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It had been a long, hard day of hunting defalne. They were all exhausted, and Anika Dinsmore wanted to rest. Her feet and legs were killing her. Her head may as well go pop. Since she lived in the commune with the others, she wasn’t looking forward to the ruckus that always followed. For the most part, it had been a good hunt. No matter how many defalne the pheirgr took out, it always seemed more came. That more were just around the corner, waiting to appear to try to kill them. 

The pheirgr killed. 

The sofrir were called upon to locate more.

She . . . was one of those sofrir.

A breeze shifted Anika’s hair behind her. A welcome whisper of cool air, drying her neck. She scanned the bushes along the sidewalk while she plodded along, quietly smacking her lips. Could use some water. Nobody was near, so there was no asking if anyone had water to spare, and she didn’t see any fountains. Not that one found would do her any good. Probably dried up around here anyway. Some of the old storefronts still had water dispensers, but not outside. The exterior fountains were left to dry, the pipes shut off. Conserve water and all.

So far nobody called on Anika. For that she was grateful. Though admittedly there were times it made her feel left out. She wasn’t always called upon because many had issues with her. Oh, she heard what they called her behind her back. Depending on who referred to her. Many of them had their own nicknames. Only a few individuals held respect for her. Others? Not so kind. 

The Mist was one term. That nickname was decent enough. She didn’t mind that one. Mostly it came from staying in the background, being silent, appearing out of nowhere. Making an impact when she did. The one that hurt was the one most used. The one they wanted to hurt her with. 

Dezcruiht. 

Even saying it sounded like someone spit on her name. 

Dez-croo-it. 

May as well have cursed her name, and spat on the ground. Undoubtedly they did behind her back, or when she wasn’t looking.

Anika could be reckless as far as they were concerned. It wasn’t about her, so it only bothered her to a point. It was about saving the humans, and preventing the hordes of defalne from gaining control as it seemed they were. There were more of them daily. Stronger, meaner. She was sensing it, feeling the increase in them. It made her sick to her stomach. Many nights she woke from anxiety flooding her in waves. 

So at the moment, she was by herself wandering the long empty cracked pavement. Once called a street. Now with dried old bits of plant life in the cracks. Up ahead was a closed up former warehouse type store. The buildings were tagged repeatedly by the group who last cleared them. They all used a specific tag. They tagged and dated after they checked it over. This one was recently marked clear.

Every building or structure received multiple checks and it never ended. Between each store lay vast open space. An undeveloped area they had plans for. Maybe a small building with a few homes would appear here and there. This area hadn’t fully been developed so it could have been many things. Trees and bushes about on either side. The occasional flutter of wings from rare bird. Animals learned long ago to be as quiet as possible or end up snack for the defalne. 

As far as the defalne were concerned, if there was blood, there was food. Flesh even better. They loved brains, but also enjoyed the intestines. She supposed it was more what was inside the stomach and intestines. They so loved the ooey gooey goodness found there. Anika stuck her tongue out. Gonna make her lose her appetite if she kept it up.

Anika was left by other pheirgr who’d been led off by a fellow sofrir. On the path of a horde of defalne they sensed ahead. The pheirgr were on it. She had no need. Not when The Undertakers were involved. She would keep her distance.

Many avoided anything to do with the top hunters. The Undertakers, The Butcher. They earned those names. Didn’t matter who crossed their path. Human, diseased, mean, nice, woman, child, man. Rumors abounded the Amaranthines even fell by their hand. Now them, on top of the defalne? No thank you. She kept her distance from all of them. Amaranthines were better fighters. Had to be. They lived far longer than normal humans. So it meant a lot that they so easily took down Amaranthines as well as defalne. Wasn’t as if defalne were some random weak thing to take on.

Few dealt with The Undertakers until they came in. When that call came, “Where are the Undertakers?!” Everyone cleared the way like a dam giving way to a river flood, and she was the first, becoming her namesake and disappearing into the wind. 

She’d never laid eyes on their faces, and didn’t want to. The large broad shoulders of the eldest from behind was the closest she’d even been. Like a wave they flowed in, striding with clear purpose. The way the eldest moved, sliding his long broad swords from his back, slicing through the defalne in front of him. 

Swords near as large as his body. Swords only he held the strength to wield. One side saw, one side blade that could cut steel like nothing. Didn’t matter who stepped in front when the call came. When the name rang through the ranks of pheirgr and sofrir leading them, the crowd parted as a gate would a herd of animals, and all in front were consigned to death. 

Even fellow sofrir had crossed those paths and hadn’t come back. She wasn’t much better off. If she could avoid, she would. She wasn’t interested in crossing their path. Had plenty of reasons to fear them herself. The tallest was a man who’d taken on a group of defalne himself, and lived to tell the tale. Earned a crude mark on his mouth that puckered as it healed and left a permanent sneer. Probably used it to his benefit. Perfected the ‘stay away’ vibe.

Part of what held Anika back. She wasn’t needed there, but a horde was also an overload on her senses. This hunt had her nerves on high all day, primed for finding defalne. More was in the air. The defalne were agitated. She didn’t know why, but she wasn’t interested in encountering The Butcher after the battle settled for the day.

Big man was as bad as The Undertakers, but nobody knew where those other men stayed. The Butcher, however, stayed in the commune with her and the others. The others kept their distance. He didn’t. 

Lately, the way The Butcher eyed Anika. She wasn’t sure he’d let up on her, even once the hunt was over. Didn’t know his real name. She swore someone said he gave it up so he was permanently The Butcher, or Butch, as many referred to him. There was only so many of them left. The sofrir more so.

We are their guides; they are our shields.

Without her guidance and others like her, what would happen? The sofrir helped the pheirgr find the defalne. Often enough the defalne made it easy on them and would come out of hiding and attack them. But many defalne were becoming more intelligent, and adapting as human did to become Amaranthine over time on other planets. When she slept at night, she wondered if others dealt with what they did. Was it just their planet? 

