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“Put it down!” A voice yelled. “On the ground! Right now!”
I blinked in confusion, staring at the bottle in my hand. The jagged end of broken glass looked like something out of a cartoon, or an old gangster movie.
Blood ran down the inside of my arm, not all of it mine. My muscles locked, bunched up with adrenaline.
Someone must have called the police. The young guy in front of me didn’t have his gun out, but his hand held the holster menacingly, and his uniform brought a flush of panic, starting somewhere in my lower belly.
The other fire that had burned there—irrationally bright only seconds before—abruptly sobered. Without taking so much as a breath, I dropped the broken bottle, holding up my hands in a gesture of surrender.
I’ve never been a tough chick. I’d never done anything remotely like this before...but I knew enough to know that my arms covered in tattoos and my punky, bleached-calico hair weren’t winning me any points with the men in blue. I looked around at the swath of cleared space around the bar.
“Hands up!” the cop yelled.
“They’re up!” I said.
He walked up, grabbing one of my wrists. He spun me around so I faced the bar. I felt cool metal hit my wrist as my chest thudded into the lacquered wood.
“You have any weapons?” the young policeman asked. He cuffed me, then patted me down. “Don’t fucking move!” he yelled, when I turned to look at him.
“No weapons!” I was shouting I realized, scared out of my wits.
All the while, my mind churned useless facts. People got shot doing stupid shit like this. More cops got shot in domestic disputes than during any other kind of call, which likely explained why the young cop’s hands shook as he cuffed me.
My eyes swept the oddly bright space until they lit on the person who had inspired all this drama, and that flame of irrational feeling ripped once more through my chest cavity, making it difficult to breathe, to think straight.
Jaden, my now ex-boyfriend, stood like a store mannequin, his eyes as wide as saucers in a pale face. He gripped the upper arm of his date, a voluptuous girl in a red vinyl dress, as if to steady himself. I looked at her, and the rage came back, intense enough to scare me. Breathing harder, I leaned against the wood, closing my eyes, trying to crush my own chest.
Feeling ripped through my center, animal-like—almost painful.
In my defense, I’d only heard about them that night, and the fact that their affair started three months earlier, while I’d been blissfully happy, thinking Jaden and I were mutually in love. According to his bass player, she’d started hanging out with them after shows, eventually winning him over with flattery, pouty lips and enormous tits.
She was babbling something to him and her friends now, half-hysterical, her arm bleeding profusely from where I’d slashed at her with the bottle, her red-painted lips another dark wound on her face.
I stared at them both, thinking, this can’t be real. It can’t be. This isn’t me.
But it was.
I tried not to fidget as I stared around the room.
I hoped I wouldn’t be called last. That desk jockey I spoke to promised me he’d try to get me put at the top of the list, but I was pretty sure he’d just been angling for my number. I still needed to stop by my mom's place before work, and the clock was ticking.
The last thing I needed was to lose my job, on top of everything else.
Just as I was starting to wonder if I should call my manager, Tom, and give him a head’s up, the court clerk appeared in the narrow doorway on the other side of the low wall, wearing a portable monitor. He unfurled it from around his wrist and spread it out on the podium-like table in front of him, squinting a little before configuring it around our names.
He looked up at all of us a few minutes later, and squinted at us, too.
I wondered if he needed eye surgery, or if it was some kind of facial tic.
He motioned at me.
“Verify identification,” he said, indicating the podium across from him.
I walked up, feeling suddenly like I should have dressed better for this. I’d been told it was just a monthly check-in, to make sure I hadn’t run off, or found some way to put my GPS tracker on my dog.
At his pointed gesture towards the microphone, I cleared my throat.
“Alyson May Taylor,” I said.
"You go by Alyson?"
I cleared my throat again. "Allie."
“Place of residence?”
“2119 Fillmore Street, San Francisco.”
“Race cat?”
I held up my arm, showing him the “H” tattoo on my inner arm.
“Speak into the microphone, please.”
I cleared my throat again.
“Human,” I said.
“Birth parents?”
I hesitated. “Unknown.”
The man’s eyebrows went up, changing the shape of his thick face. The elongated skin pushed up the short bangs framing his square cheeks, confirming he’d had some kind of cosmetic surgery to tighten his skin. It struck me that he looked a bit like a cartoon pig.
“I’m adopted, sir,” I clarified.
“No registered birth family?” he said. He leaned closer, staring at me.
“No, sir. I was found.”
“Found.”
“Yes, sir. Under a bridge.” A little flustered, I amended, “...Overpass. Registered as a ward of the state, January 13, 1984. Status transferred August 19, 1984, birth parents unknown.” I hesitated again, feeling every eye in the room on me now. “My blood’s been verified. About a hundred times now, sir...”
The clerk continued to frown at me.
I glanced around at all the other house arrest criminals, like me, who sat in plastic chairs in the white, windowless room. Some of them were probably coming down off more deadly forms of domestic violence charges, statutory rape, petty larceny, drug dealing, assault, identity theft...God knew what else.
But I’m the freak, because of something I had no control over. Something that happened before I’d worn diapers.
But that wasn't really true either.
My grandmother warned me once that nothing in life is ever secure. No matter how stable, boring or predictable the different components may seem...everything can be gone with a single bad decision. In my case, it was a very bad decision.
One I still couldn't quite believe I'd made.
Now, not only had I lost my boyfriend of six years, in about the most permanent way I could have managed it, I'd become a violent criminal.
I wasn't the only one in shock at what I'd done. My brother couldn't believe it. He didn't come out and say anything, but I could see it in his face, that he still couldn't believe I'd done something that, well...crazy. My mom, as per usual, was pretty much in denial. She fluctuated between blaming the alcohol (I hadn't been drunk) and saying everyone just kind of lost their shit now and then, that I should just learn from it and not do it again.
I wasn't really convinced.
The thing is, I’d been pretty sure me and Jaden would get married at some point, have kids, do the whole domestic thing...so when I found out I’d been replaced by the newer, sluttier model, I didn’t take it very well.
In fact, I kind of went nuts I guess.
I'd almost become a different person. A person I didn't like very much, truthfully.
Now I had a tracker on me. One of those GPS numbers I had to wear on my wrist, and occasionally explain to customers at the diner where I worked. According to the State of California, I wasn’t going anywhere for awhile.
Which was too bad, really. After everything died down and I faced the fact that I was on my own again, I wanted nothing more than to leave town...take a nice long sabbatical.
But the man at the podium was talking again, so I forced my mind back on him.
“They weren’t able to track down birth parents?” the clerk persisted. “Through DNA records? Through medical records? Those were all international by then, weren’t they?”
“No, sir,” I said. “And yes, sir...they were.” When the clerk continued to stare at me, I felt my face flush a little. “Is this strictly relevant, sir?” I said. “I’m going to be late for work...”
“Place of employment?”
I felt my jaw tighten a little.
A big, biker-looking guy covered in tattoos winked at me, folding massive arms across his chest. The big guys always liked me for some reason. Maybe because I’m smallish for my age.
Then I saw the other guy. Starting a little when I saw his pale eyes on mine, I stared back at him briefly, then forced my gaze back to the front of the room. He looked the same as he always looked. Jon and I had dubbed him Mr. Monochrome. With his black hair, pale white skin, light eyes of some indeterminate color, it seemed almost funny to us at the time. He even wore a black jacket, as if the contrast of his skin and hair wasn't quite enough.
I took another breath, just as the clerk’s voice sharpened.
“Place of employment?” he repeated.
“Lucky Cat,” I said. “It’s a diner on Divisadero.”
“Other sources of income?”
“Freelance.” At the clerk’s quizzical look, I explained, “I’m an artist. I do tattoo designs for Fang’s on Geary. Also Gorilla Joint, up on Haight...”
The clerk didn’t seem to be listening though. His eyes had gone almost blank in the pause, like he was listening to a faraway tune.
I watched his face, fighting another flush of irritation. Was he just messing with me? Or did he have a VR implant?
Now that I knew Mr. Mono was there, I wanted to get out that much faster.
The weirdo had been following me for weeks. In fact, I first noticed him hanging around not long after I got the GPS locked onto my wrist. Maybe he was into chicks with anger management issues. Or maybe he was just hoping I'd go postal on someone else, and he'd have front row seats.
