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Chapter 1 – Tracking
The salt spray in the air coated me as I leaned forward beside the Elf manning the big fifty caliber machine gun in the doorway of the Laun Corp Seajay 14.01 Stealth Attack Helicopter. We swooped in to skim over the tops of the choppy waves churning the eastern Atlantic Ocean as we neared the location of the Liberian-flagged cargo vessel we have been tracking with our satellite network.  I believe the man was a Riicathi, like most of the advance scout group here.  I was barely aware of my name being called over the heavy headphones covering my pointed ears.  “Tanaliashia?  Tana!”
The voice was drowned out mostly by the sounds of the receding storm, the shaking of the helicopter in the high winds, and the roar of the rotors of our airship and the three other helicopters flying in tight formation with us that made it feel as if I would go deaf even with the special noise-canceling technology built into the headphones to protect our sensitive Aelftus hearing.  It was beyond painful but I was numb to the world and just couldn’t muster up the wherewithal to give a flying fuck at that moment.
I turned from the two other Elves crowding the door beside me, their reassuring strength and focused intent bolstering me.  Audrey and Emit Riicathi, Killishia’s grandparents were good that way, their aura of the apex predators strengthened my own resolve as I looked back at the woman addressing me.
She was dressed in all black body armor like the rest of us, armed to the teeth with only the Aelftus Special Forces patch on one shoulder above the UN and NATO patches breaking up the dark ensemble which the Sapiens on the ship would have trouble making out in the darkness just before the twilight of the morning with their less sensitive eyes.  We Elves, didn’t have that particular problem as the shadowed waves were as easy for us to see as if it were daylight out, just a little monochrome as colors washed out for us in the depths of night.
Her other shoulder held a patch of alternating charcoal and black, the colors of the Riicathi Clan.  Diedre Riicathi and her capable and deceptively deadly twin daughters, Hope and Charity had their attention on me with eerily similar looks of concern as Diedre said again.  “Tana?  You good?”
We all winced and I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling as if ice picks were being stabbed into my brain from the sound of two US F-35 Stealth fighters, roaring past, the chopper shaking in the jet-wash of the low-flying aircraft as they followed the Havashire Industries X-4 Avenger Stealth Drone, part of the United Nations escort task force.  Emit reached out to steady me until the turbulence subsided.
Water splashed my legs when the half-retracted landing skids skimmed the top of a big wave, I opened one eye and exhaled, nodding as I tried to shove away the anger and anxiety that has been crushing down upon me since my Killy had been taken from us by Laramer Bloc operatives from Ethiopia.  I bit the inside of my lip.  This is how the war truly began just days ago when those Laramer Bloc assholes abducted Killishia.
Technically, the Aefltus has been in a state of war with them since we declared it before the operation to free the Aelftus people still trapped in the xenophobic, anti-Elf countries that comprise the Bloc.  But we haven’t pressed the conflict beyond the few raids into hostile territory to free Elves whenever the international intelligence community receives credible reports of Aelftus citizens in one of those inhospitable countries.
Diedre, one of Killy’s newfound cousins, who was nearly as dangerous as my girl’s grandparents herself, added as she nudged her chin to the countdown clock showing just seconds until we reached our target. “Good.  Thirty seconds until contact.  You need to clear the doorway.”
I looked at the ten Elves all checking their weapons, half with firearms sliding magazines home in the receivers as radio checks were performed.  The other half, all checking each other’s blades and gear.
Audrey and Emit had no weapons evident; since they didn’t really need them seeing as how they were living weapons; they glanced at me in concern.  I was the civilian here among this family that was all trained fighters and silent assassins their whole lives, but there was no way I was going to be left behind when the recovery mission came for Killy.  It was my fault she was taken to begin with, and that guilt was crushing me.
Nodding again, I moved to the only two members of the team who weren’t Riicathi, and the huge, pale, stone-faced man mountains that were Ivan and Pietor Korsivair.  The big Russians flanked me protectively as they checked the copious firearms that adorned their persons.  I knew they shared with me that crushing guilt as they were Killy’s protective detail… but their guilt just weighed on me too since nobody would have been able to get close to my girl if it hadn’t been for me.  It wasn’t their fault in the least, I owned that responsibility myself. This is where I put it right.
The joint task force commander’s voice crackled over our coms channel as Charity reached over to give my arm a reassuring squeeze as I drew my nine millimeter, slid a magazine home, and racked the slide, chambering a round before securing it again.  I could just make out the outline of the ship over the waves as we banked and climbed away from the ocean.
“Ok boys and girls this is it, Operation Green Eyes is a go.  We’re one nautical mile from the target, get your game faces on.  Good hunting.”
Three of our advance scout choppers will be dropping thirty men on the Shalo, the Liberian cargo vessel while one gunship flew support.  Seven UN and NATO support ships would be arriving soon after the ship is secured and we locate Killishia.
I heard the pilot responding to the overflight assets which had just buzzed us. “Roger Overwatch, no hostiles at intercept,” just as two Elves slid the door on the opposite side of the helicopter and clipped ropes onto an arm with various pulleys, while the others lined up on either side of the vessel.
The rotors went virtually silent, the stealth systems activating as we slid into the airspace twenty-five feet above the cargo ship.  We rocked to a swaying stop, and a light above either door lit a bright green.  The pilot called back to us all, “Good hunting,” as Killy’s grandparents just leapt out of the helicopter followed by half the others, while on the other side, the men and women were diving out to rapidly slide down the ropes that were thrown out the door to hang to the deck of the ship.
Ivan and Pietor flanked me as we looked down, seeing the Riicathi landing lithely, able to make the leap without injury as the Aelftus are somewhere around twenty percent stronger and faster than Sapiens.  Ivan called out to me in his Russian-accented English, “Wait for our signal, Aryon, then stay behind us as the others clear the decks.”
They didn’t turn their intense gazes from me until I nodded once.  We heard some gunshots near the bridge where another complement of fighters was deposited from another airship.  Shit.  We’d been spotted.  In a flurry of chatter on the coms, everything seemed to be happening at once, and the commander was calling out, “Case Echo, weapons hot.”
And our helicopter touched down on top of one of the three helipads, the only areas on the ship clear of the stacks of hundreds of shipping containers that were secured to the deck.  The boys, who Killy called the Cookie Twins because of their pale, almost albino complexion, exited like they did this every day, their nine mil carbines swinging in an orchestrated manner, as their sharp eyes took everything in.
Ivan made a beckoning motion with a hand behind him and I hopped down and slid in behind them, a hand resting on the top of the grip of my pistol I wasn’t technically supposed to have as I was, I’ll say technically again, a civilian observer in this mobilization.
We moved swiftly toward the sounds of men screaming and gunshots near the bridge as I saw our three groups converging, some slipping off to below decks, while others secured wounded or unconscious sailors and Laramer Bloc soldiers who weren’t supposed to be on a civilian vessel.
I heard the sickening pop of an arm being dislocated followed by the snapping of a leg bone before Emit tossed a man out from behind a row of the towering containers.  Audrey tossed the man’s automatic rifle over the rail into the ocean below before the two of them did some impressive parkour, scaling the bridge structure, and avoiding the stairs that likely had men laying in wait to ambush our teams.
They moved with such grace that they made it look easy.  They disappeared over the railing two levels up and a second later, two uniformed men in cut-rate body armor were screaming as they were tossed unceremoniously from that level to thud wetly on the deck in front of us where others were securing the duo’s prior victim.
Killishia’s grandparents were possibly the scariest people I have ever met.  They were brutally efficient fighters, both grand masters of the almost forgotten Aelftus, closed-fist martial art of Mahta-quárë.  It was an odd contrast to just how friendly, protective, and charismatic they were.  And Audrey was doing this while pregnant with Killy’s future baby aunt.
I braced myself, widening my stance as the ship heaved over a particularly large wave.  A remnant of the storm which had passed through.  I saw the coastline of Portugal lit up under the clouds a few miles off when lightning from that storm struck where the storm hit landfall.
It was all over in less than five minutes, and two dozen crew members were lined up with their hands bound as the teams checked in, calling an all-clear.  A few were injured with arms or legs twisted at impossible angles.  Then there were the fifteen Laramer Bloc soldiers.  The Riicathi gave them no quarter and only five survived the brief encounter, and were in serious need of medical attention.  I closed my eyes as bodies were dragged into the lineup.
I swallowed bile as my stomach heaved at the sight of one man’s head dangling off his shoulders at an impossible angle, his dead, sightless eyes staring off into space, and with great effort stopped myself from retching.  The Riicathi were no joke, their reputation as an elite family of assassins and fighters seemed to me, at that moment, to be grossly understated.
It was no wonder the various militaries around the world have been sitting up to take notice in recent weeks, realizing their assessment of the military capabilities of the Aelftus were just as understated.  I looked over at a door at the base of the bridge swung open with the sound of metal on metal, and a man in a civilian sailor’s uniform and cap, was shoved roughly out, the man stumbling on the deck to a knee as Hope and Charity stepped out behind him, followed by their mother.
Diedre grabbed the back of the man’s coat, pulling him to his feet, and just dragged him along with her up to us and she yanked the man to fall at Ivan’s feet. “The Captain.”
Ivan crouched, his huge mass dwarfing the man as he scrambled back on his ass away from the big man, to run into Charity’s legs, where she grabbed the back of his jacket to hold him as the Russian asked, “Where’s the girl?”
The man tossed out what were likely some choice vulgarities in a language I didn’t recognize, but since this was a Liberian vessel, and he wasn’t using English, odds were it was Kpelle as the second most spoken language there.  I’m sure he spoke English just fine, but he was offering up what little defiance he could.
He spit at Ivan and said something about Elves since he said something about the Aelftus.  I didn’t even see it coming, Ivan lashed out so fast and slapped the man so soundly that the crack of it was painful to my ears as the man’s head snapped back.  Then to my surprise, the big man asked the man something in that same language.  Just how many languages did the Cookie Twins speak?
“Now English, Captain.  Where is the girl?”
I was exhaling long and hard, the man looked positively terrified now, eyes wide, looking visibly shaken as he trembled and tried looking smaller. Whatever Ivan had said had drained all the blood from the man’s face, leaving his dark complexion an ashen pallor.  This whole ordeal was about to come to an end and we could get Killy back home where she belongs.
With me and her family.
I thought back to that day ten days ago when everything went pear-shaped and I lost my girl.


Chapter 2 – Council Chamber
It had been a hectic few weeks after Diedre Riicathi and her children appeared in our lives, bringing with them a branch of the Riicathi family thought long-deceased like Killy’s branch.  I for one was ecstatic that Killishia’s clan had come from the brink of extinction to dozens strong.
But the revelation that the descendants of Romulus and Remus Riicathi, the Pallbearers, yet thrived, hidden away for three hundred years, was the least of the world-changing revelations.  It turns out that Killy’s disposition as the world’s only Halfling, the child of one Sapien and one Aelftus parent; a fact the leaders of the International Elf Council, the Havashires, and my clan, the Launs tried to keep secret, was in err.
The most earth-shaking news which came about when the Riicathi revealed themselves, was that there were two other Halflings who survived birth.  Diedre’s son, Jacob, and one of the fighters who happened to be with us on the mission today, Andre.  A fact that could no longer be hidden due to the very public, and violent arrival, of the Riicathi and the pictures of the other Halfling circulating with virtually Sapien, rounded ears.
The public panic my parents and the Havashires anticipated, never fully matured.  Sure there was some public outcry, a few protests in various areas around the globe, and the Laramer Bloc deeming Halflings an abomination, but not to the point of the governments of the world reacting violently and taking a more xenophobic stance on the Aelftus like the Bloc has, and trying to eliminate us as a threat altogether.
The Elf Council attributes most of the more subdued wariness and the general acceptance of it to how Killishia chose to reveal Halflings to the world.  In a live on-air interview at WTRL News with her station manager, Tobias Klien, and the most public Aelftus reporter from ENN, Elf Network News, Lorenzo Vasquez.
The public has already been exposed to Killishia since she Elfed back in November, through her on-air segment, Killishia’s Musings, which has grown a huge international following because of her down-to-earth, every-woman personality as she navigates the world of the Aelftus, having never known she was Elf her entire life.  It made her more relatable and her awkward mannerisms have endeared her to almost everyone, especially among the Elf stanners out there who have even formed fan clubs for my girl, much to her blushing embarrassment.
With the genie out of the bottle, came the questions.  The endless questions and concerns from the various governments who were signatories of the Reveal Accords, aligned with the landless sovereign nation of the Aelftus.  The permanent members of the United Nations and NATO all wanted to know all there was to know about Halflings and any possible dangers they may pose.  Concerns arose from grainy security footage of Killy moving her and me away from incoming fire at faster-than-Elf speeds.
The Elf Council flat out denied access to her for physical examination and questioning, but has made our leading geneticist, Doctor Baahir Ahmed, and leading bio researcher, Doctor Charles Domingo available to them to answer general questions.  That is how the general public now knows the leading theory of how our normally very clumsy Killy can move so fast in stress-inducing situations like that.
It seems that Halfling's nervous systems, which are mostly Sapien, can't keep up with the Aelftus's quick synapses and neuron firing in their brains.  But when in high-stress situations, with adrenaline flooding their systems, their bodies can keep up for a short time, like their nervous systems are supercharged until the adrenaline leaves their systems.  So for a short time, their normally clumsy or erratic reflexes and reactions are pushed beyond what even increased reaction speeds an Elf normally possesses over Sapiens.
The Elf Council has been overwhelmed by all that excitement, and the military operations the Aelftus have run in the Laramer Bloc countries under the umbrella of the UN and NATO joint defense pacts to free the Elves stuck in those anti-Elf countries which have shoot-on-sight orders for any Elves found in the territories and any ‘Humans’ caught aiding them are branded Elf Sympathizers and summarily, usually publicly, executed in their genocide campaign.
Elves are just as human as our Sapien counterparts, just from a different branch of the Homo-Erectus tree.  Where there had been three branches, Homo-Sapien, Homo-Neanderthalensis, and Homo-Aelftus.  Only Homo-Aelftus continued to thrive after the decline of the Neanderthal.  But most Sapiens tend to brand us either consciously or subconsciously as ‘other’, by thinking of themselves as Human and us simply as Elves.  We are all simply Human.
The last mission with actionable intelligence of the existence of Elf families in those hostile nations was completed two weeks ago, with one hundred and three Elves rescued and whisked away to Elf-friendly countries that are signatories of the Reveal Accords.  Thus ended our military campaign, allowing the International Elf Council to reconvene and address the pending business before them which had been put on hold while this repatriation campaign was waged.
This… was the root of the reason I put my girl in the situation where she had been abducted by  Ethiopian Security Service operatives.  We had been celebrating Killy’s recent, and controversial success in fundamentally changing the Elf Council forever.
Normally, I wouldn’t have been in the Chambers during the hotly debated session, as I wasn’t a Senior Council Member, and wouldn’t be until my parents retired from the Council.  I would be elevated from Aryon, or heir of the Laun clan leadership, to the Minya, or First, and take the seat of my clan in the Council.  But I had the unique disposition of being Killishia’s Ráquen, or ambassador for lack of better words.
It was my job to teach her all there was to know about being an Elf, and about our customs and culture since she hadn’t grown up knowing she was Aelftus and knew next to nothing about what it was to be Elf.  I would be her Ráquen until she was all caught up and dismissed me from the station.  Until then, I was at her side for everything, even Council sessions.
And let me tell you, nobody has ever stirred up a hornet’s nest in the Council Chambers like my girl.  It made her even more irresistible to me that her drive for fairness and compassion for all made her some sort of irresistible force like a bull in a china shop as she turned the Council on its head.
All I could do was just sit behind her in the Chamber when they were finally called back in session to address the pending matters that were left hanging ever since the Riicathi’s spectacular Valentine’s Day return had upended everything and put it on hold.
Mother tapped her gavel. “The Chamber will come to order.”
Natalia Havashire, my aunt Nat, father’s twin sister, tapped her gavel from the top of the opposing aisle of risers which faced each other across the floor of the divided Council. “The Council is reconvened after the cessation of hostilities to free our citizens from the Laramer Bloc.”
Her husband, Dimitri, continued as he looked to us at the far end of the Chamber, at the base of the risers set aside for the non-voting family heads to witness Council business for transparency. “When last we convened, we were taking a short hiatus to contemplate a motion from young Killishia Renner-Riicathi which was seconded by the Walker clan.  A call for a vote to dissolve the contracts and vote proxies held by the Launs and Havashires, and restoring the voting privileges to their original families.”
This caused a murmur to circulate through the Chamber.  My eyes pulled from my overly nervous girl in her railed-off Council box at the base of the non-voting risers, to flick around to see which of the voices were the most vocal against this action that would cause virtual chaos in the Council, breaking the virtual monopoly the two Senior houses had over the governing of all Aelftus.  Breaking the voting stalemate which has lasted for three hundred years.
There were the usual suspects, the hardliners, who like in most partisan politics, toed the party lines, and the more forward-thinking families who saw change as something to be embraced.  Though there did seem to be some eye-opening exceptions to my expectations, with some Council Members seeming to swing the opposite way than I anticipated.  Hmm…
My father, Evander Laun spoke next.  I always thought it sort of surprising just how well the four of them shared the leadership of the Council so seamlessly when they were virtually at each other’s throats outside of the Chambers.  “As it would be self-serving for us Launs or the Havashires to vote in this matter, as it would affect our control of the Council, we and the Havashires will abstain from the vote due to the conflict of interest.”
This caused another round of murmurs.  And Jamal Ajibola spoke out of turn, “Is this even legal?  These are legally binding contracts and alignment agreements.”  This caused some shouts of both challenge and assent from various Council Members.  And oddly, Killishia’s head snapped over and she looked toward Ajibola with her eyes wide as if recognizing something.
Mother was pounding her gavel.  “Order, order!  Councilman Ajibola, you do not have the floor!  But now that the issue has been brought up, yes it is legal, as the Council sets the laws.  And that is the crux of the issue here, as we may be creating new law one way or another here today to amend our constitution.”
Natalia spoke loudly to quell the rising unrest, “This has been discussed at length with the legal department and our research scholars, and debated among the senior clans here today.  And as much as many sitting in the Chamber today want to dismiss this vote out of hand, young Killishia is a Senior Council Member just like the rest of us, and her motion was properly introduced and seconded, so there WILL be a vote here today, it has been put off long enough.”
She looked toward the door as my fire maned girl’s hand snaked its way between the rails of her box to grasp my hand.  She was so nervous she was shaking as she twined our fingers and stopped breathing.  I squeezed her hand while Aunt Nat said, “Claude, dear, will you please call the rolls?  We will do individual voting instead of group vocalization since this is such a divisive motion.”
That was smart.  This would stop any speculation as to the validity of the numbers if everyone hears each clan’s vote, so there could be no argument about the outcome, whether for or against restoring all the non-voting clans to their voting status.
If it went the way Killishia hoped, it was going to cause a whole host of problems with the Mírë and Arwë distribution as it was tied to the voting shares.  I heard endless hours of debate between my parents and the Havashires on how this would affect our clans in particular if it passed.  But even without each clan controlling exactly half of the current votes, the Riicathi not withstanding, the Launs and Havashires would each still control an equal majority of voting shares.  So the leadership of the Council would remain in the hands of our two clans.
Even if our shares of the Mírë were greatly reduced, our corporations still had more money invested in it than we could spend in a hundred lifetimes.  The way they all spoke, it was as if they anticipated the vote would swing in Killy’s favor.  Though the more vocal members of the Council have been campaigning against changing the status quo and lobbying the other voting families to dismiss it out of hand.
Leave it to my redheaded whirlwind to leave a trail of chaos in her wake.  How had I ever been so lucky to have her fall into my life and that she chose me to be with?  I gave her hand another reassuring squeeze.
All eyes turned to the ancient secretary desk by the main doors, as the equally ancient Elf behind the desk stood slowly, his bones and tendons creaking.  Claude Blackwood, the second oldest Elf on the planet at just over three hundred years… the farthest end of the life expectancy of Elves, straightened his white dress shirt, then looked around, seeming surprised to see everyone in the Council Chamber, then started to sit, then stood again to ask, “Minya?”
I rolled my eyes and Killy suppressed a chuckle and she covered her smile with a hand.  Claude was… well as my girl who was currently trying and failing to keep a straight face as the entire Council Chamber sort of mimicked the old Elf’s motions as if urging him on, calls him… Faker McFakie from Fakersville.
The man put up this facade of the doddering, forgetful old man, playing on every Elf’s sort of awe of the eldest of us all, and that people will say things around him they would never say otherwise, thinking him harmless, old, and forgetful.  It is his most powerful weapon for collecting secrets.  But while his body was almost as frail as he pretended, his mind was still sharp as a tack.  A fact he has for some reason revealed to both Killishia and myself.  And I’m sure Killy sees him as some sort of surrogate wily grandfather.
My mother said in a soft, loving, and patient tone, “Claude, dear, the rolls for the vote please.”
He stood taller, nodded, and said quickly, “Of course Minya.  I was about to do that.”  And he just stood there looking at the Council, his hands clasped behind his back.
“Now, please, if you would be so kind, Claude.”
“Oh!”  A soft chuckle circulated the room as his eyes widened and he went into motion. He looked at his desk and picked up an ancient hand-bound ledger style book, with what always looked like actual parchment paper pages.  He opened it with one hand and picked up a feather quill pen and dipped it in an ink well beside his LaunPad electronic tablet on the desk.
And he started. “Abbot?”
A quick, “Nay,” was returned.
It wasn’t long before the vote was over.  Even though one hundred and seventy-two families are represented by the Council, with thousands of other minor non-voting families under them across the world, the Dearmadta, one hundred and fifty either sold their shares or contracted with the Launs or Havashires for their vote proxy.  That is what this vote is about, restoring the voting privileges to those houses who didn’t outright sell their stake in the Mírë to my family or the Havashires.  So this would restore voting rights to just shy of a hundred houses if it passed.
So besides the two majority shareholding houses, only twenty clans currently retain their voting rights but have sworn allegiance to one of the two major houses, until it was found the missing Riicathi clan was alive and well when Killy had Elfed on national television.  And even then, a small number of those twenty have been expressing differing opinions from the two clans and have started to push for change in recent votes.  Mostly because of Killishia, as she is opening a lot of eyes with her progressive ideas and sense of fairness for all Aelftus.
I seriously felt my chest swell with pride when Claude called out, “Riicathi,” then he added with a genuine caring smile, “Dear child,” and Killy let go of my hand and stood from her seat, her elbow knocking her own LaunPad off the railing, and she virtually fell over the railing as she dove after it.  She miraculously caught it with her left foot, balancing it as she dangled from the railing.
It took every bit of self-control to stop from snorting as the railing gate swung slowly open with her on it until her side tapped the side railing. “Ow.”  Her cheeks heated, blushing almost as red as her long, lusciously straight, silky hair which I loved just running my fingers through.
She lifted her foot and grabbed the tablet with her free hand before lowering her feet to the floor and scurrying back into her box seat as people chuckled.  She shut the gate, stuffing the pad into her bag, and looked at her feet as she tucked her hair behind her cute little pointed ear in that nervous habit of hers I found so endearing.
“Umm…  sorry.”  Then under her breath, she muttered to herself, “Cthulhu just kill me now.”  Which did her no favors in a room where everyone could hear a pin drop from fifty feet away.  Then she looked up and smiled like none of that had happened.  I snorted and she stood tall, primly, putting a hand behind her back to flip me off as she said, “As it was my motion on the floor which prompted this vote, it would seem self-serving if the Riicathi voted in it.  The Riicathi abstain.”
This got a couple of surprised gasps since to most of these career bureaucrats, it must have been a shock for a Council-member to not be self-serving.  And though I was immensely proud of her for it, it had me worried, since up to this point, the vote had been deadlocked, with only five families left to vote.
And so it went, but unsurprisingly, when Claude reached the Walkers, they broke with their staunchest allies and Di Walker stood and smiled warmly toward Killy and said, “Aye.”  In what turned out to be the deciding vote when the last two votes canceled each other out.
Claude looked from the top of one aisle to the other and said as he set his rolls ledger down and started absently updating the files on his LaunPad, “The ayes have it by a margin of eleven to nine, Minyas.”  Then he stood there, looking at his fingernails as if something was fascinating about them.
Aunt Nat said softly, “Thank you, Claude, sweetheart.  You can sit back down.”
He looked at his chair accusingly like it had somehow betrayed him that he wasn’t already sitting, and he slowly, as his bones creaked, started sitting, most of the Chamber leaning forward as if giving their support until he sat and exhaled from the effort, the faker.
Dimitri Havashire tapped his gavel lightly and took a deep breath and centered himself before exhaling long and slow before calling out, “The ayes have it.  Let the record show that all proxy vote contracts are now null and void, and any Mírë shares returned to those families.”  Then I knew, just for the record, he added, “Any outright sales of Mírë shares and assets remain in place.” Since of course both my family and his wouldn’t give up what gave us our majority shares now that our lock on all the Council voting has effectively been wiped away with a single vote.
Voices started up, as the murmuring got louder, filled with questions or expressions of confusion, joy, and even anger circulated.  Mom tapped her gavel, “Please people, order.  There will be time enough for discussions after the session.”
Father added, “This pretty much concludes old business except for the updates of the rescue missions and attempts at peace talks with the Laramer Bloc.”  He looked around, his face grim.  “I know there is a lot to digest from today, and I’m sure it will be weeks before we adapt to the new reality of the Council structure.  So unless there is any pressing new business, I motion that we take a two-week recess for legal to get everything sorted before we reconvene for our regular weekly sessions.”
Before anyone could second it, Killy scrunched as if she were trying to make herself smaller she raised her hand as if she were in class and made a little distressed squeaky sound that had me grinning.
Mom sighed heavily and someone groaned, causing my girl to sit up taller and point at Councilman Ajibola and blurting out, “Ah ha!”
Then mother said, sounding both tired and a little amused, “You don’t have to hold up your hand, Killishia.”
“Sorry.”
“The chair cedes the floor to Killishia Renner Riicathi.  What fresh hell do you bring us today, are you coming for our daughters now?  Wait, you already did that.”  A chuckle circulated and I felt my cheeks heating.  Did my mom make a joke?  I gotta buy some snow shovel stock down in hell now.
“Umm… thanks… uh… hello.”  Kia waved to the Chamber from her hip.  Then she added to mom after looking shyly back to me with hooded eyes, “Sorry about that, Mrs. Laun.”  Then she cleared her throat and started to squeak out before starting again in a clear, strong voice, “I know I’ve been disrupting the Elf Council since I arrived, but I think things are moving for the better.  And I also know today’s vote was a lot to swallow, and it may take some time for things to feel... well, to feel normal.  But I have just one more teensy little motion to make now that the families can all vote their hearts.”
Someone groaned and Kia’s ears swiveled toward it and she pointed toward Jamal Ajibola without even looking as she made her way to the lectern in the center of the Chamber, “I got your number now, Ajibola.”  The man sat back in his seat as everyone looked his way.  Had she just shamed him?  Well, he has been sort of heckling her ever since she was appointed as head of the Riicathi clan and seated on the Council.  Go Killy!
She started again. “I’m ahh… well… according to my sources, the Mírë has been growing exponentially over the past hundred and twenty years, nearly doubling every fifteen years.  With the interest and other gains far outstripping the investment of each clan.”
This had many smiling and nodding.  She looked back to the Non-Voting clans and then to the main Chamber again.  “Is not the core value and driving force behind the Aelftus embodied in the mantra that Elves help Elves?”  This got a murmuring of agreement.
She nodded and said, “Yet all we do here in the Council is centered around shareholders who have a stake in the Mírë and enjoy annual Arwë draws off the interest earned, which enriches your families.”  It was a statement of fact, not an accusation.
She swept her hand to the back gallery, to the hundreds of non-voting clan members who attended the sessions for full transparency to the Aelftus race.  “Yet we ignore the disenfranchised families, the thousands of families in the Dearmadta who do not share in our bounty.  The families who for the most part need the boon of an Arwë most.”
Killishia’s expression was almost pleading as her eyes widened, her brow furrowing slightly. “I make a motion that half of the remaining interest income after each Arwë, be distributed amongst the thousands of Aelftus families in the non-voting clans, the Dearmadta, so that they can do better than just scraping by and surviving.  This Council itself has called them the Dearmadta, the Forgotten… maybe it’s time to remember them, to remember that…”
A collective gasp erupted from the divided aisles, but before chaos could erupt again, she shrugged and said in a smaller voice, almost hiding behind the microphone of the lectern, “...that Elves help Elves.  It’s time to put that mantra to the test.  Do Elves really help Elves?”
It was almost an accusation, and my eyes widened when the expected shouts of dissent didn’t come as I looked around the faces of the Council Members. Killy was shuffling quickly back to her chair, head down and looking as if she wished she were invisible when Dad spoke softly, breaking the deafening silence.  “The Riicathi have put a motion on the floor, is there a second?”
In unison, Di Walker, mom, and Aunt Nat said in an introspectively subdued tone, their faces tight in thought, “Seconded.”
And that is when the room erupted in voices shouting over each other, from either side of the Chamber to the gallery behind us.
First Dimitri, then dad, followed by mom and Natalia, started banging their gavels calling out for order.  Dimitri almost roared, “If you cannot come to order, security will remove you from these proceedings.  Order!  Order!”
It was when a shrill, piercing whistle sounded that had all of us clasping our ears and wincing in pain as it assaulted our sensitive hearing like a laser beam to the optic nerve, that the room quieted.  All eyes swung to the doors of the Chamber, where Claude Blackwood stood behind his secretary desk, lowing his fingers from his lips.
He shook his head, straightened his shirt, then sat slowly back down, muttering to all.  “Children, you’re all behaving like spoiled children.  You will show proper decorum at these proceedings.”  Then he picked up his quill and hovered the tip over a sheet of parchment in front of him before looking up and blinking almost innocently, affecting his senile old man demeanor.
Everyone who had been standing as everyone yelled over each other, sat almost as slowly as he had, looking every inch a chastised child, eyes down.
Aunt Nat said fondly to him, “Thank you, Claude, dear.”  Then she turned to look at everyone, scanning all their faces.  “This will be our first vote with all voting rights restored to those families who have not outright sold their stakes in the Mírë.”
Dad looked to the three-hundred-year-old Elf, “Do you have a roll to call for that, Claude, or do we need to reconvene next week for the vote on the motion?”
Claude inclined his head as he held up the parchment in front of him. “Indeed, Minya.”  Wait, had he known the prior vote was going to pass?  Then my eyes narrowed, realizing he didn’t look surprised at Killy’s second motion.  I looked from him to the back of my girl’s head.  Were the two in cahoots about this?  He was sort of a mentor to Kia and me, so it wouldn’t surprise me, especially since they are both covertly sneaky.
Mother spoke up, “Before we do a roll vote, why not put it to the floor first to gauge the need?  If  there is no clear winner, we can proceed to the individual vote.”  She looked from dad to the Havashires in the other riser and they all inclined their heads.
Mom continued.  “Young Killishia has given us something to ponder.  The immense wealth of the Mírë has benefited the voting clans for hundreds of years, and it has taken on a life of its own as Miss Riicathi has pointed out.  Even with her suggestion, the Mírë would continue to grow, while countless other disenfranchised families could benefit and share in our bounty.  Do we Elves truly help all Elves?”
Ajibola voiced out of turn, “But the Susantis and the Zhous…”
Mother cut him off. “Are the exception, not the rule.  Where the  Zhous and Susantis have thrived beyond even many of the voting houses, thousands live day to day struggling to place food on their tables.  The International Elf Council’s ambassador to the Dearmadta, Harlow Galen has reported this to us on many occasions.”
“So this vote is more about who we wish to be as a Council.  Do the Dearmadta remain forgotten, or do Elves help Elves?”
