
	“Shit, is it already that late?!” Early, his real name was Jesse Mission, but no one had called him Jesse since elementary school, leapt out of bed and looked out the window into the darkness. He stood in his pale blue boxers, his dirty blonde hair in a mess with a cowlick sticking out behind his left ear. 
“Wait,” he muttered, “that was a dream, it’s—” He looked over at his clock. Soft green numbers read 3:06.  
“Wait!” The force of the word threw his sleep haze off. “That’s perfect!” He stumbled over old laundry to his closet and threw on an Alice in Chains t-shirt that he stole from his uncle. He opened an empty drawer, slammed it shut, and grabbed a pair of jeans from the pile on the floor. After fumbling through his shelf in the darkness, he reached to flip on a lamp and continued digging until he had a block of paper and his oils paints on his desk.
“A sun of darkness and shadows of light,” He said and smiled as he dipped his brush and got to work.
—

	Lannah Hausen washed her brushes is glass of dark grayish water. “Weird to see that dream again.” 
“Lannah, you better be ready or you’re going to miss the school bus, and you haven’t even had breakfast yet!” Her mother’s yell was muffled by the closed door to her room. 
Lannah set her brushes down gingerly and cracked her door open to yell back. “Be down in a second, I’ll just grab a protein bar for the bus.” 
She ran over to the mirror, checked her plane lime green shirt and black shorts for any paint splotches. Then she grabbed a comb and raked it through her long wavy reddish brown hair a few times, working it through any knots.
“Hurry up!” Her mother’s voice was more piercing this time.
She grabbed a silver anklet and hopped on her right foot to the door as she clipped around on her left ankle. Backpack and sketchbook in hand, she ran down stairs and out the door.
—

	The door to the art classroom hung open at a distress angle for a moment before swinging back to shut behind Ms. Nguyen, the art teacher. Her hair was tied back in a messy bun with a long silver pin piercing through it. Her long black skirt over black boots, her black lipstick paired with black fingernails, all firmly stated that her seafoam green button-up shirt hiding under a black lacy shawl was the only concession she was willing to make to dress “professionally”. There was general consensus among the students that she burned her array of chromatic array of button-ups at the end of each semester, but which administrator was able to blackmail her into wearing them at school was still up for debate. She walked around the studio brushing dust off a few things, checking materials, and getting the last things in order before the students started milling in. 

“Mount your winter projects on the gallery wall. Your most interesting dream from over winter break.” She said without enthusiasm and pointed to a large pegboard wall in the back of the classroom covered in binder clips that had been glued to dowel pegs. Students groaned as they moved the clips around and found places for their art. One boy, still half asleep looked up. “We’re only 45 seconds into the spring semester, do we really have to talk about homework already.”
“Would you rather have math class first period?” Ms. Nguyen stared him down with unimpressed eyes, “I though not.”

	Early pulled out his art work, an inverted scene of a neighborhood street. The sun was pitch black casting darkness over everything, but the shadows cast from the trees, cars, and even people walking were bright and vibrant.
“Hey, that’s my spot!” a voice yelled at him as he reached to put his art on the wall.
He turned and saw Lannah putting clips on her art.
“Public space, you know that.” He brushed her off.
“Oh, come on! I don’t want to be down on the bottom.” She protested.
“Nope.” He put his art up.
“You’ll regret this!” Lannah sneered as she started looking for other places on the wall, but only spots on the bottom were open.
“Or what? Are you going to spill you water colors all over me again?” He asked.
“Oh come on, you know that was a complete acci—” her voice trailed off as Early stepped away and Lannah saw his painting. “Wait, what’s that!?”
Early raised a questioning eyebrow at her, and Lannah turned her painting to show him. It was watercolor washes on ink lines of a neighborhood draped in darkness from a black sun and shadows bursting with vibrant color.
“Really you two?” Ms. Nguyen’s voice wedged itself between the two of them. “Early, I know you’re all get to run off to art school, but don’t get premature senioritus. There were options if you really didn’t have any interesting dreams. You didn’t need to copy anyone.”
“What? I didn’t copy anyone!” Early did his best not to shout, but he came close.
Ms. Nguyen didn’t react, “Sorry, I know this is Ms. Lannah’s,” She turned her black eyes to pierce Lannah, “because you did this last year. Neat, but I’m sure there’s something new in that head of yours.” Ms. Nguyen flicked Lannah on the temple. 

