Alexander Tafari had to be very careful around his neighbors. He had to be careful because “his kind” was not well liked by humans. He was of ordinary height, his brown skin and black hair were forgettable, but he was nevertheless marked. Alex’s ears were pointed, and his curly black hair had a slight red sheen. If his ears raised suspicion, having an odd hair color was the judicial hammer of certainty. As Alex walked the streets of Mora, his hometown, he encountered a variety of reactions. When he passed the gate to Mora’s wealthy community, he received glares and sneers of contempt. When he passed the gate of the poor neighborhood, he met fearful eyes and cowering wretches, if anyone was brave enough to come out and look at him in the first place. In summary, two reactions: fear and hatred of, as they put it, “his kind”.

–You could probably replace the phrase “He had to be careful because ‘his kind’ was” with the word “Half-elves.”  I think readers would correctly surmise that he is a half-elf from that.

–”variety of reactions” feels a bit literary. It may be more effective to just launch into a scene where he experiences these reactions.

–I like the concept of replacing “kiss of death” with something that plays better against the phrase “raised suspicion.”  However, the phrase “the judicial hammer of certainty” might be smoother if it were made into a verb phrase (like “raised doubt”).  For example, “was beyond any shadow of a doubt” or “removed any doubt.”

–I’d take out the sentence with “in summary.”

–I think that passing the gate might be more dramatic if it got more space.  Maybe not here.

–I think that introducing the rich and the poor separately is a bit confusing, if it turns out that they both hate half-elves equally.

–Mentioning that Mora is his hometown is probably not necessary.

–Dramatically speaking, I’m not sure I’m on your page when it comes to “your kind/his kind.”  It’s obviously a nasty way to speak of someone, but I’m not sure that the narrator really needs to bring it up in the opening paragraph.  When the vendor starts referring to “your kind,” I think it will be self-explanatory.  This may be a very personal reaction.  Does anyone else have an opinion about the use of “his kind” here?

Alex could move through the crowd in the marketplace fairly easily. Maybe the good townspeople wholeheartedly believed that anyone within a five foot radius of him would die, and painfully. Or maybe they were too tired from work to make the usual attempt at stoning. The cabbage merchant glared at him from the corner of his eyes, though never daring direct eye contact. He was watching him closely, as if he expected robbery or worse. He put on a tough face, but his body reeked of fear.

–This opening sentence maybe doesn’t feel as consistent with the next sentence as it could.  The detail about him moving easily suggested to me that, in a crowd, no one notices the sheen of his hair.  (That seems quite plausible to me).  The second sentence puts it in a very different light: he’s slipping through the crowd because no one wants to be within 5 feet of him.

–The joke about too tired to make the “usual attempt to stone him” takes this passage in a very sinister, dark direction, I feel.  It also suggests that humans are not so afraid of half-elves that they would allow themselves to be bullied by Alex.

“I don’t sell to the likes of you.” His voice trembled.

“Are you serious?” Alex said, slowly approaching. “Well, if you’re smart, you will sell to me, or you might not sell to anyone else.” Alex gave the man a left-sided smirk.

–I feel like “Are you serious?”  isn’t quite clicking with me.  If Alex has been honest-to-God stoned by angry mobs before, it can’t be that surprising to him that a vendor wouldn’t sell to him.  I think something like “That’s unfortunate” is possibly more mood-sensitive (although possibly too educated for a 14-year-old that already comes off as kind of old).

“Look, I said I don’t sell to your kind. Now just leave me alone or–”

“Or what?”

The man gulped, but maintained a scowl. “I’ll call the guards. They’ll know how to deal with…your kind.

This was no idle threat. Alex had been in…ahem…altercations with the town guards before, and today had noticed some of them shadowing him from a distance, or stiffening when he came near.

–If the narrator were more of a presence in this story, I think that inserting an “ahem” could work.  As it is, I don’t feel that the narrator is enough of a character here to warrant injecting himself in that way.

–If the guards are shadowing him from a distance, then why wouldn’t they notice that (according to them) he’s hassling the vendor?

–The ellipsis before “your kind” is probably unnecessary.

