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Prologue

			
			
				[image: ]
			

		

            Belladonna waved ’bye to her friends and walked up the path to her little home. It wasn’t much, just a tiny castle with a mini drawbridge and a moat filled with singing jellyfish. Her jellies weren’t singing today, just humming happily to themselves.

			Belladonna was used to hurrying home to start reading a new book, but she hadn’t been this excited since she got her hands on her first spellbook. Tonight, she’d be reading the book her teacher, Miss Viper, had lent her, When Frights Become Nightmares.

			Rushing inside, Belladonna performed her usual ritual for getting ready to read. She closed the door 

		

		
		
			and locked it, pushed her comfy chair next to the fireplace, and grabbed an assortment of snacks, piling them on the table next to her chair. Then she flicked the switch that turned on her sign out front, which read “Do Not Disturb: Terror Technician at Work.” She settled into her chair, pulled the book out of her backpack, and laid it on her lap.

			The book felt heavy for its size, as if its words carried a weight all their own. Belladonna opened it as though it might be filled with angry spiders. The pages were old, dry, and yellow. Some were torn, and several had handwritten notes in the margins (completely spider-free, thankfully).

			She flipped through it, scanning the drawings and some of what was written. It was broken into three chapters: chapter 1, “Why Frights Become Nightmares”; chapter 2, “How Frights Become Nightmares”; and chapter 3, “How to Stop a Nightmare.” Belladonna liked to do things in the proper order, so even though she really wanted to jump straight to chapter 3, she turned to chapter 1, page 1, and began to read.

		

		
			Inside every fright is the desire to help a little girl. Frights receive so much happiness from helping young human children that they will sacrifice anything to take care of them. But sometimes a fright finds she isn’t very good at helping children overcome their fears. This is very dangerous for a fright. If she gives up on trying to help her little girl, the fright may eventually turn into a nightmare and live on the fears of girls instead of on their courage, as most frights do.

			Wow. Nightmares live on the fears of children? Frights live on courage? Only one paragraph in, and Belladonna already felt like her glasses were going to fall right off her face.

			Belladonna grabbed a few extra reading candles from her drawer and set them up on the table beside her. She knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep until she had read the whole book. She flipped through the pages, noting how many there were. It was going to be a long night.
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Chapter 1
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          Ava dribbled the basketball on the large, empty court. The sound of the ball echoed through the stadium.

			She was alone on the court, and this wasn’t like her usual basketball games. Normally, she could hear her mom and dad cheering from the stands, excited teammates yelling—Coach Hicks calling out words of support. But today, for some reason, she was alone.

			She dribbled the ball a few times, looked up at the basket, took a deep breath, and shot.

			Swish, the ball went in the net.

			Ava grabbed the ball again and began dribbling. Where was her team? Where was Coach Hicks?

		

		
		
	
			She looked up at the basket again, took a deep breath, and . . . suddenly the lights went out.

			“Hey!” Ava yelled. “What’s going on?” No one replied.

			“Hello, can someone turn the lights back on?” Ava called into the darkness.

			“OoooOOOOOOooooooooooooo!” she heard in reply.

			Ava froze. She gripped the basketball to her chest in terror. She felt a tap on her back and spun around, but there was no one there.
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			“Who are you?” Ava screamed. “Go away!” Then she saw them—glowing ghosts flying through the air around the basketball hoop. They flew closer to her and began circling as if to tease her. “OoooOOOOOOooooooooooooo!” they moaned.

			Ava put her hands over her ears and closed her eyes.

			“Stop it. Go away!”

			The ghosts continued to fly, groaning and whispering, “Aaaava! Aaaava!”

			Ava started to cry. “Please, no more of this,” she sobbed. “I can’t take it.”

			Suddenly the lights turned back on and the ghosts disappeared. Ava blinked as her eyes adjusted to the lights. She was still shaking with fear, but at least the ghosts were gone. The basketball court was quiet. Her arms were sore from clutching her basketball so tight. She wanted to go home. She wanted to see her mom and dad.

			Then she heard the sound of another ball. Someone was dribbling a basketball nearby. She looked around, but she was still alone.

		

		
			Perhaps her teammates were here. She ran toward the door of the court to where the sound was coming from. Oh, how happy she would be to see a friend or her coach—anyone but the creature who walked in.

			There, standing in the doorway, was the strange, winged girl Ava had seen so many times before. She walked through the open door, slowly bouncing a basketball.

			“No,” Ava murmured. “Not you.”

			“That’s not a nice way to greet an old friend, now is it?” the girl said, smiling.

			She bounced the ball a few more times, then suddenly threw it at Ava’s head. The ball changed in the air. Eyes popped open on the surface and an angry mouth screamed as it hurtled toward her, disappearing in a puff of smoke just before it hit Ava in the face.

			“Ha!” the girl laughed. “Did I scare you?” 

			“Y—yes,” Ava stuttered. “You did.” 

			“Good,” the girl sneered. “I’m doing my job properly then.” With that, her wings stretched out—they were shades of purple, black, and  gray—and Ava quickly realized they could have been beautiful if they had not been so tattered. They flapped wildly as the girl lifted herself off the ground. Once in the air, she began shooting fireballs at Ava’s feet. Ava screamed and ran behind the bleachers for cover. She looked up as the girl hovered overhead, looking down at her.

			“Who are you?” Ava yelled up at her. “What do you want from me?”
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			“Forgive me, I don’t think I’ve ever formally introduced myself. My name is Vex,” she said as she bowed dramatically. “And I am your nightmare.”

			[image: ]

		

		
			
Chapter 2
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          Back in the Land of the Frights in a classroom  at Fright School, Miss Viper pressed a button on her remote. The screen showing Ava’s dream switched off, and with a flick of Miss Viper’s wand, it disappeared.

			The class, filled with little frights of all shapes and tooth sizes, gasped in unison.

			A large fright with pink horns sitting at the back of the class shouted, “That was very, very bad, Miss Viper!”

			“Yes, Abyssma,” Miss Viper sighed. “This assignment is our most difficult yet.”

			Seated in the front, one fright seemed extra nervous. Miss Viper turned to address her.
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			“Do you see what you’re dealing with, Belladonna?” Miss Viper asked.