She hoped not. What sort of life would any of them have if the defalne ever took over? It’d become a wasteland. 

Who wants to see that happe—

An inner alarm pinged, jarring her. She’d been making her way down the street of old storefronts. So lost in thoughts that she reached the big ol’ warehouse style store without it occurring to her. That was a no-no. Could’ve gotten herself killed. 

Probably another reason they don’t really want to follow me about.

She had a bad habit of losing time as of late and zoning out.

Knowing way better than to bypass her gut instincts, she read the tag. They used extended poles to mark the tags. Constantly changing the marks because the defalne were so intelligent these days. It was safer to change things up as often as possible. Not to mention there were do no gooders who would love to screw with those who hunted. Rare packs of humans survived on their own and went around causing havoc. Did they consider what they were messing with? She doubted it.

Just cleared earlier today. 

Didn’t feel right. It may have been cleared, but no. No, something else was going on. Everyone up the street disappeared. Another group far behind. Too far. Anika sighed. It was against the rules to check alone. It was wrong of sofrir, of her. She’d get a cut in her pay, which was already meager.

A soft sound came from inside. Her brain attempted to understand what it was. Animal? No. Sounded as if it were a breath. There. It came again. What was that? Her brain struggled to comprehend the sound. Gathering from all clues until it happened again and finally pinged familiarity with something. 

A child.

A child?

Her brow furrowed. Once more she checked up the street, then down. Where were the other groups? She heard soft murmurs, but she couldn’t yell for anyone. Shook her head and waved an arm. Hopefully someone saw it. Grumbling silently to herself, she stepped fully in view and hopped up and down waving her arms. Nope. Didn’t seem anyone noticed. No return waves.

A child. They were rare to find. What was a child doing out here?

Once more the sound tugged her from inside. A flutter whispered across the back of her neck like butterfly wings. 

I’m gonna lose my pay.

Her stomach rumbled in frustration at being empty. A small hiccup of fear, as they held their sobs in check. They. Not just one.

Finally she had enough. She couldn’t wait. Anika stepped closer to the rolling door, and tested the bottom. It was unlocked. That . . . was strange. If it were checked, certainly it wouldn’t be so easily opened? Scanning the streets, she determined there was no time. Finally she gingerly rolled the door up, attempting to go so slow she made no sound. Then ducked under and in.

It took a minute inside the warehouse to adjust to the shadowy interior. She blinked a few times, closed her eyes, then slowly reopened them. 

In front of her were cash registers with the long belts cracked or broken, covered in dust. A wide counter at the end for the groceries to be grabbed and packaged. Boxes abandoned beneath the stations shoved here and there in old dusty piles, covered in ancient webs. Parts of boxes were wilting and crumbling. 

The open and empty stall where the worker stood for hours sat silent and devoid of life. Dead bugs littered the floor where once the customer stood to check out.

No conversations murmuring as workers called out, customers chatted with friends and family, or the cashiers. No screeching of old carts moving along, or that one squeaky wheel that went haywire on a shopper. No thuds of groceries dropped, calls for the managers, children crying from boredom, people rushing to help one another.

On the air remained the faint stench of mold and mildew clinging to leftover food in the food court to her far left. Long since gone to other senses. Not Anika’s. 

To her far right where once florists placed beautiful bouquets, nothing but dried twigs and cellophane bits fallen to the floor. Dust from dried leaves crushed into nothing. A layer of dust covered everything. 

Near a broken bud vase at the corner of the inlet shop was a broken skull, crushed. Residue from the war that raged through here.

A snuff of air swept her toward a register just a few to the left. Faint whispers came from far in the back that she had zero plans to check on. Either defalne, or others attempting to hide. She didn’t know. Wasn’t going to push her already bad luck. Not at the present moment. That wasn’t why she entered this space.

Cautiously inching to the stall, she peaked in. Two small heads, huddled together, clothes dusty from the space they’d taken refuge in. The brother swiped tears from his sister’s face. Anika’s movement made him raise his head. When he spotted Anika, he sucked in a breath. His first – very smart of him – instinct, was to raise a small tuning fork he found in threat. The small body bunched, fixing to drag his sister out of there and take off.

Anika quickly lowered to her knees, raising her hands. No defalne would pause and slowly settle to the floor. They’d simply go on the attack and these defenseless little bodies wouldn’t be able to do a thing about a fully turned. Not even with the tuning fork that seemed to be a fairly decent weapon if you asked her. Jam it into the throat of one if they got the chance, or another bad guy, and they might be able to do a bit of damage. Jam it in the knee, leg, arm, something. Poke an eye at the least.

Curly haired golden baby sister snuffed and wiped tears from her dirty exhausted face, smearing streaks. Her sentinel brother didn’t trust Anika and she didn’t blame him. “What are you doing here?” she whispered, attempting to gain traction on where the other noises were coming from.

The boy too noted where she sensed a presence from. He kept his voice near whisper, “Momma told us to hide.”

Anika’s brow furrowed. Their mother was here? Slowly her head turned left and right without her being fully cognizant of it. When it hit her, she rose to her feet, facing a palm to the floor, telling them in silence not to move. The boy, gathering she meant them no harm, slid his arm around his sister, tucking baby girl closer. 

Their mother. 

Felt as if a bunch of spiders crawled over her arms. Their mother. Every time the words moved through her mind, her nerves tightened. The hairs on her scalp tingled. She . . . was infected.

Turning.
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Becoming defalne. 

Those in the back were defalne. She knew it as she knew her own name. One of few with a last name, Anika held onto that last name because she could remember it. It made her an individual. Assured her she was not defalne. Anika Dinsmore was a lot of things, but sick, changing, a monster? None of those. She was not dezcruiht!

The Mist.

That. That she would own.

