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To each of my children who’ve shown me in their own way what it is to be courageous and encouraged me to forge my own path. To Jarid, who fights the good fight for those of us who can’t, and takes every opportunity to learn more of the world we inhabit. To Alex, whose artistry and optimism brighten my days. To Magnus, whose input was invaluable, I don’t know how I’d have done this without you. And to my readers, thank you for taking the time to read my books. It is no small thing and I appreciate that you chose this book to go on an adventure with.

In Loving Memory of 

Ravioli the Ridiculous
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She was a sounding board, a walking companion through countless miles of contemplation, a snuggler in times of need and friend to all who met her. You will be missed my friend.
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Soft rain pattered on the wooden overhang above me. The drizzle encouraged people to stay indoors. I kept my eye on the prize. A cart merchant talking to an orin on his way home. The man bundled his long black rain slicker around his lean body. Driblets of water gathered on the wide rim of his brown hat, racing along creases, escaping off the tail in a steady beaded waterfall. The seller waved him toward the far side of the traveling shop. A pale birch wood divider burdened with shelves ran the length of it. It was topped with a thin maple wood cover that stretched beyond the sides, protecting merchandise and customers. Thin metal rods ran diagonally from the cover’s corners to the wagon’s sides. One draft horse nickered; its partner pawed at the road, shaking his head, both eager to get out of the weather. The salesperson joked with her customer. Her fancy shop allowed more wares to be shown, but it also blocked her view of me on the opposite side, up to mischief.

I glanced along the deserted street, and the darkening alley behind me for witnesses before proceeding with my unlawful activity. My prize dangled from a hook near the bottom of the cart. There were five LED lamps in a row, hanging side by side, swaying from the breeze. This will fetch a fair price. I focused on the one in the middle. It wiggled and lifted, the round wire attaching it to the hook stuck. The hook’s exaggerated curve was problematic. I pushed the lamp closer to the cart and watched with satisfaction as the ring slipped free. Yes! A half smile crossed my face. My satisfaction was short-lived. In my hubris, the lamp bumped the cart with a tiny thunk. The merchant’s friendly banter paused. Crap. I imagined her trying to decide if she should investigate the sound or pursue the sale. She stooped down, looking under the cart between the wagon wheels. I closed my eyes, concentrated on the lamp levitating in the air next to the cart and relied on my stillness, urban camo jacket and the rain to hide me from her sight. I repeated my mantra in my head: I’m invisible, nothing to see here.

After hearing the resumed indistinct murmur of voices, I slid one eye open. The sale was back on, and so was my thieving. I pictured the path for the lamp to take and it responded, floating like a feather in a straight line towards me. A door to my right banged open. A husky fellow exited the building holding a box of compositing refuse. His unshaven jaw dropped as he noticed the hovering lamp. He followed its trajectory to me, took in my purple eyes, and dropped his box with a clatter.

“Hey, t’elf! Stop right there!”

Who had ever ‘stopped right there’ if another option was available? I put some zing into the lamp’s speed since my cover was blown and felt it thwap into my waiting palm. With practiced movement, I slide it into a pouch slung crosswise under my jacket as I fled down the alley. The merchant had been alerted by ‘Mr. Nosy Neighbor’s’ shout and added her own. Great! Her stout footsteps stopped at the alley entrance; no doubt hesitant to leave her entire cart behind to chase me. The witness must have felt it was his civic duty to catch me. I only had a ten-foot lead, and his longer legs were at an advantage. My destination was a tantalizing couple of feet away, a narrow gap between a wire fence and a brick wall. Too narrow for this lumbering jackass to squeeze through. Rough, thick fingers grabbed at my coat, yanking me. I wasn’t going to make it. A low chuckle escaped my captor as he realized the same thing.

“I’ve got you now, thief.”

Crap, he does, I thought as he tugged at my jacket. Time for the unexpected. I twirled into him instead of trying to push away. His eyes widened in surprise as I hurtled toward him. I spread my palm wide and thrust it, with all my strength, into his throat. He gasped and released me, both of his hands flying toward his stubbly neck as he bent at the waist, wheezing. I threw myself at the beckoning gap, slipping through with ease. I fled down the broken pavement and dodged into an abandoned building toward the end of the row. My feet moved of their own accord up the dilapidated staircase, skipping the dangerous steps, hurtling me toward the top. The third-floor window sat open with my trusty plank in place. I tiptoed to the adjacent roof, pausing to secure my board behind giant rusted boxes that had served a purpose for the building over a hundred years ago, but now sat as a sad reminder of a world long past. 

Sheets of rain fell as I disappeared through the roof access door. I whipped on a pair of sunglasses and tugged a black knitted beanie over my pointed ears. The residents here were orins but, unless given a reason, didn’t care if a t’elf passed through. They had a tough life. This was a laborer’s building. Orins living here worked fingers to the bone for the privilege of not starving in an alley. They didn’t look for trouble and they didn’t want any. I moved with purpose but didn’t run. A tall thin man passing me on the stairs eyeballed me longer than I liked but raised no alarm, nor attempted to stop me. As I reached the ground floor, I hustled to a side exit, crossing a well-kept vegetable garden for tenants and disappeared into the stable. Carrot tops and tomatoes were ripe for the picking and my stomach grumbled in protest as I passed them, but I knew my actions might be seen and then I would be all manner of unwelcome. Pass through, don’t linger. That’s the golden rule to avoid upsetting the natives. 

The scent of hay bombarded me as I slipped through a heavy metal door. The unmistakable aroma of horses and stalls in need of mucking quickly followed. I took a moment to turn my camo jacket inside out. Its inner quilted pattern and black material were more similar to what stable workers wore. I wove among the stables, grabbing a rake and digging at hay whenever someone looked in my direction. The stable was gigantic, the largest one in the area, and took several minutes to cross. I slipped through the opposite side and continued toward home. I had a hungry mouth to feed and loot to add to the pile. Every day, I was another trinket closer to leaving this gods forsaken city and finding Fristad, the mythical sanctuary for t’elfs.

