

    
        
          Nightmares

        

        
        
          The Dreamer Chronicles, Volume 5

        

        
        
          Lynnie Brewer Purcell

        

        
          Published by Lynnie Brewer Purcell, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      NIGHTMARES

    

    
      First edition. December 24, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Lynnie Brewer Purcell.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8224068869

    

    
    
      Written by Lynnie Brewer Purcell.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Sign up for Lynnie Brewer Purcell's Mailing List

Also By Lynnie Brewer Purcell

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE
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I had met major shades, serial killers, assassins, bounty hunters, people hellbent on revenge, and Carrie before a test, but none of them were as bloodthirsty or power hungry as the twenty students at my side.

There had been thirty at the school when I arrived. Two had gotten caught by shades. The rest had washed out. Those who hadn’t were all determined to prove they were better than everyone else and could do more than survive.

Veronique, our teacher, dream guru, and torturer, stood in the middle of the courtyard, her dark skin glowing in the first rays of light streaming over the mountains. Her braided hair was pulled back into a tight bun and her hands were clasped behind her back as she looked at us, not speaking, assessing, and otherwise making the people around me fidget nervously.

I tried not to sigh at the theatrics, my mind on breakfast. I hated when she pulled us out into the courtyard to train before food. It was rude to my belly and always meant she was trying to prove a point to one of the students. Which was just annoying. Again, mostly to my belly. I didn’t think telling her that mass punishment was illegal would help my case any, so I stared at her sleepily and waited for her to get to the point.

My stomach growled quietly, and I patted it once in apology.

“Alef!” Veronique called, and a guy at the front of the group snapped to attention, posture radiating surprise and cocky confidence. “Here,” Veronique added, snapping her fingers to a place in front of her.

Alef strolled over, posture straight, chin raised, and took his position. Veronique picked up the sparring sticks at her feet and tossed them to him, then turned back to the crowd, eyes moving from face to face.

“I need a volunteer,” she said, her French accent a perfect highlight to the disdain the words held.

My hand shot up so fast I nearly clipped the nose of the girl next to me. She glared and shifted away from me, but I ignored her. The others may have been bloodthirsty, but Alef kept referring to Veronique as him/he out of earshot of her, though she had made her pronouns clear. He was an arrogant bully, and I relished any opportunity I could find to hit him in his smug face.

Alef smirked at me, still cocky despite being called out, as Veronique pointed for me to join them at the front of the crowd. I took my place on Veronique’s left, facing Alef, and caught the sticks she tossed to me without taking my eyes off Alef. The others shifted impatiently, hungrily, and watched with wide eyes as Veronique stepped back.

“Whoever doesn’t black out gets breakfast,” Veronique said. “Start.”

I got breakfast and I got to him in the face? Yay!

Alef charged me, confident in his abilities, doubting mine because I typically underplayed my skills to keep the others from constantly challenging me on the mat. I stepped to the side as he swung the stick in his right hand at my head, blocked it, and hit him on the side of the face. He half spun from the force of the hit, staggering, and I used my other stick to come up from below and hit him in the face again. He dropped, and I whacked him on the back of the head to be sure. He hit the dusty ground with a soft thud.

Okay, so maybe I was a little bloodthirsty too.

Veronique rolled Alef over with her foot and looked down at his bloody face. She nodded at me, and I moved out of my fighting stance.

“Lack of respect will not be tolerated here,” Veronique announced. “Now, who can tell me how Alef failed?”

Several hands shot up, and Veronique gestured at a round girl with short hair to answer.

“He assumed he was better...and acted like a twat about it.”

“Correct. Egos have no place in a fight. You might be the best from your schools and your towns, but that’s irrelevant here, and in fights in general. Fight smarter, not harder.” Her eyes paused on each face, as if daring them to forget her words. Several people gulped. One boy took a step back. My stomach growled again. “Dismissed,” she added, giving me a harsh side eye.

I dropped my sticks next to Alef and turned away, rubbing my belly hungrily. I hoped they had hash browns today. And eggs. And pancakes. I wanted them all.

The overwhelming hunger made me think of Tommy, and the thought of him brought a pang of regret and nostalgia.

“Julie?” Veronique called out, halting me.

I whined internally about another delay on the road to breakfast and turned to face her, as polite as I could be despite the urge to run away. It helped that she didn’t act like a typical authority figure, who wanted nothing more than obedience and submission. She didn’t care about us following nonsensical rules, and she certainly didn’t keep secrets from us for no reason. She was there to train us into being the best, nothing more. I appreciated her practical, no-nonsense nature a lot, and I was one of the few she hadn’t had friction with so far.

“Your Mrs. Z. called me last night. Wanted another update and a timeframe on how long it’d be until you were ready.”

I rolled my eyes. Veronique smiled knowingly.

“It’s only been three months. What does she want me to do, magic my way into knowing as much as you do?” I asked.

“Possibly,” Veronique acquiesced. “The point wasn’t to tell you something irrelevant, however.”

“Then what was it?”

“She sounded afraid. You’ve learned a lot, but I’m beginning to think you might leave before I’m done with you. If she calls you, will you go?”

“Probably,” I said. “Is that a problem?”

“Hmmm. Annoying, but not a problem. Perhaps I should accelerate your training. Come to the simulation room after dinner. We’ll work on your inability to manipulate other people’s dreams.”

“It’s so harddddd,” I complained.

“I wasn’t asking.”

