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From the Cover

“Why? Why didn't you see me? Why won't you remember me?”

Calista didn't buy a ticket for the bus that brought her to town. When silent, no one sees her; when still, she is forgotten. Calista walks like a ghost through her own life.

Calista follows her one clue to the single burning question of her young life. Why? Why does no one see me?

Byron also seeks the same answers, armed with a legacy of his own.

When Calista and Byron meet, both their lives are changed forever. They are rapidly drawn into another world, Albion, a concealed kingdom of monsters and fey, whose abilities seem like magic... a world that faces Ragnarok... a world that will die if Calista cannot save it.
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The King's Ward

# Calista #

I shift from side to side, admiring myself in the changing room mirror.

Well, admiring the good bits anyway. Straight auburn hair, small button nose, kind of cute. The freckles are minimal and I like them well enough, though I have to be careful not to get too much sun on me. Eyes, green speckled some with other colors that don't stand out too much. Body's nice, I think. Rounded and womanly but not big anywhere.

It's the expression on my face that distresses me, and always does when I look in a mirror or even think about it. If you could imagine a facial expression that was lonely, this would be it. I felt it deep through to my core and it grows by another layer every day.

No one notices me. No one talks to me unless I talk first and then it's just surprise that I'm there. If I fall silent, so do they, even if I'm sitting right opposite. A slow fade of attention and I know they don't see me any longer. When I give up and go there is a start of surprise and it's just like they've seen me for the first time.

Try getting though a whole interview for a job when as soon as you fall silent or stay still for even a couple of seconds the interviewer is looking for the next applicant, having forgotten that you exist. Try working at anything when people don't see you.

But to go with the losses there are bonuses that make life possible.

I like the white jumpsuit, I decide, finally. It's one item, and that's a plus. Less to carry.

I change back into my old clothes, looking somewhat worn because I don't change them too often. I can't carry much with me on the move all the time. I change clothes when I need to, discarding old things and keeping new. I travel light and I never stop travelling.

I'm careful winding my way back through the store to the checkout. It's not so bad when I'm moving but still people will walk into me if I pause to look at something. “I'm sorry, I didn't see you there.” Sometimes I think I'll just punch the next person who has cause to say that, or scream “Why? Why didn't you see me?!”

I've done that. It's pointless. You can't keep yelling forever and as soon as you stop...

Not today, though. Today I'm reasonably in control. Today is my birthday. I'm seventeen. I've been alone for four years. On the move. Searching for someone I may never find, someone who has answers.

My mother was useless. You're under someone's nose all day every day, they can't help but know you exist, or so you would think. I guess she picked me up and fed or cleaned me when I cried. I guess she noticed me then. When I was old enough to know what that blank look meant when she first saw me after I'd been out of her sight for a while, I asked her if she even knew who I was.

“Do you even know who I am?” I screamed, actually.

“Why of course I do, dear,” she said, as bleary-eyed as a forgetful drunk, which she mostly was for reasons of her own, “you're...” and I swear she hesitated, looked vaguely around until her eye caught a picture of me – and getting that picture taken had been a marathon effort. I'd had to fidget so the photographer knew I was there. “Calista.”

“Your daughter,” with the dumb name, “Calista,” angry. It was my birthday then, too. She'd forgotten again.

“Of course, dear, I know. No need to sound like that.”

She'd looked away and I'd stood still. When she looked back she didn't see me. After a while she looked puzzled, like she wandered why she was standing there doing nothing, then drifted away to some household chore or another. I forget what.

At least I only forget things that don't matter.

Like paying.

Well, I didn't have any money on me. The long bus ride here had taken the last of my cash, but it didn't matter. I walked behind the counter and used the machine to get rid of the security tab.

“Hey,” The shop assistant saw me, “you're not supposed to be here.”

Mentally I just sighed and stood still. Not reacting has become a habit. Someone is mad at you, just stand still for a bit. It doesn't take long.

The slow confused what-was-I-doing look steals over her face and then a customer comes up to the desk and she turns automatically with a smile and a greeting. As she checks out the items, I take hold of a bag and take a slow step back out of her peripheral field of view. The customer sees me but is incurious. I step out from behind the counter, slip the nice white jumpsuit into the bag and walk slowly away.

It's a small boutique. The small stores are best. There are cameras but no security watching, no security guard on the door. Small but not too expensive, that's the secret. No one sees me as I walk out the door and onto the street.

Milelake is a small town in New York State. It only has one thing I'm interested in, and I'll check that in a while and be disappointed again. It can wait. I've been here less than an hour and only have a few impressions of a small town, one high street, a square with a few shops, another street with more sedate businesses and offices, and as the bus drove into town, a commercial district on the long road into town.

I'd paid for the bus ticket. It's too much trouble not to. I make some money doing the statue gig, all dressed up. People don't even see me unless I move, the shock lasts a few moments, long enough to laugh and think what a great statue I make and put some money down. And then they don't see me any longer, and move on, looking puzzled and wondering what they had stopped for.

It's a depressing way to make money, though. Sometimes I'll steal the money instead. Later on, I'll do just that as I'm a little short and not in the mood to dress up. It's the wrong time of day in any case. It's late afternoon, sun almost gone, people home from most places of work. Only a few shoppers on the streets. I decide to go and have a shower so I feel okay to change into my new clothes.

The motel is on the edge of town, back the way the bus drove in. It isn't a big town so it isn't far to walk.

On the way I pass the diner and fish out the photo.

Might as well be now as later, I thought. After all, I'm right here and I can always goof off until the morning and ride right out of town to the next one. There are 320 in the chain of diners in different towns all across the country. I average one a week. None is the right one.

The picture is of a man. He is tall and charismatic looking. Strong chin and high cheekbones, dark hair with a hint of color in it, just the merest hint of auburn. He stands in front of the big picture window, just like every other diner in every other state, and is just about to get into a car. There is nothing to show which diner this is. It could be any of them. Mostly sky is reflected in the window. But there is, if you look real close and careful, the corner of a sign and the bottom of two letters. An “a” and an “l”.

