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A splash of water, ever widening circles as leaves stirred in the gentle breeze to land delicately, bright spots of color on an otherwise dark expanse. A pale shift clung, wet now, my long hair secured with a stick. I bent to cup water into my hands, splashing my face before moving deeper until I could no longer touch the bottom. And there I floated, eyes closed, suspended as though held by invisible hands. 

The woodland behind the pond was singing with summer sounds—the chatter of birds, the chirp of frogs and crickets, the snuffle of skunks and other small creatures rooting on the forest floor. Turquoise dragonflies flitted across still water, iridescent wings catching the light. Symbolizing change, self-realization and the deeper meaning of life, the whir of their wings was another source of solace, my eyes opening for a moment to watch them.  

The day lengthened and stretched, the sun hovering in a cerulean sky. No clouds marred the slow trajectory, shadows growing longer as the life-giving orb moved slowly toward the west. I roused, wondering how long I’d been here. The water rippled as I shifted. The forest felt my contented sigh, the animals perking up to listen. But it was time to go. Sadness filled my heart as I rose from the water and looked around at my home; voices in the distance, the small garden and the house that lay just beyond the trees. I’d said my goodbyes, clinging to those I loved. This was my cleansing ritual in preparation for what was to come. I squeezed water from the tunic, smoothing out the wrinkles. The light fabric would be dry by the time I reached my destination. 

I turned to see her, dark eyes finding mine where I stood quiet on the edge of here and there.  

“Take care my daughter. Do not fall prey to what lurks in the shadows.”

The words echoed as I stepped through. 
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Shadows moved across my vision, taking the pale crescent moon, dark water and feeling of safety along with it. I gasped and opened my eyes. Two walls so tall I couldn’t see the top. Dirt under me, rats scurrying, beady eyes meeting mine. When I rose to my knees the beautiful visions ticked away, one by one, replaced with the miasma of rot, garbage and unwashed bodies. 

“Hey! You okay?” A man hovered over me, his mahogany skin gleaming. Soft brown eyes surrounded with wild hair met mine. 

“Um...I don’t know,” I answered, taking the hand he held out. 

He grinned, revealing straight teeth that gleamed white as he pulled me up. “What’s your name?”

I stared at him, trying to recall my name or anything else about me. For a second my mind was blank and then it came to me. “I...um...Feirin!” I said as though remembering a question on a test. “It’s Gaelic.”

“Gaelic? That’s not a language I’ve ever heard. Where you from?”

We emerged from the alley. Fires lit up the dark street, hunched people sitting around them. And lurking in the dark like hulking beasts were enormous structures—malevolent creatures poised to pounce. I could feel them leaning in to see who this newcomer might be. “Where am I?”

“Have you heard of Hell? This is basically it. I’m Jeremy, by the way. Welcome to my world, Feirin.”

“Fee,” I muttered, meeting the gazes of the others as they took in my appearance. “I go by Fee.”

Jeremy laughed. “Either a fairy or a debt to be paid. Which is it?”

“I don’t know,” I muttered, glancing down at the rough tunic I wore, my bare feet covered in dirt. 

“I’d say fairy, since you have an otherworldly aspect, especially with that crescent moon tattoo on your forehead. Come meet Isabelle, my sister.”

“What tattoo?” I asked, my fingers moving to my forehead.

Jeremy turned. “The one right there,” he answered, placing his forefinger on a spot near my hairline. “A moon like that symbolizes feminine power.”

When he turned again, I followed him toward a dark-skinned girl with big eyes who sat next to one of the fires. She had metal hoops in her ears, and a wide band around her head to hold her braids back—not one but many. I heard the words, who is she and felt the fear coming from the young woman. But Jeremy was already next to her whispering in her ear, “nothing to be afraid of, little sister.”

Jeremy’s people took me in, sharing their food and blankets and their wisdom. I was with them for six months before I moved on. They were exotic and beautiful, with earrings made out of twisted scrap metal, piercings in their noses and lips, and wide woven metal bands around their upper arms and wrists. Strips of bright material had been woven into their dark hair. Their clothing consisted of pieces they’d sewn together into strange asymmetrical skirts that hung on their hips, belly’s exposed and piercings in their navels. The men wore loose-fitting pants in the same materials. When it grew cold, they added jackets and shawls made from blankets. They used items from the dumpsters, turning them into things of beauty as well as tools. But to them I was the exotic one, the indigo moon tattoo, my sudden arrival and lack of memories confirming it. 

When I asked, Isabelle told me about the old beliefs, the spiritual ways they’d held onto as a group. They used dance as a way to connect with something greater, and they laughed a lot. Many played instruments they’d put together with wood and strings made from wires. “We look to each other and the wise ones for our strength,” she confided.

“Wise ones?”

“The ones who can see. The drumming puts them in trance and they get visions.” 

Somehow this seemed oddly familiar, although why, wasn’t clear. I only knew that something lurked in the back of my mind, something bigger that was similar to what she spoke of. 