			Belladonna sat at her desk, eyes wide as saucers. Her small hands still gripped the sides of her desk. Her face was frozen in a nervous half-grin—as if she were trying to laugh it all off—but watching Ava’s scary dream had really freaked her out.

			For hundreds of years, frights at Fright School had learned how to enter the dreams of little girls and scare away their nightmares. This was Belladonna’s first assignment, her first little girl, and she was worried. She was going to have to deal with the school bully—a former fright turned nightmare, Vex.

		

		
			“Miss Viper, I don’t know how to scare Vex away from Ava,” Belladonna said, panicked.

			“Did you read the book I gave you?” Miss Viper asked.

			“Yes,” Belladonna stated proudly. “It was batty!”

			The class giggled until Miss Viper was forced to give her famous class-quieting stare before continuing.

			“So you know what to do?” Miss Viper asked.

			“Well, sort of. I know that I have got to find a way to stop Ava from being afraid of Vex,” Belladonna said, then thought for a second. “But I have no idea how to do that.”

			“Ava was Vex’s little girl last term,” Miss Viper explained. “Vex was supposed to scare away the ghosts in Ava’s nightmares, but she became a nightmare herself.”

			“No way!” Belladonna gasped. “But how does that help me get rid of her?”

			“Vex is new to being a nightmare,” Miss Viper said. “She won’t be completely confident. She will make mistakes.”

			Belladonna stared at Miss Viper, unconvinced.
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			“You see, when people confront their fears, they often forget that the creatures they are afraid of have to deal with the same problems we all do,” Miss Viper explained. “If you ever see the scary movies that humans watch, you’ll understand what I mean. In order for those movies to be scary, the villain always seems to know just what to do. You never see a bad guy sneaking around in the dark and accidentally trip and fall. You never see him hide in a closet and wait to jump out, only to 
		 find out that the person he wanted to scare was on vacation for the week. But those sorts of things do happen. Villains and monsters make the same kinds of mistakes we all do. They don’t show that in the movies, though, because it would stop being scary if we saw how normal the monsters really are. And that is precisely what you need to understand here. Vex makes mistakes just like the rest of us. Vex can get nervous, and Vex can get scared. Do you understand?”

			[image: ]

		

		
		
			
Chapter 3
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            The next day Fright School was abuzz with energy. The frights ran to the school bulletin board to find out who their little girls would be. This was the day they had all been waiting for.
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			Bitterly had been the first student to be assigned a little girl, Molly, and she had already helped Molly overcome her fear of giants. Next Belladonna had been assigned Ava, who was afraid of ghosts, and today was the day the rest of the frights would find out the names and fears of their little girls.

			“Yay!” Abyssma squealed. “My little girl’s name is Kate, and she’s afraid of sharks. She’s so scared she won’t even take a bath!”

		

		
		
			“Let me see! Let me see!” Other frights darted around, bumping into one another trying to get past Abyssma, the largest and strongest of the frights. 

			“My little girl is named Izzy, and she’s afraid of zombies,” Oblivia gasped. “I love zombies!”

			“Mine’s afraid of the dark!” another fright shrieked.

			A fright named Wither struggled through the crowd to get a good look. “What about mine? What about mine?” Wither yelled, jumping up and down, her mummy bandages unraveling in her excitement.

			“You have . . . you have . . .” Oblivia squinted. “You have ‘Please see Miss Viper,’” she read in bewilderment.

			“WHAT?” Wither screeched. “What does that mean?”

			“Ohhh! I bet it means you have a super cool special assignment!” Abyssma gushed.

			“Yeah,” Oblivia said. “Maybe your little girl is a scientist who’s afraid of her own experiments!”

			“Or maybe she’s a spy who’s afraid of being spied on,” murmured Belladonna.
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			Wither started jumping up and down with excitement, her bandages falling around her farther and farther.

			“Take it easy, Wither! You’re unraveling again!” Abyssma said, laughing.

			Wither put her arm around Abyssma. “Will you come with me to see Miss Viper?

			“Sure,” Abyssma said. “Let’s go!” 
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			Miss Viper was seated at her desk, grading the pop quiz she had given that morning on how to set traps for monsters underneath beds. She was working on Belladonna’s quiz. Belladonna had aced the quiz, as expected. Miss Viper was drawing a nice red “A” on her paper.

			“Miss Viper, Miss Viper!” Wither exclaimed as she bounded into the classroom, bandages trailing behind her.

			“Wither! My word. You startled me,” Miss Viper said.

			“Well, I am a fright,” Wither said, smiling. “I guess that’s what I do best!” 

			Abyssma grinned from the doorway. Miss Viper forced a smile and cleared her throat.

			Wither scurried over to Miss Viper’s desk. “So what’s my little girl like? Is she an astronaut? Is she afraid of spiders? Is my assignment extra super-duper cool? I’m so excited I can barely breathe!”

			“Oh, Wither . . .” Miss Viper began. “Have a seat.”

			Wither could tell by Miss Viper’s voice that the news wasn’t good. She slowly slunk down at a desk.

		

		
			“Not every fright is going to be the best fright she can be right away,” Miss Viper started.

			 “But, Miss Viper—” Wither began.

			“Listen, you’re just not ready yet. Entering the dream of a little girl to scare away her nightmares is a huge responsibility and something this school has been preparing you for. But I can’t give you an opportunity to go in. Not just yet.”

			“But, Miss Viper, that’s not fair! Everyone else is getting a little girl!” Wither cried.

			Miss Viper sifted through the papers in front of her and pulled one out. She held it up. It had a large red “D” with a circle around it.

			“Look at your pop quiz, Wither. You can’t perform poorly and expect to move on.”

			Wither looked at her quiz. It was a series of complicated questions on trapping monsters. Wither’s answer had been a picture she’d drawn of herself tying monsters up with her mummy bandages.

			“But . . . I thought that might be funny.” 

			“Not every fright is going to be an expert immediately, Wither,” Miss Viper said. “You just  need more time.” She smiled at Wither and added, “But you know what? I do have a special assignment for you.”

			Miss Viper slithered over and opened an old, creaky cabinet.

			“This is Ozzy!” she announced proudly.

			Wither looked, blinked, and looked again. Inside the cabinet, a small bat slept upside down, snoring loudly.

			“Ozzy is our new school pet. I found him outside my cave last week, gnawing on this squeaky toy.” Miss Viper held up a mangled, chewed-up doll. “He seems friendly enough, but he does get a little . . . wild.” Miss Viper rubbed her hands together nervously. “I’m hoping you can be the first fright to take him home and train him.”