Patrols huddled in pairs, talking instead of walking their beat. The rain made them less inclined to move around. A benefit to living in the city was the number of impromptu hiding spots. A disadvantage was the higher likelihood of getting nabbed by patrol or an orin zealot, wanting to turn you in for reward. And I was wanted. Not for being a thief, which I was. No, t’elfs were on every orin’s list. We existed; therefore, we must die. I, for one, didn’t intend to do so.
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Are you fucking kidding me? I gripped the sides of my once white pedestal sink, forcing myself to breathe in and out slowly, while staring at the small brown circle laying in the porcelain, mocking me. Calm down. If you’re not careful, you’ll tear it or lose it. I closed my eyes, breathing in, breathing out. As my frustration ebbed away, I peeked at the offending color contact and stretched a trembling finger to retrieve it. I poked it with the side of my index finger, scooping it like one might handle a grenade. Victoriously, I held the thin plastic to the light, and failing to see any evident dirt; I tried inserting it again. My wicked purple eye glared at me in the mirror as I inched the colored contact toward it. Upon the success of placing the diabolical lens, I released the breath I’d been holding. 

I stared at my reflection in the broken shard of mirror I had hung with bits of string and ingenuity. 

“You’ve got this,” I said to myself. “One day soon you’ll be able to afford the color change surgery, and soon after you’ll get your hideous ear taken care of. Then Orins will believe you’re one of them.”

Two brown eyes blinked back at me as I fashioned my makeshift covering over my disfigured ear. Created by weaving hair saved from a haircut through a lace kerchief I’d purchased and then manipulated to fit the side of my head. A string dyed dark brown with a cap full of shoe polish looped through the top and bottom of the hair piece. It served its purpose, if not inspected closely. I laid it flat against the point, ran the strings under my hair and tied it as snug as I dared. My asymmetrical hair style wasn’t popular, but I wasn’t the only hunter who chose it. The long strands on the left covered my disfigurement. Short brown locks tickled the top of the perfect right ear, showing off its beautiful, rounded, normal appearance. 

Fingers of sunlight splayed through the blinds of my apartment, kissing my feet as I stood there. A reminder that I’d be late for the meeting if I didn’t hustle. I hated these weekly check-ins. Worry that my ear tip would spring free, or my contact would fall out occupied my mind, interfering with my ability to concentrate on new mark sightings. I grabbed my purple corded lanyard with my hunter ID attached in its scuffed plastic case. Not for the first time, I scoffed as I read my position, T’elf Hunter, 1st Class. Ridiculous, they’d shackle me or kill me if they knew I bore the markings of a t’elf. 

Why was I cursed with the visual stigma of a lesser being? A non-full human? When I didn’t have any t’elf ability? No wonder my parents dumped me on the curb. They should have killed me like other Orins did to their inferior offspring! Enough grousing, get to work and fix your station in life.

I grabbed my hunter pack from its perch on the back of my single wooden chair. With keys in hand, I surveyed the empty hallway before I placed a tiny piece of green ribbon in the door jamb as I locked my room. If anyone came snooping about, I wanted to know about it. 

I hurried down the hall, whipping my backpack on as I went. As I rushed down the stairs, two at a time, I passed another hunter. Her rainbow-colored lanyard taunted me. She was an elemental hunter. She looked younger than me, so she was either a superior catcher, charmed, or had a parent in parliament. I’d been trying to get into the elemental hunting game for over a year. The pay was much better. There were rumors of their top floor apartments having two or more rooms. That was hard to fathom. I couldn’t believe it when I was promoted to a first class t’elf hunter apartment, and it came with its own sink and commode, making my life of hiding my deformities a heck of a lot easier. 

I walked with purpose but didn’t want to jog and risk my hairpiece shifting. No hats were allowed to be worn inside the government circle, making it more difficult for undesirables to sneak in. I stood in line behind other hunters and a few cleaning workers. The blue cleaning suits and lanyards marked them at the top of their station. I noticed a few envious looks from charcoal-gray suited cleaners sweeping the streets leading up to the gates. 

“Hey.”

Four more people and then I’d be at the admissions guard. Just like every morning standing in line, my stomach was in knots. Would today be the day they find out? I forced myself to keep my hands at my side, resisting the urge to check my ear concealer.

“Hey.”

Are they talking to me?

I glanced over my shoulder to take in the shoulder-length brown haired elemental hunter I passed earlier.

“Are you talking to me?”

“Yes.”

“How can I help you?” I squinted at her ID tag. “Sabine.”

“I just moved here, and I was hoping you’d show me where the weekly meeting was.”

With a mild tip of the head, she slipped me a half-smile. She probably thought it was endearing. She was right.

I lifted my tag, wiggling it to show the purple cord. “T’elf hunter here. I haven’t graduated to elementals yet.”

“I have eyes.”

As I heard the person in front of me admitted through the gate, I turned around. The guard snagged my tag from hand and lifted it to his face. He peered at me with beady eyes and released the ID, letting it flop against my chest.

“Next!” he bellowed while waving me through.

Moments later, Sabine caught up with me.

“Um, Kirby, right?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“I figure you probably know where the elemental hunters meet. You seem like someone who’s trying to break into that club.”

“Really? How’s that?”

“You look... hungry.”

Sabine stopped in the roadway in front of me and jutted out her jaw. I relented.

“Okay, fine. Follow me.”

I picked up the pace. This newcomer better not make me late! She tried starting conversation a few times, but I didn’t engage. I had neither the time nor energy to make friends. It was hard enough being me. Truth was, the elemental hunters met in the same building, in a different section on the top floor. 

The building, I had been told, had originally served for hearing cases of criminals and determining their punishments. Before parts of the Mithra asteroid crashed into Earth a century ago, people had studied for years to learn the different ways to reduce punishment or assign guilt to criminals. Now it was the prefect’s decision, if patrols, guards or investigators let it get that far. Most rules were pretty straightforward, and punishments could be met out on the street. T’elf and elemental hybrids answered to the hunter prefect, who meted out judgment on the top floor. My eyes swept up the open staircase as we entered the cool building. The white marble and gray tile construction that held onto the colder night air was a blessing on hot days and a curse on cold ones. I gestured to Sabine to go up the stairs.

