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“Just give me some truth.”




— John Lennon


Chapter 1 




Markla didn’t care for the dark. Why did they need to be creeping around in the woods at night? The trees all looked like gnarled monsters, and the moon stared down like an evil eye, and couldn’t they attack this place in the daytime?

The Serenity Six Dream Station would still be around when the sun came up. It would still be around on a weekend, too—in case someone didn’t want to save the world on a school night. But she was the only one still in school, and being just sixteen years old no one seemed to care what she thought, anyway.

Dru was two years older and he was up ahead. He was stomping through the forest, snapping twigs and swishing his feet through every pile of dry leaves. If the darkness gave them a certain element of surprise, it was totally lost by all the noise they were making. They were supposed to be warriors in a primitive and ancient tradition, schooled in the art of silent attack—but now the idea made Markla roll her eyes. We’re as clueless as the enemy, she thought. Any second now someone was bound to walk into a tree and knock himself unconscious.

The thought almost made her laugh, but she bit her lip instead and stepped lightly over a thick root. She was tiny, and slender like a branch, and she wouldn’t be walking into anything. Then Dru held up his hand and whispered in a fierce tone.

“Stop!” he said.

Markla didn’t stop right away. Instead, she tossed back her hair and crept to his side. Markla’s hair was a shade or two darker than midnight, and it was always tangled and messy, and most of the time she liked it to hang down because it covered a small scar near her left ear and another star-shaped one on the right side of her forehead. But tonight it seemed appropriate to let her scars show. 

They were standing at the edge of the dense forest. Somewhere nearby, an owl hooted and her heart leaped. She brushed a mosquito from her bare arm and peered across a grassy clearing. Did she really want to do this? Well, she did have a steel club slung across her back, and so did Dru, and so did the other three people who’d come trudging through the woods on this humid autumn evening. They were staring across the field at a knob-like building that resembled an observatory. There was no kind of visible fence around the place, but it was supposedly equipped with sensors that would detect anyone who crossed a certain perimeter—unless the system was disabled by someone inside. 

Dru wiped some sweat from his forehead. He motioned for everyone to crouch down, and in the darkness three silent figures followed his instructions. But Markla remained standing, and so did he, and he turned to face her like she knew he would. Even in the moonlight, she could see his blue eyes, thick dark hair, and chiseled facial features—and yeah, he looked good. But just because Dru was sexy didn’t mean he couldn’t be infuriating, especially when he said, “Maybe you should wait here.”

“What?” She felt her stomach tighten. “What are you talking about? You want to leave me behind?”

Dru smiled. “Markla, no—that’s not how it is. I know you’re tough, but you’re also small, and we could use a lookout.”

“That’s stupid,” she sputtered. “That was never the plan. I’m part of the group, and now you want to leave me here all alone?”

“No one wants to do that. It’s not like that at all.” 

“If you leave me here by myself, I’ll be alone, right? I can count to one.”

Dru sighed in dramatic fashion. Behind Markla, the three others remained silent, like they were waiting for the argument to end. And it did end, the way it always ended. Dru reached out with his big hands and squeezed Markla’s shoulders as he looked into her eyes and said, “I would never leave you behind, Markla. You know that.”

She was quiet. “Okay,” she finally said. Then she shrugged. “So what are we talking about? Let’s go.”

He laughed. “We can’t go yet, honey. We have to wait for the signal.”

Right. She knew that, and she hadn’t meant it literally. Then there was a chirping sound, and Dru was staring at a wafer-sized device in his hand. 

“Okay, this is it!” he said. “Are we ready to do some damage?”

Everyone murmured that they were—and then they put on their masks. The masks were all different colors, none of them natural skin tones. They were blue, red, orange, and green, and other than the vibrant hues, they were plain and featureless and strapped securely to the front of the face. Markla’s mask was dark purple. When all the masks were in place, the whole group started running across the field. Dru was in the lead, moving fast. Markla knew she could pass him, but she also knew he wouldn’t like that so she let him stay in front. She stayed close behind, with her long hair flying, and it felt wonderful; running was one of the most primitive things a person could do. The building had no windows on the ground level and just a single door built into its smooth exterior. The door slid open, and there was a pudgy guy standing there. He had nervous eyes and wore a dark blue jumpsuit. “Everyone’s upstairs!” he hissed. “Three people and that’s it.” 

“Great,” Dru said. “Let’s go.”

Everyone followed him. They bolted past a glass desk and the gleaming station logo on the wall and then ran up a winding flight of stairs. They raced down a short hallway and burst through another door into a cramped room filled with black consoles and blinking lights—and two men and a woman sitting at a table in the corner, eating oranges and crackers. They were all wearing blue jumpsuits. 

“It’s our world now!” Dru screamed. He pulled out his club and charged. 

Markla froze. The people at the table just stared with open mouths—but then one guy leaped to his feet and Dru swung at his head. The guy stepped aside, avoiding the blow, and then grabbed a chair and blocked the next strike. Then he cursed and lunged toward Dru, slamming the chair into Dru’s chest and knocking him to the floor. The man was big like a bear, and he held the chair high and swung it hard—but Dru rolled away just in time. The chair hit the floor and smashed into pieces. 

