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          1 Fifty Shades of Tomato

        

      

    

    
      I’m not imagining it. Everyone is staring at me. Granted, there aren’t too many kids wandering around since first period has already started, but the ones who are, are definitely looking. Flustered by all the unexpected and unwanted attention, I try to pull the main office door open even though it’s supposed to be pushed. As if my mortification isn’t bad enough, a resounding thud reverberates down the hallway. Everyone who wasn’t already looking shifts their attention my way. Wonderful. My cheeks blaze, but I thankfully have enough sense to push open the door and make it to the front desk without another embarrassing incident.

      “Good morning, Gwen,” the school’s secretary greets me with her usual enthusiasm.

      “Good morning, Ms. Pints,” I reply as I reach for a pen so I can sign in late.

      “Oh, my,” she gasps at my bandaged hand. “What happened?”

      “Nothing major,” I say with a shrug. “I just got bit by one of the dogs out at the clinic this morning. I don’t think he was ready to get out of bed,” I add jokingly, even though the little Chihuahua had really gotten me good.

      “I understand that feeling,” Ms. Pints says with a smile, though, given her chronic giddiness, it’s hard to imagine her cranky at any time of day. “Did Dr. Z wrap that up for you?” she inquires as she eyes my crappy gauze job.

      “No, but it’s fine,” I assure her as I push the sign-in book and pen toward her.

      “Maybe you should have the nurse look at it,” she suggests absentmindedly as she returns the pen to its cup and then takes the sign-in book off the counter.

      As she types something into the computer, I catch sight of three cheerleaders pointing toward me while whispering feverishly back and forth to each other. When they notice me staring back, they quickly turn away and hurry down the hall.

      “Did you have a good weekend?” Ms. Pints inquires.

      In the four years that I’ve attended school, I’ve never had a conversation with Ms. Pints before. She’s always been cordial enough whenever I needed something from the main office, but her sudden interest in my life starts to gnaw at me. Granted, it’s an innocent enough question, but gossip has a way of spreading like wildfire in Castle Rock and Ms. Pints suddenly has that gleam in her eyes—the one that says she’s dying to know what happened over the weekend. I can’t tell her, of course, or the government will do who-knows-what to me—and maybe to her too.

      “I heard little Ben got sick. Is he feeling better?” She looks at me then, clearly desperate to get me talking.

      “He’s much better,” I offer, since Ben getting sick is the only bit of truth we can give to the public. “Just a stomach bug,” I add, the cover story slipping off my tongue easily enough.

      “And Ryan?” she asks while leaning her elbows onto the counter. “How’s he handling his broken leg?”

      I gulp. Before last week, everyone knew better than to mention Ryan Nelson’s name around me. I was definitely his least favorite fan, and since I’ve always kept to myself, I usually didn’t have to worry about awkward conversations involving much of anything, especially him.

      “I’m sure he’s relieved that you volunteered to help him with his books,” she continues, her overly dramatic cooing tone cementing the truth for me once and for all. The word is out. Everyone, including the staff, knows that Ryan Nelson dumped Carly Tannen…for me. “That was so sweet of you, Gwen.”

      “Ah…thanks,” I say, not really knowing how else to respond to that.

      She hands me my late slip and smiles. “Have a good day.”

      “You too.” I quickly pocket the slip and then hightail it to my locker. As I hurry along, I catch sight of several people eyeing me or whispering back and forth while pointing. It’s annoying, and as I near my locker, I can’t help but wonder why there are so many people wandering around during first period on a Monday morning anyway!

      By the time I get to my classroom, my cheeks feel as though they’re on fire. I gently knock on the door before I let myself in as quietly as possible, hoping beyond hope that I can slip into my seat without anyone really noticing.

      “Nice of you to join us, Ms. Nielson,” Mr. Edwards says, his voice echoing through the classroom.

      “Sorry,” I mumble as I walk over and hand him my late slip.

      “That’s okay,” he continues, his monotone voice returning to its regularly scheduled snore-fest level. “We were just getting into the grit of Babinet’s principle.”

      Yay, I think with all the enthusiasm reserved for a hanging in town square. I make my way to the back of the classroom and for the first time dare a glance in Ryan’s direction. As always, my heart skips a few beats and my already scorching cheeks kick up another ten degrees as I take in his beaming smile. Good grief, with those big blue eyes, perfectly chiseled features, and a quaff of dark hair that most women would kill for, the boy could be a model.

      While Mr. Edwards continues with his lecture, I silently slide into the vacant seat beside Ryan and duck down a bit.

      “Nice hair,” Ryan whispers as he leans closer. He reaches for a strand and playfully tugs on it. “Though I really do love it when it’s up in that sexy librarian bun.”

      When I meet his adoring gaze, my stomach does a couple of flips. It’s such a visceral reaction that I actually have to shift in my seat. Jeez. Life was somehow easier when I hated him. Liking him again is just so…confusing and overwhelming.

      He twirls the strand of long, blonde hair around his finger while smiling mischievously, almost as if he somehow knows I left it down for him. My scorched cheeks get warmer still. I’d like to tell him the reason my hair is down is because that dog bit me, so putting it up into my usual bun would have been impossible given my bandaged hand, but I can’t, because I did leave it down for him.

      Jeez.

      In the span of a weekend, I’ve gone from being tough-as-nails Teddy to love-struck designer Gwen-doll. It’s disgusting, really. With that nagging thought resonating through my mind, I tug my hair out of Ryan’s grip and reach for my backpack.

      Ryan sucks in an obnoxiously loud heap of air. “What happened to your hand?” he practically shouts.

      For a second, I just stay frozen in place, unsure of how to proceed with life after so many successively embarrassing moments squished so closely together in time. Then my cheeks, which by this point should have melted off my face, begin to throb painfully, snapping me out of my state of shock. I dare a glance around the classroom, all eyes, much to my utter horror, are on me again. Even Mr. Edwards is staring intently.

