long after they had shut their doors. Ben shook his head at us and continued his morning ritual in peace.

Despite my slowness, I was at the door fully dressed, showered, and holding my bag five minutes before the others were. Carrie flew around the house, gathering her books and homework from the previous night, muttering about her lost pens and notes. I watched her in amusement, my arm linked around Ben’s.

Tommy reached the door at the same time she did, though with far less frantic searching and swearing.

Our bikes were parked along the walkway leading down from the front porch, but we didn’t use them. Ben couldn’t ride anymore, and he vehemently refused the idea of riding tandem, so we walked, braced against the cold and hats jammed down far over our ears.

We caught the usual too-long stares as we walked, but we had learned how to ignore them, save for the bad days when it felt isolating and hard. Things had mostly settled to back normal after the dragon shade’s attempt to kill us all, but the stares, whispers, and stories about us persisted.

I got why my classmates were so worked up. We had killed a major shade, been advanced to group fighting, and had on our team the only blind man to learn at Grey Haven. We were an oddity; a spectacle. Getting why they felt the need to stare didn’t mean I liked it, however. It just made it a smidge less irritating.

It was kind of nice that I wasn’t the only who got attention, even if it was in a ‘together in the trenches’ way. Carrie and Tommy received their fair share of random praise and adulation. Carrie saw the entire thing as a joke; she had grown weary and sarcastic of people’s attempt to use her. More than one person had asked her out for no other reason than the idea that it would help them get known. She had perfected her glare.

Tommy, however, allowed the attention without complaint, mostly because it entertained him to watch them flounder to appease him, particularly when he was feeling ridiculous. The day he had asked everyone who approached him to call him Lord Starfish the Fifth, and lots of people had eagerly, had been pretty great.

Ben was mostly othered, treated like an accessory to our work rather than integral part of it. We were praised for giving him a shot on our team, though we had no say in it, and he was praised for nothing. It was infuriating, and Carrie had yelled at five people for it until Ben had asked her to stop, pointing out that he could fight his own battles.

It was difficult on the days where they acted like he wasn’t human. People would ask me questions meant for him with him standing right next to me, as if being blind had somehow affected his ability to speak, hear, or reply intelligently.

Ben handled them with a lot more patience than I did. I had made five different people cry so far. Tommy had been amused that three of them had cried because of my glare alone. But I could tell it bothered him, too.

Tommy was just better at getting revenge quietly, so Ben didn’t know.

Ben’s reactions to things reminded me of how I had been when I had first arrived at the school, waiting for the invitation to stay to be revoked. He worked hard, and trained harder, but he had so many days still where the maybes and the doubt were loudest in his mind.

I wanted to fix it, to help him, but the most we could do was have his back and hoped it was enough.

We pushed through the large double doors of the school and made our way to the gym, our first class of the day. Tommy and Carrie’s conversation switched from mocking each other – a morning ritual – to the biggest event of the season.

In a tradition that spanned two decades, the town of Sweetbriar was holding a town-wide Halloween party Saturday night. The blockaded streets would have music, food, crafts, costumes, and lots of drinking.

As far as I knew from the weeks of overhearing people talking about it, nearly everyone at Grey Haven planned on attending. I had no doubt it would be chaos, and I was looking forward to it more than I was anything else currently.

The teachers were not oblivious to our plans. Flyers had been decorating the school for the last month, warning us to stay out of trouble and what would happen to us if we didn’t. I had never witnessed a Halloween in Sweetbriar, but by the sound of it, the warnings would go wonderfully unheeded.

Excited conversation of the coming holiday filled up the halls around us. Occasionally, people called out to us, but Tommy was the only one who replied, his smile brittle around the edges. It made me think the effort of keeping people entertained was wearing on him, made me wonder if he didn’t do it to keep the others away from us. It seemed more like Tommy than someone who liked being famous.

We separated at the gym, and Carrie and I went to the girls’ locker room to change and try to avoid the group of girls who liked to corner us for gossip they could spread to the rest of the school. Some of the others had taken to subtly shielding us from them, and I said every thanks I had that the assholes were rarer than the people who were quietly kind.

