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    CHAPTER  1

    
    “I’VE HAD THE SAME DREAM for as long as I can remember. He’s always there, protecting me from the darkness. I have a chance to save him, but I don’t. I’m frozen, too scared to move. I sit there, crouching in the shadows, waiting, hiding as the monster comes for him. He doesn’t scream or make a sound. He accepts his fate knowing it will save me.” My teeth release their hold on my lower lip bringing fresh blood and the all too familiar sting. The metallic taste fills my mouth as I run my tongue over the sensitive area before continuing. 

    “Nothing really changes about this dream. The man, the monster, the place, it’s all the same. The only thing that changes is me. The me in the dream has aged just as I have. So now instead of a small child hiding in the shadows, I’m an adult who’s still too afraid to do anything. I know it’s merely a dream, but I can’t sleep anymore. I can’t watch him die anymore. It’s eating me up inside, this feeling, like it’s my fault, like his blood is on my hands. Once I finally build up enough courage to peek out of the shadows, he’s gone, and I wake up screaming.”

    His fountain pen scrawls across the paper between his wrinkled thumb and forefinger drawing my attention. My eyes trace the continuous movement, but I can’t decipher which words the scribbles are supposed to represent. He’s been taking notes since the beginning of this session but hasn’t bothered to mutter a word after this morning’s pleasantries. Unlike the previous psychiatrists, he just sits there quietly writing in his yellow, legal notepad. I hate the way all psychiatrists take notes. Sitting sideways with your legs crossed must have been a lesson I missed in psych class. When I raise my eyes to discover him looking back at me, I realize he’s waiting for me to resume my monolog. “The dream didn’t always happen every night. When it started, it was only once a month. But each year it comes more frequently and ever since last month, my twenty-first birthday, it’s been every night.”

    I’ve told this same story to three other psychiatrists with the hope that one of them could help me or at least tell me how to stop this dream. They always have the same answer. It’s just a dream, a representation of my control issues or internal conflict. I could accept that theory if the dream hadn’t started coming to me at the age of six. What internal conflict could a six-year-old possibly have?

    This is my second session with Dr. Delaney, and the second time he has worn the same yellow shirt with a blue ink stain on the corner of his breast pocket. Clearly, he isn’t worried about how his patients perceive his appearance. During our first meeting, I spent most of the hour asking questions he would never answer; why a person would have the same dream over and over, why there was someone in my dream I had never seen before, and why I was the only thing in the dream that changed. He had the same answer for each question. “Dreams are different for each person, and similarly, one can interpret their dreams differently.” A lot of good that psychobabble does me. I need answers, not vague comments. This time, I decide not to waste my time and do most of the talking. I’m surprised when he pushes up his gold-rimmed glasses and actually speaks at the end of my speech.

    “Dreams are always up for interpretation. Have you ever considered if this mystery man is a reflection of your mother? Maybe he doesn’t age in the dream because you never saw your mother age. She died while you were just a girl, perhaps this dream is a symbol of how you felt helpless when she died.” The dream didn’t start appearing to me until two years after my mother’s passing, so this is the first time anyone has connected her to it. When I explain this to him, he simply replies with, “Tell me about your mother.” I hate when people ask me about my mother.

    “What is there to tell? She died when I was four years old. I barely remember anything.” I would love to be able to talk about my mother, but I know only the small fragments of her life my father told me. And since he and I haven’t spoken in three years, there’s little chance of getting any new information.

    Of course, Dr. Delaney isn’t satisfied with this answer. “Instead of focusing on what you do not know about her, why don’t you try telling me anything you do remember?”

    This is easier said than done. What does anyone remember from the age of four? Deciding to humor him, I take a deep breath, close my eyes and try to remember. The second psychiatrist I met with, Dr. Parin if memory serves, taught me a little trick; breathe in through my nose for four seconds, breathe out through my mouth for eight seconds. He told me to use this whenever I feel angry, stressed or scared. Ironically, I’ve only ever felt the need to use this trick while talking to the psychiatrists.

    I continue to breathe in this manner and think of the little I do remember about my mother. The lavender smell of her lotion, the raspy sound of her laugh, the taste of her peanut butter and chocolate chip cookies. The way my father would sneak one into my room without her knowledge so I could eat it before dinner. I’m chuckling to myself when it hits me, like a freight train to my memory. I remember my mother sitting beside me while I lay in bed at night. “The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams.” I can hear my mother’s voice as I recite it to Dr. Delaney.

    “Is that something your mother used to tell you?”

    I slowly nod my head as I replay the memory. “Yes, it’s an Eleanor Roosevelt quote. She used to read it to me every night before bed.” Why haven’t I remembered this before now?

    Dr. Delaney’s leather chair crunches in protest as he shifts in his seat. “Do you remember anything else?” I shake my head in response. If I’m going to remember anything more, I don’t want to do it here with someone analyzing every word. “Well then, it looks like we are out of time, but I do believe we made some progress.”

    As much as I hate to admit it, he’s right. Before now, I only had bits and pieces of my mother from my broken memories, and the little tidbits my father gave me. I know what she looks like because of the picture I took from my father’s room when I was younger, and I know the sound of her voice because of the answering machine my father kept in his closet, but now I also have this memory. I was lying in a small bed with a mermaid blanket and a clamshell pillow, I carried that pillow around with me everywhere. My father was sitting at my feet and my mother kneeling beside me. Her short black hair framed her face in layers, and her green eyes reminded me of the forest after a good rain. This is the only real memory I have, but I know we did that every night. I can even smell the coconut of her shampoo when she would hug me goodnight. They would tell me a story, read me that quote, and whisper sweet dreams.

    All I can think about during the walk home is that memory. Why would my mother tell me that same quote every night? There’s no beauty in my dreams, at least not anymore. There’s only darkness and fear. A shiver snakes its way up my spine and goosebumps freckle my arms. “Hey there Nadia, it’s a bit nippy out today, isn’t it? I heard about the raccoons making a mess out of the trash cans yesterday morning. Silly critters.” The route from Dr. Delaney’s office runs past Mr. Maxon’s convenience store. At 88, he’s the oldest person in Clovis, but his age isn’t what he’s known for. It’s his kind spirit. More often than not, when I pass his store, he’s outside smoking, and he never lets me pass by without a smile and a wave.

    I hear him speak, but I’m too caught up in my thoughts to comprehend what he says. “Oh, it’s great Mr. Maxon, thanks.” I smile and return his wave. From the look on his face, my assumption about his greeting is incorrect. I don’t stop to clarify, I hasten my pace and shoot him one more pleasant smile before returning to my all-encompassing thought, Dr. Delaney. He believes the dream has something to do with my mother, but I don’t blame myself for that. She died peacefully in her sleep. Nobody could have prevented it, much less a four-year-old girl. The doctors couldn’t even figure it out. They said there was no medical or logical reason a seemingly healthy thirty-year-old would have died in her sleep. There was nothing I could have done. I have never questioned that, so why would I be blaming myself and causing this recurring dream? There has to be another explanation, and I need to find it. This self-inflicted insomnia is starting to take its toll.

    When I finally make it home, I march straight to my room. The room where my mother and father tucked me in at night. Of course, it looks different now. In place of the toddler bed is a queen size and the sea creatures that once adorned the walls are now replaced with pictures of my friends and me. I close my eyes as I sit on the edge of my bed trying to remember more of that night. Trying to remember more of her. I cling to that tiny shred of memory. We must have spent more time together in this room, but I can’t recall it.

    I walk across the hall to the room adjacent from my own. The room that belonged to my mother and father. I haven’t been inside since my father packed his belongings and left the house for me. He said I was an adult now and needed my own place, but I know it was more because he couldn’t stand living here anymore, in the room where my mother died.

    Maybe that’s why I haven’t opened the door in three years, I can’t face the room either. But it’s time to grow up. Perhaps seeing my mother’s possesions again will help me to remember her. I grab the doorknob and take a moment to prepare myself mentally. The last time I was in this room, my mother had just died, and I found my father sobbing on their bed. He didn’t know I was there, and I never told him about it. Her death hit him harder than it hit me. I guess at four years old, I didn’t fully understand what was happening. I remember thinking she was away on business and would come back to us. It took a year for me to realize she was gone for good.

    After mustering up all the courage I can find, I turn the doorknob and enter my parent’s room. No matter how long it’s been since they’ve lived here, this will always be their room. The door creaks as it swings on the rusty hinges, making impressions on the carpet as it opens. Their canopy bed aligns in the middle of the back wall with a dresser to the left and my mother’s vanity set on the right. I remember sneaking in here one night while my mother was away at a conference. I loved to play with her makeup. My father promised he wouldn’t tell her when he caught me with her purple eyeshadow. Her favorite purple eyeshadow.

    I sit down at the vanity and run my hands against the soft wood top. A finger sized trail breaking up the blanket of dust. It seems much smaller than I remember. In the right-hand drawer, all the way at the back is the cherished eyeshadow. Using my ring finger, I gently apply a thin layer to both eyelids. My father always told me I look just like my mother. With the purple eyelids, I can almost see it. I place the eyeshadow palette back into its place and make my way to the closet. My father took all of his clothes with him when he moved out, leaving the left side of the closet bare. The right side, however, is bursting at the seams with. I step further into the closet gazing at her wardrobe. They still smell like her after all this time. Tears form behind my eyes, it’s too much. I quickly retreat from their room to the safety of my own. Closing my eyes, I fight back the tears.

    All I want is a good night’s sleep, but neither the dream nor my psychology paper will allow this. I remember the kids in high school stressing over what to do next, but choosing a college major was a no-brainer for me. Psychology is the only thing that can possibly help me understand why I’m having this dream. There was no other option for me. After a couple of years of basic classes, I was finally able to start my psychology courses, but the answer I was hoping to find wasn’t there. I went through Intro to Psychology, Cognitive Psychology, and Social Psychology, and there was nothing to suggest why this dream kept appearing to me. My last hope and also the scariest option, Abnormal Psychology. If there were one word that could describe my situation, it would be abnormal, but even Freud’s beliefs on the psychodynamic aren’t offering any answers.

    After finishing my paper, I need a new distraction. Staying awake all night isn’t a feasible option, but I want to delay the Nightmare as much as possible. The best way to accomplish this is an all-night horror movie marathon with Hanna. She and I have been friends since kindergarten. As a shy child, I kept to myself, but the day I returned to school after my mother died, this short, blonde headed girl with a crooked nose sat with me during lunch and told me that nobody who lost their mother should eat alone. She was there for me through that dark time, and no one has been able to separate us since. 

    I’m bringing blankets and pillows into the living room when the pounding on the front door begins. “What’s up scream queen? Are you ready to wet yourself with fright?” What I love most about spending time with Hanna at home, there are no expectations. No need to dress up or put on makeup. In fact, most of the time we look homeless.

    She’s standing on my doorstep in pajamas, her hair thrown up into a messy bun, and a pizza box and a plate of chocolate chip cookies balancing on her left hand. No horror movie marathon would be complete without pizza and cookies.

    “You do realize I’m not the only person in this neighborhood, right? You probably woke up old lady Barbara.” I step back leaving the door ajar.

    She laughs almost dumping the plate of cookies. “Old lady Barbara needs a little fun in her life.”

    I grab the food from her hands, keeping them off of the floor. “A little fun could be the thing to finally kill her. And just so you know, I have never wet myself. Except maybe that one time in pre-k.” She follows me into the living room, making herself comfortable while I set the pizza and cookies on the coffee table.

    “What’s up first?” She grabs a slice of pizza, picking up the trail of cheese with her finger.

    “I thought we would start out easy and go with a classic.”

    She grunts with approval. “You definitely won’t be peeing yourself with such a PG movie.” Her words are barely audible with a mouth full of pizza.

    The time flies by, and only three movies into the marathon, my eyelids grow heavy. I fight to keep them open, but it’s no use. Hanna is asleep with a cookie in hand, and the soft humming of the a/c is lulling me into sleep. My eyes close and just as quickly I’m back in the dark alley hiding in the shadows.

    I look anxiously, but I already know he’ll be there. He’s always there. The man I fail to save every night. My eyes fall on his short, light brown hair. He looks over at me, as he does every night, with hope shining in his eyes. I want to scream, tell him to run, but I can’t find my voice. I can barely open my mouth. He stands there staring at the coward hiding behind the crate. I look back into his steel eyes until the howl echoes in my ears. The monster is coming. My heart hammers against my chest, and once again, he’s going to die. I’m going to sit here and let him die.

    He finally averts his gaze from me to stare his attacker straight on, and I crouch lower biting at my bottom lip. As I close my eyes and cower, I realize I have never actually seen the monster. I’m always too frightened and embarrassed to actually watch the man die. I take a deep breath counting to four and release it slowly, not bothering to count to eight. This time, I’m going to look at the monster who has me running from my sleep. Opening my eyes, I twirl back around while remaining hidden.

    The familiar pounding footsteps grow louder and louder as the monster charges forward. Once they stop, I brace myself and peek out further over the box. My jaw drops in disbelief. I can’t be sure how to describe what I’m seeing. It takes the shape of a giant bear but with the consistency of black smoke. But it can’t be smoke. The footsteps of smoke don’t make a sound, not that smoke can even have footsteps.

    The man returns his gaze to me, locking his electric eyes on mine and not once does he look back at the beast before him. The monster releases another rumbling growl, but there’s no fear in the man’s eyes. Only hope. I can’t just sit here and let him die again. I scramble, trying to find anything I can use as a weapon, but there’s nothing nearby except empty cups and trash. What would one even use against smoke? A vacuum? Maybe a leaf blower? I need to keep the man safe. This time I won’t fail him.

    I do the only thing I can think of and hop out from behind the shadows making as much noise as I can. I jump up and down, waving my hands in the air, calling to the monster. It rounds on me howling, but what now?

    It’s barreling straight for me. I have a terrible habit of not thinking things through. On instinct, I turn and run, fleeing from the dangerous beast. My feet shuffle along the ground as I divert down another passage. Turn after turn has my head reeling. I lose count of how many I’ve made before coming to a ledge. My arms rotate backward slowing my speed to prevent myself from falling over. 

    Once I’ve regained my balance, I peek over my shoulder to see the monster still advancing on me. The ground shakes slightly with each thundering footstep. Its yellow eyes staring into my soul.

    I peer over the edge where the waves of an ocean dance, creating a small layer of white foam that quickly dissipates. I search for another way out but it’s useless, there is no other escape. It’s either be eaten by the smoke monster or dive into the unknown waters. I inhale quickly, holding my breath, and jump. As I rapidly approach the water, I squeeze my eyes shut and kick my legs. The icy waves stab at my skin as they envelop me.

    “Nadia, wake up, you were screaming again.” Hanna’s voice is a little frantic, but calms my frayed nerves.

    “I’m awake.” I sit up feeling my clothes. The water felt so real I expect my clothes to be soaking wet.

    “This is the second weekend in a row you’ve woken up screaming. How often are you having this dream?”

    Hanna is the only person, outside of my psychiatric listeners, I’ve told about my dream. She’s the only person I trust with it. She never looks for some deeper meaning or tells me I’m crazy. She just listens and lets me talk. The only thing I haven’t told her is how often I have it.

    “Every night.” She tries to hide it, but the worry is all over her face as I admit this. “This time was different, though. I didn’t just hide in the shadows.” I feel an odd sense of pride when I say it out loud.

    “What happened?” She bounces on the couch like a dog impatiently waiting for its treat.

    “I jumped up and got its attention.” Realizing how ridiculous it is, the pride I felt a moment ago, disappears.

    “You actually saw the monster? What did it look like?”

    I hesitate a moment before responding. “Like an overgrown bear made out of black smoke.”

    She gives me a skeptical look before continuing her investigation. “Ok, you jumped up and then what?” She’s waiting for me to give her some heroic tale, but I don’t have one. I’m never the hero in my dreams. “I ran. It chased me. Then I jumped off a ledge into the water before it could catch me.” I almost laugh hearing it out loud.

    “You stood up to the thing?” I try not to be hurt by her surprise. I guess I’m a little surprised myself.

    “I don’t think I would call that standing up to it, but I at least did something.”

    Hanna rubs the sleep from her eyes. “Something is better than nothing, and I don’t want to discourage you, but you realize the monster could have just gone back and attacked your dream guy after you jumped, don’t you?” I snort before laughter escapes my lips. Hanna joins in, forcing her way onto the couch next to me. My feeble attempt at saving the man’s life was a failure. I will need to come up with a better plan.

    Each night of the following week, I do the same thing. When the monster appears, I command its attention and lure it into chasing me away from the man. Every night I run a different path, choose a different passage, trying to find a way to kill the monster. Maybe when I finally kill it, the man will be safe, and the dream will end. I begin mapping the place with all the different corridors and turns I find. The more I discover and draw out, the more my dream world begins looking like a labyrinth surrounded by a large body of water. And to make matters worse, every alley looks the same. I wasted a couple night’s sleep, going down the same alleys I had previously mapped. I’m losing hope of ever finding a way to beat the monster. The only items that litter the ground is garbage. No weapons or sharp objects can be found. I need a new strategy.

    I let the monster get a bit closer to me now before jumping into the water. It looks no different up close than it does from afar, swirling black smoke taking the shape of a large bear with yellow, unsettling eyes. I want to touch it, see if it feels like smoke too, but I can’t let it get too close to me.

    With each passing night, I feel stronger and more daring. Hanna expresses her concern over my obsession with the dream, but how can it be bad when I’m no longer avoiding sleep. My bloodshot eyes have returned to white, and the heavy bags under them are barely visible. All day long I look forward to sleeping and trying out my next plan. This time, I want to try something completely different, something I haven’t even considered before. I want to try to get over to the man. I’m hoping I can sneak over to him and we can escape without ever facing the monster. Saving him seems more important than actually killing Old Smokey.

    I’m anxious to fall asleep, so when Hanna asks for another marathon, undoubtedly to divert my attention away from the dream, I decline her offer. I don’t want to delay it anymore. After fifteen years, I feel like I’m finally getting to the bottom of it. It’s only eight o’clock, but I have all the lights off, and the curtains drawn. I’m determined to fall asleep. I try everything, counting sheep, listening to white noise, drinking warm milk, which is disgusting by the way, but still, sleep eludes me. The time ticks by as I stare at the clock from my bed. Two hours creep by, and I still can’t fall asleep. It must be the anxiety over trying out my new plan that keeps me awake.

    I try to relax my mind with a warm cup of chamomile tea, but it’s useless, the more I fight to go to sleep, the more alert I feel. I finally give up and turn on the television, watching old sitcoms on rerun until I finally drift off to sleep. When I wake the next morning, I realize last night was the first time in over a month the dream never came. Did I run out of time? What if I never have the dream again? A small part of me feels unsatisfied by that thought. I feel a need to save that man, and now I might not have the chance.





    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  2

    
    “IT’S GOING TO BE EPIC!” The clinking metal shrieks as Hanna sifts through the clothing rack, not even trying to contain her excitement.

    “Hanna...” I try to interrupt as I put the dress she’s offered me back on the rack. Out of the eleven eyesores she pulled for me, I’ve only kept one. And to be perfectly honest, I’m only holding on to it, to spare her feelings. My closet doesn’t house any floral prints, and I have no intention of changing that.

    “Before you start your formal protest, just hear me out.”  I have a reputation with her for making excuses to be antisocial; it seems she’s already planned out her counter argument.

    “Fine then, let’s hear it.” I concede, moving to the opposite side of the clothing rack.

    “Ok, so you already know Thatch’s parties are always a can’t miss so I won’t go through that reason this time.”

    “Amazing how you still did.”

    She ignores my interruption and continues. “The more important reason is it will get your mind off things.” She holds up a god awful blue and green flowery dress and I quickly shake my head, scrunching my nose. Does she realize we aren’t shopping for old lady Barbara? With a huff, she places the dress back on the rack, although it belongs on a 1980′s sofa. “I think it would be good for your health to get your mind off certain things.”

    A long sigh escapes my lips. I want to pretend I don’t know what she means by things, but I’ve been consumed by the dream even more now than when I was having it. “You have a good point there. I could use a distraction.” I admit, adding a hunter green dress to the pile of clothes hanging from my weary arm.

    “And there’s no better distraction than Thatcher’s party.” I can argue against that. As with most people who are polar opposites, we share different opinions on what defines a good time. Where she likes to party and meet new people, I like my books and television marathons. But arguing with Hanna about parties is always a futile attempt.

    “What time?” I groan, shaking my head at the hideous pink dress she’s offering me. That’s a terrible shade, even for people who like pink.

    “Is that a yes?” She bounces on her feet draping the ridiculous pink dress across her shoulder. She’s convinced she can force me to at least try it on.

    “Fine, but you’re driving.” I try to sound detached, but to be honest, I’m excited about having a night off from mourning the loss of the dream and the man I can’t save. She shrieks with excitement dropping the clothes from her arm. “And you owe me food. I’m starving.”

    “We can grab some food as soon as we finish shopping.”

    I throw my head back in a mini tantrum. “Are we not finished yet?” 

    “Of course not. We haven’t tried anything on.” She picks up the fallen clothes and grabs my free hand, dragging me to the fitting rooms. Once she’s confined me to the small room, she releases her death grip from my wrist. “I can’t wait to see these on you. Oh, and don’t forget this one.” She tosses the pink monstrosity over the door.

    I ignore the urge to scream and try it on first. If I give her what she wants, maybe I can escape trying them all on. “I think I need a bigger size. This is squeezing the life out of me.” I tiptoe out of the dressing room, careful not to bend over to far, and take a look in the floor length mirror. It looks worse on me than it did the hanger. If that’s even possible.

    “You don’t need a bigger size, it’s supposed to be like that.” Her door opens, and she’s wearing the blue and green floral dress she tried to force on me. I have to admit, it doesn’t look half bad on her. 

    “I need to get out of this straightjacket before I faint.” I head back to the fitting room.

    “You’re overly dramatic.”

    Pot meet kettle.

    “You’re just looking for a reason to hate that dress.”

    “Well, I don’t have to look very far.”

    “Fine, try on another.” I hear her zipper release and wonder how she manages to twist her body enough to reach it.

    I snatch the little golden dress covered in sequins. Again, it’s not my style, but it’s the only one Hanna likes that slightly appeals to me. It slips on much easier than the pink one and is surprisingly comfortable. Standing in front of the mirror, I smooth the front of the dress, trying to add a little length. At least this one covers most of my thighs. I do a couple spins and find myself smiling at it. 

    Hanna gasps, startling me. “You look so amazing.” She steps out of her room in a strapless purple number.

    “You won’t believe it, but I sort of, maybe, like it. I’ll need some tights to go with it, but I like it.” I study myself in the mirror one more time.

    “It would look great with a black pair. We can grab some on the way out.”

    “Out? As in we’re leaving? Now?” I cross my fingers hoping to hear that blessed word.

    “Yes, I don’t want to give you time to change your mind.”

    “Did you find one you like?” I shout to her as I quickly change back into my jeans.

    “I still have a handful of dresses I haven’t worn yet. I’ll be fine.” A handful is a gross understatement.

    I place the clothes from the fitting room back on the rack, happy to be done with shopping for the day.

    Hanna follows my lead returning a mound of clothes from the floor in her room to the rack. “Let’s go to Ginos. They have the best lasagna.”

    “Sounds good to me.” Who can say no to pasta and breadsticks?

    Hanna kicks the last handful of items under the rack and leads the way to the register and then out of Lulu’s Closet, the only place she’ll buy clothes from. “See you later Hanna.” Lulu waves us goodbye.

    “She may stop being friendly to you when she sees the mess you left her.”

    “Oh, don’t worry, she’ll think it was you.”

    “And why would she think that?”

    “Because the last time I did it, I told her it was you.”

    
    …

    
    With my stomach full of pasta, bread, and salad, I return to my house with every intention of napping. Hanna, on the other hand, has a different plan. “Let’s start getting ready.” She grabs my arm, hauling me to the bathroom.

    “You are aware this is my house, right? I’ve lived here for 21 years, I don’t need your guidance to find the bathroom.”

    “Of course, I know that, but if I left you to your own devices, you wouldn’t start getting ready until 10 minutes before the party.” She pats the counter, politely ordering me to sit.

    “Who needs more than 10 minutes?” I oblige her command.

    She glowers at me. “Every respectable lady should allow the time to pamper herself.”

    A laugh erupts from my throat, ricocheting off the tile, and I miss the end of her sentence. My interruption, once again, has me at the end of her death glare. “I’m sorry but when have I ever been a respectable lady? Allow the time to pamper herself. Do you even hear yourself right now? Thatcher has already seen your bed head, you can relax.” I’ve never taken longer than 15 minutes to run a brush through my hair and throw on a little makeup, but Hanna spends hours getting ready for any occasion, no matter how small. A quick trip to the corner store for frozen pizza and cookie dough calls for at least an hour of preparation.

    “You know Nadia, I just wanted us to spend some girl time getting all gussied up, so we can stun everyone at the party, but if you want to go looking like you always do, that’s fine by me.”

    “What’s wrong with the way I always look?” I glance back at my reflection in the mirror, my attention draws to my eyes. It’s the first thing everyone notices, even when I don’t have my purple framed glasses on. They’re my mother’s eyes, a little sunken in but vibrant green with flecks of hazel. My dark brown hair is pulled back into a messy looped ponytail with hairs sticking out on all sides, remnants of the layered cut I mistakenly tried two ago. If I’m honest, it kind of looks like I just rolled out of bed. Which is almost true. With my usual minimal amount of makeup on, all I need to add is my peppermint lip balm, and I’m ready to go.

    “There’s nothing wrong with the way you always look, you’re gorgeous, but you never change. You always wear your hair and makeup the same messy, but adorable, way.”

    “Thanks?” I’m not sure if I should count that as a compliment or not.

    “All I’m saying is you should try something different.” She tousles her golden blonde locks.

    I let out a long, exaggerated sigh. “How about I let you do my hair and makeup for tonight.”

    I shudder as she jumps and clasps her hands on my knees. “And pick your outfit?” She’s like a child. Give her an inch, and she’s reaching for that mile.

    “Fine, but please remember it’s a beach and not a nightclub.” She releases something that sounds like a pig being murdered and claps her hands together while I furiously chew the corner of my bottom lip.

    …

    I’m already regretting my decision to let Hanna play dress-up when we arrive at Thatcher’s parent’s beach house. My teeth scrape across my lower lip, trying to ease my nerves. I don’t know what it is about this guy, but whenever I’m around Thatcher, an uneasy feeling sinks in the pit of my stomach. If Hanna weren’t so enamored with him, I wouldn’t hide the fact that he gives me the creeps. The one time I tried bringing up the subject, almost ended in a fight.

    “Are you ready?” Her smile puts all of her teeth on display. She’s always in her element at these parties, bouncing around from person to person. I usually keep to myself with the exception of Hanna and Will, the only other friend I have in this small town.

    I met Will at Corner Brew, the local coffee shop, almost a year ago. Most people go for the coffee, but I go for the cozy furniture and atmosphere. I frequent it so regularly, I can be found there more often than my own home, and always with a book in the corner recliner. Will’s there almost as often as me, but he works as a busboy.

    It was last Halloween when we met, I had managed to talk my way out of Thatcher’s costume party and headed to Corner Brew to prepare for an exam. Will was working as usual, and I could see the craziness of the Halloween coffee goers was wearing him down. He had just finished cleaning a particularly dirty table left by two girls dressed as cops with inappropriately short skirts. After smoothing out the creases in his forehead, he looked up and caught me watching him. I quickly lowered my head, searching for the paragraph I had just read.

    “Where’s your costume?” His silvery voice brought heat to my cheeks.

    I looked up hoping he wouldn’t notice the color change. “I’m wearing it, can’t you tell?”

    My nerves shook as his eyes roamed over me and his brow pinched. “I haven’t a clue what you are.”

    “I’m a feminist. I haven’t shaved in weeks.” I kick my leg to emphasize the humor.

    His smile produced wrinkles under his eyes, and the cutest dimples I’ve ever seen. “Ok then, let’s see them.” He motioned to my legs.

    “Is it legal for you to ask that? You’ll just have to take my word for it.” I wasn’t expecting him to request a visual.

    “And why should I trust you? I don’t even know your name.” He looked over the belongings I had scattered around the table, unable to find what he was searching for.

    “Who would lie about hairy legs?”

    He shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe someone who was caught without a Halloween costume?”

    “Well…” I stretched my neck to read the name on his shirt. “William, where is your costume?”

    “This is it, I’m a busboy.” He puffed out his chest and corrected his posture. 

    I tried to stifle a giggle. He had more pride than I’ve ever seen in any other busboy. “That’s not your costume, that’s your job. It doesn’t count.”

    “I would say it counts as much as the nonexistent hair on your legs.”

    “Ah, but you don’t know it’s nonexistent.”

    “Out of all the times you’ve been in here, not once has there been a single hair on your legs.”

    “And, how would you know that?”

    “You usually wear shorts.”

    “Do you always stare at your customer’s legs?”

    “I—no—I—ok, you win. You’re a feminist, and I didn’t dress up.” He ruffled his messy, dirty blonde hair as he turned to leave.

    “Hey, Will.” He stopped when he heard his name. “My name is Nadia.”

    He turned around with a smile that lit up his eyes. “Is there anything I can do for you, Nadia?”

    “Oh, no thanks. I’m good.” Basking in the glory of my victory, I tapped the massive textbook sitting in front of me.

    “At least let me take that.” He pointed to the paper that once held a blueberry muffin.

    “That’s ok, really. I’m an adult, I can take my own trash.”

    Shhh. “Don’t say that out loud. If the owners find out people can throw away their own trash, I might be out of a job.”

    “Ok, in that case, please take my trash.” I pointed to the balled-up wrapper.

    When he reached for it his elbow bumped into my green tea, spilling the contents onto the table. It had already cooled down, and my books were already stained, so the damage was minimal, but he was devastated and wouldn’t stop apologizing.

    After that, every time I went to read or study, he would pay extra attention to me, making sure I had everything I needed. Somewhere during that time, a friendship formed. Hanna is skeptical about him, but just because he isn’t on a professional career track, doesn’t mean there’s something wrong with him. Not everyone knows what they want to do with their lives.

    Will doesn’t usually come to parties, but I need the extra distraction, so he agreed to meet me here. He’s waiting for us when we reach the bottom of the entryway. “What’s up, Willy? Hanna greets Will the same way she always does. I tilt my head silently apologizing for mentioning his least favorite nickname to her.

    “It’s good to see you too Hanna.” He politely responds, not using the nickname I gave him impartially.

    “Hey Will, thanks for coming.” I meet him with a hug. The scent of cinnamon and cloves linger on him reminding me of Christmas.

    “Anytime.” His goofy grin slinks across his face as he casually presses down on my chin to stop the damage I’m doing to my bottom lip.

    “Yeah, thanks for sacrificing your night alone at home to come and party with the cool kids,” Hanna says sarcastically, before apologizing when she notices the look I’m throwing her. ”I’m going to go find Thatch, Nadia are you going to be ok?”

    “I’ll be just peachy, thanks, mom.” Although, I much rather Hanna stay with us, I know she’s been looking forward to spending time with Thatcher, and I wouldn’t want to be the one to keep her from enjoying herself. She grips my hand before making her way through the crowd of people crammed into the not so small beach house, and within seconds, her bouncing curls can’t be spotted.

    “Shall we?” He extends his arm waiting for me to take the lead.

    “Do we have to?” I glance back at the exit.

    “I don’t think Hanna would appreciate such a quick departure.” I can barely hear him whispering into my ear.

    “The ramifications might be worth it.”

    Will’s hand drops, griping my waist as he and I push our way through the mass of people into the house. He quickly grabs us a couple drinks, and we carefully force our way back to the front porch. “We can’t use an exit strategy yet, but we also don’t have to stay here.”

    I grab my drink from his hands, taking a sip. “What did you have in mind?”

    “Don’t you hear it?”

    “Hear what?”

    “The call of the ocean.” He launches over the railing, spilling half of his drink and waits for me to follow.

    I take the safe route, and use the stairs. “To the beach.” I hold out my cup and he taps the side with his. 

    “To the beach.” He links his arm in mine and we march through the sand towards the beach.

    “You look great Nadia.”

    I laugh. “I was Hanna’s Barbie doll tonight. You wouldn’t believe the dress she tried to make me wear. I was lucky to get away with these shorts and tank top.”

    “Hanna sure knows how to take care of her dolls.”

    “I think that’s the first compliment you’ve actually given her.”

    “And it’s honestly more of a compliment to you. Although, I do miss the purple glasses.”

    “Hanna wouldn’t allow her masterpiece to be dampened by my, in her words, lack of style with eyewear. You should have seen the rumble that took place as she forced the contacts into my eyes.”

    He chuckles. “Well, I like the glasses.”

    “As do I, so I guess that’s all that matters.”

    We walk a little way in silence, enjoying the night air. ”It’s a beautiful evening,” he offers, taking a sip of his drink. He’s right, the air is cool, and the clouds are sparse enough to see the stars shining in the sky.

    “The stars are lovely, aren’t they?” Stargazing is a favorite pastime of mine. It’s one of the few activities my father and I used to do together after my mother died.

    “Yeah, look how they shine for you.”

    I stop, my feet sinking into the sand. “Did you just quote a Coldplay song?”

    “Maybe.” His cheeks flush with color.

    “You’re so lame.” Hanna may be my best friend, but Will and I have more in common. He understands me better, and I find myself hanging out more so with him lately. Although, this is partially because she seems to be completely wrapped up in Thatcher.

    “Do you want to sit and watch the stars for a while?” He asks already knowing my answer. We find a nice spot far enough away from the beach house where the loud thumping of the music can barely be heard. I prefer instrumental music, but that apparently doesn’t scream raging party.