      “Um…” I place my hands on my lap and decide to focus all of my attention on my jagged cuticles. “One of the dogs at the clinic isn’t a morning person.”

      Ripples of laughter fill the silence.

      “You want me to grab you a health pack?” Ryan whispers.

      I shoot him a dirty look.

      He laughs.

      “Okay, class,” Mr. Edwards says just as the last of the laughter fades away, “let’s get back to Babinet’s principle.”

      Thankfully, the rest of the class period goes by without incident. When the bell rings, I shove my books into my backpack then turn my attention to Ryan.

      He chuckles. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” I say, reaching for his books. “It’s just a teeny bite.”

      “Not about that,” he says. “I mean, I’m glad your hand is okay, but you seemed pretty flustered when you walked in earlier. Did something else happen?”

      I walk over to his desk and shove the books into his backpack, my cheeks, undoubtedly, still a brilliant shade of red. “Nothing. It’s just been an interesting morning.” I reach for his crutches.

      “Did someone mess with you?” he asks, his eyes narrowing to fine slits.

      “No.” And if they had, it isn’t like I’m some damsel in distress. I mean, I get that Ryan and I just spent a pretty harrowing couple of days in a top-secret government simulator—and he did save my butt quite a few times—but I don’t need protecting. I can take care of myself. “I’m fine. Really,” I add for emphasis. Then I motion toward his cast. He had broken his leg the week before during an idiotic game known as car surfing. Apparently, climbing onto the roof of a moving BMW and then trying to stay put when it suddenly swerves isn’t an easy task, so Ryan had broken his tibia and fibula and he had banged up the rest of his body pretty well too. “How’s your knee holding up?”

      “Not bad enough to need the wheelchair, but I can definitely use some help with my books. You still up to walking me to class?”

      Yesterday, in the safety of his house, I had agreed to help him, but I’m totally out of my element here. I mean, I’m used to being a wallflower—and that’s not a complaint. I like going through life unnoticed, so the perpetual spotlight that seems to follow Ryan and me wherever we go is unnerving. “Maybe you should have one of your friends do it.”

      “Okay,” he says, “I’ll ask around and see if I can find someone. Mind just helping me to next period?”

      I sigh, but it’s more out of guilt for bailing on him than anything else. “Yeah, of course.”

      “Hey,” he says as he stands, “did you get a chance to ask Dr. Z if you could have Friday afternoon off?”

      “Oh, right…” I hurry ahead to grab the door for him. “No…and with Margie still on maternity leave, I’d feel really crappy bailing on him.” Though, if I were being entirely honest, I’d tell him that out of the clear blue sky this morning, Dr. Z had mentioned that he didn’t need me to come in on Friday. The whole thing seemed fishy, and it had Ryan Nelson’s name written all over it.

      “You can’t spend senior skip day at work, and I want you to come to Coop’s party with me.”

      “I’ll swing by afterward,” I say, already formulating a plan in my mind to show up around six. Maybe seven. Hopefully, by then, everyone will be too drunk to notice me.

      Ryan starts to object, but once we’re in the hallway, everyone begins to greet us. It’s weird. Most days, I’ll walk to class and barely be acknowledged. Today, I’m quickly beginning to realize, isn’t a normal day though, so I politely nod or smile every time someone calls out, “Hey, Gwen!” or “I love your hair, Guinevere.”

      It’s beyond annoying, but I try not to let my unease show.

      Ryan chuckles. “You’re turning fifty-shades-of-tomato again.”

      “Shut up, Nelson,” I retort with a smile.

      “You know, for a girl who can kick some serious ass while fearlessly facing pirates and monsters, you sure do embarrass easily.”

      “Tell me about it.” I stop by his classroom door. “Do you think you can make it from here?” I really don’t want to set his backpack on his desk since I know Carly is in this class period with him. I’m so not ready to deal with her yet.

      “Hey, guys,” Brian Cooper calls as he makes his way over to us.

      I wave, since of all of Ryan’s friends, he’s always been the nicest. “Hi, Coop,” I say when he reaches us, hoping if I use his preferred nickname, he’ll return the favor.

      “Hey, Gwen,” he says, which chaps my hide even though he seems to have genuinely forgotten that I like to go by Teddy. “Hop-Along,” he says to Ryan with a chuckle.

      “Ha, ha,” Ryan says in response to his cool, new nickname.

      As they get a good laugh, a thought suddenly occurs to me. “Hey, Coop,” I say, offering Ryan’s backpack with what I’m hoping is a pleading look in my eyes. “Would you mind carrying this in so I can get to class?”

      “Yeah, no sweat,” he says, but before he takes the bag, he playfully slaps the back of Ryan’s head.

      Ryan ignores him, his expression dead serious as he looks at me. “You’ll be here when I’m done, right?” asks Ryan.

      “Ah…” I glance in the general direction of his classroom and sigh. “Ryan—”

      “Gwen…” He says with a genuinely sad expression shadowing his handsome features. Then he tucks the crutch under his arm, reaches for my hand, and gives it a gentle squeeze. “It’ll be fine. I promise.”

      I hate that my heart skips a few beats. “Okay,” I say as I slip my hand out of his and shove it into the pocket of my hoodie. “But only if you promise to quit being such a sap.”

      He laughs then holds up his hand and says, “Scout’s honor.”

      Before I can get a word out, Carly Tannen, clad in her Sabercat cheer uniform, rounds the corner with three friends in tow. I can’t help but stare at her as she practically floats toward us. It isn’t because she’s pretty or anything. I mean, she’s okay—in that girl-next-door way when she piles on the makeup—but what she lacks in beauty, she makes up for in presence. As she drifts down the hallway, everyone gives her and her entourage a wide berth. Not out of fear, but out of reverence. I mean, the girl practically radiates light, and somewhere, in some alternate universe, she probably has her own theme music and a wind machine that blows her strawberry blonde locks around her while she walks in slow motion.