If she were a dog, her hackles would slowly rise along her spine. The defalne knew these children were here. The children were being hunted. A flash of movement dragged her back to the present. Anika twitched. Reality slammed her full force in the stomach and the breath released from her lungs.

She held her hand out, opened her palm. The boy placed the weapon in her hand, quiet as a mouse. She eased her finger to her lips. 

Do not move.

Do not breathe. 

A breathless woman flew through the aisles and hiccupped as the sobs wracked her. Brown disheveled hair, torn dress. Anika’s nerves tightened and bunched. She ground her teeth together. Tightened her fingers around the tuning fork. Had a good hefty weight to it. She would need it. Her eyes locked on the woman barreling down the register lane, calling to her children. 

They popped up in an instant and the mother wrapped her arms around their bodies, gathering them up. She sobbed quietly that she thought she lost them.

Anika’s nerves began to fire and pop, explode in her vision. The hair on her arms rose. This was the last of their mother. The others were using her. Maybe the mother knew, maybe she didn’t. Anika only knew – she was becoming defalne. The children were in danger. For the children, Anika would do anything she had to.

She practically vibrated with the call, the alert sensing what was coming, tuning in, sending out the signal. Other sofrir nearby would sense it. The sofrir wandering with the group behind her as they approached, they would know. They would come, but not in time. The group of pheirgr would do their thing. It was the rules to stand back, to alert, to not take risks. Not when it came to the sofrir. 

Rules were simple for her kind – tell us where, do not engage on your own.

Because these days sofrir were rare.

The mother slid her arms around her two children. Engulfing them with her arms, pulling them into her body as she sobbed. The boy’s eyes caught Anika’s. The shuffle of feet from the back of the warehouse store made her heart spin out of control. Her pulse raced. Her nerves sprung loose and reaction was instantaneous. Easing a hand over the woman’s arm wrapped across the boy, Anika tugged her loose. “We must go. Now.” Keeping her voice as low as possible, the woman’s eyes raised to Anika.

The smallest of movements came. Pupils dilating. Anika knew. She knew in the way any sofrir would after the disease progressed further. She didn’t know why she knew so early, but she did, and it was saving these children’s lives. Flicking a glance toward the back of the warehouse, she knew she would only get one shot. The children were helpless if their mother raised them into her arms. The mother would drag them back inside and take them to the others. For the children to become food.

As it was, the defalne in the back sensed Anika’s presence. They were not taking chances. They were coming. They held enough intelligence to understand that if they made their presence known, all bets were off. Anika would scream, and even if they managed to kill her – as they desperately wanted to as of late for all sofrir – the pheirgr would hear and pick up pace. There would be nothing but destruction in the wake.

Especially if that call rang through the ranks for either The Butcher, or the Undertakers. It wasn’t just sofrir and pheirgr who knew those names. It wasn’t just the humans. 

It was everyone.

The defalne increased their attacks targeting any sofrir. The sofrir smelled different. And Anika? May as well have blasted a red target blaring with sirens. Avoid the dezcruiht if you know what is good for you, was the rumor. Which made the defalne zero in on her with ease.

The Butcher didn’t tend to listen and upped his effort on getting her to lead his group. So far she managed to avoid that fate. What he didn’t know wouldn’t get a knife in her heart.

None of those lead killers had any semblance of kindness or empathy in them.

The little girl whimpered and tried to push at her mother, “Momma I can’t breathe!”

Anika was forced back to reality. The mother stood and Anika slid her body between the two, sweeping the little girl into her arms with little effort. The briefest flash of annoyance crossed the mother’s face. 

“Give her back.” Fear played expertly through her expression. “We need to go.”

Anika’s eyes caught the mother’s again. The kids needed to go. The mother didn’t. Anika shoved the little girl at the brother. He wasn’t much, but he knew, grab her and hold on. So he did as Anika spun them about, then planted a hand into the lower back. “Go.” She leaned down to whisper in his ear, “Do not turn back. There are people outside to help you. Go right, and fast.” In the turn, the little girl dribbled to the ground. 

Big brother understood the point loud and clear, having lived in this world for far too long. Matured at birth. As they all did. Come into the world aware, or die. He grasped hold of his sister’s little spongy fingers with fierce grip. She tried to turn to her mother, but brother tugged her forward. Anika spun when the mother came up. Pure instinct rolled through Anika. Spinning, she caught the mother’s throat with the tuning fork and buried it deeply in the flesh. The flesh was already softer than it should be.

The mother’s eyes widened in such shock that she stood there for a breath. Anika latched onto her arm, dragging her along. “I need to speak to you over here.” Giving the mother no choice in the matter, Anika hooked her arm into the mother’s, and directed her toward another aisle and shoved her into the nook where a cashier once stood. As the mother’s feet faltered, she tumbled.

Out of the corner of her eye, Anika caught the little brave brother shoving his sister under the rolling door in the few feet it had been rolled up by Anika. Beyond, she heard the murmurs of voices rushing down the street beyond. Footsteps thrummed across pavement. Not much sound made outside of the noise of their feet, clothing, and weapons. 

The mother turned pale face toward Anika. Anika ripped the tuning fork from the woman’s throat, allowing the blood to lurch out with each heartbeat. The blood was beginning to darken as it seeped out. They always bled black when freshly wounded, until it began to smell too.

“I—,” the woman’s voice mumbled into nothingness. The disease was there, but barely. It didn’t pass Anika’s notice that most wouldn’t have done what she just did. 

Whispers of commands filtered below the rolling door followed by, “Fang!” No idea what that meant. Name? Nickname? Special word? Wasn’t sure. She rose as the first few ducked beneath the rolling door, blocking out the faces around her. 

She came around the aisle, not bothering to hide the feet hanging out that she stepped over. “Back,” was all she dared say. She ducked out of the warehouse before she was commanded to. Fears of what would come later finally struck. Fears of understanding she knew the disease was there. That too she’d be answering for.