“Really, is that so?” Alex bent down and scooped a handful of dust from the street. He then locked eyes with the man, letting the sand slip through his fingers. “Remember what happened to the last merchant who wouldn’t sell to ‘my kind’? I seem to recall he disintegrated into a thousand. Tiny. Pieces. So, how about that cabbage? Because something tells me your other prospective customers are getting really nervous. They just might, I don’t know, leave. And who could blame them.” This tactic had worked before, and it seemed to be working again.

–I’d recommend merging “tiny. pieces.”  into the previous sentence.

–”Prospective” seems out of place for a 14 year old.

–Maybe italicize leave?

–I’d suggest changing the last sentence to “It wouldn’t be the first time this tactic had worked.”

–I don’t know.  If you want your character to be kind of a brash firestarter, I think it might help if the level of discrimination were relatively low.  If people in this world don’t think too much of pelting a half-elf with stones, I’d recommend having the vendor joking about that, saying something like “the last one was pretty loud too until he ran off.”  Then Alex would have to bluff his way into convincing the vendor that he is  much more powerful than a young half-elf actually is.  That could be dramatic.

Sweat poured down the merchant’s face as his eyes darted back and forth in frustration. “You can’t threaten me boy! I’ll call the guards!”

“Your guards do not intimidate me human. I can blot out the sun if I wish. What can they do against that?” Alex realized now that he was in deep. The merchant was eying him with smug disbelief. It seemed he was about to call the bluff. Alex looked nervously at the sky. There was supposed to be an eclipse today, any minute now. He could only hope that the merchant was not familiar with astronomy. This had better work. “Behold human!” Alex winced at his own melodrama. The sun darkened. Alex had timed his words perfectly with the eclipse.

–The use of the eclipse here strikes me as a deus ex machina.

–Generally I’m not a fan of writing that is so over-the-top that it refers to itself.  ” ‘Behold human!’ He winced at his own melodrama” fits into that category, I think.

–”had timed his words perfectly with the eclipse.”  I’d recommend working in a hoax that is more clearly something that Alex does, rather than nature.  For example, if he were at a trinket stand, he could make it seem like he’s a powerful wizard by trying a trick with magnets.  Alternatively, he might be able to make steal small vegetables and replace them with dust, and claim that he vaporized them.  (This seems kind of unbelievable.  I’d recommend using it as the act 1 and then working up to something that is more impressive, like turning the vendor’s sword into a carrot).

The merchant was scared stiff, but Alex knew he only had sixty seconds to get the cabbage before the sun came out.

“Give me the cabbage now, and the sun will shine again.”

The vendor was quivering as he spoke. “Alright, alright! T-take the cabbage and leave me alone. This shop is closed.” The man swore viciously under his breath, but Alex only caught one word, “Halfling!”

Alex collected what he wanted and left, convulsing. The familiar, ever-present scourge: halfling. But that was what Alex was, fathered by a human, born of an elven mother. A child of two worlds, citizen of none.

Once his anger dissipated, Alex debated himself about whether or not to feel guilty for bullying the cabbage merchant. What kind of a world was it where he had to threaten a man with death for cabbage? An unjust one, he decided. I have to do what I can to get what I need. No one’s going to hand it to me. My actions were perfectly logical. It was settled then. Guilt was out of the question. But even so, humans had a reason to be suspicious of half-elves. The half-elven, in fact, half-anythings, were notorious for exhibiting powers believed to be beyond their control. Everyone in town just knew that Alex’s “kind” were all as volatile as blasting oil, just waiting to destroy everything in sight. Then he remembered that not all people were like that. He shrugged. Maybe not all of them, but enough to justify my tactics. But then he thought, Would Father approve?

–”Alex debated himself about whether or not to feel guilty for bullying the cabbage merchant.”  This moral contemplation feels very mature, probably too mature, for a 14-year-old.  It also doesn’t feel quite consistent with the character.  If he had actually been this contemplative when he was at the cabbage store, I think he could have resolved the problem without threats.   (For example, by creating a distraction and then stealing the cabbage… convincing the vendor to sell the cabbage… etc).

–This moral pondering seems like musing.  The story may have stalled a bit here.

If anyone talked about Alex’s father, Xavier, it was behind closed doors with hushed tones. Xavier was a noble man of proud ancestry, with blue eyes that could pierce the soul of a hardened criminal, short, curly black hair with a few silver strands near the temples, and a presence that could silence a rabid dog. His senses were uncanny, and he had never spoken an idle threat. He was quite reputable, despite having married an elf. He also had a reputation for being short on patience and long on retribution. Alex had learned much from him. Like father, like son. Well, except that Alex was much more prone to bluffing.

