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For Andrew Smalley, my other half
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Quentin Bane stood transfixed.

He knew that he was dreaming because everything was slightly hazy. The tall figure with a black cloak and top hat hovered in front of him, his thin grey hair cascading down his shoulders. His nose was shaped like a hook. His eyes were as black as coal and as narrow as the slits on a moneybox.

‘Are you ready?’ Vesuvius asked in a scratchy voice. He crept towards Quentin, raising his cane which had a human skull on top.

Quentin felt a shiver run down his spine. He peered around his grimy cell. Graffiti covered the walls and damp and mould poisoned the air. What am I doing? he wondered. I’m a rebel. A hardened criminal. I’ve never taken orders from anyone. Why am I taking them now?

‘I hope you’re not having second thoughts?’ Vesuvius hissed, as if reading his mind. He raised his skull cane again, and Quentin flinched.

‘No, Master. I am at your command.’

Vesuvius’s lips curled into a smile. ‘Good,’ he said, lowering the cane. ‘I  have visited you in your dreams every night for the past six months. You were all alone, Quentin, and I was there for you. Me. The only one.’

‘I know, Master. I owe you my life.’

‘Indeed you do. Is everything still in place for tomorrow?’

Quentin nodded, hands trembling by his sides.

‘You had better not disappoint me.’

‘I won’t let you down. You can count on me, Master,’ Quentin said, with a hint of desperation. He wanted to please Vesuvius, more than he’d ever wanted to please anyone before, but he had no idea why. It was a burning desire deep in his soul, which had grown stronger every night, like some sort of disease. Sometimes he wondered if he was going insane. But he couldn’t ignore it any longer. The voice, the dreams, what they were telling him to do…

Quentin’s eyes snapped open.

He climbed out of bed and slid his hand underneath the mattress. He glanced through the bars into the dimly lit corridor.

No guards. Good.

He pulled out a knife and a small rock and begun sharpening the blade. He smiled. It was almost time. Tomorrow the bloodshed could begin.
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Andrew, his twin sister Poppy and their mum sat staring at the TV, robotically shoving forkfuls of spaghetti bolognese into their mouths. Happy Families was on, the worst show ever.

Andrew cleared his throat. ‘Pass me the pepper, will you?’

‘Shh!’ Poppy hissed. ‘Doug’s about to reveal he’s having an affair!’

‘Oh, wow, highlight of my day,’ Andrew muttered, rolling his eyes. As he reached over the table and grabbed the pepper pot, a searing pain cut through his head.

‘Hurry up. I’m waiting,’ a chilling voice rasped. It sounded as if it was coming from inside his mind. Was he going crazy?

Andrew stiffened, dropping the pepper pot. Its contents spilled all over the table.

‘Did you hear that?’ he asked, looking around.

‘Hear what?’ his mum said, not taking her eyes off the TV.

It was so loud… Why hadn’t she heard it?

‘A voice,’ Andrew said. ‘It sounded like…’ He knew what he wanted to say. It sounded like Vesuvius. Andrew’s stomach filled with dread as images of Vesuvius and his army of Shadowmares, with skull-like bodies draped in darkness, filled his head. What if Vesuvius stole Andrew and Poppy from their dreams again? What if he took them back to Nusquam, the parallel universe where the Nightmare Factory existed? A shiver ran down his spine.

No. That was impossible. Vesuvius, Master of the Nightmare Factory, was dead. Andrew had defeated him.

Hadn’t he?

‘Like who?’ Poppy asked. She turned away from the TV. Her eyes were locked on Andrew’s, full of concern. ‘Who did it sound like, Andrew?’

‘I don’t know,’ he lied. He didn’t want to worry her.

‘It was nothing. Probably just my imagination.’ He ran a sweaty hand through his hair, shivering again as he remembered the terrifying Fear Pods, deep underground in the Nightmare Factory. They were machines which extracted children’s fear in order to make Nightmares, and Andrew and Poppy had been strapped into them whilst the Shadowmares searched through their minds for their deepest fears.

He couldn’t go back to that dreadful place again. He wouldn’t.

‘Are you OK, dear?’ Mum asked. ‘You look pale.’