			Miss Viper handed the squeaky toy to Wither and added, “I wouldn’t take this responsibility too lightly.”

			Wither stared doubtfully at the toy. She gently squeezed it. The doll made a piercing squeak.

			Ozzy suddenly opened his eyes. “Meeeep!”
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			He flapped his wings frantically and flew in circles around the classroom, chirping wildly before finally hitting the stone wall and falling into a small heap on the floor.

			“You might need to work on some simple commands for him,” Miss Viper admitted.

			Ozzy’s eyes popped open again. “Meeeep!” He darted back into the air and landed on Wither’s shoulder.

			Wither nervously lifted the doll up to Ozzy, who quickly snatched it from her hand before settling down to chew on it—still perched on Wither’s shoulder.
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			“Ozzy loves that toy,” Miss Viper said. “Be sure that it goes everywhere with him, otherwise he may become . . . aggressive.”

			“I don’t want a silly bat!” Wither cried as she spun around to face Miss Viper, sending Ozzy flying into his cupboard.

			Abyssma walked over to Wither. “Don’t worry, Wither,” she said. “I’ll help you train him.”

			Wither shook her head at Abyssma.

			“I want a little girl!” She ran to the door, tripping over Ozzy’s toy and entangling it in her bandages as she fled.
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Chapter 4
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            Bitterly and Belladonna chatted excitedly as they walked through the schoolyard. The wind blew hard, and, although it was still daylight, a crescent moon shone down on them brightly.

			[image: ]“And then, BOOM, the giant goes down!” Bitterly said, recounting the time she had defeated a giant with her little girl.

		

		
		
		
			
			

		

		
			“Ha. I love that story so much!” Belladonna laughed. “Such an excellent application of giant lore.”

			“Huh?” Bitterly said.

			“Oh, you know,” Belladonna explained. “Good job.” 

			The two friends turned around at the sound of Abyssma galloping up behind them. Abyssma’s horns were a sour shade of green, which told them a lot about her mood.

			Bitterly’s smile faded. “What’s wrong, Abyssma?”

			“It’s Wither,” Abyssma said. “Miss Viper didn’t assign her a little girl, and now she’s taken off!”

			“What? Why?” Bitterly asked.

			“Miss Viper didn’t think she was ready yet and tried to get her to take care of a bat instead of a little girl!” Abyssma shouted as her horns turned a confused blue and yellow swirl.

			“A bat?” Belladonna asked as she pushed her glasses back to the top of her nose. “You mean a bat like that?” She gestured at a small bat flapping through the air above the trees.
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			“That’s him!” Abyssma shouted. “That’s Ozzy!” 

			“Where could he be heading in such a hurry?” Bitterly wondered.

			“Miss Viper gave him to Wither,” Abyssma said. “Maybe he’s following her.”

			“Then maybe we should follow him,” Bitterly said. “Wither needs us, guys.”

			“I can’t go,” Belladonna said. “I’ve got to find a way to get Vex out of my little girl’s dreams.”

			“Come on, Bell,” Bitterly pleaded. “We’ll find Wither and make sure she’s OK, then we’ll all help you deal with Vex.”

		

		
			“I don’t know . . .” Belladonna hesitated. Abyssma jumped in front of Belladonna, her eyes wide with excitement. “Come on, Bell, it’ll be an adventure!” she begged.

			“Really?” Belladonna asked with an eyebrow raised.

			“Total. Adventure. Awesomeness,” Abyssma said matter-of-factly.

			Belladonna adjusted her glasses. “Fine.”

			Bitterly put her hand out. “All those in favor, say ‘Pinkaboo.’”

			Abyssma put a hoof on top of Belladonna’s hand. “Pinkaboo,” she smiled.

			With a sigh, Belladonna put her hand on theirs. “Pinkaboo,” she muttered.
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			Wither sat at the top of the hill overlooking Fright School. She had been going there for so long—listening to Miss Viper’s lectures and playing with the other frights—but now it seemed like it was all for nothing. She wouldn’t have a little girl of her own to help.

		

		
		
			She looked out over the school grounds and wiped her tears away with a handful of loose bandages. She so badly wanted to have a little girl of her own she could teach to overcome her fears. She wiped at her tears again and sniffed.
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			“It’s not fair,” a voice said behind her. Startled, she turned around.

			It was Vex.

			Last term, Vex had tormented Wither’s friends Abyssma, Belladonna, and Bitterly, calling them “Pinkaboos” and bullying them at school. Bitterly  had stood up to Vex and even embraced the word “Pinkaboo,” leaving Vex no way to tease them. This year, Vex had disappeared. She no longer went to classes and seemed to have dropped out of Fright School altogether.

			“I don’t want to talk to you, Vex,” Wither said bravely.

			Vex sat down beside Wither. She followed Wither’s gaze and looked out over Fright School.

			“Wow, you really can see the whole school from up here,” Vex said.

			“What do you want, Vex?” Wither asked suspiciously.

			“I heard you didn’t get a little girl assigned to you,” Vex said.

			“You heard that already?” Wither gasped. 

			“Oh, yes. The whole school knows. Everyone’s talking about it.” Vex nodded. 

			“I’ve been trying so hard,” Wither said as another tear ran down her cheek.

			“I know,” Vex replied. “Miss Viper won’t give you a little girl ever,” she added.

			“How do you know that?” Wither asked. 

		

		
			“Trust me, I know Miss Viper,” Vex said.

			“Why should I believe you?” Wither asked. “You were the school bully.”

			“OK, fine,” Vex said, as she started to turn away. “I’ll just go and find some other fright who likes being appreciated.”

			“Wait,” Wither said. “What do you mean?”

			“I know a place where underappreciated frights can show the world what they are capable of,” Vex said. “Come with me, and you’ll have your own little girl by sundown.” 

			“Where is this place?” Wither asked. 

			“Oh, it’s just a place I know,” Vex answered with a smile.

			Wither looked out at the school. She saw the outline of Miss Viper as she left her classroom and slithered home to her cave. Miss Viper wouldn’t betray her, she thought. She would get her own little girl eventually.

			“That’s OK.” Wither shook her head. “I’d rather stay here.”