“Unless they’ve changed it. It should be somewhere on the second floor.”

She gave me a half wave as a thank you and bounded up the stairs. Her quick footsteps echoed in the vaulted ceilings. One day, that will be me. As I turned, I gazed at the matching set of stairs opposite. They had been enclosed and designated for prisoners only. It was designed to minimize issues when transporting t’elfs with their telekinetic abilities and elementals with their range of powers. I went past the prisoner entrance and its guard, avoiding eye contact as I made my way to the meeting room. Roland was at the podium as I snuck in the back and he gave me a withering stare. I resisted the urge to check my hair piece covering my pointed ear and leaned forward to listen better.

“... was a theft from Gladiolus last night. The t’elf was chased by a noble Orin but it used its devilish ways to escape. This is the third brazen theft in as many days. IN the city PROPER! It is unclear if this is one t’elf degenerate or if several have dared to come among us. This will not be tolerated. The t’elf last night was identified as being below average height, dark-haired, possibly black, lighter complected and — Roland referred to his notes, running a stubby finger along the paper — nimble.”

The last comment elicited a few chuckles. T’elfs were known for being nimble. Some hypothesized they weren’t just given telekinetic skills from the dark one but enhanced agility as well. 

“Whoever brings in this daring beast will receive an extra ten percent reward in their pay packet and if you’re a first-class hunter, this may put you in the promotion line.”

After a moment of silence, Roland spoke up, “If anyone has further questions or missed part of the meeting, — was he staring at me? — see Gerry before you leave.”

Gerry gave a wave from his perch against a wall. His tall frame was as familiar as the building. Gray had entered his brown sideburns and mustache. Rumors about him ran rampant. The truth of them was questionable, but he always knew what was going on and could be relied on for solid information and handy advice.

This may be just what I need. The reward, along with the standard elemental pay, would be enough for the eye coloration with what I have saved. If I get bumped up to elemental hunter status, the pay increases significantly per catch. I’d be able to save up for ear surgery in no time. I HAD to catch this t’elf. Turning her in would change my life.
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I awoke to the feeling of being watched. My fingers inched toward the dagger I kept stashed under my pillow while my eyes remained closed and I continued to breathe in the same pattern. A low grumble paused my movements, and I felt the pressure of encroaching paws on my bedding as the creature eased onto my sleeping pallet and stood on my lower legs. I cracked one eye open. A squee preceded a leap and a flurry of fur landed on my chest. The beast began licking my face.

“Alright,” I said. I allowed a few more licks before pushing him away.

“Blinx, I was worried when you didn’t come home before I went to sleep.” I pointed toward the plastic flap covering a two-foot by two-foot hole in the wall. “You know I like to secure that at night.”

Blinx gave a small laugh, and head butted my hand. I dutifully scratched him behind the ears while waving a hand in front of my face.

“Wow, bud, what is that? Is that dead rat breath?”

Blinx flipped over onto his back, waiting for tummy rubs while wiggling back and forth. I sat up, rubbing his tummy and scanning the floor until I found it; rat remains. With a firm tone, I pointed to the hollowed-out carcass.

“What have I said about kills in the house?”

Blinx jumped off the blanket. His delicate paws soundlessly carried him over to his rodent remnants. He poked it with a paw and looked at me.

“Absolutely not,” I said. “Dead things attract bugs. Too many of them smell and attract the kinda people we don’t want around here, plus, you know, it’s gross.”

Amber eyes looked at me and his black tail drooped; the white pointed end swished along the cold concrete floor. 

“Carry it back outside and when you return, I’ll give you a treat, okay?”

Black velvet ears swiveled at the word treat, and Blinx snagged his offensive treasure and scampered through the tunnel flap. I smiled to myself as I rose from my thin mattress and rolled it up for the day, setting it against the wall, with the pillow and folded blanket stacked on top. 

I slipped out of the worn black sweats and t-shirt that I slept in and pulled on gray worker pants with a matching long sleeve shirt; after securing the binder I’d liberated from a trip into the ring. Although Chagg government treated all genders with equal suspicion; masculine types were in the majority roaming the streets throughout the day, and the goal was to blend in. My shoulders relaxed as I secured the bindings, settling into a roll I often preferred. Late fall’s frigid tendrils reached through the concrete flooring, past my threadbare socks and settled into my feet. Until winter made my teeth chatter, I’d avoid wearing my dirt covered footwear around the apartment. 

“I need to find a rug before winter well and truly hits, don’t I?”

Blinx had reappeared while I was getting ready and busied himself playing with a discarded toy I had found. It was knitted and stuffed with dried grasses. The yarn had faded to a dull blue, but Blinx didn’t care. I had found it in an abandoned apartment months ago, along with a complete river worker suit. That had been an exceptional find. Given the hazardous working conditions at the river, I assumed whoever owned it died and whatever was left of the family moved. Blinx stopped his playing as I pulled the gray ID lanyard bearing the name Jamie Jones from its peg on the wall. 

“Alright Blinx, I made you wait long enough.”

I shuffled around the corner to a section I called my ‘living space’. Thick concrete walls defined most of my living area, but this section had a curved double-bricked wall from the entry hall and a similar brick wall opposite of it, which was against Blinx’s tunnel system and our water repository. I snagged a cup of water from the brass pipe sticking out of the wall and stared at my neglected hot plate sitting on a stack of cinder blocks, a partial tin of heating fluid underneath it. I need more fuel for that; it’ll be nice to have hot meals when it gets colder. 

My roommate yipped from the middle of the room, eyeballing the covered basket hanging from a hook. I learned early on to be inventive in order to keep the furry rapscallion out of the food. A lock box sat on a stack of cinder blocks in the corner, but only sealed food items were stored there. It currently contained three tins of sardines, jars of vegetables, a jar of salt, and a closely guarded jar of honey. I drug over a carved wooden chair I’d ‘relocated’ some years prior during a wicked storm that kept everyone sane inside, and stood on it to reach the basket. 