“I know. I just wanted you to know how I felt about it.”

“Noted,” she replied, smiling. “And the apples are in the kitchen. You can take the wicker basket instead of just the five.”

I paused, wincing at her discovery of my theft but relieved she wasn’t making a big deal about it, and nodded gratefully. Happy to finally be free, I hurried to the dining hall, which consisted of the same stone and arches as the rest of the formidable building I had been living in for three months, six days, and six hours. Most everyone had already claimed their usual tables to chat with the friends they had made, but I walked past them and into the kitchen.

The cook, a lean woman who had told me to call her tía, was directing two others to clean and finish the last of the cooking for the morning. She pushed a plate over to me, and I sat at a counter out of the way, enjoying the way the sunlight hit the wooden countertop and yellow vase full of sweet-smelling white flowers tía had set out.

I scarfed down my food quickly, cheeks bulging as tía teased me in Spanish about being a chipmunk. I sassed her back in my broken Spanish, but she hit my knuckles with a wooden spoon for talking with my mouth full. I pouted and she continued to tease me until my plate was clean.

When I was finished, I retrieved the apples Veronique had mentioned, getting more teasing from tía about being softhearted, though with a sweetness in her eyes. I kissed her cheek in parting, and she smacked me on the butt with a wicked grin. I rolled my eyes at her, hefted the basket onto my hips, and walked back through the dining hall.

A few people were staring, but I didn’t care. They were all too involved in their egos, in their legacies, their family histories, and in being the best dreamer there could ever be to bother with being kind or interesting. I didn’t want to be their friend, and they didn’t want to be mine. Not dying by twenty was enough of a goal for me, and I had all the friends I needed.

The building we trained in was in the heart of Guanajuato City. It was protected by a sturdy gate that needed a code to open and was further hidden behind the façade of a blue door that matched the other colorful doors that decorated the winding road the school was on.

I stepped out from the door, biting into one of the apples, and wandered down the road past colorful buildings that were highlighted by the sleepy rays of the rising sun.

The city wasn’t really awake yet except for the group of kids who ran up to me and early morning commuters. I laughed as they tugged at my clothes and set the basket down obligingly. They pounced on the apples, happy shouts filling the air, and I pulled a boy over my shoulder playfully as I grabbed two apples free from the basket. He yelled insults at me until I put him down, then, laughing, he ran off with the others to go to school. I stopped at an alcove and held the apples out to the pair of homeless men who were groggily coming awake. The closest man, Marco, grabbed the apples, and gestured for me to sit with a, “Gracias.”

We ate in companionable silence, neither of the men prone to conversation.

When I was done, I clapped Marco on the back, promised to be back and retrieved the basket. Pleased with my morning, I walked down another winding road, past early risers in business suits, and stopped at a bench when my phone started ringing with a song Carrie hated with a passion.

I answered the call, and Carrie’s sleepy face appeared on screen. She frowned at me grumpily.

“Don’t frown at me!” I chastised. “I’m not the one who insists on calling me in the mornings.”

She yawned at me, still frowning. “It’s my only free time,” she pointed out mildly. I rolled my eyes, and she rolled hers back, though with more sass. “Chris is terrible,” she added.

“We know this,” I replied.

“At least Harry kept most of his grumpiness contained to his room. Chris lingers in places and judges you while he does. Also, he’s a jackass.”

“What’d he do this time?” I asked.

“Jackie forgot her jacket on the sofa and instead of reminding her to keep her things in her room, he set it on fire and threw it onto the lawn,” Carrie complained.

I burst out laughing.

“It’s not funny! What if he goes after my books next?”

“The horror!”

“If he does, I’ll have to kill him! I’m too young to go to jail for murder,” she whined, wiping sleepily at her eyes.

I laughed again. “At least the reason would be worthwhile. You can tell everyone you were defending your library.”

She narrowed her eyes, and the camera jiggled as she got out of bed, but she didn’t reply. I had a spectacular view of her chin and up her nose as she shuffled into the kitchen. She propped the phone against a cereal box and started cooking eggs. She chattered sleepily, catching me up on the days I had missed with her. It was a stream of consciousness I only ever got when she was this tired and I loved it a lot.

Carrie got two mornings a week, so that our conversations wouldn’t clash with homework, and the others were spread throughout the week with Sundays reserved for my therapist. The calls had been Carrie’s idea, and they were everything I needed when I was having a rough day, or week, and needed a reminder of what I was fighting for.

Tommy shuffled into the kitchen, sleepy-eyed and half naked. I tensed, as I always did now when I saw him, and then carefully relaxed my muscles one by one until I looked normal again. My expression was placid by the time he leaned over and waved at me, a beautiful, sleepy smile in place. He poked at Carrie’s side until she put some eggs on a plate for him.

“Hey, Jules,” he said softly, moving closer, slight limp in his left leg, and picked up the phone.

“Hey, Tommy,” I replied. “How’s the knee?”

“A few more weeks and I should be good to dream again,” he admitted, beaming.

“Good,” I replied, smiling back.

“Put that down! Talk to her on your own day!” Carrie snapped, snatching the phone from him.

“I was just saying hello!”

“Say hello on your own time!”

“This is my own time! You don’t own me or Julie!”

“Don’t start with me! And stop arguing! Julie has to go to classes soon and you’re wasting my time with her.”

“This would have been over a lot sooner if you’d just let me say hi to her without arguing!” Tommy said.