    “Should I go fetch a towel from the house?” He asks smoothing out the sand in front of him with his feet.

    “No, I like laying on the sand, it’s like free exfoliation,” I place my cup down, leaning back into the coarse sand, still warm from the evening sun. Will hesitantly lays down next to me, our arms barely touching. His cold skin makes the hairs on my arm stand. I close my eyes as the salty ocean breeze strokes my face.

    Even with my eyes closed I know he’s looking at me. I open them but keep my gaze on the stars. He doesn’t hide his feelings for me, but I can’t decide how I feel about him, and I want to avoid that awkward conversation until I know for sure. I won’t risk losing one of my closest friends.

    “I should get a telescope. It would be nice to see the stars better.” I attempt to divert his attention, but it doesn’t work. He’s still watching me.

    “Nadia...” He starts, but all his courage fades when his hand clumsily bumps into my cup and soda spills onto the sand and part of my leg. “Oh damn, I’m sorry.” He pulls the bottom of his shirt out and uses it to soak up some of the soda from my leg. Laughter explodes from my gut as the embarrassment radiates from his cheeks.

    “You’re always spilling something on me,” I say playfully, poking at the sticky spot on my leg.

    He looks cute when he’s flustered. His eyes grow twice their size and creases cover his forehead. “I’m sorry, I’ll go grab a towel, hang on.” His legs flail, kicking up sand as he runs toward the beach house. I shuffle over a bit to avoid the sticky area.

    A couple minutes pass when I hear sand being tossed around which can only be clumsy footsteps. “That was quick.” I look up expecting to see Will, but it’s Thatcher’s friend Drake. He must have wandered off from the herd.

    “Oh hey, Drake. What are you doing out here?”

    “I c-could ask you the same thing Na-a-a-dia.” Drake’s stuttered slurring, a tell-tale sign of his over indulgence in his beloved alcohol. This is one of the many reasons I hate Thatcher’s parties. Most of his friends get drunk, and when they get drunk, they get stupid.

    I stand up, dusting the sand off of my backside. It sticks to my thigh where the soda spilled. “Why don’t you head back to the house Drake. Go sleep this off.”

    I turn his shoulder toward the house to show him the way to go, but he forcefully pushes back and falls over landing on his back. I groan. “Here, let me help you up.” He grabs my outreached hand and pulls me down on top of him. I try to stand, but Drake is 220 pounds of muscle and forces me back to the ground. This time he’s on top.

    “Get off me!” I scream and kick, trying to wriggle myself free, but it’s no use. Drake’s laugh is rough and his breath reeks of alcohol. I spit in his face, and before I can make another sound, a burning sensation creeps across my right cheek. Drake retaliated. My eyes slam shut as they tear up. Being hit in the face hurts more than television makes it seem.

    My tear stained eyes open when Drake’s weight is no longer pinning me down. I roll over trying to push myself onto my feet, but Drake’s slap knocked my head around more than I realized. The earth spins, forcing my stomach into acrobatics. I squint my eyes, trying to clear my blurry vision. Two forms dance around as my eyes fail to focus. The more agile form appears to be beating on Drake. Will? No, Will’s hair is lighter, and he doesn’t have as much muscle.

    Drake doesn’t stand a chance in his drunken stupor. I shake my head, rubbing at my eyes still trying to clear my vision, but it must have made it worse. What I’m seeing can’t be real. It’s impossible, but my eyes fall upon the familiar light brown hair and blue eyes.

    “Hey.” I try to call out, but it comes out a whisper.

    “Nadia!” That, I’m certain, is Will. I turn to see his blurry form running down the beach towards me. When I flip back around, the man is gone, and Drake is knocked unconscious on the sand.

    “What happened?” He asks, gasping for air.

    “Um…Drake, he was drunk and acting stupid. Did you see someone else here on the beach?” My mind is still occupied by the man from my dreams. Will helps me to my feet. I turn around twice making a full circle and stumble. He reaches his arms out catching me and keeps one hand on my lower back to help me remain steady.

    “No, I just saw you and what I now know is Drake lying on the beach. What did he do? Did he hurt you?” The corners of his mouth dip and his eyes narrow as he looks over to Drake.

    I shake my head feeling the stiffness of my cheek. Instinctively, I press two cautious fingers over the area. “Your cheek. It’s all red. Did he hit you? You seem pretty shaken.” He gently lifts my chin, turning my head to get a better look.

    “No, it’s not him. It’s—It’s fine, he was drunk and fell. I tried to catch him, and my face collided with his shoulder.” I don’t know why or exactly when I decided to lie to Will. I can’t tell him about seeing the imaginary man from my dreams, but I don’t have to lie about what happened with Drake. He releases his hold on my chin but doesn’t look convinced with my answer. “Can you take me home?” I ask, sounding ridiculously pathetic.

    “Of course. What should we do about him?” He points to the heaving lump that is Drake.

    “Just leave him, he’ll wake up eventually.” He agrees and leads me to his truck.

    “You know that’s a terrible habit you have?”

    I slowly lower my hand from picking at my lip. “I know.”

    “Will Hanna worry when she can’t find you?” He asks, carefully maneuvering his truck around the maze of parked cars.

    “Honestly, I don’t think she’ll even realize I’m gone until tomorrow.” I shiver, and he turns up the heat in the car.

    “But you know it’s just going to ruin her night when she finds out I ditched early.” He teases.

    “I don’t think she’ll ever forgive you for such a betrayal.” He chuckles causing a small laugh to pass my lips. He’s always had a way of making me feel better. “Well, William, what was your favorite part about the epic party tonight?” I ask sarcastically. This has to be the worst party I have ever been to, and that’s including the one where Hanna got wasted and threw up on my favorite boots.

    Will moves his right hand to his chin and taps the end of his nose with his index finger. “Well, Nadia.” He begins his answer like he’s answering a game show question. “It’s definitely a tie between spilling soda on you and running into Hanna and Thatcher making out while I was trying to find a towel.” That must have been quite a sight for him. I laugh quietly to myself as he cringes.

    “And what about you Ms. Clarke, did you have fun this evening?” My mind immediately flies to the man from my dreams. I must be losing my mind if I’m seeing him outside of my dreams now, but if it wasn’t him, who pulled Drake off of me?

    “Hello, earth to Nadia.” He waves his hand at me interrupting my train of thought.

    “What?” I forgot the question he asked me.

    “That wasn’t a loaded question, was it?” He grins.

    “Oh right, sorry. I did enjoy how flustered you got when you spilled my drink on me. Again.” He rolls his eyes. “And it was adorable the way you used your shirt to try to clean it up.”

    “Ok, ok let’s change the subject before that memory scars me for life.” He pulls his truck into the driveway.

    “You’re lucky we’re here because there’s no way I was changing the subject.”

    He flashes his dimples before hopping out of his truck to open the door for me and walk me to the doorstep. “Thanks for the ride and valiantly protecting me as I took the ten steps to the front door.”

    He bows. “Anytime m’lady, you never know what dark creatures may be lying in wait in the shadows.”

    I look around at the well-lit street. “I guess I’m lucky to have you by my side. Old lady Barbara has been looking pretty murderous lately.”

    “And you never know what old ladies keep inside their canes these days.” He winks.

    “Goodnight Will.” I give him a hug before opening the door.

    “Sweet dreams, Nadia.” I sigh as I lock the door behind me. As if my dreams are ever sweet.





    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  3

    
    “WHERE’D YOU RUN OFF TO last night?” Hanna calls bright and early the following morning. I received all thirteen of her calls the night before, but couldn’t bring myself to answer any of them. I roll my eyes at her question. I know it isn’t truly her fault, but I blame her somewhat for last night’s events. If she hadn’t drug me to that party just to abandon me, it never would have happened. She made last night sound like it was for me and immediately left me to hang out with Thatcher. I’m only just realizing how hurt my feelings are. Perhaps that’s why I choose not to tell her about it.

    “Will and I went to the beach, then decided to head out early.” I finally respond. The last blanket falls off of my bed as I kick the corner still holding on. The strewn about streets, a result of another dreamless night. I gently press on my cheek, testing its sensitivity. I’ve been fighting with myself for the last fifteen minutes to get up and see how bad it looks.

    “You and Will? The beach? Are you two like a thing now?”

    This question annoys me more than the first. She says it like she can’t imagine I would go for someone like Will, but he’s the one who was there for me last night. I press the speaker button and set the phone near my pillow. “Yeah, we’re like a thing called friends. Maybe you should try it sometime.” The words spit out with venom.

    “What does that mean?” Her voice cracks. Maybe that was too harsh.

    “Nothing, I’m sorry. I’m just exhausted, and my head is killing me.” That part isn’t a lie. The pounding in my head like a jackhammer on fresh concrete is most likely a result of Drake’s muscled hand.

    “Are you sure you’re ok? You seem off.” She always seems to know when something is wrong, but she also knows me well enough not to pressure too much.

    I finally coax myself out of bed and to the bathroom. “Yeah, I just fell last night at the beach and got a little banged up. I don’t feel like talking about it.” My face doesn’t look too bad. Slightly red and puffy, not the shade of black and blue I was expecting.

    “Ok, if you need anything, you know I’m here.”

    “Right. I’m going to head over to the coffee shop, I have an exam coming up. I’ll talk to you later.” I press the little red button on my cell without another word or waiting for a goodbye from her.

    My textbook and notepad sit on the kitchen counter where I dropped them the last time I came back from studying. The weight from the books pulls at my neck as I toss them in the messenger bag my father gave me during my first semester. Despite the coffee stain and holes, I refuse to replace it.

    On sunny days like today, I regularly walk to Corner Brew, but I’m not much in the mood for walking. I lob the purple bag into the passenger seat of my white Jeep Wrangler and climb in. It’s a quick drive, and I’m fortunate enough to find a parking spot up front. My nagging conscience eats at me for blowing off Hanna, but I need some time to myself. I order a tea latte and take my usual spot in the far corner. It’s a cozy little recliner that provides the room to spread my legs out. This little perk comes in handy during long nights of studying for finals. Most of the coffee drinkers keep to the other side of the building where the modern furniture is, so it’s always quiet on this side. And when you’re studying the differences between the behavioral, medical, and cognitive approach to abnormal psychology, you need quiet.

    I pull the books from my shabby bag as I take a cautious sip of tea. The hot liquid warms my throat and helps ease my mind. I open my textbook when I notice Will bussing a table nearby.

    “Hey Nadia, you’re here early.” He abandons the table he’s cleaning, leaving the rag and crumbs behind, and walks over.

    “Yeah, I need to be somewhere relaxing.”

    “Somewhere more relaxing than your own home?” He asks with a smirk.

    “Well, Hanna kept calling.” I can’t hide the irritation in my tone.

    “Ahhh, and now it all makes sense.” He feels the same disdain for her as she does for him, he’s just kind enough not to always show it. He smiles showing the top row of his sparkling teeth and wrinkling the skin around his dark eyes. His smile is infectious. I’m already feeling better. “Let me guess, you got a tea latte?”

    “You would be correct, someone give the man a cookie.” 

    He moves closer to the surface my cup is sitting on, and I grab the latte off of the table, holding it away from him as far as my arm can reach. “Oh ha-ha, you’re so funny.” He puts his hands in the air conceding and takes a few steps away from the table.

    I set the cup back on the table. “And you’re so clumsy.” He’s a good sport when it comes to me teasing him.

    “Do you want to talk about last night?” His smile fades.

    I know he can see right through my lie, but I keep it up anyway. “There’s nothing to talk about. Honestly. Your clumsiness just rubbed off on me for a brief moment.”

    “You’re never going to let me live that down are you?” He asks flashing his pearly whites at me again.

    “Never ever.”

    “Then the least you can do is let me buy you some dinner.”

    He catches me off guard, it was so easy to diffuse the situation last night, but this time there’s no way around it. “Will, I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” I lower my voice as if it will make the blow easier to take.

    “You have to eat, don’t you? You’re not a robot, are you? Oh, my god, you have been a robot this whole time and I never even noticed.”

    I meet his eyes and understand. “Shut up, I’m not a robot.”

    “So then two friends having dinner shouldn’t be a problem, right?” An adorable grin lights up his face. How can I say no?

    “Right, I guess pick me up at seven,” I say against my better judgment.

    “Great, I’ll see you then.” He swivels to return to the table he was bussing and crashes into an older lady walking behind him. I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing as the woman scolds him. She could give old lady Barbara a run for her money. When she finishes reprimanding him, he turns to me with embarrassment blushing his cheeks. “You don’t get to hold this one against me. That was not my fault. She snuck up on me like a ninja.”

    I take a sip of my latte to hide my laughter.

    “And she yelled at me, like seriously yelled. I felt like a little kid caught stealing from his grandma.”

    “Who would steal from their grandma?”

    He shrugs. “It happens.”

    I can’t stifle my laugh anymore. “I guess you’ve suffered enough for this one. Although it would have been fun to see her beat you with her purse.”

    He feigns hurt as he clutches his chest before returning to the dirty table and rag. I watch him wiping it down and feel a tug at the corners of my mouth. I’m lucky to have such a great friend. Reluctantly, I turn my attention back to my textbook and try to focus on the material for my next exam. It’s going to be a long afternoon.

    
    …

    
    Even though Will agreed this is just two friends having dinner, I know he wants more. I can’t shake the feeling I’m taking advantage of him. He’s great to be around, we have shared interests, and he’s goofy which always makes me laugh. I just don’t know if I want anything more than that. To reinforce the fact this isn’t a date, I decide to dress casually. Some old blue jeans, a vintage T-shirt, and flip flops should send the right message. I debate swapping out the jeans for sweats, but that seems too obvious.

    He pulls up around 6:45 p.m, blasting three short honks. That must be his way of reinforcing this is just a friendly dinner. For a moment, I consider offering an excuse to cancel, but that will most likely be worse.

    “Where are we headed?” I ask buckling my seatbelt. Even his truck has the same spicy scent.

    “It’s a surprise.” He bounces his eyebrows as he reverses from my driveway.

    One thing I love about Will, there’s never any awkward silence. We can spend time doing absolutely nothing, and it feels normal, comfortable even. We don’t talk in the car, we just listen to the music. I lean back in the seat and prop my feet up on the dashboard.

    “You know that’s incredibly unsafe, right?”

    “Don’t crash and it’s perfectly safe.”

    His knuckles turn white as his grip on the steering wheel tightens. A commercial comes on the radio, and I press the scan button. I hate listening to radio ads, they’re obnoxious and take up more airtime than actual songs. The radio pauses on a station playing Coldplay’s song, Yellow. The irony is not lost on me. I feel him glancing at me, but I keep my eyes looking out the window into the sky. And even now, in this moment, it doesn’t feel awkward.

    When the car finally comes to a stop, we’re at the State Park. He knows me better than he even realizes. I’ve never mentioned it, but this is one of my favorite places in town. There’s a well-kept nature trail I run, a big lake right in the middle, and a gorgeous view of the city from the top of the hill.

    “What are we doing here?” It’s almost sunset which means almost time for the park to close for the night. I’m surprised they actually let us in.

    “Dinner.” His vague answer only makes me more anxious.

    “Are we going to eat grass or do you want us to hunt and cook one of these wild birds out here? I’m pretty sure that’s frowned upon.”

    “Oh no, that’s not just frowned upon. You’ll actually receive a slap on the wrist too. I don’t know if you’ve ever had the misfortune, but it really stings.” He laughs at his own joke and continues leading me up the hill. We pass several people making their way to the exit when we finally reach the top. You can see for hundreds of miles up here.

    “Surprise!” He whisper yells. A pizza box lay waiting on top of a blanket next to a telescope.

    I ignore the fact that it looks more like a date than a friendly dinner. “You have a telescope?”

    “Actually, now you do. I found it a few years ago, at a garage sale for cheap. I never use it, and you said you would like to see the stars up close. This is the best I can do.” He shrugs like this isn’t the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.

    “This has to be the best gift I have ever received.”  I go straight for the telescope to stargaze, nothing else could make me run past pizza.

    “It’s so beautiful up there. Thank you.”

    He pats the area next to him, and I take a seat on the blanket. Will and I spend the night talking about the stars and finishing the entire large cheese and black olive pizza. I’m surprised to learn he’s so knowledgeable of astrology. I don’t really know anything about the stars or galaxies, I just like to admire their beauty.

    When it’s time to head home, he packs up the telescope and leads the way back to his truck. This time, we have to hop the gate. “Does this mean we’re criminals now?”

    “I’m sorry I had to lead you down this dark and scary path. It’s a lonely road, but I hear there are cookies.”

    “But I already had cookies.”

    “Ice cream?” I smile and nod showing my enthusiasm for the upgrade in dessert.

    When we arrive at my house, he carries the telescope inside and assembles it for me in the backyard. It’s almost midnight now, and I stifle a yawn, having no intention of sleeping anytime soon. The self-inflicted insomnia returns, but for very different reasons. It almost feels pointless, knowing the dream won’t come.

    I boil water for hot cocoa while he’s working on the telescope. The cocoa comes with ulterior motives, of course. I’m hoping he’ll stay and watch a movie with me. Typically in this situation I call Hanna and have her come over, she’s always willing to visit no matter what the time, but I still irrationally blame her for last night.

    “Cocoa?” I gently push the dinosaur coffee mug towards him once he’s back inside the heated house.

    “It’s a little late for hot chocolate don’t you think?” Despite his question, he takes a sip after gently blowing on it.

    “I thought we could watch a movie. It’s really not that late anyway.” I should have taken his lead and cooled the cocoa down. I’m too impatient when it comes to food and beverages.

    He contemplates my invitation, wearing his emotions on his face like he wears his heart on his sleeve. “I guess one movie wouldn’t hurt. Just don’t fall asleep like you did last time.”

    I had forgotten about that. One night he joined Hanna and me for a horror movie marathon. I fell asleep halfway through the second film, and since they don’t necessarily get along, he left right after. It was fortunate too. Otherwise, I would have had to explain why I woke up screaming. “Scouts honor.” I hold my hands up showing no fingers are crossed.

    “You weren’t a scout.”

    “What’s your point? I can still honor their morals.”

    “Ok, ok. We’ll see how long that lasts.”

    I grab a couple pillows and blankets from the linen closet while he starts the movie. “What’s this?”

    “What do you mean what’s this? It’s your movie.”

    “I know that, but what happened to the horror fest?”

    “That’s you and Hanna. If you recall, I don’t like horror movies.”

    “Have I told you lately how lame you are?” I toss a pillow at his face.

    “Only every chance you get.” He yanks a blanket from my arm.

    I wait while he makes himself comfortable on the couch and then plop down next to him. His arm grazes against mine, and the coolness of his skin reminds me of the beach and how we laid there watching the stars, even though it was only for a few moments before he knocked over my drink. I quietly laugh as I remember how frantic he was to clean it up.

    Instead of paying attention to the movie, I’m replaying last night in my head. I keep seeing his face, it’s hazy, but it’s him. I’ve been staring at the same pair of intense eyes for 15 years, but how could he have been there?

    Something funny must have happened in the movie because laughter bursts from Will. He rarely laughs like that, and I catch myself staring. His shoulders bounce in rhythm, which forces a laugh from me. I draw his attention when I snort, and for a few moments, he stares into my eyes.

    “Funny movie.” I turn my gaze back to the screen, but his remains on me. I shouldn’t have asked him to stay, it isn’t fair. I begin forcefully chewing on the corner of my bottom lip.

    “Nadia?”  I turn to look at him, and before I can protest, his lips are on mine. They’re soft and cool, just like his skin, sending a chill through my body. It feels nice against the angry skin on my lip, and the chill brings goosebumps to my arms and legs. A slight shiver works its way up my back, bringing me back to reality. I have feelings for him, but I don’t believe they’re as strong as the ones he has for me. I pull away jerking myself off of the couch.

    “I’m sorry. This wasn’t a date, I shouldn’t have.”

    “It’s ok, I’m just actually tired now, so let’s talk tomorrow.” I quickly lead him to the front door, and he leaves after an awkward rushed goodbye. Even if I wanted to sleep tonight, there’d be no hope for that now.

    




    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  4

    
    I SPEND MOST OF THE following day trying to make sense of what transpired last night, only to confuse myself even further. Part of me isn’t ready to apologize to Hanna, but it’s time I swallow my pride and make the call; I need her help. She’s so elated to come over it extinguishes the worry I had of her harboring hurt feelings over my previous overreaction. Her fists knock against the door as I’m finishing up dinner, Spaghetti and meatballs. One of the few meals I can actually cook without starting a fire. And since all of the smoke alarms are still disconnected from the last kitchen fire, it would be unwise to start another. Never again will I try to sear a steak.

    As soon as I turn the doorknob, she rushes through the door embracing me.  “I feel like we haven’t seen each other in forever.” She’s always so dramatic. Her arms grip tightly around my body, holding me captive.

    “It’s been a day,” but I have to admit it does seem longer.

    “A day too long. Something smells good in here.” She releases her grip, quickly changing the subject.

    “That’s the garlic bread.”

    “Yummy!” She pushes past me, making her way to the kitchen to help herself to some pasta and half a loaf of garlic bread. 

    After we devour the spaghetti, we move to the living room sofa. “So, what is it you need to talk about?”

    “Well, first I need to apologize.”

    “For what?”

    “For being a jerk. I’ve been acting weird towards you ever since the party, and I’m sorry.”

    “No worries, I hadn’t even noticed.” She’s lying, but she wants our normalcy as much as I do.

    “Thanks.”

    “What else did you need to talk about?”

    This is the hard part. Saying it out loud means admitting it happened and admitting I may have lost one of my best friends. “I need to talk about Will.”

    “Oh. My. God. Something did happen! What happened? Is that why you guys left the party so early? And why I didn’t hear from you yesterday?” Her eyes light up as she berates me with questions.

    “Ok, slow down, one question at a time. Nothing happened between us at the party. It was last night. He came over to watch a movie.”

    “And?” She motions for me to continue.

    “And he kissed me.” I choke on the last part.

    “That’s it?” She tilts her chin to the side, frowning.

    “What do you mean that’s it? That’s a lot. I could have just lost half of my friends.”

    “First of all, you have more than two friends.” I roll my eyes as she speaks. “And second, Willy would do anything to stay friends with you, including pretending that little kiss never happened. Even if it killed him inside.”

    I hate the way she says ‘little kiss,’ but she’s right. If I want to forget it ever happened, he’ll pretend it didn’t. But how can I ask him to do that?

    “Thanks, that makes me feel much better,” I reply sarcastically stomping my feet onto the coffee table. Will is the last person I want to hurt.

    “Well…how was it?” She asks ignoring my tone.

    “Nope.” I shake my head refusing to answer her question.

    “Is he a good kisser?”

    “Hanna, stop. We are not going into details about this.”

    “Oh, come on, any other time you wouldn’t spare a single detail.”

    “Any other time, it wasn’t Will.”

    “He was that bad, huh?”

    “No!”

    “That good?”

    “Stop!”

    “Did you feel anything?”

    I kick myself for telling her. If I don’t give her something, she’ll never stop hounding me about it.

    “Yes, something, but it’s not what he feels.”

    “Then it was good?”

    “Go home.”

    She laughs. “Fine, if you don’t want to talk to me about it, you should at least talk to him.” I sigh knowing she’s right. “And if you change your mind and want to share all the gory details, you know where to find me.” She grabs another slice of garlic bread before leaving.

    I don’t want to lose Will as a friend, he’s a great guy, and despite what Hanna says, I don’t have any other friends. At least none that I can to, none as important to me. I decide to be brave and go see him at the coffee shop.

    He’s over by the counter wiping down a table when the bell jingles announcing my arrival.  “Hey, do you have a moment to talk?”  He looks up at me and freezes. I guess he didn’t expect to see me so soon. After a few seconds, he realizes he’s just standing there with his arm in the middle of the table.

    “Oh, uh.” He looks around the empty shop, “Sure.”  He grabs a blueberry scone and follows me over to my usual corner.

    “I want to apologize.”

    He hands me the scone, cutting me off. “You have nothing to apologize for, I’m the one who kissed you. You made it clear you don’t like me that way, but I did it regardless.”

    I cringe. It sounds harsh when he says it like that. “I should have talked to you about it then, explained it. I just need some time to think.”

    “Honestly, I don’t need an explanation.” He smiles, and his dimples melt my heart.

    “You’re one of my best friends Will, and I don’t want to lose you because of this. You’re really important to me.”

    “You’re really important to me also Nadia, let’s just pretend it never happened.” He suggests it without my asking, but a small part of me doesn’t want to pretend it never happened. A small part of me wants to do it again, but the other part, the bigger part, is holding me back.

    “Are you sure we can do that? Just pretend it never happened?”

    “Pretend what never happened?” He hitches his eyebrow before continuing. “Oh and by the way, since you’re not a paying customer you’re going to have to clean up your own crumbs.”

    It isn’t until he tosses his towel in my face I realize he’s being playful. I leave both the towel and the crumbs on the table. “I guess I’m going to have to spend my hard-earned money elsewhere since the customer service here is so horrible.” He pushes my shoulder as I pass him and things are back to normal. Or as normal as they can be at this moment.

    “That would work if you actually spent any of that money here instead of freeloading.” He calls to me before the door closes.

    
    …

    
    Two weeks pass and not once does the dream come. If it weren’t so upsetting, I’d find the irony comical. So many years spent trying to stop it, and now that it’s finally gone, it’s all I want. To be back running in that maze, trying to save the man I don’t even know. I feel an odd pull to him. Like we’re connected. Like he needs me, or maybe it’s me that needs him. I’ve kept this feeling to myself, how do I explain to someone that I feel a connection with a random guy from my dreams? But after 15 years, is he really random anymore? I still don’t know who he is or why he’s always in my dreams. Honestly, I don’t even know if he’s a real person. Perhaps he’s just a figment of my imagination, but he feels real to me. I felt his presence that night on the beach.

    I can’t shake this feeling of loss, it’s making me stir-crazy. I need to get out and clear my head for a bit. Since Hanna is busy with Thatcher, again, I decide to go for a run at the State Park. The well-kept nature trail is a great way to forget my troubles, and It’s been a few weeks since the last time I took a jog. I forgot I used to run for fun, not just to prolong the inevitable dream.

    A soft chuckle escapes my lips as I enter the park. It wasn’t long ago when Will and I had to jump the gate after hours. We used the entrance on the opposite side of the park, which conveniently had a bird bath for us to hoist ourselves up. This side has nothing. I’ll keep a mental note in case there’s a next time. Only a few people wander the trail today, and surprisingly, it’s the considerate walkers. I usually find myself stuck behind a group that leisurely fans out and takes up the entire width of the trail. This group politely waves to me, and I return the gesture as I jog past. Bluebirds fly from one tree to another, soft chirps bouncing around, as I breathe in the fresh scent of nature.

    When my side starts aching, and my lungs begin to protest, I find a bench to take a moment and catch my breath. From what I can see, I’m the only one on this part of the trail now. The others must have paid more attention to the sky. The once bright blue has darkened, and clouds are moving in. It isn’t much longer before a wet droplet slides down my face. As much as I love the rain, I don’t feel like being caught in it.

    I’m about to leave when something catches my eye, something moving beyond the trees in the dense woods, something big. I return to the trail following its graceful movements, trying to catch a better glimpse of it. The rain steadily increases, almost at a downpour, hindering my vision. I try to block some of it with one hand and use the other to wipe the rain out of my eyes. I catch up to others on the trail, but they’re heading in the opposite direction to get out of the rain. I keep moving forward, squeezing between the retreating horde. It’s almost like I’m back in the dream. Dodging people, instead of taking different alleys, and keeping my focus on the dark figure. I need to know what or who it is.

    The woods thicken, my drenched clothes weighing me down, I’m going to lose it if I don’t find a way over that fence. Checking my surroundings, I take a running start, and hop over the railing, but just barely. I release a moan, my leg burning where it scrapes against the top of the gate. A small trail of blood leaks onto my sneakers. I can’t stop now. Twigs crunch under my feet and water splashes up to my knees as I push my legs faster. My contacts shift, obscuring my vision even more than the torrential downpour.

    My arms throb from bouncing into trees like a ping pong ball and my legs burn from the scraping of low hanging branches, but I have to keep running. I’m getting closer. Now I can clearly see the outline of a person. “Hey!” I call, hoping they will stop. He takes a few more steps and stops suddenly. I try to stop as suddenly and almost lose my footing in the mud. Panting, I try to catch my breath again. Fear creeps up, and my heart rattles in my chest. I don’t know who this person is, or what they want and now I’m out here alone with him in the woods.

    “Who are you?” I keep my distance while asking. He has a black hooded jacket on so I can’t see any features except his shape, I assume it’s a man based on the body type, but I could be wrong about that. Mustering up every ounce of courage I have, I speak louder. “I asked you a question.” The hooded person shakes their head and disappears in a flash of light.

    I stand there in the pouring rain for what feels like hours before I will my legs to take me home. Was the person real or did I just imagine him? If he is real, how did he just disappear? There was no blur of his jacket, just a flash of light and then nothing. Am I actually going crazy? The flash of light could have been lightning from the storm, but lightning wouldn’t have made him vanish. Unless there wasn’t a man there in the first place.

    I reach for the phone, instinctively dialing Hanna’s number, but I can’t bring myself to hit the call button. I want the person in the woods to be real, the irrational part of my brain is hoping it was him, the man from my dreams, and Hanna will talk sense into me. She’s dramatic but logical. She would say it was a combination of the rain and stressing over the dream, or lack thereof, that caused me to see a person, who wasn’t actually there, disappear into a bright flash of light. Honestly, I feel crazy just thinking about it.

    When I finally make it back to my house, my hair is soaked, and my clothes cling to me like a second skin. I’m so numb from what I saw, or what I think I saw, I don’t realize how cold I am until I walk into the heated house. Running through the trees must have exhausted me. After changing into dry pajamas, I crawl into bed and immediately fall asleep. It’s been so long since I’ve had the dream, I no longer expect it. It takes me by surprise when I find myself in the all too familiar alleyway.

    I’m almost too scared to look, but there he is, like he’s been waiting for me all this time. I only have a few moments before the monster comes, and I have too many questions to be scared. Without thinking, I move out from behind the box and run. I’m not missing another opportunity. I run straight towards him, and for a moment, I think I see surprise register across his face, but as quickly as it came, it’s gone.

    When I reach him I’m not sure what to say, but the footsteps I’ve been longing to hear become audible, and my time is running out. I gaze at him for a moment before finally blurting out. “Who are you?”

    He smiles, and his top lip thins into a straight line, “You’re almost ready.”

    




    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  5

    
    “WHAT AM I ALMOST READY for?” He doesn’t say any more. His face falls, and his blank stare returns as the monster’s footsteps grow louder. I notice more about him now that I’m closer. He’s taller than I remember and his ears a little larger than average, but maybe they only seem that way because of his strong jawline. His eyes are the same blue up close as they are from far away, but his brow bone sticks out a bit further, and a scar runs from the corner of his left eye, halfway down his cheek. I run out of time trying to coax him into talking again. The monster is closing the distance between us, and the only option left is to jump into the ocean behind us. I hear the monster’s roar once more before the water swallows me in its icy grasp.

    I spend most of the morning in a haze, trying to figure out what he meant. What am I almost ready for? The question floats around in my head like fog. All I want to do is go back to sleep, to talk to him again, but it doesn’t work that way. No amount of aid can nudge me back to sleep when my mind is currently running a marathon. 

    My phone buzzes, notifying me of my upcoming appointment with Dr. Delaney. I question whether I should tell him about the dream changing, or if I even want to go. Before, I went because I wanted to find a way to stop the dreams, but that’s not the case anymore. I call Hanna to tell her about the dream, but there’s no answer. She must be with Thatcher again. I don’t know what she sees in him, but I have to be supportive and only hope he isn’t like his friend Drake.

    After wasting another hour lying in bed, I decide to call Dr. Delaney’s office to cancel my appointment. “Dr. Delaney’s Office, how can I help you?” Franny, the receptionist, is always so cheerful. At least the handful of times I’ve had to interact with her she has been. “Good Morning, this is Nadia Clarke. I’m calling to cancel my appointment.” I hear the clicking of the keyboard before she speaks again. “Would you mind if I put you on a brief hold, Ms. Clarke?”

    “Um, sure.”

    “Great, thank you. Please hold.”

    I wait a few minutes before Dr. Delaney takes over the call. “Nadia, can I ask you why you are trying to cancel your appointment?”

    “Oh, I just don’t think I need to speak with you today.”

    “Has something changed?”

    I’ve never had a psychologist seem to care so much. This guy is either overly dedicated to his job or in need of my money. “No, not really. I just have more pressing matters to attend to today.”

    “Mental health is not something one should put on the back burner.” Does he think my mental health is at stake? To be completely honest, it might be. Sane people don’t see strangers from their dreams in reality much less watch them disappear into lightning.

    “I’m not putting it on the back burner, Dr. Delaney, I just think I’m doing better now, and need to rearrange my priorities.”

    “You’re doing better? I assume that means you’ve been sleeping.”

    “Yes, I have.”

    “And you feel like you are more alert and productive with your studies and personal life?”

    “Yes.” My answer isn’t as strong as I want it to be. My studies are average, and at this point, I’m not sure what I would call my personal life. The words tragic, pathetic, and nonexistent come to mind.

    He picks up on the hesitance. “Nadia, I believe you should come in for at least one more session.”

    “I appreciate your thoroughness Dr. Delaney, but I would still like to cancel my appointment.”

    “I understand, but I believe you would benefit from-” I hang up the phone before he finishes his sentence. I’m not in the mood to be guilted or forced in any way into another appointment. His money problems aren’t my problems. I drag myself out of bed and into the kitchen. Coffee made at home just isn’t the same as coffee from Corner Brew. I add more milk to make it drinkable and carefully plop down on the couch. The coffee swirls dangerously in the mug, and a small drip of the coffee lands onto the white carpet. With a sigh, I rub my sock over the wet rug, hoping it doesn’t stain.

