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Acclaim for


THE NIGHTMARE VIRUS

“Dark and thrilling but also full of hope, The Nightmare Virus is an exciting new direction for Nadine Brandes and a game-changer for faith-based storytelling.”

—Clint Hall, author of Steal Fire From the Gods

“Brandes has captivated us again, this time with an all-too-relatable world caught in an incurable pandemic. The Nightmare Virus holds an imaginative realm of coliseum gladiators, terrifying beasts from mist, and an epic battle between light and dark. You’ll be unable to sleep as you devour each page wondering if the characters will wake up from the nightmare in this inventive dystopian of the mind.”

—Bradley Caffee, author of The Chase Runner Series and Sides

“Nadine creates stories full of adventure and depth and heart. The Nightmare Virus is just that, a story full of high stakes, inspiring light, truth in the darkness, and a rich, unique world to get lost in. You will find your heart caught up with Cain’s as you follow his transforming journey.”

—Jenna Terese, author of Ignite

“A tribute to the imagination and a feast for the soul, The Nightmare Virus paints an apocalyptic reality with the beauty of eternal truth. This story is a wild and vibrant ride, unique when compared to Brandes’ other works, and yet told with the same familiar heart. It’s the story of a young man’s journey to truth but acts as a mirror for our lives today. Readers will fight alongside Cain, hope and imagine with him, despair, and finally rejoice with him in the end. It’s a story filled with the beauty of what light can do in the darkest of places.”

—E. A. Hendryx, author of Suspended in the Stars

“Enter a world that delves into the eternal struggle between good and evil, illuminates the strength found in truth and hope, and where faith shines even in the darkest of shadows. A world where what you create—and how you create it—has a far deeper meaning than you first realized. Brandes skillfully weaves a tale that spikes your adrenaline with nightbeasts, captures your imagination with twists and turns in a dream world that feels real, and asks questions that echo in your heart as you join Cain in search of answers. This pulse-pounding adventure will touch your heart and speak to your soul.”

—CJ Milacci, author of the Talionis series

“Brandes delivers in this fast-paced, action-packed, high-stakes sci-fi. The Nightmare Virus has it all: sci-fi and fantasy feel—think Ready Player One meets Gladiator—high stakes, action, suspense, and heart all rolled into one dynamic story that I could not put down.”

—S.D. Grimm, author of The Children of the Blood Moon series and A Dragon By Any Other Name

“With Maze Runner feels, Brandes drops the reader into a world where everyone is trapped in the same nightmare, and if a cure isn’t found, no one will wake up. I was hooked from the beginning, with an urgency to keep reading as time ticked down with each chapter. An excellent science fiction read!”

—Morgan L. Busse, award-winning author of the Ravenwood Saga, Skyworld, and upcoming Winter’s Maiden

“Vivid and haunting, The Nightmare Virus grabs you by the throat and hauls you mercilessly into its dark depths! With the broad, confident strokes of a master, Nadine Brandes brings to life an immersive story world that will leave you second-guessing reality and drinking caffeine to avoid sleep. This is truly one of her best novels yet. It’s Nadine Brandes like never before—stronger, bolder, and chilling!”

—Ronie Kendig, award-winning author of The Droseran Saga
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For my Creator.


From the very beginning, this one’s been Yours.

And to my fellow nerds . . .

. . . we know which fandom wins in the end.


For here we have no lasting city,


but we seek the city that is to come.

Hebrews 13:14 ESV
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Once you catch the Nightmare Virus, you have 22 days until you die.

That’s fact #1.

Fact #2 is that there’s no cure . . . yet.

I stare at the piece of paper held up by a cracked Zelda magnet on the half fridge inside our tiny house on wheels. Equations and scribbles and questions fill the small, lined piece of paper.

Our attempts at a cure.

Nole expects me to figure them out while he sleeps, but I’m not him. My brain doesn’t work the same way as his. He has a whole extra year of college under his belt. I can pull the “I’m younger and dumber” card when he wakes up to find I’ve made little to no progress.

He lays on the couch behind me. Dreaming, maybe.

Infected.

We call it sleep, but that’s not quite right. He’s had the Nightmare Virus for 19 days now and says it’s like being sucked into another world of darkness and fear. He calls it The Tunnel. I don’t bother to use my imagination to try to picture it because it’ll come for me eventually.

It comes for everyone.

Nole and I may have shared everything else as brothers growing up, but we haven’t shared the virus . . . yet.

I consult the math scribbles again—the math of the virus. If there’s anything I hate more than the idea of being trapped in my own mind, it’s math. Day 1 of the virus forces you to sleep in the Tunnel for 1 hour. You’re awake for the next 23 hours. Day 2 of the virus, you’re in The Tunnel for 2 hours. Then awake for 22. And so on and so forth until suddenly you’re asleep for 22 hours and awake for only 2.

That’s when you say your goodbyes.

You never wake after that. The Nightmare takes you, and you’re stuck in it until your body deteriorates or starves or someone stabs you in your infected sleep.

Dark stuff. Sorry about that.

Nole shifts on the couch. I startle, looking between him and the paper on the fridge. I’ve calculated wrong—again. I thought he wouldn’t be waking up for another hour. At least I’ll have company one hour sooner than expected. But I haven’t prepped any food.

I pull a packet of gum from my pocket, unwrap a stick, and pop it in my mouth. Dinner for me.

Nole rubs his eyes. I snatch a cooked potato from the fridge and plop it into a bowl with a slab of butter and a slice of cheddar cheese that has the moldy bits carved away. Dinner for Nole.

He’ll be exhausted. But, knowing Nole, he’ll refuse to rest. I don’t blame him. His death date is set.

He groans. “Cain.”

“Here.” I slide the potato onto the small fold-out table jutting from the wall. “There’s not enough charge to power the microwave today.”

He pushes himself up. “Are you going to eat?”

“Nah.” I gesture to the gum in my mouth. “I’m good.” It’s easier to handle our dwindling food supply and rationing when my mouth thinks it’s eating.

He doesn’t bother with a fork and scoops up the potato with his hand. “Sick yet?”

“Nope.”

He gives a sharp, relieved nod. “Figure it out?”

“Nope.”

He eyes me before biting off a chunk of potato. “Did you even try?”

I glower. “Of course I tried.” The cure. He expects me to work on it every waking hour while he’s trapped in the Nightmare. He also expects me to do algebra and calculations and all the other sorts of things that got me held back in school—plus decipher his chicken scratch.

He holds out his hand. “Notes.”

I throw him the notebook we’ve both been using for the cure. He flips to the most recent page, but then stops and goes back to a scrawl of a castle half set into a cliffside. “Cain . . .”