Either way, Jon was right; I really needed to report him.
The court's clerk nodded then, marking something on the portable monitor. At least he finally seemed to have gotten over his interest in my weird parentage. Peering down at my records, his eyes looked almost bored now. Or at the very least, preoccupied as he perused the relevant lines.
“Okay. Eight more months on your sentence,” he said, motioning for me that I could leave the podium. “Same time next month, Taylor.”
He crooked his finger at the biker in the chair next to mine.
“You, Daniels...front and center. Verify identification.”
I gathered up my shoulder bag and my jacket, still feeling stares on me from some of the other people in the room. The one I felt the most was the hardest to ignore. I glanced at him again, even as I shouldered on my jacket, tugging my hair out of the collar as I turned.
But he wasn't there anymore.
The chair where I'd seen him, only seconds before, was empty; the door still swung silently on its hinges, but Mr. Mono was definitely gone.
Riding down Divisadero towards my mom’s, I leaned against the cab’s window as it paused at a red light. I’d been spacing out when I realized I was staring at someone—a heart-shaped face framed with stiff, dyed braids that came off her head like a white and orange headdress. I read the name of the fetish bar on the marquee behind her, and realized abruptly what she must be. I’d heard about the place opening up, but hadn’t been by to see it like everyone else. It just felt weird to me, gawking at them, like they were animals.
The woman’s opaque blue eyes drank me in without apology or fear. Her hands rested on her hips over a white lace body suit.
I receded into the cab’s seat so I would be less visible.
I caught the cabbie watching me in the rearview mirror and blushed.
“Yeah,” he commented flatly. “They got a few of them now.”
“I know...just forgot.”
He didn’t seem to hear me, or care maybe. “They just keep bringing more of them over here,” he said. “Like we need our own damned glow-eye army. Fucking animals. I don’t trust ‘em...collared or not.” He glanced at me in the mirror. Looking over my tangled hair and hastily applied makeup, he smiled. Maybe he thought the dishevelment was deliberate.
“You seen one before, honey?” he said.
“Yeah.” I glanced out surreptitiously, but the seer was no longer looking at me. Smiling seductively at a man on the street, she touched his arm as he passed. The man jerked away as if burnt, glaring at her.
The seer laughed, but I saw her eyes turn cold, predatory.
“Really?” the cabbie said. “Where?”
“At the Coliseum. With my dad.” I couldn’t take my eyes off the seer. “On the street too, you know. Downtown.”
The man nodded, absently. He’d already lost interest.
I ventured, “They’re allowed to just walk around like that? What if she, you know...hurts someone?”
The cabbie pointed, tapping his window. “See that collar?”
I followed his finger to the circle of brushed metal around the female’s neck. Finger-width, it had no markings I could see other than the pulsing blue light at the base when she turned her head.
Feeling the cabbie watching me, I nodded.
He said, “They’re coded to the owner, see? They can’t do nothing with that on...blinds ‘em. They take it off when they’re, ah...you know, working.”
I nodded again.
I knew about the collars, of course. I hadn't actually meant that, when I'd been asking about her being outside...I'd more been wondering why she was on the street without her owner. Most of the seers I'd seen had some kind of human chaperone with them; I'd assumed it was for a reason. Not like I enjoyed seeing the whole seer-human dynamic. But I supposed I had to get used to it, since seers were getting to be so common in the city.
Seers had been around since the early 1900s, in one way or another...ever since they first found them living in those snowy caves in Asia. I’d read about them in high school and college. History mainly. Studying the wars, of course, but also the history of SCARB, the World Court, organic machines, sight ownership, the trade wars in the East and in Europe. And learning about Syrimne, of course, the seer who led the one and only rebellion against humans. He'd been telekinetic, and scary as hell, from all accounts.
But that was pretty rare, telekinesis. In fact, Syrimne was the only documented case of verified telekinesis in any seer...at least officially. Meaning according to anyone who didn't read the same nutty conspiracy theories espoused by my brother, Jon.
Lately, everyone with money seemed to have one. I used to think of that as a New York thing, but it had spread to San Francisco faster than I would have imagined. Sex and fetish shops specializing in seers were popping up all over town. If the laws changed or SCARB was loosening its controls, no one bothered to say so on the feeds.
I did wonder that some of them wouldn’t be smart enough to figure out how to get the collars off.
I almost understood the driver not being thrilled with the sudden influx all over the city. Heck, maybe Jon’s conspiracy theory stuff was true, about how the government was in secret collaboration with seers to mind-warp the rest of us. He was convinced we all might wake up one day inside a dream created by a bunch of seers to keep us all docile.
Looking at that seer though, I had trouble seeing her as colluding with anyone, much less a bunch of guys in suits who wanted to feed us all mental straightjackets.
No, she looked like she’d rather just shoot me in the head.

The cabbie dropped me off on Fell Street. He pulled up in front of the familiar, purple Victorian, and I transferred money to his cab number from my headset as I was sliding off the back seat. Trying to hurry, I slammed the door and promptly tripped over a dented juice bottle. Bending down to pick it up, I tossed it in my mother’s neighbor’s yellow recycling carton, then noticed that the neighbor’s bin was empty, along with my mother’s section of curb.
Great. Another week of week-old garbage.
Digging my keys from my red vinyl jacket, I righted them to insert in the dead bolt lock...but the door was already open. A prickle of nerves ran up my spine. Had she been out today already? Or had the front door really been open all night?
Walking inside, I heard the television.
I shut the door behind me loudly.
“Mom?” I headed for the sound of the t.v., dragging the bag of donuts and coffee I’d grabbed from the street vendor in front of the courthouse with me. Passing the dining room, I saw that she’d closed the drapes, which was strange, too. Mom liked to watch the birds, even in the fog.
“Mom, you forgot the garbage again,” I said. Pausing, I raised my voice. “Tuesday, Mom. Remember? Every Tuesday. It never changes...”
No answer.
A prickle of fear touched my spine.
“Hey, Mom...I don't have a lot of time. I promised I'd come by, so I'm here...but I can't stay. I just wanted to make sure you were up. Aunt Carol's coming, remember...?”
When she didn't answer again, I felt my nerves worsen. Moving faster down the hall, I stepped out into the living room, stopping when my eyes met a shock of skin sprawled on the paisley print couch.
“...Oh,” I said.
Sighing, half in relief and half in irritation, I crossed the remainder of the room, kicking aside an empty bottle that at least partly accounted for the smell from the faux-Indian carpet. Sitting on the squishy couch I’d loved as a kid, I sank so low I nearly got dumped on the floor. I set down the coffee cup I had surfed to safety, and dropped the crumpled bag of donuts to the carpet. Sighing again, I leaned over to tap my mother’s bare back. The skin there was smooth and somehow younger than the rest of her, marked with tan lines from working in her garden.
“Mom? What are you doing?” I looked at the clock in exasperation. "I have to go."
I looked around at the open photo album, the crushed cigarette butts that she’d sworn up and down just two days ago that she no longer smoked, the faded, Mickey Mouse drinking glass that had once been Jon’s. I counted five butts in the plastic Waikiki ashtray with the hula girl painted on it, and at least two more in the bottom of Mickey’s glass.
The only thing I didn’t look at was the television, where the familiar voice of my father could be heard amid kid laughter and cheers.
The birthday video.
I had been four. That was right before dad’s MS had been diagnosed, before he started losing weight, before he gave me the ceramic dolphin music box and promised he would never leave me. The day after he died, I smashed the box to a million pieces on the curb outside of our house. The next day, I moved out. I had been seventeen.
“Mom?”
A muffled voice emerged from against my mother’s arm.
“You are an evil, evil child.”
“You going to church? Aunt Carol's coming, remember?”
“I don’t belong in church.”
“Sure you do.” I patted her back. “Where else does an old drunk go for repentance?”
My mother, Mia Taylor, raised her head. Bleary-eyed and pale, dark circles under her eyes, she looked old to me suddenly, in a way that brought a rush of what felt oddly like anger.
She also looked hurt. “You are evil. Did you bring coffee?”
“Yup. With the requisite sugar fat explosion, dunked in chocolate-flavored lard...your favorite.”
