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“The whole object of travel is not to set foot on foreign land; it is at last to set foot on one’s own country as a foreign land.”



―G.K. Chesterton
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The Nephew
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Cold, gray water sloshed up the rocky beach before shushing its way back out to sea. It was dark and impenetrable, as if the ring of slate mountains that surrounded the city had been liquidated and poured over the earth. An eerie fog hung over the waters, masking the horizon and discouraging sight-seers from lingering on the shore. But the figure of a young woman sat stolidly on a piece of gnarled driftwood, as immovable as if she'd been there since the dawn of time. Anissa Robson was not easily discouraged.

Her brown eyes seemed to penetrate the murky fog while her mind was left behind. So she stared without thought or sensation until her solitude was interrupted by the sound of a shrill cry. The fog hadn't succeeded in keeping everyone away. It was a common occurrence half the year. To her right, a small family had braved the winter weather for a walk on the pebbly beach. The mother and father held the two small hands of an enthusiastic toddler who squealed in delight every time the white-crested, inky waves slithered their way up the shore.

Anissa rerouted her eyes quickly, back to the untamable swells of the open sea. No boat had set sail on those waters for a hundred years. That's what her father had told her. The nation state of Riyen had once built ships: solid, sturdy ships, calculated to cut through the water efficiently and guzzle the wind with greedy sails. But the ocean was not to be disrespected. And the very best that man could build was swallowed up by the violent storms as if it were driftwood. And so the city gave up and channeled their energy and resources into enterprises that would yield more return.

The visible results rose up behind Anissa: a thicket of industrious towers and skyscrapers. But even in all their glory, they could never compare to the monstrous gray mountains that formed a ring around the city, with jagged, threatening peaks.

A small alarm on her watch reminded Anissa that time was running short. She stood with a sigh and readjusted her rain jacket. The colorful pebbles crunched pleasantly beneath her tight business shoes, begging her to stay, as she made her way back up to the boardwalk. But she had turned her back on the sea resolutely and would not be swayed. She didn't even glance backwards as she made her way back to her residence. 

"Good morning, Anissa," a metallic voice crooned when she opened the door. "The time is 7:45. The rain is expected to last until 12:30."

Anissa sighed.

"Just a reminder, your apprenticeship begins today, Anissa. Tardiness will go on your permanent record."

Anissa grunted at the automated voice.

"Shall I prepare your shower?"

"No, I don't want a shower."

"The last tenant took his showers punctually at 6:00 every day," the voice continued smoothly.

"Why does my house hate me?" Anissa crossed the room, tapped a few buttons in sequence and the house went silent, for a few hours at least. Recently it had been reactivating itself without her permission. The rain outside grew more distinct.

She had just enough time to gather her personal items for the day: pre-made lunch, digital tablet, water bottle. She retrieved her breakfast, took it to the table, and sat staring at the blank wall in front of her as she ate. 

Apprentice Political Aid. They made her choose. She had considered Engineer. She had considered Doctor. But she didn't feel that smart, or that selfless. Political Aid—it sounded like paperwork, small tasks, computers. She could do that. She could log data. She could file. But something inside of her whispered that her fate was sealed.

Calm down, Anissa, she said to herself. You haven't even started, yet. You can't jump to conclusions. She took another deep breath, then finished her breakfast, put the dishes in the cleaner, and pushed another button. Time to go.

Anissa passed through the automatic door and out into the stormy morning. The door clicked behind her with a subtle swooshing sound. But she didn't move off the front porch immediately.

Nobody had to get wet on the way to the city. An impressive system of covered overhangs led from the cookie cutter housing complexes to the rail. The only problem was Anissa hated the rail. She should have packed an extra pair of clothing and taken an umbrella. But now time was running out and she knew her passive aggressive house was right: it was important to be on time. With a barely audible grumble, she fell into the throng of mindless migrating public. A wall on her left lit up into a neon, granulated picture advertising the newest skin crème. She plunged her fists deeper into the pockets of her jacket.

The herd was moving down a flight of stairs and flooding onto the covered platform below. Steps reverberated on moist pavement. The only thing louder than the muttering of voices was the cacophonous melodies from the wall ads. Anissa couldn't even hear the rain. 