“I did that during break time,” I joke.

“You don’t have time for a break. If we’re going to find a cure, we have to pour everything into it.”

“I am.” Does he think I want him to die? To stay infected? Does he think I want the Nightmare to come for me? Sometimes I just need to sketch to calm my brain enough to focus.

He traces the title over the top of the castle, written in gothic font. “Ithebego.” He smiles, and we both spare a moment to acknowledge dreams before the Nightmare.

Nole is—was—going into his junior year in college, studying dream serums and fabrication. I’m still not used to thinking of it in past tense. Universities closed down only a month ago. Nole and I wanted to be Draftsmen—professionals who build dream worlds. We wanted to have our own dreamscape company: Cross Brothers Creations. With a last name like Cross, I used to joke that he was the upright beam and I was the crooked one.

We didn’t want to create the typical beach scenes or therapy escapes that permeated the wealthy circles. We were going to build kingdoms with swords and castles and dragons with themes from our favorite fandoms and books.

It would have changed the world.

It would have awoken the world.

We were going to call our own dreamscape Ithebego. It was Nole’s idea to take the letters from a string of words: In the beginning, God . . . He liked the symbolism. The first thing God did was create a home—a place. A story world. I let him have his Bible moment.

I liked the name more for how it looked on paper—and the many different ways we could pronounce it. Nole may be the science brain, but I am—was—the vision behind the worlds. The imagination, per se.

We joined the same university—me one year behind him—and both majored in Dream Drafting and Fabrication. At the very least, we’d hoped to have more access to entering dreamscapes. I’d only ever been in one, but it was enough to affect the trajectory of my life. ImagiSerum is expensive. When it first launched, every person in the world was allowed one free entry—to get an idea of what entering and adventuring in a safe dream world while fully lucid was like.

Or to make us all addicted.

Nole and I went together. Our assigned dreamscape was a mountain top—a generic world made by a low-level Draftsman. We didn’t have to worry about altitude sickness, thin air, exhaustion, danger, or even proper clothing against the elements. We paraglided off the top of the mountain. There was no fear—just exhilaration—because a person can’t get physically injured in a dream. It’s all in the mind.

The experience was intoxicating. Easily addicting. Which was why people began killing for ImagiSerum when they could no longer afford it. It turned ugly fast, but not as ugly as when the ImagiSerum started killing back.

“How are you feeling?” Nole asks, flipping past my sketch of Ithebego and finding my newest equations.

“Fine.” I shrug. “Surprised I’m not infected yet.” With just Nole and me in this tiny space it’s bound to happen eventually. Right? Does anything else matter at this point?

Nole nods and jots something down. “I think it’s because you’ve only ever had one dose of ImagiSerum. There’s not enough in your system to mutate and infect you.”

His theory makes sense. When ImagiSerum was a new phenomenon, people were eager to take injections to enter dreamscapes. They lined up and drained their savings. But now we have data on the long-term effects: traces of ImagiSerum stay in your system. Mutate. Turn into a virus and trap your mind in a dark tunnel until you die.

I’ve entered a dreamscape only one time. Because I don’t have money. I’ve never even had a savings account. Since Nole was a year ahead of me in school, he got to enter a dreamscape once a week as part of his curriculum . . . unknowingly poisoning his body and mind.

The scientists tried to backpedal, to find a cure. But they were the first to get infected. Their bodies entered Nightmare comas before they could make progress.

Nole is walking that same path. I don’t know why I have more faith in him than them, though. It’s not because he’s my brother. I think it’s because his motivations were never for money or self-preservation. He believed in the good of ImagiSerum and couldn’t accept that it would be the end of humanity.

“Tell me what it was like this time.” I poise the pencil over our notebook. “Any detail you can think of.”

“Same as last time.” Nole sighs. “Nothing new.”

My grip on my pencil tightens. “Tell me anyway.” There has to be something. Some clue. Something he’s missing. If only I could enter the Nightmare too—not that I want to be infected—but I have an eye for the world. I know somehow I’ll see something Nole is missing.

“Darkness that’s heavy like a liquid pressing on your body. I can’t see a thing. When I put my hands out, I feel ground beneath me and—”

“What does the ground feel like?”

“Sticky concrete. There are walls too.”

“Also concrete?”

“Yes. Less sticky. They curve upward and around me.” He finishes his potato.

I move to jot down the details but find myself sketching instead: a tunnel with goopy liquid pooled in the base. “Can you stand up in the tunnel?”

“Yeah, but it’s hard.”

I look up. “Because it’s too small?”

He shakes his head. “Because the darkness is too heavy.”

I sketch a figure, ankle-deep in goop. Hunched over with shadows hovering around his head. My heart quickens as the scene takes shape. Then I stop. Because this isn’t just a scene . . . it’s Nole’s reality. And even with my crude drawing, the very idea of such a reality gives me chills.

Nole sets his pen down. “Cain . . . I don’t know how to explain it. It’s like the darkness is made of every fear I’ve ever had. It’s almost like a tangible emotion. Suffocating me.” His voice quivers. “It makes me understand Mom more.”

I don’t say anything. I can’t say anything. When Dad cheated on Mom and left her with us, she entered a dark place of depression. I’d only ever seen her strong and stalwart prior to that. I kept waiting for her to snap out of it. All she needed to do was decide to be strong, but she didn’t—she wouldn’t. She chose weakness, and we had to go out and try to make money so we could eat.

I was thirteen. Not a lot of options for two fatherless kids to make a buck.

Nole was more tender with Mom. He’d read to her every evening and sometimes stay with her through the night, going to work at a fast-food joint the next day with bags under his eyes.

Mom eventually pulled out of it. Took us to church. Found her strength again—“strength in weakness,” she’d say, which never made sense. She never returned to Mom From Before.

And I could never accept Mom of After.

Even now with her gone—taken by cancer one year later—I haven’t fully forgiven her.

“You’re not like Mom,” I mutter. “You’re stronger. You would never abandon me. You’ll never let the Nightmare beat you.”

“She came back to us, Cain.”

“Too late.” I don’t want to talk about this. It’s an old argument—an old wound we’ve discussed a number of times. It’s the one thing we can never agree on. “Let’s get back to work.”

Nole takes out his calculator, and we scratch in silence. He tapes a few more papers on the fridge as if I’ll make any more sense of those than I did the first two. I check our propane level and adjust the solar panel that gathers enough energy to charge Nole’s computer and give us electricity for one lamp. We stole the panels off an abandoned house in the city after the Nightmare started claiming lives.

Our tiny house—which we named The Fire Swamp—has been ours since Mom died. We thought it’d be funny to name it House Of Unusual Size after the rodents in the fire swamp of The Princess Bride until we realized the acronym basically spelled HOUSE.

