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The gargoyle

The skyline at night

The city takes a slow breath

I keep my vigil.

 

  ~Andrew J. Young





  
 

Chapter 1 - City Hall

In the twilight that was descending upon our city, I squatted on the clock tower of my beloved, my building, my nexus: Cincinnati's City Hall. With the wind whipping through my long brunette hair, I turned my face toward the sky and closed my eyes, expanding my mind and senses, and taking stock of the happenings within my building. I reached out to my home and reveled in the information being fed to me thought the shadow-bond I share with the structure. She felt as though she were a living being, an extension of myself, there was life, a vitality in her that made my heart soar.

I could sense someone walking toward the stairs on the third floor, steps purposeful and rapid across the floor, while the last two people left the offices on the top floor. The second floor was quiet, and the last person on the ground floor was heading toward the door. In the basement there was—oh, but of course—Declan. 

I smiled, being fairly new to our post, he was still not used to patrolling here while there were straights around. Such a baby, I thought with a smirk.

Average mortals—straights—cannot perceive the true forms of the fae; they can only see the human guises that are projected. 

Back in tune with my beloved, I reached even deeper.

On the outer perimeter of my awareness, there was a couple, slowly walking along her northern sidewalk, and a group of workers waiting on what was sure to be the last bus of the night on the eastern sidewalk.

I thanked my beloved and snapped back to the present, though a certain amount of peripheral awareness of the structure still hummed inside of me.

I smiled as the first drops of rain fell. I, so, love Cinch in the spring! It was refreshing, invigorating.

I turned my gaze down to the group of people waiting on the last bus, and smiled when I saw one of them look up at the clock tower. He pointed, and nudged his friends to do so as well, then two camera flashes later they were gone, taken away by the late bus. I smirked; everyone was so obsessed with the beautiful architecture of my building. My smirk blossomed into a full-out grin when I thought how lucky I was. She was mine, for better or worse; we were one.

Oh, I guess I should introduce myself. I am Kelila Storm, one of two Gargoyles of City Hall. I stay my post, doing my duty as one of the protectors of this city, keeping watch over the people that cross through by my beloved.

You see, things aren’t always exactly as they appear. This world that we live in isn’t just comprised of humans, as most think. No, various types of magical creatures and fae exist; walking around in this world are many varieties of fantastical beings. Everything from Gnomes, Fairies, and Imps, to true magic users share this existence. And as you would expect, where there are good and law-abiding creatures, there are also more heinous beings that would run amok; some of the more prevalent being Goblins, Minotaurs, and Wraiths.

In order to keep things moving smoothly, and to ensure the safety of the mortals and fae that call Cincinnati home, there are Trolls posted on each bridge and road into the city. Each Troll greets the creatures that wish to enter into the mortal realm from the Under-Veil by way of these bridges and roads, the gateways into the city. The Trolls require each visitor to pay their toll and agree to cause no harm. If they do so, then they are granted access; if they don’t, then the Trolls will dispatch them back through the Under-Veil with extreme prejudice.

What do we Gargoyles—or Goyles as we call ourselves—do, you may ask? We are the city’s enforcers. We guard the people of the metropolis around our “homes,” otherwise known as our nexus, to which we are shadow-bound. We keep an eye on things in the city, both human and supernatural. And we’re always around to help a Troll when needed, but most of the time we keep the peace in the city between the fae and the mortals who live here.

I relished the rain as it began to pour. Once more, I reached out to my beloved. I took a deep cleansing breath, and smiled. Besides the night guard Henderson, and Smitty the janitor, I was finally alone with her again, then I sighed in resignation, and with Declan I suppose. Time for a drink. 

With that thought, I slid from my perch on the clock tower, silently padding down the grade of its roof, and slipped onto the maintenance platform that wrapped the base of the clock tower. With one hand on its ledge, I swung and released myself over a lower platform that connects each of the building’s peaks. From there, I stalked west on the platform before leaping to a lower platform yet again and, with one final silent hop down the remaining two stories, landed on the ground. With a loving look toward my favorite perch on the clock tower, I walked to meet Declan in the courtyard parking area.

“You really need to start moving around the building more when straights are here,” I said, in lieu of greeting.

“Hello to you too, Kalila. Lovely weather out here isn’t it?” I rolled my eyes at his antics, same routine for the last year; He really needs to get some new material.

I smirk at him. “Actually it is. I love a good fall rain.”

With a smile of his own, we turned and headed out through the courtyard entrance arch to Central Avenue. 

I lost myself in thought as we silently walked to the police department to pick up Declan’s wife, Isabel. Isabel was the evidence lockup supervisor at the local police department six blocks from us. Both she and Declan are from prominent families of True-Born—those with an affinity for magic—that do quite well for themselves. I wonder what their family gatherings must be like, now that they are aware of Declan’s decision to become a Goyle. While each Goyle thinks of themselves as the protectors, the fae and magically inclined community within the city see us as something to be feared.

It is not our looks, like most assume, that frighten them. In fact, we look like relatively normal people, usually tall, lean, with good muscle definition, but basically normal. What frightens those in the supernatural world about us is our general capabilities. We, as protectors, have the ability to locate and detain any fae that breaks the rules agreed upon, and hold them until a Troll can banish them back through the Under-Veil. We also police the True-Born and the Shadow-Kin—those that have one straight parent and one True-Born parent and thus aren’t completely veil-blind—to ensure they do not use their talents against the straights of the city.

Still lost in thought, we made short work of the distance and were at our destination in under five minutes. Isabel was waiting, leaning up against the building near their car using the awning of the department building to shield her from the majority of the rain.

Declan greeted her with a kiss and I nodded my hello, opened the back passenger door, and stepped in. I prompted, “Looks like you had a long day. O’Flanagan’s?”

She sent me a toothy smile as she climbed into the car. “You have no idea.” And with that we were driving to our go-to watering hole, O’Flanagan’s.

She parked the car diagonally across the street from O’Flanagan’s, the cute, little Irish pub that had become a staple in the lives of most fae and True-Born in the past year.

I watched Evangeline Kane and her trusty Gnome friend, Rupert, head out of the heavy oak doors to their bridge, to keep the gateway to the city safe. Kane and Rupert noticed us and they both nodded hello as they went on their way. Declan and I nodded back as we crossed the road. 

I stepped onto the sidewalk and thought about how nice it was for Trolls to acknowledge our existence. For decades, Trolls always looked down on us Goyles as Troll-wannabes, a lesser one of them. It was nice to see that changing now. All the rumors are true; Evangeline Kane, or Kane as she goes by, really did bring out the best in those around her, and she was challenging the status quo. I respected her for the courage it took to stand resolute against what was normal.

I snapped out of my inner thoughts in time to grab the door of O'Flanagan's for Declan and Isabel. With a smile of thanks, they entered the bar and I brought up the rear.

Once inside, we moved toward the table in the back, the one that was reserved for Kane. It was nice that she let other sentinels and enforcers use the table when she wasn't here. 

As we made our way into the booth, Maggie, sister of the pub’s owner Colin, was at the ready to take our order. "Heya guys! Good to see you!" She paused and checked her watch, then continued in her Irish accent. "Aren't ya a bit early?" I smiled absently, with the realization that she took the time to get to know the regulars at the bar.

Declan smiled. "A bit, but Kalila and I were able to sneak off early when the wife said she was finished for the day."

Isabel replied with a grin, "It is one of the good things about being called into work a few hours earlier, I get to leave a bit early."

Maggie looked at me. "Ya know, I see you in here all the time, but I still don’t know what you do for a livin’."

"Declan and I are private investigators." Her eyes seemed to sparkle at me as her smile deepened, and I found myself elaborating, "Hard work, but we can usually keep our own hours. So I don't complain too much."

"Interestin’," she mused, then after a beat, asked, "Well, do you three want the usual? Three pints, three burgers, and house fries?" We all nodded, and I opened my mouth to clarify part of my order, but she beat me to it. "One of the burgers will be havin’ extra crispy bacon added to it." With a sassy wink to me she went toward the kitchen.

Declan and Isabel chuckled and as they watched Maggie go. "Looks like someone made a friend."

I shook my head at Isabel's comment. "She's just a good waitress, I am sure she remembers each of the regulars' orders." I finished, as my eyes drifted back toward the strawberry-blonde waitress.

With Declan and Isabel talking quietly between themselves, I sat back and relaxed a bit, letting myself casually listen to all the conversations around me. Like my beloved, the bar had a life of its own. I had to chuckle at what I heard, even nearly a year after the huge battle on the Roebling Suspension Bridge, people were still talking about it. 

The ‘stragglers’—those fae that decided to stay in the mortal world, make a life here, and not return through the Under-Veil—would see a visiting fae and immediately ask if they had heard about the fight. 

Of course, most had by now, but that would not deter the tales of Kane, the Troll who broke the rules. The Troll that stood up to the Triumvirate, yet still lived to this day. The Troll that had called on every able body, Gargoyle, fae, and True-Born alike, to help defend our home. 

To this day, I too still reveled in the memory. Never before had a Troll asked for help; to do so was frowned upon. However, that didn't stop Kane from asking, and we all jumped at the prospect of helping. I remember how it felt, feeding off of the enormous power that the bridge held, and we Gargoyles teaming up to defeat a greater-ghoul then turning to stand toe-to-toe with the strongest lesser-fae we had encountered in decades.

Declan and I, along with the other Gargoyles, had fought in front of the less powerful fae from our city, trying to keep them as safe as possible; it was our job after all. We still lost five that night; one, a Goyle that resided near my beloved. We honored each of their sacrifices with ceremonies. Declan, James, Odell, and I went and repaired the damage that the Gargoyle’s death had wrought on his nexus.

Of course, the tales of that night, told in places such as this, are typically told with a bit more flare than I remember, but I was a bit busy at the time, so I suppose some of the tales may be true.

 In a way, that night, and Kane's actions, brought us all together—the fae, True-Borns, and the Gargoyle population of the city—and made us more of a family, a community. Maggie placing our drinks on the table pulled me from my thoughts.

I took a moment to take an appraising look at her; with her curly, strawberry-blonde hair falling haphazardly out of her bun, she looked disheveled and a bit out of sorts. For someone usually so put together, it concerned me to see her like this for some reason. I voiced my concerns. “You okay, Maggie?”

She sighed with a weary smile as she placed the last pint down and said, “Just a bit frazzled. Felicia shoulda been here thirty minutes ago. And ta top it off, we’re busier than normal for a Tuesday.” I gave her a sympathetic smile and she added, “I’ll be havin’ yer food out as soon as my brother has it cooked.” With one last smile, she walked to a neighboring table and took their order.

I shared a casually concerned look with Declan. “That isn’t like Felicia.” 

“No, it isn’t. If there ever was a trustworthy imp, she would be it.” He glanced at Isabel, who was looking between the two of us.

“Should we do something?” Isabel queried.

I shrugged. “Not much we can do. If she isn’t here by the time we leave, then I will go by her apartment, just to check on her. After all, she is one of the city’s fae, but it’s probably nothing.”

He nodded, and we had just placed our glasses back on the table after taking a sip of our beers when Felicia walked into the bar through the back room. I made eye contact with Declan and then nodded toward the bar with a reassuring smile, where Felicia was conversing with Maggie. He turned to look at the Woodland Imp that was Felicia. 

She was a very striking woman, if foxes were your thing. Although with Felicia, even if foxes weren’t your thing, you would likely be tempted. At five feet two, she wasn’t tall, but she was all legs, and quite frankly the extra little sway she added to her gait should be outlawed. 

Her human guise was just as striking as her true, fox form; I catch fleeting glances of it in the mirrors of the bar from time to time.

 “I wonder what happened to make her late?” Declan shrugged and mused to Isabel and me.

I, with my eyes still trained on her, watched her ears twitch and angle toward us. She glanced at us and had a slightly startled look on her face. A few hurried words to Maggie and she was on her way to our table, her tail twitching nervously.

Felicia approached our table, lacking the bravado that I witnessed when she interacted with other patrons of the bar. She looked down almost meekly, not meeting any of our eyes and quietly said, “I have paid my toll and follow the rules.” 

Well, that answers that question, I reached out and placed my hand on hers. “Rest easy, little fox. We are not here to send you back. We know you follow the rules.”

Another of our responsibilities includes keeping all the fae in the city in check and ensuring they follow the rules set forth. It leads to many of the fae being scared and standoffish toward us Goyles, scared that we will have them sent back through the Under-Veil. 

A small nervous smile graced her face, but something was still bothering her. “But you were speaking about me.”

Declan gave her a reassuring smile as he answered, “Maggie had mentioned that you were late; we all know how infrequently that happens, and we were concerned about you.”

I squeezed her hand. “You don’t need to fear us, little one. We are here to keep everyone safe; we are your protectors, not your captors.”

She perked up a bit and her tail came up absently to caress my cheek. “Thank you.” She gave us the dazzling smile that could bring the strongest Troll to their knees and told us why she was late. “I witnessed a robbery. It was a Satyr. He grabbed a straight and held him at knifepoint, and then used him as a hostage to rob a convenience store. After he robbed the store, they left. Police found the straight knocked out cold about five blocks away.” She paused like she was musing something over, then added, “I know that‘s out of your territory, but I thought you should know.”

Declan and I both looked at each other as Isabel sighed. “Well, so much for spending some time together tonight.”

Declan turned to her with an almost pleading look in his eyes. With the perpetrator of the crime being fae, that put this in our purview, even if it wasn’t strictly in our territory. I decided not to interfere in Declan and Isabel’s personal matters and turned back to the fox. “Thank you, little one. I will go and see what I can find out.” I downed the rest of my beer and turned to Declan, “Have dinner and then go home with your wife. I know it’s been a while since you have had any of time together. I’ll follow up with the police and see what I can find out. We can meet up mid-morning tomorrow once I have a better idea of what happened.”

He opened his mouth to reply, but his wife beat him to it, “You sure you don’t mind?”

I shook my head with a sly smile and climbed out of the booth. “Not at all. Enjoy your evening.” He smiled his appreciation and I nodded to them both before turning to Felicia.

Her tail wrapped around my waist and I felt her project a pleasant calmness into my being. “Thank you for trusting us enough to share this with us.” I bent down from my six foot four height, and gave her a little peck on the cheek, then turned to see Maggie with a box.

She gave me a small smile. “I saw ya were leaving, figured ya’d want this bagged up.”

I felt another wave of happiness course through me from Felicia and I found myself smiling largely at Maggie. “Thanks, Mags. Always looking out for us.” I gave her a wink as I reached toward my pocket to pull out my wallet.

Declan spoke up, stopping my movement by telling Maggie, “Add her meal to my bill.” Then to me he said, “Thank you, Kalila.”

I smiled at him as I gave Felicia’s tail a thank-you rub. With a smile to each of the waitresses, and a corresponding wink from Maggie, I was headed for the door.

As I stepped back out into the rain that had abated to mist-like sprinkles, I pondered the nickname I gave Maggie. Was it okay that I call her that? More importantly, where had that come from?!

I flagged down a cab and stepped in, time to go and pay a visit to my favorite detectives and see what I could find out.





  
 

Chapter 2 - Investigation

I shook the rain off my long coat and myself once again as I stepped through doors to the police department. I wore my signature men’s coat year round; they didn’t have any women’s sizes that would fit my tall frame. I pushed my hair back from my forehead, then stepped up to the front desk, and signed in. I walked through the metal detector that let out a hiss of static from its buzzer, and then proceeded toward the main squad room. Metal detectors and x-ray machines always acted a little off when scanning a shadow-bound. The desk officer had seen me so many times that the crackling hiss didn’t phase him anymore, and he didn’t bother doing a manual pat down.

Upon reaching the squad room, I scanned the room until I found exactly who I was looking for, hunched over his desk in the far corner, Detective Garrett Simms. He and his partner, Daniel Lancaster, weren't exactly friends of ours; however, they were aware that we existed. Lancaster and Simms witnessed what had happened on The Bridge that fateful night. They had fought next to us near the end of the battle, and basically knew what had happened, and they still kept our secret.

Lancaster had even grudgingly helped explain away the events to the mortal world, further protecting our secret. The weekend after the battle on the bridge, I needed some help locating a missing fae. When I walked into the police station, Simms and Lancaster must have recognized me from the Roebling battle because they met me halfway. After a brief conversation—and Lancaster muttering something that sounded like 'goddamn supernatural shit' on his way back to his desk—Simms handed me a slip of paper with an address.

We came to a mutual understanding; I would stay out of their business, but if I came calling, it meant that some “supernatural shit” was involved. Lancaster still wasn’t that forthcoming, but he usually, grudgingly, pointed me in the general direction. Simms, on the other hand, usually gave me a real lead after Lancaster left the room, if they had any.

I approached Simms' desk and looked around for Lancaster as I absently doled out a greeting, "Detective Simms." giving a polite nod.

He looked up from his report and met my eye; he gave an exaggerated sigh and said, "Kalila, good to see you." He then made a show of checking his watch. "Little late, isn't? By five in the afternoon, aren’t you usually over at O’Flanagan’s with your friends?"

I smirked at him and raised one eyebrow in question. “Keeping tabs on us?” Then I smiled wryly and said, "Unfortunately, crime never sleeps, as I am sure you well know."

He nodded with a matching grin. "Right, which is why I am here rather than enjoying an evening out with my fiancée."

"Well, I may be able to help lighten your load."

He perked up. "Oh?" 

As I opened my mouth to reply, Lancaster walked in. His face fell as he said in his gruff voice, "Oh hell. Kelila. What the hell do you want from us this time?"

I sighed; I had hoped to get the information I needed before he returned. Oh, well. He is here, might as well see what he says. "I was actually stopping by to see what information you had on a robbery.” I paused, no one had told me the name of the store that was robbed and, to my knowledge, the information wasn’t released to the public yet. “The one that happened at that convenience store today."

He eyed me with a mix of curiosity and caution as he ran his hand over his military-style buzz cut. "Hmm, and what would your interest in it be?” He paused and squinted, “Seems like a pretty normal robbery to me.”

I squinted back and tilted my head, raising my left eyebrow to complete my usual Really? look. 

He sighed wearily, shaking his head and growling out, "I’m probably going to regret asking this, but does this have something to do with happened on the goddamn bridge?"

I shook my head. "I don't think so, at least not directly. Honestly, I’m not sure what happened, I was just given a tip by a friend and I thought I would follow up to see if I could be of any use."

He sighed and shook his head slowly. “Are you sure it’s in your…” He paused looking for the right words, “...area of expertise?” He questioned, looking around the squad room with his keen eyes.

I nodded with confidence. “Yes, she is a trusted witness, close enough to see what happened. She was very clear about, ummm… the particular aspects of the robber. I don’t question what she noticed.”

He looked back up at me and nodded once, one eye squinting in thought. “I can’t give you any information about what may or may not have happened at Big J’s.” With that, he gave Simms a hard look and turned around and walked toward his office muttering, “Goddamn supernatural shit.”

I smirked at his offered clue and nodded at his turned back. He might be a temperamental ass, but he has good intentions buried down in there somewhere. Deep, deep down, I suppose.

I nodded to Simms and turned to head out of the station. As I stepped outside, I went to the left and waited at the corner. If the past were any indication of events to come, Simms would come around the corner in an unmarked police car and give me a ride down the block a bit. We never went very far; two blocks is the furthest he ever drove me. During the course of the small trip, he would give me minor details into whatever current problem I had come to talk to them about. 

Simms always said this was Lancaster's idea. I wasn't convinced; it wasn't like Lancaster to be forthcoming. I know Lancaster wasn’t particularly fond of any of us, but he also knew that the Goyles and the Trolls were a necessity to keep the supernatural peace since the police were not equipped to handle the things that we could. In the end, he and Simms agreed to help when they could. Simms couldn’t very well give us the entire details of cases in the police station. That is why I would get a ride for a couple blocks; unmonitored time meant more information for us. 

I stepped to the edge of the curb as Simms’s car approached. I slid into the seat. “Thanks for the ride.”

He gave his typical response, “No problem. The city can be dangerous at night.” After a pause he began to fill me in. "The hostage stated that the perp had physically picked him up and dragged him five blocks, before he blacked out." He paused, "He had to weigh close to two hundred pounds, and this man just picked him up like it was nothing. And to top it off, the two officers that caught sight and gave chase, followed him to a dead-end alley and found nothing but the unconscious hostage."

I nodded and the car stopped at the red light. After the light went green, he quickly continued, "We‘re still not sure where he went or how he was able to carry a guy that size all that way, while evading capture."

“Thanks, Simms.” I paused, “I will let you know what I find out.”

He nodded and pulled the car over to the side of the road. As I exited the car he stopped me. “I think you forgot your folder.”

I smiled at him and looked at the manila folder. I accepted it with a grin and shut the car door behind me. My feet carried me east, toward my beloved, as Simms pulled the car around and headed back to the police station. I looked at the folder and, knowing my feet would carry me to my nexus on instinct, I shielded it from the slight drizzle of rain and opened the folder to see what clues it could give me.

I sorted through the few scraps of paper, glancing at a grainy photo, but the full-page press release and a copy of the report caught my eye. It detailed the entire trip the suspect took, beginning at Big J’s and ending in the alley. 

I wanted to go and question the store cashier and the other witnesses, but I knew that it was a too late in the evening for that; decency said they were likely trying to relax, no need to get them worked up. So, I decided on the next best thing; I would go to the alley the hostage was found in. Luckily that information had been part of the report.

***

Upon arriving at my beloved, I pulled my cell phone out and decided to call for a cab. I would start at the convenience store and follow the same route the Satyr travelled a few hours earlier. 

After we arrived and I paid the cabbie, I walked to the side of the convenience store. I looked around and noticed that the view of the cash register was obscured from the outside. Interesting. He had to have been inside the store to scope it out. Which means, they may have video of him. I briefly wondered if the police made that connection. Then I shook my head at myself, of course they had, they aren’t fools.

I nodded to myself that was good enough for now. I walked the five blocks that the Satyr had taken the hostage and was struck wondering how he managed to pull it off. He had to cross two very busy streets, streets that a person couldn’t cross without waiting on the walk signal or they would get hit. 