“The dezcruiht,” was whispered somewhere as she left. Chasing after her, condemning her to solitude once more.

Her heart skipped a beat as the fresh air washed over her. She gulped it in with gratitude. They’d take her pay. Taking in the brilliant blue sky, she closed her eyes. They’d seek answers. Fewer would want her near. 

Reality churned her gut. How’d I know? I have no answer.

Relief rolled from her shoulders when she observed the street she came down. A group of pheirgr were escorting those children to the safe house. That was why she did it. So she went hungry for a few days. That right there meant something. Let them have her pay. That’s where it’d go, and where it was needed. The kids. If the pheirgr or sofrir’s pay was taken, it was given to the ones in need. They thought. She . . . hoped.

Anika took a deep breath, placing her hands on her lower back. A small face raised from the woman carrying her. They were down the street, headed to safety. Little fingers raised and wiggled. A little girl who may one day decide to walk the same fate as the pheirgr who carried her. Often it was why they chose that route. They’d been children saved. 

That face was what mattered. 

Protect them, Oracles. Keep them safe.

Anika hadn’t been as lucky. The A’nosi Prime Coalition, or APC, knew she was a sofrir from a young age. She barely recalled her childhood these days. Didn’t even remember how they chose her, or knew. Blood tests? Maybe. 

The Associates came through their planet every year, stayed for months, testing, and observing children. Word from the Oracles on Elluria? Didn’t know.

They’d known before she did.

A hand touched her shoulder and she flinched. Lost herself in thoughts of those sterile rooms with the digital walls she’d been put inside. Dangerous to drop one’s guard out here, even with the pheirgr about. No. Especially with the pheirgr about.

A pheirgr rose their hands. “Tried speaking, you didn’t hear.”

“I’m sorry,” Anika replied.

“What happened here?”

Anika’s stomach fell. She relayed the events. Finished with, “She was changing.”

“You know the rules.” They slowly shook their head. There was no rebuttal allowed. One didn’t argue with the pheirgr. She swallowed the lump in her throat. The individual stepped away to radio the main, then came back. “Report in.”

Pressing her lips together, she nodded. Well that was that. No pay. Wasn’t hard to figure that much out. Not that attitude. Anika experienced that too much. Great. She’d never hear the end of it. They’d pass word around about her once more. The disgust and shame rolled her stomach.

With lead feet, she trudged back home to the commune. By the time she arrived, plenty were already back. 

Under the hubbub of others celebrating a good day of hunting, she entered the barracks style building. Night hunts were different groups because the defalne were more active at night, so often the stronger hunters went out then. But there was really never any peace for anyone. Anika was sometimes called for at night, sometimes day. Today, was a day hunt for her, but they woke her very early. Too early.

There were sectioned off areas for the cots they slept on, but not the luxury of curtain walls. Anyone who sought a modicum of privacy was out of luck. The top earners, the lead killers, the tops were all that mattered for anything of that nature. They received luxury.

The rest of them? This was the best they could hope for. And truthfully, it was a roof over their head and walls too, so that meant a lot. They didn’t have to lie out there waiting for a defalne to sneak past the city’s defenses and bite a chunk out of their face while they slept. 

A towel went flying past her face. A guy chucked it across the aisle between the cots, toward a woman flipping him off. “Can’t throw better than ya punch,” she snarked.

He growled back, “Got more kills than you today though, didn’t I?” As Anika passed, he shook his head. “Believe her?” He went back to dressing, sharing his toned bare ass with everyone there. Most of them learned not to be too weirded out by each other. Some of the women, like herself, and an occasional male or otherwise, still hated it and tried their best not to expose themselves, but the majority won out. They didn’t care, and they didn’t care who had issue.

Someone leapt up onto their cot and blasted their own version of music on a cup turned upside down, with a pencil to boot. “Fuck the defalne ass, we win, they lose!” he sang out, drumming his solo as a few loyal to him applauded. Another rolled her eyes.

Anika stepped over a pair of boots accidentally kicked away from a cot. A large shadow loomed near the back. 

Great. 

The last one she wanted in here right now. The Butcher. One of his pack sat on a trunk with foot on the edge of the wood, the other on the floor. His arm lay across his knee as he picked at the dirt in his fingernails with a blade. The dark eyes rose toward her and his sneer warned her back. 

Another cleaned her weapon on a cot in front of The Butcher.
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The Butcher. 

Big man stood there commanding attention as his big barrel chest pressed against the confines of his dark shirt. His thighs bulged the dark camo pants he enjoyed. Boots still on, his cold steel colored eyes spun in their sockets. Anika ducked behind someone and slipped into the washing room to have one more second of freedom before The Butcher caught her.

As of late he’d been trying his best to catch her for conversation. She wasn’t interested. It was a rule that the top players got the best pay and the best benefits. Not folks like her. Because he was a top earner, she didn’t understand why he stayed here. Maybe to save earnings for a better home. If he could find a quality female to produce more of their ilk, the higher ups in the APC were more than happy to add more benefits. Better pay, better quality living situations to choose from.

She worried Butch singled her out for the position. 

And she didn’t like it one bit.

The washing room was more stifling than the main room of the commune. Anika gave up and wandered back out with nothing more than a splash of water on her face. She slid past a few patting each other’s backs, calling out to others across the room, then froze upon heading toward her cot. Normally the bed next to hers was filled with one of the individuals from Butch’s crew. 

Not now. Now, Butch was shoving a bag of weapons under the bed. He rose at the same moment she stepped past the people, and caught her eye.

Just what I need.

The area he usually graced was the bed at the back corner to her right. Where currently one of his crew was settling. Goodie. He purposely switched beds, not that they weren’t assigned beds, but would anyone dock him? No. Would anyone tell him move, and force his hand? Again, no. He was a darn mountain. Few would dare bother.