			“Just come check it out. If you don’t like it, you can leave anytime you want.”
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			Wither looked at Vex and shook her head again. “It doesn’t feel right.”

			“Fine, then. Just stay here and watch all the other frights get little girls!”

			With that, Vex flexed her wings and rose into the air.

			Wither watched as Miss Viper disappeared into her cave. 

			“Wait,” she murmured.
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Chapter 5
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            Miss Viper was in an uncharacteristically bad mood at Fright School the next day. Lots of extra hissing was heard, lots of bad grades were handed out, and Oblivia got detention for being careless with her fireballs. Miss Viper seemed distracted by the empty seat in the second row . . . Wither’s seat.

			After class, Oblivia stayed behind to serve her detention.

			“Now, Oblivia,” Miss Viper said sternly. “Throwing fireballs around here is one thing, but you must remember, never use your magic in a little girl’s dream.”

		

		
		
		
			“Yes, Miss Viper,” Oblivia sulked.

			Miss Viper slithered over to the large arch-shaped window and looked out at the schoolyard as frights played hopscotch, jumped rope, and practiced scaring one another. She sighed.
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			“The good news is, I’ve got some footage of your little girl’s nightmare.”

            
			“Izzy?” Oblivia asked, perking up.

			“Yes. Izzy saw a commercial for a grown-up zombie TV show. The fear it created in her allowed a group of zombies to enter her dreams.”

		

		
			
			

		

		
			“Why do grown-ups even like shows about zombies?” Oblivia asked. “They seem kind of boring to me.”

			“Grown-ups are strange humans,” Miss Viper hissed. “I have yet to understand them.”

			“Do grown-ups have nightmares?” Oblivia asked.

			“Yes, but their nightmares are usually about weird things like too much laundry and some odd pieces of paper they call ‘bills,’” Miss Viper said. “I have yet to be able to find a way to scare a buildup of paper or dirty socks.”

			With that, she pulled a remote from the air, and a screen dropped down from the ceiling.

			“I want you to watch Izzy’s bad dream, Oblivia, and think of ways you can scare her zombies away. I’ll see you tomorrow in class.” Miss Viper touched the top of her head with her wand. “And remember, no magic,” she added as she disappeared, leaving Oblivia alone in the classroom.
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			On the screen, Izzy ran through a forest. 

			“Mwwwwaaaahhh!” The zombies, with arms outstretched, were slow, but no matter how fast Izzy ran, Oblivia noticed, they were always right behind her.

			Izzy hid behind a tree, panting, her brown hair tousled in the wind, when suddenly the channel changed to show Vex standing in front of a large, imposing building. Vex began to speak.

			“Are you tired of Fright School? Try Nightmare Academy, a brand-new trade school that will give you all the tools you need for success. With classes like Fright Culture 101 and Psycho-ology, Nightmare Academy beats Fright School by . . . well . . . a whole bunch.” 

			A montage on the screen showed Vex teaching in front of a classroom as eager frights took notes.

			Oblivia wasn’t sure what it all meant, but she watched intently. Vex appeared back on the screen saying, “What’s that? You want to help a little girl? Those were the old days. Scientific studies have proven that helping little girls can actually cause fright flu and that scaring little girls gives frights  seventy-eight percent more energy. Plus, nine out of ten little girls say they secretly love being scared.”
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			The commercial cut to a pair of frights Oblivia recognized. They were Vex’s friends, twins named Glower and Pox. “I’m so glad I enrolled in Nightmare Academy,” Glower deadpanned as Vex stood behind her. Vex poked them both in the back, and Pox forced a smile. “Now we’ve got our very own little girl we can scare whenever we want. Yay,” she said with the enthusiasm of a soggy muffin.

			Vex pushed Glower and Pox aside and announced, “Now is the time to get yourself enrolled in Nightmare Academy to take advantage of this outrageous offer—all-you-can-eat bone soup in the school cafeteria—plus a free bonus class, Introduction to Nightmareology. Classes are filling up faster than you can say ‘Boo!’ so send in your application today.”

			The channel switched back to Izzy running through the forest.

			Oblivia stared at the screen in amazement. “Wow,” she whispered.
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Chapter 6
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            The Pinkaboos had followed Ozzy all night through the Forest of Bones, around the Lake of Goo, and into the Haunted Hills. Just when Abyssma thought her hooves could not take another step, Ozzy circled a hill with a bony old tree growing out the side, then disappeared.

			“Hey, where’d he go?” Belladonna asked. Bitterly ran up the hill and looked over the other side. “There’s a cave over here. I think Ozzy flew in.”

			The frights approached the cave. Abyssma stood at the entrance and sniffed the air. “I don’t like this. The cave smells . . . angry.”

		

		
		
			“How can something smell angry?” Belladonna asked as she peeked around the corner of the cave entrance and stared into the darkness.

			“I don’t know,” Abyssma said. “How does anything smell like anything? All I know is that it smells angry.”

			The frights slowly edged toward the cave’s entrance. Ozzy flew to the top of the ceiling of the cave and began dive-bombing the frights from the inside.

			“Duck!” Bitterly yelled.

			“Why is he doing this?” Abyssma cried, curling up into a ball on the ground.

			Ozzy swooped down and hung upside down from Bitterly’s belt. He turned his head, looked up at her, and belted out, “Meeeep!”

			“Well, that’s something,” Belladonna smiled.

			“OK, we have to be quiet,” Bitterly whispered to Ozzy. “I’m pretty sure this is Vex’s cave, and if we are going in there, I’d rather not announce it to her,” Bitterly said. “Bell, do you know any spells that might help us see down there?”

			Raising her hands up, Belladonna whispered, “Solmuttamutta,” and pinched off a tiny piece of the sun with her fingers and set it to rest on her shoulder.

		

		
			Abyssma kicked at some rocks. “Show-off,” she mumbled.

			Bitterly grinned at her friend’s skill. “OK you two, let’s go,” she said as she turned and led the way inside.

			
			[image: ]

            

			Bitterly navigated carefully through the rocky cave. As the two frights trekked behind her, the passage narrowed into a downward-sloping tunnel. 

			Belladonna started to think about how close the walls were. She couldn’t help herself. She cleared her throat. Belladonna hated being in small spaces.