Now the three guys behind Markla dove into the fray, swinging wildly. Meanwhile, the woman in the corner hurled an orange at Dru as he staggered to his feet. The “chair guy” was being pummeled, and the other guy was trying to run, and the woman was cursing and throwing some dishes that smashed against the wall. Everyone was shouting.

Markla started shouting, too, and swinging. But she was in a daze, and her heart was pounding, and she didn’t swing at any people—she swung at the consoles. Wasn’t that what they’d really come to do? To send a message about this technological disease that was infecting the world? Her metal club hit the glass console in front of her and it shattered. She hit it a few more times and moved to the next one. And then there was the sound of an alarm ringing. It shrieked through her head like a spike. 

What? Supposedly, the security system had been disabled. Something was wrong. 

The woman and one of the men ran from the room. The guy who’d used the chair was on the floor in a pool of blood. Markla looked at him, and a wave of nausea washed over her. Meanwhile, Dru was cursing and waving his arms. 

“Smash everything!” he said. “Destroy it all!”

“No!” came a voice. It was the jittery guy who’d let them in. He was their spy, and Markla knew his name was Tiber, and now he said, “You need to get out now. We all do!”

Dru hesitated while the alarm kept screaming. Markla said, “He’s right, Dru. Let’s go!”

Dru snarled and seized Tiber with both hands. “Why is the alarm still on?”

“I don’t know,” Tiber said. “But we need to go.”

“But the alarm was supposed to be off!”

Everyone was shouting now. “Let’s go, Dru! Let’s go!”

“But we’ve hardly done any damage! And we didn’t do the motto!”

“I’ll do it!” Markla blurted. “You guys keep smashing stuff.”

Dru hesitated again and then gave her a little smile. “All right,” he said, and he reached into his knapsack and tossed her a can of spray paint. “Go!”

Markla bolted back into the hallway and down the stairs. Painting the motto was purely symbolic, but then again so was the entire attack; after all, smashing up one dream station wasn’t going to bring down the government. She ran into the main entry area, right near the reception desk. She grabbed a chair and slid it into position so she could reach up higher. Her pulse was racing. This was a crazy thing to do but she was glad to get out of that room—and besides, everyone would love it. But she had to be quick.

She leaped onto the chair and in a few seconds the motto was splattered across the wall in fuzzy red letters: “FIGHT BACK!” She paused for a moment to examine her work, and for an instant she was filled with pride. And then someone tackled her from behind. 

“Oof!” she said and hit the floor hard. The can of paint rolled across the floor. 

It was a guy dressed in black, some kind of security person. Why hadn’t he been accounted for by Tiber? 

Markla twisted onto her back, and now the guy was on top of her, and he was swinging his fists, and she tried to block his hands, but he was big and heavy—and now he was hitting her, and then he had a forearm across her neck. His dark eyes were raging as he looked down at her. 

“I’ve got you now, little girl,” he said with a snarl. “You’re finished.” 

She tried to slither away but she was pinned under his bulk. She couldn’t breathe, and she was gagging, and his arm was crushing her throat. She felt trapped, smothered, helpless—and then she wriggled her right hand free, down to where she had a dagger strapped to her hip. 

She was struggling for air and things were getting hazy. She couldn’t do it, no way, no chance—but then her fear and panic turned into rage, a rage that blossomed inside her like a mushroom cloud. Not today! And never again! With one desperate motion, she grabbed the weapon and drove the blade into the man’s neck.

His eyes bulged. She yanked out the blade and did it once more. He gasped and went limp.

Markla pushed and twisted and slid out from underneath him. She got to her knees, coughing and gulping air and then coughing again. The room was spinning, and she was once again filled with nausea—and her hands were slick with blood. She stared with wide eyes at the blood on her clothes, and on the floor, and all over the dead man. What did I do? But now someone else was in the room. It was one of the guys she’d seen upstairs, along with the woman—and he had a weapon in his hand, a black stick. Markla started to move, but he leaped forward and shoved it into her ribs. 

She felt an agonizing jolt and everything went black. 


Chapter 2




Everyone was talking at Seaview Secondary School. In the halls, in the courtyard, in the restrooms, the dissonant whispers grew to a roar. 

“She was in 20 Eyes,” Dimitri said. “She murdered six people.” 

Rune looked up at Dimitri and stared. Everyone looked up at Dimitri because he was tall like a tree. He was also gawky and skinny and pasty-looking and tended to laugh at things no one else found funny. Right now Rune was standing with Dimitri in a crowded hallway, the one with wide windows overlooking a windy ocean, near a place where a great city had supposedly stood 10,000 years ago. But Rune wasn’t thinking about ancient history. 

He shook his head. “I don’t believe it,” he finally managed to say. “Markla wouldn’t kill anyone.”

Dimitri laughed. “What do you mean?” he said, sounding smug. “You hardly know her. You just think you do because you’ve been in love with her forever.”

“That’s not true!” Rune shot back. He didn’t blush easily, but now he felt his olive skin turning red, and he spun away so fast that his long hair moved like a whip. It was the color of charcoal and hung to his shoulders.