We sold Mom’s place and, after paying off the rest of the mortgage, had just enough to get either this glorified shack-on-a-trailer or a rennovated school bus. The Fire Swamp, at least, felt like a home and a new start.

Nole likes to say it was God’s timing, because now with the apocalypse upon us we can move around and survive as long as our truck has a full tank. I prefer thinking of it as one last gift Mom gave us to try to make up for the wreck of a life she left us with.

“I think we’re about ready.” Nole slaps his computer shut and waves his notebook. It’s been several hours since we entered our work in silence.

“Ready?” Does he mean what I think he means?

“Ready to test our cure.” He smacks the notebook with the back of his hand. “I have the amounts and list of ingredients, temperatures, and dosage all figured out. It’s time for our first clinical trial.”

He grins. I grin. Finally.

“We should be able to find everything we need in the university labs. I’ve got one of the keys and a bolt cutter for the rest.”

“As if anyone’s going to arrest us,” I say drily. “The cops are infected too.”

He laughs. The exhilaration of today finally being the day that we’ll see if Nole’s math, brain, and passion pay off fills the room. This could save us. Save him. Save the world.

“Let’s go!” I throw on my jacket.

“Oh, wait.” He grabs his laptop again and pulls up a video screen, then presses the red Go Live button.

“Hey, geeks. Today’s the day.” He angles the camera toward me. I give an awkward wave, then sidle out of the frame. Nole’s viewers want an update from the brainiac they trust. Not me.

“I think I’ve got the formula right. We’re off to test it and will keep you updated. Stay strong. Stay awake.” He signs off as the comments flood in from the few who actually happen to be awake and desperate enough to watch the cure vlog of two college-age brothers.

No one else is offering the world anything.

If we can’t give them fantasy worlds, we might as well offer them life in the regular world.

Nole pops up from the couch, puts the computer into his backpack and his notebook in his back pocket, then looks around the tiny house for anything else we might be forgetting.

“Okay. We’re good.” He takes a step toward the door and sways. “Oh man.” He catches himself on the wall. “Seriously?”

“No!” I’m more annoyed than anything. “Already?” My eyes find the battery-operated clock hanging crooked above our loft ladder. Sure enough, we’ve used up all of Nole’s awake time.

The Nightmare is here for him again.

He sighs and sits back on the couch. “Sorry, Cain. We’ll have to wait for the next Awake.”

“It’s fine,” I grumble. It’s not his fault. “Besides, this is the last time you’ll be sucked in. Your last Sleep. After this . . . you’ll be cured.”

He laughs and closes his eyes so I won’t have to see the smoky gray Nightmare mist flow over his irises.

“That’s right.” His face gives a twitch of pain. “This is rotten timing. But I’m glad I’m with you.”

I kick his foot. “Don’t be a sap.”

The Nightmare takes him with a smile on his face.

It’s not like watching someone fall asleep. Tension tightens every muscle in his body. He lies like a board and, after several minutes, tiny beads of sweat line his forehead.

I sigh. He’ll be exhausted when he wakes again—possibly too tired to do the cure trial run. Hungry too.

I do busywork, check our meager food stores. I make sure I get some rest to make up for whatever lack of energy Nole will have when he wakes. I check the small chicken coop attached to the back of the tiny house—nailed straight into the siding so we wouldn’t forget it when we drove around. Three chickens, two eggs.

“Good girls.” I tell them and then boil the eggs on the small gas burner, already anticipating the burst of protein. Nole will be pleased to wake up to something other than a potato.

He shouts from the couch.

I jerk around. Nole has never made a sound when he’s trapped in the Nightmare. Never. I check the clock. It’s still a few hours until he’s supposed to wake. I cross to the couch.

“Nole?” I ask tentatively. Maybe all the time he spent working on the cure formula somehow got through to him. After all, it’s a virus of the mind. Perhaps his mind is growing in strength against the infection. Maybe it’s waking him up. Curing him.

His body jolts and he cries out again.

“Nole!” My voice rises. I shake his shoulder. “Nole, what’s going on?”

While this development worries me, it also tells me something new is happening. Nole will wake with new information. Maybe he will finally give me intel I can use to pull my weight with this cure.

Tremors rock his body, almost sending him off the couch. I push him deeper into the cushions. “Nole!” My hopeful excitement fizzles to fear that sends roots into my chest. “Nole!”

A harsh yell, then he goes still. Limp.

My hands recoil of their own accord. Did I do something to make it worse? I hardly chance a whisper. “Nole?”

No movement.

No breathing.

“Wait. Wait a second.” I grab his arm and shake it. It moves at my touch, heavy and flaccid. “Don’t you dare.” I speak more to the Nightmare than Nole but pull up his eyelid all the same.

The gray Nightmare mist is gone.

So is the light of life.

Nole is . . . dead. Dead.

“No!” This can’t be happening. “No!” I shove my brother’s body. “Stop it! Stop this! You wake up. Wake up!”

But like when Mom was caught in depression, and just like when she lay in her cancer coffin, my protests achieve nothing.

Nole has died. Taking his cure with him.


Fact #3:

If you die in the Nightmare . . .

you die in real life.
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In three minutes my mind will take me hostage.

It’s been fifteen days since Nole died, and I buried his body. I caught the virus the very next day. Ten days ago I tried mixing his cure and applying it to myself to no avail. Nole’s follower count dropped dramatically as the Nightmare claimed life after life.

Hope was lost. So were his fans, his followers, his brother.

The antique, shatter-your-eardrums alarm clock ticks the menacing countdown. I trip over a discarded couch cushion on my way to the stove at the front of The Fire Swamp. I turn the burner off and move the boiling potatoes from the heat. When I wake again in fifteen hours, I’ll be famished, and they’d be cooked.

My secondary alarm beeps a warning. Two minutes.

My hands tremble, and I trip back to the couch where Nole’s laptop sits open with a critical battery level. Nole’s notes and theories litter the screen as photos, scans, and typed details. Math. Even though I’ve tried his cure and it didn’t work, I’m sure there’s something I’m missing. Maybe I added things up wrong. Maybe I read a note wrong. The only reason his cure wouldn’t work is because of me. I’m the weak point, and I will not let him die in vain.

My heart roundhouse kicks my ribs at the very prospect of being able to free myself—and everyone else—from this death countdown.

A third alarm clock goes off, but I don’t bother to snooze it. I’ll have to finish my attempts when I’m awake again. I shove aside the textbooks on dementia and dreamscape side effects I nabbed from the university lab, save the computer files, and shut down the laptop to preserve its battery. It’ll be charged once I wake—the curse of my infection is that I’m always sleeping during the daytime. I’m awake at night. My last sunset was two days ago. I miss the light of the sun, but at least it will charge The Fire Swamp while I sleep.