She was already reaching for the bag, her eyes faintly quizzical, like they always were when I cracked one of my dumb jokes. She unfurled the crinkled paper and peered inside.
Her voice grew timid. “Will you go with me?”
I failed to completely stifle a snort.
“Come on, Mom. Conversion? This early in the morning? I’m way too young to fear death that much.”
As soon as I said it, my eyes made contact with the television.
There, my father held me in his arms, beaming so wide, his eyes so shining that I couldn’t help but feel him, hearing his laugh through the middle of my chest. Only after I could breathe again did I look at my mom. Her deer-like eyes were wide as she munched on the edge of a donut, chocolate frosting coating her small fingers.
“You’ve got to get past this,” I said, hating myself for saying it, knowing how often I’d said similar things, bludgeoning my mother with them, who despite all her apparent frailty was the more resilient one. It was me who covered myself over in sharp laughs and dismissive shrugs.
Or, in the words of the boyfriend before Jaden, a Puerto Rican from New York, I was “a cold white woman, made of ice.”
A faint nausea rose briefly, a pulse of warmth.
I disagree, a voice said.
I jumped violently, enough to make my mom look over.
“What’s wrong?” she said.
She never seemed to hold a grudge over my cracks. She was a better person than me.
She patted my leg. “Are you okay, Allie-bird? You look like a goose walked on your grave...”
I forced my eyes to the television, watched my dad lean down to help my four-year-old self blow out four pink candles on a cake with white, fluffy frosting. Four-year-old me looked up at twenty-eight-year-old me and beamed, wanting to be my friend. But watching my younger self wrapped in the gnarled, work-worn hands of my father, I felt nothing but envy.
I hunched over an espresso maker, trying to get the metal coffee filter with the pressed coffee crammed inside to fit in the groove. I got it hooked somehow, managed to turn the handle a quarter turn, but it stuck there and wouldn’t budge.
In the background, I listened to the television over the bar. There, our recently-elected president spoke over the flash of cameras and odd cheer or laugh from the crush of reporters ringing him like fans at a rock concert.
The media used a parade of what my grandmother would have called “dimestore words” whenever they described President Daniel Caine. He was never just President Caine; he was “charismatic, bold in speech, forty-something President Caine exuding reassurance, his dark chestnut hair shining as he speaks from the White House lawn, the flowers of overhanging trees blending with the honey-blond of his wife’s hair. We only wish we could show you his real appearance so you could see how presidential he truly looks...”
That kind of thing.
Refocusing on the espresso maker, I finally got the filter off and hooked on the machine. Clicking it on, I waited for the red light, glancing up at the line of blue suits on the television. I noticed the scarf at the blond woman’s throat, the flash of teeth as the man’s avatar rocked his head back in a laugh.
I’d never really followed politics, but Caine, the new national obsession, was hard to ignore.
Most of my gal pals found him clinically “hot.” I don’t know how they could tell, honestly, since we only ever saw avatars.
Even Jon liked him, and Jon didn’t like politicians...at least not successful ones. Liberals liked him. So did right-wingers. I found myself riveted whenever Caine spoke, but couldn’t say I liked him exactly.
Still, I had to admit, the guy wasn’t anything like our last president.
Like anyone, he had to wear avatars when appearing in the public feeds. The rumor was, those avatars weren’t far off from his real appearance, though...hardly the norm for celebrities and politicians. He wore just enough to remain legal, in fact. Meaning, enough that seers wouldn’t be able to track him, and national security and the fate of the human world wouldn’t hang in the balance as a result.
He didn’t even change his age, or make himself ridiculously handsome like most did. The press corp rumor was that he actually looked better in person.
“...I have every hope here, fellas.” Caine smiled and I felt the exact flavor of exuded warmth. “...That this new agreement will establish real stability in a previously turbulent part of the world. Create friends and trusted neighbors out of those who in the past were our enemies.” He paused for just the right beat of time. “You don’t think we’re going to let a few screwballs get in the way of that, now do you...?”
Laughter sparked through the crowd.
“President Caine!” My eyes followed the petite female avatar as she pushed her way to the front. “What will your response be to the terrorists?”
He smiled at her.
“Donna,” he said. “You know I can’t give you details as to the exact nature of our plans.” He winked at the camera. “...But rest assured, harsh language will be involved. Very harsh language indeed...”
Another collective laugh rolled through the crush.
I leaned my back against the espresso machine, frowning.
Folding my arms, I focused on the dark-skinned African-American avatar standing just behind Caine. High cheekbones rose above full lips, below cat-shaped, amber eyes. His was an undeniably handsome face, one I had also heard mirrored the handsomeness of the man behind it. The female friends of mine who didn’t have a thing for Caine definitely had one for Ethan Wellington, his new Vice President. My reactions to him were more mixed.
The man had something, definitely.
Again, I just couldn’t decide if I liked whatever it was.
“...I truly believe that we are now laying the real foundations for peace and prosperity in the future,” Caine spoke out over the crowd. “Paving the way for a time when human being will no longer fight human being...”
A low hiss emanated from the espresso maker at my back...just before it sprayed wet steam all over my uniform. Jumping forward with a yelp, I saw the metal filter belch water and coffee grounds through a warp in the seal. I was still staring at the machine, trying to decide how to proceed, when my best friend, Cassandra Jainukul approached.
Everyone but her mother called her Cass, but when we were kids, it had been Cassie.
“Hey.” Cass took in the issue with the espresso maker with polite disinterest. “Jon’s here. So’s your buddy.”
Gripping the filter’s plastic handle with a resolve I didn’t feel, I gave it a jerk. More steam and water vomited, drenching my shirt.
Cursing, I leapt back, soaked to the skin.
“You want me to call Jon over?” Cass folded her arms, bunching up the uniform under her breasts.
“What for?” I muttered. “He sucks at fixing things.”
“No, dummy.” Cass pushed shocking, dyed red hair out of her dark eyes. “Not for that.”
When we were kids, I would have done anything to look like Cass. Her dad had been Ethiopian and Thai and her mom something like Scottish and Indian. Cass ended up with a blend of all four that made her beautiful and unique-looking with a delicate face, high cheekbones, full lips and giant, liquid eyes. Her figure had always been better than mine, too. She blew stray bangs out of her eyes.
“...What’s his name,” she prompted. “Your friend. Mono-Man. The sexy guy with the black hair sitting in your section...”
I turned too fast, knocking the coffee filter with my arm. Cass watched it fall to the rubber mat with no reaction on her face. She found the vagaries of our shared profession even less interesting than I did.
She stared openly at the man in the corner booth. “Isn’t that the shirt we looked at in Aardvarks? You said you liked it, right?”
I nodded. I remembered.
“That’s creepy, Al.”
I said, “Where’s Jon?”
Cass aimed a finger at the bar.
My brother sprawled over a counter stool like an adult in a child’s chair. Catching my glance, he waved a hand sharply for me to come over. I shook my head.
“In a minute,” I mouthed. “Chill out!”
When Jon threw a spoon at me, I ducked, smiling, and glanced at Cass. She was still staring at Mr. Mono, her lips scrunched in vague puzzlement.
When she saw Jon motioning us over again, she turned with a grin and started sashaying in his direction. She couldn’t help but flirt with Jon. She knew she lacked the requisite, er, equipment, to catch my brother’s eye...but she’d had a crush on him since kindergarten.
Watching Jon’s knee jiggle up and down, I got a flash of what he’d been like back then, when most people still called him “Bug.” Skinny and pale with thick glasses and too-large hands like his father, he’d been mostly a non-entity in high school, despite getting bullied by some of the real turds in his class. He started doing martial arts before Dad died, tired of being stuffed in lockers and covered in ketchup packets for “being a little faggot” by the mentally-challenged of gym class. Now he had the broad-shouldered, sinewy body of a career athlete. His old coke-bottle glasses had been replaced by contacts over green-flecked hazel eyes about ten years earlier, and he’d grown into the hands, too.
His refusal to conform politically extended to his body in the form of streaked blond and black hair and the tattoos he’d started to collect in his early teens. He’d gone a few steps further than me with the barcode, decorating its lines with words about oppression in like six languages.