I’ve just been thinking about her a lot lately.

Dimitri laughed again. “Maybe you can visit her in prison. You can sneak her a bomb inside a bunch of roses.” Then he gave a snort and said, “I’m sure you’ll find someone else. Plenty of girls like you.”

Do they? Rune thought. But he didn’t have time for Dimitri’s envy. He had other things on his mind.

It wasn’t true that he hardly knew Markla. In fact, he never remembered not knowing her. They’d been classmates since first grade, and friendly in a “school friend” kind of way—and of course he’d noticed her because she was noticeable. But this year he’d paid extra attention to her because…he just had. He sat right behind her in math class—and yeah, she was interesting, and he always tried to say something clever to her when the class ended. But he was just being nice, and he usually said, “Hey, see you tomorrow.” He’d used that witty line lots of times. 

Meanwhile, the swirl of chatter and hearsay was drowning Rune like an ocean. Markla Flash was involved in a plot that had killed five people, or maybe four. No, wait—it was three, or maybe two. The victims had been stabbed to death, or slaughtered in some primitive way that was the trademark of 20 Eyes, the subversive organization that threatened the country. And now it was obvious she was in that group. After all, she didn’t dress like other Sparklan girls; she was mainly known for oversized flannel shirts covered with cat hair. She didn’t wear makeup, and she liked jewelry made from pebbles and seashells, and her long hair was always tangled and messy. She’d quit the Run Team, even though she’d been a tough competitor, and she’d stopped socializing with other kids at school—not that she’d ever done much, anyway. 

Rune doubted Markla ever gave him much thought. Why would she? But maybe now it was for the best. 

Dimitri nudged him with a bony elbow. “They’ll probably bring her to the Dream Prison after she’s sentenced. They’ll get someone nasty to write for her. One of the top people, for sure.”

Probably, Rune thought—and it was sad. Markla was smart, but if all this talk turned out to be true she’d be sent to the Dream Prison and sentenced to nightmares, probably a high number. Rune was familiar with the creation of nightmares, since he was a student at the Cold Brook Dream Academy. But so was Markla, and Dimitri, too. They spent some days here in normal classes for “advanced” sixteen-year-olds—but three days per week, they went to the academy where they were training to be dream writers. Dreams were so much more interesting than reality. 

 As he walked down the hall, Rune glanced through the windows at the rocky beach and watched the rolling waves, and he wondered where Markla was right now. He wondered what she was seeing. He was still thinking about her as he slid into a desk in his morning history class, with Dimitri in front of him and Janna to his right. In this class, Markla used to sit in the far corner of the room, where she’d been barely visible to Rune—unless he craned his neck. Meanwhile, Dimitri kept talking to Janna, who was striking with her deep blue eyes, coppery skin, and honey brown hair hanging down. They were both talkers, much more than Rune. 

Dimitri grinned. “Well, it’s one less person to worry about in the Dream Project.”

“Nice,” Janna said. “Were you worried about her?” 

“Hey, Markla’s weird, but she’s not dumb. One of us should break into her dreambank and see what she was working on, now that she doesn’t need it.”

“How would you do that?” 

“There’s a GoBug script that can do it. It’s illegal—but Rune has it.”

“Rune, is that true?” she said. “Are you hanging out with the smashers again?”

Rune gave her a blank look. At the mention of the Dream Project, his ears had perked up. The project was a major competition at the school, and everyone wanted to win—especially Rune. And it was true, he sometimes connected with “smashers,” people who collected and traded special scripts that could do all kinds of wild things, some of them illegal. But Rune wasn’t a bona fide smasher—it was just a hobby. And yes, he had a script that could supposedly break into anyone’s dreambank. But he’d never tested it on anything difficult. Not yet.

He gave Janna a smile and a little shrug. “I don’t know,” he said. “But maybe I should let Dimitri try it. His best chance of winning would be to steal something.”

Janna laughed. “Hear that, Dimitri? Rune’s going to let you steal Markla’s LiveDream. Who knows what you might end up with. Probably something scary.”

“She’s a good dream writer,” Rune said. “She’s got good stuff.”

“Yeah, right,” Dimitri said with a grin. “And how much of her ‘stuff’ did she show you?”

Rune gave Dimitri a cool stare, but Dimitri didn’t seem to care. “She was always crazy,” Dimitri said.

“That’s true,” Janna replied. “But she’s still innocent until proven guilty.”

Dimitri scoffed. “Didn’t you get into a fight with her once?”

“We were ten, Dimitri, and it was my fault.”

“She punched you in the nose—you were bleeding. She hit you hard.”

“Yeah, but that’s because I called her a ‘piglet’ and put orange paint in her hair. I felt bad, and we made up a week later—sort of. But I think she’s hated me ever since. Anyway, regardless of what she did, she still has rights.”

Dimitri gave a snort. “You’re not the only one she fought with. It’s a pattern. First a punch in the nose, then a dagger through the heart. Isn’t that right, Rune?” Then he gave Janna a sly look as he added, “She’s a Basic. Rune likes Basic girls.”

Rune didn’t respond. It was a common joke that Markla was a “Basic”—one of those strange people known to live in the woods away from the world.