Andrew nodded. He picked up his fork. His mouth felt as dry as sawdust, and the spaghetti stuck in his throat as he tried to swallow it. What if Vesuvius had found a way back, just like Andrew had dreamt he would almost three months ago?

Andrew pushed his plate away. ‘I’m not hungry,’ he said, getting up from the table. ‘I’m going to bed.’

He hurried upstairs to his bedroom and went to the chest of drawers. He pulled out a bundle of clothes until he found the dreamcatcher hidden underneath them. He held it up, tracing his finger over the willow hoop, which was decorated with beads and feathers.

A lady called Tiffany Grey, who had helped Andrew defeat Vesuvius in the final battle, had given it to him as a gift. It was supposed to protect him from Vesuvius, so that he couldn’t steal Andrew from his dreams again.

Andrew walked over to the window, searching for a place to hang it. He had a feeling that he was going to need it.

‘What are you doing?’ Poppy said, making him jump. He turned around to find his twin sister standing in his doorway.

‘It’s just in case,’ Andrew said, tying the dreamcatcher to the curtain rail. ‘Maybe you should do the same with yours.’

‘Why?’ Poppy said, grabbing him by the arm and staring deep into his eyes. ‘You think he’s coming back, don’t you? Why did you run away from the dinner table like that? What did you hear?’

Andrew sighed, and sat down on his bed.

‘I heard Vesuvius. I think it was him, anyway. He sounded so angry.’

‘Well, what did he say?’

‘He said, “Hurry up, I’m waiting.” What do you think he meant by that?’

Poppy sat down next to Andrew, squeezing his shoulder gently.

‘I think it was all in your mind. You defeated Vesuvius. He’s gone. You locked his spirit in a soul-catcher. Oran hid it—’

‘I know, I know, somewhere it could never be found. But what if somebody’s discovered it and let him out? What if Vesuvius has found a new body to live in and—’

‘Listen, bro,’ Poppy said, putting an arm around him. ‘I realise this is hard for you. It’s hard for me too. But what happened three months ago is in the past. You’ve got to learn to put it behind you.’

Andrew nodded. But that was the problem – he had put it behind him…until today. Until he’d heard the voice…then all the fear and worry had crept back. Didn’t Poppy understand that it was different for Andrew? He was the Releaser. His fear was more powerful than anyone else’s, which meant if Vesuvius got hold of it again, he could use it to cross over to Earth. He could make nightmares that were real, and he would bring chaos upon the whole world. Andrew shuddered. It didn’t even bear thinking about.

‘Well, I’m going to leave the dreamcatcher up anyway…just in case,’ he said, lying back and pulling the covers over him. He wouldn’t let Vesuvius capture him. Not again.

Poppy shrugged, rising to her feet. ‘Whatever makes you happy, bro, but honestly, you’ve got nothing to worry about. Trust me.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ Andrew muttered when she’d left the room. ‘I really hope you’re right…’

 

The next morning, a knock at the door rattled all the way through the house.

‘I’ll get it,’ Andrew said, running down the stairs with his toothbrush between his teeth. He opened the door. Dan, Andrew’s best friend who he’d met at the Nightmare Factory, was leaning against the porch, grinning widely from ear to ear.

‘What are you so happy about?’ Andrew said through a mouthful of toothpaste.

Dan stepped inside. ‘It’s my first day at Fairoaks, man.’

Andrew walked into the kitchen and spat into the sink. ‘Oh yeah, I forgot. Better get ready for the head-flush!’ he grinned, ruffling Dan’s hair.

‘Huh? Head-flush?’

‘Yeah, didn’t you hear? All the new Fairoaks kids get their heads flushed down the toilet. It’s sort of an initiation thing.’

Dan’s eyes widened.

‘He’s joking,’ Poppy laughed, running down the stairs. ‘Don’t listen to him.’ She slung her school bag over one shoulder.

‘Oh,’ Dan said, folding his arms. ‘Yeah. Course, I knew that.’

‘Hadn’t we better get going?’ Andrew said, glancing at his watch. ‘We’ll be late if we don’t hurry.’