I raise the picture and line it up. I have to move several times before I'm standing in the right place. I used to look around first and try and guess, but in the end I began to put off the disappointment as long as possible by trying to get what I was looking for by looking in the big picture window in just the right place...

“nial”

...it's just a glimpse but my heart thumps.

I lose it and look around. I don't see it in the street around me. It's not like I know exactly what I'm looking for. A sign of some sort ending in... and there it is. Centennial. It's a street name.

I look back at the picture and see that it's right. I've found it. At last.

I don't know what to do next; not right away.

I think the man in the photograph is my father. And I need to find him because I believe he has some answers for me, answers that I desperately need.

Who am I? Why do people not see me? Why weren't you there for me?

Questions. But no one to ask. Not yet.
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I waited in the lot close to the office until a middle-aged couple pulled up in the lot and walked in. I followed them. They were not aware of me. I took an extra few paces to the end of the desk away from the door. The desk guy saw me but they were talking already so he looked away and forgot me. As soon as the desk guy was engaged, I just sidled round the corner bit by bit. Then I waited while they went through the transaction. When the desk guy took down their key and took the two steps he needed to pass it to them, he didn't see me. I had my eye on the key I wanted, having spent a few moments looking at the map. The old couple turned away. Everyone with their backs to me, I reached out and took my key, turned and nipped down a short corridor to the little crappy restaurant this place had.

I pushed into the girl’s restroom and took a barely needed pee, then strolled out unchallenged and went to find my room.

I always pick the room that's right on the edge of things. No one has ever caught me. Mostly they don't even notice a key is missing without a tenant listed for the room.

At the far end of the lot, I find the room and unlock the door. It's small and fairly dingy. A cheap room. Not well used or often selected. It's clean enough. Just a bed and a TV in one room and bathroom with a shower in the other.

I close the door and dump my small pack on the bed.

I need the shower. I want the hot relaxing water that will strip me of stress as well as the grime of the day. Then I'll try and sleep. Maybe watch some TV first, sound low. I'll talk to the people on the TV, maybe I'll find something I know so I can say one character's lines and hear myself answered. Like they are talking to me. Like I exist.

New clothes for the morning, I think, and the thought cheers me. The next step in my personal, possibly hopeless quest.

My mother didn't have any answers for me. I don't know, but can only hope that my father does.

If I can find him.
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“Do you recognise this guy?” Getting people's attention is work. I have to walk up bold, talk loud, keep moving like I'm some kind of fidget or they lose me.

The middle-aged waitress holds the picture but I don't let her take it. It helps keep me in her mind if I keep some pressure on the picture she's holding. If I let her have it she might just absently put it in her apron pocket and wander away.

She looks at the picture. “Why sure, honey.” Then she looks up from the picture and changes her mind. “No, I guess not. No, I don't know him. Why are you looking for him?”

She's curled her hair in a perm and dyed it, not the right color but not too far off, either. Not a fool, then. She feels cautious, yes, but more curious than anything. Looking for gossip, maybe, or a story to tell herself and elaborate on.

“He did me a favor, is all. Picked up a hitchhiker down on her luck, bought her a meal and gave her a few dollars. I said I'd pay him back but he said no need.” I smiled, I'd been moving the whole time. I pointed to the picture. “Wouldn't give a name so I took a snap and hoped when I was passing again and have the money...” I let it go, no need to elaborate. She'd either buy it or she wouldn't.

“He lives here?” She looks thoughtful, still a little confused. “You're sure?”

I pull the picture out of her hands and walk away. I don't bother saying thanks. It's not like she will think of me again, ever. If I talk to her again she might remember me, sort of, but not vivid, not unless I remind her of details to stir her memory of me to the surface.

“Why, you're welcome,” she says, starting indignant and fading through sarcastic and sliding into vague before she finishes.

Already forgotten, I leave the restaurant.

# Byron #

I've finished my free breakfast and am drinking free coffee when I notice her and everything changes.

Breakfast is free because when I decide to go I'll just take the check and go to the restroom. By the time I walk back through the diner, no one will remember I owe anything. If they see me at all, it will be like seeing me for the first time. Unless I make a point of it, no one will pay me any attention at all. You get used to it. There are benefits.

Seeing it happen to someone else is a first, though.

Auburn hair, white jumpsuit, pretty in an unusual and interesting kind of way. I don't look at her directly, or do anything to attract her attention; ground in habits. But behind the bar is a long mirror and I can see her clearly in it without even turning my head or shifting my eyes more than a fraction. I know how I look, long hair and brooding expression. I look annoyed all the time, even when I'm not. I can't pin down her expression, though. Something settled and fixed by constant use, but not easily read.

The girl shifts her balance and moves in an unnatural, deliberate sequence as she talks to the older waitress. I can see Janet reacting the way she does to me when I want to talk. Her attention fading away and snapping back and fading away until I give up and stay still and she looks around, annoyed that her mind has wandered and she's been doing nothing that she remembers in a busy grill.

They are both holding a picture, both leaning over the counter to see it.

I can't hear them from here. Not now. The girl had spoken loudly enough when she had pushed herself into Janet's awareness. She'd picked her moment, appeared seemingly from nowhere, though she must have been standing right there the whole time, and demanded attention.

She'd held out the picture. “Do you recognise...” and that's where I'd lost her as her voice wound down to a more normal pitch.

What I'd done next had been automatic. I'd focused my mind on her, imagined myself closing the distance in a silent rush, imagined looking at the world through her eyes and listened for what she was saying.

And I'd heard nothing at all.