She and father were standing now in support of each other as they looked around the Chamber.  I know my parents and I don’t see eye to eye on a multitude of topics but in this?  My chest swelled in pride for them.  Dimitri and Aunt Natalia stood too, and Dimitri’s voice carried strong and clear through the space, “This will be a simple majority vote, no weight will be given to share percentages.  Those in favor?”
After a moment of silence, a chorus of one hundred voices chimed out, “Aye.”  Only Killy and Ajibola remained silent.  But the man looked around and huffed then exhaled adding, “Aye.”
Killiahia squeaked out, “To avoid appearing self-serving, the Riicathi Consortium abstains.”  I had to grin at her since her Consortium gave the Dearmadta a voice in the votes and policies in the Chamber through the Riicathi.  This would further the integration of all the other houses back into the fold, leaving none as Forgotten.
Dad tapped his gavel lightly. “Claude, would you please record that that ayes have it?  The legal department, Harlow, and Amara are going to have their hands full sorting out the logistics of this.”
Then he looked out to the Council and said in a forceful tone, “Elves help Elves.”
The entire Chamber including the previously non-voting members all chimed out together, “Elves help Elves!”  And someone started clapping.  Then more joined in until the crowd was applauding and cheering Killy as I reached forward to grab her hand as she blushed profusely, tucking her hair behind her ear again.
This was a huge win for her and the people she’s taken under her wing, and sure they were applauding her now, but I’m sure once the shared euphoria dies down a bit, there were a few families that may bear some animosity toward her for daring to touch their fortunes that they wouldn’t be able to spend in their lives anyway.  So right now, my girl and I will take the win.
As Killy played with a few of the multitude of silver rings adorning my fingers, Mom called for order, and when everyone quieted down, she exhaled through her nose, her lips pursed in a line.  “We were going to be addressing a related topic with Miss Riicathi in private in the coming days, but since this revision to the Mírë Arwë draws has been broached, now is as good a time as any.”
She looked down at us and I felt my heart speed up, knowing what was about to happen.  It was my suggestion to my parents after the lost branch of the Riicathi re-emerged.  I stood and moved beside Killy’s box, she looked at me in confusion and I just winked at her, causing her to look down bashfully and then chastise herself when her hand reached half way up to tuck her hair again.  Instead, I grabbed her hand and beamed a smile at her as mom went on.
“The Council has labored for decades trying to locate any remnants of the Riicathi clan, to pull them back into the fold and make reparations for how the Council used them, the Pallbearers, almost as indentured servants to the Aelftus race because they could do what the rest of us could not.  And with their minuscule stake in the Mírë, the old Council felt justified in that treatment.”
Mom looked over to Dimitri and Natalia, and Aunt Nat inclined her head and went on, “Both the Launs and us Havashires rejoiced when young Kia and her family emerged from the darkness, and yet again when Remus’s branch of their house re-emerged.  And a solution for partial reparations made itself known to us.”  She looked down at me with a soft smile on her lips.
“The Riicathi currently hold two-thousandths of one percent of the voting shares, their Arwë draw insignificant as it is, will be severely diluted splitting it amongst her newfound family.  The two majority shareholders, in the interest of partial reparations, each cede one percent of our voting shares to the Riicathi clan, effective immediately.”
There was another collective gasp from the crowd as Killy just stood in wide-eyed shock.  To no surprise to me or likely anyone, one particular voice called out, “But that’s more than our house holds.”
I glared at Jamal Ajibola and he visibly shrank in his seat as those around him all shot him a glare as well.  Then the cheering started up again as Kia squeaked out, “What just happened?”
I just opened the gate between us and stepped into her box to pull her into a hug as Dad pounded his gavel.  “This meeting is adjourned.”


Chapter 3 – Girl’s Day
“That… was epic, Killy!” I was grinning at her as we rode the elevator to the penthouse suites to avoid the chaos which was likely happening in the main lobby of Laun Tower with the Council Members in disarray.  No doubt countless Councilwomen and men had so many questions for my girl, and had expected to catch her when she exited the building.
Too bad for them.  This adorable Halfling was all mine for a bit until things cooled down.
“I only did what was right.  The Council pulled through, even though I was really worried they wouldn’t.  I mean I sort of thought they’d go for restoring the voting shares, but when dealing with their fortunes… the Great Spaghetti Monster in the Sky must be looking out for the Dearmadta today.”
She shot me a toothy, cheesy grin as she virtually swung side to side.  I tried not to smile so widely as I rolled my eyes. “You want me to say something only geeks like you and Lisa would say right now, like ‘ramen’ or something, don’t you?”
She mimicked my eye roll and bumped hips with me as the elevator door opened, “A clear case of denial, Tanny, you got the reference, so that speaks volumes as to the status of your geek club membership.”
“You are so weird.”
“But in a good way?”
I reached out to clasp hands with her, and she laced our fingers and virtually skipped to the stairs to the upper floors of my family penthouse suite.  I ignored her fishing attempt and bit the tip of my tongue before pulling her faster.  “We best get upstairs before mom and dad show up.  I’m sure they want to monopolize you for the Spanish Inquisition.”
She deadpanned, “I didn’t expect the Spanish Inquisition.”
On reflex, I responded as she hugged onto my arm as we took the stairs two at a time, “Nobody expects the Span… doh!  Damn it!”
She sighed dreamily. “You’re my geek.”
I laid my head on top of hers, just soaking in the feeling of… belonging, with someone who saw… me.  She wasn’t with me because I was Aryon of the Laun Family, she didn’t care about status.  In fact, at first, I was sure she was put off by me, and I found that sort of refreshing.  She was just another task my parents forced upon me in their efforts to prepare me to take over the empire they’ve built, and the pending Aelftus civil war that everyone saw coming but would not acknowledge.  I didn’t want to ‘inherit’ their war.
Whether Killy knows it or not, the day she revealed she was what she and her mother believed at the time to be the last of the missing Riicathi clan, was the day that the coming war was averted.  With the smallest voting share, the only outstanding voting share, Killishia became the most powerful person on the International Elf Council, with the power of that tiny, seemingly insignificant vote, she could break the perpetual voting deadlock the Council has found itself in for generations.
And even though it was simply postponing it since Kia wasn’t going to have children of her own, she should still enjoy virtually the same extended lifespan of any Elf according to our doctors.  So that potentially gave us almost three hundred years before it all came to a head again.  But then a miracle happened.  The world found that the Riicathi clan is alive and thriving.  Still one of the smaller houses, but thriving all the same.  There would be new generations of Riicathi to take over for her.
Now my parents have only strengthened the Riicathi and Riicathi Consortium voting influence, literally thousands of times more than before.  And giving her Clan more voting shares than the bulk of the Council.  Only fifteen or twenty houses hold more stock now.  And I think it a fitting gift, for how reprehensibly her clan was treated by the Council until they fled to the New World.
She pulled me to a stop on our way through the multipurpose family and entertainment space toward my room, scrunching her face as she dug out her phone.  “Sorry, I have to call Hansa and Mr. Galen to let them know about the vote before the Aelftus grapevine gets the info to them.  They’re going to have their hands full organizing the mess I made.”
Chuckling, I shook my head at how embarrassed and guilty she looked with that adorable, apologetic half-smile.  “They’re going to be ecstatic… well Hansa and the Dearmadta will be, Harlow is just going to go on about how you keep heaping more work on his plate.  The curmudgeon thrives on it.”  Then I cocked my head. “You do realize the profundity of what you’ve accomplished today don’t you, Killy?”
She tucked her hair behind her ear nervously as color flooded her cheeks in the most alluring way.  She tapped Hansa Susanti’s name on her contact list as she bit her lower lip as she locked eyes with me.  When Hansa answered, Killy looked away and started pacing in front of the couches in the seating area, “Hi, Hansa.  The vote passed.”
I heard the gasp on the other end as the woman quickly sputtered, “It passed?  Tell me all..”
Kia and I looked up when we heard a moan and thud in Sonia’s room.  She blurted as we both took off running, “Gotta go, call you back soon.”  Her voice was full of the same stress and concern I felt squeezing my heart like a giant fist.
My baby sister, Sonia, had the Aelftus equivalent of Down Syndrome… Kerricyn Syndrome.  She was sometimes prone to accidents, and a fall had her down in the medical wing for three days with a head laceration and a concussion just a year ago.  She had been trying to arrange her stuffed platypus collection on the shelf over her door, standing on a chair when she fell and hit her head on her dresser.
I was blurting out, “Sonia!” as Killy, who arrived at the door far ahead of me with that unnatural speed she gets when adrenaline hits her Halfling system, yanked the door open.  We both slid to our knees in front of my sister who was holding the sides of her head, groaning.
Hugging her to me, I was yelling out, “Yasmine!  Kent, Billy!  Get the medics!”  She tipped Sonia’s face up toward her, “What happened, sis, are you ok?”
Sonia winced like the words were hurting her, then Kia gasped when Sonia opened her eyes as she almost whined out in her rounded speech pattern, “I got… dizzy.”  My eyes were so wide they almost hurt when I took in her almost glowing blue eyes.
I smiled crookedly as I said carefully, gently prying her hands away from the sides of her head.  “Soni… sweetie?  You’ve Elfed.”  Her long, gracefully sweeping, pointed ears stood prominently on either side of her shocked expression as they swiveled to and fro, picking up all the sounds around us and the cacophony of pounding footsteps as our siblings and the head maid came charging toward the room.
It took a few long moments for what I said to sink in as Killy took her hands and helped her stand.  Kia was one of the very few people in this world that Sonia trusted enough to allow her to touch her.  Likely because like me, Killy saw her for her, not her affliction, from the moment they met.  It’s almost like Kia’s special superpower, and it is so very refreshing on so many levels.
Then Sonia was grinning ear to ear as her eyes widened and she started sort of hopping in place in excitement, blurting, “I Elfed.  Like Kia and you, Tanny.”  She touched an ear and winced at the contact, “I have pointed ears like you.”  She explained to my girl like she couldn’t see, “I’m an Elf, Kia.”
The Riicathi in our midst cupped her cheek, and assured her, “Yes, yes you most certainly are, Soni.”
Kent slammed into the door frame he had been running so fast, and almost yelled as he entered, “What is it, Tanny?  Is Sonia…”  He trailed off, blinking as Sonia winced, shying away from the raucous clamor of noise.
Kia and I shot him poisonous glares as Killishia quickly took off her silvered ear shields to slip gently over Sonia’s ears.  My little sister looked to slump in relief, having the overwhelming sounds deadened for her until she can learn to deal with her new enhanced hearing properly.
I looked at all the faces now crowding the doorway.  Oh, when did my little brother Edwin get back to New York?  I said proudly, chin high, “Sonia Elfed.”
Kent sputtered, “So soon?”  Aelftus traits usually manifested when an Elf reached physical maturity.  But Sonia was three days away from her thirteenth birthday, I’d never heard of someone Elfing so soon.  Then again, Killy hadn’t Elfed until her mid-twenties, so there are exceptions.  Possibly due to Soni’s Kerricyns?  But for whatever reason, my little sis had manifested, and her ears were even more majestic than father’s.
Yasmine said from behind my gaggle of brothers, “Medics are on the way.”
I sighed in relief, even though she wasn’t hurt, they would still need to examine her to make sure there were no complications in her manifestation… especially since she is so young.  I explained to her, “The doctors are going to need to check you out, sis, to make sure you are ok.”
She pulled out of Killy’s hands, shaking her head. “I don’t like the doctors.  There’s always doctors.  I don’t want to.”
I patted her bed and sat, and she sat beside me as everyone poured into the room to get a better look.  The boys looked excited for their sister, and Ed looked a little jealous since he hasn’t Elfed yet, though I was sure it would be any day.  I half expected him to come back from St. Aloysius’ with pointed ears himself.
“It’s ok, Sonia.  I had to have the doctors check me out when I first manifested.  Kia too.”
She looked to the red-headed geek among us, “You did?”
Kia nodded staunchly and assured her, “I did.”
Soni relaxed a little before stiffening when Dad’s voice boomed out from the other room.  “What in heaven’s name is going on in here?”
I grinned like a loon when he and mom poked their heads in the door before being stunned into silence, their eyes so wide their hairlines swallowed their brows.  I offered, “Taa daa?”
Kia and I chuckled at the memory of their expressions as I drove us to her place in Queens after we said goodbye to Sonia down in the medical sublevel of the tower. It turns out she did hurt herself in her fall.  Doctor Himoto says my sister bruised a couple of ribs, and she wanted to keep her overnight to make sure there is nothing more serious going on.  She assures us that there appear to be no adverse effects from her manifestation but will know more when the bloodwork comes back.
It is surprising just how gentle and even caring Doctor Beverly Himoto is with Sonia, nobody knows why since the woman is terse, with the world’s worst bedside manner toward everyone else.  And though Soni dislikes all doctors, she’s most accepting of Himoto.
We promised we’d see her the next day to check her out to bring her back home.
But now was the time for celebration.
I looked in the rear view mirror as I drove the sun yellow, Laun Motors Scorpio 480 sports coupe I checked out of my family’s motor pool down in the parking sublevel, to see the two black SUVs blatantly trailing us.  Our respective protective details never gave us any privacy.  There was no such thing as alone time with my girl, but I had a plan for that.
Killy looked back. “What’cha looking at, Tanny?  The boys?”  She waved back at the big Russian brothers in the lead vehicle.  Only she would call highly trained combat specialists ‘the boys’.  Her Cookie Twins' nickname for the pale-skinned men further reinforced her lack of fear of what they were capable of.
I’ve hacked into their personnel files using my family’s system backdoor overrides, and the un-redacted portions were enough to make me thank our lucky stars they were on our side.  The only more capable fighters were the Riicathi themselves… well except my Killy.  She will tell anyone who will listen that she is more the run away and keep running type than the turn and fight type… and it has served her well.
I shook my head. “Nothing.  I just wish we had a little more privacy is all.”  I wiggled my brows, the multiple piercings in them tinkling together.
She sighed and slumped a little as she played with the hand I had resting on the center console between us. “Yeah.  Me too.”  Then she grinned and almost sang out, “Sonia Elfed.”
I returned that grin with one of my own as I nodded, biting my tongue. “Yes, she did.”  I swear Kia sounded just as proud as I did.  She treats Soni as if she’s her little sister too, and it made me love the walking trouble magnet just that much more.  She’s the one who encouraged my little sis to write, and the chapters of the book, Coven Tales, which I’ve read so far, have sucked me into her amazing story.
Our little convoy pulled up to the curb, leaving room for Kia’s family’s food truck, at the little row house duplex she lived in, and we both waved to the nosy widow across the street, Mrs. Clemens, when the curtain of the front window moved a little.  I swear that woman is the nosiest person I’ve ever come across.
We shared a stifled giggle as we headed up the porch stairs and into the Renner residence.  Unlike any other family on the Council, the Renners lived a modest life, in a lower-income house and neighborhood with both parents working to make ends meet.  That was a direct contradiction to the lavish lifestyles most of the Council clans enjoyed.  And it made them, I don’t know, more real to me in some way?
They worked as one cohesive family unit to the same goal.  Her Sapien father, Cyrus, worked insane hours running their Mediterranean food truck from before sunrise until six at night every day.  Her mother, Abigail, who may be god’s most random and erratic gift to us all, worked as a seamstress down in the tailoring co-op in the warehouse just a few blocks down from their house.  And Killy, well she worked her dream job as an investigative reporter, probationary, at WTRL News, and all of their income goes to the same end, to support the family.
Things have been changing for the better now with their Arwë draw, though insignificantly tiny in the grand scheme of things, was just enough to catch them up on their past due bills and tuck away some emergency money.  That coupled with Killishia finding out that her position on the International Elf Council came with many financial perks, like stipends, expense accounts, and getting diplomatic plates for their food truck, saving them from the crippling expense of daily parking tickets the city levies against most of the food trucks in Manhattan.
And now… I shook my head as she grabbed my hands and dragged me up the stairs to her room.  This new boon the Riicathi were gifted with, two percent of the voting shares, will assure they want for nothing for the rest of their lives, even when their new Arwë draw is split among all the newly found Riicathi clan.  That excited me the most, and I knew Killy hasn’t realized that yet.
She backed us through her bedroom door and pulled me down to sit on the foot of her bed, leaning in to gift me with a heated yet tender kiss, her tongue slowly swirling my tongue piercing as my body heated and my pulse started pounding.  It was all I could do in my gloriously hazy fog of want and desire,  as my core trembled in anticipation, to not make her display of affection become something more primal and carnal.  She didn’t need me ripping her clothing off of her, she didn’t have very many outfits.
Fuck it, who needs self-control anyway?  Just as I started reaching for her, a massive furry face was thrust between ours as we got a big slobbery wet doggy kiss.  We both pulled back ewwing and wiping our faces.  Kia was chastising as she wrapped her arms around the huge, shaggy sheepdog to hug him and kiss him on top of his head. “Barney, we love you too, but come on man, you’re elf-blocking me here.”
His big furry tail swished happily as he leaned into her as she scrubbed his ears and flopped the fur out of his eyes to give him some googly eyes while I snorted and patted the big goofy pup.  “Elf-blocked?”
Her face reddened as she buried it in the huge mass of fur between us, mumbling in a whine, “The alternative terms are a little embarrassing.”
I stood up and said, “Time for some privacy,” as I moved to her door and closed it then activated the newly installed white noise generators the Council tech crews finally got around to installing in the upper floor and living room of their home to stop prying Elvish ears from listening in.  It was standard for any Council Member since besides personal privacy, they may be discussing confidential Council business from time to time.
I relaxed as the sound pressure of the world bled away, then rushed over when Kia seemed to slump in relief.  My eyes widened as I realized her ears were still uncovered, her ear shields… or rather my old ones I gave her when she first Elfed until she could get her own, were still on my sister.  Well, they were Killy’s now as I get some satisfaction and gain a modicum of happiness that she’s claimed them for her own.
I was pulling my new ear shields off to offer to her but she grabbed my hands halfway up to my head, and she beamed her patented knee-buckling Kia Smile v1.0 at me as she shook her head.  “You need them more than me with my little Elf ears, love.  I’ll get mine back from Sonia tomorrow.  I’m sure your parents are having some custom fitted to her as we speak.”  Then she whispered, eyes wide, “Did you see how long they were?”
I puffed up in satisfaction again for my little sister, the ear length of most Aelftus was a point of pride, and Father had some of the longest, sweeping ears in the Council.  Sonia’s were easily a half inch longer than his. “Yes, I did.”
Then I went to the window as Barney hopped off the bed and shook his mass of fur before trotting off to do what woolly mammoths did during the day, his nails clicking on the floorboards until he just stopped and stared at the door as if it would magically open.  It magically opened when Killy padded over to it to pull it open to let the big guy out.
I peeked out the window at the SUVs full of watchers out front, then looked at my girl and wiggled my fingers.  “Phone, lady.”
She furrowed her brow as she fished her cell out of her bag and handed it over.  I said as I sat it down on the little dresser Kia gifted me for Valentine's Day, giving me a place in her room, life, and family, then accessed the operating system on my cell and locked the GPS positioning with a little tweak to the code.  I ran a finger lovingly across the top of the dresser before looking up at her, wiggling my brows, “Since you’re out of work today, I thought… Girl’s Day!  Come on, our accomplice is waiting.”
She cocked her head and squeaked as I dragged her to the door, retrieving her bag along the way.  “What are you planning, woman?”
I chuckled and explained as we made our way to the end of the hall at the back of the house, “Our phones will show us in your room, and with the white noise generators going, our over-protective details out there will think… umm… that we’re getting busy.  I knew whether the vote was a success or not today, we’d need a girl’s day out without so many eyes on us to either celebrate the win or lament the loss.  So… I have a plan.”
As I pulled the window up, she affected the look of a child trying to sneak a cookie from the cookie jar when nobody was looking, scrunching her head to her shoulders. “Of course, you have a plan, my obsessive-compulsive, Hello Kitty punk princess.”
I scrunched my nose in challenge to her as I whispered, “I’m not OCD.  Now hush or they’ll hear us, Funny-One-Kenobi.”  She covered her mouth at the little snort which came from her. Then I stepped out onto the back porch roof, the sounds of the world pushing down upon me again as I stepped through the sound curtain.
I went to offer a hand, but she just rolled her eyes and stepped out, and did a sort of no-hands cartwheel right over the edge of the roof.  I moved quickly over, eyes wide, to see her soundlessly spiraling down the steel lamp post that lit the shared backyard at night.  She landed gracefully and looked up at me, cocking a brow in a challenge, a cute smirk on her face.
Shaking my head at her as I smiled and slid the window shut, I just stepped off the edge, landing in the grass beside her, affecting a Black Widow-esque three-point stance to her grinning pleasure.  But I must say, it never ceases to amaze me how such a clumsy person, through no fault of her own mind you, can also be the most graceful person I’ve ever met.  Her Halfling physiology was a mixed bag.
I put a finger to my lips and dragged her to the back fence by the alley and we slipped through a hole where two of the fence boards were damaged.  Kia had to slap her hand over her mouth to stop one of her explosive gleeps of laughter when she saw our getaway driver, filming our escape.
There aren’t many Sapiens I’m overly fond of, but Killy’s work wife at WTRL, and her best friend, Lisa Rodriguez, was one I counted as a dear friend now.  The woman was a force of nature herself, and also as hopelessly geeky as my girl was.  She gave a silly wave and then motioned to her little blue Havashire Motors Robin with its open doors and we all scrambled quietly and wordlessly into it and closed the doors mostly without latching as she took off the parking brake.
The car rolled slowly down the slope, to the end of the block before she started the motor and we closed the doors, then she sang out as we sped off down the road, “Hi ladies!  Girl’s Day!  What’s first on the agenda?”
Kia laughed out loud.  “I love you two, you know that?”
Lisa and I chimed out together, “You better,” then we fist bumped as she turned us toward Manhattan.
Kia asked, tongue in cheek, “You two want to be alone?”  And we all shared a good laugh.


Chapter 4 – Abduction
It was a fun-filled afternoon.  We lunched at Cyrus’s truck, I had to snicker when Killy gave him a family discount coupon.  And if you could marry food, I’d be Mrs. Shawarma, Mr. Renner seriously was that good of a cook.  Just the smell of the scintillating meats and caramelized onions that come from his truck always set off a Pavlovian response in my salivary glands.
The man needs to get his own restaurant.  The flavor explosion of his dishes, which always make me moan in culinary pleasure, are better than most of the three-star restaurants my family eats at.  It’s too bad a food truck can’t earn stars like that.
I feel privileged to be able to eat his home-cooked meals whenever I’m over at Killy’s house.  And if you think what he can whip up in a food truck is that amazing, you have to try the creations he can produce from a proper kitchen.  Yum.
My girl pointed out, a smile on her face as she said, “You’re drooling there, Tanny.”  She patted my chin with her napkin and I smirked as I batted her hand away in the back of the truck before she went back to helping her father get the orders out to the long lunch rush line, a shit-eating grin on her impish face.  
“You’re just lucky you’re so cute, Killy.”
Lisa commented, “This is some of your best work, Mr. R.”
“Thank you, Lisa, but isn’t that what you said the last time?”
“Just as true now as it was then.”
Then we were off on a shopping spree, me commenting, “We better get as much fun as we can in before our security notices the online posts of us being spotted in the City,” as Lisa was uploading another selfie to her surprisingly substantial social media network.
The woman has become one of the biggest influencers in the Elf Stanner community, she may be their geek lord.  I swear,  ElfGold371 is becoming a household name when it comes to Elvish information in Sapien circles, almost as much as ENN, Elf Network News.  It doesn’t hurt that she is best friends with arguably the most recognizable and popular Elves in that community.
Kia furrowed her brows. “So just how did you get the day off to do this clandestine celebration, Lis?”
The Latina woman winked. “The mail room doesn’t know I’m gone, I just left after getting my whole day’s work done this morning.  Well, I’m sure they know by now, but it will keep Oliver on his toes filing more complaints with HR.”
I rolled my eyes as Killy gasped out, “Lis, you didn’t.”
She held up a hand in a mock oath. “I swear by Surak.”
I prompted, “Nobody gets the Star Trek references you geek queens spout, you know that don’t you?”
They chimed out together, “But you got it.”  Then Lis spoke to Killy behind her hand as she pointed at me, “Geek princess.”
Kia snorted then prompted, “No really, you’re playing hooky from work?”
The Sapien in our midst sighed out dramatically, “Fine… sort of.  Mr. Klien may or may not encourage me to skip out to spend time with you on your Council days, and pay me for ‘behind the scenes’ media for content for WTRL.”  Wiggling her eyebrows she added, “And he thinks it’s good for Oliver to stop from slacking off as manager while I do his work for him.”
“So you’re… gasp, a plant?”
“Just so.  Please speak a little closer to the rhododendron.”
I prodded the two along, grinning as I clapped my hands at them to hurry them along, “Ok ladies, time is fleeting, go go go.”
To tell the truth, I used to get more than a little jealous at how much in sync these two were, wondering if there was more to their relationship.  But now I know they are just the closest of friends, and I enjoy their banter.  And I’m not too proud to admit that Lisa getting an Aelftus boyfriend who she positively adores, hadn’t alleviated more than just a portion of my jealousy.  And I see Lis as one of my closest friends now in just these few short months since Killishia came into my life.
We were getting a little more attention than I would have liked in the heavy foot traffic crowding the sidewalks, but that can’t be helped.  Even though there are thousands of Elves in the city, most don’t like the attention they get from the general public so they usually stay out of the public eye.
This as I have learned from dating Kia, may be detrimental to Sapein/Aelftus relations, as it is taken by many people as Elves feeling they are above Sapiens and ‘elite’ by sticking mostly to the Elf-owned establishments.  So when Elves are out in public, it seems a rare event that draws this kind of attention, especially from pro-Elf people and especially from the Stanners.
I admit a warm satisfaction that fills me every time someone calls out Killishia’s name.  Her popularity, which already rivaled most of the most recognizable faces of the Aelftus, since she is so down to earth and relatable for everyone, has nearly doubled since she came out on the air as a Halfling.  For as much as detractors, xenophobic crazies, and government pricks have been panicking and doom-saying since then, a surprising majority of the population has celebrated it.
Couple all that with her popular news segment, Killishia’s Musings, where she shares her journey from thinking she was Sapein, to being an Elf on the Council, and we get this…
“Killishia we love you!”  “Kia, can I get a selfie for my daughter?”  “Look, it’s that half-Elf girl and she has another Elf with her.”
My girl’s ears were swiveling every which way and she was wincing in pain at the shouts as the crowd started to press in.  Ok, that’s enough of that.  I grabbed the two and dragged them into Jillian’s Clothery.  The doorman, dressed in his smartly pressed uniform with the JC logo embroidered on his royal blue jacket, blocked the crowd from following us.  The man was quite handsome with middle eastern features and an immaculately trimmed goatee, but he was also a big man who was intimidating enough while looking impeccably professional, to stop even the most enthusiastic of the crowd from following.
Kia visibly relaxed.  I knew she had a headache building, I always did when I was without my ear shields for too long.  Every loud sound is like a hot needle to the brain, right at the optic and auditory nerves, making us even more susceptible to light too.
I apologized, “I know this isn’t your kind of place, but we can still have some fun shopping here, Killy.”
A saleswoman, dressed in a ten thousand dollar Jillian Jericho couture dress; I know because my mom had one; came almost sashaying quickly up to us on her five-inch Gianvito Rossi heels, a big smile on her lips, her silver ear shields intricately engraved and the delicate whisper chime strands adorned with impossibly tiny, carved cherubs.
She virtually curtsied.  “Councilwoman Riicathi,” then her eyes widened, noticing me second which amused me so very much. “Aryon Tanaliashia.”  Then she eyed Lisa up and down settling for a “Miss.”
Then she turned to sweep a palm face up across the high-end Aelftus boutique.  The many Elvish customers and a couple of high society Sapien women who could afford the exorbitantly priced designer clothing sold by the Jericho clan here were all looking our way.  “I’m the general manager here at Jillian’s, Maisy Jericho.  What can I help you ladies find today?”
I know Kia thinks these high-end boutiques are a waste of money for people who want to flaunt their wealth, and I tend to agree with her.  She’s more of a bargain hunter, and has a knack for finding cute outfits even at second-hand stores that are budget friendly without as she says, “Taking out a second mortgage on the house.”
But she was getting uncomfortable out on the streets so this would give her a little reprieve, and we could have a little fun too.  I prompted the woman who… was that a gold leaf manicure?  “How about accessories first, Maisy?  What do you have in ear shields my girl can look at?”  Getting a temporary pair for her until we got mine back from Sonia would go a long way to making our little celebration day more enjoyable for her without her ears being constantly assaulted by sound.
The woman tilted her head, bowing it slightly as she said, moving aside gracefully and ushering with a hand, “Of course Aryon, this way please.”
Lis blurted, “Ooo, shoes!  I’ll catch up, ladies.”
Ms. Jericho called after her, trying to dissuade her, “Miss, our footwear starts at eight hundred dollars.”  I winced, knowing she was judging Lis by her and Kia’s clothing.  A mistake to make assumptions, especially after Kia and I found out just how much money Lisa had flowing in from her social media sites.  Her income rivaled some of the lower Elf families, and she didn’t need to work at WTRL anymore, but we think she does just for interpersonal interactions now.
Lis turned back and kept walking backward, winking and shooting finger guns at the saleswoman, “Gotcha, thanks, I’ll be sure to avoid that low-end stuff.  Nice lookin’ out, chica.”  Then she turned back around as she strode off while she pointed toward the sky, “Rodriguez out.”
Ok, Kia and I snorted at that.  That woman was comedy gold.
After picking out some basic ear shields for my girl that she could use as a backup pair, the three of us had a blast trying on various outfits and modeling them for each other.  Maisy was an attentive hostess, and I’m sure she was seeing dollar signs as she made sure we had every comfort the boutique could provide, like some private reserve coffee which had my mouth watering just from the scintillating, complex aroma.
We had been there twenty minutes when I started getting messages from security and my parents.  I sighed heavily as my smile faded and held my phone up to the girls, squinting an eye in apology, “Word is out ladies, our babysitters will be on scene in ten.  Sorry.  Next time I plan a private getaway, we’re all wearing hoodies and sunglasses so everyone’s social media posts don’t rat us out.”
This put a damper on our fun, and I’m sure Maisy was about to be infinitely dejected that we were about to leave with only the ear shields, which had cute tiny hearts engraved along the edges, and a rainbow scarf that Killy particularly liked.  Even so, the bill was going to be a whopping thirteen hundred dollars.  I’m starting to see Kia’s point about the utility of frugal shopping.
“Maisy, I’m sorry, but we’re going to have to cut our visit short, we need to meet our security detail.  Can you put these on the Laun account please?”  I gave her mom’s diplomatic smile which felt so forced and fake to me, making my cheeks ache.
“Of course, Aryon.  It has been a pleasure.  If you need anything on a future occasion, please keep Jillian’s in mind.”  Then she looked at the three of us wincing at the gathered crowd at the door.  She looked to the side, “Albert?  Please show the Councilwoman and the Aryon the back entry, and make sure they aren’t disturbed until their security arrives?”
A big Sapien man who looked to be an intimidating Samoan man in a sharply pressed suit with the company logo on the breast pocket of his dress jacket, right above his security badge, moved up to us, a friendly smile on his face as he made an ushering motion, “Ladies.”
While I sent a text to our security details to meet us in the alley, Killy told Maisy as she looked from the big man to the front doors, sighing in relief, “Thank you, Ms. Jericho.”
The woman gave a polite smile and little incline of her head, as Lis looped one arm in hers and one in mine and said regally, “Ladies?”  Then she whistled lightly, “Damn Albert, them are some big guns you’re sporting.”  And she was right, his bulging bicep muscles were as thick as my thigh.
He gave her a beaming smile in return. “Miss.”
