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      An Irresistible Longing for Something More

      

      Groundbreaking author Kari Kilgore’s urban fantasy transports you to a spellbinding, yet familiar, wonderland.

      

      Jordan loves putting her unusual skills to use digging for the city. All while creating a secretive and beloved home of her own.

      But a surprise longing for her own kind sends her on an urgent quest.

      Plunging her into uncertainty and adventure she never expected.

      Join award-winning storyteller Kari Kilgore for a delightful tale of discovery and destiny.
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      The trouble always starts when my mind is unoccupied.

      When I don’t have a plan, a task lined up and ready to dive into.

      I’m a very disciplined digger.

      Partly by nature, of course, and every bit as much a part of me as the unstoppable desire to tunnel. That’s not a problematic desire when you live in the woods, or in a desert, or in a jungle. Anywhere with open land and no one to object if you turn all the area near you into an extra-large series of gopher holes.

      And that’s the other reason the discipline comes in handy.

      Because I happen to live in a city, alongside ordinary humans who don’t understand or approve when their precious grassy green lawns sprout tunnels they could easily crawl into if they understood all the delightful possibilities hidden just under the surface.

      It’s sad for them, truly. But I’ve given up trying to convince them otherwise.

      They tend to get suspicious, then angry, before proceeding directly to panic on the rare occasions when I’ve tried.

      So since I couldn’t afford one of the expansive estates on the outskirts of town that might have enough raw acreage to sustain my needs and my privacy for a good, long while, I had to find some kind of compromise.

      That’s what brought me the attention of the City Works department, or I should say brought them to my attention.

      I can blend in rather well, you see.

      When I’m in a good state of mind—and I’ve had my hands and face and body in the dirt enough recently—I can manage to look as human as anyone else.

      Soft unprotective skin, typical fragile human nails, vulnerable eyes and mouth.

      I make an extra effort to keep my apparently delicate exterior clean and moisturized and disconcertingly supple enough that no one would give me a second look.

      Not even after they have actual contact with me.

      Handshakes, a companionable arm squeeze, even far more intimate situations. All that and more are within my reach, so to speak.

      Sure, I have to dodge questions about why my fingertips seem a bit too calloused, and my elbows, knees, and feet even more so.

      I’ve never quite managed to get those high-soil-contact areas entirely under control. Thankfully a surprising number of humans have the same problems, but for no good reason that I can discover.

      As long as I can avoid having them foist their barbaric solutions of literally sanding, scraping, or actually slicing off vital parts of me in an attempt to help me, the guise works well.

      But to maintain that level of unprotected flesh as a Lurpean, I have to regularly get myself out of sight and into the cool, rich, endlessly fascinating world of moles, voles, gophers, and shrews. Earthworms too, if the soil’s nice and healthy.

      My fellow diggers and tunnelers make better company than you could possibly imagine. Better than many humans.

      Even if they’re sadly limited conversationalists, and so small I can easily crush them if I’m not careful.

      And of course the damage I can do to their careful networks of much smaller tunnels and passages brings me tremendous guilt. It’s hard to argue with their resentment when I’ve just destroyed hours or days of work in a few careless seconds.

      Thankfully my kind and theirs have worked out ways to communicate over the millennia that keep us from unexpectedly crossing paths.

      Bats aren’t the only creatures on this spectacular and wonderfully varied planet who’ve worked out how to use sonar.

      Sadly a lot of my work for the city involves evicting my fellow diggers, especially around vital structures like power and gas lines, water pipes, and all kinds of networking cables. Rare and precious (and delicious) plants, too.

      Gophers in particular can’t seem to learn what will get them into trouble, no matter how many times I try to show them or explain it to them. I’ve even tunneled across their underground pathways on purpose to deter them, but they just never seem to get the hint.

      That’s what gave me the idea to try to get hired on with the city in the first place.

      Sure, I thought about private businesses and even considered an extermination outfit or two. Undercover, of course, because revealing yourself as basically a human-sized mole who can immediately grow thickened skin as protective as armor is best saved for when it really matters.

      But everyone I talked to was pretty dedicated to poisons and other…shall we say destructive methods of dealing with soil dwellers, at least in those days. Even with my vastly larger size, those toxic stews are no joking matter.

      And anyone who thinks getting smoked out of a carefully designed and constructed dwelling is okay should try it inside of one of their obscenely exposed houses and see how they like it.

      One was troublingly attached to using explosives, to the point of petitioning to change the very good laws against such extreme measures.

      The city, on the other hand, was actively looking for methods of controlling unauthorized subterranean remodeling without committing horrifying levels of murder in the process.

      They had the additional advantage of actively looking to hire women in traditionally male-dominated fields.

      I’m not sure how my higher-ups—in work hierarchy and in our preferred spots to lay our heads at night—would have felt if they realized they’d actually hired a non-human female as well.

      Thankfully the delightful woman who took a chance on hiring me turned out to be not only open-minded about my unique qualifications, but honestly fascinated by what I and other Lurpeans could do.

      I know telling her was a risk, but it’s paid off wonderfully over the years as we’ve built a solid friendship to go with our work partnership.

      Leila Gonzales is the best friend I’ve had since I got here, and my only human friend so far who knows the whole truth about me.

      So naturally when I found myself lingering over the nesting dens I came across during my duties and on my leisure time, contemplating how I’d construct the future home for my own increasingly dreamed-about offspring, Leila was the first and only person I told.