Well, sometimes that happens. I'd shifted my attention to the waitress and picked up a few fleeting thoughts. Better than I sometimes get, not as good as it has been. In her mind I catch a glimpse of a picture of a man she recognises, but she suddenly does not and then it fades and she doesn't even remember that she doesn't know. One thought is uppermost in her mind. Why do you want to know? I hear her listen to the answer and fix key points in her memory. Hitch hiker girl. Auburn hair. Money.

And then she's tutting inside her own mind. Why am I bothering to remember this when I don't even know this guy?

As soon as the girl pulls the picture away, Janet's attention is fading. “Why, you're welcome,” she says, her voice trailing away as she wonders why she is standing there staring into space. Must be getting old, she thinks, impatient with herself. She grabs a cloth and wipes the counter just to be doing something, then starts looking around to see if anyone needs anything. She is no longer thinking in words apart from a vague muttering of internal recrimination for wool-gathering when she should be working. And an almost silent litany that she might not even be aware of. Hitchhiker. Girl. Auburn hair. Like the beat to a song barely known, words forgotten but the beats to the tune remain in the mind and repeat almost beyond awareness.

I've heard that before. Only the tune pertained to me. As far as I know, no one has yet heard the words.

I grab the check and slide away to the restroom. No one really sees me. When I leave, almost at once, no one notices me leaving. I have gone from their minds, leaked away like water down a drain.

On the street I see the auburn-haired girl walking away. Young, I think. Even younger than I am. But the same. And that is something entirely new.

Without drawing anyone's attention, unseen, I follow her.

# Calista #

Had the waitress been lying or just mistaken, or confused?

I couldn't make up my mind. 'Why sure, honey.' Maybe she'd just meant she would take a look. But she had already been looking. And 'No, I guess not,' surely meant that she thought she had been mistaken. Yes, then no.

I paid attention to where I was walking so as to be sure no one walked into me. It was a sunny day but with a cool breeze that came and went without warning, the air chill even when still. I needed to think, decide how best to proceed with my search. Something about the waitress made me uneasy. Yes, then no. Then questions and curiosity and ... she'd been paying attention.

It hadn't lasted, but she'd not needed the constant prompts I was used to having to give to keep people aware of me. I'd pretty much stopped moving, my attention to that task distracted by her initial answer. 'Why sure, honey,' I know who that is like I'd known them all my life, it sounded like. And I'd been surprised into stillness, barely aware of it myself. 'No, I guess not.,' she'd said, puzzled. And then carried on talking. 'Why are you looking for him?”

Even as she was fading out, I could see her thinking about me, about what I'd said. See it plain as day, written on her thoughtful face.

I found myself walking round the square, no real destination in mind. Reluctant to leave where I had gotten a positive response, no matter how brief. 'Why sure, honey.”

“I could try somewhere else, I guess,” I barely vocalised the words.

But where? On impulse, I turn into the library. The local papers will be on microfilm and I need to think.

He can't really hide in a town this size. Maybe there will be a photo in the papers, and a name to go with it. In a way I know it's just displacement activity. I want to hide from the positive answer just as I want to hide from the uneasiness that is stealing over me. Like I'm being watched.

It's a new feeling and I don't like it one bit.

The librarian was one of those well-educated types that by bearing and attitude display it like a trophy they know you don't have. Tall, standing too straight, and head tilted upward some to display his nostrils to anyone shorter than him. His hair was gray and looked like it had always been that way. I got the idea at once that running the library was pretty much a hobby for him. He probably carried the whole thing in his head so he could sneer and say 'of course' a lot.

I waved as I walked up to where he was doing important organising of the not much that was to hand behind the desk he owned.

“Hi,” I said, as soon as I'd made sure that he noticed me. “I need to look at the microfilm of the local paper.”

“Of course, you're not a member,” he smiled to display his perfect teeth. “I'd remember you.”

I doubted it and knew he'd say 'of course' at the first opportunity. And show off his marvellously superior memory. I liked him less for proving my assessment of him right so quickly.

“Is that a problem?”

“Of course not,” he said, just for variety. “Which year?”

I shifted half a step to one side, just to be moving and keep his attention. I didn't want to go through this again. “All of the last ten years,” I was being arbitrary, but a round figure is easier to think of than a reason for anything less of more would be. “I'm looking for contrasts and continuity in public events,” I improvised.

“I'll show you what you need,” he said - like he'd know - and came out from behind the counter, asking over his shoulder, “thesis?”

Knowing it was a bad idea to follow someone, I speeded up and tried to catch him. “Something like that,” I raised my voice slightly, trying to keep him in play.

It was already too late. He kind of faltered, stopped before I caught him, and looked around. I sighed and stopped following. I drifted off to one side so he wouldn't turn round and bump into me and be surprised to find me there, then apologise and ask if he could help like it was the first time we had met. I was pretty sure I didn't want to meet him twice. I expect the feeling would be mutual if he remembered I existed. And in any case, I could see now that the micro-fiche machines were in the next room, filled with reference books and local history, a couple of displays and old pictures on one wall. The filing cabinets were clearly visible and I knew I could find what I needed.

He drifted back by me, muttering questions to himself.

I bet he wasn't used to forgetting and didn't like it. Especially as he'd clearly been going somewhere for some reason. I bet it would drive him crazy all day long and I didn't feel the least bit bad about it.

Moving slowly so as not to catch his eye, I ambled into the next room and turned out of the doorway so he would be even less likely to see me. It didn't take long to get what I wanted and set things up; in just a minute I was seated at a reader, out of sight and out of mind, pages of ten year old news flicking before my eye as I scan pictures.

I hear the librarian talking to someone else, catch a word here or there even though I'm paying no attention at all. He wants the local history section. A picture of a house he's trying to find out about. The librarian is condescending, says the house isn't local as he would know it if it were. Well, it's more the style, similar architecture, trying to pin down where it originated, who the architect might be.