When I walked back out to the gym, I realized for the first time that it had been transformed.

In place of the usual mats and dummies, Mr. Vimer had created an obstacle course straight from hell. It looked friendlier than the gauntlet, which was the school’s ultimate punishment, but I knew that we were still in for a difficult class.

A good portion of the course was hidden behind tall walls, but I saw swinging axes and Punji stakes. I figured those were the easiest things we had to face if Mr. Vimer was letting us see them.

I didn’t want to know how it could get worse than swinging axes. I knew I would find out soon.

Mr. Vimer’s normally neutral face held glee as he waited for us to join him near the entrance to the course. When he was sure the entire class was standing in the semi-circle around him, he blew his whistle sharply. The fearful whispering cut off immediately.

“A reminder to behave while out on the town tomorrow,” he said by way of explanation. “Who’s first?”

No one volunteered for the honor. I caught Tommy’s eyes and he looked like he would rather eat glass than step forward. Ben was behind him. He didn’t look nearly as terrified, mostly because he knew he wouldn’t have to do the course. He would end up doing solo training, just like every gym class where things off the ground happened.

Mr. Vimer eyed the class with clear disappointment on his face. “No takers? Well, we’ll just have to do it alphabetically, then.”

Aw, crap.

Mr. Vimer pulled up his roll book on his phone and looked over our names, as if everyone didn’t know I was at the top of the list.

“Aim, get up here,” he called.

The crowd parted to let me through and their stares made me roll my shoulders uncomfortably. At least I knew they were staring not because of the dragon shade but because they all thought the course would kill me.

Small mercies and all that.

I ignored them and stepped forward, doing my best not to look as nauseated as I felt.

As I did, Mr. Vimer held up a remote control. The lights in the gym dimmed and the course started making mechanical noises. I didn’t like it even a little.

“Mind your step,” Mr. Vimer told me gesturing toward the course.

I smirked at him, my expression full of sarcasm, and marched past him determinedly. The others started whispering about what the course contained, but their whispers died away the second I walked inside.

It was much darker than the exterior suggested it would be. I had nothing to light my way, no flashlight to help me see. I stepped forward slowly, precisely, my hands held at my side expectantly. I tried to keep my body loose, so I could react quickly, but it was difficult. The unknown had me tense and wary.

Before I had time to curse the darkness, light came into the world. Terrifyingly, of course.

Flames shot out of the floor in a great wave, crackling and whooshing alarmingly. It started behind me and pushed its way forward like a wave cresting. I jumped over it and back toward the door as it barreled past and continued its way along the floor, illuminating the hall in front of me.

Certain the fire would return once it reached the end of I corridor, I chased after it, twisting my way into an alcove when it returned in a taller wave than the one it had passed by with.

The second it was beyond me, I stepped out and ran for the end of the hall, which turned right. I took the turn at a sprint and almost fell into a dark hole. I skidded to a stop and my toes dug into my shoes as I teetered on the edge of the platform, arms windmilling desperately.

Behind me, the fire was returning. I heard it cresting towards its apex once more, and I desperately searched for the option Mr. Vimer wanted us to take. It came in the form of a ledge that ran the outskirts of the pit. It was a narrow strip of wood that looked precarious at best and was my only option if I didn’t want to be fried alive; or as hurt as Vimer was willing to let me get before stopping the course.

I stepped on to the ledge, back pressed tightly against the wall and palms spread against it for balance. The fire returned several more times, but it didn’t reach me.

As I crossed, I eyed the opposite wall from me warily, which was grey and tinged with black, as if the fire had reached it at one point. It helped me maintain my focus, helped me move forward.

Looking down would serve nothing but my fear.

The second I stepped off the ledge and onto solid ground again, everything started to shake. It was a feeling I attributed to a dream collapsing and to Bastian. I froze for a second, afraid I had ended up back in the dreamworld, trapped and forced to fight for my life.