 Janna answered in a sharp tone. “Leave Rune alone!” she snapped. “You don’t know what he likes, and you don’t know the whole story about any of this.” Dimitri laughed yet again, but Rune knew it was a hollow laugh. Dimitri didn’t like to argue with Janna; he was usually too busy trying to impress her.

At this point Mr. Kyla asked for everyone’s attention. He was their teacher, and he was strong like a box of barbells, and he loved to talk about how their nation of Sparkla was superior to previous societies. Sparkla wasn’t just a democracy—it was a direct democracy. Through the use of technology, people could easily vote on any issue that was deemed important, without lawmakers and bureaucrats in between looking to aid their friends and cronies. According to Mr. Kyla, this was why Sparkla was such a paradise. It was a lush green country that stretched down the continental coast and westward to a great river, and it contained far more trees than people. It was a land that knew how to manage its resources—and a place where the will of the people was always done, blah, blah. All in all, Rune hated this class. It was a lot of tedious talk about the world. 

 Mr. Kyla’s voice boomed throughout the room. “Everybody quiet down,” he said. “I know there are crazy things going on today, and we’ve all heard about them—but we have a lot to cover. Important stuff.” 

“Right,” Rune thought. And now he recalled how Markla hated this class, too, but for different reasons. She’d claimed it was “propaganda for the toads.” And how had he responded? He’d laughed and said, “Hey, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He closed the notebook. Mr. Kyla was still talking but he didn’t hear a word. 


Chapter 3




Markla wiped her teary eyes. She was in a room the size of a bathroom shower stall with drab stone walls and a hard metal chair—and she’d never felt so alone. Meanwhile, on the other side of a thick glass window, her mother Sharli was shaking her head. 

Markla gave her mother a quick look. Markla had been adopted, and she did not physically resemble Sharli. Yes, they both had black hair and the olive skin so common in the country of Sparkla—but Markla’s eyes were dark green, like a pond in a forest, while Sharli’s were a more traditional shade of brown. Also, Sharli was tall and bulky. She’s so much bigger than me, Markla thought, and it was something she’d always remember—being six years old, and her mother staring down. 

Markla wiped her eyes again and took a deep breath. All right, let’s get through this, she thought. Her mom was talking and crying at the same time, and the words seemed far away. 

“Markla, how could you?” she said. “How could you join a subversive group? How could you murder someone? When did you turn into a monster?”

Markla blinked a few times. There were so many things she wanted to say, and she wanted to throw the words and watch them cling to her mother’s face like the stickiest mud in the world. She wanted to scream and explode—but she didn’t. If her mom hadn’t figured it out by now it was pointless. 

I’ll just sit here and be quiet, she thought. Can I do that? I will. I will. 

Markla stopped crying. She took another deep breath and spoke in a soft voice. 

“It’s good to see you, too, Mom.”

Sharli hesitated. Then her eyes flashed like fireworks. “Always with the snotty remarks,” she said. “Always with the attitude—why? Was your life so bad? This wasn’t my fault, do you hear me?”

“No one’s blaming you!” Markla spat. “It was my choice, and why do you care? You’re not even my real mother. You’re no one’s mother.”

Sharli froze for a second, and then her mouth dropped open. “I can’t believe you said that. After all I did for you.”

“Is that so?” Markla said. “Like what? I know what you did for me—and I’m not the only monster in the room! You never cared about me or Tommi at all.”

 That went well, Markla thought. Quiet as a bomb. 

Sharli shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. “And by the way, it’s not like you were the best daughter in the world. But you never think about that, do you?”

Markla banged her fists on the window. “Why am I even talking about this? I hate you, and I will always hate you! Get out of here and leave me alone! Again!”

Sharli leaned toward the glass and spoke with a low snarl. “Your life was never that bad, Markla. You exaggerate so much. You want to talk about Tommi? How do you think he feels today? He has to go to school and hear how his sister is a murderer! But you were always causing trouble. Now you want me to leave you alone—fine. I’ll leave you here to rot.” 

She leaped from her chair so fast it fell over, but she barely seemed to notice. Then she said, “You don’t know what I went through, Markla. You’re too young to understand, and a lot of it was your fault! My life would’ve been so much better without you.” She whirled and motioned to a chunky female guard wearing dark glasses. “I’m done here. I want to leave.” The guard’s face remained blank as she nodded and escorted her to a door. Sharli didn’t look back as she hurried away. 

Markla listened to the echo of her mother’s footsteps and then put her head in her hands. Had her mom really deserved that? Yeah, for sure—in fact, she deserved worse, much worse. She’s the one I should’ve killed, Markla thought—along with a few of her loser boyfriends. But at the same time, guilt was gnawing at her. It felt like a small rodent was chewing on her insides.

She never loved me, Markla thought. And I made everything worse—I did. 

The guard came over and said, “Back to your cell. Let’s go.”

The guard shoved Markla down a bleak hallway that led deeper into the prison. Markla stared at the heavy metal shackles on her wrists and thought about Dru and the others in 20 Eyes. Was Dru worried she would give up secret information? She clamped her jaw shut; she wouldn’t say a word. Dru will be proud of me, she thought.