I playfully draped the new scarf around Killy’s neck as the big man brought us through the stock room and to a delivery door he started to explain while backing out the door into an alley, holding it open for us, “We use this door for the more famous clients such as yourselves and…”
The moment we stepped out with Kia, there was a subdued thwacking sound, and blood arced from Albert’s head, he fell back into the door, the metal hinges protesting in a shriek of bending metal as Lisa screamed before the man fell forward into the alley.  Killy and I were frozen in shock.  My eyes were wide as my mind caught up to what had just happened, the acrid smell of spent gunpowder burned my lungs.
It was a man snapping out commands in Oromo that knocked me out of the fact a man had just been murdered in front of us.  And I was already spinning low as I realized who the attacker was, or rather where he was from.  And I arced a leg out, to sweep the legs out from under the Ethiopian killer who had been swinging his handgun with a long silencer on it toward Lisa, the years of Mahta-cambë training my parents insisted upon serving me well as I did it on pure muscle memory as I felt the rush of a huge adrenaline dump start to hit my system.
Mixing in a little of the Mahta-quárë Kia’s grandparents have been training me in, I finished my spin by striking the man at the base of his jaw with my other foot as I stood.  The jarring impact sent a shock of pain down my leg to my hip as he hit the alley wall, the gun skittering along the alley asphalt.
Kia was a blur with her quicker than Aelftus panic speed as she spun, shoving Lisa hard, back into the boutique, her eyes wide in terror.  I moved between them and the five other men, all dressed in paramilitary outfits, the other man stood, looking a little disoriented as he worked his jaw absently with a hand.  Was the Laramer Bloc stooping to assassinations?  The war was over now that we had achieved our goals of liberating all Elves from their soil, and they send this goon squad to US soil?
The man yelled out at me, spittle flying as the others were swinging weapons my way, “Just give us the abomination and we may let you live Katoh freak.”  Using the racist slur the soldiers of the Bloc used for Elves, meaning something along the lines of demon beasts.
A gun went off and I spun back yelling, “Kia!” as she lurched sideways, slamming into the door-frame before she went down.  My eyes were wide in horror, I twisted to see the man who shot her, roaring out, “No!” as I dove at the men.
Shots were going off as I ducked and spun then rolled past two attackers, to come up directly in front of the man who had… my god, he had shot Killishia…  I screamed in rage in his face as I rose, slamming my hand in a reverse claw in his crotch, grasping and yanking up with all the power behind my legs as I stood.  Slamming my forehead into his nose as he started to scream in agony and bend over, lending more velocity to the impact.
I staggered, wincing in pain… a headbutt isn’t like in the movies, it hurts both people involved, but the recipient more since your forehead is the hardest bone in your body.  I blocked a kick aimed at my side from another man with a thrusting cross block of my wrists, as something hit my arm, causing me to reel away as the man whose junk I just crushed fell, whimpering.
Glancing down, I noted blood started to spread on my sleeve as I panted, trying to regulate my breathing before I hyperventilated.  One of the bastards shot me, but I didn’t feel a thing.  Whether that was good or bad I didn’t know.  Diving to the side, I avoided another shot from the same man.
And someone was screaming, “Hey!  Fucknuts!” as they exploded from the still open door, Lisa sounded like a feral chipmunk, shrieking in rage, eyes wide and tears streaking her cheeks.  And it took a fraction of a second for me to make sense of what was in her hands until a white powdery cloud burst from the fire extinguisher and into the faces of the three nearest the door.
In my distraction, I took a strike to my ribs on my left side from behind.  Wincing and gasping, twisting with the strike, I spun low, picked up the rifle used to shoot my girl, and slammed it across my attacker’s face, swinging for the fences like I was swinging a baseball bat.  It was a jarring impact I felt in my fingers, wrists, and elbows, it caused me to lose my grip as his skull deformed, his eyes rolling back in his head as he went down hard.
The extinguisher sputtered out and Lis slammed it down on the toes of the closest man near her who was trying to wipe his eyes with the back of his sleeve, screaming in his face.  The man yelped in pain and then backhanded her across the face.  To her credit, even for how small she was, it just sent her stumbling back, but she kept her footing.  She was a tough cookie that one.
The leader had regained his feet, a hand guarding his nether region, shouting in Oromo and pointing to Killishia where she lay slumped on the asphalt.  My heart stuttered and hope rose when she moaned and tried to roll to her side.  She was still alive!  A huge lump formed in my throat as tears stung me.
The men rushed forward and dragged Killy up and over one man’s shoulders as they ran for a white panel van that was blocking the alley.  Before I could get to them to try to stop them, the van took off, tires screeching, leaving plumes of whitish-grey smoke and the acrid stench of burning rubber.
They were… taking her?  They weren’t here to assassinate her?
I screamed in frustration, bending to pick up the gun with the silencer and aimed.  Hissing I lowered it then I tossed it with all my strength at the van.  The firearm struck it in the back with a crunch, then clattered to the ground.  I was already pulling out my cell as Lisa got to my side, blurting out, “Tana, you’ve been shot!” as she tugged at my sleeve to examine my arm.  I looked at the dark-haired woman, seeing blood on her lip and a big bruise already starting where the side of her face was starting to swell.
Before I could dial, two large black SUVs turned into the alley.  I could see the chastising look on Ivan’s face from there as it morphed into shocked concern.  Pietor floored it up to us, I was shouting out to them as I pointed the other way, “They took Killy!  The Laramer Bloc!”  And they were off, tires screeching as they went, the SUV rocking as they ran over the legs of the man I had downed with the rifle strike, who had been partially blocking the alley.  A man who wasn’t moving.  Wasn’t breathing… had I… had I killed him?
I hissed in pain, seeing stars as my vision swam, Lisa tied something tightly over my arm while my protective detail screeched to a halt, diving out into the alley with guns drawn.  Derrick swung his gun toward the door when a terrified-looking Maisy made a distressed sound, a hand covering her mouth, her eyes wide in shock at seeing her guard laying dead there.
Her eyes widened farther and the phone in her hand slipped to clatter on the ground as I hissed out, “She’s not with them!”  Derrick looked from her to the two bodies and then to me before lowering his gun.
Maisy whispered in a whimper, her eyes on the Samoan’s body, “I called the police…”
Derrick was there, scooping her cell phone off the ground and pressing it into her hands, then putting an arm around her, guiding her back the way she came. “Good… you did good, miss.  Please, go inside where it is safe until they arrive.”  He noted the state Lisa and I were in and added as she shuffled back inside, “And call for an ambulance.”
I looked helplessly between Derrick and Eunice, and just said with no emotion since so many were tumbling through me that I couldn’t identify just one, making it hard to think, “They took her.”  And the sirens started up off in the distance.


Chapter 5 – Medical Level
The alley was swarming with Aelftus enforcers, a medic, Sapien police, multiple ambulances, and a fire truck within a couple of minutes.  For once, I was happy to see Detective Sofia De Luca, Killishia’s contact at the NYPD.  I admit I’m a little jealous of the woman, I mean, she was gorgeous in a dangerous way.  Tall, dark, and one hundred percent confident swagger.  The woman had rizz in spades.
Ok, it’s just my own insecurity since Kia sees herself not as an Elf, but as a Sapien who unexpectedly Elfed.  And De Luca is a Sapien who can kick ass and take names without the added benefit of Aelftus speed and strength.
She told us after pushing through the wall of Elf security to me, without even pausing at how intimidating the line of pointed ears was, “Miss Laun, I’ll accompany you and Miss  Rodriguez in the ambulance.  I need to take your statements and ask some…”
One of the walls of security interrupted, “The Aryon will be treated at the medical level of Laun Tower.  If you wish to speak with her, you’ll have to contact our legal…”
I snapped, “She can come with us.”  Then I cocked a brow and looked over at Derrick who was vaguely answering questions with another Detective.  He had Maisy call the ambulance for Lisa.  They weren’t bringing her with us…
Then I addressed the detective who looked like she came right off the cover of Bad Girls Monthly with her dark overcoat.  “Lisa and I will be treated at our medical center, please accompany us.”
When more than one guard started to protest I snapped with surprising venom, “They took my girl.  One of your Senior Council Members.  We need as much help as we can to get her back before she is harmed even more.  They already shot her!” They snapped their mouths shut as I started leading Lisa toward the Aelftus Medical Response van. Our people had more advanced medical equipment than any of the local hospitals.
A crime scene tech called out, “De Luca.”
She said to me, “Just a moment, ladies.”  And she went over to where the man was crouched over the area where Killy fell, next to her shoulder bag.  He had something about the size of an almond shell in a large set of tweezers which he slipped into an evidence bag as he said under his breath to her, which none of the Sapiens in the space would be able to pick up, but I heard clearly, “Bean bag.”
I exhaled a shaky breath.  They shot her with a bean bag, not a bullet.  It must have knocked the wind out of her.  Thank all that was holy.
I hissed when an Elvish medic pressed a sterile wipe against my arm as they dutifully checked me over.  The woman winced in sympathy and squeaked out in a whisper, “Sorry, Aryon, I just need to see the wound better.”
I looked at her and said through teeth clenched against the stinging pain now that the adrenaline had left my system, “It’s fine.  I just wasn’t prepared.”
She patted gently and nodded absently, and said more to herself than anyone, “It’s just a graze, thank god.”  Then went about putting a field dressing on it.  I snapped my fingers at her partner, the man’s eyes snapping up from my arm to meet my eyes.  I jabbed a finger with my free hand toward Lisa, shooting him a glare.  The Sapien medics hadn’t been able to get over to us yet with the virtual pointy-eared blockade around us.
He straightened and then grabbed one of the medical supply cases by their feet, “Yes, Aryon.  Sorry.”  And with great bedside manner, he gave Lis with her swollen face and bloodied lip, a gentle and sympathetic smile.  He motioned to the bumper of the medical response van.  “Here miss, sit… let me take a look at that.”
Detective De Luca strode back up to us, her eyes scanning the taped-off area, and prompted one last time, “White panel van…”  She nudged her chin where a tech finished photographing the murder weapon and the piece of red plastic from the taillight I had broken with my throw.  “A chunk of white vinyl is on the grip where you hit the van… it was wrapped and could be any color beneath… you sure you didn’t get even a partial plate?”
Lis said from where the medic was dabbing off the blood from her fat lip, “It didn’t have a plate.”  She held her cell up.  “I got my phone up too late to catch much but them speeding off.”  De Luca’a eyes widened, “You got video?”  Her eyes went from Lisa to a video surveillance camera ten feet above the delivery dock roll-up door beside Jillian’s delivery door.
Lis handed her phone and said as she winced when the medic addressed the split lip, “Pin is 42 69.”  The absurdity and fittingness of her pin number had me snorting inappropriately.  She turned from the medic and gave me a nervous grin before she said to De Luca, “They have her, Sofia.”
The detective nodded, a serious look on her face, eyes narrowed slightly.  “We’ll find her.  In the meantime, let’s get you two to Laun Tower, the goth bad-ass here doesn’t think we’ve noticed she’s favoring her left side.”  Her eyes drifted to where the coroners were loading a black body bag onto a gurney cart, causing me to follow her gaze, and bile rose in the back of my throat.  I was fighting for my life, I hadn’t meant to kill the bastard.
I realized someone was guiding me by the elbow to the van, it was De Luca, a concerned look on her face as I stared at the gurney until I was helped into a bench seat along one wall of the van and the rear doors shut.  She said in a low tone as the engine roared to life and we started to slowly make our way out of the tangled mess of the emergency response vehicles clogging the alley, “Slow breaths.  Don’t think about it, you were defending yourselves.”
I nodded, feeling oddly cold as a shiver went down my spine before I locked eyes with her.  Damn it, she was going to make me like her, wasn’t she?  I said coldly to her, “Find these assholes.”
She nodded once back and then was on her cell sending a flurry of messages with one hand as she pulled up seven seconds of video Lisa managed to get out of the van screeching down and out of the alley.  “Damn, Laun, nice throw.”  Then she noted, cocking her head as if grading what she saw, and leaned toward me a little as the female medic fought with me to try to pull up my shirt to look at where I took that vicious strike to the ribs, and said clinically, “You do know bullets come out of the pointy end?  It might have been easier.”
An involuntary smile twitched at my lips as I said flatly, “Hardy har, detective.  You don’t think I hadn’t thought of that?  Kia was in there.”  The woman smirked.  Screw her, I liked her despite myself, damn it.
I swear every Elf in the northern hemisphere had already heard of the attack and abduction by the time we reached the tower.  The entire medical staff was waiting at the doors in the parking sublevel as the medical van pulled to a stop.  And dozens of security types in black body armor, heavily armed, telling me they were with Elvish Special Forces swarmed around blocking the parking level with military precision after our security escorts pulled up behind us.
The corridors beyond were lined with dozens of Elves… I swallowed.  Dad was there, Mom grasping his arm in what looked like a death grip, her face creased in frantic concern.  I was helped out by the medics, De Luca stepping out beside me and half a dozen Havashire M9 Carbines pointed her way.  A particularly large man I recognized said, “Detective, you’re on Aelftus sovereign soil, you’re out of your jurisdiction and we’re on full security lockdown, you’ll have to surrender your weapons.”  He held a hand out.
I spat out, “For fuck’s sake, she’s not a threat.  She’s here to help.  Councilwoman Riicathi has been taken and this is no time to play ‘who’s dick is bigger’ Sondaval.”
He looked around and asked hesitantly, “Aryon?  But…”
Dad’s voice snapped like a whip crack. “Sondaval, stand down.  Can’t you see my daughter is injured?”
Then Mother said, “You’re welcome to accompany her, Detective, but don’t get in our way.”
To her credit, instead of getting riled up, she simply inclined her head without a word, then put a hand up to help Lisa out of the van.  Someone blurted, “She’s a roundie, she shouldn’t be…”
I spun on the man and hissed out, “She’s coming with me to medical.  And don’t use that slur around me again.  Do I make myself clear?”
He gulped and stood taller, “Yes Aryon.”  He wouldn’t meet my eyes.
Two wheelchairs were stopped in front of us by medical staff.  I cocked a brow first at them, then at Lisa and we both shook our heads.  “We can walk.”
Mom, well, she mommed out.  “You two girls will sit and let them do their jobs.”
I deflated, feeling five years old as I muttered, “Yes ma’am.”  Lisa grinned and sat slowly in hers so we hit the seats at the same time, the smartass.
And we all turned at the sound of screeching tires echoing around the underground parking structure.  Armed men parted to let a big, black SUV through, and it screeched to a halt a few feet away.  Two frustrated and furious-looking pale Russian men mountains stepped out.  Ivan slammed his door so hard I think I heard something break inside the door.
He saw my hopeful look turn despondent and he visibly calmed himself.  Then Dad prompted for me, “Anything?”
“Nyet, Minya.  We canvassed six blocks to the waterfront, the white panel van seems to have vanished.”
I said from a million miles away, my voice echoing in my ears, “It was vinyl wrapped.  It could be any color.”
Pietor growled then turned away, touching his earbud and snapping out orders to whoever was on the other side of the radios to look for panel vans of any color.  De Luca prompted him, nudging her chin, “With a broken driver’s side taillight.”  His eyes widened a little, then he relayed that as well.
Then mom was snapping, “What is everyone waiting for?  The girls are injured!”  And our chairs lurched into motion as the medics started wheeling us inside.
It was more than dozens of Elves in the corridors, there had to be hundreds with more arriving, orders being shouted to be heard over others.  I was covering my ears until we were brought into an elevator, the doors closing with five or six medical staff, my parents, and as Killy is fond of saying, the Cookie Twins with us.
Dad’s hand hesitated over the elevator controls as he pinned the NYPD Detective between Lisa and me.  “This is classified and doesn’t go in your reports.  We’re trusting you because Councilwoman Renner-Riicathi does.”
“Understood, sir.  I just want to help get the bastards who did this in my city, and get Killishia back home where she belongs.”
I noted he didn’t give Lisa the same warning.  He likely knew, being Killy’s best friend, that she was already aware of it, not to mention she was being more and more accepted among our people here in Laun Tower as one of the few Sapiens considered part of… well part of us.  What with her dating the Aelftus Aryon of the Walker clan, Issac.  I think everyone was seeing her as sort of an honorary Elf.
Dad nodded and overrode the controls and selected the medical level.  When the doors opened to reveal what looked like the entire medical staff awaiting our arrival, Sofia’s eyes widened, taking in the floor.  “It looks like a hospital.”
I gleeped when I was pushed into motion quickly, and told her, “It is.  It’s the most advanced medical facility on the East Coast.”
Doctor Himoto was in front of everyone, her signature stern look marred her Asian features.  She pointed at me, snapping out as she glanced to a LaunPad she was holding, “Trauma-1, GSW to the left arm.  Where’s Doctor Garner?  We need internal medicine to check for internal bleeding.” She motioned her pad toward my ribs.
And then she was stepping in front of Lisa, grabbing her chin with her usual lack of anything resembling a bedside manner, turning her head side to side, examining her as Lisa hissed in pain. “Soft tissue damage, blunt force trauma, get this one to X-Ray.”
“But Doctor, she…”
The woman turned on the orderly, “Is a patient.  Do your job or I’ll find someone else to do it for you.”
Damn, Beverly.  I didn’t want to have to like the perpetual sourpuss too.  But she could certainly get away with her attitude since she was possibly the most accomplished Aelftus physician, period. Competence gives terseness a free pass in some cases like hers.
“What’s everyone waiting for?  Move!”
Then her tone thawed as I was wheeled past her, double-time, “Minyas, allow me to escort you to the waiting area.  Can the nurses get you anything?  We’ll take good care of the Aryon.”  Hey, why don’t they get her vicious terseness like the rest of us?
I won’t bore you with details of the exam.  It turns out I was fine, no broken ribs, though they were bruised, and no internal bleeding.  The bullet graze made me the proud recipient of five stitches which Doc Himoto herself did with the skill and alacrity which showcased her competence.  She explained, clinically, that the type of stitches she used would leave minimal scarring, but there would be scarring that would ruin one of my many tattoos since, well since I had been shot.  And she offered options for cosmetic surgery to attempt to eliminate the scarring at a later date.
I think I finally gained the woman’s approval when I assured her it wasn’t necessary. “Thanks, but it isn’t necessary.  What does a scar matter?”
Lisa wasn’t as lucky as me.  There was a hairline fracture to her jaw.  They had to surgically remove a wisdom tooth to prevent infection as it intersected the fracture.  Her jaw needed to be wired shut for six weeks.
We were both wheeled into a recovery suite together, on my insistence, since they wanted us to stay overnight for observation.  Not to mention Lisa was loopy as fuck as she was coming down off the anesthesia and the painkillers they had her on, and I felt responsible for her injuries since it was my fault Killy was taken.  My goddamn rebellion, ditching our security… this would never have happened otherwise.
That’s when Sonia, in a hospital gown, confusion and determination on her face, slipped through the door.  “Tanny!  Nobody will tell me what is happening.  I heard your voice.”  She indicated at her newly pointed ears as she rushed toward me, her slack face showing concern.  A nurse reached for her, “Miss Laun, you can’t be here.”
Sonia made a distressed sound as she shied away, one hand slapping at the woman’s hand, the other shielding her face as if hiding behind it would make the woman not see her.  She started to panic as her distressed squeaking became more pronounced as the nurse tried to take her by the elbow.  I was starting to slip out of bed to get the woman away from my baby sister when Himoto physically pulled the woman back.
She hissed, “You’re frightening her.  She doesn’t like being touched.  Leave, now.  She’s concerned for her sister.  Send in the Minyas and you are dismissed for the day.”
The nurse’s eyes were wide in shocked confusion, but she nodded and backed out of the room, “Yes Doctor.”  Then she scurried off as if her tail were on fire.
Then Beverly, well, Beverly smiled, gently… that was enough to freak me the hell out and she held a hand out, averting her eyes from my sister as she prompted, “It’s ok now sweetheart, nobody is going to touch you.  Come, let’s see your sister.”
To my surprise, Sonia dropped her hands and looked, as if to see if she was telling the truth, then actually took the woman’s hand and let her lead her to my bedside.  My sister shot me her lopsided smile and tugged at her gown while pointing at mine, “We’re the same.”
Nodding and smiling I told her, “Yes, we are.”  Then I looked at Himoto, “Can her bed be brought in here? She sleeps better near me.”
“Of course, Aryon.”  Then she said as if in afterthought, “I’ll give you some privacy.  Your parents will be in in a moment.”
Then to Sonia, she said gently, “I’ll check in on you later, little one.”
My sister nodded.  “Goodbye, Doctor Beverly Kai Himoto.”  Then she added, “I had a roast beef sandwich for lunch, but nobody cut it for me.”
“I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again.  Get some sleep, manifesting takes a lot out of you as your body’s metabolism works double time.”
My sister nodded sagely.  Then when the Doc shut the door behind her when she left, Sonia pulled me into a hug, and I hissed in pain.  “Easy there, sis.  I’m a little bruised up.”
“You’re hurt!?”
“I am, but the doctors fixed me right up.  The important question is, how are you, Soni?”
I smiled at her as she detailed her day so far to me until Mom and Dad slipped into the room.  After relaying both my and Lisa’s status, then detailing the attack, Sonia gasped.  “Kia is hurt?  The bad men took her?”  Before I could say anything she informed us, “Kia is my friend.”  She looked to our parents and pleaded, “You have to save her.  We’re sandwich buddies.”
Mom reached halfway to her before pulling her hand back since Sonia only let any of us touch her on her terms. But then she sighed and smiled sadly when Sonia hugged her, burying her face in Mom’s shoulder.  “We’re all doing just that, baby girl.  We’ll get her back home.”
Sonia nodded then stepped back and told Dad, “Tanny is having my bed moved in here, like a sleepover.”
Dad had so much love in his eyes for her, which had me asking myself for the ten thousandth time why they hid her away from the rest of the world when it was plain to see they loved her as much as their other children.  It was that damn facade they tried to project that Elves didn’t get sick and were perfect physical specimens that have had my sister sequestered to Laun Tower or one of our many properties.
“That sounds wonderful, princess.”
Once my sister was situated in a bed they rolled in and hooked up to monitors, there was a light tapping at the door.  Dad said, “Come,” and the door opened and Mom leaned back at the intense glare being leveled their way by possibly the two most dangerous Elves on the planet.
Audrey and Emit Riicathi were radiating malice that was almost a palpable thing that had me swallowing as Audrey growled to my parents, “Where is our granddaughter?”  Even pregnant, the woman radiated an undeniable danger, maybe even more than normal now if that was possible.
Even Dad seemed taken aback as he held up a halting hand and said carefully, as if not wanting to make any sudden moves in the presence of the apex predators which had only been stories from the Aelftus past until their re-emergence, “We’re doing everything we can to locate her.”  Dad’s eyes looked strained as he looked past them into the corridor as if wondering how they got down into this secure level and past the swarming security.
Duh, Dad, they’re Riicathi.
Sofia and the Korsivairs moved up behind them, Ivan sharing, “We may be able to help with that.”
Emit said without looking back, “Korsivair.”
Then Audrey looked toward me and brushed past my parents as if they weren’t there as she took one of my hands, “Darling child, are you alright?”
I nodded and patted her hand on mine. “I’m fine… it was the Bloc, they took Kia.”
There was a crash outside in the corridor, and someone grunted in pain as another voice down the hall growled out, “Where’s my Minya?  And where is the Laun Aryon?”
Ivan and Pietor didn’t look back as they squinted in imagined pain, though De Luca had turned back to take a defensive stance as Killy’s cousin, Diedre Riicathi stepped past her and pushed between the two big Russians saying, “Move, Korsivairs.”  At any other time, seeing a woman half their size ordering the big men around would have seemed silly, but  Diedre’s combat skills nearly matched Kia’s grandparents.  They gave her room.
She pointed at my parents in a challenge as she just stepped past them to beside Audrey at my bedside.  She cupped my cheek. “Tanaliashia, how are you?  Who took my Minya?”
Mom asked nobody in particular, “How are all these Riicathi getting through security?”
It’s all in the name, Mom.
Then before she or Dad could attempt to get them to leave the rapidly filling room, I sighed. “I’m fine, thanks.  Might as well just debrief here with everyone present so I don’t have to keep repeating myself ad nauseam.  Gather around everyone.”
A half-awake Lis giggled to herself and slurred out, “It’s a Charlie Brown Christmas.”
I smirked as I told her, “Go to sleep, geek.”
A soft snoring sounded out a second later.  Huh, who knew it would be that easy to silence the normally overly loquacious girl?  Sofia prompted the room, waggling her phone as she moved up to join the group around my bed, “Any chance I can get this to work through your firewalls?  I was monitoring the NYPD search until we entered the garage.”
I snorted and snatched it from her fingers and quickly gained root access to its OS and tweaked her settings and handed it back, not bothering to shoot an apologetic look to my parents who were both just cocking their brows at me.  If they didn’t like it, they should never have forced me to take those advanced programming courses in college.  Sure, they may have not had hacking in mind, but I was bored.
De Luca’s eyes widened as she looked at her screen then started frantically typing, “Thank you, Miss Laun.”
“Tana.”
“Tana.”
Audrey spoke up, urgency tinging her tone even though she was exhibiting more patience than I could have shown in her place, “Ok, sweetie, just what the hell happened out there?”
I took a deep breath and debriefed in as much excruciating detail as I could, my eyes watering at the remembered horror of watching Killy go down, and thinking she had been killed.  The others asked for details as it went.


Chapter 6 – The Van
My room sort of became an impromptu command center the rest of the night, with Ivan, Pietor, and even De Luca coordinating with the search teams.  When Ivan showed us the footage from the alley security camera at Jillian’s, Sofia sputtered, “How did you obtain this?  NYPD is working on a warrant to access it.”
Ivan shrugged. “You don’t want to know, Detective.”  Then he considered it and shrugged again, “Besides, it is an Aelftus establishment so you’d have no jurisdiction regardless.”
She clarified, having been to this rodeo a time or two or dozen, “Unless a felony is involved.”  She pointed at the rolling whiteboard that had been wheeled in for them to start laying out the investigation so far. “And… hello felonies, oh so many felonies.”
Dad snapped, “For god’s sake, we’re all on the same side here.  Just play the goddamn footage.”
And we all watched on the room’s television as the van pulled up minutes after we arrived at the boutique.  The men moved like the military in squads, as one man with a laptop somehow opened a locked security relay box without tripping an alarm and hooked some leads to the electronics inside.
Pietor murmured, “They accessed the building’s surveillance system… that’s how they knew where you were exiting.”
The asshat motioned and was saying something.  De Luca asked as we watched them move into position on either side of the delivery door, weapons drawn, “No audio?”
“Nyet.”
Then mom jumped a little and winced when the asshole placed the barrel of the silencer against poor  Albert’s head and pulled the trigger.  Then she quickly looked over to where Sonia was sound asleep still and she exhaled in relief as we watched the rest.
There were more than a couple of subdued gasps from my parents at the violence which ensued on the recording.  De Luca glanced over at me and cocking a brow as if re-evaluating my threat level, saying, “Damn, Laun.”
Before I let it go to my head, Audrey brought me back to Earth with, “Your form is still sloppy, dear, you’re still opening up your left side.”
Why did I feel so sheepish, like I needed to apologize?  I could only shrug and offer in my defense, “I’m not Riicathi?”  She smirked and winked as we continued to watch, and both she and Emit made distressed sounds when Kia got struck by the beanbag, hitting her head in the doorway.
Reading the room, De Luca reiterated, “She was hit by a crowd control LTL beanbag munition.”  LTL?  Ah, less than lethal maybe?
I winced at the sight of me caving the man’s skull in.  And everyone in the room looked over to Lisa’s bed when she came out, like a crazy woman, fire extinguisher blasting.  Ivan nodded in appreciation before turning back to see the van speeding off and my hesitant aiming of the discarded pistol before I heaved it at the vehicle.
They shut off the video when Kia’s security detail went racing past, clipping the legs of the man I had downed.  I realized I was breathing hard and it took a conscious effort to calm myself down again as my heart thudded in my chest.
Deidre spoke first, “You two are lucky to be alive.”  Then she turned to me.  “Your Mahta-quárë and improvisation skills have improved markedly in the short time I’ve observed your training.”
This had my cheeks heating.  Then I diverted the attention from me by asking the detective in the room, “Can the van be tracked via the traffic cams?”
She nodded slowly. “It’s not as extensive a network as some think.  There’s a lot of coverage dead zones.  We’re fast-tracking a warrant request through Judge Gomez’s office… right…”  She trailed off as Pietor typed on his LaunPad and the television flickered and showed twelve street-views that were cycling through dozens of cameras.  “Did you just hack into the Department of Transportation?”
Pietor, usually the more silent of the two ex-Special Forces Elves, shook his head, “Nyet, I’ve a friend at traffic control who owes me.”
He slid a control on his pad and the time index slid to the time of the abduction.  Dad pointed at one of the multitude of changing screens, “There!”  We all looked as Pietor went back and then isolated the view when we all saw the white van careening out of the alley from a block away, going up on two wheels for a moment and almost causing a wreck as cars slammed on their brakes to avoid hitting them.  There was a flash when they went past the camera.
De Luca was on her cell snapping out the intersection location and time index, “Check the red light camera.  We need an ID for the driver and the man in the passenger seat.  Yesterday.”  She absently disconnected her call as we searched for the next sighting of the van, but lost it four blocks later near Hell’s Kitchen.
Deidre muttered, “Damn it.”  Her ever-so-slight British accent was more prominent.
Dad was answering his cell, “Yes, of course.  Right away.”  He hung up and told us, “You’ll have to excuse us, our UN representative has a conference call arranged with the head of the United Nations Security Council.”
Everyone nodded and they both kissed the top of my head before doing the same to a peacefully sleeping Sonia before heading out to go up to the legal department.
De Luca muttered to herself then said, “We’ve got the warrant.  Our techs will scrub the traffic cameras for any more sightings.  But they are heading generally South, we’ll concentrate our units there.  We’ve got an NYPD chopper on overflight.”
Ivan nodded, “Da, we’ve ours in the air as well.”  The only civilian overflights of Manhattan allowed were from the Aelftus.  Except for medical airlifts, even news helicopters or tourist flights were restricted to only flights over the water or on the opposite bank of the rivers.  There were helipads on the roof of both Laun Tower and Havashire Spire across the street, where transport helicopters and even armored helicopters could land.  And I knew we had heavily armed military choppers in storage in the Council hangers upstate.
He said to everyone, “We’ll move this upstairs to the tactical command center now that we are building actionable intelligence.”  Then to Sofia, he added, “We’ll set up a liaison station for you there.”  He touched his earbud and then cursed under his breath, “Ye-bat'.”  Then to the room, he said, “The Renners are here.  Cyrus is causing them grief upstairs.  I think he scares them.”  Then he touched his earbud again, “Da, send them up to the command center.”
Diedre nodded with a smirk on her lips. “That’s one impressive Sapien.”  Kia’s grandparents nodded, showing pride in their son-in-law.  She nodded and everyone was packing up everything and heading out.
I sat up in the bed and started to get up, but both Emit and Diedre pointing back at me without looking as they left, and chiming out in unison, “Stay!” had me stopping and deflating before flopping back onto my pillow and wincing at the pain in my side.
They were sidelining me.  Well… fuck that.  I grabbed the LaunPad that was used for my chart at the foot of the bed and tethered it to the hacking toolkit on my cell and went about mirroring the screens from the TAC center.
I paused a moment when I noticed some hooks that shouldn’t be there in the code.  Someone had already made a back door into the feeds.  My mind quickly went to the mole or moles who have been leaking privileged information from the Council the past few weeks.  The same someone who has been tipping off the reporters over at ENN of confidential votes.
Shaking my head, I sent a quick heads-up text to the Council security techs before looking in on the feeds from the TAC center again.
They had intel streaming in from various sources, and we even had overflight support from the network of Earth-observing satellites in orbit.  Some are privately owned, by the Aelftus Earth View constellation, and some military satellites from our United Nations partners.