Personally, I didn’t need any more reasons to stick out to the men in blue.
According to Jaden, Jon and I were a little creepy for brother and sister—even adopted brother and sister—in that we hung out so much. But I wasn’t about to ditch him as a friend just because his parents were cool enough to adopt me.
Anyway, he wasn’t into girls. He never had been, even when we were kids.
I watched his eyes swivel to the dark-haired man in the corner booth.
As soon as I got close enough, he let go with a not particularly stealthy whisper.
“Why didn’t you call me? I told you to call me!”
“I didn’t know.”
“How long has he been here?”
“Well, if I knew that, I would have known when he got here, right?” I folded my arms. “I didn’t. Know, I mean.”
For an instant this stumped him. He squinted at me.
Cass said, “I don’t know, Al.” Her lips pursed. “You sure you don’t want to talk to this one? Before Jon goes all kung fu on his ass...?”
It was my turn to stare at Cass. “What?”
She nodded towards Mr. Monochrome. “Him. Look at him.”
I felt my jaw tighten a little. Jon gave Cass an incredulous look. Then both of us turned, following her gaze to the man with the coal-black hair.
I knew Cass was right, in a way. Mr. Mono had little in common with my usual breed of stalker. He didn’t stare at me nervously, clutching flowers or bad poetry that rhymed. He didn’t talk to himself. I’d never seen him wear crosses or pentagrams or so much as a Buddha tee shirt. He didn’t look particularly unstable to me, either...or even like he wanted something from me. Most of the kooks I came across seemed to be looking for a savior. This guy seemed to have all kinds of purpose. He breathed purpose. In fact, if I didn’t know better, I would think he was on the clock right then...although by looking at him, he appeared to be sitting alone in a dingy diner, staring at his own hands splayed on the scratched formica.
Still, he must want something from me. No way he could be all right, if he got his kicks following people around.
Unless someone hired him to follow me around.
The idea made me pause.
Of course, it didn't reassure me in the slightest. Still, it felt closer to the truth. In fact, the longer I thought about it, the more true it felt. He was a PI maybe. Or a cop. Had I done anything that would warrant a cop following me, though? Even with recent freakout and the GPS, I figured I was pretty much a nonentity in their eyes.
I found his ethnicity impossible to pinpoint. His mouth broke an angular face in a narrow line below a thick nose. He touched the formica tabletop with long-fingered hands, staring down at his own digits with almond-shaped eyes that had pale irises. I could gauge no emotion there, or even a precise color. His face remained endlessly flat, his body inconspicuous in its stillness.
While we watched, he picked up his glass of milk.
Inserting a finger into the contents, he withdrew it carefully, sniffing the end of his own digit. Frowning, he wiped it clean with a paper napkin.
Jon stifled a laugh.
I fought not to do the same, raising an eyebrow at Cass and cocking my head with mock inquisitiveness.
“Yeah, okay.” Cass shrugged. “But I like his hands.”
“You said that about Jack, Cass,” I reminded her.
“Yeah, well I was right, wasn’t I?”
I didn’t touch that one. I squinted at the black-haired man. “He’s like a walking corpse,” I said a second later. “...Minus the goth. He probably lives in his parent’s basement. I get Asperger’s syndrome, listens to bad cowboy music.”
Cass gestured with her slim fingers, tugging at a silver chain around her neck. “He looks like there’s more to him, Al.”
“Again. You that you said that about Jack, Cass.”
“And I was right, wasn’t I?”
I grimaced, glancing across the room.
The black-haired stranger rose to his feet.
I watched him reach into a back pocket and extract a money clip. Like he had the day before, and the day before that, I knew he’d leave actual paper money, and well in excess of what he owed. He wore a single piece of jewelry, a silver ring on his smallest finger.
“He’s leaving,” Cass said.
Jon yanked on my arm. “Stop staring, Al.” He sharpened his voice when I didn’t look down. “Al...seriously. What are you doing?”
I watched Mr. Mono move softly out the diner’s front door. It was already dark outside, but the neon sign lit up his face as he passed by the plate windows. He didn’t hurry, and just when I thought he wouldn’t, he turned.
The lamp-like stare met mine.
The world became soft.
I grew aware of the sharp lines of the diner blurring. Night filled in the gaps...a sky teeming with violet and black clouds, a backdrop streaming further back than my mind could reach. Stars exploded behind my eyes, a single shocking plume of brilliance.
And it is beautiful. So incredibly...
The clouds enveloped my mind, leaving nothing but silence.

Cass watched the black-haired man turn from the window. He was tall, she realized again, maybe more than six and a half feet, and despite the haphazard and almost dated way he dressed—like something from an old fifties movie mixed unevenly with the newer lines of the Aardvarks shirt and a modern watch—she could see an athletic body beneath the hanging clothes and inconspicuous gait.
He was really hot, actually.
She wondered why Allie was pretending he wasn’t. Not stereotypically handsome, by any means. But he had a quiet intensity that exuded sensuality, and struck Cass as a relatively thin mask for whatever lay beneath. She watched him glide past the outside window, reminded of Jon’s martial arts buddies and of Jon himself, in the way he moved. This man might be a fighter, too.
He was even Allie’s type. She’d always gone for the dark ones.
She watched until he disappeared behind the adjoining wall of the next store front. She caught his stare at Allie, and it struck her that his eyes seemed to have almost no real color to them at all.
“Weird,” she said, once he was gone.
“You say that like you’re surprised,” Jon said, annoyed.
Cass glanced at Allie, curious as to her silence, wondering how she had reacted to the man’s departure.
Allie had always collected weirdos. While Cass personally thought her friend was gorgeous, she knew that wasn’t the reason. Allie was fairly average by most accounts. While she had stunning...at times riveting eyes, really her face and figure were basically just okay. She didn’t fall into the ‘pretty girl’ rubric in either dress, confidence or manner. Instead, she had a less-obvious quality that tended to be well-appreciated by the full moon crowd. In Jon’s words, she was a freak magnet, and always had been. Mia Taylor, Allie’s mother, once told Cass that Allie had been nearly abducted, or abducted for short periods of time, six times as a child.
After the second time, her parents gave her a whistle to wear around her neck. Her father had her carrying pepper spray by fourth grade...and once, when he didn’t have anything else to give her, a knife. He taught all three of them—Jon, Cass and Allie—how to fire a gun before any of them got to high school, and even then, Cass suspected Allie’s “issues” were at least part of the reason.
Her mother tried to get her to keep the GPS implant when she turned eighteen for the same reason, but Al wouldn’t hear of it. She got the tattoo along with all of her friends, and got the implant removed.
In any case, stalkers came with the territory in being Allie’s friend. Cass barely batted an eye anymore when a new one showed up.
This guy felt different somehow. Cass still hadn’t decided if that was a good or a bad thing.
When she saw her friend, she forgot all this.
“Allie?” she said. “Hey. Are you okay?”
“Fine,” she said, with no pause.
Her green eyes looked lighter than usual. They seemed almost transparent as they stared out the window, as if following the man somewhere in her mind still.
“Okay, robot girl,” Jon joked. “Jesus. Do you need a new boyfriend that badly, Al, that you’re looking at your stalkers like that?” He sounded exasperated, but not really angry. “...No wonder the guy’s following you around. He probably thinks you have a thing for him.”
“Maybe she does,” Cass murmured, still watching her friend.
Allie didn’t answer. Her eyes seemed to exude a kind of static. Cass touched her friend’s arm.
“Hey. Seriously. Are you okay?”
“Fine,” Allie said. “I’m fine.” She smiled, but it seemed faraway still. “I’m good. Just really tired.”
“Well. Go make yourself a cappuccino or something.”
“Okay.”
She wandered off, and Jon and Cass exchanged looks.
“What’s up with zombie girl?” Jon said.
“She’s tired,” Cass said. “Leave her alone, okay? You don’t have to give her shit all the time, you know. Be the big brother about everything...”
Jon shrugged, but Cass saw his eyes follow Allie as she wandered back over to the espresso machine. Cass found herself doing the same, hoping her worry didn’t show on her face.