Then she thought about her twelve-year-old brother, Tommi, and the things her mother had just said. Would he really think she was a monster? Probably. I just hope he feeds the cats. I think he will.

The guard led her to another dreary cell and undid the shackles. “Get in.” Then the guard closed the hefty door and it clanged shut. 

Markla sat on a metal bench. Her chest was heaving. She tried to calm down but it was useless. Was all this real? Please, can this be a dream? She knew it wasn’t.

She should be in math class now. Rune would be trying to talk to her, and she’d be wondering what he was thinking. He seemed to like me, Markla thought, but he never really said anything—and that was too bad because he was smart and good-looking. He wrote the best dreams, and he wrote the scariest nightmares. In fact, he seemed too nice to write some of the things he did. But of course she didn’t know everything that happened in his house, just like no one knew what happened in hers. 

She suppressed a sob. All this was pointless now. Rune, Dru, Tommi, her mother—she’d probably never see any of them again. 


Chapter 4




The school day was over and Rune slipped fast through the crowded halls. He burst out of the building and jumped onto his flyboard. It was a standard size board; it was longer than his arm, thinner than his hand, and it rose off the ground to the height of an ankle. In an instant, the reverse gravity generator caused it to cling to his feet and he was off, zooming down the tree-lined streets and fumbling to get the GoBug in place behind his ear.

The GoBug was gold, and about the size of an almond, and it worked by proximity. There was no wire that connected it to his brain, but when he heard the chime inside his head, he thought “Rune Roko, dreamer”—his name and stream code—and he was connected.

Now he could see whatever mindstreams he’d joined. With help from the GoBug, his mind made it seem like the three-dimensional images were hanging in the air a short distance from his eyes. But they were not actually there, and to any casual observers Rune would appear to be staring at nothing. Meanwhile, the same observers might be viewing mindstreams of their own. If they were all tuned to the same stream, they would all see the same images—but they would only see them in front of their own faces. No one could tell what anyone else was seeing.

Whoah! He swerved to avoid hitting a cat. The animal paused to give him a dirty look. It wasn’t a great idea to watch a stream while riding a flyboard, but today he couldn’t wait until he got home. 

Go to news Rune thought, and then go to Markla Flash, and add 20 Eyes. Now he saw a group of newspeople sitting there like well-dressed manakins, discussing the incident—and there was an image of Markla! She had a faraway look in her eyes. She also had a bloody lip and swelling on the side of her face, like someone had hit her. 

Rune felt a flash of anger. Then he frowned as a commercial cut into the stream. Commercials were a new addition to mindstreams—the population had voted in favor of this change, and it meant people could now choose to watch commercials in exchange for free LiveDreams. This commercial was for Sky Oat cereal, and he ate it all the time. 

GoBug off. 

He could scan for news about the attack later. He kicked the flyboard up a notch and flew through the quiet streets of his town, a place called Cooly Strip. The Strip was part of a peninsula just west of the mainland, and it was covered with piney forests ringed by sandy beaches and a sky-blue sea. He knew from Kyla’s dull class that this area had been called many things during the last 10,000 years, from Liberte to Nova Scotia, but now it was just another part of Sparkla. There were few houses on his street but this was common. In the entire nation of Sparkla that stretched down the coast to the topical zone, there were less than one million people. 

By the time he got home his head felt light, like he was floating. He leaned the board up against the small and tidy-looking house. It was the color of sand, and like most Sparklan homes it was constructed from wood and blocks made from plant fibers. There were ample windows, and the roof gleamed with thin green tiles that converted sunlight into electricity. His mother Maya was in the living room when he arrived, sunk down into the cushy sofa with her GoBug. She was wearing a fuzzy purple bathrobe and drinking herbal tea from her favorite mug, the delicate one that featured a picture of a rose. She was pretty in a disheveled way, like a piece of birthday cake tossed onto the floor. She was also submerged in a LiveDream. Maya spent a lot of time in LiveDreams—a lot. She didn’t see Rune at first, but then the LiveDream ended and her eyes seemed more aware. She looked at him and smiled. 

“Hi, Rune. I didn’t realize it was so late. I was supposed to wash my hair.” Her dyed blond hair was tied in a ponytail; her natural color was walnut brown. “How was everything today?”

“It was okay,” Rune said. “What LiveDream were you in?”

She gave a little laugh. “It was dumb, but it was romantic. It was just a dream.” She smiled. “Do you ever write romantic dreams, Rune?”

The question caught him off guard. “No,” he said. “I never tried that.”

“You should. That’s what the girls like, and it’s good to do what the girls like.”

For an instant, Rune thought about Markla, and how she’d never written a romantic dream—at least none that he’d seen. 

“Not all girls write romantic dreams,” he said. “I know one who doesn’t.”

“She will,” Maya said. “She’ll write that dream one day, Rune.” Then she smiled again and said, “Who knows, maybe you’ll write it with her.”

For the second time in one day, Rune’s face turned red. And now his mom was laughing. 

“Is this the girl you’re always talking about?” she said.

“What? Who?”