      “Hey, Gamer Girl,” Ryan says gently, almost as if he can sense my unease. “I’ll see you after class.”

      I look at him, kind of warming up to him using that term of endearment. Then I force myself to look in Carly’s direction. I don’t like this newfound fear I have toward her, as if she has some kind of power over me. I had broken her nose freshman year, and I had stood up to her bullying ever since, so I wait until she’s close enough before I looked back at Ryan. “I’ll be here,” I say, my voice thankfully not betraying my suddenly queasy gut.

      Ryan winks at me then smiles. “It’s a date then.”

      For the first time, I wink back at him, and as I turn to make my way to my classroom, I stop long enough to look at Carly. Her smoldering gaze is nearly my undoing, but I push my fears aside and force myself to smile. Then I wink. Her mouth, which had been pressed into a tight frown, pops open. In response to her genuinely shocked and bitterly appalled expression, my smile deepens, and as I head down the hallway, I actually chuckle. Game point, I think to myself with pride. That’ll hopefully be the last time I have to deal with Carly Tannen thinking she can get the best of me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 Dreamscapes

        

      

    

    
      I push the covers back and stretch. After a long yawn and a thorough eye rubbing, I roll onto my side and look toward my alarm clock. It isn’t there though. The only piece of furniture atop the nightstand is an ornate table lamp that definitely isn’t mine; neither is the comforter, or the headboard, or anything else I can see from my vantage point. Uh-oh. The last time I woke up in a strange place was a couple of days ago, when I was in the simulator.

      Balls.

      My heart races into overdrive as I bolt into an upright position. I search around the huge, elaborately decorated bedroom, hoping to recognize anything, but I’m definitely not home, and nothing is familiar. So, where am I? I toss back the covers, intent on getting out of bed, but something intuitively stops me. I peer over the edge of the mattress and lock eyes with the cutest—and biggest—black and tan Doberman Pinscher I’ve ever seen.

      “Oh…” I croak out. “Hi, there…”

      In response, the dog stands and then lifts its two front legs onto the bed. His floppy ears were thankfully never cropped and his tail, which is wagging a hundred miles a minute, was spared docking. Relieved that the dog is clearly friendly and that he hadn’t suffered any unnecessary pain for the sake of vanity, I tentatively hold my hand toward him. He gives me a few sloppy kisses then takes a few backward steps and sits; almost as if he’s letting me know that it’s okay to get out of bed. His overly intuitive nature reminds me of Einstein—the computer-simulated German Shepherd I had found in Desolation Peak. Oddly enough, I still miss him even though he had truly never existed.

      I slowly slide out of the mammoth California king and reach for the dog’s collar. With his tail still swishing back and forth against the soft, plushy, cream-colored carpet, I lift the stainless-steel dog tag. The name “Cerberus” is embossed onto the metal in a big, boxy font. Hmm. That can’t be a coincidence. I’ve always wanted a Dobie named Cerberus because I hated how cruelly they were depicted in Resident Evil. They’re awesome dogs—you know, when a fictional virus hasn’t turned them into vicious zombie dogs. I pet Cerberus for a second then lean away to search the room again. There’s a door a couple of feet ahead of me and there’s another on the opposite side of the room. I’m guessing one leads to a master bathroom, and the other is the exit, though, since I still have no idea where I am, I’m not sure which is the better option.

      Cerberus whines then looks up at me, almost as if asking, “Hey, where are we going?”

      That’s a really good question.

      At the moment, the bathroom seems to be the best bet, just so I can get a lay of the land and hopefully scrounge up a weapon. If I am, indeed, in the simulator, then I know I’ll need one. If, however, I’ve somehow managed to get myself kidnapped into the weirdest scenario ever conceived, I’m sure having a weapon wouldn’t be a bad idea either. I take another step forward but stop again when I notice my apparel—though lingerie is definitely a better word for it, since it’s one of those sexy, satin slip-like deals. It’s really short, like not even to mid-thigh, and the neckline…good grief! I don’t recognize the outfit or the room from any of the countless games I’ve played, and I know I wouldn’t willingly get into something this racy on my own, so if this isn’t the simulator, then whoever kidnapped me must have changed me into this.

      Shuddering at that thought, I hurry toward a tall, narrow, oak dresser. After rummaging through a few drawers, I find a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, both in my size. That once again seems too coincidental, so I dare another glance around the room, this time looking toward the ceiling to check if there are any recording devices. When we were in the simulator before, the government was able to watch everything we were doing, our images and environment projected to them as a realistic 3D computer-generated image, but even then, we could never see how they were watching us, so I give up the search and try something I know will work.

      “Eve?” I whisper as I glance down at my left arm. There isn’t a computer unit strapped around my wrist, but that doesn’t mean I’m not in the simulator. Eve, which was the name given to the highly developed artificial intelligence program that runs the simulator, could have easily left it off for a ton of different reasons.

      Cerberus, who has remained by my side, whines and rubs his body against my leg.

      I reach down and scratch his head. “Does that mean she’s not answering because we’re not really in the simulator?”

      The dog pitches his head back and forth, staring up at me curiously.

      “I sure do wish dogs could talk,” I say on a sigh as I quickly pull on the jeans and then ditch the lingerie for the t-shirt. “All right, for now, let’s find some shoes and a weapon.” I head toward the door I assume is the bathroom. Halfway there, I notice a window behind some thick, pretty drapes. I push the curtain aside and squint from the sudden, glaring sunlight. If I had to guess, I’d say it was about seven in the morning and that it’s definitely wintertime, since the distant sky is still tinged pink and the nearby snow-covered mountain is buried beneath a fresh coat of snow. I don’t recognize the area per se, but I’m pretty sure those are the Rocky Mountains.