			She’d been secretly worried about going into the cave since they’d followed Ozzy to it. Hiding her fear from the other Pinkaboos had been easy when they were still close to the entrance, but now that they were so far inside, she was having a very hard time being brave.

			“Are you OK, Bell?” Abyssma asked. “You don’t look so good.”

		

		
		
			Belladonna wondered if there was enough air down there to breathe. The thought of this upset her, which led to her breathing faster. Breathing faster made her worry that she was using up the little bit of air that was down there, which made her worry even more whether there was enough air, which made her breathe even faster, which made her worry more . . . Belladonna sat down, breathing so hard she couldn’t explain what she was doing. She just knew that she had to sit down or she was going to pass out.
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			“Bitterly! Something’s wrong with Bell!” Abyssma shouted.

			Bitterly rushed to her friend and grabbed Belladonna’s hand. “Bell, are you OK?”

			“Stop. Talking. You’re. Using. Up. The. Air,” Belladonna panted .

			Ozzy started flapping his wings frantically.

			“Stop. Flapping. Up. All. The. Air,” Belladonna continued to gasp.

			“Using up the air?” Bitterly said with a confused glance at Abyssma. “What are you talking about? There’s lots of air.” 

			“Oh, I think she’s afraid of closed-in spaces!” Abyssma shouted. “I saw her freak out in the school’s dungeon once.”

			Bitterly nodded and looked Belladonna in the eyes. “Listen, Bell, you need to close your eyes and imagine you’re someplace you love. Someplace like  . . . the park.”

			“I. Hate. The. Park,” Belladonna managed. 

			“OK, OK, OK, what about . . . the library? Picture yourself in the school library. With its big, high roof and wide-open spaces—and books. Shelves and shelves of books,” Bitterly said. The Pinkaboos waited and watched as Belladonna’s breathing slowed down. They could see her start to relax.
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            “You’re in the library, Bell. Surrounded by the musty smell of old books,” Bitterly suggested. “Now all you have to do is stand up and walk down one of the aisles. You can keep your eyes closed and just follow me. Here, put your hand on my back.”

			Belladonna stood up with her eyes closed and followed Bitterly as instructed. She started breathing  heavily and stumbled a few times on some loose rocks, but she caught herself and kept going.

			After what seemed like forever, Bitterly stopped and whispered, “I think you can open your eyes now.”
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Chapter 7
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            Belladonna opened one eye and took a peek. The tunnel had opened up into a huge room. The walls were lined with dozens—maybe hundreds—of screens looking out at the dreams of little girls from all over the world. The Pinkaboos’ mouths hung open as they stepped into the room. Lanterns along the walls cast plenty of light, so Belladonna popped the piece of sun into her pocket. Suddenly Ozzy let out a loud “Meeeep!”
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			Before they knew it, he had flown off Bitterly’s shoulder and was throwing himself against one of the screens.

		

		
		
		
			“What is going on here?” Bitterly asked. 

			“Look!” Belladonna said. “It’s Wither.” 

			“Meeeep!” Ozzy screeched, seeing his squeaky toy still tangled up in Wither’s bandages.

			The three frights gathered around the screen. It showed Wither and Vex talking in a large, dark house.
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			“Oh, no!” Bitterly said. “Wither is with Vex! We need to get in there.” 

			“Yes, but first I need to find something,” Belladonna muttered urgently.

			“What?” Bitterly asked.

			“Vex’s spellbook,” Belladonna answered. She smiled. “I’m going to make a few edits.” 

		

		
			“A few changes . . . that’s a great idea!” Bitterly laughed.

			“Meeeep!” Ozzy bashed himself against another screen, on which a little girl was wandering around looking afraid. She seemed to be in a classic haunted house nightmare. Wither and Vex were sneaking up behind her. The squeaky toy was dragging behind Wither, making Ozzy go crazy.

			“Belladonna! Isn’t that Ava?” Bitterly asked.

			“It is!” Belladonna shouted. “We need to go help her! I know a spell that can get us into her dream.”

			“B—but I’ve never been in a little girl’s dream before,” Abyssma stuttered nervously.

			“That’s OK,” Belladonna said. “You’ll do great. Just follow my lead.”

			“But I get motion sickness—whoa!” Abyssma was interrupted by Ozzy zooming past her and landing back on Bitterly’s belt. Belladonna began chanting a spell. The room around them started to spin, slowly at first, then faster and faster until Abyssma had to close her eyes.

			“I. Do. Not. Like. Thiiiiissssss,” Abyssma wailed.

		

		
			[image: ]


            
			Belladonna felt the tingle of being transported from the fright world into the dream world. It started at the tips of her toes and crawled up her feet, her legs, and then her whole body. There was that brief moment between worlds where she lost her sense of time and everything just felt cozy and black, like the deepest sleep where there are no dreams  . . . then suddenly everything came rushing back to meet her.

			They were in a big, creepy mansion. It was covered in spiderwebs and dust, and the floors creaked. After getting her bearings, Belladonna looked around for her friends. Abyssma was lying on her side in the corner moaning and looking pretty sick; her horns were an unusual shade of green. Bitterly was already standing up, looking around  the room.

			“OK, this seems to be a haunted house nightmare,” Bitterly said. “That means we should stick together. Haunted house nightmares are always trying to get you separated.”
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			“Sounds good,” Belladonna agreed. “Let’s check the basement first. Mary Prickles’s classic textbook, Renovating Nightmares: A Fright’s Guide to Haunted Houses, says that ghosts and monsters prefer to work in the basement since that’s the scariest place for most kids.”

		

		
		
			“I’m going to be sick,” Abyssma managed through clenched teeth.

			“You’ll be fine,” Bitterly assured her, patting her on the back. “Besides, what’s a little barf between friends?”

			Just as Bitterly said this, Abyssma threw up all over Bitterly’s shoes. Bitterly looked down in disgust as Abyssma stood up.

			“You’re right,” Abyssma said with a smile. “I feel better already.” After wiping her face on a dusty curtain, Abyssma marched right through the brittle old door, smashing right through it.
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			Belladonna looked at Bitterly and shrugged before turning and following through the Abyssma-shaped hole in the wall. Bitterly stomped her feet and wiped them on the carpet to get them as clean as possible before hurrying after her friends.

			[image: ]

		

		
			
Chapter 8
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            Ava was hiding behind a couch, shaking in fear, her eyes shut tight. She could hear the wicked laughter of her now-familiar nightmare, Vex.