They stepped outside into the early morning light. The first autumn frost coated the ground in a thin layer of crystals. Andrew tugged open the garage door and they grabbed their bikes from inside. They cycled down the street, cutting into a muddy lane barely sheltered by skeletal trees. In the distance, the grey school building rose into view.

‘Last one there buys snacks at break time,’ Andrew yelled, whizzing down the hill. He turned to see how far the others were behind him. A splitting pain cut through his head, as if his brain was being ripped in two.

‘Ow!’ he yelled. His mind whirled. The trees and the pavement merged together, melting into a blurry watercolour of shapes and patterns. Seconds later, he was spinning headfirst over the handlebars and hurtling straight for a brick wall.

When his vision came back into focus, he was in a room surrounded by metal bars and dusty brick walls. A stale smell lingered in the air. Where the hell am I? Andrew thought. His heart was pounding against his ribcage with the force of a drum. Am I in hospital? Oh God. A wave of fear flooded through him. I’m back in the Nightmare Factory.

But wait. There was a man dressed in blue, lingering outside the bars. He was wearing some sort of guard’s uniform, with a ring of keys attached to his belt.

Andrew read the man’s badge. It said ‘Belmarsh Prison’.

So I’m in a prison. But why? The last thing he remembered was falling off his bike.

He took a step forward. The walls were covered in drawings of skulls and crossbones and hundreds of nametags.

Never pick up a dead man’s gun, someone had written with a black marker pen. Three days until freedom, another had carved into the brickwork. Andrew’s eyes flitted to the next piece of writing.

Free Vesuvius. Free Vesuvius. Free Vesuvius. Free Vesuvius. Over and over, the name was scrawled with terrifying clarity. For a second, he couldn’t breathe. His heart was frozen inside his chest. Surely it was just a coincidence.

But what if it wasn’t?

A rasping voice filled the room, making Andrew jump.

‘Wake up, Quentin. It is time.’

Andrew spun around. Vesuvius. He was sure of it. There was no mistaking that deep and foreboding tone. He glanced around the room, scanning the empty shadows. But nobody else was there.

A loud cough echoed against the stone walls. A stocky man ripped back the blanket and sat up in bed. At first Andrew thought it was Vesuvius, but when the man turned towards him, he could see his greasy black hair, draped like wet seaweed over his muscular shoulders. He was wearing a bright orange jumpsuit, with the sleeves rolled up to show off his faded tattoos.

‘Use the knife, Quentin. Kill him,’ the voice boomed. It was inside the room. Inside Andrew’s head, louder than his own thoughts.

Impossible.

Yet the prisoner, Quentin, cocked his head as if he’d heard the voice too. His eyes were fixed firmly on the wall like he was in a trance, as if he was…sleepwalking.

Quentin moved his hand down towards his pocket. Tiny beads of sweat trickled down his forehead. Slowly, he pulled out a knife.

Andrew took a running jump and threw himself onto Quentin’s back, grabbing his hair to try and hold him back.

‘Don’t do it!’ he screamed. The prisoner yelled and thrashed about and Andrew tumbled to the floor, rolling several times before he came to a stop.

‘Who’s there? Show yourself!’ Quentin yelled. Andrew gasped. Quentin couldn’t see him.

‘It is the boy I told you about,’ the voice hissed. ‘But do not worry, forget about him. We must carry out our plan.’

The prisoner nodded, and wedged a large hairy hand through the bars.

The guard marched up to Quentin, hands on hips. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked.

Quentin smirked, grabbed the guard by his collar, and stabbed him. The guard collapsed to the ground.

Icy laughter filled the air. Andrew opened his eyes. He was back in the school lane. Poppy and Dan were staring down at him. His bike was beside him, warped and bent, with brambles tangled in the wheels.

He looked down at his hand. He was grasping a tuft of black, greasy hair. Quentin’s hair.

Which meant only one thing: it had all been real. Vesuvius was alive.
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‘Andrew! Are you alright? You’re been out cold for two whole minutes,’ Poppy said, leaning over him. She wiped tears from her eyes. ‘I thought you were really hurt.’