Whether this guy had anything to do with it or not, Allie was acting decidedly weird lately. That whole thing in the bar with Jaden and that girl was beyond bizarre. Allie had always been the rational, pacifist type. In fact, sometimes Cass had wished Allie would be a little more gonzo, especially when it came to Jaden, who'd been dicking her around for months while Allie defended him. For Allie to go all gangland violence like that, out of nowhere, was just...well, weird. In fact, if Cass had to take bets, she definitely would have plunked money down on Cass herself doing something like that...not Allie.
The whole thing was weird, and decidedly un-Allie.
She hadn't done anything like that since, but she hadn't exactly been normal either. If she didn’t know better, Cass would think her friend had developed a drug problem.
But Allie never touched anything in that area, not even to experiment. And although she claimed the reason was indifference, Cass suspected she worried about doing anything that might make her stand out even more to the weirdo crowd than she already did.
In any case, Cass knew Jon had noticed it, too.
Whatever was up with Allie, it was getting worse.
“Excuse me? Ma’am?”
Someone near me cleared his throat.
My eyes clicked back into focus.
I found myself looking at a man in a dark blue suit. A red, silk tie contrasted the darker color, setting off the auburn highlights in his long hair. His light brown eyes met mine, crinkling at the edges in a smile.
When he cleared his throat again, politely, my gaze drifted down to his hand, where he held out several twenty dollar bills.
“Can I use paper currency here?” he said.
He spoke like someone who’d already asked the same question several times. I blinked, then looked down at his hand. Christ. He was a customer. I’d probably waited on him; that’s why he looked familiar.
Where had my head been?
I glanced down the bar counter at Jon and Cass, a little bewildered that I wasn’t standing by them anymore. I stood by the cash register instead. Jon and Cass didn’t seem to have noticed that I had apparently teleported to the opposite end of the bar.
Cass laughed while I watched, leaning closer to Jon’s ear to answer something he’d said.
Feeling him waiting, I jerked my eyes back to the man in front of me.
“Yeah,” I told him. “Yeah, sure. Of course. Sorry.”
His smile widened. “No apology necessary, my dear. I am sorry...to break you out of your reverie.”
I smiled back, hitting through keys on the old fashioned register.
“Is that what it was?” I said.
“You looked very deep in thought right then, Alyson...”
I hesitated, glancing at him. Then, shrugging it off, I gestured towards his arm. When he bared it to the elbow, I summoned the bill by scanning his barcode.
“Were you?” he said, politely. “…Deep in thought?”
I smiled. “Yeah. Well. Even waitresses think about things, I guess.”
He returned my smile, his gaze flickering over the rest of me.
Ignoring his appraisal, I met his gaze. “Do you want the change in hard currency, too?” I said. “Or on your account?”
“Hard is fine.” His smile widened, even as his eyes grew more serious. “What are you doing after work? Can I buy you a drink?”
Counting out the coins, I handed him his change. I kept my smile polite. “I can’t date customers, sorry.”
“No? Are you sure? You won’t make an exception?”
I smiled again. “Sorry.”
He met my gaze and I paused, in spite of myself.
His eyes were riveting, difficult to look away from. They shone a dark yellow now that I looked at them more closely, like burnt amber. I found myself lost there briefly, and wondered why I’d been so quick to turn him away. I could have one drink with the guy, sure. Why not? He was age appropriate, more or less, and while I didn’t usually date suits, he was cute. Nick the bartender, the guy I'd been seeing casually for the past few weeks, probably wouldn’t like it. But we weren’t exactly a couple.
It would be good for me. I needed to meet new people.
My attention was pulled off him when the door to the diner opened with a bang. I looked up, and the black-haired man stood there.
For the first time, he looked directly at me.
His colorless eyes grew utterly motionless, like a held breath.
Immediately, my head started to clear. I was still standing there when the man with the yellow eyes turned, staring at the black-haired man along with me. Neither of them spoke, but I felt some kind of exchange take place.
The man with the amber eyes smiled then, glancing around the diner before bringing his gaze back to rest on me. He made a soft clicking noise with his tongue, giving me a regretful smile.
“But I see that you’re already taken,” he said, softer. “Perhaps another time, then, my dear.”
“Sure,” I said, only half-hearing him. “Whatever.”
I was still looking at the man with the black hair.
The guy in the blue suit turned from the counter, heading for the door. I watched him walk past the taller man and noticed that he wore his hair in some kind of clip at the nape of his neck. The clip glinted with jeweled stones, like sapphires.
The black-haired man didn’t take his eyes off him as he passed. His eyes followed the man through the front door and outside, onto the street. I saw the other watching him as well...saw him wink at the black-haired man through the window before he disappeared down the sidewalk, past the edge of the building.
Before I could wrap my head around what had just happened, the black-haired man walked directly up to where I stood.
His colorless eyes met mine, and I flinched at the anger I saw in them, although it didn’t seem aimed at me.
“We’re leaving,” he said. “Now, Allie.”

...the world melts before me.
Familiarity lives here, somewhere behind the space this man carries with him, whenever I get too close to him...but that remains elusive, too. I see a red-gold valley, an ocean of diamonds. I grasp for a center, for some context in which to place myself, and come up blank. Somehow, though, with him there, I know I am no longer alone...
...silver flickers in the foreground. The silver is unwelcome, a gaudy billboard placed before an ocean reflecting light. The Pyramid hangs pinioned to the sky and the faceless man sits there, the warden of a corpse-filled prison, a tower of beings that jerk and chafe under hard metal bindings. I see cannons firing into the night from armored tanks, a black swastika on a white circle, bodies broken in irregular pits, hands and feet and necks that lay wrongly, one on the other...until I am somewhere else, amid smoking craters in desert plains, ripped up trees, blackened lands and burning huts, the deadening heartbeats of a hundred helicopters pouring liquid fire...
The black-haired man grabbed my arm.
“Allie.” His voice was a growl. “Now.”
Before I could bring my eyes back into focus, Jon stood at my side. He had his hand on the other man’s arm. His voice was quiet, but there wasn’t an ounce of compromise in it.
“Let go of her, man. Now. Step away.”
I saw the black-haired man look at Jon.
“Jon,” he said. “Let go. I won’t hurt her. You know I won’t.”
I saw Jon’s eyes widen in surprise, right before they blurred, growing less clear. The black-haired man focused back on me.
We don’t have much time...
I stared up at him, feeling a cold wash of fear when I realized I’d heard his words, but his mouth hadn’t moved.
Allie! I know you can hear me! You have to come with me. Do you want to spend the rest of your life in a cage? Wearing a collar? That man. He knows what you are...
More fear coursed up my spine as his words sank in.
Allie! They can’t hear me! Only you can...what does that tell you?
Cass ran up at the same moment. “Allie! What is going on?”
The black-haired man looked at her. As he did, his concentration seemed to break.
Jon’s eyes cleared in the same instant.
He stepped forward once they had, as if remembering where he was. His mouth hardened into a line as he grabbed my wrist.
“Al...get away from him!”
Confusion twisted my stomach in knots. But the black-haired man’s words resonated somewhere in my mind, and I knew suddenly, that I couldn’t stay there. I remembered the hospital when I was a kid, the needle plunged into the fat of my seven year-old leg while my dad watched, holding my mom while I screamed, trying to get away...
I couldn’t go there again. I couldn’t.
When Jon yanked on my arm, I didn’t think.
A part of me reached out, seemingly on its own.
A folding sensation started somewhere deep inside my mind...as if a part of me collapsed like a telescope. I exhaled it out, flexing a muscle I didn’t know I had.
...it was over in less than a blink...
...and then Jon was all the way across the room.
Despite how quickly it happened, he didn’t get there gently. I couldn’t remember raising a hand, finger or toe…and anyway, the paltry amount of Choy Li Fut I knew from Jon force-feeding it to me wouldn’t have caught Jon himself so completely by surprise.
I saw a soft flash of light...Jon’s eyes widening. When the force hit him, he released my arm. He tried to grasp at me the instant he’d let go, but despite his martial arts reflexes, he missed. His fingers splayed, groping first for a bar stool, then the counter, then the blender by the back wall. He careened backwards as if he’d been thrown bodily by a much larger man, before slamming into a series of shelves covered in clean water glasses. His arm smashed into a row of those same glasses. Over ten feet from where I stood, he fell ungracefully to the rubber mat…sending over half of the shelves’ contents to the floor with him.