	She turned to the class pulling who were their sketchbooks from their bags and said, “You all know the routine. Gallery walk, sketch a copy of one or two you like, write some comments about technique used, say something nice to each other. Easy first day back from winter break.” She waved a hand, and the class got moving. 
Lannah huffed and put her art on the bottom of the wall. “So, mister copy cat, when did you have my dream?”
“I’m serious. I had these other meh paintings, but I woke up at like three this morning from that dream and had to paint it!” Early said, “When did you dream it?”
Lannah paused for a moment, “Last year apparently, so what if I have reoccurring dreams. They’re obviously better than anything you dream about, or you wouldn’t be stealing my ideas.”
“Wait, so you’re accusing me of copying you when you really just copied yourself for this assignment?”
“No, I kind of forgot that I had drawn this one before until she said that.” she said.
“Come on, this is the first time we’ve had to ‘draw a dream’.” He added the air quotes as he said it.
“All my pictures are my dreams, and now you’re stealing one.”
“It was my dream too!” 
“Ok fine. Maybe. I don’t know how you would have stolen my idea. Meet me there again tonight and I’ll believe you.” 
“Meet you there? You’re crazy.” Early said.
“Crazy? You’re the one claiming you were in my dream last night. Even the teacher knows it was my dream. So do whatever muju juju you did to jump into it last night, and I’ll believe you.” Her hand action was something between a chic salt sprinkle and a karate chop as she mimed her onomatopoeia. 
“Whatever.” Early went back to grab his notebook and get to work on the activity. Lannah glared at the back of his head before turning and focusing on the other artwork on the wall. 

	During lunch break, Early noticed Lannah crouched, staring intensely at the brick wall of the school from one of the outside tables. He approached cautiously and saw she had a little sketchbook in her lap, but he couldn’t tell what she was focusing on.
“Drawing bricks now?” He asked.
“Shhh…” She kept her focus on the wall and her hand sketching. Early craned his neck to look over her shoulder and saw a line of ants sketched in surprising detail. She quickly added a few field guide style notes and closed her sketchbook. 
“No, I’m drawing ants.” She finally looked up at him and then to the sketchbook in his hand, “And you?”
He shrugged. “Nothing.”
“Liar.” She said as she reached out for his sketchbook. “Oh come on, you looked at mine.” She said as Early jumped back. 

	The final bell of the day rang knocking Early out of his trance. He had been sketching in his book rather than discussing the Shakespeare he only skimmed over the winter break with his group. In his sketchbook was a rendition of Lannah, but in an old safari outfit complete with a pith helmet. She was in an super hero style action pose with one hand reaching out and a stream of insects, flowing out from a series of pores in her wrist and palm, flying off towards some advisory off the page. He flipped his sketchbook closed and got ready to head home. Standing behind the school waiting his bus to pull in, he looked up at a one of the busses pulling out and saw Lannah. She pulled the window down and shouted at him, “You better be there!” Some of the other people standing around gave him a look. He shrugged it off and kept waiting for his bus.
“What was that about?” David clapped a hand on Early’s shoulder. David Lorenzo Garcia stood a few inches taller than Early. His red polo shirt was bit faded from age, and a violin case was slung over his shoulder.
“Art class was weird today, that’s all. Shouldn’t you be doing music nerd shit?” Early brushed his hand off.
“Wind sectional is today, strings tomorrow. So, a little time for the battlefield tonight! Did you get the DLC?”
Early shook his head, “Not yet.”
“Come on man, it dropped this morning. You could’ve had it downloaded and waiting.”
“Was busy painting this morning.”
“And you guys call me the nerd. Practice hard, play hard. It’s called balance, you should try it.” David laughed and walked off to get on his bus.

	On the bus, Lannah flipped her sketchbook back open to the bug she had drawn during lunch break. She added a quick bit of shading here, cleaned up a line there, lifted her pencil a moment knowing a pothole was coming up on the bus route, added a little highlight. “Alright, lets see if you’re the right kind of ant this time.” She said to her picture as it came together.

	On his bus ride home, Early kept thinking back to the dream every time the bus passed under the shadow of the oaks and pecans that dotted the pastures between the school and home.
“But if the sun is darkness and the shadows bright, what does night look like?” He mused. The bus interrupted his thoughts with a pothole, but couldn’t distract him for long. He almost missed his stop staring at the shadow of a barn before it clicked that it was the barn on the corner of his street. He rushed to the front of the bus just was it was about to head off, and he got a sassy look from the bus driver.
“Sorry, Ms. Archer.” He called as he hopped off the last step and on his street. 
She rolled her eyes. “Sure you are, Jesse.” She shut the door without ceremony and drove off.