Blinx made tiny yip sounds under his breath as he followed my movements. I placed the basket on an old whiskey barrel I used for a table. A whiskey distillery in operation before the Mith virus appeared was one of the first businesses to function again once the dust settled. They made regular deliveries to established locations around town, switching out empty barrels for full ones. Over time, I stole three empty barrels as they waited in back alleys for pickup. Two established my water system, and the other was put to use as a table pedestal with its ugly square wood top. As I lifted the lid on the wooden woven basket, Blinx began licking his lips. A sweet fruity scent filled the air as I pulled out a small carton containing strawberries. 

“Yes, that’s right,” I said to the waiting fox. “I found us some fresh fruit last night, and I waited for your return before delving into it.”

For every strawberry I ate, I gave one to Blinx. It was a small breakfast, but he’d already eaten a rat, so I wasn’t concerned about him starving. He licked his lips and rolled around on the ground, begging for pets, which I gave. 

“Okay bud, let’s check out the water barrel from yesterday’s rain.”

I crawled through Blinx’s plastic flap door, the cold seeping into my knees and palms as they carried me along the hard floor. Musty damp earth odors infiltrated my nostrils as I crept along. The passage branched where the concrete flooring stopped, and I turned to the right. Although the hard floor was replaced with uneven stones and moist dirt, the narrow square space opened up, allowing me to stand, my head mere inches from the wooden ceiling. I hadn’t figured out what the space used to be or how it’d changed after the fighting and damage of time, but it worked for my purposes. A little scavenging and luck allowed me to shore up the crumbling concrete walls and rotted ceiling with remnants of wood. Broken concrete blocks and bricks lay on the outside of this tunnel and I took care to walk quietly in case orins were present. 

My rain barrels were secured in an alcove. A pipe fitted to a barrel fed water from the make-shift collection station nestled in the rubble above. I removed the lid and smiled when I noted water above the half-way mark. A firm twist shut off the intake valve, and it was a quick matter to switch the two barrels, allowing the fuller one to provide water to my kitchen. On the way back, I checked Blinx’s pathway. He had a tendency to scamper, which would shift the loose boards I’d laid as a path for him. When I reached the section where I’d have to crawl, I turned around. When fixing up that area, I’d fitted the wood and brick pieces tighter there, reducing the need for frequent inspection. Evidence of rainfall presented itself in puddles and damp wood. I tapped the ceiling on my way back, checking its integrity. Blinx watched me as I worked, flopping his tail in approval when I glanced his direction.

“I’m glad you appreciate it.” 

After returning to the main rooms, I swept the passage entryway clear and painted a new strip of red clay mud in front of it. If anything or anyone other than Blinx came through here, the mud would reveal it. I slid my gray tinted sunglasses into a pocket I’d added to the inside of my worker uniform and popped on the accompanying woven gray hat. The brim hid my eye color in shadow if I didn’t look directly at someone. Sunglasses weren’t unusual except among common workers. Sometimes the wearing of them gathered the very attention I tried to avoid. I popped the lantern I’d liberated last night into a gray knitted bag. Its insides were lined with loose gray cloth to hide the outlines of whatever I was smuggling. I threw standard issue worn gray gloves on top of the lantern. After lacing my gray worker boots, I tucked a dagger in each one.

“Are you ready to visit Tan?” I asked the amber-eyed bundle of fluff sitting next to the main entry.

Blinx yipped, and we made our way through the maze that led to my underground apartment. The hidden entrance was behind rubble from a building that had collapsed long ago. Years ago, in a desperate search for a place to hide from a patrol chasing me, I’d scrambled deeper into the debris piles than I’d ever gone. After squeezing through a small opening, I discovered this hidden gem, which consisted of two rooms separated by a wide hallway. It took months to make it habitable, but was well worth it with because of its relative security and closeness to outer-ring mercantiles. The orins in power liked to live within the towering city-center walls or in their proximity. The severely damaged areas outside the walls were ignored by the privileged and used by the poor. As we reached the edge of the rubble, I signaled to Blinx, who took off, sight unseen, on a different path. 

My light gray outfit marked me as someone who worked in construction, building maintenance, or support when other work pods needed an extra body. This allowed me access to many places without question. The gray also blended in with the streets and rubble. I walked with purpose, slipping into buildings and doubling back as I journeyed. Chagg’s Soaps & Cleaning Mixes came into view as I rounded a corner. I knelt to tie my shoe and surveil the area before crossing the street and striding in the back entrance.

Scents of lavender, rose, patchouli and smoke hit me as my eyes adjusted to the gloom, revealing a surly looking muscular fellow. His orange-red eyes flashed, and a ball of flame appeared in his palm.

“Password?” He asked. He looked annoyed.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

KIRBY

Day 328, Morning Continued, of the Year 2154 



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


As the crowd filtered out, I meandered toward Gerry. He stayed on his perch against the wall, knee bent, the curved metal prosthetic leveraged against it, his foot on the floor, arms folded in front of his chest in a relaxed position. I caught him watching me as he chatted with those that came up to him with questions. His deep-throated laugh rolled across the room. Come on, I thought, get a move on. Stupid people, always in my way. I balled my fists and then concentrated on relaxing them muscle by muscle. My need for a modicum of privacy outweighed my desire to hurry into the hunt. Even without his daring red and black plaid shirt, Gerry would be easy to spot in a crowd. He towered above everyone present. His thatch of unruly brown hair looked as if he cut it himself. Without flexing, his biceps bulged through his shirt. I pulled up to the tail end of the line, having no where else to reasonably go, and impatiently awaited my turn.

My face flushed as the person in front of me continued to barrage the t’elf hunter mentor with newbie questions. As she skipped off in her bright pink t-shirt and white skirt ensemble, I stepped up to Gerry while he chuckled under his breath.

“That’s a ridiculous outfit for a hunter to wear,” I said, “completely impractical on so many levels.”