I'm not interested but the voices are intrusive. Libraries are like that. Not a place to have a conversation you want to be private. The thought makes me blush a little as I remember other conversations I've listened in on. Well, not being seen has to have some benefits, and listening to people who think they are alone is one of them. I've heard all about it, though I've never even touched a boy, terrified he will forget I'm there and drift away. I don't think my ego could stand it. Not that I could hold his attention long enough to get anywhere near that far. I learned early and the lessons were driven deep. No one cares about you enough to even remember you are there.

Annoyed at the distraction and turn of my thoughts, I look up as the librarian and the teenager he has been talking to walk in to the room. He's slender, a confident looking boy, dusty blond hair worn long and naturally curly. He's older than me but I can't tell how much by. He's well dressed, young but with a slightly cynical air that makes him look older.

“Thanks,” he says, attention sweeping the room. It's my imagination, but I think his gaze hesitates a fraction of a second on me before moving on. “I have it.”

I watch blatantly, knowing he won't see me. He is very cute looking. Even if he could see me he wouldn't be interested. No one ever has been. I doubt anyone ever will be. His clothes are new and expensive looking. He carries a brown leather jacket, just hanging on one broad shoulder, concealing one arm. It's way too warm for the jacket, so I guess he was out early, when the day was cooler. The dark green shirt has a lustre to the color that gives it a rich feel. The jeans he is wearing look like quality, and the hiking boots are a brand I recognise. Very expensive.

The librarian loses interest and drifts out of the room. A moment passes, in which the boy slowly looks around, ignoring me, of course, and then heads for a section of wooden cabinets with shallow pull out drawers. He pulls one silently open and selects a handful of loose pictures that he takes to a table. He drops the leather to the floor indifferently, sets down the pictures and sits to casually leaf through them.

I watch him for a while. He doesn't seem to be doing anything. Just holding one picture and looking at it with a slight frown on his strong looking, handsome face. I admire him openly for what seems like a long time, then sigh and turn my attention back to the screen and the seemingly endless pages of no news dressed up as significant events.

“We should join forces,” he says.

I jump but he doesn't look up from what he's doing.

Great I think, he's talking to himself. Cute but crazy as a loon.

Then he raises his head and looks right at me.

My mind freezes for a moment. I know what a ghost feels like now, like in the movies, when someone sees them for the first time. You can see me?!

My heart's beating painfully hard. But he doesn't say anything else. He's just looking my way. Has to be that he can't really see me. I'm sitting as still as if I were an extension of the chair I'm sitting on. Frozen in place. Waiting for his attention to drift away from me so I'll be safe. It's always worked before. Always.

His smile broadens, a little lopsided as he tilts his head, the smile very slightly mocking. “No sense trying to hide like that,” he says the words very softly. “Have you found anything?”

I glance back at the screen. I've skipped through three month’s-worth of local papers, attention only on the pictures, and seen no one who looks even vaguely like the man in my photo. I shake my head dumbly, not expecting him to see it or say anything more.

“I have,” he says.

# Byron #

For a very long time, or so it seems to me, she simply stares at me. I stare back, drinking in the look of her.

She wears her hair very long, and I know why. You have to sit still while someone is working on your hair. Easier to just trim the ends yourself.

She looks small, vulnerable, and wears a white jumpsuit that looks like it's what she should be wearing. Her bare shoulders are a little broad but it looks natural, enhances the healthy fit look of her. Her face is fresh and young looking, small features with large, wide set eyes. She's not hiding behind her long hair, I decide, it just falls that way naturally, long and glossy. And the color is a delight. On another girl it might be all you see.

“There's no sense sitting still like that,” I say, softly. “I'm not going to forget you are there.”

“Who are you?” Her lips barely move and I can only just hear her. It's like she has never talked to anyone before.

I know exactly what she is feeling. I feel it to. She sees me. She sees and will remember everything I say. It's frightening. No fresh starts. No second chances. She will always remember whatever I say to her. The responsibility feels enormous and I'm terrified of getting it wrong.

If I look away, she will think I have forgotten she exists. If I don't, she will think I'm staring. I am staring, I realize. And I haven't answered her.

“That's what we are trying to find out, isn't it? Who we are,” I look down finally, gaze resting on the picture I carry with me, possibly a possession of my unknown father. The picture just as likely to belong to him as the house it depicts. On the table in front of me is a drawing of an identical house. And I know where the house lies, a few miles out of town on a country road, forgotten by everyone, or so it seems.

She gets up slowly, still watching me warily as she eases her way toward the door, glancing over her shoulder, ready to turn and walk away, believing I have forgotten her even as she must sense that I have not.

“I can still see you,” I say softly.

She twitches in surprise and freezes again. Unmoving, she watches me.

“My name is Byron,” I tell her, looking up, “and I have a picture of what may be my father's house,” I tap the table in front of me. “And you have a picture of what may be your father. I'd like to see it with my own eyes. Would you like to visit the house? I know where it is. I've been there.”

“And?” She whispers the word, but I hear her plainly. “What happened?”

The memory, sill raw, makes me wince. “I was lucky to get away,” I'm not looking at her but am aware that she moves, takes a step toward me, a question on her face, half formed on her lips. “Something was waiting for me,” I look at her, let the wry smile that reflects how I feel quirk my lips, “something unpleasant,” and fade away as I try and grasp the truth of it. I've had plenty of time to consider what I felt when I touched its mind in the brief moment before I fled. “Something constrained, taut, primed.”

“Something waiting,” she says so softly that I barely hear her.

“Yes,” I have to agree, “like a compressed spring would feel, if it felt anything,” I'm lost in the fleeting memory. Dusk, the house still unseen. Progressively uneasy, my steps falter. I reach out, questing blindly forward with my imagination and it steals over me, the sensation of something ahead, something tense, gathered in preparation. “As if it were the spring of a trap.”

# Calista #

I'm both fascinated and drenched in anticipation of fear, a kind of dread that draws me forward.