    I can’t get my mind off of the dream. I want to talk to him, I need to talk to him, to get some answers. If I don’t leave this house, I will surely drive myself crazy, or crazier than I already am, so I decide to go for another run. It’s only somewhat in hope of seeing him again in the woods. He was there when Drake attacked me, and he was there watching me run. I know it now, no matter how crazy it makes me sound or feel, and I need to know why. Why he was following me and why he has been in my dreams since I was a little girl.

    A cloudy overcast moves in bringing a chill in the air. The wind gently pushes my face as I run against it. More people blaze the trail today, forcing me to zigzag around those not going my speed. I’m pushing myself harder than ever, running as fast as my body can handle, but it doesn’t seem fast enough. I focus on steadying my breathing, in through my nose, out through my mouth. Breathing is the hardest part of running. My legs can run all day, it’s the scratching of my throat and the aching in my lungs that force me to stop.

    No birds clutter the sky today, just the rustling leaves to leer at. The trees thicken, I’m almost to where I saw him yesterday. At first, I think I imagine it, a side effect of wanting it so bad, but then I see it again. Something is running alongside me through the woods. My arms swing faster, trying to keep pace with my legs. If I can reach the spot I jumped last time, I may not lose him. The steady thump of footsteps becomes more erratic, my breathing grows shallow, and sharp pains stab at my sides. It isn’t enough, I’m not fast enough. I lose sight of him as I’m almost there. My footsteps slow when a sharp burning pain grows out from my shoulder. My arms reflexively move forward, barely saving my face from hitting the concrete.

    “Son of a...” I trail off thinking about how Hanna always tries to censor me. Maybe it’s starting to work. 

    “Nadia? Are you ok?” Will kneels beside me, moving the hair out of my face to examine the damage.

    “Will, what are you doing here?” I ask between groans, grabbing my shoulder with the opposite hand. A sharp sting flourishes in my hand. I pull it back to the see the broken skin on my palm. The concrete wasn’t as kind to my hands as it was to my face.

    “I was jogging. I didn’t know this was where you jogged.”

    “I didn’t know you jogged at all,” I say, gently rubbing my shoulder with the back of my hand. 

    “It’s new, I’m giving it a try. You said it helps you clear your mind so I thought maybe it would do the same for me.”

    I almost ask him if he needs to talk but realize I’m most likely the reason he needs to clear his head. Then I remember why I was running so fast. I frantically search the woods trying to see if he’s still there. He isn’t. I lost him.

    “What are you looking for?”

    “Uh, n-nothing.”

    Will eyes me suspiciously before looking around the forest in the direction I’m facing. He squints his eyes as if it will help him see through the trees. “Nadia, are you ok?”

    “Yea, my shoulder is just a little sore, and my hands a little cut up.”

    “I didn’t even see you coming. Why were you running so fast?”

    “Oh, I was just trying to increase my heart rate.” He isn’t buying it. What would be the harm in telling Will? When I first told Hanna about the dream, she told me not to tell anyone else because they would think I was crazy, but not Will. He might have a different perspective, something that might make me feel a little less crazy.

    “Will, can we go talk?” A couple runs past us, and we dodge to prevent their legs from crashing into us. I hope I’m not that oblivious when I run. “Before we get mowed down.”

    “Of course. As long as you don’t mind the smell. I’ve been jogging a while.”

    “Don’t worry, I’m used to the outdoorsy scent.” We walk to a small bench just up the trail, and I gather my thoughts as pick at the skin around my fingernails. I attempt to start the conversation several times but stop myself. Will patiently waits until I’m ready to talk. “I’m not crazy, ok?” That’s always an excellent way to start a conversation, right?

    “Ok,” He replies after laughing. “I know you’re not crazy, but you are acting a little odd.”

    “I’ve been having this dream. The exact same dream. Ever since I was six years old.”  I pause to gauge his reaction. He seems curious but not judgmental.

    “When I was little, I used to have a recurring dream about dinosaurs taking over the world, but they stopped when I got a little older. What happens in your dream?”

    I hate talking about my dream. I always look like a coward. A crazy, possibly mentally ill, coward. “Well, I’m in an alleyway hiding behind a large box or crate in the shadows. I see this man on the other side. He just stands there looking at me. And then a monster comes after him, and I’m too scared to help him, so I just hide.” I look away from him while I explain the dream and hesitate before turning back.

    “That’s not so bad. It means you have good survival skills.”

    “I let the man die every time for 15 years.”

    “Nadia, he’s not real.” I open my mouth to argue with him but stop myself; I almost tell him how real the dream feels, how I believe he is the one who saved me from Drake, and how I feel a connection to him, but realize how ridiculous it sounds. “So, you don’t think I’m going crazy?”

    “For having the same dream for 15 years? No, of course not. You can’t control your dreams. It’s an involuntary reaction. Believe me, if we could control our dreams, mine would be a lot more exciting.”

    “What if I told you the dream recently changed?”

    “Changed how?”

    “I tried to help the man. I got the monsters attention and then ran from it until I woke up.”  I intentionally leave out the part where the man finally spoke to me. I may not want to tell him that part just yet.

    “It’s a little odd the dream changed after so many years, but again, that’s not up to you. I don’t believe in all that dream interpretation junk, but maybe there’s some small truth to it. Has something recently changed? Something that would make you feel brave?”

    I know what he was implying. He’s hoping he’s the change in my life that’s making me brave. Who would turn that down? He could be right, but something tells me it has more to do with the man in my dreams than it does with him. I decide now isn’t the time to tell him about finally speaking to the guy. He doesn’t think I’m crazy, but he also doesn’t understand. This is the first time he doesn’t fully understand me, but I can’t blame him. Even I don’t fully understand it. How can I expect him to?

    “You’re right, it’s just a dream. I’m being silly.” I shrug, and he pulls a face. I have to come up with something, or he’ll never drop it. As much as they dislike each other, he and Hanna are very similar. “I’ve been told before it may have something to do with my mom’s death. Maybe that’s it, I’m just finally dealing with it.” He nods and gently rubs my bum shoulder. It’s the perfect escape, he never knows what to say when I talk about my mom.

    “Well now that we have expertly deduced that you’re not a lunatic, what are your plans for the rest of the day?”

    “Oh, I have a big day of procrastination ahead of me.”

    “What are we procrastinating this time?”

    “Another exam coming up and a couple applications due next week. I miss the old high school days when you could pretend sick to blow off a test, and it didn’t matter.”

    “I can’t say I remember those days.”

    “Your memory can’t be so bad you forgot high school.”

    He laughs. “I remember that age, I was just never one to blow off assignments.” Of course, he would be the teacher’s pet.

    “Would you like to help me blow off studying? Get a feel for what it’s like to live on the other side?”

    “As much as I don’t condone procrastination or slacking off when it comes to education, I can’t say no to you.”

    “Great,” I smile knowing I successfully found an excuse not to study, and a distraction from the turmoil my mental state is in. “What should we do today?” I rub my still aching shoulder. Will must be stronger than I realized.

    “Try to take over the world?”

    “That’s a tempting offer, but how about a movie instead?”

    “One day you’ll wish you had taken me up on my offer.”

    I laugh. “And on that day, you can say I told you so.”

    “I’ll remember that.” He helps me off the bench and leads the way to his truck.

    
    …

    
    The truck fills with a comfortable silence for the entire drive to the movie theater. If Will feels awkward around me after everything that happened, he doesn’t show it. He even changes radio stations for me when the commercials interrupt the music. I want to believe everything can go back to the way it was before, but will I ever be able to look at him the same way again? Will I see him as the friend I’ve grown accustomed to or the guy who pines for me?

    “What movie are we going to see?” He finally breaks the silence as he drifts into the parking lot.

    “You know I can never make a decision on my own.”

    He laughs. “Which is why you should make this decision. You need to work on being more decisive.”

    “Why do I need to be decisive when I can have someone else do it for me?”

    “Because you won’t always have someone there to make decisions for you.”

    “Ok, my decision is for you to decide.” He scowls. “Fine, how about we go with a random one like usual?” Most of the time when we go to the movies, we tell the ticket attendant to give us whatever movie starts next. With thirteen screens in this theater, we usually don’t have to wait longer than an hour for a movie to start.

    “There, was that so hard?”

    “I’m okay, but I also could have died.”

    “But the important thing is you didn’t.” His laughter follows mine.

    “I’ll grab the tickets if you want to go ahead and wait in line for snacks.” He offers, releasing me of my decision-making responsibility. 

    “Sounds like a good plan.” We once tried to make it through a whole movie without snacks. It didn’t end well. “Just make sure the movie isn’t in 3d. It’s basically impossible to get those glasses to fit over these.” I give my purple frames a quick tap.

    Will and I separate and the smell of freshly buttered popcorn lifts my soul as I queue up in what appears to be the shortest line and wait. It never fails, I always choose the wrong line. The family at the counter takes forever to decide what candy they want. Not that I have any room to complain. It takes an act of congress to force me to make decisions. Plus, it gives Will time to join me.

    “What are we seeing?” I ask when he steps in line with me.

    The woman behind us stares daggers at him, but he just smiles sweetly at her. “And ruin the surprise? No way. You’ll find out when it starts.”

    “Ok then. Why don’t you go save our seats, and you can be surprised by the snacks?”

    He slouches. “You know I take my food very seriously.”

    “I guess we’ll see how well I know you then.” He opens his mouth to say something, but I shush him.

    “No hints. Now go.”

    “Fine, it’s theater nine,” He says and leaves as I reach the counter. I order five different types of candy, a mix of chocolates and fruit snacks, a medium popcorn, and two sodas. Stuffing the candy into my purse, I carefully carry the popcorn and drinks to theater nine. Will was able to find us good seats in the middle of the top aisle. Our favorite. No one behind us to kick the backs of our chairs.

    He helps me into my seat with the mountain of snacks. “Great choices Clarke.” He grabs the popcorn and dumps some of the chocolate candies into it.

    “Did you just ruin the popcorn?”

    “Silly girl, that’s not how you pronounce enhance.”

    I shake my head at him and grab a handful of popcorn and chocolate. We’re lucky this time, the previews begin playing shortly after I get comfortable. We are not so fortunate with the choice of movie, however. It’s a war drama with way too much blood for my taste. I have to keep looking away from the screen and closing my eyes. Will was kind enough to cover my eyes with his hand while I dig a few chocolate candies out of the popcorn bag. The only redeeming quality of the night is the lady sitting next to Will who scoffs every time he chews too loudly. When the movie finally ends, I grab his hand and rush out of the theater.

    “Did I miss the fire back there?”

    “No, I just couldn’t bear to sit one more minute. I think that was the worst movie we’ve ever been to see.” I dump our empty boxes into the trash cans.

    “It wasn’t that bad, and that one with the singing bears was definitely worse.”

    I forgot about that one. “The singing bears didn’t have their heads blown off.”

    “That would have made for an interesting ending though.”

    “I wonder how that song would have gone.”

    “It definitely would have been my favorite.”

    “Before this conversation takes an even more disturbing turn, can you rush me home? That movie bored me to exhaustion, and my shoulder is still throbbing.” Lie, my shoulder is throbbing, but that isn’t why I want to rush home.

    “Of course, and I’m sorry about the shoulder.” He moves his arm to rub it but decides against it.

    “Don’t be, it’s not your fault.”

    “How about you wait here at the entrance, and I’ll bring the truck around?” It doesn’t take him long to drive his truck around to pick me up. I fight to stay awake on the drive home. Will helps by gently shaking me when he notices me dozing off. When we finally make it to my house, I immediately sink into the sofa without changing into pajamas or brushing my teeth. My eyes grow heavier and heavier until finally, sleep takes me. 

    I’m back in the alley, peering over the box. He’s there, looking back at me just like he always is. I run towards him, my shoulder still sore from earlier. Why is my shoulder hurting in a dream? “Who are you? Why are you always in my dreams?” I barely reach him when the words fly out of my mouth. I’m not going to miss another chance. He smiles at me but doesn’t say a word. “What am I almost ready for?” His smile grows bigger, but still, he remains silent. “Talk to me! Why were you following me today if you’re not going to talk to me?” My voice is raised, but I don’t think that’s what causes the look of worry on his face.

    He opens his mouth but the footsteps echo down the alley, and he closes it without a word. “How do I stop this?” More silence. The footsteps become louder. “I need you to help me.” The monster rounds the corner. Black smoke taking the shape of a giant bear. “I don’t know what to do.” I’m pleading with him now. I need him to tell me how to stop it, but he won’t say a word. Anger and frustration rise in me. I’m trying to save his life, but he isn’t helping. I grunt against his weight as I push his shoulders knocking him down. With him successfully hidden in the shadows, I take a deep breath and run towards the monster.

    Footsteps rattle in my head, my heart pounding to make an exit, I have no idea what I’m going to do. I don’t stop to think, I’m relying on whatever instinct I may have. I pump my legs faster and faster, my arms swinging by my sides, picking up as much speed as I can and turn my already sore shoulder towards the monster, plowing through. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but there’s no resistance when I make contact. I breeze through the monster but stumble. Bracing myself for the fall, I land on the soft grass. Wait, why is there grass?

    The soft blades flatten under my hands as I push myself off of the ground. Looking around, I’m no longer in that dark alleyway. I’m in an open field with bright green grass, flourishing elm trees, and a clear blue sky. Hummingbirds fly around the flowers, and bluebirds chirp a melody. It’s beautiful.

    Earthy and floral scents pervade the air, as the sun’s rays warm my skin. This is the beautiful dream my mom used to speak of. I spin to get a full view of my surroundings when something crunches under my foot. My purple glasses lay broken in the grass. I feel around my face on instinct searching for the glasses I know aren’t there. “How am I able to see without them?”

    “The faulty eyesight is an issue with your shell. A side effect of over usage most likely.”

    My heart leaps to my throat. Behind me stands the man from my dreams. He followed me out of the alley. I stare at him for a moment, unable to form a single word, wondering if he will disappear or ignore me like before.

    “Who. Are. You?” I enunciate each word, forcing them off my tongue.

    “My name is Aeryn.” His voice is deep and calming. Just how I imagined it would be all these years.

    “Aeryn.” It feels weird to finally have a name for him. “Your name is Aeryn.” Words are coming easier now. “Where are we, Aeryn?”

    The same half smile I watched for 15 years, creeps across the left side of his face. “Welcome to the other side of Dreams. We like to call it Dream Haven.”

    “Dream Haven? What is Dream Haven?”

    “I know you have a lot of questions, and I promise we will answer them, but right now I need you to follow me.”

    “We?”

    “Yes, the other Dreamcatchers.”

    “Dreamcatchers?”

    “I know this is all so confusing, but everything will be explained if you just follow me.”

    I know I should hesitate, I shouldn’t be so willing to follow a stranger just because he asked, but I always follow my gut feelings, and my gut feels safe with Aeryn. And even if I’m wrong, this is only a dream.

    




    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  6

    
    I FOLLOW AERYN ACROSS THE lush field until a small hut appears in the distance. It doesn’t fit with the landscape. Moss and ivy cling to the busted windows and rotting wood. The space is barely big enough to fit either of us separately, but that’s obviously where he’s leading me. “It’s just up here.” He says pointing in the direction of the shabby little lean-to.

    “That tiny shack?” I ask even though I already know the answer. The closer we get, the more decrepit the thing looks. I can now see broken crates with rusted tools piled outside, and one of the hinges on the door is broken.

    “Don’t worry, it’s bigger than it looks.” The size isn’t the only thing I’m worried about.

    When we reach the hut, he opens the rickety wood door and holds it, motioning for me to enter first. His face remains calm and fixed, offering no sign of jest or deception. I peer inside the battered shed before blindly walking in, but all I can see is shadows. A silent alarm goes off in my mind, but I ignore it.

    “I promise it won’t bite.”

    “That’s the second promise you’ve made me in less than an hour. You make a lot of promises, don’t you?” He smiles at me as I walk through the door without an answer. I duck to fit my head through, but after a short walk through a dark tunnel, my mouth hits the floor as I take in the sight before me. A large spiraling staircase stands grand in the middle of the room with hallways reaching around on both sides. White columns line the walls and sparkling gold chandeliers hang from the ceiling. Large oval windows, almost as tall as the ceilings, fill the room with natural light. My eyes blink incessantly as I gaze upon my sparkling white and gold surroundings.

    “I told you it was bigger than it looked.”

    “But, how?”

    “I can’t give away all of our secrets just yet.” He leads me over to the staircase where a small group is gathered in hushed whispers. When we approach, they immediately end their conversation and gawk at Aeryn and I the same way I gawked at the grand staircase.

    “Are those the Dreamcatchers you mentioned?” I whisper to him trying to keep them from eavesdropping.

    “Yes, those are some of them. A rather nosey bunch of them I might say.” They look so normal, like a group of office workers gathered around the water cooler. “Come on guys, back to work.” Aeryn waves his hand at the gaping onlookers, and they return to what they were doing with a few stealing quick glances as we push through the group to the staircase.

    “Sorry about that, there’s not many like you.” He pauses and glances up with his brows pinched. I follow his gaze, but there’s nothing there. “Honestly, there aren’t any like you.”

    “What do you mean like me?”

    “All in due time.” Another evasive response.

    “Seriously? All in due time” I say mocking his deep voice.

    “Is that really how I sound?” He asks with a closed smile.

    With a huff, I stop ascending the stairs. His smile fades when he notices I’m not behind him anymore, and he quickly jogs down the steps between us. “I’m sorry, but the Elder’s requested they be the ones to explain.”

    “Elders?” Nothing is making any sense. He gives me a sympathetic look and continues back up the stairs without giving me any answers. The Elders must be the ones who run this place. Maybe they know the reason I’ve been having this dream for so long. Either way, standing here in the middle of this staircase with people sizing me up isn’t going to answer any of my questions. I quickly catch up to Aeryn who stops in front of two large golden doors. Just like the windows, they reach almost as high as the ceiling.

    “Are you ready?”

    “It’s kind of hard to be ready for something when you don’t know what it is and haven’t been given even the tiniest of details.”

    “Fair enough.” He agrees. “And just so you know, even though I make a lot of promises—”

    “Hand them out like candy.” I interrupt, and a smile flashes in his eyes before it reaches his lips.

    “Even though I hand promises out like candy, I keep them. The Elders will explain everything, and it will make sense. Eventually. Oh, and they don’t bite either.” I trust Aeryn, not that I have any other choice at this point. He opens the door but doesn’t follow.

    “Aren’t you coming?”

    “No, the Elders need to speak to you alone.” He offers me a reassuring smile and gently shuts the door behind me.

    I don’t like that he isn’t with me, but I take a deep breath and move on. In the middle of the large room, a globe towers several feet above me. Look don’t touch. My father’s voice enters my mind as my hand trails across what should be North America. This isn’t any ordinary globe. I don’t recognize any of the continents or bodies of water. My eyes travel to the walls lined with bookshelves. I mindlessly count them as I come across a desk on the left side. Papers scatter over the entire area while some litter the floor. The desk is messy and appears unorganized, but something else catches my eye, a small glass ball sitting on the corner. Something dark moves inside. As I walk closer, I can see it better. Black smoke coils inside, the same kind of smoke the monster from the alley was made of. The closer I am to the ball, the more uneasy I feel, but I can’t look away. Almost like a car crash, I’m horrified yet mesmerized by it. I feel compelled to reach my hand out. I need to touch it, to see it up close.

    “I wouldn’t touch that if I were you.”

    My hand wrenches back to my side as I twirl to find the source of the voice. An older couple has joined me in the room. Their white robes flow gracefully from their bodies, and the gold trim gently brushes the floor. The man’s voice is deeper but frailer than Aeryn’s. The woman smiles gently placing her hand over the small gold emblem on the chest of her robe. They must be the Elders I forgot I’m here to meet.

    “What is it?” I ask still intrigued by the little glass ball.

    The man takes a few cautious steps closer. “That is a night snare.”

    “What does it do?”

    “It contains a Nightmare.”

    I lean forward to get a better view. There is no discernible difference between this Nightmare and the smoke that rose into the sky the year my father accidentally set fire to his shed. “That black smoke is a Nightmare?”

    “It is not exactly smoke, but to answer your question, yes. Inside this snare lives a Nightmare.”

    “Why do you have a Nightmare trapped inside a glass ball? And what would have happened if I touched it?” My hand twitches with the urge to pick it up.

    “Why don’t we take a seat over here and we can explain everything.” The lady speaks from behind him and motions toward a small seating area I overlooked. The man’s eyes linger on the night snare before following us.

    My eyes flutter from the sun forcing its way through the windows as I take a seat on the couch opposite the lady. Her long white hair falls graciously over her shoulder. My foot bounces up and down as we wait for the man to join us.

    “I believe we should introduce ourselves first. I’m Faerah, the Elder Queen, and this is Gideon, the Elder King.” She says as he takes his seat next to her.

    “King and queen of what?”

    “Of Dream Haven. We know this does not make much sense right now, but it will.” Faerah’s voice is soft and gentle, a large contrast to Gideon’s.

    He clears his throat. “Now let us start with what Dream Haven is, and if you have any questions, please feel free stop me.” With the abundance of questions I already have, I want to stop him before he even begins, but I decide to give him a chance to answer some of them first. “This whole world is Dream Haven. This is where the Dreamcatchers and Nightstalkers live.”

    “Dreamcatchers? Like the round webbed things, kids hang by their beds?”

    A raspy chuckle escapes his lips. “Humans always seem to get everything wrong don’t they.” It’s more of a statement than a question.

    “You’re not human?” The question seems obvious.

    “No, we are not. Before I became Elder King, I was a Nightstalker, and Faerah was a Dreamcatcher.” Gideon raises his hand to stifle the question I was soon to raise. “I understand you must be wondering what Nightstalkers and Dreamcatchers are, please allow me to clarify.”

    I lean back into the plush couch, quietly picking at the skin on my bottom lip. “Everyone here in Dream Haven is a Dreamcatcher. We have a smaller elite group that are our Nightstalkers. Our Dreamcatchers produce sweet dreams and provide them to the humans while they sleep. Our Nightstalkers are those who hunt and trap the Nightmares.” This is starting to sound like a bedtime story. “Nightmares that have not been ensnared haunt the dreams of humans. Children, with their innocence, are more susceptible, but they do not discriminate against which humans they attack. The Nightmares have always lived in their own world, disconnected from others, but over the last few hundred years, they have been trying to breach the human world.”

    “And why would they want to breach into my world?”

    “They are no longer satisfied with only haunting the dreams of humans. They want to take over their world and make life on Earth, for lack of a better term, a living nightmare.”

    Faerah places a hand on Gideon’s knee. “That’s why our Nightstalkers are so important now, they must keep the Nightmare’s in their own world.” Her gentle voice from before now moves with urgency.

    “What would happen if they do enter my world?”

    Gideon’s hazel eyes lock onto mine. “It would be the end of the world you know. There would be no more beauty, only darkness.”

    I shake my head reminding myself this is just a dream. “Well, that seems overly dramatic. I hope your Nightstalkers are up to the challenge.”

    “As do we. And with you, we believe we have a much better chance of succeeding.”

    “I’m sorry, why exactly do I matter?”

    “You, Nadia, are a Nightstalker.” Laughter sputters out, but I choke it down when I notice the look on Gideon and Faerah’s faces.

    “Ok, I’m a Nightstalker who stops the bad dreams. Do I have any superpowers?”

    “This is not a time for jokes.” My face drops at Gideon’s harsh tone and I squirm under his gaze. He takes a moment to regain his calm demeanor before continuing. “We understand this may seem a bit overwhelming, but the fate of our world and the human world is at stake.”

    “You actually want me to believe this is all real, and not an elaborate dream?”

    “Unfortunately, this is not a dream. We do not have dreams like humans do.”

    “Right.” The word slurs between my lips. I close my eyes and air fills my lungs before I slowly release it. When I open my eyes, I’m not back in my house as I expect. My stomach flips. I pinch my arm and cry out as the sting burns at my skin. I’m still here. My head joins my stomach. “This doesn’t make any sense. I’m only dreaming, and I need to wake up. I need to find a way to wake up. Is there any water nearby?” Jumping into the water always worked before.

    “We understand how troubling this must be, but you cannot wake because you are not asleep. When you came here, you left your human shell behind, but that is all.”

    “I’m sorry, I left my what?”

    “I know we are asking a lot of you to try to understand, and I would have preferred to tell you this slowly, but we do not have the luxury of time.”

    I ram the heel of my foot into the leg of the couch and muffle a scream. Tears prick at the back of my eyes. I still can’t wake myself. “If what you’re saying is true, and I am a Nightstalker, why was I in the human world?”

    Gideon’s face tightens, and his eyes fill with pain. “To explain that we must first talk about the truth behind your mother’s death.”

    




    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  7

    
    “MY MOTHER’S DEATH? YOU KNEW my mother?” My foot twists in circular motions, trying to ease the throbbing.

    “Yes, we knew your mother. Sydney was one of our best Nightstalkers.”

    “She was a wonderful person and a courageous fighter.” Faerah chimes in, adding to the praise.

    My teeth gnash together and I take a deep breath, steadying my heart. These people knew my mother; they know more about her than I do. It isn’t fair. “How’d she actually die then?”

    Gideon’s eyes linger on Faerah before returning to mine. “Your mother was murdered here, by a Nightmare.” No matter how much time has passed, finding out your mother was murdered is never an easy pill to swallow. “As we mentioned earlier, the Nightmares have been trying to find a way to Earth. We believed they had found it. We believed they had placed Nightmares on Earth in human shells. With these Nightmares in place, it would only be a matter of time before they were able to open a portal. With an open portal, they would quickly overrun Earth. It was imperative we stop this from happening. To do so, we sent some of our Nightstalkers to the human world with shells to hunt and ensnare the Nightmares. Your mother was one of the Nightstalkers placed on Earth.”

    Gideon pauses to take a breath, and Faerah continues for him. “Each of the Nightstalkers placed on Earth was assigned a guardian. This guardian was responsible for the well-being of their human shell.”

    Faerah looks to Gideon who, in turn, takes back control of the conversation. “Unfortunately, one of the Nightmares got the better of your mother while she was here reporting her findings.”

    A Nightmare got the better of her? That’s all he has to say for my mother’s death?

    “So, since she died in this world, her body wouldn’t wake up on Earth?” I ask trying to piece it all together.

    “Precisely. Her human shell was vacant and would appear to be dead.”

    That’s why they thought she died of natural causes at the age of 30. I press a hand to my aching head. The nauseating pull in my stomach making it hard to talk. “Then why didn’t her guardian help her?” The white of my knuckles press against the edge of the sofa as the fire in my stomach dulls the sick feeling. This person I’ve never even met failed my mother.

    “Guardians are only human. With this limitation, they only have the ability to protect and repair the human shell.”

    “A lot of good that does.” My foot taps the hard floor as I begin losing the battle to suppress my anger. “What’s the point of protecting a shell if the Nightstalker is left to die?”

    “Human shells are connected to its owner. If one is destroyed, it weakens the Nightstalker. It is crucial to have them protected.”

    My nails dig further into the couch. “What happened to the Nightmare who killed her?”

    “Unfortunately, we have yet to locate him.” It has been 17 years, and they still haven’t been able to find the man who killed my mother. Are they even trying?

    “Why wasn’t I raised here?”

    Gideon bows his head in a silent request for Faerah to answer. “For your protection.”

    “For my protection? If there are Nightmares in my world, why was I safer there than here?” I rock back and forth against the sofa as my foot continues it’s attack on the floor.

    “That decision was not made lightly. Ultimately your safety was the deciding factor.”

    “Stop evading my question. Explain to me why Earth was safer than Dream Haven.”

    “We considered every aspect and weighed all of our options. The decision we came to, gave you a greater chance of survival.”

    “This is absurd, you’re all crazy.” I force myself off of the couch and push through the unnecessarily large doors. Once I clear the room, I pick up my pace, running down the stairs, forcing my way through the crowd of people congregated in the main entrance, and right out of the front door.

    The tiny hut and field are now gone. Sand crunches under my feet as I walk out onto a cloudy beach. The cool ocean breeze blows my hair against my face, and the orange sun barely breaks through the immensity of the clouds. I’m confused but need to keep running. My breath comes in gasps. I’m drowning, fighting for air. The unending beach spreads farther and farther the longer I run.

    My feet slow to a stop as the sharp pain in my side becomes far more than I can bare. Doubling over, I lean my hands against my knees wheezing when a small drop of water hits my hand. I glance upward. That’s when I realize it’s coming from me. I don’t remember when the crying started, but I can’t stop it now. I slump to the ground and let the tears pour down. It’s not fair. It’s not fair these strangers knew my mother when she’s a stranger to me. It’s not fair my whole life is a lie.

    There’s an odd comfort in the warm stream of tears, I feel bare when they finally stop. My fingers dig into the fresh sand as my back presses against it. It will be impossible to remove all of the sand from my hair, but that’s at the bottom of my list of worries. My chest rises as my breathing grows steady. My mind races to the last time I was at a beach. Aeryn, he was there. How long has he been following me? I need to talk to him, try to understand this all better, but where is he? Sand grinds behind me, and I quickly push myself to my feet. I don’t have to search far, he’s standing right behind me.

    “Aeryn?” How long has he been there?

    “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have snuck up on you.” He tucks his hands into his pockets. “I just wanted to make sure you were alright.”

    I laugh, most likely from hysteria. I should have known he would be following me again. “This is so ridiculous. So, this, all this is real?” I ask waving my hands in the air hoping his answer isn’t what I’m expecting. He nods his head and takes a few steps towards me, the sand building at the sides of his shoes. “And you have been following me?”

    “Yes.”

    “At the party?”

    “Yes.”

    “And then twice at the park?”

    He hesitates before responding. “Only once at the park. I believe the last time you thought you saw me, it was a Nightmare.”

    I shift the sand around my feet. “Why would a Nightmare be following me?”

    “Because it knows who you are.”

    “A Nightstalker?”

    He takes his hands out of his pockets and crosses them over his chest. “Not just a Nightstalker. Your mother was incredibly powerful, and the Elders presume you will be as well.”

    Hmpf “Sure.”

    He tilts his head. “Would you like to sit? You can ask me anything you like, and I promise I will do my best to answer.”  He waits for me to plop back down, then takes a seat across from me, almost close enough for our knees to touch. “What would you like to know?”

    “Why was this a field when I first arrived, but a beach when I left the castle?” I look behind me to the rushing waves that ripple the once still water.

    “An interesting choice for a first question.” He says studying my face. “That is the beauty of this world. It changes to what we need it to be. When you left the castle, you needed it to be something relaxing for you, when we first entered, I needed it to be something warm and inviting.”

    “Warm and inviting? You think cramped, decaying shacks are warm and inviting? For who, a serial killer?”

    “It was cozy.”

    “It was creepy.”

    He laughs which makes me laugh until reality rears its ugly head, and my smile fades. “Why have you been in my dreams all these years?” The question I most want to ask. The question I’ve been asking for 15 years.

    He leans his elbows against his knees. “Those weren’t exactly dreams. We don’t dream, nor do we sleep.”

    “I’m pretty sure I’ve slept every night for as long as I can remember.”

    “It was actually your human shell that rested. Shells need the rest otherwise they would wear down. When your shell slept, you came back to Dream Haven.”

    “I was in Dream Haven every night? Why was it always that dark alley and why were you always there?”

    “Because of your situation, and since you didn’t know anything about Dream Haven or us, we had to do something a little different. Before we could tell you everything, we had to make sure you were ready. The Nightmare you were seeing was a portal. Once you were ready to fight it, you would be transported out of the arena. And as for why I was there each time, I am your mentor. I will be training you to capture the Nightmares.” I stare at him for a while. It’s a lot to wrap my head around. “I know it’s overwhelming, but I’ll be here for you the whole time.”

    “What would have happened if I was ready to fight it the first time I had that non-dream?”

    “Exactly what happened today. You would have transported out of the arena.”

    “Which means if I weren’t such a coward, I would have been here for most of my life.”

    “You were not a coward. You were a child.”

    “Did anyone else take this long to be ready?”

    “I can’t answer that. You’re the first person who’s been in this situation.”

    “Oh, right.” I need to change the subject before the spinning in my head brings on a migraine. “Why haven’t you aged?”

    He smiles, clearly aware of his good looks.  “We don’t age the same way humans do. It’s a much slower process. Unless you are on Earth, then you age at the same rate they do.”

    “That means I really am only 21 years old, how old are you?”

    “I’m 1,135 years old by my calculations. But I don’t look a day over 308.”

    I grin. “If you’re over one thousand years old, how old are the Elders?”

    “That’s kind of the running joke, nobody knows for sure. They’ve been around the longest, that’s certain.”

    “What about my dad? Was or is he a Nightstalker as well?”

    “No.”

    “What is he? Human?”

    “You should talk to your father about this.”

    “My dad and I haven’t been speaking.”

    “I know.”

    “You know? Is there anything about me you don’t know?”

    “I only know what I needed to know to ensure your safety.”

    “My safety was dependent on you knowing my father and I weren’t speaking?”

    “I needed to know someone who should have been looking out for you wasn’t.” His jaw clenches, and a muscle ticks under his eye.

    “Well, speaking of my father, how do I return to my world?”

    “Do you want to?”

    “Are you joking? My friends are there, my life is there, and I’m still not one hundred percent sure this isn’t all a crazy vivid dream I’m having.” I look around at the birds soaring and the white froth from the waves. This would definitely be the most elaborate dream I’ve ever had.

    “Your friends? Like Will who ran off and left you to be attacked by that brute?”

    “That wasn’t his fault, he went to find a towel,” I say defensively. Will would never intentionally put me in danger.