Then there was the data rolling in from the NYPD from Detective De Luca’s station with a large portion of their veritable army of thirty-six thousand officers aiding in the search.  I know our Special Ops team discounts their capabilities and effectiveness, when it was in fact, quite formidable once they got organized.  It was always a slow buildup, of course, since they had so much red tape and procedures to follow, but once on task, were a relentless machine with the kind of manpower concentrated in such a small area that we could not match.
Much to the frustration of the attending doctors and nursing staff, I monitored the search until late into the night and wasn’t sure just when I had nodded off into a fitful sleep which was dominated by dreams of Killy being taken and the face of the man I had killed.
I sat bolt upright, hissing at the pain in my side from the suddenness of it, to find Lisa standing beside my bed, a hand on my arm, shaking me gently and speaking softly through gritted teeth thanks to her wired jaw, “Tana? Tanny, you in there?  Something’s happening.  The guards on the floor have been pretty animated the past few minutes but I can’t make out what they are saying.”  She nudged her chin toward my ears.
My skin was covered in a sheen of sweat from my dream and it took a moment to orient myself and focus.  I glanced over to see Sonia was already gone.  Mom and Dad must have already got her this morning and brought her back up to the penthouse.  I whispered, “What time is it?”
She squinted an eye and supplied, “Almost ten AM.”
My own eyes widened as I threw the covers aside and blinked rapidly.  Fut the wuck?  How long had I been sleeping?  I cocked my head, my ear swiveled toward the door and I listened to what was going on on the floor in the spaces not blanketed by white noise curtains.
I asked as I listened, “How are you?  You ok?”
She nodded and said with a weak smile, “As good as I can be with my jaw wired shut.  I had to eat my breakfast with a straw.  The nurses say Issac has been trying to get to me, but they won’t let him on the floor and Detective McDreamy still has my phone so we can’t even talk.”
Then she looked at my bandaged arm.  “Are you good?  It scared the shit out of me when you got hit.  Thank god Killishia is still alive.  I thought… I thought they had killed her.”
I nodded, closing my eyes against the memory of my fear of the same as well.  “But she’s alive.  They’re talking about some sort of mobilization out there.”  I grabbed the pad someone had replaced to the foot of my bed and I had to hack it again, telling me they replaced the one I had been using with this one.
“Gah! Where’re my clothes?”  I moved quickly to the little closet by the bathroom door and opened it to find nothing but fresh linens for the bed.
“Whoa there cowgirl, don’t leave a girl hanging.  What is it?”
“The Riicathi located the van.  They are about to lead the NYPD and Elvish Special Forces on a raid on the location to recover Killy.”
She looked as relieved as I felt and asked when I moved to the door after snagging my cell and my shoulder bag as she lightly grabbed the fabric of my hospital gown to be pulled along by me, “Where are we going?”
“I want to be in the command center when they find her.”
“Not without me, you aren’t.”
I inclined my head and exhaled, grateful for her support, glad she wasn’t expecting me to just sit here on my hands while the operation commenced.  Then I nudged my head toward the door after looking at how silly we looked in bare feet and embarrassing gowns, “Then let’s do this.”  I swung the door open and marched out with her with all the bearing and authority I could muster with a breeze on my caboose.
My security team at the door straightened, “Aryon.”
I paced past them. “We’re heading to the TAC center.”
Eunice paced us, prompting with concern as Derrick fell in behind us, “But Aryon.”
I held my chin high, ignoring just how indignant I looked, “Call someone to bring us some clothes that don’t tie in the back.”
She snapped, “Yes Aryon,” then relayed that through her coms.
The nurses all tried to convince us to stay, falling just short of physically restraining us, but my detail’s foreboding presence left their pleas unanswered.  Doctor Himoto who was looking over some paperwork at the nurse’s station just watched us, head shaking and a disapproving look on her face, eyes narrowed, but to her credit, she didn’t say a word as we got to the elevators and I scanned my hand on the panel giving us access to the floor the TAC room was located on.
Dad was there, as well as Aunt Nat when I glared at the guards at the door as we approached causing them to hesitantly move aside as we marched right in, in our barefooted glory.  They rushed over to us, Dad hissed under his breath, “What are you two doing out of medical?  Did Beverly release you?”
Natalia hugged me quickly, looking me up and down then surprised Lisa by giving her the same treatment.  “Good to see you girls aren’t seriously injured.”
Then before I could defend myself to Dad, she turned to him, holding both my and Lis’ hands, chastising,  “Vanny.  They have every right to be here for this.”  I tried so very hard not to smile at the childhood nickname she used for him.  It always took the venerable Evander Laun down a peg or two.
Then she said to us, tongue in cheek, “Is this the new style the kids are rocking this season?”  She indicated our attire.
My cheeks heated as I almost whined out, “I don’t know where they put our clothes.”
Dad supplied under his breath, “They were ruined.”  He winced a little as he added, “They were covered in blood and they took them for evidence.”
Someone over at the main display called out, “Sixty seconds till contact.”  We all turned toward the inordinately packed room.  There were representatives from the Aelftus security services, the NYPD, the US Military, and United Nations Security Council present.  It was as packed as some of the major repatriation operations which have been run deep inside Laramer Bloc territory.
Sofia was with the main coordinating group in front of the screens showing the various camera feeds from the assets on the ground by an abandoned warehouse down near the docks in Brooklyn according to the feeds.  She glanced back, did a double take, then with a little smirk on her face, nudged her head toward the screens, inviting us to stand behind her.
Aunt Nat and Dad came with us to stand behind the group in charge of the mission.  And as usual, there was a single Riicathi there.  They didn’t answer to anyone, refusing to take orders from the Council, as they remind everyone, the Riicathi are free.  But they still coordinated closely with all the other services since they always insisted on leading the others in on any missions where any Riicathi were involved.  And nobody argued, after witnessing what the Riicathi could bring to bear.
It was almost contradictory to me, the two Riicathi I had known before Killy’s grandparents surfaced, were as close to pacifists as you can get.  Killishia goes out of her way not to fight and prides herself in what she calls her Flight or Flight reflex to run away from trouble.  And her mom… well, Abigail Renner Riicathi is… an odd duck to say the least.
Even though she would likely qualify as a Mahta-quárë master, she prefers less lethal forms of protection, like air horns and high-power tasers in her purse rather than resorting to fists.  And in quite a hilarious manner.  I have to say that even with how random the woman is, you just gotta love her.
But the rest of the Riicathi?  Except for Diedre’s Halfling son, Jacob, are the highly trained enforcers and assassins of all the Aelftus stories and legends.  The Pallbearers certainly live up to their reputation.
A chime indicated ten seconds until execution, the room quieted except for the various commanders giving and receiving orders.  I searched the screens and locked on the live feeds from Rippers One through Five.  Of course, Killy’s grandparents, Diedre, and her twins would be leading the charge.  The timer counted down and at zero, the ten Riicathi fanned out, slipping silently into the shadows, followed ten seconds later by the four squads converging on the warehouse from all directions.  I glanced up at the satellite and drone feeds over the entire site.
Lisa gripped my hand and squeezed, I glanced at her to see her tensing in anxious anticipation and I realized I had been gnashing my teeth.  I gave her hand a return squeeze as we watched the Riicathi moving through the structure at surprising speed, some already on upper catwalks moving without a sound.  It was still unnerving to watch after all the missions I’ve been in the room with Killy watching.  They were predators and woe be to their prey.
Then from Audrey’s feed, we saw the van sitting near some dusty wooden pallets and some huge, discarded wooden spools.  It was no longer white, the wrap peeled off of the black van, and all the doors were open.
There was a man slopping gasoline from a can onto and inside the van.  And just as Audrey was slipping up near him, some movement in the other direction had the man spinning and drawing a silenced pistol as he started unloading his magazine toward a less-than-stealthy NYPD SWAT officer.
Emit was suddenly there beside his wife, blurting out as half a dozen weapons started returning fire, “No!  We need him…” he trailed off as the bogey was hit from multiple directions as gunshots boomed out, falling to the concrete lifelessly, “...alive.”  Then he growled into coms, “God damn it, stand down.  She’s not here, we needed the bastard alive to tell us where they took her.”
But then the man groaned as the rest of the team converged on the van.  He coughed up blood that spattered on the ground as he chuckled and wheezed out in heavily accented English, “Fuck you, Katoh freaks.”  And he dropped a lit lighter as he breathed his last.
Flames danced quickly across the man on the gasoline-drenched floor, sweeping toward the van.  Charity went into motion, running through the flames to snatch something up from inside the back of the van before diving away, rolling across the concrete, and putting out the flames on her legs.  Patting out the last of them with her gloved hand as the van went up in flames.
Everyone backed off as Hope helped her sister to her feet and they ran back too.  Then I watched the feed as Charity opened a closed fist to reveal a silver Aelftus ear shield which had little hearts engraved on the leading edge.
I whispered “It’s Killy’s,” and half the room turned to look back at me.  Fuck, she wasn’t there. But, she had been.
Then the whole search began anew as fire truck sirens sounded in the distance over their coms.
Dad stepped over to me and said, “Come home and get some rest, there’s nothing else we can do here until field agents uncover more actionable intelligence.”
I looked from him to the screens as the teams finished sweeping the building before exiting as the fire trucks started to arrive.  I looked from him to Mom who joined us. “She’s out there.”  Mom smiled sadly and cupped my cheek with a hand, nodding slowly as she assured me, “One thing we know about Killishia, is that she’s a survivor, and she has a knack for surprising us all.”
De Luca stepped up and told us, “They want her for something, they targeted her and took her, they didn’t kill her so that means they want her alive.  Likely for a bargaining chip.  The conflict between them and the Aelftus has isolated them from most of the rest of the world.  So whatever their reasons, we know she’s alive, that’s a good thing.”
We looked back to the busy TAC center, where the search was already starting from the warehouse and spiraling outward.  I started, “We need to check the area for private cameras to see if…”
“God damn it, Laun.  You’re recovering from a gunshot wound and some bruised ribs, we all know how to do our jobs here.  You’re no good to her if you push yourself.  We’ll let you know the moment we get any leads.”
My frustration rose as I clenched and unclenched my fists before I slowly nodded once and Mom led Lisa and me out of the room.  Sofia nodded once to me, determination on her face.  Why did it feel as if I was useless in helping my girl?
Lis squeaked and pulled away from Mom and me as she dashed through people gathered outside of Tactical, and dove into the arms of Issac Walker, who was looking utterly relieved to see her.  He hugged her to him and kissed the top of her head as she buried her face in his shoulder.  “Hey, love.  I was so worried.”
She nodded and pulled back to look up at him.  He winced, a combination of utter relief she was ok, and a burning rage at her swollen and heavily bruised face.  The man really did love her fiercely and it filled my aching heart with warmth as she told him through her wired jaw, “They’ve got Kia.”
He nodded and turned to us while still holding her possessively and protectively.  He was good people.  Lisa couldn’t have found better.  We all turned when Dad cleared his throat. “Let’s continue this upstairs and give our people here room to work.”
We all started toward the elevators and someone squeaked out, “Tana, baby girl.”  My eyes snapped wide as I scanned the line of security by the elevators as Abigail Renner, Kia’s mom, snapped out, “Out of my way, brute,” and one of the formidable men spasmed to a ticking sound and the smell of ozone as he fell back, revealing a small woman who looked so very much like my Killy, only a bit older, with her fire red hair and a wild look on her face as she turned off the taser in her hand.
Two men started to grab at her but their hands stopped halfway to her as Cyrus Renner caught their arms, causing them to look from his hands to him with wide eyes when they found this Sapien was overpowering them as he said so calmly it sounded menacing, “I wouldn’t.”
Even I had to admit, Cyrus Renner was a pretty man.  Well over six feet tall with classically handsome, chiseled looks and physique.  Always soft-spoken, but was dangerously protective of his wife and child.  His emerald eyes blazing with the promise of violence which he could back up if they tried to stop Abby.  The same eyes Killy inherited, making her the first green-eyed Elf.
Dad snapped out with a growl in his voice, “Stand down, let them through.”
They looked back and stood taller at attention, one barking out with military precision, “Yes, Minya,” and then Abigail was rushing up to me and pulling me into a hug.
“Tana, nobody is telling us anything.  They wouldn’t let us in to see you in medical last night.  Mom and Dad have been relaying everything to us. Where’s our girl? How did the recovery go?”
I winced, she was holding me tightly, causing my ribs to burn a little as I assured her with a squeeze before she released me and stole Lisa from Issac to hug her too.  Kia’s mom screwed her face up in empathy at Lisa’s battered face. “We’re doing everything we can.  She wasn’t at the warehouse, but she had been there.  We’re getting close.”
I noted that she was fully manifested.  She must be as frantic as I was about the situation, normally she suppressed her Elvish traits, and this is the first time I saw her openly showing her heritage, her crystal blue eyes blazing and sparkling, swept-back ears tapered to sharp points.  Even her intentional, frumpy look she preferred to show the world couldn’t hide that she was quite a stunning Elf.
Then I was blinking in shock when the two people I least expected to ever see set foot inside of Laun Tower moved up behind her. I sputtered, “Mr. and Mrs. Renner.”
Irene smiled fondly at me, looking nervous at being here. “Tana.  I’m glad to see you on your feet, dear.”  She reached out to squeeze one of my hands as she pulled Lisa to her with her other hand to give her a side hug.  “Both of you girls.”
Roberto and Irene Renner, Killy’s grandparents, on her father’s side, ran an underground safe house for Elvish families who still wished to remain hidden from the public and the Elf Council.  And it was recently revealed they were part of a huge network of people sympathetic to the families wishing to remain hidden.  The network was called the Whisperers and has even been helping keep the Riicathi hidden for the past couple of centuries.
They were diametrically opposed to the Council’s control over the entire Aelftus race and affairs, thinking it an overreach of authority when they impressed their will on the non-voting clans and Dearmadta.  It showed their concern for their granddaughter that they would put all of that aside to set foot in the Tower… and the guilt hit me full force again, knowing I was the reason their granddaughter had been taken.  I blinked back hot tears, refusing to let them flow.
Unlike Abigail, they still repressed their Elvish traits, likely because unlike the Riicathi who could manifest or repress their traits at will, regulating the protoelastin in their blood, if they manifested, it would be days or weeks before they stored enough protoelastin to repress their traits again.
When Roberto stepped forward, I hugged the middle-aged Hispanic man, “Roberto.”
“Dear one.”
He looked from me to my parents, narrowing his eyes as she said simply, “Launs.”
Dad inclined his head and responded in kind, “Renners…”  Leaving the fact we still didn’t know their true clan name unspoken.  Then he added, “We’re heading to the penthouse so people here can go about locating your granddaughter.  Please join us.”
He made an ushering motion.  Irene looked from us to the doors of Tactical, then shared, “There have been murmurs lately through Whisperer contacts that the Laramer Bloc has been expressing extreme interest in Halflings, though details are not forthcoming.  But it seems they are determined to obtain one through any means necessary.”
Dad narrowed his eyes. “How recent is this intelligence and why hasn’t it been…”
Roberto interrupted. “We’ve only heard the rumblings the past couple of weeks, but there hasn’t been enough to determine anything from it.  We don’t have many Whisperers inside the Bloc countries, so haven’t been able to verify yet or get any details.  But it seems the rumors are substantiated.”
Mom nodded slowly and mused aloud, “That explains Kia’s abduction and the botched attempt on Andre Riicathi the same day.  They still haven’t learned their lesson about tangling with the Riicathi it seems.  Andre took out their entire squad… and he’s only half-Elf.”
I blurted, “What?  They tried for Andre too?  Why didn’t I know that?”  Then I said with urgency, adrenaline starting to flow, “Jacob!  He…”
Dad assured me. “He’s fine.  He’s been confined to the Tower by his mother until this mess is sorted out.”  I exhaled shakily in relief.
Then mom and dad pulled me into motion and our growing group retired to the elevators to head to our penthouse suites.  The plot was thickening yet we still had no idea what was truly going on or where my girl was.


Chapter 7 – The Shalo
It took four excruciatingly long days until we picked up the trail again.  My anxiety had been ramping up day by day, knowing the more time that passed, the less likely we were to find Killishia.
The Laramer Bloc of course denied any involvement in the abduction, even though the body of the man I had killed was positively identified as a member of the illegitimate military leadership of Ethiopia.  Captain Belkis Desta of their Shock Guards.  They claim he went AWOL a week before the attack.
It was no surprise since they have denied everything since the Aelftus declared war on them.  And every one of their genocidal acts has been proven beyond a shadow of a doubt.  So many Elf remains from mass graves and torture and detainment centers deep inside the Bloc countries were still being identified by our medical experts and laid to rest.
More intel has been trickling in from the Whisperer network still entrenched deep inside the xenophobic countries of the Bloc.  They risked their lives to get word to others outside the Bloc, and the little snippets they have gleaned have started building a bleak picture.
It seems Sudan, the country that originally formed the Laramer Bloc, has been quietly recruiting geneticists who have had their credentials revoked from various countries for illegal genetic research since Killy revealed the existence of Halflings to the world.  Lab equipment has been being shipped from hostile countries like North Korea and Iraq, to Ethiopia.
Our medical experts' best guess is that they are looking to create a biological weapon to specifically target Aelftus genes.  Much like the Project Pelican black ops group, vehemently denied by Congress, operating on American soil had created a neurotoxin that specifically targeted the Aelftus.  It appears likely that the Bloc is looking for even more ways in which to kill us.
Our geneticists aren’t sure why they wanted to get ahold of Kia and Andre, except to possibly either make sure whatever they are cooking up would affect them too.  Or maybe study the differences between their genetics and Sapiens so that whatever hell they may be trying to create doesn't cross the species barrier and kill off Sapeins as well.
But it is all just conjecture at this point.  The main thing is that we need to find Killy before the assholes can get her out of the USA and to the labs they are setting up there in Africa.
 We finally caught a break when a suspected Bloc operative had been spotted in New York, when his last known sighting had been up in Canada, near Toronto.  He succumbed to massive injuries he sustained when the Riicathi located him and he tried to fight his way out, diving from the third floor of the safehouse he was in when he was being questioned when they incapacitated him.  But they were able to get a single word out of him before he took the easy way out.
Shalo.
Nobody wants to ask how they got him to share that single clue.  The Riicathi aren’t known for subtly, but they protect their own with a fiery vehemence that will put the fear of god into even the most devout atheist.
It didn’t take long to discover Shalo was the name of a Liberian-flagged cargo vessel that was docked in a shipping yard in Queens, scheduled to depart for Cape Horn in South Africa next week.  The Liberians were spotty at best with a questionable record of shipping for anyone, even countries under international sanctions, but they also had one of the biggest shipping fleets in the world so the UN treads lightly when addressing those shipments to sanctioned destinations.
We found ourselves back in the TAC center as the NYPD and Aefltus Security, led by the Riicathi conducted a raid on the port, only to find an empty slip where the Shalo was supposed to be docked.  I got on coms, getting me cross looks from the people running the mission, “Audrey… by that gangplank… that fabric.”
Audrey stepped over to it and looked at the rainbow-colored fabric that was mostly tucked behind the swing support by the rail.  A hard lump formed in my throat which made it hard for me to catch my breath as I rasped out, “That’s Kia’s scarf.”
Audrey clasped it tight in a gloved fist and growled out with venom in her tone, “Good girl, Kia.”  Then to us, “She’s leaving a breadcrumb trail.”  And we knew without a doubt that she had been on the Shalo.
The harbormaster shared with our NYPD liaison, De Luca, that the Shalo had departed four days ahead of schedule. The day after Killishia was taken.  But when we attempted to track the ship via its AIS, or Automatic Identification Signal, we discovered it had ‘gone dark’, turning off its transponder the following day after it left US waters into international waters.
It took six days of searching military, civilian, and Aelftus satellite feeds before the vessel was located again.  The ocean is huge.  It is sometimes hard to comprehend just how huge.  Two-thirds of the planet is covered in water, over one hundred and thirty-nine million square miles.  Add to that the various storms that obscure large portions of it.
It wasn’t until the search spiraled out from the projected course the cargo ship would have taken if it were truly heading to Cape Horn, that she was spotted between storms on a choppy sea, already two-thirds of the way across the Atlantic, steaming slowly toward Morocco or Portugal, likely heading to the Mediterranean and Suez Canal to get to the Bloc.
It ate at me that it took another two days to organize an international strike team to mount the rescue of my girl.  I wanted to go then and there, but I understood that we had to do this the right way.  I spent those days and nights, just watching the satellite feed from one of our earth-observing satellites with our security forces.  Even when we lost sight of the Shalo when it entered a particularly large storm system.  The inclement weather and lightning were even interfering with the thermal imaging of a military satellite we were piggybacking off of.
I spent hours arguing with my parents, that I needed to be there when we rescued Killy.  They were having none of it, Dad insisting, “It is a military operation and you will not put yourself in danger.”
I spat back, “Kia is in danger, and it’s my fault she’s in that situation.  You can’t stop me from going, I’ve got all the training you and mom insisted on.”  Then I pleaded, “She’s my girl.”
To my blinking surprise, it was Ivan who swayed them, “Minya, Pietor and I will escort the Aryon, in an observational role only.”
And Diedre Riicathi interjected from where she was watching the satellite feeds too, “You can see she needs to do this.  I will assure nothing horrid befalls your daughter.  I’ll protect her like my own.”
Mom narrowed her eyes and pointed out, “You bring your daughters on the missions with you.”
Diedre grinned. “And they are accomplished combatants.  And so I need to remind you that your daughter is almost as accomplished as them?  Her Mahta-quárë is coming along nicely.”  She held a halting hand up, smirking as she said, “But not to worry, as the Korsivairs said, she won’t be in the line of fire. Observation role only.”
When Mom and Dad exchanged strained looks, I blurted, “Thank you.  I’ll be careful.”
And that’s how we found ourselves here on the Shalo, with the Captain on his ass, being questioned by Diedre.  He was sympathetic to the Laramer Bloc cause, judging by his blatant disdain for Elves.  Diedre’s voice cooled as she crouched, arms draped over her knees, in front of the man who was looking around frantically as if looking for a way to escape.  “Last chance, Captain.”
He scrabbled back harder against Charity’s legs when she leaned in closer, the lack of all emotion sending a chilling tremor down my spine, “Where’s the girl?”
She turned back when the last team emerged from below decks, shaking their heads at her.  She turned to the man who was sweating profusely now.  She took his chin between her fingers and he tried to jerk away, finding her grip held him more firmly than a Sapien could.  She almost whispered, a slight smile twitching at the corner of her lips, “I’m Riicathi, do you understand?”
His eyes went even wider and he went from defiant panic to abject terror and… I made a sour face, scrunching my nose at the acrid smell as a wet spot spread in his pants.  “I don’t know… I don’t…”
Someone called out from the detained men in heavily accented English, “Please don’t kill him.”  A boy, maybe ninteenish, in ill fitting, mismatched body armor, stood, took a limping step forward and frantically pointed east, his hands bound at the wrist by a large zip tie.  “They took Ki… umm, the Elf girl off the ship just hours ago in a fast-boat, before we cleared the storm.”  He kept pointing until a UN soldier reached out and lowered his arms and nudged his chin, and the boy sat back down on the deck with the others, eyes downcast, ignoring the glares he was getting from the others.
“Fuck!”
A man with a UN patch and a US flag on his shoulder called over from the door to the bridge, “Communications logs show a twenty-second transmission from the United States twelve hours ago.”
Audrey looked around at the crew. “Who’s the communications officer?”
A scrawny man, just older than a boy raised his hands, a finger up, his long, bony face showing the same fear the others did, his eyes drifting to the injured and dead who were being laid out by the helicopter.  Audrey asked eyes narrowed, “What was that transmission?  Who sent it?”
To our shock, it hadn’t been from a Bloc operative, instead, he said, “I don’t know.  They didn’t say.  It was short. They said that there was going to be a UN boarding party converging on the ship in twelve hours.  They were American.”
Son of a bitch, was it the mole again?  Warning them?
Ivan growled loudly, lashing out, his fist denting a metal drum on the deck before he looked at me, “Aryon,” motioning a hand to the helicopter before stomping off to the airship.  I shuffled behind him, shivering in the cold,  Pietor guiding me as coms were restored and information was relayed, orders being barked out.
We were one step behind again.  “Gaaah!  This is so frustrating!”
“Da.”
We were flown to the waiting carrier to regroup while a destroyer from the joint task force closed on the Shalo to seize the vessel and put the crew and Bloc soldiers into custody as we entered Moroccan territorial waters.
The briefing room was abuzz and already requesting satellite overflight data for the past twelve hours as I ran my fingers through my hair in frustration, knotting my fists into the longer-than-normal locks.  I stopped and looked at the fistful of hair then relaxed a little, breathing out a shaky breath, smiling over the fact that I’ve been growing my hair longer than my normal layered pixie cut for Killy.  She mentioned how she liked my hair longer and, well I’m a sucker for her big, green eyes.
I dropped my hands to my side and Ivan placed one of his huge hands on my shoulder and gave me a little squeeze. “We will find her and bring her home, Aryon.  Have faith.”
“Tana, big man.”
“Yes, Aryon.”
I may or may not have snorted at the large Russian man who I swear saw Killishia as more than just a protectee, he and his brother almost treat her like a little sister.  And I could easily see why Killy herself is so fond of the brothers.
Nodding slowly I re-centered myself and pulled out the military-grade LaunPad with its satellite link and started hacking into the local harbor patrol feeds, seeing a coastline appearing on the horizon on one of the multitude of monitors on the wall.
We’re coming, Killy.  Just hang in there.


Chapter 8 – Experimental Research Base
It was a long and frustrating week.  I looked at Killy’s other temporary ear shield on my palm.  It had been recovered in the hold of the cargo ship where she had been chained to a chair that they had bolted to the deck.  They hadn’t let her farther than three feet from it, the length of the chain, as they crossed the angry ocean through the spring storms.
The thought of it making my blood boil not for the first time.  They hadn’t even let her use the facilities, making her relieve herself in a bucket beside the chair.  I clenched my fist around the ear shield.  She was still leaving us a breadcrumb trail, confirming we were on the right track.  Though it isn’t likely they were holding a different green eyed Elf, since she’s the only one in existence.  Still, it showed she hasn’t given up, and was thinking with her sharp mind as always.
I checked my gear as the transport plane rumbled through the sky, UN and NATO stealth fighters and bombers had already cleared the path  for us, leveling the anti aircraft batteries, ground to air missile batteries, and radar platforms along our flight path.
Taking a deep breath I looked around the ramp bay of the ALI-77 Globetrotter transport.  A squad of nearly one hundred and two combatants, and three light military vehicles stood at the ready.  And I could hear the fighter escort guiding us to target even over the deep roaring thrum of the transport’s four Havashire Starling ducted turbojet engines.
I nodded to myself, this was finally it.  We finally tracked her down, deep in the core of Ethiopia, to a military compound that was being set up as some sort of lab or medical facility judging by the equipment being observed arriving on site by our satellite coverage.
It took days to locate footage of the seventy foot cigarette speed boat, exiting the storm system from the general vicinity of the Shalo, and it went up the coast to the Straight of Gibraltar where we lost it due to not having any archived footage of the area, but we picked it back up again refueling in Algiers, before making landfall again in Libya.
Libya, while not part of the Laramer Bloc, were sympathetic to them and refused sanctioning them, so it made sense that the Ethiopians would use them to bypass the Suez Canal.  After securing the speed boat and finding Kia had faintly and discretely left her initials on the mirror of the head, we tracked a convoy of trucks through Libya and the Sudan to this base in Ethiopia using satellites and a series of stealth drones which shadowed them the entire way.
We tried diplomatic solutions to get my girl back, but once again, they denied having Kia and warned that yet another incursion of their territory would meet swift and violent retaliation from all the countries of the Bloc.  It was a hollow, empty threat since we’ve proved that we commanded their airspace with complete impunity, wielding air superiority over their old Russian Migs and Iranian HESA Kowsar fighters.
Their antiquated air defense systems were no match for the European and US stealth systems, precision munitions, and cruise missiles.  Many of the systems provided by the Laun and Havashire arms manufacturing divisions.
They had the numbers, over a hundred and fifty thousand soldiers in Ethiopia alone, but they’ve come out of any engagements with the UN task forces, limping in retreat, especially when strikes on their military and holding facilities were lead by the Riicathi.  Like now.
Diedre, her twins, and Killy’s grandparents were at the front of the task force as everyone was checking each other’s gear, clipping to the static line in preparation for the jump.  Ivan clipped my harness onto his.  I’ve been skydiving a few times, but this was a military operation and these certainly weren’t steerable, maneuverable ram air chutes.  So I had to tandem jump with the big Russian.
Again, we were there for observation only and weren’t cleared to engage the enemy in the base.
I tried not to think of the coordinated synchronous attacks that were going to be happening all across the Laramer Bloc.  Just a couple weeks back we had been on the verge of peace talks with them now that all the Aelftus citizens have been liberated and repatriated from their lands. But now, Aelftus forces were going to end their ability to wage war altogether.  They truly didn’t know what they were releasing upon themselves by abducting one of our Council Members, nor how close they were to us just leaving them alone to rot in their own hate and intolerance.
The last few days were so frustrating to me, as we couldn’t launch the extraction operation until the convoy reached its destination.  Then it took another couple days to organize the operation and Aefltus Security Forces to prep for what they were calling Operation Pacification, which the UN refused to supply forces for, so the Council voted for the unilateral military engagement.  The time for diplomacy had passed.
The blue ‘ready light’ lit in the bay and the pilot called out over coms, “One minute before we arrive at the drop zone.  Game faces, all you ground pounders.”
Someone called out, “Ramp.”  Someone echoed, “Ramp deploying.”
Then with the sound of rushing air and the engine rumbling doubling in volume causing me to wince and check my headphones to make sure they were actually deadening at least some of the howling, the ramp lowered showing the twilight of morning illuminating the trees and landscape blurring past far below.
I looked at the jump clock as it counted down, clenching and unclenching my fists to tamp down the adrenaline fueled anxiety that was constricting around me like a python crushing its prey.
A loud tone sounded and with a mechanical clank the cargo hooks released the vehicles and their pallets slid along the rollers of the ramp and when their rip cords reached their ends on the static line, multiple huge parachutes deployed, blooming like delicate silk mushrooms in the sky.
Five seconds later, a second tone sounded as an amber jump light lit, and without hesitation, the Riicathi at the front of the lines disappeared, leaping without a second thought.  The rest of the soldiers started streaming out the ramp and diving toward the target far below, their chutes opening when their rip cords pulled on the static line.
Then it was down to us.  Ivan and I made our way to the end of the ramp, pulling our goggles into place, with Pietor at our side.  They did one last check of their weapons to make sure they were secured, then they looked at me as I glanced down to see the sky filled with camo colored chutes, drifting along in a long line in the air behind us.
I nodded at Ivan as my toes bunched and unbunched at the edge of the ramp while I tucked my arms tight into my chest like they had instructed, and before I could even steel myself or take a deep breath, we were falling.
For the briefest of moments, we just plummeted, and just as I caught my breath, it felt as if we were being yanked upward, leaving my stomach behind.  I knew from my skydiving experience that it was a trick of the mind, it was just the chute deploying and the drag slowing us down so swiftly that it just gave the phantom feeling of going up.  I instinctively started to reach forward for the steering lines that weren’t there.  Ivan was controlling the chute, with what little steering ability these big round military canopies possessed.
I relaxed and simply hung there, the reassuring, solid bulk of the Russian behind me.  Then I took a moment to marvel at the freeing feeling of gliding down through the air defying gravity’s hungry pull, its drive to bring you plummeting to your demise.  It made me feel… well, feel alive.