The camera shook, went dark for a few seconds, Tommy yelped, and then Carrie’s face appeared again, angle still terrible. She was walking out of the kitchen, plate in hand.

“He’s insufferable!”

“Mmmm,” I said.

She went into her room and shut the door. She put her phone on her nightstand and got on her belly so that she was facing me. She took a few sensible bites of her eggs, kicked her feet thoughtfully, and swallowed. “He’s still been fighting with Jackie a lot.”

“Carrie,” I warned.

Her expression switched to innocent. “I’m not judging it! Just keeping you informed.”

“You like Jackie,” I pointed out. “I like Jackie. Gossiping about Jackie is not good behavior.”

“I do like her! Very much. I want her to stay as long as possible, and she deserves a place on our team if she wants to stay once Tommy is done with physical therapy, but I’m just saying...They’ve been arguing, and it has nothing to do with you or your idea of how they deserve each other.”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said.

“And what would your therapist say about that?”

“For you to stop trying to do his job,” I snarked.

“Ouch.”

“You don’t see me telling you to talk to Ben,” I added, just because I hated when she pressed my buttons.

“Okay, okay. Point made.” She shrugged and wrinkled her nose at me. “But I’m over him. Moved on to different pastures. You know this. We’ve talked about it a lot. Don’t lash out because I pushed you when I shouldn’t have.”

“I know how you feel about it,” I said roughly. “And I do talk about it with my therapist, but I haven’t changed my mind about telling him, Carrie. And I’m especially not gonna swoop in when they’re arguing and try to poach him like some kind of...poacher person.”

“Eloquent,” she snorted, and I glared. “But I hear you. It would be crappy of you to stir up trouble when they’re having problems anyways.”

“Thank you.”

“Maybe you should wait until their wedding day. That’d be dramatic.”

“I’m hanging up.”

“No! Hey!” I pulled my finger away from the button and looked at her. “I’m done. Let’s talk about me.”

“Gladly.”

She went off on a tangent about Shade Tactics that somehow ended with, “Oh, Mr. Vimer and Miss Peck are getting married. It’s all over the school. No ring, though.”

“Well, it would get in the way of punching things.”

Carrie nodded knowingly and picked up her phone again. She stared at me for a minute and sighed. “Miss you, Julie.”

“I miss you too.”

“It’s not the same without you.”

“Love you,” I replied.

She threw kisses at me and ended the call, her smile the last thing I saw.

I pressed my phone to my chest and inhaled, missing them more than anything I had ever missed, as I always did when I first hung up the phone. When the feeling had faded somewhat, I stood, collected the basket, and decided on taking the long way back to clear my head, knowing that I couldn’t afford to be distracted in class. Veronique would never allow it.

More people in business suits walked past as I wandered back up the winding roads. Some said good morning, but the majority left me be, the anonymity making me one of thousands of people going somewhere. It settled some of my loneliness, and by the time I was back to the blue door, I was calm and ready for whatever the day had in store for me.
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I COLLAPSED ONTO MY back with a huff, staring at the ceiling. “I didn’t sign up for this,” I complained.

“Yes, you did,” Veronique replied calmly. “Try again.”

“I’m not getting it. My approach is all wrong.”

“Hmm, maybe so,” she replied. She leaned back on the cushion opposite me and stared thoughtfully at the far wall. “I’ve explained it like stretching out your mind from your dream, carrying it with you into other dreams, but maybe that’s the wrong visual.” She contemplated it for a while and then sat up, snapping at me to do the same. Despite feeling mulish at failing, I obeyed immediately. “When you fire a crossbow, what’s the process?”

“You pull the trigger?” I asked.

“No, step by step, how do you get there?”

“I raise the crossbow, take aim, and press the trigger. Arrow flies, bad guy dies.”

“Imagine then that you are the crossbow. You must be pointing in the right direction then you’re released towards a target and your purpose makes sense. Cutting through someone’s dream to create weapons, or doors, or to alter the dream is like that. You have the proper trigger, the release, and the aim.” I stared at her, and she smiled. “Try again, picturing what I said.”

She touched her tablet and the room rippled like a pond in the wind. Between one blink and the next, a lighthouse on top of a rocky cliff was at my back. The ocean was in front of me, and the sky was a mixture of fog near the shore and scudding clouds over the water. Veronique hadn’t moved, so I stared at her to keep from feeling the sea sickness of the world moving when I had not. She arched an eyebrow at me impatiently.

I sighed theatrically and narrowed my eyes. There was a tug followed by a low swoop, and then my crossbow appeared at my side. I brightened, feeling accomplished, and Veronique smiled gently. “Fair.”

From her, it was high praise.

“Try again. Alter that rock.”
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AN HOUR LATER, I HAD changed several things about the environment, created numerous weapons, and had turned a patch of grass purple. They were minor changes, but I understood what she had been trying to teach me better.

Veronique raised a finger to get me to stop struggling to change a rock into a flower and said, “That’s enough.”

I exhaled heavily, leaned back on the grass, and stared at the lazy clouds drifting by. Veronique leaned back as well, watching the fantastical shapes the clouds took with a steady pensiveness.

“Do you trust your Mrs. Z.?” she asked quietly.

“Sometimes,” I replied.

“I owed her one, but we’re not friends. She doesn’t have friends. Don’t mistake her interest in you for support.”