“I can fight this.” Like the other fourteen times I said this, my words hold no power. My determination, my health, my smarts . . . change nothing. The virus came for me despite Nole’s theory of my not having enough serum in my blood to mutate. It came for me the day after his death—not even giving me time to grieve.

Thirty seconds.

I spit out my gum so I don’t choke in my sleep, then double bolt the door, drop the shutters on the windows, and avoid the reflection. I hate watching myself break like a whimpering child. Nole always sat on the couch and sank into the Nightmare with resignation. It either affects me differently or I’m just weak. It makes my knees buckle, my body tremble, my mind panic.

Maybe I am like Mom.

“I . . . can fight . . . this.” My words dissipate into mental mist as I sink unwillingly to the hard floor. “I . . . can . . .” Every word is like spitting out bricks. I turn my focus elsewhere—to keeping my eyes open. “I will . . . not sleep.” It comes out as a croak.

I don’t want to go.

Fifteen seconds.

I launch to my feet. “I will not sleep!” Every blink brings the weight of a dumbbell to my eyelids. Don’t blink.

I stand alone in The Fire Swamp, eyes wide open, fists clenched against my temples. Sweat rolls down my temples. Fog rolls in.

It’s not real.

The fog swirls around me, clouding my vision and taking over my mind. This is the fifteenth time the virus has claimed me, and it shreds my courage as swiftly as the first time. I stumble away from it, careening into a corner.

I blink and barely manage to squint my eyes open again. Anger rushes in at the injustice of this infection. It grows like black veins, clawing its way into my irises, taking over my sight.

My knees buckle again and I slide to the floor, balancing on the balls of my feet, my sweaty back pressing against the wood-paneled wall. The chill does nothing to wake me. My strength flees and my eyes droop. Close.

The alarm rings, startling the atmosphere with its shrill scream, yet fading into nothingness . . . disappearing.

I bury my face into my folded arms as the Nightmare consumes me.


THE NIGHTMARE
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The darkness clings to my body like tree sap.

I’m in the Nightmare now.

No light relieves the strain of my eyes. Blackness is everywhere, thick and dragging my head down, pressing upon me like invisible anvils.

Like always, I’m tempted to lie here, cheek against the sticky concrete ground. But like always, I force myself to my hands and knees against the emotional suffocation. I force a deep breath, but tar coats my throat. I grope against the walls and inch my way upward, locking my knees against the weight until I’m finally, finally standing.

Trembling, but standing.

Nole was right. The Nightmare is nothing more than a sticky, black tunnel of soul darkness. The first several times I entered, I tried to find or see the things I just knew Nole must have missed. Nothing. Nothing to see. Nothing to feel except slimy, curved concrete walls.

I don’t know what got him in this Tunnel—what killed him—but I’m not going to wait around and find out. I refuse to cower to this disease and let it take me.

Just like the other fourteen times I’ve been in this Tunnel, my first few steps are hesitant. Forced. The darkness wants me to cower. It wants to win. I growl at it. That’s something new that I’ve embraced: emotions are higher and stronger when I’m in here—and memory of life in the Real World dims and weakens until I can hardly remember details.

My anger is on the surface constantly.

In the Tunnel I see no reason to rein it in.

My pace picks up. The ground curves upward too suddenly, and I fall to one knee. My palm slides up the curved wall, through an unseen coating, giving me a small semblance of orientation in this Tunnel of night.

Panic chokes me as a memory stirs of a different place—a need.

Light. I need light. Sunlight. Candlelight. Lamplight. Anything.

The more I think about light, the quicker my lungs heave. The thicker the tar in my throat becomes. Desperation turns into a live animal writhing inside me.

I’m losing it.

A voice—my voice?—whispers from far away in my mind. Breathe. I don’t want to. I can’t. The voice can’t understand the impossibility of its demand.

Breathe.

I force an inhale. Exhale. And with that motion, a different reminder leaks in. I’ve been here before, in this Tunnel. And every time I’ve woken up again—returned to life. Today will be no different. I won’t let it.

The weight of shadows pulls at me, trying to drag me to my knees, but I dig inside myself—deeper than the emotional daggers can reach. I won’t quit. I won’t stop. I swallow some of the tar. Let it kill me eventually, but not until I find light.

I move.

I stumble.

I run.

My hands slide along the walls, guiding me. As though realizing they can’t beat me, the shadows relent. My feet propel me forward until my equilibrium spirals, and I fall. The shadows pull at my ankles, my clothing, my hair, trying to keep me down. But I lurch upward again, breathing hard.

I close my eyes, and some semblance of sanity returns. I grasp for it with the tendrils of my mind. Then I start forward again at a controlled jog. I steady my breathing and command logic to come forth. It obeys, but slowly.

Virus . . . virus . . . virus . . .

Ah, there it is. This place is not reality. It is the Nightmare Virus. To my knowledge, this is the fastest I’ve regained my senses while in the Nightmare. My logic and memory are beating the shadows. Is this . . . progress?

It has to be.

“My name is Cain. This is my fifteenth time in the nightmare.” I continue forward, letting the sound of my own voice calm me even though its echo tells me how long and endless and unknown this Tunnel is. “My brother is Nole.”

The details of memory stop there. I know other things—broad things—but can’t remember what was happening in the Real World before I fell asleep.

I open my eyes as I jog, and blink. Ahead is a very distant glow.

This . . . is new.

I increase my pace, feeding off the thrill of alertness. The first glimmer of hope. From what I recall, no news reporter ever mentioned something other than the black Tunnels of the Nightmare. Did Nole ever see this glow?

No, he would have told me.

Keep going, I command myself. I’ll reach that light no matter what, no matter how much despair sets in. If there’s one thing I’ve learned at the end of the world, it’s that hope is stronger than despair.

Hours pass.

I fall back to a walk. More hours pass. I don’t stop.

Without a watch or the sun, I can’t tell how much time is consumed by the shadows. Certainly a day has passed, maybe even two. Time works differently in the Nightmare. It lasts longer. I can’t quite remember the exact calculations. Five Nightmare hours to every one? Something like that.

More math.

Life Above is still fuzzy, foreign. The Nightmare fog is too thick, fighting against me to keep my thoughts contained.

The next time I look up, the light glows the size of a quarter. Maybe if I don’t focus on it . . .

I race time. Burst through barriers of seconds, minutes, hours. Shapes appear in the light. Movement? Sweat clings to my skin and drips down my head, sticking my hair to my face. Then, as though passing through a portal, I trip over a lip at the mouth of the concrete and fall to my hands and knees in the light.