We angled toward the massing of chutes as we drifted toward our target landing zone.  And that’s when the sun peeked over the horizon, and I gasped, eyes dilating as the sky and the world was flooded with a humbling wave of color and beauty that felt like I was touching a piece of heaven, each and  every time.
It is one of my favorite things in life, and I still cannot believe how blind I was to it before I manifested for the first time.  And whenever I experienced the glory of it, I couldn’t help the little pang of guilt I had over the fact that Sapeins like Lisa would never be able to witness the artistry and splendor the universe is capable of painting.
Ivan called out over the rushing wind, “Aryon?  Aryon prepare yourself.”  I tore my eyes from the sky to look down and was shocked to find the tree canopy rapidly approaching as we turned slowly toward a large clearing near the riverbank.
The heavily fortified base a mile off had spotted our descent and we could hear air raid klaxons going off and a few overzealous Bloc soldiers were attempting pot shots at the incredible distance judging by the gunshots we could hear coming from the base as vehicles started to scramble.
But just as we were lowering below the canopy, a plume of smoke and a contrail started streaking our way.  Someone had launched what looked like some sort of MANPAD shoulder fired surface to air missile at our descending group.  The next moment I was clapping my hands over my ears when out of nowhere a, missile streaked in, blowing the incoming missile out of the sky in a violently fiery explosion, the shock wave rippling our chute and sending us rocking on our lines.  And a stealth jet roared past just over tree level, twisting up and away back into the sky.
Four seconds later, my heart pounding hard in my chest, we were impacting the ground. Ivan pulled me tight to his chest as he folded around me and took the brunt of the impact cradling me as he rolled once before coming to his feet and smoothly unclipping me and raising his sidearm.  He swept me behind him with one hand, scanning the forest, sweeping the trees with his gun even though we were so far from the enemy.
All of this occurred before our chute finished settling on the ground.  It was impressive enough I wondered, not for the first time, why the Korsivairs had been removed from Elvish Special Ops. 
The others were pulling in their chutes as teams rushed to the vehicles to inspect them and unstrap and unload them from their pallets.  I went into action pulling our chute into a bundle to stuff away onto the pallets with the others while men and women checked their gear and weapons.
I remained silent as people organized into teams and did coms checks, Pietor and Ivan moving us to the back of the ranks.  We could hear vehicles heading our way through the dense forest.  It would take them five or ten minutes to pick their way thought the jungle-like Harenna Forest to get to us.  If they knew what was coming, they’d be heading the other way and not look back.  And we’d meet them halfway.
I glanced around to see, the Riicathi already disappearing into the trees as the transports started up, and troops started loading in.  We loaded into the rear vehicle and we were underway, driving slowly along the game trails the satellites picked up from orbit, twisting and turning around trees and rock outcroppings covered in undergrowth.  Men manning the 50 caliber roof turrets.
The five jeep-like trucks with weapons tripods shoddily welded to them and two motorcycles we came across a half mile from the base were abandoned, only blood on the seats and forest floor around the still running vehicles evidenced the Riicathi passing.  I noted the long slashes on some of the seats, were indicative of Charity and Hope’s work, as they favored the long katana style blades to the sidearms some of the Riicathi preferred.
I absently wondered if the enemy had even seen them coming as our transport rumbled and rocked and bounced along slowly in their wake.  The only sound besides our vehicles’ engines and the protesting of the wheels and suspension, were the turret bearing mechanisms pivoting side to side as the gunners swept the area.
Then we slowed to a stop just out of view of the base itself.  The Riicathi were all crouched in a line looking intently at something.  We could hear multiple heavy vehicles and two heavy tracked vehicles that could only be the Soviet Era tanks we knew they had in the courtyard of the base all lining up in a clearing beyond.
People were unloading and holding back when two of the Riicathi forward scouts held up halting hands.  We moved up to where Audrey and Emit were beckoning us.  Ivan whispered, as we arrived behind an inordinately huge tree with fern-like underbrush at its base, “Problem?”
Emit nodded.  “Problem.”
Then Audrey prompted me in a whisper, “What do you see?”
I looked toward the base, which I could just see the tops of its walls maybe a hundred and fifty yards off through the dense forest.  Then my eyes widened as I pointed at the clearing between the base and the forest, whispering back.  “There.”
Pietor was nodding slowly, his brows pinched.  Ivan voiced it, looking at the two fresh pits ahead of us, then an older looking pit off to the side with the remains of some sort of animal that had been picked almost to the bone by scavengers long ago, “Minefield.”
My blood ran cold.  We hadn’t planned for that.  Diedre dropped down from somewhere virtually silently, and I was the only one to jump at her sudden appearance.  She pointed at the two blast craters, saying, “Fairly recent, but no remains.  Whatever it was came through the minefield there, days ago from the regrowth of the path they trampled through the trees.”
She was smirking a little, cocking a brow at all of us.  Audrey was fastest on the uptake.  “And it left us a path through the mines.”
She made some hand signals and all the Riicathi converged on us.  A few whispered instructions later and we all followed the Riicathi through the minefield, one at a time until we could see the clearing beyond, just out of sight of the soldiers, tanks, and a mismatched array of military and converted civilian vehicles that were in process of circling their compound.
From what I could make out, it seems nature had partially reclaimed the base, that high wall only circling half the base, and high chain link and razor-wire fencing enclosed the rest.  There were two guard towers at the dirt road entrance.  The two tanks were on either side of the gated entrance, lowering their turrets in our general direction.
Someone said into coms, “Flight Two, Ground One, ETA?  A little assistance would be appreciated down here.”
The sound of an approaching jet, multiple times louder than the stealth support fighters was rapidly approaching.  “Roger that, sit tight and let us wrap this up in a bow for you, commencing run now, all you Pointies down there might want to cover your ears.”
Now I’ve seen documentaries of the simply ugly jet with the two inordinately huge engines lumbering along through the air, looking simply lethargic compared to the fighters, but seeing it in person was something altogether different.
And when the oversize cannon started burping out an almost solid chain of fire, it was something to witness as the incoming wall of fire being slung by the A-10 Warthog was uniquely awe inspiring, as four hundred rounds per second of high explosive incendiary ammunition ripped up the ground and armored vehicles alike.  The tanks were torn open like they didn’t have armor at all, and a secondary explosion shook the ground as one blew up violently, leaving a smoking hulk behind, its turret on its side beside the burning mess.
The Warthog pitched up, banking and coming around for another run.  As it strafed more vehicles on the other side of the base, its main gun burping out another stream of depleted uranium rounds, a cacophony of small arms fire rang out, and I saw some lucky shots sparking on the underside of the A-10.  I shook my head, didn’t these Laramer asses know the A-10 is possibly the most heavily armored plane in the skies?  And the pilot himself was protected by what was essentially an armored bathtub that surrounded the cockpit.  Their small arms were like shooting a pea shooter at a dragon as it spit fire on them.
After the third run, the A-10 banked and angled back the way it had came, the pilot came over coms, “Ground One, Flight Two, I leave the scraps to you.  Happy hunting.”
“Roger Flight Two, we’ll clean up you mess.”  The responding chuckle told me this was common banter between ground and air troops.
We could see some contrails high in the sky to the north, and an explosion.  Flight One had engaged incoming jets, continuing to establish air superiority.  And when I looked down, I had to blink, the Riicathi were nowhere to be seen.  I glanced at the open field of the clearing between the base and our forest cover.  The Riicathi had used the aerial distraction to move.
Three figures were slipping over the wall, and more were cutting the razor wire and chain-link where the wall met the fence, and slipping through.  Two short bursts of static sounded on coms and the rest of our group was charging across the clearing as the agonized and gurgling screaming and gunshots inside the compound began.
Ivan, Pietor and I just watched from the treeline, my frustration building that we were relegated to the sidelines like this when Killishia was somewhere inside there, being subjected to god knows what kinds of medical experimentation.  I shook the image of her laying out on a dissection table from my head, my rage, anxiety, and panic rising and I started to move, just to have Kia’s Cookie Twins absently reach back an arm in tandem to stop me from breaking cover.
I glared at them, but then relaxed seeing a frustrated rage pinching their own brows, their hands on their sidearms creaking as their grips tightened.  I couldn’t be angry at them for holding me back since I knew they wanted to be in there just as badly as I did.  The main gate slid open a little, two Riicathi pushing it as the others arrived and streamed in.
More gunfire and shouts erupted, as the enemy rallied, there were three rapid fire explosions and the air raid klaxons warbled and wound down as the little tower they were on fell inward into the smoke billowing inside the base.
A few seconds later, four of our detachment took positions at the gate, securing it.  I growled, “Fuck this ‘wait in the car’ bullshit, boys.”
Ivan listened to the coms chatter, nodding once to himself, “Da.  The entrance is secure.”  We all winced at the sharp booming of flash-bang grenades exploding, our ears still ringing from the residual bombardment of the klaxon sirens, a tactic the Larmer Bloc had taken to whenever under attack even from ground forces.
They knew loud sounds were hell on Aelftus ears and disorientingly painful.  Which is why they used flash-bangs with wild abandon during any battles, assaulting our more sensitive eyes and ears, trying to take any tiny advantage they could in each losing engagement.
Ivan warned again, “Your side arm, Aryon.  Stay…”
“I know, I know, big guy.  Stay behind you and don’t engage.”  I pulled my side arm, checked the chamber, slid home a magazine with red tape on the bottom of it, and racked the slide.  After verifying a round was in the chamber, and my cheeks heating at the raised brow and nod of approval from the Russian, I made an ushering motion with my free hand, “Lay on, MacDuff.”
He shook his head as we started moving, at a half jog toward the gates, “You sound like Miss Kia.”  I exhaled slowly at the observation.  Her geekness has wormed its way into my heart the short few months since we first met, and infected me.  Since I wasn’t a geek before I met her… much… fine whatever, maybe I had a latent geek gene since I dipped my toes in the culture more than a little over my formative years.  Hell, that’s why I have a Hello Kitty tattoo blowing a heart next to my… you know what, never-mind, you don’t need to know where it’s hidden.
We took positions behind the smoking hulk of the tank turret that had blown off, the stench of the burning wreckage and… I swallowed bile… burning flesh putrid in the air.  Heat from the flames uncomfortable on my skin as we peered inside the base where a pitched battle was raging.
I could see beyond the courtyard, the building our intelligence group designated a medical research facility off to the side of the command center.  Six men behind a bunker of stacked sandbags, one with an old, Soviet, belt fed machine gun on a tripod, guarded the doors of the concrete building.
When one of the short bursts from that machine gun clipped one of our people who went spinning down to the ground, then I was shaking my head when three shadows dropped from the roof behind them.  I could hear the gurgling cries as Charity and Hope’s blades slit two men’s throats from behind.
Before the others could react, Audrey stood and with a combination I could barely follow, slammed a fist into the throat of the gunner, and before his hands could reach up to grasp his collapsed trachea, her booted foot slammed across his jaw with such violent force I could hear the cracking as it dislocated.  Then there was a crunch as she stomped his skull when he fell where he stood.
It all happened in less than a second and she was swinging the machine gun around to sling hot lead at the remaining guards, who were swinging their weapons her way… too late as they were filled with a hail of bullets which virtually cut them in half before she just pushed the tripod over and huffed in derision at their corpses.
I had to blink when I realized I had somehow missed Diedre and Emet’s arrival in the gunner’s nest as they stepped back from the door covering their ears as a small breaching charge went off, blowing the locks.
Emet kicked the door open, tossing an enemy flash-bang grenade inside he must have picked up somewhere.  It blew with a loud crack and flash of light, then he grinned and inclined his head, as he chivalrously held the door open for the women to stalk through, Audrey cutely curtsying the man and kissing his cheek primly as they vanished inside.  More muffled screams and gunshots followed.
Note to self.  Never, ever, ever get in the Riicathi’s cross-hairs.  A cold shiver went down my spine.  Then I turned my attention to the overall engagement, which was already dwindling in ferocity.  Another team blowing a shaped entry charge in a wall of the command center, bypassing the doors which were no doubt heavily fortified with half a platoon of men guarding them inside.
A few bursts of automatic fire was exchanged before it dwindled off to an occasional shout or shot.  The team was systematically sweeping each building in the expansive compound, calling out all clears or calling for support when enemy combatants were found.
That was enough for me, it was obvious the compound was secure except for a few stragglers hiding out in the buildings.  I broke cover, Ivan cursing out, “Ye-bat'.”  Then a chastising, “Aryon!” as two sets of heavy footsteps pounded after me.
I slid to a stop at the woman I saw shot by the machine gun and grabbed her tactical vest and started dragging her to the cover of some crates as she groaned in pain.  I almost fell when Ivan just grabbed the woman’s arms and pulled her from me with zero apparent effort and pulled her the rest of the way, laying her out behind the crates.
Pietor started stripping the body armor from the woman, multiple plates were shattered, and he was pouring water from a canteen on a wound on her side before applying a field dressing, telling the woman who was breathing hard through the pain, her teeth clenched, “Good, your armor took the brunt of it.  Only one round made it though.  Non vital hit.”  Then he added as he gave her an approving nod, “Keep pressure there.”
Then we were on the move to the two other injured teammates we could see in the courtyard, hauling them to cover and assessing their wounds.  I turned my head and dry heaved, bile gorging my throat when we reached the last man.  His leg had been blown off, and half his torso was almost hamburger, arms torn up.  I realized from the damage, that the brave man had died curling around a grenade to protect his team.
We moved his still form behind some drums of oil and Ivan reached out and closed the man’s eyes, head down in respect.
Then I was yanked back when I stood and started toward the medical facility, when a big hand with a grip of iron pulled me back down.  “Nyet.  Listen this time, Aryon.  Not until it is cleared.”
I huffed out in exasperation as men were marched out of various buildings, hands on their heads, some limping, all their eyes wide in horror at the bloody courtyard strewn with bodies of their comrades.  Occasionally a shout or gunshot would sound out as building numbers were called out as clear as the troops systematically went through them.
I pushed the boys’ restraining hands off of me when a tall, fit Riicathi was being helped out of a structure, limping, and blood streaming down his arm.  I rushed to the man and took him from the soldiers who turned back around and entered the structure again, weapons sweeping.
“I got ya.  Come on, let’s get this looked at.”  The handsome, middle aged man, with silvering, dark frosted, short cropped hair looked down at me, his arm slung over my shoulder, and he chuckled then coughed, wincing in pain.  “What?”
He shook his head as I pulled him to sit behind the drums with Ivan and Pietor whose chastising looks I was pointedly ignoring.  The man shrugged and said, “Who would have thought it?  A Laun helping a Riicathi.”
I shrugged again as I helped Pietor cut away the man’s sleeve so the Russian could assess his wound.  “Who knows, maybe one day soon a Laun might marry a Riicathi…” I trailed off not wanting to voice the last, “...if Killy is ok.”  I surprised myself, even though this wasn’t the first time I entertained a future with my beguiling, red headed, green eyed siren.  She has so firmly ensconced a place in my heart, I already couldn’t imaging life without her by my side, blurting obscure pop culture references as she trips over a whole lot of nothing in her path.
I looked at the man.  “You look familiar…”
He supplied with a huge, toothy grin, “Samuel Riicathi…” then he added, tongue in cheek, “Aryon.”  My eyes flew wide.  I could see it now, this was Diedre’s father.  I thought he was still down in the Falklands coordinating the Whisperer intelligence flowing in.  Jacob had more than a little of his grandfather’s looks.
Rolling my eyes at the teasing man, I watched as Pietor examined the wound, mumbling, “Through and through.”  He deftly wrapped the wound and tied off the pressure bandage.
I prompted, “You seem quite adept at that, Pietor.”
He nodded absently as he finished up, “Da, I’ve three years field medic training.” I blinked, not knowing that about the big guy.  Then again, I didn’t know much about the brothers at all, except they had been Aelftus Special Forces.  I’m embarrassed to admit that up until Killishia came into our lives, I thought the pale Russians were mute, since I’d never heard them utter a single word.  Always so serious and dedicated to their jobs.
It made me smile warmly to myself knowing how much more relaxed and personable they’ve become since my girl has chipped away at their stony, rigid military bearing.  My girl is really rubbing off on them.  Before, I’d have thought Pietor would have died a thousand deaths before saying more than three words to me like this.  And I have to tell you, now that I’m getting to know them better, I really like the brothers.
I muttered to myself, “It seems a waste they aren’t utilizing you two better, with all your skills.”
Ivan chuckled, “We were to be assigned to your detail before Miss Kia showed up in a flourish of flamboyant chaos, Aryon.  Your father pulled us from the search for any Riicathi survivors after we missed them at Cape Horn.  He was arranging for us to take over your detail since the others can’t seem to keep track of you.”
That… I didn’t know either.  So them being pulled from Special Ops wasn’t a punishment for missing the Riicathi?  I, and everyone else, had just assumed.  So it was my fault two of our best assets were relegated to guard duty to my girl?  I felt a little sheepish and asked, “Sorry?”
The two men chuckled good heartedly.
Someone shouted, “Fire in the hole!”  We all braced, covering our ears as the ground shook when the motor pool structure went up in a small mushroom cloud of smoke and fire.  It had become standard operating procedure in all Bloc engagements to limit their ability to wage war, which included disabling or destroying any and all vehicles.
All clears were coming in from all over the compound as the prisoners and wounded were all ushered into the courtyard, searched and restrained.  And we waited five long minutes before Emit came stomping out of the medical building, cursing a litany of colorful phrases as he kicked the damaged outer door so hard it slammed into the concrete structure with a resounding boom, and then with the protesting of tearing metal, fell off its hinges to clatter on the ground.
I blinked, never having seen the usually calm and in control man so frustrated and angry, even when he had learned his granddaughter had been taken.  He swung around and glared at the prisoners and growled out with vehement menace in his tone, “Which one is General Chuol?”
One of the soldiers nudged his chin toward a man in a Sudanese uniform adorned with various patches and medals which likely meant nothing.  Our intelligence reports indicated that General Ibrahim Chuol commanded this outpost in Ethiopian territory.  He was the only General who had given us any real resistance in our Aelftus liberation campaign, which told us this facility was a high value target. Begging the question yet again as to why Killy was so important to it.
Emet strode right through the prisoners without any hesitation, showing he saw them all as no threat as he grabbed a handful of the heavyset man’s uniform and yanked him to his feet.  The defiant look on the man’s face faltered as the enraged Riicathi growled out slowly, “Where is Killishia Renner?  Where is my granddaughter?”
She wasn’t here?  Again?  What was happening?  Had they been tipped off about this raid by whoever has been leaking tactical information about our missions?
I noted Diedre, her twins, and Audrey stepping out of the building, rifling through sheafs of papers as the General started speaking in Sudanese, which I recognized for its heavy Arabic influences.  Emit shook him once violently, “English!”
The man smirked then spoke in a surprisingly fluent English accent, “The little Katoh whore isn’t here.”  Then he gaped in pain when he was struck so soundly by Emit’s fist that I’m sure I heard the man’s orbital socket crack.  To the man’s credit, he kept his footing and looked up to meet Emit’s glare with a palpable hate gathering between them, the man’s eye already swelling from the hit.
“Where is she?”
The man started to laugh, causing some of his men to chuckle too as he looked back and called out, “Hey, Leiutenant Tesfaye, why don’t you tell the Katoh freak here where the abomination is?”
Another man, not as emboldened as the General, said in a more restrained, heavily accented voice, “The girl escaped days ago.  When our convoy first arrived here at the compound.  I’ve never seen anyone move so fast.  One moment she was stepping out of the transport and tripping to fall on the ground, the next she was already vaulting over the wall.  Even bound.  There’s been a manhunt going on for the Elf since.”
I blinked, his words soaking in as I turned to look out the gates toward the jungle-like forest beyond.  Killy escaped?  She was out there somewhere?
Emit shoved the General down and then turned to stalk to me, running his hand down his bloody face in exasperation.  None of that blood appeared to be his own.  He stopped in front of me, an apologetic look on his face.  The man looked exhausted and I grabbed his hands to give them a squeeze, my own exhaustion dragging at me.  We had been so close this time.  But my girl was out there somewhere, and had been for days?
Diedre and the others stopped by us, still reading the paperwork before looking up.  “According to this, if I’m interpreting it correctly, the Laramer Bloc’s interest in Halflings was conceived after watching security footage of Killishia and Jacob moving so quickly in the alley in the attack in New York.  Their research revolves around the supposition they can isolate the specific genes allowing a half ‘human’ to access the enhanced speed and strength of the Aelftus.  And developing a stem cell based gene therapy to create their own super soldiers to stand against the ‘rising Katoh threat.”
I blinked and supplied, “Even with my limited knowledge of Halfling physiology, it wouldn’t be possible.  It’s the fact they possess an Aelftus synaptic system coupled with their Sapien nervous system, that they gain that boost when their bodies are flooded with adrenaline.  All the gene therapy in the world can’t reproduce that.  It is something specific to Halflings.”
Charity muttered as she glared at the men in the white lab coats sitting with the prisoners, “Dumbasses.”
That’s when Ivan’s satellite phone started going off in his pack.  He unslung the pack, pulled the phone out and his bows furrowed.  I saw the origin was a number relayed from Ivan’s cell to the satellite phone, from the Sabarei, Kenya vicinity.
He answered, “Da?”
Then his eyes widened as he quickly put it on speakerphone, “Miss Kia?”
My girl’s voice sounded out through the speaker, sounding ragged, exhausted, and relieved.  “Ivan?”  There was a hint of a sob in her voice, then she blurted, “I am so done with Africa.  A nice family is bringing me down to the US Embassy west of Nairobi.  Can I come home now?  Beam me up, Scotty.”
My eyes were blurry from the relieved tears  burning my cheeks.  She was in Kenya?  Fut the actual wuck?  I blurted out before Ivan could respond.  “We’re on our way now, Killy.  Are you ok?”
“Tanny?”


Chapter 9 – Taken
It was so good to hear Tana’s voice on the other side of the phone.  I let out a sob as I asked, to be sure this wasn’t just a dream and I was still in the hands of those Laramer ass waffles, “Tana?”
The past week or two rolled through my mind, how long had it been since I was taken?  I lost track of the days.
It was terrifying when they just executed poor Albert right in front of us.  The big, adorable Samoan man hadn’t stood a chance in the surprise ambush in the alley.  How can anyone do that, just murder a person in cold blood like that?
I just remember spinning to shove Lisa back inside out of the line of fire as Tana started to open a can of whoop-ass on the group of attackers.  Then it felt as if my back had snapped in half when I was struck from behind by what I thought at the time was a bullet, sending me lurching forward to strike my head on the door frame.
I remember thinking before the lights went out that that was it, that I was going to die right there as Jillian’s security guard had.  The next thing I knew I was waking up on the alley floor, being yanked up and dragged to a van.  Every movement hurt my back and I started to struggle until a man inside the van hit me in the back of the head with the butt of some sort of assault rifle.
My eyes fluttered open when the van turned into a parking garage, but I closed them mostly and held stock still.  I assessed myself as I was listening to the men yelling as the two in the front seat got out speaking urgently to each other.  I heard an odd tearing sound which reminded me of plastic wrap stretching as the van rocked a little.  I wasn’t bleeding so it must not have been a bullet that struck me, and my hands were bound with a half dozen big zip ties though my legs weren't.
The back doors opened and the men tossed in wads of white material before slamming the doors then got back in the van and drove out of the parking structure and back onto the streets at a more sedate speed.  I looked at the material through squinted eyes.  Holy Vulcan ka'athyra, Batman, had the van been vinyl-wrapped to conceal its color?
I let the bumping and swaying of the van conceal my hand slowly reaching up with my bound hands to pull off one of these new, uncomfortable ear shields and I dropped it to the floor of the van.  The Cookie Twins would be looking for me, but they’d be searching for a white panel van, not whatever color it really was.  All I had to do was bide my time and leave little clues for my boys.  They’d find me, they’d save me.
So why was I shaking so much?  I wasn’t even this scared when we were ambushed trying to get Diedre to Aelftus soil for asylum.  One of them noticed me shaking and realized I was awake.  He growled something out in a language foreign to me, but I caught the word ‘Katoh’.  My eyes widened, knowing that the slur was used by members of the Laramer Bloc.  Then I was gasping and coughing when he kicked me soundly in the stomach, causing me to curl defensively into a fetal position as the new pain caused me to dry heave.
It was all I could do to stop dwelling over Tana and Lisa.  Are they okay, were they hurt… or worse?  I couldn’t, wouldn’t assume the worst.  It wasn’t productive and it hurt too much just imagining it, causing an actual ache in my heart to join all the other aches and pains I’ve recently been introduced to.
It took a while before I was able to properly catch my breath.  I looked up from where I lay on the floor and asked, noting how weak and shaky my voice sounded to myself, “Who are you?  What do you want with me?  My parents don’t have the money to pay ransom.”
Another man, who looked like he just came from a fight, with a fat, bloodied lip and swollen eye, looked down at me and with a rage I didn’t understand, grabbed me by the front of the shirt and hauled me up to slam me against the wall of the van in a bench seat that spanned the length of one side of the van, causing me to wince as my back spasmed and the back of my head hit the wall.  “Keep your filthy mouth shut, abomination!”
I… kept my mouth shut as I discretely worked my wrists to see if there was any give in my restraints.  There wasn’t, and they were tight enough it was partially cutting off my circulation if the tingling in my fingertips was any indication.
Closing my eyes I thought to myself, “Ok, Kia.  Think.”  What would Grams and Gramps Riicathi do?  Well, they’d kick all their asses and likely kill or maim all of them in the process, they’re violent but awesome like that.  So bad idea since I hit as effectively as a wet noodle, as evidenced by the only time I ever tried to punch someone and ended up breaking my thumb and wrist and needing to be in a cast for six weeks.
My options were limited, so I just settled on paying attention to my surroundings.  They weren’t bothering to blindfold me or anything so they didn’t care if I knew where we were.  And at the moment we were heading… well into Hell’s Kitchen.  I tried not to look obvious as I watched the city go by through the windshield.
Aaaand, I guess I was quite obvious, as one man looked at me. Then at the window, he looked and said something to another man who responded then pulled a bag over my head and cinched a drawstring on it.  So I wasn’t going to be the next Maxwell Smart or Inspector Gadget it seems.  But I still had hearing which went above and beyond anything I could have imagined when I had believed I was just an average Sapien.
When the sounds of the city muted slightly after a turn, I knew we had entered another building.  And I was dragged out and unceremoniously stuffed into the trunk of a car as I tried to resist.  I got another sharp strike to my stomach for that, and then with a loud resounding thunk, the trunk was slammed down on me, striking my hip as I tried to rise.
The men loaded up, but at least one or two stayed behind… and I could smell gasoline as we re-entered traffic on the street.  Were they going to torch the van?  Shit… would the ear shield melt?
I was so through with this day.  We were supposed to be celebrating.
Reaching up, I pulled the bag off my head and looked around the trunk.  Being an older vehicle, it didn’t have one of those emergency trunk releases in it.  And what kind of self-respecting trunk doesn’t have a tire iron or other blunt object in it?  The only thing I found was an empty soda bottle.  Beggers can’t be choosers, and besides, didn’t John Wick once kill three men in a bar with a pencil?  Man, I need to stop watching so many action flicks.  I just needed an opening to try my most awesome offensive and defensive moves.  I call it the ‘run away’.
When we finally stopped, the smell of nearby water, oil, and ships assaulted me.  The trunk opened and I held the bottle up in front of me defensively.  I was promptly struck soundly at the base of the skull again and the lights went out.  How many times can someone be struck like that?  I’m sure it can’t be a good thing.
I awoke in a warehouse near the water from the sounds around me and the smell of the air.  I was secured to a chair, my hands still bound.  It took a minute to focus my thoughts before I looked around, the mother of all migraines making it a slow deliberate prospect since any motion was making me see spots and wince.
It was a large open space broken up with huge shelving units and crates on the outer perimeter and large shipping containers in rows in the middle.  I could see the door of an office partially obscured by the end of the dilapidated blue shipping container my chair was sitting by on the well-worn concrete floor.
At least a dozen men were sitting in dented and dinged up, folding metal chairs, at a couple of folding card tables that had seen better days, in folding metal chairs.  They were all speaking what was likely Afar or Oromo since I recognized the patches on the two who were wearing uniforms, as Ethiopian.  I’ve seen enough of their uniforms in the TAC center in Laun Tower when my family, the Riicathi led the various Aelftus repatriation rescue missions into Laramer Bloc territory.
The rest were wearing disarray of street clothes or generic body armor and a variety of mismatched weapons from sidearms to knives or machetes to what I assumed were hunting rifles and some mean-looking automatic rifles that screamed military to me.
I winced as I thought back on the recent intelligence reports that have inundated my secure Council Member inbox apprising us of the ongoing military action against the Bloc, but there was no mention of a group this large.  How had they gotten into the country without us knowing, and where did they get all this armament?
Ok, I knew my head was a little fuzzy from all the strikes now.  Duh, Kia, they either brought them with them when they snuck into US territory or… well, this is the United States, where there are more guns than people.  They’ve already proved they had access to all the armament they needed when they first attacked our motorcade when they ambushed us when we were bringing Diedre and her kids across the city to sanctuary.
That thought had me looking at the men again, wondering if they were all Ethiopian or if there were mercenaries in the mix like there were back then.  It still escaped me why a person would compromise their principles to step across the lines of morality just for a payday.  Then again, the fact that they do indicates maybe they have flexible morals to begin with.
A slight creak of leather a little behind me, had my ears swiveling and I winced in pain as I looked back. There was a boy, no older than nineteen or twenty, standing there, gripping one of those ‘I can shoot a bazillion shots a second’ guns in a white-knuckled grip against his chest.
Don’t ask me what kind of automatic rifle it was, since I don’t have any desire to learn about guns, they simply aren’t for me. Though I can tell you it wasn’t a Havashire M9, nine-millimeter multi-role, short barrel Carbine, since that is the automatic that the Cookie Twins prefer.  So there, I do know a little something.
His eyes were wide when he saw me looking back at him, he turned from me and called out something.  The others turned back, and one of the uniformed duo stood and started walking over.  He was a lanky man with dark, silvering hair and a finely trimmed beard.  He sported a nasty, ragged-looking scar on the side of his neck which looked fairly fresh, having some redness around the edges.
He moved in the measured, deliberate steps of someone who had been a soldier for a long time as he cocked his head to study me as he approached, likely assessing my threat level.  His posture told me he found me lacking as he stopped just shy of kicking distance from my chair.  I’ve seen more than my share of career military in recent weeks to identify all this.
He muttered in English, “Riicathi,” then spit off to the side.  One of his meaty hands with thick fingers with knobby knuckles indicating the onset of arthritis, rose absently to rub the scar on his neck.  “One of your cowardly kind gave me this, only they failed to finish the job.”
My mouth was moving before checking in with my brain. “Which only means you were among those committing war crimes and crimes against humanity at the Aelftus detention centers in your country.”
He snapped out, tone grating and growling as he took a step forward and grabbed my chin to pull my eyes up to meet his which were filled with toxic hate, “I am a patriot, defending my country from assaults from you Katoh freaks.”  With a push he released my chin, the movement causing me to wince from the relentless pressure in my head behind my eyes.  “And humanity?  You aren’t human, your kind, and especially you… Yes, we know what you are… are abominations who need to be put down like the rabid beasts you are.”
I chuckled, while part of my brain was asking me fut the actual wuck I was doing.  “Congratulations on knowing what I am.  I only announced it to the entire world on live television.  Your intelligence agents must be aces at their…”
I was seeing stars when he slapped me, my head snapping back. “Ow!”
He leaned in, his face close to mine, his acrid breath on my face as he smiled cruelly while I worked my jaw, then taunted, “I’ll enjoy watching as the doctors cut you open on the table and dig around in what serves as a brain.”
I swallowed, then just because I was obligated, according to every movie and television show I’ve consumed in my life, I slammed my foot up toward his groin, but he caught it deftly with one of his strong hands, taking the bait.  And my head rocketed forward, my forehead impacting his nose, sharp, white-hot pain shooting through my head was enough to tunnel my vision as I held a tenuous grasp on consciousness.