Everyone in the diner looked up.
Tom, the manager, stared between me and Jon, stunned.
Jon scrambled to get up, impressively fast, but water glasses continued to fall. Over the sound of breaking glass and people rising to their feet, I realized everyone in the diner was staring at me.
I didn't take my eyes off Jon.
I tried to understand how he’d gotten there...to make sense of it.
God, had I just hurt my brother? How could that have happened?
Out of nowhere, I found myself remembering my Uncle Stefan. That time out by the pig barn, when he upset me when I was seven. No one in the family talked about what had happened that day...and now, even my memories of it had blurred. I remembered standing there with him, as the wind jerked me around outside the barn, his rough hands on my shoulders. I’d been crying.
He’d just told me what happened to the runt baby pigs, right after I’d finished reading Charlotte’s Web...
The next thing I knew, Uncle Stefan was screaming, pinned against the wall of the barn. He’d been a big man, around six-two, over two hundred pounds, most of it muscle...
When I glanced up, my shock turned to overt fear.
In the mirror over the bar I saw my face reflected in the glass. On it was my worst nightmare, the image that woke me up yelling.
I blinked, but the image didn’t waver.
My eyes glowed back at me like two pale green fireflies, illuminating the rest of my face in an iridescent, sickly glow.
There was a reason that one of the slang terms for seers was 'glow-eye.'
At the same instant, I realized I knew. Maybe I'd always known. Maybe my parents had, too. Clearly, this black-haired guy had known what I was. At any rate, he'd known I'd hear his thoughts inside my head, without him saying them aloud. Not a whole lot of humans who could do that. I looked up at his pale eyes, maybe for help. But the shock on his face was as prominent as anyone else’s in the bar.
He stared at my eyes, as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.
For a long moment, no one in the diner made a sound.
Then the last glass fell and shattered on the tile floor at the edge of the rubber bar mat.
The black-haired man spoke, his words thickly accented.
“Dul-ententre d’gaos!” he said. “You’re a fucking manipulator!”
I barely understood his words. For my brain, enough was enough.
Everything around me grayed out...went dark.

“Allie!” Cass lunged for her friend in a panic.
Allie’s eyes rolled up.
She crumpled to the floor as Jon leapt the counter, knocking yet another water glass and a few silverware settings to the floor. Diners stood around in the half-empty room, silent, like they weren’t sure what to do, along with Jodi, the other waitperson who had been huffing and rolling his eyes at them only a few moments before for leaving him with all the restocking.
Cass crouched down by her friend. She laid a hand on Allie’s heart while Jon used his fingers carefully to lift her head, feeling for blood, a lump.
“Allie!” he said. “...ALLIE! Wake up!”
When she didn’t respond, Cass turned.
“Call 911! Call 911!”
“No!” the black-haired man said. “Absolutely not!”
Jon hesitated, meeting Cass’ gaze. He looked almost like he agreed with the stranger, even as he glared up at him.
“This isn’t your business, man,” he said.
The big Samoan cook came running out, waving a spatula and staring down at Allie on the floor. Everyone called him Sasquatch...Cass didn’t even know his real name. He looked about to yell something unhelpful, when Allie’s eyes opened sightlessly towards the ceiling...
...and everyone sucked in a breath.
Cass screamed. She probably would have screamed again, but Jon clamped a hand over her mouth, kneeling beside her. When Cass met his gaze, she saw fear in his eyes, but not unfamiliarity.
He’d seen this before.
Eyes warning, he laid a finger on his lips. At the same time, he took his hand off her mouth, using it instead to shield Allie’s eyes from the rest of the room.
When Cass looked up at the black-haired man, he was staring at Jon.
Cass heard Sasquatch make a strangled sound, heard the clatter as he dropped the spatula and ran out of the tiled and matted aisle behind the bar counter, shouting something incoherent to the back room crew.
Faces from the paltry dinner crowd peered down at Allie.
Cass noticed only pieces of this. She could still see Allie’s eyes from where she sat. They continued to glow up, pulsing with their own internal heartbeat. Pale green, they looked like the melted ends of two glow sticks. Jon shielded her from the curious onlookers.
“We’re out of time,” the black-haired man said. “She needs to come with me. It’s the only way, Jon...”
“Screw you!” Jon snapped. He turned back to Allie. “Al.” He took hold of his sister’s arms. “Allie...come on, honey. Come back. Come back now...please...”
Cass saw the black-haired man look towards the door.
Another voice rose behind them, causing her to turn.
“Yeah.” It was the manager, Tom, on his headset. “No.” Pause. “No drugs that I know of...but maybe, sure.” A pause. “No, she’s not conscious...”
“Tom!” Cass said, sharp. “Tom, no!”
The manager held up a finger, listening to whoever was on the other end.
“Yeah. She seems to be breathing…”
“Tom! Hang up! Please!”
The black-haired man walked up to him. Tom stared at him, slack-jawed, but stopped speaking. He didn’t move as the taller man took the headset off his head. Putting it on, he began speaking as if Tom never stopped.
“Oh,” he said, his voice sounding almost like Tom’s. “My mistake! She seems to be coming around...” He paused. “Yeah, she’s fine. Yeah. Screwing around with her friends.” Another pause. “Yeah. Sorry for wasting your time. Sure. I’ll call back, if that happens...”
He took off the headset, stuffing it in his pocket.
Cass expected Tom to protest, but when she looked at him, his eyes were blank, faraway-seeming. She started to get to her feet, but Jon grabbed her wrist. He laid his mouth on her ear, his words a fierce whisper.
“Cass. Don’t. What do you think he is?”
She stared at Jon, then up at the black-haired man. Her throat closed.
“What are we going to do?”
“We’re taking her home,” Jon said.
“But her eyes! Everyone saw, Jon! They’ll take her away!”
“No,” the black-haired man said, his voice a warning. “They won’t. She’s coming with me.” He waited for Jon to look up. “Jon...you know. I know you know. It’s too late to hide it...I can’t push that many. Surveillance goes directly to the feeds. Make this easy. Let me take her...”
Jon returned his gaze. He looked at Tom and Jodi, then at the small crowd of kitchen staff crammed in the single door to the back room, peering around the grease-stained wood. Taking in eyes and faces, he looked back at the black-haired man.
“You can get her out of here?”
“Yes.”
“You work for SCARB, man?”
“No.”
“The government?”
“No.”
“You’re not CIA? Some kind of fucking trader?”
“No.” He hesitated. “I’ll take her away from all that, Jon. I promise. You know what they’ll do. You saw what she did...”
Cass saw Jon’s jaw harden. He stared at the wall with the broken glasses. For the first time, Cass noticed his arms were cut from when he fell. His face had nicks as well; he was bleeding, but barely seemed to notice.
For a moment he seemed to be thinking, staring up at the black-haired man’s angular face, then around the small diner. Cass saw him focus briefly on the surveillance cameras that were standard in every public place, monitored by SCARB and occasionally, with a warrant, by the SFPD.
After another pause, Jon raised his voice to the rest of the room.
“She’s okay,” he said. “She’s coming around. Everyone just be cool, okay? Allie’s fine. She’s been tested. Lots of times.”
Sasquatch’s eyes were round as saucers, but he nodded, looking out over the dinner crowd, most of whom remained on their feet. No one said a word, but Cass wondered if even a single one of them believed that, given what they’d just seen.
But Allie was coming around...sort of.
Her eyelids flickered, then a frown crinkled her face before she reached out with her hands, grabbing the leg of a nearby bar stool, then the base of the counter.
Jon caught hold of her shoulders, and helped her to a seated position.
Her eyes never came fully into focus, and something was off in them as she stared at her own feet in her thick-soled waitressing shoes. Cass watched her face, a face she had loved for the past twenty-plus years, even envied at times. Now, she couldn’t help but see it as different.
But they’d been friends since they were kids. How could she be a seer? Seers looked like kids until they were around twenty years old. Hell, Jon was right...she never would have made it through adoption protocols if she had any hint of seer blood, especially given how she’d been found as a baby.
Still, there had always been something...uncanny about Allie. Cass hadn’t ever really wanted to connect the dots, but that didn’t mean she didn’t see them.