“You always mention ‘a girl you know,’ and I’m wondering if this ‘girl you know’ and that ‘girl you know’ are all the same girl—and hey, are you talking about Markla Flash?” Maya watched Rune’s reaction and laughed again. “Oh, she’s a wild one, Rune. I saw her last week on a flyboard, zigzagging all over the place, doing crazy tricks. You’ve always liked her, haven’t you? She’s a cute little thing.”

“Yeah, she is,” Rune blurted. “I mean—no, that’s not her. There is no girl.” Then he mumbled, “Markla’s just a friend.” Obviously, his mom hadn’t been watching any news streams today and that was good. Meanwhile, she was still laughing. Then she glanced out the window as a blue car glided to a stop in front of the house. Like most vehicles in Sparkla, it used an anti-grav generator to float a short distance about the ground. Maya watched it park and her smile faded. 

“Your father’s home,” she said. Then she sighed. “Let’s get the party started.”

Rune had a sinking feeling. Blog Roko was tall, and he held his head high as he walked through the front door. He’d been a Warrior Captain in the Sparklan army before taking his job with the police force, and Rune often thought he should’ve stayed in the army. He did not look like Rune. His dark hair was short and combed into a neat block, and his body was wide, and he wore shiny black boots that stomped on the ground when he walked and sent creatures running for cover. He also wore the perfectly pressed indigo uniform of the nation’s police force, along with a gold sash that indicated his position as a Centurion. 

“Hello, Rune,” he said with a grunt. Then he looked at Maya. “So, how was the sofa today? Anything big happen over there?”

Maya eyed Blog for a second and then got up. “I was about to wash my hair,” she said. 

Blog grunted. “It’s good to have a plan. Maybe tomorrow you can comb it.”

Maya shook her head and put down her teacup. “It’s great that you’re home early, Blog. You can start your nasty comments sooner than usual.”

He smirked but said nothing. She sighed and left the room, and Rune heard the bedroom door click shut. 

It’s true, she doesn’t do much, he thought. But she doesn’t do any harm, either. 

Blog walked into the kitchen, opened the refrigerator, and wrapped his shovel-like hand around a bottle of ale. Rune started walking fast to his room, but then Blog said, “Wait a second. I want to talk to you.”

Rune swore to himself. “About what?” he said, trying to sound calm. It was always the best way. But he guessed another sermon was coming, another blast of hot air from his father’s face about his future and his duty and how he needed to “be tough”—unless it was about something worse. 

Blog splashed some ale into his mouth. “We arrested a girl from your dream class. She was a member of 20 Eyes.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“And she’s already been found guilty. That’s why the new system is so good. Criminals don’t get time to stall.”

“They also don’t get time to defend themselves.”

Blog laughed. “What criminal told you that? People voted for the new laws, and for good reason. They realized we had to get tougher, and that’s what makes Sparkla a great country—the people are the lawmakers. Of course, we have Interpreters to explain the consequences of the more complex stuff, and we have the Territory Keepers to evaluate all the daily petitions—but once the National Keeper puts it up for a vote, it’s a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer from everyone, and the GoBugs make it easy. And that’s why it’s your duty to be informed about what’s going on around you, Rune. So, do you know her?”

“No,” Rune said quickly—maybe too quickly. “I know who she is…but I don’t really know her.”

Blog studied him. “That’s good,” he finally said. “It’s not good to know scum like that. And it’s not good to be involved with all this dream stuff. You need to start thinking about your future.”

“I am thinking about my future. I’m going to be a professional dream writer. I keep telling you that.”

“I know, and I keep telling you it’s stupid. Only a handful of people make any money doing that—and besides, people in that industry have no honor, no code.” Blog paused and then said, “Did you enter the Dream Project at your school?”

“Of course I entered.”

“Did you win?”

 “They haven’t announced anything yet.” 

 Blog shook his head. “You’ve still got time to open your eyes. Let someone else write all that sappy garbage that makes your mom cry tears of joy, boo hoo.”

“She doesn’t always cry. She didn’t always spend so much time in LiveDreams. Not until you made her miserable.”

Rune braced himself. Had he gone too far? He was sweating—and he clenched his fist. Because if Blog came at him, he was going to fight back. Maybe. 

But Blog just took another swig of ale. “Is that what I do?” he said. “I didn’t put her where she is now. She spends her whole day looking at those dreams. When I met her, she had dreams of her own. But now she’s an addict, and you want to be one of the people who keeps her that way. Reality is a tough thing for most people, Rune—you need to be strong, and dreaming makes people weak. It makes people forget what’s real. I’m just trying to help her, and I’m trying to help you.”

“Your idea of ‘help’ is mostly telling me what I can’t do.”

“The truth always helps people who can face it. Don’t lie to yourself—nobody likes a weak man. In fact, one of the reasons your mother married me was because I was not weak. It’s about making tough choices, real choices. But nothing in a LiveDream is real. You did real things before, like the Run Team, but what happened? It got hard and you quit.” 

“That’s not why I quit. I had other stuff to do.”

“Like what? Spend your time with dream writers—like that no good girl.”

“She’s not ‘no good’!” Rune shot back.