I learned a lot from them as well as the other ethnic groups who came and went. They were all slightly different in appearance and customs, but they managed to get along. Maybe it was the struggle to survive that simplified their lives. And because I knew nothing about them, or myself, I soaked in everything they had to say. Eventually I had to move on, if only to discover my own identity. But leaving the stable bubble of their friendship posed another set of problems as I lost myself in a city so vast and heartless that I could barely manage. 
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GIFT...GIFT...GIFT...my name, Feirin, means gift in Gaelic.  I roused from a reverie, and as always, the annoyance of not being able to remember rose to the surface of my mind. I’d been living here for several years and I still could not recall where I came from or how I got here. My memories, if that’s what they were, were always like this—hazy, ethereal and enigmatic, merely echoes. But lately I’d come up against a wall behind which a little voice whispered, you should know these things. 

A sigh escaped as I stared up and down the street. It was night and I could already hear the raucous music coming from the bar on the corner, as well as the screaming argument in the alley between where I was standing and the neon lights announcing Peyton’s Place. Apparently, this name was a play on the owner’s name and some show that had been on a watched screen called television back in the twentieth century. When I asked Peyton about it, he just shrugged. “An old dude suggested it. He’s a history buff. Way before my time.”

Peyton and I had been meeting off and on in his small apartment above the bar to do the beast with two backs. He was a good lay and I guess I was too, considering the roaring expletives that poured forth from his mouth nearly every time we arrived at the finish line. It filled the time between work and sleep, I supposed. Better than the constant barrage of propaganda that played on the screens in our heads provided by IRIS, the Immediate Retinal Imaging System we all carried with us. Thank everything holy it could be switched off. 

I was outside waiting for Peyton to close up when I heard the shouting turn into gunshots and then saw a gun-wielding man exit the dark alley at a run. I ran too, straight for the bar. I felt the fear wafting from him, the anger under the surface. He was poised to shoot anything that moved. 

Strong hands grabbed my shoulders. “What’s happening?”

“Murder,” I hissed, pointing. “That guy’s crazy.”

Peyton laughed. “Yeah? Pretty much a daily occurrence. You want to investigate?”

When I shook my head, it loosened my dyed blonde hair, tangled curls falling around my shoulders. Peyton’s fingers were immediately combing through it, his throaty whisper in my ear. “You know what this does to me, woman.”

I pulled away and pinned it up again, fastening it with a clip. 

“When are you going to let this shit grow out?” he asked, his fingers tracing along the dark roots.

I frowned. There was something about the natural dark color that I didn’t like. “Never,” I whispered, taking his hand as I glanced around the empty room.

He took the hint, locking the door before dragging me toward the stairwell behind the bar. 

It was morning before I knew it, my muscles aching from the extremely athletic night we’d had.

“You stayed,” he whispered, waking to gaze at me sleepily.

“I was too exhausted to leave.” I heard the words in his mind, you’re beautiful, as he rose from the rumpled bed.

“Coffee?”

“Yes, and make it strong.” I watched his narrow-hipped backside amble toward the pullman kitchen. I rose and was partially dressed when he returned with two steaming mugs. But what I noticed would delay my departure if I didn’t get hold of myself. “No, Peyton.”

He grinned. “Just a goodbye kiss, that’s all.” Want to ravish you, lady. 

I glanced at him. “You didn’t get enough last night?”

He chuckled. “What can I say? You worked your magic and the spell remains.” 

“There’s no such thing as magic,” I grumped, sitting on the bed to take a sip from the mug. “And I have to get to work.” Since the bar didn’t open until four, Peyton had all day to laze around. But my job was in construction—a day job. 

“Tonight then,” he said, waggling his eyebrows. “You’re a witch, Fee—there’s no doubt about it.”

“I am not!” I yelled, nearly dropping the mug. 

He laughed. “Dropped out of nowhere with no memories? That tattoo on your forehead? What else could you be? And your eyes—I swear I can see other worlds in them. Look at yourself in the mirror.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, rising to take a look in the mirror in the bathroom. My angular face was flushed, my normally violet blue eyes turned blue-green because of the green sweater I was wearing. I was still trying to figure out what he was talking about when he came up behind me and put his arms around my waist, his head on my shoulder. Our two faces stared back at me. His was square-jawed with a two-day growth, gray eyes and shoulder-length brown hair mussed and falling across his forehead. The crescent moon on my forehead picked up the light, shining bright indigo as though it had been recently applied. 

I pulled away and hurried into the other room and grabbed my bag and the keys to my bike. “See you later, crazy man.”

I was out the door and pounding down the stairs before he could reply. 

I was on my Harley and speeding down the road full of traffic when the vision came. I nearly ran off the road as the startling images flew by, one after the other. Fields of wildflowers, whimsical huts made out of tree limbs, hand-made chairs that looked like they were made for fairies, a woman with dark brown hair and eyes shaped like mine standing with a tattooed man with hair so black it reflected light. I let out a sob and careened across two lanes of traffic, coming to a screeching stop on the edge of the sidewalk. “Who are you?” I shouted, startling several pedestrians who skirted quickly around my bike.  I heard their thoughts as they hurried by: she’s crazy, why don’t they lock these people up?

