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    For the ones who live between worlds—who drift through days in a blur and nights in a storm, who hear their names called by voices no one else believes are real.You know that time does not always move forward, that not all ghosts wear chains, and that the hardest person to trust is yourself.You are still here. And that means everything.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The deeper you go, the more the world forgets you. And sometimes, it forgets to let you go."— The Dreamer's Cycle
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Chapter 1: Waking Up
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Elise blinked, the world around her slow to come into focus. Her body felt weightless, as if floating just above the surface of reality. She had woken up—she was sure of it. The oppressive weight of the dream world, the cold and crumbling walls of the Tower, the suffocating presence of The Grey... they were gone. She could feel the tangible warmth of the bed beneath her, the softness of the sheets. The stillness of Black Hill Academy surrounded her, and for a brief, fleeting moment, she allowed herself to believe that she was truly awake.

She drew in a slow breath, the air clean and fresh. She was home.

Or was she?

Elise sat up, the room swimming around her as the fog of sleep lifted. The walls of her dorm were familiar, the same as they had always been. The same chipped paint on the doorframe, the same tattered curtains that fluttered faintly in the breeze, the same old floorboards creaking underfoot. There was nothing out of place. Nothing to suggest that she had just spent months trapped in a nightmare.

But something was wrong.

Her eyes darted to the corner of the room. There, a faint shape lingered, like a shadow caught in the corner of her vision. She blinked, and it vanished.

Just a trick of the light, she told herself, shaking her head. You’ve been through too much. You’re just tired.

She stood up slowly, the movement feeling oddly stiff, like she was learning how to move all over again. The room seemed too quiet, too still, as though the very air itself was holding its breath. Black Hill had always had a quiet, hushed atmosphere, but today, it felt unnervingly empty. No sounds of students chatting in the hallway, no footsteps echoing against the stone walls.

Elise ran a hand through her hair, her thoughts a blur. She wasn’t sure how long she had been asleep—how long it had been since she had sacrificed herself to trap The Grey. It felt like a lifetime. A lifetime spent locked in the labyrinth of her own mind, locked in the dreamworld where everything had been twisted and distorted.

And yet... she couldn’t shake the feeling that the dream had never really ended. That somehow, she had been tricked.

She stepped toward the window, pulling back the curtain just a little. The mist hung thick in the air outside, the mountains looming in the distance, their peaks barely visible through the fog. It looked like Black Hill. It felt like Black Hill.

But something is different, she thought.

A chill ran through her as she glanced back at the room.

It was too quiet.

The whispers—the ones that had plagued her in the dream—flickered at the edges of her hearing, just out of reach. She shook her head, trying to rid herself of the sensation, but it was there, persistent and crawling under her skin.

It’s fine. It’s just a dream residue. Nothing more.

But deep down, she couldn’t shake the gnawing feeling that something wasn’t right. Something had followed her.

She crossed the room, her steps slow and deliberate. There was no reason to be afraid, no reason to let the shadows get to her. She had faced The Grey. She had confronted it head-on and won.

Or had she?

The thought crept into her mind like an insidious poison. Elise paused. Had she truly defeated it? Had she really trapped The Grey in that crumbling, forsaken dreamworld? Or had she merely... escaped?

Her eyes darted to the small wooden shelf near her desk. The worn, leather-bound journal she had left behind—Elise’s journal—sat there, neatly placed atop a stack of books.

It had been Ravi’s choice, hadn’t it? To leave it behind, to ensure that the truth would not be buried with her. And yet, in the stillness of the room, she could feel the weight of that journal, as though it were somehow alive, holding the secrets she had left behind.

She felt a shiver crawl down her spine.

“Elise,” a voice whispered, quiet and distant, as though carried on the wind.

She froze.

It was Mina’s voice.

Her heart skipped a beat.

Elise turned sharply, expecting to find the familiar shape of Mina standing behind her, her dark, knowing eyes watching her with a mixture of humor and concern. But the room was empty.

“Mina?” she whispered into the silence.

Nothing. Only the soft, persistent hum of the building’s old pipes.

And yet, there was a presence there. A presence she couldn’t quite place. Like the lingering scent of something forgotten, something that had once been important but was now lost to time.

Elise’s pulse quickened as the feeling deepened—something was wrong. And as the moment stretched on, she realized just how much she wanted to believe she was safe. That she was back in the real world. That the nightmare had ended.