It wasn’t a dream collapsing, but the danger was very real. The floor rocked, trembled, and tried to send me back to the dark pit. I slid and started to lose ground, bending my knees and widening my stance to slow my descent. As I did, I noticed that the walls were narrower on this side and trembling far less against them.

I jumped up, one hand and foot on either wall, and slowly walked up them then forward, fighting against the trembling roll of the structure but moving forward all the same, which had been impossible on the ground.

When I reached the end of the hall, I saw a set of rings hanging from the ceiling over another large pit. This one was lit up to reveal pointed stakes and thick thorn bushes that looked capable of cutting a person in half. I didn’t know if it was part of a simulation or not, but falling was not really an option I wanted to entertain.

With a bit of awkward maneuvering, I moved in front of the nearest ring and jumped forward. I latched on to the nearest ring, nearly missing it as I brought my hands up, and wobbled precariously on the ring. I shook and spun for a minute, hanging on until the shaking stabilized and then started swinging more deliberately, legs pumping and eyes locked on the next ring.

It was farther away than the ones in children’s playgrounds, but I could still reach it with a little momentum and full-bodied flexing. I swung out, grasped it, and repeated the movement ten more times.

On the other side of the rings, low growling made me stand from the crouch I had landed in warily.

Something big was in the hall ahead.

Bright green eyes lit up the space as the creature shuffled closer. The green went away for a second as it blinked, and I took a small step back, my heels missing on the edge of the pit. I stopped my retreat as claws clicked loudly on the floor ahead, moving closer.

The green disappeared again as the sound on the floor paused. I waited, listening, and instead felt the rush of something large leaping at me. My options limited by the pit, I turned and jumped back out to the last ring. The creature followed me mindlessly.

I swung out, depending on the momentum to get me away from whatever was chasing me, and it tried to jam its claws into my back, missing by an inch. With a yowl, it fell into the pit, onto a stake, and dissolved into ash.

With a sigh of relief, I jumped back onto the walkway and moved forward cautiously, deciding that I hated the simulations they used to train us on this side of the dreamworld.

The next room opened out cavernously in front of me and held large pillars that rose out of the darkness leadingly. I leapt from pillar to pillar, silently pleading that they didn’t crumble or otherwise fall. They remained steady, barely wobbling when I leapt on them, and I jumped onto the platform on the other side with a smile.

It was an easy crossing compared to the others, but I didn’t lower my guard.

In the next room, I found the swinging axes. They were attached to a metal ceiling and swung in regular arcs from one side to the other. Their timing was precise.

I watched them for a moment, counting the beats between swings, and then stepped forward confidently. I focused on counting, instead of the swift swish of the axes as they moved through the air.

1...2...3...swish...1...2...3...swish.

I danced around the axes one precise step at a time, focusing on my footwork instead of how sharp the axes were.

Once, I felt an axe brush against my hair, and a small piece of my ponytail fell to the ground, but it was the closest call and only because I hesitated half a millisecond.

I stepped past the last axe eagerly, still subconsciously counting the whooshes, and focused on the large wall in front of me warily. A rope dangled across the edge of it, guiding me upwards, and I had no choice but to climb it and hope it was securely attached.

It was, thankfully, and led to the last challenge of the course.

At the top of the wall there was a small metal handle attached to a rope that curved down two stories to the floor. A door with an exit sign over it was at the other end of the slide. I grabbed the handle and prepared to leap down, but paused when I noticed a small wire attached to the top of it. The other end of the wire disappeared into the ceiling above, and I wasn’t sure what it would do if I yanked on it, but I assumed it wasn’t anything good.

Inspecting the rope suspiciously, I saw that the wire wasn’t attached to it. That meant climbing down the rope was still an option, though it would be a lot less fun than gliding.

I grabbed the rope beyond the handle and swung myself up so that I was holding on with both my feet and hands. I climbed down like a koala, not rushing, just in case there was another hidden trick somewhere along the way.

At the bottom, the door opened for me obligingly, and I stepped through it eagerly, finding myself on the other side of the gym from where I had entered.

I had made it.

Ben was beyond the door in a section marked off for sparring. He had two training sticks in his hand and a bag in front of him.

