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Chapter One
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Lucas sat in the lurching transport, his shoulders jostling against the soldier’s next to him. He tried to keep his eyes wide open even though he was tired to the marrow of his bones and back out again, but it was just too hot in the metal belly of the transport. Lucas pinched himself to fight off the sleep that would bring the dreams—the dreams he was terrified someone would find out about.

“Hey, Schrader! Want me to pull out your crib?”

Mysern Starling’s sharp voice cut through the rumble of wheels and the creak of machinery. With the back of his sleeve, Lucas wiped the sweat that had beaded around his eyebrows and trickled down his temples. He knew exactly where the wheedling voice came from—when he had boarded the transport that morning, he had looked up and down the long center aisle, past the rows and rows of soldiers, to try to place himself as far as he could from Mysern. He was too late on the transport, however: he was only three rows away and in perfect view. Lucas gave Mysern a lopsided smile and turned to adjust the straps of the body armor around his forearms, trying to shrug Mysern off, hoping he would drop it. Mysern had been hounding Lucas during their entire deployment, all five months of it, and the carefully guarded exterior Lucas presented him was close to cracking—today he was too hot, too tired, and the foul stench of the Blight had been creeping into his nostrils for far too long.

Mysern leaned his head out into the aisle, getting a better view. Lucas didn’t want a better view of the sneer and hook nose.

“Need a nap, Schrader? Hope if you sleep through it you’ll never have to spill blood again?”

Lucas stared at the ceiling of the transport, forcing his eyes to follow the clear glass channel surging with the energy that powered the enormous metal beast he rode in. Energy that could move the transport, but never energy to cool it. And today was one of the hottest days on record. The commander had yelled at them to quit bellyaching. Lucas followed the channel to where it disappeared behind a bulkhead. No one could tell Lucas how the energy was generated; it just was, just as the Blight just was. Energy that could be spent on moving, but not on cooling. So he sat, roasting in a metal oven on wheels. His eyes were dull and heavy, and he willed them to look at anything but Mysern and please, please not close. Sleep—and by extension, the dream—was too near.

“Hey, Schrader,” came Mysern’s voice, sing-songing this time.

Lucas finally turned. “You know what? Yes, I’ve had more than my share of killing, Starling. Does it make you happy to hear me say it? Make you feel stronger that you haven’t?” Lucas couldn’t keep the bite out of his voice because it was true, all of it. This last deployment to the Outreaches was far worse than anyone in the unit had anticipated. Lucas had been on two deployments to the Outreaches before this one, and they had been everything he had trained for—they faced militias, armed soldiers, and battlefields that all the drilling and training had honed them for. The fighting had been brutal but efficient. But this one? This one was ugly. Lucas’s unit had been charged with subduing the remaining rebels in a stretch of towns on the western border, and every time Lucas closed his eyes, he saw men, women, and children armed to the teeth with knives and rusty farming tools as they stood to face the soldiers. With a voice empty of all emotion, his commander had reminded them what their orders were. Lucas could still see the blood on his hands and hear the screams of those who refused to surrender. He saw homes burned and dusty fields too Blight-stricken to be of much use sowed over with poison. With each day he had wondered if he was losing his humanity. Now he dared not close his eyes because either the battle visions or the dream would claim him.

“Schrader,” came that wheedling voice again, and just as Lucas was ready to turn and do something about Mysern’s face, a dull crunch sounded through the transport and then a moment of silence where no one around them dared breathe.

Then Mysern snapped, “Call off your watch dog!”

Lucas looked over, and Liset was standing over Mysern, her chin trembling with anger and her large hand still tight in a fist, a fist that perfectly matched the bright red mark on Mysern’s jaw.

“I am no one’s pet,” she growled, and Mysern had the good sense to keep his mouth shut.

Liset flashed Lucas a look, a question in her eyes. No use shouting in all the noise of the huge treads rolling around and around and the other conversations welling up around them. Lucas nodded once, then she climbed over the four soldiers she had practically hurdled to get to Starling, and she sat down. Mysern rubbed his jaw and glared but didn’t say another word.

The remaining two days’ ride back into the capital was painfully slow. The transport crept over the road, rumbling past the worst of the potholes, plowing through the others until Lucas’s teeth were so jarred he thought they might fall out. The sulfurous smell of the Blight thickened the closer they came to the capital and mixed with the sweat of the five hundred soldiers crammed into the transport. Some of the soldiers had already been sick.

And Lucas was tired. While the other soldiers dozed, some snoring outright as their heads lolled, their harnesses the only things keeping them upright, Lucas slept in minute-long stretches, forcing himself awake. He knew he looked a wreck—knew there must be dark circles under his bloodshot eyes, knew his skin was probably bordering on gray. But here, among so many others who might hear words he called out as he dreamed, he knew he couldn’t sleep. He needed sleep badly. He knew sleep would ease some of the jagged emotions that had huddled themselves in every corner of his mind and began squeezing on his brain; he knew the visions he saw of the skirmishes they had faced in the Outreaches were enlarged in ragged detail because he was so sleep deprived. Just a bit farther and they would be back, and he would have one bunkmate—maybe it would be Liset or Bronco, someone he could trust—and he’d let himself sleep and give himself up to the dream.