Anika didn’t have much choice but to head toward her bed. The exit door was a few beds down from hers, further down the aisle to the right. His new area to sleep was two beds before the door. Even if she wanted to leave, he’d block her path. At first, she was hoping to get to her bed, rest, and maybe take a walk before seeing if any of her friends had a snack. She used the term friend loosely. 

But having plenty of times where they too didn’t get to eat, many offered a piece, or bite to others who lost pay. It wasn’t weird to beg for a snack. It’d be slim, but way better than an empty stomach for days. It got so bad at times that it really was only a bite one could spare. They all learned here to make do with less so even a sip or a bite could do wonders.

Anika already knew she wasn’t getting paid. Only someone like Butch would have issue with others asking him for food. What he earned, he kept. What he bought to eat, he did not share. Not even his crew dare ask him for help. And those among his crew? Occasionally one of them crossed a line, and one of the sofrir or pheirgr took pity on them, but not without bartering. Either the next time they needed help, they’d share, or duties were to be split the next day. But his crew on the rare occasion, wasn’t above their own begging, if not stealing.

Duties were another punishment. Well, depended on the duty. Cleaning of the washing room was most definitely a punishment. Nothing fun about that. All in the commune had daily duties, depending on pay, and kills. Even just the reports in from others. 

Needless to say the dezcruiht? Suffered more. Not from her gifts. Oh, no. Because Anika was, “reckless.” No, she wasn’t. She just refused to play by the rules. It wasn’t about making friends with the rest. To her, saving one extra life was the important part. Making a difference.

“Anika!” Butch’s large bellow rang through the room. Probably lower floors and upper too. Seemed as if the entire place grew silent. Though they were still laughing and carrying on. She shrunk inside herself. “Saw ya get pull’ aside. What up?”

Anika stared at him, pushing past someone who accidentally backed into her when Butch’s voice carried through them, unintentionally making them flinch. “I didn’t get pulled aside,” she grumbled. “They came to me.” If he was saying that, he knew full well what happened. But that was his thing. Manipulative to the extreme. She didn’t buy it.

Butch’s barrel laugh rolled through the rafters that didn’t exist. “Ah, I’m just playin’ girl.” His face turned serious despite the cold grey eyes twinkling, “So you kill’ a human, hmm?”

From her toes it rolled up to her stomach, rolling through her in rage. As if spikes sprang forth. She paused and stopped at the end of her bed. The entire room stopped for an instant. Anika straightened up as her cheeks burned. “She was turning.”

Raising his hands, the murmuring and chuckles in the room bubbled back up. The noise grew as the partying returned. Butch shook off his amusement. “You took stupid risk. How you know? Report back?”

Anika took a calming breath. “I haven’t checked in.”

The respect in his eyes churned her stomach. He was often a rule breaker, so he enjoyed her following what he guessed was his lead. More than respect filtered through. No. He was not the one. It would not happen! It had been rumored that when they found the one true partner, they’d know. There’d be a signal. She was sure as hell not giving it time to happen with him. Didn’t know how it worked, but she was avoiding any possibility.

“Better get on it,” Butch said. “Curious ta know.”

Someone piped up from the back. One of his crew. “Here’s to Anika! Gonna get us all in the dog house.” Anika winced when everyone started to laugh.

“Isn’ it great?” Butch asked, redirecting her. “We gonna be roomies.” Because they were bed neighbors. All because he made it happen. 

Elbowing through the crowd, one of the sofrir who was nice to her spoke to be heard above the harassment, “How ‘bout y’all leave her alone. Our senses keep y’all out the fuckin’ ground.” 

Butch paused. Anika was grateful. Butch rolled his attention to the person who spoke, then glowered under his brow at them. “Having a conversation. Stay outta it.”

“Nope.”

Anika deftly caught his eye, gave them a quick nod of thanks, and slid between two coming in. She skipped through the door, feeling Butch’s heavy gaze on her back. 

“Latah,” a grumble chased after her. A promise they’d chat. Her stomach fell. Curse him for always noticing her, even when she attempted escape.

Anika went up the hill to the command station to check in, reliving the expression she caught in Butch’s eyes. That was not going to happen. Period. She wasn’t going to be used by him, least of all to earn benefits. 

Trudging through the door and into the small building, she settled on a bench near the front door. After a time, she was brought in, heard all she expected. Her risk could’ve cost the lives of those children, and far more. 

Therefore – no pay.

She raised to her feet to stare at the emotionless eyes facing her behind the desk. The hair on the back of her neck rose. The front of her thighs prickled as she curled her fingers into fists.

His helper chose to radio back another arrival. Holding her eyes, he deliberately dismissed her as the waves crashed through her ears, drowning out all he spoke. When he shifted back to her, a single solid finger pointed at the door. Anika clenched her jaw to keep from stating anything. This was her only way to earn anything, even when they refused pay. Without her help, those children, and others like them would die.

She’d continuously been passed over, dismissed, and told to sit out more than ever as of late. The priorities were shifting to all but her. It took everything in her to finally turn her body about and force her legs to take her through the rooms, and out. Taking little notice of the eyes locked on her the entire way, the silence that fell among the others, or the hand sliding over the weapon from the pheirgr waiting to be seen.

Once out of the building and headed back down the hill, she paused and took a deep breath. Across the Kilbar River and valley, the beauty of the falls struck her all over again, and she allowed the peaceful blues, and pinks, and purple hues to ease the stress boiling. The falls cascaded down in all their golden glory, down into the meeting of the great mountains. Where the falls ended and disappeared was a place of honor. 

Those who could afford the coins to get into Wynkfallen were allowed to enter once a moon turn. Just before the turn of the new moon, the river dropped away from the banks, and tempered its fury. But once the new moon formed, the river erupted full force and the waters were too dangerous to cross.