Since most straights are veil-blind, most fae knew not to chance things like that, as they would not notice us or even slow if they saw us walking. The veil-blind phenomenon helps many fae and sentinels of the city, including myself, on a daily basis. It’s hard to explain, but it makes us nearly invisible to the eyes of a straight. You see, mortals are especially blind to things that fall outside of their "world" and can’t be explained rationally. Basically, if you were in a person's peripherals, you could assume that they wouldn't remember seeing you unless they really put some thought into it. The veil-blind phenomenon basically has the same effect as if we were in a straight's peripheral vision all the time. In addition each fae had, thanks to the same phenomenon, a normal human-looking guise. I mean, if a Satyr were walking around with his horns and hooves showing, he would definitely attract some unwanted attention. But since that didn’t fit into the way people in the mortal world perceived things, their brains tried to make sense of it by applying the human guise the fae projected.

I left my thoughts and looked at my watch after I crossed the second of the two busy streets he’d have had to cross. "Five minutes?! There is no way he could have gotten to the street, pushed the crosswalk button, waited for it to stop traffic, and still have been able to escape the pursuit of the police. And he couldn’t have crossed these streets otherwise without getting hit." I realized that I had spoken that out loud and quickly looked around. Good! No one saw me talk to myself like a lunatic. That is definitely attention that I do not need.

I finished traversing the last block without incident and arrived at the alley where he left the unconscious hostage.

 Thankfully, as I arrived at the mouth of the alley, the rain stayed at a barely-there drizzle. I walked down the garbage-strewn alley and looked for the points of egress. There was no obvious exit at the eastern end of the alley. There was a large concrete wall, probably ten feet tall at the end. Its smooth stone surface would make scaling it next to impossible. And Simms had been kind enough to confirm that the suspect hadn't come back out of the alley way because the officers were close enough that he would have been noticed.

How did he get out of here then? 

Just when I was near the point of calling it a night, I noticed the manhole cover and I smirked. "Gotcha!"

With that, I effortlessly grabbed the cast iron lid and moved it to the side, my augmented strength making light work of it. Time to go hunting.

It wasn't so much that I loved hunting, it was more that I knew we needed to get this fae off the streets to ensure no one else was put in harm’s way. It was my job, after all, to protect the inhabitants of the city, both mortal and fae alike. 

I climbed down into the tunnel and snagged the lid to pull it back over the hole. One good thing about being nearly two hundred years old is that I have had nearly two centuries to familiarize myself with the city. And the only place I knew as well as my beloved was the tunnels under the city. Not many people knew about the extensive tunnel network, but we Goyles were very familiar with them and used them regularly.

The sewage tunnels dated back to the 1800s, and then years later there were utility tunnels added. We used these tunnels to move around and navigate to the abandoned, mostly finished subway tunnel network. 

Most people didn’t know of the existence of these tunnels. They didn’t know the unfinished network of subway tunnels still existed below the streets that they walked on each day. The subway was started in the early 1900s, but by 1923 they’d stopped working on it because they were way over budget. It was abandoned thereafter. So now we used the abandoned subway system as our own personal stomping grounds. 

I used the small amount of light present in the sewage system to navigate, but realistically, I could have done it in the dark by memory. There was a hidden maintenance door off and to the left, about a hundred yards from this ground entrance, that would lead to stairs which would take me to one of the main access points of the old subway system.

I picked up my pace, knowing exactly where I was going from my younger years. My siblings and I had spent the majority of our time traversing these tunnels for many years. I grew up in a time when Cincinnati wasn't so welcoming to everyone. Cincy had been incorporated a few years before I was born, and I don't know the specifics, but my father lost favor with the mayor and other high-ranking officials. Then, after a child went missing, my mother used her gifts to help find the boy, only a few years older than me, at the time.

She had found him, but not without consequence. The straights of the city said there was no way she could have known where he was unless either she was the kidnapper or she was a witch. Of course, my mother was neither one of those things; she just had an affinity with magic like most True-Born. We couldn't very well tell people that we were True-Born living in their city, so my father decided that we would make use of The Below. 

I left my thoughts long enough to remember there were stairs coming up soon that would lead further down into the tunnels and bring me to the abandoned subway tunnels. It really was perfect for us that the Cincinnati Subway System was never finished and put to use. 

I descended the stairs and, after a series of turns, found myself walking into one of the larger caverns in the system. The caverns were supposed to be the train stations on the subway. But we found new purposes for them. This one, the furthest north, was by far the largest. It housed a cardboard box city—actually called Cardboard City—akin to the Hoovervilles from a bygone era, where the homeless straights and the “stragglers”—fae who couldn’t make it in the mortal world and were waiting to gather enough power to go back through the Under-Veil—cooperated to form a makeshift community. This area was called The Below by those who lived here.

I quickly stepped down the last set of stairs and arrived at Cardboard City. I nodded to the lookout at this end of the tunnels as I made my way to him. There were two lookouts posted, usually fast and stealthy young ones. One at either end of the tunnels as a way to warn us of anyone from Topside, or the city above, that shouldn’t be down there.

 I wouldn’t have seen this one hiding in the shadows if I hadn’t already known he was there. It was the best location to hide on this end. 

He was fae, a Garunda, mostly human looking with bullfrog features. Most likely none of the mortals in Cardboard City knew of his true nature as almost all the mortals here are veil-blind. He nodded hesitantly back at me. I watched his entire body go still as I slid into the shadows to join him. Then, as I stopped in front of him, he bowed his head slightly. “I have paid my toll and follow the rules.” His large amphibian eyes blinked first vertically then horizontally.

I gave him what I intended to be a comforting smile. “Fear not.” I paused. “I am not here to bring you trouble. I am here about the robbery that happened Topside earlier today. You know of it?”

He regarded me skeptically. “I had nothing to do with that.”

I sighed. “I wasn’t my intention to insinuate you did. I have reason to believe the robber is fae, a Satyr. Do you recall seeing anyone come through here, in a real hurry early this afternoon?”

He looked away, deep in thought. “I was just coming on duty when I remember seeing a Satyr come through quickly. He wasn’t flat-out running, but he was moving quickly and looking nervously behind himself.”

Jackpot. Outwardly I kept my calm and tried not to get my hopes up, witnesses weren’t always spot on. “Okay. That fits with what I was told. Have you noticed him down here before? Did he have any distinguishable marks or characteristics? ” 

He nodded. “Yeah. He’s down here usually twice a day, once in the morning and once in the afternoon. He usually checks in with a few guys in the far corner and then leaves toward the south. He is just your average Satyr, but he always has the same trench coat on.” He closed his eyes, trying to remember what it looked like. “It’s slate grey, has the strappy things on the shoulders, and only one row of buttons going down the coat.” He opened his eyes and continued, “It’s pretty baggy and hangs off of him. I have heard some greet him as Sal, I think.” He looked down. “I’m sorry I’m not more help.”

“No need to be sorry; you have helped a great deal.” I turned to walk back out of the shadows. “Thank you for your time.”

I walked around for a while in the city beneath the city, which was lit at random intervals by fires burning in steel drums, fueled by whatever scraps were dragged to The Below from Topside. I kept a close eye on the group to the back corner that the lookout mentioned that the Satyr, Sal, associates with. They looked like a rough bunch: a one armed Satyr, and three Muridae, a type of fae with rat-like features. I decided not to approach them tonight; no need to tip my hand any earlier than I have to.

I exited through the south end of the station, taking one last look at all the cardboard “houses” with the homeless straights, sprinkled with a few fae, Shadow-Kin, and even a couple True-Born I recognized, sitting around talking or playing cards. As I followed this main tunnel to the south end, I decided there wasn’t much I could do until tomorrow. 

With that decided, I walked to what looked to be a normal wall and said, “Da Aditum”. At the sound of the words, a bluish light seemed to streak around the edges of a hidden door and I was granted entrance into another tunnel path. I followed the narrow access tunnels down, and then I could feel it; my beloved was close. I smiled at being close to my nexus, having missed her in the few hours I had been away. I once again said, “Da Aditum”, watched the blue flare of light, and walked into the sealed-off sub-basement of what has been my home for so many years. I felt the familiar nausea from being away from my nexus instantly fade.

I placed the folder onto my desk and walked to my mattress, it was time for some rest.





  
 

Chapter 3 - Declan

The sun rose over the city, cleansing it of all of its demons and welcoming a new day. I watched the sunrise, loving the way it caressed the city as it awoke, spilling between the buildings, chasing away the shadows, and breathing new life into the metropolis. The wind caught my long, brunette hair and whipped it across my face, obscuring my vision as I sat and watched my city awaken, feeling in tune with my beloved.

I pushed the hair out of my face, pulled it into my signature ponytail, and looked toward the South, thinking of the trolls that would be headed to their houses for a few hours’ sleep. The sun coming up meant they would be off duty, at least until it set again. I closed my eyes, reveling in the warmth of the sun on my face, and reached out to the building with my mind, letting it fill my senses like it was an extension of my being. After a bit, I opened my eyes and looked at the position of the sun in the sky. I blinked; I must have been lost in my silent communication with my beloved for a couple of hours, as it had to be nearing eight in the morning now.

She fed me information. Her workers were arriving; it was indeed going on eight. Four on the top floor, three on floor three, five on floor two, and eight on the first floor. And—there he is—Declan is walking toward the security entrance we use. I could tell it was Declan by the gait of his walk on the sidewalk. 

Having been shadow-bound to this building for so many decades, I learned many things about the people that occupied her. The most interesting things I learned were people’s gaits. There were some, those that had been around a long time, that I could identify by their walk. There was a custodian, who worked nights, that had a slight limp in his right leg. The secretary had this mincing stride because of the kitten heels she insisted on wearing; she usually kicked them off under her desk when she sat at her computer, presumably to give her sore feet a rest. Then there was Declan. He had a menacing, stomping gait, and I learned it quickly with all the time we spend together. 

Knowing that he and I had a lot of information to process, I decided to go and meet Declan in the basement, where I could feel he was headed. Being daytime, and with so many around, I decided against an elaborate exit. I slid down the clock tower's roof to silently land on the clock tower’s maintenance platform. From there I walked to the west side of the clock tower and after saying, “Da Aditum.” I watched the access door’s electronic security pad switch from red to green after a blue magical flare. I slipped through the door and took the stairs down five flights to the main floor, then into the city hall proper. With quick strides of my long legs, I navigated to the main stairs and down into the basement to join Declan.

“No grand entrance?”

I gave him a displeased look. “Good morning. I hope your evening was pleasant.”

“Can we just get to work?” 

I shot him a look, That was even harsh for him. “Everything okay?”

He returned my hard look. “Nothing that matters at the moment. So, what did you find out last night?”

I hoped it wasn’t another fight with Isabel, and I decided not to press him on it. I took an all-business tone as I explained, “I spoke with Simms and Lancaster. Turns out it was Big J’s that was robbed. I didn’t walk through the store last night, but I noticed that the counter isn’t viewable from the door, so the robber probably cased the store prior to robbing it, which begs the question: why didn’t he rob it after all the customers had left? I went from Big J’s to the alley that he disappeared into. I found a ten-foot-high, slick wall at the end. The only way out of the alley, other than the street that was watched by police, is a manhole. I followed the tunnels down to The Below. I had words with a Garunda posted as a lookout at the north side.”

I thought a moment then continued, “He said that he noticed a Satyr quickly moving through at about three thirty or four yesterday afternoon. He believes the Satyr’s name is Sal, and he described Sal’s pretty distinct look. I guess the Satyr met with a few stragglers the corner and then continued south.” I paused, pulling a file folder out of one of my hiding places in a hollow part of the wall and held it out to him. “Simms gave me this in one of our little drives.’’

He opened the folder and thumbed through the contents. There was a grainy picture that was obviously taken from a low-quality security camera and a small list in Simms’ block handwriting with four names and what appeared to be phone numbers for three of them. Accompanying those pieces of information was the press release that showed the store’s front and the alley that he disappeared in. Declan paid special attention to the slip of paper with names and numbers on it, and he grunted out, “Felicia’s name is on the list; must be witnesses.”

I nodded my agreement and replied, “My thoughts exactly. I think we should go by the store and see if we can find the cashier from yesterday. We should probably talk to Felicia again. And see whose names these are.” I took a closer look at the names. “Three of these are our people. Jaimie, a Woodland Fairy; Ashton, a True-Born; and Felicia.” After a pause. “I am not sure who Richmond Mallor is, but his phone number is listed. The cashier isn’t any of these. They had her listed as Helen Danvers in the actual report that was in the folder. She probably won’t be in at work until this evening, if she comes back today after the trauma of being robbed.”

“Probably right. Do we know that it was the Satyr, for sure?”

I shook my head, looking at the image. “No, and of course, even if this was him, cameras are as veil-blind as the straights who built them, so they only capture each fae in their human visage.”

I reached for the picture and took another look at it. I couldn’t make out his face, but he looked to have a trench coat on, which seemed to be hanging off of his frame just like the Garunda had described. Gotcha. “I think this is the Satyr. The Garunda told me he was wearing a grey trench coat that fit him poorly and hangs from his frame.”

“Could be him. Want to call Richmond and see if we can set up a meeting?”

I looked down at my watch. “We should probably wait until after nine, just to be sure he’s up and around. We want him to be in a cooperative mood.” I paused, deciding to kill two birds with one stone. “Why don’t we go up to the reception area and get a cup of coffee. You can tell me what has you so irritated while we wait.” I could tell he wasn’t happy with my idea, but he relented and, after I tucked the paper and the picture into my jacket’s hidden breast pocket, we headed up a floor.

We each grabbed a cup of coffee and took seats in a slightly hidden nook with a couple of comfy chairs. This was my second favorite seat in my beloved, the first being atop the tower. However, this spot was still a great place to kick back; with the veil-blind no one bothered us, and I was close to the coffee pot. Also, there was a beautiful fireplace here, and it is a nice warm place to sit and people watch. I didn’t get cold anymore, haven’t since I became shadow-bound, but I still welcome the ambiance of the fireplace. These chairs are also to die for. Little known fact about me, I am not as blasé about the comforts of life as most would believe. I love these chairs so much that I found out the brand name and bought one for myself; it is at my apartment in the building catty-corner to here. 

I keep a Topside apartment, mainly for appearances. I couldn’t bear to be far from my building, and the apartments near here are nice. I love that I am so close; I can stand at my window in the apartment and still see my beautiful nexus. Well, those nights that I stay there.

I had given up the hope of a normal life long ago. It was somewhere toward the end of my first century that I realized the problems with having friends and loved ones. Watching them age and die over the years while we remain the same as the day we were bound to our nexus. I looked up to the ceiling of my beloved and sighed. It was the downside to being a Gargoyle. We, like Trolls, are shadow-bound to our nexus. The shadow-binding process basically freezes us in time, never changing or aging, and we live until the point that our nexus is removed or through our death in battle.

Being a True-Born— therefore sensitive to and, as in most in cases, able to manipulate the magics in the world—I always knew I would live a longer life than most. It is, after all, something all True-Born and Shadow-Kin alike know. Our affinity with magic, even in the smallest sense, lengthens our life a considerable amount. A lifetime is dependent on the amount and quality of magic each person is capable of wielding. For the weak magic user, a lifetime of around a century is common; however, some of the strongest True-Born had lifetimes that lasted over two centuries, and in rarer situations up three centuries.

I was nearing my first century when I was bound to my beloved. I had the extreme honor of being the first Goyle bound to city hall, and patrolling her for over a hundred and fifty years now. I am very in tune and close to her, protecting her, and the people of this city. She is truly a part of me and has been the one constant in my life.

I turned my head to look at Declan; he was in his fifties, but being a fairly powerful True-Born, he looked to be in his mid-to-late twenties. I smirked, I looked like I was in my mid-to-late thirties, even though I was older than he was when I was bound. Perks of being a bit more magically inclined than most, I thought with a smirk.

Declan shifted in his seat and checked his phone. I watched him sigh and place the phone back in his pocket. Something is clearly wrong; time to find out what. “Alright… I think it is about time you tell me what’s going on.”

“How do you do it?” He paused to take a sip of his coffee, more as a distraction so he could get his emotions under control rather than to actually drink the coffee. Much calmer, he repeated, “How do you do our job and still manage to have a rewarding life?”

“Our job is my rewarding life.”

“Haven’t you ever wanted more? A family? Someone to come home to?”

I shrugged, he seemed to be struggling so I brought down the wall that I formed around myself and offered up pure honesty. “Honestly? There was a time when I wanted all those things. But that time was decades—no—over a century ago.”

He looked at me, studying my face carefully. “What changed?”

I sighed, I suppose after just over a year working together it was time to open up a bit to him. I have never been fond of sharing my inner thoughts with people. “My family and I were living in The Below due to a misunderstanding with a few straights.” Misunderstanding is an understatement, but I would save that story for another time. “My younger sister, Everlee, and one of my younger brothers, Jamon, were walking home one evening. Our brothers, Jamon and Gedeon, our youngest brother, were always insistent that one of them would go and get our sister from where she was working, helping out at the schoolhouse Topside. That day Gedeon and I had something else to do, so just Jamon went to get Everlee; there was something going on near their usual access point to The Below. A ghoul had somehow made it into the city. And was harassing two straights, and my brother had a bit of a tough man complex. My siblings both attempted to challenge the ghoul, but barely managed to give the straights a chance to get away and get help before they fell. By the time the straights came back with the police, it was too late: my sister and brother had already passed.” My voice cracked at the end, and my vision blurred with the hot tears that threatened to fall, but I wouldn’t let them. It was still so hard to talk about it, even after all this time. 

I cleared my throat and then continued, “There were no Gargoyles around to help them; in fact, there were no Goyles bound in that entire area of the city. Goyles were sparse at that time because of the negative views that so many had. I was mad at everyone for weeks. About a month later, I heard that they were recruiting for trainees, for Gargoyle positions, because they were doubling the amount of Goyles in the city. Two weeks later, with my anger driving me, I started training and in no time I was the leading recruit. Shortly after, the City Hall was completed, and I was bound to her months before I reached my first century. Every second since that time I devoted my life to keep our city safe, and keeping someone else from losing their siblings and suffering through the same heartache.”

He took a deep breath, likely trying to digest what I had just shared with him. “You never gave the whole ‘white picket fence’ a try?”

I looked around the area, watching as people milled around, going about their morning. “I thought that I could have a relationship and a full life outside of our duty. For a while I pulled it off, having a girlfriend and a few close friends.” I cast my eyes to the floor as the memories flooded in. “My girlfriend ended up not being able to cope with my terrible working hours, but those four friends and I were inseparable for years. However, while they aged, I did not. It is the curse of our post, after all. The veil-blind phenomenon kept them from noticing that I wasn’t aging, thankfully. However, they all moved on with their lives; one married and moved away, two others moved in together, and the fourth dove into her career. As time moved on, I watched as each of them passed on. I let this vicious cycle continue once more before I decided the pain wasn’t worth it.”

“I know that we are basically frozen in time, well unless something happens to our nexus, but I hadn’t thought about outliving Isabel. I just always figured she would live as long as I did.”

I nodded. “Well, being True-Born she will have an extended lifetime. What age does her family typically live until?” I watched as he became more distressed and I cut in, “You know, you should do what makes you happy, just because I wasn’t able to make a go of it doesn’t mean that you and Isabel can’t. She knows who you are, she knows what your job demands, and she has a demanding job of her own, so you are already leaps and bounds ahead of me.” I slapped his knee as I leaned forward. “Chin up, kid. It’ll be okay.” With that I stood up. “You know, I think we should make a round or two on foot, we need to get you comfortable moving around the halls, whether people are here or not.”

As we started walking he looked at me. "Maybe you just haven't found the one for you, the one that would accept you for who you are."

I rubbed the back of my neck, not comfortable with how much of this conversation had been about me. "Yeah, maybe." After a beat, I started steering the conversation back to him. "So, do you want to talk about what you and Isabel are going through? I may not have firsthand knowledge, but sometimes it helps to have someone to talk to."

He gave me a look, no doubt surprised at my uncharacteristic offer, as we rounded the southeastern corner and made our way west down the hallway. "Um, sure..."

I shot him a questioning look at his hesitation. "I wasn't meaning to overstep, I was trying to be helpful."

"Why now? We’ve been partners for just over a year, and we’ve never really gotten personal, what’s changed?"

I shrugged. "Nothing, specifically. I just know that something is bothering you. I’d rather get it out in the open so that we can both be focused on the job at hand, rather than you letting it eat at you and me spending my time trying to figure out what is wrong." I decided a couple weeks ago that he was obviously going to be here awhile, and it is good for Goyles that share a nexus to develop a friendship and earn each other’s trust.

"Ever the logical one." After a second, the humor that had occupied his face for a moment left and he turned serious. "Isabel and I have been arguing a lot lately. If it isn't about starting a family, then it is about my work hours. Usually one argument leads to the other." He paused as we walked up a flight of stairs, and he didn't speak again until we were walking around the second floor. "We knew that the binding would affect our lives. I knew that I wouldn't be able to keep normal ‘nine to five’ hours, but I didn't realize how all over the place my hours would be." He quickly added, "I wouldn't trade being a Goyle, being a protector, for anything; however, I didn't realize that I would need to spend so much time here." 

I raised my eyebrow. "Need?"

He nodded. "Need. When you go through the training and you are told that being by your nexus will become a compelling feeling, I thought it was a metaphor. I didn't realize the impact that it would have on me." He paused. "I mean, I listened when my instructor spoke, I knew that physically I would need to be here. I knew that being away too many hours would drain me, and I would begin to get sick. What I didn't anticipate is the thrumming in my chest and the pull that it would have."

I smiled. "There is a reason I call our nexus, our City Hall, my beloved. She has become my friend, the constant in my life. I sleep in the clock tower or in The Below under her so that I can still feel her presence." I smirked. "I warned you that you would begin to love this place as much as I do."

As we began walking down the third floor he looked at me. "I believed you, but I assumed that would be in a few decades, or even a century, of being bound to her. I didn't expect it to be so fast."

I nodded. "I have heard it can creep up on you."

"Heard? Not witnessed?"