And then another sound made her eyes leap up from the ground instinctively: it was a hissing, a squealing, and a howling sound all mixed together into a horrific uproar of metal grinding to a halt. The rail was on time. The doors opened and the herd moved forward once again, shoving Anissa through the door and making her gasp for breath. All aboard. The rail lurched forward. Everybody became busy avoiding eye contact with their neighbors. The panels above their heads continued the endless stream of noise that had begun in the walkway. Advertisements, news, weather reports.

"Join us this evening as we explore the origin of Riyen," one panel said, "Scientists Dave Wright and Andrea Hark explain the exact scientific processes that brought us into being, and how that should affect us as a society. Dr. Hark, I understand this is a bit of a personal subject for you. Can you tell us why?"

"My mother was a Metaphysic. She did not hold to positivism and believed there were greater truths out there, even if they couldn't be backed up with science—you know, observation with the five senses and repeatable experiments."

"I'd heard people like that still existed, but I've never met anyone," the news lady said. They both laughed. "It sounds like your mother's ignorance influenced your career quite a bit."

"It has. I just wish we had assembled all of our evidence before she died. We are in a position now where we can prove the creation of our world was a complete accident..."

Anissa promised herself that she would walk home.

She got off downtown, wincing at the grinding sound of metal. The platform was thronging with people dressed in expensive suits, with fancy watches, and important appointments. Anissa wove a path through them, avoiding eye contact with everyone. When she finally reached the sidewalk, she took a moment to gaze upward at the jungle of towering buildings. Maybe their sharp spires had pierced a hole in the reservoir of the sky, causing the water to drip down in leaky streams of rain. She hated these buildings from afar, but they were undeniably awe-inspiring up close. Someone bumped into her from behind. She brought her eyes to street level again and moved forward. First day. Maybe it wouldn't be so bad.

Anissa sat in a cold, hard chair, outside a dark office. She had been given a short orientation followed by a tour. Then the dry and disapproving secretary, Miss Ipkins had assigned her to sit and wait for Mr. Carson. Mr. Carson was to be her master. For some reason, the thought of being randomly assigned to a Politician was terrifying to her, and so she had put in the request. She knew nothing about Mr. Carson, except for the fact that her father had liked him. She had seen him once at a public debate. He was an elderly man with a gentle face and a habit of speaking slowly. Everyone else rattled off words as if speed added value to meaning. He seemed to desire a slower pace of life.

Just a few feet in front of her was a railing surrounding the large hole that made the Lower Level Commons visible. Anissa had been absent-mindedly watching the men and women crossing the large, carpeted floor below. But now, a small commotion caught her attention.

Two men were engaged in a heated argument. One was clearly the senior, judging by the way he carried himself and the way he spoke to his companion, who followed along hurriedly with a file in his hand. But neither man was particularly old. In fact, the senior of the two looked quite young. Anissa only got a glimpse of his face as he passed underneath her, but she noted how firm it looked. Her thoughts drifted off again as she tried to picture herself a couple months in the future. Would she turn into one of these people with their superiority complexes and their specialized vocabulary? Stop it, Anissa. She chided herself. Surely, they aren't all like that. Surely, Mr. Carson would be different.

Raised voices from the stairwell behind her caught her attention. It took her a moment, but she realized they belonged to the two men from downstairs. Anissa turned slightly to her right to catch sight of them without staring. Their voices were lowered so that she couldn't hear their words, but the tense emotion was evident. One man caught the other man's elbow. The other man gave him a fierce look, then ended the conversation with some hard words. Anissa didn't like the way his eyes lit up with fire. His companion nodded in surrender and then broke off.

The man with fierce eyes continued walking in her direction. Suddenly a thought entered Anissa's mind. Just then, the man approaching her glanced up. When his eyes met hers, she felt an iron hammer pounding her heart into her stomach. No...it couldn't be. His eyes showed no emotion or recognition. He came up beside her and stopped, pulling keys out of his pocket. Anissa stood to her feet anxiously. He entered the office without a word or a second glance. She hesitated a moment, and then followed him in. 

The state of the office she entered took her by surprise. It was cluttered with books and papers, so unlike the meticulous order of everything else in the building. The man in front of her set his bag down, shed his long coat, and took a seat. He began reading a memo that had been placed on his desk. Only then did he acknowledge her presence by glancing up.

"Who are you?"

Anissa now had a very good opportunity to study him. She had noted before how he was young with a hard face. She couldn't help noting that the proportions of his face seemed perfectly aligned, but it was his brown eyes that held her simultaneously captivated and terrified. They seemed to see right through her and completely disregard her at the same time. The intensity with which he looked at the world overwhelmed her.