“Hey,” I greeted him.

“How was it?” he asked.

“Deadly. Fun,” I said. “I kinda want to do again and kinda never want to ever, ever again.”

Ben’s expression turned wistful and a little sad, and I gently took one of the sticks from his hand and tapped him lightly on the arm with it. He bristled at the whack, expression indignant, and I grinned unrepentantly.

“Wanna spar?” I asked him, nudging him again.

His wistful expression turned wicked, and I knew that even though the course hadn’t been all that hard, Ben would make sure I had a few bruises to carry as a memento of the fight.

It took the rest of the class for the others to finish.

Carrie left the course looking excited and flustered. She had complained about almost dying on the fire part, but she had aced the course, as if there were another option for her besides perfection.

Tommy complained a lot more about it all, but it was obvious it had been easy for him. When the last person stumbled through the exit, Mr. Vimer appeared on our side of things, where people were either recovering from their injuries with lots of groans and grunting, or fighting each other to pass the time.

“Get in trouble tomorrow and this’ll be worse,” he warned us. “Class dismissed!”

The rest of our classes held the same theme of punishment, reminders of the pain our teachers could inflict if we deliberately caused trouble tomorrow, except for Mrs. Waite’s class. She droned on and on about a type of shade known as a blight. I was dozing halfway through the lecture, in a space between waking and asleep; Tommy only made it ten minutes before he was drooling on his desk.

All the teachers had the same warning: behave or else. It would have been better for them if they had said nothing at all. With each reminder of the party, I heard more and more people talking about how to get away with what they had planned. Students, who were being raised in strategy, were using what they knew to make sure that they didn’t get in trouble, rather than figuring out ways to obey the rules.

We were not exception.

Sully was the first person I saw when I walked into the cafeteria, and I smiled happily, though our status as a couple wasn’t something we shared with the school at large. We weren’t supposed to be dating because Sully wasn’t aware of Grey Haven’s true purpose, but Harry, who knew about it, didn’t care about the rule, and I had a feeling Mrs. Z. let it go because of what I had done with the dragon shade.

As long as we were discreet, I didn’t think anybody would care, beyond Dana who was pissed that I was breaking the rules and not being punished for it. But Dana was also irrelevant now that we no longer lived together, my exposure to her lessened with her breakup of Ben and our move to a different house and different lessons.

Carrie, Tommy, Ben, and I went to Sully’s counter without discussing it. There were ten people in line, but it was worth the wait and the pleased smile he shot my way. Though his soft smile was innocuous, it made my heart beat faster, as if I were in the middle of the obstacle course again. All of his smiles did wibbly-wobbly things to my stomach.

As I paid for the food, he quietly asked, “How’s your day been?”

I thought about the obstacle course, the war games we had played in Miss Peck’s class, and the grenades we had tossed in weapons training. “Normal. You?”

There was a spark of repressed humor in his eyes. “Normal.”

I smiled and took my sandwich from him, my hand lingering on his. “See you tomorrow,” I promised.

He nodded seriously, though his eyes glittered with anticipation, and I walked away from the counter with renewed excitement. It was difficult not to stay and help him serve the others in line. It was something I had grown accustomed to over the weekends spent helping him at his shop. But this wasn’t town, and I didn’t want to get Sully in trouble. Lingering would leave me to kissing him, and kissing him might meant he never served Grey Haven’s lunches again.

I spent most of the lunch staring at him, wishing that we were somewhere private. Every time our eyes connected across the cafeteria my body flushed with heat and I quickly looked away before my face could give the truth away.

Soon, I reminded myself and turned back to my friends, the contended hum that I had begun the day with singing warmly in my chest.
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CHAPTER THREE
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When classes let out for the day, and after a bit of procrastinating around the school, we walked to Mrs. Waite’s house.

The wind playfully pushed the fallen leaves around us in a constant dance of skittering motion. The sky was cloudy and sullen, though it hadn’t rained in a week. I had learned that the clouds were a normal part of fall in the mountains and not a prelude to anything else, and enjoyed how they made everything suitably spooky.