I shook my head as we rounded another corner. "No, not witnessed. I was the first Goyle bound to her right after her construction completed. I instantly connected with her and now I cannot imagine doing anything else." 

As we walked around the top floor, I offered some advice. "I know you didn't ask, but here is some advice. Don't fight the connection. Welcome it. When you are here, be here. Connect and speak with her, it will make your connection stronger, which will in turn make you as a person stronger. The more you fight it, the more fatigued you will become, resulting in a short temper and overall poor attitude. As for your marital problems, maybe you should move closer. I know you live on the other side of town, and being so far is not good for you. If you want a house and not an apartment, there is a pretty nice housing addition not too far west of the apartments where mine is." I let him digest that and then continued, "In regards to your wife, surprise her for lunch or breakfast sometimes. Treat her to a nice dinner and a movie sometimes. Just generally show her that while being a Goyle is a lot of who you are, it isn't all of who you are."

"Says the woman that has denied herself a partner for, what, the last hundred and fifty years?"

I laughed at his snarky reply. "I didn't say we broke up because I didn't know how to have both, I simply said that having both was not for me."

He turned serious. "Thanks, Kalila. I appreciate it."

I nodded. "And, you don't have to keep the same hours that I do. I’ll tell you if I absolutely need you around." I paused, walking over to the security door that would lead us up to the clock tower. "And you can always bring her around here, too. The rooftop makes for a romantic spot with the beautiful city laid out around us."

He laughed loudly, then suddenly stopped and looked around to ensure no one noticed us. I shook my head and motioned to the door, wanting him to become more comfortable within our nexus. He looked around once more, checking for onlookers, and then said, "Da Aditum." After a beat, and a flare of blue magic, the light on the lock changed from red to green and he and then he opened it for us.

I stepped through first. "And by all that is holy, trust the that the straights are veil-blind! It will not fail us; you don't have to be so worried about being spotted. They won't spot us, and if they do, it doesn't register with them that we don't belong here unless you do something too blatant to attract attention or force an interaction."

He nodded and we slipped around the narrow stairs leading to the top and emerged out on the observation deck of the clock tower into the crisp spring morning air.

"Now, you need to learn to trust our nexus, our home. She will not fail us; in fact, if you listen closely, you may learn a few things. You need to be comfortable getting around our nexus, and that includes the outside, too." I leapt up and caught the clock tower rooftop with my hand. I quickly used my momentum to propel me up. Then, with a flick of my wrist and a mid-air flip later, I was landing surely on the roof of the clock tower. I looked down to Declan. "Okay Declan, your turn."

He looked up at me perplexed. "I can't—you did it too fast." 

I nodded once and hopped off the roof, reaching out to catch the lip of the roof and swing myself in to land on the observation deck in front of him. "Watch closely." I repeated my flip up to the roof, and my hop-swing down a few more times slowly.

After the fifth time that I landed on the roof he nodded to me. "Okay. Let me try."

***

After an hour of putting him through his paces, jumping from the clock tower to the observation deck and then even further to the lower part of the building's roof, he had gained a good bit of confidence in moving around. We could work on the final steps of his descent to the ground in the evening. He still wasn’t comfortable enough to land on the ground during the day. I honestly can't say that I blamed him. It took me years to be able to jump and run around in the day.

We both sat on the clock tower's platform with our legs swinging over the side. I turned to look at Declan, whose eyes were on the horizon. "How many people are on the second floor?" I quizzed.

He looked to me, every bit the deer caught in the headlights. "Um..." He closed his eyes and tried to concentrate. After a few minutes he looked at me. "Thirteen?"

I laughed. "That sounded like a question, not an answer." He shrugged and then had the decency to look ashamed.

I shook my head at him. "Connect with her. Listen to her." I paused momentarily while I conversed with her. "There are eight people on the second floor and two more coming up the stairs." I paused. "You need to talk with her, it could be the difference between your life and death. Lie back, with your whole body in contact with the floor. 

I watched as he stretched out. “Now, close your eyes…” I waited until he had, and I continued. “Now, reach out… and listen.”

“Listen? That is your–”

I interrupted him. “If you are listening, you can’t be talking.” I gave him a stern look and he was immediately silent and compliant. “Now, close your eyes and listen… Think about what you want to know. Open your mind…” I trailed off, knowing that he should be receiving information.

He spoke, with his eyes closed and a sound of awe in his voice, “There are three people walking from the third floor to the fourth. There are a total of ten people on the fourth floor.” He slowly sat up and looked to me. “That was the clearest I have heard her since my binding.

I smiled and stood up. “You need to do just that at least three times a day; until it becomes a second nature, until the time that you can hold a conversation with me while you are in-tune with her.” He nodded, laid back down, and closed his eyes. 

I smiled at him and looked to the sky to gauge the time, our practicing only took a couple of hours. I glance back at Declan. “I am going to take another look at the files, I’ll be in the basement.” He leaned up and opened his eyes long enough to give me a nod.

I turned leaped off of the observation deck and moments later I landed on the true roof of our building. A few steps and a jump later, I was on the ground and on my way back to the basement. 

When Declan came back into the basement about an hour later, I was concentrating on the contents of the folder spread out along the desk in our makeshift office. I was in the middle of comparing a couple of the photos from the folder with information I found on the laptop.

When he had not spoken after a few minutes, I paused in my photo comparison and looked up at him. I noticed his hand rubbing the back of his neck, as if he was working up the courage to say something. It was in this moment that I was stuck by just how young he was. 

“I just wanted to say thank you for your help earlier. I can already feel a difference in my comfort within this beautiful place.” He finished the sentence while looking around, a look of wonder on his face. 

I smiled. “Anytime.” I paused and then continued, now all business. “Come take a look at these…”

His usual swagger was back as he bantered, “I knew it couldn’t last for very long, I was actually starting to look at you as a normal person, ya know, one with interpersonal skills.” 

After I gave him a good look at my middle finger, I continued, “This picture of the Satyr; he looks familiar, doesn’t he?”

He nodded his head. “I think I recognize him from O’Flanagan’s.” He stopped, eyes closed, trying to place him. 

Moments later his face lit up, “Remember awhile ago, there was that brawl between a Goyle and a Satyr. He’s the Satyr!”

I studied the photo once again, thinking back to that night. After we separated the two, we tried, with the help of James and Odell, to figure out what the fight had been about. We tried for hours to get the Goyle to open up about what happened, but he wouldn’t say a word. Whatever the Satyr said to provoke him, it had to have been something bad for the Goyle to raise his hand to a fae. For a month or so after the incident, the Goyles of the city kept a close eye on him, but nothing else ever happened. 

“I think you’re right. But I thought the Satyr was banished back through the Under-Veil…” 

He shrugged. "Wouldn't be the first time something came back after being cast away."

"True, but so quickly?" I checked my watch. "It is nearly eleven, let’s go and see if Felicia is at O'Flanagan's."

I placed my hand on my breast pocket, ensuring the photo and the list with the names and numbers were still there. "Maybe call Isabel, see if she wants to join us for an early lunch?"

He nodded. "Sounds good." Then he rubbed his stomach. "All that training made me hungry." With that we were headed for the door.





  
 

Chapter 4 - Maggie

I walked into O'Flanagan's alone, leaving Declan outside to wait for his wife. Upon entering, I looked to the booth in the corner. Empty, perfect! With that, I walked over and slid into the far side of the booth, allowing me to place my back to the wall and subsequently giving me a full view of the entire bar.

I laid my head back and closed my eyes, trying to process all the information that we had on the Satyr. I was broken out of my thoughts when I registered the faint scent of lilies that always accompanied Maggie.

I opened my eyes to see the fiery Irish woman smiling back at me with a crooked grin. "Mornin', hun."

I gave her a slight smile back. "Morning, Maggie. Coffee, please." I no more than uttered the words then a steaming cup was placed in front of me. I gave her a big smile. "Thanks. How did you know?"

She tilted her head slightly and gave a cute smirk as she replied, "Ya looked as though ya could be usin’ the caffeine." I nodded as she continued. "So, what brings ya back here in less than twenty-four hours?" Then she smirked again. "Miss me?" Then the redheaded minx even winked at me.

I had been in the middle of taking a sip of my coffee, but I ended up choking on it instead of swallowing it. I recovered with a chuckle. "Trying to kill me?" She faked an offended expression and then shook her head at me. I replied to her original question, "Nah, just looking for Felicia."

At that, her smile seemed to dull and she answered flatly, "She should be here shortly."

I tensed as I observed a Satyr enter the bar. I gave him a good look, trying to ascertain whether he was the Satyr I was looking for. He was young and not as broad shouldered as the man that we saw in the photograph from Big J’s, so I doubted they were one and the same.

I watched as he shrunk back under my gaze and quickly walked toward an older gentlemen and a man with the features of a hedgehog sitting closer to the bar. I looked at Maggie and became concerned at the expression on her face. "Maggie?"

Her eyes stayed locked on the Satyr, obviously not hearing me. I said her name twice more, to no avail. I reached out and placed a hand lightly on her forearm. "Maggie." Her face whipped around to me and I asked, "Are you okay? You look terrified. Like you’ve seen a ghost or something."

She shook her head and glanced quickly at the Satyr. "I–I'm fine..."

I leaned forward toward her slightly and asked quietly, "Is there something I should know about him? Is he causing any problems?"

I watched as she shook her head slowly. "No, nothin’ like that... he just… well, never mind. I just need some rest."

I squeezed her arm reassuringly before removing my hand and then said softly, "I know we don't know each other at all outside this place, but you can talk to me about whatever is troubling you. Something is obviously wrong..."

She gave me a close look. "It's… well, it will sound insane. I mean, I–" She quickly clammed up as Declan and Isabel approached the booth. Mags shook her head again and then turned and gave them a tight-lipped smile. "Coffee?"

Declan and Isabel regarded her for a moment, then Declan just nodded and Isabel uttered, "Coke, please." With a nod, Maggie was gone, careful to keep a good distance between herself and the young Satyr.

Declan and Isabel gave me a questioning look. I shrugged, I was at a loss. "No clue. We were talking and she was fine until the Satyr came in, and then she looked terrified of him."

They looked at the Satyr and then at me again. Isabel shook her head. "That’s Ed at the table with him, right? I think he has a shop a few blocks away, selling insurance or cars or something."

I nodded. "Yeah, that sounds about right. The young Satyr shrank away when he saw me. I don’t recognize him, so that’s a good sign I suppose." I paused. "I may go and speak with him. I don't want any of our fae making the straights feel uneasy."

They nodded and I left the table to join the three men sitting a few tables away. Since we knew Ed, a fellow True-Born, fairly well, I decided to speak to him first as a way to break the ice. He is a good guy, and I couldn't see him associating with anyone that would be a troublemaker. Besides, with the panicked expression on the Satyr’s face, I was worried that directly speaking with him would give him a heart attack.

I approached their table and greeted Ed, a balding man of seemingly middling age, but being a True-Born, that could mean anything from forty-to-eighty or more. "Ed, how are you this morning?"

He and the other gentleman looked slightly concerned to see me, while the Satyr looked downright terrified. Ed motioned to the empty seat between himself and the Satyr with a tilt of his head. "Kalila. I am well. Yourself?"

I gave a polite smile. "Can't complain."

He lowered his voice. "What brings you to our table?" He looked around, ensuring the few straights in the room were not paying attention. The other man looked nervous, his hedgehog quills sticking straight up from his scalp as he whispered to me, "I have paid my toll and follow the rules.” I looked to the Satyr, expecting the same from him; however, no such comment came. In fact, he seemed to lean away from me even more.

Ed interjected, "Kalila, you will have to forgive young William. He has only been here a few days. In the stories of Goyles that are told in the Under-Veil, you are all beings to be feared, and one coming to you could mean your banishment or your life."

I nodded to Ed and leaned toward the young man and said in a level voice, meeting his eyes so he could gauge my sincerity. "I am not someone to be feared, unless you have done something wrong that I should know about." I paused and raised an eyebrow.

His expression became even more alarmed, if that was even possible. "I–I too, have paid the toll. I've not done anything...Please don't send me back."

I looked at him, still trying to assess him and see why his presence would have invoked such a panicked reaction in Maggie. "If that is true, then you have nothing to fear." I paused. "Do you know her?" I motioned to Maggie, who was busy preparing another pot of coffee behind the bar.

He looked at her, then at me and shrugged. "No...Never spoke to her, ma'am."

I winced and said with a smirk. "While I appreciate the respect you’re trying to show by calling me ma'am, I prefer that you call me Kalila. I don't much care for ma'am." I paused, trying to amuse him and hopefully set him at ease a bit. “It reminds me too much of my age.” I finished with a chuckle.

He fidgeted in his seat. "Yes, ma'am–I mean, Kalila."

Clearly my attempt to lighten the mood did nothing, I thought wryly.

I watched Maggie take a coffee and a coke to Declan and Isabel. She, again, took the long way around so that she could stay away from William. "Are you sure you have never interacted with her?"

"Positive. I have only been here for a few days. I only just decided to leave The Below today, when Ed and Don invited me for coffee and lunch." His eyes met mine briefly and then they were back to focusing on his hands nervously. 

I looked back to Ed and then Don. They both nodded their agreement and I rose to my full height. "Okay. Well then, welcome to our city. See that you stay out of trouble, young man." He nodded and I turned back toward the table in the corner.

I expected to see Maggie at the table, but she was across the room, tending to a couple of patrons. I slid into my booth and met Declan and Isabel's curious expressions. "He has only been here a few days... He claims that today is his first day out of the Below. Ed validated that."

Both shrugged and Isabel offered, "Maybe he reminds her of someone that she knows."

I nodded, but I wasn't entirely sure. I was thinking over what had happened when Declan spoke up, "There's Felicia."

I looked up and sure enough, there she was. She approached Maggie, and after a quick chat, she headed for Ed's table with refills and then to us. She gave us a slightly scared look, "I–"

I interrupted her. "Easy, little fox. We are not here for something of that nature." I paused, "You are not leaving our city anytime soon." I finishing, trying to make her smile. "I would like for you to think of us as allies, friends—not people to be feared."

She smiled and her tail reached out and looped around my waist freely. Instantly I felt contentment flowing into me from the Woodland Imp, one of the many gifts her people have to offer. Her eyes filled with sorrow, as she tasted my emotions. Then she prompted. "Maggie said you were looking for me..."

I nodded, both Declan and I sat up straight, and I pulled the photo out of my jacket pocket. “We have a photo of the possible Satyr that you saw that Big J’s.” 

I passed her the grainy photo and watched as she carefully inspected it. After a few moments she looked up at us nodding slowly. “It could be him. Same coat and basic build, but I would need to see him in person to see him, not his human guise, to be sure.”

I nodded. “Can you tell me anything that you noticed about the robbery that day?”

She scrunched up her fox muzzle in an overly cute manner and squinted her eyes in thought, and then said, “It was just a normal day. I had been feeling a bit under the weather, so I wanted to get some orange juice for the vitamin C. Big J’s was on the way to work, so I figured why not. I walked in and got my juice. I remember seeing the man that was later held hostage.”

She paused and leaned in closer, as Maggie arrived at the table near us, and lowered her voice even more. “He was getting a drink from the soda fountain. I noticed the Satyr in the trench coat lurking in the back of the store. I thought things felt a little off, but I just figured he was waiting on someone. I started to the register when the other guy stepped in front of me at the last second. He was dressed all business-like and I assumed he was in a hurry, so I didn’t make a fuss about it. His emotions didn’t taste… right. Moments later, the Satyr stepped to the counter and demanded the contents of the register. He grabbed the customer that had stepped in front of me when he saw the two police officers that were coming into Big J’s, probably just for some coffee and donuts. Then, as the police officers noticed something awry, he grabbed the money and practically carried the hostage out of the door with him.”

I opened my mouth to ask another question when I realized where we were; she was at work, I couldn’t keep her from her job. I said, “I know you need to get back to work. We won’t keep you anymore.” I gave her a smile. “Thank you, little fox.”

With another pulse of calming feelings sent my way, she turned, uncurled her tail, and walked toward the bar. 

Declan spoke up, "So, the Satyr was just waiting in the store before he decided to steal the cash drawer?"

I nodded. "Yes, but what kept him from robbing the store as soon as he entered? Or why not wait until the two customers were out of the store before he did it?" Something wasn't adding up. "We’re missing something... Or was it the fact that Felicia was a fae that prompted his actions?"

Isabel spoke up, "Do you think there is a connection to the customer that was held hostage and the Satyr? Was it really an attempted kidnapping and the assailant robbed the store to cover it up?"

"I doubt it; why just leave him in the alley if that was the case? I am curious as to how the cashier will describe the events."

"What are the other names that we have?" Declan queried. "Either of the officers, by chance?"

I shrugged. "No idea. Isabel, you recognize any of these names?"

I handed her the paper and she took a quick look down the names. "I don't recognize them, but that doesn't mean much, there are 1,053 officers on the force, and I’ve probably only seen or interacted with a few hundred at most."

"I figured as much, and you’d think they would note if anyone was an officer in the report. So I believe they’re just witnesses that saw the perp when he had the hostage on the run." 

I looked at Declan and said, "Well, we’re here, we may as well enjoy some lunch before we head to speak with the rest of the people on the list." I pocketed the note with the names as I finished my sentence. My stomach growled. One thing they failed to tell you when training to become a Goyle is how much food you needed to fuel your enhanced strength and the connection to your nexus. Goyles and Trolls seemed to have bottomless pits in place of stomachs.

I sipped my coffee, lost yet again in thought, when Felicia arrived back at our table, looking much calmer. Her smile lit up her foxy face and her eyes glittered as she asked, "So, you all eating, or just the coffees and Coke?" She refilled our coffees and sat down another Coke for Isabel.

Declan spoke up. "I could eat."

Isabel snorted. "Goyles and their endless appetites. You’d think that you would get sick of eating."

He looked wounded. "Banish the thought! Food is too tasty to get sick of!"

I shook my head at him; must he always be so over the top? At least he kept things interesting. 

Isabel opened her mouth to reply, no doubt giving her husband a hard time, when Maggie approached Felicia and whispered something in her ear. 

Felicia looked over toward the table that the young Satyr occupied and then back over at Maggie. "Sure, Mags. Is everything okay?"

Maggie just nodded, her classic red bun bobbing on her head. "Aye. I would just much appreciate it." With that, Maggie turned to the customer that was calling to her from a few tables over.

Felicia turned back to us. "Would you guys mind if Maggie takes care of you? For some reason, she doesn't want to be near this other table over here. Do you mind if we trade?"

Declan smirked. “Yeah, Kalila, do you mind if Maggie waits on us?” He said it in a mushy schoolyard tone.

I rolled my eyes and gave him a swift kick to the shin. It would have broken his leg if he had been fully human. That should shut him up.

It had the desired effect, and Isabel, who was barely controlling her laughter, spoke up. “Not at all…”

I gave Felicia’s tail, which was brushing over my side and face, a soft rub as she turned away. Her head swung back to me with questioning eyebrow raised. I simply said, "She looked terrified when the young Satyr came in. I talked to the young man, but he just arrived a few days ago from the Under-Veil, there is no way they have any history."

She read my emotions and the look on my face flawlessly. "I’ll try to talk to her." I gave her a grateful smile and rewarded her with another tail rub. She preened under the attention for a moment and then turned and went to wait on Ed's table.

Maggie appeared at our table seconds after Felicia left, looking a bit more at ease. "What can I get fer ya?"

Declan ordered a burger and fries while his wife asked for a chef salad. I was ravenous. Ah, the ‘gift’ of being a Goyle.

She turned to me, with a smile on her face, she tilted her head and asked, "A cheesesteak sandwich and extra large order of house fries?" She lifted a perfectly manicured, arched eyebrow, almost teasingly.

I used the excuse I usually used with straights. "I missed breakfast."

She gave me a cute I don’t believe you look, a wink, and headed to the bar.

The rest of our lunch passed without incident. I continued to observe as Maggie avoided some of the patrons of the bar. There was a pattern there that I just couldn’t put a finger on. 

Not long after we sat and began to eat, Colin emerged from the kitchen and gave us a wave. He was still as clueless as ever as about his patrons. He knew that they were all friends of Kane’s, but had no clue how many of them weren’t even human. However, something told me that even if he did, he wouldn’t much care; his business was booming. 

After we finished with our dinner, I snagged the check and laid the money, with a sizable tip, on the ticket. Felicia must’ve noticed the three of us getting ready to go as she made a beeline to us. She used her tail to touch each of us and coiled her tail around us one at a time. With one last caress of her fluffy tail to my cheek and a “Be safe,” she turned and went to help the waiting customers. I caught her reflection in the huge mirror behind the bar and grinned. Her human guise had cute fox-like features too; it wasn’t much of a disguise. 

I fished in my inside jacket pocket and I grabbed one of the private investigator business cards that I’d had made. There were times, like now, that I needed to give my phone number to someone so they could contact me with any problems they had. Having business cards served that purpose well, and they helped with the believability of my profession; not that my PI licenses wasn’t real, it just helped answer questions at awkward times.

I purposefully slowed and let Isabel and Declan leave ahead of me, affording me the opportunity to run into Maggie before I left. 

“Oops. Careful,” Maggie said as she quickly came to a stop, barely keeping the pint glasses on her tray from clashing together. 

I gave her a slight smile and held up my card. “If you want to talk, call me.”

She had a mischievous glint in her eye as she took the card and winked at me. “And here I didn’t even hafta try hard ta get yer number.” I shook my head at her in mirth. 

I opened my mouth to reply when her demeanor suddenly shifted and she back-pedaled. I saw the terrified look on her face and then turned around. Behind me was a Gurunda; he looked familiar but I couldn’t recall his name. He hangs around the bar sometimes for the imagined safety—the ‘Safe Haven’— that the presence of Troll Kane offered. He had similar features to the lookout that I spoke with last night, mostly in the eyes; I wondered if they were related. He nodded to me respectfully, looking slightly scared. I nodded reassuringly to him and then turned back to Maggie. I leaned in toward her and whispered, “Please call me. I don’t like seeing you troubled.” She looked to me unconvinced and I added. “Please, Mags,” with a reassuring smile.

