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      Sartorial’s heart and feet both stumbled when he saw her across the dance floor. Long-limbed with short, black hair, she moved with a surety that spoke volumes of her love of dance. He wanted to dance like that. With her. More than anything else in the world.

      A message from BlotterBabe popped up on his smart glasses. All that was within was an image of him staring at the girl. His eyes had been turned into hearts that pulsed in time to the music as steam poured out of his pointed ears.

      With a laugh, he flicked the image away. More because it was true than it was false. “You could just talk to me, you know.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” This time, the words were whispered in his comm. “Besides, can’t hear anything over the music.”

      “You can hear me.”

      “I’m reading your lips. Her name is Kintsugi.” More hearts danced across his smart glasses. “I’ve done some business with her. Wanna meet her?”

      “You’re a fixer. You do business with everyone,” he scoffed. “But, yeah, I’d like to meet her.”

      “Good. She caught you looking.”

      Sartorial blinked. He’d been staring right at the girl, and now she was headed his way. He watched her weave through the dancing bodies with impossible grace. It wasn’t often that a human made him feel clumsy. Right now, he felt like the most ungraceful dolt in the world. All he could do was smooth over his BleedingEdge shirt and hope he hadn’t spilled anything on himself.

      She stopped in front of him and offered him her hand.

      Jabbers were the hottest thing going. It didn’t matter if you were a street rat or just slumming. They’d replaced the “raves” that were so last century. No one did chemical drugs as they danced. No one chill, that is. It was all about the input sensations from the local hardwired servers. If you weren’t here, didn’t have a datajack or a robust AR system, you missed out on most of what a jabber was good for—beyond being seen by the right people while watching a wiz augmented reality show. Right now, video game characters from all over were dancing in rotation on the dance floor. Those who had an AR overlay running could, and did, dance with them.

      Straightening up, Sartorial smiled at Kintsugi, thankful that the music was too loud to talk. At this point, he couldn’t think of anything to say. Nothing good, that is. More likely he’d come off looking like an idiot. Instead of trying to speak, he took her offered hand and followed her into the middle of the mass of dancers. From there, neither of them needed words to tell the other what they were feeling as they both fell into the dance.

      Sartorial moved with the fluidity and grace he was born to while Kintsugi’s style was harder, more martial. As they danced, their styles shifted more in tune with each other, his style hardening and hers softening until they moved almost in sync; hard and soft, together and apart. They lost themselves to the music and each other until they were a small bubble within the whole of the dance floor.

      As the song ended, they looked each other in the eye and smiled, exhilarated. It was a perfect moment and the perfect meeting. The kind that never happened except in the trids. This was something they’d both have forever. At least, he would.

      As the music shifted to the next song, Kintsugi nodded toward the quieter server room. Sartorial nodded back. This time, he offered her his hand and she took it, letting him lead the way.

      The room they headed toward was on the far side of the warehouse. It was filled with comfortable cushions surrounding several computer server towers. The lights were muted, and half of the circles already had people filling them. Off to one side, a couple minders watched the jabbers and glassers as they jacked in, making sure those who still moved in meat space while connected to the local Matrix stayed within their cushioned circle.

      Sartorial led Kintsugi to one that was empty. “I’m Kintsugi,” she said as they sat down.

      “I know.” Sartorial put a hand to his face. “I mean. Yes. BlotterBabe told me when you caught me looking. I’m Sartorial.”

      “‘You’ve a certain sartorial eloquence, and a style that’s almost all your own...,’” she quoted. “I love that Skylar! song, but are you going old school? Elton John? I don’t know how old you are.” She gestured at his pointed ears.

      Touching an ear self-consciously, he shook his head. “Recently born. Sixteen. You?”

      “Good. Same here. Though I don’t suppose you have to ask many humans that.” Kintsugi dug into her pocket and pulled out a computer cord.

      “You’d be surprised. Magic has a way of disguising age.” He saw what she was doing and dug into his pocket for his own cord. The best jabber parties had cords available for those who didn’t bring them, but you could never be sure of the fidelity of the experience with a strange connection.

      She smiled. “Magic. Aren’t we a pair?” Flushing, she gestured to the computer tower. “‘Elemental’. What do you think that means?”

      “Don’t know. Looking forward to finding out.” He paused, then touched his smart glasses. “Glasser. Not jabber. That chill?”

      Kintsugi gave him a slow look up and down. “Magic or elf?”

      He knew she was asking if he was without a port because he was an elf or because he had a magical talent he didn’t want to have interfered with by implants. Sartorial gave her a sly smile. “I’ll let you guess.”

      “Magic…”

      He nodded.

      Her eyes sparkled. “Interesting. Wanna show me?”

      “Maybe on our first date.” His heart pounded, and he cursed himself for moving too fast. Then he flushed at her intrigued smile.

      “Maybe. See you inside.” She slid one end of the cable into the computer port, then pulled back her hair to reveal a discreet port, slid the other end of the computer cable home, and closed her eyes.

      Sartorial settled deeper into the cushions, making sure he had plenty of room to move—he wouldn’t have the same simsense tactile sensations as her—but he did have small sensations in his smart gloves. Also, he would have to make small physical gestures for anything he couldn’t think his way through. After plugging in his smart glasses, he turned them onto full AR mode and appeared in ELEMENTAL.