“Yes, I suspect she won’t last long,” Gerry mused, stroking his sideburns.

I shook my head. “I don’t see how any prey wouldn’t see her coming a mile away. She’ll either quit crying that it’s impossible, or piss off a hunted enough to kill her.”

Gerry’s eyes twinkled, and the side of his mouth curled up. “Oh, I don’t think it’ll be either option.”

“Really? You believe she has a chance at this life?”

A hearty laugh escaped, forcing Gerry to swing his artificial leg down to the ground or risk lose his balance.

“Uh...no. I’m certain she’s hunting different prey.”

My eyebrows shot up as my heart beat quickened. “Is there something other than t’elfs and elementals?” I asked.

A heavy hand landed on my shoulder and I felt the quiver in his body with the effort of controlling his laughter. After a moment, he lifted his head, wiping tears away.

“No, Kirby, you aren’t missing out on anything. Let’s just hope she’s not hunting you.”

Hunting me? What the hell was he talking about?  

“She’ll get more than she bargained for if she does.”

“Of that, I have no doubt,” Gerry said. “I’m glad I caught your eye, so I didn’t have to bellow; I’m aware of your desire to maintain a low profile.”

My head inclined in acknowledgment and resisted the urge to check my hair. 

“A lead or two on the t’elf hunt would be appreciated,” I said, proud that my voice stayed level.

“I can do that for you, if you can do something for me. For all the hunters, actually.”

“Me?” I squeaked, digging my nails into the palm of my hand immediately afterward.

“Yes, you. I want you to show a new hunter around. Give her the lay of the land.”

“Aw come on Gerry! I can’t baby sit pink shirt and hunt a t’elf!”

A crooked smile crossed his face. “Not that new hunter. I suspect she only desires the locations where established hunters ‘hang-out’. No, this one is a transplant. An elemental hunter.”

“Sabine?” I asked.

“Oh, you met?”

“Yeah, she’s the reason I was late this morning, needed directions to her meeting.”

Gerry rubbed his palms together. “Excellent, you already have a rapport.”

I blew out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. “I wouldn’t call it that, exactly. Why me? Why not an elemental hunter?”

“We need someone we can count on. Someone who can tell us if this hunter is legitimate. It’s pretty unusual for anyone to move from one city to another, especially by themselves. I presume you’ve heard the uncivilized areas between cities are filled with bandits and hybrids, and sometimes hybrid bandits. Sabine came from Lantia. Her credentials check out, but it is strange.”

I squeezed my right fist as thoughts bombarded me.

“You said, ‘we’?” I asked.

“The prefect spoke to the chiefs, who asked me for a recommendation. I suggested you.”

His scarred eyebrow arched as he stared at me.

“I...um...I’m flattered, but I need to catch this t’elf and move into the elemental hunter group.”

My nails were biting into flesh. I forced myself to relax before I drew blood.

“A personal favor for two chiefs and a prefect could go a long way, regardless if you catch another t’elf.”

“She’s a bit annoying.”

“No one’s askin’ you to marry her.”

A motion outside the door caught my attention. Sabine stood in the hall, shifting her balance and gripping her backpack. She smiled at me and offered a little wave. I willed my eyes not to roll in my head as I glanced back to Gerry.

“How long?” I asked.

“A few days, I’d guess. See if you can chat her up and determine why she left Lantia for Chagg. Figure out if there’s anything hinky going on. There was a town in Kintuk that was infiltrated by elementals posing as hunters — Gerry’s eyes clouded over — the town is no longer orin friendly.”

Not orin friendly? None of the humans survived? I gulped.

“Sure, “I whispered. “Anything for the cause, right?”

Gerry slapped his hand on my shoulder again and leaned in to whisper, “Mike Seder is the orin who chased the t’elf. He’s on Cherry Street. He works as a lampier and I’m told takes his lunches by the pond around mid-day.”

I raised two fingers and placed them against my forehead in the traditional hunter’s goodbye and headed toward the doorway and my future.

Sabine tucked hair behind both ears as I approached. Her brown eyes looked odd, dull almost. I hadn’t noticed earlier in my rush to shed her presence, but now I was being asked by the prefect for anything denoting her allegiances might not be as they seem. She pulled a scuffed brown leather notebook from a side pouch in her backpack. It was standard issue for hunters. Paper wasn’t a high-end commodity, but it wasn’t cheap. Part of the hunter package was a new notebook with every ten arrests. If you needed one beforehand, it came out of your pay. Every Chagg citizen knew if they found a brown leather notebook to turn it into authorities. Hunters etched their initials or last names on the outside for this very reason. Sabine had etched her first name inside of a unicorn standing on its hind legs, pawing at the air. 

“Interesting design choice,” I said, gesturing.

She shrugged, “I figure no one else will do it, keeping mine unique, and frankly, we’re hunting what old earth would have referred to as mythological beings, so I figure it fits.”

“I wouldn’t mind a unicorn. They won’t fling you off a roof with a gust of wind at their command.”

“How do you know?” she asked, smiling.

“They have swords on their heads. Why would they need elemental powers?” I asked in return. It was the closest I’d gotten to friendly banter with anyone since Scotty. The brief remembrance of him brought a frown. 

We’d been walking down the hall and approached a group of elemental hunters huddled around their notebooks in deep conversation. They glanced at us with a mix of annoyance and arrogance as they saw us approach. Sabine appeared oblivious to their hostile nature and walked right up, grinning ear to ear.

“Hunters,” she said in typical greeting as she flipped open her notebook.

“Hunter...s,” they replied, almost in-sync, each of them hesitating with the second s as they stared too long at my lanyard designation.

Each of you started here like me, you obnoxious brats! I balled my fist and plastered a smile on my face as I murmured, “Hunters”, in like response. 

“Hey!” The tallest of them thrust an arm out, attempting to block Sabine, who was pushing her way into their circle, pencil in hand.

“Hey yourself fella! Whatcha workin’ on? What’s a ‘next level hybrid’?” She asked as she peered into one of their notebooks.