      I narrow my search to the area just around the house. There’s a covered patio just beneath the window, and there’s a huge pool and a hot tub in the backyard—all of which are covered under mounds of snow. Beyond the fenced-in yard is a huge, open field. There aren’t any other houses as far as the eye can see, so it looks like I can scratch off running to a neighbor’s house for help.

      I sigh as I let the curtains fall back into place. How do I keep ending up in these amazingly impossible situations? I mean, I’m a pretty quiet, awkward person, so the fact that in less than a week I’ve managed to get sucked into a government simulator, broken a guy’s heart, rekindled a relationship with my first love, and now I’ve been kidnapped—or at least I hope so, considering it’s better than the alternative—is mind-boggling.

      Cerberus whines and rubs against me. I pat his head and nod. “Yeah. I know. It’s just frakking nuts.”

      The dog whines again, almost as if agreeing, and then he follows along as I tiptoe to the door. I press my ear against it, listening intently for a moment. When I don’t hear anything, I try the knob. It twists easily, so I push the door open slowly, glad that it doesn’t creak, and I step into the master bath. It’s gorgeous, the blend of cream-colored tiles and mahogany giving it a truly charming, rustic feel.

      I poke my head into the huge shower to my left to make sure I’m alone, and then I tiptoe farther into the room to peek into the mammoth bathtub. The coast, so far, is clear. I continue ahead, toward a sliding door that undoubtedly leads into a closet. As I near, I stop entirely and listen. There’s no sound and Cerberus doesn’t seem spooked, so I take a few steps closer but then stop short again when I catch sight of my reflection in a vanity mirror just outside the closet. At first, I don’t understand why I feel so unnerved, but then it hits me. I look old.

      Scared to flip on the light, just in case that lets my would-be kidnapper know that I’m wandering around, I move closer to the mirror and inspect my face. I’m definitely older. I mean, I’m not ancient or anything, or probably any older than thirty, but I’m definitely not eighteen anymore. After touching the laugh lines by my eyes, I look at Cerberus.

      “Any idea how old I am?” I ask, still expecting him to strike up a conversation.

      In response, the dog just whines and rubs his face against my leg.

      “Yeah, I didn’t think so,” I say, then instinctively wrinkle my nose when I catch a whiff of something that smells like a bizarre mix of sulfur and bleach. I instantly recognize the scent. Sterile farts.

      Cerberus lets out a low, guttural growl as his attention shifts behind me.

      Balls. My heart sinks as I slowly straighten up and dare a glance in the mirror. There’s a nun standing right behind me, or more precisely, a Desolation Peak zombie nun with a serious case of decay and a stench that causes bile to rise into my throat. I whip around, intent on hauling ass before she can swipe me or let out one of her paralyzing screeches, but before I can even process the madness of the situation, she disappears. I spin back around to face the mirror, my legs shaking so badly I’m scared my knees are going to buckle. Thankfully, she’s not in the reflection anymore either.

      “Teddy Bear?” Pete calls from a distance, startling me so badly, I yelp.

      Cerberus looks up at me then shifts his attention toward the door, his tail wagging and his ears perking up as he takes a step closer. He looks back at me for a brief moment, but then trots the rest of the way over to the door and sits. That’s obviously a good sign, but I’m still hesitant to believe it’s really Pete. I mean, I’d recognize his voice from a million miles away, but I haven’t heard from him since receiving a very cold, brief email breaking things off between us—not that I blame him. I mean, I did cheat on him—or, you know, virtually cheat, since I kissed my ex-boyfriend after a very emotional journey through one of my favorite video games.

      “Teddy Bear?” Pete calls again, this time closer.

      “Pete?” I shout even though I’m still uneasy about him being here. Does that mean he’s my abductor then? Or does it mean I’m not the only one who got sucked back into the simulator? I hurry out of the bathroom with Cerberus right on my heels, hoping that Pete has some answers. Just as I reach for the knob, Pete opens the door, the edge of it cracking against my head, sending waves of pain along my skull. Dazed by the blow, and equally stunned to see him, I let out a pretty pathetic squeal as I fall backward.

      “Jesus!” Pete shouts as he drops onto a knee. “I’m sorry, babe,” he says as he helps me into a seated position. “Are you okay?”

      I rub the goose egg that’s already swelling on my forehead. “We have to go.” I scramble onto my feet and nearly trip over Cerberus.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” he orders as he holds me still. “Teddy—”

      “There’s a nun in the bathroom,” I say, and then glance over my shoulder to make sure we’re still alone. “She disappeared—”

      “It was just another nightmare, babe,” he whispers as he pushes my hand away so he can examine my forehead. “Would you hold still so I can look at that thing?”

      “What are you doing here?” I ask as I try to steady my breathing.

      His brows furrow, but he chuckles as he shifts my head a bit. “Um…I live here.”

      “So, this is your house?” I ask as I pull my chin out of his grip. “How did I get here?”

      He stares at me, a concerned look etched on his face. “Maybe I should call the doctor.”

      “I don’t need a doctor!” I snap, though, I probably do since my head feels like it’s about to explode. “Do you know what’s going on?”

      Cerberus whines as he looks back and forth between us.

      “It’s okay,” Pete says to him then points toward a crate in the corner of the room I hadn’t noticed earlier. It’s covered with what I’m hoping is a faux white fur blanket. “Go to your crate,” he orders.

      The dog’s ears drop a bit, but he obediently makes his way over and lies down on the plushy, cream-colored dog pillow. Pete follows him and locks the door, and then he makes his way back to me and gently grabs my forearm.

      “Babe, you need to just sit—”

      “No!” I say firmly. “What’s going on, Pete? Where are we?”

      “That’s it,” he says as he helps me up and then drags me along as he heads toward the nightstand. “I’m cancelling our flights and getting you to the doc—”

      I yank myself out of his grip and press my hands against my head, which is now pounding mercilessly. He stares at me, his expression still concerned—but there’s something else—something I can’t place. He walks over and snatches the phone off the cradle.