She stuttered for words to answer him, trying to understand the mistake, but her roving eyes caught sight of the name plate on his desk. Carson. How could that be? She had seen Mr. Carson at the debate.

"I'm Anissa Robson. Miss Ipkins told me to wait for you here; I'm your new apprentice."

His eyes came up quickly and stared at her dubiously. "I didn't request an apprentice."

"I requested you...although I didn't expect you to be so...young."

His eyes glanced away a moment and then settled back on her, as if he suddenly understood.

"You must have requested my uncle." He stood to his feet and Anissa felt a wave of relief wash over her. "Come with me."

She followed his brisk pace out the door, to the stairwell, up the stairs and to the door of another office. He rapped his knuckles lightly against the door for mere ceremony and then opened it with familiarity, interrupting the conversation inside. Anissa peered timidly from behind him. Relief washed over her as she spotted the Mr. Carson she had been expecting. Across from him sat a middle-aged man who Anissa did not recognize. They both looked at the intruders expectantly.

"John, I have your new apprentice. It seems Miss Ipkins brought her to me by mistake."

"But I don't have a new apprentice," Mr. John Carson interjected quickly, before his nephew could leave.

The young Mr. Carson looked back at him slowly.

"I'm still working with Roe and mentoring two Juniors," the uncle explained. 

The young Carson glanced back at Anissa who was trying to appear as unconcerned as possible. He then turned his attention to the other man in his uncle's office.

"Mr. Murdock, perhaps you can clear this up for me. Miss Robson here is a new apprentice, but there seems to be some confusion as to who she belongs to."

"She's yours, Carson."

"I didn't request an apprentice."

"No. But you were assigned one."

This time Carson purposefully did not look at Anissa. She felt the awkwardness of the situation and gracefully took a step back, turning to look over the railing and pretending not to overhear.

"I was not consulted."

"No, you were not."

"With all due respect, Mr. Murdock, I don't have time or interest for babysitting—"

"Mr. Carson," Mr. Murdock's voice became firm, "this party is getting a little tired of hearing what you do and do not have time for. In the last two years, you have managed to acquire two strikes—a remarkable achievement for such an inexperienced politician. If you obtain a third, we will have no choice but to suspend you for a twelve-month period. I suggest that you try a little harder to accommodate the minor requests of the Director."

Anissa chastised herself for being secretly amused. This wasn't a great start to her day. The office was silent behind her. Then she heard Mr. Carson's quiet reply.

"I apologize for taking up your time." He closed the office door behind him and headed back to the stairwell without so much as a glance at Anissa. She hurriedly followed, uncertain of what else to do. He didn't speak again until after he had been reseated in his chair for some time.

"Miss Robson, was it?"

"Yes, sir."

"I am sorry to inform you that, although you may have requested my uncle, you are stuck with me."

Anissa felt uncertain of how she should reply, but apparently, silence was the wrong answer because he looked up at her sharply.

"Are you disappointed?"

"I hardly know—" she stammered honestly, but his reply nearly cut her off.

"Well, so am I. This is the last thing I need right now."

Her embarrassment vanished and indignation took its place. "I apologize, sir, for the inconvenience. I'll try not to be a lead weight around your neck."

He didn't even look up at her. "We'll see. Do you have any experience with filing, Miss Robson?"

Anissa was beginning to resent the way he said her name. "I can file, sir."

"Good." Carson stood to his feet and began gathering small piles of paper from all over his desk and compiling them into a single stack. He pushed it toward her. "I assume you've been shown your workspace." And with that he dismissed her.

Anissa reached for the large stack and left the office, trying to keep her pride intact. This was what she signed up for? She sighed and headed for her small desk, ten feet from the office door, just to the right of the railing. At least he was letting her work in peace. She set her papers down and then surveyed her desk. She would need to get some files from Miss Ipkins.

Anissa found mild satisfaction in organizing the chaos that Mr. Carson had been living with. It was easy enough to file and categorize. But more than that, in order to file the papers, Anissa had to read them, and in reading them, she was learning. Mr. Carson was supposed to be her master. He was supposed to instruct her and train her in the workings of this political party so that one day she could be a political aid, or even a politician herself. But the way things were going, she secretly doubted that Mr. Carson had much interest in training her in anything. It didn't matter. She would find a way to learn.