I sat there for several minutes before I was able to put the bike in gear and continue on my way. I was about to be late for work. I tried to calm my fast-beating heart, worried that some other vision would come, but as I drove on all I was aware of was the layer of smog, the smell of rot, and the crowds of people wandering homeless up and down the alleys, their possessions slung in bags across their backs. I could feel the desolation wafting off them. 

Bright neon lights in ever-repeating lines of text caught my eye as I drove past buildings. Ads for all the wonderful things being done for us. But behind them I could feel the people who designed them, the ones who were getting rich. Their sneering faces moved in and out of my mind, their thoughts drifting in the air: Going to make a bundle on that one. What a bunch of morons. Who buys this shit? Laughter that made the hair on my arms stand up. The city was a living thing, the mirrored eyes of closed windows reflecting a foreboding darkness. I’d never been in those buildings, nor had anyone I knew. Even the idea of it gave me goosebumps.

“Where in hell have you been?” Bill shouted when I drove in. “We have a huge job to do today!” I’m going to lose everything if I don’t get this building done on time. 

I felt bad as I climbed off the bike, hurrying toward the truck packed with pallets of building supplies. I’d never been out of the city so I had no idea where this stuff came from, obviously manufactured elsewhere. Bill and the rest of us were erecting a twenty-story apartment building and we were barely finished with framing the first five floors. The deadline was in four months. It was heavy work and I’d grown stronger because of it. 

“You better get your act together,” Bill hissed, watching me grab the hard hat. “If this happens again, you’re fired.” I don’t want to fire her, she’s my best worker. And that body. Love watching her up there hanging on a cable. 

The hard hat fit tightly over my thick hair where I pressed it down. Not enough sleep, a terrifying vision, not to mention whatever Peyton saw in my eyes. And I hoped to hell Bill didn’t come onto me. He was way too old and not my type. 
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IT WAS DARK BY THE time I left work. Fall was upon us, days creeping into night way too soon. But who could really tell with the towering buildings and the smog that filled in any areas where light might penetrate? The sky was a smudge of polluted darkness, my acute sense of smell picking up the rot of garbage left too long and the darker odors that lurked around the fringes. The street people were already drunk or drugged, staggering along sidewalks. Their thoughts were blurred from too much drink but occasionally I picked up a word here and there. Feel sick. Why did I spend that fucking last credit? Where will I sleep?

The streets were awash with the homeless and the half-humans who’d been created to do the dangerous work in the underground sewers and the computer systems no one knew how to deal with. Education had gone by the wayside in the rush to keep the rich happy. 

The mechanical humans walked stiffly. Their eyes were flat and their thoughts and feelings were muted, barely discernable. I felt sorry for them, knowing that inside those metal contraptions lurked a fragment of humanity, their brains connected to wires and metal limbs. And yet they were treated like automatons, living their lives in service to the city, their deaths only coming when they broke apart or suffered some catastrophic event. I’d seen one of them hit by a car, heard the muffled cries of pain. But when the authorities arrived and looked them over, they were taken apart and thrown into trucks like so much refuse.

There were a few of these in Bill’s crew, their ability to straddle inch-wide struts and use tools at the same time, putting the rest of us to shame. When I’d tried to speak to one, I’d seen something in the eyes buried beneath the computerized systems. It disturbed me so much I’d steered clear from then on. Who would do this to a human being? But I knew the answer to that—a person who had no regard for human life. These workers had been put together for one thing and one thing only and fashioned from the broken, the sick and the poor who couldn’t speak up. 

I worked hard all day, but the tiredness in my muscles did not extend to my mind, which whirled, questioning what I’d seen in my vision and angry about the injustice of this world brought about by the ones who ran things here.

My bike roared to life. There was something satisfying about this black beast I rode, the raw power and the purring engine soothing some deep place that resonated with it. An image of an enormous dragon came to mind and disappeared just as quickly. I knew that dragon. Must be a story I read as a kid, I thought, easing away from the curb and entering the line of traffic, trying not to breathe in fumes. 


Instead of going to the bar as I usually did, I headed home. I rented a tiny 


apartment along an alleyway several blocks from Peyton’s Place. It was barely big enough to accommodate me and the black cat I’d found starving on my stoop when I first moved in. Apparently cats this color were considered bad luck. I climbed the four flights of stairs and slipped the key in the lock, not surprised to hear the meow. He streaked by me and headed straight for his empty food dish. “What, no rats today?” He didn’t answer, waiting until I added dried food into his dish. While he was eating, I poured a glass of wine from the bottle I’d bummed from Peyton and collapsed on the threadbare couch. My mind spun with the day’s activities, but beneath it something lurked. And I did not want to look at this lurking thing. Luckily a ding in my head saved me. Peyton calling, a voice announced. I touched my arm, activating a tiny screen that showed his face. 


“Are you coming over?”


“Maybe, maybe not. The cat needed me.”


“Have you named it yet?”


“Cat’s fine. He comes when I call.”


“I need you too,” he said in a husky tone.

“We’re getting too hot and heavy.”