	The road was too small to have a middle line painted, and it careened through fields and pastures. A few cows idly watched Early as he walked by, though most ignored him just as they did the cowbirds following them as they grazed. After a few minuets he turned off the road and onto a gravel driveway that led up to a aging white farmhouse with a porch that ran the length of the house and wrapped around the sides. Early looked across the pastures and waved to his mother who was working horses in the round pin. 

	While his parents’ favorites of his art, mostly still life of ranch scenes, decorated the living and dining room, his room was full of paintings of everything from classical still life he made for his portfolio to character portraits from games and comic books. Some hung on the walls, others sat in a corner, a few small ones were stacked on the corner of his desk, and others were rolled up and standing in a old horse feed bucket near the foot of his bed. He tossed his school bag under his desk beside a pair of dirty socks and flipped his computer on. “Alright, so what is this DLC everyone is so hyped about?” 

	Lannah’s mother turned the TV down when she heard Lannah come in. “So, how was the first day back?”
Lannah shrugged. “Weird.”
“Weird how so?” Her mother went fishing for an answer that might not come.
“Just weird. I have a few things to do, be back down for dinner.” Lannah climbed up the steps towards her room, and her mother sighed and turned the volume back up on her show.

	Lannah grabbed another sketchbook, which had ‘The Book of Little Dreams’ carefully inked on the cover, off her bookshelf as she closed the door to her room behind her. “Alright, where were you in the REM?” she muttered to herself as she sat crosslegged in the middle of her room on an old rug that after years of wear was only a faint echo of rainbow. She opened up both her sketchbooks side by side and flipped to the ants from lunch break in the first. Then in the second, she flipped through a few tabs, Hermit’s Well, Veil of Hunters, and finally to Forest of Antlers. Under that tab she leafed through a few sketches until she stopped on a sketch of a creature that had a body similar to the ants, but with only five legs, three on one side and two on the other. Where the head would be, it rose like a centaur into a squirrel’s torso. It held some kind of a nut in a spiral shell in its hands, and its head, while overall matching the squirrel side of its physique, had compound eyes, with each ommatidia containing an iris and pupil. Lannah compared back and forth but shook her head in dismay. “Nope, not quite a match. Not fire ant, thank God. Not these little school ants.” She went back to her bookshelf and grabbed an insect field guide. “What kind of ant are you anyways?” The field guide was only half before she stopped. She looked back at the nut the strange creature was holding, “I should check leaf cutter ants.” She paused and looked towards the roof thinking, “Where could I find some of those?” With her free hand, she grabbed her phone and started searching while the field guide sat open and idle in her other hand.

	After dinner, she had a couple potential spots to look for leaf cutter ants marked on her phone’s map. Hanging on a hook beside her jacket and purse was another bag with a flashlight, a compact first aid kit, trail mix, bundle of twine, and a pocket knife. She threw in her sketchbook, slung it over her shoulder, and headed downstairs. As she got to the door, she heard her mother clearing her throat behind her. “It’s a school night.”
“I’ll be quick.” Lannah protested.
“Last time you said that you had a tent in your backpack.”
“That.. Oh come on, that was on vacation though. I promise, I just need to grab a sketch of something that comes out in the evening.”
“Just take a photograph. If you’re not back before I head to my shift at the hospi—”
Lannah didn’t let her finish her sentence, “Thanks mom!” and she ran out the door.
“You’re hopeless child,” her mother said to the door that was left hanging open.

	Lannah wasn’t back before her mother left. She found a note stuck to the front door, You should probably give up on that camping trip come spring break. If you’re not back when I get home, I’ll find you and strangle you. — Love mom. Lannah pulled the note off the door and checked her watch, “Shit, it’s already that late?” She unlocked the front door and went inside and then up to her room. After a shower, she fell into bed, “No ants, now no camping trip. Bleh.” With a heavy sigh she closed her eyes.

	Early rubbed his eyes and looked around. He was standing on a neighborhood street, cars from the 60’s parked along the curb somehow gleaming in the lack of light. The full moon was a high dark splotch on a tar sky which was slowly drowning the clouds it had caught, and it cast a hazy darkness over the street. One cloud finally lurched in desperation and covered the moon. The tar became pitch. The dark sidewalk and tidy lawns fell away into an oubliette. Early flailed and grasped for anything, but there was only void, thick as ooze as he fell without moving until suddenly he felt grass on his face. wet grass, green grass, bright grass. Lannah stood with an old fashioned lantern in one hand casting darkness in all directions, and her other hand and a dangling mess of charms from her bracelet shielded the front, throwing a vibrant shadow over Early. 
“You actually came,” Lannah reached her empty hand out to help Early up. 