Gravel digs into my skin. I press my palms firmly against the small rocks, letting them pierce my nerves. The invisible claws and voices and shackles that nipped at my heels in the Tunnel are gone. Subdued. Outrun.

These pricks against my skin, the divots in my palms, are something other than darkness. Finally.

Relief. Sore, sweaty relief. I heave in deep breaths.

A shout interrupts my solace—a human shout. I spin toward the Tunnel, ready for whatever might emerge after me. Whatever might pursue me.

Nothing comes, but the voice calls out again.

“I’ve got this one!”

I bolt to my feet, fists at the ready—though I’m still shaking free of the blindness. My vision clears and meets a pattern of dark bars against a gray misty light. A cage. I’ve left the black concrete tunnel only to enter a new Tunnel of thick wood poles that curve into sharpened points above my head.

Like the rib cage of a Leviathan.

Crude ropes hold the poles too tight for anything thicker than an arm to fit through. But this cage is not in darkness. I’m . . . outside. Kind of. The sky above is a black gray without stars, moon, or sun but with plenty of low-hanging clouds. I can’t pinpoint where the dim gray light comes from.

The air is much like what I’d encounter walking the streets of New York at night—moving, carrying various scents and stenches. Am I still in the Nightmare or have I woken up?

A padlocked door at the end of the rib-cage prison keeps me trapped. Behind me is the entrance to the Tunnel. Still in the Nightmare then. But . . . what is this place? The relief I felt moments ago flashes into defense.

I shake one of the bars. “Hey!”

“Ooh, we’ve got an Anger,” the voice says. I turn, trying to find it.

“Finally,” someone else says. “I’m so sick of Fears. They’re dull.”

“And predictable,” the first voice chimes.

“Don’t know how they get out of the Tunnel at all.”

I search for the source of the voices, but my gaze catches on three other tunnels like mine, their mouths forming a semicircle around a gravel clearing. The tunnels disappear into an earthen wall with dead grass along the brow—almost like possessed hobbit holes. In front of each tunnel sits a cage like mine, and each holds two to three other people, though they all sit in their prisons with their heads tucked into their arms, while I have my fists up by my face.

A campfire crackles not far away with a few sawn logs for seats, though the fire doesn’t give off the warm glow I tend to associate with flame. A pot rests in the coals to the side.

Four people sit around the fire, sipping from dented metal cups.

This . . . this is a world. There are people here. Clouds and fires and smells. This Nightmare isn’t a mutation like Nole and I thought.

I’m in a dreamscape.
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A body steps up to block my view of the other tunnels and the campfire. A male, blond and pale with hardly a muscle visible in his gangly limbs, he keeps his distance. He is writing something on a clipboard or perhaps a tech pad of some sort.

I’m still reeling: I’m in a dreamscape. Meaning this place was designed. It’s not a mutation or a virus. It’s intentional. Even the Tunnel. I try to reconcile the revelation, but as quickly as it came so does a fuzz in my mind that mutes any clarity of thought.

I can’t seem to think outside of this cage. This moment. It’s like my thoughts as well as my body are confined. I strain for my Real World knowledge and survey the man in front of me, scanning for fantasy hair or unnatural bone structure. Anything to clue me in to what sort of blueprint was used for his design.

He wears more weapons on his body than an armory display, most of which look ancient. A short sword hangs at his side and a dagger is tucked in his belt along with a strap holding spiked spheres that look like a cross between grenades and medieval mace heads. No guns.

“I’m not an enemy,” he says to me, sounding almost bored.

“Let me out,” I growl, my emotions bringing me back to my present predicament.

“If I do, you’ll be killed.” He has yet to look up at me.

Is that a threat? “I’m not afraid of you.”

“Not by me. That cage is for your own safety.”

Right. A Nightmare human covered in weapons locked me in a cage for my protection. He finishes his scribbles, and I now see it’s no tech pad but an old piece of parchment, nailed to a thin slab of wood.

He waves to his fellows. Only then do I realize the Vetters have hauled a cage cart into view and have loaded six of the captives into it. They direct the cart to the third cage.

“Where are you taking them?” I ask as the next three climb into the cart like mindless sheep.

“Somewhere safe.”

I shake the bars, and the wood snickers with amused creaks. “Give me specifics!”

“Ooh, a curious Anger. You’re an interesting mix. It brings a nice balance, actually. The last Anger who got out of the Tunnels throttled two of my fellow Vetters before we could cage him.”

The idea of throttling this guy sounds rather appealing. But my desire for understanding is greater—it always has been. Someone used to call it my greatest strength. My memories strain. Who? Who do I know? Who said that? I shut my eyes, irritated by the lack of clarity.

No one . . .

No. That’s not right.

No . . . le.

Nole. Nole said it. My brother. He said my curiosity led to resourcefulness. Mom said it would get me killed. Now Nole is dead, and I’m caged by a Nightmare stranger.

Mom was always right.

Focus. My memories of Nole and Mom dry up like waterdrops on hot asphalt. This guy’s a dream avatar. Trying to logic with him isn’t going to get me anywhere. His responses are programmed. If I want to keep surviving, I’ll follow his directions until I can wake up again and sort through all of this with a mind that’s not saturated in heightened emotions.

The man sighs. “Look, I was caged, too, once, okay? Right where you are—same Tunnel actually. Except I was a Fear—that emotion got the best of me for a long time. In here your emotions are going to be stronger. Deadly. Better get a hold of yourself. It’s going to be a rough ride to the coliseum.”

Coliseum? The only encounter I’ve had with one was seeing the original Colosseum on a screen in Gladiator. I roll my eyes.

“Thanks for the warnings.” I know better than to trust anything out of his mouth.

“The name’s James. And I’m no avatar.” He gives me an annoyed look. “Skepticism is written all over your face. You might as well know, I’m infected . . . like you.”

I back away from the bars. “A real person?” Not a creation of the Nightmare?

“I’m as real as they come. Born in Chicago. Will probably die there too. My infection finalized about a week ago.” Finalized. Ended. No more time awake.

He’s talking about another life—another life I’m a part of but can’t seem to grasp for more than a few seconds.

“It’ll get easier to remember your old life,” he says. “Easier to forget it too. It’s up to you.” He’s here in the Nightmare until his physical body deteriorates. But how can he be in here if we didn’t fall asleep in the same dream batch? How can he be in Chicago and me in New York, yet we’re both here in the same dreamscape?

A headache throbs behind my temples from the strain of clinging and clawing to the little details I can remember from real life.