    “You’re going to leave your destiny behind for two people?” Ouch, even he knows I only have two friends.

    “My destiny? If it was my destiny to be here, maybe you shouldn’t have left me there after my mother died.”

    “That wasn’t my choice to make. Nadia. We need you, we need your help. And this is where you are meant to be.”

    “I can’t help anybody. I’m not powerful.”

    “You can be, you just don’t know it yet, you need training and a chance to see it.”

    “I don’t want to train, I just want to go home.”

    “You are home.”  My eyes narrow.  “If you mean the human world, then you will have to speak to the Elders. They are the only ones who can grant you that.”

    “Are you’re saying I’m stuck here?”

    “I’m sure they’ll let you return, once you hear us out and understand what’s going on. They only want for you to be able to make an informed decision.”

    “No, they want me trapped here so I can never leave.”

    “I promise you that’s not what they want. It’s dangerous for you to be there uninformed and untrained, but they will let you leave.” I clench a bundle of sand in my fists listening to the soft crunch. 

    “But before you go, you should at least visit your house.”  He regains my attention.

    “I have a house?”

    “Technically it belonged to your mother, but when she passed, it became yours.”

    I’m still angry about being a prisoner in this Dream world, but I want to see my mother’s old house. Maybe there’s something there that can help me remember more about her. “Fine, I’ll go see her house, but then I want to go straight to the Elders and go home.”

    “If that’s what you choose, I will take you to them.”

    I follow Aeryn away from the beach into a clearing with a dirt path. I glance behind me, and the beach is gone. “How does it do that?”

    “Magic!” He throws his hands in a big circle as if displaying something flashy.

    “You expect me to believe in magic now too?”

    “No, it’s just the easiest way to describe it. I don’t know how it does it, I just know it does.”

    “Nobody questions anything around here?”

    “You mean aside from you?” He pauses waiting for a laugh, but my face remains expressionless. He shrugs and continues. “Do you question ordinary things that happen in the human world? Why the sun rises, or why the stars shine?” I shake my head. “Didn’t think so, this is what we are used to, we don’t feel the need to question it.”

    “Then why can’t we just poof over to the house?”

    “Because there’s actually no such thing as magic. The scenery can change, but we can’t magically poof ourselves somewhere.”

    “I guess that makes sense,” I say even though I’m still confused. “Wait, if you can’t magically poof yourself somewhere, how did you disappear when I almost caught you in the park?”

    He beams. “A trick of the eye. I’m fast and took advantage of the lightning.”

    “You can’t be that fast,” I argue, and he smirks. “Is that it?” I point to a small house in the distance.

    “Yes, your mother liked her spa—” I miss the end of his sentence, slowly picking up my pace until I’m running. I can’t get there fast enough. He runs after me, finding me panting when we stop in front of the house. I feel out of shape when I notice he didn’t even break a sweat. I grab the doorknob but can’t turn it. “What’s wrong? It shouldn’t be locked.”

    “I just need a moment.” We stand there in silence for what feels like an eternity. My hand on the knob and Aeryn patiently watching from behind. What am I so afraid of? This is something I’ve wanted since she died. I want to know more about her, to remember something about her and this could give me that. But something turns in my stomach, and my nerves shake. Taking a deep breath, I finally open the door. The smell of lavender and coconut greet us. My mother’s house is beautiful. A large brown couch and recliner face a small fireplace. The kitchen fully stocked with pots and pans, and the main bedroom has all the furnishings in a purple color, my mother’s favorite. My father told me she was always wearing that color. The second bedroom has my name on it. I run my fingers over the gold letters. “She must have planned for us to come back here.”

    “That was what she was supposed to do,” he admits quietly.

    “Supposed to do?”

    “I shouldn’t be telling you this.”

    “Please. I don’t know much about my mother, she died when I was so young, and my father wouldn’t talk about her.”

    He rubs his chin with a sigh before speaking. “When your mother got pregnant, the Elders told her to come back here.” He lifts his eyes to mine. “At first your mother agreed, but she wouldn’t leave your father. Humans can’t come into Dream Haven.”

    “My father is human?”

    He let out another sigh. “You should ask him.”

    “Fine. So, my mother chose to leave this world behind? For good?”

    “Not really for good, she would come back while her human shell was resting.”

    “What happened when she died? What Nightmare killed her?”

    He shifts, leaning against the beige wall. “Unfortunately, that’s something we will never know. Your mother was always going away from the plan and doing her own thing. Usually it worked for her.”

    I smile. “That must be something I got from her.”  I open the bedroom and walk in. It’s decorated in pink and gold. Just what you would do for a little girl. There’s stuffed elephants and teddy bears, and a small reading nook in the corner. My love of books must come from her. I sit on the little toddler bed with my knees almost to my chin. “Did you know my mom?”

    “A little bit.” He takes a seat on the soft pink rug.

    “What was she like?”

    He laughs. “A lot like you. The whole stubborn, doing your own thing isn’t the only trait you got from her.” It feels nice to know I’m like my mother. It makes me feel close to her in a way.  “Sydney made me promise to protect you. That’s why I’m your mentor, and that’s why I kept watch over you in the human world. I didn’t trust anyone else to keep you safe.”

    “Exactly how long have you been checking on me, in my world?”

    “Ever since your mother died. But I’ve had a lot on my mind recently, and I’ve been careless which allowed you to see me.”

    “I have to admit, it’s a little weird and slightly creepy knowing you’ve been spying on me my whole life.”

    “It wasn’t spying. Not entirely. I would pop in every now and then to check on you, stay for a day and then go back. I didn’t want to stay too long and age this face.” He turns his head and points to his dimples making sure I notice, but my eyes are drawn to his scar. He’s attractive, there’s no denying it, even with the uneven ears. I catch myself staring at him, and play it off by telling him I see a wrinkle.

    “I don’t get wrinkles. At least not for a few more hundred years.”

    “I think you spent more time in my world than you realize.”

    He laughs. “My world? Don’t you mean their world?”

    “I haven’t decided if I want to accept all of this yet.”

    “Fair enough. Give it a day, let me show you what our world has to offer, then you can go back to their world. If you still choose to.”

    “I suppose that sounds like reasonable.” Against my better judgment, I shake his hand, accepting his terms. There’s still a part of me that believes I’m still in an elaborate dream ready to wake up at any moment, and if not, the Elders most likely won’t let me go home anyway.

    



    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  8

    
    “WHERE ARE WE HEADED?” AERYN and I left my mother’s house almost twenty minutes ago.

    “Patience isn’t a virtue you have, is it?”  It irritates me how charming he is.

    “No, it’s not. Nor do I like surprises, so why don’t you just tell me?”

    “We’re almost there.”

    I step over a small ant hill as Aeryn skirts to avoid it. If I were smart, I would follow his exact footsteps. He seems to know what to avoid before I can even see it. “If this place gives you what you need, why can’t you just make whatever we’re going to see, appear right outside of my mother’s house?”

    He stops suddenly, turning to face me. I shuffle my feet, stopping just short of running into him, our faces only a couple inches from touching. His breath caresses my face as he speaks. “It doesn’t work that way. Like I said before, there is no magic. The areas of this world remain the same, but if someone is more comfortable at a beach rather than a garden, they can see it as a beach. We can’t make anything magically poof in front of us just as we can’t make ourselves magically poof anywhere. Do you understand?”

    “I think so.” Maybe.

    “Good, then let’s continue.” He twists back around and continues down the path with me trailing behind.

    “How does it know who to listen to?”

    “What do you mean?”  He asks without stopping to look at me.

    “If I want us to be walking on a beach, but you want us to be walking in a desert, who would win?”

    “Win?” He chuckles, and wrinkles appear on the corners of his mouth. “It’s not exactly a competition. And we don’t generally change the scenery. But, if there were an occasion such as that, I suppose the stronger will would win.”

    “Is that how it’s done? You will the scenery to change?”

    “That’s one way to explain it.” 

    I follow as he sidesteps a small hole in the path. “Why don’t you change the scenery? If you have the ability, wouldn’t you want to?” I glance back at the hole trying to will the scenery to fill it. Nothing happens. 

    “We appreciate the land for what it is in its natural state. It’s rather beautiful without being altered.” He’s right. This place looks like something straight out of a calendar.

    After another mile, a light fog fills the air, and the fresh scent of nature clings to my nose. “We’re here.” He stops, turning to face me. Peering around him, I find myself face-to-face with a dense forest. Limbs twist and curl above, creating the appearance of an entranceway. I glide my hand across the rough trunk of one of the trees. It’s damp but warm from the sun.

    “Go on in.” He nudges his head toward the entrance. After hesitating a moment, I walk through. Green grass and leaves shine brightly against the dark brown of the tree bark. Twigs crunch and snap as I step farther into the forest. Throaty croaks mix with the cracking twigs as frogs hop around my feet, and colorful butterflies flutter around my head. My eyes follow the erratic path of a monarch when I notice the owls sitting perched in the trees.

    “It’s daytime, why are there owls flying around?”

    “The mystery of the forest.” He draws out the words slowly and lifts an eyebrow. “Hold out your arm.”

    “Why?”

    “Trust me. I promise no harm will come to you. Or your arm.”  I slowly raise my arm and watch him with furrowed brows. I stand there feeling silly for several seconds, and just as I’m about to lower my arm, a large white owl swoops down, perching near the crook of my elbow. His feathers are white as snow with brown stripes running around his head, and down his wings. My jaw drops slightly as I look at the marvelous creature.

    “It’s beautiful.” I’ve never seen an owl up close. His black eyes stare into mine as his small yellow beak clicks. My cheeks stiffen with the first real smile I’ve had since landing here.

    “You can pet him. All the animals here, in this world, know they have nothing to fear from us.” I slowly move my other hand up, and gently stroke the owl’s wings. His feathers are softer than I expect. After a few more strokes, he stretches his wings and takes flight. Excitement rises in me as I watch the owl glide above.

    “Ok, that was awesome.”

    He mirrors my smile. “And I’m only getting started.”

    I follow him farther into the forest, stepping over fallen trees and dodging stray branches. He moves swiftly through the forest while I clunk along. I try to keep his pace, but he moves incredibly fast. I duck and dodge, pushing branches out of my face as I begin losing sight of him. I’m almost at a run now when my foot catches on a root, and my body slams to the ground. The earthy smell crowds my nose, and I let out a small cry from the shock of hitting the ground. Aside from my still aching shoulder and a few scratches from twigs on the ground, I’m unharmed.

    Before I can right myself, Aeryn is by my side aiding me. He hadn’t noticed I fell behind until he heard the small thud from my body hitting the ground. “I’m sorry, I forgot you’re not used to this.”

    “It’s fine,” I shake the hair out of my face.

    “It’s not much farther now.” Concern floods his face. I barely use any effort to lift myself. He’s even stronger than his muscles make him look. Dusting the grass and dirt off of my clothes, I notice the ground. What was covered in branches and twigs moments ago, is now clear. Only soft, bright green grass covers the ground. “I like moving through the thick natural forest, I should have realized you would need a friendlier terrain. I’m sorry about that.”

    “It’s fine, really. Stop apologizing. Let’s keep moving.” I yank my hand away from him, knowing I’m being too harsh. He now views me as someone who needs help, who needs friendly terrain. His eyes fall, and I almost apologize for my tone but remain silent. 

    We walk the last several minutes in silence until he swivels on his heels. “Our next stop is just up here.” We take a few more steps and suddenly the trees end, like an invisible wall holding them back. The ground extends a bit further until it meets with a vast body of water. In the middle emerges a colossal oak tree. Stretching far above the forest trees, its roots twist over each other spiraling under the still water. Symbols I don’t recognize, cover the massive trunk. I walk to the edge of the water to find a better view. “This is the Tree of Light.” He slowly walks up behind me, bowing his head. “This is where our fallen are honored.”

    “What do the symbols mean?”

    “Each symbol represents a lost brother or sister.” He swallows, trying to keep his face stoic, but I see through his defenses.

    “There’s a symbol on there for my mother?”

    “Yes.” I edge myself closer, but he grabs my arm, gently pulling me back. “This is a sacred area. Nobody has ever set foot in this lake or near that tree. We come here to remember those we lost and pay tribute to their lives.” I look at the water and for the first time, notice the flowers floating atop the still water. He pulls two white roses from the pocket of his coat. “For your mother.” He offers me one of the roses. Together, we kneel and carefully set the roses in the water. Gentle waves carry them closer to the tree. We stay there for several minutes watching the waves caress the roses, and I wonder if anyone else has placed a flower for my mother. “Let’s move on.” He stands, offering his hand.

    As much as I hate that he altered the ground for me, I have to admit it’s nice to be able to survey my surroundings instead of keeping my eyes on the ground. We leave the forest, heading towards our next destination when I realize I don’t know much about Aeryn. I feel like I’ve known him all my life, assumedly from seeing him in my dreams for 15 years, but I don’t really know anything about him aside from his name and that he’s a Nightstalker. “Were you born here? In this...world?”

    He laughs. “Such inflection in the way you say world. Almost as if you still don’t believe it. But to answer your question, yes. I was born here. It’s exceedingly rare that one of us is not.”

    “Is that why everyone was staring at me when we entered the castle?”

    “That’s part of it.”

    “And what is the other part?”

    “Your mother left somewhat of a legacy. People are curious about you.”

    “What about your parents?”

    “They’re dead.”

    “I’m sorry.” That must be who the other rose was for.

    “Don’t be, they died protecting us. Doing their responsibility.”  He talks about them like he has no emotional attachment to them, but his respect for them can’t be overlooked. It seems best to change the subject.

    “How long have you been a...Nightstalker?”

    Amusement tugs at his lips. “How long are you going to be doing that?”

    “Doing what?

    “Mocking us.”

    I didn’t realize I’ve been mocking him. Every sly comment or sarcastic remark I make is unintentionally directed at him. ”I’m sorry, this is just a lot to take in, and a little unbelievable. I didn’t grow up here knowing this stuff. I thought dreams were just dreams. Stuff your mind makes up while you sleep.”

    “I know it’s hard for you, but this is where you belong. You should have been brought here after Sydney died, but they allowed your father to keep you.”

    I stop, the words swirling in her head. “What?”

    “Oh man, I shouldn’t have said that.” He raises his chin while running his hands down his face.

    “No, Aeryn you can’t do that. Someone in this place needs to tell me what’s going on. All of it.”

    He releases a long sigh. “I will. I’ll tell you about your father, ok? Let’s just get to the bridge first.”

    “What bridge?” I reluctantly follow without any more information. He said they allowed my father to keep me, which means not only could I have been here my whole life, but my father wanted me, he fought for me. If he fought for me, why did he treat me like a regret?

    The roar of falling water grows louder with each step, drowning out the thoughts in my head. The water a stunning blue until it reaches the bottom where it froths into white foam before calming into gentle waves. The bridge he mentioned earlier hangs low running from one side of the waterfall to the other. Being here has the same effect on my mind that running does. I have a feeling this will be my favorite spot in all of Dream Haven.

    My head begins to clear, but I have to fight it. I need answers, not a way to forget. Aeryn hops onto the rickety looking bridge, grasping the thin ropes as the bridge sways with his movements. He stops halfway and sits with his legs dangling precariously off the side and motions for me to follow. I gently press one foot on the bridge, testing it against my weight. “It’s safe, I promise!” His shout barely audible over the rushing water. I take a deep breath and walk warily over to Aeryn, sitting beside him. I look over the edge a moment, before dangling my legs. “You know, it’s a lot easier if you don’t look down.”

    I throw him a look. I prefer to speak somewhere safer, but I’m in no position to make demands. “What did you mean when you said my father was allowed to keep me?”

    “I could get in trouble for telling you this, but your father was your mother’s guardian. So, to answer your hundreds of questions earlier, he is human.”

    “He was her guardian? Then where was he when she needed him?”

    “Guardians can only protect the shells. They are not allowed in Dream Haven. He did everything he could for her. She wasn’t the one he failed.” His forehead creases as he continues. “He wasn’t fit to raise you, nor should you have been raised in their world. You should have been here, learning our ways and training.”

    “Training?”

    “To be a Nightstalker. I spent years training before I was able to go out there.”

    “If I should have been here, why did they let him keep me?”

    “To hide you, to protect you. They thought it would throw off the Nightmares, make them believe you were human. But by the time they realized it was a mistake, it was too late to change it. We had to wait until you were old enough to handle the truth. They chose me as your mentor, and I provided you with the arena you thought was a dream.” He places air quotes around the word dream.

    We sit in silence for a while as his words sink in. If it was for my protection, maybe my father didn’t fight for me but was forced to keep me. That would explain the regret I’m feeling from him. “You knew my mother.”

    “Yes, we were both Nightstalkers.”

    “No, you knew her more than just colleagues. Earlier you called her Sydney like she was a friend.”

    “She was a friend. She was my mentor actually. She taught me everything I know.”

    I feel a pang of jealousy waft over me, someone else who knew my mother better than I, who was able to learn from her as I should have. I push the unwelcome feeling aside. “Tell me about her.”

    “She was great. Kind and gentle. She never got mad or frustrated. She had endless patience with me.” He smiles, and I ignore the bitter taste in my mouth.

    “She would have needed that endless patience with me too.”

    “Most definitely,” he agrees, a little too quickly. It’s nice, being able to talk about my mother. My father never wanted to answer any of the questions I had. “You resemble her, but you’re different.”

    “So, I’m not great or kind?”

    He laughs. “That’s not what I mean. She was strong but gentle. You have more of a brute force, I can tell.”

    “Thank you?”  Should I take that as a compliment?

    “I wish you could have seen her fight. It was something special. She was so powerful. You will be too.”

    “I’m sure, so powerful, yet I can’t run through a forest without tripping.”

    “Maybe running isn’t your thing.”

    “I run all the time.”

    “Okay, maybe forest running isn’t your thing. Why don’t we see how you are at swimming?”

    Before my brain can register what is happening, he slips off his jacket and shirt and jumps. My mouth gapes as he lands in the water feet first. There’s no splash, only soft ripples from where he landed. “Aeryn!” My heart stops. It feels like I’m waiting forever for his head to pop up. “Aeryn!” The water settles when nothing breaks the surface. I look around for help, but there’s nothing useful and no other way down. Without thinking, I leap off of the bridge.

    My fall isn’t as graceful, and I hit the water bottom-first with my legs flailing in the air. The water, warm from the sun, wraps around me as I fall deeper into its depth. My legs kick until my foot grazes something solid allowing me to launch myself upward. I break through the surface, taking a big gulp of air. Barking laughter can barely be heard over the waterfall as I rub the water from my eyes. His arms and head float above water only a few feet away. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

    “Would you have jumped if I had simply said to?”

    “Of course not!”

    “You left me no choice. Although you did take a little longer to follow me than I thought you would. I guess my charm isn’t what it used to be.” How many girls has he had to charm? A growl resonates in my throat as I splash and kick water at him, but it doesn’t have the desired effect. He opens his arms welcoming the erratic streams of water.

    “Are you done?” He asks when I finally take a break from showering him.

    “For now.” He leads me out of the water and fetches his clothes from the bridge while I wring the water out of mine. Once my clothes are no longer dripping, I follow him up the small rope ladder wishing I knew it was there a few minutes earlier. Grabbing the rubber band that fortunately resides in my pocket, I tie my hair into a messy bun, avoiding the sordid feeling of wet hair on my neck.

    “Why don’t we head to the next place?”

    “Oh, sure, now that I’m all wet and freezing.”

    “You’re freezing?”

    “Y—Well, actually no, now that I think about it. I thought I would be.”

    “We don’t feel cold. When you’re in your human shell, you do, but not when you’re here.”

    “Well isn’t that nifty.”

    “That’s not the word I would use, but sure.” He slips back into his jacket.

    “What’s our next stop? She asked, knowing he wouldn’t answer.”

    “Do you like narrating your life?”

    “Keeps things interesting. Lead the way tour guide.” I trail behind him along the path we were walking before the waterfall detour.

    “This last place is my favorite spot in all of Dream Haven. My best kept secret.”

    “Should I be blindfolded or something?

    “If that’s what you’re into.” He raises a single eyebrow.

    My throat goes dry, and blood rushes to my cheeks. “Oh ha ha, I meant that. Well. You said it’s your best kept secret. Don’t you want to keep it that way?”

    “I trust you.”

    “Why?”

    “I guess it’s the same reason you trust me.”

    “That’s just it, I don’t know why I trust you.”

    “You mean it’s not my dashing good looks and charm?”

    I snort. “In the human world, that’s a reason not to trust you. If it seems too good to be true, it probably is.” He stops. A full smile drags across his face, his white teeth shining, showing a bit of an overbite. “What?” I pause near him.

    “You said human world, not my world. This place is already growing on you. Or maybe it’s me that’s growing on you.”

    “Start moving tour guide.” I don’t want to think about the choice I have in front of me, and who I may have to leave behind.

    “But of course. On your right, you’ll see more trees and flowers, and on your left even more trees and flowers.”

    “You’re the worst tour guide ever.”

    




    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  9

    
    “HOW MUCH FARTHER?” MY FEET ache, and the steep incline of the ground begins cramping my legs.

    “We’re almost there.”

    Rocks crunch and slide under my shoes threatening to make me stumble. I toy with the idea of making the ground smoother, but I’m not sure it will listen to me, and I don’t want to seem any weaker than I already do. Apparently, I’m only good at running on smooth pavement. The trail at the State Park has me spoiled. Aeryn climbs the mountainous hill with ease glancing back every so often to make sure I’m still there. I flash a smile so he won’t think it’s too difficult for me, but I can tell he’s slowing his pace. Finally, the incline plateaus and the rocks and trees open up.

    “We’re here.” He says looking back at me before jogging over to the cliff. His eyes close as he takes a deep breath.

    The air isn’t as warm up here, I walk to the edge more cautiously than he did, ensuring there’s several feet of rock between me and certain death. Just as with everything else I’ve seen, it’s beautiful. The cliff overlooks a calm lake surrounded by green mountains. The sky, a stunning mix of orange and pink hues, like a painted canvas. Aeryn’s chest rhythmically falls with each breath. He looks so peaceful standing there, as if a part of nature, I can’t look away. A smile spreads across his face and for a moment, I believe he forgot I’m here. I take a step back, the sound of crunching rocks opens his eyes.

    “Do you make a habit of staring?” He looks at me, his eyebrows pushed towards each other.

    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

    “You didn’t. I just wanted to make sure you weren’t falling off the side. You seem to be a tad clumsy.”  A small smile plays at the corner of his lips.

    I mirror it. I’d rather him think I’m clumsy than weak. “Yeah, I kind of always have been.” My cheeks warm from the blush.

    “Once you train a bit, your feet will be steadier.” Steadier, just what every girl dreams of. “And don’t worry, I don’t blame you for staring at me.”

    I cram my hands into my back pockets. “I wasn’t staring. I was admiring the view.”

    He looks down at himself. “I do look rather nice today.”

    “That’s not—nevermind.”

    He takes a seat on the edge of the cliff, dangling his legs as he had done at the bridge. I’m even more hesitant to join him this time. He picks up on my reluctance and pats the ground next to him. “You won’t fall. And I won’t jump this time, I promise.” I look at him skeptically. “I always keep my promises.” So far this has been true, and he’s made a lot of promises.

    I give in and slowly take a seat next to him. Keeping one hand on my back and the other on my arm, he holds me steady as I lower myself. The rock is hard but not uncomfortable. “How often do you come up here?”

    “A lot. This is how I clear my head. You have your running, I have this.”

    “How has no one else ever found this place?”

    “It’s not so much that I’m the only one who knows about this place, more that I’m the only one who cares to come up here. Would you have continued up the path if I hadn’t pushed you to?”

    “Most likely not.” That’s a lie. I most definitely would not have. “Can’t people just make the path easier to follow?”

    “Yes, and some have, but they rarely come back. They aren’t drawn to it as I am.”

    “How did you even find this place?” 

    He presses his palms down behind him, leaning back. “During my training. I was out here running to build up my stamina. I thought climbing up a steep, rocky hill would be a good challenge. I just kept going until I found this. I stayed up here for hours that first time.”

    “The view is breathtaking,”

    “Ever since that day, I’ve come up here to free my mind or break away from whatever is bothering me. It’s my safe place.” I’m honored he would share it with me. “When my parents were killed, I stayed up here for days.”

    The last time he spoke about his parents, he seemed disconnected, but now I can see the emotion all over his face. “Is it common for Nightstalkers to die?”

    “We all die eventually Nadia, we’re not immortal.”

    “You know what I mean. Die too soon, killed by Nightmares.”

    “It’s becoming increasingly more common. They’re desperate to leave their world, so they’re taking more risks.”

    “Isn’t there another world they could inhabit instead of taking over mine?”

    He grins. “Not that I’m aware of.”

    I exhale, shaking off the image of an army of smoky bears. “What exactly are the Nightmares? Are they all like what I saw in that alley?

    “Some are. Similar to us, they’re all made out of the same substance, but have different appearances.”

    “That one looked like smoke.”

    “That’s reasonably close. They’re made of darkness, but they take a hardened form. Some look like us, like humans, and the others look like other creatures.”

    “What are we made of?”

    The smile returns to his face. “What is the one thing that can destroy darkness?”

    “Light?”

    “Exactly.”

    “So, we’re made of light?”

    “Yes.”

    “Why don’t we look like shiny light creatures then?”

    “Our light is inside of us. When their darkness isn’t controlled, it consumes them. The few who have the ability to contain it, look like you and me. But most Nightmares are unable to achieve that kind of control.”

    “How do we, the light creatures, destroy them, the darkness monsters?”

    “Darkness monsters?” He considers the term with a smile. “That’s an apt description. We, shiny light creatures destroy the darkness monsters with our light. During your training, I’ll help you tap into yours.”

    “Tap into it?”

    “Yes, our light is the only thing that truly affects them.”

    “That could be fun,” I admit with a smile.

    “That’s if you decide to stay.”

    “You mean I actually have a choice? I’m not a prisoner here?”  I intend it to be a joke, but his downcast eyes erase my smile.

    “You have a choice Nadia, you always have a choice.”

    “And just how long do I have to make this choice?”

    “That’s not up to me.”

    “It’s up to the Elder’s?”

    “Yes. They want you to be able to make an informed decision, which is why they asked you to stay a bit before returning to the human world.”

    Laughter bursts from my gut. “Asked?”

    “They have different ways of asking.”

    “I don’t think they understand the meaning of the word.”

    “Possibly. But they do understand how the Nightmares work. Any rule or guideline they give you, if only for your protection.”

    “Why can’t I just do like my mother? Live in both worlds.”

    “It doesn’t work that way. The only way we are allowed into the human world is to capture Nightmares. Your mother was put there to monitor a few humans we suspected. When her investigation led to a dead end, she was supposed to come back.”

    “But she didn’t.”

    “Being in the human world makes us more vulnerable. A part of our light stays with the shell.”

    “Are you saying my mother may not have died if she hadn’t stayed in the human world?”

    “It’s possible, but no one can say for sure.”

    “What happens if I choose to stay here?”

    “Once we have contained the Nightmares, your human shell would be properly destroyed to return your light, and you would never be allowed to go back.”

    “Never?”

    “Because of what happened with your mother, the Elders have created stricter rules. If there is no threat to the humans, we have no business being there. They don’t want anyone else to make the same mistake.”

    “And if I choose the human world?”

    “Your light would be dimmed, and you would never be able to return to this Dream Haven. It would be as if you were human. You would even dream.”

    “I would dream?”

    “You would believe it was a dream.” 

    “It would be like the alley? Something you create for me to see?”

    “Yes, although it would be much more pleasant. And I wouldn’t be there. Not where you could see me.”

    “Would I still remember all of this? Would I remember you?”

    “For your protection, the Elders would erase everything they can.”

    “They have that kind of power? To dim my light and make me forget this is all real?”

    “Over us, they do.” It’s suddenly much harder to breathe. The immensity of this choice collapses in on me. If they had given me a choice when I first arrived, it would be a no-brainer, but now that I’ve seen this world and gotten to know Aeryn; his face has been haunting me for 15 years, I can’t imagine never seeing it again. “But, you don’t have to choose today.” He breaks through my tornado of thoughts. “Why don’t we see how you are at training?”

    Going down the hill is much easier. I don’t stumble, and I’m even able to keep his pace the entire time. Of course, gravity helps a bit, but I choose to believe I’m also getting better. We take a left turn this time and make our way into an open desert area. The beige sand is finer than that of a beach and moves with the wind. “Where are we now?” It amazes me how we can walk through a forest, with friendly terrain of course, to a mountain, then to a desert all in a few hours. This place is truly remarkable.

    “This is the training area.”

    “But there’s nothing here? How do you train without equipment?” The question barely finishes rolling off my tongue when my back slams against the ground with a thud.  Oomph, “What the hell was that for?”

    “Lesson number one, always be ready.”

    “You’re training me to fight with my hands?”

    “You don’t need a weapon when you were born one.” He reaches his hand out to me, but I slap it away, pushing myself up, prepared to fight. I took a few months of kickboxing lessons, so I know a little bit about fighting. I place my feet about shoulder width apart with my left foot facing forward and my right foot slightly back, facing outward. I ball my fists and lift them to my face. That was the hardest and most painful lesson to learn while kickboxing. I focus too much on my feet and leave my face open.

    He looks me up and down as I stand there in position. “Not bad, but we’re not actually boxing, so you don’t—”

    I duck and sweep my leg against his ankles. He releases a small groan as he lands on his back. “Sucks, when it comes out of nowhere, doesn’t it?” I twist my ankle, easing the light throb from ramming into his.

    “Touché. Do you think you’re ready then? You don’t need any instruction?”

    “Only one way to find out.”  One thing is for sure, I’m not ready for how fast he is. I don’t have time to move my hands to block the uppercut or the following jab.

    “Are you ok?” He asks backing off.

    “Shut up and fight.” I’m ready this time, I block his hook and return it with an uppercut and sidekick, but it barely seems to faze him.

    “Now that’s better.”

    “Quit patronizing me and let’s go.”

    His moves are unbelievably quick. After reaching twelve, I stop counting how many times he knocks me to the ground. I get a few more kicks and punches in on him, but he definitely wins. I’m no match for his speed, as much as I hate to admit it.

    “You did much better than I thought you would for having no formal training.” How bad was he expecting me to be?

    “I took a kickboxing class once.”

    “Like I said, no formal training.”

    “Ok then, since I’m clearly not up to formal training, can we call it a day?” My shoulders slump with each ragged breath.

    “If you don’t think you can handle anymore.”

    “What I think, is we should allow the bruises to fully form before adding any more.” I don’t want to be the one to give up, but my body protests and the daylight is fading, which brings up a new question. “Since we don’t sleep, what do we do during the night?”

    “We save the world, of course.”

    




    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  10

    
    “We save the world?”

    “With the humans in Slumberland, we hunt down the Nightmares that have breached their world.”

    “Slumberland?”

    “That’s not an actual place, just my word for sleeping. Sounds much cooler.” He says winking.

    “You should really let other people decide what sounds cool. Also, never wink like that again.” I smirk as he ignores my advice. “So, we’re going after Nightmares now?”

    “Actually, I’m going after Nightmares, it’s still too dangerous for you without being in control of your light.”

    “What will I be doing then?”

    “I believe the Elders will send you back to the human world. Let you deal with things there. I’ll check on you tomorrow, and see if you want to come back.” A flicker of worry flashes across his eyes as his lips tighten.

    “I honestly thought it was going to be more difficult to break out of here.”

    “I told you, you are not a prisoner here.”

    The relief from being able to go home is soon poisoned by dread. I’ll have to decide which world I belong to soon. More importantly, I’ll have to decide who I’m going to leave behind. “Thanks, Aeryn, for telling me about my mom and showing me around.” Guilt tugs at my heartstrings. “For everything.” Nausea settles into my stomach, and it’s as if I’m telling him goodbye for the last time. By the pained look on his face, it’s clear he has the same impression.

    “Anytime you would like me to kick your ass again, you know where to find me.”

    “All I have to do is stay vigilant, and I’m sure I’ll find you stalking me again.” He wraps his arms around me, his heartbeat drumming against my ear. The comforting pulse dissolves my nausea.

    “I should be going.” He releases his hold, and I reluctantly pull away. “You’ll want to head that way.” He says, pointing me in the direction of the castle. I only walk a few steps, but when I turn around, he’s already gone. He truly is that fast.

    I fight back the tears as I try to memorize the beauty of this place, the way the grass billows in the wind, and the sweet melody passing between the birds. I don’t want to forget any of it. When I reach the castle this time, it’s not just a small cave-like entrance. I can see the entire castle nestled into the mountain. A mass of greenery encases flowing water near the gate. When I walk through the door, I find the Elders waiting for me. They escort me back to the room we met in before, but this time there’s no throng of people staring at me. Either they’re busy fighting Nightmares with Aeryn, or I’ve already become old news.

    “I’ve heard Aeryn has been showing you around,” Gideon says the moment we take our seats.

    “Yes, this world is lovely.” Lovely isn’t the right word, in fact, there isn’t a word that can describe this place or the feeling it gives you.

    “And I heard your first training session went better than expected.”

    How can he have possibly heard that already? “I got a couple shots in if that’s what you mean.”

    He chuckles. “Yes, that is quite what I mean.”

    “Aeryn said you would let me go home now.” I don’t want them to have time to reconsider.

    “Ah. Of course, but I must warn you. It would be unwise to tell anyone about your true self or what it is we do.”

    I haven’t even thought about what to tell Hanna or Will. All I want at this moment in time is to talk to my father. He owes me a lot of answers. ”Ok.”

    Gideon purses his lips. “We believe the Nightmares already have human shells in place. Letting one of them know who you are while you are still vulnerable would be a grave mistake.” I appreciate his genuine concern, and I want to promise him I won’t tell anyone, but I have to talk to my father about this.