But deep down, she could feel the creeping shadow of doubt—something was waiting. Something was lurking beneath the surface, just out of sight. She had been trapped for so long in the labyrinth of her own mind that the walls between dream and reality had blurred. What if this was just another layer? Another layer she hadn’t yet woken up from?

Stop it. You’re awake. You’re free.

But her thoughts faltered. The whispers—they were still there, weren’t they? Echoing softly at the back of her mind. The same low, guttural hum that had always been present when The Grey was near. The same whispers that used to twist her thoughts, turn her dreams into nightmares.

“It’s not over,” she muttered under her breath, her hand tightening around the edge of the desk as she stared into the darkened corner of the room.

No, she refused to believe it. She couldn’t.

The door to her room creaked open, and she spun around, startled.

Ravi stood there, his eyes wide with something like fear, though he quickly masked it with a forced smile. “You’re up.”

“Elise,” he said, his voice breaking just a little. “You’re awake. I—God, I thought... I thought you were...”

He trailed off, stepping closer to her, his eyes scanning her face as though looking for something, searching for the same relief that she was. But there was none. Only that hollow, unspoken tension hanging in the air between them.

“Ravi,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “Is it... is it real?”

He frowned. “What do you mean? Of course, it’s real. We’re here. You’re back.”

But the way he said it—so matter-of-fact, so certain—sounded too practiced. Too rehearsed.

The Grey had fed off uncertainty. It had thrived on doubt. And Ravi, standing there before her, was an anchor—a tether to something that might still be a dream.

“I don’t know,” Elise said softly, her voice distant. “I just don’t know anymore.”





Outside the window, the mist thickened, swirling in patterns that felt too deliberate, too unnatural. The mountains seemed to press closer, their jagged peaks more defined now, as though they had taken on a more sinister shape in the waking world.

And somewhere, in the silence between them, there was a faint sound—a scraping, like nails across stone.

A reminder. A warning.

It wasn’t over.
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Chapter 2: The Watch Ticks Again
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The ticking was the first thing Elise noticed.

It was faint at first, like a whisper, a heartbeat just beyond the edge of her awareness. Her hand instinctively reached for her pocket, where the weight of her brother’s watch pressed against her chest. It had been silent for so long, the seconds frozen at the moment of his death. But now, there it was—its rhythmic ticking, loud and insistent, as though it had never stopped.

She pulled the watch from her pocket, the cold metal sending a shiver through her fingers. It was the same as it had always been: cracked face, broken hands, the small hands of time stilled forever. But the sound—it was unmistakable.

Tick... tick... tick...

Elise frowned, her breath shallow. When had it started? It didn’t make sense. She hadn’t wound it. She hadn’t even looked at it in days. The watch had been dead, like her brother, like everything she had left behind. But now, in the eerie silence of Black Hill Academy, it was alive again, beating in her pocket like the pulse of something dark and ancient.

Something’s wrong.

She closed her eyes for a moment, fighting the rising panic in her chest. Her mind raced—was it real? Was this another trap, another layer of the nightmare that had followed her from the dreamworld? She could still feel the faint traces of The Grey lingering at the edges of her thoughts. A persistent weight, as though something was watching her, always just out of reach.

With trembling hands, she shoved the watch back into her pocket. Focus, Elise. Focus. She had been through this before—faced the horror, trapped The Grey. It was over. The nightmare was supposed to be over.

But as she stepped forward, moving through the quiet halls of Black Hill, the sense of unease grew. The air felt thick, oppressive. She could feel the weight of it—something was here. Something was wrong.

She paused, her breath catching in her throat.

A door.

It was an old, heavy wooden door, one she had never seen before, standing at the end of the hallway. She had been through this part of the school a hundred times. She knew every creak of the floorboards, every crack in the walls. But this door... it was new. It hadn’t been here yesterday. Had it?

Instinctively, her hand moved toward the door, her fingers brushing the cold brass handle. It didn’t feel right. It didn’t feel like it belonged. And yet, there was an undeniable pull, an urging from deep inside her to open it. To see what lay beyond.

Elise pushed the door open.

The room beyond was dim, the air thick with dust. The space was unfamiliar, but something about it tugged at her memory, like the half-formed images of a forgotten dream. She stepped inside, her shoes squeaking against the floor. And then, she saw it—the portrait.

It hung
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