Three-fourths of the way through the process, Carson re-emerged from his office with a note in his hand. Anissa dropped her work and turned her attention to him.

"Go to this link and you'll find the electoral stats from the past three years. I need them organized and graphed, focusing on these three factors. I have a meeting at 1:30. I expect this to be ready by then."

"Yes, sir."

"Good. I'll leave you to it. I'll expect you at that meeting in an hour," Mr. Carson walked briskly toward the stairs. Anissa sighed. She was going to miss her lunch. She glanced around her absent-mindedly at the homogenous offices and the similarly uniform occupants. This building functioned like the internal parts of a clock. But Anissa didn't feel like a piece of machinery.

Her mind wandered back to the stories her father used to tell her when he was still alive. They were stories full of what the Educational Department called "nonsense." They were imaginative, fantastical, and full of magic. She used to giggle with delight.

But then came that terrible car crash when she was ten and he never told stories again. Confused and miserable, Anissa had begun telling his stories to her friends at school. It was the only way she knew how to keep him alive. But the teachers didn't take it well. She was disciplined, forced to apologize, and then given a stern lecture on the negative impact of such Metaphysic nonsense. She had felt as if her very soul had been rejected. And in turn, her childish soul rejected the world. But she had grown up long since. It seemed there was no surprise and wonder in the world, only rules: the natural laws of the universe, and the necessary laws of society.

Fortunately, one of those laws dictated that she could only work eight hours a day. Anissa counted each one with grim determination until it was time to go home. She stepped outside for the first time since she had entered and felt instant gratification as a cold, stormy wind assaulted her. Bitter clouds were pouring over the jagged peaks that hemmed the city in on three sides. Her father had told her stories about those mountains—so tall that no one could climb them. She looked at the sky and, in spite of the threat of rain, eagerly began her walk home. She was not in the mood to face the flashing lights, ceaseless chatter, and stony-faced crowds of the rail.

One day down. How many more before her apprenticeship was over? How many more...for the rest of her life? Maybe it wouldn't be so bad. After all, life wasn't as much about what you did for work as what you did outside of work, right? She could still have control over her life. 

The quiet solitude quickly surrounded her. Very few people chose to walk home anymore. Public transportation easily accommodated any location. But Anissa felt there were too many vacant eyes trying to forget the day, too many self-important people who shoved you out of the way, too many over-friendly strangers trying to make conversation when all she wanted to do was think.

She opened the door to her residence, expecting to find peace and quiet, but a familiar voice nearly forced her heart into cardiac arrest.

"Hi, sweetie! You made it through your first day of apprenticeship! Congratulations. I'm only sorry that I can't be there with you."

"House, what's going on?" Anissa nearly choked on the words.

"It's a message from your mother," the smart house responded smoothly.

The audio recording continued, "I hope you got Mr. Carson as master. Your father always liked him and his uncle. He would have been so proud of you, Anissa—"

"House, end recording!" Anissa ordered sharply.

"Your mother programmed this message eighteen months ago. It seems rather rude not to listen—"

Anissa turned the house off manually with shaking fingers, trying desperately not to cry. Her mother had meant well. But the last thing Anissa wanted to hear right now was the voice of the woman she missed so desperately. 

Her evening was ruined. She went through the motions of eating dinner, folding laundry, and preparing for her day tomorrow. But her only goal was to get to bed. The rain pounding on her window comforted her. Maybe tomorrow wouldn't be so bad. Her mind focused on the soothing sound, and she soon drifted off to sleep. 
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The Business Man
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Eric Carson left the UR Party building at a clipped pace, determined not to be late. The clouds rumbled threateningly overhead. His destination was only three blocks away—a very walkable distance—but he wasn't going to chance showing up wet. He hailed a cab and took the opportunity to reflect.

It had been a long day. He had just reached a place of equilibrium in his career and now they were throwing an apprentice at him. He knew it wasn't coincidence. But who had sent her? 

Did he know? He couldn't know, not for sure. If he really knew, it was game over. But he must be suspicious. There could be no mistakes from here on out. 

The cab had reached its destination and pulled to the curb. Eric paid the driver and climbed out as the first drops of rain fell, driving a cold, metallic scent into the foggy air. He walked calmly to the hotel overhang as people rushed around him and umbrellas popped out chaotically. 

The bellboy held the door for him and he nodded condescendingly as he passed into the richly carpeted building. The staff nodded respectfully as he made his way to the elevator and signaled for floor fifteen. They knew his face here. They knew who he was associated with. And when he finally arrived at the exclusive conference room, the security guards patted him down for weapons, but they didn't have to ask who he was. 