It was the first time anyone had spoken of Mrs. Z. like that to me. It was as intriguing as it was surprising. She was a legend to everyone who spoke her name at Grey Haven. Veronique spoke of her like a human being capable of hurting others. It reinforced the way I had felt about Mrs. Z. since she had first manipulated me with the dragon shade.

“I don’t. I think she’s afraid and sending me here makes me think she wants something from me.”

“If she calls you, will you do whatever she wants?” Veronique asked.

“No,” I admitted. “The only people who have that power are my friends.”

“A dangerous admission,” she chastised.

“You gonna use it against me?” I asked lazily, uncaring. If she did, I would fight her. It was as simple as that.

“I have no reason to. I’m not under the bureaucracies of the school. No one pays me to care about Grey Haven or the other schools around the world. I am paid to teach what I know to a specific group, and then teach the next. Who I teach is up to me. I prefer it that way. But you should be careful of who you admit that kind of power to.”

“So, you’re saying that the schools, that Grey Haven, have reasons to use it against me?”

Veronique sighed, disappointed. “Have you ever considered where the money you get paid to dream comes from? Have you considered who employs you?”

A group of strangers sitting in my living room appeared in front of my eyes. They had come to tell Harry he had to go to a top-secret prison. They had been the sort that screamed, ‘Do not mess with!’ and I had listened.

“I’ve seen them,” I said.

“But have you considered them?” she pressed.

I didn’t get the difference and she saw it on my face.

“Have you considered the fact that they are human beings with an agenda? People who want things and do things to further that agenda? Have you considered that your Mrs. Z. is beholden to them? Have you asked yourself why they are so eager to get you trained? Or why they think so highly of you?”

“I guess not. When I got to Grey Haven, I was glad to have a roof and regular meals. And then later, I stayed because of my friends and the life I was building up. I love them, and I like helping people. It feels like home. The politics and the manipulations are annoying, but I’ve never really thought about them.”

“You should,” she replied.

“What are they up to then?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Like I said, I’m independent of them. They don’t confide in me, and I don’t answer to them. I like it that way. But I worry about you.”

“Because I’m your favorite,” I teased, fighting the terror her words had left in me.

“Yes,” she replied, shrugging. I gaped, and she smiled. “The others are boring. Wrapped up in pride and arrogance. You take apples to children and value your friends over your status as a dreamer. You succeed because of the good things in your heart. The others? Maybe five of them will live to see thirty because they assume they’re the best and need no one else to help them. Out of those five, only one or two will be well enough, able enough, to still dream. You have a different spark, one of kindness, and I worry that this school of yours is indifferent to it and will scrub it out if you let them, if it serves them. Be wary.”

Ah, yes, there was the terror, bright and shining as it sucker-punched me in the gut. My heart raced, and my mind ran with it.

Veronique was not the sort of person who gave warnings lightly. She spoke when her words had meaning and kept silent if she didn’t feel like you were worth the effort. She was honest, real, and I had appreciated the difference between her and Mrs. Z. immediately. Her words had targeted fears I had been subconsciously harboring and had brought them to the front of my brain with dizzying efficiency that left me reeling.

I didn’t mind protecting Grey Haven and Sweetbriar, because it meant protecting my family, but I hadn’t thought to dig deeper into the school and what all this meant for me. Did Veronique’s warning mean she wanted me to? Or was her warning just not to trust anyone at Grey Haven?

Something that felt a lot like survivor’s instinct told me to dig, to be sure, to look for enemies where I hadn’t previously thought to look. So, after Veronique had released me for the day, I pulled out my phone and sent a text message, hoping my trust wasn’t misplaced.
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“Sooooo...” Ben began inauspiciously. “Uh.”

He didn’t say anything else, letting the thing he had to say hover in the air between us.

“I’ve missed your eloquence, Ben. Truly,” I retorted.

“Okay, so Carrie didn’t want you running back, but I think you’d want to know. You have more impulse control than that. Sometimes.”

“Ehhhh,” I challenged. He huffed out a reluctant laugh and shook his head.

“Anyway! Mrs. Z. hasn’t been seen around here in weeks and a man was sent to monitor things in her absence. Mr. Jonah. Another woman, an auditor of some kind, has been hanging around. No one knows her name yet.”

“You think she was taken?” I asked.

“No. I think she’s doing secret things and they sent someone to replace her while she looks. He’s not...nice.”

“Ben.”

“He’s strict. Sent out a memo to all the houses that he made the guardians read saying that trips to town have been suspended, that any disregard of the rules would be met with expulsion, no exception, and there’s something off about him, like he’s constantly waiting for someone to misbehave. He made a girl cry on his first day. She was twelve.”

“Have you and the others met with him?” I asked.

“He came by,” Ben said stiffly, mouth twisting.

“Anddddd?” I pressed when he didn’t add anything.

“He made a point to say that we wouldn’t be getting any special treatment and were expected to toe the line. He doesn’t care if we are the school’s star dreamers, he’ll kick us out if we even think about taking on cases that weren’t assigned to us or if we broke any of the rules. We are to expect no special treatment. Tommy said his lip curled when he said it and everything. It was a whole scene. His voice held fear, though.”

“And Chris was okay with that?”

“Chris stood there with, and I quote, ‘His arms crossed and a smirk.’ Got the feeling he didn’t think the guy was worth talking to. His eye roll when he was gone, ‘Said novels.’”

“Please stop quoting Tommy.”

Ben smirked. “The auditor...Chris is skittish of her. Mentioned that we should avoid her.”