      “Who are you calling?” I ask as I rub my head.

      “You’re scaring me,” he says as he dials. “Please, just lie down and try to relax. Hello,” he says into the receiver. “This is Pete Sampson. My wife, Guinevere Sampson, needs an appointment with Dr. Avery.”

      My head spins and my stomach sinks. He said wife, and he said Guinevere Sampson. The implications of that actually cause me to teeter a bit. Pete grabs my arm and guides me to the bed. I drop onto it, my body covered in goose bumps as I listen to his conversation.

      “Of course, I’ll take her now,” he says and then hangs up. “Do you think you can walk?”

      I shake my head. “No…I…” I stare at him for a long moment. “Pete, what is going on?” My voice is trembling, and when he kneels and reaches for my hands, I finally notice I’m shaking and I’m ice-cold. As I search his soft hazel eyes for answers, an odd feeling overcomes me. My husband. That random thought suddenly sparks something deep within me. It isn’t exactly love, but it’s…something. Something I’ve never felt toward Pete before.

      “This one seems really bad,” he says as he reaches for my forehead and checks my temperature. “Can you walk? Maybe I should call an ambulance?”

      “I don’t need an ambulance,” I say just before the pain in my head skyrockets to an unbearable level. Another wave of nausea washes over me, but I try to ignore it. “What am I doing here, Pete? What’s happening to me?”

      “It’s okay. It’ll pass. It always does,” he says as he reaches for the phone again. “Just try to focus on the facts. This is our home,” he whispers. “We’ve lived here for nearly six years.”

      “No…” I shake my head again. “That can’t be…” I get onto my feet and sway.

      Pete steadies me. “Yes,” he assures me as he dials a number from memory. “And this has happened before because you have PTSD.”

      “PTSD?” I repeat, sounding more robotic than human.

      Pete presses the phone against his ear. “Hi, this is Pete Sampson again.” There’s a brief pause before he continues. “This episode is really bad. Can you please send an ambulance…” He glances at me quickly then looks away and softly says, “Of course. Yes. I’ll get her downstairs right away.”

      I drop onto the bed again. My head is throbbing, and my heart is racing so quickly that I can hear it pulsing in my ears. This can’t be real. It can’t be. I squeeze my eyes shut. It’s just a dream, Teddy. That’s it—just a really realistic one. A pain suddenly radiates behind my eyes, so I moan and lean forward, scared that I’m going to hurl. Bile rises in my throat. I shudder when I realize just how real that feels. I try to stand, but Pete presses against my thigh to stop me.

      I’ve never puked in a dream before. Half of the time, I don’t even remember them; so this is…I bolt for the bathroom and make it to the toilet just in time. When the retching finally subsides, I press my head against the seat.

      Holy crap, Teddy, this can’t be a dream.

      “They’re on their way,” Pete says as he soothes a hand over my back.

      “I just…” I look at him. “I don’t understand…”

      His eyes glisten over, and he lets out a half sigh, half sob as he reaches for my forehead. “You screamed, so I just wanted to make sure…” He tucks some of my hair behind my ear. “I shouldn’t have opened the door so fast—”

      The doorbell rings.

      “Come on,” he says as he helps me up. “Let’s get you to the hospital.”

      This time, I don’t argue. I follow along in silence because my throat feels like it’s been rubbed raw. And my headache is worse, the relentless pounding blurring my vision. When we get downstairs, he helps me sit on a step then hurries to let the EMTs in. I rest my head against the railing then gasp and scramble onto my feet when I see the huge picture on the wall. It’s our wedding portrait.

      Pete grabs onto my arm, but I shake it loose and take a few steps toward the picture.

      “Have a seat,” one of the EMTs says as he and Pete grab both my arms and force me onto the stretcher. “Can you tell me your name?” the guy asks.

      “Guinevere Sampson.” I gasp and slap my hand over my mouth. “No,” I shake my head despite the searing pain that causes. “My name is Guinevere Sampson—” Where does that keep coming from? It’s almost like I can’t help it. I look at the EMT, his light-blue eyes staring at me intently. I reach out and touch his face. He glances at Pete curiously, and then he looks back at me again. Yes, they’re almost the same shade as… “Ryan!” I shout and then gasp as I suddenly remember him.

      “We don’t know a Ryan,” Pete says as he pushes Ryan away and steps in front of me. The Ryan look-alike steps farther away when Pete motions toward the other EMT. “You. Get over here and help me get her to the hospital.”

      As Pete and the other EMT force me to lie down, I say, “But we do know a Ryan…” The brief memory starts to get fuzzy though, so I struggle to remember his eyes. “Ryan…” What’s his last name? I should know this because he’s my…he’s my what?

      “Just lie back, Mrs. Sampson,” the other EMT says as he secures a strap over my chest. Pete takes my hand and hurries alongside me as the EMT pushes the stretcher outside.

      Once we’re in the ambulance and the EMT has put a blood pressure cuff around my bicep and a pulse oximeter on my index finger, Pete leans closer and kisses the back of my hand. “It’s going to be okay, babe. The docs will patch you up and help jog your memory.”

      “But I don’t have a problem…” I stop myself there though, since I’m clearly having memory issues. I’m sure I know a Ryan though. He’s my…but I can’t remember.

      A siren wails so loudly everyone flinches and searches around. It goes off again, sending a chill down my spine as I recognize it. The sound, a long time ago, had been used to indicate an incoming nuclear attack during the Cold War. I remember seeing footage of children in classrooms rushing to get under their desks when it blared. But it sparks recognition because of something else too…the sound reminds me of a video game I used to play…

      It goes off again, and I gasp as the memory suddenly resurfaces. It’s the same siren they use in Desolation Peak.