They all shut their books in quick fashion and moved from a circle to a line. The shortest one jutted his square jaw out. 

“Nuttin’ you need to worry about newbie,” the acid rolled off his tongue.

“New here, not new in the game, my friend. Haven’t you been told they’ll let you transfer if you’ve over thirty elemental captures?” Sabine grinned at each of them as she spoke. “Oh, your bosses didn’t share that information? I see...well...they do keep secrets at higher levels. After all, why tell someone of privileges they aren’t close to earning?”

Three sets of widened brown eyes stared at her. The short one’s jaw lowered as he digested this information.

“So, it seems I missed something in my travels through the barrens. Have you ever been?” After each head shook no, she continued. “Well, it is difficult to get a restful night’s sleep there, let me tell you. Anyway, you were saying? — she pointed to the one in the middle — about the ‘next level hybrid’?”

I watched his throat flex as he worked up a voice. Visual inventory of his colleagues offered him no suggestions how to proceed. His voice started as a whisper, growing to a low decibel as he spoke.

“There’s a rumor, there’s a hybrid — he glanced from Sabine to me in that moment, causing me to dig my nails into my palm further — that’s more elemental than human.”

“Different from a dozer or a flamer?”

His head bobbed, enthusiastic to share despite the glares from his comrades. “Instead of having one elemental power to the tens, it’s said they have more than one power; some say it may be an ability we’ve not seen before.”

“An element that isn’t earth, wind, fire, or water?”

The tall one chose that moment to jack his elbow into his colleague’s stomach. A sharp intake of breath preceded an equally sharp look to his attacker as the speaker fell silent. The tall one decided the conversation was over.

“I don’t much care how many supposed arrests you’ve made. You have to earn special intel here. If you’re so elite, someone ought to fill you in on all the things we’re hunting, don’t ya think?”

“I’m certain that’ll happen,” Sabine replied with a smile and a slight shrug. “I thought it be nice to collaborate, perhaps help you all rise in ranks with my experience, but, whatever.”

She sashayed off. I lifted my jaw off the floor and hastened to catch up. As Sabine opened the door, one of the trio called out.

“Good luck with your purple hunter, newbie. Life’s different here in Chagg.”

As we exited the building, Sabine turned to me and asked, “So, tour guide, where do we start?”
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TAZZY 

Day 328, Slightly Past Noon, of the Year 2154 
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“You’re new,” I said to the moderate behemoth in front of me. A flick of flame flew by my ear, a crackling sound followed by a waft of singed hair letting me know he meant business.

“That’s not very sporting, is it?” I asked, raising my hands in the air, twirling my fingers. I flashed a half-grin, concentrating on the throwing dagger stashed in my boot. The release of pressure as it escaped past the cuff was a welcome relief. More than one mishap had occurred when pulling the dagger from my boot telekinetically. 

“None of those words are the password t’elf, and I’d stop waving those hands around if you want to keep them.”

A finger flame projected out, grazing my left hand with a quick lick of heat. I froze my hands and tilted my head. 

“I’m a very good friend of Tan’s,” I said. “If you go ask him, he’ll let you know.”

The fire manipulator grunted, rolling his hands around each other, bringing a pulsating fireball to life. “No password, no pass, no exceptions. I’ll give you two seconds to give the correct answer or leave. If you’re still here, you’ll be significantly darker than you are now.”

“Because you’ll light me on fire? Is that it? Is that why? Or is there paint? Hidden in a balloon or something?” I made a show of looking up.

He naturally followed my gaze, as was human nature. The floating dagger hugging my ankle lifted and settled in proximity to the man’s neck. He reverted his gaze back to me, his lips twitching. I was probably annoying him. He was obviously supposed to be frightening, and I wasn’t acting scared. 

“Time’s up!” He declared, pulling back the hand holding the ball of fire.

“Yes, it is,” I said in hushed tones while pressing the blade’s edge against his throat.

He froze. An inner battle playing out in his eyes.

“Before you do wild calculations, let me assure you that this blade will sever your artery before your fireball hits me. You don’t know what other tricks I have, but rest assured, you certainly will die in the interaction. — I pushed the dagger enough to release a thin trickle of blood. — I don’t want to kill you. It’ll probably make Tan mad and we have a pretty good relationship. So why don’t you absorb your flame and let’s take a walk to Tan’s office, or laboratory, wherever he is?”

The flame ball grew smaller, falling into his palm until his hand glowed red and then returned to its normal appearance. 

“That’s using your noggin. Alright bub, lead the way.” I pressed a little with the knife to emphasize my request.

“Can we at least lock the door?” he asked.

“Sure,” I said, reaching out with a fraction of my power and throwing the iron bolt. The dagger never wavered.

The man’s eyebrows shot up. “How? I’ve never seen a t’elf manipulate items without using hands, much less controlling more than one.”

“You should see me juggle,” I quipped. “Move those feet. Let’s go.”

He turned, shoulders drooping, and led the way down an all too familiar hallway. 

The dark rock hallway transitioned to smooth concrete when we rounded a corner to face a steel door. 

“I need to get the key from my pocket,” said the red-haired fella, gesturing with his fingers.

I reached out with my mind to the pocket nearest the wiggling fingers and tugged. An iron key and a half eaten nutri bar floated out. 

“I guess you won’t be needing this right now,” I said as I poked the food back in his pocket while continuing the key on its trajectory to his waiting hand and reapplying a little pressure with the knife in case he had any crazy ideas.

“I’ll be damned,” he muttered while grabbing the key and inserting it in the lock. We passed through the door without incident and traveled down the hall to Tan’s office. Before knocking on the door, a familiar sound from up ahead caught my attention. 

“Wait,” I said.

The swoosh of rubber tires on concrete gave way to the scratch of tire against glove as Tan slowed down. He turned the corner ahead of us.

“What?!?”

The wheelchair picked up momentum as he flew toward me.

The guard and I remained still until Tan stopped a few feet from us, eyes wide.

“Tazzy? Did Bengamine piss you off? What’s going on?”

I snorted, “Bengamine? Is that your name?”