Blog cocked his big head and stared. “I thought you didn’t know her.”

Rune stared back. He hesitated, and then he said, “I know her. I know her well. And I like her.”

Rune whirled and stormed out the front door. He waited to hear the heavy sound of his father’s feet coming after him. But it didn’t happen. 

Rune breathed a sigh of relief. He’d escaped. For now. 


Chapter 5




Markla kept her face blank as two bulky female guards escorted her through the prison. Inside, she was shaking like a leaf, but she wasn’t going to show it. The guards shoved her into a small room with blank gray walls, an examination table, a few pieces of shiny equipment, and no windows. On the floor was a black mat. 

One of the guards pointed at the floor. “Strip and stand on the mat.” 

Markla hesitated but then did as she was told. She wasn’t modest, and she had nothing to hide. But then she felt a flash of fear because she knew people were sexually assaulted in prison—and wasn’t this a bit soon? Can’t they give me a couple of hours so I can maybe find a rope and hang myself? 

But they didn’t assault her. Instead, they looked her over and then studied a three-dimensional image of her body that appeared near the wall, a ghostly gray shape designed to show inorganic devices concealed in hard to reach places. They grunted with satisfaction before tossing her some undergarments and a pair of blaring yellow jumpsuits. As Markla put on the underwear she noticed the guards had names stitched onto their blue shirts. Crolle was dark-skinned with wavy black hair and lots of eyeliner while Dano was light-skinned with cocoa brown hair and a face that looked incapable of smiling. Before Markla could put the jumpsuit on, Dano unsnapped a banana-sized black stick from her belt. 

“Do you know what this is?” Dano said. 

Markla knew but didn’t answer. She braced herself, and there was a sizzling sound, and then Dano jammed the end of the device into Markla’s stomach. 

Markla shrieked—the pain was horrific, like every cell in her body was going to explode. 

Both guards laughed. “This isn’t a normal stun stick,” Dana said. “This thing is used for discipline, and it will keep you conscious—and in agony, if that’s what we want. So follow the rules.” Then Dano gave Crolle a sideways glance and said, “Hey, she killed one of ours, right? Maybe we should give her a few more jolts. Hold her down on the table. I’m going to make her cry like a baby.”

Markla’s heart started pounding, and she clenched a fist, ready to fight. Go for the eyes, she thought. If they kill me, they kill me! She was ready to move—but then another woman came into the room. She was slender, with brown skin and braided black hair, and she wore a white coat over her uniform, like a doctor. As soon as she appeared the guards stopped their torture talk.

The doctor gave Dano a sharp look. “Don’t abuse the prisoner,” she said. “She’s going to get plenty of that in the dream room.”

Dano shrugged. “We were just fooling around,” she said. “She looks like she can take it.”

The doctor noted the guard’s comment and glanced at Markla, who was still wearing just a bra and panties. She examined two jagged scars on Markla’s shoulder blade as well as a collection of others on her back.

“Did 20 Eyes do this to you, honey? I hear they have quite an initiation process.”

Markla said nothing. Yeah, 20 Eyes had done some of it. But not most of it. 

The doctor pulled out a silver object the size of a pencil. “You’re obviously no stranger to pain,” she said. “I doubt this will bother you much.” She grabbed Markla’s hand and jabbed the object into her forearm, and it was true, Markla wasn’t bothered by it. “That’s a tracking device,” the doctor said. “I’ve imbedded it under your skin. It’s not too deep, but don’t try to remove it. We’ll know, and believe me, the punishment won’t be worth it. So now we know where you are at all times. Remember that.”

The doctor left and Markla finished putting on one of the jumpsuits. Since it was still warm outside, Markla chose the lighter version with short sleeves rather than the heavier one where the sleeves were full-length. She fumbled with it a bit but kept her hands from shaking. A minute later she was being escorted deeper into the prison, and as she looked around her heart sank. The place was like a giant cave made of bars and clanging doors. Her wrists were shackled, and she could feel the eyes staring as she passed a row of cells—or was she imagining it? Stop being so paranoid, she thought. Why would anyone care about me? She was just one more animal heading into a cage. And the cells did look like cages. The doors were just frames of metal bars that hid nothing. She was going to be on exhibit all the time, like a creature in a zoo. 

Markla kept walking and forced her eyes straight ahead. She didn’t want to look into the cells and see anyone looking back—she didn’t want to see her future, not yet. If she could postpone the thought for another minute that would be fine. 

The guards led her across a walkway that overlooked an open area. She looked down and saw other prisoners below, both men and women, sitting at tables and hanging around. She knew the famous Dream Prison was co-ed, and this made her stomach squirm. The men and women’s cells were in separate parts of the prison while everyone was allowed to mingle in common areas. Maybe I’ll fall in love, she thought, and she imagined a guy coming up to her and saying something corny like, “Hey, do you come here often?” and she would reply, “Only after I kill someone—how about you?” 

She shook her head at the grim joke. Then the guards took her through a few checkpoints and into the women’s zone. They went past another row of cells along another walkway and then stopped in front of a cell with an open door. “This is your new home,” Dano said. “Follow the rules and don’t cause any trouble. You can go to the yard this afternoon. Right now I guess you can do a little decorating.” Then she laughed and walked away.