I've already taken one step, responding to my own inexplicable desire to comfort him in response to his ambivalent emotions, his own inner disquiet born of fear and self-directed recrimination at his response to it. As he tries to express his feelings I can sense them more clearly than the words alone can account for. The coiled, primed waiting. And when I name it, and he agrees even as he clarifies. I can almost see the thing he describes. An animal mind aware of prey and tensing powerfully ready to begin to move toward it, and if it finds the prey unaware, consume it ruthlessly.

“It's waiting for you,” I feel that very strongly.

He gives a slow nod, leans back in his chair, posture casual in contrast to his questing, inwardly focused expression. “That's the feeling I had,” he says, then smiles wryly, “but I didn't wait to find out why.”

He looks me directly in the eye. I find it disquieting. I have barely moved a muscle, save for that one involuntary step, but he is still aware of me. His attention focused on me almost exclusively now. I tremble with the fear of being known.

“So,” he isn't smiling now, his expression is one of consideration as though he is already seeking the answers to questions he has not asked. “What do you want to do?”

Run. The thought comes unbidden to mind. I want to run and hide and find somewhere safe, somewhere where I am protected from everything and everyone and no one will ever know I'm there. “I don't know,” I whisper instead.

He gives a judicious nod, releasing me from his overwhelming gaze. “Good answer. I don't know either. Part of me wants to go back there.” He picks up the picture from the table and holds it up so he can see it. “I think there may be answers there for us, but I think we may have to put ourselves in danger to find them. I don't know why. No one sees us,” he glances up, his attention fixing me like a butterfly is pinned in a display. “Until now. We see each other, don't we? So we must be alike, linked, and you have your picture, maybe like mine? It is the only tenuous link to your father.”

I nod, mute.

“Did your mother, like mine, know nothing at all about him?”

I don't respond. I want to say no. My mother wasn't indiscriminate. No series of lovers marred my childhood with their disinterest in me, not that they would notice me any more than she had.

“A name even?”

No. I shake my head, ashamed. No name. “Nothing,” the word sounds thick and tearful on my own lips.

He is standing suddenly, coming close, the concern on his face for my distress mingled with a hint of regret at being the cause.

But he isn't the cause. “Don't touch me,” I tell him, on the edge of tears never shed. My mother's words leap unbidden to my lips.

He flinches. Suddenly still, he looks down and to one side. “I wasn't going to,” and his voice is so empty that I can't stand it.

# Byron #

My sigh fills the space she occupied the moment before she turned and fled.

On leaden feet, I force myself to follow. There really is no choice. Whatever I do now will be partly because of her. Because she also seeks answers, and needs them as much or more than I do.

We are not like other people. We are so far different that maybe we cannot live among them. So we need to know, she needs to know, why we are as we are and, being what we are, to know how we are supposed to live.

# Calista #

Blinded by my own tears, I bump into someone as I hurry down the steps outside the library. I stagger, turned to one side and get my balance.

There's a hand on my arm and I flinch away, warding off the half seen stranger.

“Sorry,” a man's voice, he is surprised, the apology automatic, “I didn't see you.”

“Why?” I shout the word, my throat raw with unshed tears. “Why didn't you see me?”

I didn't wait for an answer. Still moving, I turned and fled, striding purposefully toward nothing, going nowhere except away from where I had been. The lonely bitter weight of years of being unseen, unloved, a swirl of inchoate emotions that threaten to drag me down into darkness and drown me. I battle it and bottle it up again, forcing myself to breathe and to move so that I have to be aware of my surroundings and make decisions. I wipe the stupid tears out of my eyes and off my face and look for somewhere to go. A small park between this street and another draws me in. There are trees there and for some reason I always have found them comforting; their touch would help me get my emotions under control, offering stability and support.

I could hug the tree and my hands would not touch around its trunk. Instead I touch it with both hands and lean against its solid, living weight. I bow my head not quite close enough to touch. I can smell the bark, feel the shade and shelter the tree provides, empathise with its calm sense of purpose as it lives unmoved by any emotion or pain or even interest in anything. Alone and uncaring.

Slowly the feeling seeps into me, calms me, and I begin to breathe normally, feeling nothing but alive, sensing nothing but the ground under my feet, the soft breeze on my skin and in my hair, glimpses of warm sun and shadow playing over my closed eyelids, and the solid, supporting bark under my fingers.

# Byron #

She abruptly turns into a park and I lose sight of her for a moment. On an instinctive level, probably unaware of me, she will assume I will forget her and continue alone. But I don't.

I follow her, in no real hurry. She will need time to calm herself and gather her composure. I can give her that, at least.

The people in the street don't really see me. I walk quietly among them, a ghost in my own life.

I'm used to it. People only see me when I force them to. Good, for a thief. But I only steal when alternatives escape me. When I began to be able to hear peoples thoughts, sporadic and uncertain, and often unclear, as it initially was, I found a better way. Poker can't work; everyone at the table keeps forgetting you are there and it isn't a good place to be conspicuous by talk and movement to hold me in their awareness. But other forms of betting work well enough, if I can be in the right places and listen to the right people. The trainers and owners of horses, the bookies. They often have a very clear idea of which horse will win, enough to whittle down the choices to one or two horses in a race. Any sporting event comes with opportunities when you snatch a fact known only to a few. Not all competitions are entirely as they may seem, often influenced by cash transactions, the results unexpected to those without insider knowledge.

There are benefits to being unseen, and even greater benefits to having access to restricted information.

The park was used as a short cut by some as they went about their business. I paid almost as little attention to them as they did me. I guess life is like that; you give back what you get from people. In my case – our cases – that was more or less nothing at all.

She leaned against the trunk of a tree, dwarfed by it, her head bowed, hands resting on the trunk.