The man roared in anger, shoving me back, my chair falling over with a thud that reverberated through my body, finding every ache and getting them singing in protest in a symphony of pain before I settled, staring up at the ceiling high above.
I groaned as I craned my neck to see the man holding his bloodied nose.  He just glared at me before pulling his hand from his nose, looking at the blood on his hand, before he calmed, and then just smiled a cruel smile that reminded me of a kid with a magnifying glass looking for an ant to fry on a hot summer day.  “Bemnet, if she moves, shoot her.  I’m sure the doctors can find what they need in her corpse if need be.  There are still two others if they need a live one.”
I swallowed hard, my heart skipping a beat.  That was a good threat.  Not supervillain level mind you, but as Sheldon Cooper would say, I almost wasn’t the master of my own bladder.  So I just lay there on my back, tied to that chair, looking up at the kid who now had an even tighter grip on his weapon.  “Yes, Captain Almaz.”
It wasn’t long after that a commotion on one of the portable radios on the tables started squawking.  It was a spotter they had near the van and was likely a local mercenary since he spoke flawless English.  “Rover One to base.  NYPD found the van.  They’re... holy shit, are those Elves swarming in?”
“They took down your man.”
Almaz picked up the radio and thumbed it, “Rover One, did he complete the task?”
“Yes, the whole shit-show is ablaze.  Orders?”
“Just keep eyes on the site, inform us if they find anything that may compromise us before we can move.”
“Roger that, Rover One out.”
He looked at the radio and set it down shaking his head then looking my way and mocking the man on the radio, “Rover One out,” then muttered, “Fucking Americans, they all think they’re this Rombo.”
I corrected weakly, “Rambo.”
He waved me off and I sighed, then looked up at the kid, his dark features looking pallid, he wasn’t for this kind of life.  “Bemnet, was it?  Can I at least sit back up?”
The boy looked from me to the tables nervously, then he let his rifle go to hang on its shoulder sling, grabbed the back of the chair behind me on either side of my head, and tipped me back up effortlessly.  The boy had that rangy, stringy muscle that young men who did a lot of manual labor had.
He stepped off quickly and grabbed his gun again.  I looked back at him and gave him the best smile I could muster, “Thank you.”
Then he stiffened when Almaz snapped out something to him.
The boy spoke in English, I’m thinking for my benefit, “She just wanted to sit up.”
“She’s no better than a dog.  You should have just left her on the ground where she belongs.”
“I thought…”
“No!  You don’t think, you just follow orders.”
“Yes, Captain Almaz.”
Then the Captain just turned away and started joking with the other men while winging a thumb  Bemnet’s way.  I was starting to think this Almaz wasn’t a nice guy. I shook my head at myself, my sarcasm hasn’t proved to be more than a violence magnet, maybe I should tone it back a bit?
Sighing I wondered when the Cookie Twins would come save me.  It sounded like they already found the van, so it wouldn’t be long now, would it?  I gave Bemnet an apologetic and encouraging grin.  He turned away, looking hurt from whatever jokes the others were having at his expense.
It was late that night, my butt was going numb from sitting there so long, all the men retired into one of the shipping containers to sleep as two men started patrolling the building, standing guard.  My stomach gurgled and my bladder was complaining.
I whispered to the boy who was sitting behind me with his back to the container, “Hey, Bemnet?”  He sat up suddenly, gripping his gun, he had been nodding off.  I asked, “Is there a restroom in that office I can use?  My bladder is about to burst.”
He looked around then shook his head. “I’m supposed to guard you, lady.”
“Kia.  And you can guard me while I umm, tinkle.  You do have a little compassion don’t you?”
“I’m not supposed to.”
I shook my head, holding my zip-tied hands up. “I’m still bound, you have the gun, what am I going to do?”  He looked skeptical as his eyes drifted to the container the others were sleeping in.  I held a palm out, “I promise I won’t try anything, I just want some dignity here, not peeing my pants. You can understand that, right?”
He hesitated then got closer, stopping and saying, “If you do try anything, Kia, I will shoot.”
“I’d expect no less.”
He undid some knots then grabbed my elbow and pulled me up onto shaky, half-asleep legs. Then held onto the end of one of the ropes still around my chest.  He shook his gun as if to remind me he was armed and nudged his chin toward the office.  I told him truthfully, “Thank you.”  I really didn’t want to pee my pants and lose what little dignity I had remaining.  Plus… maybe there was a window in the bathroom.
He had a pronounced limping lope, telling me he either had an old injury or some sort of physical impairment.  And the boy proved not to be a fool, and when we stepped up to a door beside the office, he stuck his head in the door first, his weapon leveled at me.  He looked around, then reached in and pulled the toilet plunger out, which was smart, the wood handle could be used as a club.  Then he nudged his chin in.
I stepped in and started to close the door but he blocked it with his foot, shaking his head.  Sighing, I stepped inside.  It was a tiny room with just a sink and a toilet, with barely enough room to turn around.  I glared at him as I reached for my pants, he hesitated then just averted his eyes as he blocked the door.  At least there was that.  I was peeing before I was firmly seated.  I really had to go and sighed in relief as I studied the room, looking for anything to help me.  But unless I could bludgeon him into submission with a roll of two-ply toilet paper, there was nothing.  The toilet was tankless even, so I couldn’t use the tank lid as a weapon.
And of course, there was no window in the cinder block construction.  It was a solid ceiling, not a drop ceiling with tiles I could try to get into.  So I did the one thing I could.  I finished up then went to the sink and washed the best I could with my hands bound then hung my head under the faucet and drank greedily.  I was dehydrated and starving.
I looked into the mirror and winced.  My face was swollen and bruised and I splashed water on it to wash off the grime and blood on it.  Then the sound of a door in the distance had Bemnet standing taller and snapping under his breath, “Back to the chair, now, Kia.”
Not wanting to get the kid in trouble or worse, since Captain Almaz had already demonstrated they didn’t care what happens to their people, I let him lead me quickly back to the chair and he went about tying me to it again.  But he tied the coils much looser this time to my relief.
I whispered to him again as the patrol stepped past the container, swinging a flashlight to linger on us a second or so before moving on, “Thank you, Bemnet.”  The boy looked a little bashful as he gripped his gun, looking down.


Chapter 10 – Ship
I nodded off a few times, and finally fell into a fitful sleep, just to be woken far too soon.  Captain  Almaz barking orders.  I was yanked to my feet by another man, and I realized they had already untied me.  Through my exhaustion, I noted everyone was moving in apparent panic.  I prompted Bemnet behind me as I was yanked along toward the big bay doors by the older soldier, the boy limping along, “What’s happening?”
He started to say, “Riicathi were spotted a few blocks away, searching…”
“Boy!  Shut your mouth.”
“Yes, Captain.”
My heart sped up a bit in excitement.  My family, the Riicathi were getting close.  They were no doubt searching a grid pattern.  Did they know I was somewhere in Brooklyn, or had they already searched all of Manhattan and were spiraling outward?
They dragged me out into a drizzly morning, the lack of color around me telling me it was still dark out since my Elvish vision allowed me to see in the dark almost as well as full Elves.  The darkest of nights was almost indistinguishable from day except for the washed-out colors.  To be honest, I find I miss the night.
I’ve decided I was going to start playing around with repressing my Aelftus traits by regulating the protoelastin in my blood at night to enjoy the darkness since I’ve recently learned how to do it.  And being Riicathi, I should be able to manifest again whenever I want.
I was being moved hastily across a shipyard that had hundreds of shipping containers that looked to be loading even at this early hour onto a huge ship.  The big harbor cranes were moving slowly lifting containers to stack on the deck of the… I could see the ship’s name, Shalo, as we exited the rows of containers, the workers on the dock ignored us, telling me they were likely in cahoots with the Ethiopians.
Cahoots, now that’s a word with an interesting etymology.  There are two theories as to its origin and they… well, this isn’t the time for me to geek out.
I slowed, looking around and the man yanked me harder, causing me to stumble and fall into the railing on a gangplank of the ship.  Bemnet asked, “Is that necessary?”
The man snapped at him in that foreign tongue.  As they were distracted, I quickly pulled out the rainbow scarf Tanny bought me at Jillian’s and stuffed it behind the railing.  If the Riicathi were searching the area, they’d likely discover it if they got to the docks here.
Almaz stepped up to the gangplank and pulled me to my feet, then snapped at the two, then seemed to explain something before marching off into the shipyard.
I was pulled along up the gangplank with the rest of my kidnappers,  I asked Bemnet in a whisper when the other man shoved my arm into the boy’s hand and then marched up the gangplank ahead of everyone, “What was that?”
The boy whispered back as he led me up, “He told us to stop squabbling and get you below decks.  He put Lieutenant Hemmer there in command and for him to tell the Captain to weigh anchor immediately.”  Then he added with a little shame in his tone, “Captain Almaz said he needs to dispose of our loose ends and would catch up with us in Africa.”
Loose ends?  Was the man going to kill the mercenaries working for them?  But what do I expect?  These are the men who conducted a military coup in Ethiopia, taking control of the embattled country by force, then went about systematically eradicating all Elves living in the country.  Morals didn’t apply to them.
I was led down into a big, empty cargo hold, where three metal chairs sat.  I swallowed hard, seeing chains with shackles welded to the deck next to them.  Bemnet’s voice got colder when he said as men surrounded us and the chair, their weapons at the ready, “Sit.”
Looking at the boy, he wouldn’t meet my eyes so I sat, and winced when the heavy, cold steel shackle clasped onto my ankle, the lock clicking.  Then he stood and stepped away saying as he eyed the other men, “Sorry.”  Then he added, more to himself than me, “We’ll be underway soon.”
There was nothing in the space at all, just the framework of the ship’s bulkheads and what looked like huge roll-away doors high above, maybe thirty feet or more.  There was room for literally tons of cargo.  I figured they could have stored five or six rows of shipping containers down here four or five deep.
The chairs and chains were recent additions, the paint on the deck below me was scorched and burned away where they had welded the legs and chain to it.  How long have they been planning this abduction, and what, or better yet, who were the other two chairs for?  My eyes widened in realization.  By the Great Spaghetti Monster in the Sky… Andre and Jacob? They were hunting Halflings!
My concern for the others was alleviated a little when before I could finish my assessment of my surroundings, three men ignored me completely as they spoke urgently amongst themselves.  They used some sort of battery-powered angle grinder to cut the welds from the legs of the other chairs and walked away with them through one of the bulkhead doors.
I prompted Bemnet, “What are they doing?”
He looked from me to the other members of his team who were all speaking in frantic hushed tones to each other, one relaying something over a radio.  It frustrated me that I hadn’t taken more foreign languages in college, since I could hear them clearly but didn’t know a word of what they were talking about.  Ivan and Pietor would likely know, they never ceased to amaze me with the breadth of their linguistic capabilities.  Even Tana might have understood at least some of it since her parents made her learn quite a few languages of the world as they prepped her to eventually lead their clan one day.
Bemnet said almost under his breath, “Hemmer radioed from the bridge for them to take the other chairs so you didn’t have any weapons.  I don’t like the man, he’s cruel.”
I nodded slowly, I agreed with his opinion of the man.  “What could I possibly have done?  They were welded to the floor.”
He studied me, really taking a good look at me for the first time, shaking his head as he supplied, “We all know you Elves are stronger than us.”
Chuckling, I shared, “Where does the Bloc get its information?  Sure the Aelftus are a little stronger and faster than average Sapeins, but only around fifteen or twenty percent.  There are plenty of Sapiens, like my own father who are in great physical shape and can match that.  Not an Elf alive could have pried those heavy metal chairs free which were welded to the floor.”
He snapped back, still shaking his head, “You lie.  I saw the video of you.  You moved far faster than Humans could, you were a blur in the footage.”
Narrowing my eyes at him, I shared in a level tone, “We’re just as human as you.  Sapiens and Aelftus are just two branches of the human genetic tree, Homo-Erectus.  And I’m different, I’m only half-Elf.  My nervous system is all messed up, and when I get adrenaline dumps I can put on short bursts of speed like that.  Normal Elves don’t have the same capability.”
He narrowed his own eyes right back at me.  “You lie again.  Then why were they planning on taking others?  The other team was wiped out by one of the two other targets.  We couldn’t get to the third.”
I blinked at that, there was another team?  They were stopped?  I smirked.  They wouldn’t have been able to get within a hundred yards of Jacob in Laun Tower.  So they must have attempted to take Andre.  The idiots didn’t understand that he was a fully trained Riicathi, who had overcome our innate clumsiness and was close to a master level in the art of Mahta-quárë.  Sounds like he wiped the floor with them and taught them the folly of their ways.
When I spoke with him the other day, wondering how he was able to take advantage of our unique speed and not trip over his own feet as I did, he shared, “I’ve learned to regulate not just the protoelastin in my blood like all Riicathi can, but other hormones such as adrenaline.  All Riicathi are capable of it as it takes the same effort we use for protoelastin regulation.  But for us Blended, it gives us advantages with our hybrid nervous systems.”
That gave me hope that one day I’d learn, and that Jacob could learn that trick too, since feeling like the clumsiest woman to ever grace the planet really got old sometimes.  But it would be a long road for me since I was still learning how to properly repress my Aelftus traits myself.
“We’re Halflings.  The only three in the world.  The other Elves can’t do that. And that additional boost doesn’t apply to our strength.  Though I may be slightly stronger than an average woman my size, even a young man like you could overpower me.”
“A Halfling?  The others call you an abomination, is that why?  Is that why they’re setting up the lab?”
That was sobering.  I gave an involuntary shudder, my mind imagining myself being dissected on a table in some sort of alien autopsy scenario.  “I haven’t the foggiest what is going on or why your people are…”
Lieutenant Hemmer barked out, as he stepped over the shin-high, knee knocker of the watertight door frame, “Shut her up, don’t engage her, stupid boy.  Everything out of their mouths are lies.  If the Katoh opens her mouth again, gag her.”  Bemnet stiffened at the man’s sudden appearance, and he gripped his rifle tighter in his customary white-knuckled grip.
Hemmer snapped out orders and pointed to me, they all left the way he came, leaving one man behind with Bemnet and me as the door was shut and the door locking wheel spun.  I could see through the thick, round porthole window inset in it, that another armed man stood guard there, causing me to look at the other closed doors, seeing men at each one.  Were they really that afraid of me?
And the ship shuddered as I heard the ship’s humongous diesel engines starting up.  I could hear people through the bulkhead rushing about as mooring lines were being hauled aboard and stowed, motors whirring.  The sounds of metal creaking as gangplanks were swung away.  My heart sank as I swallowed.  We were about to leave the docks, they were running in a panic, not giving my family time to find me.
Then before I knew it, we were underway.  It was a slow and laborious process, the partially loaded ship still unimaginably heavy and as maneuverable as a bull elephant wearing an inner-tube as a tutu at the beach.  The world’s slowest getaway.  A couple of hours later, we were out in the open ocean, the engines roaring and echoing in the space… well maybe not roaring, it just seemed that way with my Elvish hearing and one ear shield gone.
And so I just sat there.  Without being able to see a clock or the outside, my sense of time I’m sure was warped, since it seemed like hours upon hours later when someone finally came in the main bulkhead door they favored, bringing food for my guards.  And the man threw a water bottle at me.  It bounced and rolled to my feet and I scooped it up, unscrewed the top, and drank awkwardly but greedily with my bound hands.
It wasn’t until I was mostly finished with it that I realized it may not have been wise to drink it all so fast.  I capped the bottle and placed it by my feet.  “Umm…  Bemnet.  I know I’m not supposed to be talking.  But I really need to pee.”
The other man spoke to the boy as he raised his gun toward me as he spoke.  Bemnet argued with the man, and it got quite heated.  Finally, the boy shook his head, growling out to the other man as he limped off to the door.  I was impressed, it was the first spine he had shown against the others who seemed to treat him like penguin manure.
He appeared again in just a few seconds and I exhaled in resignation.  They weren’t going to give me even a shred of dignity.  He held a big, plastic bucket without a handle in his hand as he came over to me.  He sat it next to me and wouldn’t meet my eyes as he said as he stepped back away, “Sorry.  They won’t let me bring you to a washroom.  Hemmer said you can’t be unshackled for any reason.”
Then he just took his post again and ate the meal he had been brought.  I glared at the other man, who just stared at me.  I wasn’t about to relieve myself in a bucket in front of him, so I just held it.
Bemnet paused in his eating, then looked from the plastic tray to me.  Then he sighed and walked over to hand me a piece of toast as the other man protested.  The boy spat out something that sounded like a curse to the other man then shrugged a shoulder at me before returning to his spot.
I murmured to him, “Thank you,” before devouring the dry, slightly burnt toast with ravenous abandon.  It was the first food I’d had since I was kidnapped by these Bloc bastards.
Then it was back to just sitting there, waiting helplessly in that damn cold, unyielding chair that was already hurting my butt and back.  And eventually, need outstripped my modesty, and I had to squat over that bucket.  I moved it to as far behind the chair as I could with the three feet or so of chain, and did my thing, feeling less than human as the other man watched like he was looking at an animal in a zoo.  At least Bemnet had the decency to turn away while I did it.
And that was pretty much how it went for the next few days.  Sometimes I would sleep on the cold deck plates instead of in the chair, just to get circulation back in my legs and butt, and to alleviate the constant ache in my back.  And we encountered some rough seas a couple of times during the journey to Africa.
I puked in the bucket, splashing in the unemptied container, during a particularly rough storm.  The thunder shook the ship and almost deafened me there in the bowels of the ship.  I trembled and squeaked in distress each time a clap of thunder rolled past, the cargo bay seemingly amplifying it as my ears twitched.
As I lay on the floor, curled in a fetal position, gasping and whimpering, I wondered how long it took a slow, lumbering ship like this to cross the Atlantic.  Surely we had to be there soon.  I didn’t know how much more of this I could take.  I only ate the scraps Bemnet gave me each day and drank a bottle of water a day.  I was weak and hurt, and I could feel myself getting more and more lethargic every day as hunger ate at me.
They apparently only needed me alive, but besides that, my condition didn’t seem to matter to them in the least with their inhumane treatment of me.  And every time Hemmer came into the cargo hold to wordlessly glare at me, I’d glare right back, the only small bit of rebellion I could offer up.
Then before that rough storm ended, the very unlikable Lieutenant stepped in, the whole crew streaming in with him, as he snapped out orders, looking a little frantic.  He tossed a key to Bemnet who limped up to me and crouched, saying in a hushed tone as he unlocked the shackle from my now raw and bloodied ankle, “The Riicathi are on the way.  We’re moving you now before they arrive.”
The tiny, cooling ember of hope that had just about extinguished during my humiliating captivity lurched and reignited.  My family was on its way.  I normally didn’t wish violence or misfortune on anyone, but I hope these ass-munches get their collective asses handed to them on a platter by the Riicathi clan.
Hemmer grabbed my arm and just dragged me behind him, I resisted the urge to look back toward the ear shield I left behind in the shadow of the chair.  I stumbled along, my legs feeling muscle atrophy from my confinement to the chair as he hustled us through the ship and up to the main deck with the others surrounding us, more than one gun trained on me the whole way.
The storm outside was raucous, with huge waves sending spray over the railings, more distant thunder and lightning turning the world into a stuttering series of snapshots in time between flashes.  Even I was finding it hard to see through the rain, making me wonder how bad it had been out there when we were sailing through the worst of it.
I started to pull back when the man yanked and dragged me toward the railing.  Did he mean to throw me overboard after all this effort?  He grabbed a handful of my hair and redoubled his efforts in dragging me along, it felt as if he were tearing my hair out at the roots, and it redoubled the migraine that was almost blinding me in one eye now.  Tears joined the rain on my face as we stopped just short of the railing as two men were leaning over the rail, securing something.
When someone came up over the railing, I realized they were securing some sort of roll-out rope ladder.  My blood ran cold when the man pulled back the hood of the olive-drab poncho he wore, revealing Captain Almaz glaring at me with a white-hot hate radiating from him.
He reached out to grab my bound hands and dragged me to the edge as the cargo vessel’s bow lurched up and we plowed through a huge wave swell, sending a torrent of water over the deck.  I almost lost my footing when it swept past us.  One man was almost washed overboard if the other man hadn’t grabbed his leg.
Almaz yelled to me over the cacophony of sounds around us that had my ears swiveling every which way but loose, “Climb down the ladder or die.  If you fall in, we will not be fishing your worthless hide out and the ocean can be your tomb.”
I held my bound hands up to him and he just shook his head and spat out, “Climb! Now!”
So, I climbed, and almost fell into the waves twice on my way down to a long, fast-looking boat that was bobbing and striking the Shalo with each wave, causing me to grasp each rung in a death grip.  I looked up when the ladder shook and swayed, Almaz was following me down to where men with guns waited for us.
It was one of those slim cigarette speedboats with a row of motors in the back that smugglers use in all the TV crime shows.  One rung at a time I descended to the dark grey vessel which blended well with the angry ocean below.
When Hemmer started to swing over the railing, the Captain snapped out at him, “No, you stay with the others.  If the Riicathi are truly on the way, now is our chance to ambush and kill as many of the Katoh freaks as possible.”
Hemmer hesitated, he wasn’t buying it either.  Even if they tried an ambush, the men they had on the ship were no match for the ruthless efficiency of the Riicathi.  Almaz was using them as fodder to stall my family from following us.  Then the Lieutenant started down the ladder as I reached the boat and a man grabbed my arms from behind.
The Captain drew his sidearm and fired a single shot into the air, the report causing me to wince in pain.  Hemmer hesitated as Almaz aimed at him and said something in that foreign language, sounding ruthlessly intimidating.
Hemmer took one last look down, then nodded once and got back onto the cargo vessel.  Man, if looks could kill.
Then before we could be seated in the smaller vessel, I fell back into a bench seat when the boat lurched forward, its powerful motor propelling us through the choppy waves at an impressive speed.  Almaz locked his eyes on me, then turned slowly away to the man beside me who was holding a gun on me, and said to him in English, “Take her below, secure her.”
I lost my footing as I was yanked down through the sunken companionway door, but the man was strong and I virtually dangled in his grip.  I recovered and stood for just a moment, the low ceiling brushing the top of my hair, the man behind me ducking in the narrow cabin.  There were luxurious, thickly cushioned bench seats on either side with a small galley at the far end, and I could see a small wet-bath through a small door there.
The man shoved me onto the port-side beach seat, pulling some long zip ties from his belt and crouching at my feet, but before he could bind them, I blurted, “Can I use the bathroom first?  I really have to pee and I’m sure you don’t want to be guarding me in this tight space with the smell of urine everywhere.”
He hesitated, looking up at me, then back to the bathroom, or ‘head’ as Tanny calls them on her family's yacht.  Then he pursed his lips and yanked me to my feet, nodding once, a threat in his eyes as he dragged us to the galley.  Then like Bemnet had done, he popped his head inside to see if there was anything I could use as a weapon.
Satisfied, he roughly pulled me past him and shoved me inside, not shutting the door, hissing in barely recognizable English, “Quickly.”  Why were they all so angry and hateful of me?  What had I ever done to deserve it other than having Aelftus blood in my veins?
I mumbled, “Thank you,” to the man, then hesitated before dropping my drawers, looking down, and then at him expectantly.  He huffed then turned sideways, keeping me in his peripheral.  I deflated, knowing I’d get no privacy, and relieved myself in the toilet, almost sighing in relief.
Then I washed my hands, greedily bringing cupped hands of water up to drink and rinse my face.  I grabbed the tiny bar of soap in the deep dish that was held magnetically to the metal cabinet. And leaned in to look at myself in the mirror, blocking the view of it from the man at the door, and quickly wrote KRR in the corner with the soap in case my family found this boat.  Then splashed it, virtually washing it off but Aelftus eyes would still be able to make it out.
“Come, now!”
I nodded, wiping my hands on one of the towels hanging on rings against the bulkhead.  I scurried out, head down, not making eye contact, saying, “Thank you,” again and sitting on the sinfully soft seat which was a godsend after so many days in the unforgiving steel chair in the cargo hold.  I primly lifted my feet, and ankles together and the man hesitated then bent and secured them with not one, but almost a half dozen zip ties.  Just how strong did they think Elves were?  I doubt even the Cookie Twins could break more than one or two.
I did note, however, that he didn’t go as far as partially cutting off the circulation like the others did with my aching and perpetually tingling hands.  I just sat back closing my eyes, wishing away the nausea of this smaller boat lurching up and down and skipping over the wave swells as the big outboards roared, churning up the water.  I missed home, I missed my family, I missed my friends, and I missed my Tana.  How does this stuff keep happening to me, who’s pet Kraken did I kick in a prior life?
After a couple of minutes went by, the man who just loomed over me, finally relaxed a little took a seat on the opposing bench seat, and settled in for what turned out to be a very long day and a half.  I’m not good at judging speeds, but I knew that even in the vestiges of the storm, we had been clipping along at least thirty or thirty-five miles per hour.  But once the waves stilled when we reached calmer waters, the engines opened up, causing me to try to nap with one ear crushed against my shoulder to deaden the painful sound. We had to be traveling at seventy-five miles per hour at least.  I knew these five-man boats were capable of even faster, around ninety in some cases.


Chapter 11 – Destination
We stopped only once, as we traveled through the Strait of Gibraltar, to refuel in Algiers. The other men rarely came down into the cabin, mostly to either get food from the galley or to use the head.  The man guarding me, Taye they called him, switched out guarding me with another man every few hours.
Taye also grudgingly gave me half of the sandwich he made himself in the galley during that first long day, which I scarfed down like a starving animal.  He also cut my foot bindings twice along the trip so I could relieve myself.  It seemed there were varying degrees of morality and decency among the men.
I assumed we were heading to the Suez Canal to make our way down the Red Sea to the Gulf of Aden and Ethiopia.  But they must have realized that since the Riicathi knew our general destination, the canal would be closely watched.  So they were utilizing a sympathetic country with gray morals who lent aid to anyone for the right price.
We docked in Libya later that next day, and I was transferred into a sort of makeshift armored troop transport with metal plates just welded to the outside of the big truck.  A small convoy of vehicles accompanied us, with more armed men in various uniforms… more Bloc troops from their participating countries.
I knew we’d be traveling to Sudan, the biggest member state and one of the founders of the Laramer Bloc.  Was that my destination or was I being brought to Ethiopia, since most of the men I’ve seen so far had Ethiopian uniforms?
That was my life for the next five days.  Getting weaker and weaker, with only the occasional scrap of food being tossed to me, and feeling so dehydrated as they only gave me water every few hours.  I swear that I could hear something far above us, at times it sounded like a jet engine and sometimes a propeller. I doubted Sapien ears could have heard it, it was so far up.
We were being tracked.  I spent the days wondering why rescue teams hadn’t swooped in for me yet if they knew where I was.
Then we finally pulled up to the gates of a familiar-looking base.  It was one I watched when the Aelftus along with UN forces had raided to free some Elf prisoners early on in our repatriation conflict with the Bloc.  Parts of the wall surrounding it had been blown to bits in the raid, and now that debris had been cleared away, a chain link fence covered with a preponderance of nasty-looking razor wire had been erected to fill the gap.
Inside the gates where we stopped, I noted a couple of newer buildings had been constructed in the compound, closer to the remaining outer wall.  And there were dozens of men roaming around, heavily armed.  I even saw some gun nests around the space, including one at the doors of one of the new buildings.  They weren’t messing around here, were they?
Along with the soldiers, there were a few men in white lab coats lining up near us.  Some sort of scientists?  Doctors?  Oh shit… my blood ran cold at the realization that it was highly probable I was going to wind up on a cold metal autopsy table here just like they threatened.
My panic was rising as my pulse sped up thudding through me as adrenaline was dumping into my system as my flight or flight mechanism was screaming at me, bunching and unclenching my muscles, washing away the aches and fatigue, flooding me with hyper-awareness.
One of the men in a lab coat called out in perfect English as the back doors of the transport were opened, the hinges creaking, “Good, you’re finally here, you’re late.  Bring her to the lab, I’ll start with the bloodwork and labs right away.”
My eyes widened in shock, “Was he… American?”
I was pulled to my feet by my guard from the boat, as the others in the transport all spilled out of the vehicle to assemble with the others who were arriving from all over the compound.  When the guard hopped out, dragging me along with him, I feigned tripping over my own feet… well, fine, I tripped over my own feet and I landed hard, falling to the ground.  He lost his grip on my arm from my unexpected fall.
That was all I needed, and I made like the Road Runner and sprang to my feet and ran for all I was worth, the shocked surprise on everyone’s faces as they started to raise their weapons so very slowly in my awareness in my hyper adrenalized state.
Men were shouting and gunshots were sounding as the ground around my feet exploded into gouts of dirt and dust as I ran a zig-zag pattern, making myself a harder target while I charged right at the wall with all the Halfling speed I could muster.  Someone started firing that big machine gun on the tripod, causing the crates around me to explode into splinters as the gunner tried to track me while I poured on even more speed than I knew I was capable of, causing my vision to start to tunnel.
Mr. Lab-coat was almost screeching in desperation, “Stop shooting you fools, we need her alive if I’m to harvest enough living tissue and stem cells for my research!”
Most of the men stopped, but a couple, who likely didn’t understand English, kept firing. With all my speed and momentum, I vaulted a jeep, springing off its roll-cage light bar, taking two steps along the wall of the closest building, and pushed off with all my strength.  I sailed through the air, bullets striking the wall along my trajectory, leaving pock marks below me, little cement chips peppering my legs.
I wasn’t going to fully clear it, so I tucked my feet in and my thigh stuck the top of the wall, and the impact sent a jarring shudder through my leg as I rolled across the top and then I fell on the other side.  Twenty feet straight down.  I hadn’t though this through very well had I?
It was all I could do to twist enough to angle my right foot to land on some sort of bent pipe on the back of a tractor, with a large auger suspended from it.  A fence post auger?  It was enough to absorb some of my momentum, slowing me enough as I pirouetted off of it to land on the ground, not so gracefully since I couldn’t use my arms to counter my spin well with my hands bound together.
I could hear the men inside the compound yelling and motors starting up accompanied by the squeaking, grating sound of their main gates opening.  I was already on my feet, running for the forest beyond the clearing with all the speed and strength I could marshal.  I was outpacing the trucks, jeeps, and even a motorcycle as I sped across the uneven ground, leaping and bounding.
At least they weren’t shooting at me anymore.  The shouts of anger were changing more frantic for some reason as the vehicles accelerated recklessly, bouncing and shaking in pursuit as they closed the gap between us.  I could hear my heart thudding, and it felt as if it were going to burst from my chest.  They were going to catch me, all of this was for nothing.
But, they all started slamming on their brakes and men were jumping out of the vehicles to watch me run off.  What in the Lords of Kobal was going on?  Captain Almaz was shouting at me to stop where I was and don’t move.
Like that was going to happen, I increased my speed, as the forest was only a few dozen yards off, then let’s see them follow me when I can…  my eyes flew wide when I heard a clicking ping, feeling something compress under my foot just as I made out the word ‘mines’ in Almaz’s urgent shouts.
The world around me was still moving quite slowly, as I looked down while my momentum kept me moving forward.  I leapt forward with all my might, adding to my speed, and I curled into a ball, my bound hands covering my head as the mine went off behind me, the blast wave rippled out, enveloping me.
I twisted and contorted away from incoming shrapnel my eyes were somehow tracking, though I did feel something hit my left arm.  I was deafened by the explosion which wasn’t doing good things for the migraine I haven’t been able to shake.  The shock-wave had almost doubled my speed as I hit the ground, my body skipping, skidding, and bouncing.