"You may go in, Mr. Carson."

The conference room wasn't extravagant. But the view was. The entire south wall was paned with floor to ceiling windows overlooking the downtown spread of high rises and farther out, the tempestuous ocean. Rain was slithering down those thick panels in delicate rivers, but the room was warm and comfortable. The conference table had been spread with plates of steaming delicacies to compensate for the late hour of the meeting. 

"On the minute, Mr. Carson. I told them you wouldn't be late." A white-haired man smiled from the head of the table, his head resting casually against his chair, his hands folded comfortably. Lionel Hawthorne, businessman, advisor to the president, arguably the wealthiest and most powerful citizen in Riyen. You wouldn't know it from his casual body language. But his sharp eyes always reminded Carson that he wasn't a man to be trifled with. 

"Take a seat so we can start eating. I think my stomach has expanded to the size of a bathtub."

The men fell into eating with a relish. But Eric noted that, despite his boast, Mr. Hawthorne seemed satisfied with a light soup. And when he was done he wiped his mouth daintily. 

"Let's get to business, gentlemen."

The conversation had grown boisterous, but it was muted in an instant.

"First and foremost, I am pleased to announce that the energy crossover has been approved. In a few months’ time, we will be switching from synthetics to Thakum energy, provided solely by Hawthorne Industries. Let me assure you that everyone in H.I. fully understands the great honor and responsibility of this. We are grateful for the nation's trust and support. General Peters, do you have an update for us?"

"I do. As I already told the president, that insurrection scare was just that—a scare. One of the old mining facilities at the base of the mountains suffered a cave-in and triggered an explosion. There is no reason to think foul play was involved."

"We heard rumors that there was proof of Tolomian rebel involvement."

"There was no such proof. The war was fifty years ago, now. Tolomian citizens effectively integrated into our society. The legend that a group of rebels retreated into the mountains and has survived there all this time, is absurd."

"Very intelligent people possess different opinions on that," Hawthorne said quietly, making everyone uncomfortable. "Let's move on. Dr. Reese, would you be so kind as to update us on your research?"

"It's been confirmed that direct exposure to Thakum causes serious health complications."

"Define serious."

"Ten percent of workers show significant neurological damage."

"Are those the numbers you gave the president?"

"No, sir."

"Good. Now how do we get that number lower?"

"I have a team of scientists working on it. They seem confident they can cut those figures in half in two years with a generous budget."

"Cut the budget in half and extend the deadline. No need to rush."

"Yes, sir."

"And how is our other medical research project?"

"I think you're searching for something that doesn't exist. We've been taking random samples at medical clinics, we've been running particle tests and there's just no evidence for the type of phenomenon you're describing."

"I didn't ask for your personal opinion. I am telling you these phenomena are all too real, gentlemen. Let me make myself abundantly clear. If you ever record this natural-travel phenomenon and find evidence of a person associated with it..." he breathed very deeply, as if his very soul was shuddering, "We could lose absolutely everything. And I don't think you want me to describe what I will do to protect our interests. It isn't polite conversation. I don't care if you think I'm crazy. All I care is that you do the job I pay you to do." 

"Of course, sir."

"Please, don't question me again, I don't like it." The words were spoken lazily but the threat was obvious.

When the meeting was finally over, Hawthorne pulled Eric aside with a firm hand on his shoulder. 

"Eric, can you believe these people? They're so obsessed with what they can see and touch that they won't keep an open mind about things that have yet to be explained."

"Not everybody has your good sense."

"Don't flatter a charmer, Eric."

"I'm in training."

"Yes, you are. Have you met Wesley Travis?" 

A man was approaching them. 

"Not in person," Eric extended his hand, "It's nice to meet you, sir." 

"Wesley pretends to be non-partisan, but he's remarkably good at sniffing out secrets. I'm not sure why nobody's threatened by him yet."

"I'm a politician, not a businessman, Lionel. I can't afford to be threatening." 

"How's your daughter, by the way?" Hawthorne asked innocently. "I hope you've heard from her." 

Wesley Travis' face showed consternation. He didn't bother to answer. 

"I do hope she wasn't involved in that incident with the mining facility. I know they are calling it an accident, but one can never tell these days." 

"Peters is right. The military has found no evidence of Tolomian rebels."