He sighed, “I told you I prefer Ben.”

Tan waved his hand in the air. “Yeah, buddy, sorry about that. I’m just shocked at this scene, is all.”

“So, Ben...gamine, we good?” I asked.

“Only if you stop calling me by my full name,” he growled.

I released the dagger, flipping it in the air in front of Ben’s face and tucked it back in my boot.

“Thanks for bringing Tazz. You can go back to your post,” Tan said. 

Ben grunted and turned, heavy footsteps echoing in the hall.

Tan and I broke out laughing.

“I see you were showing off a bit,” Tan said.

“Just a smidge.” 

I winked at him. He pressed a hand held controller and his office door opened. 

“Did you bring me anything good?” he asked as he whipped through the room, stopping behind a modified oak desk.

My fingers were already clutching the LED lamp in my bag. I pulled it out and plunked it on his desk while grinning ear-to-ear.

“How do we feel about this?” I asked.

Tan’s eyes lit up. “Oh, you know I love these. Does it work?” he asked while grabbing it and flicking the power switch. A dim blue-white glow filled the room, growing as he fiddled with the dimmer switch.

“I heard about the ‘brazen theft of a merchant cart in the middle of our fair city’ and wondered if it was you.”

“You’re quite plugged in, aren’t ya, pal?”

“Well, the guard that runs our small business safety meetings every month came in the shop first thing asking if I’d seen any suspicious characters. Of course I asked why and he mentioned it.”

“Huh, have you?”

Tan snorted, “Oh me? Never, nothing but good hard working orins entering this establishment.”

“Well, what do you think? Fetch me the same price?” I asked, gesturing to the lamp Tan was placing onto a shelf next to seven others of its kind. 

He nodded and made notes in his ledger. I couldn’t read it. It was written in a language I was unfamiliar with. He said his mother taught it to him, as her father had before her, and so on. They wanted to keep the culture alive. He also ate with a pair of small wooden sticks he’d carved. Most everyone I knew used their fingers, so I respected his food grabbers. 

“How am I doing on that fare?” I asked.

“It depends on your destination. Right now, I could get you several hundred miles out. Past that, it gets tricky depending on the direction. Different drivers and connection points have different fees. Certain barren lands are more problematic than others.”

I needed to determine where Fristad was located. And hope I had the funds to cover the trip. I bit my lip. 

“Would you stop doing that?” Tan asked.

I looked up. In my concentration, I had lifted random items in the air. As I glanced at them, they danced around in a circle.

“Sorry.”

The items floated to the desktop.

“That’s a dangerous habit for a telekinetic to have, considering what happens if you’re caught by a hunter.”

I waved my hand in acknowledgment. It was, but it just happened when I was in deep concentration on something not involving my power. 

“You’re the most powerful t’elf I know. Are you sure you won’t consider staying? Maybe you could aid hybrids here.”

Brown eyes met mine. “You know, you’re awfully sympathetic to the hunted for an orin. An orin who was permanently damaged by the acts of a dozer.”

Tan sighed. “I’ve told you before, my mother always said, ’be understanding of all, you know not the struggles of others’. And of course, ‘don’t let one person’s actions dictate how you treat similar people, for we are all only responsible for our own actions’. “

“Your mom seemed very wise, but this world isn’t one of kindness. Kindness gets you killed.”

“Lots of things get you killed.”

“Ah, like your flamer out there,” I gestured in the direction of Ben, desperate to change the subject.

“Yeah, sorry, I didn’t have an opportunity to give you a heads-up, but I figured you could handle it.”

“Need extra security, do ya? What happened to Wilhem? That was a good set-up, I thought. Him removing a rock wall to reveal the entrance to those who knew your name was pretty slick. And the door is different too. Steel? That wasn’t cheap.”

Tan fiddled with a pen, bopping it against the desk, turning it over in his hands and bopping it again.

“Concern is growing in the ‘ally’ mercantile community. Some stores that employ hunteds have been raided and there is talk of a new kind of elemental. It seemed prudent to update my security measures.”

“Okay. But I liked Wilhem. What happened to him?” I asked.

“Wilhem didn’t show up for work and when I sent folks by his place to see if he was alright, his things were gone.” Tan shrugged. “Maybe he went in search of Barazi.”

Barazi, the elementals version of my Fristad. To live freely was all any of us hunteds desired. 

“Ben seems a little uptight. And a flamer? Doing door duty?”

“Well, let’s just say he needs to be less visible right now. It’s a situation that suits us both.”

I snickered, “less visible...with that vibrant red hair...”

Tan gave me a look. 

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll make nice. Keep an ear out for where I might get some information about Fristad, will ya?”

“Can do.” 

I returned to the back alley. Ben slightly acknowledged me with a nod as I walked past his post. Less visible, my gods. At least dye your hair or get contacts. That hair is a beacon and those bright red eyes aren’t doing your low profile any good either. I smiled to myself as I made my way to the main street. 
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KIRBY

Day 328, Mid-Afternoon, of the Year 2154
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Sunlight baked the rainwater from the streets and chased away the previous night’s chill. I grunted as I joined Sabine on the building’s front steps. Cold weather couldn’t arrive soon enough, when it was acceptable for everyone to wear head coverings. Sabine had landed at the bottom of the stairs and waited for me. Her pack jammed between her thigh and elbow as she searched through it, dragging out a gray hair tie. She swung the pack onto her back and fell in step beside me as I continued walking past her. Her long fingers worked quickly, creating a ponytail with her hair from the ears up, leaving the rest to cover her neck. Her brown hair was lighter than most, or perhaps it was the rich brown of her skin that made it appear that way. It almost had an ashy dull sheen when the sun hit it. She bounced up next to me and I could feel the energy vibrating in my direction. 

“Where are we headed first tour guide?” 

I stifled a sigh. “The basics,” I said. “You’ll need to know where to get stuff if you’re dead set on living here.” 

She emitted an airy chuckle and waved a hand. “I’m a hunter. I’m sure I can hunt down clothes and food! Where are the back-alley informants? The black-market equipment dealers?”