That’s impossible, isn’t it? No one has even created a dreamscape stable enough to support more than 100 visitors. But this Nightmare . . . it’s infecting the entire world.

“Let’s go.” The cart rolls up to my cage and lines up its door to mine. James unlocks it and it swings inward.

I don’t move.

“Don’t make me force you.” James lifts a long rod from the bench seat of the cage cart. “I poke first with a stick. After that, it’s a gladius.”

I eye the weapon on his belt. Gladius. Defiance wants to plant my feet firmly on the ground and make him unsheathe his half sword. See what he’ll do if I don’t budge. But curiosity is king in my mind. I want to unravel this puzzle, and the only way to learn more is to cooperate.

So I move—purposeful and powerful—before the stick or sword tip can use their voices. The other nine people—the Fears—scoot aside to make room for me in the cart. It’s a tight squeeze. No one makes eye contact. All seemed subdued. Nervous. Scared. Are they real too? They don’t act like avatars. If James is telling the truth, they are infected like me, and they managed to escape the Tunnel.

“Look at that, you’re already starting to tame.” James slams the door. “I half expected you to kill these ones.”

The others in the cart cage whimper and scoot farther away from me, then farther away from each other. The cart sways from their movements, its wooden wheels creaking.

“I’m not going to kill you,” I mutter. I may be battling enhanced waves of tension and fog brain, but I haven’t lost my humanity.

I sprawl on the cart base. It’s nothing more than a cage, secured to a flatbed wagon, and I still have a full view of our surroundings. One other Vetter yokes a horse to the front of the cart. I’m not sure if it’s the dim lighting or the horse’s actual color, but its coat is coal black. Not shiny like a sleek stallion but stained and matted and so dark that I can hardly follow its movements through the shadows. Its head hangs low, and it hardly reacts to human touch. I think it’d be perfectly content dying where it stood.

What have they done to this creature?

And what does that mean for me?

The four Vetters gather around their firepit for a sip of whatever is in the pot on the coals. I catch a whiff of coffee. My mouth waters. Then one of them holds out a bag. Each man slips a hand in and withdraws a fist enclosing something small. At the same time, they all open their palms and reveal a rock.

James holds a red one. The rest hold black. He curses and tosses the rock back into the bag. “Save me some coffee.”

The other three grunt but look grim. James strides our way.

“What’s your name?” One of the men next to me asks in a low voice, daring to lift his head an inch. He doesn’t cower as much as the others.

It’s such a normal question I almost don’t answer. “Cain. Cain, uh . . . Cross.” I say my full name solely with the intent to remind myself I actually know it.

“Religious parents, huh?” he asks, not unkindly. What is this, small talk?

“Mom and brother.”

“Was your brother’s name Abel?” His attempt at a joke falls flat.

“Might as well have been,” I respond tersely.

“I’m Erik.” He reaches out an unsteady hand. “We’ve got to keep some level of humanity in this place, eh?”

The tension in my chest eases a bit. “I guess.” I give his hand a shake.

Something sparks, like an empty lighter. The brief light is unusually bright in the thick darkness and disappears so fast I can’t locate where the flash came from. Our hands? Behind Erik? Something else?

James is stock still, halfway between the fire and our cage cart. “Did you guys see that?” Fear thickens his voice.

“See what?” one of his buddies hollers, looking up from the fire.

“That flash.”

Erik pulls his hand back inside his coat, but not before I catch his trembling. Something has spooked him too. Should I be afraid? What did I miss?

“I didn’t see anything.” One Vetter goes back to his mug of coffee, but his eyes drift to the gladius near his feet.

“I think we need an entourage for this one,” James comments.

“No way, man. I already filled my quota for today. The Spores haven’t attacked for a couple weeks.”

“Meaning they’re overdue,” James grumbles.

“Isn’t this your last delivery today, James? You’re good after this. Get a week off, enjoy the Games.”

James stomps to a lone scraggly tree a few yards from their fire, where a ring of keys hangs on a nail. He tucks them into his belt. “The Emperor should give us nightbeasts for this.” Sweat clings to his hairline.

What sort of place is this that a little light would cause so much fear? I log away the new words—Spores and nightbeasts. I’ve never heard those terms in a dream parlor. At least I don’t think I have. I give Erik a side-eye, but he’s tucked himself into the cart corner and doesn’t seem any more in the know than I am.

James grabs the rope hanging from a crude bridle on the horse’s nose and gives a cluck. “Come on, you.”

Off we go, down a rickety dirt road, rutted by wheel paths. The Tunnels shrink away behind us, and no matter what lies ahead, I’m glad to leave them behind. While I’m thankful for the dim gray light, there’s a distinct lack of illumination. It’s like when the sun sets and there’s just enough light to find your front door, but not enough to keep the fringes of spooked nerves from tickling your mind.

If I were adding this shade to a sketch on my tablet, it’d be #7A7A7A. It’s nerdy that I know that. But I can’t help it when I see the mist. No sun. No evidence of where this dim gray glow originates.

A 7A sky.

We descend a hill toward a sea of fog. It rests like a blanket, and James hesitates for only a moment at the edge.

“Figures.” He then enters, withdrawing his sword with his free hand.

It’s unsettling seeing James on guard. Maybe this cage isn’t to keep me in but to keep something out. If James fears this place, the message is clear: I may be out of the Tunnel, but this Nightmare is far from safe.

And after Nole’s death, I now know that anything that happens in this place can be fatal—to both my mind and my physical body in the Real World.

Is that how Nole died? Did he make it out of the Tunnel and get killed by a Vetter? Another Anger? Something from the Nightmare?

The cart lurches, and I grab a bar to keep from slamming against the side. Then we break through the underbelly of the mist. It now hovers above us, threatening to drop and suffocate. It doesn’t look or act like a cloud, neither does it act like fog. Everything below it is darker. What gray glow exists in the half-night 7A sky barely penetrates the mist.

Yellow lights speckle the space before us, some mere pinpricks. Homes? Candles? Fireflies? Others blink. Eyes watching us, bodies hidden by shadow. None of the lights are warm.

James quickens his pace. It takes several tugs to get the horse to follow suit.

“How . . .” A man in the cage farthest from me licks his lips. “How long until we arrive?”

The sound of his voice feels all wrong in the eerie dim. An interruption of the sacred demand for fear. He shouldn’t have spoken. The tension coiling through James’s back and shoulders affirms it.

Something snaps from the darkness to our left—not a twig. More like the jaw of a creature readying for a meal. James’s head jerks toward the sound, then he smacks the horse on the rump. It surges forward in a trot. I and the other cage occupants topple onto our heads and elbows and backs. Bumps send us flying into each other.

Another snap. A growl.