			“It’s time to be afraid again, Ava.” 

			“Go away!” Ava screamed.

			“No, I think I’ll stay,” Vex said. “In fact I’ve brought some friends.”

			Ava peeked between her fingers to see what new horror Vex was unleashing on her. Slowly raising her head above the couch, she saw an ancient coffin covered in carvings of spiders, snakes, and scorpions. Unable to look away, Ava watched as Vex 

		

		
		
			stepped out of the darkness and placed her hand on the lid of the dusty old coffin.

			“Inside this box is the most foul, cruel, and bad-tempered beast ever known,” Vex said as she slid her hand along the side of the box, where it came to rest on the handle. “Shall I show you?” Vex grinned as she lifted the lid to reveal . . . a strange little creature wrapped entirely in what looked like toilet paper.

			Ava’s hand dropped from her face, and she looked directly at the creature in the box. It was actually kind of cute.

			Vex sensed the change in Ava’s attitude. She stammered, “Uh . . . terrible creature, rise and attack!”

			Wither opened her eyes, raised her arms forward as if she were leaning on the shoulders of some invisible assistant in front of her, and staggered out of the coffin. Vex grinned as Ava’s face started to show signs of being afraid again—when Wither tripped over her bandages and fell forward onto her face.

			“Ow, my nose!” exclaimed Wither.

			Ava let out a little giggle.
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			Vex rolled her eyes and covered her face with the palm of her hand. “How am I supposed to work with this?”

			Grabbing her by the bandages, Vex lifted Wither up and set her back on her feet. “Look, maybe you should just watch me for a bit, OK?” Vex implored.

			Vex shook her head and turned her attention back to Ava. “The nightmare known as Wither is . . . umm . . . refueling her evil to better scare you later!” Vex then put on her scariest smile as she walked slowly toward Ava. “I, however, am fully prepared to give you a nightmare that you will never forget.”

		

		
			Ava ducked back behind the couch and hugged her knees close to her chest. She knew what this meant. She had been tormented by Vex plenty of times already.

			“But why should I have all the fun?” Vex asked, “when we have mutual friends who would love to join us.” Vex approached a dingy closet and whipped the doors open. Three howling ghosts poured out of the closet and flew into the air, circling above Ava.

			“No!” Ava screamed as the ghosts howled in glee at her fear.

			Vex laughed as Wither nervously nibbled the bandages at the ends of her fingers, when a shaft of light appeared from the door at the top of the staircase.

			“Hey, guys, I found them. They’re all in the basement just like Bell said they’d be!” Bitterly stood smiling at the top of the stairs.

			Ozzy saw Wither and, more importantly, his squeaky toy tangled in her bandages. He flew down the stairs and chased Wither, who ran around frantically yelling, “Stop it, Ozzy. Heel! Heel!”

			Tripping over her bandages, Wither crashed into Vex, causing them both to fall over.

		

		
		
			Ava smiled.

			Ozzy ran into Wither at full speed but somehow managed to latch on to his squeaky toy.

			Ava laughed.

			Ozzy frantically tried to fly away with his doll, but his claws had also grabbed hold of Wither’s bandages. As Ozzy flew in circles, Wither began unraveling.

			Ava laughed so hard that she had to lean against the couch and catch her breath.

			“Gah!” Vex shouted.

			Suddenly, Bitterly was bumped aside as a large streak of pink and white shot past her down the stairs and slammed into Vex. Vex sailed through the air and landed upside down in the old closet. Abyssma, her horns an angry red, stood huffing over Vex.
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			“Time to go, Vex,” Abyssma said through clenched teeth. “This nightmare is over.”

			“Ahhh, Abyssma,” Vex said as she stood up and dusted herself off. “I thought I smelled something terrible.”

			Abyssma paused, sniffed under her armpit, then shrugged.

			Belladonna and Bitterly ran quickly down the stairs to stand beside their friend. “Grab your ghosts and go,” Belladonna said. “There’s no more fear for you here.”

			“Oh, it’s not that easy, my little Pinkaboo,” Vex mocked.

			She flew over to Ava and landed right in front of her. She looked down and gave a big, fanged smile.

			Ava covered her eyes and dove back behind the couch.

			“Don’t be afraid!” Bitterly yelled to Ava. “Vex is nothing but a bully.”

			“Not even a good one,” added Abyssma.

			[image: ]Vex turned to Bitterly. “So my old friend Bitterly wants to play,” she said with a smirk. “Perfect. You always did charge me up.”

		

	
		
			Vex turned to Bitterly while chanting, “Faaz, kurrant, fizzal!”

			Lightning leaped from Vex’s fingertips toward Bitterly.

			Bitterly dove behind an old chest of drawers. The lightning struck the chest and it exploded into a troop of purple monkeys.

			The monkeys climbed the stairs and bolted out the door, leaving Bitterly lying on the ground with her hands over her head. “Are you crazy, Vex? You can’t use magic in a dream! It’s unpredictable and dangerous. You could hurt everyone!”

			“Oh, no!” Vex mocked. “I wouldn’t want anyone to get a boo-boo.”

			Belladonna ran over to Ava and dove behind the couch next to her.

			“Who are you?” Ava asked.

			“You can call me Bell,” Belladonna said. “I help scare bad guys away.”

		

		
			“Great. She’s bad,” Ava said glancing up at Vex, who was starting to cast another spell. “Can you get rid of her?”

			“Definitely,” Belladonna said. “I’m just going to need a little help from you first.”

			“Me?” Ava exclaimed. “What can I do?” 

			“Think of a place you love,” Belladonna said. “A place where you’re comfortable and safe. Now, imagine yourself there.”

			“Why?” Ava asked.

			“Because you’re in a dream and you can control it,” Belladonna said while glancing nervously up at Vex, who had turned her attention back to Ava and was in the middle of casting a spell. “Do it! Do it now!”
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Chapter 9
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            Belladonna, Abyssma, and Bitterly found themselves standing on a basketball court. Ava peeked out at them from behind the bleachers.

			“Who are you guys, anyway?” Ava asked. “And where’s the mean girl with the torn-up wings?”

			“Vex? I don’t know,” Belladonna said, looking around.

			Ava slowly walked out from behind the bleachers, clutching her basketball. Belladonna took a couple of steps toward her.