Those who attempted it, never made it. The waves were simply too strong. Rumors abounded that something resided in the water too. Not worth the risk. Two men helped those to cross who revealed they received the special coin. From raffle, or the ones in charge occasionally gave them out. She imagined those came much rarer. Seemed more as if there was some force which offered them up. 

They tried to build a bridge across, but it was always destroyed, or the people who tried were killed. Those men helping others to cross were the only ones allowed to cross, and help. Amaranthines at that.

Down in the vale, she spotted a huge celebration going on for those crossing, and also receiving a coin, or being presented a coin so they could cross. She never received one in all the time she tried, so she learned it was a set up. To keep the pheirgr and sofrir competing for them. A good distraction. There were always competitions going on to get coins. But of all those individuals she knew, as hard as they worked to win, there seemed always another who beat them. To the point everyone noticed that it tended toward individuals they didn’t know. They never knew anyone personally who won. Not friends of friends, knowing of knowing, nothing. As if . . . chosen. Like the top hunters.

Eventually many gave up so the raffles began. Again, most like herself learned. Don’t bother to try.

She was never one to cross. An urge to go to the bank swept over her. Sometimes she did. Not to celebrate a win, no. Just to watch. Didn’t know what coins meant what either. She’d never seen any up close. They were dangerous to carry. Individuals were robbed for them. Anika didn’t intend to be attacked. 

As beautiful as Atalantius Omega III was, living on this planet was anything but glamorous. Constant battles. For food, for living situations. Rumors came that Earth didn’t have it much easier. Though she overheard once when she was a child, the people of Earth were taught Atalantians didn’t exist. She was amused as heck by the statement. They were told those things by other children who’d been brought in from Earth.

They . . . didn’t exist. 

A cheer rang up from the crowd below. 

Why am I thinking about my childhood? 

There was only so much she could do to defend herself – she wasn’t all that big or strong. Normal, boring, plain if she had to describe herself. Always felt as if she resided on the outskirts. They certainly made it plain she did. Had been the same since she was a child.

The breeze kicked up and a gentle breeze swirled from the right, slipping around the side of her face, and around her neck. Like a finger floating along her flesh. A voice she’d never heard, and one that most certainly wasn’t her own entered her mind – you will find your connection inside the mountain.

Ethereal Falls.

The cascade of sparkling golden water flowed powerfully over the crest, framed by the soft hues of blue, purple and pink sky. Through the center point of the great mountain across from her, they disappeared behind the entrance, and into the grand mountain – Wynkfallen. 

She couldn’t go there. She had no coin, no ability to enter. What voice was that anyway? Was like a million voices all at once. Male, female, none, all. A shiver passed through her. Was that what the Oracles sounded like? She didn’t know. Never heard them before. Once upon a time as a child she thought that’s where the sofrir’s feelings came from, but who knew?

Anika wandered down as a woman crossed the emerald waters. One of the men helped her through to the small center island, followed by the next man helping her the rest of the way. One would think they’d use a small float of some sort, but maybe the river didn’t allow it. Only people ever made it across.

“Last one!” the helpers called out.
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A glint caught Anika’s eye as the water rolled up the bank, rougher than before. Threat of what was to come. Between a few pebbles below the water’s surface blurring in and out, she swore there was something there. She knelt and poked about, digging the edge free. Her nail caught the edge of what appeared to be a circular item. Working and digging it through the silt, she washed it off.

A coin.

A golden coin.

She examined it, turned it about. Was this similar to what they used? Had someone dropped it? Where’d it come from? Rising to her feet, she didn’t notice the man fixing to call it quits had been watching her. He waved her over. 

Anika gave him the coin, fixing to tell him it wasn’t hers when he gave her a curt nod, and handed it back. Raising his bellowing voice, he called out, “One more!” He turned back to Anika. “Just in time.” Eyeing the water already over his knees, he said, “This one promises to be a doozy.” Taking her arm, he escorted her halfway across. The water rose so bad she practically bobbed up and down as she made her way over. Too stunned to say a word.

“Thank you,” she mumbled dumbly as he passed her to the safety of the small island, water dribbling down her legs now soaked.

He winked. “Take care, miss.” Eyeing where she pocketed the coin, he finished, “Enjoy.”

Anika paused half a second, unsure of his meaning. There was more he didn’t say, but she couldn’t put a finger on it. By that point the other held no patience. “Come along, don’t have much time.” He practically pulled her off her feet. She went along with it, gathering the water had increased speed and the first man was hauling his butt out of the water in the time she and the second individual were.

Once she was settled on the flat stone entrance the final man who helped her cross huffed. “Word.” They stepped to the edge as the river rolled a massive wave their way. Water soaked the stone below them. The man’s hand pressed Anika back, closer to the mountain. “She be awakening something this moon, for sure.”

“Huh?” Anika asked, but he stepped around the side and disappeared into the mountain, dribbling a water trail. 

Anika went inside the door to find a woman reaching for the door. She seemed to be fixing to close things up. “Oh, there is one more. I thought they were having a fun with me.” She settled back into the seat and reached out. 

Anika reached into her pocket and whispered, “I’ve never done this before.”

A smile was offered in return when Anika pressed the coin into the woman’s hand. Tipping her head toward Anika with a sweet manner that made Anika feel right at home, and not out of place, she raised the coin. Then the smile faltered before growing. “Oh,” she said with a note of reverence. “You are quite in luck.” Her elegant fingers twirled toward Anika’s hand. Anika held it out.

When she did, the woman pressed the coin against Anika’s flesh and a ribbon of gold erupted out and swirled around her hand, blooming into a golden design similar to that of the waterfalls themselves. 

Explaining to Anika as she did, “This will allow you to purchase anything you like. You have access to a room with free meals of your choosing, access to the clothing shop, stores, and whatever else you may encounter. All paid for.” Understanding the type of person she was telling that to, the woman treated Anika as anything but one of those who’d never been to the mountain.