“Al?” Jon took her arm. His voice grew almost harsh. “Al...you need to get it together.” He hesitated, looking up at the black-haired man. “Al...this guy’s going to help us, okay?”
Cass’ jaw dropped, but Jon didn’t seem to notice.
When Allie didn’t move, Jon helped her slowly to her feet. For a moments she just stood there, leaning a palm on the counter while Jon supported her with his hand. Everyone stared at her...customers, the kitchen staff, Tom the manager, Jodie.
The black-haired man stared out the windows.
“No one’s leaving,” he said. He looked at Jon. “I won’t hurt her, Jon. But we have to go. Now. They’re on their way.”
Cass watched Jon in a kind of disbelief as he nodded.
Somehow, he believed this guy. She couldn’t help but wonder if he’d hypnotized Jon, too. Then Jon wiped his eyes as Cass watched, and she realized in a kind of disbelief that he was crying. He really had known about this.
Wiping his eyes again, almost angrily that time, he took hold of Allie’s arm. He gave the black-haired man a hard look.
“I’m coming with you.”
The taller man gestured in a downward slash. “No. Absolutely not.”
“You can’t stop me, man!”
“Yes,” the black-haired man said, but more gently. “I can, Jon.”
It was the last thing Cass remembered, before she blinked suddenly, and found herself staring around the diner.
It took a beat longer for the sound to kick back in; initially, all Cass had to go on were visuals.
Sirens rotated and flashed outside the diner windows. She saw people through the glass, most of them wearing uniforms, motioning and shouting, holding weapons as they headed for the diner’s front door.
She might have been afraid, under different circumstances.
As it was, she could only stare, sure it wasn’t real.
Patrons seemed to be coming alive around her, looking around themselves like they had no idea what had just happened.
Jon stood by the counter, not far from where Cass remembered seeing him last. A trickle of blood ran down his face from under his hairline; his arms had nicks and cuts where the t-shirt didn’t cover them.
The person who had stood between them, the person on whom the entire room had been focused, what felt like only seconds before...was gone.
The black-haired man was gone, too.
I am. No thoughts cloud me.
The stories that run silently in the background, all the time...about my life, my dreams, my problems, what it all means...they are vaporized, gone.
I am. It is enough.
Time is not...not here, anyway. No past is, no future. No “just now,” no “the other day” nor “in a minute.”
All lives live in one life that is not-life, at least not in the way I’d thought. I live in spaces between time increments...outside time which spins like a glass ball, a matrix clockwork toy whirling dutifully overhead. Breaths in and out make up a pulse, a beat that follows another...another still. Life flows a thousand currents from that single point, an ocean of light and dark, colors broken into shards and shadows, interconnected like drops of paint bleeding over canvas.
I see the world in which my physical body lives.
It it real. It moves through time.
The walls of buildings glow like oddly invasive lines, showing me where to direct each foot. Movement is born all over again at each clench and unclench of muscles. I look up and sky unfolds like a dark cloth thrown out on a windy lawn, rippling and vast. It is more than I can take in, so my mind filters, makes it manageable. Stars appear in that vast landscape, broken pieces of sun.
He pulls me along the street, and I feel fear through his fingers.
I don’t understand how he could be afraid.
It is so beautiful here I could cry. Colors here are colors of colors, what the physical world tries to emulate but cannot. Clouds tower in silence, held breaths with hints of billowing motion. The night sky...
Well, night is the all-space.
Light whales wing past, screeching into silence. Dragons swim by. Fish, birds, trees, masks. People too...
They all live here, it is their home.
Am I dead? I wonder.
No, is all he says.
I follow the pull of his fingers. I occupy myself by feeling my legs as they are jerked and released like a puppet’s wooden limbs.
The streets are full of glowing beings.
Most are white and gray sheep with blurred outlines. They have no features, no faces. Above their heads, thin, sparking threads rise up.
Humans, he explains. That is what they look like, from here...
From where? I wonder.
He doesn’t answer this.
I look at him, see the structured light and chiseled features inside the same wash of dark and light sky. He is so different from the blurry sheep it is hard to see even the similarities.
Seer, he tells me. The Barrier is where our differences show, Allie.
I lift a hand, even as I stumble along after him, trying to keep up with his long legs. I must look like I’m tripping out on drugs, I think. Like an acid freak.
Well, I’m in the right city for it.
Still, I am fascinated as I look at my hand. I am like him, made of crisscrossing white and gold and fire-colored light. It weaves into complex patterns under my gauzy skin. I turn my hand over in wonder, see veins and light structured as bone.
Am I not human? I ask.
My companion is silent.
Hey, I say to him. Hey. What am I...?
Later, he says. We don’t have time for seer 101 right now, Allie...
I remember that he is nervous. I try to focus, to do as he says.
But it is so easy to get distracted here.
Wind whispers by; it goes through me, a soft pulse of warmth. I rise higher, higher still...until I seem to be looking out over Earth itself. Ghosts vie with one another, dive and screech, sightless between stars. Above them stands the Pyramid, a hard metal umbrella of bright lines. Anger drives it, a determination to impose its own rhythm...
He grips my hand, tighter. It hurts.
I find myself with him once more, on the ground, on the sidewalk. My legs never stop moving. We are walking fast, and I almost recognize where we are as we climb a rising sidewalk towards another row of buildings.
I click between realities like changing channels, negative to positive.
We approach another of those sky people, a being of bright gold light. I feel my companion react. The new man with the chiseled face and body grows nearer with every step.
Unlike us, he does not walk, but sits.
The negative clicks to positive.
I see a flash of the street through my physical eyes...
...and a homeless man blinked back at me from the sidewalk, a broken cardboard box over his legs for warmth. A puppy lay curled at his feet, dirty white with chocolate brown spots. The homeless man wore a gray beard and tie-dyed shirt over jeans stiff with dirt. His eyes shone dark, intense.
My mind reacted, pulled briefly from that feeling of peace.
They are everywhere, I think. They look just like us...
...then I am back in the place of no time.
There, the homeless man’s eyes glow as pale white stars, reflecting a quiet joy that lives in kindness. I feel my companion’s relief as he looks at this man. He shows me, in another flash of layered and complicated thought, the proper means of greeting the other in this place. The other person...
Seer, my friend whispers.
I flinch from the word.
But the old man is smiling. He bows to me, and to the man with me; a whisper of warmth flows from him to us, a soft, liquid light. My companion sends a similar pulse back. He shows me how to do the same, mixing his light with mine, and I smile, unable to help it.
The homeless man smiles back.
We are all everything, sister, he tells me. All the time...

Time passes.
I am somewhere else now. He pulls me through a place of green grass. He won’t let me slow. I want only to enjoy the feel of animals and plants, watch clouds whisper around the faint auras of trees...
...when suddenly, the image righted itself.
The night sky flattened, turning back to the one I’d known since childhood, covered in pinprick stars. Auras evaporated like smoke from around living trees, grass, water...even rocks.
I held up a hand as I stumbled after the tall shadow of a man holding my arm; I watched the light fade until my fingers grew back into the same opaque skin and bone I’d always known.
I shivered, suddenly freezing cold.
I found myself walking in my waitressing uniform, a white blouse and a short, black miniskirt, without a jacket. We were making our way along the edge of a long line of trees overlooking a sloped pasture. Then I saw them—hulking dark forms with shaggy humps, black horns and low, twitching tails. I was at the buffalo paddock in Golden Gate Park.
Fighting fear, I wracked my brain for how I’d gotten there.
I glanced up at the trees.
I stumbled when I stared too long, fought to regain my footing when he didn’t slow. I was still being pulled along by the man in front of me. I realized he held my hand, that I didn’t know him.
“Hey,” I managed. I tried to pull on my arm, but he only yanked me after him. “Hey...wait. Wait up...”
He didn’t slow his steps.
I found myself trying to get close to him the other way, reaching towards him almost unconsciously...and a rush of that nausea hit me, hard enough to make me stumble again. He glanced back at me in the same instant, his pale eyes briefly reflecting the light of the moon. The nausea worsened even as my mind sifted backwards, explaining the facts to me belatedly.