She regarded me carefully for a moment, like she was trying to determine if I was sincere or not, and then nodded. I nodded back and gave her a smile. “Talk with you soon, Mags.”





  
 

Chapter 5 - Jaimie

We walked from the bar toward Isabel's car across the street. After sliding into the backseat, with Isabel taking up the driver's seat as usual, she gave me a look in the mirror before saying, "Something is definitely up with Maggie."

I nodded solemnly. "Agreed. I just hope she takes me up on my offer and calls."

I watched as Declan and Isabel quickly exchanged a look before looking over their shoulders to me with matching smirks on their faces. Declan voiced their shared thought. "You, Kalila Storm, gave your number out!?" He paused for emphasis before continuing in the same mock-shocked voice. "Look out world, Kalila is back on the market."

While putting the car into drive and pulling into traffic, Isabel added. "Maggie won't know what hit her!"

I rolled my eyes at their childish antics. "Alright, alright. Got that out of your system now?" I chided, wanting to get back to business. Besides, there was no way she was interested in me; she just had a flirty personality, much like Felicia.

It was their turn to roll their eyes, and then they started singing, "Kalila and Maggie sittin' in a tree–"

Luckily, the ringing of my phone shut them up before they went any further. With an exasperated look to both of my companions, I looked at the phone that I had pulled out of my pocket.

Declan added. "Already!? Wow. She is REALLY into you."

I gave him a hard look. "Grow up. It’s Jaimie, one of the witnesses. I called her on our way to the bar earlier."

I answered. "Hello, Kalila Storm. Jaimie, hi."

Her faint, sweet sounding, soft voice greeted me from the other end. We set up plans to meet her at the park near her neighborhood, which just happened to be the a few blocks west of my apartment. I ended the call. "Thank you, I will see you soon."

Both Declan and Isabel raised their eyebrows, Isabel's a perfectly manicured, delicate brow while Declan's looked more like a semi-trimmed caterpillar. I chuckled to myself at their matching expression, even though the overall look was different for each of them. Isabel spoke up, "Need me to drop you somewhere?"

I gave her a grateful look. "My apartment would be good. We’re meeting her at Queensgate Playfield, over by the housing addition I was telling you about earlier."

Declan nodded. "Yeah. We can walk to there from your apartment.” Then he turned to his wife with the look of a begging child. “If you would be so kind, love." With a laugh she made the right turn that would take us to my place.

When we arrived I nodded to Isabel. "Thanks for the ride and for joining us for lunch."

She waved it off. "Anytime, Kalila."

I then climbed out of her car to allow them to say their goodbyes, giving them some privacy. With our mutual tie to city hall and all the time that we spent together, I frequently felt as if I was intruding on their marriage.

I took a few steps so that I could see my beloved from the sidewalk. I smiled, looking to her clock tower. Oh, how I long to be up there, to feel the rest of my being. I sighed as I thought about the familiar nausea caused by being away from her. That nausea, which creeps up when I am away from city hall, has been part of my life for so long that I almost don’t think about the symptoms anymore.

We stepped inside the apartment building for a moment to check my mail, then moments later Declan and I stepped out and we both turned away from our nexus, heading toward the park. We walked to the semi-secluded park at a decent speed, our long legs making quick work of the distance.

As we approached the parking lot of the park, my eyes scanned it carefully, automatically looking for anything out of place. Call it years of caution from being in my line of work. It was an interesting park, off to the east of the old baseball diamond. There were two distinct styles to the park. On one side, there was the modern play area, complete with a heavy-duty plastic slide and playset that included a climbing wall, some tunnels, and a swing set. A few yards to its left was the old part of the park. It was one of the old square wood plank play areas. The planks were set far enough apart that the kids could crawl between the horizontally laid planks to get to the inside of what was supposed to be a playhouse. There was a multi-person tire swing to its left. As my eyes continued tracking left, I noticed all the picnic tables spread over by the trees and some tucked further back into the trees that ran along the south side of the park. 

Upon closer inspection, I noticed a woman that must be Jaimie at one of the tables that was partially tucked under the trees. Confident that we were the only occupants, I motioned to her for Declan’s benefit and we adjusted our direction to match. 

She had not noticed us yet, as her attention was focused on the toddler and the kindergartener that were playing at the toddler set located slightly behind the large, multi-leveled, woodplank play area.

Just before we reached earshot Declan slowed and asked, "Does she know what we want to discuss?"

"Yes. When I called, and told her I was a private investigator, she recognized my name and realized who I was, so she offered that she assumed I was calling about the robbery. When I answered in the affirmative, she said she is glad that someone had gotten word out about the Satyr."

He chocked his eyebrow. "She mentioned the satyr? So she is True-Born?"

"She did, and no, she’s a Woodland fairy." I paused as we were within her earshot and indicated her gossamer wings between her shoulders with my eyes, now that they were visible at this distance. "I also called Ashton so hopefully we will hear from him soon."

He nodded in acknowledgement as we stepped up to Jaimie's table. I stepped forward. "Jaimie?" She nodded and I introduced the two of us. "Hello, I am Kalila and this is Declan."

She looked to the ground and squeaked out nervously. "Pleased to meet you. I, I've paid my toll and have bound myself to no harm." 

I slid into the picnic table seat on the side opposite of her and tried to put her at ease. "Rest easy, Jaimie. We are here for information on the robbery at Big J's, you have nothing to fear from us." I was really getting tired of everyone being frightened of us. There has to be something that we can do. They need to respect us and our station, but they should also trust us enough to approach us, or be approached by us, without scaring them to death. I thought to myself. I will have to raise that subject at the next meeting of the city’s sentinels.

She said, in the faint, feminine voice that all Woodland fairies seemed to share, "Sorry. I—well, Gargoyles don't always have such pure intentions."

My eyes narrowed at that and my head whipped toward Declan. Our shared look conveyed the same message: What the hell did that mean?! I filed that away to address later and tried to focus on the work at hand; it wasn’t the first time I’d heard a comment like that lately. "Do you mind if we ask you some questions?"

She freely met my eyes, presumably feeling more at ease with us. "Sure."

Declan asked, "Could you tell us where you were when you saw the robber?"

She looked again like a scared child, her wings dropped and she pushed back away from him in her seat slightly. I reached my hand out to place on her shoulder. "Jaimie, it's okay." 

She looked between the two of us and opened her mouth to speak when her two small children approached her, a little girl and a little boy. She tried to send the children back to play, but they seemed determined to have a playmate. 

I looked at Declan and motioned to the children and then the play area before addressing the fairy. "Why doesn't Declan play with the children while we talk?"

A look that I could only describe as pure terror crossed her delicate face, and she hugged her children to her tightly. I slowly stood and walked over to her and bent down. "I don't know why you are so afraid, sweet Jaimie, but Declan and I come to you with the purest of intentions. He is great with children, in fact he and his wife are planning to start a family in the coming months." I paused while I laid a hand on her arm. "He is a gentle man when he tries. Besides, you and I will be here the whole time. We can even adjust the picnic table so you can see them easier."

Declan had slowly risen from his seat and kneeled down at her side as I tried to comfort her. He gave her a friendly, reassuring smile. "We will stay close and I won't let them climb on anything too high."

She looked between our earnest faces and released her hold on her kids. "Stay where I can see you all?" She asked more than demanded; however, her protectiveness was apparent.

Declan smiled. "You have my word." He reached out and took the toddler in one arm and then reached his hand out to the little boy. He and the two kids turned with a smile and made their way to the toddler playset. 

Jaimie walked to another picnic table that was closer to the playground and I followed her over and sat down. I allowed her time to watch Declan playing with the children for a few minutes. 

We both chuckled as we watched Declan chasing after the children playfully. The children tired of chasing fairly quickly, much to Declan’s delight, and wanted to use the slide. Declan took them to the top and then waited for them to slide to him. The little girl was first sliding down full of smiles, the little boy sent his cute stuffed platypus, which he made Declan call Frank, down next, and then he followed.

It amazed me that someone that was so powerful could be so gentle and child-like. Watching him playing with these kids, it was obvious to me that he would be a good father one day.

I turned from watching the two kids sliding down to Declan at the end of the large slide and looked at Jaimie. Her delicate features were relaxed and her wispy wings had risen to their normal place on her back. I hated to interrupt her carefree moment, but I needed to gain more information on what she’d seen. I gently cleared my throat, and she pulled her eyes from her children and looked at me.

I received a meek, "Sorry," when her eyes met mine.

I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile. "No worries. I was enjoying watching Declan play with your kids. I think he’s a bigger kid than they are. It’s nice to be carefree every once in a while." After a short pause to switch my train of thought, I regrettably turned serious. "I am sorry that I have to sour the mood, but there are a few questions I need to ask." She nodded in understanding and I pulled out my typical small notepad, ready to take notes.

After a beat I began. "I know you have already spoken to the police, and I am sorry to make you repeat yourself, but I need you to tell me everything you remember about the robbery yesterday." I continued after a brief pause. "Start with where you were and what you were doing when you noticed that something wasn't quite right."

She took a deep breath and began. "I was waiting at the bus stop by Big J's. On my lunch break, I like to get outside to get some fresh air, look at the sky, and walk around. I usually just walk a few blocks around my work and then turn and head back; however, I was so lost in thought while I was walking that I had walked over two miles away. I knew that if I caught the bus by Big J's, it would take me to work in less time than I could walk there, I know how you Gargoyles frown upon us flying, mortals being veil-blind or not." I nodded, indicating that I was following and she continued on.

"I was watching for the bus and checking my watch when I was bumped from behind. I clutched my purse to my side and turned at the raised voices. When I did, I noticed that some man, a Satyr, was holding a mortal up off the ground as he carried him away. I saw two police officers closing in, but the Satyr held the mortal up in front of himself to block the police officers. I was immediately struck by the shock of what I was seeing. He turned the corner to go down the adjacent street and the officers followed. Afterwards, we were detained by officers who refused to let us all go until the detectives arrived to speak to each of us as witnesses. 

While I was waiting to speak my bit, I overheard two of the police officers talking. The one informed the other that the man had gotten away somehow, and that the poor man that was taken hostage was safe, but unconscious." She paused, seemingly not knowing how much to tell. "When I heard that he had just vanished, and because I knew he was a Satyr, I knew that someone needed to notify the Triumvirate, the Custodian, or one of the sentinels." She looked at her hands. "I suppose I am not really that helpful, as I didn't see much."

I gave her an encouraging smile. "You were very helpful. You saw his face, correct?" 

She nodded. "I did. I thought it was strange that he didn't obscure his face from anyone."

I made a note to that effect and pulled the grainy security camera photo out of my hidden pocket. "Does this man look familiar?"

Her eyes grew as she answered in the affirmative. "Yes! That trench coat..." She paused, reaching for the picture. "May I?" I handed her the photo and watched as she studied the man and then closed her eyes. While she was trying to place the man in the picture, my eyes swung to Declan and her children. I laughed as I watch Declan run around after the very active children.

My eyes shifted to Jaimie as she spoke, "I believe this is the Satyr. Obviously, I would be able to tell you better if I could see him as he is. But I am confident enough in his build, and in the mortal shadow I saw, that this is him."

She handed the photo back and I placed it securely in my pocket. "You have been most helpful." She looked down bashfully and I smiled at the blush that was coloring her cheeks. It looked good on her delicate face. I spoke again with more conviction, "You truly were a great help. Thank you." I stood and watched her shrink away at my size, I sighed, Why do they all regard us as so brutal that they should fear us so? 

I smiled. "You have nothing to fear and no reason to shrink away from me.” Then I paused. "Did he make eye contact with you? Do you think he saw you?"

"I don't think so; he was very intent on the police and trying to get away. Do you think we are in danger?"

I shook my head. "I don't think so." I then took out my card and handed it to her. "You live in this neighborhood, correct?" At her nod I continued. "My nexus is the City Hall building, and I can be here in a matter of minutes. Call me if you need me, even if it is just a weird feeling you have, okay?" 

The tension seemed to melt from her as she answered, "Thank you so much."

I leaned down and placed a comforting hand on her forearm. "We really are here to protect you. You have no reason to fear us." She nodded, and I broke eye contact, pulled my hand back, and hollered at Declan. "D, I think you’ve had enough of a break. Ready to go?" I smirked, knowing he had the more physical job of the two of us, at least this time.

He rolled his eyes and called to each of the children. After we said our goodbyes to each of them, with the promise to keep in touch with Jaimie, I spun on my heel and found myself off balance. I made eye contact with Declan as he reached a hand out in case I needed it. I bit my tongue to keep from snapping, knowing that he was just trying to be helpful. "I'm fine, but maybe we should walk by the Hall."

He appeared grateful that I didn't bite his head off for trying to help, and we began our walk back toward our beloved. Thankfully, he didn't start asking what I learned from Jaimie, and he just let me focus on navigating the sidewalks.

I put my hand to my face when I felt something warm on my upper lip. I wiped my hand across it and cursed under my breath at the blood that was now staining my hands. Declan turned and, after a muttered curse of his own, he handed me a navy blue handkerchief that he had kept in his back pocket.

I begrudgingly accepted it, hating that I needed his help, I am a Gargoyle, and a powerful one, and after just a few hours away from my nexus I’m accepting help from someone. I feel weak. I sighed at myself and used the handkerchief to stop the bleeding. Some days were worse than others. At times, I can go a whole day before the secondary symptoms associated with being separated from my shadow-bond nexus exhibit themselves, and other times, it’s mere hours. I could supplement myself by drawing energy from another Goyle’s home, if one was nearby, but it always felt like I was invading their personal space, and the energy never ‘tasted’ quite right.

It finally stopped once we were within two blocks of City Hall, and I looked at the bloodied handkerchief before I tossed it into a trashcan as we passed it. "I owe you a blue handkerchief." 

He shrugged. "No worries; honestly, I am happy to help."

I nodded, and as we stepped across the threshold of our nexus, I immediately felt renewed. Like a switch had been flipped. One moment I was nauseous and getting weaker, and the next I was fully energized and feeling wonderful. We sat on one of the benches around the outside for a few minutes, happy that the dizzy feeling, the fatigue, and the nausea had left.

I closed my eyes and simply basked in my connection with my beloved, letting her calm me and renew my spirit. What felt like seconds—but was actually fifteen minutes—later, I opened my eyes and sat up. After a deep breath, I turned to Declan, grateful that he let me recover and didn't call attention to my needing help.

I opened my mouth, but my voice died in my throat when he just nodded and gave me a supportive smile. I reciprocated, and with another cleansing breath, I shifted back to business. 

He followed my lead and I filled him in on what Jaimie told us while he was playing with her children. "She agreed that he was a Satyr. She went on to say that he physically carried the hostage down the street. She also mentioned that the Satyr seemed to use the hostage as a shield on instinct. I wonder if he’s done it before." 

Declan looked a bit concerned. "That is worrying."

I nodded solemnly and continued. "She was able to give us a positive ID from the picture that we received. So that’s something, too."

"Well, want to see if we can catch Ash at work? May as well talk to all three witnesses today."

I nodded in agreement. It would help that Declan and Ashton had grown up together and were still friends to this day. I stood and straightened my jacket, feeling no trace of dizziness. I brought my hand up to my nose and smiled when I didn't feel any blood. I should be okay for while now. 

Declan stood as well, and with a goodbye to our nexus, we began our walk toward my apartment. We would need a car for the drive to the lumberyard to see Ashton. As we crossed the street, moving away from City Hall and toward my apartment building, I felt my senses dull like they did every time I stepped away from my beloved. I looked down to see the familiar sight of my pencil thin shadow stretching out and blending into the shadow of City Hall. I smiled wistfully at that.

We had just crossed the second street to take us to the parking lot when my phone chimed, letting me know that I had a text message. I paused in mid-step as I reached into my hidden breast pocket and grabbed my phone. After unlocking the screen on the older model Droid, I pulled up the message and came to a stop.

Declan narrowed his eyes and asked, "Kalila?"

I sighed and looked to meet Declan's inquisitive face and said, "Emergency sentinel meeting in the Triumvirate Chambers."

We immediately turned and headed back toward our nexus as he asked, "Think this is about the robbery?"

I shrugged. "I don't know. The case is certainly important, but does it really warrant an emergency meeting? Surely they wouldn’t pull us away from investigating unless it was important." He pursed his lips. I sighed. “Yeah, I don’t buy it either.”

I glanced across the street. "There are James and Odell." I nodded toward the two of them. They were a few blocks from their nexus, the St. Peter in Chains Cathedral, and were currently directly across from my apartment building. They had obviously just received the message and had turned to head back to their nexus. They noticed us and waved. I waved back, and they stopped as we crossed the street that ran beside our nexus.

Odell asked, "Heading to the meeting?"

Declan nodded to the man. "Yeah. Want to walk with us? Our passage to The Below is right inside that security door." He pointed to the security door on this side of our nexus, the opposite side of the building as their cathedral.

After exchanging a quick look with his partner, Odell replied, "That would be lovely." I grinned; they were such a cute couple. It was laughable that nobody knew.

Odell and Declan began talking amongst themselves. So typical. The two chatty-Kathys usually do the gabbing. I shared a silent smirk with James as we waited on the lights to change so we could make it across the busy street.

I took the lead when the walk symbol appeared and directed our steps quickly across the street and toward the door that always seemed to be unlocked for me. I held the door open and James snorted as he walked in, the irony of the one woman holding the door open for the three men not lost on him.

I smirked at his response and gave him a 'What? look. Odell hesitated, his manners telling him that he should be holding the door open. Declan rolled his eyes and stepped through the door while calling over his shoulder to Odell. "That's a losing battle, friend. She is more stubborn than a mule. God knows I’ve tried."

I smirked as Odell finally stepped through the door. I followed, bringing up the rear of our merry little party. 

They hit what appeared to be the end of the hallway, but I stopped a few feet short of them. With my uttered “Da Aditum” and the customary blue flare of light around the edges, a door appeared and we stepped through into a small room with a tunnel that led down into The Below.

We climbed down into the utility tunnel and I paused once I reached the first level, waiting for each of them to climb down. I reached within myself, touching my reservoir of energy, and with a sheer force of will, indirect and indistinct light bloomed around us from my being. From there, I led us east toward a hatch that would take us further down into the system. 

We reached the outer tunnels of the abandoned subway system and I quickened my pace as the guys caught up to me. After a few more feet of tunnel we emerged out into one of the main subway tunnels that served as our streets here in The Below. We hung a right and continued toward the center. I was shocked to see so few other—make that no other—people milling about. I knew we were fairly far south in the system, but there should still be some people.

I quickly realized why there were none of our people around when I heard voices and saw flashlights headed for us from the north. I looked to the guys. "City inspectors are patrolling now?!" I dimmed my light, not wanting to draw any attention to us. We each made an unspoken decision and we all dug our feet into the dusty ground, sprinting for the other small subway station up ahead. The inspectors were headed for the station from the other direction, and they were much closer. So we had to get there and get out of sight before they rounded the corner into the station.

It was one of the smaller stations, which made it a good hub for the various secret passages in the system. The one we were running for was inside a small room that someone had tried to repurpose as a bomb shelter in the early '60s. It had a charmed door inside that would lead us into a maintenance tunnel toward the meeting room.

The four of us sprinted to the platform and I thanked our enhanced agility as we jumped up onto the station's platform with relative ease. We immediately turned left, I gently grabbed the door, and we rushed into the room. Declan closed it silently behind us as the city's inspectors rounded the corner and were in view of the platform. 

I whispered "Da Aditum" to the wall just inside the room. I smiled at the dim blue flare it caused around the edges, It is such a sophisticated charm, to be able to sense straights nearby and adjust its glow so that it doesn't mistakenly attract their attention. I slipped through the opened passage with Odell and James hot on my heels, as we heard a commanding voice tell others in the group to check each of the little rooms for any homeless folks that were hiding.

Declan slipped through the passage and the door shimmered and was replaced by the illusion of stone as we heard something being moved around in the room we were just in. We started walking down the passage and I didn't even pause as I once again called upon my energy and expended a bit to create the light around us. 

Odell put our thoughts into words. "I really hate that they do those random sweeps. We really need to work on a better notification system for those that enter The Below after the lookouts have already given their alerts."

I nodded and muttered, "Agreed. That’s the second time in a month. Wonder why they are upping the frequency of patrols..." I trailed off looking at Declan.

He quickly received the message. "I’ll see if Isabel can find out anything about that for us." I nodded at him and then got us all moving again.

We navigated the rest of the way through the tunnel and down into another connecting passage l without incident. I briefly thought about how extensive all these tunnels and passageways were as we walked the last of the lower corridor. I looked around and I thought of the original purpose of this tunnel; I believe it was supposed to be a lower utility tunnel for working under the subway. Well, it worked out well for us, so that’s something.

We turned a corner and emerged into an open cavern that had been created by a cave-in decades before. I remember when the cave-in happened; we had all quickly constructed support beams to reinforce the area so that we didn't have to worry about further collapses.

Once in the cavern, we climbed a ladder up to an access grate, and we all stood in the abandoned subway station that served as a reception and waiting area for the Triumvirate Chambers as James replaced the grate. We strode to the large oak doors by the stonewall that divided the station in half, and I pulled on one. It gave way with little resistance and we looked around the chamber. The four of us slowed and nodded to Randall and McQueen, two relatively young Goyles—not much older than Declan—sitting in the back. 

They were bound to a church that was built in the '60s. I helped train them both and showed them the ropes when they first began. We had to ensure the two of them knew the ins and outs of the trade since they were both brand new and bound to the same place. And there was the matter of them being on the fringes of the city, so secluded and out of the way compared to the rest of us. Even though I no longer see them each day, we do still keep in touch.

I went to sit in my customary seat in the back of the room when James made a disapproving noise. Odell chuckled and simply said, "You came in here with us, you sit with us."

I rolled my eyes at them, I much prefer to sit in the back, and they both well know that. I gave them a look that told them exactly what I thought, but I followed them to the third row of chairs on the left side of the room and took a seat beside James, with Odell on his left and Declan on my right.