–This is the second time that the story has used the phrase “idle threat.”  (When the vendor threatened to call for the guards, the narrator told us “it was not an idle threat”).  Since idle threat is kind of a memorable phrase, I’d recommend not repeating it if possible.

–Some of the details here do not strike me as relevant.  For example, his ability to pierce souls with is eyes, his hair color and physical appearance, his uncanny senses, his proud ancestry, etc.  What does matter here is that he’s impatient and big on retribution, and different from his son in a few important ways (more reputable, not a bluffer, etc.)

Alex had learned that humans would be perfectly accepting of an elf, and such an elf could even go out in public with a human. He had also learned that these rules did not quite apply if they were married. There seemed to be an unspoken pact among the races that any cross-cultural couple was to be looked down upon, and their offspring were to be despised. Not just half-elves, but half-dwarves and half-giants as well. It seemed to Alex that pureblooded parents were given more leniency than their halfling children because if they did have powers, they could control them. Popular belief dictated that halflings could not.

Mora was a charming town, not a small hamlet, but by no means a city as large as the capital. It sat on the banks of the Nuba River, where the landscape was already tinged with the beginning of the harvest season. Alex watched as the green trees began to turn shades of gold, red, and orange in the month of August, dropping their leaves on the rolling hills. A fiery harbinger of the fruits of nature to come. The people were generally friendly, except to halflings of course, even if they were fond of the odd stoning.

–These two paragraphs seem kind of disjointed.  The physical layout of the town doesn’t seem to flow well with the paragraph about how accepted elves are relative to half-elves.

–Calling Mora a “charming town” strikes me as inconsistent with the story up to this point.  It might be better to have the humans pride itself on being a quaint, charming place and then mix that in with details about stoning half-elves and other miscreants.  “It was charming, alright.”

Alex started on his way home. His mother would not let him drive the cart, so he had to carry everything himself. Alex scowled at the groceries, as if their inability to walk was the source of his troubles. “Maybe I should just throw everything onto the street and be done with it all,” he whispered to himself. He decided against it.

–I don’t understand what I’m supposed to get out of the detail about the cart.

As he walked, crunching the fall leaves and kicking at a rock in his path, Alex saw a girl out of the corner of his eye. He instantly recognized her, and walked faster. Karen. She saw him and walked in his direction. Alex had failed to avoid her. I really don’t want to deal with her right now, Alex thought. Karen was his cousin, but she was also very skilled at irritating him. Alex could not tolerate her.

Everyone liked Karen, though she was also half-elven. Maybe it was something about her long, straight silvery-white hair. Maybe it was her musical voice. He was always hearing talk about how wonderful she was. But Alex knew the truth. To him, Karen was nothing but deviousness and trickery. They had been rivals as long as Alex could remember.

–I like the visual about him kicking the rock.  I think that shows how frustrated he is.

–I think the original phrase in place of “he was always hearing talk about how wonderful she was” was “he was always hearing people say how wonderful she was.”  In both of these cases, it’s a bit unclear who is saying these things.  Humans?  Elves?  Half-elves?  All of the above?

The battle for supremacy would have to wait. Right now, all Alex wanted was to get the groceries home intact. If Karen made him angry again, that would be nearly impossible.

“Hey, Alex!” Karen shouted.

Alex pretended that he could not hear her over the commotion in the street and walked faster. He took refuge among the braying donkeys, bleating sheep, and lowing oxen. He sought sanction among the noise of carts and hagglers. He thought to disguise himself among the masses. All the while he pictured the blue sandstone house where he lived, his destination. He would not let anything distract him, not even Karen. He moved quickly, so that no one could make out his half-elven features.

–I like the detail about the sound of the animals.

Karen would not be denied. “Alex! Yes, I’m talking to you, horntoad!”

Alex growled to himself through clenched teeth. He would deal with Karen later. He made a sharp turn and ran towards the town square, hoping to lose her in the crowd. Who could pick out one fourteen-year-old boy among the hundreds of people who gathered in the square? Certainly not a fifteen-year-old girl. Alex plunged into the crowd, taking several twists and turns he was sure would disorient his adversary. After this, emerged and continued on his path, only to find Karen blocking the way.