Markla scanned the cell and felt her spirits fade even more. It was so small, like something for a dog. The bed was a stiff-looking metal frame covered by a thin mattress close to the floor. Attached to the wall right near the end of the bed was a metal toilet and a tiny sink, and a section of shelves—and that was it. She suddenly felt sick and lightheaded and wanted to sit down, but for some reason she didn’t. Twenty years, she thought.Twenty years. On the upside, she was the only one in the cell. In fact, all the cells only held one prisoner each. Well, she didn’t want to see anyone and she didn’t want to talk to anyone. She was going to sit in this cage like a mute for twenty years—or maybe not. 

A scrawny woman was coming toward her, a pale woman with stringy dark hair that was streaked with gray. She also had smeared black makeup around her eyes that made her look like a raccoon, and it seemed like she wanted to talk. Stay calm, Markla thought. She might not be as crazy as she looks. The woman seemed to sense Markla’s anxiety and stopped walking before she was too close. She smiled and spoke in a voice that sounded like the quack of a duck.

“Hi, I’m Nan,” she said, staring with gray eyes that did not blink. 

“Hi. I’m Markla.”

“I know who you are. You’re really young—and small. But you’ll be okay because of your friends. You just need to meet up with them.”

Markla wasn’t sure what to say. So she said nothing.

Nan leaned closer and spoke fast, quacking now like she was nervous to get the words out. “They asked me to check on you and tell you a few things—mainly, watch out for the guards because you killed a government guy, right? These guards are all government people, and you killed one of theirs and they’ll be coming at you, especially Dano and Crolle because they’re the worst so watch out for them.” Then her eyes opened wide and she added, “But don’t worry, you came at a good time. You need to meet up with Bross and Blu, that’s all. They’re the ones who told me to find you. You’ll see them in the yard—Bross and Blu. They’ll explain what’s going on.”

“Thanks,” Markla said. “But I just got here.” Then she motioned toward her cell and said, “This is what I have going on.”

“Are you in shock?” Nan said, and now Markla studied her face, and she could see this woman was probably younger than she looked, despite the gray hair. Nan continued, “Lots of people are in shock when they first come. Then they get used to it. Then you get the dreams, and it’s worse—but you get used to that, too. But it’s good to have people who can help, especially at first. Do you want a hairbrush? I have an extra one.”

“No, thanks. I’m fine.” 

“Okay, okay. Do you want me to show you around? I can show you things. I’ve been here a while. I know a lot.”

Markla hesitated. She didn’t want any help from this lady, but then again she probably did know a few things—and there was no point in making enemies on her first day. 

“Sure, that would be great,” Markla said. 

Nan showed Markla the dreary communal shower. She told her about the dining hall, and she sat with Markla when a chime sounded and they went there for lunch. Markla felt queasy and ate nothing. Meanwhile, Nan told Markla lots of things—mainly about herself, and how she’d hated her parents growing up, and how she’d hated her sister, and how she’d hated her school, and how she hated pretty much everything, and then she cried about something, but by that point Markla was mostly thinking about how she was going to get away from Nan. Then they went to the yard. 

The prisoners moved like a herd through a narrow area between two of the stone buildings that ended with a high fence and a gate that led to an open yard beyond. While they were walking, Nan said, “Be careful when you’re in a group, Markla. It’s easy to get killed in a group. Someone will stick you and the guards won’t care.”

This got Markla’s attention, and her eyes shifted quickly back and forth, watching everyone. But nothing happened and they were soon in the yard. 

The yard was a wide fenced area, roughly square, that was located in the center of the complex of buildings. It was partly paved and partly covered with grass. Markla noted the distance from the iron fence around the yard to the main stone walls of the prison. How long would it take to run across that grassy field? She’d been a fast member of the Run Team, especially considering her size, and she figured she could cover the ground in about fifteen seconds—on her flyboard, maybe five. But that would be a long five seconds with people in the gun towers blasting away. And then there was a lofty stone wall to climb—impossible. Well, it was just a thought. It was important to keep hope alive. 

She wanted to be alone now, but Nan was sticking to her like a bad disease. Then Nan motioned with her head and said, “There’s Blu. He’s the guy you need.”

Blu was a dark-skinned guy with short kinky hair and bulging arms. He was handsome in a sinewy way and looked at least a dozen years older than Markla. He had a couple of other guys around him, shorter guys who had long hair—a skinny white guy and a stocky brown-skinned kid with a big smile. Then Blu saw Markla and waved for her to come over. 

“Come on,” Nan said, “Let’s go.” Markla didn’t want to go—but she did. When they got near Blu he grinned and then spoke in a deep voice. “Nan, me and this girl need to talk.”

Just like that Nan left, and Markla felt relieved. Blu and his friends looked more dangerous than crazy, and Markla preferred it that way. He was studying her a bit, but for some reason Markla wasn’t afraid. In fact, she felt defiant. I’m not going to be scared in here for twenty years, she thought. She’d been scared all morning, but now she was tired of it. Whatever happens, happens. 