I looked around at the two rows of Trolls that stretched out on both the left and right side of the center aisle. Most of them would not make eye contact with a mere Goyle. I internally rolled my eyes at that.

My eyes landed on Kane, and she gave me a half smiling nod. I nodded back; it was still jarring to see a Troll so eager to meet the eyes of a Goyle. Kane gave the guys a nod and smile as well before she turned her eyes to scan the room; she always seemed to be taking things in. 

I continued looking around the room and my eyes landed on my baby brother, Gedeon. He was young when our siblings were killed and didn’t decide until nearly a decade after their death to become a Goyle. He struggled during training, being somewhat clumsy, but with some one-on-one training with me he passed and was bound to a nice church.

My people-watching stopped abruptly when my eyes landed on the Custodian who was leaning up against the far wall in the shadows close to Kane. 

As the city’s Custodian, her job was to oversee the sentinels of the city, and, as such, each of us ultimately answers to her. If we aren't doing our job right, hers is the voice that scolds us, the hand that brings order. I can't begin to imagine the weight of that burden upon her shoulders. 

I regarded her carefully, her gaze and presence an almost menacing spectre that filled the entire chamber. That was one woman that downright frightened me; I mean, you don't live for as long as I have by being scared of everything, but watching her in action was terrifying.

My fear of her warred with my respect for her; after all, she took down a greater banshee—by herself—in The Battle on the Roebling. And not that many years ago, she was tasked with dealing with a rogue Troll on his own bridge.

My thoughts were interrupted by her cold, hard, brown eyes meeting mine. I quickly cast my eyes away and readjusted myself in my seat, a little self-consciously. 

James nudged me and I chanced a glance at him, still feeling the Custodian’s gaze on me. I shook off his questioning look. He let it drop, and it was Odell that broke the silence that had settled among the four of us. "Word is there’s a Satyr that has been causing some problems Topside."

"Yeah. We found out about that, and Declan and I have been looking into it. Spoke to a few witnesses. I think we have a few promising leads."

Before either of them could comment, Protector Bernard Rathdrum entered the room and took his seat at the leftmost desk on the upper platform, which reminded me much of a medieval judges’ platform. Protector Rathdrum is the most junior member of the Triumvirate. 

The Triumvirate are the three most powerful True-Borns of the area. They are the governing body of the supernatural in the city, and the laws and edicts they pass are enforced by their greatest weapon, the Custodian.

Being the most junior member of the Triumvirate, Protector Rathdrum was given the menial tasks. One such task is leading the sentinel meeting. He has been ready to move up within the Triumvirate for some time now, ready for more serious tasks, and thus takes his job very seriously, though you can tell it annoys him doing what he believes is beneath him. In the mortal world, he works as a City Councilman and a contract lawyer, which says more about his personality than I ever could.

After he called the meeting to order, he, thankfully, got right down to business. "Alright, we have been informed of a problem. Apparently the convenience store Big J's was robbed, and a human was held hostage. Rumor has it that the perpetrator was a Satyr." He paused, his eyes tracking around the room. "I want to know why this Satyr hasn't already been apprehended and dealt with. It has been over 24 hours, after all. I want a team of Gargoyles on this immediately!" He paused to look at the Custodian, at her almost imperceptible nod, he continued while staring at her. "After the Satyr is detained by the Gargoyles, I want the Troll responsible for this fae to strip him of his power and banish him into the Under-Veil. Do I make myself clear on this?" The Custodian met his gaze unblinking, though she made no further indication she had even heard him, and he turned back to the rest of us.

I rolled my eyes, this is what this emergency meeting is all about? We were called away from our investigation of the matter to discuss who would investigate the matter. Seems counterproductive.

Odell spoke up. "Protector Rathdrum, I believe the City Hall Goyles have made progress on this matter."

Rathdrum's scrutinous gaze fell on me, his eyes narrowed slightly and he coolly said, "Do tell, Gargoyle Storm."

I mentally rolled my eyes at him. I met his gaze unwaveringly. "Declan and I are in the process of investigating the matter, Protector Rathdrum." I honestly tried to keep my distaste and sarcasm out of my voice; however, I must have failed when I heard a soft snort come from Kane. My mouth twitched a bit in a barely-there smirk at that. 

He looked to the Custodian again and I followed his gaze. Her eyes quickly flicked to Kane, who gave an almost imperceptible nod. That was an interesting relationship. Most didn't see why the likeable and personable Kane wanted to have anything to do with the "Ice Queen," as most called the Custodian. Though I could see why Kane was drawn toward her. She had a hard and unconventional beauty with her deep brown eyes and snow-white hair, and a beautiful and feminine grace, and power in the way she moved that was especially evident when she fought. On top of it all was her unwavering dedication to the city; not necessarily to the Triumvirate, but to the city she was sworn to protect. Rumor has it that she openly defied the Triumvirate for Kane’s sake and did not dispatch her as was decreed.

I watched as the Custodian gave a slight nod to Rathdrum. He then turned to me. "Very well. As soon as the offending fae is found, contact the Troll who holds his coin so that he may be banished."

Really?! Useless much? I thought to myself, while outwardly I said, "Naturally." I then looked at my watch. "Speaking of which, we need to go and interview the last witness if there isn’t anything else..." I trailed off and I cracked a smile at the loud snort that came from Kane this time. I glanced in her direction and was pleased to see a very slight smirk on the Custodian's lips as well.

Rathdrum recovered from his slightly shocked state at my unveiled distaste of this situation. Clearly agitated, he glanced at the Custodian, and I swung to look back at her, only to find that she was gone. I mean, gone, as in nowhere to be seen; I didn’t see any exits she could have taken so quickly without being seen. He nodded grudgingly. "Of course. I expect to hear something within 48 hours or I will have the Custodian assign someone more capable."

I ignored that dig, nodded, and stood with Declan. James and Odell joined us, and we turned and left. McQueen gave me a toothy smile as I passed. I winked at him conspiratorially as we continued walking toward the exit.





  
 

Chapter 6 - Ashton

We backtracked our steps, heading toward our nexus while watching for any other city patrols. In no time, we were in our beloved’s basement with James and Odell on our heels. I was lost of the familiar sense of being whole that came whenever I was within my nexus. The three men followed as I quickly made my way through the tunnel that led us to the same trap door we’d climbed down earlier.

I arrived at the door that led to the street and, with a smirk; I held it open for them again. James and Declan walked through with a slight smirk forming on their lips as well. Odell paused just before walking through the door and looked at me. With that pointed look, he slowly stepped through the doorway.

I chuckled and followed him through. As we all emerged onto the street, James looked at me. "If there is anything that we can do to help with your investigation, let us know." 

Odell added. "That was impressive; what you did down there." After looking at Declan and I, he finished. "We've got your back. Need us, call." 

I nodded my thanks, and we said our goodbyes and headed toward my car.

Upon crossing the street and reaching my small SUV, I unlocked it and climbed into the driver's seat. I looked to Declan. "Is he still at the lumberyard?"

He grabbed his phone and called Ashton as I started the engine.

It was a nice, small SUV in that charcoal-grey-metal-flake color. I especially liked the all-leather interior and the heated seats. In all honesty, I have never been a fan of vehicles; however, with the ever-growing size of the city, it was important to have a way to get around. I had begrudgingly agreed to get a vehicle to get Dedrick off of my back. 

I swallowed hard; it was difficult to believe that Dedrick had been gone for nearly four years now. Dedrick and I had served together for decades, protecting those of the city by way of our nexus. Dedrick had been shadow-bound to my beloved in the mid-1950s. 

As the city had begun to grow, it attracted more and more people from the Under-Veil. With the increase in the supernatural population, the Triumvirate mandated that most nexuses would have two Goyles bound to them instead of one. It was hard to handle having a partner after so long on my own, but within the course of our first year of being bound together we learned how to work well with each other. 

As the city continued to grow, so did our responsibilities, and we found that we needed to go further away from our nexus. I finally let them talk me into getting my own vehicle in the late '90s; however, I refused to own a car. I hated feeling like I was sitting on the ground when I was riding 

After he passed to the ages, I was angry for months. He had become a close friend, and it nearly killed me to look at his wife, knowing I had failed her and I had let her husband get killed.

"Kalila. Kalila!" Declan pulled me from my thoughts by calling my name. I looked at my forearm, where his hand rested. He followed my eyes and removed his hand when he noticed where I was looking. "Sorry, I couldn't get your attention. You were pretty deep in thought..."

I sheepishly apologized. "Sorry." I noticed that his phone was resting on his thigh as he buckled himself in. "You get ahold of Ashton?"

He nodded. "Yeah, he’s at a jobsite not too far from the lumberyard. Head east, if you please m'lady." He finished in a mock regal tone.

I shook my head in amusement and turned the car toward the lumberyard. 

As I stopped at a light, he turned to look at me. "I am not sure if what you did should be applauded or if you should be smacked upside the head." I snorted and waved off his comment. He rolled his eyes. "Seriously, though. What are you thinking taking to him like that, and in front of the Custodian? Do you have a death wish?"

I shook my head once again and changed the subject. "Where am I going?"

***

Standing at the edge of the construction site, I looked around at the shell of what would be an office building in a few months. It amazed me that Cincinnati was still expanding, even today. I looked to the left and right of the large lot that housed the future office building; those nearby were much older, abandoned buildings.

My eyes gazed further down the road, on either side and I noticed all the newly constructed industrial buildings, they were trying to turn this street into an industrial hub. A throat cleared to my right and I turned to see a man in his mid-thirties dressed in a nice outfit, his hard hat in stark contrast to his business attire. 

He looked us up and down and said, "Can I help you?"

I took the lead. "Hi. I'm Kalila and this is Declan. We are private investigators assisting the police with an investigation. I was wondering if we could speak with Ashton?" I pulled my PI identification card out of a pocket and handed it to him for his inspection. He looked over mine, and then turned to Declan who quickly produced his.

He handed Declan's identification card back to him after scrutinizing it. "Sorry, never can be too careful. I'm Mark Tucker, CEO of the Rembrandt Group." He shook both of our hands and then spoke into a walkie-talkie, "Ashton, head this way please."

I smiled my thanks. "I appreciate that. Thanks. We'll try not to keep him for too long." 

He nodded, took two steps and turned back to us. "He isn't in any trouble is he?"

I quickly shook my head. "No, not at all. Just looking for someone and we think he may be able to help us." I smiled to put him at ease. He looked pleased with that answer, shrugged his shoulders, and turned back toward the small jobsite office trailer that was on the west part of the building site.

I watched as Ashton stalked toward us. He was a large man with pale gray skin, a bit taller than an average mortal, but not quite as tall as Declan or I. The most striking thing about Ashton was his mass; he had large, thick arms that hinted at a strength that could likely rival Declan’s and mine.

He approached and greeted Declan in a one-armed ‘bro hug.’ When they pulled away, Declan smiled at him. “Hey, man. How’re you doing? Not gone all ‘hulk-smash’ on anyone lately, right?” 

I chuckled; Declan had such a way with words. ‘Hulk-smash,’ as Declan had put it, was something that we worried about with all Golems, like Ashton. For the most part, they are gentle giants, but if they get really angry, they go into a rage that rivals a berserker. Ashton has never had trouble with that, as far as I know, but Declan has sure tested his resolve from time to time.

My chuckle must’ve drawn his attention as Ashton’s face swung to me and he clammed up immediately. I frowned sadly at his sudden change in demeanor, but before I could say a word, Ashton uttered, “Gargoyle Kalila, I have paid my toll and bound myself to no harm.”

I nodded at his response, trying to hide my displeasure at the rigid greeting, especially after seeing the greeting that Declan received. I tried to put him at ease. “We are not here for anything of that nature.” After a nod of understanding from him, I became all business. “We’re here about the robbery that occurred at Big J’s yesterday.”

I watched his face as he put two and two together; now to see if he gets four. 

He looked apologetic as he explained. “I’m afraid that I won’t be much help for information on the robbery itself. I was one of those that witnessed his getaway, rather than the robbery act itself.”

Declan stepped toward him. “No worries. You still could’ve witnessed something helpful.” He motioned to my car. “For privacy’s sake, we can step into the car to hear what you have to say, if that would be alright.”

At his nod, I unlocked the doors and slid into the front seat and turned around to face him as he got into the backseat. I had to stifle a laugh at the sight of such a large man crammed into the backseat of my small SUV; however, my laugh turned to a groan at the sound of the car settling on its suspension.

I took a moment to collect myself and pulled out my pen and notepad. Declan smirked at me as I cleared my throat. With a much more professional attitude, I prompted Ashton. "Can you start the moment before you noticed the Satyr?"

He nodded and began, his deep voice every bit what you would expect from someone so large, born of some sort of clay-like material from the land of fae, "I was getting coffee at Java Cup on the same street as Big J's, about a block from here. I had just opened the door and walked out of the shop when the Satyr came barreling down the sidewalk. He was carrying a human man, lugging him around like he was a ragdoll. The Satyr knocked into me and spilled my coffee on my shirt. He was moving so fast that when he bumped into me, I stumbled back a step or two, and bumped into the guy that was behind me, spilling his coffee down the back of my shirt. I was yelling at the Satyr and turning to follow him; the bastard had ruined my shirt. I was stopped by the two police officers and they waved me off. I slid to a stop and watched as they made their way around the corner into the adjoining alley. I stayed put and never noticed the Satyr come back out of the alley. A few minutes later other police officers were on the scene detaining people. I overheard them asking each person around me if they noticed him come back out of the alley. No one did.” He sighed. “There is a hatch there that leads to The Below. Obviously I couldn’t tell the police officers that, but I want you to know. I felt bad leaving that bit of information out, but what was I going to say?” He finished with a shrug of his massive shoulders.

I nodded; Golems had such gentle souls. “I went to the alley late that same evening. I found the hatch and followed it to The Below." I paused, and inquired, "Did you get a good look at him?" At his nod I prompted. "Could you describe him, please?"

He shrugged. "Just your typical Satyr… Big build, stomping walk; he had on a large trench coat that was much too big for him. He looked to be a younger Satyr, but I don't recall having interacted with him before."

I nodded as I made notes to reflect his statements. I then reached into my breast pocket and pulled out the grainy photograph that we had of the Satyr. "Does this man look familiar?" I asked as I handed him the photo.

He looked over the photo and I watched his eyes track back and forth over the picture. With one final glance at the photo, he turned to me. "Looks like the same man." After a pause and another glance at the picture, he continued. "If I could see his true self, not this human guise, I could be more sure."

"Thank you for your help, Ashton. We will be in touch if we have any further questions." I gave him a grateful smile and turned around in my seat.

Declan spoke up. "Thanks, Ash. We should do dinner soon." Ashton nodded his agreement and then with a murmured “Good day”, got out of the car, and headed back work. 

Mark had stepped out of the trailer and I waved a thank you to him. He nodded and I directed the car back toward town.

After we had been on the road for a few minutes, Declan spoke up. "All of their stories fit together pretty well. Want to go and speak with the hostage?"

I checked my watch; just before three in the afternoon, that meant by the time we got back in town it would be about half past three. Still plenty of time. "It may be best. We need to know if he was just a target of convenience or if he was the target. I would also like to speak with the cashier and see if she noticed anything else, or if our Satyr had been in there before."

He agreed and checked his watch. I gave him a look and asked, "What? You have to be somewhere?"

He waved it off. "Isabel and I are supposed to see a few houses in the addition west of your apartment around five this evening. I can call and reschedule. No worries."

I rolled my eyes, men could be so clueless sometimes. I retorted, "Yes, because it is always a good idea to cancel plans with your wife the day after a huge fight about not spending enough time with her." With a sigh I continued. "We can interview the cashier together and then I can go and speak to the hostage myself. No big deal."

"Why do you do that?" He hissed out, anger obviously building.

I was taken aback. Here I was trying to help him, and I was being met with hostility. I snapped back. "Excuse me? I’m only trying to help. You’re my partner and I need you present and alert; you aren't present and alert if you’re worried about your relationship with Isabel." I took a calming, cleansing breath after my rant, trying to calm down and remain the level-headed one. A little more calmly I continued. "I am only trying to help." I smirked. "Besides, the two of you are really my only friends and it would make dinners and lunches awkward if you weren’t speaking to one another."

I watched as the corner of his mouth twitched up on one side. "I'm sorry. I just feel like you’re coddling me. I want you to look at me as an equal, not as a child that you have to look out for."

I turned and took the street that would lead us back to my apartment. "I'm not sure where you heard otherwise, but I do NOT coddle you. I don't, and have not ever, coddled anyone and I don't intend to start with you." 

"But you don't look at me as an equal." I mulled over his statement as I tuned into my apartment building's parking lot.

"It is hard to explain... I trust that you always have my back, and I know that I can count on you. However, you are not my true equal in that I have lived nearly four times as long as you. I have seen things that most were not around for. But most of all, I have lost nearly everyone I cared for, and I know how lonely that can be. I am trying to accommodate your relationship with Isabel because I don't want you to have to feel that same pain." I paused and killed the engine. "Besides, it is my job to see that you learn what it means to be a Goyle. My head is on the block if you don't, and as I said before, I need you distraction free."

He looked immediately humbled. "I'm sorry. Thank you." He then continued with a smirk. "Besides, I think Maggie would love to change your relationship status. I mean, she does remember your order to a T and I’ve caught her staring at you a few times..." He trailed off, getting out of the car.

I followed suit and rolled my eyes at him. "I didn't figure it would be long until the pain-in-my-ass-Declan showed his face again."

He placed his hand over his heart, as if I had wounded him, rolled my eyes yet again, and turned to walk toward our nexus. 

We both came to a stop and Declan's chuckle died in his throat as Lancaster and Simms stepped out from the doorway of my apartment building.

I stood to my full height, placed my hands in my jacket pockets, and stepped up to meet the two detectives. “What can we do for you gentlemen?”

Lancaster nodded to Simms, who began. “There has been another robbery; the alarm was sounded a few minutes ago.” Simms glanced at Lancaster who rubbed his hand across his weathered face and then he continued. “Listen, I know we don’t see eye-to-eye, and we believe in doing things by the book, but this suspect is escalating things quickly and we need to put a stop to him. We are confident it’s the same man. We figured even though we have very different methods, we have the same goal: to keep everyone safe.” He paused, seemingly trying to find the words. “If we get there and he’s still in there, the two of you have the best shot of catching him, if he’s gone you can listen to witnesses.”

I looked to Lancaster, standing off to the side. He gave me a hard look. “I don’t need all this supernatural bullshit… You hold up your end of things and take care of it.” 

My mouth quirked up at the corner, and after a gruff nod from Lancaster, Simms spoke up. “Ride with us, it’ll be faster.” I nodded, and Declan and I followed the detectives to their car.





  
 

Chapter 7 - Sal

We arrived at the scene, a 7-Eleven, without incident, disembarked from the car, and made our way over to where police tape sectioned off the gas station and decently sized convenience store. 

As Lancaster and Simms spoke with the officer managing the perimeter, I motioned to Declan and we began scanning the crowd and our surroundings. It seemed an inefficient way to gather information compared to having our nexus feeding us information, but it was the best we could do. I was always much more at ease connected to my nexus where I was constantly aware of everything around me. But here, so far away from her and surrounded by straights, I was feeling very uncomfortable.

My eyes stopped on a man in a black dress coat that was standing just barely on the civilian side of the police tape watching the scene. Declan touched me on the shoulder, and my head swiveled to meet his questioning look. I looked to him and quickly motioned to the mystery man with my eyes. 

As if I had spoken out loud, Declan's head turned with mine to find the man in question. Within moments, I heard Lancaster and Simms speaking and then two officers began toward the man who seemed out of place in his fancy duds.

Lancaster gruffly stated, "I saw you eyeing that guy in the black coat. The officers will get his info, unless you've suddenly decided you'd rather talk to him yourself and ignore the gunman in the store..."

I rolled my eyes at Lancaster. "Well, what's the word, old man. Are we allowed in?"

Simms snorted loudly, and after a reprimanding look at him, Lancaster graced me with a look that spoke to his displeasure and ducked under the police tape. 

The atmosphere quickly turned somber as we heard shouting coming from within the store. Simms lifted the tape for us and we quickly ducked under and went toward the car that was parked closest to the store. 

Lancaster barked at one of the officers that was crouching and using the vehicle for cover. "Sitrep?" 

I glanced toward the store, and then back to the officer as he spoke, "As best we can tell, he has the cashier and two other customers hostage. We have him pinned pretty good; we have three around back and three more covering the alley exit to the east. Orders, sir?"

 

I looked around at the 7-Eleven in the approaching twilight. I turned quickly and looked at the street signs. Perfect! I leaned into Declan and whispered, "We need to get him into The Below and away from the straights." 

Declan nodded and looked expectantly at me, obviously knowing that I was going somewhere with my line of thought. I looked around. “We’re downtown, there should be an access point close by. If I remember correctly, it’s in that alley."

He paused. "I understand that you know The Below better than most, but do you know The Below better than a Satyr that no one has even seen before? Chances are he’s been living down there for some time."

I smirked; while I appreciated his level-headed question, I could barely contain my scoff. "There are a few… special access corridors that are only known by a select few of the elder residents."

He gave me a nod, clearly pleased, "What do you need me to do?"

I looked over at Lancaster and Simms and said to them, "Pull the officers from the alley; and I want you, along with Declan, to press him from the front and back. If you can't get him, I want you to force him into the alley. I will be waiting at the corner and route him away from the straights—I mean, everyone here." 

Lancaster and Simms had a long glaring contest that was broken by further screams from inside the store. Lancaster glared menacingly at his partner, and then grudgingly nodded to Simms.

Simms cleared his throat and looked at the officer—Martinez, his uniform said—and demanded, "Pull the officers from the side to the back. We will press the front and they will press the rear."

Martinez looked between the two detectives and myself and raised the radio to his mouth and barked out the orders. He motioned to the back of his car and we followed him, still crouched down, to the trunk. He opened it quickly and pulled out a couple bullet-proof vests.

Something clicked with Simms and he dashed to Lancaster's car and came back with two more vests. 