      My pleasant-enough encounters with male and female humans never had the same effect. Partly because I limit that enjoyable time to winter, spring, and early summer, when no sensible creature with a human-length gestation period who raises their young underground would mate on purpose. Far too difficult to find suitable food for them.

      Thankfully the same methods that work for humans keep me out of that awkward and dangerous situation.

      And casual sex doesn’t send me hunting for suitable nursery burrows partly because these days, hybridization is exceedingly rare. Just imagine trying to raise a poor part-Lurpean, part-human child in modern society. Taking them to the park or to a doctor or to school while they’re developing their special tendencies would be a nightmare for everyone involved.

      With the human population surging while our numbers continue to dwindle worldwide, creating hybrids who wouldn’t fit in on either side and who may never be able to breed on their own wasn’t the best idea anyway.

      And a bewildered human male would likely be far less than supportive of the arrangement.

      As for Leila, she’s always been willing to meet during the overlap in our waking hours. And at places heavy on salads and root vegetables, which was as close to my usual diet as anywhere in the human world was going to get.

      That night we managed to get a table in a dark corner of an already pleasantly dim room, with slow-paced acoustic guitar music just loud enough to let us talk and at least feel like we had privacy.

      Unlike many human establishments, it wasn’t uncomfortably warm even with mild springtime temperatures outside, or colder than anything I’d ever encounter on my normal rounds.

      Our city was far away from permafrost zones, which sounded like hell in earth to me.

      I’d loaded up on garlic-roasted carrots, parsnips, and leeks, all with a baked potato that seemed as big as my head. The rich, earthy, pungent aromas gave me as much comfort as I was ever going to get so far above the soil. Besides a fresh, peppery green salad, the only other thing I wanted was plenty of butter and cheese.

      No idea how dairy inserted itself into my cravings, but that one seems to hit a lot of humans, too. There’s that common genetic heritage I’ve heard about my whole life.

      As for the other things I craved, none of them were served in any human restaurant, and I made sure to only indulge in the privacy of the home burrow I’d staked out for myself in an isolated corner of the biggest park in the city.

      I’m nowhere near as determined to stock up as moles, with their collections of dozens of poor earthworms in their little kitchens, hidden away against the proverbial rainy day. But I keep my secret larder well-stocked enough.

      Let’s just say I restrict myself to creatures that are universally regarded as pests.

      Wonderful as she was to talk to, and strange as most people would find my sources of protein, I had to keep from even glancing at Leila’s plate, covered with a chunk of cow muscle with fish muscle on top.

      Surf and turf, I think humans call it.

      It’s possible we Lurpeans might have eaten such things if we came across them, and our ancestors probably did in human cemeteries and elsewhere. But too often in modern times, the parts that end up under the ground are loaded with toxins meant to keep any of us from doing our jobs and helping them decompose.

      And it works. Even on other kinds of flesh, and even when we know they’re safe.

      Leila’s eyes were shockingly wide, unprotected, and a bright blue Lurpeans rarely have, and I didn’t have to ask to know her skin could never suitably armor itself.

      I’d never asked how she felt about knowing the basic differences between us. Since it took so long to finally locate a human I could mostly be myself with, I didn’t want to take the risk.

      One thing she was extremely good at, though, was knowing when someone had something important or difficult to say. She’d demonstrated that skill often with humans as well as with me.

      And her trustworthiness couldn’t have been more clear to me.

      Still, when she paused long enough to take a drink of the soured grape juice she called wine, I felt a chill as if I’d accidentally tunneled into the cold, damp soil of a buried water table.

      I sipped my water in return, hoping to draw enough strength from it to answer the way I needed to.

      “What’s on your mind, Jordan? I know we’re not here for shop talk, and you keep staring into space.”

      I smiled, partly to keep my defensive growth from covering my nostrils. It threatened to do that sometimes when I felt threatened.

      “It might involve work in kind of an odd way, but not in a bad way. I was wondering if you ever saw or heard reports of…well, signs of others like me.”

      She raised her eyebrows, exposing her vulnerable eyes even more.

      “I can’t speak for the years before we met, because until then I never knew there was anyone like you. But I haven’t heard of anything like that, no. What would I be looking for, besides the larger tunnels?”

      I shifted in my chair, seeming to feel every fiber of my soft pants and blouse against my skin. I’ve never understood how I could be so comfortable with bits of sand and rock and sometimes even bones scraping over me when I’m tunneling, but the softest trace of human garments felt like they were scouring me raw when I got nervous.

      I decided to draw upon another aspect of my underground life to hopefully make things easier. I’d take the most direct route possible.

      “We’ve talked about finding nesting burrows before, right? I’ve reported and moved a few gopher burrows for you out at the botanical gardens.”

      Leila nodded, still looking confused.

      “Right, and you’ve found some for moles, voles, and shrews. We seem to have every kind of burrowing creature there is right here within the city limits. Your reports on everything that shares the land with us are one of the best things about having you on staff as far as I’m concerned.

      I shivered, thinking of some of the more substantial and bizarre distant relatives I’d heard about. The ones way too large, too strange, and often too dangerous to live anywhere near Lurpean or human habitations. Especially in cultures that would see them as threats to be dealt with rather than natural creatures to be respected and avoided.

      “We’ve got all the usual suspects,” I said. “At least the non-shifting kind. I was more wondering about others like me. And nesting burrows. And what the city’s policy on maternity leave might be, you know, just in case.”
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