I smiled as I recognized something we had in common. I imagined myself being the tree, invisibly crossing the distance between us, and was enveloped by the enormous calm of a life lived without exacting a price, without needs other than what the environment supplied, light from the sun and nutrients and moisture from the soil in which its roots were anchored. My awareness spread from there to the brethren in miniature, the numinous grass, a vast array of small lives lived without taking anything from any other life. An illusion, in a way. I knew plants competed but compared to sensate life forms the competition was passive, unsullied by emotion or thought of any kind. As I breathed in I drew the energy into myself, and as I breathed out I adjusted the focus of my awareness to her.

And felt nothing.

Questing in a vacuum would feel that way. Reaching out into darkness, knowing there was something to feel yet touching nothing. Even when I couldn't hear people, which was often enough, I could feel them, sense their emotions, know they were there at least.

I looked round and picked someone else, just to be sure my ability was still with me. A woman in a severe business outfit crossed the park purposefully, seeing nothing as she focused on a problem, a conversation that need to be had and which concerned her, office politics side-lining her and a man adamant that the business should be done a certain way... the details escaped me. Just that it mattered, then, and that she needed to do something about it without coming into direct conflict with the other, yet still effecting change because the old methods were costing the company money and couldn't continue, she knew that if she were doing her job properly, if others saw that her way was better... and I lost it in the complexity of things I didn't know about or really understand.

“I know you're there,” her small voice came to me from where she still stood drawing support from the tree.

“Could you hear what I was thinking?”

She lowered her head a fraction. “No,” she whispered like it was all denial and negation.

“Feel me then?” I shrugged, knowing she wouldn't see me. “You aren't much younger than me, if any. You must be able to sense what people are feeling, at least a little.”

She gave a nod, her hair swaying, then pushed away from the tree and stood straight as she turned.

“Sometimes I think so,” she admitted, looking at me sideways from under her hair.

“I think it's age,” I went on, dispassionately. “I think we develop abilities as we get older. I'm guessing from some things my mother said, just little things now and again. She said my father seemed to know what she was thinking, and what she was feeling. She couldn't tell me much,” I didn't say that she hadn't told me anything, I'd stolen impression from her mind and put together what I knew from what she guessed.

“He didn't stay long.” Just long enough to break her heart, it seemed. “As soon as she caught with me, he left. She begged him to stay but he just smiled a little sadly and said something she and I both find odd.”

She seemed to be considering, debating with herself whether she wanted to know or not. I waited until she finally decided. She looked up at me. “What did he say?”

“We do not nurture.”

# Calista #

I screwed up my face in puzzlement. What did that mean? “He said that? We do not nurture?”

He nodded, serious eyes on me. I got the impression he was waiting to see if the words meant anything to me. I shook my head. “That doesn't make sense, does it?”

“Maybe it does,” he said, though fully. “Some animals do, some don't.” He smiled mirthlessly. “Cukoo's don't, just for example.”

A chill thrilled through me, making me shiver. “So you think we are Cukoo's, then? Dumped in a nest and abandoned to whatever fate may bring us?”

“It's an idea, at least.” He shrugged, looking around and as though he had lost interest in the subject. “I just had breakfast. Are you hungry? Do you have money?”

I'd had coffee at a gas station as I walked from the motel into town. I didn't feel hungry in the mornings, but really liked coffee as soon as I could get it. Good coffee, preferably. “I can pay my own way,” I told him.

“There's a place,” he gestured to the other side of the park. “Self-service, all you can eat.” He shrugged and I knew what he meant. It would save the annoyance of getting a waiters attention and keeping it long enough to order. Once they had the order it was okay, they'd bring the food to the table as long as the table had a number. You had to move when they got close though, or they'd assume no one was there and take the food away. But getting the check was optional.

I sighed. I wasn't really hungry yet, not being used to regular meals. Mother would often cook just for herself, forgetting I was there, especially when I was too old to just scream and yell about it. But I didn't want to just stand here either.

I realised I was standing still from habit. Waiting for him to lose interest and go away. But he wasn't going to do that. The thought frightened me. Whatever I did he would see, know, remember. I suddenly remembered my outburst when I left the library - shouting, crying. Embarrassment, an emotion long since abandoned and all but forgotten, stole over me and made my face flush. Childhood embarrassments marched into ranks, linked up and processed through my mind, making it worse.

He looked away, maybe embarrassed in turn, and walked a couple of paces. “It's this way,” he said, voice completely neutral.

I followed him and caught up. There didn't seem anything else to do. And I was glad he hadn't asked me what was wrong. That would have just made it worse.

“How did you spot me?” I was suddenly curious. It seemed odd, him just turning up in the library.

“In the diner. The way the waitress reacted. I was... you would say I was reading her mind but it isn't like that. Imagining and knowing I was right is closer. I caught a glimpse of the photo and what you'd asked. And then her thoughts just faded away as though she'd forgotten you were there.” He trailed off, seeming to find some other thought suddenly more important.

We crossed a road and walked a block in silence, manoeuvring round people who otherwise might easily walk right into us. I noticed he was aware of people when he was walking, just as I was.

He was like me. The idea seemed impossible and exciting at the same time.

“We're going to have to talk,” he said suddenly. “I mean properly. I'm not used to it.”

I laughed spontaneously, appalled at the hysterical edge that made me control it.. “You think I am?”

“I guess not. What's your name?”

“Calista.” I hadn't bothered to tell anyone my name since school, when I'd had to do it every day, or so it seemed. Roll call was a repetitive chore. I'd answer my name, the teacher would look up, confused, wondering who I was. You could see them deciding to investigate as soon as they were done but then forget to ask by the time they'd got to the end. After lunch, as soon as roll call was done, I'd often just leave. No one noticed my presence or absence.

School had been an endless hell of isolation. No sense looking for approval. No sense trying to be popular. No sense trying even to be noticed. I'd tested that to extremes when I was still very young. Even if you peed on the floor right there in the classroom, there were no consequences. Even if noticed, just stay still, be forgotten, the puzzled look and the drifting away and later, when it was rediscovered... “Who peed on the floor?” No need even to say not me because no one was looking at me, no one even knew I was there.