Lucas looked out of the metal slits plated with crystal glass. The Blight was thickest here near the capital. The billowing, yellow-green fog that surged and retreated as if it had a mind of its own covered everything, creating a wide wasteland with cities that dotted it, filled with people trying to defy it. In the Outreaches, the Blight was thinner, coming in weaker gusts that followed the wind currents, but here near the capital, it was so thick Lucas could hardly see through it. It ate at the vegetation, turning it into shriveled brown stalks. There were stories told that centuries ago the dusty expanse surrounding the capital used to be covered in lush grass and forests. He wouldn’t even had been able to imagine it, if it weren’t for the dream. The dream was so real—every touch, every smell, every sight filling him like no waking experience ever had. When Lucas dreamed, he saw green grass and dense forest. Blue sky and clear water. His dream was the closest thing to paradise he had ever imagined. If that had been what the capital had been like before the Blight, he wished he could have seen it. Now the only thing Lucas associated with green was the Blight. The Blight would eat at people too if they stayed out in it too long. In the thinner Blight of the Outreaches, people aged prematurely, the Blight cutting their lives down by decades with a life expectancy of no more than fifty. In the Outreaches, the Blight was just strong enough to stunt plants so the people had food but not enough to get by, and the Blight was just strong enough to give them lingering, raw skin sores. Here by the capital, four minutes is what the soldiers were told. Four minutes before the Blight started eating your mucous membranes and turning your insides to soup. Lucas draped his arm on the helmet that sat perched on his left leg. Always within arms’ reach was the regulation. That was the first rule the military beat into him the day he reported for duty: his helmet was to always be within arms’ reach because you never knew when you would need to go out in the Blight—and you never knew when the dome around the city might crack. He had never been directly exposed to the Blight since he joined ranks.

The capital’s shield was just coming into view in the pale, watery sunlight that filtered through the Blight. The capital sat at the base of a small, dirt-covered hill. If there had been any vegetation on that hill, it had long since shriveled and died, and now the wind blew that dirt against the shield, slowly eroding that hill down. It might have been a mountain once, but no one knew. If Lucas was quiet enough at night, he could hear the rasping of the sand against the shield. The shield was an enormous dome, made of the same crystal glass as on the transport, and it was three hundred feet high, rising over every building, and the Tower reached up through the very center of the capital to brush the top of the dome. The shield was coated with years of dust and Blight smog, covered in thick blotches that clung to the smooth surface and pocked it with brown and green. It looked like a giant turtle’s shell.

“Why doesn’t anyone ever clean it?” someone from down the aisle muttered.

Mysern laughed harshly. “You really want a view of the outside?”

Lucas shifted uncomfortably. No one answered.

The Blight writhed around them, thicker and thicker until Lucas could barely make out the shape of the dome. The green fog hovered thickest over the hill just north of the shield.

The transport lurched to a stop, churning dust up to the windows as they waited for clearance to enter the outer shield door and enter decontamination. The transport rolled slowly through the enormous door, just inches from scraping against the sides of it. There were already long gouges in the dome from careless drivers. But the dome always held. They disembarked the transport and passed through the decontaminating chamber. All of their equipment and uniforms were inspected. An attendant in a white biohazard suit went over every inch of clothing, weaponry, and helmet, using a special light that showed any contaminants. Lucas held his breath, hoping nothing came up in the scan. Nothing to call attention to him, nothing to raise questions about who he was and what he might be doing. No, he was merely a drone, and there was nothing special about him. Lucas’s heart beat erratically as the attendant—he couldn’t even see if it was male or female through that fogged visor—took special care to look at his shock baton.

Lucas had to blink or his eyes would water, and in the darkness that consumed Lucas for a fraction of a second, all he saw was the old man—his face wrinkled and craggy—and the angry desperation on his face as he barred entrance to his straw-thatched home. Lucas had been given orders to detain and question the man using any means necessary because there were rumors from the next village over that he was a dreamer. Lucas had the citizen cuff in one hand and his baton in the other. All the man had to do was declare his loyalty and put on the cuff. Lucas saw the tears flowing down the man’s cheeks even as he had cursed Lucas, cursed the capital, and cursed the Nexus. Lucas saw how the fear had taken hold of the man’s trembling hands, but didn’t even touch his eyes as he defied him, even as Lucas raised his baton to him, the blue energy surging over the length of it, and—

Lucas’s eyes flew open as he swayed on his feet. How long had he dozed? The attendant stood perfectly still, and Lucas knew through that fogged visor, that whoever was in there was observing him closely.

“Are you all right, soldier?” the attendant asked.

“Just tired,” Lucas said, putting on a sheepish grin to accompany the casual words. “Haven’t had a decent night’s sleep in a long time.”