“Welcome,” she said in a beautiful melodious nature, “Anika Dinsmore . . . to Wynkfallen. Your new home until the Kilbar River graciously calms her fury once more.”

Anika moved past her, absorbing everything she was told. She could buy new clothes? As much as she pleased? Food? Anything here? All paid for? What just happened?

She proceeded through the tunnel toward the main entry. “Wait. How’d you know my name—” 

The woman was gone. 

Anika spun in a circle, taking in the circular room, craning her neck to take in the sparkling golden waters flowing down through a hole inside the room. The water flowed down the center of the stone track, and below. Speckles of light flickered here and there around the falling water, casting a warm golden glow to the entire room. A gentle warmth permeated the room from the temperature of the water.

Long counters and seats lined the right and in front of her. Toward the back right, and back left, before other tunnels that led deeper into the mountain, there were check in areas with hosts awaiting. No clue what was beyond either. Looked to be nothing more than caves. 

Near the entrance were booths set up with seats. Very few filled them. A group of men to her left, and a group to her right—oh no. She briefly closed her eyes.

“Anika!” bellowed a voice that curdled her blood. The Butcher. He approached from the right and eyed her a good once over. “Did not think me so lucky as tonight I seem to be.” He laughed heartily at his own smug joke. His crew watched her icily from behind him. Butch scratched his chest. His massive club made from bone he loved to carry lay angled up against the wall behind him. The tip had a mark burned into it she’d never understood – a dragon. He crossed his bear like arms under her nose.

Now how did you get in here?

Butch had been unpacking in the commune. That didn’t make sense. Unless he was pulled aside when she went to check in. Gross luck. Was she to be stuck with him all this time? The voices. 

Oh please, not him.

Her stomach rolled over on itself. Now she was glad she hadn’t a chance to eat. This was some rotten luck. Attempting to avoid the chat, she rolled her focus to the left, quickly scanning the room. 

The group of three men near the left, chatted among themselves. An enormous sword half-saw, half-blade lay out on the bench seat next to the largest who practically dissolved the entirety of the seat under his body. A smaller fellow stood to the side with nothing more than a foot up on the seat. She imagined there was another sword lying across the seat next to large man. He held himself with an air ready to grab hold of the swords at any moment. Didn’t see his face as he was blocked by the one across from him in his seat. That one too bore two axes. One still sheathed at his waist, the other in front of him across the table. Littler fellow leaned across his elbow talking with them and motioning casually, before responding to the large one. All of them wore massive jackets, fur inside, leather out.

The air about those three made a clear sign – do not engage. 

Little fellow caught her eyes, turned back to the others, paused and turned back her way, hitching a thumb toward her as he spoke more to them. Yes, The Butcher was too loud for his own good.

“How ya get so lucky?” Butch’s voice carried her focus away. She swore his voice was near as loud as the falls.

Anika straightened and took a breath. The first thing to do was check-in. So she’d use the save as it presented itself. Anything not to converse with Butch. She stepped away as he practically blocked her path. Sidling past him, she explained, “Gotta check-in.” Catching the eye of the angriest pack member behind Butch, she nodded to them as if they said something. Knowing full well they wouldn’t appreciate it. It was bare a nod, but enough that Butch spun away. 

She slipped past and maneuvered around the falls, avoiding what little spray came from the water. It wasn’t as damp inside the room as one would expect. Seemed as if the water contained itself readily inside where the stone boundaries lay. She couldn’t resist reaching out and allowing the liquid to fall over her flesh. 

The men to the left were still chatting away, discussing whatever seemed of importance. The one in the chair studied her path. Pheirgr. Full on. All. Something similar about those swords. It was interesting they chose the sword over other weapons. Her brain was too exhausted to recall who used them. Swords. Axes. Three men. She swore it was there, but she couldn’t place it. She gave the youngest a brief smile, able to see a bit of the larger man’s face. Hard lines, set in clear permanent animosity, slight beard kept short, muscle pulsing in his neck with strong steady heartbeat. 

Anika went to the check-in and the woman held a scanner in her hand. Looked like nothing more than a small pen tipped with a wider end. She held her hand out to Anika. Anika reached out the arm where the other pressed the coin. A light illuminated the markings. The host gave her a gracious smile. 

“Your first time?” she asked with a gentle nature that easily disarmed anyone.

“That obvious?” Anika asked, feeling as though the room were beginning to swallow her up.

“No,” the woman murmured pleasantly, “I was told.”

Anika’s brow furrowed. The entrance was empty save for Butch chatting with his pack. Sensing her attention, his head turned, and she made sure she was not facing him by the time he did. How’d the woman tell this one? She’d never seen her approach. Never saw a radio. Communication mentally? Potentially. AI? Possibly.

“Oh,” Anika said absently.

“Hey!” a voice called behind her. Anika wondered who was being called and scanned the room. The littler fellow—though by no means was he small compared to the other two—faced her. One of the three. A smile lit up his face. “Anika, right?” 

Taking in the host, then the room, she said, “Yeah.” Did she know this man? 

“When you’re done, come over here.” Without waiting for her to say a reply, he went back to the other two. One thing about sofrir. They held senses over other conversations, more when it came to them. And she felt she was their topic of conversation. Okay.

That made her entirely uncomfortable, but then she recalled seeing that face in the crowd from earlier. The pheirgr who rescued the child. He was near the front of the group if she still played out events right in her exhausted state. 

More than likely same as Butch. Poking fun at her expense. She debated just bolting, but something about the man’s nature called her over. So she finished with the host.

The woman pointed behind her to the right, “You will find the rooms and living quarters behind me. You are in room four on the first floor. To open your door, place your wrist under the scanner.” A long slender finger eased to the left. “The shops and diners. When you enter one, allow the scanner to scan your wrist. It will be on your left when you enter any room. You are welcome to all. All will be free to you while a guest of Wynkfallen.” She gave Anika a huge smile. “Welcome to Wynkfallen, Anika Dinsmore. We are happy to have you.” She tipped her head.