    “I promise I’ll be careful.” That’s the best I can do.

    Gideon nods, accepting my altered promise. Raising his hand, he flexes his fingers in front of my face. “Be safe, child.” His hand jolts and with a flash of light I’m back in my living room. I bolt upright, taking a deep breath to steady my heart. I fumble my way to the bathroom mirror. I should look different. I should feel different. If this isn’t my real body, something should be different.

    I flip off the bathroom switch and return to the darkness of my living room. My hand slides across the coffee table searching for my cell phone. The small screen lights up the entire room, and my eyes flutter trying to adjust. 2:30 in the morning, It felt like I was in Dream Haven much longer. I dismiss the notifications for five missed calls and 10 texts from Hanna. All of them about the same thing. She wanted to hang out and was worried when I didn’t answer. I want to talk to her about all this, but first I need to see my dad. He’ll be asleep, but this can’t wait. I still have his number memorized, even though it’s been a few years since I’ve used it. I take a deep breath and dial the numbers. He answers after the fifth ring.

    “Nadia? What’s wrong?” His voice is groggy with sleep. How do I even begin to answer that?

    “I need to talk to you. Can you come over?”

    My father groans the way he used to when I tested his patience. “Nadia, can’t this wait until morning?”

    I brush aside the urge to tell him it is morning. “No, it can’t.”

    “Are you hurt?”

    “No.”

    “Then what’s wrong?”

    The words catch in my throat. “Gideon told me the truth about mom.” With my father being my mother’s guardian, he has to know who Gideon is. Unless it was actually a dream. Then he’ll just think I’m insane. Silence hums between us. “Dad?”

    “I’m on my way.” The receiver clicks before I can say another word. There’s no denying it now. It’s real. My whole life has been a lie.

    He’s holding two coffees when I open the door. The last three years haven’t been kind to him. His hair is beginning to gray, and the scar above his left eye almost seems deeper. “You still like all that fancy mocha stuff right?” I can’t help but smile. As a coffee purist, he used to say if you can’t drink it straight, you shouldn’t drink it at all.

    “Yeah, thanks.” I grab the coffee and shut the door behind him. My hands warm as I grip the small cup, inhaling the fresh aroma of chocolate and java.

    “You get that sugary coffee craze from your mom, that’s for sure.” The casual mention of my mother stops me cold. The coffee shakes in my hands as I bite my lower lip. How dare he speak about her now so casually when he wouldn’t even say her name for 17 years. A fire lights in my stomach and I see red.

    He makes his way to the kitchen and takes a seat at the bar. The same seat I found him in every morning when I was a child. I round on him, ready to explode, then I look in his eyes. I can see all the pain and regret hiding in there, and the anger melts away. “Why didn’t you tell me about all of this? Why wouldn’t you say anything about mom and who she was?”

    “I wanted to protect you. I promised I would keep you safe.”

    “Promised who?”

    “Your mother. She made me promise if she were ever in danger, I would take you far away.”

    “But she wasn’t here when she died, how did you know she was in danger?”

    “I assume Gideon also told you I was your mother’s guardian?”

    “No, Aeryn did.”

    “Aeryn?”

    “Yes, he’s my mentor.” My father considers this with a scowl. Does he know Aeryn too?

    “Guardians just know. We have a feeling or intuition whenever our stalkers are in danger or cross worlds. That’s usually our sign to get to them as quick as we can. We have to protect their shell.”

    “But you took me somewhere instead of protecting mom’s shell?”

    “Yes.” He picks at the sleeve on his coffee.

    “Why didn’t you just tell me this?”

    “How could I tell you it was my fault your mother was gone? I thought if I kept you in the dark about all of this, you could live a normal life. I should have known they would get to you anyway, that they would never give up.”

    “Dad, it wasn’t your fault. You kept your promise, and there wasn’t anything you could have done anyway. You couldn’t have gone to where she was.” This is the first time in years I can remember feeling compassion for my father. I’ve spent so much of my life being angry with him, it seems odd to be defending him.

    “I tried telling myself that, but I could have saved her by keeping my feelings to myself. We’re not supposed to be involved with our stalkers. We broke that rule, and your mother paid the price. I live with that every day. But thinking you could have a normal life, a human life made it all worth it. That’s all I’ve ever wanted, for you to have a long, happy, and safe life. I’m sorry I’ve been so distant, I didn’t trust myself to keep it from you anymore, and god you look so much like her. But it was all pointless, they still got to you.”

    I grip his hand, the sleeve on his coffee cup barely holding on. “I can still have a normal life. Mom’s death doesn’t have to be for nothing.”

    “Now that they know where you are, they’ll trap you there, they want your power to help their fight.”

    “No, they told me I can choose. I can choose to stay here like mom did.”

    “No! Dividing yourself like that will make you too vulnerable.”

    “I won’t be divided, they’ll dim my light, and it’ll be as if I’m human.”

    “How?”

    “I’m not sure exactly, he didn’t explain it, but it’s the Elder’s powers. They can make me forget about it all.”

    “Why would they do that for you?”

    “Because they said they would.” At least Aeryn said they would.

    “Nadia, you can’t believe everything they tell you. Aeryn came to me three years ago asking if he could take you back there, and here he is again. He won’t just let you go.”

    “How well do you know them?”

    “I’ve spoken with Gideon a few brief times, but Aeryn is the only one I’ve met in person.”

    “Well, I may not know him or any of them any better than you do, but I believe them. I trust Aeryn. If they wanted to trap me there, why did they let come home? Why didn’t they just keep me there when they had the chance?”

    “I don’t know.” He slams his cup down on the counter and sighs, rubbing at his temples. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe they will let you choose, but I won’t believe it until I see it.” I’m not sure where all of his distrust is coming from, and I don’t want to know. I want to believe they’ll leave me alone if that’s what I decide.

    My father and I spend the next few hours talking about my mother. He shares memories of her from before I was born, how brave and fierce she was, how they fell in love and were so happy when they found out she was pregnant. He tells me how much alike we are and shows me the photo album he kept hidden under the mattress in their room. I really do look just like her. I didn’t realize how much I’ve missed him the last three years. Before my father leaves to catch up on the sleep I interrupted, we make plans to see each other again, and he leaves the photo album with me. I send Hanna a quick text to let her know I’m fine and just spent the day with my father. It isn’t a complete lie, I did spend several hours with him.

    The next morning Hanna shows up with donuts. I’ve been contemplating what to tell her since my father left. I don’t want to lie to her, but maybe it’s for the best. If I choose to stay here, she’ll never need to know, and Gideon won’t have to mess with her memory. She barely sits down before berating me with questions about my father. I grab a plain glazed donut and take a couple bites. I need the sugar before I start this conversation. “We just talked about our lives. It’s been three years, we had a lot to say.”

    “How can you be so casual about it? What made him all of a sudden come see you?”

    “I asked him to.”

    Her eyebrows jump. “What? Why?”

    “Why do you sound like he’s this horrible person I shouldn’t want any contact with? He had trouble dealing with my mom’s death and handled it wrong. That’s all. He’s my father. You’re close to yours, you should understand why I want to see him.”

    “That’s different. My father didn’t abandon his kid.” She crosses her arms as if she’s just proved her point.

    “He didn’t abandon me. And I wasn’t a kid.”

    “You’ll always be his kid, but okay, I don’t want to argue about this again. I’ll drop the abandonment issue. Did he finally talk about your mom?”

    “A little.”

    “What did he say?”

    “That’s kind of private Hanna. Why are you giving me the third degree?”

    “I’m just worried about you. You’re already having those weird dreams, I’m concerned about what more stress might do to you. But since when do you not tell me everything?”

    “Some things are just private Hanna.”

    She pinches off a small bite of a donut. “Like what?” 

    “Just drop it, ok?”

    “Did something happen?”

    “Yes, something happened. My father and I spent time together.”

    “No, did something happen that you don’t want to tell me?”

    I groan, stuffing the last bite of donut in my mouth. “Hanna, it’s too early for this. I haven’t even had my coffee yet.” I can almost see a little hamster wheel turning in her brain. “Can you just go, I need some alone time.”

    “Fine.” She snaps the lid closed on the donuts.

    I sigh. “Hanna, I’m exhausted, and I just don’t feel like getting into this with you right now. I’ll call you later.” She seems upset, but I need time to figure out a better lie. She walks to the door, but instead of opening it, she locks it.

    “Hanna, what are you doing? I told you, I don’t feel like talking about this. It’s not the time for one of your forced conversations.”

    “Maybe I’m the one who needs to talk.”

    “If what you need to talk about has anything to do with me, it can wait.” I grab the box of donuts and move them to the kitchen counter.

    “I’ve been having Nightmares lately.” My stomach somersaults at the way she says Nightmares.

    “What did you say?” I ask hoping I heard her wrong.

    “Nightmares. I can’t seem to make them stop.” No, she can’t be, I’ve known her for too long, she’s my best friend. Not a Nightmare, it can’t be. She slowly walks towards me a smirk lighting up her face.

    “Hanna, what are you doing?” I plead with her as she stalks towards me.

    “The nightmares won’t stop, Nadia. They never stop.” I take a step back as she takes another step forward.

    “Hanna, what’s going on?” She smirks and takes another step towards me. Without thinking, I grab the closest object to me, a sci-fi novel, and chuck it at her while I run for the back door.

    “Ouch!” The book clatters to the floor and heavy footsteps race behind me. I fight with the sliding glass door trying to unlock it. Why do they put so many locks on a glass door? If someone wanted in that bad, they would just break it.

    “Nadia, stop! I’m not a Nightmare.” I stop fighting with the door, but before I turn around to look at her, I grab a knife from the kitchen counter beside me. She laughs. “What are you going to do Nadia, are you going to stab me?”

    I grip the knife harder. “If I have to.”

    “How great would it be if my last words were What are you going to do, stab me?”

    “Move any closer, and you may get your wish.”

    “Whoa, just calm down. I knew you knew. I knew that’s why you were gone so long.”

    “What are you talking about?”

    “Nadia, I’m your guardian.” I try to form words, but my mind is blank. “Gideon assigned me as your guardian. I’m assuming you met Gideon while you were there.”

    “This doesn’t make any sense. I met you when I was six, and I’m not here hunting down Nightmares, I don’t need a guardian.”

    “You were a special case since your mom wasn’t around to protect you.” I’m tired of hearing how special my case is.

    “You expect me to believe they sent a six-year-old to protect me?” I hold the knife firmly in front of me.

    “No, I wasn’t supposed to protect you then, just be there for you. Help you through that tough time.” She glances at the knife.

    “So, being my friend is your job?”

    “It’s not like that.” Her gaze follows the knife I’m waving about.

    “You knew this whole time, why I was having the dream. This whole time I felt like I was going crazy and you knew why.”

    “I couldn’t tell you, not until you were ready.”

    “Not until I was ready? You’ve been lying to me since day one.”

    “Ok, can we put the knife down already?” She nods toward the large knife I have positioned towards her.

    “You let me think I was losing my mind.” I wave the knife around ignoring her previous request.

    “Nadia, listen to me, I wanted to tell you, but I couldn’t.”

    “If one more person tells me that, I’m going to explode. It’s my life, I had a right to know!” Heat flushes my cheeks.

    “Please Nadia, just try to understand.”

    “Understand? Understand what? Why everyone believed they had more right to decide what I could handle than I did?”

    “Nadia...” She pleads with me as I stab the knife down into the counter and take a deep breath, collecting myself.

    “You should leave.”

    “Nadia, please.”

    I can’t look at her any longer. “Leave!” She dodges the clump of dish towels I hurl towards her face, then leaves without another word. I follow slamming the door behind her with a growl. Walking past the box of uneaten donuts, I push them to the ground. Sprinkles and sugar dance across the tile.

    I need to clear my head. I need to talk to Aeryn, climb that hill and for a moment, forget that the one person I truly counted on in this world has lied to me from day one. I should have asked Dr. Delaney to prescribe sleeping pills. Staring at the knife sticking into my kitchen counter, Will’s voice pops into the back of my mind telling me how dangerous it is. I place the knife in a safer place, the kitchen sink, and decide to go by the Corner Brew and talk to Will, the only friend I have left. He’s busy cleaning a couple tables, so I order a tea and muffin and take my usual spot. Once the tables are pristine, he joins me. “Hey, Nadia, what brings you in today?”

    I let out a long sigh “I just needed to get out. You?”

    “Oh, that would be the giant check they grease my palms with here.”

    I feel a tug at my lips. “Want half of my muffin?” I break the blueberry muffin in two and hand the larger piece to him. He devours it in two bites. “Don’t forget to breathe.”

    “It looks like you need to talk.” Small crumbs fly from his mouth as he speaks. He’s right, I just can’t speak to him about this yet. Ignorance is bliss, if he’s another guardian sent by Gideon, my heart couldn’t handle it.

    “No, I just.” I pause for a moment to think. “Honestly, I don’t know what I need.” I run my fingers through my hair detangling the small kinks.

    “You know you can tell me anything Nadia, I mean it. I’m here for you.” I still can’t bring myself to tell him, not yet.

    “Thanks, Will. What time are you able to escape? I need a distraction.”

    “Distraction from what?”

    “The gaping nothingness that has become my life. I’m bored.”

    He laughs. “My shift ends in a few hours. Do you want to meet me at the beach?”

    “Sounds good, but this time try not to spill anything on me.”

    “Ha ha. You know, I might start doing it on purpose now.”

    “And you know I’ll never believe it’s on purpose.” I hold out my muffin wrapper for him to take.

    He looks at it, then shifts his gaze to my face with scrunched eyebrows. “Do I look like a garbage man to you?”

    I look him up and down noting the dirty apron around his waist and the dish towel he slung over his left shoulder. “Yes actually, you kind of do.” I laugh at his overly dramatic feign of offense before he grabs the wrapper from me.

    “Looks like I have more garbage to tend to,” He nods towards a table that just emptied. “I’ll see you tonight.” He shouts back at me over his shoulder as he saunters to the dirty table.

    
    …

    
    Will is already there when I make it to the beach, sitting on a blanket with a cooler at the edge of the sand where the waves come just up to his feet. When I walk around, I can see he’s eating a burger. “Sorry, I couldn’t wait, but I did bring you one.” He points toward the cooler where a small brown bag sits next to it.

    “A man after my own heart.” I make the joke before thinking it through. I’ll need to remove my foot before eating the burger.

    “I was going to prepare something, but I know you prefer take out, and my cooking skills haven’t been tested by anyone but myself.”

    “You know me so well.” I take a seat on the beach beside him. “It’s pretty unsanitary to be eating a burger in the ocean.”

    “Yeah? Well, I like to live on the edge.”

    “First staying after hours at the park, and now eating in the ocean; my God, you’re so dangerous.” I laugh at my own joke. “What’s in the cooler?”

    He leans over the cooler whispering. “It’s a surprise.”

    “It’s beer?”

    “It’s beer. You didn’t have to ruin the surprise, though.” The waves crash onto the beach causing the sand to shift under our feet, slowly making them sink. While we finish eating our burgers in silence, I contemplate what my life would be like if I choose to stay here. I may not have Hanna, but I’ll have Will. He’s become such an integral part of my life, and maybe one day I can return the feelings he has for me. And my father, we’re finally talking, how could I go back to not speaking to him?

    Before yesterday, I never would have questioned where my life was headed. But ever since Aeryn showed me around Dream Haven, a sliver of doubt has taken root. How can I not consider it? I used to think this beach was the most beautiful place in the world, but it is nothing compared to the scenery there. And if I choose to stay there, I can help more people. I can help stop the nightmares from taking over the human world. And Aeryn. If I pick this life, I will never see him again, not even in my dreams. I’ve always felt this strong connection with him, and now that I’ve met him, it’s only gotten stronger. Maybe it’s just the mentor bond, but I feel a pull towards him. Even now, I feel weird being here with Will. Like sitting and appreciating nature is something I should only do with Aeryn. Life would be much easier, safer even, if I choose to stay here, but I can’t deny the lure of Dream Haven.

    “Are you ok?” Will’s voice breaks through my whirlwind of thoughts.

    “Huh?” I say chewing the last bite of burger.

    “You look like you’re a million miles away.”

    “Oh, I’m just tired, I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

    “How come?” Lines form in the middle of his forehead giving me the urge to smooth them out. I debate whether or not to tell him.  I’m the only one who suffers a chance to lose something. If he’s a Nightmare or another guardian, he’ll already know about everything and the world will be no worse off. With my decision made, I open my mouth to tell him about everything when I see him. His movements like a black streak, Aeryn.

    He’s here, standing in his black hoodie and jeans. His hood covers his face, but I know it’s him. Watching over me again. He nods over towards the small shack-like bathrooms and enters the one on the right. What is with this man and small, creepy places? “I need to go the restroom. I’ll be right back.”

    “Ok.” His eyes follow me frantically running to the bathroom before popping open the cooler and grabbing a beer. I run over to the restrooms, if you can even call them that, as fast as my legs and the sand would allow. I open the door just enough to slip in and lock the deadbolt. With barely enough room for the two of us to stand around the toilet, I feel his breath on my cheek.

    “What were you doing?” He throws back the hood, his jaw set.

    “Nothing. We were just having dinner.” Guilt gnaws at my insides.

    “No, what were you about to tell him?” The guilt turns into embarrassment. I thought he was upset I was with Will in what looks like a date, but he’s only upset I was about to tell him what I am.

    “I wasn’t going to tell him anything.”

    His eyebrows lift, and he groans when I remain silent.

    “Fine, I was going to tell him, but he won’t tell anybody.”

    “You don’t know that.”

    “I trust him.”

    “I don’t.” His mouth barely moves as he speaks.

    “You don’t even know him.”

    “I’ve been watching him Nadia, and I don’t like what I’ve seen.”

    “You’ve been watching him? Why have you been watching him?”

    “I have my reasons.”

    “And what would they be?”

    “It’s my job.”

    “Spying on my friends is part of your job?”

    “No, spying on suspicious people.”

    “And what exactly makes him so suspicious?”

    He pauses for a moment, locks his eyes onto mine, and shrugs in defeat. He has the same worry lines as Will, and I feel the same urge to smooth them out. I can understand why he doesn’t want to trust someone he doesn’t know with such a secret, but I know Will, and I trust him. If Aeryn was honest when he told me he trusts me, then he should trust Will too. “I need to return. Promise me you won’t tell him.”

    “You can’t just leave now. You haven’t answered my question.”

    “I have to. Will you promise me you won’t tell him?” I silently look around the tiny restroom trying to avoid his eyes. “At least not yet?” He reluctantly adds.

    I don’t want to make this promise, I want to confide in Will, but I know Aeryn’s intentions are pure, and I can always tell Will later. Aeryn just needs more time to trust him. “I promise.” The reluctance in my voice is evident.

    “And we keep our promises to each other.” It isn’t a question or a threat. It’s a fact. He’s made me countless promises already and kept every single one. “Make me another promise?”

    “You’re getting a little greedy now.” His smile returns, and it warms my heart.

    “Just promise me you’ll be careful around him?”

    “You don’t have to worry.”

    “Just promise me. For peace of mind.”

    “Ok.”

    “Say it.”

    “I promise.”

    




    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  11

    
    THE TAPPING OF KNUCKLES AGAINST the wooden door triggers a jerking motion that rams my elbow into the back wall. I stifle a scream, rubbing the throbbing joint. “Nadia, are you ok in there?” Will. Aeryn lifts my arm to investigate my elbow then nods toward the door. I open it just enough for me to slip out and close it behind me, leaning my back against it.

    “Yeah, sorry. My stomach just isn’t feeling too well.”

    He brushes a strand of hair behind my ear. “Let me take you home.”

    “Yeah, ok. Thanks.”  Going home is probably best. If I stay with Will, I’ll be tempted to confide in him.

    “Why don’t you go wait in the truck while I pack up everything?”

    “Sure.” I’m hesitant to release my barricade on the door. What if he decides he needs to use the restroom before we leave?

    “Do you need a moment to go back in?”

    “Oh. No. Sorry.” I shake my head and slowly walk over to his truck. My eyes glance over to him, ensuring he isn’t going back to the stall. I climb into the passenger’s side wondering why he never locks his vehicle. I feel safe in my small town, but not that safe. The bottles clank against each other as he tosses the cooler and towels into the truck bed, and takes his place in the driver’s seat. “Sorry to cut this so short.” I apologize as he starts up the truck with a simple press of a button.

    “Don’t worry about it, I just want you to feel better.” He checks his mirrors and makes a small adjustment to the rearview. “I hope it wasn’t the burger that caused this. Do you need any medicine?”

    “No, I think I just need some rest.”  He nods as he pulls out of the beach parking lot and I lean back in the leather seat.

    “Back there you were about to tell me something.”

    “Oh, was I? I don’t even remember anymore.” I’m a terrible liar.

    “If you don’t want to tell me what’s going on with you Nadia it’s fine, you don’t have to lie to me.”  The look in his eyes shatters my heart.

    “I didn’t mean to lie to you. I just don’t feel like myself right now. I’m sorry.”

    “It’s okay, just know you can always tell me anything.”

    “I know.” I wish I hadn’t made that promise to Aeryn.

    When we make it to the house, he escorts me to the door. “Thanks for bringing me home, I’m sorry I ruined our day at the beach.”

    “You didn’t ruin anything. I like hanging out with you, even if I make you sick.”

    “Shut up,” I say playfully.

    “Why don’t you go get some rest, and I’ll talk to you later.” I give him a hug before he leaves. I’m not home five minutes before a gentle knock taps against the door. Through the peephole, I can see it’s Hanna. She must understand how badly she screwed up if she’s knocking like a sane person. I turn around, pressing my back against the door. My lip screams against the assault from my teeth.

    A few more soft raps against the door. “Come on Nadia, I know you’re in there. Just let me explain.”

    I push myself off of the door and fling it open. “Explain what? How you lied to me and tricked me into being your friend?”

    “It wasn’t like that.”

    My pulse drums in my ears. “Then what was it like?”

    “Being a guardian is like a family business. My mom made the arrangement with Gideon to have me as your guardian.”

    “How is that not lying and tricking me?”

    “Let me finish. What my mother told me was that you were in need of friends, like I was. I didn’t have any friends then either Nadia. I needed you just like you needed me. I was 15 when they told me the truth.”

    “15? That was six years ago Hanna. You lied to me for six years.”

    “They made me promise not to tell you, I’m sorry. I couldn’t.”

    “You’re sorry? I was losing my mind, and for six years, you watched me suffer. Knowing that I wasn’t.”

    “I couldn’t tell you, Nadia, please, try to understand.” She picks at her cuticles the way I bite my lip.

    “I can’t deal with this right now Hanna. Please leave.”

    “Ok, I’ll give you some time, but at least take this.” She holds her hand out with a small brown bag.

    “What is that?”

    “Dream dust. It will make your shell go to sleep so you can return to Dream Haven whenever you want. I was supposed to give it to you when you were enlightened.”

    “Enlightened? You mean when everyone decided to stop lying to me?”

    “Here, just take it, Nadia.” She holds the bag out towards me. I yank the bag from her grasp, and she leaves without another word. Anxious to find out why Aeryn has been following Will, I open the small bag to find soft gold dust. Is this how Aeryn comes and goes so quickly?

    In my rush to force her exit, she wasn’t able to tell me how to use the dust. Do I take it orally or sprinkle some over myself like fairy dust? I grab a small pinch and release the dust on top of my head choosing the safest option first. I brace myself, but nothing happens. Shaking my head, the grains fall littering the carpet like glitter. I take a moment to question what would happen if the powder is poisonous to ingest but decide it’s worth the risk. If it is poisonous, maybe it will only hurt my shell.

    I grab another small pinch, dropping it onto my tongue. It feels grainy, similar to the time Hanna accidentally kicked beach sand in my face when she was ‘dancing,’ but it doesn’t have the same dirt taste. Heat floods my body, getting warmer with each passing moment. With a rush of heat that feels like a volcano erupting inside of me, I’m back in Dream Haven, standing on the beautiful beach that appeared to me the last time I was here. Am I causing the change in scenery? My skin immediately starts soaking up the sun and the smell of salt assaults my nose.

    My feet slip on the sand as I run towards the forest, hoping I can remember my way back to the cliff. I’ve never understood why so many people like to jog on the beach. The sand makes it awkward and unnecessarily difficult. There has to be an alternate route that will get me to the rock quicker, but I’m counting on my memory, and this is the way Aeryn took me last time.

    I make it to the forest faster than I thought I would, but slow my pace while running through it. The path is covered with obstacles, forcing me to jump over fallen twigs and duck under low hanging branches. I try to make the path smooth and clear like he did before, but it isn’t working. My will must not be strong enough. My feet clunk against the hard ground and leaves rustle as I run past. The owls must be keeping a safe distance since the trees are bare. After a couple slips and several scrapes, I make it to the bridge. The waterfall is still as loud and impressive as the last time. For a moment, I consider jumping into the water and floating there all day, but that isn’t what I came here to do.

    It takes me almost as long as it did the first time to climb the steep hill, but there he is, sitting on the edge dangling his legs over the side. I wonder if he has a death wish. “Hey.” I keep my breathy voice low, trying not to startle him. He turns around smiling while patting the space beside him. I carefully sit down next to him like before. I take a moment to appreciate the view and almost forget why I was so desperate to come here. Everything here has a way of making your troubles disappear.

    “I’m impressed.” He admits, bringing me back to reality.

    “With what?”

    “Partially because you made it back to Dream Haven on your own and partially because you were able to find your way back here.”

    “I only semi made it back here on my own, Hanna gave me some kind of dust.”

    “Dream dust.”

    “Yeah, that.”

    “You talked to Hanna?”

    The knife in my back plunges deeper. “Yeah, she told me everything, at least I think it was everything, about how she’s my guardian.”

    “And you’re upset with her?” His voice pitches at the end and the skin above his nose wrinkles.

    “Wouldn’t you be? She lied to me for six years. I never would have done that to her. I wouldn’t have been able to watch her suffer that way knowing I could do something about it.”

    “It’s not always that easy. She made a promise Nadia, she wanted to tell you, she even pleaded with Gideon, but he said you weren’t ready. She genuinely did want to tell you.”

    “And let me guess, you too had made a promise not to tell me she was my guardian?”

    He nods. “I’ve already bent too many promises for you.” 

    “Would one more really have made a difference?” I don’t want to hear him defending her, even if what he’s saying is logical.

    He looks over at me without answering, waiting for me to ask the question he knows is coming. “Why have you been following Will?”

    He pushes his gaze to the mountains before speaking. “Have you ever wondered why Will just showed up into your life?” Even an idiot would realize what he’s implying.

    “Will is not a Nightmare.”

    “Are you completely sure about that?”

    “Yes. What makes you so sure that he is?”

    He smirks. “Are you asking because you’re curious or because you think it’s possible you’re just in denial about it?” The irrational part of me wants to push him over the edge, but I just stare at him blankly waiting for an answer. “He has a notebook, with pictures of you. I haven’t been able to get close enough to see what he’s writing in there, but I’ve seen him pull a couple pictures out.” I have to admit, that’s a little weird, maybe borderline creepy, but it doesn’t mean he’s a Nightmare.

    “So?” I ask, and his eyebrows arch. “I know he has feelings for me, maybe that’s why he has the pictures.”

    “Where did he get the pictures, Nadia?”

    “I don’t know, I think we took a few on his phone.”

    “The ones I saw weren’t selfies. They were candid shots. You running in the park and at the coffee shop.”

    “Ok so that’s a little weird, but...” I trail off mid-sentence.

    “What is it?”

    “You said he had a picture of me running at the park?”

    “Yeah. What’s wrong?”

    “When I ran into Will at the park, he told me he didn’t know I ran there.” Aeryn gives me an I told you so look. “That doesn’t mean he’s a nightmare. Guys do stupid things when they like a girl.” Will can’t be a Nightmare, he just can’t.

    “I can testify to that, but it doesn’t prove he isn’t a Nightmare either.” I want to ask him about the stupid things he’s done for a girl and more importantly who that girl is, but this isn’t the time.

    “Ok, but if he were a Nightmare, he would have already gotten rid of me. He had plenty of chances this past year.”

    “You may be right, but I’m still going to be following him. Especially when you’re there.”

    “How would you like it if someone were to follow you?”

    “I have nothing to hide so it wouldn’t bother me.”

    “Do you guys not care about privacy at all?”

    “You guys?”

    “You know, Dreamcatchers or Nightstalkers. Are you just open about everything?”

    He laughs. “We like our privacy as much as anyone else, but again, I have nothing to hide. If someone needs to watch me to make sure of that, then so be it.”

    “Well then maybe I should start following you. How do I know you’re not a Nightmare?”

    He smirks. “You are more than welcome to follow me around. Actually, I encourage you to. But you already have proof I’m not a Nightmare.”

    “What proof?”

    “I’m here. Nightmares are unable to enter Dream Haven.”

    “Even if they get their hands on some Dream Dust?”

    “Even if they get their hands on Dream Dust. It wouldn’t work on them.”

    “Fine. I guess you’re off the hook.”

    He smiles. “But please, go ahead and start following me around like a little puppy.”

    “I never said like a puppy.”

    “But you meant it.”

    “No, I didn’t.”

    “Okay, but I’m going to need you to anyway. We have more training to do.”

    
    …

    
    He’s pushing me harder today, moving faster, punching harder, throwing in different combos I’ve never seen. I’m almost positive I’ve spent more time lying on the ground rather than standing. My back is screaming for a break, and I can feel more bruises forming as he knocks the wind out of me again. “Can we take a break?”

    He opens his mouth to protest but must notice how pathetic I look. “Sure.”

    I only intend to sit on the ground, but my body has another idea. With the weight of the world pushing on my shoulders, my eyes close, and my body quickly sprawls out on the ground. I hear rustling next to me and open my eyes to see Aeryn lying beside me. The hair on my arm stands when it makes contact with his sending a fire raging up my arm. His hand flexes and I wonder if he felt the fire too. “Hanna wasn’t the only person I spoke to when I went back. I also talked to my father.”

    He fidgets at the mention of my father. “How did that go?”

    “Why do you say it like that?

    “Like what?”

    “Like you have a problem with him.”

    “Because I do have a problem with him. I don’t know if I can ever forgive him for abandoning you three years ago.”

    “Why does everyone keep saying that? He didn’t abandon me.” It still feels weird to be defending my father, but I’m obviously the only one who will.

    Aeryn opens his mouth to argue but stops himself. “I’m sorry, let me ask again. How did that go?” He asks with an overly fake cheerfulness. The corners of his mouth turn up into a surreal smile.

    “It actually went better than I imagined.” I smile ignoring his sarcasm, I’m happy to reconnect with my father.

    “What was his excuse for leaving you alone the last few years?” He continues with the fake cheerfulness.

    “You can stop with the patronizing tone. He was trying to keep me safe, and the last few years weren’t entirely his fault. I separated myself from him too.”

    “What you did is immaterial, he had a responsibility to protect you.”

    “Isn’t that what you guys hired Hanna for?”

    “We didn’t hire her, and he is your father. It has always been and will always be his job to keep you safe.”

    “And I’m still here, so I guess he did his job.”

    Aeryn closes his eyes and lets out a sigh that sounds more like a growl. “It was too big a risk, anything could have happened to you.”

    “But it didn’t.” I turn and lock eyes with him.

    After a few moments, he shakes his head and focuses on training. “I know I’m pushing you hard, but we don’t have a lot of time, and I need to get you up to speed.”

    My whole body aches, but lying here isn’t going to get anything accomplished. “Ok then, let’s get back to it.” I rise as quick as my aching body allows, which isn’t very fast.

    “Are you sure?”  He watches me fight to stand.

    “Yes, let’s go.” I ready my stance, as he flies to his feet in one fluid motion. My mind is still processing that move when I gasp, the wind knocked out of me, and I fall back to the ground. “Is that how it’s going to be?” I grunt pushing myself back on my aching feet. He readies himself, and I run at him, blocking his punch and kicking him in his stomach. He stumbles backward but doesn’t fall.

    “Not bad grasshopper.” He charges at me, and I blocked his kick, then his punch. He backs up and comes at me again. I sway on my feet. Knowing I can’t fend off another attack, I dodge and trip him. He falls to the ground and laughs. “You’re getting better. Using your wit as much as your strength. Now let’s really train.” A smirk slinks across his face making my nerves tingle. Has he been taking it easy on me? I run at him, with a slight limp. Blocking my punch, he spins me around into his kick. How has my rib cage not given out yet? I suck in a harsh breath and let the pain course through me, trying to use it as motivation, but adrenaline is working against me. He runs at me, sweat dripping from his hairline, and I slide taking out one of his legs. He tumbles to the ground but grabs my foot and drags me under him. His fingers snap around my neck, cutting off all oxygen.

    “St...op...”  I try to talk but barely a sound squeaks out.

    “Fight me, Nadia. Stop me.”

    I kick and scratch at his hand, but he doesn’t release. “I c...ant...breathe.” My lungs begin to ache now.

    “Stop me, Nadia, you can do it!” He yells, tightening his grip.

    I thrash as much as I can manage in my weakened state, but he doesn’t let up. “I c...can’t.” I struggle feebly as the corners of my vision grow dark and hazy. I desperately grasp at the dirt around me, searching for any kind of leverage or weapon. Sweat from Aeryn’s brow drips onto my face. My stomach heaves, trying to empty its contents, but there’s nowhere for it to go with my windpipe being crushed.

    “Yes you can, do it. Do it NOW!.” As he yells, I feel a warm sensation building in my chest. It burns hotter and hotter until my skin feels like dancing flames. With a flash of golden light, he is thrown back, and the rushing air burns my lungs. I cough and grasp at my throat. Desperately gasping for stale air.