Five terribly long seconds until that white mask nodded, and the attendant waved Lucas through the next set of doors. His breath came out in a whoosh, and he took deep breaths, willing his heart to steady. At least it was blissfully cool in the capital; wherever the temperature controls were hiding, they were set to the perfect temperature. After such a long ride home in the hot, stuffy transport, he couldn’t help closing his eyes to enjoy it for a moment, and then shook himself out of it as he felt himself sway on his feet again.

“Are you okay?” came a voice in his ear.

He nodded to Liset. She was as tall as he was, and as broad as he was too. Of course her waist tapered and her hips flared, but it was amazing how alike she and Lucas were—like a brother and sister. She let her helmet fall to her back against its catch, and she matched his gait stride for stride. Several strands of brown hair had escaped her braid, and she used her gloved knuckles to push them off her sweat-sticky face.

“Still not sleeping?” she murmured.

Lucas shook his head. Liset didn’t know why of course—couldn’t know why—but still her eyebrows quirked in concern as she bumped him with her shoulder.

“We saw a lot of horrible stuff the past few months,” she said slowly. Lucas could see some of the memories in her eyes and could tell she was haunted just like he was. “Even Starling might concede to that.”

“Starling? Definitely not. I think he’s a closet cannibal.” Lucas smiled even though he knew the expression was off. Still, he thought, keep it light.

“That would explain an awful lot.”

“What are you two yammering about?” Mysern approached, his lanky form coming alongside Lucas and Liset. He was taller than both of them, but spindly. He butted Lucas with the handle of his shock baton. It was sheathed, however—even Mysern followed military regulations. To the letter. With no regrets. “We need to get our bunk assignments and then report to mess hall. In twenty minutes. Get moving, ladies.”

Liset and Lucas didn’t even need to look at each other to automatically slow their stride and let Mysern pass them. It was a pity he had been promoted during this deployment. He was horrible before, but now that he outranked Lucas, he was intolerable. When he was out of earshot, Liset leaned in. “Need to talk about it?”

Definitely not. Lucas shook his head again.

She laughed. “Always the strong, silent type.”

“Can’t teach an old dog new tricks.”

“And you’re such an old dog it’s amazing you’ve learned anything at all.”

Lucas shrugged his shoulders, trying to work out the tension that had crept from his shoulders to the base of his skull and threatened to give him a headache. “Nineteen going on ninety, as they always say.”

“I thought I always said that.”

“And you, Liset, are everyone.”

She laughed loudly, and then she snorted and her eyes went wide and she laughed harder. That was why Liset was his best friend. He couldn’t help laughing along with her, and that little bit of laughter helped him feel fractionally more human.

They approached the doors to the barracks, following the line of soldiers that wound their way through the complex. The military was based at the edge of the city, right up against the crystal of the dome. Out of the way, out of sight, providing the capital’s citizens a feeling of quaint relief—why yes, we have a military that fights our battles!—but also far enough on the edges that perhaps they could forget now and then that they had been in a war that had lasted for centuries.

Lucas couldn’t forget.

Lucas entered the door, and a burly man with a tablet glanced at the nameplate on his chest and then swiped through the screens. “Schrader, Lucas.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Twenty-four, soldier.”

“Yes, sir.”

He filed down the long hall. He couldn’t wait for Liset here. He had to keep marching on the gray linoleum, keep moving through the white hallway, keep following the line of soldiers until he found quarters number twenty-four.

Behind him he heard the man say, “Bruge, Liset.” He strained to hear her assignment. “Eighteen, soldier.”

Lucas sighed but kept moving. He reached a paper-thin white metal door with a sleek number 24 on it. He put his palm to the sensor on the wall beside the door, felt it grow warm under his touch, and the door slid open. Then he wished it hadn’t.

“Well, well, Schrader. Looks like we get to spend some quality time together.” Mysern had been lounging on the top bunk with his hands behind his head, and now he sat up on his elbows.

“You want the top bunk, I take it?” Lucas said, forcing civility into his voice.

“I don’t want to hear you every time you roll over. So yeah.”

“And you want that trunk?” Lucas said, nodding to the one on the left.

“My things are in there, aren’t they?”

“Yeah.”

“And I have the left side of the closet too. Don’t even breathe on my stuff.”

Lucas shook his head at the juvenile threat and then stepped to the other trunk and opened it, starting to unpack his things. Mysern watched him with interest for another moment, sighed with disgust, and then flopped back on his bunk. The room was maybe ten feet by ten feet. The bunk and two trunks occupied half of the room, and then a small closet, mirror, and sink occupied the other half. Everything was white metal or white plastic, the flooring the same nondescript gray, and the bedding was starched and white. It was all very sterile and cold. Showers and toilets were down the hall.