Suddenly those men weren’t as intimidating as what she was told. The way the woman watched her like royalty. Anika wasn’t entirely comfortable receiving such graciousness. It wasn’t anything she was used to, nor comfortable having. She was far too used to living simply. 

Well, she decided, just because they were giving her anything she wanted here, didn’t mean she should be greedy and take a ton. She’d get things she needed, leave the rest for others. It wasn’t as if when she left here, she’d have a place to put any extravagance. If she went back to the commune, she risked anything nice being removed by a pheirgr. They didn’t tend to ask and cooperate. If not them, others. Most of the sofrir didn’t steal things from others because their time on this planet was always limited.

The defalne gathered they were a bigger weapon at times than the pheirgr and they’d been targeted more and more as time went on. Pheirgr didn’t tend to live much longer either, but they didn’t care. Well, it depended on the pheirgr. Butch took, took, took as he believed it was owed him, and he’d been often overheard stating he’d take anything he liked. If his life was short, he sure as hell was living with plentiful of pleasure.

Anika shook off her thoughts and went over to the one who called. “I recognize you. Why?” she stated on approach when he turned.

He smiled. Didn’t seem as old as the other two. Were they related? Seemed as if they all were fairly similar. Maybe. The man replied, “You don’t know us?”

Anika shook her head. “No, I meant did I see you earlier? I’m exhausted. Were you the one I saw?”

“Ah,” he said, with a sly smile to the others. As if he held a special secret. Something was going on. “I am Brandr,” he stated, then pointed to the one in the seat to her left. “This ugly one is Abberan.” Abberan tipped his head. He’d flipped his chair so sat on it backward to face the table. The hand lying across the back of the chair rose. Then Brandr pointed to the one on the bench seat along the wall. Yes, he had his other sword lying on the bench beside him. “And Goliath here is Kriger.” Why was that familiar? Goliath. Darn the tired brain. Her nose scrunched in thought.

Abberan chuckled. “Think she does know us. Goliath, yeah? You’ve heard that term.” Abberan watched his fellow across the table. “Bruddah, I believe this one knows of us well.” His chuckle didn’t seem to be poking at her, but he may as well have. The intensity of his blue eyes caught her brain unawares. His brother across from him raised his head when Brandr said his name. 

Kriger’s far lighter blue eyes crossed her, then the room, and slammed home on The Butcher with clear animosity. Having looked right at her, she noted a puckered scar on his upper lip where a rusted over knife would’ve caught it and attempted to slide up into his mouth, then from there the brain. 

No. 

Oh . . . oh, no.

She sucked in air.
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She recalled that because she recalled the stories. She recalled that because things were beginning to tick-tock and roll together. Her exhausted brain finally put things in line to form the answer.

If you ever see that scar, run! She’d heard murmured. Her head began to tingle.

They fight with swords and axes. Wanting to be close to their kills. Heard that too.

Brandr hadn’t really stopped introducing his brothers with his friendly manner. But she didn’t need him to continue. “And we are the Erland brothers.”

Anika’s stomach fell to the floor as a defalne lurched across her grave. Time slowed down excruciatingly. Everything drowned out for Abberan’s next words.

Abberan was a jovial type and whispered what they’d heard all this time seeing her recognition, “Clear the path! Look out! The Undertakkkkeerrrs are cominnngggg.” 

The Undertakers. 

The Butcher.

I’m stuck inside the mountain with all of them. Me. Anika. What have I done?

For a long time she couldn’t bring herself to move, let alone say a word. Abberan gathered his joke didn’t go over well, and that she checked out of the conversation. His smile faltered. “Oh hey. You okay? I think we lost her.”

The ringing hadn’t let up in her ears so Anika didn’t hear him. Abberan checked with his brother. Brandr snapped his fingers in front of her face. She flinched back so hard she took a step back.

They mistook her reaction. “Do you sense something?” Abberan asked. 

Occasionally a sofrir went offline. Whatever focused them held it so hard, they practically checked out of reality. Some so much from such a hard sense of the defalne, they never came back. Visions that frightened them with so much terror their brains simply couldn’t process life anymore. 

Anika had been one it nearly happened to. She never told anyone, but the face looking back at her? He scared her to the point she froze up for a good few minutes. Something happened. Didn’t remember what it was, but she was terrorized at night when she fell asleep to the point on some nights, she didn’t want to go to sleep. And begged The Oracles if they were behind it, never to let it happen again. Something. A face from her past. She couldn’t recall anything from then but the face.

That hell was way worse than death. Then again . . . so was the other thing. If one turned.

Anika caught Kriger’s ocean blue eyes. Grounding her. A wave of heat swept up and around her head like a tornado. Spinning up and around her soul, locking her in. As if somehow he slipped his hand through her own, and tangled those fingers into her own, stealing her very heart and soul for all eternity. Everything she ever hoped and dreamt laid out in front of her, switching reality to a very clear before him, and after. 

She tore her gaze from his face. To Abberan, she shook her head, still unable to fully process her luck. Being stuck inside the mountain for a good full moon turn? She needed to move. It would be difficult enough. She hadn’t considered that. Now? 

Oh, the Oracles what happened? Why did she listen to that voice? Why did she come to the water’s edge? Able to swallow, realizing she was being stared at, she whispered, “I’m sorry. Worn out. Senses are on overload.” 

There. Perfectly reasonable excuse. They didn’t need to know it was because of them and The Butcher.

Only trouble was the way Kriger scrutinized her. As if he read her deepest darkest secret and why she needed to escape. Him. More. The secret nobody needed to know. Was he a sofrir too? Was that possible? She hadn’t heard of that being a possibility, but then most news was gained from one another. The ones in charge only told them what they needed to know. A lot of their news was stifled, but from those who came from other planets, from their own chit chat when allowed. That was how knowledge was gained these days.
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