“Sounds like they’re freaking out about the attack on Mrs. Z. and Harry,” I mused.

He nodded, and his lips pursed, which was classic Ben for holding back on his thoughts. “And putting us on lockdown because of it.”

“Uh-huh,” I said.

“I’ve never seen the school like this. It feels like they’re preparing for war. And I think the woman may be from the board, looking for traitors and weak links before it gets serious.”

His lips pursed again, and I finally realized what he was holding back. My expression hardened. “Did she approach you?” I asked, steely, already planning retribution if she had hurt him.

“Ah. Um.”

“Ben.”

“My parents have ramped up efforts to pull me out of school, and I think it’s her doing,” he admitted in a rush.

I clenched my jaw and tried not to speak the anger that was on my tongue. It wouldn’t make him feel better. He read the silence correctly anyways. His shoulders slumped.

“I’m tired of trying to prove to people that I’m a human being,” he whispered. “That I can do the job I’ve been doing since I was eleven.”

That made the anger burn brighter, but I carefully controlled it. He needed me to be calm and rational. “You’re an adult, and your parents have no say over where you go. They can’t pull you out of school.”

“My parents come from a long line of successful dreamers, who are connected to powerful people within the dreamer community,” Ben said bitterly. “They can do whatever they want.”

“Okay, fine. Maybe they can get you kicked out. But if they do, you go to my apartment and we’ll figure it out from there,” I said. “You’re not on your own, and you don’t have to do what they say just because they have power.”

“I know,” he said, some of the worry melting from his face. He cocked his head to the side. “You’re not either. On your own, I mean.”

“I know.”

“Then why are you pretending to me that you’re not in love with Tommy?” Ben asked, shocking me with the wildly different subject change.

“And that’s the end of this conversation!” I said, panicking, my hand slipping toward the end call button.

“Julie!” I hesitated, and he smirked knowingly, tapping the corner of his eye. “Thought I didn’t see that, huh?”

I hung up on him.

Heart racing, I closed my eyes and leaned back against the stone wall that was behind my bed. I inhaled deeply and slowly let it out as I mentally went over all my interactions with Tommy, wondering how Ben had known the truth. Was I that obvious?

Or was Ben just an observant smartass?

Stomach full of butterflies, I forcefully focused on what he had told me about the school. Mrs. Z.’s absence wasn’t as surprising as the lockdown. It suggested that something might have provoked it, like an attack the others hadn’t heard about yet. It was worrying.

Pocketing my phone with a sigh, I stretched out on the bed and went through the checklist of reasons why it was important I stayed in Mexico. I thought of how far I had come and how much I was learning to be okay for myself, without relying on my friends to keep my morality in check.

I exhaled deeply and let the worry ease away from my thoughts. If they needed me, I would go and help. Worrying about it beforehand was useless.

Content in the knowledge, I let my mind drift to memories of a garden full of magical creatures and warm air that felt like an endless hug.
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SUNDAYS WERE SPARRING days. From 8 until 5 we were put through different matches in a rotation with breaks for food and the bathroom only.

It was amazing, and I loved it best out of all the days. I got to get my frustrations out on all the golden dreamers who swept around the compound like they were the chosen ones. More importantly, I got to let out my frustrations and anger at talking to Roger, my therapist in ways I wouldn’t have with my friends.

Talking about emotional things wasn’t fun, though I supposed it was healthy, and Roger had a way of poking through my defenses. He had been a dreamer, too, and he knew about the boxes, knew how I kept them locked down and had zero tolerance for coddling them. He pressed until I talked, and it was painful but cathartic.

Hence the bloodlust.

Today, his poking had been all about my need to self-sabotage relationships to the point where part of me hoped that people would leave because it would prove I was unworthy of them and love. It had been difficult to hear because he was right, and punching people in the face was just the medicine I needed to work through the revelations he had brought to me.

I was panting by the time I finished my fight with Kanyi, an Igbo girl who spoke only French and Spanish to Veronique and never to anyone else. Her Cheshire grin and bright eyes were enough to know that she shared my enjoyment when the fight was called. She was the winner of our match, after getting me into a hold I couldn’t shake. I shook her hand, accepting her win with an impressed grin.

Kanyi was okay. Mostly because she disliked everyone else, too.

When we were done for the day, I left behind the posturing and bragging and went for a walk through the city to cool down, passing the beautiful houses, winding along the steep roads, and through the tunnels that were pitch black in the late-day sun.

I smiled as I walked back to the compound, exhausted but pleased with the progress I had made and the control I was finally exerting over my life. The feeling of peace I had found while in the city warmed me. Here, I didn’t care that Mrs. Z. had plans for me I wouldn’t like, or that the school might be in danger. All that mattered was that I had a choice to train, to learn, and to grow, and I was following through on it. I was glad to be where I was without looking for a way out or expecting the worst.

I was sure Roger would have called that growth.

Smiling, I continued my walk, peace in being present in my heart.
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MONDAY WAS TOMMY’S day. I tried not to look forward to it. I mostly failed.

He grinned wide and full at me, after fumbling with his phone to get his face all the way in frame, eyes bright with joy. “Heeeyyyyyy.”

“You were supposed to call thirty minutes ago,” I reminded him, sensing something off in the lines that had crept around his eyes.

“Oh. Yup. Yeah. Totally was gonna. Just, uh, you know...Got caught up.”