    He laughs as he stands, dusting off his clothes. “I knew you were ready.” He walks over and reaches his hand out to me. I slap it away.

    “What the hell is wrong with you?” My voice dry and scratchy.

    “I was helping you find your light.”

    “What?” I ask scooting farther away from him.

    “Remember when I told you we can tap into our light? It’s our best weapon against the Nightmares.” He notices the confused look on my face. “Look at your arms.”

    I look down at my arms, and the veins from my wrist to my elbow are glowing with a golden light. “What is that?”

    “When we channel our light, it becomes stronger, and you can see it. Pretty soon you’ll be able to fully control it.” He pushes his sleeves up, flexing his arms. His eyes close, and his mouth twitches. Blue sparks rise out of his arms like lightning.

    “Whoa.”

    He opens his eyes and smiles. “When you can control your light, you can make it do whatever you want.” He opens his right fist, and a bolt of blue light shoots into the sky. I look down at my hands. The glowing has stopped. “Do you want to practice?”

    “You’re not going to try to kill me again are you?”

    He smiles. “No, I promise that will be the last time I try to kill you.” He shakes his arms, and the glowing fades. “The easiest way to tap into it is to either be in danger or infuriated, thus the reason I tried to kill you earlier. Do you think you have a memory that could make you angry enough?”

    I think about my mom, dad, and Hanna. “Absolutely.”

    “Great. Close your eyes and feel the anger. Think about everything that has ever upset you, everything that has been unfair.” He’s talking about my mom. “Give in to that anger, let it consume you.”

    I think about Hanna and her lies. How she was only there for me because she was told to. I reflect on my father and how he lied to me for years about who my mother was and her death. How he wouldn’t allow us to ever talk about her. I think about my mother and how her life was taken from her, and about how everyone here knew her better than I did. I can feel the anger as if it’s a volcano in my soul. It boils under my skin.

    “Now control it, bring it to the surface, and push the anger out.”

    I focus all my energy on containing the anger. I fight it into a small ball of fire and push it out through my hands. When I open my eyes, a small orb of warm yellow light spins between my hands. “I did it!” Laughter erupts. I can’t believe it.

    “Not bad young grasshopper.”

    I hold the ball there suspended in the air for a moment and then release it. It swirls once more and disappears. “Will I have to do that every time? Think of everything that makes me angry?”

    “Only until you can control it. Which I don’t believe will be too much longer. You’re a natural.”

    “I want to try again.”

    “That’s not a good idea. When you’re first starting out, it takes a lot out of you. And you’ve done it twice already. Maybe we should wait until tomorrow when your energy is not so expended.”

    “Are you going soft on me already?”

    He hitches one eyebrow. “Ok, have it your way. Try again.”

    I steady myself, focusing on all of the same thoughts. Hanna, my dad, and my mom. The fact that Aeryn had to tell me what my mom was like, the fact that so many people in my life knew what I am and wouldn’t tell me. I feel the fire again. I keep feeding it, building it up. I think about Drake and how Aeryn suspects Will of being a Nightmare. I try to contain it into a ball now, but it doesn’t work. I can’t control it. The fire continues to build until it feels like my entire body is on fire. I scream, there’s a flash of light, and then darkness.

    




    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  12

    
    WHEN I COME TO, I’M back in my mother’s house, tucked in bed in what would have been my room. The mattress is a little too soft, and my legs stick out a couple feet from the end, but otherwise, the tiny toddler bed is relatively comfortable. I sit up to find Aeryn leaning in a chair beside me.

    “Welcome back.” His grin almost reaches his ears.

    “What happened?”

    “You blacked out after putting on a pretty good light show. It’s a shame you missed it.”

    “You knew that was going to happen, didn’t you?” His smile says it all. I groan and move to stand when a sharp pain stabs at the front of my head. I gasp, pushing the palm of my hand to my temple.

    “Yeah, you’ll have a killer headache for a few hours. There’s some medicine on the table there.” He points to a small paper cup and bottle of water sitting on the table beside me.

    “Why did I black out?” I press down harder trying to alleviate the building pressure.

    “The light you produced was too powerful. You were already weakened by the first two blasts, so you were unable to control it. It kept building until it, well, basically exploded. You’ll be ok, the only side effect is a headache.”

    I gently lie back down, any sudden movement and my head feels like it will combust. “How long did it take you to control your light?”

    “Longer than I like to admit. I wasn’t strong enough to control the anger at first.”

    “What memories did you use to draw out the anger?” I don’t realize until after the words leave my lips how personal that question is.

    He doesn’t hesitate to answer me. “My parents, their death to be more specific.” His hands smooth the creases in his pants before crossing in front of his chest.

    “You seemed at peace with your parent’s death the last time we talked.” And again, another stupid and overly personal statement.

    “I made peace with their death, not how it happened.”

    “How did it happen?” There’s no stopping myself now. I might as well not even try.

    “They were murdered by someone they trusted.”

    “I thought they were killed by a nightmare?”

    “They were.”

    “Why would they trust a Nightmare?”

    “Nadia, Nightmares aren’t born, they’re made.”

    “What?” I cringe as I force myself to sit up again.

    He grabs the medicine and water from the table, holding them out to me. “Take the medicine, it will help. I promise.”

    I oblige, and in one quick gulp, the pills are gone. “What do you mean they’re made?”

    “The Nightmares used to be Dreamcatchers.”

    “But. How does that happen?” I take another sip of water.

    “Our light gets corrupted. We all have darkness inside us, but for most of us, the light is stronger.”

    “And for the others?”

    “For the others, the darkness takes over. Slowly their light is diminished, and once the darkness destroys all of their light, they become Nightmares.”

    “It happens slowly over time?

    “Slower for some than others, but yes.”

    “Is there a way to stop it?”

    “Only if it’s caught soon enough when there is still more light than darkness, and they willingly make the right choices. But if they kill another Dreamcatcher, there is no going back.”

    I think about my mother. He said she was murdered by a Nightmare. “Did my mom know the person who killed her?”

    He hesitates, shifting in his chair. “She did.”

    “Who was it?” 

    “The one person who she trusted more than anyone, her mentor.”

    “Her own mentor killed her? Why?”

    He runs his hands down his pants, working on the persistent crease. “Most Dreamcatchers who are looking to become Nightmares choose the quick route and take the life of a fellow Dreamcatcher. Her mentor, however, was already a Nightmare. We...we don’t know for sure, but we believe he was trying to bring her to his side.”

    “And when it didn’t work, he killed her.” I finish for him when he looks away from me. “How does the darkness grows stronger than the light?”

    “Because of the decisions we make. We all have a tendency to go one way over the other, but ultimately, it’s our choices that define who we are. It’s our actions that strengthen our light or feed the darkness. I meant it when I said you always have a choice.”

    “That means I could become a Nightmare?”

    He smiles. “Not a chance, your light is too strong for that.”

    All of this makes my head hurt even more. I’m finally able to drag myself out of bed when there’s a knock on the door. I look over to Aeryn. He shrugs and follows me into the living room. I open the door to a tall, man standing with his hands behind his back as if standing at attention. The only hair on his head is the stubble going from one ear to the other, and his dark eyes fit the hardened look on his face.

    “Gavyn?” Aeryn slips in front of me.

    “We’re needed.” The man’s face barely moves as he speaks. Aeryn nods, and the man turns around and leaves.

    “Hey!” I shout after him pushing my way past Aeryn, but the man doesn’t even flinch. Aeryn grabs my arm, pulling me back to shut the door. I lift my hand to my temple again. The pressure seems to help a little. “Who was that?”

    “That was Gavyn.” He stops like the name should tell me all I need to know.

    “I’m going to need a little more than a name.”

    “You know how there are Colonels in the Army that command the units? Well, Gavyn is like our Colonel.”

    “He leads the Nightstalkers?”

    “Basically.”

    “Why are you needed?”

    “I’m not sure, but a house call from Gavyn usually means something big. We should follow.”

    “We?”

    “Yes, until you choose not to be, you’re a Nightstalker.”

    “I thought this was still too dangerous for me.”

    “Do you ever stop questioning things?”

    “No.”

    Aeryn smiles. “Gavyn is going to love you.”

    
    …

    
    Aeryn leads me to the Elder’s castle and up into a large chamber on the opposite side of where I was taken on my first trip here. In the middle of the room stands a long rectangular wooden table with about 30 people congregated around it. They all fall silent when Aeryn and I walk in. Similar to the first time I walked into the castle, they all gape at me with wide eyes. Except for Gavyn. He looks at me like I’m invading his personal space when Aeryn and I take our seats next to him. At the head of the table sits Gideon and Faerah. Gavyn leans over and whispers into Aeryn’s ear who in turn, whispers back. Gavyn sneers before returning his gaze to Gideon.

    “Thank you for joining us,” Gideon says nodding towards me.

    “Yes, thank you for honoring us with your presence.” Gavyn’s words drip with condescension.

    I nod back at Gideon, trying to shrink down in my chair. I don’t want to draw any more attention to myself. “What did he say to you?” I whisper to Aeryn.

    “It’s nothing.” He whispers back, but I know he’s keeping something from me. I want to inquire further, but Gideon begins speaking, commanding everyone’s attention.

    “We have asked you all here to join us because we have confirmation the Nightmares have created a portal to the human realm.” Gideon pauses, but nobody responds. “We were hoping this day would not have come so soon, but I do believe we are ready.”

    “What’s the plan?” The question comes from a small mousey woman on the opposite side of the table. Her messy, brown hair only reaches the top of her ears, and her wide eyes make her nose appear almost too small for her face. She isn’t what I was expecting someone who fights Nightmares to look like.

    Gideon motions to Gavyn who then stands, clearing his throat. “Our plan is to act quickly and cover as much ground as we can. We believe they have already penetrated several cities, so we need a team to go after the portal and smaller teams to track down possibles. We’ve compiled the list and divided them among the sectors. As for the portal, I will be taking three sector leaders with me. We need to keep this as quiet as possible, I should not need to remind you what could happen if the humans are made aware.”

    Gavyn reaches his hand out, and the muscular, freckled face man sitting next to him, hands him a small stack of paper. “Blaine, Rick, and Quinn will be joining me to close the portal.” I’m pleased when he doesn’t call Aeryn’s name for that group. There’s something about him I don’t like, and I’m almost certain he feels the same. I look around at the Nightstalkers as Gavyn calls out the rest of the sector leaders, trying to put names with faces, but there are too many for me to remember them all. He slides a piece of paper to each as he calls them out. My attention diverts until I hear Aeryn’s name.

    “And finally, against my better judgment, Aeryn will be taking Nadia with him to cover the southeast area.” Gavyn catches my stare and holds it there for a moment. Maybe he’s this way to all of the new people, but he obviously has a problem with me. He finally looks away and slides a piece of paper to Aeryn. Aeryn grabs the paper and slips it into the pocket of his jeans.

    After the teams have been made, everyone files out of the room two at a time without another word. The ones called Quinn and Blaine stride over to shake my hand. If nothing else, I remember the names of those in Gavyn’s group. “It’s nice to meet you, Nadia, I’m Quinn.” I look up to meet his warm eyes. As they light up, he thrusts our hands up and down way too enthusiastically.

    “You too,” I say trying to hide the apprehension.

    “Bring it back a little bit Q, you don’t want to scare her off.” Blaine pushes Quinn back and gives my hand a quick yank before releasing it. I’m not sure which handshake was more awkward. 

    “I doubt she scares that easily,” Quinn says, coming to my unmerited defense. 

    “I doubt you realize how uncomfortable you make people feel.” Blaine fires back.

    “I’m not uncomfortable.” Lie. But it’s the least I could do for the one who stood up for me.

    “See, she likes me.” He wraps his arm around my shoulders, squeezing. I smile, trying not to give away my lie.

    “Oh, Q. You can be so naïve sometimes.”

    Quinn releases his hold on me. “Don’t listen to Blaine, and don’t worry about Gavyn. He always acts like a wounded lion when there’s new stalker. The rest of us, sincerely, are excited you’re here with us.” Quinn is quickly becoming my favorite stalker. They turn to leave, and suddenly it’s only Aeryn, and I left in the room.

    “Why does he have a problem with me?”

    “Quinn? Even though he hides it well, I’m pretty sure he’s already enamored with you.”

    “You know who I’m talking about.”

    His smile drops. “He doesn’t. Gavyn just has a hard time trusting people.”

    “No, it’s more than that. What did he say to you before Gideon began his speech?”

    “He just asked me to reconsider taking you since you are still so new.”

    “That’s all he said?” Aeryn nods. “And that’s exactly how he said it?”

    “More or less.”

    “Promise me that was all he said.” The magic little words. 

    He hesitates before answering. “We should get moving.”

    “I knew it.”

    “What he thinks doesn’t matter. You just need to show him he’s wrong.” I follow Aeryn out of the room and through the castle.

    “Where are we headed? What’s the southeast area?”

    “Your hometown.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small bag that looks like the bag Hanna had given me. He opens it, grabs a pinch of the sand, and hands the bag to me. “Wait about 15 minutes before you take yours. My shell is hidden in the park, so the trek to your place will take some time. I want to be there when you wake in your shell.”

    “Why?”

    “Just promise me you’ll wait to take yours?”

    “Fine.” The reluctance is obvious.

    “Say it.”

    “I promise.”  He nods and drops the sand in his mouth. There’s a small gust of wind, and he’s gone.

    
    …

    
    It’s good to be home, but it feels different somehow. Something has changed, but I can’t quite put my finger on it. Aeryn sits on the floor leaning against the wall when I awake in my shell. He pushes himself up when he notices my eyes open. “I believe that was longer than 15 minutes.”

    “I didn’t exactly have a watch to measure.”

    “Let’s get started.” He leads the way to the living room, and I brush off the thought that he’s stalked me enough to know the blueprints of my house. He pulls out a map, smoothing it on the coffee table as I pour us two glasses of chocolate milk. He laughs when I hand him his cup. “Chocolate milk? What are you five?”

    “Hey, it’s not like I’ve had time to go shopping. It was either this or tap water. And trust me, you don’t want the tap water.” He takes a big gulp of his chocolate milk leaving a milky brown arc on his lip. “Nice ‘stache.”

    He looks at his reflection in the television. “I like it.”

    There’s a knock on the door, and I jump, spilling chocolate milk on the map. “Crap!”

    “Whoa relax, it’s just Hanna.” He grabs a towel from the kitchen and mops up the milk.

    “How do you know it’s her?”

    “Because only a guardian would show up immediately after you arrive. Are you going to answer that?”

    I sit a few seconds longer before moving. I’m still upset with her and don’t feel like fighting again, but he motions for me to answer it, and I reluctantly oblige.

    “Are you ok?” She blurts out as soon as I open the door.

    “I’m fine Hanna. What are you doing here?”

    “I felt you were back, so I wanted to check on you.”

    “Felt? So anytime I do anything you’ll know?”

    “It doesn’t exactly work that way. I’ll know when you’re in danger or enter and leave my world.”

    “That’s great, so you’re like Lassie. You know when Timmy has fallen down the well.” I ignore the hurt in Hanna’s eyes. I have a right to what I said. Hanna lied to me for six years, I can be sarcastic for a few days.

    “Hanna why don’t you come in, we could actually use your help.” Aeryn offers and Hanna gently pushes past me, sitting on the floor next to him.

    “Excuse me? I’m pretty sure this is still my house.” I shoot Aeryn a look.

    “Yes, but you’re still too upset to see she can be of assistance. Just let her help, ok?” I slam the door shut and take my seat on the opposite side.

    “Who are our targets then?” A look of apprehension passes between them. They know something I don’t. The light inside me burns like a bonfire. I’m sick of all the secrets and half-truths. I flip my arms to hide the glowing veins.

    Aeryn clears his throat before finally answering my question. “Our possibles are Jake Harris, Brandon Galloway.” He mumbles through the last name. “And William O’Leary.”

    “Will? Will is one of our targets?”

    “He’s not a target, none of them are, not yet. They’re just possibles.” Hanna answers.

    “What does that even mean?” I push the map, and it falls to the floor. Hanna quietly returns the map to the table, smoothing out the folds, unfazed by my small fit of anger.

    “It means there is a possibility they are Nightmares, but they aren’t targets until it’s confirmed,” Aeryn answers this time.

    “Was this another fact you two promised not to share?”

    Hanna keeps her eyes on the map, smoothing out the last crease.

    “I already told you Will isn’t a Nightmare, but since you two have this all figured out, why don’t you guys handle it without me.” I storm off, slamming the door to my room, I’m sure old lady Barbara will give me a piece of her mind tomorrow about all the noise.

    I grab my phone to dial Will’s number but end the call after the first ring. With how I’m feeling right now, I might tell him everything, and that would put him in even more danger. The less he knows about all this, the better off he is. I grab the picture of my mom I keep stuck to my mirror before taking a seat on my bed. I wish I could talk to her, all of this might be an easier pill to swallow if it had come from her. I try to imagine what insight she would have on this, but all I hear is my dad’s voice. Trust your instincts bug. It’s the only thing you can trust.

    It just feels like a bad dream, like I could wake up at any moment, and I would be a little girl again with my mom hugging me, saying it was all going to be ok. I wipe away a tear as knuckles rap against the door. I don’t want either of them to know I’m in here sobbing about the loss of my old life, my normal life. “Nadia?” It’s Aeryn. I return to my spot on the bed after opening the door.

    “I’m sorry.” He says.

    “Sorry for what?” I ask, a little too bratty.

    “Everything. My apology list is as long as my arm.” I spot a smudge of dirt on his neck as he takes a seat beside me. A hazard of stashing your shell in a park. “I’m sorry for not telling you Will is a possible, and for keeping stuff from you. I try to decide what’s best for you to know and what we should wait to tell you. Maybe I’ve made the wrong choices and some facts I was ordered not to say. It’s hard to know how much one person can handle.”

    “I should be the one to decide what I can and can’t handle.”

    “You’re right, but you have to understand there are some truths I had to keep from you. If the first thing I said to you was one of your best friends might be a Nightmare, and the other was your guardian, you would have thought I was crazy.”

    I want to be mad at him, but I’m not. “I still think you’re crazy.” A smile tugs at my lips. “But why is Will a possible?” I can’t say it without sounding sarcastic.

    “Partially because of what I’ve seen while following him, and partially because of the feelings Hanna has been having.”

    “So, because you and Hanna don’t like him?” It comes out harsher than I intend.

    “Guardians get feelings for a reason, Nadia, it’s what we do.” Hanna pleads as she comes out from hiding in the hallway.

    “That’s why she was hanging around that Thatcher guy so much,” Aeryn adds.

    “I’m pretty sure I know what feelings she was having about him.” I bark, and Hanna retreats a few steps.

    “No, she had a feeling he was a Nightmare, so she’s been trying to investigate him.” Aeryn reasons.

    “Then why isn’t he a possible instead of Will?”

    “Because he didn’t pan out. He has nothing to suggest he was going after you.”

    “And just because he wasn’t going after me means he isn’t a Nightmare?”

    “It’s hard to explain.”

    “All of this was hard to explain. You could at least try.” He hesitates before speaking.

    “Nadia, you’re more valuable and vulnerable than you realize. If the Nightmares get to you before you can control your light, you’re as good as dead. If there is a Nightmare in this town, it would have been sent for you.”

    “He’s not a Nightmare.” I sound like a pouty five-year-old.

    “I hope you’re right, but it’s my job to make sure.”

    “Fine, let’s talk to him clear this up.”

    
    …

    
    “Thanks for coming over.” I wrap my arms tight around his neck before he walks inside. My way of silently apologizing for the investigation about to unfold. He takes a seat next to Hanna, while I find mine next to Aeryn. His comfort level must have already plummeted if he’s choosing to sit by her willingly.

    Will and Aeryn exchange glances until finally, Will speaks, breaking the awkward silence. “Uh...it’s nice to meet you.”

    “Likewise.” Aeryn’s tone is skeptical. He’s trying to read Will’s every twitch and mannerism. 

    “What’s going on?” Will asks, eyeing the room.

    “We just wanted to hang out and—”

    “Why do you have so many pictures of Nadia?” Aeryn cuts me off, and my mouth hits the floor. I imagined this conversation would be a little more elegant than that.

    “What?” Will tries to catch my attention, but I turn away, wrapping my hands around the back of my neck. I don’t want him to know I helped plan this attack on him.

    “Why do you have so many pictures of Nadia?” Aeryn says it slower, enunciating every syllable.

    “I don’t know wha—”

    “Don’t play ignorant. I’ve seen them.” Aeryn cuts him off.

    “What do you mean you’ve seen them?” Will’s cheeks start to blush, and mine follow suit. I clench the cushion in my fists to keep from launching myself out of the room.

    “I’ve seen you pull out that little notebook and stare at the photos of her.” This is much worse than I imagined. My knees bounce up and down as I chew on the corner of my lip.

    “You’ve been following me? Spying on me?” I can see the hurt and anger all over Will’s face.

    “Is there a reason you’re getting so upset?” Aeryn’s voice remains calm.

    “Yeah, there is, it’s because I’ve been followed by a lunatic.” Will turns to me. “Did you put him up to this? Did you hire some creep to follow me around?”

    “What? No. Will I—”

    “Whatever, I’m out of here.” He stands up, but Aeryn blocks his way to the door.

    “You didn’t answer the question.” Aeryn reminds him. 

    Hanna stares at them like a deer in headlights. This wasn’t what she expected either. Pushing myself off of the couch, I take a couple steps towards them. I don’t have a plan but maybe reminding them of my presence will be enough to stop whatever fight may happen.

    “You want to know? It’s because I’m in love with her.” I sit back down, finally looking at him. “And don’t look at me like that, Nadia. You know this, it’s not like it’s some big secret. I not so secretly pine after you because you won’t give me the light of day. I thought I could find out stuff you liked and take an interest in it, to get closer to you. But if you wanted me out of your life, you could have just said so. You didn’t need to hire some goon.” Will pushes past Aeryn and I shudder when the door slams.

    My mind races to old lady Barbara before I push myself off of the couch. Aeryn grabs my hand as I try to follow Will, but I rip it away pushing him back. “Will!” He’s already in his truck. “Wait, please.” He hesitates for a moment but backs onto the road not looking back. I fight the urge to chase him, remaining in the driveway until I can no longer see the glowing red of his tail lights.

    




    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  13

    
    IT’S BEEN TWO WEEKS SINCE we investigated Will. Aeryn         finally admitted he should have trusted my judgment and apologized, but that doesn’t fix my relationship with Will. We humiliated him. What could ever fix this? I’ve tried to apologize and explain my actions, but he’s been avoiding me since that night. Every time my phone buzzes in my pocket, I think he’s finally forgiven me, but it’s never him. Aeryn follows our second possible while I spend most of my time staring at my cell phone. “So, what’s the deal with this Brandon Galloway?” Hanna asks pushing the container of fried rice towards me.

    “He’s a law student. Graduating next fall.” Aeryn says between bites of noodles. 

    “Why would a Nightmare waste time going to law school?”

    He shrugs. “Our concern comes from a research paper he wrote about the effects of dreams and nightmares.”

    “If a Nightmare was so desperate to go to school, he could have at least finished my classes for me,” I say passing the fried rice to Aeryn and grabbing the box of spring rolls.

    Hanna grabs the rolls from me. “You’re almost finished. I, on the other hand, still have another year. Or two.”

    “It’s not my fault you skipped all of your classes freshman year.”

    “The parties Nadia, so many parties. How was I supposed to make it to morning classes?”

    “What about your afternoon classes?”

    “I had already ruined the day by missing the morning ones. There really was no point in attending the evening class.”

    Aeryn pushes the food container into the center of the table and stands to retrieve his jacket. “Well, it doesn’t appear I will have anything beneficial to add to this conversation since I never went to college.” His eyes fall on Hanna. “Or skipped college classes. So, I should get going. Brandon is a creature of habit and should be headed to his night class soon.”

    “Should I feel bad that a Nightmare is a better student than me?”

    “Yes.” Aeryn and I say in rhythm, and Hanna shrugs.

    “I’ll be back soon.”

    “Wait, shouldn’t I go with you?” I say taking one more bite before fetching my flip flops from the closet.

    “It would be easier if I go alone.” He eyes my questionable choice in footwear.

    “What if he is a Nightmare? Won’t you need backup?”

    “Are you worried about me?” Even when he’s smug, he’s charming. 

    “Not worried, I just want to try using my light again.”

    “And there’s the reason it would be best if I go alone. You’re still trying. You need a little more practice before facing a Nightmare.”

    “Then why did Gavyn agree to this?”

    “Because you had a connection with one of the possibles. It made it easy to get to him.”

    “Wow. Ok, I don’t know what I was expecting.”

    “I’m sorry, but we needed the upper hand.”

    “It’s fine, at least I got the truth this time. Just go track down your guy. I have some studying to do anyway unless I want to end up a college dropout like Hanna.” I toss my shoes in the corner and grab my textbook from the kitchen counter.

    “Hey, I am not a dropout. A college fail-out is an honest possibility though.”

    I ignore Hanna, pretending to read my book. “It shouldn’t take too long,” Aeryn says before slipping out.

    “So, do you want help studying?” Hanna offers, placing the leftover food in the refrigerator.

    With Aeryn gone, the reality of my fractured relationship with Hanna comes crashing down. “No thanks, I’ll just study in my room. I need some peace and quiet.” 

    “Oh. Sure.”

    “Help yourself to whatever,” I say before locking myself in my room.

    When Aeryn returns, he’s positive Brandon isn’t a Nightmare. “We should proceed to our last possible once we’ve reported to Gavyn.”

    Each night, we have to report our findings to him and the other Nightstalkers. A couple of the groups have ensnared Nightmares, but most have come up empty like Aeryn, and I. Gavyn and his team have been successful in finding the portal, but to close it, they first have to find out how the Nightmares managed to open it.

    To make matters easier on all of us, Hanna has been staying over at my place to guard both of our shells while they rest and we return to Dream Haven. “Can I ask you something?” I ask Aeryn as we head back to my home in Dream Haven.

    “Does it matter if I say no?”

    “What happens if you touch a night snare?”

    “For most of us, nothing would happen. But those who are not in full control of their light, like you, could take in some of their darkness.”

    “That’s why Gideon told me not to touch the one on his desk.”

    He nods. “Darkness can be tempting, it’s more difficult for those who are new or weak.”

    “So, if we catch one, don’t touch it. Got it. Can I ask you something else?”

    “You don’t have to ask permission to ask a question.”

    “Right. Why does Gideon keep one on his desk?”

    He looks down at his feet. “That’s something you should ask Gideon.”

    “Ah, we’re back to that?”

    “To what?” He asks with a small laugh that lifts his shoulders. “You not answering my questions.”

    He laughs louder this time. “That isn’t my story to tell.”

    “Ok then, let me try a different topic. How did the Nightmares open the portal?”

    “That’s a good question. One we can’t answer yet, which is why we’re so worried. They’ve been trying for years without success, and we haven’t been able to determine what changed, or what allowed them to open it.”

    “How are we able to cross over so easily?” The key wiggles in the doorknob as I try to unlock it.

    “It’s not exactly easy. Since you aren’t in full control of your light, you don’t feel it, but we leave a part of us with the shell. It may not be complicated for us to travel realms, but it’s not easy.”

    “Ok, it’s not easy, but it’s possible with the shells. Why don’t they just use shells like we do?”

    “They’ve tried. Most of the Nightmares are unable to control their darkness, and it destroys the shell.”

    The lock finally clicks and the door swings open. “Does Gavyn have a theory about how they opened the portal?”

    “He thinks one of the Nightstalkers is turning.”

    “Is that why he has a problem with me? He thinks I’m the one doing it?”

    “No. He’s always skeptical of new stalkers because they are more vulnerable, but you don’t know enough to do this.”

    “If not me, who does he think it is?”

    “He isn’t sure. That’s why he’s so on edge. The strongest Nightmares were those we never saw coming.”

    “Have they tried questioning the Nightmares that have been caught?”

    “No, not since they’re already ensnared. When they’re put in the night snare, they’re put into their natural state of darkness, unable to speak, and it’s too dangerous to let them out. We would have to capture one in its human shell.”

    “Can we do that?”

    “It’s more difficult, but it is possible. We would have to surround it in a cage of our light.”

    “Then that’s what we do.”

    “You make it sound so easy for someone who’s never attempted it.”

    “Easy or not, it’s what needs to be done. We need answers, and this may be the only way to get them.” I walk to the kitchen to make some tea, I haven’t spent much time here, but I already know where everything is. My kitchen is organized in the same manner. Flatware next to the stove, mugs and cups on the other side, pots, and pans hanging above the island. Are organizational skills hereditary? I set the kettle on the stove, turn on the burner, and wait for the high-pitched wail.

    “I need to go report to Gavyn, I’ll return soon.” He leaves just as the kettle begins to sing. I pour the boiling liquid over the green tea leaves and walk to my mother’s room. It was too difficult to go inside before, but I can’t keep hiding from it. Pictures of her and my father stand in brown frames on the dresser. He looks so much happier and younger then. Not the man I remember. Next, to those frames sits a small picture of her and Aeryn. He doesn’t look much younger, but it was at least 17 years ago. I look through her drawers to find barely any clothes. My mother must have taken everything with her when she decided to stay in the human world.

    When I close the bottom drawer, I notice a small broken frame sticking out from under the dresser. I carefully pull the picture from the broken glass. It’s my mother with a man I don’t recognize. He has a similar build to Aeryn, but his hair is black and his eyes a dark brown. They’re both smiling, but there’s a familiar sadness in the man’s eyes. I sit on my mother’s bed and stare at the picture until the thud of a door closing brings me out of my trance.

    “Nadia?” Aeryn calls to me from the living room.

    “I’m in here.”

    Clunking footsteps thunder down the hall announcing his appearance in the doorway. “What are you doing in here?”

    “Just looking around. I found this picture. Do you know who he is?” I hold the picture out to him.

    “Where did you find this?” He grabs the picture, his eyes burn with rage.

    “It was in a broken frame on the floor. Who is that?”

    “This was your mother’s mentor.”

    “He’s the one who killed her?”

    “Yes.” He says as I grab the picture back from him.

    Did he know, when this picture was taken, did he know he would kill the woman he was smiling with? Did my mother know the man she trusted with her life would take it away? I fold the picture, stuff it into my pocket and leave the room. I can’t stay in here any longer. Aeryn gently closes the door before following me into the living room.

    “Did you know him?”

    He nods. I can see the pain on his face, but I need to know more.

    “Was there any suspicion about him?”

    “Not at all. Your mother was closest to him, and not even she knew, at least not until it was too late.”

    “Was he your friend?”

    “Yes. He was smug and obnoxious but had a good heart. At least I thought he did.” He pulls out a small pouch. “Are you ready to go back?” I want to ask him more about the man who killed my mother, but that will have to wait.

    Once more, I wake up on my bed next to Aeryn’s shell with Hanna sitting in front of the closed bedroom door. This time, however, she has a shotgun slung across her lap. “Hanna? Where did you get a gun?”

    “I’ve had it for several years. I just never showed you because you would know something was up.”  I laugh at the idea of Hanna with a gun. She won’t squish a spider, much less shoot an actual person.

    “Will a bullet even injure a Nightmare?”

    “If it’s in a shell.”

    I roll out of bed and wait for Aeryn to wake up, but he doesn’t. “Hey, are you there?” I shake his shell but nothing. It still gives me the creeps how similar a shell is to a dead body.

    I shoot Hanna a worried glance, and she shrugs. “I’m your guardian Nadia, not his. I can’t feel him the way I can feel you, I’m sorry.”

    Why isn’t he back? He took the dust right after me, didn’t he? We wait five minutes, but he still isn’t awake. “I have to go back.” I dig through my desk trying to find the pouch of dust Hanna gave me. “Ugh! Where is it?” I thought I put it right on top, but it isn’t there.

    “What are you looking for?” Aeryn, he’s finally awake.

    “What took you so long?”

    “Gavyn, he wanted to talk to me before I came here.”

    “What did he say?” I can see him trying to decide what to tell me.

    “He just told me to watch you.”

    “Which means he does think I’m the one helping the Nightmares?” I slam the drawer shut.

    “He thinks it could be everybody right now. He probably even suspects me to some degree.”

    “Whatever, let’s just find this last guy. What was his name again?”

    Aeryn pulls the small crinkled paper from his pants pocket. “Jake Harris.”

    “And where are we supposed to find him? He’s not another collegiate guy, is he?”

    “Not quite. We should find him somewhere on the streets.”

    “He lives on the streets?”

    “Probably not, but he works there.”

    “Like on the corner?” Hanna asks, stifling a laugh.

    “Like dealing drugs.”

    “Don’t the nightmares know that’s a bit cliché?” Hanna stands tossing the sidearm in the corner.

    “Nightmares aren’t ones for subtlety.”

    “Ok, so we’re after a drug dealer. Do we just comb the streets at night looking for him?” I ask.

    “That sounds like a solid plan, but I actually have another idea.”

    
    …

    
    “What the hell are you wearing?”

    Aeryn returns from the bathroom looking like a tractor ran him over. Several times. His hoodie, three sizes too big, hangs to his knees and his pants have more pockets than my entire wardrobe combined. Not to mention all the holes and dirt caked on. “I have to look the part if I’m going to be running around in those areas of town following Jake.”

    I snort trying to hold back the laughter. Hanna giggles and we can no longer contain our composure. Laughter rolls between us with the first real laugh we’ve shared since I found out what I am. It feels like old times again. “I don’t see any difference.” Hanna jokes before another laughing fit begins.

    “Real cute,” Aeryn says sarcastically.

    “What exactly are you going to do? Buy drugs?” I ask, swallowing down the last bit of amusement.

    “No, I’m just hoping to blend in.”

    “Maybe I should go with you this time.”