Martinez handed the extra vest to me but I shook it off. "Appreciated, but I won't need it. Besides, it’s too constricting." I would need all of my agility if this ended up going the way I wanted it to. I grabbed the extra vest and shoved it to Declan. He opened his mouth to protest, but I silenced him with hard look and a single word, "Isabel."

He took the vest, while giving me a glare that would have stopped a lesser True-Born. 

With their vests ready, they looked to Lancaster who took the radio and barked orders to the other officers. 

I gave Declan a look that told him to get to the Satyr before the police did. The police approached the store and I padded to the corner of the building and crouched down. I heard the shuffling of the police officers, the swinging of the door, and then silence. Moments later, shouting could be heard coming from within the store. 

Seconds ticked by, seconds of yelling and sporadic gunshots. I could hear people leaving the store behind me; he must be letting the hostages go. I didn't dare turn around; I needed to stay focused on the side door. He would likely come out here and make a run for the tunnel entrance. My goal was to get him off of these streets and into The Below so that I could catch him on my terms.

I heard the shouting get louder and immediately knew that they were getting closer to the side door. I silently moved up the alley and stopped at the side of the dumpster, hidden from view barely two yards from the door and only a few more from the manhole cover that we would be going down into, if I had anything to say about it.

As I heard the raised voices come closer and closer, I took a deep breath and slowly let it out, forcing a calm through my body. With another deep breath, and accompanying calmness, I trained my hearing on the sounds coming from within the store. 

I didn't have to wait long, as within seconds I heard the Satyr's footsteps thudding loudly on the floor of the store.

The side door flung open with a crash and I watched as the Satyr stumbled out of the door, gun trained on someone in the store and once again using a human as a shield. It was a woman this time, and unlike the man from the previous robbery, she looked terrified. I watched, transfixed, as he stumbled back toward the manhole cover. He looked to the store once more, and then scanned the surrounding area. 

Just as he reached the cover, I rose from my spot and stalked toward him, "You can end this here and not endanger anyone else." 

He looked at me and I watched the momentary panic wash over his face before he quickly recovered it and replaced it with determination. Whatever you can do, I can do better, I thought with a smirk. I can't believe he really wanted to do this in The Below. There is no way he can know it better than me.

I didn't slow my approach, and I watched the possible options fly across his face. He gritted his teeth, and once I was nearly within reaching distance, he flung the hostage at me while reaching down and using his brute strength to lift the lid.

I caught the scared woman and my body absorbed her fall. I looked her over for immediate injures, and after finding none, I was on my feet sprinting for the cover as I said over my shoulder, "Stay here, the police will be out here in a moment. Tell Declan, Plan B."

I summoned my inner strength and wrenched the lid up with next to no effort and proceeded to follow him into the tunnel. I took care to close the hole after I was in; I didn't want the police snooping around down here.

After I landed at the bottom of the ladder that led down from Topside, I paused, trying to hear his footsteps. I heard some in the distance, but the further they went, the slower they became. I looked to the walls; of course, the security lights stopped at the first juncture. He wasn't prepared for the dark, then!

I again called on the magic flowing through and around me; a warmness flowed over my entire being. I gave a self-satisfied smile while light seemed to emanate from within me and around me at the same time. 

I quickly followed the tunnel to the first juncture that would take me to The Below—the stations and those tunnels directly connecting them. I was running flat out and paused once I came to the door, half expecting some sort of trap. I looked closely for one, and after finding no such thing, I placed my hands on the rails on either side of the ladder that led further down. With a quick hop to place my feet on the side rails with my hands, I slid down the ladder cutting the gap between us dramatically. I seriously doubted he’d have done the same, not with hooves for feet. 

With my glow still lighting the way, I dug my toes in and used the floor as a springboard to propel myself through this tunnel at speeds far beyond that of a straight and most fae. I tried to figure out where he was going so I could figure out a place to stop him before he reached it.

I thought back to what the Garunda said about the Satyr's trip to The Below after the first job. He went straight to Cardboard City and met up with some men. Let's hope that’s where he’s heading again!

I was pulled from my thoughts by the sound of a large door opening and closing noisily. He was definitely going to Cardboard City. That door, distinct in its noisy opening, led to an old maintenance tunnel that then led directly to a passage before the makeshift little community.

I slowed to a stop and quickly thought of alternative paths to the passageway, I had to stop him before he reached there or I would lose him in sea of people and boxes. I sprinted to a door—hidden from even the fae—that stood ten feet to my right. It was an old storage room of some kind that the True-Borns had repurposed. 

Back when the True-Borns and the fae were still uneasy with each other, the True-Borns decided that we needed ways to get places faster than the typical tunnels, or by bypassing them all together. We proceeded to use any unused room or secondary tunnel, and after many hours of digging, we completed a set of tunnels that the fae did not know existed. 

Each door was hidden by magic and only the touch of a magic user could reveal its presence. I came to a quick stop approximately where the door should be and quickly placed my palm on the wall. The camouflaging glamour melted away before my eyes so quickly that if I had blinked I would have sworn the door had always been there. I opened it and slipped inside the dark corridor that was now lit with my light. I shut the door behind me and watched as it immediately faded back to smooth stone. 

I smiled, and once again I ran through the tunnel as if my life depended on it. I came to a crossing in the passage, pushed off of the right wall, and used the momentum to go left. My feet pounded on the stone floor of the tunnel as I sprinted to the next crossing, taking a right. This should place me right under the tunnel the Satyr was in. I stopped and listened.

Thump, thump, thump, thump.

I was right under him. 

I thanked whoever designed this particular tunnel, who must've thought of a scenario such as this one, as they had installed vents, seemingly to provide air to the tunnels, but really to give us a way up. 

I came to one of the vents and bent my knees. I focused all the energy in my body, and as one I pushed it to my feet and dug them in, hoping to use the extra energy for a boost. I launched into the air and swiped my hand in front of the vent. 

Just before I would have torn through it, it slid to the right and I shot through the hole and into the tunnel above. I clenched my fist and the vent slid back into place and I landed with my feet on either side of it. 

I heard the gasp and curled my lip toward the burly Satyr as I said in a commanding voice, "End this now and stand down, or take your beating, for I am Gargoyle Kalila Storm and I stand as guardian of this city!"

I projected my light to the surrounding darkness to better see the tunnel around his position. He was only fifteen feet from the door leading to the station beyond, facing me. 

He looked carefully at the distance between us, more than double the distance he was from the slightly parted door, and followed it to my form. "You're the best they sent? Wait until my boss hears this. They must not be taking us seriously; that will change." He made a show of yawning. "Spare yourself the shame of being bested. Not even your enhanced speed can catch me before I reach the door." He paused to give me an evil smirk. "Especially with bullets flying at you."

I took a deep breath, and time seemed to slow, as less than a second later he had pulled his gun out and rapidly fired off five shots before the gun clicked, signaling its empty magazine.

Keeping an eye on the barrel of his weapon and using my enhanced agility and reaction speed, I anticipated, then ducked, weaved, and bobbed, avoiding nearly all his shots in less than a blink of an eye. I have managed to learn some tricks in my two centuries on this Earth.

However, I stood up again a little too soon and felt the last bullet tear through part of my left upper shoulder. I watched as he slowly turned his back and began to move toward the door.

I gritted my teeth and took three deliberate steps. I blocked out everything and reached out to the magical energy around me. I begged its assistance and smiled as it let me shape it for my own uses. I locked my elbow, both of my hands at my sides, and suddenly clenched my fists tightly. 

I cried out at the pain shooting through my left arm from the exertion; however, my pain seemed to fade as I watched the door he was just getting ready to enter slam shut in front of him.

He whipped around and ground out, "Witch!"

I fixed him with a cold glare. "Once more, end this here and stand down."

Fury flickered across his face. "No little witch will get me to surrender."

I sighed. "Then the beating it is."

He laughed. "Maybe you didn't get a good look at me. I outweigh you by at least fifty pounds; in brute strength, I have you beat easily, especially this far from your nexus."

"Seems to me you're all talk, Billy."

I watched him think through the nickname. "You don't even know my name?! It's Sal, by the way."

I rolled my eyes at him. "I know your name, goatboy. I was making a joke… Billy goat." I explained waiting for the light bulb. After a few seconds, it was clear no lightbulb moment would be happening. "Obviously I’ve got you beat in the brains department."

That seemed to bring him out of his stupor and sent him charging at me. As he approached, I grabbed ahold of his barely-there beard with my right hand and tugged down hard.

He went to his knees and I grabbed one of his arms and walked around behind him to secure his other. I was behind him when he reared back and slammed into me.

I stumbled and momentarily lost my footing. Before I could recover, he swung around and landed a solid punch to my injured arm. I cried out as a white-hot pain coursed up and down my arm. 

I opened my eyes, not sure when I had shut them, to find him getting to his feet, well, his hooves. I took a steady breath and forced the pain down; I had encountered much worse. 

I got on my feet and met him blow for blow. At one point, he left his midsection unguarded and I summoned some of the extra energy I could feel and used it to reinforce my blows to his ribs. He bellowed in pain as I heard something snap. I bit my lip, ignoring my own pain, as I used both hands to land a flurry of blows on that spot. 

I watched in satisfaction as he stumbled back, clutching his ribs and trying to catch his breath.

Now for the big finish. I moved my lips, quickly chanting silently with my two index fingers pressed to my forehead, calling on every fiber of my being and drawing energy from the very world around me. 

I heard his sharp intake of breath and slowly opened my eyes. I watched as he observed me rising slightly off the ground, barely a foot from him. 

I gave him a predatory grin as I pushed my arms out from my body with my palms out, while I pushed the energy out from me as well. My light grew to a blinding white as a wall of pure energy hit him squarely in the chest. He was bowled over, convulsing with one eye barely open, unable move a muscle on his own.

My light faded to its normal brightness as my feet alighted on the floor again, and I summoned the last of my inner strength, still gritting my teeth through the pain in my arm. I walked over to him. "I've seen nanny goats with more of a beard…" I was pleased when he found he couldn't reply back.

I looked to the doorway at the end of the tunnel and, after a few words were uttered, it opened once again. I bent down, rolled him over, and then pulled a pair of handcuffs out of my back pocket. I turned them slightly, smiling when I saw the rainbow of colors shimmer across their surface.

The Triumvirate had a few pairs of handcuffs spelled for each of the Goyles. I wasn't sure of the exact spell, but it seemed to tame whatever fae they were on, and while they weren't totally complacent, there was no threat of them breaking away from us. 

I slapped the cuffs on him and rolled him back over on his stomach before I pulled him into a sitting position. 

With that handled, I pulled a knife from my boot and turned my head to look at my arm. I used the knife to cut away what was left of my torn sleeve so I could get a closer look at the wound. I carefully touched around the front and back of the wound and sighed in relief when I realized the bullet had gone clean through.

Good, I hated having to dig bullets out.

I reached to my back pocket and pulled out the blue handkerchief that had been left on my jacket earlier and smiled, I’ll have to thank Declan for this.

I quickly tied the handkerchief around my arm, hoping to slow the bleeding which was much more noticeable without the shred of my sleeve to soak up the blood. I bent my arm at the elbow and immobilized the handkerchief against my arm. I grabbed Sal's left arm in my right hand and jerked him to his feet.

He whimpered but stood. I directed him toward the doorway and we crossed through without much trouble. I looked around and pushed him toward Cardboard City. 

I stopped as we approached the south lookout's cove. He quickly swallowed and nodded respectfully to me.

I looked at the Garunda, he looked younger than the one posted at the north but not by much. He blinked with his outer eyelids, and then his inner eyelids, and looked at the ground nervously. 

"Rest easy, child." I paused to gather my words. "My partner, Declan, should be close by; please bring him to me, I will stay here. I don't want to alert this guy's buddies just yet." I motioned to Sal.

He nodded. "I'll fetch him, discreetly."

I gave him a half smile as he went off into the city in search of Declan. I pushed Sal into the small cove, to hide him from prying eyes, and then leaned myself up against the wall to wait.





  
 

Chapter 8 - Interrogation

Declan walked toward us slowly, taking everything in, clearly doing his part in keeping anyone else from knowing what was going on.

Worry was etched on his face—no doubt caused by the blood running down my arm—then he raised an eyebrow and downplayed my appearance. "Have a fun run?" 

I wordlessly rolled my eyes, grabbed Sal with my good arm, and shoved him towards Declan while doing my best to keep my wounded arm immobile. I motioned to a side tunnel that would lead us to the holding area at the Triumvirate Chambers. 

Declan roughly jerked Sal toward the tunnel, shielding him from the prying eyes of any nearby moles with his body. 

I pulled out one of my business cards from my back pocket and handed it to the young Garunda, who had returned to his post after leading Declan to me. I met his eyes as I said, "I appreciate your discretion. You ever need anything, give me a call." His dual eyelids blinked quickly and he gave me a quick nod followed by a nervous grin. I smirked, turned, and stalked down the tunnel that Declan had taken.

I turned a corner and was surprised to see Declan waiting there. I gave him a grateful smile behind Sal's back. I focused for a nanosecond, and then the corridor was filled with light. I summoned my strength, forced down the nausea, and roughly grabbed Sal's left arm in my right as I hauled him down the corridor.

We arrived at the main station that housed the Triumvirate Chambers without further incident and easily went through the door just to the left of the main chamber's entrance. We followed the small hallway past three other doors to the door in the back corner.

These served as holding cells for us; they were actually old closets and service rooms for the subway, but like everything else, we had other purposes for them. The Goyles would bring their charge into one of the rooms, question him or her, find their Troll, and then the Troll would deal with them from there. The Goyles often stayed as backups and witnesses. When the Troll responsible for a given fae was unknown, we Goyles handled it ourselves.

I paused as we passed the first of the little rooms; it was the Custodian’s living chamber. It was hard to believe that she actually lived there; it was no bigger than a cell, with a tiny attached bathroom from what I’d heard. Nobody has ever seen the inside except the Custodian and Triumvirate members. I’ll never understand why the council treats her as a tool and not a person. I guess it stopped them from thinking about some of the inhumane things they order her to do in order to maintain the peace between the mortal world and the fae. That had to wear on the woman.

I placed my hand on the last door in the hall and gave it a shove; it opened into a bland room with a chair in the center of it. This room had a table off to the side and two empty pop cans on the table. I shoved Sal into the chair and connected his cuffs to the chain that was bound to the ground beneath the chair; the chain was spelled similarly to the cuffs. Then, with a terse warning of another beating, I turned from the room and left him in the dark while I spoke with Declan in the hallway.

As the door swung shut behind me, Declan turned and pinned me with a glare. “We can let him sweat for a bit; I’ll call Rene to have her come and see you.”

I looked at my watch and then shook my head. “No. Let’s get this over with and go in to find which Troll holds his coin, so we can hand him off. Then I will go see Doc Grove and you can go and meet your wife to look at houses.” He opened his mouth, as if to retort, but I held up my good hand to cut him off. “Again, best not to piss her off after a fight.” 

He quickly stopped his protests, and I smirked and mumbled under my breath. “I have to teach this kid everything…”

“You’re enjoying this too much, especially for someone that’s injured.”

I gave him a cheesy smile. “Enjoying? No, but this is helping.”

He rolled his eyes and stepped up to the door of the holding room, ready to open it. “Glad that my pain causes yours to recede.”

I rolled my eyes at him and gave him a shove with my right hand. 

My attitude changed from friendly colleague to a fierce predator as I stepped through the door and into the holding room. Declan came into the room and leaned up against the wall, seemingly uninterested in the Satyr as well as me.

I paced slowly around the room, my eyes never leaving Sal. As cheesy as it seems, this technique has proved very successful in the past. It typically unnerved the rogue fae and gave us the upper hand in the situation. 

I paused behind him on my next rotation and adjusted my injured arm, grimacing at the pain. After I had it secured against my body, I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. I slid my game face on, leaned over his left shoulder, and spoke in a cold whisper. “Well, seems you have been causing some trouble during your time in my city. Care to elaborate on what you’ve been up to?”

He looked from Declan to me, clearly non-plussed. “Listen, this isn’t my first rodeo. I know how this works; you come in and give me a firm, but friendly talking-to, and then the muscle comes in and plays bad cop to get me to crack. You’re both wasting your time, I ain’t tellin’ you nothing.”

I stepped to his side and looked at Declan. “Apparently no one told him how we operate…” I paused for effect and then placed my good arm on the back of his chair and leaned in before continuing. “I don’t know how it works elsewhere, but that isn’t quite how it works here. See, I’ve been around a couple centuries and I am what some refer to as ‘calloused.’ I don’t believe in the ‘good cop, bad cop’ routine. Mainly because we aren’t cops; we are Gargoyles, the protectors of the city, and we take our jobs seriously and do what has to be done to keep everyone in the city safe. If that means beating you into submission twice in less than an hour, then so be it.”

He looked mildly concerned as he squirmed around in his seat; however, his eyes remained trained on the door, not looking at Declan or me.

I realized that I would have to push him more than I normally do if I wanted to get any information out of him. I gave Declan a look and nod, clueing him into my plan. With no other warning, I let out an exasperated roar, turned to the table along the wall, and flipped it over with my good hand. I smirked smugly as Sal jumped in his seat. 

Turning back toward the rogue fae, I began pacing and spoke with clearly restrained rage. “Who holds your coin? Which Troll?” I was met with silence; that was to be expected, but we have other ways to find that out. I growled out. “I will give you one more chance to volunteer why you stole the money, who you are working for, and what your endgame is.” I paused at his right side, angled slightly toward the back of the room. “If you don’t…” I trailed off, flexing and releasing my right hand.

He took a second to collect himself and then looked me over. “You may have bested me in the tunnel, but you are injured now, you aren’t going to do much like that.”

I sighed, I truly hated to get physical with fae and other dwellers of the city; however, it seemed that I was going to have to. I quickly made my decision and backhanded Sal, hard, restraining myself so the blow wouldn’t kill him. “Again, what Troll are you bound to?”

He took a second and flexed his jaw, then he stared straight ahead in defiance.

I clenched my jaw and bent down as if I was looking at something on the ground. Then, moving faster than most human eyes could have perceived, I moved up and drove my right hand into his injured ribs. At his intake of breath, I spoke with a ferocity that I reserved solely for situations such as this. “What Troll are you bound to?”

I noticed Declan shuffle on his feet a bit; I hated that I made him uncomfortable, but I needed to get through to this Satyr. We needed the information. We had a job to do, protect those around us, and to do that we had to know what this guy’s plan is. In our line of work, getting a bit rough was all too common.

Sal’s punishment for the severity of his crimes, according to the fae treaties, would be death, though his Troll would have the option to banish him instead. 

Declan moved to right the small table that I had overturned and then he placed the two empty pop cans back onto the table.

My attention swung from Declan back to Sal when he started laughing like he knew something we didn’t, he chuckled out, “I am not bound to any of your Trolls.”

I switched to my barely restrained, enraged voice and warned. “Do not lie to us.”

A bit of his confidence returned and he jutted out his chin. “I am not lying. I am bound to a Troll in Argentina, not here in Cincinnati.”

I narrowed my eyes as I regarded him, trying to determine if he were just yanking our chains. “How did you get into the city, then?”

He pointedly looked at me and then made a show of closing his mouth and not saying another word.

I shared a skeptically concerned look with Declan and then was overcome with a wave of nausea; whether it was the information that he had been smuggled into the city or my injuries and lack of contact with my nexus getting to me, I didn’t know. 

I looked from Declan to Sal and back before I spoke to Declan. “Why don’t you step out and get me some new gauze, I think Sal here has a few more things he would like to say to me.” I finished the sentence looking menacingly down at Sal.

I quickly ran through scenarios in my head, If he was smuggled into the city, then that means we have a bad Troll, Goyle, or worse, both. More than that though, if a fae is smuggled into the city, they lose their power and have to wait, typically in The Below or another hide-out, for it to regenerate. Someone isn’t going to wait ten months just to randomly rob a few places and be done; this all means Sal is likely a part of something bigger. I ground my teeth. I have to find out what he’s involved in.

Before Declan responded or moved an inch, I had Sal unchained from the floor, up off his chair, and shoved up against the wall roughly, with my right arm across his chest. “You have three seconds to tell me what the hell is going on or I will beat it out of you.”

He recovered from his surprise and spat out, “You won’t do that. While you are tasked with protecting the city, you will still not beat me, not when I can’t defend myself.”

My eyes went nearly black with rage—some real, some faked. “Normally that is true, but you blew a hole in my arm, robbed three businesses, and now are telling me that you were smuggled into the city. You are threatening my city and her inhabitants and I will do nearly anything to protect her. The prescribed sentence for that according to the accords is death!” I leaned in menacingly and commanded, “Now, talk or I’m going to find that I’m feeling less than flexible about that!”

When he made no move to speak, I threw him roughly back into his chair and got into his face again, straight on. Then I raised my left eyebrow. Sal jutted his chin out in defiance. I stood, braced myself on my left foot, and then swung my right leg across the wooden legs of the chair, snapping the wood like kindling. He went to the ground with a thud, and with no way to brace himself, he fell onto his back roughly, pinning his hands to the ground. He winced, no doubt feeling that in his injured ribs. I then bent and knelt over him, using my knee to put direct pressure on his ribs. 

He gave a muffled sob and I knew he was close to cracking. Time for my big finish, I thought.

I looked at the pop cans and concentrated. I pulled and summoned all the magical energy around and within me. I looked at Sal and commanded, “Look at me!” He looked at me, pain evident in his eyes. I motioned to the cans with my head and as his gaze fell on them. I concentrated my will, shaping my magic, coaxing it to do my bidding. The cans suddenly crushed into flat aluminum discs no thicker than a stick of gum. I stopped myself from gasping with the effort as I expended nearly the last of the magic I could feel within me, I pushed down on his ribs with my knee to reinforce my seriousness.

I capitalized on his distraction, shock, and immense pain, by taking a deep breath and recovering from the exercise of the expended energy.

I reached my right hand up and slapped him across the face to get his attention. “Look at me Sal!” Once he looked at me, I threatened. “Now, unless you want me to do that to your body, I suggest you start talking…”

I heard movement behind me and I saw Declan smirk as he turned to leave the room, he must’ve caught my little white lie. I would have trouble walking home; there was no way I would have been able to do ‘that’ to his body.