He fumbled with the phone again as he walked out of the room he’d been in and I saw a glimpse of a redheaded woman lying curled up on Carrie’s bed. Carrie was hovering over her, brows furrowed, and she had a red mark on her cheek. I cocked my head to the side as he fixed his grip on the phone and closed the door behind him.

“I remember you being a better liar,” I told him.

“I’m a great liar!” he exclaimed, offended.

“Used to be. Maybe you’re losing your edge, gone soft in your old age. Or...maybe, you don’t have any more life-changing lies to keep from us?”

“Ow. Too soon.” I stuck my tongue out at him, and he scowled. “Cute. Takes one to know one,” he added.

I winced, sobering. He was right. I was being a hypocrite. “Game stopped being fun.”

“Truce,” he agreed, nodding sagely.

“You’re an idiot.”

“You love me, though.”

More than he’d ever know.

“Yeah, yeah.” I waved him off.

He grinned widely again, and I smiled back. He opened his mouth to talk about something, but my smile turned knowing and he clamped his lips together, catching it, knowing the lie was up.

“How bad of a situation are you in, and who was that girl?” I asked casually.

“It’s nothing,” Tommy said too quickly, looking over his shoulder as he walked outside and pulling the door closed behind him. The trees were vibrant yellows and reds, and the wind made the leaves tumble and swirl across the ground. He walked away from the school, strides slow and face relaxed.

“Oh! That was better. Right tone and expression and everything. A little too late, though.”

“I meant that it’s nothing you need to worry about,” he corrected. “You don’t need to come running back or anything.”

“Did I say I was gonna?”

“I saw it in the twinkle in your eye.”

“There was no twinkle!”

“Maybe a glimmer.”

“My eyes neither glimmer nor twinkle.”

“Sad how little you know yourself,” he replied, mock sad.

I laughed and he walked in silence for a moment, expression thoughtful and sad. I resisted the urge to trace his face with my finger and decided to reframe the request.

“I know you guys can handle things. I just want to understand what’s up in case you need a quick escape and I have to smuggle you to Mexico. I don’t want you to stop telling me things because you don’t trust m―”

“No,” was Tommy’s sharp reply.

“I just―”

“No,” he said more firmly. “I was trying to protect you, but I do trust you.” He sighed. “That was Carrie’s older sister Teresa. She showed up last night. I don't know what’s going on yet. I’ll let you know when I know.”

“She showed up at school? I thought you guys were on lockdown?”

“Uh, yeah. We don’t know how she got in. But we’re not gonna go to Mr. Jonah until we know it’s a situation. Maybe not even then. He’s spoiling to kick us out, and I know he’d frame it like we let her in behind his back.”

“Maybe he’s a bad guy.”

“Sometimes a pedantic a-hole is just a pedantic a-hole,” Tommy grumbled, “and not necessarily planning nefarious things.”

“You should take him out to be sure. Arrows are pretty quiet. I have faith in you.”

“There’s the Julie I know!” he exclaimed sarcastically, holding his hand up to mock cheer.

“Promise you’ll call when it’s a situation?”

“Promise,” he agreed, holding up his pinky finger to emphasize his seriousness.

I rolled my eyes. “Okay, then subject change.”

“Get up and come on a walk with me,” he ordered.

I huffed but did as he asked, stepping out onto the street once more, showing him around the city for the fourth time, though he didn’t seem to mind. He watched with a soft smile until I goaded him into a playful argument, and the weirdness with Carrie’s sister was pushed back to be dealt with later.

“Went to see Jenny last night since I had the night off,” Tommy said, as I settled on a set of stairs that overlooked the city.

My stomach squirmed at the reminder of his sister, but I smiled, happy whenever he visited her. I didn’t want her to be alone ever again. “I’m glad. How is she?”

“Stubborn, willful, perfect.”

His expression held so much love that it made me ache for him, for what he had lost and what he had found again. I knew how hard it was for him, but he’d been given the miracle of having her back. He wasn’t going to lose it again.

“You’re not going to her garden, are you?”

“No, I’m not an idiot. I kinda remember the coma thing, you know? We meet in the restaurant.”

“You kinda don’t remember the coma,” I muttered, hating how resentful I felt about it. Especially since it was my fault I hadn’t told him the truth about what had happened in the garden. About our kiss. Our confessions of love.

“What?”

“How’s Jackie?”

“No. I brought Jenny up for a reason,” Tommy said sternly, some of his newer, harder edges creeping into his words. “She said something strange, and I wanted to ask you about it. She didn’t really want to talk about it too much. Called it gross.”

I stared at him, waiting fearfully, heart in my throat. He stared back, assessing. I had no doubt he’d already read my tension; had read more than I wanted him to. He always did. Knew me in a glance. He cocked his head to the side, curious and suspicious, eyes boring into mine.

“Julie?” he whispered, a plea for me to tell him the truth.

The plea tore into my chest, and I wasn’t sure what to do.

On one hand, he had Jackie. He had made her his choice when he had asked her to marry him. I didn’t care that they were going through a rough patch. I didn’t care that they were arguing. They weren’t toys I got to play with whenever it was convenient and swooping in when he might be feeling conflicted anyways about their relationship wasn’t fair.

On the other hand, my therapist was probably right, and I was sabotaging myself. I was afraid to have him, to keep him, to let myself be vulnerable in trust. Tommy also had a right to know. To make his own choices about who he wanted.

“Tommy! It’s almost curfew!” Carrie called.

“I’m on the phone!” he yelled back.