      All around him, the world exploded in a primordial landscape of erupting volcanos, a roiling sea, the shaking earth, and tornados in the distance. None of it frightened him, but it was almost overwhelming, and he was glad to have come into the scene sitting. Music swelled. It was familiar and not at the same time. Then five metal pillars burst from the ground, each with a member of Bang! Bang! Bang! on it.

      Sartorial gave a cry of joy and pumped a fist. The j-pop band was leaking their newest single to the people who cared most: their fans. As he danced, suspended within the elemental world, he saw his form burst into flame. In the distance, another form swirled as water and danced with a tornado. That had to be Kintsugi. With a thought, he was there at her side.

      She waved. “It’s Bang! Bang! Bang! I love it! Dance with me.” She reached a hand to him.

      He grasped her hand in his. There was a sizzling sound, and his smart glove tingled all the way up his arm. It didn’t hurt. Far from it. It was the kind of tingle he wanted more of. They looked at where their hands had been, but nothing remained. “Are you hurt?”

      Her eyes wide, she shook her head. With an experimental gesture, she touched her diminished arm to his chest. The same sizzling and steam rose. This time, her arm disappeared from the wrist to mid-forearm and a small hole, the width of her wrist appeared in his chest. At the same time, both is hands and arms shuddered in that pleasant sensation.

      “Oh my…” she breathed. “Where do you feel it?”

      “My hands. It’s the only thing that has any feedback sensors.”

      Kintsugi glanced at him with a shy smile. “You’re really missing out.”

      “What do you feel?”

      “Maybe I’ll tell you on our first date.” She laughed and danced away from him, looking over her shoulder.

      It was a clear invitation to chase, and chase he did. They danced together, darting and whirling in the impossible elemental land, listening to the novahot new release from one of their favorite bands. The whole time, there was a sense of danger. The more they touched, the less of their bodies remained and the greater the sensation. It was the forbidden nature of it that made the act of touching that much more enticing

      By the time the first song ended and the second song—this one an older hit—began, only half of each of them remained. They stopped dancing to settle among the primordial trees, centimeters from each other; close but not touching. They both instinctively knew that when they lost all of their virtual body, their time in ELEMENTAL would be done.

      “Slumming, or from around here?” Kintsugi asked.

      He shrugged. “You know. Same as you, I think.” He’d seen her clothing. It wasn’t cheap. He hadn’t dressed down. He hadn’t dressed up, either. He’d worn something comfortable and stylish. It was what he was known for.

      “Yeah.” Silence descended. Not uncomfortable. Anticipatory. She danced one liquid hand through the grass. “So, first date?”

      Sartorial swallowed hard. She was so beautiful it was impossible to think straight. “Yeah. If you want to go out with me. What do you want to do?”

      “Surprise me?” Kintsugi stuck a truncated leg out toward him and bit her lip.

      He moved his own truncated leg toward her. Flames licked the ground, but didn’t touch her. Not yet. “Wiz. I’ll come up with something.” He offered her his hidden contact information. There was no need for her to know who he really was. Just be Jabber friends. This was much better.

      Kintsugi accepted the data and returned the same in kind. “Can we stick to…these names? For now?”

      Relief flooded him. “Jabber names? Yeah. That’s good. For now. I want to get to know you. Not who…the world thinks you’re supposed to be.” Even as he said the words, meaning them, he meant them for himself, too. It was hard to trust people in this world. Especially when you had something someone else wanted and could be used for it.

      “I—” She stopped as a bing sounded in the air around them.

      They both floated up, looking to see what interrupted their Matrix session. A bright ball of light bounced through the air towards them. When it stopped, it became a 2D, yellow smiley face. “Sorry to interrupt you two—”

      Sartorial relaxed. It was BlotterBabe.

      “But I’ve got business with Kintsugi that can’t wait.”

      Kintsugi looked startled. “So soon?”

      “I’m good. What can I say?”

      “That we have five more minutes,” Sartorial said. He worked hard to keep the irritation out of his voice. He didn’t want his time with Kintsugi to end.

      The smiley face waggled back and forth. “No can do. Now or never.” She turned toward Kintsugi. “Jack out and meet me. You know where.” The smiley face shrank into a pinprick of light, then disappeared with a pop.

      Kintsugi gazed down. “I’m sorry.”

      He hid his disappointment. He was good at that. “Hey, it’s all good. I’ll comm you.”

      She glanced up. “You’d better.” Then she threw herself at him, kissing him on the lips. The full body contact between water and fire shocked his system, making him gasp as they were both ejected from the VR system. It didn’t hurt, but it stunned and stung with a pleasant, lingering sensation.

      By the time Sartorial unplugged and pulled himself together, smiling in the lingering aftereffects of what could’ve only been small electric shocks through the smart gloves, Kintsugi was nowhere to be seen. That didn’t matter. He had her comm data and he was going to use it. The next day. None of that drek about “make ’em wait” and comm three days later.

      With a light heart and a silly smile he didn’t know he had plastered all over his face, Sartorial returned to the dance floor and joined the dancing mass there, losing himself within the music. The memory of his time with Kintsugi danced along with him as he occasionally touched his lips, wondering what it would be like to kiss her in meat space, and what she had felt when she kissed him.
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