James gives a shout. We approach a city of sorts. Is he calling for help? Calling out a warning? Not a single body appears. We pass dwellings with arched doorways and pillared corners, sweeping curved steps and clay-tiled roofs. All encased in shadows and webs.

All empty.

I hoist myself up onto an elbow and try, through the bumping and jostling to catch a glimpse of our pursuer. There’s nothing to see besides the dead-looking houses and a cobbled street flying away behind us. We round a bend and our cart bangs a corner.

The horse yanks us around another, then onto a broad street twice the width of the one prior. James doesn’t bother to direct the animal. It knows the way. The lines of abandoned homes melt into the shadows while the street stretches forward in a long descent, growing wider and wider, eventually ending at . . .

The coliseum.

There really is one, but it’s not like the dusty broken one in history books. This one is quadruple the size, curved walls stretching skyscraper high toward a dark, stormy sky. Girth so broad I have to turn my head to see where it bends out of sight. Evenly spaced flags line to top edge, but what draws my gaze and keeps it is something else entirely.

The coliseum is on fire.
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Flames consume the stones at the base of the coliseum and fill the archways with angry glowing eyes. Double iron gates bar the way through a mammoth arched entryway like the closed mouth of a forge. Three marble statues, stretching half the height of the coliseum itself, form a semi-circle around the entryway and stand unmoved and unbothered by the flames licking their feet—Shadrach, Meshach, and What’s-His-Name unharmed in a fiery furnace.

This thing is huge. It’s not merely a fighting arena inside the city—it is the city. And it’s about to collapse.

James and the horse keep lumbering toward it.

“Stop this thing!” I yell at him.

He doesn’t seem to hear. Closer and closer we get. The crackles of fire grow louder than the clamor of the horse cart, and heat hits my skin.

James fumbles with the keys at his belt. At this rate it seems like he’s going to let us careen right into the deadly flames. Then a giant beam of wood lands in the road in front of us. Human forms, cloaked and hooded, stand on each side of what could be a railroad tie. Each wields a single sword.

“Spores!” James shouts, as if that means anything to us. He pulls up short, flailing his little gladius. He seems resigned, like he expected this type of roadblock by these mysterious people. Spores.

I don’t have time to get a good look because even though James has stopped running, the horse has not. It leaps over the fiery beam with a whinny of terror.

The wagon does not.

Wheels catch stone. We go airborne. A suspended moment of horror. A mere breath before impact. I throw my arms up to shield my head. The cage shatters in a smash of spikes and slivers. I tumble, bone on stone, down the road. I brace for the impact of the cart, still picturing it flying through the air. After enough breaths and the cacophony of crashes and screams, I dare to look up.

The cart lies several feet away—on top of a different body. One of the caged. My muscles and bones groan against my command to lift myself up. Sharp pain shoots up my back, neck, and left arm. It hurts, but not enough to imply anything broken.

I rush to the cart at the same time Erik does. Together we lift it off the other man. Blood covers the downed man’s head, and his chest doesn’t move. I’m the last person able to perform any sort of CPR. I’m pretty sure he’s dead. My mind processes the fact the same way it might the death of a video game character, which concerns me.

I don’t want to lose my humanity in this Nightmare, but did it follow me into the virus to begin with?

“Sorry, mate,” I say quietly to the dead man.

Erik shakes his head. “This is messed up.”

The other captives scatter. A few bodies lay within the flames of the coliseum. Unmoving. Burning up. A cry comes from behind us. One of the cloaked Spores leaps at James with a mighty yell. James throws out his little sword and deflects a blow. Only now do I realize that no one is actually holding those Spore swords. The weapons float and fight of their own accord.

One cloaked and hooded attacker surveys the wreckage while his sword keeps James busy. Then I see the other three Spores running straight for me and Erik. I head toward the smashed cart and pick up a length of wood that’s far too long and heavy for me to wield against a sword, but with the right swing it could knock a man out. I twist to meet the attack.

Two Spores go for Erik, who holds one of the spoked cart wheels as a shield. A disembodied sword gets trapped in the spokes and tossed aside. The other comes for me.

A cloaked, broad-shouldered man a head taller than me whirls to meet me with his sword. I catch bursts of a sickly smell—like hot tar and manure. This dude needs a shower.

Stench’s sword swipes over my head and sinks into my wood bat. At least it has poor aim. I grope for the hilt, but it burns my fingers like an electric stovetop on high heat. I recoil and instead yank my wood bat free.

I swing for Stench’s head. He ducks and loses his balance. We are so close to the coliseum, which at first seemed like a second prison but now seems to be a place of refuge. Except for the fact that it’s burning down.

The doors are still closed. Between me and the door, James lies in a heap on the cobblestones. I assume his keys were for the coliseum gate, though it’s so huge I can’t imagine it being unlocked with a single key. It’s more of a crank-and-chains type of gate. Also . . . still on fire. It may melt soon.

A smaller cloaked Spore steps up to James—a female, maybe? Her floating sword zooms in front of her and presents its hilt. She grips the pommel in both fists and plunges the blade downward into James’s skull.

He doesn’t even twitch. Doesn’t scream. That’s how quick his death is.

Rage boils my blood, though I have no loyalty to James. He was nothing more than my captor. But he was a human. These Spores, however, don’t seem to be. Nothing with a beating heart would treat another person this way.

A clatter snaps my attention back to the two Spores attacking Erik. I spot a fifth Spore back in the shadows, watching the attack. The shortest and smallest of the Spores and, if I’m not mistaken, a child.

Erik’s cart wheel falls to the ground. That’s all the opening they need. I expect one to run him through, but instead both Spores lunge and grab Erik’s arms. He tries to shake them off. Another latches on to him, and he yells for help.

I rush toward them, but Stench regains his feet and jumps into my path. I barrel into him and land a fisted blow to the side of his head. He cries out and crumples to the ground.

“Stay there,” I growl.

The other two Spores now have Erik by the ankles and drag him across the cobblestones toward the shadowed houses and the child Spore. Erik claws at the ground, groping for purchase.

“Hey!” My bellow shakes the heavens louder than thunder. “Hey!”

They look up.

I stalk toward them, fists curling. I’ve been in enough street fights to hold my own. Maybe not against swords, but that’s the beauty of fury—it blinds the senses and makes one feel invincible. The idea of pain even sounds appealing. As long as I can get one solid strike in on these monsters.

But they don’t stick around for a fight. They take one look at me and flee, dragging Erik with them. I give chase, but Stench’s sword yanks itself free from the wood and blocks my way. I duck and roll as it nearly takes off my head.