"But if they did exist, they'd be an easy ally for anyone who has qualms about our government and military," Hawthorne said smoothly. 

Wesley's jaw tightened. 

"I think we'd better change the subject," Hawthorne said, "I wanted to know if there has been any success tracking down McGuinness." 

"Unfortunately, he's dropped off the grid. We suspect he's had help." 

"Shame. I could have really put that boy's talents to use. Eric, will you walk me back to my suite?" 

"Of course." 

"People, Eric. What do we do with them? If they aren't ignorant they are incredibly naïve. It makes me tired."

"You've got a lot on your plate."

Hawthorne waved a hand dismissively. "I think nothing of the work. I knew what the costs would be. These next few years are going to be crucial. I've worked toward this my entire life." They paused at a window and Hawthorne gazed out at the wet city. "It's not about the work, or the money, or the politics. It's about preserving a way of life. Those people out there, Eric, they take their entire existence for granted. They've constructed their comfortable moral codes, but they've done so out of ignorance. Who knows, maybe in their position I would have done the same. But that wasn't my destiny. I know too much. And I cannot sit idly and judge other men for their decisions. What that means is that someday every one of those people out there will judge me for mine. It doesn't seem quite fair, does it?" He looked at Eric sadly. 

"No, sir." 

"I'm going to need your help, Eric." 

"Yes, sir." 

"I can't afford to have you getting in trouble with the party anymore. But I don't want you walking to their tune, either. They're too loyal to the current president. I can't afford that kind of loyalty and neither can you. We can cooperate with government as long as it lines up with our interests, but that won't last forever. Understand?"

"Yes, sir."

"I heard you got assigned an apprentice?"

"Yes, sir."

"Keep her on a tight leash."

They said goodnight and Eric Carson made his way through the wet streets to his own apartment in one of the downtown high rises. He took off his suit jacket and draped it over the back of a chair, loosened his tie, and untucked his dress shirt before producing a stack of files from a safe, hidden in the darkest section of his closet. 

The corners had worn down from frequent handling. Here and there a coffee stain bore witness to sleepless nights of reading. The ink on the pages had begun to fade, but Eric Carson's eyes poured over them as if for the first time. Tonight, they saw nothing new. And an hour later he returned them gently to their secure home in the closet. His own interests would have to wait a little longer. In the meantime, he would have to figure out what to do with his new, troublesome apprentice.  
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The Dream
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Anissa slowly became aware of sounds around her—the gentle mutterings of soft voices, the sound of rushing water, the quiet crackling of a fire. The scent of smoke-saturated wood filled her nostrils. She opened her eyes and found herself staring at a thatched roof, but instead of alarm, all she felt was familiarity. She sat up slowly and surveyed her surroundings. She lay on a thin bed of dried grasses inside a round structure. In the center, a small fire was dying. Its orange tinted smoke drifted up and through the thatched roofing. The walls were not solid. They were uneven planks of rose red wood, roughly bound together with green twine. The sunlight filtered in through these cracks. The voices she had heard were coming from outside.

She stood instinctively and stepped outside, knowing that this was what she was supposed to do. Cold morning air greeted her. The bluish green grass sloped away from her feet in a thrilling fashion, finally landing down below at a rushing river before sweeping up again on the other side. Luscious green trees and plants which could have no name filled the landscape, only slightly hidden from view by the thick fog that was rising from the river. She felt a thrill of fear and excitement run down her spine, but it was the excitement that won out. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  

Anissa turned away from the view, a little reluctantly, to find the source of the voices. They weren't far. There were three of them, crouching around a hot open flame in the most peculiar fashion. They were short people, with a fascinating shade of skin that seemed to be a brownish purple. Their hair was black and purple and woolly. Their noses were flat. Their feet were wide. Their bodies were thin and muscular, and they wore simple coverings of animal skins and woven grasses. They spoke quietly among themselves in a soft, guttural language that Anissa could not understand. They were so different from anything she had ever seen, and yet...familiar.

One of the women looked up and saw her, motioning with her hand for Anissa to join them. Anissa understood the gesture and she sat down beside the women. They continued to talk. One of them made a clicking noise with her tongue and the others giggled softly. Anissa couldn't help but smile. Another woman used sticks to retrieve a small bundle out of a pile of coals. She unwrapped what turned out to be a very long, thick leaf and then offered the contents to Anissa. Anissa gratefully accepted it. It was a blue tuber. She hesitated, watching the other women to learn how to eat it. They used their fingers, tearing off a chunk of the tuber and then using their thumb to shovel it into their mouths. Anissa imitated them, but when the flakes of tuber touched her tongue, a memory sparked. This too, was familiar. She could not have tasted that buttery, nutty flavor anywhere else. She had been inside this dream before. 