“Nice try Alex. Next time you want to hide in a crowd, be sure to find a large group of people who have pointed ears and red-black hair,” Karen said with a smug look on her face. “If you weren’t so brazenly stubborn, you might learn to weak a hood.”

–I love the last line.  It occurs to me that he’s a lot less embarrassed about being a half-elf than she is, so his refusal to hide his half-elvenness shows a lot about him.

Alex narrowed his eyes and tightened his grip on the groceries. He had been forced to engage his adversary. “How did you catch up to me?”

“You’re not the only one with elven blood. I’m just as fast as you are, even faster. There’s no way in the heavens that you could have escaped me.”

Alex swallowed a hostile statement and furrowed his brow in the sheer effort it took for him to keep his composure. “Well, now that you’ve caught me, what do you want? As you can see, I have groceries to deliver.”

Just then, a burly man with a scraggly beard swaggered over. He brandished a sword at Alex. “Miss, is this ‘ere ‘alflin’ botherin’ you?”

–I generally like this.  I’m still a bit uneasy about “no way in the heavens” but generally this conversation is very heart-felt and relatable.

–You could possibly remove the sentence “well, now that you’ve caught me, what do you want?”

Then Alex realized that Karen hid her ears under her long hair. Most people believed she was human.

“No. He couldn’t threaten me on his best day. If he tries, they’ll have nothing but a corpse for the hanging.”

The man walked away, laughing. Alex fumed. “Karen, I’m going to–”

“To what? In case you’ve forgotten, attacking a human is a hanging crime, halfling.”

–This last sentence is very strong.  At some point, her defining trait became inauthenticity.  I really like that.  The conflict between Karen (who thinks she’s smarter because she avoids trouble by pretending to be a human) and Alex (who deliberately refuses to look like a human) has a lot of dramatic potential, I feel.

“In case you’ve forgotten, you’re not one of them.” Alex dropped the groceries and lunged toward Karen, knocking her to the ground. “I have had it up to here with you, ‘cousin’! When I finish, all of Aunt Kayla’s elven medicine won’t be able to heal your wounds.” Alex had Karen pinned. He looked into her eyes as she realized that she was trapped. There was only one way she could win, and he was forcing her to take it.

“Lumis,” she whispered. Immediately a bolt of light emanated from her body, driving Alex to the ground several feet away.

–So they do have powers?  Powers that are at their command, apparently.  If one of Alex’s distinguishing traits is that he’s not as in control as she is, I’d recommend having his come out in an uncontrolled way.

Alex was sore, but he smiled. He had gotten exactly the reaction he had wanted. Now she is exposed for what she truly is. Unfortunately, that blast was only half of her full power, he thought. As he stood to challenge Karen, he whispered, “Vaichar”. Balls of fire engulfed his hands as he assumed a fighting stance. He called to Karen, “Ladies first.”

–I think it might be helpful if they activated their powers with some action rather than a word.

–You might consider changing the last sentence to “Ladies first,” he called.
–I’m having trouble visualizing why they are whispering.  Are they trying to avoid notice?  Isn’t this in a crowded area?  (Alex was trying to hide among a crowd when she found him, right?)  Also, there was a guard before he walked off, so presumably this is a kind of public area.

Karen flipped her hair out of her face and fired another light beam towards Alex. He dodged the blow, inadvertently causing the explosion of a nearby fruit stand.

–If there’s a fruitstand nearby, would whispering matter?  Wouldn’t the fireballs and lightning bolts attract attention?

–I’d recommend moving this fight to a back-alley somewhere.

So much for the groceries, Alex thought. This was exactly what he wanted to avoid, but he found himself enjoying it anyway. He would win this time. Even if he didn’t, no one would ever mistake Karen for a human after today. He tossed a flaming watermelon while dodging another light beam. I have to get in closer. Alex weaved towards Karen, tossing burning fruit as he ran. Once he got close enough, he threw a punch. Karen blocked it and returned a blow. As they fought, Alex’s attacks were quick and savage, while Karen’s attacks were strong and deliberate.

–”I have to get closer” may be replaceable.  What would you think about having the narrator say something like “he edged closer” or something?

–I like the detail about flaming watermelons.

Eventually they ended up in a deadlock. Karen threw Alex back and looked up to discover that they both were surrounded by guards. “Halt! Hands above your head. Now.”