“You’re scared you’re a witch.”

“Don’t be stupid.” I took a hefty swig and coughed. 

“I’ve had a lot of women, and you...well, let’s just say I’ve never 


experienced sex like what we have,” he continued.


I scoffed. “We have good chemistry, that’s all.”

He let out a sigh. “Get your ass over here, all right? I need you badly.”


“I’ll think about it,” I muttered, ending the call with a wave of my finger. I

glanced at the cat who stared back at me out of all-knowing green eyes before settling down to clean himself.  Sex softened the clamoring in my head, I rationalized as I grabbed clean underwear and a pair of jeans, stuffing them into my pack. “You’re on your own tonight,” I told the cat before swigging down the rest of my wine. I placed the glass in the sink, turned off the lights and opened the door. 

“Jesus,” Peyton moaned, pulling me on top of him. He was inside me before I could decide if I liked this position. But a second later I didn’t care what position I was in. By the time we were finished I was sweating, my nerve endings on fire. But as I eased off him, I was suddenly thrown into a twilight world. And someone was there with me. I let out a shout and fell off the bed as a face loomed into view. A second later it was gone.

“What was that?” Peyton asked.

“I don’t know. It felt like someone pushed me.”

“Someone? In the room?” He glanced around the darkened bedroom, scanning across the candle flickering on his dresser, his gaze arriving on me still sitting on the floor. He tugged me to my feet. “What did it feel like?”

I frowned at his overly interested expression, and into the gray eyes widening in delight. “You love this, don’t you? The idea that I’m being stalked by some alien entity.”

His eyebrows rose innocently. “Did I say that?”

“No, but I...”

“Perhaps it was my prowess in bed that threw you to the floor.” He grinned, watching me. 

The candle flame caught my attention, flickering in a non-existent breeze. “I was here and then I was somewhere else,” I muttered. “And then I felt hands on me and next thing I was on the floor.”

“And this somewhere else—what was it like?”

“It was dark. I felt helpless.”

“Maybe you were a baby.”

“I need wine,” I muttered, heading for the kitchen. I found the red we’d opened the night before and took a swig straight from the bottle.

“Hey, are you planning to share?”

His thoughts wafted around me, a miasma of want, almost overpowering. “Don’t even think about it,” I hissed, handing the bottle over. “I need to...” A second later I was no longer in the room. But this time it was light outside and I was toddling down a hill toward a meadow of flowers. I was here and not here, my baby thoughts taking over the me that existed in this place. Shimmering colors hung in the air like magical entities. A sky so blue it hurt to look at it.

“Feirin, where are you?”

The voice penetrated into my baby brain. It was my mama, the person I loved most in the world. But when I turned to answer, I was flung into the present. I lay on the floor panting, Peyton bending over me. “What happened?”

I pushed myself to sitting and stared up at him. “I was...a baby, and I was...” I burst into tears. 

Peyton lowered to the floor next to me. “You never cry.”

“I know!” I sobbed, leaning against him.
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I sat on the bed next to Peyton, telling him everything I remembered from my childhood, which was pretty much zilch. The sounds of traffic, sirens and screaming slowly faded away as night blanketed the city.

“So, you don’t remember anything?” he asked, astounded.

“My last memory is basically someone yelling about sending me away. I swear I went from around three years old to fifteen in a split second.”

Peyton scoffed. “Someone took your memories.”

I frowned, wiping at my swollen eyes. “Took my memories? How does that happen?”

Peyton smiled. “You don’t believe in anything you can’t see, hear, touch or smell, do you?”

I thought about that for a second. “I guess not. I wish it wasn’t possible to hear thoughts, though.”

“What? What thoughts?”

“Thoughts—you know. People’s thoughts.”

Peyton frowned. “I can’t hear thoughts.”

“Oh, come on, Peyton. Yes, you can. Everyone can.” 

He shook his head. “No, Fee. No one can do that.”

“But...”

“I’ve had some strange experiences, but hearing thoughts isn’t one of them. Tell me what I’m thinking right now.” I love you, you, crazy bitch.

“You just called me a crazy bitch.”

He stared unblinking. “What the hell? How long have you been able to do this?”

“Since forever? I thought everyone could. It’s why I blank my thoughts when I’m around people. I always wondered why they weren’t more careful.”

“So, when someone’s lying you know it?”

“Everyone lies.”

“They do?”

“Yes. What they think and what they say is almost always in opposition.” 

Peyton chuckled. “Something else about you that proves what I was saying. You’re...different.”

I shrugged. “Lost memories?”

“Maybe you should go to a hypnotist.”

“What if it’s something weird? I’m having a hard enough time getting used to the idea that no one else can hear thoughts.” 

“Maybe you’re from another planet.”

“Very funny.”

Peyton stared at me. God, I want you right now. 

I was suddenly very aware of his heat, the visions he had of the two of us locked together. I didn’t want him. I was more worried than turned on. “I heard what you thought and I saw what you planned to do to me.”

He grinned. “You do know that men think about sex at least nineteen times a day?”

I grimaced. “I like it, but not that much.”