      Balls. “Pete—” I start but falter when static blares from the radio. I whip around and gasp when I see that the EMT has changed into a nun. “Pete, look out!”

      But it’s not enough warning. The nun takes a swipe at him, her talon-like nails ripping open his chest in four, even diagonal streaks. As blood pours out of him, Pete screams and falls backward against the doors, which fly open from the force of the impact. When he falls out, I scream. Then the nun turns her attention on me. I struggle against the straps as she reaches for me. Trapped on the stretcher, I’m helpless when she grips my shoulders and shakes me.

      “Teddy!” the nun shouts as she shakes me so hard, my bones rattle.

      Creeped out that she’s actually talking, and that she sounds like my dad, I struggle to get free.

      “Wake up, kiddo!” she shouts.

      Suddenly able to move, I struggle with the comforter and finally manage to push it off. Then I wrestle away from the hands that are gripping my shoulders. The effort shifts me to the edge of the bed and I nearly fall off.

      “Teddy!” Dad says as he steadies me. “Wake up! Come on, it’s just another nightmare.”

      I open my eyes, not realizing that they had been closed, and I finally stop struggling against him. As I heave in huge gulps of air, I give him a thorough once-over. It’s Dad—it is—and I’m in my room.

      “It was just a nightmare,” Dad repeats as he brushes hair out of my face.

      I practically collapse against him. When he wraps his arms around me, I drop my head onto his shoulder just as a sob erupts.

      “It’s okay,” he whispers. “It was just another nightmare, but it’s over now.”

      That’s it, I tell myself. It was just another stupid, freaking nightmare about being trapped in that government simulator. I’ve had one every night since I’ve gotten back, so that was it; just a nightmare. Still crying and clinging onto my father, I keep telling myself to forget about it. It was just a bad dream. That’s it; nothing to get so worked up over, but no matter how many times I repeat that, I don’t believe it.
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      After dropping my backpack into my locker, I drift toward my class. I hadn’t been able to get back to sleep last night, so I’m exhausted. My parents wanted me to stay home, but I had to go to the clinic to walk the dogs and clean out the kennels, so it seemed stupid to skip school. Ryan is leaning against the wall just outside our classroom. He’s talking to a few friends, but when he spots me, he says something to them, and they quickly disperse.

      “Morning, beautiful,” he says, a smile plastered on his face as he reaches for me. “How’s your hand feeling today?”

      I hold it up to show him the fresh bandage. Dr. Z had come in early to help me, since he knew it would be hard for me to work one-handed. He also helped me wrap it today, since I had done such a crappy job the day before, but the bite is healing nicely.

      “It’s better today. Dr. Z says I have a pretty impressive immune system.” I chuckle.

      “Hmm…” Ryan says; his smile fading away as he studies me. “You look tired.”

      I shrug. “I’m good.”

      He stares at me, a blank expression on his face now. “Did you have another nightmare?”

      “Yeah,” I finally say, but shrug again. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      His eyes search mine for a long moment, then he brings my hand to his lips and kisses the back of it. “I’m sure they’ll pass soon. And if it’s any consolation, the one I had last night wasn’t so bad.”

      Apparently, we’ve both been plagued with night terrors. Thankfully, Ryan’s little brother, Ben, who had also been sucked into the simulator, though he never really participated in the scarier games, wasn’t having any trouble sleeping.

      “Maybe if you talk about it, you’ll feel better,” Ryan suggests.

      I meet his concerned gaze for just a second before I look back down at our joined hands. I know it would probably be better if I shared my crazy dreams with him, especially since he’s shared his with me, but I can’t bring myself to tell anyone about last night. I mean, I was married to Pete. Married! And I was older and in my house. I can’t even rationalize any of it in my own mind, since it all felt so real at the time, so there’s no way I can tell Ryan. Not when we’re trying to rekindle our very tumultuous relationship.

      “Did Pete make another guest appearance?” he asks, not sounding upset. When I look up at him, he squeezes my hand reassuringly. “I mean, that would make sense because I know you’re worried about him.”

      I am, but he hasn’t responded to any of my countless attempts to reach him. “That doesn’t bother you?” I ask.

      He lets out a long breath while he shakes his head. “Does it bother me you’re dreaming about another guy? Yeah. But I know it’s…” He seems to search for the right way to put it, “different. It’s…not romantic.”

      I can’t help but look away when he says that. I mean, it technically wasn’t romantic in any way, but I was Mrs. Sampson. Pete and I had been married for six years.

      “Was it?” Ryan inquires, definitely sounding a little defensive now.

      “No,” I say quickly. “Not at all.” I dare a glance at him. “I had a dog; a Dobie named Cerberus, and there was a nun…” I shudder at the memory of the smelly, decaying woman standing behind me in the bathroom. Then the memory of her swiping Pete’s chest open replays in my mind’s eye—

      The bell rings, startling me so badly Ryan must feel me twitch.

      “Maybe you should go home,” he suggests.

      “I’m fine,” I lie and then start searching around for his backpack.

      As if reading my mind, he says, “Coop already took it inside for me.” After getting his crutches securely under his arms, he looks me over again. “You sure you’re okay to stay?”

      “Yeah. I’m good,” I insist. The late bell rings, so I gesture toward the door. “After you, Hop-Along.”

      “Ha, ha,” he says with a genuine, gorgeous smile back on his face.

      I follow him into the classroom. When I slide into the seat next to his, he playfully tugs on a strand of my hair. He starts to say something, but Mr. Edwards hurries into the classroom, a stack of papers in his arms. It’s just my luck that we would have a pop quiz today. Nor does my day improve after that. I completely forgot about a homework assignment for second period, and by the time I get to Mrs. Parker’s class, I’m drained. Maybe I should have stayed home after all.

      With my chin resting on my fist, I try to keep my eyes open as Mrs. Parker drones on and on, but the woman is one of those passionate literary types. Unfortunately, English has never been my strong suit, and I especially hate poetry, so it’s nearly impossible to stay awake.