Anissa woke with a start to the sound of her alarm. She looked around her for a moment, expecting to see the green foliage and sloped earth, the small, round structures, and dark-skinned people. But they were all gone. She was in her room again. Was it normal to have the same dream more than once? She hit the alarm, and then tuned her ears to listen for the rain. Nothing. It must have stopped. But the wind had not stopped. She could hear its haunting howl assaulting her window.

"Hello, Anissa. It's a beautiful, rain free morning! There seemed to be some disturbance in your sleep pattern last night. Would you like me to get you an appointment at the Med Center?"

"That's not necessary."

"I strongly recommend medication."

"House, be quiet."

"All other humans call me SHARR—Smart House and Resident Relations."

"House, turn off."

"I'm sorry, I can't determine who that command was directed to. I did not hear my name."

Anissa rolled out of bed, stumbled to the wall and punched the keypad. Silence. She sighed. Real life was calling. She began her morning routine. But she couldn't shake her dream. It was such a strange dream, and now she could remember having it several times before. Her father had once said that it was a gift to be able to dream. Only a tiny fraction of the population of the Democratic Republic of Riyen had dreams. An educator had once told her that dreams were fragments of the subconscious: emotions, memories, facts. She said that the mind was trying to process the day. What part of her subconscious mind had dreamed up last night? Maybe she needed to adjust her diet. But that would have to wait until she got home from work.

Anissa pulled her coat more tightly around her as she began her walk. The mountains were clear this morning, their razor-sharp peaks glistening white for a reason nobody, not even the scientists, quite understood. Her eyes dropped to the concrete sidewalk beneath her feet, thinking back to the soft grass that had covered the ground. She stopped abruptly when she reached the tree beside the local merchandise store. It was surrounded by a protective fence. It was tall and scraggly, thin and crooked. It didn't have leaves, it had dark green needles. Why weren't there more trees here? The trees had covered the land in her dream. Anissa looked about her at the dull gray cement, the dark skyscrapers, the reflective black of the windows. She must have some imagination. She shook herself and continued forward. She didn't want to be late. 

She slipped in the door behind a middle-aged woman and was relieved to see two minutes left on the clock. But Miss Ipkins did not look pleased. Her eyes were focused on Anissa disapprovingly.

"To be on time is to be late, Miss Robson," the secretary said sourly. "Mr. Carson has a lot of work to do."

"I'm sorry, Miss Ipkins. I'll be in earlier tomorrow." 

"See that you are. Is that mud on your shoes? My mistake. I guess they're supposed to be that color." 

"I'd better get to my desk," Anissa replied shortly. 

As soon as she put her bag down, Carson called her into his office. She entered expecting an assignment and trying to put Miss Ipkins out of her mind. He looked across the desk at her for a moment without saying anything. It was impossible to read that face.

"I saw you walking home yesterday. Did you get a misdemeanor on the rail?"

"No," Anissa responded quickly in surprise, "I just enjoy walking." The answer sounded stupid. His hard eyes squinted at her. Great. He was going to find fault with everything she did.

"When the rains are coming?"

"You can look at my record, sir. I'm sure you'd find the means to access it."

"What are you insinuating?" he asked sharply. 

Anissa was taken aback. She hadn't meant to imply he used illegal methods to access information. She sighed. "I apologize...I didn't mean to insinuate anything."

He was studying her face. "You're pretty passionate about politics?"

It was an assuming question. Anissa knew she didn't have an answer. 

He noted her silence. She cringed inside. She was doing everything wrong today.

"Are you at least a United Republican?" he asked a bit sarcastically. 

Anissa knew she had to answer honestly. "I try to vote on the issue individually, rather than vote by affiliation. But yes, the majority of the time I agree with the United Republic Party."

"But you don't feel enough loyalty to the URP to affiliate yourself with them?"

"I don't feel I can extend my loyalty to any party that hasn't earned my respect, sir."

"And the URP hasn't earned your respect?"

"I'm afraid I can't condone several of their policies, most recently the new healthcare reform."