Lucas put his gear in the trunk and his few clothes in the closet, as far on the right side as he could, leaving a long, two-foot chasm between his clothing and Mysern’s. That left him with the picture of his little sisters. He held the wooden frame in his hand—it was wonderful to hold something organic and warm with old life. It reminded him of touching the rough bark of trees in his dream. The bark was always warm where it faced the afternoon sunlight and cool on the side where it had a hazy covering of moss. But in the real world, wood was rare and expensive. Few trees survived the Blight’s touch for long, and the only trees were ones that grew in orchards, fiercely protected for the fruit they bore, and they were only used for wood when they finally succumbed to the Blight. Lucas’s family had given him this picture when he left for boot camp three years ago. His sisters were twins, now fifteen years old, and his mother said in her most recent communication that she was just about fed up—they had started to realize they were beautiful. Not that physical beauty made such a difference in the small town they were from. No, where Lucas was from the only thing that mattered were the survival skills you had—if you could make something grow in the practically sterile soil, if you could make clothing, if you could make food. His town was the last major settlement before the Outreaches, and the technological wonders of the capital were just rumors out there where the Nexus were trying their hardest to keep an iron fist on the tenuous peace they maintained. That com from his mother had probably cost her a day’s wages to send.

Again Lucas saw that old man desperately defending his house while smoke rose up around him. Lucas had raised his shock baton above the old man, but hadn’t been able to strike. “Wear the citizen’s cuff,” he had pled. “You’ll be under the Nexus’s protection.”

The old man had spit at his feet. “Some of us don’t want their protection.”

Lucas had hesitated too long, and then Starling had been there.

“If he won’t wear the cuff, you know the consequences,” Starling snarled as he held his baton to the straw roof until it caught fire. Screams tore through Lucas’s ears, and there was the old man, standing in the doorway of his hut, tears streaming down his soot-stained cheeks, refusing to move from his home.

Lucas longed for sleep tonight because the dreaming would be a respite from his own head. Even if it was Mysern he had to share a bunk with.

Lucas couldn’t get to the mess hall quickly enough, leaving Mysern and his loping walk behind him as he hurried to find Liset and Bronco. Tables and chairs filled the enormous square room. Boisterous chatter echoed off the walls. A row of windows high on the wall let in the artificial sunshine that spread from the light source at the top of the dome. Lucas scanned the room, glancing over the buzzed heads and tight braids and coils until he spotted Liset. She was seated next to a tank of a young man.

“Schrader,” Bronco said, nodding at him in that amiable way he had.

“Smithson,” Lucas returned. “You clean up nice.”

Bronco laughed, a deep, rumbling sound in his barrel chest. But the laugh couldn’t reach his whole face—there was a deep, puckering scar that pulled down the left side of his mouth, making all of his smiles look more like grimaces. “Well, you know how a shower is out there with the Blight and the dust and sweat clinging to you the minute you’re clean again. But as soon as I had access to a shower with the perfect temperature of water in a perfectly heated bathroom? Never felt better.”

Lucas let his tray clatter to the table as he sat down.

Liset raised her eyebrows. “Rough day since I last saw you? I didn’t think it could get any worse. Let me guess, the food isn’t as good as your mom’s.”

“Mysern is my bunk mate.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Do I look like I’m joking?”

Liset leaned forward, whispering, “I’ll pay you ten credits if you last the week.”

Bronco laughed again. The laugh may not have been able to reach his mouth, but his laughs always reached his eyes, crinkling the corners and making the caramel brown of them sparkle. “The week? I’ll pay you ten if you can last the day.” He glanced to where Mysern had just left the food line and was aiming for a table on the other side of the mess hall. “He’s a rotten apple. And just you watch—he’ll spoil the whole barrel.”

Liset raised an eyebrow. “And when was the last time you had an apple? A fresh one. Where the juice dribbles down your chin when you bite into it.” She poked at the applesauce that sat pale and sad in the compartment of her tray.

“Just because we don’t get any doesn’t mean no one’s never had it.” Then Bronco suddenly hushed, his face tipping down to look at his own tray. Seriousness was incongruous on him. Lucas could probably count on one hand the times he had seen this mood come over him. Liset noticed it too, and she put a hand to his arm. He shrugged it off and smiled, but Liset still looked concerned.

Bronco shrugged again. “My family owns a fruit orchard—that’s how they made their money.”

Liset nodded, trying to be casual with this new revelation. “Yeah, fruit is rare enough. Anyone who can actually grow it doesn’t ever have to worry about their retirement fund.”

“So why are you here and not out there on the farm?” Lucas asked.

“Orchard,” Bronco said.

“Yeah, orchard.” Lucas thought back through the two years he had known Bronco, and he didn’t remember ever hearing this story. Lucas could trust Bronco with his life, but he knew next to nothing about him. “Why are you here and not there?”

“Here in the military?” Bronco shrugged. “Dad never thought I had the touch for fruit trees. He never thought I had the touch for anything, really. So I left to prove him wrong.”