‘I’m fine,’ Andrew said, trying to sit up. Pain gnawed through his body. He pulled his cycle helmet off. His mind was spinning. His arms were wet with blood and he had a huge rip in his trousers. He lay back down, head pounding, lips dry.

‘Water,’ he croaked.

Poppy took out a sports bottle from her bag and handed it to him.

‘Thanks,’ he said, and gulped from it thirstily.

‘What happened?’ Dan asked. ‘Why’d you crash?’

‘I don’t know,’ Andrew said, the dizziness subsiding. ‘I couldn’t see where I was going, and I got this massive headache.’ He bit down hard on his lip, wondering whether or not he should tell them the rest. ‘Something really strange happened. I went…somewhere else.’

Poppy and Dan looked at each other, then back at Andrew.

‘What do you mean you went somewhere else?’ Poppy said. ‘You were right here with us the whole time. We were watching you.’

‘No. In my head.’ The moment he’d said it, he wished he hadn’t. He sounded like an insane person. But he couldn’t keep it to himself.

He breathed a long sigh, and told them everything.

Poppy slumped down beside him. ‘Oh, I see,’ she said, giving Dan a look. ‘So, you think Vesuvius is behind all of this?’ Her voice was thick with doubt.

‘You hit your head pretty hard when you fell,’ Dan said. ‘It was probably down to that.’

Frustration flooded through Andrew. Why didn’t they believe him?

‘No, something’s happening. Something bad. I heard Vesuvius last night and now today, in this weird vision. It’s got to mean something. Maybe I had a premonition. We should go to the prison and warn them.’

‘And say what, man? They’d think you were crazy,’ Dan said.

Was he crazy?  He didn’t know any more. He’d been under a lot of stress recently from everything that had happened. He let out a deep sigh. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I should just try and forget about it.’ He glanced at his watch. The glass face was completely shattered. The hands had frozen on a quarter to nine. ‘Great, and now my watch is broken.’ He sighed again. ‘Come on, we’d better get going. I have no idea what time it is, but I’m pretty sure we’re late.’

‘Wait,’ Poppy said, grabbing Andrew’s arm as he moved to stand up. ‘You can’t go into school looking like that.’

Andrew peered down at his arms and legs, which were covered in scratches. He brushed a hand through his straw-like hair, which was matted with drying blood.

‘Can you heal yourself?’ Dan asked. ‘You still have your abilities don’t you?’

Andrew nodded. Ever since Vesuvius had captured him, Andrew had experienced strange powers. Oran had explained that Vesuvius had been so fixated on finding him, that some of Vesuvius’s powers had leaked into Andrew. At first, things had only happened when he was really angry or sad, but then Tiffany Grey had taught Andrew how to control his abilities and he’d discovered that he could move things with his mind, shoot light out of his hands and heal himself.

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ Poppy said. ‘Tiffany and Oran warned you not to do things in public. Someone could see.’

‘There’s no one around. He’ll be fine,’ Dan said. ‘Besides, you said yourself he can’t go into school looking like that.’

Poppy mumbled something under her breath, but then nodded, stepping out of the way.

Andrew shut his eyes, and concentrated hard. He hadn’t used his powers in months. Would he still remember how? He tried to focus all of his energy on healing himself. A bright blue light glowed like an aura around his entire body. Soon every vein was buzzing and pulsating under his skin. He opened his eyes. A rush of bliss washed over him as one by one, each cut faded away, like water evaporating under a hot sun, and was replaced with new pink skin.

A shocked gasp echoed out from behind them.

They spun around, spotting a face between the trees. A boy. He had curly brown hair and dark, staring eyes, and he was wearing a black hoodie. The boy blinked, snapping back to life, and then turned, sprinting through the trees.

‘Hey,’ Dan called after him. ‘Wait.’ But there was no reply.

Andrew felt his stomach twist into knots. The boy had seen everything.
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‘What did I tell you?’ Poppy said, throwing her hands in the air. ‘I warned you someone might see.’

‘He appeared out of nowhere,’ Andrew said. ‘How was I supposed to know that he was there?’

‘Who was it?’ Dan stepped forward and peered into the trees with Andrew.