Declan opened the door and stepped through, and then quickly remembered something and turned back into the room. He sat a recorder on the table and then left the room, closing the door behind him.

Sal opened his mouth, seemingly trying to catch his breath and then whispered out, “Okay… okay. What do you want to know?”

My head swung down to look at him. I moved back and walked to the far side of the table to retrieve a second chair. I brought it over beside him and hauled him into it roughly, and then re-chained him to the ground. I blinked away the black spots in my vision and fixed him with a hard stare. “I am going to turn the recorder on and ask you questions. You will answer them. If you don’t, I will turn it off and I will remind you of why it is best to cooperate, and then we go again. Understood?”

He nodded and then I walked over to the table and retrieved the voice recorder. After ensuring there was a fresh tape in the recorder, I stopped in front of him and hit record.

“Gargoyle Kalila Storm questioning. Satyr, state your full name.”

He took a ragged breath and answered. “Saladio Arlo Barros.”

“What troll are you beholden to?”

“His name is Troll Chirino, Anji Chirino.”

For the benefit of those that would be listening to this later, I continued firmly. “That is not the name of any Trolls in Cincinnati; where is he located?”

He looked down and mumbled. “Mar del Plata, Argentina.”

I took a menacing, and slightly unsure, step forward. “Speak up, and clearly.”

He looked up at me and spoke clearly. “Mar del Plata, Argentina.”

Already fearing the answer, I asked, “If one of our Trolls does not hold your coin, how did you get into our city?”

His gaze fell to his lap and he refused to answer. 

I stepped forward and used my right hand to apply pressure to the pressure point on his collarbone. I pressed down until he was grimacing and I ground out, “Again, how did you get into Cincinnati?”

He gasped and then explained. “I was smuggled in right before sunset about ten months ago.”

“And you’ve been here since?” 

Questions were asked and then answered, sometimes requiring extra incentive, for another half an hour. To his credit, I only had to stop the recorder once to persuade him to answer. He didn’t want to answer the question of where he had been hiding out for the past ten months. Apparently he was scared of the person that had been sponsoring him. After I reminded him that I was a bigger threat at present, he gave me the directions to the small old office that had been converted into some sort of war-room type operation on the far side of The Below, as well as the location to the house he had been holed up in while he built up his strength. He went on to say that he wasn’t sure who it was that had helped him into the city, but he thought he had heard him referred to as a Goyle.

 It seems that the young north look-out of Cardboard City had been correct; Sal was meeting three men in the corner of the old station after each take. 

 I had just shut off the recorder, mostly due to wave after wave of nausea that was wreaking havoc on my body. I didn’t want to appear weak in front of him and have to start back at square one on that front, so I ended the session and walked to the door.

 I stepped out and braced my back against the wall beside the now closed door. I took a deep and calming breath, trying to force my head to dwell on something other than the pain shooting through my arm and the intense nausea that churned in my stomach. The black dots were getting harder to blink away and I felt myself sway on my feet only to be supported by Declan.

Moments later, happy and comforting thoughts were brought to the forefront of my mind, pushing back the pain and nausea, and I recognized Doc Grove next to Declan. I sighed as her tail engulfed my midsection and, after a slight squeeze, travelled up and gently nuzzled my face.

Doctor Rene Grove was a Woodland Imp, like Felicia, and worked at the Free Clinic not too far from the Roebling Bridge. She had a mothering touch and was frequently around to patch up a Troll or Goyle when they were hurt. Over my years as a Goyle, I’ve gotten into a few scrapes, the most recent of which was the battle of the Roebling, and Doc Grove was there to patch me up each time.

Doc Grove looked at Declan. “Help me get her to a chair.”

Declan put an arm around me and half-ushered, half-carried me out of the hallway and back into the Triumvirate Chambers, and then into one of the comfy seats there. I tried, futilely, to shrug his hand off and stand on my own. I am a Gargoyle, damn it, I can take it. I don’t need to be treated like some fragile child that needs taken care of.

As I settled into the cushioned chair in the waiting area of the chambers, I no longer cared how I got there. I felt Doc Grove slowly start wiping off the dried blood from my arm and shoulder, as another wave of nausea rolled through me. I could feel the calling of my nexus in the distance; I needed to be in her shadow, I needed her strength. With that thought, I felt more comforting emotions rush through me as Rene's tail came to rest around my waist.

“Now, Kalila, must you go and get yourself hurt all the time? You need to be more careful.” 

I bit back a cry of pain as she put the antiseptic directly on my wound and begin cleaning it. “Where’s the fun in that, Doc? Besides, you don’t visit O’Flanagan’s, so how else can I to see you?” I tried to finish my sentence with a smirk, but it quickly became a grimace as her poking and prodding of my shoulder intensified. I felt blood trickling from my nose. Damn separation sickness adding to the injury.

She just rolled her eyes and continued. “Well, I suppose you get to avoid having me dig out the bullet; it appears that it went through.” She injected something in a few places around the wound entrance and exit, I could feel a warm numbing. She made a frustrated growling sound. “I don’t have the proper anesthesia or facilities here. Bite this, I need to clean out any cloth fibers from your shirt that the bullet may have pulled through with it.” She put a thick piece of leather in my mouth.

I gritted my teeth, and white sparks swam around in my eyes from the pain the local anesthetic couldn’t numb as she cleaned out the wound. “However, for such foolish actions as chasing a rogue Satyr around The Below without back-up, I think you are getting off pretty easy.” She tugged on the suture of the first stitch to emphasize it. Even though my nexus would have me right as rain in a couple days and I wouldn’t scar, her stitches were precise and even, the fox-woman was a consummate professional. Eight stitches on both sides of the wound. She used a sterile cotton ball dipped in a yellowish antiseptic to clean up her work, then she paused as she grabbed some gauze and tape to cover the area after she finished cleaning it. “You have a partner for a reason. You don’t need to be going off half-cocked.”

I bowed my head, looking every bit of the scolded child I felt like at that moment. As much as I appreciated her mothering me, I don’t appreciate feeling guilty about doing my job. “As much as I appreciate your concern, I didn’t go off half-cocked. I knew exactly what I was doing, and Declan was doing his job as well. The police were involved so someone needed to stay with them to keep an eye on what they were up to and make sure no mortals were hurt. We needed to get the Satyr away from the public, and somewhere that we could capture him. I know the tunnels like the back of my hand; it was that knowledge that allowed me to catch up to him. He fired and I dodged every bullet expect for the last one, I had nowhere to go to dodge it. If I had moved right, I would have been hit by another bullet, and the wall prevented me from going left.” I explained to her.

Declan spoke up, “It probably would’ve helped if she had stopped after she was shot. Instead, she beat him soundly and then interrogated him.”

The doctor’s cute little fox ears swung around toward Declan while her eyes revealed her displeasure at me. “No wonder you are in such a state. What were you thinking, child? You–“

I cut her off, perhaps more harshly than intended. “I was thinking of all the lives that that man has endangered, and all the lives that he would’ve endangered if we hadn’t caught him! It is my duty as a sentinel of this city to defend and protect its citizens, and I take my duty seriously!”

She looked to the ground. “Forgive me, Gargoyle Storm. I spoke out of turn.”

I took a quick, ragged breath and placed my right hand on hers, which were quickly patching up my shoulder. When her eyes met mine, I spoke, “I am sorry for snapping. I do truly appreciate the concern; however, this all comes with the job. Please forgive my harsh words.”

She gave a nod and a small smile and then went back to work, her tail constricting tighter around my waist, sending waves of content and happy emotions through it to me.

I thought back through what she said and commented. “Oh and, I am hardly a child; in fact, I have you beat by nearly seven years.” I winked at her, letting her know my comment was made in jest. I was one of the few who knew her true age, I remember when she arrived in the city when I was younger. She was such a sexy young fox back then, full of wonder of the mortal realm and wanting only to stop the suffering she could feel coming from people. I cocked my head to appraise her, hell, she was still a sexy middle aged fox now. That familiar pain tugged at my heart as I realized I was even watching my fae friends slowly age before my eyes.

After she finished taping me up, she jabbed back. “You may be older in numbers, but I obviously have you beat in maturity.” She gave me a large smile and a saucy wink as she said, “I don’t go traipsing all over the city trying to find trouble.” Declan snorted, no longer able to keep quiet, and I shared a laugh with Rene, knowing that she was simply teasing.

She then turned serious. “Thank you for what you do for us. Most of my fellow fae don’t know exactly how much you sentinels do to not only keep the mortals safe, but us as well. Thank you.” She gave me a motherly kiss to the side of my temple and then stood and collected her things while I fought off a blush at her comment.

I cleared my throat and grabbed the recording of my conversation with Sal and handed it to Declan. “We need to get that to Rathdrum. Sounds like we have more of a problem on our hands than we expected.”

Rene tutted in disapproval and then spoke. “You will do no such thing. You will go back to your nexus and let it help you heal. I have done as much as I can do for you; it will heal you faster than any medicine ever could.”

I smirked at her. “Yes, mother.” I watched at how she preened at being addressed as ‘mother.’

I stood and she put a supportive arm around me. "I will see you to your nexus... now."

I snorted. "You just want to make sure that I go back there instead of staying here to work." She gave me a cheeky smile and a wink. I looked to Declan and opened my mouth to speak, but he beat me to it.

"I will make sure this makes it to Rathdrum."

I gave him a smile and added. "Listen to it yourself as well. It appears that we have a wolf among us." He turned to the doors that would take him directly into the chamber proper. I called him back and said, "Promise me you will drop the recording off and then go and meet Isabel." He tried to wave me off; I was having none of that. I said in a firmer tone, "Promise me that you will give that to Rathdrum and then meet your wife to look at houses. Tell Rathdrum to contact me, if he wants to talk."

He gave me a skeptical look, but I assured him. "I'll be good as new in a few hours." Rene made a disapproving noise and fixed me with glare. "I'll be good enough to come and answer a few questions." She rolled her eyes knowing I wouldn't be swayed once I had decided on something.

Declan nodded and headed toward the door and we turned and headed out of the room. 

I felt terrible that, during our walk to my nexus, I had to have tiny Rene support my large frame, but these Imps are a lot stronger that you may think. We navigated the tunnels without too much trouble, there were a few times that we had to stop as I was overcome with nausea.

After a series of tunnels and passages through The Below, we emerged Topside a couple of blocks west of City Hall. I could feel her pull more than ever, beckoning to me, and just being so close to her made my nausea recede. 

Rene continued to help me make the last couple of blocks. The second we crossed over the threshold and entered my nexus, my beloved rushed to greet me. She skimmed across my skin and within moments I felt whole again. 

As we walked on her sidewalk, I felt energized again and was able to pull away from Rene. "I've got it from here, Doc. She’s feeding me power, I already feel stronger." I smiled down at her in thanks. "Thanks for carrying me over here."

She tilted her head up and gave me a smile. "My pleasure, although I am quite glad that you are able to stand on your own. You’re quite heavy."

I chuckled at her. "I will try to be more considerate next time." I looked around. "Where is your car?"

She motioned toward my apartment building to the north. "I parked my car at your apartment complex. Declan said it was you, so I knew where we would end up."

I smiled at her. "I can walk you."

She waved me off with a little growl. "Stay here; heal up." She smiled and turned to leave, but stopped mid-turn. "Oh, and you may want to go and change, you look a sight."

I looked down at myself; I had one whole sleeve missing, instead there was my mangled shoulder with dried blood running from it. I rubbed the back of my head with my right hand, suddenly uncomfortable. "Yeah, that may be a good idea. Thank you for helping me out."

She smiled. "Anytime. Though please don’t make a habit of it, you’re just as impulsive as my Kane."

That’s not the first time she referred to Troll Kane and ‘her’ Kane. I smiled at her and nodded my thanks once more. Then I turned and made my way to the access door that would lead me into my nexus. I easily entered and took well-rehearsed steps down to the office that we kept in the basement.

I opened my locker and went about changing my clothes as fast as I could manage with one arm. As I pulled down my shirt, my stomach grumbled and I knew I would be needing some grub if I was going to heal at a decent rate; lots of it.

I made my way up to the first floor and out onto the street; there were usually a couple of food truck vendors that set up around the city at different times during the day, if I was lucky enough there would be a truck left over from the lunch rush. 

I padded to the south-eastern corner of my building and was happy to see a truck still there. I quickly jogged over and got in the back of the two-person line.

My eyes scanned over the menu posted to the side of the ordering window and I tried to decide what to eat. I looked at my still-injured arm and realized I wouldn't be able to get much food unless they would bag it all for me. I had just decided on a few different all-beef hot dogs and a large chili cheese fry when I was knocked into from behind. I bit back a curse at the pain that shot through my arm at the surprising jolt to my arm.

Spinning on my heels, I readied myself to give the person that hit my shoulder a tongue lashing; however, the words died in my throat when my eyes rested on the beautiful redheaded waitress from O'Flanagan's. She paused, clearly surprised to see me here, and then shook herself out of her stupor and apologized. "Kalila. I'm sorry, I should'a been watchin' where I was headin'."

I gave her a smile, wondering briefly where the anger I felt moments later had gone. "No worries, Maggie. You look like you're a woman on a mission."

She shot me a dazzling smile that lit up her face and made her blue eyes sparkle. "Tryin' to run some errands before I head to the pub. Gotta come deliver some paperwork to our accountant. Jus’ business as usual." She readjusted her bag and fixed me with a stare. Something I couldn't identify flashed across her face and she looked at me more carefully. "What happened to ya? Ya look a mite rough."

I subconsciously adjusted my shoulder before replying. "Yeah, bad day at work. Sometimes the guys I have to deal with aren't the nicest."

She looked over me again skeptically. “Bad enough to injure an arm? I know you’re a PI, but I didn’t think it was dangerous.”

I shrugged my uninjured shoulder. “All in a day’s work.” She fixed me with what I internally call her ‘Maggie-stare’ that told me she didn’t quite believe me, or worse, that she did. 

She finally relented and gave me a nod, letting me know that she was dropping the issue. I gave her a grateful smile. As she was getting ready to say something, her phone began ringing and she quickly grabbed it out of her coat pocket. She looked at its screen and then gave me a regretful look. "I should take this." I nodded my understanding and she spoke up, "Be safe, Kalila."

I gave what I hoped was a reassuring smile and waved with my good arm. "I'll be good as new in no time. Take it easy, Mags."

She shot me another dazzling smile and then answered her phone as she continued on her way. I shook off the warm thoughts filling my head and turned to place my order as my stomach started to rumble hunger. Time to eat!





  
 

Chapter 9 - Shadow-Kin

I woke from the nap that I had been enjoying from the platform on my clock tower and stretched, briefly wondering what was happening with Sal.

I looked over the city, washed in the fading purples and pinks of the setting sun, and quickly grabbed my phone. If Declan hasn’t met up with Isabel, there will be hell to pay!

Before I even completed that thought, I was dialing his number. He answered on the third ring and I said in a dangerous tone, "Please tell me you are looking at houses with Isabel."

I could almost hear the smirk in his response. "Yes, Mother, we are currently waiting on the realtor to arrive at the first house."

As if anticipating my next question he said, "And yes, I filled in Rathdrum. He is contacting the appropriate people in Argentina and to corroborate Sal's story. He is also calling a meeting to discuss the situation further. He would like you to fill everyone in on what you were told."

"You could tell them..." I really hated being in the spotlight, Declan was more of a showman than I; he would be the natural choice for this task.

Declan's laughter was answer enough and I hung my head. "Nope, he said it had to be you, since you were the one that got the information from him."

I sighed, knowing that I wasn't going to get out of this. "Fine, when?"

"In the morning, after the Trolls come off of their shifts, and manage to get to the chamber room: so around eight or eight thirty." He paused and I heard talking in the background. A moment later he was speaking with me again, "Well, she's here. I'll fill you in on everything else in the morning. Meet me at our nexus at quarter ‘til eight?"

"I'll be here. Happy house hunting." We disconnected and I put my phone away.

I moved my shoulder around and was happy with the relatively low amount of pain that I felt radiate down my arm. There were definite benefits to being a Goyle, one such benefit was the quick healing.

I looked at my watch and was surprised to learn that nearly four hours had passed and it was after six in the evening now. After my nap, and the five and half hours that I had been within my nexus total, I was feeling much better and much more energized. Now I had some energy to burn.

I stood, then hopped from the platform and took my well-rehearsed path down to the ground. I had just begun to contemplate a run when my stomach rumbled. I thought only of my hunger and decided upon going to O'Flanagan's. Of course my decision has nothing to do with the pretty redheaded waitress that’s likely to be there.

 

***

I pulled the door to the pub open and was surprised at the amount of people that were already seated. I looked around and saw that Kane’s table was empty and I strode over and slid into the seat.

I was pleasantly surprised when Maggie slid a pint of my favorite beer in front of me. I shot her a genuine smile. “Thanks, Mags!”

The dazzling smile I received in return turned to confusion as she looked at my shoulder. Her brows furrowed and she looked a bit scared. “How… you…” She shook her head and then touched my shoulder. I flinched at the contact rather than in pain; contact has been a rarity in my life for the last hundred and fifty years or so. She murmured a soft, “Sorry.” But continued to look closely at my shoulder.

She carefully moved my shirt over enough to allow her to see my shoulder. I could feel her hands shaking as they carefully ran over the scar that remained. She looked visibly unnerved as she examined the place that she had watched bleed only hours earlier.

I watched panic and then confusion cross her face as she stepped back quickly muttering, "I saw yer shoulder… It was mangled and bleedin'. How– how is it possible that now all that remains is a scar?"

I stood and held my hands up in a non-threatening way as I approached her.

She continued to step back and muttered, "You're one of them, aren't you?!" Then she looked me up and down and squinted her eyes at me. "But you don't look like one of them."

She began to hyperventilate and I motioned to Felicia, who had been watching the entire exchange from the bar. The little fox was behind Maggie in seconds, her tail whipped up and began stroking the redhead’s hair, down the side of her face, and on down to her waist before repeating the trail in reverse. I could see Maggie visibly relax as the calming feelings were pushed from Felicia into her. Maggie was swaying now with a content smile on her face, oblivious to everything.

As I watched I was struck with jealousy. So what, now I am jealous of Felicia's tail?! I shook my head and tried to push down those feelings. I looked at the smiling, smug fox and realized that I had not managed to push those feelings away before she had picked up on them.

Great! Just what I needed. Felicia is about as subtle as a hurricane… I am in trouble. Speak of the devil, Felicia broke me out of my thoughts when she spoke up, "Her shift is nearly over. I can cover the bar until Colin gets here in a half hour or so."

I furrowed my brow, not quite sure what she wanted me to do. She rolled her eyes. "Take her some place quiet. It looks as though there’s a conversation that you need to have."

I looked at the serene smile on Maggie's face as I thought back to what she had muttered minutes before. "’One of them.’ You think she’s seeing things?"

Felicia nodded. "She has always been uncomfortable with the Satyrs and other rough-looking fae that come in. And sometimes she looks at me as if she caught a glimpse of my fox. However, she always shakes her head and walks away."

"I noticed the same thing the other day. She had started to say something about it when Declan and Isabel walked up." I paused as I thought about her brother. "But Colin isn't–"

Felicia unwound her tail from Maggie's waist with a quick squeeze. "They're half-siblings—same father—and her mother has passed, so it is possible."

Maggie, though still smiling, was beginning to look at me with an awareness of her surroundings once again.

Felicia used her tail to push Maggie towards me. "Talk to her, explain things. She trusts you."

I nodded to Felicia and thanked her before I turned toward Maggie. Felicia took that as her cue and walked back toward the kitchen as leaned down to meet Maggie’s eyes and whispered firmly. "You aren't crazy... and I am not something or someone to be feared."

She looked at me skeptically and I tentatively reached out and laid my right hand on her arm. "Maggie, let me explain. I promise you that it will all make sense in time. Trust me. Please, Mags. You aren't crazy."

Felicia walked up with two to-go boxes in a bag and handed them to me. "You’ll need this to finish healing. Get back to your nexus so it can lend you strength."

I smiled at her. "Hey lady, who made you my boss?"

She smirked and brought her tail up to caress my cheek. "Well, someone has to look after you. After what happened, you shouldn't have left at all." She then gave me an evil grin as she pulled her tail away. "Don't make me call Doc Grove and tell her that you’re up and about."

I looked at wide-eyed Maggie—she must've been able to see Felicia's tail. Felicia bumped hips with Maggie. "Mags, do me a favor and make sure she gets back to City Hall. She needs to rest."

Maggie looked torn, her disbelief and fear didn’t stand a chance as her mothering instincts kicked in. "She's right, ya know. Ya shouldn't be up movin' about. Especially with how bad yer arm looked earlier taday." Maggie looked at me again. "Did ya drive over here?" I nodded and she rolled her eyes.

Then she held her hand out expectantly. "Keys. I am takin' ya home. Ya shouldn'ta been drivin'."

I smirked and narrowed my eyes when I realized how the sneaky little fox had manipulated things. The pleased-with-herself smile that was on her face let me know she had, in fact, planned it.

I begrudgingly handed my keys to Maggie, took the food from Felicia, and followed Maggie outside to my car.

I nodded to my car and she calmly walked over and opened the passenger door for me. I chuckled. "Apparently chivalry isn't dead after all."

She looked none too pleased with my comment as she got into the driver's seat. Once the car was started she commented. "I am none too pleased with how Miss Vulpes just manipulated things. But she isn't someone I want to argue with, and ya really shouldn't be drivin', so here I am."

I nodded in understanding, now aware of how much she didn't want to be here. She looked out at the road, unsure which way to go. "Head toward City Hall; my apartment is near there."

After a curt nod, she turned the car toward that side of town and we were off.

The entire trip was made in silence until we got close to our destination and I had to give her directions to the apartment's parking lot.

She put the car in park and shut of the engine. I looked at her. "We should talk; let me explain. Please." She opened her mouth to reply but I interrupted. "I know that you want answers, don't try to deny that. I want to give the answers that you so badly want, but I can't do that unless you trust me."