The night went by too fast, the light of morning waking me early. When I disentangled myself, he opened his eyes, gazing at me sleepily. “Where are you going?”

“Shower and work. Boss man told me I’m fired if I’m late again.”

Peyton stretched, his arms over his head as he let out a soft groan. “You did me in last night, lady.” 

Ignoring him I picked up my strewn clothes and the pack with my clean underwear and headed for the shower. With water sluicing down my back I revisited the night before. No one could hear thoughts? And what about that face I’d seen?  I was very aware that I used sex as a distraction. And I did not want Peyton to fall in love with me.  

I was drying off when Peyton came in carrying a mug of coffee. “Don’t know how you have the stamina to go to work.”

“I’m superwoman,” I murmured. My face in the mirror showed chapped cheeks, my eyes darker than normal and wary.  

I was on my way out the door when I heard him. I’m falling in love. That woman could fuck me over good.

“Do not fall in love with me, Peyton!” I called. I heard an expletive and the sound of the bathroom door slamming.
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I’M TALL FOR A WOMAN, with wide shoulders. My body is well-proportioned and muscular because of my construction work and also because I work out at the gym; sometimes I even wrap my hands and spar with the men. Kickboxing. And I usually win. 

I have tattoos on my upper arms: A Celtic knot on one, a raven on the other. I’d had them done recently to match the crescent moon on my forehead. Both had come to me in a vision, as though they needed to be there to remind me of something. IRIS had told me that Raven, among other things, represented prophecy and insight. And as far as the Celtic knot, it represented eternity since it had no beginning and no end. Where had I even seen one to describe it to the tattoo artist? Another major gap in my memory I was determined to unravel.

I liked my life. I was a free agent, had a job, a place to live and a man to screw whenever I felt like it. It was perfect. But with this latest revelation I was suddenly vulnerable to something I didn’t understand. I was losing control. I could feel it brewing behind my eyes, the need to kick or hit something. 

When I arrived at the construction site Bill was already there. He grinned when I walked toward him. “Guess you took my threat to heart. But Jesus, Fee, you look like something the cat dragged in. Another late night?” What the hell happened to her? She must have been up all night screwing—wish it was me fucking her. 

“Get your mind out of the gutter, Bill. What I do with my time is none of your business.” I grabbed the hard hat off the back of the truck and climbed the scaffolding, hoping the hard work would ease the knot in my stomach.  

It was noon by the time I stopped for a break. Sweat poured down my face, my hands swollen from wielding the hammer. Shading my eyes to look up, I caught sight of two mechanical humans balancing on a beam at the top. It was hot today, a cloud of yellowish pollution hanging in the still air. Dizziness made me sway, my surroundings disappearing as a field of flowers appeared. This time I was older—me and not me at the same time. A dark-haired woman with intense eyes was telling me something I couldn’t quite hear.

“Fee!” Bill’s voice broke through my reverie. “Are you free this weekend? We need to get this project completed before the backers cut off our funds.” He opened his hand, producing a screen, his finger moving the images. “This is what has to be here in thirty days. Capiche?” 

The mock-up of the finished building in all its glory appeared, but my mind was still back in the sunlit open field. “Um...yes, I guess so. Nothing better to do.”

He closed his hand, the screen disappearing. “Great. You’re one of my best workers when you arrive on time.”

The rest of the day went by in a brown haze as the pollution seemed to ripple over everything. I was coughing up stuff as the day progressed, finally covering my mouth and nose with a bandana. By the time I quit I was so tired I could barely walk. My lungs hurt, as well as every muscle in my body.

“For god’s sake, get some rest!” was Bill’s parting shot as I climbed on my bike. I closed my mind to any thoughts that might have come after, putting it in gear and roaring out of there. I was stuck in traffic when the thoughts of others began to swirl through my brain, making me want to scream. Why can’t I get ahead? That bastard is screwing me—I’m so fucking tired I can’t move—Where is she? She said she’d be here—God, I hate my fucking life. 

The thoughts spun until I closed my mind to them, putting my attention on the far distance and ignoring the misery of the people in cars and on the sidewalks. When I reached the apartment, I parked in the alleyway and locked up the bike. 

“Hey, Fee!” a male voice called out. 

Jeremy’s hair was held back with a bright bandeau today, his green eyes bright. I slipped him money when I had it, and bought groceries for him and his sister occasionally, depending on my income that week. “Hi,” I answered back, stopping my hasty retreat toward my apartment. “What‘s up?”

He frowned and shook his head. “We’re being rousted. Don’t know where in hell we’ll go. I can’t find a job to save my soul. It’s as though robots all marched in and took over.” He laughed humorlessly. “Did you ever ask your boss about me?”

“I did, Jeremy. He has a full crew and he said he can barely manage to pay us. I guess the guy who’s bankrolling the project is a cheap bastard. Have you searched the net?”

Jeremy’s face fell. “None of us have access any more. No money for it. I have a feeling we may be deported. The bastards are on the rampage.”

“Can you hide?”

He glanced up and down the street. “Where?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe out of the city?”