My uncontrolled tumble had me rolling over another mine, but I was there and gone in an instant, landing in a heap behind a fallen limb at the edge of the forest when it went off.  The blast sent the branch thudding into my chest and knocking me into one of the trees in the jungle-like forest.  The wind was knocked out of me and I was aware of my wrists aching badly.
My eyes refocused as I worked my jaw, trying to pop my ears, gasping for air.  A solid, high-pitched tone buzzed in my ears, and the muffled sound of men shouting had me scrambling back to my feet and running for all I was worth, ignoring the excruciating pain all over my body.  Was there going to be a single inch of me that wasn’t going to be bruised?
Trees, bushes, rocks, and logs blurred past, as I weaved through the dense forest along a stream, heading south for salvation.  Groaning since I knew this base happened to be in central Ethiopia.  It was going to be an extremely long and treacherous trek to get to the safety of a Signatory nation of the Reveal Accords.
I glanced down at my hands after I reached out to brush away a vine hanging in my path, just then realizing the blasts and my violent tumble along the ground had snapped the zip ties, leaving bloody friction burns on my wrists.
As I ran, pushing myself beyond my limit, the sounds of motors and men shouting faded into the distance as my hearing returned to me.  It was an hour or two later when my terror-induced stamina faltered and I stumbled to the ground, panting, not being able to catch my breath from all the exertion.
I looked back toward the camp, not knowing how many miles I put between us, and I panted as I laid my head back on the ground, closing my eyes to focus on breathing, “Meep meep, motherfuckers.”  Ok, I’m sorry, I really do try not to cuss vulgarly much, or at least use creative alternatives, but I was hurt, beyond exhausted, and so through with this whole experience at the time. 
It took four or five minutes before I was breathing steadily, and my heart didn’t feel like it was beating faster than a rabbit’s.  I was so fracking tired, maybe I was far enough away from the Bloc jerks that I could take a quick nap.
I looked at the back of my arm to see a jagged piece of twisted metal sticking in it, blood dripping from the wound.  Well, that can’t be good.  I exhaled in exasperation then tore the sleeves off my shirt and tied one tight just above the shrapnel using one hand and my teeth, then touched the metal and hissed, tears stinging my eyes from the pain.
“Buck up, Kia, you’re a Riicathi, now act like it.”
Before I lost my nerve, I quickly grasped the shard and yanked it out, tossing it away as I screamed in pain, black spots swimming in my eyes.  “Don’t pass out now, Elf girl.”
Again I steeled myself and tied the other sleeve over the wound which wasn’t bleeding too badly for as nasty as it looked.  Then I undid the makeshift tourniquet and used it to tie over the other one.  Better safe than sorry.  I had been damn lucky that I wasn’t seriously injured or worse from those mines.  It was my freakish speed and momentum that saved me from ye olde squish splat express.
When I was satisfied I wasn’t going to bleed out, I laid my head back on the ground again and closed my eyes.  I just needed a couple minutes of sleep and then I could get back to… my ears swiveled to the sound of engines a couple miles off.
A jeep and that motorcycle from the sounds of it.  And they were coming straight at me.  How did they know where I… I glanced at the stream I was following.  Oh.  Ok, so not rocket science.  I sighed in resignation.  No rest for me.  Then I tried doing a kip-up I’ve done thousands of times in my life and failed miserably.  I had virtually zero strength left, but the motors were slowly closing the distance.
I pulled myself to my feet, and my whole body was shaking as the last vestiges of the adrenaline boost burned out of my system, leaving me weak and lethargic.  Then I started trudging, heading southwest, away from the stream and deeper into the forest, my stomach gurgling, reminding me I had virtually zero calories sustaining me.
Once I was sure I had gotten away, my priority was going to be finding food and clean water.  I could worry about how to get across half a country that was hostile to Elves later.  And I didn’t dare leave any clues for my family here, lest my pursuers track me using them.
And so, there I trudged, bringing to mind the scene in a Knight’s Tale where Chaucer went on a rant about trudging.  “You’re such a geek, Kia.”  Aaand I’m talking to myself.


Chapter 12 – Fruit Thief
It wasn’t until late that night, I was virtually shuffling through the forest barely even cognizant I was still moving, only sheer stubbornness and force of will had my feet in motion, that I found my salvation.
I stopped, swaying on my feet, feeling and likely looking like a zombie from some post-apocalyptic movie in a clearing, my brain trying to make sense of what was being relayed to it.  Then my heart started to beat faster as my eyes widened.  A mango farm!
I tripped and stumbled forward to the nearest row of trees with fruit hanging low from various branches.  The fruit looked ripe, green with a slight pinkish blush to it.  With it being autumn here, they would likely be harvesting them soon.
I pulled one, twisting it off its stem and stumbling when it detached from the branch.  I fell into a sitting position on the ground, digging my thumbs through the peel, then I tore the fruit open in my hands and greedily slurped and chomped at the tender, sweet fruit.  The peel and pit, or stone, barely hit the ground when I was up, pulling another one from the tree.
This one I ate more slowly, closing my eyes to savor it.  Tana really liked mangoes, and I was never too fond of them, but just then they may as well have been ambrosia, the food of the gods.  Slowly sating both my hunger and dehydration.
I stood, my legs wobbly and feeling like jelly as I staggered to the side a step.  My usual lethargy after a huge adrenaline dump like then was compounded by my already weakened physical state, and I could barely keep my eyes open.  But I knew it wasn’t a good idea to just be laying out in the open like this.
I took a moment to wrest another mango from the tree and shuffled slowly through the rows of trees until I saw a low-roofed farmhouse with a couple of dilapidated tractors, with no wheels, and a few push carts mounded high with mangoes.  And about a hundred yards behind it was a large shed, or maybe a small barn near a makeshift garden and fenced-in chicken run.
Staying far clear of the rusty, corrugated metal-sided house, I circled to the barn which was equally clad in the same, ancient-looking corrugated metal sheets which had countless patched repairs in various states of deterioration.  In an overgrown lean-to on the side of the building, was a farm truck that looked like it hadn’t moved in years, though there were plenty of signs the farm was still occupied since the mango grove was well tended and I could hear and smell the chickens milling about on their roosts in the coop.
I found a side door on the shed structure since the big barn-doors on the front looked not only heavy but like they’d creak loudly and wake the dead if I tried to slide one open.  Peeking inside a dusty window, I saw no evidence of anyone being inside this late at night.
Taking a moment to listen to the world around me, I could hear all the wildlife in the forest that seemed to keep at a distance during my entire flight.  Along with the crunching and rattling of underbrush, I could make out countless insects, and small night-dwelling critters.  Then there were the sounds of the chickens shuffling as they slept, and I could barely make out light snoring coming from the direction of the house.
I squinted one eye in mock pain as I tried the handle and opened the creaky door just enough to slip inside.  Once in, I glanced around at all manner of farming tools and implements.  Various open crates of mangoes and in the middle of the space, on a large tarp was a bunch of rotting mangoes, grasses, and chicken manure composting, likely making fertilizer for the trees outside.
Even though it likely just smelled like barnyard to a Sapein, it was overpowering to my enhanced sense of smell.  It was all I could do from retching up the mangoes from my otherwise empty stomach.
To one side was an old, wooden, high-back chair with a seat cushion in front of a long workbench attached to one wall that looked to have decades of use judging by all the ancient dents and dings and gouges on the sides and surface.  In lieu of a square edge, the lip of the counter had been rounded from wear.
Various tools were scattered across its surface and what looked like a disassembled water pump was in the middle of it all, the current project of the owner no doubt.
I pulled up the corner of a tarped object next to the bench to find one of those tiny, three-wheeled trucks with the bubble canopy.  It looked as ancient as the workbench, but the little bench seat inside beckoned to me.  “Soon, baby puppy,” I promised myself.  Then finished my examination of the place.
There wasn’t much more, but at least there was no shortage of bladed objects around I could use to arm myself.  The only things left for me to snoop were two tall metal cabinets in the corner at the end of the workbench.  I couldn’t shake the unsettling feeling of being anything but some sort of prowler, invading someone else’s place and going through their things.  I tried to rationalize that this desperate situation made it somehow ok, but I wasn’t buying what I was selling very well.
The first cabinet contained a few sets of well-worn but cleaned and folded work clothes, boots, and a canvas-like coat.  I glanced down at myself, the state of my clothing, and my sneakers, one of which the sole had half detached during my trek through the forest.  Growling at myself and promising I’d make sure to make it up to the owner of the farm if I made it out of this alive, I stripped out of my torn-up, muddied, and bloodied clothing and donned the farm clothes.
Though the boots were men’s, I held one up to the sole of my foot and was surprised to find, that while a little big, they were small for a man and an extra pair of socks took up what little slop there was to avoid forming blisters when I resumed my now slow-motion escape.
I started to turn back toward the tarped vehicle to try to stay hidden and get some rest, then stopped, remembering the last cabinet.  I opened it and just knew that the Great Spaghetti Monster was shining his noodly goodness down on me at that moment.  Jackpot.  There were cans of food, boxed crackers, and a bag of jerky on the shelves, and at the bottom with some containers of motor oil and what had to be some bottles of beer, were a few bottles of water.
My eyes wide, I giggled out under my breath, “Sorry Tanny, but I think I love this farmer more than you, just for the moment of course.  A love triangle of the stars.”
I looked at the cans and was surprised there were recognizable American brands mixed in with the others.  I rummaged through the tin dishes and silverware in the cabinet and took out a bowl, and a fork, then just stared at the can of ravioli.  Hmm… stymied by an inanimate object between me and Chef Boyardee’s finest.
Glancing around the cabinet again, I noticed a tiny little metal gadget smaller than my finger that had a folding hooked blade on it, hanging on a little hook on the back of the door below some hand towels and shop rags, recognizing it for what it was.  A military P-38 can opener meant to hang on a key-chain for soldiers to open cans in the field.  My dad had one, and let me open cans with it from time to time when I was little, instead of using the electric can opener in our kitchen.
I may have overstuffed myself on cold ravioli, jerky, and crackers, washing it all down with one and a half bottles of water.  I hadn’t realized just how thirsty I had been.  I cleaned up my mess the best I could, that guilt of intruding on someone else’s space weighing me down again as I did so, then crawled under the tarp, slipping into the little cab of the truck, and laid down across the little bench seat, hugging a pack of crackers and a half empty water bottle to my chest.  I was out the moment I closed my eyes, my mind churning a million miles a second, trying to keep down the constant panic of being recaptured.


Chapter 13 – Hero
I was awake and sitting up instantly in a panic when the tarp was violently torn from the little truck, crushing the crackers in my hand.
Sunlight streaming in from the dust and dirt-crusted high windows of the shed was blinding me and someone was yelling angrily at me.  I shaded my eyes, dropping the bottle of water that bounced and clattered on the floor of the truck.  And when I could focus, a short, slight man, with leathery, wrinkled skin from decades of sun exposure, and wispy and scraggly silver hair escaping from below the wide-brimmed, woven farmer’s hat stood there, shouting at me with some sort of pronged, pitchfork looking device leveled toward the truck.
Gleeping, my arms shaking from this new adrenaline dump, I held my hand up, squeaking out, “Hello, I’m sorry.  I’ll leave.  Please don’t turn me in.”
He hesitated and craned his head as he tried to get a better look at me through the dirty glass of the truck.  His eyes widened and he asked something, glancing around as if to make sure nobody was looking, then reaching one hand up to his ear to make a sweeping pinching motion.  I knew what he was asking from his tone, even though my appearance was obvious, plus I made out the word Aelftus in the prompt.
Nodding, keeping my hands up where he could see them I confirmed, “Yes, I’m an Elf.  The military is hunting me.  I can go.  I promise I’ll make sure you’re compensated for your stuff.”
He looked around again moved up to the door and opened it, the makeshift weapon hanging at his side as he said something under his breath almost frantically.  “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”  I punctuated with a shrug, giving him a sheepish look.
The old man looked as frustrated as me.  Then patted his chest. “Kaleb.”
I tried to give a reassuring smile as I touched my shoulder, “Kia… Killishia Renner Riicathi.”
His eyes shot so wide that I was a little worried about how much they were bulging out.  He whispered, to himself, “Riicathi.”
Leaning the garden tool against the truck, he held up a stopping hand then pointed toward the door then mimed holding and shooting a rifle.  I nodded back, “Yes, the soldiers are hunting me.”  I pointed to myself then grabbed my neck, cocking my head to the side and sticking out my tongue.  Ok, whatever, I was never really good at charades.
He nodded and pointed at me as he spoke.  Making a running motion with his fingers then pointed the opposite way.  I squeaked out, fighting tears from my emotional exhaustion, “Yes, I’m trying to get away, to get home.”
He repeated, recognition in his eyes as he nodded slowly eyes focused on a faraway point as he repeated almost sadly, “Home.”  Then he straightened, holding up a gnarled, heavily calloused hand then patting his chest again. “Kaleb help Riicathi.  Soldiers bad.”
I was just blinking at the man, dumbfounded.  Anyone caught aiding an Elf in the Laramer Bloc was branded an Elf sympathizer and summarily executed for it.  I chanced reaching one hand out to lay on his shoulder as I shook my head, “No, they’ll kill you.  I’ll just leave so you don’t get in trouble.”
He was just blinking at me and I looked around in frustration over our language barrier, then pointed at the door and mimicked his action for the soldiers with a gun, pointed at him, then made my strangling gesture again.
The man looked angry as he slapped his chest.  “Kaleb help Riicathi.  Soldiers bad.”  Then he pointed in the opposite direction again and said, “Kenya.”  He pointed again with emphasis.
My eyes blurred and I felt hot tears on my cheek. He looked distressed and hesitantly leaned forward to pull me to his shoulder and the old man stroked my hair as I sobbed into his shoulder.  I don’t know why I chose that moment to finally break down and let the horror I’ve experienced these past days come crashing down on me.
And Kaleb just held onto me, shushing me.  When in need, the goddess provides, and she sent me this unassuming hero.  When I calmed to a blubbering mess, he helped me out of the truck and led me to his house.  It was fairly well kept inside, and he led me to a bedroom and pointed at the ill-fitting clothing I was wearing and the closet and an old hand-crafted dresser.  Then he stepped out and quietly closed the door behind him, giving me some privacy.
A little confused I looked in the closet, finding it half full with women’s clothes.  Then I moved to the dresser and smiled at all of the pictures of Kaleb with an attractive middle-aged woman quite younger than him.  Some of the pictures showed the couple earlier on, and there was even a wedding photo of him and his wife.  I picked up the framed picture.  They were young and quite an attractive couple back then, around my age.
Then I set the picture down ran my hand along the display, and stopped, my heart squeezing tight at a framed, yellowed newspaper article dated around twenty years ago which I couldn’t read, and an urn.  I looked at the closed door.  Kaleb had survived his wife, the poor man.
Opening the drawers, I found half of them to hold men’s clothes and the other half his late wife’s clothing.  Sighing, heart heavy, I disrobed again.  Selecting a sturdy shirt and canvas pants, then looked at the attached bathroom.
A short time later I was sighing, feeling human again after a long, hot shower and washing my hair before re-dressing.  I found some more appropriate work boots in my size in the closet.  And I paused when I was brushing my problematically straight red hair out at a light knock at the door.
“Come in.”
After a moment the door opened and Kaleb poked his head in, covering his eyes.  At my chuckle he uncovered his eyes, looking relieved he stepped in, then he blinked, looking me up and down, then wincing.  I knew what I looked like after washing up.  I was one big bruise from head to toe.
He looked at the bulge of my makeshift arm bandage under his wife’s shirtsleeve.  He moved over quickly and pointed.  I shrugged and rolled the sleeve up to my shoulder to show him.  He tisked and harrumphed, pointing at the bed like a father chastising a misbehaving child.  He was muttering to himself as he tenderly removed the bandage to look at the mangled, puckered, and discolored-looking, ragged wound.
Holding up a finger, indicating I stay, he left the room and I heard rummaging around before he returned.  He sat a tray on the bed beside me that had all sorts of first aid supplies.  He held up a bottle and pointed at the puss-looking mess that I knew was getting infected.  He put up two fingers and held out a glass of water to me.  I took the antibiotics, washed them down, and then the man went to work, properly cleaning then suturing the wound deftly, leading me to believe these weren’t the first stitches he had made.
The numbing agent he applied before starting didn’t do much, but I just gritted my teeth until he was done as he was telling me what he was doing through the whole ordeal.  He dressed the wound then nudged his chin and I rolled the sleeve back down.  “Thank you, you’re an angel.”
His eyes widened and he held his finger up, looking mischievous as he dashed out.  He came back in with a hand behind his back, then he pulled it out and presented me with a red sucker.  I snorted then gleeped at my snort and took the offering, telling him, “Smartass.”
He chuckled.  Apparently, that was one of the English words he knew.  I shook my head and lightly slapped his shoulder.
To my surprise, he had breakfast waiting when we exited the room.  Let me tell you, fresh eggs taste so much better than store-bought.
Before I knew it, he had me back in the shed as he loaded crates of mangoes into the truck, refusing to let me help.  Then he said as he topped off the gas in the tank with a five-gallon gas can, “We go.  Kenya.”
But he hesitated and then pointed at my ears, and said something, shaking his head and making a rounding motion over his ears. “Ah, gotcha.  I guess I do stand out a little in a country hunting for me.”
I made a face as I concentrated.  I really wasn’t very good at this yet.  After a couple of seconds of making a constipated face, I could feel the world dimming and sounds receding a little.  I looked up at him and made a taa-daa motion with jazz hands.
The man just stared for a second before busting into laughter.  “What, you old fart?”  I glanced in the side mirror of the truck and then started giggling along with the man.  I protested, “I’m not very good at this.  Just a second.”  I shook my head at my reflection, with one elf ear and one eye a dimmer green than the almost glowing radiance of the other.  I looked like goofy Elf version 1.0.
With concerted effort, my other ear rounded and my eye dimmed along with the world in the early morning sunlight.  I turned to him wiggling my brows, “Eh?  Eh?”
He rolled his eyes and then studied me, tugging on his wispy white hair and then rubbing his chin in thought.  Then motioned me over to what looked like a little coal forge.  I stood there, cringing as he took handfuls of soot after dipping his hands into a barrel of water, and ran his hands through my hair.  He stepped back and pointed.
Sighing, I went about rubbing more soot in.  He brought over some sort of motor oil by the smell of it and poured some on the soot.  Fine, whatever old man.  And soon my hair, while still a little red, was a slicked back, flat blackish grey.
He looked supremely satisfied, in a tongue-in-cheek way.  So I flicked some oily soot paste toward him which he deftly avoided.  Then as I cleaned off my hands, I looked in the mirror on the truck again, and the battered girl who stared back at me was almost unrecognizable.
We loaded up, and a minute later we were rumbling and bumping and bouncing down the dirt road, as Kaleb turned us south for our two-day trek to safety four hundred miles away.  I mumbled to myself in subdued relief, “I’m coming, Tanny.”


Chapter 14 – Kenya
During the trek, we passed through a few small towns when we needed to refuel.  I either stayed in the truck or he had me hide on the outskirts while he went in to get gas or supplies, food, and water he traded cases of his fresh mangoes for.  The man was a born wheeler and dealer.  In the second town we passed through, Soddo, he picked up a hoodie for me.  I got the impression he thought I stood out even without my pointed ears.  Understandable since I didn’t see too many westerners there with my pale complexion and bright green eyes.
Kaleb had a good feel for which towns were more dangerous for me to be in, since we’d seen and had to avoid an increasing number of military patrols, in the various uniforms of the Bloc countries, and posters were being posted in some public places with my picture on them, urging citizens to ‘do the right thing’ and turn me in… alive, if they saw me, for ‘the purity of our people’, printed in various languages including English.
Some of the town populations seemed sympathetic to that end, though the bulk of the people just seemed afraid of the military, my hero seemed to know which were which so kept me hidden away from those who supported their illegitimate government.  I still can’t wrap my head around the concept of being okay with sanctioning the genocide of an entire race.  Was it some sort of extension of mob mentality?
Kaleb was a talkative and jovial sort, and I found myself just smiling and nodding as he shared things with me with the enthusiasm of someone who doesn’t see very many people or gets to socialize very often.  It must be a lonely life being isolated on his farm, tending it on his own.  That made me wonder why he didn’t have other workers lightening the load for him.
Just outside of Karat, we ran into a problem when we came upon a patrol who had set up a roadblock checkpoint on the road.  Twice before we were able to see them. They saw us and Kaleb would motion for me to get out and travel past the patrol on foot in the trees and he’d meet me around the bend.
But this time, in the hilly region where the poorly maintained road twisted and turned we came around a blind curve around the base of a ridge and there they were a hundred or so yards off.  We stopped in indecision and I stiffened.  Kaleb placed a hand on my arm and shook his head, then he put a finger to his lips and reached over to tug the hood up on the hoodie.
I understood, the soldiers had already seen us. If we turned around now, that would only raise suspicion and we’d be pursued, and they’d run our little underpowered truck down in no time.  I’m reminded of Dad’s advice at times when things are inevitable, “Sometimes, Itty Bit, the only path is through.”
I nodded and he gave a nervous smile. Then as we started moving, he reached under his seat and pulled a revolver that looked to be some sort of antique partially out to show me before stuffing it back under.  He locked eyes with me and I exhaled shakily, nodding my understanding.  Though I didn’t think six shots from a relic from another time would do much good against a squad of soldiers armed with automatic rifles.
We pulled up to the roadblock and a soldier stepped up to his window that he rolled down.  The soldier looked from him to me and it was all I could do to stop from shrinking down in the seat under his gaze, which would set off all kinds of alarms.  He studied me for a moment then looked at something on his satellite phone screen.
The man raised his weapon slightly and nudged it, snapping out a command.  I was a moment away from raising my hands in the air, just knowing we had been caught when Kaleb looked at me and said something, miming removing my hood with one hand as his other hand started drifting between his legs toward his revolver.
I swallowed hard and reached up and hesitated a moment, then pushed the hood back to show my face in all its battered and bruised glory.  The man looked side to side, probably at my ears, then he looked at the phone again then looked away from me and spoke to Kaleb.
Kaleb pulled some papers out of his shirt pocket, and I looked back as the truck wobbled a little while other soldiers poked through the crates of mangoes.  A couple of them grabbed some fruit and tossed it to others who started slicing them open with nasty-looking knives.  This steamed my biscuits, wait, you don’t steam biscuits, do you?  Whatever, it really steamed my dumplings that they felt entitled to this man’s goods and hard work.  They had no decency, did they?
After looking over the papers the soldier looked from them to Kaleb and back. It must have been his identification.  Then the soldier handed them back and snapped his fingers at me to get my attention from where his men were.  He spoke sharply, holding his hand out.  Well frack, he wanted my papers.
Kaleb said something, winging a thumb at me and they spoke, my savior, making some crude suggestive motions as he said something then made grabbing and slapping motion to the soldier who chuckled cruelly and leered lasciviously at me.  Seriously, beating a woman turned the guy on?
The soldier, still chuckling, stepped back, slapping the hood of the truck twice and motioning his rifle to the others who moved one transport back to let us go.  I sighed in total relief, letting out a breath I had been holding when we started into motion, before stiffening when the soldier yelled out for us to stop.  Kaleb’s hand fastened around the gun under his seat as panic threatened to consume me.  But the soldier just grabbed an entire crate of mangoes out of the mostly empty truck now and shouted, slapping the truck bed.  Dismissing us.
Neither of us looked back, as Kaleb drove through the roadblock, a white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel.  I think both of us were holding our breaths until we went around another bend, out of sight of the patrol.
We exhaled in unison and then shared a nervous chuckle.  I knew from the mirror that I looked bad, and apparently, it was enough, along with the hair and suppressing my Elvish traits to fool the soldier since I’m positive he was looking at that wanted poster on his satellite phone.
Then I shoved Kaleb’s shoulder and shook a finger at him.  He shrugged and I rolled my eyes and made the same crude sexual gesture then the slapping motion, cocking a brow in challenge.  The man was unrepentant as he just gave me a toothy grin and pointed back then forward to the road as he said something I’m sure was along the lines of, “Well it worked, didn’t it, Elf girl?”
I muttered, trying not to grin, “Yeah, yeah, it worked, old man.”  I just know Claude and Kaleb would be best of buddies.  Both of them were incorrigible.
I looked back like I could still see the soldiers, thinking of the satellite phone the soldier had, wishing we had one of those.  In the first town we stopped at, I signaled to Kaleb that I needed to find a phone to call home and let them know where I was and to come get me.  But he was almost in a panic as he tried telling me something and then with an exasperated sound in the shared frustration over our language barrier, he mimed a phone to his ear, then shot a gun, and then cupped his ear.
“Got it.  The military is monitoring all phone lines in the country.”  I nodded my understanding.  Then I asked for the trillionth time, not expecting him to understand, “Why are you helping me?”
Night had fallen the following day when he turned off the headlights and we crested a rise and stopped.  Though my eyesight wasn’t quite as good as when I manifested, I could still clearly see in the dim light, knowing it was likely pitch dark for Kaleb, about a mile away a line cut through the forest about a hundred yards wide, and in the middle were concrete barriers, a tall fence, and more razor wire covering everything than the GSM had noodles.
My heart skipped a beat.  The Kenya border.  Multiple armed patrols were driving up and down the fence line on both sides of the border.  And there across the road were two sets of guard posts with boom barrier arms and soldiers on both sides.  Then just as quickly as the pang of excitement came, it evaporated as I blinked at the scene below.  I asked him, “How are we going to get past that?”  Positive the men at the border would not likely fall for the same thing as the men at the roadblock, since I’d almost guarantee the border guards would be executed if they let me though, knowingly or not.
He knew what I was asking and he backed us up then drove the truck off the road and into a little gully between trees.  He tucked the pistol, which I was seriously dubious it would fire, into his waistband pulled his shirt over it, and motioned for us to get out, putting a finger to his lips then made a beckoning motion with his finger.
Then he led me into the trees, angling toward the border fence where a stream crossed it about four hundred yards up from the road.  He was having a hard time of it, picking through the underbrush almost blindly.  I wound up leading him instead since I realized his plan, seeing the gap under the fence as it spanned the stream bed.  How had he known that was there?
Then it came down to that clear-cut area.  Surely someone would spot us crossing it to get to the gap.  And we sat there at the treeline for what seemed an eternity.  Kaleb listening and looking blindly.  Looking from him to the border crossing and then back again, I understood.  They were just as blind as he was in the darkness of night.
A few seconds after a jeep patrol, swinging a spotlight along the border fence and barrier, passed by us, he grabbed my hand and rushed quickly into the stream itself, and we slogged, almost waist deep through the clearing and before I knew it, we were on the Kenya side and running for the trees.
Once back in cover I looked back then to Kaleb and surprised the old fart when I grabbed him into a side-to-side hug.  “You did it.  My hero!”  He relaxed then hugged me back and I started to move toward the guards on the Kenya side, just to be pulled to a stop when his hand shot out to grab my arm.
“What?  They can call the International Aelftus Council or the UN and get me home.”
He shook his head, knowing my intent, babbling something to me with great fervor as he pointed back across the border, then mimed holding a rifle and swinging it slowly then shooting.  I swallowed, following his line of thinking as I scanned the forest on the other side.  If they had snipers stationed near the border crossings, they’d likely want me dead rather than escaping back to the United States, knowing they’d likely never get the chance at me again after this.
Giving me a sad smile when he saw I understood, he motioned his head in the other direction away from the crossing, and started walking.  I eyed him with suspicion.  “You seem to know where you’re going.  Have you done this before, man?”
I pointed back the way we came then to him and back again.  And the man stopped walking.  He hesitated as he regarded me, then exhaled loudly and fished a locket on a silver chain out from under his shirt and opened it to show me.  The man looked as if his heart had been torn from him, still beating as I leaned in to see little black and white photos of him and the woman I recognized from the photos in the farmhouse, his wife. Only… I gasped as I blinked at the woman and her long, swept-back, pointed ears.
I whispered since the emotional lump in my throat was threatening to cut off my air, “Kaleb… your wife was Aelftus?”  Then my eyes widened, remembering the framed newspaper article in front of the urn.  I remember the date of the article only because it was five days after the Reveal when Evander Laun and Natalia Havashire shared with the world that Elves walked among them.  When the military coup in Ethiopia occurred, and when the Laramer Bloc countries started their genocidal campaign against the Aelftus.
The Reveal had cost Kaleb his wife’s life.
“Oh gods, Kaleb.”  Tears were threatening as I hugged the man again, he just patted my back and exhaled a shaky breath.
I released him then he took a deep breath and pointed into the forest to the southwest, motioning me to follow along a faint game trail.  I looked back toward the stream crossing and then the trail he seemed to be familiar with, and again wondered to myself if the man had left the country using this route before.  If so, why return to such an oppressive place?
I glanced at the silver chain on his neck disappearing into his shirt and my question was answered.  It was his home.  A home he had made with a wife he loved.  Even without being able to talk to the man, I was learning more and more about him the longer we were together.
Stopping an hour later, we slept in a tree above a little campfire he built, after I feigned ignorance just to watch him trying to mime hyenas again.  I knew enough about the predators in Kenya to know they were the only ones who couldn’t climb, the others were great cats and we had no protection against them except that questionable revolver of his.
At first light, we were on the move again, drinking the last water and eating jerky and Hershey’s chocolate bars from his little pack.  It wasn’t long before we stepped into a grassy field filled with wildlife, mostly birds, which looked sort of idyllic to me, resembling the pictures of the Savannah I’d seen with a lake in the distance.  A winding dirt road cut through the grassland, leading to a low, flat house with a couple of vehicles parked next to it.  The sound of a gas generator I had been hearing for the last couple of miles reached us on the wind.
He pointed grabbed my hand and dragged me down the hill into the long green and wheat-brown grass.  Calling out, “Aluna? Gathii?”  Birds burst into the sky around us from his shouts and an extremely tall woman with her head shaved bald, her ebony skin radiant, a scowl on her face as she lowered a camera with a huge telephoto lens in her hands.
She shouted back in heavily accented English, “Kaleb, you loud fool.” Then she said something in what sounded like the same language Kaleb spoke.
He nodded and motioned to me, and said something about Aelftus then waved back toward Ethiopia.  She let her camera hang to her chest on what I can only describe as safari garb, a sandy-colored outfit that blended well in this grassland with tons of pockets and pouches sewn in.
The woman grumbled to herself, “Fine, old man, you’ve already chased away the fauna, let’s see who you’ve brought to us this time.”
She asked me something as she stepped up to us, towering over me.  The woman had to be as tall as Dad, at least six foot four.  Then she shouted over her shoulder, “Gathii, we’ve visitors.  Wake up, you lazy lout.”  She turned back to me looking at me expectantly, her eyes widening in distress at my battered face.
I shrugged. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what you’re saying.”
“Ah, English, good.  My Oromo isn’t that good.”  She cocked a brow. “American then?  Kaleb says you’re Aelftus.  I thought the Elf Council repatriated all the Elves from the fukin’ Bloc.  What clan do we need to contact for you?”  She yelled back at a man’s voice grumbling in the house, “Bring the sat phone.”
I was blinking at the woman, and she took my hesitation for mistrust as she said, “Come now, out with it.  We’re Whisperers, Kaleb brings us stray Elves across the border from time to time.  Good man if not too loud, always chasing away my subjects.”  She lifted the camera slightly to convey her meaning.  “We just need to know who to contact and we’ll drive you down to the American Embassy west of Nairobi, child.”
Child?  She looked only nine or ten years older than me.
I blinked and then concentrated a moment and re-manifested my Elvish traits, the world blooming around me as my senses sharpened.  I felt as if I could finally see and hear again after being underwater.  Her eyes widened in shocked recognition before I uttered a single word in response, “Riicathi.”
She was looking over her shoulder yelling, her eyes still wide, “Gathii, where are you, you lazy man?  Hurry now, Kaleb found the Riicathi girl!”
