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Drifting Leaves, Misty Skies

Simeon rubbed one shoe against the grass, carefully scrubbing sand off of it. The surf boomed off to his right, shushing as the waves withdrew only to crash again. His toes were cold. Wet. Sandy. There really wasn't much point to cleaning the sand off his shoes when his feet were covered in sand, too. Still Simeon carefully brushed them off, making sure every speck of gray fell off the white plastic sole, the neon green upper.

Off to his left James waited, eyes on the horizon. He could have just arrived at the beach. Face calm, shoulders relaxed. He'd thrust his hands into his pockets, all but the thumbs that stuck out, hooked through a belt loop. James' mop of curly hair drooped over his forehead to shield his eyes, dark against the gray concrete retaining wall that kept the cliff from slumping down onto the beach. His skin looked darker than normal down here, almost black instead of warm reddish brown.

Cedric had sniffed the first time he saw James, had curled a lip and turned away to look side-long at Simeon as if he suspected that Simeon had lost his mind. Of course, Cedric always did that. He'd sneered at Simeon's first grade painting of the sky, at the news that he was going to be in band in junior high. When Simeon's test results came back positive, Cedric's sneer had curled so high that Simeon had punched him in the face.

Just because Cedric had no gifts, no magic, didn't mean he had the right to put Simeon down.

He still did. Every time they spoke, emailed, texted, there would always be some snide comment about Simeon that was designed to make him feel like crap.

"He's not here," James murmured. His voice blended into the crash and suck of the waves just as James always blended into his environment, quiet, still, calm.

"I know," Simeon said. "Except for how he is."

James turned his head, electric green eyes softening to deep moss green when he saw Simeon's face. He chuckled and came over to brush a hand over Simeon's cheek. The sand dropped from Simeon's feet, fell from his shoes. Simeon ducked his head and smiled, looked up through his lashes and laughed under his breath that his heart could beat so fast just from James smiling at him that way.

Simeon blushed as James took his hand, led him up the stairs towards the street above. Sand should have stuck to his feet. The stairs, damp with misty rain, dotted with soggy blackberry and maple leaves that had fallen into the stair well, were coated with sand. Many of the steps domed in the center from the amount of sand people had tracked up on the bottoms of their shoes.

No sand stuck. When they got to the top, Simeon panting a little, James with his eyes crinkled in a quiet smile that didn't touch his lips, Simeon put on his shoes without any worries about sand between his toes. It was still odd. A little frightening. Exhilarating.

"Do you think I'll learn how to do that?" Simeon asked as they slowly strolled up the street as it wound to the left and then climbed sharply towards the main road above.

"The sand?" James asked. He shrugged. "Maybe. I doubt it. It's not your gift, really."

His eyes were distant, looking ahead, not at the road, per se, but the future that only James could see. The future? A future, maybe. James had told Simeon that the future shifted, drifting like leaves in the wind, subject to the choices they made moment to moment.

How odd it must be to see a world so ephemeral. The world that Simeon saw was concrete. Ivy leaves gone dark with winter dormancy, moss burgeoning towards the weak watery sunlight. The power pole on the side of the road was just a pole, tar pressed deep into its cellular structure to protect it against the inevitable watery rot that already ate away at its base under the earth. Beneath the concrete and asphalt, gravel and sand.

So much sand. The entire hillside was based on sand. Simeon's steps slowed as he traced the layers of sand, bits of shell and driftwood from eons ago pressing tighter and tighter as the weight on top of them bore down. Deeper, down under the surface, below sea level, hundreds of feet below there was rock, true rock, but that was all lava. Old lava, cold and still, poured out of volcanoes that had lived millions of years ago.

James' hand touched Simeon's cheek.

"Where did you go?" James asked once Simeon blinked his way back into his body.

"Oh, ah, down," Simeon admitted. "Sand and then deeper to the bedrock. Sorry."

"Wow."

The single word was quiet. James' eyes were awed though, as if Simeon had done something incredible instead of ridiculously stupid. He could have gotten lost in the earth, could have gotten stuck and then his body would have fallen, broken something, walked into traffic, died.

"I wouldn't let that happen," James assured Simeon. His eyes grinned at Simeon's start. "I could see the futures flipping by as you considered them. Ready for something to eat?"

"Oh, yes, that would be nice," Simeon said. "I'm hungry."

James nodded, taking Simeon's hand again so that he could lead and be led back to their hotel room, back to the car and then off to one of the town's many restaurants to eat. It felt good to have James there, keeping Simeon on track. Even though his mentor said that Simeon had a handle on his gifts Simeon didn't feel as though he did.

Too many things derailed him, sent his magic tracing off through the world to find the history and life of the objects around him.

Their hotel was a constant danger for Simeon. It was an old, old building, as old as the town, filled with knickknacks and trinkets, antiques from all over the world. Every single object had a history, from the stairs that creaked and popped when you climbed them to the maps papering the bedroom walls. Even their little sitting room held landmines in the form of a ship in a bottle with a broken mast that told Simeon of a maker's patient fingers and a child's careless disregard. 

Which was why he'd suggested the place when they arrived in town. Practice. Stability. Something to focus on when Cedric reared in his head and made him feel like a fool for believing that James actually loved him. Which he did. James said so and showed it and their friends said it was true, all of the ones with empathy and telepathy, with glimpses of the future that were more stable than James'.

Bedrock, James said Simeon was his bedrock, the stability that he could build a life on like the ancient lava buried under the sand that supported the hotel's foundation. James chuckled and squeezed Simeon's fingers.

"You are," James said.

"Not really," Simeon countered. "Just... boring."

"You're not boring," James protested, mild for anyone else but nearly a shout out of James. "You're perfect. Want to walk?"

"Um, sure?" Simeon said, asked, blinked as he stared in James' dark eyes that wrinkled in a delighted grin. "If you want."

"It's not far," James said. "Just down on the dock."

"Oh, that would be great," Simeon said, straightening up and smiling so brightly that he probably looked like an idiot. "Larry's is a great restaurant."

James nodded. They walked up the hill past their hotel set high on the bluff and then kept going, cars whizzing by. The road curved to the left, then the right. Two blocks and they were out of pine trees dripping mist and into tourist destinations like the glass shop that would let you blow your own floats, little brightly colored balls that would never see a net or dance on the sea. They slowly sauntered past the antique shop that held books and shells and tidbits of other people's lives.

Simeon nearly walked in, drawn by the many bits of history only he could see. The only thing that stopped him was James' grip on his wrist, firm, implacable. Even a simple thing like taking a walk challenged Simeon's control.

"You never have had any control," Cedric said in Simeon's mind, his past.

"That's just my gift," Simeon protested, his heart racing. "It's who I am."

The street faded, replaced by Cedric, their parent's living room with the broken old couch, brown fabric stained by the dog, by Simeon's clumsiness, by sheer age. He could smell the woodstove, ash laying heavily across his tongue. Even though he knew he wasn't there, was long gone, long out of that house, Simeon's stomach ached with the hunger that had marked his childhood.

"Well, you're a disgrace to this family, that's who you are," Cedric replied. He huffed and looked down his
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