I side-eyed her and pursed my lips. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re referring to. Illegal activities are a sure-fire way to end up in jail after losing your job.”

This time, a hearty guffaw escaped my charge. We traveled down several streets before she muttered, “oh, you were serious.” 

I clenched my jaw, trudged down the street and stretched out my arm, pointing to a sign in the distance featuring two sliver loops connected with a chain and no wordage. The picture said it all. This was a store for hunters only.

“If you need any legal equipment, journals, trail rations, there’s the spot to go. They even carry socks.”

“Socks...oh...how interesting.” Sabine’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

“I don’t know about other places, but here, hunters get discounted items.” I cringed at the bite in my voice. “Make sure you wear your lanyard.”

“Isn’t that always the recommendation?”

We walked in silence except for when I pointed out random places of interest and street connections that would lead her back to the hunter’s apartment complex. I snuck a glance at Sabine with her lips in a thin line and her eyes darting around. Come on, idiot, you’re supposed to find out about her and you’re alienating her. I could have smacked myself.

“Hey, do you want to go to my favorite canteen inside the ring?”

I threw a half-smile in her direction, hoping to ease tensions. The corners of her mouth turned up as she responded in a breezy, easy-going voice, “I’d love to break bread with you, Kirby.”

“Oh, um, I’m not sure they’ll have bread. Sometimes they do. Supplies you know.” I shrugged.

Sabine giggled, “That’s alright. I’m sure they’ll have some kind of food, or I’ll have to question your taste in canteens.”

What an odd person, I thought as I led her through an alley toward MauBer’s. 

As we settled into our seats and awaited our orders, Sabine continued to take in her surroundings, her eyes flitting everywhere with an occasional nod, as if she was confirming something in her mind. Freshly baked bread filled the air, and the basket of bread sticks I’d ordered arrived.

I pulled one out, feeling the warmth on my fingertips, along with the garlic oil that coated it. Holding an end in each hand, I broke it in half and handed her a portion. A surprised look crossed her face as she accepted it. 

“Thank you.”

The doughy mixture melted in my mouth. I rarely treated myself to bread because it was an added expense and didn’t give the nutrients of other foods.

“Huh,” Sabine said.

“What?” I asked.

“You do smile.”

“I...yes. I’m just passionate about my career trajectory.”

“That has been evident, yes.”

She grabbed another bread stick, broke it in the middle and offered me a portion.

As I took it I asked, “So, is this a Lantian custom?”

The sides of her mouth quirked before she answered, “I thought this was a Chagg custom.”

“You said ‘break bread’.” I could feel the heat rise in my cheeks.

“I did say that, and I see how that can be misunderstood. It’s a saying. You’ve never heard it?”

I shook my head, concentrating on the black wrought-iron table top in front of me. I will never understand people. The bread I was chewing turned to paste in my mouth.  

“It means to share a meal, or even a snack. It’s not so much about the food as it is getting to know one another better.”

I felt a light touch on the back of my hand and saw her brown finger resting against my paler skin. My instinct was to flinch away. I was unused to being touched, but I forced myself to stay still.

“Is this a Lantia saying?”

Sabine pursed her lips and withdrew her hand. “I’ve only been there and now here, so ...maybe?”

I wrinkled my nose, unsure if she was fooling with me, but I saw no maliciousness in her eyes.

“Can I ask you a question?”

She nodded.

“How do you pronounce your last name? I see it on the tag, but I don’t want to insult you.”

White teeth flashed as she smiled, “It’s okay, I get this question a lot. It’s Azzz - uh - rah - la - Azarolla!”

“Do you know your family’s heritage?”

Most people didn’t care about heritage like they did pre-Mithra, but I found it a curiosity. Maybe it was because of knowing so little about my family. Parents who discarded me on the street to die.

Sabine dipped a french fry into a red sauce, swirling it around before answering.

Oh, great, another blunder.

“It’s okay, you don’t have to answer that. I’m curious about family histories, bit of a hobby.”

I lifted the corners of my mouth in what I hoped was a slight smile and not a smirk.

“No, it’s okay. It’s my mother’s last name. I never knew my father. He disappeared when I was a baby.”

A familiar icy grip encased my stomach. Her story familiar, and yet, she’d had her mom.

“My mom talked little about family. We worked pretty hard doing the day-to-day, know what I mean?”

An ashy brown eyebrow arched as she peered at me behind flat eyes. I nodded. So, everything isn’t sunshine and rainbows, interesting.
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“You know, there’s a rumor that you come from an affluent family and that’s why you had the pull to transfer to a new city.”

Her hand waved in the air, holding the red dripping french fry, which disappeared behind a row of even teeth. “There are always rumors. No matter where you go or what you do, people gotta find something to whisper about in dark corners and back rooms. Nope, no fancy family for me. I hate to disappoint. Just sheer luck, determination and hard work.”

Several fries disappeared before she broke the silence.

“What about you, Kirby Bindur? What’s your story?”

I hesitated, unsure how much to reveal, although it was public knowledge.

“Similar to you. No fancy family here, either. I’m working hard to break into the elemental game.”

Sabine glanced around and leaned in. “You know the death rate among elemental hunters is high, almost as bad as working on your river, I’d wager.”

I shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Money is a big motivator. With my background, I won’t be able to get a cushy government job. I’m lucky they let me hunt. I almost ended up as a street sweeper.”

My teeth sank into my sandwich, curtailing follow-up questions as I munched. The grilled meat patty was a rewarding taste explosion, tucked in-between two slices of a slightly sweet bun, the canteen labeled as ‘brioche’, a supposed family recipe. 
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After lighter conversation regarding weather differences between Lantia and Chagg while we filled our bellies, we headed out. The afternoon was kicking in and I was no closer to finding my quarry. A couple of hours should be plenty of time for one day, I mused. I rid myself of this attachment and get to work! 

“Well, I’ve shown you where all your basic needs can be met. I have stuff today, as I’m sure you do as well. That direction takes you back to the hunter’s apartments.” I
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