      I’m just about to drift off when Mrs. Parker’s voice suddenly raises several octaves. As she ditches her usually boring lecture for a very eerie rendition of Edgar Allan Poe’s The Raven, I sit up straight in my seat.

      “While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping, as of someone gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door,” she says.

      She looks directly at me then, her voice giving me the chills as it suddenly takes on a distorted, warped tone.

      “Tis some visitor, I muttered, tapping at my chamber door.”

      As if on cue, two taps reverberate through the door. I look toward it, my heart racing as I eye the knob and then the small window in the door’s center. When my eyes meet the nun’s, her rotting face pulled back into a horrific sneer, I scream.

      “Gwen!” shouts Ryan. He shakes my arm. “Wake up!”

      I jerk awake and search around. The entire class is staring, and Mrs. Parker has a disapproving expression on her intimidating, pear-shaped face.

      “Gwen?” Ryan whispers as he leans closer, clearly concerned. “Are you okay?”

      I manage a nod, since my mouth feels like a desert.

      “Did you need another moment, Ms. Nielson, or would it be okay if I continue my lecture?” Mrs. Parker asks, sarcasm oozing off each word. The class snickers, collectively.

      “Sorry,” I say, lamely. “May I be excused, please?”

      “Certainly,” she says, dramatically sweeping her arm across the room, toward the door. “Maybe I can get you some tea and spend the rest of the class catering to your every need.”

      Mrs. Parker has always been one of those teachers—you know, the old, bossy, grade-A witch type, so I offer up another apology before hurrying into the hallway. I lean against the door and wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans. After several deep breaths, I head toward the bathroom. Thankfully, it’s vacant, so I lock myself in a stall and drop onto the toilet. My body is still shaking pretty badly, so I focus on my breathing. It was just a nightmare, Teddy. Granted, I had probably only dozed off for a second, and it had happened in broad daylight, but it was just a dream. That nun wasn’t real. Or was she? Suddenly nauseous, I stand and face the bowl.

      When two taps resonate against the stall’s divider, I instinctively back away. Then a scraping sound runs along the metal wall. With my heart about to explode, I fumble the lock but then stop suddenly when I notice that there’s a puddle of blood slowly seeping toward my feet. I jump onto the toilet just as two more tapping sounds fill the air. Then a loud banging makes the thin barrier quake. I slap my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming.

      It’s just a dream, Teddy. Wake up, dammit. Wake yourself up!

      The banging stops abruptly and the blood recedes. When I finally move my hand away from my mouth, I’m panting. I summon an amount of bravado I definitely don’t have and lean toward the once-noisy stall. After taking huge gulps of air, I tentatively press my ear against the cold metal divider. All is silent, so I shift my position on the top of the toilet seat so I can peer into the next stall. It’s empty. So is the bathroom.

      With the coast clear, I press my hands against the walls so I can safely step off the toilet since I’m shaking so badly I’m pretty sure I would break my neck if I just hopped off. I tiptoe to the door and stand in front of it for a long moment before I finally reach for the lock. It slides open easily. I grip the handle and open the door gently. The bathroom is still empty, and there’s no sign of blood on the floor anywhere.

      I’m going crazy. That stupid simulator cooked my brain, or did so much psychological damage that I’m now a fruit loop. I pull the door open and look left then right just to be sure. Satisfied that I’m alone—but disturbed that I’m probably going looney tunes—I hurry to the sink and splash water on my face.

      “Well, well, well,” Carly says as she walks in, “if it isn’t the little home wrecker.”

      Jeez, can this day get any worse?

      I turn off the water, snatch a paper towel out of the dispenser, and then lean against the sink. After wiping my face dry, I crumble up the sheet, and then toss it at her. She knocks it away just before it hits her face. Then she takes what I consider an intimidating step closer, so I push off the sink and square my shoulders. At nearly six-feet, I tower over her.

      “You know,” I say, trying my best to sound menacing, “Ryan and I have been trading stories, and we’ve decided that someone else was behind all the things I thought he did, which,” I emphasize as I point at her, “is definitely you.”

      She laughs. “Is that what he’s telling you? You can’t possibly be stupid enough to believe him.”

      I’ve considered that, but after everything Ryan and I have been through, I know he’s not lying. Carly was solely responsible for putting that heinous lesbian porn pic in my gym locker. And Carly had given me a Call of Duty t-shirt my sophomore year—claiming it was a gift from Ryan—which had cost me a week of after-school detention because the student council had enacted a no-violent-images-on-clothing policy. The list of things she’s done to keep me and Ryan apart goes on and on because she’s always known how he’s felt about me.

      She grabs my arm and pulls me closer. “You’re just a challenge,” she says, her grip tightening. “He doesn’t love you, Guinevere. Once he gets over his triumphant victory of finally getting you, he’ll lose interest and toss you aside. Then he’ll come back to me.”

      I’ve worried about that exact situation a million times since I made the choice to forgive Ryan. Does he truly love me? Or is this some kind of machismo quest to conquer the impossible? Unfortunately, I think only time will tell, so I can either steer the course with forgiving him or I can keep myself hidden away in my room until I leave for college. So far, I’m determined to give that first option a shot, and I sure as hell don’t want Carly thinking she has any power to influence my decision.

      I yank my arm out of her grip and lean closer, hoping to come off as menacing. “Mind your damn business and keep your hands off me.” I take a step closer; for once glad for my height. “And if you ever touch me again, I’ll break your nose a second time.”

      She huffs at that but then takes a few backward steps and gingerly touches her nose. We stand off for a moment then she smiles. “You two won’t last,” she says. “And I’m so sure of that, I’d even bet on it.”

      When she winks at me, I back away from her, not liking the sound of that, but today is not the day to deal with Carly, so I turn on my heels and pull the door open. I take a step forward but stop short when I nearly crash into Ryan, who’s practically blocking the doorway.