Pumpkins, skeletons, and gravestones occasionally littered the yards of the houses we passed. Some of the houses had spared no expense in celebrating Halloween, but most people were saving their money and excitement for town.

Carrie and Tommy started to talk about the party as we walked up the street. They were full of good cheer and excitement that Ben and I shared at a more reserved level, as we walked arm and arm. I smiled at them, as Tommy effused about the street food he was planning on eating and probably throwing up later when he overindulged.

I reminded him about the banana-peanut butter debacle yet again, but he drowned me out by listing exactly all the things he would get on his nachos.

“No one cares!” Carrie complained loudly.

“I care!” he returned before glancing over at me slyly. “Anyways, what’s everybody wearing again? I wanna be sure we don’t clash.”

“I’m going as...” I turned to smirk at him. “Oh, man, you almost got me there,” I added insincerely.

“I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,” Tommy said, returning my smirk.

“I wouldn’t want you to get self-conscious,” I replied archly, which made him scoff.

“You’ll find out tomorrow,” Carrie pointed out sensibly.

Tommy rolled his eyes, but he didn’t argue with Carrie’s unspoken command to let it go. I knew it was only a temporary reprieve. He liked trying to get the truth from us too much to stop trying, and we liked torturing him too much to end his attempts. Not knowing was killing him, which, of course, was the best part of the entire thing.

Ben huffed a laugh next to me, shaking his head, and I poked him in the side for his judgment, which made him laugh some more.

The teachers’ side of the school was different from the rest of Grey Haven. Their houses were unique, instead of the typical, clone homes we lived in, and reflected the personalities of the owner. They were constructed with the owner in mind, or at least seemed that way.

Unlike most of the other houses on the block, Mrs. Waite didn’t have decorations set up. The yard, the porch, even the tiny car parked in the driveway gave the impression of someone who was both tidy and particular with their things. It also gave the impression that the person inside was exceedingly content to be as boring as possible.

Carrie reached the door first and knocked. We waited in silence, our breath streaming upward impatiently. Tommy stomped his feet repeatedly in an effort to stay warm, and I leaned close to Ben’s shoulder, trying to steal his body heat.

After a moment, the door creaked open.

A tiny old man I recognized as Mrs. Waite’s husband appeared in front of us and squinted at us nearsightedly. “Yes?” he asked.

“We need to speak to Mrs. Waite, please,” Carrie said politely.

“Just a moment, dear,” he replied sweetly.

He disappeared with precariously placed steps that made me afraid he would topple over at any minute. Carrie remained tensed, prepared to leap forward to catch him if he fell. He managed fine, however, and we sighed in collective relief when he was out of sight.

A minute later, Mrs. Waite came to the door. She looked surprised to see us. “Is something wrong?” she asked.

“No, ma’am,” Carrie replied dutifully. “Harry sent us to retrieve a folder from you.”

Mrs. Waite pursed her lips in obvious agitation. She didn’t say anything, however, knowing that Harry was to blame for our visit and not us. She held the door open for us to come inside. “Come on in, I suppose.” We filed inside obediently, and she closed the door behind us. “Wait here a moment.”

She left us alone in the living room and disappeared down a long hallway. I glanced at the décor curiously, wondering how she lived when she wasn’t boring us in school, only to feel immediate, visceral terror.

I knew the danger wasn’t real, that I had faced a lot worse in my life, but I still tensed expectantly, ready for a fight. It was the familiar feeling of flight or fight, and I was built for fighting. Except for this time, my instincts had no outlet, no enemy. The contrasting feelings had me locked in place, desperate to escape, knowing I couldn’t leave without seriously worrying the others.

I glanced at the dolls that sat in neat little rows once more, swallowing heavily.

They were on the sofa, the tables, the chair, and over the small fireplace; they even sat in the corners of the room, watching us with beady little eyes. There were more dolls than I had ever seen in one place: porcelain dolls, knitted dolls, even Barbies. Every kind of doll imaginable was represented in a horrible tribute of creepiness.
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