Lucas put down his fork and sat back with his arms crossed. “Really?” He couldn’t believe it. Bronco was one of the strongest people he knew—and farming was hard labor. Bronco didn’t seem like he wanted to talk about it, but Lucas couldn’t help the question. It just didn’t make sense.

Bronco’s eyes shifted again, and Lucas knew he was digging too close to something Bronco would rather have left buried. Bronco opened his mouth to speak, but Lucas stopped him.

“Good for you,” Lucas said. He meant it, too. And he was grateful for Liset and Bronco. With Liset’s tough compassion and Bronco’s easy laughs, they helped keep at bay that old man standing defiantly in his small mud hut. And tonight, Lucas would have the dream—the same dream he’d had for the past three years. He would stand in the meadow, with the blue open sky hovering over him without a trace of the sickly Blight that kept them all cowering under the city’s shield like frightened animals. He tried to convince himself that he didn’t need to have the dream, but that was pointless. It had become such a part of him that he couldn’t imagine living without it. He longed for it every night, just for the moment to take a deep, clean breath, even if it was a dream breath. For the past five months, he hadn’t let himself fall asleep enough to dream—there were always too many people around, bedrolls too close together for him to dare to think of dreaming. But tonight, there would only be Mysern nearby, and surely he was exhausted too. And Lucas had changed. This last deployment had changed him—from both the things he had seen and done—and he felt unsettled inside and out. The dream would give Lucas a moment to savor the earthy green of his dream and the buzz of insects in the grass. A moment to savor that for once, everything was okay.

The dream should have been the last thing he wanted. After all, dreaming was illegal—and whenever there were rumors of a dreamer, the dreamer was taken away and never seen again.
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Chapter Two
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I am in the meadow, and the meadow is surrounded by trees—trees growing so thick that I can’t see through the trunks to where the end of them may be. The tall grass waves about my thighs and barely tickles the calluses on the palms of my hands as I run them lightly over the seeded heads. The sky is a strange blue tinged with gold and amber, more vibrant than the paint on some of the buildings in the capital, bluer than the Nexus’s robes. I’ve never seen such a color, a mix of light and rich, hazy darks. This dream sky always stuns me for the first few moments, drawing my eyes, making me peer harder, trying to penetrate its unfathomable depths. I stare and stare until I have to blink, and then my eyes move away and notice the other details: the sunlight trying to wend its way through the tree branches as it sinks to the west. There is more shadow than light in the meadow.

The clothing change always startles me. I’m wearing a light-colored shirt, loose fitting with a tie in the front that leaves part of my chest exposed. I wear pants that tuck into short boots. I’ve never seen clothes like this—gone is the sheath for my shock baton; gone is the body armor that pinches where the plates meet, that armor designed to keep my insides on my inside, but feels more like a uniformed prison. The fabric of these dream clothes is rough and the weave isn’t very good—light shines through the clothing when I raise my arms up. It would never pass in the capital; it wouldn’t provide enough protection against ultra-violet light or the skin damage accidental exposure to the Blight would cause. But I relish the feel of it against my skin. I feel more real, more free, not encased in synthetic materials designed to protect my body from violent damage. Although I know there is no threat here, I can’t quite give up the habit of looking over my shoulder.

A faint nickering startles me, and I whirl around—yes, there’s that habit. All I see is an animal behind me, a large one, and I instinctively reach for the weapon that is no longer at my hip. For the past three years it has only ever been me in this meadow. But then again, this is the first time I’ve allowed myself to dream since my deployment. The animal cocks its head, its long face tipping to one side. It has large brown eyes framed by long lashes, and its pointed ears turn toward me and then one dips forward. There is a system of crossing straps over its head. Strange. I’ve never seen anything like it, and never seen a living creature that could move its ears independently of each other. Granted, I haven’t seen many living creatures besides humans.

I stand still, unsure what the animal’s intentions might be, but all it does is stand there. I notice it has a tail, a long swath of golden-brown hair. The tail swishes behind it, parting the grass around its hind legs, the sound rippling toward me, a quiet shh shh that calms my heart. The creature appears so docile that I stand down from my defensive posture and extend a hand. The animal steps forward with one leg. Its four slender legs each end in a solid, rounded foot that looks almost like bone. It stamps and flattens the grass beneath. Mental note: stay out of the way of the feet.

Then I notice something on the animal’s back: a curving piece of leather attached to the animal by a strap that circles its belly. It reminds me of the seats on the single-man hovercraft that a select few of the soldiers in my unit were trained to operate. Could this animal be intended to be ridden?

A breeze curls through the grass and plays along my arms, raising goosebumps on my skin as I take several tentative steps toward the creature. It stamps its foot again and tosses its head. A ribbon of hair snakes down the back of its neck, rippling in the movement and the breeze. There is a long strip of leather attached to the straps on its head. This long strip reaches all the way to the seat on the animal’s back, looping over the animal’s shoulders and then back down to the other side of its head. Handles of some sort?