–I’m not sure I like the word eventually here.

The kids swiftly complied. Alex was nervous, and from the look of it, so was Karen. They could die at any moment. In retrospect, not a great idea. How am I going to get out of this one? This time, bluffing was not an option. “Is there a problem, officers?” Alex asked.

–I think that Alex is too compliant here.  He sounds very different from the vendor conversation.

A soldier walked forward and knocked Alex to the ground with the butt of his spear, holding him down with his foot. Another walked over to Karen and punched her. As soon as he made contact, a pulse of light sent him to the ground. Alex turned his head to see Karen standing in a trancelike state with glowing eyes and hair. She then emitted another, brighter pulse, blinding all of the guards. Alex then saw her drop, unconscious.

–”all of” sounds a bit awkward here.  What would you think about just “blinding the guards”?

Throwing off his blind would-be captor, Alex rushed over to Karen. He didn’t like her, in fact at times he hated her, but they were still family. More importantly, he would have to explain everything when he got home, and it sure would help if she was alive. She has a pulse. Alex breathed a sigh of relief. But his relief was short lived. A bystander had seen the entire incident and had called, not the regular city guard, but the Royal Guard. Great. Just great. I’m tired, I failed to get the groceries home, my cousin is unconscious, and now I have to fight Princepia’s finest! Could this get any worse? A small voice in the back of his head suggested that he surrender, but his will to live crowded it out.

–This sudden concern for Karen’s wellbeing seems inconsistent with before.  I would recommend leading with “it sure would help if she were alive.”  Heh, I like that line.

–”Could this get any worse?” seems too much like play-by-play narration.  I’d recommend focusing on what actions he’s taking.  Sweating, probably.  Running?  If he doesn’t want to surrender, running (with or without her) is his only option.

Surrender would mean certain death. If he fought, he couldn’t win, but at least he might escape, and any chance was looking good right now.

The captain rode forward on his mount. He asked a nearby man, “Is this the one?”

The man shouted, “That’s him cap’n. He threatened to kill me, so he did. And he put out the sun too!”

Alex was now regretting his run-in with the cabbage merchant.

The captain appeared to disbelieve the latter accusation. He was probably knowledgeable of astronomy. “Halfling child, by the authority of His Majesty, the great and mighty Cyrus, Lord of Acropolis and King of the Princepian Empire, you are hereby charged with the threatening of a human, disturbing the peace, and committing high treason by the unauthorized use of sorcery. How do you plead?”

“Guilty, guilty, and…what the heck? I’m no sorcerer!”

“Surrender now, or face His Majesty’s wrath.”

“Um, somehow I think I’ll face His Majesty’s wrath even if I do surrender. I’d rather take my chances.”

Alex wiped away a bead of sweat. He fought to keep his voice steady despite his violently throbbing heart.

“So be it.” The captain turned, motioning to his men. He said coldly, “Kill them.” Thirty spears were now leveled at Alex and his cousin, who was beginning to awake.

“Wait Captain,” the lieutenant whispered. “You saw the power they possess. If we slaughter these two halfling children now, the Knights will see it as a direct threat and an intrusion on their jurisdiction. They will have our heads for sure!”

–”You saw the power they possess” sounds more like a reason to kill them than a rationale for not killing them.

“Lieutenant Grader, the Knights have no jurisdiction. They operate outside the laws of man…and nature!”

–The names might not be necessary.

“Perhaps Captain, but they do have His Majesty’s sanction to operate within his realms. If we violate such a sacred trust we may not only incur the wrath of the Knights, but the King himself! Let us wait, and allow the Knights to punish these urchins. Or better yet, hold them in prison. The Knights will surely come for them, and then we may charge them, and the Knights as well, with treason, threatening His Majesty’s sovereignty, jailbreaking, and whatever else you like sir. It would be prudent.”

–Comma before sir, I think.

“Hmmm. You make an excellent point Lieutenant Grader. Very well. Men, take the prisoners to the Watchtower of Nezar.”

–Comma after point.

–I’d recommend getting rid of the phrase “of Nezar,” unless there are more than one watchtower in this book.

A royal guardsman prodded Alex with the butt of his spear. “Come on then. Move it!” Both Alex and Karen were shackled and led away by armed guards.