    “Can you promise you won’t laugh again.” I remain silent as I look him over, but can’t hide the smile that’s plastered across my face. “I didn’t think so. You stay here with Hanna, I should be back in a few hours.” He doesn’t want to say it, but I have a feeling it’s more because he doesn’t think I can handle it yet.

    “Ok, be careful.”

    “I promise.” And he’s gone.

    “Have you heard from Will?” Hanna’s question throws me off guard. For a brief moment, I forgot I’ve probably lost one of my only friends.

    “No. And I probably never will.”

    “I am so sorry Nadia. For Will, for not telling you, for everything. I can’t apologize enough.”

    “It’s ok. Really.” I assure her questioning look. “You’re kind of my only friend now, so I can’t exactly be picky.” I give her a weak smile, and she gives me the biggest hug I have ever received, and I squeeze back. Maybe a part of me will always resent the lies, but I need a friend right now.

    “How about a horror movie marathon and pizza while we wait on your gorgeous mentor?”

    “You’re ridiculous.”

    “What? You can’t tell me you don’t think he’s hot. He’s not even my type, and I noticed him. Of course, he then opens his mouth, and the illusion is shattered.”

    “Ok. Maybe, he’s not entirely unfortunate looking.”

    “Stop, you’re going to make me blush.”

    “Shut up and order the pizza while I find a movie.”

    “Yes, ma’am.” She salutes and grabs my cell phone from the table. “I’m going to order from the one place that has the thing.”

    “That’s fine. I’m out of cookie dough, so we’ll need a dessert.”

    I decide to forego our usual lineup since my life has recently turned into a live action horror film. An old black and white comedy should do the trick. We settle onto the couch, and just as I expect, Hanna falls asleep halfway through. I throw on Aeryn’s black hoodie, restart the movie and quietly slip out the front door. I know the place Aeryn pointed to on the map, and just how to get there. A few years ago, it was the prime location for parties. Apparently now it’s prime location for illegal business. 

    Taking my car would be too obvious, so I grab the bike old lady Barbara keeps in her yard for her granddaughter. She isn’t due to make another visit for a few months, and I’m sure she wouldn’t mind me borrowing it. My calf muscles throb by the time I reach the overpass where Aeryn suspects Jake will be. I park the bike, trying to conceal it behind the side of a building. The last thing I need is to have that bike go missing. I advance slowly, trying to keep an eye on my surroundings and the small group of guys huddled near a fire under the overpass. I keep my distance as none of them are Aeryn, and none of them look too friendly.

    An abandoned warehouse lies just on the other side of the road. It appears to be the kind of place that could house drug deals. At least that’s what television has led me to believe.

    Walking under the overpass seems like a bad idea with the group of guys there, so I take my chances crossing the road. At this time of night, the streets in this area are pretty empty. A small Honda squeals by, and I use it as a distraction to make my way across the road, and carefully slide down the other side. I hear the guys murmuring behind me, but I don’t stop. As soon as my feet hit the concrete, I run towards the warehouse trying to keep my footsteps from announcing my arrival.

    As I reach the old building the stench of garbage and old cheese moves with the wind. After surveying my surroundings, I squat low, trying to peek through one of the windows. It’s cracked and cloudy, but I can see Aeryn. He’s inside talking to another guy, presumably Jake. Their conversation doesn’t look too friendly. I press my ear against the filthy window but the glass is too thick, and reading their lips is even harder than listening through the glass. The wind picks up, and a rustling behind me stops my heart. Slowly turning around, I find a small gray tabby cat chasing a mouse. Relief washes over me and my heart returns to a steady pace. Maybe this is why Aeryn wanted me to stay behind. I don’t have control over my light or my nerves.

    When I turn back around, a blue flash of light streaks across the window, but I can’t see Aeryn or Jake. I crouch walk over to another window where I can just barely see them fighting. This window is dirtier than the last. I adjust my height to find a better view. Blue streaks stream out of Aeryn’s hands toward the man now surrounded by black smoke. Jake uses the darkness to block the light. As I sit there watching the battle ensue, I’m frozen, just watching the two fight it out. My heart drums in my ears as I struggle for each shallow breath. Jake uses his hands to shoot the smoke at Aeryn, and the impact throws him across the room into a structural beam. He isn’t moving.

    Jake slowly stalks over to him with glee in his eyes. Leaning over Aeryn’s defenseless body, he opens his mouth, and more black smoke comes pouring out. It swirls down to him, forcing its way inside through his eyes and nose. Aeryn’s body jerks from the intrusion. I can’t let fear cripple me this time. I close my eyes and focus my breathing. My pulse steadies, thank you shrink number two. I run as fast as I can, building up the little fireball inside me, letting it grow almost to the point I can’t contain it anymore, and when I reach the door, I kick it open, clap my hands together and send a stream of golden light straight into Jake. His eyes widen when he realizes what’s coming for him. The force throws him back, a crack echoing in the room as his body slams into the side of the warehouse before clattering to the ground.

    Aeryn is gasping for air when I reach him. Blood streams from the wound on his head. “Come on, you have to stand up now.”

    “Na-Nadia, what are you doing here?”

    “What does it look like? I’m saving your ass.” I help him to his feet, struggling against the weight. He’s weak but holds his ground.

    “You need to leave.” He opens his hand holding a small ball of blue light.

    “No.” I push his hand down, and the light disappears. “Let’s trap this thing, so we can get some answers.”

    Jake stirs. “We don’t have time for that.” 

    “Either way, I’m not leaving. We might as well try to cage him.” 

    He doesn’t want me here. He doesn’t want me fighting this Nightmare, but he knows we need answers, and he can’t do it alone. Not in this state. “Take that side” He points to the area away from Jake’s semi-unconscious face. I follow his directions and wait for him to take his place. Jake groans as he is coming to. “Our light follows our Will. Just focus on making walls, and it should follow.”

    Jake begins pushing himself up. “You think you can trap me?” He laughs as smoke rises out of his mouth and nose.

    “Now!” Aeryn yells. Focus on making walls isn’t enough instruction for me. Does he not remember I’ve never done this before? I don’t have time for a panic attack, we need to trap him, so I do what Aeryn said. I focus on creating walls, on creating a bubble to trap him in, while building up my light. I watch as Aeryn sends a blue ball of light towards Jake, bringing him back to his knees. I will my light into trapping him, not killing him and push it out through my hands, but nothing happens. “You can do this, try again.”

    I flex my fingers and refocus. He’s right, I can do this. I have to do this. I bring the photo of my mother and her mentor to mind, I see his dark hair and sad eyes, and the fire lights inside me. Golden streams of light snake their way from my hands out towards Jake. When they collide, a giant orb of light begins to surround him. Aeryn does the same on the other side with his blue light connecting with my white light. They blend, creating an electric cage.

    Jake stands and tries to push out of the orb. He quickly pulls his hand away, gently blowing on it. A disturbing smile slinks across his face before a maniacal laugh bursts through his lips, while he strolls the perimeter of his trap. “Nice cage sweetheart, but I still win. Darkness always wins.”

    



    
    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  14

    
    “DON’T LISTEN TO IT, IT’S just trying to get inside your head.” The Nightmare positions himself on the floor, staring at me, ignoring Aeryn. Sitting there like that, he looks so normal. I could have walked past him every day on the street and never known there was darkness inside him. “You did great,” he says squeezing my shoulder.

    “Oh, yes sweetheart, such a great job. We thank you.”

    Tabling the urge to burn the glee off of his face, I take a few steps towards his sparkling confinement. “Well then, since you’re so grateful, why don’t you tell me how you opened the portal?”

    “Oh, I’m not going to make it that easy for you.”

    Aeryn grabs my arm, pulling me away from the Nightmare. “I don’t think you should talk to it. I need to send word to Gavyn, he’ll be able to make it talk.”

    “How are you going to send word?”

    He grunts shaking his head. “I need to go back home. Can you stay here for a little while? Don’t talk to him or listen to anything he says. Just stay back and make sure your light holds.”

    “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

    “I’ll be right back, I promise.” He lays down in a far corner, pulls out his pouch of dust, and leaves for Dream Haven. I cover his shell with a blanket I find. It’s dirty, but being hidden is more important than being clean.

    “Well sweetheart, now that the third wheel has left and it’s just you and me, why don’t we get a little more acquainted with one another?” The Nightmare’s voice carries across the warehouse. I adjust the blanket, covering every inch of his shell. I don’t want anyone finding it if something goes wrong. “Hellooo. I’m talking to you sweetheart. What’s your name?” He told me not to speak to Jake, but I might be able to get information from him without Aeryn around.

    I slowly walk over to the Nightmare gauging his response. “Nadia. What’s yours? Or do you even have a name?”

    “Why of course we have names. Just like you do.”

    “What’s yours?”

    “What makes you think it isn’t Jake?”

    “Is it?”

    “Of course not. What kind of silly little name is Jake? I just needed to borrow his identity for a bit.”

    I ignore the different scenarios running through my head of what happened to the real Jake. “I told you my name. You tell me yours.”

    “Nyrell, but you sweetheart can call me whatever you like.”

    “I would like to call you dead, but we need some answers first.”

    Nyrell shrieks with laughter. “Aren’t you clever. But if you want something from me, I’m going to need something from you.”

    “No.”

    “You don’t even know what I want.”

    “It doesn’t matter, you’re not getting anything.”

    “I bet you don’t tell your little boyfriend that.”

    “He’s not my— just shut up or tell me what I want to know.”

    “Oooh did I touch a nerve?”

    I can’t let him see he’s upsetting me. I focus and force my face into an emotionless stare. “Not at all.”

    “Well, are you curious?”

    “About what?”

    “About what it is that I want.”

    “No, I’m not. You won’t be getting anything, so there’s no reason to be curious. There will be no negotiations.”

    “Oh, come on now. I know you want to know. It’s driving you mad.” This time it is my turn to laugh. ”What’s so funny sweetheart?”

    “You. You think you can actually affect me. The truth is, I couldn’t care less. You’re nothing, just a mere means to an end.”

    Nyrell scowls at me for a while before a wicked smile takes its place. “Maybe you couldn’t care less about me, but what about your friends?”

    “You think you can intimidate me by threatening my friends? You’re trapped, there’s nothing you can do to any of them.”

    “Are you so sure of that Sweetheart? There’s not one of your friends who may have been off of their game because of a broken heart? Someone who was humiliated?”

    Will. He’s done something to Will. I swallow the lump in my throat, trying to remain calm, but Will is in danger, and it’s my fault. I don’t have time to wait for Aeryn. “What did you do to him?”

    Nyrell laughs. “What do I get in return for this information?”

    “You get to live. Tell me, or I’ll kill you.”

    “You won’t kill me, sweetheart, you’re not capable. Besides, you need me alive. Your boyfriend wants me alive.”

    “You don’t know me, or what I’m capable of. And I don’t see him anywhere, do you?”

    Nyrell squeals with excitement. “Maybe I was wrong about you. You do have the darkness inside.”

    I feel the fire growing inside me. My veins glow, and golden light sparks from my hands. “Would you like to see just how dark I can get?”

    “Yes sweetheart, that is exactly what I would like to see.”

    “Then tell me where Will is.”

    “Oh, I see what you did there, and just because you’re so adorable with your little sparks, I’ll tell you. He’s at home, safe and sound.”

    “Stop playing games.”

    “Ok, maybe not completely safe. His heart is bleeding, but that’s more your fault than mine.”

    I pound my fist against his cage and the light flickers. “What did you do to him?” My voice carries across the open space. Nyrell’s head falls back as the laughter erupts.

    I don’t wait for him to say anything else. I run for the door and back over the hill. I don’t stop to worry about running through the gang of guys. I hear them calling to me, but I grab the bike and pedal as fast as I can to Will’s place. My legs are burning before I run out of breath, but I can’t stop. Will may not have much time left if he has any at all, but I can’t think about that. I have to believe he is ok.

    The house is dark when I reach his front yard, but that’s normal for this time of night. Will keeps a spare key in a hanging plant, so I quickly dig not worrying about sparing the plant. I will buy him a new one if he will just be ok. My fingers brush the cold metal, and after fighting with my shaking hand to shove the key in, I rush into his place.

    It’s quiet, the only sound coming from the air conditioning unit. Please let him be sleeping, maybe this is all just a big joke Nyrell is pulling, a way to get under my skin. Maybe he knows a way out of the light cage and just needed me out of there. I would rather him escape than Will be hurt, or worse. “Will!”  Silence. “Will!”  I scream louder, and a lamp flickers on. He’s sitting in a recliner unharmed. At least the little bit of him I can see appears to be unharmed. “Will are you ok?” I rush over to him.

    As he stands, I wrap my arms around him, never wanting to let go. But he doesn’t return the gesture. His hands stiffen by his side. Still, I don’t release my hold on him. “I’m fine Nadia, why are you here?” He pushes me away, his voice as cold as ice. “I just wanted to make sure you were ok.”

    “Why Nadia? Because you think you’re so special I wouldn’t be able to get over you? That your rejection would bleed my heart?”

    A chill creeps up my spine. Those are the same words Nyrell used. “Will?”

    He steps forward closer to the lamp, illuminating the black smoke rising out of his chest. “I guess my heart is bleeding, just not in the sense you were thinking.”

    “No.” It comes out as a whisper, but I’m screaming in my head. Aeryn was right. Hanna was right. I shuffle backward staring at the darkness surrounding his hands. He waves one in front of him, a gust of wind hits me like a ton of bricks sending me flying across the room.

    I wake up, my head screaming in protest. I blink to clear my blurry vision. I’m sitting in Will’s recliner. The same recliner I stayed in for a week when I sprained my ankle, the same recliner I was sitting in when I needed help studying for my finals. I try to stand, but my hands and legs are trapped by little rings of black smoke. I wrestle with them when I notice Will sitting in a folding chair across from me.

    “Don’t waste your effort, Nadia, it’s no use, you can’t break free. But fear not, I don’t want to hurt you. I just want to talk.”

    I spit in his face. “How’s that for gripping conversation?”

    He calmly walks over to the coffee table to clean his face with a tissue before returning to his chair. “I don’t want to hurt you Nadia, but I will if you force my hand.” I lean back in the chair, wanting to make as much space between us as possible. “You’ve been lied to Nadia, and I want to ensure you know the whole truth.”

    “You think you have a right to talk about lies? You’ve been lying since the day I met you.”

    “That’s not entirely accurate Nadia. I may have left one major detail out, but I was honest with you, for the most part, until your little light freak asked me why I had the pictures of you.”

    “Yeah, you were just hunting me down. You’ve had so many chances to kill me, why haven’t you done it already?”

    “I told you, Nadia, I don’t want you dead. And I only lied because I needed to know how many lies you had been led to believe before I could tell you everything.”

    “Do you even hear how ridiculous you sound?”

    “Let me tell you some of the facts your beloved mentor has been hiding from you. Then maybe you won’t be so quick to judge me.”

    “Aeryn is the only person who has told me the truth.”

    “Has he, though? Are you entirely certain?” His mouth quivers, threatening his emotionless stare.

    “If you have something to say, just say it.”  I continue to fight against my restraints, but it’s no use.

    “Why don’t we start with the biggest lie. What did Aeryn say happened to your mother?”

    I don’t want to play into his game, but I can’t help my curiosity. “She died. At the hands of her mentor.”

    Will laughs softly. “Oh Nadia, your mother isn’t dead.”

    “You’re lying,” I shout.

    “No, I’m not.” Will remains calm.

    “Then, where is she?”

    “She’s where she belongs. With us.”

    “No, she wasn’t a Nightmare. You’re still lying.”

    “Your little boyfriend did have one thing right, her mentor played a big part in what happened. He was the one who helped her turn.”

    “Shut up.” I take a deep breath as bile rises in my throat.

    “I’m surprised your boy toy messed the story up so terribly, he was there. She turned right in front of him. Maybe it’s because he wanted your help to get revenge on her. Of course, the lie he fed you isn’t complete fiction, he just had the wrong people.”

    I laughed “If all of this is true, why would Aeryn want revenge on my mother?”

    “Because of what actually happened. You mother wasn’t killed by her mentor. His parents were killed by his.”

    “But my mother was his mentor.”

    “That part he didn’t lie about.”

    “She killed his parents,” I say it more to myself than him.

    “Now you’re beginning to understand. And if he isn’t searching for revenge, why would he keep all of this from you? Your mother is exceptionally strong, and it’s reasonable to believe you will be as well. That’s why he wanted your help. All of your beloved Dreamcatchers believe you may be the only one who can defeat her. They lied to you so you would kill your own mother.”

    This doesn’t make sense, none of it makes any sense. He has to be lying. Aeryn wouldn’t have told me my mother died if she didn’t. “You’re lying. My mother is dead.”

    “Why would I lie to you Nadia, what would I possibly have to gain from lying to you about all of this?”

    “To make me lose trust in them.”

    “That’s going to happen whether I lie to you or not. The truth always has a way of coming out.”

    I need to change the subject. I can’t talk about her anymore. “What’s your plan then, if you don’t want to kill me?”

    “To bring you back where you belong.”

    “You want to make me a Nightmare? That’s not going to happen. My light is too strong for that.”

    “Is that what your boyfriend told you? Another lie, nobody’s light is too strong. He just wanted to put that in your head. It’s all about your choice. Free will Nadia, it’s up to you.”

    “And what makes you think I belong as a Nightmare?”

    “Because your mother has been missing you.”

    “If what you’re saying is true and she isn’t dead, why didn’t she take me with her in the first place?”

    “You were too young to make the choice you needed to make.”

    “And what choice would that be? The choice to be evil?”

    “Why do you so quickly assume that light is good and darkness is evil?”

    “If you were good you wouldn’t be trying to take over the human world.”

    “You’re so young and naive, Nadia. The world isn’t all black and white. That’s the problem with the Dreamcatchers, they don’t see the gray.”

    “You want to say that the Nightmares are good? Why do you corrupt the beautiful dreams?”

    “There’s so much you don’t understand.”

    “Then help me to understand it.”

    “Come with me, and we will explain everything.”

    “I’m not going anywhere with you. How is it one chooses darkness?” I try to keep him talking.

    “They have to make a sacrifice.”

    “What kind of sacrifice?”

    “Taking the life of another.” I laugh at the insanity of it all.

    “You honestly believe all this crap you’re spewing, don’t you? I’m sorry to burst your bubble Will, but only bad guys sacrifice someone’s life.”

    “Everyone is a bad guy until you hear their side of the story.”

    “And you think you’re the hero in your story?” He nods. “You’re delusional. If you were, you wouldn’t be sacrificing the lives of innocent people.” 

    “All great things require a sacrifice. You mother understood that.”

    “And Aeryn’s parents were my mother’s sacrifice?”

    “Yes.”

    “Why? Why would she choose to sacrifice the parents of the Nightstalker she was mentoring?”

    “Because she didn’t want to sacrifice him. An unfortunate moment of weakness I must say. It would have been much more convenient for me if she had pulled the trigger on him.”

    “Why would she care about him if she was choosing to become a Nightmare?”

    “As I’ve been trying to tell you, we Nightmare’s aren’t evil, we still care. We still have feelings, and your mother couldn’t sacrifice him. She wants him to eventually join us as well.”

    A forced chuckle escapes my lips. “If she wanted him to follow her, she should have never killed his parents, she should have chosen someone else.”

    “But that wouldn’t have instilled darkness into him.”

    “Her plan still didn’t work. All that did was fuel his hatred for the Nightmares.

    “Personally, I’m happy to hear that. I never cared for the brat. He was always so righteous.”

    “Does my father know? That my mother isn’t dead?” I need to steer the conversation away from Aeryn.

    “I can’t be sure. He would feel the loss of her whether she died or not.”

    “What does that mean?”

    “Guardians feel the loss of their stalker when they die and when they become Nightmares.”

    “That’s why she wanted him to take me away. Not because she wanted him to protect me, but because she wanted to make sure the Nightstalkers wouldn’t be the ones to raise me.”

    “I can’t be sure of your mother’s reasons for that, but I do know she didn’t want any harm to come to you.”

    “Is there anything you can be sure of?”

    “A lot actually. My affection for you, Nadia, is sincere.”

    “I don’t want to hear that. There’s still more answers I need.”

    “What would you like to know?”

    “Why did my mother choose to become a Nightmare?”

    “Her mentor informed her of all the lies she had been told, how she had been deceived, and she made her choice.”

    “So, her mentor brainwashed her and forced her into that decision.”

    “No! She made that choice of her own free will.” For the first time during this whole conversation, he turns hostile and defensive. “All I did was show her the truth.”

    “You? You were my mother’s mentor?”

    He regains his composure. “Yes.”

    “No, you can’t be. I saw a picture of him.” I squirm in the chair and feel the corner of the picture hit the arm. It’s still in my pocket.

    “This is not the first shell I have occupied. To continue our work, I must change shells every now and then. This is why your boyfriend didn’t recognize me, although I believe he sensed me.”

    “You’re the reason my mother chose darkness?”

    “Yes, I am,” his words full of pride.

    “You know what Will? I’m going to enjoy killing you.”

    
    




    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  15

    
    WILL’S CALM DEMEANOR FALTERS. I’M getting to him. My light burns just under my skin, ready to attack, but I can’t angle my wrists enough to reach the smoke binding my hands. “I understand this must all come as quite a shock to you. I was hoping I would be able to explain everything before they got to you.”

    “Then, why didn’t you? You had so many chances to tell me, but you never did.”

    “You can thank Hanna for that. They sent her to you at such a young age, it was difficult for me to cause you any doubt with her. Little did I know simply telling you the truth would have done just what I needed.”

    “I guess that’s too bad for you.” Swiveling my wrists, I try to destroy my bindings but am unable to reach my aim far enough, and the light strikes the chair next to my face. The bitter scent of burnt fabric floats around me.

    “I guess I can’t blame you for trying in your disillusioned state.” He clenches his fist, and the darkness tightens its icy grasp on my wrists.

    I struggle against it, but I’m pinned. “What exactly was your plan for me then? How were you going to convince me to choose darkness?”

    “I thought going the romance route might work. I became your friend, and little by little worked my way into your heart, but I didn’t have enough time.”

    “Is that how you convinced my mom to do it? You romanced her?” Bile rises in my throat.

    “No. I was her mentor; she knew I wouldn’t lead her wrong. But, I also have Gideon to thank for assisting in her choices. He made it easy for her to see how corrupt the Stalkers had become.”

    “The Stalkers aren’t the ones corrupted.”

    “Oh, to be so young and naive. You’ll learn one day soon, Nadia.”

    “Then why don’t you enlighten me now. You can start with how you opened the portal.”

    “That part was rather easy. I have you to thank for that.”

    “Me? I didn’t open the portal.”

    “No? But you sealed the deal with a kiss.”

    “What are you talking about?”

    “When I kissed you, I was able to take some of your light.” That ill feeling is taking root in my stomach again. “That little bit of light allowed me to open the portals.”

    He said portals, as in plural. “Exactly how many portals are there?”

    “Unfortunately, I cannot tell you that. Some information is privy only to those who have chosen the darkness.”

    “You ask me to trust you, but you won’t trust me?”

    “I would like to trust you Nadia, but I’m no idiot. There is too much at stake for me to be taking chances.”

    “And let me guess, you can’t tell me what exactly is at stake either.”

    “No, I cannot.”

    “You realize how pathetic you are right? I wasn’t interested in you when I thought you were a human, and I’m sure as hell not interested in anything you have to say or offer now that I know what you really are.”

    “Your mother will be truly disappointed. This wasn’t how we wanted this to go.”

    Smoke billows from his hands as he quickly eliminates the space between us. Digging my heels into the floor, I push against the back of the chair but remain immobile. “Don’t touch me.” He moves his hands to my face, placing one on my forehead, and the other over my nose and mouth. I squeeze my lips and hold my breath. If I breathe, I breathe in darkness. My chest constricts as I squirm against the chair, trying to keep my mind preoccupied. It isn’t working.

    The burning in my chest rises as I thrash my head back and forth trying to escape his grasp which only tightens. My vision grows dark, I can’t lose consciousness, but I can’t let the darkness in. I struggle with the lack of oxygen, but I can’t take anymore. My mouth betrays me, gasping for air. My fight is over. The darkness snakes its way through me like an icy fog bringing chills to my bones. I shiver against his hold. A high pitched squeal rings in my ears as my vision blurs. I think he’s saying something, but I can’t comprehend the words.

    He releases his hold on me, and the warmth slowly returns. Tremors force their way through my body as my light fights off the darkness. I try to access the light, but I’m too weak. Muffled sounds hum around me. I open my eyes, my vision still blurry, and notice a bright blue streak before the recliner and I take a spill. Will didn’t release me willingly.

    I try to stand, but the smoke restraints remain intact. All I’m able to manage is rocking the recliner back and forth. I continue struggling to free myself until the muffled sounds cease. Silence buzzes around me until the floor rattles with footsteps. Each footfall increases the clatter against the hardwood floor. My body flails around as the chair is lifted back to its upright position. Through my still blurry vision, I see Gavyn’s dark brown eyes staring into mine. “She should be fine.” He says, at least I believe that’s what he says, over his shoulder and Aeryn’s blurry form appears around the corner.

    “He got away.” He says breathlessly. Gavyn waves his hand in front of me, and four small streaks of blue light hit the smoke binding me, and I’m finally free. “Are you ok?” 

    “Yeah.” My vision clears enough for me to see my surroundings. The damage is far worse than what I was able to hear. Furniture strung about with burn marks, broken glass litters the floor, and the moon lights up the room through several scorched holes in the ceiling. “Where’s Will?”

    “He’s gone now. What the hell were you thinking? He could have killed you, or worse.” My first instinct is to apologize to Aeryn for being so careless, but then I remember everything Will told me, everything Aeryn lied about.

    “Or worse? Like telling me the truth? That my mom’s not actually dead?”

    He sighs, and relief fills his eyes.

    “I can’t believe I didn’t see this before. You told me Nightmares aren’t allowed in Dream Haven, yet my mother was supposed to have been killed by one there.”

    “We don’t have time for this.” Gavyn interrupts.

    “Oh, I think we do. You owe me an explanation.”

    “I was going to tell you.”

    “You were? Was this going to be after you tricked me into killing her?”

    “No! Once you understood what the Nightmares do. They’re great at deceiving people who don’t fully understand.”

    “Are you saying my mom didn’t fully understand?”

    “No, she knew exactly what she was choosing.”

    I open my mouth to continue the argument but stop when Gavyn sets his hands ablaze. “Wha—?” I’m interrupted by the squeal of rubber and the thud of a car door. All the ruckus must have attracted visitors. Gavyn and Aeryn stand in front of the door, ready to attack. “What if it’s a human? How are you going to explain your hands lighting up like a Christmas tree?”

    “Keep quiet. Humans aren’t ignorant enough to come here now.” Gavyn snaps back at me.

    “You clearly haven’t spent enough time here.” I try to conjure up my light, but I’m still too weak.

    “Nadia, are you ok? I got here as fast as I could.” Hanna swings the door open. “What the hell happened?” She walks into the living room, ignoring the two men in front of her.

    “You and Aeryn were right, Will is a Nightmare.” The words roll off my tongue as casual as talking about the weather.

    Even though Hanna suspected it, she looks surprised. “I’m so sorry.”

    “This history lesson is great, but we have to go back. Now!” Gavyn reaches into his pocket and tosses a small pinch of dust in his mouth. His shell clatters to the floor. He must not be too worried about harming it. I grab some dust and sit on the couch Aeryn turned upright.

    “Wait.” Hanna runs to me before I down the dust. “Are you ok?” She kneels down placing her hands on my knees.

    “Ask me that again once I’ve had time to process all of this.”

    She agrees to stay here protecting our shells while Aeryn, and I follow Gavyn’s lead, landing in front of the Elder’s castle. “You stay by her side at all times.” Gavyn barks to Aeryn.

    “What? You think I’m going to make the same decision my mother did? Is that why you’ve had that giant stick up your ass this whole time?”

    Gavyn glares at me before turning his attention back to Aeryn. “Get her under control.” He grits his teeth.

    “I’m right here, you can talk to me yourself.”  He ignores me and walks towards the castle. “I know how they opened the portals,” I scream loud enough for him to hear.

    Stopping dead in his tracks, he marches over to me without making eye contact. “What?” He asks quietly.

    “Now you want to speak to me?”

    Gavyn growls and lifts his eyes to look at me. “If you know, then tell me.”

    “If I tell you, will you trust me?”

    “Not a chance.”

    “Then I’m not telling you.”

    “Nadia?” Aeryn pleads.

    “No, as soon as I tell him, he’s going to go back to ignoring me and thinking I’m to blame. I can help.”

    “I told you, in the beginning, we could trust her. If you can’t trust her, trust me. We need her help.” This time Aeryn pleads to Gavyn.

    “Fine.” Gavyn agrees.

    “Tell me the truth first, the whole story. And then you’ll get your answer.” Gavyn grunts and waves his hand signaling Aeryn to begin.

    Aeryn starts at the beginning, telling me everything. How my mother started out as one of the most promising Nightstalkers but a bad call by Gideon caused her to lose her best friend, and Will was able to lure her to the darkness. “Vengeance can blind even the purest of heart.” He explains how she was his mentor but couldn’t bring herself to sacrifice him, so she chose his parents knowing that would feed the darkness inside him, and how she lied to my father about wanting to keep me safe because her life was in danger. Everything Will said was true.

    “So, you do need me to help kill my mother?”

    “No, we need you to help contain the Nightmares. She is no longer your mother.” Gavyn sounds almost sympathetic. Almost.

    “It’s my fault,” I mumble, shuffling the grass around my feet. “I’m the reason they were able to open the portals.”

    Aeryn steps in front of Gavyn who moves to grab me. “Let her explain.”

    “Will kissed me before I knew what he was. He was able to take some of my light.” They both look as disgusted as I feel. “I’m sorry.”

    “It’s not your fault, you didn’t know. I should have told you everything from the beginning.” Aeryn says rubbing his temples. “We shouldn’t have waited so long to make contact.”

    “You said portals, how many are there?” Gavyn asks ignoring Aeryn.

    “He wouldn’t tell me, but he did confirm there’s more than one.”

    “We need to tell Gideon and Faerah. We didn’t know there was more than one portal.” Gavyn pauses to look over to me. “Or that they had the ability to take our light like that.”

    When we reach the meeting hall, the other sector leaders are already there except one from Gavyn’s team, Blaine. He must be with the Nightmare we have trapped in the warehouse. Gavyn describes what happened to everyone and has me explain what I learned from my encounter with the Nightmare. Gideon nods as I speak and waits patiently for me to finish before speaking himself.  “I had begun to wonder if this was possible. I believe this may be how some of our best have been persuaded to the darkness. If some of their light had been taken, they would be more susceptible.”

    Maybe that’s what happened to my mother. If Will had taken some of her light, maybe it wasn’t fully her fault. Maybe she isn’t as bad as everyone thinks, and maybe we can get her back. I hadn’t thought to ask if that would be possible. “If this is the case, if they used your light to open it, Nadia, you will have to be the one to close the portal. Only you will be able to take back your light.”

    Everyone’s eyes are on me, increasing the weight on my shoulders. “How do I take it back?”

    “We will send a small group with you. Your instincts will know what to do. Our light knows where it truly belongs.”  I smile trying to reassure everyone I’m ready for this, but I can’t even convince myself.

    Aeryn grabs my hand and whispers into my ear. “You can do this. Just trust your instincts.” I want to believe in my instincts, but I can’t shake the sinking feeling in my stomach. Gavyn takes over speaking again to give out the orders. He sends several teams to capture the rest of the Nightmares that are running around and assigns Aeryn, Quinn, and himself to go with me. He believes they will be able to handle any Nightmares that try to stop me. Just as before, all of the leaders vacate the room, leaving Aeryn, Gavyn, Quinn and myself.

    “Before we head out, we need to go over the plan.” Gavyn’s tone commands everyone’s attention. I try not to show my nerves as we huddle around him. “The portal is in a small corner, so if we each take a side, we should be able to keep Nadia guarded long enough for her to close it. Then all that’s left is capturing the Nightmares that are left.”

    “What about the other portals?” I ask.

    “Once we close this portal, we will find the others and deal with them. Right now, we need your sole focus on this one.” Gavyn rests his gaze on me. “Are you sure you’re up for this?” If I didn’t know any better, I would think he cares, but I know it’s more that he doesn’t want to risk everyone’s safety if I’m just going to chicken out, or maybe he’s still worried I’m going to betray them.

    “Let’s do this.” I muster every ounce of courage I have, and Gavyn leads us to the portal.

    Tucked away in a small corner of an abandoned business district is the glowing yellow portal. Golden strands of light swirl around each other in a tall line. The strings of light look just like the sparks I released before. I feel drawn to the portal like I’m connected to it, like it’s calling to me. “Nadia, wait.” Aeryn grabs my hand as I start walking towards it. “Let us check the perimeter first. Stay here.” Aeryn and the team spread out, checking for any signs of an ambush. I can’t look away from the sparkling lights, so warm and inviting. After several minutes, He returns telling me it’s time.

    My nerves stand on end. What if I can’t do it. Nobody has actually given me any instructions, they never give instructions. “So, this should be pretty easy since there aren’t any of them here?” I ask Aeryn as we walk toward the portal. It’s warmth reaching out to me.

    “Unfortunately, they’ll feel when the portal is being closed, and that’s where it gets tricky.”  He can see the fear on my face, I can’t hide it from him. “That’s why we’re here. Don’t worry, just focus on closing the portal.”