“Curfew!”

“I’m not cleared to dream yet!”

“Curfew!” she said from between clenched teeth.

Carrie and Jackie, walking arm in arm, appeared behind Tommy. He clenched his jaw and took a pause to get his temper under control. It circled his irises and hardened the edges of his face. Then, he stifled it and joined the others, keeping his face in frame alongside theirs.

“Hi, Julie!” Jackie called, her bright smile full of charm and eagerness.

“Hi!” Carrie added.

“Get your own day. This is my day,” Tommy said, throwing Carrie’s words from earlier in the week at her.

Carrie made to grab for the phone, but he dodged her and ran away, limping only a little as he did. Carrie spluttered, and Jackie hooted with laughter, and then they chased after him, yelling obscenities. The camera shook, and I put my chin on my hand and watched with amusement, glad he had been interrupted. My heart was racing as though I was the one running, which: hello, metaphor.

Finally, the camera stopped shaking, and I saw what looked like bushes, as if he had thrown himself into a hedgerow. He swore, fumbled for the camera, and then held it over his face, the left side more in frame than the right. He was panting, but his grin was triumphant.

“Idiot.”

He shrugged. “Avoiding the subject won’t stop me.”

“Bye, Tommy.”

His expression turned serious. “That won’t stop me either. Just so you know.”

The phone was jerked out of his hand, and Jackie’s face appeared. She laughed brightly and waved at me as Tommy swore and started trying to dig himself out of the bushes to retrieve the phone.

“We gotta get back to the house, but I want it stated that Tommy sucks at hide and seek,” she announced. “He jumped in when we could both see him.”

“Noted,” I replied, laughing.

“You doin’ okay?”

“Miss you guys.”

“Awwwwww! Miss you, too. And, I’m looking into the thing you texted about. Will let you know.”

“Thanks.”

“Give me back my phone!” Tommy yelled.

There was a scuffle and the screen went blank. I figured someone had accidentally hung up. I laughed and slid my phone into my pocket as I stared out over the city. The familiar pang of missing them came and went, and then I refocused on Tommy’s weirdness about Carrie’s sister, my worries over the school, Ben, Mrs. Z., and whatever was looming on the horizon.

Then, knowing I couldn’t do anything about it, I stood and meandered my way back home, my thoughts a thousand miles away with the person I loved most.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The thing I liked most about the non-stop nature of the classes was that it was easy to disappear into them and forget. When I was there, I had no choice but to be present. Not being present usually resulted in maiming. I liked to avoid that, so it was easy to fall into the rhythm of listening to Veronique, working through her scenarios, putting up with the extra lessons that the others resented me for, and otherwise being the good student Carrie had wanted me to be all along.

My only pause was my call to Vince on Tuesday, where we talked business for a while and then life things; mostly about his boyfriend and the fact that Vince was thinking about asking him to marry him. He smiled often, some of the burden lifted from his shoulders at our agreement last month to hire several people from the local college to round out our staff. He was in a more supervisory position now, and he looked a lot less stressed.

On Wednesday, Carrie didn’t call.

Thursday passed without Jackie’s call.

By Friday, I was officially worried.

I called Ben first, as it was his day. When the call rang out, I tried Carrie then Tommy. I was about to hang up, my heart jackhammering in my chest when Tommy’s eyebrow appeared on screen. I jumped, startled by the suddenness of his appearance, and he pulled his laptop back enough to see me.

“We’re sorry! We’re sorry!”

Behind him, there was a wail followed by frantic movement. Carrie’s sister was tied to the bed, eyes wild, fighting the restraints. Tommy’s expression was pure nonchalance, as if he could will away the scene if he pretended it wasn’t there. It was a dramatic contrast.

“You don’t call, you don’t write,” I said dryly, calm slithering down my spine at the obvious signs that everything was wrong. I could be calm in a crisis. That was normal.

“Well, your texting habits are atrocious. Who sends that many Emojis and isn’t a serial killer?” he returned.

Carrie pressed her forearm against Teresa’s chest while Ben held down her legs. Jackie advanced with a syringe.

“It’s not keeping her knocked out!”

“It’s better than nothing!” Jackie retorted.

“How’s the weather up there?” I asked Tommy conversationally, gaze locking on his, determined to make him tell me what was going on without me asking, wanting to prove that he couldn’t out-nonchalance me.

Tommy’s cheeks pinked and he scratched at his jaw awkwardly. But he rose to the challenge without flinching. “Oh, you know, same ol’ same ol’. Chilly. Fall-ish.”

“Cool,” I said, watching as Jackie jabbed the needle into Teresa’s thigh.

I stared at Tommy. Tommy stared back. I cocked my head to the side, and he mirrored me, unimpressed.

“So...how are things?”

Teresa went still, the drugs hitting her fast. Ben disappeared for a moment and returned with ice packs, water, and bandages. Teresa had clawed herself on her legs and arms, which was probably the reason she was tied down. It was looking more and more like a shade had possessed her.

“Oh, you know, great,” Tommy said, his statement horribly unfunny in contrast to the macabre scene playing out behind him.

“Everything’s fine! We’re all fine!” Carrie added shrilly. “Nothing’s the matter!”

Tommy winced, expression going beleaguered at the bad lie.

“I can see that,” I replied.

Carrie pushed Tommy’s face out of the way to look at me, eyebrows raised in either alarm or seriousness. “Don’t you dare come back over this. We’re okay! We’ve got it handled.”