			“We’re frights,” she began. “We’re from the Land of the Frights and we’re here to help you stand up to your fears,” Belladonna said.

		

		
		
			“What’s the Land of the Frights?” Ava asked.

			“It’s a really cool place that’s spooky but fun!” Abyssma said excitedly, her horns changing to pink polka dots.

			“We all go to Fright School, where we learn how to scare away the bad dreams of little girls,” Bitterly said. “Our teacher, Miss Viper, assigned Belladonna to you!”

			“Whoa,” Ava cooed. “This is just really awesome—”

			Suddenly, the room went dark.

			“Oh, no . . . it’s happening again,” Ava said with a quiver in her voice.

			The three frights huddled around Ava as the door of the basketball court suddenly burst open.

			Vex walked boldly through the doors as Wither scurried behind her. Wither had tied Ozzy to the end of her bandages, and he flew above her like a kite, happily chewing on his squeaky toy.

			“Ahhh, the basketball court again,” Vex laughed.

			Ava stepped forward from the frights toward Vex.

			“I’m good at basketball,” Ava said bravely. “I like it here.”
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			“You know who else likes it here?” Vex asked. “My GHOSTS!”

			Vex flipped open her spellbook and conjured a spell, twisting her hands together in the air.

			“Blarghenshfla-ghostinfunnyhat!” The door flew open. Ghosts of every shape and size poured in, whooshing and whirling, spinning and diving.

			Ava ducked and covered her eyes. But Bitterly, Belladonna, Abyssma, and even Wither started to laugh.

			Ava opened her eyes. All the ghosts were wearing silly hats. One was in a cowboy hat; another was wearing a bonnet with flowers on it. Yet another ghost was whirling around wearing bunny ears.

		

		
			Ava grinned. “Hey, that one’s cooking up some laughs!” she yelled, pointing to a ghost wearing a chef’s hat.

			“What is this?” Vex screeched. She frantically flipped through her spellbook and tried again.

			“Blong-ghendoral-squeakytoy!” she proclaimed.

			Suddenly, Vex’s hands transformed into razor-sharp claws. She held them up to Ava and smiled wickedly. Ava stared at them, trembling with fear, until one by one, each finger turned into a squeaky toy.

			Seeing this sent Ozzy into a frenzy. He flew down, pulling Wither along with him, and began attacking Vex’s fingers.

			Ava doubled over with laughter. “This is the funniest . . . thing I’ve . . . ever seen!” she cried.

			Wither started laughing, too.

			“Meeeep!” Ozzy replied as he grabbed one of Vex’s fingers and began shaking it back and forth.

			“Stop him!” Vex yelled at Wither. “You’re on my side, remember?”

			“I can’t!” Wither laughed. “He’s crazy!” By now, all the frights were laughing as Ozzy attacked 

		

		
			Vex’s squeaky-toy fingers. Wither looked over at Belladonna and smiled.

			“I don’t think I’m very good at scaring,” she said. She looked over at Ava and added, “You know what I am good at, though? Making little girls laugh.”
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Chapter 10
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            Bitterly, Belladonna, Abyssma, and Wither felt such a burst of energy after leaving Ava’s dream, they went out for slices of insect pie and grasshopper shakes to celebrate their victory over Vex.

			[image: ]Ozzy sat at their feet, greedily eating from a bowl filled with bugs.

		

		
		
		
		
		
			“Miss Viper is going to be sooooo excited when she finds out Ava is free of her nightmares!” Bitterly exclaimed as she gobbled up the last bit of pie on her plate.

			“I can’t believe you changed Vex’s spellbook, Belladonna!” Wither laughed.

			“I know, I know,” Belladonna replied. “It worked like a charm!”

			Bitterly turned to Wither. “Wither, you did great!”

			Wither smiled and hugged Bitterly. “I’m sorry I tried to become a nightmare,” she whispered  in Bitterly’s ear. Bitterly hugged her back. “Your strengths may not be in scaring away nightmares, but teaching little girls to laugh in the face of fear is just as important,” she said.
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            The four frights finished the last of their pie. Wither smiled as she tied Ozzy to her bandages and once again flew him above her like a kite.

			“You know what?” she said, chuckling. “This crazy bat is starting to grow on me.”

			With hearts happy knowing Ava would sleep soundly that night, the frights began the walk home beneath the crescent moon.

			“I’m so excited to get my little girl!” Abyssma smiled as they ambled along the winding path, her horns changing from pink to purple polka dots. “I wonder if she has any pets, like dragons or sea monsters!”

			“Human kids have things called dogs and cats,” Belladonna said.

			“What are dogs and cats?” Abyssma asked.

			“Some of them wag these things called tails,” Belladonna said thoughtfully. “And some make a purring sound.”

			“Oh, no,” Wither murmured.

		

		
		
			“I know it sounds strange to us, but I don’t think it’s all that bad,” Belladonna said. “In fact, I bet they would think it’s strange that we keep werewolves as pets—”

			“No,” Wither said. “Look.”

			Abyssma, Bitterly, and Belladonna followed Wither’s worried gaze.

			Across the dark hills they saw the outline of two figures walking in the moonlight.
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			One was tall, with large, torn wings—Vex. The other was a smaller figure from Fright School. It was Oblivia.

			“Follow!” Abyssma screeched. “Follow them!” The frights flitted ahead to catch up. As they drew closer, Belladonna looked behind her to warn the others, “Shhhh. Quiet now!”

			“Meeeep!” Ozzy chirped.

			Vex and Oblivia seemed to be chatting as they disappeared over the top of a steep hill.

			Once they were out of sight, Belladonna waved her arm to her friends, “C’mon!”

			The frights climbed the hill and crouched down low just before they reached the top.

			Belladonna slowly raised her head to peer over the top of the hill. She gasped.

			“What?” Abyssma squeaked. “What is it?” 

			“See for yourself,” Belladonna whispered. Bitterly, Wither, and Abyssma peeked over the hill. Down in a valley below was an enormous dark castle. A looming sign hung above the iron gate: “Nightmare Academy.”

			Oblivia and Vex were walking toward it arm in arm and were met by Glower and Pox.
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			Draped in front of the entrance was a wide black ribbon. Glower and Pox scurried over to it with an oversized pair of scissors.