I decided I wouldn't tell Byron that. Not ever.

When I was very young I thought all the other kids had bad memories. Every day the same, as soon as I was noticed. Who are you? What's your name? Later, people had stopped asking. I'd stopped trying to attract attention. Anyone's attention. No matter how bad a kid I was, no one cared. Not even my mother.

Well, I'd told him my name. He didn't make anything of it.

“You're Byron,” I said.

He glanced at me and grinned, eyes brightly mischievous. “You remembered.”

“Will you?” I was suddenly tearful and fighting for control.

“I will, Calista” he said, “I promise.”

No one had ever said anything like that to me before and the sudden almost joyful hope almost hurt.

# Byron #

Everything I said seemed so fraught with risk. And it was hard to think of things to say.

Questions, then. I had questions, but I knew many would cause distress. Later for those. And there were things I wanted, to see with my own eyes the photo she had shown the waitress, the picture of her father. But that and all the related things also seemed too much to begin with.

Something simple, then. What did people say to each other? “How old are you?”

She lifted her head, challenging. “Seventeen, you?”

I wanted to appear older, more mature. “I'll be eighteen in October.”

“That's six months away, so you're seventeen then.”

It felt like a put down but I shrugged it off. “You said you have money. What do you do?”

She stiffened, hesitated.

“It doesn't matter,” I tried to reassure her. It really didn't. “I know how it is, sometimes I just take things, or forget to pay about the same time people forget I'm supposed to. And I gamble, there are advantages to hearing what people are thinking if it matters.”

She looked interested. “What's that like?”

“Hard to say,” I shrugged, gestured we should cross the road while I thought about it. The all you can eat place was just down the road we crossed. Not far. “I would look at people, imagine what it might be like to be them, to be normal.” There was no sense pretending to Calista that we were normal. “It was obvious everyone else was different. I'd see them every day. Doing things together, talking laughing, going places, teasing and joking about things that had happened to them, being together. It fascinated me, so I tried to understand it that way, by pretending to be them and imagine what they were thinking and feeling. Then one day I felt it, a connection and feelings from someone in the middle of a fight, an argument, and there was meaning in the emotions.”

I remembered the couple arguing loudly in the street. He'd not come home, not 'til real late. He was swearing on his life he hadn't been with someone else but I heard him clear as day, saw the girl he'd been with, heard her name. I'd felt and saw fragments of the feelings and memories he was trying to suppress while he tried to convince his wife it hadn't happened.

We came to a stop outside as we waited for a family to spill onto the street. They didn't see us.

“Sometimes I feel think I know what people are feeling,” Calista was looking at me, searching my expression for something, anxious.

“That's the other thing that told me you were different,” I suddenly knew why she was worried. “I tried to read you earlier and couldn't come close.” I tried to look apologetic. It was a lie, of sorts. I'd tried since and might well try again. But I couldn't hear her thoughts. That much was true.

She nodded, seeming satisfied. “Good,” she said, then harder. “Don't try again.”

“I won't.”

That settled, at least in her mind, we went in.

# Calista #

“Stop looking at me,” I laugh and look away, letting my hair fall over my face, just a little. I don't want him to stop, but it really is unsettling. “I'm not used to it.”

He smiled wryly. “You think I am?”

He's thrown my own words back at me, but his voice is warm and low, intimate. It gives me goosebumps.

I take refuge in the food. I've picked an omelet. “Tell me something about yourself.” If he is talking, he won't be paying attention to me. And I want to know about him. And I want to look at him, but can't if he is looking at me. “Where are you from?”

He's suddenly serious. “Does it matter? It would have been the same anywhere.” He's looking away now, eyes focused elsewhere.

I've got what I wanted but I don't feel good about it. He's looking into the past and I guess I know what he sees. A desert.

He's not seeing me at all.

I start to talk. Frightened he'll drift away and never come back. I tell him about the statue gig and he laughs. “That's genius,” he says, smiling and looking at me again. “I never would have thought of that.”

“I saw someone doing it and just though how much more startled people would be if they hadn't even seen me. So I got some things together and tried it. I wasn't embarrassed to try, not even a little. I mean, if they don't remember then it doesn't matter if you fail or anything. And when cops want to move you on, I just stay still and they forget I'm even there, forget what they were doing.”

“I guess it's a defence mechanism,” he says.

I tip my head to one side in question, not getting it.

“For us I mean. Instinctive. Like some animals freeze when there are predators around so they won't be seen.”

“Cukoo's with camouflage?” I try and make light of it. I don't want to think about it. Not now.

He has reached into his jacket and come out with a photo that he slides across the table. It's a photo of a house set in a space carved out of woodland. It's a big house and the style looks old. It doesn't mean anything to me.

I sigh and find my own photo to show. “I've been travelling round looking at every place in the country,” I point, “there's a reflection of a sign, right there. I found it here. A street name. Centennial.”

He nods. “Clues. I've been hunting houses designed by the same architect.”

“So we were supposed to come here,” I look at both photo's where they lay on the table between us. “Why?”

“Animals that don't nurture still have to interact at some point, don't they?”

We both fall silent and look at the photo's side by side on the table between us. To me, they suddenly look like a threat.

I look at Byron's face and wonder if he is thinking the same thing.

# Byron #

When she speaks, I realise we have been silent a while.

“How did you know to try and look?” She asked me. “I mean, how did you know to even try to look into my mind?”

I scoop up my picture and tuck it away, more from reflex than anything. “You were fidgeting when you talked to Janet, the waitress. I recognised the patterns, the deliberateness of it. I do the same thing myself, exaggerate every movement. Talk louder than I need to. I guess it was obvious. Then I couldn't read you at all. And you were looking for someone. And she remembered you.”

She looks as surprised as I had been. “No she didn't, she forgot, just like always.”