“Four days of radio silence and your panicked expression reeks of handled,” I retorted.

Tommy gently nudged Carrie out of his space and turned to face her, eyebrows lifting in a way that told her to back off. She scowled but let Jackie pull her away from the computer as they huddled on the opposite side of the room to confer together quietly. Ben waved, a little off centered, but with a warm smile. Tommy’s eyebrows lowered, as did his gaze, but when he looked back at me, his expression was bland.

“Totally normal here,” he drawled.

I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed.

“Teresa’s possessed,” Ben announced loudly.

Tommy waved his hand in a, “There it is,” way, and I closed my eyes to keep from rolling them. I was saving up my eye rolls. I had a feeling I’d need them.

“It’s a clinger,” Jackie added helpfully.

“Like Bastian,” Carrie piled on, sulky that the cat was out of the bag, and glaring at Ben like the thrashing, feral girl on the bed hadn’t been clue enough to what was going on.

I blanched.

Bastian had not been fun. Like, at all.

Ben’s jaw clenched.

“We’re trying to figure out what kills it, but, uh, we can’t really get to it?” Tommy said. “Keeps piling more dreams on us before we can find hers.”

“So, a minor shade walked into the dreams of Carrie’s sister, who magicked herself inside of a locked-down Grey Haven, and you have it handled?” I asked.

“Yes?” Tommy asked, not convincing in the least.

“Chris knows?”

“Uh,” Tommy added eloquently.

“Mrs. Z. isn’t here! Some jerk who wants us gone is in her place! I wasn’t sure if they’d throw her into a hole somewhere or...” Carrie inhaled sharply, nearly a gasp, and Jackie wrapped an arm around her shoulders. Carrie’s body sagged, and she leaned against Jackie. “This is what we do. What good am I if I can’t save my sister from this?”

“There’s a difference between someone leading you into a trap and being good at your job, Carrie,” I pointed out. “This seems planned, and if you don’t get help, it’s going to get worse.”

“She’s my sister,” Carrie said, tears in her eyes.

“Tell Chris,” I returned.

Carrie inhaled deeply and crossed the room again. She pushed Tommy out of the way and stared at me seriously. “We’ll do what we have to. I promise. Please don’t come back for this.”

I held my hands up, done with people assuming things about me just because I had a strong history of being impulsive when it came to protecting people. “I’m not going anywhere unless you ask me to.”

Carrie nodded, relieved, and smiled tremulously. “Good.” She looked over her shoulder at her sister, tension radiating, and a sense of terror flooded over me. I clamped my lips together to keep from mentioning it, unwilling to put more doubt into her brain when she was so terrified. “We gotta go take care of this, but I promise to text you every hour. How’s that?” she added.

“Better than ignoring me for four days.”

She winced. “Sorry.”

“No, this is nice. I like having the moral high ground for a change. Feels good.”

Carrie rolled her eyes and pushed away from the table to rejoin Ben and Jackie at the bed.

Tommy leaned forward, eyes holding his worry. He was trying to tell me something. I figured it was something along the lines of the situation being more serious than the others wanted to acknowledge. I tried to express back that if he had to, he needed to go over their heads and get help. It would suck, but if it saved their lives, it was worth their anger. He nodded slightly, getting the message, and said a loaded goodbye that I didn’t know how to interpret.

When the screen was blank, I held the phone to my chest and took a minute to think.

I was sorely tempted to get on a plane back, but I figured that was the obvious solution that might get us in trouble. I had to assume that the trap wasn’t just for them. Mrs. Z. had sent me away for a reason, and this might be it. I would listen to what I had learned from the past, and from Veronique, and be pragmatic.

Energized, I jumped off the bed and hurried into the hall, which was a beautiful mixture of tile, stone, and rounded archways. A few of the others were lingering, comparing battle scars and dagger sizes, but they ignored me and I them as I hurried past.

I marched to Veronique’s door and knocked impatiently. As I waited, I sent a quick text to Mrs. Z.’s number, hoping that she still had the phone, though figuring it was unlikely. Nothing incriminating, just a quick, “I need to talk to you.”

The door opened with a jerk and Alef stormed out of the room, expression livid. He knocked his shoulder against mine, and I laughed at his childishness.

“Julie. Come in,” Veronique called.

She was sitting on the cushions, legs crossed, and a cup of tea between her hands. Her eyes were sparkling with amusement, so I figured Alef had just had another painful lesson in respect. I sat on the cushion across from her as she took a lingering sip of her tea.

“Were we scheduled for a lesson tonight?” she asked unnecessarily. Veronique forgot nothing.

“No. I have a few questions.”

“A questioning mind is a healthy mind.”

“So sage,” I teased.

She shrugged. “Reddit.”

“Do you know a type of shade that can’t be killed and can hide their appearance? I don’t think a typical clinger is right, but I might be wrong. Probably a minor shade.”

“Clingers are always an interesting case of shade,” Veronique mused thoughtfully, setting her tea down. She rose and went over to the bookshelf in the corner, searching the titles. “No one really understands how they manage to be impervious but to the one thing that can kill them. Some say it has to do with the manner of their death. Others think it has something to do with the way the shade forms in the dreamworld.”

She pulled an old book down and leafed through it, finger trailing over sentences before moving on again. She paused thoughtfully on a page near the middle of the book and reclaimed her seat on the pillow. She held the book out to me and picked up her tea.

I settled
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