			Vex stood before Oblivia, Glower, and Pox and cleared her throat. “This school is dedicated to all frights who feel their talents have been overlooked at Fright School,” she announced. “At my school, you don’t have to wait for Miss Viper to decide when you will get your own little girl. At my school there will be no more long hours of studying. No more pop quizzes. No more detention,” she added, casting a smile to Oblivia. “And more important, we 

		

		
			can experiment with our magical powers as much as we like. So without further ado, I am thrilled to announce that Nightmare Academy is officially open!”

			Oblivia, Pox, and Glower clapped with delight as Vex cut the ribbon with the oversized scissors.

			“Fright School will become a thing of the past!” Vex yelled, her wings flapping with pride. She flew up off the ground and hovered triumphantly. “I’m your new teacher now!” she bellowed. “Now go ahead, start playing with your magic! Go on. Don’t be shy.”

			With that, Oblivia began throwing large, dangerous-looking fireballs. From her fingertips, Vex shot a long string of green goo that sizzled on the ground. Pox and Glower writhed and twisted their hands in unison and created a shape that slowly grew into a large pink dragon.

			Vex laughed with delight, “Yes—create—be free! You are no longer frights; you are my nightmares!”

			The dragon screeched as flames shot out of its mouth and steam rose from its large nostrils.

			“Behold!” Vex cried. “Our new school mascot!”

		

		
			Abyssma’s horns turned red, and she swung her head toward Bitterly and Belladonna, who were watching with their mouths hanging open.

			“Pinkaboos,” she whispered. “We’ve got a problem.”
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			Bitterly

			Despite her extreme apprehension about her own abilities, Bitterly is one of the most promising students in Fright School. Bitterly was the first of her class to be assigned a little girl to protect. Naturally gifted, Bitterly has the potential to do great things, but she’ll need to overcome her own fears first.
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            Belladonna

			The only thing Belladonna loves more than a good book is her friends. Driven to learn as much as she can, Belladonna spends most of her free time studying. She can recite any spell in a pinch and is very eager to help her first little girl overcome nightmares.
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            Abyssma

			Abyssma is strong, independent, and fiercely loyal to her fellow Pinkaboos. She has a fabulous set of horns that change color when she’s mad. They’re pretty cool. Because she’s the biggest Pinkaboo, bullies tend to keep their distance when she’s around.
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            Vex

			Bullies are usually mean because they’re not happy . . . and Vex is the school bully. To make herself feel better, Vex makes the younger frights feel bad about themselves by calling them names. She targets Bitterly and her friends, and Bitterly quickly learns that standing up to her isn’t easy!
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			Miss Viper

			Miss Viper is the one and only teacher at Fright School. Since becoming a teacher in the year 1892 (which was a very long time ago), Miss Viper has taught young frights at Fright School how to enter the dreams of little girls to battle their nightmares.
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			Make Your Own 

			Spooky Ghosts!

			Ava successfully got over her fear of ghosts thanks to the Pinkaboos! Would you like to make your own ghosts? Here’s a cool craft project that you can do.

			You will need:[image: ]

			
					White balloons

					Black or clear  string

					Cheesecloth

					Black duct tape  (or a black sharpie)

			

			Steps:

			
					 Blow up the balloon and attach it to a string.

					 Set the balloon aside while you cut out pieces of cheesecloth in various sizes. You’ll need at least two layers each that are short, medium, and long.

					Find the center of one of the smaller pieces of cheesecloth. Use scissors to carefully create a hole.

					Thread the string from the balloon through the hole, and drape the cheesecloth over the balloon.

					Repeat the process with different-size pieces of cheesecloth to vary the lengths. Four layers of cheesecloth is enough.

					Add a face to your balloon! Cut your duct tape into the shapes you want for the eyes and mouth to create a spooky ghost face. Tape the shapes onto the cheesecloth-covered balloon. If you don’t have duct tape, you can use the black sharpie to draw the face on the ghost.

					You now have your own ghost! Ask a grown-up to hang it for you. They look super cool hanging from trees, especially when the wind blows. Whoooooo! Whoooooo!

			

		

		 


		
			Create Your Own Fright

			Do you have a fright to help you when you get scared? If not, do you want to make your own?

			Here are some things to think about.

			
					What’s her name?

					What special powers does she have?

					Does she have horns or anything special, like big crazy teeth or extra eyes?

					Can she fly?

					What bugs does she like to eat?

			

			Now, write a story about how your fright scares away a kid’s nightmare. 

			Then, with the help of a grown-up, visit us at thepinkaboos.com/create-a-fright to share your story! Bitterly will pick the coolest and creepiest fright. YOUR FRIGHT could become a character in the next Pinkaboos book!

		

		

			Belladonna’s Bat Facts

			
					Often thought of as “spooky” creatures, bats are actually pretty cute when you see them up close. They are fuzzy and have soft bodies, and they look like little mice with wings. In fact, the German word for “bat” is fledermaus, which means “flutter mouse.”

					Bats eat one of the peskiest bugs in the world—the mosquito! They are so good at eating mosquitoes that they can eat up to one thousand in just one hour!

					Bats fly in the dark without crashing into things by using a special ability called echolocation. Bats make noises, and the sound waves bounce off objects (an echo). They can tell the distance of objects by how quickly the sound waves bounce back to them—if a sound wave doesn’t bounce back right away, they know they can safely fly forward. Now that’s cool.

					Some people think bats are blind, but they actually have very good eyesight.

					Although there are more than one thousand different species of bats, our favorite is the little brown bat. But there’s some bad news, Pinkafans. They’re endangered! That means there are less of them every year, and now there are so few of them that scientists worry they could disappear completely.

					Other bats are in trouble, too! One of the biggest problems comes from them losing their homes, or roosts.
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			What Can You Do?

			Bats need to have a place to call home—and those places are quickly running out. Bats love tight spaces to crowd into, and they use their combined body heat to keep warm![image: ]

			You can build them their very own house, but you’ll definitely need the help of a grown-up. There are many places online that show you how, but it can get tricky. There are also places that sell them already built so all your grown-up has to do is hang one up. A great place to hang them is somewhere with lots of trees near water, or if your parents like the idea of having bats around their house to eat the mosquitoes, they might want to hang it up near your home!

			A good bat house will be five to twenty feet above the ground. Their favorite places are under the eaves of a roof or on a tree trunk. Your grown-up may need a ladder for this!
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