I shook my head, annoyed that she doesn't just take my word for it. “Same thing happened to me. I asked after the guy who owns the house. Saw what the estate agent was thinking. It's this guy; and that's all the estate agent remembered. But he remembered me.”

“What? Like I do?”

“Not like you at all,” not even close. “I mean he picked key points,” I pointed to my hair, eyes, beak of a nose I know most don't notice past the long curly hair and bright eyes. “To tell someone, maybe, or maybe just so when someone looked in his mind the memory would be found.”

“You mean my father?”

“Or mine, I guess. I guess he's like us, like me, and he's keeping a watch out, by making sure people who ask after the house are remembered.”

“Playing with peoples minds...” she trailed off. “I don't think I like the sound of that. That's pretty invasive. I mean, looking is bad enough,” she looked at me sceptically, “Assuming you can, but changing what people are?”

I sighed. I supposed I knew I'd have to prove it before she would believe me. I cast round, touch a mind here and there. “He'll get up in a second and go get more... curry,” I tell her. “he likes the curry, not too hot.”

She looks at the guy I'm pointing out. He's overweight and old. “When's he going to do that?” she says after a moment or two in which the guy fidgets and frowns.

He makes a decision and gets up. We watch him go to the counter and help himself to a fresh plate and fill it with curry.

“Coincidence.”

I point to a middle aged woman. “She'll go get more salad but also a slice of pie. She won't eat the salad.”

We watch her do that in silence.

“Okay,” Calista, leans back, frowning. “But you can't read my mind, right?”

I shake my head, smiling what I hope is a reassuring smile. “I guess you're blocking me without knowing it.”

“But you see me,” she seems defensive, “remember me. We should test that,” she says.

I try and judge her expression. Thoughtful but nervous. What if we test it and don't remember each other? She's really testing me, I suddenly realise. She wants to know if she is important to me. If I'll remember her.

“Back in a minute,” I get up with a conspiratory smile. “Don't go anywhere.”

# Calista #

He gets up and heads for the toilet and I'm suddenly frightened.

What if he comes back and walks right by me?

He's already turned his back when I open my mouth to ask him not to go, already walking away when I reach out to him.

I don't say anything, though. I'm afraid he'll think I'm foolish, or weak. And this needs to be tested. I need to know if he will remember me, if anyone ever will. I've learned to live with being alone; it's been less than an hour, but the idea that someone might actually know me has unsettled everything. Suddenly the idea that I might live my whole life and not be known is unbearable.

And Byron is the only glimmer of hope I've ever seen.

If he doesn't come back, if he doesn't see me, I don't know what I'll do. And it won't matter what I do, ever, because no one will ever remember.

My hand is held out to stop him. Come back. I mouth the words to his back but it's too late. He pushes through the restroom door and is gone.

I worry at my bottom lip with my teeth and look down at the table, the unwanted food. I'm being foolish, I decide. I'll go on alone if I have to. I have for years and I'm used to it. It's not so bad.

I look up, resolved to stop caring.

Across the room, a man is standing in the doorway. I haven't seen him before and I wonder how long he has been there. He is looking at me. He is tall, slender, broad shouldered, wearing grey slacks and a polo shirt. His eyes are dark and I suddenly realise that he is looking right at me. Then he smiles a crooked smile, lifts a hand and crooks one finger, beckoning me.

And I have to get up and go.

He holds the door open for me as I cross the room, still smiling.

He gestures through the door and we leave together.

# Byron #

My hatred for urinals started early. There's little more irritating that being bumped into when you are taking a leak. The laughter of children haunted me for a moment before I brushed it irritably aside.

Children were the worst. They had an instinct for anything wrong, anyone out of the ordinary. They hadn't remembered me any better than the adults had, but they sensed something when they noticed me at all, that the there was something wrong, that maybe they should remember. The anger at the flaw they perceived in themselves and projected on me had been built on bitter resentment.

I'd seen Calista go still until the people around her forgot she existed. I'd learned the same trick, but it's hard to be still when you are being pounded on by a group of children who don't know why they hate you.

I stopped at the sinks and leaned on my hands, staring at myself in the mirror. It's because they were afraid, I think. Afraid of the unknown.

I'd learned early to be quiet, to move carefully, to be aware of my surroundings. Don't draw attention to yourself. Don't let people bump into you, don't let them be surprised; it frightened them and that made them hostile. Adults were better; they were more used to perceiving faults in themselves and accepting them. Children didn't apologize for not seeing you; the fault could not be their own, and so must be yours.

I hoped Calista had had a better time of it. I'd figured out early that if no one saw you there was no sense being there. Turn up for roll call, then leave. Keep the paperwork straight and no one cared.

I wondered what it might be like to have a proper Education. To know things. I wondered if Calista could read, and the answer came to me at once. The picture she carried had two letters of a sign reflected in a window. She'd figured out from that what the sign was; Centennial. She could read. Maybe she had more persistence as a child than I had.

She's too good for me. The thought came unexpectedly and made me wince.

Don't touch me, she'd said.

I conjured a picture of her in my mind, just to be sure I remembered her. It had been a whole minute. I wondered how long to leave it, worried that she might not remember me. Will she forget? I know she won't. Any more than I'll forget her. At the Library, she went still and yet I saw her. And here, any time she was nervous, she went still but I didn't forget.

No, I couldn't forget her even if I tried and I don't want to try.

Don't touch me.

I'd heard the same words from my Mother's lips from earliest memories, until I no longer came close or tried to be close to her. It didn't take long. She had looked after me when I was very small, I guess, but clearly hadn't wanted to. It was as though she had been coerced, forced against her will to do what was necessary, but would not willingly do more. I could practically hear her, that one time I'd touched her mind; feed it, clean it, clothe it. Don't touch me. Not words, but the sense of them.

I'd had her attention the day the minor breakthrough happened, the day I found I could
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