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Sara Moon awoke with a jolt in the real
world, still strapped to the bed. The Outsiders were gone, but she
was cold, cold and alone. The overhead lights were dim—low, but
bright enough to hurt her eyes.

Like a tidal wave it all came rushing back to
her—the hellscape, the strange creatures, the echidnas, the
nightmare. She had taken the knife, still glowing with her blood,
stuck it deep inside her sleeping self. And somehow, despite the
blade splitting open her brain, she had survived… and she had
awoken.

Where is Chad?
The walls around her were an eggshell, insane-asylum white.
The air was dry, stuffy, devoid of oxygen. She didn’t know why she
had thought of him, the half-Outsider Nebraskan. Then she saw the
knife, still in her limp grasp, which—she remembered—he had put
there.

As she tried to manipulate the knife, her
fresh wounds stung. She forced herself through the pain, ignoring
the tears, ignoring everything. She almost cried out as she began
cutting through the leather straps, but she knew even the slightest
of noises would awaken the Outsiders, if they weren’t already
awoken, if they weren’t already watching her.

Through the burning pain, the tear-blurred
eyes, she kept at her task, cutting through the leather as it broke
apart piece by piece, sinew by sinew. She didn’t know how long she
cut, for all her focus was on biting back the pain, ignoring
everything except the task ahead, the focus she needed.

It was hours—no, days—before the leather at
last snapped off her hips. She eyed the clock—only three minutes
had passed. Her hands were red and cut-up, and all that effort
she’d put into freeing herself had reopened dried-up wounds, had
caused blood to start trickling down her hands all over again.

She sniffled as she squirmed out of the strap
that bound her shoulders. She wiped her eyes as she yanked her legs
free of the third strap, then set her feet on the ground.

Memories assailed her, of walking starfish,
of roly-polys spewing out deadly fibers, of giant spiders and of
echidnas birthing abominations. She remembered her mother and
father, sleeping alone, caught in the middle of the nightmare. She
tried to piece everything together, to make sense of it all, but
couldn’t.

She stood up and almost toppled over in the
effort. She had forgotten how to use her legs, and lying there for
so long they were loose as jelly. She had to get out of here—out of
the White House bunker—but how could she? And most importantly,
should she?

No. No more running from my
problems. She wouldn’t leave the bunker until
everything was back to normal, until America as she knew it was
restored. A Herculean effort, no doubt, but she wouldn’t live on
the run anymore. There was no more fleeing from her problems. There
was no more normal life, until the Outsiders were
vanquished.

She stumbled through the doorway, exhausted
and drained of energy. She was now in a larger room filled with TV
sets that once played news around the world. There wasn’t anything
on, anymore, just gray fuzz or blue screens. After all, the
Outsiders had taken over the world.

“Sara Moon.” She recognized the voice
instantly—its hollow, high-pitched timbre was unmistakable.

She turned around. Lord Vlad stood there,
wearing a red robe embroidered with a flame. His pallid face was
twisted into a smile, his pink eyes wider and brighter than they’d
ever been. And in his black-clawed hands was a head.

Sara Moon screamed.

She recognized the head of Chad after a
second look—it was wilted and shrunken, its mouth opened into an O,
into an eternal scream. Fear and anger surged through her, but fear
won out, and she stayed put, frozen solidly in place.

Lord Vlad dropped the head, which hit
the floor with an unceremonious squish. “I was surprised he showed his face.
Brave, no doubt, but not intelligent. A bad combination. What do
you humans say? ‘Only fools rush in.’”

“You’re supposed to be dead,” Sara Moon
muttered, the only thing she could say.

“Am I?” Lord Vlad said. “There is no
death to Outsiders. Those you kill unceremoniously with your life’s
blood, Sara Moon, are merely banished to the Great Beyond, to the
Gray Waste, only to return. You say I am supposed to be
dead—erroneously, yes—but you
are supposed to be in the Gray Waste, asleep. You were much
safer there. Our lord, Other, may have to do something drastic with
you.”

Sara Moon couldn’t take her eyes of the
wilted gray head, the last bit of the Nebraskan she had come to
love. He had been innocent. She owed everything to him. He had
placed the knife in her hands, allowed her to escape the nightmare.
Now Vlad had cut his life short. Now, Chad was gone, the last sane
one in this world gone mad.

Except me.

“How did you escape?” Lord Vlad said. Despite
his overbearing expression, there was a small trace of unease in
his voice. “Tell me, and we may yet let you live.”

“I’m not telling you a damn thing.”

Lord Vlad’s pink eyes narrowed, and his
vampire-fangs extended from his lips. “You will tell me, Sara Moon.
I am not certain of many things, of that I am sure. Enough pain,
enough torture, and the words will come pouring out.” In a moment’s
span he crossed the room so that Sara could feel his cold breath,
smell the scent of grave earth and ancient rot, sense the growing
shadow engulfing the room like the wings of a vulture.

Fog crystallized when Sara Moon
breathed. She started shivering. A dread cold filled the room. In
the distance, there was laughter. But Sara Moon stayed her ground,
glared at Lord Vlad, reminded
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