I’m close enough that I finally touch the long strip. I don’t get too close to the face—the creature could have razor-sharp teeth in that mouth. I gently trace the leather strip all the way to where it touches the animal’s shoulders, and I jump back when its whole body shivers under my touch. Was that a warning? There are snakes in the Outreaches that hiss and rear up as a warning, and even as a child I was told to steer clear of them. I look toward this creature, and it turns its enormous head to me, studying me with those large, clear eyes as if thinking, Yes, I have infinite patience, but please get on with it.

The thought makes me smile, and I grip the leather seat with both hands. The creature’s back comes up to my shoulders, and I suddenly doubt whether this animal should be ridden. How would one even go about getting on it without angering it?

So instead of climbing aboard, I turn toward a thick spread of trees to the west of the meadow and start wading through the grass toward them. Behind me, I hear a clomp, clomp, clomp, and I turn to see the animal with its eyes half-closed, sleepily keeping pace with me. Its feet barely lift from the ground, gliding through the grass, and its tail swishes back and forth behind it in a steady rhythm. I turn back to the trees, stopping to study their enormous height. There are no trees like this at home. The only trees are stunted, gnarled things that look more like skeletons than plant life.

I’m only three feet from the closest one, and I take a step and rest my hand on its trunk. The bark is cool to the touch, and curls in woody peels here and there along its surface. Small insects scurry up and down on some unseen highway. Suddenly, the creature behind me nudges me with its nose and huffs out a breath. Then my own breath catches in my throat as it slowly bends one front leg and then the other until it is kneeling before me. The seat on its back is much more accessible now.

I take a step forward, wondering whether I could startle this animal and if I did what it would do, but it keeps its head bowed, and its eyes are calm. I carefully swing a leg over the animal’s back. Its girth is wider than I anticipated, and I can feel the animal’s warmth on my legs. Carefully, it regains its footing and stands up. I am not that high off the ground, but I suddenly feel as tall as a mountain sitting astride this magnificent creature, and I can’t stop my whoop of joy.

This does, finally, startle the animal.

The creature bolts forward, and I fall backward, tumbling over its rump and landing unceremoniously on the ground. My shoulder throbs for a few moments, but I roll it out and shake my head. The creature is racing around the perimeter of the meadow, its long legs stretching and then meeting, and the pound of its feet on the ground is thunderous. It is a glorious sight.

The creature tosses its head, that strip of hair down its neck rippling in the sun, and then the animal dances toward me, pulling its knees high as it approaches. I have observed it long enough, I think, to be unafraid, and sure enough, it stops several paces away. Then it repeats the same bow, and I mount it again. This time, I grip the seat firmly with one hand, hold the long leather strap with the other, and squeeze the creature’s sides with my legs for all I’m worth.

“Okay,” I say soothingly, not wanting to startle it again. “Let’s go.”

But the animal just stands there and lowers it head to pull some of the long grass into its mouth.

“Whoop?” I say. But the animal ignores me.

I shift in my seat, my heels brushing the creature’s belly, and then, finally it begins to walk forward. “That was it? Just nudging that big belly of yours?”

I don’t know how to steer the animal, and it chooses a course that leads straight for the trees. My heart quickens. Every dream has always been spent in the meadow with the wide open sky and the long grass, and that was enough. I hadn’t even thought of exploring the forest, and now that I have entered the cover of the trees, I can’t imagine why I never have. I focus on the rhythm of the animal’s stride, the way I sway gently with its pace, and the way it carefully clips its way through the woods and over fallen trees.

I keep my eyes open, looking deep through the spaces between trees, into the dark distance. The sun has set low enough that I am immersed in shadow and open my eyes wide to make out distinct shapes. I have never seen another person in the meadow, but this animal’s sudden appearance would suggest that there are people that inhabit my dreams and I just haven’t found them yet.

As we follow a narrow trail through the woods, other sounds emerge—a musical chirping that comes and goes as we make our way. I don’t know if this path was made by other animals or by people. I hear no other sounds than the strange musical chorus, and smell nothing more than the rich smell of trees and loamy soil. Nothing else, except—wait, what’s that?

A sharp smell touches my nose, and I suddenly remember the old man in the doorway of his burning hut. Smoke. I close my eyes. No. He isn’t here. I came here to escape for just a moment. I squeeze my eyes tighter, forcing my lungs to take deeper breaths before they start to seize up into suffocating hitch breaths. Think of the meadow, think of the sky the color of a jewel, think of the warm, earthy smell of the animal beneath me. The smell of smoke drifts through the trees, but it’s too dark now to see where it’s coming from. The animal turns suddenly from the path, cutting a straight line through the woods. Does it recognize this area? Is this home?