‘I dunno, but whoever he was, I think I scared him away.’

‘Maybe he didn’t see anything,’ Dan said. ‘Maybe he just turned up at the very end.’

‘Yeah, sure,’ Poppy snorted. ‘And Bob’s your uncle. What if he tells someone? How would we explain ourselves then?’

Dan waved a dismissive hand. ‘Oh, come on, even if he did, nobody would ever believe him. Besides, we’ll probably never see him again anyway.’

Poppy nodded. ‘I suppose you’re right.’

‘I am?’ Dan said, frowning. ‘I mean, good. Of course I am.’ He got back on his bike. ‘Can we go now? I really don’t want to be late on my first day.’ He turned to Andrew. ‘Want a ride, mate?’

Andrew looked down at his own bike, a twisted heap of metal, fit only for the scrap yard.

‘Yeah, alright,’ he said, stepping onto the stunt pegs and holding Dan’s shoulders. ‘Thanks.’

They cycled through the large iron gates. ‘This is way bigger than my old school,’ Dan said, pedalling faster.

The school building was a huge grey block of concrete with windows. It was ugly and looked out of place in the green playing fields that surrounded it.

They dropped their bikes off at the rusty bike sheds, and pushed open the double doors. They passed through the maze of corridors, filled with bright posters of students’ work from the previous term – most of which were covered in graffiti.

Andrew stopped outside their classroom, easing open the door as quietly as possible. They sneaked inside, tiptoeing towards the back.

‘Miss Lake. Mr Lake, you’re late. Are you looking for a detention?’ a nasal voice said.

Andrew rolled his eyes and turned slowly around.

Their teacher, Mr Sharpe, was studying them through half-moon spectacles, holding the register tightly against his chest. He was dressed in a brown crinkled suit and bow tie.

‘No, sir,’ Andrew said. ‘We’ve got the new boy with us. He was lost. We showed him the way here.’

‘So what happened? Did you get lost too?’ Mr Sharpe asked in a patronising tone. He sighed, and his face softened slightly. ‘Oh, very well. You’re excused, but don’t be late again.’ He turned to Dan. ‘And you must be Daniel Bage, I presume?’

‘Yep, nice to meet you, sir.’ Dan said, grabbing his hand and shaking it energetically. Mr Sharpe coughed loudly, snatching his hand back as if it had been contaminated with germs.

‘Right, well, err, now seems like as good a time as any to introduce our two new students to the class.’

Andrew paused. Hang on. What was that? Two new students?

He knew Dan was one of them, but who was the other? His eyes darted around the room, searching the familiar faces until his gaze fell over a boy with dark curly hair. The boy from the lane. A cold chill ran through his body. The boy’s black hoodie was draped over his chair, and he was wearing a freshly ironed Fairoaks uniform.

‘Jason, would you like to come up to the front, please?’ Mr Sharpe asked.

Jason stood up and began walking over to them, his cheeks flushing redder with every step.

‘Class, I’d like you to welcome Daniel Bage and Jason Crab to the class.’

Everyone began clapping. Andrew nudged Poppy in the ribs. ‘That’s the boy!’ he whispered. ‘The one hiding behind the bush.’

‘Are you sure?’ she asked, continuing to clap.

‘Positive,’ Andrew said. ‘So much for never seeing him again.’

‘Don’t use your powers in public, that’s what Tiffany—’

‘Yeah, yeah.’ Dan groaned. ‘You were right. We were wrong. So what do we do now?’

‘Nothing,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘We’re just going to have to wait and see if he says anything.’

They shuffled over to the empty table behind Jason’s.

‘Just act cool,’ Poppy whispered.

Mr Sharpe began taking the register. Out of the corner of Andrew’s eye, he could see Jason glancing back at him every few seconds. Please don’t talk to me, he thought. I’m a terrible liar.

‘Right, everybody pair up,’ Mr Sharp said. ‘I have a quiz for you. Let’s see if you still remember what you learned last term.’

‘Hey,’ Jason whispered.

Andrew felt his heart sink. He looked up.

‘Can I be your partner?’

Andrew looked at Poppy and Dan, eyes filled with horror.

‘Go ahead,’ Poppy whispered.