“Have you been there? It’s all farms and barns. I guess I could wrestle down a pig, but even if I managed to kill it, I’d be caught when I tried to roast it, and that’s after skinning it, cleaning the carcass and cutting it up.”

I laughed at the image. “Doesn’t sound good.” 

“At least here we can raid the dumpsters.” He grinned, his eyes meeting mine. “And we have you.”

I smiled. “Wish I could help more.” I touched his shoulder before heading toward my apartment. I climbed the stairs, feeling my lack of sleep as I attempted to catch my breath. Once inside I locked and bolted the door, not because of Jeremy and the other homeless, but because of the weirdos who ran around waving guns and shouting about Jesus Christ and some dude they called the All Mighty. I imagined him dressed in chain mail and carrying a sword, the image strangely familiar. I fed Cat and then threw myself face down on the couch. A second later I was fast asleep. 

‘You are the dark goddess, sweet girl. I will miss you but this is what had to happen.’  

I woke blearily, my mouth as dry as a desert. Someone was banging on my door. What time is it? I asked IRIS. It is 2:06 a.m., the voice in my head replied. I pushed off the couch and went to the door, hearing Peyton’s voice yelling my name.

I unlocked it and stared at the red-faced man standing there. He burst past me, a worried expression in his gray eyes. “Where have you been? I called you at least a dozen times. Is your chip broken?”

“I don’t think so.”

Peyton shook his head, frustrated. “I was worried when you didn’t come over tonight. Especially after the shit that went down yesterday. I was afraid you had an accident.” He waved his hand and a large screen appeared on my wall. “Look at what’s going on out there. I’ve never seen it this bad,” he muttered, pointing. 

On the screen I saw an angry mob shouting and holding signs that said: Stop hiring Robots! Let us work again!

“I just talked to Jeremy about it. They’re desperate.”

“But if they keep this shit up, they’ll be deported. It’s happened before.”

“Jeremy mentioned that too. But what’s the reason?”

Peyton stared at me in surprise. “Robots cost less and don’t need food and they don’t complain. The homeless population grows with every day—they make up over half the population down here. And they’re not white, Fee.” He sighed and closed his hand to shut the screen down. “I can barely stand this crap, but there’s nowhere to go. I’ve seen what lies outside the city.” 

“I’ve wondered. There’s that wall out there. Does it surround the entire city?”

“Haven’t you been to the wall?”

I shook my head. “One time I took a drive on my bike but once I got out of the city, I got weird vibes and turned around.”

“Once you get away from the city proper the network stops working. I’ve heard there’s some underground military installation out beyond the factory farms. And who knows what they’re up to—maybe you picked up some electromagnetic weirdness.”

I glanced out the window, staring at the neon ads on all the buildings blinking on and off. IRIS was emblazoned in enormous letters, and on another, it was Apple and Google. According to Bill, news had been whittled down to propaganda and ads. Less conspicuous ads for smaller companies blinked in magenta and purple. The people I knew could only afford the barest level of IRIS, and now Jeremy said they couldn’t get any access. With my payment plan all I could do was call people and ask the web questions. Even Peyton’s ability to bring up screens was way above my pay grade. I didn’t want to think about any of it.

“Hey,” Peyton said, noticing my expression. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine, just tired.” I tried to smile, but the wisps of the dream were still with me, even though I couldn’t weave them together. “I...I had a dream, but I can’t remember it now.”

“You need to find out why this is happening, especially with this thought power you have.”

“Maybe I don’t want to know,” I muttered, heading back to the couch.

Peyton sat next to me. “We’ve known each other for what, four years now? I know you said you couldn’t remember, but Jesus...you have to remember something.”

I glanced at him.  “The authorities seemed to think I was around fifteen when I was picked up for loitering and spent a couple of nights in jail. That was after I lived on the streets with Jeremy’s people. I’d been planning to look for work but who wants to hire a girl who barely knows her own name? When they released me, they suggested I seek help for the amnesia. The jails are full of girls like me—runaways, drug addicts, unmarried mothers. You name it.” I rose and went to the table where I’d stashed the necklace I’d been wearing when I arrived. “This is the only thing of value I have.” I held out the black faceted stone.

“It looks like obsidian, a volcanic glass. It’s a protective stone.” He glanced at me. “Whoever gave you this wanted to keep you from harm.”

“But who? Where did I come from?”

When he handed me the stone, I looped it over my head, letting it settle against my breastbone. “I want control over my life,” I muttered. “Lately I’ve had the feeling that some terrible energy is coming to get me.”

“There’s terrible energy right out there,” he said, gesturing with a nod of his head to indicate the street below. 

“I know, but this feels more personal.”

Peyton watched me for a moment before he leaned close, his lips moving along my neck and up to my ear. “The stone will keep you safe,” he whispered. 

I tried not to respond. I was exhausted and in a weird mood, not ready to be physical. But when he tugged at my shirt, I didn’t stop him. It wasn’t long before our clothes were gone and we were stretched out together. My couch thumped against the wall as we did the deed, barely coming up for breath.