A man came stumbling out of the house, pulling a loose shirt on, a big satellite phone in his hand as he jogged our way, “I’m coming, I’m coming, you bitter hag.”
I had to blink when the man, his head shaved like hers, likely to combat the heat, came panting and puffing up to us.  He couldn’t have been taller than five feet as I was slightly taller than the handsome bloke.  His stark white teeth on his smiling face were a high contrast to his dark skin.  “Here’s the phone, you evil woman.  Now what’s this about visitors?  Oh, hello Kaleb.”
“Thank you, darling.”  She bent down, to give him a playful kiss on the lips, their extreme height disparity making me blink.
“Of course, sweetheart.”  He turned to us and it didn’t even take a moment for his own eyes to go wide as he blurted, “The missing councilwoman? Miss Riicathi!  People are looking for you.  Dear lord, you’re hurt.”
I was still grinning as I looked from him up to the woman who shook herself out of thought and said quickly, “Oh where are our manners?  I am Aluna Mwangi and this is my husband, Gathii.”
It was my turn to show my surprise as I recognized her name, “Aluna Mwangi?  The famous photojournalist?”  She had taken many of those Savannah photos I had just mentioned.
Gathii was all smiles as he shared, “One and the same.”
It was my turn to ask, “You’re Whisperers?  My grandparents are in the Whisperer network.”
She nodded and shared, “Yes, the Renners.  Most respected duo.”
I was grinning when she prompted, “Should we call them?”
I blinked as she wiggled the phone in her hand.  Oh.  My first impulse was to call my mom. Is that lame of me to want my mother in this living nightmare I’ve found myself in?  But the rational side of me knew the smarter answer would be who I knew for a fact would be looking for me and likely already at least close to Ethiopia.  I held a hand out and she handed the sat phone to me, and I dialed Ivan.  I just wanted to go home.
There was a single ring, then a long delay followed by a series of clicking sounds before a more generic crackling hissing ringing started up.  I was starting to worry he wasn’t going to answer when the ringing stopped with a click and after a second pause my heart started beating soundly in my chest at the familiar voice which answered, “Da?”
I squeaked out, “Ivan?” Then covered my mouth.
“Miss Kia?”
I was just nodding to thin air as the tears started up again in a more profound relief than I’d ever felt while I choked out, “I am so done with Africa.  A nice family is bringing me down to the US Embassy west of Nairobi.  Can I come home now?  Beam me up, Scotty.”
Then I stopped breathing at another voice that came over the poor connection, “We’re on our way now, Killy.  Are you ok?”
This time my heart skipped a beat, Tana was okay!  “Tanny?”
“I’m here, love.”
“Oh thank Cthulu, I thought you and…”  I paused and asked, “Lis?”
“We’re fine.”
Ivan ground out, “You are not ‘fine’, Aryon.  You were shot and Miss Lisa has a broken jaw.”
“Shot?!”
“We’re ok.  The docs fixed us up.  You’ve had us so worried.  Every time we caught up with your kidnappers, you were already gone.”
Another voice had me choking back tears as my grandmother said sardonically, “Your girl here restarted the war to get to you, sweetheart.  The Council and the Reveal Accords signatories just executed simultaneous strikes on all Laramer Bloc command centers while we raided the research facility here which you had been brought to.”
“Simul…  wait, you’re at the Ethiopian compound?”
“Yes, dear heart, but you, inconveniently are not here.”
“I… umm… well I ran away.”
There was a recognizable Tana-ish snort on the other end.  “We were over here to save you but you were saving yourself it seems.”
I was shaking my head as I countered, “No, I ran, it's a mango farmer named Kaleb, and a couple of Whisperers here that saved me.”
“A mango what, and some Whisperers?”  Before I could respond, she sputtered, “Never mind, there’ll be time for that.  We’re on our way.”
Then Ivan was back. “Miss Kia, we’re arranging transport to Kenya now.  We need your hosts to check in every half hour until we can join you at the embassy, da?”
“Da, Ivan, da.”  Then I prompted, “The Laramer Bloc?” my mind on the revelation that the Accords signatories had launched such a massive coordinated attack… because of me?  Did that include the UN and NATO?
“Is no more, Miss Kia, we’re getting intel just now that the coordinated attacks routed most of the senior commanders, and their leaders just accepted unconditional surrender to the International Elf Council and the UN Security Council..”
I just blinked in shock.  The Bloc was no more?  I heard Aluna’s camera shutter, and then she took the phone back and started coordinating with the Cookie Twins as Gathii guided me gently by the shoulders toward their house.  I pulled us to a halt to look back at Kaleb who was still standing there, watching us go, and glancing back toward the forest.
Holding a hand out to him I pleaded, “Come with us?”
My plea easily transcended the language barrier as the man’s face softened, his brow creasing slightly in regret as he motioned a hand back, and shared one of the English words he knew in a plea of his own, “Home.”
Then he said some words that I got the gist of, but Gathii was kind enough to translate for me.  “I need to go back home, to where I and my wife made a home, where her ashes are.  You be safe, and live a happy life Kia of the Riicathi.”
I dashed from Gathii up to Kaleb and hugged him tight then kissed his cheek, assuring him, “You’re my hero, Kaleb, and I’ll never forget you.”
Gathii was translating as he walked up to us.  The old man held me at arm’s length looking me up and down like a grandfather might then shook his head, speaking through Gathii.  “You would have made it here on sheer will alone.”  Then before I could disagree he added, “If you hadn’t died of infection.  There are easier ways to get a lollipop, young one.”
I slapped his shoulder lightly as we shared grins.  I bit my tongue and then just watched the man turn and walk back to the forest until he disappeared back into the trees and out of my life forever.  I took two deep cleansing breaths, I had already cried too much today, and I didn’t need to add more the the great salt lake I was likely producing.
Then I let Gathii lead me away with Aluna trailing us as she was assuring Ivan that we needn’t hole up in their house until they and a security detachment could arrive.  “I know of you, Korsivair.  We Whiperers were able to operate under your noses for over a hundred years, so believe me when I say the young Councilwoman is in good hands.”
She ended the call while he was starting to argue.  Then the woman beamed a smile down at me as she shook her head. “Who would have thought the day would ever come that the Whisperers were helping the Council?  John Lennon must be turning over in his grave.”
I furrowed my brow. “John Lennon?”
“Yes, he was a Whisperer.  What do you think the song, Imagine, was all about?”
Oh, now I was just shuffling along dumbly, being led by them as I processed my shock, and then my eyes went wide as I considered the lyrics.  He dreamed of a day when the Elves could live openly among the people of the world.
I mumbled to myself, “I wonder what he would have thought of the Reveal.”
The woman nodded as she contemplated, “That it was a necessary first step.”  Then she brightened. “And your actions since you yourself Elfed, have done even more to bring all the Elves closer together and make a more accepting world by stripping away the obfuscated mystique the Elf Council has crafted to keep Sapiens in the dark.  Their gas-lighting is what helped create the Laramer Bloc, to begin with.  Now we can all start a new chapter of inter-species relations with them no longer a threat to your kind.”
My cheeks were heating.  I hadn’t done all that.  I’m just wanting everyone treated equally.
After they fed me a hot meal, and I was able to soak in a long, hot bath, we were on the road in the type of Range Rover you see in all the African wildlife documentaries.  I blinked at that, knowing who I was with, this exact vehicle may well have been in some of those documentaries.
I spent the first couple hours of the trip using the satellite phone, plugged into a car charger, to talk to my parents, grandparents, and Lisa.  Making sure to check in with the Cookie Twins every half hour as requested.
It was all I could do to stop from bawling when I heard each of their voices.  It was sort of funny listening to Lisa complain about her jaw being wired shut and how she had to put everything in a blender to eat, even though I was worried sick about her being injured.
Then I played the question game with my hosts to pass the time since we wouldn’t reach Nairobi until late in the night.  We’d overnight in a Whisperer safehouse just north of Nairobi, then heading into the Embassy first thing in the morning.
I learned an awful lot about not only photojournalists, but about the Whisperer network as well, while they asked questions about my Council position, about the Riicathi Consortium I set up, and oddly about Grams and Gramps Renner.  When I prompted, “Why all the questions about my grandparents?  They’re Whisperers just like you.”
Aluna snorted, seeming genuinely amused.  “Just like us, with their pedigree?”
“What do you mean by that?”
Her eyes widened in surprise and Gathii prompted in a similarly amused tone from behind the wheel of the Range Rover, “You know, just the fact that there’s no Renner Clan on the rolls of the voting nor non-voting clans.  We’re talking about their… wait, you really don’t know?”
He shot a look at his wife and she just held up a halting hand. “If they haven’t shared, they have their reasons and it isn’t our place to speak of it.  Just forget we brought it up.”
“Gah!  I’m an investigative reporter, you can’t do me like this, dangling an apple on a string in front of me, you tease!”
She was skillful in her redirect. “Oh shush.  Cupcake?”  She opened the plastic container she brought with us with freshly baked cupcakes she made while I was soaking in the tub.
“Ooo, cupcake.”  Okay, so I’m easy.
We were maybe four hours from our destination when my ears started swiveling and I leaned out the window to look up.  They were quickly on guard, Aluna whispering, “What is it, Killishia?”  Her hand went to the console between seats to open it and rested her hand on a semi-automatic pistol sitting in it.
I blinked at her gun, then shook my head and pointed, “Stealth drone shadowing us.”  They squinted at the sky, shaking their heads, not able to see it.  “Oh, sorry, I can see and hear it up there.”  They relaxed and she closed the console and I apologized, “The Cookie Twins… umm my security detail, the Korsivair brothers are a little overprotective.  They would have sent it on ahead to watch over us.”
Then I screwed up my face and admitted, “Now that they know I’m ok, they’re probably mad as hell at me for ditching them and getting myself kidnapped.”
Why didn’t the two look sympathetic?  “Fine, I deserve it.  It restarted a war.  I doubt I’ll ever be out of their sight for the rest of my life.”
Then I was looking back in the sky farther with the sound of jets.  Then the ground shook as a wing of low-flying stealth jets tore through the sky just above us, flanking a huge transport jet. “Eeep.”  I’d lay odds I knew exactly who was on board that transport, and why they were flying so low.  “I think I may be in trouble.”
They snickered at me. “Brats.”  Okay, I may or may not have been grinning just then.
It wasn’t more than an hour later as the very sparse traffic started to get heavier, that three mean-looking, space-age attack helicopters and a fleet of swarming drones converged on us as Gathii pulled us off the road near a grain silo.  What felt like an entire flight of butterflies was tying up my insides in anticipation as the helicopters landed and the drones seemed to take a circling perimeter position like a halo orbiting the airships and our vehicle.
I started to open the door but Aluna reached over and shut it, “Not yet.”  Her eyes were scanning the area, and the cars passing by on the highway, some stopping to observe the commotion around us.
Then when two massive man mountains in full military riot gear hopped off the lead airship, their rifles sweeping the area, she moved her hand as I sighed in relief.  I swung the door open and ran to them as a metric crap-ton of soldiers and… were those Riicathi piling out of the helicopters forming a secondary perimeter?
I dove on the boys, Ivan dropping his rifle to dangle at his hip on its sling, to catch me.  “Ivan!  Pietor!  I’m so sorry.  I’ll never ditch you again.”
“Miss Kia.”  Then he held me at arm’s length as the two looked me over, their smiles fading.
Pietor asked in a cold, emotionless tone that sounded like a threat wrapped in a promise, “They did this to you?”
I hugged the man.  “Can we just go home now?”
Then I was squeaking and letting him go and running to the woman standing behind them, her eyes watering as she looked at me, a hand over her mouth.  We held onto each other in a desperate hug, “Tanny!”
“Killy, the thought… when you weren’t at the medical research base.”
I kissed my girl to shush her, never wanting to leave her arms ever again.  Then I grinned over her shoulder when the two most dangerous Riicathi on the planet strode up to us, relief etched on their faces, grams Riicathi absently placing a hand on her belly where my little aunt or uncle was baking.
I sobbed into the group hug they pulled Tana and me into, making me feel safe and loved for the first time in days since I was taken.  That’s when I knew this nightmare was finally over.


Epilogue
“Daddy, it's you and Auntie Nat,” Sonia called out, a rare smile gracing her normally slack face as she dashed over to the Reveal Day statue of Evander Laun and Natalia Havashire here in Central Park. It was just a stone’s throw away from the Balto dog statue Sonia had just seen, one of the ‘must see’ places on her list.  Then she looked over to Tana and me.  “Tanny, Kia, it’s daddy.”
I grinned and nodded, caught up in her enthusiasm.  Glancing around, I took in the tight security detail keeping the gathering crowd away from our group.  There were twelve guards in addition to the Riicathi in our gathering here in the park.
Tana called back to her sister, her eyes full of wonder that her parents were allowing Sonia out in the general public like this for virtually the first time in her life…. away from the safety of Laun Tower or the many properties owned by the Laun clan, “Yup, I see Soni.”
I lowered my phone, where I was following the explosion of activity on all the social media sites covering the first Elf child so young.  And her unique looks and mannerisms, speculation of autism was shattering the carefully crafted visage that Elves were all prime physical specimens who didn’t suffer afflictions like our Sapien cousins.
I couldn’t give a fart in space about their speculation, seeing Sonia’s wonder at this place of her dreams.  Central Park was only something she could see in the distance from the penthouse suite of Laun Tower.  It’s a place filled with that wonder for her, and she’s read everything she could about it and has watched endless videos and documentaries about it, knowing one day her sister would keep her promise and find a way for her to visit this wonderland.
It has occupied her imagination for so long that it features prominently in the book she finally finished in these two months since my rescue in Africa.  And now here we were, watching her absolute joy, discovering all the things she has only seen from afar and in pictures.
Grinning I prompted her, “What’s next?  The Zoo?  The Ramble?”
Sonia looked over to Evander and Marcillia, who were looking strained and nervous about their daughter whom they’d protected from the world since birth, being out here, with so many people looking on, wondering about this odd, young Elf.  “Can we go to the zoo?”
She was so animated, I’d never seen her so expressive. It must be overwhelming for her to be allowed out of the gilded cage she’s grown up in.  It must be close to sensory overload for her, but her enthusiasm was catchy.  Marcillia was cocking her head in wonder at the transformation of her youngest daughter, and she smiled, looking around at the crowd.  “Of course, dear heart.”
Then Evander looked over to my grandparents, leading the group of almost a dozen Riicathi who followed me everywhere, usually from the shadows, even though the Council had told them we all had our own security details.  The Riicathi, well, we don’t answer to the Council or anyone else, and Diedre has pointed out that I, their Minya, had been taken while Council security was assigned to me.  He asked, “The Zoo?”
Grams Riicathi placed her hand absently on her now, quite obvious, baby bump nodding and she turned to the Laun Security and my Cookie Twins, “The zoo, ten minutes, security sweep now.”  Half the ring of security jogged off with some Riicathi, including Charity and Hope, toward the Central Park Zoo.
Marcillia asked her husband out of the side of her mouth, “Why is our detail deferring to the Riicathi for our security?”
He chuckled. “Would you argue with them?”
“I suppose there is that, and… Sonia, where are you going?  Stay with the group.  We need to wait for the all-clear.”
Sonia stopped and then almost skipped to Tana and me, grabbing Lisa’s hand, making us all cock our brows since she rarely touched anyone.  “Come on everyone, Mom and Dad said we can see the zoo.”
Issac just chuckled as he was dragged along, being virtually permanently attached to Lisa’s other hand.  My bestie was eminently happy now that her jaw had been unwired last week.  Sonia called to us, “Come on Tanny, Kia, I know the way.  I remember the map.”
I was all smiles as I took my girl’s hand and we followed as the frustrated security detachment looked exasperated as our group spreading out was causing our coverage to be thinned out.  “We’re coming silly, wait up for us.”
Tana had been pretty pensive for most of the morning like she had been struggling with some sort of indecision.  She’s been like that since we got back home from the ordeal overseas, and through all of our recoveries.  I cocked my head at her, seeing her eyes on me and not her sister, she burst out suddenly from nowhere, “Marry me.”
Leaving me blinking in surprise as she seemed suddenly relieved of some sort of heavy burden, her smile growing as she tugged me along like nothing had happened, “Wait up, stinker!”
My girl was purposefully looking anywhere but me as I stumbled along, my mind slowly working out what she said through the shocked fog.  “Oh… umm… ok.”
“That’s a yes?”
“Umm… yes?”
Lisa was squeeing and my mom and grandma Riicathi caught up to us and pulled us into a group hug.  I whispered, “By the moons of Niba, am I engaged?”
My umm… fiance? 
“You’re such a geek, Killy.”  
Oh, ok.  I tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear, feeling suddenly bashful.
Dad, always poking the bear, called out to Tana’s dad who was trailing the group with his wife, “Hear that, Laun, we’re going to be related.”
“Just swell, Renner.”
The two men were always so confrontational like they were daring the other to goddess knows what.  I think it’s a man thing that I just don’t quite understand.  But one thing for sure is that they both respect each other, which is odd on its surface given our disparity of class, and the fact dad is a Sapien.
I jumped at the sound of someone lighting off some firecrackers somewhere in the park, the sound echoing off the skyscrapers ringing the park.  Tana gripped my hand harder as I got my breathing under control from the mini panic attack, remembering my imprisonment and all the people shooting at me as I fled my captors.
Since we got back to the States, I’ve had these little flashbacks that got my pulse pounding and me breaking out in a cold sweat.  It didn’t help that during my recovery, every news channel including ENN and my own WTRL has been running coverage on the collapse of the Laramer Bloc, their unconditional surrender, and the UN peacekeeping forces installed in those rogue countries until a democratic government can be elected by their citizens and the remainder of the outlaw governments can be corralled.
My boss, Tobias, insisted I take a sabbatical during my recovery.  The man was enraged when he saw photos of my bruised, battered, and half-starved form, resulting from my captivity and resulting escape.  WTRL has been running an in-depth expose on the Bloc’s inhumane practices including my kidnapping, and the unspeakable treatment I was subjected to.  ENN has been re-casting those broadcasts to the world.  Laying my nightmare bare to the world.
They are using a bunch of photos Aluna took of my rescue to show the state I was in after my escape.  I can’t get those pictures out of my mind.  Aluna has won a couple of international awards for the photo of my group hug with Tana and my grandparents that day in Kenya. 
Tana has been sleeping at my place since, not wanting to leave me alone to my new night terrors.  Between her and Barney, I’m slowly starting to get some decent night's sleep.  And let me tell you, after watching the security video of her and Lisa kicking some Ethiopian soldier ass in the alley, my girl is twice as sexy to me.
We were both shocked when we showed up for our nightly tuck-in service for Sonia back at Tana’s place, where she sits and shares her day with her little sister, that Marcillia came in to check on the three of us.  I just prompted, out of habit… ok so maybe I inherited the poke-the-bear gene from Dad, “You know, now that the cat is out of the bag and you won’t be able to hide her away anymore, you should let Tanaliashia and I bring her to Central Park.”  And she just started to nod slowly, brow furrowed in thought.
You could have knocked us over with a penguin when she said slowly, “We’ll speak with security about it.”  Then she just told us, “Sonia needs her sleep, girls.”  Then to her eldest daughter, she asked, “Will you be overnighting at Kia’s again?”
“Yes, mother.”
And here we were.
My excitement for my apparent acceptance of a blurted marriage proposal was overwhelmed by memory and the curiosity of all things that seem to govern my life and impulses at times, and I turned to look at my parents as we all walked along.  Evander using our last name brought it to the surface.
And since it was common knowledge now that my other grandparents were part of the Whisperer network, I could speak freely here, “Dad?  Someone suggested Renner isn’t on the rolls of either the voting or non-voting clans.  I checked the Council records and they were right.  I figure they’re using an alias since they’ve been flying under the Council’s radar as Whisperers.  What is their real clan name?”
Mom was tittering, looking like the cat who swallowed the canary as Dad just glanced back at the Launs with a mischievous grin, and he had me blinking in shock once again and those around us gasping when he uttered a single name.
“Blackwood.”
The End
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Sample Chapter from my Techromancy Scrolls: Adept epic fantasy series...
Chapter 1 – Portcullis
I yawned as I stepped out of my family's stone cottage with my little brother, Jace, the steel pin hinges groaned in protest.  I closed the old wooden door as quietly as I could as to not waken mother.  Her health had been deteriorating and we didn't like her exerting herself.
We walked to the pig pen and I grabbed my wooden cart by the handles and started toward the portcullis of the defensive wall around our village.  I called back, “After you feed the hogs, bring Matilda to the butcher.  She isn't laying anymore, and we could probably get at least two pennies for her or trade for a half sack of grain, she has some good meat on her.”
He nodded as he grabbed the bucket to get some of the castoffs from Castle Wexbury we had traded some eggs for.  Our feathered ladies were some of the best laying hens in the village and the lords of the castle were partial to them.  I smiled.  He was only seven but was a godsend around here.  With mother down, he was all I had to help me with all the chores while I was out scavenging.
I was not about to marry myself off just to maintain the household, I don't care if I was of age of consent last month or not.  No man would have me, ever, and I don't understand why any woman would ever betroth herself to one.  I shivered at the thought.
I looked back at the door then added, “Remind me when I get back to grease the door hinges with lard or bacon grease would you?  I don't want that noisy door waking mother, she needs her rest.”  He nodded in earnest.  I smiled at him, he was such a good boy, I was proud to have him as a brother.
I started wheeling my cart to the cobbled road in the twilight of the morning.  He called back, “Do you think you'll get enough today Laney?”
I smiled more confidently than I felt and crossed my fingers at him, “Let's hope this batch will get us enough for the medicines.”  He crossed his small fingers too and smiled and went back to the morning chores.
I walked down the lane, the village was waking up.  I started passing people getting to their jobs and had to move for a couple chargers trotting gallantly past as the morning patrol went to replace the night patrol outside the walls.
I looked at them with awe and amazement.  To be a noble would be so glamorous.  They protect the village and we tithe them so that they can concentrate on that defense.  I blinked.  One had the crest with a lightning bolt crossed with a sword on her sash.  A Techno Knight!  I noticed my jaw was hanging open as she passed by and snapped my mouth shut.  She noticed my admiration and she winked at me as she trotted past.  She looked a year or two older than my nineteen years.
I blushed, she was not only a knight, but a Techno Knight.  Her red hair flowed back over her armored shoulders like a cape draping over the studded leather and metal.  Her emerald eyes were sharp, and they glowed with the magic potential of a Techno Knight... they seemed to swallow me whole.  I looked down in embarrassment when the other knight said loudly, “Looks like you have an admirer Celeste.”
She hissed at him, “Don't be such an ass Bowyn.”  I kept my eyes down but I could feel her eyes on me.  I had a little affinity for magic and could tell when it was focused my way.  Her eyes were overflowing with it.
She kicked her horse and gave it some rein and shouted, “Hyah!” And galloped off toward the gates.  I looked up to watch the other knight urge his horse to catch up.  I grinned, being a mere Knight of the Realm, he was subordinate to that Techno Knight.  What did he call her?  Celeste?  He was subordinate to Lady Celeste.
I noted the street lamps in the row I was passing were flickering.  I looked at the electric filaments in the globes and they were intact.  I stepped over and kicked the ceramic containment vessel which held the magic potential that powered the little copper wound generator.  With a scree that was just beyond all but the hearing of the young, the bulbs brightened and remained steady.  I grinned.
I absently wondered how the wizards of the old realm of the Before Times powered their tech.  I have heard so many ludicrous theories.  Like chemical reactions.  The old buffoon who proposed it called it batteries or some other nonsense.  That would be terribly inefficient, and what would you do with these... batteries... once the chemical reaction was exhausted?  Throw them out and build new ones?  Non renewable resources were in such short supply and that would be a waste.
But that wasn't as funny as the Techromancer who was laughed out of the conclave for suggesting that his interpretation of the old writings of the Before was that it was with water from rivers.  How can water power electricity?  The two do not mix.  I chuckled at the thought.
No, the wizards of the Before were so much more powerful than us.  Just look at all they had accomplished.  We unearth more every day.  They had to be so far beyond our abilities.  It was only the Great Impact that brought down their civilization.  I imagined all the wonders I would have seen if I had lived in their time.
As I approached the huge gates at the portcullis, I glanced back to the east, to Castle Wexbury.  The great castle with it's soaring towers and waving standards.  It was so large it formed two thirds of the east wall of the village itself.  Well over a half mile of stone.
There, hanging above it in the sky, were the Three Sisters.  The three pale white moons and the ring of debris around Earth.  I tried to imagine what it would be like to see one huge moon in the sky in ancient times, before the Great Impact.  A rogue astral body had collided with Mother Luna and tore her in half.  I looked at her oblong egg shape and the two smaller sisters, Athena and Freya, which formed afterwards.
They say that Mother Luna will again be round one day as gravity reshapes her as she spins.  She appears to be always looking down on Earth with her red eye.  The pale red glow of the vast magma fields on her broken edge will eventually be swallowed.  Much like the vast magma fields on the Dark Side of the Earth.
It is rumored there were billions of people in the Before.  Over three quarters of the population was wiped out when the debris storm and shock wave had hit the Dark Side.  And even more died in the early years.  There were rumored to be huge bodies of water they called oceans that covered most of the surface of the planet.  I would not have believed it if I had not seen some of the old writings that they have in the castle.  The Techromancy Scrolls.
There was a picture in one, of the Earth as a blue ball, covered in water.  The language looked so much like English, and I could read most of it, but the old English from the Before was so different than now.  Now all villages were built by the few lakes and small rivers that came down off the Whispering Walls Mountain range in the center of the habitable lands.
The young chamber maid, Resme, who cleaned the library had been punished for letting me in to see the forbidden writings.  I still feel bad for putting her in disfavor with the lords of the keep.  They traded her off to another realm.  She had been my only friend here.
I had to take ten lashes at the whipping post for my part.  The punishment for trespass into the library was usually twenty, but the magistrate did not wish to be so harsh on a thirteen year old child.  I believe he did not strike me with the enthusiasm I have seen in the past, the blows barely left any scars.  He explained why the nobles were so strict with public floggings in regard to the library.  The scrolls and tomes there are invaluable, and the kingdoms greatest treasure.  I did not cry out, I was strong like mother told me to be.
The library had tens of thousands of scrolls and tomes that were falling apart with age.  They have had Techromancers working diligently over the centuries to restore them or make modern records and reproductions so that the knowledge would not be lost to the ages.
I was knocked out of my musings when the first rays of sunlight from Father Sol crested the majestic peaks of the Whispering Walls far in the distance.  I took a deep breath and looked at the line of people that was starting to form on either side of the gate.  We all stayed clear of the knights, and the gate and wall guards.
A man was walking down the line with a checklist asking each person their business outside the gates.  The grumpy, heavyset man wearing old, ill fitting, worn leather armor that had suffered most likely decades of disrepair, finally got to me.  “Name, station, reason for travel?”
I glanced over to see the Knights just twenty feet away.  I smiled a little when I saw Lady Celeste speaking with two other knights of the realm.  I looked away and said to the man, “Laney Herder, serf, scavenging.”  We used our profession to identify ourselves, in case there were more than one person in the village with the same name.  My family are livestock herders, so I had to identify myself that way.
He placed his pen down on his tablet and cuffed my ear roughly.  “What are you doing scavenging you worthless tramp?!  Get back to your animals, the kingdom needs food more than junk!”
I held the side of my face, my cheek stung, but I did not cry out.  I worked my jaw trying to get the ringing in my ear to fade.  I looked at his feet.  “Please sir.  I'm scavenging copper, and iron.  I'm a sensitive.”  I pulled my crystal necklace from under my shirt, it hung on a small leather strap, it started glowing faintly amber when my hand came in contact with it.
I heard a large horse approach.  A familiar woman's voice snapped out with authority, “Steward!  The realm needs metals and machines from the Before as much as food!  Maybe more.”
He stood at sloppy attention and I kept my eyes down as he ground out, “Yes Lady Celeste.  She didn't specify that at first.”
Then she spoke again, “You, young miss. Are you of majority?  Has your age of consent come?”
I bowed my head a little, looking at my feet.  “Yes Lady.”
She spoke again with a tinge of amusement in her voice, “Look up, I do not bite.”  I looked nervously up and she asked, “You have others to tend your animals while you are outside the gates?”
I nodded and my voice wavered when I replied, “Yes Lady.  My brother.  He's small but is a good worker.”  She smiled a little and I looked back down.
Then she asked, “You say you are a sensitive, but you said copper AND iron.  Which is it?”
I chanced another look at her up on that grand mount of hers, its coat dark as midnight.  “Both, Lady.”  I tried not to show the pride on my face.  It was extremely uncommon to have the magic affinity to more than one metal.  That is why I did so well on my last two outings once I was the age of majority and could travel outside the walls without an adult.  I also hid the other abilities that I had started developing the past two months.
The Techromancers needed the various metals and machines to maintain and build upon the growing technology base of our village.  We were one of the most advanced villages in all the realms.  There was so much old technology buried just below the surface, which was so much easier and quicker to use than the mining and smelting of ore from the mines. I was able to save up fifteen iron pennies and two gold coins from my previous outings.  Just one more gold coin and I could afford the medicines for mother from the hospital.
She cocked an eyebrow and gave me a genuinely surprised smile. “Truly?”  I nodded and then she looked at the man.  “Steward, allow this woman to the front of the line, her work is valuable to the realm.”
He shot me a glare but bowed slightly to her and responded, “Lady.”  Then he grabbed the handles of my cart and pushed it roughly to the front of the line, cussing the whole way.
I looked up to the knight and did a curtsy and said quickly, “Thank you Lady.”
She shook her head and said, “Celeste.  You may call me Celeste, Laney.”
I nodded and ran off to my cart.  I was blushing profusely.  I wondered where all my confidence had gone.  I'd never felt so self conscious around anyone.  Because Laney you fool, she was a Techno Knight!  A Knight of the Realm!  I caught myself smiling.  I had just spoken to a Techno Knight, Jace was going to be so jealous!
The clock in the church steeple in the center of the village turned over to seven o'clock and the huge church bell started chiming the start of the day.  The deep resonating bongs filling the valley.  Lady Celeste had her horse sidle up to the receiver beside the huge motors that operated the gate.  Then she drew her long sword.
The light of the rising sun reflected off of it.  I could feel her magics rise like a pressure on my chest and the little hairs on my arm and the back of my neck stood on end.  I could see energy bleeding out of her green eyes, lighting them like twin emerald stars as energy crackled down her arm, arcing from stud to stud on her armor.  It traveled into her sword and it started to glow red hot in her hand.
Then she looked over to me and winked again and slammed her sword into the receiving socket.  It was like energy just cascaded into the ground, and I felt like I had dropped down three feet.  Nobody else seemed to notice any of this.  The motors began to turn, the huge iron gates groaned then started to rise and she withdrew her sword and slid it into her scabbard.
The steward was speaking loudly.  “The gates close at seven this evening.  If you are not in the gates of the keep by the seventh strike of the bells, you must seek your own shelter for the night.”  As he spoke, the returning knights passed the day patrol.  They saluted each other, my eyes were glued to Lady Celeste and she turned back in her saddle as she went out on patrol and I swear she looked directly at me.
I was cuffed on my ear roughly by the steward again.  “Are you listening Herder?  I told you to start moving three times.”
Oh, I had sort of tuned him out.  “Sorry sir.”  I grabbed the handles of my cart and headed out the gates, looking up to the iron gates suspended in the soaring arch above us.  I turned east toward the mountains as soon as I was out.  I had found a great rock outcropping just a couple miles away that had brought me luck so far.
I made sure to take a circuitous route through the Whispering Forest, mindful of other scavengers that had their eyes on me.  They were probably wondering where I was finding so many relics from the Before.  When I was certain I was not being followed, I turned back toward Beggar's Creek and Hawktail River that ran through the keep.  They emptied into Dragontooth Lake at the west side of the village.
I grinned, this was going to be so much fun!
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