Andrew turned back around, forcing a smile. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Why not.’

Jason grinned, and shot up from his seat, hurrying over to him. He pulled up a chair next to Andrew’s.

‘So, erm…what brings you to Fairoaks?’

‘My aunt. She’s lived in America for most of her life but now she’s back,’ Jason said. ‘My parents wanted to buy a bigger house so that she could come and live with us.’

‘Cool,’ Andrew said. He fiddled nervously with his blazer collar. Jason was staring at him in awe like he was some sort of celebrity. It was unnerving.

‘I saw you fall off your bike earlier. Are you OK?’

So he really had seen everything. There were no maybes about it.

Andrew shrugged, trying not to look bothered. ‘Yeah, it was pretty bad. But I’m alright. So, umm, you going to the Halloween dance tomorrow?’

‘Maybe. If I can find a costume in time,’ Jason said. He leaned in closer, eyes sparkling. ‘By the way, what you did this morning – I think it was amazing.’

Great. So we’re back to that. ‘What do you mean?’ Andrew asked, his voice cracking.

Jason smiled. ‘You know…healing yourself.’

Dan scoffed from beside Andrew. ‘Look, man, you must be seeing things. He’s not Superman.’

‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to tell anyone,’ Jason said, pulling out his phone from his pocket. ‘It was just so cool. I’ve never seen anything like it before. Look, I caught it all on camera. I’ve been playing it back to myself, wondering how you did it, but—’

‘You did what?’ Poppy shrieked, rising from her chair.

‘Don’t worry, I won’t show it to anyone,’ Jason said, clutching the phone against his chest. ‘The last thing I want to do is cause any trouble. Far from it. I think it’s amazing, what you did. At first I thought it was some sort of magic trick, but it’s not, is it? You have some sort of power.’

Andrew stared at the video on the phone. The blue light was radiating from his body like he was a human plasma ball. His mind whirled with panic, imagining the clip being spread all over the internet.

‘You have to delete that,’ he said.

Jason smiled. ‘So you admit I’m not crazy then? You really do have powers?’

‘Yes, fine. He admits it,’ Dan said. ‘But dude, you gotta delete that video before someone sees it.’

‘Alright,’ Jason said. ‘No problem.’ He began pressing buttons on his phone. ‘There, it’s gone now. Happy?’

Andrew grabbed the phone, flicking through the video clips. He sighed with relief. ‘Yes. Thank you.’

‘No mobile phones allowed in class, Andrew,’ Mr Sharpe said, raising his voice. ‘You know that. Put it away or I’ll have to confiscate it.’

‘Sorry, sir,’ Andrew said, turning to Jason and handing back the phone. ‘Look, thanks for deleting it, but what were you doing spying on us anyway?’

‘I wasn’t spying. I was looking for conkers.’

‘Conkers?’ Dan said, frowning.

‘Yes. I collect them. See?’ He reached into his pocket and pulled out a shoelace full of shiny brown horse chestnuts. ‘Listen, I deleted the video clip when you asked. The least you could do is explain what’s going on. I deserve to know the truth.’

‘Will you give us a second?’ Andrew said, pulling the others to one side.

Jason shrugged. ‘Sure.’ He put his head down, concentrating on the worksheet.

Andrew dragged Poppy and Dan to one corner of the classroom.

‘What do you think?’ he asked. ‘I mean, he seems like a pretty nice kid. And it’s not like he’s threatening to tell anyone.’

‘How do we know that we can trust him though?’ Poppy said. ‘He could be fooling us.’

‘I think we can,’ Dan said, biting his lip. ‘I mean, he just wants to know what’s going on, man. I think I would too if I’d seen what he had. And he deleted that video clip when we asked him to. Besides, he’s new and he hasn’t got any friends. Maybe we should just cut him some slack.’

‘You’re right,’ Poppy said. ‘Again.’

Dan grinned. ‘Yeah, I usually am.’

‘OK, that’s decided then,’ Andrew said.

They sat back down.

‘Alright, we’ll tell you. Meet us at lunch time in the common room and we’ll explain everything.’