I pleaded with Peyton to go home but he insisted on spending the night. When I opened my eyes in the morning, I was thoroughly disgusted with myself. I had to break up with him before it was too late. I hurried to shower and dress, worried about the job and being tardy. 

When I came into the living room twenty minutes later Peyton was gone, fresh coffee waiting on the counter. He’d left a note: See you tonight? Hanging in the air were his other thoughts. You have to get a grip, girl. You can read minds and now I’m scared to be around you. But your body—Jesus. I can’t do without it. 

No, I thought, shaking my head as I lifted the mug to my lips. 

3

The weather was out of control, cold storms rushing through, followed by 

blistering heat. The ozone layer was long gone. People were sick and dying from pollution, cancers caused by radiation, and many other things, including starvation and the crap they put in the food. The ones who ran things turned a blind eye to everything that didn’t benefit them financially. 

The street in front of my apartment was empty now, trash blowing wildly as the wind came up. Jeremy and his sister and the others had all disappeared, their absence worrying. I was walking to the grocery store when I came upon a food line that stretched at least a mile down the sidewalk. Some kind soul was handing out free soup and bread. I stopped to give a woman with a child in her arms a few credits, feeling guilty that I had a job. She thanked me and put her hands together in the sacred position, her eyes welling. Despair entered my heart, winding around it like a thorny vine. 

Three days had gone by since I’d seen Peyton, his missed calls using up my bandwidth. I felt like a drunk trying to stop boozing, my sex addiction burning inside me as the sleepless hours rolled slowly by. I hadn’t had any more visions, but I was now considering consulting the police. Surely, they had records of that fateful day. 

When he saw me, Bill gave me the day off. “You look like crap, Fee. Rest up,” he’d told me. “I need your strength.”

I laughed, thinking about how he assumed one day off would bring me 

back to the woman I’d been before the visions began. I was no longer that person; something was breaking apart. 

The store shelves had been emptied out by the time I reached the little 

market on the corner. The clerk told me there was some virus going around and everyone was panicking, grabbing everything they could. I picked up a few cans of cooked beans, freeze dried bread, and a vegetable I couldn’t identify, transferring the credits from my phone. At least I still had coffee, because that item was nowhere to be found. 

On the way home a guy tried to steal my backpack, but when I swung in a circle and kicked him, he took off. The witnesses gave me a wide berth, staring with wide eyes as I walked by. Scary woman. Look at her crazy eyes. I smiled.  At least I could defend myself. When I reached the corner, I turned left instead of right. The police station was only a block away.



“You were here five and a half years ago for two nights, you say? What is it 


you’d like to know?”


I put my pack on the floor next to my feet. “Is there more information? I had 


amnesia. I was here for six months before I got picked up.”


The dark-skinned woman grimaced, swinging her head in disbelief. I watched 


her braids, listening to the tinkling of the beads clicking against each other. “Yes, we have it on the computer but it won’t be easy to find. What’s your name?”

“Fee. Feirin.”

She struck the computer keys, glancing up again. “Last name?”

“I don’t have one.”

She pulled her hands off the keys. “Do you have a driver’s license?”


I sucked in breath. “Uh, no. But Feirin is an unusual name, isn’t it? It means gift.” Like she cared.


The policewoman laughed. “How have you managed without a last name? You can’t work without one, you need a number.”

“Can you just look up Feirin? F-E-I-R-I-N. It was around this time of year, I think. 2320?”

She pursed her lips and began to type as she watched the screen. “Okay...I do see a homeless girl of that name. She was picked up on the street and brought in. Spent two nights with us. She seemed disoriented and not all there.” She looked up.

“Anything else?”

“They released her because there was no charge they could hold her on, and they couldn’t locate a parent or another relative.  There are a lot of homeless kids out there. If we kept all of them, we’d be overflowing.”

“I understand. I only wondered if there was something more—maybe a bag I was carrying or even something I might have said?”

“This Feirin told the officer that she couldn’t remember anything. She said she’d been living in a homeless camp with someone named Jeremy and his people. And from the notes written here, she seemed out of it, as though she might be slightly retarded. Even the way she spoke seemed alien. As far as a bag, let’s see. Ah, yes. She was carrying a pack and she had a black crystal,” she looked up, “like the one you’re wearing.” She glanced back at the computer screen. “And some herbs, it says here. They didn’t identify what they were.”

“Herbs,” I muttered. “Oh yeah. Jeremy gave them to me.”

“Apparently not hallucinogenic. As a minor that would have brought a lot of trouble.”

“Is that it?”

“I’m afraid so. If I were you, I’d find a way to get an identification card. You can’t be wandering around the streets with only one name. If you get picked up you could be held on charges related to illegal immigration. You could be deported.”

“Immigration? But...”

“If they think you don’t belong here, they’ll send you back. No one is allowed to cross our borders without I.D.”

“Where would they send me? I don’t know where I came from.”

She glanced around the empty room before she leaned forward. “They’ll either hold you in a detention center, or you’ll be taken beyond the wall,” she whispered. “I’m surprised you’ve managed to keep off their radar for this long. Take care now,” she said, handing me the copy of my intake papers. 