      “Hey, are you okay?” he asks.

      “Yeah,” I nod. “She’s just being a—”

      “I’m not talking about her,” he interjects. “I figured you’d break her nose again if she got out of line.”

      I chuckle at that despite the panicked expression on his face.

      He reaches over and strokes my cheek. “I’m talking about what just happened in class.”

      I sigh, but then follow him toward a nearby alcove. After making sure we’re alone, I shake my head. “I’m…I don’t know. One minute I was listening to Mrs. Parker rambling on, and then I…”

      “You saw something, didn’t you?”

      I meet his concerned gaze for a moment before I shift to stare at my feet. “I think I’m going crazy, Ryan.”

      There’s a beat of silence. When Carly emerges from the bathroom, we both watch her hurry down the hallway. When we’re alone again, Ryan leans against the lockers so he can take my hand. “I saw a nun last night,” he admits.

      My eyes snap up to meet his again. He seems just as scared by that as I feel.

      “I didn’t say anything this morning because I…” He sighs. “I didn’t want to freak you out, but I dreamt about…I don’t remember, really. I think I was a firefighter again…but it’s all jumbled now, so I can’t tell you the rest of it, but when I woke up, she was definitely there.”

      “In your room?” I ask, stunned.

      He nods. “It was just for a split second though, and she was kind of translucent, you know, like those lab animals we saw at the animal testing facility in Desolation Peak.”

      Goose bumps erupt all over my body as the memory of that lab resurfaces.

      “I don’t think she was real though,” he says, trying to comfort me.

      “Yeah, but she keeps popping up everywhere,” I whisper as I glance down the desolate hallway to make sure she isn’t lurking nearby.

      Ryan shifts to look up and down the hallway too, clearly just as spooked. “Is it always this quiet between classes?” he asks, shifting closer to me.

      “I don’t know,” I say honestly, since I don’t usually go wandering around during class periods. The hallway does feel eerily empty though, and I suddenly feel exposed.

      “When I saw her last night, it spooked me,” Ryan whispers, “but I thought I was still dreaming. Today though…” he trails off as he searches the hallway again. “I don’t know how to explain it exactly, but when we were in class, I got this weird feeling—like some kind of overpowering urge to look toward the door. That’s when I saw her. It was just for a fraction of a second, but it spooked me bad, and then you started screaming.” He visibly shudders. “And then when you left the classroom, that feeling came back. First not so strongly, but it just got worse and worse, so I bolted out and just as the bathroom came into sight, I saw her again…not a real nun, but like a quick ghostly image of one…almost…I don’t know. Like a premonition.”

      I’m sure my eyes are the size of saucers as I stare up at him.

      “Did something other than Carly just happen in there?”

      I nod.

      We stare at each other for what seems like a lifetime, both of us lost in our own thoughts.

      “Come on,” he finally says, straightening up so he can tuck the crutches under his arms.

      I follow along as we head in the opposite direction of our classroom. “Where are we going?”

      “Home, we need to get in touch with Dr. Sampson to make sure Eve isn’t somehow still messing with us.”

      “Ryan, we can’t just leave our stuff—”

      “Coop will take care of it. Do you need anything from your locker?”

      “Yeah, my purse—”

      “Okay. I’ll head to the office and call my father, then I’ll call yours.”

      Having our parents involved is definitely the right idea, but I’m kind of scared we’re going to find out that Eve has nothing to do with our condition. What if Ryan and I are just crazy now? His little brother, Ben, hasn’t had a nightmare since returning, and when my father emailed Dr. Sampson about my dreams, he assured us we were fine and that Pete hadn’t been exhibiting any side effects. So maybe Ryan and I are just going bat-pooh crazy.

      “Gwen?”

      I look at him for a long moment then finally nod. “Okay. I’ll run and grab my purse. Do you need anything from your locker?”

      He shakes his head. “Just be quick, okay?”

      “I will.”

      “Wait,” he practically shouts.

      I whip around to face him. “What?”

      “Maybe I should go with you?” he suggests, probably because it was always safer to do things in pairs when we were in the simulator.

      “I’ll be fine, and I’ll just be a second.” He still looks worried though, and in all honesty, I’m pretty scared too, but right now, I know I’m wide-awake and we’re safe—or at least I hope so. “Go on. Shoo,” I say to help ease the tension. “I’ll grab my stuff and you’ll have just enough time to hop your way to the office before me.”

      He chuckles. “You’re such a smartass.”

      “Better to be a smartass than a dumbass,” I toss over my shoulder as I start down the hallway.

      “I love you,” he calls.

      I stop short and turn to face him. Those three little words have always caused a knot to form in my belly. Of course, when Pete used to say them, my knee-jerk response was always “Ditto,” since I hadn’t known it at the time, but after being trapped in the simulator with him, I came to realize that I do, in fact, love him, but only as a friend. With Ryan, it’s different. I’m crazy about him—always have been—and we have this weird connection. When we were younger, I used to think we were soulmates. Now that I’m older, I’m still on the fence about that because, I do, in fact, love him, I’m just too petrified
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TO: Commander, U.S. Cyber Command, Vice Admiral Roger
Wesley

FROM: Dr. Dean Sampson, Ph.D., Senior Vice President
SUBJECT: Congratulations and Best of Luck
Sir,

It has recently come to my attention that you are retiring from the
Navy after nearly thirty years. I wanted to thank you personally for
serving our country, and I once again wanted to express my gratitude
for your patience and understanding as my son transitions into his
new position here at RPG Extreme. I am eternally grateful.

I also recently learned that you were offered the Corporate
Communications Chief Executive Officer position at Manx. We
have a wonderful working relationship with them and we look
forward to collaborating with you in the near future.

Until then, enjoy your retirement festivities and your vacation.

Respectfully,
Dr. Dean Sampson
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