Light cuts through the trees ahead, carving lines through the darkness, and the woods open up to a small clearing. There is a cabin here, light streaming through the windows. The animal tosses its head again and lets out a trumpeting sound that surprises me. I hadn’t heard more than airy sounds from the creature and didn’t know it was capable of such noise. It hurries forward, its feet stamping on the ground in a bouncy motion, and I grip the seat tighter. The animal heads toward the cabin’s door, stopping in front of a barrel full of water. It lowers its head to drink and doesn’t seem to be going anywhere so I slither off its back. In the woods behind the cabin, dark shapes move and there is the crackling of branches, but when I peer harder there’s nothing to see. Perhaps there are other animals here beside the one I rode.

I turn back to the cabin. I hesitate to call it a house—it’s too small for that—but it is bigger and sturdier than the hut the old man defended. It is made from logs and mud, and the panes of glass that make up its small windows are cloudy. Through the light from the windows, I can see animal skins of sizes and colors that I don’t recognize stretched tightly on a frame beside the door. A line of stones delineates a plot of plants that grow in tidy rows. I drop to my knees and tentatively pinch the leaf of one of the plants. It’s velvety soft, and where I bruised it, a pungent odor rises. I bend closer and inhale deeply. There are several poles driven into the ground around the garden, and there are strange little figures attached to the poles—they appear to be crude people made from string, leaves, and twigs. I put a hand to the back of my neck and stare a moment longer. I have no idea what their purpose is.

I peer at the sky through the trees. The blue has deepened to blue black, and I can see a single star pierce the fabric of the sky. I step to the door of the cabin. It hangs slightly ajar and I hesitate to knock. With the smoke from the chimney and the door open, it seems someone has left just moments before or may be just inside. I have never ventured into the woods, never looked for someone else that may live here. Finding another person feels like it might break the spell—the happiness, the peace I feel here that I can’t seem to find in my waking hours.

I once again raise my hand to knock, and this time I let my knuckles sound lightly on the door. It pushes the door open further, and I wait. But there is no answer. I would never consciously open a door uninvited, but this is a dream, and though I do feel a twinge of guilt, I recognize that this house—and therefore its occupant—aren’t real. The door swings open and I step inside.

A narrow bed takes up a back corner, and a hearth with a low fire takes up one of the walls. There is a pot hanging above the fire, and something that could have once been delicious is sputtering from inside, burning unattended. I hurry over, grab a cloth sitting nearby, and swing the iron arm out from the fire, moving the pot away from the heat. Drips of charred liquid (soup, maybe?) drip onto the floor boards.

The wall opposite the fire is entirely full of shelves, and these shelves hold the strangest assortment of objects—jars, some with labels, some without; books of all sizes and colors; thick, woolen blankets; folded socks and shirts; cheeses covered in rinds of thick wax; a loaf of bread; several apples, and I briefly think of Liset and Bronco; a few assorted pieces of jewelry; baskets of twigs, dried flowers, and other oddities so shriveled that I can’t even begin to identify them. This wall seems to serve as closet, bookshelf, and pantry, all at once.

A sturdy wooden table occupies most of the center of the room, and one end is covered in more of the strange assortment from the shelves, as if they’ve just spilled themselves over in a wave of, well, junk. I examine them, trying to find a system of organization. Several books open and piled on top of each other. All of them covered in words I don’t recognize. They are filled with pictures of plants and diagrams of plant arrangements, and as I look at the book on top, I back away from the table. It has a picture of a dead body. My breathing hitches and it take me several moments to steady myself. This place is so incongruous. The other end of the table is home to a clean place setting—a simple plate, bowl, cup, knife, fork, and spoon. Death on one end of the table, ready for a meal on the other.

I take a step to examine the other books on the shelf, when I kick something and hear it skitter across the floor. I look about and see several overturned jars, their contents of dried plants spilling onto the floorboards. I’m just about to crouch down and clean up the mess when a shrill noise pierces the stillness. I rush outside to the black of night, stars scattered across the sky. The creature runs frantic circles around the cabin, its eyes rolled back so that I can see the whites. It tosses its head and rears up on its hind legs and makes that awful shriek again. I whirl around, expecting to see an enemy, but there is nothing there in the dim, greenish light. Strange. The light has changed since I stepped from the cabin. The sparkling starlight has transformed into the sickly purple green of a bruise.

Though this cabin and the animal are new, this green-tinged night is the way the dream always ends, and even though I know to expect it, the wrongness of it, the ugliness of it always catches me off guard. I turn to the west, where I know I will see it creeping its way slowly over the horizon, devouring everything in its path.

There, just above the line of the trees, a billowing living cloud creeps over the sky, covering the stars and blocking out their light. It has the bulk and menace of a thunder head, but it looks deeper, as if you could enter it and never come out the other side, and it suddenly surges in spots and retreats in others, as if it were feeling the air. The clearing grows darker and darker with its strange green light. It looks just like the Blight—as if I cannot escape the Blight, even in my dreams.