"So, you leave the backdoor open, just in case, so you can slip out and disassociate yourself if things go wrong."

"No," Anissa refuted him a little angrily, "I leave myself the option to disagree with men and women who I elected to office. Surely you don't claim yourselves to be perfect? And don't I have the freedom to vote how I see fit?"

He looked a little amused at her frustration. She didn't like being an object of amusement to him.

"So, you decided to enter politics to have your voice heard more effectively?"

Anissa was a little taken aback. The thought had never really occurred to her.

"But if you use your power to force your opinions on others, Miss Robson, you'll become exactly what you despise. And don't expect to represent this party and advertise your own opinions." The last statement was said a little bitterly.

"Maybe I entered politics, Mr. Carson, because I would rather help to change the way things are than simply criticize them."

"An optimist?" he scoffed at her. "Great. Not only do I have an apprentice, but she's an optimist."

"Society has come to believe that compromise is the safest option. No one should feel anything too strongly. That doesn't produce safety, it produces a bunch of mindless drones," it came out before she could think about it, but now she regretted it. When she had started speaking, he nearly did a double take and then he stared at her intently, his face dropping from amusement to unreadable. She felt he must know that she was paraphrasing old literature, and like everything else, he did not approve.

"Miss Robson, I couldn't help but notice your age in your file."

"I'm still within the limit for apprenticeship."

"Yes, but you're cutting it kind of close, aren't you? Why did it take you four years to decide?

Anissa chafed at the question, "With all due respect, Mr. Carson...that's none of your concern," she felt the words burn on the way out and wished she could retract them.

He stared evenly at her, apparently affronted by her disrespect.

"My mother got sick," she forced the words out at the expense of her heart.   

The expression on his face changed instantly and he shifted uncomfortably. "You're dismissed."
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The next few weeks passed in a blur. Carson gave Anissa monotonous, mindless tasks, and then supervised her with disapproval—that is, when he wasn't rushing around between meetings. Anissa settled into a routine of long days of paperwork, broken up by awkward moments of conversation. Then she would go home, turn SHARR off, and spend the night alone, trying not to think of her mother. Some nights she returned to her green dream where dark skinned people crouched around a fire. Other nights, she did not. But every morning her house had a new medical recommendation.

It was coming upon the lunch hour one Friday, when Carson emerged from his office, heading off to another meeting.

"Robson, did you get that form filled out?"

"No, sir. Not yet. I was working on the research you requested." 

He stared at her. Anissa felt her frustration rising again. How could he give her two assignments and expect them both to be done within an hour?

"I need it sent to Miss Ipkins by 1:30 for the meeting."

"Yes, sir."

And then he was gone. Anissa sighed. There went her lunch hour...again. From the corner of her eye, she spotted a figure approaching from the left. Mason Whitmore. She had met him briefly during her orientation, and run into him frequently over the past few weeks. They were the same age, but he was a Junior poli, having already finished his apprenticeship. She wasn't particularly fond of him, yet for some reason he seemed to have decided they were friends. Now he came and shamelessly peered over her shoulder.

"Robson, you have lunch yet?"

"I have to finish this form by 1:30."

"Is that the novel-length form that the party is demanding now for Committee Progress?"

"Yes."

"Carson's making you do it?" Mason smirked.

"Yes."

"As long as you get it in by 5:00, you should be fine."

"But he asked me to have it finished by his meeting at 1:30," Anissa said.

Mason Whitmore waved his hand in dismissal of the thought, "Please. Carson's off to lunch at the District with Mr. Hawthorne. I guarantee he won't be back until 2:00."

"Mr. Hawthorne? I thought Mr. Hawthorne was of the People's Party."

"He is. But the URP holds the House this year. Mr. Hawthorne is going to need a few more votes to keep the Legislature voting in his favor," Mason opened a drawer carelessly. Anissa promptly shut it. 

"I don't think he'll convince Mr. Carson," she was picturing Carson's piercing eyes and his stony face. Then she noticed Mason's condescending look and attempted to defend herself. "Mr. Carson has consistently promoted a return to Classical Capitalism with a strong central government, opposing the Market-Oriented Corporate Capitalism—"

"Yes, I think we're all aware of Carson's socialist tendencies."

"It's not socialism—"

"But how much easier would Mr. Hawthorne's victory be if he won Carson's vote?" he asked. 

"You really think he can convince Carson?" Anissa scoffed at the idea. 

Mason gave her an amused look, "I'd
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