 

As soon as lunch time came, they made their way down the corridor to the common room. It was an old classroom, which had been turned into a chill-out area for students. There was a TV and a foosball table, along with two tatty sofas and a vending machine.

When they arrived, Jason was already there, sitting on a sofa watching TV. He switched it off as soon as he saw them.

‘You alright, guys?’ he said, glancing up.

‘Yeah. How’d you get here so fast?’ Andrew asked.

‘I had Geography next door.’ Jason grinned. ‘So, you gonna tell me how you got your powers then?’

‘Shh!’ Poppy hissed, glancing over at the two year tens playing chess in the corner. Dan and her sat down on the sofa opposite Jason.

Andrew paced nervously up and down the room. He’d never told anyone about the Nightmare Factory, and now he was about to open up to a complete stranger. How would Jason react? Would he even believe him? Panic rose in Andrew’s throat like bile, as a terrifying thought crept into his head. What if Jason blabbed to the whole school?
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It felt so…weird, like he was giving a piece of his soul away. But along with fear, there was a part of him that also felt excited. The three of them had been carrying this burden around for what seemed like forever, and now, finally, the idea of sharing it with someone filled Andrew with relief.

‘Listen, Jason, you’re probably not going to believe a word I say, but it’s the truth. Everything I’m about to tell you really happened.’

‘Try me.’ Jason said with a grin.

Andrew took a deep breath, and came and sat on the arm of the sofa. ‘Well, it all began with a terrible nightmare. A man named Vesuvius was chasing me through a dark alleyway. And then all these skeletal creatures floated up out of the shadows, trying to reach out to me, to grab me.’

Jason brushed his hand through the air in dismissal. ‘Everyone gets nightmares,’ he said. ‘I have them all the time. What’s that got to do with being able to heal yourself?’

‘Just listen,’ Andrew said, leaning in closer. ‘The next day, Poppy and I went into town. Some bully started harassing her. He stole her money. I went over to stop him, but he started pushing me around. Then something really weird happened. I pushed him back, and he flew across the road like a truck had hit him. I’d never possessed strength like that before, but I just put it down to adrenaline.’

Jason nodded. ‘That makes sense. I’ve heard stories where people have been so fuelled by fear, they’ve moved burning cars off their loved ones and stuff.’

‘Yeah, well, anyway,’ Andrew said, keen not to get off topic. ‘A woman named Tiffany Grey saw it all. She’d been at the market that day looking for me. She gave us some dreamcatchers and said they’d protect us from our nightmares. To tell you the truth we were pretty freaked out and decided to throw them away.’ He let out a sarcastic laugh. ‘Big mistake. That night we both woke up in the Nightmare Factory after having the very same dream. The Shadowmares had stolen us from our sleep and taken us there.’

Jason sat upright, perching on the edge of the sofa. ‘What’s the Nightmare Factory?’

‘Exactly what it says on the tin, mate. They make nightmares for the whole world,’ Dan said. ‘The Shadowmares read the kids’ minds and shape shift into their greatest phobias. And then the fear’s used to make nightmares for everyone on Earth. But Andrew’s fear is different. He’s what they call a “Releaser”, someone whose fear is so powerful that it can be used to make nightmares that come alive. It also gives the Shadowmares and Vesuvius the ability to cross over into our world.’

The two tenth years, who had been sitting playing chess, put the board away and strolled out of the room, leaving the four of them alone.

‘And then what?’ Jason asked.

‘Luckily, Oran helped us escape,’ Poppy said. ‘It’s a very long story, but he owns the Dream Factory next door. It makes good dreams instead of bad.’

‘Strange things started happening to me,’ Andrew said. ‘I could heal myself, and move things with my mind. Oran told me that Vesuvius had been spending so much time and energy concentrating on finding me that he’d accidentally transferred some of his powers into me. We travelled back to Earth, and Tiffany trained me to control them. When Vesuvius started releasing my fear, we defeated him. We locked his spirit in a soul-catcher so that he’ll never be able to harm anyone again.’

Jason frowned, and ran his fingers through his curls. ‘I don’t know. I think you’re making fun of me. This whole thing, it sounds like something out of a horror movie.’
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