A black shadow swoops across the sky. The Spores glance up. The child-size one screams, “Go!” It’s the first sound I’ve heard from any of them, and it affirms my suspicion: it’s a kid. Girl by the sounds of it.

Another woman—taller than the one who killed James—hurries to James’s body. She starts to pull him by his sandal strap. Cannibals. They must be cannibals. Why else would they want James’s body. And Erik?

A spear strikes her in the chest, pinning her to the cobbled ground and freeing James’s corpse. No, not a spear. Something jagged and crackling with static. Black when it should be blinding white.

A lightning bolt.

Her cloak falls back, revealing a simple woman’s face, frozen in shock. I’m not sure what I expected, but she looks eerily normal. Human. The shadowed lightning bolt dissipates.

“No!” Stench finds his feet and stumbles toward her. His sword flies away from me toward its master.

Erik still grapples with the other two Spores, who hesitate.

Stench waves at them from over the speared woman’s body. “She’s dead. Just go!”

Another swooping shadow. Another bolt of black lightning. A disembodied sword slices the bolt from the sky before sheathing itself at Stench’s belt. I look up, whether to embrace the lightning spear coming for me or to catch a glimpse of this mysterious defender who can fly, I’m not sure.

But it isn’t a person soaring through the air. It’s a beast with enormous wings that don’t belong in a sky. Nor should it be the size of a B-2 Bomber, but it is. Blacker than night, catching air currents as though in a sea skimming the clouds.

A stingray.

Long tail whipping after its mighty swoops, it glides past me, mere yards above the rooftops, and that’s when I see a form on its back, balanced in a wide stance with a crackling black lightning shard strapped to its back like a quiver, holding reins in the left hand and a thick coil of rope in the right. The figure guides the stingray in a low, stomach-dropping dive and hurls the rope in a giant loop. It lassos the smallest Spore around her neck and shoulder, then tightens with a pinch and jerks her into the air. She screams.

Another Spore female also screams and stumbles after her. “Olivia!”

But the child is hoisted skyward too fast, dangling like a carrot on a string. The stingray, the hero, and the Spore child disappear over the flaming walls of the coliseum.

Stench abandons his dead comrade and sprints after the others. He drags the screaming female Spore back into the shadows, and then they’re gone.

Erik is gone. James is dead. I stand—the last survivor—on a foreign battlefield of burning stone.

Hands grab my shoulders. I pivot to fight, but a tall stranger shoves me toward the coliseum. He wears a thick leather breastplate with a red cape, secured at his throat. The first word that comes to mind when I see him is centurion, though I’ve no idea if that title is accurate. He holds James’s key ring.

“Get inside. Get safe. More are coming.”

The enormous gate is now open. I didn’t hear or see it move during the attack. Get inside? Get safe?

“It’s on fire.” Is he blind?

“I know.” The centurion turns and walks into the fire as though it doesn’t exist. Like soldiers in salute, the flames part for him and hold their position, creating a small path straight into the coliseum.

Depleted as I am from the crash and the battle, I argue no further. If there’s one thing I know about this place . . . it’s that I’m new here. And if someone’s offering me sanctuary, I’d better take it.

I run after him. The flames don’t part for me. In fact, they lean forward, trying to get a taste of my flesh. They singe my arms and crackle the sweat off my skin, but after a brief flare of heat, I’m through the open gates.

I stumble to a halt inside, standing in the open maw of an entryway, the fire at my back. The gates start to close at a mere nod from the Roman centurion, creaking with chains and bolts like I expected. He stops and waits for me to catch up. To commit. To fully enter this new and dangerous game.

And I, like an indentured gladiator, enter of my own free will. Whatever awaits me in here has to be better than what I’m leaving behind.
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The coliseum gates slam closed behind me.

There is no blazing fire inside. No sounds of crackling or scorched stones. The interior is strong and stable. I don’t have the energy to make sense of it all, so I suspend my disbelief and accept the oddity. The best I can gather, the fire is some sort of defense mechanism—not actually a mishap.

With the doors shut, an odd—almost echoing—silence descends. It feels out of place after the battle and deaths. Three other survivors—two men and a woman from the Tunnels—stand inside the gates. I try not to imagine the families of the dead, trapped above in the Real World, clinging to the unmoving bodies of their loved ones . . . never to know what happened to them.

Like I had to.

I force my focus forward. The coliseum is straight out of a time machine. With a fantasy twist. Tall, arched hallways made of gargantuan slices of stone mark the pathways toward its heart. No electricity, but plenty of torches with the scent of smoke and burning oil.

The Roman centurion claps heavy irons around our necks before I have a chance to resist. Each iron is connected by a short chain to the captive in front. The metal pushes down on my shoulders, pinching my clavicle. I try to shrug it into a better position, but he gives a tug, and we have no other choice than to move.

To march.

We are led through a long tunnel, up some stairs, and over a barred walkway that passes above a wide street. People occupy the street below, all in togas of various muted shades or tunics and sandals. Some look up as we pass overhead. A few point and cheer.

It’s not a happy cheer, it’s more . . . hungry.

We enter a new tunnel and descend again. There is no turn, no alleyway, no alternative but to follow.

I run my fingers along the walls. My skin picks up dust mites, runs over small pockets and dents of stone. The intricacies in this dreamscape are delivered at a level of expertise I never encountered in my years of studying dream design. Can this still be a mutation? The Nightmare? Everything seems too intentional. Too detailed. And definitely too Roman.

“This way.” Our centurion says, stopping outside a closed wooden door with a lock on the outside. Finally, he faces us with one hand on the hilt of his sword and the other hand still holding the chain to our leashes. “My name is Crixus. If you want to survive here, you’ll do what I say.”

Crixus. That can’t be his real name. It fits the theme too well. He’s accepted this place and it’s become part of him, which seems to be exactly what he’s after. All muscles, broad stature, and leather-strap sandals that wind up his calves. He looks as though he’s stepped off a production of Gladiator, still in costume, and forgot to drop the act.

“You’re noxiors now,” he says. “Our word for gladiators.”

My companions practically melt to the ground at the word. Crixus’s announcement doesn’t faze me. I’m not surprised. What did these other people think we were chained up for?

“The coliseum isn’t a prison. You’re here for your own protection. And I’m here to help you.”

I snort, and his gaze slides to me without a twitch of change in his expression. No annoyance. No sneering. His neutrality speaks its own language.

“You just called us gladiators,” I say. “We’re not idiots. We know what gladiators do. That’s not my idea of ‘protection.’”

“You’re here only until you earn your citizenship. You do that by proving you can survive the Arena.” He unlocks the door. “You’ll get more answers tomorrow. For now, sleep. Even here in Tenebra, it’s necessary to rebuild your strength.”
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