I stuffed the papers into my pack before turning toward the door. As I exited a cop was man-handling a young handcuffed woman up the steps. She glanced at me, her eyes pleading, but there was nothing I could do. 

On the way to my apartment I passed by mothers with small children, hollow-eyed men, old folks who seemed half crazy. They huddled in doorways, had set up camps in the alleys where rats scurried by, sharing the thrown-out food. They were more downtrodden than Jeremy’s group. I heard their muddled thoughts as though they were my own. Please someone help me. I’m starving. I can’t be bringing up no child without work or credits. Where do I sleep tonight? It’s cold and I don’t have no blanket. I gave a woman a few credits, transferring them to her I.D. number. “Bless you,” she murmured. 

Along the streets I noticed the beautifully crafted streetlamps that stood like holdouts of some magnificent time in the past. The shining glass and seamless metal buildings seemed crass next to them. A picture of an earlier time moved across my inner eye, well-dressed men and women with their arms linked, strolling past these same lamps, the sidewalks swept and clean. Glass storefronts gleamed; goods were arranged in artistic displays. I heard distant laughter, the sound of music wafting from the city parks that no longer existed. No skyscrapers interfered with the sunlight shining down on leafy trees and grass. 

The vision was gone a second later, the reality of where I was coming back into focus. Most shops were boarded-up, trash plastered against their walls. The skyscrapers boasted their high-end stores in neon. Self-driving cars sped by with well-dressed people inside smiling and talking as they were whisked from one high rise to another.  

I hurried the rest of the way, rushing up the stairwell and into my apartment. Why had I been shown that elegant past? It was nearly as disturbing as the visions of the meadow. Was it possible that this was the same place a hundred years later? How could that be? Inside I ran for the half empty bottle of wine and poured a glass before flopping onto the couch. If this continued, I would have to find some mind-numbing drugs to take. There were many to choose from.

*
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FINISHING OFF THE WINE was easy. But when I finally fell asleep my dreams were filled with overlapping realities, the disparities coming all too clear as the night wore on. I woke early, bleary-eyed and depressed. The streets were empty when I left for work, the bike roaring to life as I set off without breakfast. This old machine used a pricey liquid to keep it going, a cost that I was losing the ability to afford. 

When I reached the site, Bill was waiting, his gaze worried as I hurried toward him. “You need to fill out papers today,” he told me. “There’s been another crack down on illegal immigration. Everyone needs to prove they belong or they get deported.”

I stared at him. “But...”

“I didn’t ask any questions when you arrived at the office like a starving cat a few years back, but now you need to be legal. Not a big deal, Fee. You have a bike, you must have a license, which means you belong here. Just fill it out.” He handed me some papers which I took in shaking fingers. 

I stared at the blank spaces where I was supposed to insert first and last name and identification number. When I looked up again, he was watching me with a frown. “What?” he asked.

“I...don’t have a number and I don’t have a driver’s license. As far as I know I don’t even have a last name.”

His brows rose. “You can’t be serious. How did you get that bike?”

“I bought it from a guy.”

“And it’s not registered?”

I shrugged. 

“Fucking hell, Fee! I’m going to have to let you go.”

“But...can’t you let me work under the table?”

“That’s what I’ve been doing. These guys are serious now. I could lose my license. I’m really sorry.”

We stared at each other until my eyes began to well. I turned away and walked back to where I’d parked my bike. “I’m sorry!” he yelled just before I turned the key. I waved as the bike rumbled























































































































































































































































[image: ]











































[image: ]























































[image: ]






























































[image: ]



























[image: ]


















































































[image: ]

































































































































































































































[image: ]













































































[image: ]


































[image: ]





























































































[image: ]







[image: ]












[image: ]








































































































































[image: ]





































































































[image: ]






[image: ]


































[image: ]




















[image: ]






















































[image: ]
















































































































































































































[image: ]




























[image: ]



[image: ]


















































































[image: ]























[image: ]































[image: ]




































































[image: ]





























































[image: ]

















































































































































































































































































[image: ]















































[image: ]














[image: ]














































[image: ]

































[image: ]

















[image: ]














































































[image: ]








[image: ]







[image: ]













[image: ]




























[image: ]





























[image: ]






















































































[image: ]








[image: ]








[image: ]






































































[image: ]







[image: ]






[image: ]















































[image: ]












[image: ]

















































[image: ]




















[image: ]



















[image: ]


























[image: ]

















[image: ]













[image: ]















[image: ]







































[image: ]




















[image: ]





























[image: ]














































[image: ]



















[image: ]












































[image: ]







































































[image: ]











d2d_images/cover.jpg
g
:

NOUNN N OSNININNRNXNON A
NELLL L8888,
. v /y ,4

OO

P2

e =
e 2
©) ;2
0 £LE
@ :
e Z

w
w
28]
@
@
@)
@)
4
a4
<
a
S8
o,
=
a
7
<
&
58]
=
O
=
=)
N

e

A
'\)3\'\
RS

R4

AL

\V ) .

)
o
)
)
99
¢
5

&
&

R





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
/<





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