I stand rooted to the ground, unable to move as I watch it approach, and finally the creature has frozen too—not calmed, but still as if faced with inevitability—staring with wide eyes as riveted to that malevolent cloud as I am. Yes, it is malevolent. I can say that without hesitation. It reminds me of death. I have seen enough of death to know it wears many faces. Sometimes death is kind, sometimes death is overly punctual, and sometimes death is cruel. And that green cloud stalking toward us, billowing through the trees and into the sky and gobbling everything in its path, that cloud looks like death without any mask to disguise its coming.
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Chapter Three
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Lucas woke from the dream in a cold sweat. His room was still dark—it was too early still for the lights to automatically come on. He lay frozen in bed, not wanting to move, hoping that he hadn’t been tossing in his sleep. Tossing and turning was one of the surefire tells that he was a dreamer—they had all been thoroughly taught to watch for the signs—and he hardly dared to breathe lest Mysern thought he was one of the dreamers. Lucas had heard stories, of course, stories of people like him who could dream, people like the old man. But he had never heard what exactly happened to them afterward. Only that there had been dreamers. And that was it. Which did not suggest a happy ending.

By touch, Lucas found the citizen cuff on his left wrist with the Nexus’s small sigil on the top. He was three years old when he received it. And every year the officials from the capital came to his small town to check the citizen cuffs—the officials made sure they weren’t damaged, made sure the children’s cuffs still fit properly. Lucas remembered thinking how grown up he felt with it on his wrist—the sleek metal cuff with the flat green stone marked with the Nexus’s sigil. And every year when the officials came, he was always amazed at the variety of people who came to his town. His town was designated as a review location, and those from the surrounding areas were required to come and have their cuffs examined. There were people from the Outreaches, speaking in their distinct dialect; there were workers that tried to make a living in the wilderness of their Blight-afflicted world; there were resellers returning with meager offerings from their travels; and there were people like Lucas, who lived in the town and tried to create a stable life.

Every single citizen of the capital had a cuff, and they were all identical to the one that Lucas wore. Identical to the one he had tried to force on the old man. Those who lived within the empire and those conquered in the Outreaches wore them. And after this last deployment, Lucas knew what happened when you refused the cuff. That old man was stronger than his spindly arms and jutting cheekbones proclaimed him to be. He had fallen under the burning beams of his hut, but he had never ripped his gaze away from Lucas’s. Those eyes pierced him. And when Starling and the interrogators had finally turned away from the ruins and the smell of burned flesh, Lucas had vomited all over himself. Now as he lay in the dark thinking of it, he felt like a giant hand was crushing his entire body: he couldn’t breathe, and his heart struggled to beat.

Now there were no dreamers, or at least there shouldn’t be. Why had he started dreaming three years ago? He had only been in the capital for two weeks when it had started. Why was he different from Liset or Bronco or Mysern Starling, even? He breathed slowly, willing his heart to slow and his breath to even out so that there wouldn’t be anything to give him away. His sheets were damp with sweat. He ran his fingers over the sigil of his cuff. The carved image had smoothed out some with how often he rubbed it, but still the skin of his finger caught over the thin spidery crack that ran down the middle. It was so faint you wouldn’t even see it if you didn’t know it was there. Lucas rolled over and chanced a glance up at the top bunk, but it was too dark to see, and Mysern offered no clue as to whether he was awake and had heard Lucas or merely slept through the whole dream.

Lucas closed his eyes, but sleep was a long time coming.

When the wake-up call sounded and the room automatically illuminated, Lucas was so bone-weary he could hardly move. After the long days massacring their way through the small villages with people who wouldn’t accept cuffs and the longer nights reliving every moment, one night of sleep could never heal his emotional and physical exhaustion. And now worrying that he slept in a bunk below an enemy and that enemy might know his secret led to a fatigue he didn’t know was possible. Lucas pictured the dream creature in his mind—its gentle eyes and huffing breath. The memory lent him some peace. But he heaved himself to sitting, hissing in a breath as his shoulder ached. He rolled it out for a minute, and then he smoothed down the blue blanket.

His hand paused.

Blue.

Everything in the barracks was always white or gray. Always. His hand hovered over the blanket, identical to the blanket from last night except for the color. Did Mysern have a different blanket too? Yes, his was blue. Had they been changed in the night? Why?

“Hey, watch it, Schrader!” Mysern barked. He had laid out his uniform on his bunk, and Lucas was close to touching it. Then Mysern’s face wrinkled. “You stink. Shower before you make my clothes stink too.”

Lucas tore his eyes away from the blanket. He lifted his shirt to his nose. The smell of the animal lingered on him. He had never had part of the dream follow him out before. “Sorry,” he said, before remembering what had startled him after he had awoken. “Look, do you remember last night, did anyone come in? The blankets—”

Mysern shook his head. “What are you yammering about? And don’t forget to shower.” He knocked shoulders hard with Lucas as he left the room.

There was no time for a shower. Not today. Lucas quickly changed into dress grays. Dress grays were the protocol for military parades, and today they were parading around the capital like fools to reassure the citizens that they had a military presence, that they were fighting something worthwhile, and—though he would never dare say it aloud—that they could easily use force to subdue anyone that opposed the Nexus.
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