He was a seer, and he wasn’t wearing one of those collars.
I panicked as the feeling of him in me strengthened. I tried to push him out, to get free of him, but I had no idea how.
Allie...calm down, he sent.
“Let me go! I’ll call SCARB!”
His reaction shocked me. He laughed.
It had been a childish threat, spoken in desperation. When he only laughed at me, I followed after him in spite of myself, still struggling to see his face. There was too much light; I couldn’t see past it. Then he looked back again, and I saw my eyes reflected in his, glowing a pale green.
I held up my hand. Light illuminated the lines of my palm in a sickly glow, like a dying flashlight.
Fear leaked into my voice, raising it an octave.
“Holy crap...”
“You’ll need to learn to control that,” was all he said.
His physical voice shocked me. It was deep. It also carried an accent, but not one I would’ve expected. It was Germanic-sounding, European. He gestured towards my face, still walking fast.
“Can you...stop it, Esteemed Bridge?” He continued pulling me along with him deeper into the trees. “...At some point, you must have learned to control it. See if you can now...while we walk...”
“Who are you?” My voice shook. “What have you done to me?”
He barely spared me a glance. He inclined his head as he walked, gesturing briefly with his free hand as he did. Something in the gesture conveyed a kind of respect, but he did it hurriedly.
Dehgoies. The word landed directly in my mind. Revik.
I could only struggle after him, fighting to think as I stumbled between trees after his long legs.
Deh-go-ies, he repeated, slower. Re-vik.
“What is that?” I said. “A name?”
“I will answer whatever you ask...” His physical voice shocked me again. He tugged on my arm, leading me deeper into the trees. “...But not now, Esteemed Bridge.”
“Where are we going?” I tried to piece together how I’d even gotten there from the diner. “Where are you taking me?”
“Please be quiet.” He held a finger to his lips. “Please.”
“No,” I snapped. “I need you to stop! I need you to stop now!”
He came to a stop, so quickly I nearly ran into him.
He didn’t release my arm, but he turned, meeting my gaze. The look on his face made me think he’d resigned himself to reassure me, at least the bare minimum. But he didn’t like it.
I need to get us a car, he said. We have to leave, Allie...now. Before they set up blockades, and close off the city...
“Blockades?”
He made an irritated-sounding clicking noise with his tongue. You don’t remember any of it? What you did, in the diner? He gestured towards my face with his free hand. ...every intelligence group and law enforcement in the city will be after you once they see the surveillance...
I stared at him.
In desperation, I flipped over the arm connected to the wrist he held, showing him the barcode on my inner arm. I pointed out the “H” designation from among the collection of tats.
“I’m human, man. Hu-man. Get it?”
He held up his own arm, showing me his racial-cat tattoo. I lowered mine, staring at the “H” on his pale skin in disbelief.
“I’m not,” he said.
His eyes scanned the pitch black trees.
Can we go now?
“Where are you taking me?”
We must leave the city, he repeated, as if talking to a rather stupid child. The Rooks are here... His mouth firmed to a frown. ...Terian. He worries me more than your human police...or even SCARB, although I’m sure he will come in that guise, as well... Seeing my bewildered look, he interpreted it on his own.
Rooks, he repeated. Other seers. I will explain later. His thoughts grew as impatient as his voice. Can we go? Are you done asking me questions I could answer better en route, Esteemed Bridge?
“Why do you keep calling me—”
I don’t have time for you to have an emotional reaction right now, he sent, his thoughts cutting into mine. Are you going to pretend you didn’t cause a fucking scene at that restaurant? That your eyes aren’t glowing...
He motioned to my face.
...Even now. As we speak?
When I didn’t answer, he clicked at me again. Pulling on my arm, not roughly but purely out of desire to move me forward, he switched back to his physical voice as he started walking.
“You are at risk, Esteemed Bridge. You understand that this is serious?”
“Wait!” I felt the first real flickering of fear. “I’m not going anywhere with you! Besides, I can’t. I’ve got this GPS thing, and...”
Stopping dead once more, he reversed direction before I could regain my balance. He stepped towards me and I stumbled backwards, trying to get out of his way. Standing less than a foot away, he stared down at me.
Listen to me, sister, he sent. Hear this, for it is the last time I will say it...
His thoughts turned harsh in my head.
You cannot go home, Esteemed Bridge...even without the Rooks. You cannot.
He gestured sharply, a downward slash. His eyes held mine, hard as glass.
...Over. It is over for you, this human life. Do you hear me, Esteemed One? Do not make the mistake of thinking you can go back...
I stared up at him, fighting for words.
His eyes flickered pointedly to the GPS on my arm.
You are already a criminal...a violent one. If you are a seer, they will show you no mercy. Your life living among them is finished...it is imperative that you understand. You cannot trust humans anymore. Any humans, Allie...
His expression grew grim, but I saw sympathy there, too.
Feel whatever grief you need to feel about this, and then let it go. Do it soon. It will save you much heartache later...or worse, a life of slavery and torture like nothing you can imagine...
My jaw fell open. I continued to stare up at him.
“The boy,” he said, exasperated. ...You threw him. I had to get you out of there when I saw...I could not believe it...
He made that odd clicking sound with his tongue, shaking his head.
...They did not warn me you would be telekinetic...
He sounded almost angry.
Staring up at him, I clenched my fists, forcing my brain to work.
Jon. He meant Jon. There’d been witnesses as the diner. They’d seen me throw Jon across the room without touching him. They’d have my psych records from when I was a kid, know I was some kind of freak. Then there was the incident at Backdoor Bar, my parole. My unknown parentage...
Telekinetic, christ. That had to be a scam. I’d never heard of a telekinetic seer before. Well, other than...
I stared up at him, eyes wide.
“Yes.” He nodded grimly. You will be little Syrimne...little female Syrimne and all the babies she could make. If SCARB finds you, your citizenship, even your sentience categorization will be revoked. That H mark you value so much... He motioned towards my racial-cat tattoo and the barcode above it.
...It will be burned right off your arm...
His mouth formed a grim line as he waited for me to catch up.
I couldn’t, though. I couldn’t get past the Syrimne thing.
Syrimne was the bogey-man to most humans, even my own parents. In school, I’d seen all the old footage of him blowing up oil tankers and downing planes, setting hospitals on fire. He did all of it with his mind, sometimes from hundreds of miles away. It took an army to get him down, and more than half of them had been seers, too.
The black-haired man’s clicking sound grew softer then, containing more sympathy.
We must leave here, Esteemed Bridge. Even your human brother understood this. He did not like it...but he understood...
I bit my tongue, hard enough to taste blood. The man in front of me looked to be about 6’5”, barefoot. I didn’t stand a chance against him, if it came to that.
If he was telling the truth, I had no where to go anyway.
I watched his eyes flicker over mine. A hint of emotion grew discernible in the dark...then pain came off him, sharp, taking my breath. Before I could think, he was beside me. His fingers circled my upper arms.
I am here to help you. He hesitated, pulling me closer to where he stood. Trust me. Please...I can get you out. Once I do, things won’t be as bad for you...
I felt my throat close. “And that’s my only option?” I said. “To get out?”
His fingers loosened. “Yes,” he said. His eyes still watched my face with that unnerving scrutiny.
“Your human family,” he said. There might still be time to move them. If I can get in contact with some of my people, they might be able to—
A flash lit the clearing.
With it came a thwup-thwup sound, like staccato inhales of breath. The man beside me moved like liquid shadow.
He shoved me, hard.
My feet separated from the ground.
I flew through the air.
...and slammed into the trunk of a nearby redwood tree. My face smacked into rough bark. Pain sucked the air from my lungs. I couldn’t hear, couldn’t breathe as I crumpled in mud and pine needles. It woke me up and stunned me in the same breath. Then I heard another series of shots.
Thwup, thwup, thwup...
I fought to rise. My back lit up like a Christmas tree in an electrical fire. Spots flashed before my eyes as an odor like sulfur hit my mouth and nose. My fingers fought for purchase on wet bark. I was full-fledged panicking now, but also in shock, a deer in headlights. I couldn’t figure out from which direction the shots had come.
The man with the black hair was on the ground. I felt a sharp pain where he held his shoulder. I smelled blood.
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