    “Ok.” My voice is weak and breathless. Gavyn and Quinn take their lookout spots, and I creep closer to the portal as Aeryn finds his. How can something so beautiful scare the life out of me? I stare at the golden swirls, enchanted by their beauty. Warmth kisses my skin the closer I get. My hand reaches out to the portal when I feel a tug on my arm. I jump before I realize it’s Aeryn. I need to learn how to steady my nerves. “What if I can’t—” He cuts me off, placing his lips on mine. My hands cup his face, the stubble scratching against my palms. He pulls me closer to him with his arm around my back. His soft lips send a rush of warmth through me, reaching my fingers and toes as I kiss him back. My body instinctively follows his as he pulls away causing a frenzy of butterflies in my stomach.

    “Trust your instincts, Nadia. You can do this. Whatever you hear, don’t lose your focus.”

    “Ok.” But I’m not sure what I just agreed to. I’m too focused on his lips.

    “Promise me, no matter what, you will not lose focus.”

    I shake myself out of a daze. “I promise.”

    Heat radiates from my arms. They’re illuminated, but not with my normal golden light. They’re glowing blue, like Aeryn. I run a finger down my arm, trailing the electric glow, before retraining my focus to the task at hand, taking back my light. I take a deep breath and wait as Aeryn returns to his spot. Maybe if I focus on pulling rather than pushing. I stick my hands out and try to use my energy to pull the light. Nothing happens. My arms glow blue and my mind races back to that moment. “Focus Nadia, damn it focus,” I say to myself. I inhale once more and try again with closed eyes. Still nothing. I groan and look around me. Aeryn and Gavyn’s eyes are scanning the area, but Quinn’s eyes are on me. He gives me a thumbs up and mouths “You got this.” I flash him a smile and refocus. 

    Raising my hands, I focus on my light. Feeling it’s warmth, embracing it. The light surges through me, it’s coming back. The golden strands connect with my hands, and their heat consumes me. The light in my arms slowly change from Aeryn’s blue back to my golden yellow. A loud crash rings in my ears and fight the urge to turn around. If I turn around, I will have to start over. They can handle themselves. There can’t be that many Nightmares in one city.

    The portal shrinks, and the glowing strands dim, it’s working, I’m doing it. If they can just hold out a little longer, we can finish this, but the fighting gets louder. Screams and moans break my focus, slowing me down. I try to block it out, but I’m also trying to listen for Aeryn. I have to know he’s ok. My arms shake, daring to break my focus, but I fight it.

    The portal grows smaller and smaller as my light returns to me. It’s almost gone when a force blasts into me, and my body tumbles to the ground. I lift my head to see a tall, gangly kid who can’t be over 18, at least his shell can’t be over 18. Freckles dash across the bridge of his nose and a darkness resides in his eyes. I glance back at the portal. It’s still there, but just barely. I need to finish it, but he’s standing in my way. He makes no sound, only paces back and forth in front of me as I stand up. I throw my hands out to shoot a bolt of light at him, but nothing comes out. His laughter echoes in the night.

    I try again, but still nothing. He mimics my movements, and another force pushes me back to the ground. I groan as I lift myself off of the hard ground again. He wrings his hands, planning his next attack. An animal playing with its food. I shake my hands, trying to clear my head. Once again, I push my hands forward to send a bolt of light at him. This time it works. Light soars out of my hands, slamming into his stomach. He stumbles backward but keeps his balance. He raises his hand and a cloud of darkness lifts from his palm. More and more stream from his palm but a blue spark hits his wrist, and he loses his focus. The darkness stops and dissipates. Aeryn slams into him and calls to me to finish closing the portal.

    I stand there frozen, watching them fight. “Nadia, Go!” His words bring me back, and I run to what’s left of the portal. I focus my mind and chip away at the portal again. The strands wrap around my arms as the portal steadily shrinks in size. There are only a few strands left when I feel it. Something is wrong. The warmth I felt from the light is gone. It’s replaced by a cold emptiness. I try to release the portal, but I can’t. Something is holding on to me. “Aeryn!”

    “What’s wrong?” He and Quinn run to my side.

    “I don’t know, something isn’t right. I can’t release the connection.”

    “Nadia?” He tries to pull me away from the portal but is knocked back. Black smoke rises out of the small portal and begins working its way up my arms.

    “What’s happening?”  I struggle against the smoke trying to pull myself away, but the hold is too strong. Both Quinn and Aeryn send sparks toward the smoke, but nothing happens. It climbs up my legs, and all they can do is watch. I try to jerk away, but I’m stuck.

    “No, Nadia!” Aeryn’s voice is the last thing I hear.

    




    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  16

    
    PITCH BLACK. IT’S ALL I see when I open my eyes. My legs kick, and my arms cross over my stomach. This time I’m not bound. I slowly move my arms back to my side, feeling around on the hard ground. It’s rough and cool to the touch. I must still be outside. I push myself up, cautiously waving my arms around in the air, feeling for anything to help me gain my bearings. I stumble around, but can’t find anything. I’m in some kind of open area. “Aeryn? Quinn? Gavyn?” No answer. I close my eyes and focus my energy. Pushing the light into my hands, I concentrate on containing it. With one final push, the light grows from my hands and shoots across the open area. It flies by so fast, I’m unable to see anything.

    I shake my hands and refocus. I can do this. I try again, and this time a small glow appears in my right hand. I smile at the small dancing light in my hand. “Well done.” Startled, I turn to see an older woman standing behind me. She’s draped in a long black dress that matches in color to her hair. I recognize her right away even though her eyes are almost black now. Is it the darkness that made that change?

    “Who are you?” I ask already knowing the answer.

    “I’m so proud of you sweetie.” Hearing the pride in her voice is almost more than I can handle. “You’ve already come so far with your light, and you’ve only known for such a short time. Just imagine what you can accomplish with some real guidance.”

    “Real guidance? You mean like the guidance you gave Aeryn?” She studies my face and smiles.

    “You like him.” It isn’t a question.

    “I don’t need, nor do I want any guidance from you.”

    “Oh sweetie, you need me now more than ever. A daughter needs her mother’s guidance, especially at this age and with such a big decision in front of you.”

    “A mother’s guidance? You don’t want to guide me, you want to lure me into choosing darkness, but I won’t.”

    “Will told me about your stubbornness.” Hearing her talk about Will twists that knife in a bit deeper. “Why didn’t you come to me yourself instead of sending your little lackey?”

    “Will is no lackey.”

    “No, he was your mentor. He was the one who pushed you to choose darkness.”

    “Sweetheart, soon you will understand. Darkness is the only way.”

    “You’ll never make me believe that.”

    “Is this because of Aeryn? I believe he would be your ultimate sacrifice, but for now, we’ll have to settle for your father.” My mother raises her hands and several torches along the walls light up with blue flames. I can see clearly now, I’m not outside, I’m in a cave.

    “What are you talking about?”

    She ignores my question, calling behind her. “Bring him in.” Will walks in carrying my father over his shoulders. I scan my father’s face for any sign of life, but his eyes are closed, and his chest hidden against Will’s back.

    “What did you do?” I demand, the light in my hand grows stronger.

    “Place him over there,” Sydney says ignoring my question again.  Will carelessly tosses my father to the ground and leaves without a word.

    “Dad!” I extinguish my light and run to him checking for a pulse. It’s there, faint, but there. “What did you do to him?” I turn toward my mother.

    “He is alive, for now.” She says with disinterest.

    “This has nothing to do with him. He’s human.”

    “Oh sweetie, he has so much to do with this. You will take his life and come with me.”

    “You’re delusional if you think for a moment I would ever do that.”

    “Why such loyalty to the man who abandoned you three years ago?”

    “He didn’t abandon me.” I force my words through gritted teeth. I’m tired of explaining this.

    “Will understated your stubbornness.” She walks closer to me, and I can see the darkness surrounding her. There’s an emptiness about her. If she weren’t a murderer, I would almost feel sorry for her.

    “Can’t you see sweetie, Aeryn, and the other Stalkers have been lying to you. They told you I was dead and that it was the Nightmare’s fault so that you would choose their side.”

    “They told me you were dead because you’re as good as it. You hid me from them. You made sure I wouldn’t know about them or who I was until you could trick me into choosing darkness, but guess what mother, it didn’t work.”

    “Nadia, I didn’t want it to come to this, but if you don’t join us, we will have to destroy you, and your father.” 

    I laugh. “I would love to see you try.”  I’m bluffing of course, but it’s all I have up my sleeve.

    “This is your last chance, Nadia. Join us. Please.” Her tone sounds desperate. I would like to believe it’s because she wants me to be with her, but I’m not that naive. My mother is worried I can actually beat her.

    “That’s not going to happen.” My hands light up without much effort. I’m growing stronger.

    “Have it your way then.” She waves her hand and a large cloud of black smoke appears before she walks away.

    I watch as the smoke swirling above me, begins to take shape. I retreat, increasing the space between me and the growing Nightmare. Yellow calculating eyes stare into mine as the large black wolf swishes its tail. It paces back and forth before throwing its head back, releasing a shrill howl from its muzzle. I freeze, unable to move. She called my bluff, I don’t know what to do. The wolf takes advantage of my crippling fear, pouncing at me causing a short high-pitched scream to erupt from my throat as I shuffle my feet backward.

    The wolf releases three short breaths like laughter. It’s playing with me. I regain my senses and throw my right hand out releasing a small orb of light. It speeds across the room towards the wolf, but it’s too fast. It dodges the light and lunges at me. I try to leap out of the way, but I’m no match for its speed. The wolf lowers its head right before the impact and crashes into my stomach. The force pushes me backward, and my body tumbles to the ground. My back screams in pain from the impact.

    The wolf slowly steps back, forging its hind legs into the dirt. It’s tail waves high as I stand and prepare myself. The wolf lunges again, but this time I’m ready. I dodge, sending sparks towards the wolf. It falls to the ground with a quick yelp. It looks rattled but returns to its feet ready for more. The wolf takes a running leap, jumping to avoid the stream of light I release and collides with my body. We fall to the ground, the wolf snarling on top of me inches away from my throat. I close my hands around its throat as it snaps its toothy jaw in my face. I push with all my strength, but the Nightmare won’t back off. I try to roll and knock it off, but the wolf is heavier than it looks. I press my light into both of my hands as the wolf snaps ferociously at my throat. I wait until I feel my control slipping, and release the light. The wolf is thrown back from the force, howling as it hits the wall, returning to its true state of darkness. It swirls above me before disappearing.

    I’m ready to celebrate when I hear a wisp of air behind me and turn to see a larger mass of black smoke swirling above me. It isn’t over yet. I build up what little courage I can muster and ready myself as the smoke takes the form of a lion. Its roar sends shivers down my spine. Steadying myself, I wait for it to make a move. Unlike the wolf, the lion isn’t here to play games. It stalks closer to me, and I watch as it’s shoulder blades move up and down with each predatory step. It glides its tongue over its lips before galloping towards me. I count each powerful stride waiting until the last moment. As it leaps at me with its massive paws stretched wide, I drop to the ground. Its front paws fly over me, but its back paws press onto my back slicing my skin with razor-sharp claws. I cry out and stumble to my feet guarding my back, but I don’t see the lion. I frantically look around the cavernous room, but there is no sign of it.

    “Here kitty kitty,” I call to the lion but am met with only silence. My nerves rattle, and I close my eyes for just a second, taking a deep breath to calm myself. I try to creep quietly around the outside of the cave, but the rocks crunch under my feet. A couple yards away, I find a larger boulder that could be big enough to conceal the Nightmare. I take one step at a time avoiding the small rocks on the ground. When I reach the boulder, I ready my light and hold it in my hand. After a brief moment of hesitation, I jump to the other side, staring the smoky lion in the face. His yellow eyes hold onto mine as he releases an ear shattering roar. I release the small ball of light, but the lion disappears into a puff of black smoke.

    “That’s not fair, now is it?” I turn around to meet two broad paws coming for my face. I raise my arms, bracing for the impact. The skin rips as the lion clamps its large teeth around my wrist. Gasping from the pain, I use all my strength to roll out of the lion’s grasp. I clutch my wrist as the blood begins to fall, lifting my gaze from my wrist to the snarling lion in front of me.

    Its smoky skin scrunches around its jaw as it bares its teeth and growls. My eyes shift to its shoulders, and at the first sign of movement I dodge to the left and shoot a stream of light at the lion. It connects, and the lion growls. Shaking its smoky mane the lion rears up and roars. As soon as its paws land back on the ground, it charges towards me. Holding my hands up, I focus my light into both and run towards the charging lion. I anticipate its attack on the right, but it learned from last time. It pounces from the left, and the impact knocks the wind out of me as I tumble to the ground. I gasp and try to steady my breathing. The lion roars, and I can see all of its great smoky teeth ready to tear into me. This time I act before it has a chance. I push both hands toward it and send a large beam of golden light. It tries to leap out of the way but doesn’t have enough room. The beam hits it on the side, and the lion explodes. Hundreds of tiny embers fall to the ground.

    



    
    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  17

    
    “IS THAT ALL YOU’VE GOT?” My heartbeat drums in my ears as embers continue to fall all around me. I feel invincible from the adrenaline coursing through my veins. Blood oozes from the teeth marks on my wrist, but the pain is masked. “Stop hiding. Show yourself. You use your minions to attack me while hiding in the shadows.”

    Laughter echoes in the cave, bouncing from once side to the other. I swivel, trying to pinpoint her location. “I’m only getting started, sweetie.” I turn once more to find her standing behind me. “I wasn’t hiding love, I was testing you.”

    “Enough of your games. If you want me, come and get me.” Her eyes darken as a deep sputter of laughter fills the cave once more. A small black wisp of smoke draws from her open mouth. She throws her head back looking towards the ceiling and clasps her throat with her right hand as more smoke rises from her mouth. I watch as smoky tentacles desperately climb their way out of her mouth, wrapping around her like a giant octopus, enveloping her whole body.

    I shamble backward as the darkness begins to take shape. A cool breeze sweeps through the cave as the smoke swirls in the air, growing. It’s almost as tall as the ceiling when I finally realize the form it is taking. I fight the impulse to run as I stare down the dragon towering over me. Her wings stretch out as much as the cave allows. I lift my arm to prepare and cry out as my mind finally registers the sting. I rip a small section from the bottom of my ragged shirt, and tie it around my wrist, wincing as I pull it tighter. My arms stay at my side, as I open my hands and force a ball of light into each. At the appearance of the light, a low hiss resonates from the dragon. I release the light as she swings her massive wings at me.

    The light connects with her wing, but she still manages to make contact with my side. The impact slams my back against the wall. I rub the throbbing area on my head, feeling the warm sticky liquid and push myself up. I throw a quick bolt at the dragon, connecting with her hind leg as she tries to dodge the attack. The dragon’s size hinders her from moving freely about the cave. A low rumble begins in her throat as the dragon stomps her feet. It screams in frustration, but instead of fire, it’s more darkness that funnels out of her mouth.

    The dragon stomps her oversized legs again, shaking the ground of the now seemingly small cave. The quake unbalances me, and I fall back to the ground. The metallic scent of blood mixes with the musky scent of sweat and my stomach turns. She charges at me, and I roll out of the way just in time. She collides with the wall, causing an avalanche of rocks and dirt. I shield myself as best I can before shooting a bolt of light towards her. She shrieks as the light connects with the cave wall beside her. Her wing comes crashing down next to me as I race to the opposite side of the cave. The avalanche dropped a rock large enough for me to crouch behind. My heart beats against my chest as I grip my aching wrist. They were wrong. I’m not strong enough to face her. The walls and ground shake again, and I hold on to the rock for balance. Peering around, I can see the dragon ramming its side into the cave wall. It’s trying to cause another avalanche to make more room.

    With each hit, more and more rocks fall. I dodge them, trying to keep my shell intact. I look to my father as the rocks and dirt fall all around him. I need to stop her before she kills us both, but I’m no match for the dragon’s strength. I search the roof of the cave for a rock large enough to take her out. There aren’t any sharp enough to pierce her skin, but there’s one not too far from her that shakes with every hit she makes. I ready myself and shoot a bolt at the small corner of the cave ceiling holding the rock. Chunks of debris fall, but it keeps its hold on the stone. The dragon roars in frustration as I send another bolt of light at the corner. It explodes, and I dart out from behind the boulder to lure the dragon. She lunges toward me as the rock falls, landing on her back. The dragon teeters to the ground causing another small avalanche.

    I dodge the rubble, keeping my eyes on her as she lies there on the ground, not moving. The rock must have knocked her unconscious. Being careful not to completely turn my back on her, I hurry to my father. He’s covered in dirt, and his pulse is weak, but he’s still alive. I carefully dust off the fragments that collected on his shirt before walking over to the dragon’s limp form. I run my hand along one of the spikes on her back. Despite the smoky appearance, my hand moves across her solid exterior feeling the leathery texture of her skin. It’s cold and damp sending a chill down my arm. I take a few steps back, giving in to my jittery nerves. I need to make sure this is over. I push a ball of light into my least damaged hand, but something in me hesitates. She’s a Nightmare, but she’s also my mother. If I kill one, I kill the other.

    But she isn’t my mother anymore, not really. I need to focus on that. I raise my arm to release the light, but a force slams against my chest, sending me flying across the cave. My back hits the wall again, and I crumble to the ground. A sharp pain claws at my face, and blood drips from the gash on my left cheek. My shell has taken too much, it’s giving out. I struggle to my feet and find the dragon standing a few inches in front of me. It opens its mouth, and the smoke surrounds my face. It forces itself through my ears and nose. I try to fight it, try to push the smoke away, but it is no use. I can’t grasp it.

    The cold seeps into my soul, sending tremors through my body. I think about Aeryn and the promise I made him. I won’t lose focus. Thoughts of him, my father, and Hanna play through my mind. I think about Gavyn, the Elders, and the other Nightstalkers. If I don’t win this, they will be vulnerable. I focus on pushing the darkness away, and I remember what Aeryn said. My light is too strong. I just need to reach its full potential. I close my eyes, breathe slowly, and focus on channeling the light. I feel it fighting the darkness. The warmth is overpowering the emptiness of the darkness. I won’t become my mother. The steady warmth boils into a raging fire. The flames reach every inch of me, and I can’t contain it anymore. I scream as I force the darkness out of me.

    When I open my eyes, the dragon is gone, and in its place stands my mother. The woman from the photos, the woman from my memory. My breath catches as I take in her chestnut hair and purple dress.

    “Nadia, I only want to be with you. They wouldn’t let us be together before, but this time it’s your choice. They can’t keep us apart any longer.” My eyes burn as I fight back the tears. All I ever wanted was to have my mother back, and now she’s standing here in front of me. I drop to my knees and release the tears I’ve been holding back for so long. “Nadia?” My mother slowly moves closer to me. 

    I weep for the woman my mother used to be, the woman she could have been. She kneels down beside me, and I see the Nightmare hiding inside. Her clothes and hair may resemble my mother, but she can’t hide the darkness in her eyes, the empty husks of what once was my mother. Waiting until she’s close enough, I embrace her. My arms tighten around her, not wanting this moment to end. But I can’t stay in this delusion forever. I hold the light burning inside of me as long as I can, building it up until it explodes.

    




    
    
    
    
    
    CHAPTER  18

    
    MY STOMACH CONTENTS THREATEN TO spill onto the floor as I writhe in agony, trying to ease the sharp throbbing with pressure. My eyes, blurry with tears, examine the wreckage surrounding me. Blood and scorch marks splattered around the cave, my father huddled under dirt and debris, and the black ash remains of my mother littering the ground. My gaze pushes back to my father. I struggle to lift myself up, but can only make it to my knees. Crawling across the hard ground, I make my way over to him. His pulse is weaker still, but it’s there. “Dad?” His eyes flutter, but he doesn’t wake. I need to get him to a hospital. I test my strength against his weight but the splitting headache forces a gasp from my lips, and I release him, bracing my head between my fists.

    “I wouldn’t bother with him, Nadia. It won’t be long now.” Will walks into view tossing a small dagger back and forth between his hands.

    I have no strength, my stomach cartwheels into my chest. I’m tired of playing his games. “Just get it over with Will. Kill me already.”

    “I told you, Nadia, I don’t want to kill you.”

    “Then what do you want?”

    He smirks. “Is it not obvious? I want you to join me.”

    “And isn’t it obvious I will never do that?”

    His lips thin into a straight line. “That’s rather disappointing. Have you not suffered enough to understand? Do you not see that your mother sacrificed her life for you to understand?”

    “Sacrificed her life? She tried to kill me and failed. That wasn’t a sacrifice. So, go ahead, kill me. It will be the last life you Nightmares take. Now that my mother is gone you don’t stand a chance against us.”

    Will laughs. “You honestly believe that, don’t you? Your mother was special, absolutely. There will never be another like her, but she was not our only chance. She was merely my largest fighter.”

    “Your fighter?”

    “Join me, Nadia, no one else needs to die tonight.”

    “I would tell you to go to Hell, but I have a feeling we’re already there.”

    “Your strong will might be the end of you. You must believe me when I tell you I never wanted it to come to this, but you have left me no choice.” He lifts his hand, and a stream of black smoke emerges, clasping around my father’s neck.

    “No.” I try to access my light, but I’m still expended from the last time. “Stop! This fight is between you and me. He has nothing to do with it.” I’m helpless, all I can do is sit and watch the life being drained from him. My father lifts his shaky hand and links it with mine. “I love you,” I whisper to him, and with one last squeeze of my hand, he’s gone.

    “I truly am sorry, but it was the only way to make you understand. Feel that loss and let it guide you.”  I release my father’s hand, and with every ounce of strength I can muster, I charge at Will. My feet are unstable, and I still can’t conjure up enough light, but I wrap my hands around Will’s throat and squeeze. “Yes, feel that fury. Let it course through your veins.” I tighten my weak hold, and his laugh becomes breathless as he lifts one hand to grasp my wounded wrist. His icy grip sends chills through my whole body. He pulls my hand away from his throat with ease, and twists against the wound, forcing my other hand to release his throat and my knees to buckle. The fabric, now loose around my wrist, is covered in blood. Reaching behind him, he pulls out the small dagger from its holster. A sharp sting blazes as he slides it across the palm of my hand. I suck in a quick breath of air, and he releases his hold on my wrist. “I won’t give up on you Nadia, and now that I have your blood, I will always be able to find you.”

    I ball my fist to close off the open wound that drips down my bloodstained arm. “Then it looks like my choice is an easy one. When I’m done with you, please say hello to my mother.”

    “Give it time Nadia, you’ll see. Eventually, they all see.” He grips my shoulders, pulling me up. “But in the meantime, I’ll be watching you.” He pushes his right palm out towards me, and a gust of wind knocks against my chest like a battering ram. A bright flash of light and then more darkness. I land on the hard ground with frantic voices surrounding me.

    The pain in my head flashes hot, and my stomach heaves. Five different voices call to me, but I don’t recognize any of them. I’m unsure of where I am, but maybe if I keep my eyes closed, I can pretend this evening never happened. Even if only for a moment, it’s enough to calm my nerves. “Give her room, back away.” That voice I recognize, Gavyn. An arm reaches around my back, the wounds there burning against the contact, and another under my legs. Someone is carrying me, and we’re moving quickly. Wrinkles form at the corners of my eyes as I squeeze out the light and reality of my situation.

    “What the hell happened?” Another voice I recognize, Hanna. She sounds worried but mostly furious. I would hate to be the one she’s glaring at right now.

    “There’s no time for that. Just stay here with the shells.” Gavyn has his usual commanding tone.

    “What’s wrong with her?” She demands.

    “Nothing.” Any other time, I would enjoy watching these two battle it out.

    “Being unconscious is a regular occurrence for you guys?”

    “She’s not unconscious.”

    “I beg to differ.”

    Gavyn ignores her. The soft pillows of my couch cushion around my body as he lays me down. I wouldn’t have guessed he could be this gentle. “Nadia, we need to go back. It will be safer for you there.” There’s no hiding anymore, I have to let go of my denial.

    “Nadia, you don’t have to go back there. If you want to stay here with me, you can.” Hanna grabs my hand.

    “It’s not safe for her to be here right now.” I don’t need to open my eyes to see the look Gavyn is giving her.

    “I don’t believe I was talking to you. This is her decision.”

    “Hanna, it’s ok. I need to report to the Elders.” I open my eyes to see them glaring at each other. I want to smile, but can’t.

    “Are you ok?” I’ve never seen Hanna look so frightened. I nod, but a single tear falls from my eye betraying the lie. “I will be.”

    “We need to go back, are you ready?”

    I reach my hand out to Gavyn to grab the dust, and we all stare at the bloody cut on my hand. I pull it back, offering the other. “Dust?” Gavyn pulls out the small pouch, and before Hanna can object again, I grab a pinch releasing it into my throat. The warm sensation comes as a relief, and I let go of a few more tears before I land in Dream Haven.

    The clear blue sky and bright sun shine down on the soft grass in front of the Elder’s castle. It feels wrong, like it’s mocking me, like I haven’t just lost both of my parents, and my world isn’t crashing in on me. The thick air makes it almost impossible to breathe. I fall to my knees, letting the immensity of loss consume me. Tears soak my cheeks as my mind hits replay. I watch it all again in my mind, my mother, the Nightmares, Will, my father, watching my father take his last breath. I shudder, and the tears fall harder. 

    Arms wrap around me, and I melt into them. Aeryn. He runs his fingers through my hair, and I nuzzle into his neck. The tears continue to fall. I give myself ten more seconds to grieve, then take a deep breath and pull away from him. He wipes the tears from my eyes, helping me to my feet. Gavyn stands there patiently waiting for me to pull myself together. Embarrassment flashes across my face. “Let’s get going,” I say, blinking away the pool of tears, and drying my cheeks.

    I absentmindedly follow them up to the Elder’s meeting room, who sit in silence waiting for us to return. I’m grateful it’s just them and not the entire group of sector leaders waiting to hear my recollection of tonight’s events. Not a word is spoken as we all take our seats. They don’t want to push me too hard, but I can see the eagerness in all of their eyes.

    “The portal took me somewhere, dark. Some kind of cave.” I pick at the dried blood in my hair.

    “Nadia, take your time. We will be here when you are ready to talk.” Gideon says leaning back in his chair.

    “No, I need to get it all out.” I take a breath. “She’s dead.” I don’t need to explain who she is. I take another deep breath and tell them everything that happened. Aeryn pushes himself anxiously to the edge of his chair, and I know Will wasn’t lying. He will be able to find me whenever he wants.

    “You have been through quite an ordeal. Why don’t you rest for the night and we will meet again tomorrow to decide our best course of action?” Gideon stands and places a hand on my shoulder. “There is no worse tragedy than when we have to turn on our own flesh and blood.” He retracts his hand, and Faerah follows him giving me a sympathetic nod.

    I smile weakly. “We don’t sleep, how exactly am I supposed to rest?” Aeryn grabs my hand and locks his eyes onto mine. He’s the only person who can possibly understand how I’m feeling.

    Gavyn stands but hesitates before leaving. “It is, of course, your decision alone, but it is no longer safe for you in the human world. Especially now that the Nightmare Will can track you. You should let that weigh in on your decision heavily.” He nods to Aeryn and leaves.

    “Wow,” Aeryn says releasing my hand.

    “What?”

    “I’ve never heard Gavyn ask someone to stay.”

    “Is that what he was saying?”

    “In his own way.”

    “Does that mean he trusts me now?”

    “At least more than he trusts me.” It feels good to smile. It lessens the heavy weight crushing my chest just a bit.

    “Would you like me to walk you to your house?”

    “No, I can’t go back there.”

    Aeryn shakes his head. “Of course. I’m sorry.”

    “Follow me.” I grab his hand, leading him out of the castle.

    The roaring of the waterfall drowns out all noise, and finally, the replays stop. All I can focus on is the rushing water. Aeryn follows me across the old bridge and takes a seat, but that isn’t what I have in mind. Closing my eyes, I jump. This time my landing is much more graceful. I hit the water feet first, and the impact washes away the crushing weight of reality. For a few moments in this water, I can go back to being plain old Nadia, not the Nightstalker who killed her mother and watched her father die. I push myself up, breaking the surface of the water in time to watch Aeryn jump. His graceful fall is a clear giveaway of how many times he’s done this. I stop moving and let my body float on top of the water. This is how we rest. He swims next to me, and we drift in silence, taking in the atmosphere.

    “I understand now. Why you needed me.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “I thought you needed me because I was special or because my light was somehow stronger than everyone else’s. But that wasn’t it. You needed me because I could get close to her. And getting close to her was the only way to stop her.”

    “Nadia, I—”

    “Don’t. It’s ok. I understand why you felt you needed to keep it from me. Turning against your own family isn’t a simple task. I needed the fabricated boost in confidence. I just wish it would have been enough to save my father.”

    “You know he wasn’t my favorite person, and I wasn’t happy with him, but I never wanted this to happen.”

    “I know.”

    “And I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help. The portal was gone once you went through it.”

    A small smile pushes on my lips. For two people who dislike each other so much, they have a lot in common. “You have no reason to apologize. It wasn’t possible for you to be there. And even if you were, there’s no reason to believe it would have turned out differently.” We float in silence a little bit longer. “I just wish he and I had more time together. We were finally speaking again. I think about all the time we wasted.”

    “You can’t think about the regrets. Just reflect on the good times you did have.” He’s right. “He disliked me as much as I disliked him, you know?”

    “I noticed that, but I don’t understand. Why didn’t he like you?”

    “Because I never gave up on asking him to release you to us. I disagreed with Gideon. I thought you would be safer with us. Training and learning our ways. Your father was sick of me pestering him to change his mind. The last time I went to him was right after you two stopped talking.”

    “You do realize he stopped having control over my life when I turned eighteen?”

    “Yes, but Gideon had ordered me to wait until you were ready. Your father could disobey Gideon’s wishes. I could not. I disagree with how he handled the situation, but I know your father loved you. That’s what you should remember.”

    “I will.” I swim towards land, and he follows. “I need to talk to Hanna,” I say grabbing Aeryn’s pouch of dust. I’m supposed to meet with Gavyn and the Elders to decide on a plan, but I need to see her first.

    “Ok, but I’m coming with you,” He grabs the pouch from my hand.

    “No, I need to do this alone. I’ll be ok, I have control over my light now. For the most part.”

    “He’ll know you’re back there.”

    “And there’s nothing we can do about that, but he’s not going to stop me from seeing Hanna or living my life,” Aeryn growls and thrusts the pouch back towards me. “Thank you.”

    “If you’re not back in one hour, I’m coming for you.” I agree, grabbing a pinch of dust. Hanna’s snoring at my feet when I return. I nudge her awake, and she embraces me in a rib crushing hug. I flinch from the pressure of her death grip. She dressed the wounds my shell received, but that doesn’t lessen the pain any.

    “Gideon filled me in, you don’t need to say anything.”  I appreciate that, but telling her about tonight’s events isn’t why I needed to see her.

    “Hanna...” I don’t even know how to say it.

    “Don’t. I know what you’re going to say, and I understand. From the moment they told me who you are, what you are, I knew I would lose you sooner or later.”

    “You’re not losing me.”

    “They won’t let you come back, Nadia. Especially not since he can track you when you’re here.”

    “That doesn’t matter. It’s my choice, and I’ll come see you anytime I please. You’re the only family I have left. I love you.” Hanna resumes her rib crushing hug. “You know, if you don’t loosen up, you’ll beat Will to the punch.” She releases me, narrowing her eyes. Too soon for jokes. “Hanna, I should be heading back, but I need to ask for a favor.”

    “Anything.”

    “Will you stay here? I know you’re only my guardian, but would you watch over all of our shells?” I glance over to the unconscious forms of Aeryn and Gavyn.

    “Of course. That way I’ll be right here when you come back. And this house is twice the size of my tiny apartment.”

    “Thanks, Hanna.” She gives me another hug then hands me my pouch of dust.

    “Promise me you’ll keep better track of your dust. I won’t be there to find it for you.” 

    I grab a pinch and place the pouch back into my pocket. “My life would surely fall apart without you.”

    “Then I guess you’re lucky I’m basically bound to you for the rest of my life. She gives my free hand a squeeze. “Now take that dust before you lose it. And Nadia,” I barely hear the rest of her sentence as the warm sensation spreads through my body. “I’m sorry, but I have to say it. I told you so.”

    I laugh as I land in Dream Haven. Both Hanna and Aeryn reserve the right to say it. They knew there was something wrong with Will, but I wouldn’t listen. I refused to see it, and it cost my father his life. I pull the folded photograph out of my pocket and stare at the sad eyes. Now I know why they looked so familiar, they’re the same sad eyes I’ve been seeing in Corner Brew for the last year. Was he already on the path to darkness when they took this photo? Is it the darkness I’ve mistaken for sadness in his eyes? I rip the picture into small pieces and let the wind carry them away.

    I meet Aeryn, Gavyn, and the Elders in the meeting room. They’re hurried voices cease when I walk in, and I wonder if that’s something I’ll have to deal with for the rest of my life.

    “Nadia, we were just discussing what the best plan of action would be,” Aeryn speaks while the others continue to stare.

    “Well, that’s an easy one. We find the other portals, capture the Nightmares that have breached the worlds, and take out Will before he has a chance to open more portals or turn anyone else.”

    “Nadia...” Aeryn starts but looks to Gideon for help.

    “Actually Nadia, we thought you would be most helpful here in Dream Haven.” Gideon finishes for Aeryn.

    “You still don’t trust me? After everything, I just went through?” I can’t believe they are trying to keep me locked down in Dream Haven.

    “It’s not that we don’t trust you.” Gavyn pauses to consider his words. “We know how strong the Nightmare Will is, and since he’s after you, it would be best to keep you protected.”

    “I’m not my mother.” I protest.

    “We know that,” Aeryn says.

    “And you should also know I won’t be kept from the fight. He played me for a fool and killed my father in front of me. I will be the one to end his miserable existence.”

    “Finding the Nightmare Will won’t be easy,” Gavyn warns.

    “Which is why you need me now more than ever. I’m a direct link to him, we use me as bait and end this war once and for all.”
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