She looked into my pleading eyes, and gave me a nod so small that if I hadn't been looking for it I would have missed it. Not wanting to freak her out too much, I decide to talk with her in my apartment.

I got out, she handed me back the keys, and I motioned for her to follow me up stairs. We quickly maneuvered the stairs and headed for my apartment on the top floor of the four-story building.

After unlocking my door, I opened the door with an inviting, sweeping motion. "Welcome."

She slowly looked around at the mostly bare-bones apartment and smirked. "Quite the bachelor pad ya have here."

I sighed happily, glad that her humor had returned. I set our food on the breakfast bar and gave her the grand tour of my small, two-bedroom apartment. "I'm not here much. I spend most of my time in my nexus."

She looked uncomfortable at the mention of my nexus. I motioned for her to follow me into the main room and I grabbed the to-go boxes of food. "Re-plate or eat out of the box?"

She waved me off. "No fuss. I eat quite a few meals outta these containers."

I smiled; I knew she wouldn't be one of those high-maintenance women. With our boxes and utensils, I made my way into the living room, pushed out my coffee table, and sat on the floor, with my back up against the couch and the coffee table in front of me.

I set my box down, placed the lighter box next to mine, and patted the space next to me. "Come eat. I don't bite, promise…"

She looked to be thinking things through. Once she had reached a decision, she sat down and winked at me with a wickedly predatorial half smile playing on her lips as she said, "’Tis a shame…"

I coughed and sputtered as the piece of my Philly cheesesteak went down the wrong pipe. I heard her snicker as I recovered from my near-death experience.

She offered me a napkin to wipe my face off and dab my eyes and I did just that before turning and looking at her.

Any comment I had died in my throat when my eyes landed on the beautiful creature beside me. Sitting there, with the last remnants of sunlight hitting her brazen hair just right and her cobalt eyes sparkling from one-upping me, I knew that I had never witnessed a more beautiful sight. “She's perfect.”

I watched a blush spread across her face and her eyes disconnected with mine and looked at the floor. I looked at her questioningly, and as if she knew what my question was she simply said, "You said that out loud."

It was my turn to blush and I suddenly found my sandwich very interesting as I continued to eat without making eye contact.

I let my blush wear off as I finished my sandwich and extra-large order of fries.

After we were finished, I collected our empty boxes and placed them in the trashcan in the kitchen before coming back to the living room with two pops, a Dr. Pepper for me and a Coca-Cola for her.

As I handed over her beverage and took my seat, I could sense the atmosphere become serious and I knew that I had a one of the most serious conversations of my life ahead of me.

She moved from the floor up onto my couch and put some space between us by sitting at the opposite end of the couch with her back up against the arm. I moved onto the couch and sat the same way but on the opposite side, mirroring her actions.

I opened my mouth to start talking, but she held up her hand, asking me to wait. I nodded and she fumbled for words. "I, please don't laugh, but I see… things. I can’t believe I’m telling’ someone this. I know how it sounds..."

I leaned forward, trying to encourage her to continue. "I’d never laugh, I promise. Not about this." I tilted my head and urged her to continue with my eyes.

She swallowed some of her Coke, took a deep breath, and began. "Since I was 'bout thirteen I'd see these fleeting glances of these creatures when I would look at certain people." I watched as her hands began to shake. "Some of the creatures were nice and comforting; some were more sinister, but when I look at them, tryin’ ta see, it’s gone an’ then jus’ people are there." She stopped, presumably to see if I was going to laugh at her, her eyes searching.

I looked back at her evenly and then slowly reached my hand out to cover her shaking hands and said plainly, "I believe you, Maggie."

She looked shocked that I would be so understanding and pulled her hands away from mine as she blurted out. "Did ya hear me? I just said that I been seein' monsters hiding within people, and ya just respond with, 'I believe ya'?!" She got off the couch and began to pace around my living room, her Irish temper began to make an appearance as she started to rant. "Maybe yer crazier than me. What kinda game ya playin' here? Make fun of the insane person?" Her eyes were aflame with rage, fear, and hope.

I calmly walked over to her and interrupted her pacing by stopping in front of her and placing my hands on her shoulders. She tried to shrug away and continued to rant about how I was just poking fun at the 'crazy person.'

I sighed; I needed to get her attention. I took a deep breath and steeled myself against the warm that would be spreading through me in a few seconds as I gently cupped her cheek. Her eyes shot to mine at the intimate contact and I spoke quietly. "Mags, I don't think you are crazy, and I would never poke fun at you. Not about this. This is serious." I stroked my finger across her cheek as I tried to fill in the gaps for her, I continued. "What you are seeing is real. You are not crazy. You see, things aren't always as straightforward as they appear. There are many different types of people walking around this world among the straights."

I looked at her furrowed brow and I knew that I had her full attention. "A brief overview, because I don't want to overwhelm you. You know the different types of fae and magical beings from old stories and fairy tales?" She nodded and I continued. "We all exist. There are magic using humans, called True-Born, as well as all manner of fae: Sprites, Woodland Imps, Satyrs, Goblins, Gnomes, even Minotaurs and Wraiths. There is this phenomenon known as veil-blind that guards us from the eyes of most straights—non-magically inclined mortals. Those that are veil-blind could walk right past a Woodland Imp, or fox, and never truly see them, and only perceive their human disguise. It is kind of like when someone walks past a homeless person on the street. You see the person is there, but you never really register anything about them other than they are there." I paused and looked at her. "Follow me so far?"

She looked at me, recognition dawning on her, she tilted her head and whispered, "I'm not crazy?" She squinted her eyes, most likely thinking I was crazy too.

I gave her a warm smile and caressed her cheek one last time and then stepped away and sat on the couch in my previous position. "No, Mags. You're special, not crazy." She shot me a dazzling smile and returned to her previous seat at the other end of the couch.

"But, I am none of those things that you just mentioned, am I?"

I shook my head. "No… well peripherally I guess. There are people known as Shadow-Kin, they are the children of a straight and a True-Born. They share part of the gifts of their True-Born parent. Shadow-Kin are not totally veil-blind and they can see varying degrees of each person's true self. There have even been a few that have a certain amount of magical inclination. This sight can manifest in many ways, like seeing flickers, or glimpses of a fae’s true nature, or seeing their shadows as they truly are."

She nodded, seemingly taking this very well. "So… all this time I have been Shadow-Kin? Did it just kick into high gear or somethin’? I mean, I could see a few people like that as a teenager and in college, but as of late they’re everywhere I look, everywhere I turn, but then the visions are gone when I try to see what I had glimpsed."

I smirked and exhaled then squinted and ran my fingers through my hair as I admitted. "You have Kane to thank for that." She inclined her head and furrowed her brow and I stopped her question with a raised hand as I tried to figure out the best way to answer. I wasn't sure if it was my place to out Kane to Maggie, but she’d piece it together quickly enough, so I said, "Well, to answer that, I need to back up a bit."

She nodded, letting me know she was following along as she backed to the couch and sat with her arms crossed over her chest protectively. Then I began explaining the ways of the Trolls. "You see, the bridges, major highways, and even minor roads into a city are like portals between worlds. We are in the mortal world now; on the other side is the Under-Veil, a much darker place that no mortal, True-Born, or Shadow-Kin has ever been. Each evening at sunset the veil between worlds thins at the bridges and fae can cross between the mortal world and the Under-Veil. It costs them some amount of their innate magical energy, depending on their power, but they can get through. Still following?"

She nodded and squinted, most likely wondering if I were just shoveling horse manure until the men with the little white jackets showed up to cart her away, I resumed. "So to keep the violent beings out of the mortal world, but allow the friendly fae safe passage, we have sentinels posted at each of the bridges, they are Trolls.”

“Trolls are shadow-bound to the bridges, tied to them for all time. They gain power from their bridge, their nexus, and can channel its energy. This binding ties them together physically, so damage to one damages the other. The bridge, their nexus, becomes their tether, and they cannot stray from the bridge for very long or they become physically sick and eventually die without their nexus feeding them power. They volunteer to sacrifice their own freedom to ensure that everyone that enters the mortal world, after sunset, binds themselves to no harm. They are bound via a toll, a gold coin, which is entrusted to the Troll and is tied to the fae while they visit the mortal world."

She 'hmmed' and studied me, trying to determine what, if any, of what I said was truth. I waited patiently, then she asked, "So, Kane... is a Troll then, and she has her own bridge? That is why people seem afraid, but also oddly respectful, of her. Is she really a monster then, like the stories?” Then another thought seemed to pop into her head. “But she just looks human. I’ve never seen anythin’ about her except sometimes I swear her shadow vanishes." Then she squinted and her brow furrowed as she added almost silently, “Like yours.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “No not a monster, human like us, shadow-kin like you.” Then I nodded as some strain on her face relaxed a little, glad that she was following me. 

I thought for a moment, was she afraid that I… was a monster? I took a deep breath then explained. “She is one of the few Trolls, the first in a long time, who started treating everyone like they were equals. Whether they are straights, True-Borns, Gargoyles, or fae. She doesn't look down on anyone and she isn't cruel enough to use a fae’s coin as leverage. See, a person's coin can banish them through the Under-Veil." I paused then voiced the unsavory. “Or worse.” I allowed that to sink in a moment then I sat across from her on the couch again.

She nodded thoughtfully then proceeded slowly. "Okay... I think I get it." She took a moment to look over me closely, turning her head this way and that in an almost unnatural manner.

I could tell she was getting frustrated looking for something but not seeing it. To stop what could've been another outburst I asked, "What'cha looking for Mags?"

Her face was the picture of confusion. "Well, ya seem to know a lot 'bout all of that stuff, but I don't see a fae creature when I look at ya. And if ya were a Troll, ya'd have to be headin' out ta yer bridge from what ya just said. But Felicia mentioned ya had a nexus, so… If yer not a Troll... what are ya?"

I smiled. Always direct Maggie, and then answered her. "There is another type of sentinel, those who guard the Inner City while the Trolls guard the Outer Ring. Gargoyles. We–"

She interrupted. "Now I don't follow. Ya don't look like some stone creature that rests atop buildings ta me."

I snorted. "Not the gargoyles from the stories and fairy tales. We’re just human, typically True-Born. However, sometimes a Shadow-Kin can be a Gargoyle, and in one unique instance a Troll for that matter, Kane. Where the Trolls keep peace and guard the entrances to the city, we Goyles, as we preferred to be called, keep peace within the city proper. We hunt down rogue fae, True-Born, and Shadow-Kin. We are shadow-bound to a nexus as well, typically old churches or historical buildings.”

I paused, about to reveal something about myself to someone not True-Born. I smiled, but this was Maggie. I heard myself saying, “I am bound to City Hall."

As I mentioned my nexus I heard her beckoning to me, and I involuntarily looked toward her through the windows, with longing, before snapping out of it and continuing. "Much like a Troll's bridge, a Goyle's nexus is their source of extra power. We also cannot be away from there long or we start to feel the effects of separation sickness. If we stay away too long we will die.” Then I straightened with pride as I said, “I am the first Goyle to ever be bound to my nexus; I have a more intimate knowledge of her than anyone."

She started to smile but then she stopped, her brow furrowing as she said, "Wait... ya were the first?" At my nod she tilted her head and almost accused. "How is that possible? That City Hall has been 'round for over a hundred years."

I bit my lower lip in anxiety as I squinted an eye and nodded, exhaling and saying, "Correct... I am over two-hundred years old, Mags."

I studied her reaction as her eyes bugged out of their sockets, and I couldn't help but start laughing. She squinted in anger and snapped out, "Now you are takin’ me for a fool! Ya best be tellin' me the truth now!"

She looked ready to get up and leave. I raised my right hand and said, "I promise Mags. Hand to heaven, I am over two hundred. When you are shadow-bound to your nexus, you are basically frozen in time, like a snapshot of your life at the time of binding. I don't age like a normal person. Goyles can live for hundreds upon hundreds of years, so long as nothing happens to us or our nexus."

I exhaled and realized that we hadn't discussed lifetimes. "But really, I haven't lived that much longer than most True-Born would have, although they would have aged. The more magically inclined someone is, the longer they live. Most fae's lifetimes last several times longer than the average straight. And a Shadow-Kin with a decent amount of magical inclination can live until they are a hundred or so. A True-Born's lifetime is typically a hundred fifty to three hundred years depending on how magically inclined they are. A few have even lived for almost four hundred years."

She looked shocked. "So I could live for a hundred years?"

I chuckled. "Or more… It's possible. Depends on your magical reservoir."

She looked impressed and then looked at her hands. I looked at her carefully. She is taking this really well. I voiced that. "Not that I am complaining, but you are taking this awfully well for someone that just found out that there is a whole other world that they are a part of."

She studied my face and then shrugged and said almost sarcastically,. "Well you would be too if ya found out that ya aren't crazy and seein' things."

I laughed out loud. "True." She opened her mouth, presumably to ask another question, and I held up my hand this time. "No more questions for tonight. You need to absorb all that I've said already." She nodded and I cautioned. "Oh, and not a word to a straight, or anyone that you suspect is a straight.” I squinted at the look on her face and added. “Even family.” She deflated a little at that.

She hesitated and I raised my eyebrows at her. She finally nodded her agreement to keep the secret. Then I said, "As I mentioned earlier, Felicia is a Woodland Imp and I am sure she’s willing to answer any questions you have. She’s been worried about you. Of course, you can ask me anything as well."

She smiled at me. "Thank you, Kalila."

I shot her a smile back. "No worries, Mags. I am just sorry that we didn't have this conversation before now." I paused as I watched her get lost in thought. I stood from the couch, and that broke her out of her thoughts. "Don't try to understand everything right now. It will come with time. The main thing is to know that you aren't alone; you have people that are here for you. You can call me anytime, and I am sure that Felicia, and even Declan and Isabel, would be more than happy to answer any questions you have."

She looked at my questioningly. "Declan and Isabel are…"

I gave her a small smile. "Declan is a Goyle, like me, we’re bound to the same nexus. Isabel is his wife; she is a True-Born and is our eyes and ears on the police force. Since Kane became sort of a champion for the city, O'Flanagan's has become what the fae are calling Safe Haven, a refuge for all fae and magical beings. Suffice it to say that most of your clientele are special. Now don't get me wrong, not all of them are, but I would say 75% are now."

She looked truly amazed. I chuckled to myself as I collected our empty cans. I then re-thought my actions and I placed the cans back. I smirked and looked at her. "Watch this."

She leaned forward to look closely at the cans. I began chanting and placed my hands horizontally parallel in front of me. I watched the cans as I continued to chant and then smacked my hands together quickly. The cans crunched together quickly in unison with my hands, and when I stopped chanting we were left with pop can hockey pucks.

She looked between me and the pop cans, wide eyed. "Wow. How?"

I smiled and shrugged my shoulder. "True-Born." She kept her pop can and I grabbed mine and placed it in my recycling bin in the kitchen. I had grabbed my jacket on the way and slid it on while I was watching Maggie study the pop can.

I cleared my throat after I had my jacket on and she looked to me with a start.

"Is this yer way of telling me ya are tired of me?"

I panicked, I didn't even think about her seeing this that way. I sputtered out, "NO!" I then coughed to cover up how eager and loud that had been. I cleared my throat and explained. "That wasn't my intention at all. It's just that I haven't fully healed and I need to be with my nexus. I need her to speed up my healing. I am not at my best condition, and couple that with the magic I just used, and I am feeling a bit sick to my stomach."

She looked ashamed. "I'm sorry. Here I am givin' ya a hard time and yer not well. Please forgive me."

I waved it off. "No worries, Mags. It was my fault for not explaining it to you." I paused, watching her grab her purse and her own jacket, looking every bit as deflated as I felt. It wasn't wise for me to spend time with this incredible woman; it could end up biting me in the butt. I found myself resolute on leaving her presence, but my traitorous mouth had other plans and said, "You could come with me if you wanted. There won't be anyone around, and no one would notice us anyway."

I mentally berated myself. I do NOT need to spend more time around her. But she is intriguing, and more than that, she just found out she is Shadow-Kin. Deciding that I couldn’t leave her alone after throwing so much at her, I repeated my offer of her coming with me.

The sparkling blue eyes and dazzling smile I received were worth any discomfort, and I returned her smile when she agreed to join me.

I smiled and put a hand out which she hesitantly took, I drew energy into myself and pushed my eyes downward, saying, “Look.” She glanced down and I saw her eyes widen as she looked down at our shadows and ‘saw’ hers and a thin line stretching toward my nexus where mine should be. I let go of her hand and she blinked and looked at my normal shadow again. I looked at my hand that was still warm from her touch. I swallowed and shook myself out of my head.

I guided her out of my apartment and she looped her left arm around my right arm as we made our way to my beloved.

As we crossed the threshold onto my nexus, I suddenly felt energized and stood taller on instinct. With the taller stance, I adjusted my stride and took much larger steps without even being aware of it.

I was communing with my nexus, verifying that Maggie and I were the only ones here when Maggie's giggling broke me out of the conversation. I looked down at her with a raised eyebrow as she scurried along to keep up.

She snickered. "Well, Kalila The Green Giant, some of us aren't quite as tall as ya are. And as such, we can't take the giant steps that ya started takin' the second we stepped on the sidewalk."

My face was aflame as I shook my head, chiding myself. Here I am, over six feet, and practically dragging poor five-foot two-inch Maggie. I rubbed the back of my neck. "Sorry, Mags. The only person I’m usually here with is Declan, and he’s nearly as tall as I am."

She shrugged. "It's fine. I didn't want to have ta run to keep up with ya. After working all day, I don't have the energy."

I slowed my steps to accommodate Maggie, comically taking tiny steps until she slapped my shoulder, and we continued to the nearest door. After entering the building, I walked us to the stairs. At the stairs, I slid my arm down hers and clasped the hand that had been wrapped around my arm.

I felt her squeeze my hand as we began walking up the stairs and I tried to tell myself that the warmth spreading through me was from having my jacket on inside the building and had nothing to do with the warm hand in mine and the beautiful redhead attached to it who was following me up to one of my favorite places.

Once we finally reached the platform of the clock tower, I opened the door and we were suddenly back out in the night air. I was enjoying the cool night air when I heard a gasp beside me.

"You okay?"

She clutched at my arm. "We are up pretty high…"

I chuckled. "You’re safe up here. This is my nexus, this is me, I've got you." She looked at me skeptically and I motioned my left arm out. "Look at our beautiful city. It is so stunning with all the buildings lit up for the evening." She stayed there with me, near the edge, still clutching my arm.

I motioned to the wall that encased the stairway behind us. "If you want, we can sit over there with our backs against the wall."

She smiled gratefully. "Would ya mind?"

"Of course not." I directed us to the wall and stretched my legs out on the floor. She sat and curled into my right side with her head resting on my right shoulder.

We sat in a comfortable silence as we watched the city below.

A bit later I felt something shaking. It took a few minutes to realize the shaking I was feeling was coming from the woman beside me. I felt like a heel; of course she would find it cold, she wasn't like me.

"I'm sorry, Mags! I forgot how chilly it can be up here at night. The temperature doesn’t affect me." She tried to wave me off, but I had already taken off my soft leather jacket and wrapped it around her. We both shared a laugh at how big it was on her small frame as I tucked it around her.

Her shaking didn't stop, so I had no choice but to wrap my arm around her. As I caught a whiff of her tantalizing perfume I knew I was in trouble. Begonias plus Maggie equaled one happily buzzing Goyle. I told myself that I wasn't going to let her freeze to death, so I wrapped my right arm around her, bringing her snug against my side. Yeah, that’s why I did it.

She looked at me gratefully. "You're not cold?" Then she blinked. “You’re like a blast furnace!”

I shook my head. "The wind and extreme temperatures don’t bother me, hasn't since I was bound."

"Nifty." With that she snuggled into my side and we both enjoyed the sounds of the city below, broken occasionally with a question from Maggie.

As I sat there, warmed by our contact, I knew that I was in for it. Somehow, in less than twenty-four hours, this woman managed to crumble every wall I had built up so much so that I was practically holding her. I haven't been this close to a woman since Lori.

I tried to tell myself to harden my heart and force the walls back up around it, but they were reduced to rubble anew every time her blue eyes met mine.





  
 

Chapter 10 - Speech

The first thing I felt as I slowly woke was the first warm rays of the sun on my face, the second thing I felt was the warm body curled up against me. Warm body? At that thought my eyes shot open, with one thing on my mind, Who is curled up against me?

I looked at the red hair splayed across my right shoulder as my mind caught up with me, and I smiled. Maggie. We must’ve fallen asleep. I tried to collect my thoughts and I was suddenly aware of why one should not fall asleep sitting up against a stone wall on a stone floor. Ouch, my body aches!

I started to move the arm that was around Maggie, when I heard a chuckle to my left.

Damn, I know that chuckle. I’m never going to live this down. I slowly swung my head around to look at Declan, who just have me a wave, shit-eating-grin in place.

He smirked and asked, “Comfy?”

I showed him what the middle finger on my left hand looked like and turned to Maggie. I gently shook her with my right hand; I didn’t want to scare her, but I needed her to wake up. I prompted softly. “Mags, time to wake up.”

She mumbled something incoherent and snuggled into me more.

I sighed as Declan laughed harder. I squeezed her shoulder a little more forcefully. “Mags, I need you to wake up.”

She sleepily sat up a bit, mumbling, “But I was havin’ such a good dream.”

Declan laughed openly now and I watched Maggie nearly jump into my lap, startled by his presence.

I stroked her hair, telling her. “It’s okay… It is just my ass of a partner, Declan.”

Declan managed to stop laughing enough to place his hand over his heart in a mock wounded state. “Good morning, Maggie. Did the two of you have a late night?”

We both began to get up and I stretched my body out, feeling a bit of stiffness in my left shoulder. She stretched as well and I spent a bit longer than I should have watching her body move and twist.

I heard coughing to the side and I made a mental note to thank him for that later, after I killed him. I pulled my eyes away from her just as she completed stretching and tried to straighten her hair.

Suddenly it dawned on me why Declan was there. I looked panicked. “Crap! The sentinel meeting!”

He smiled and said, “I‘m early, about forty minutes or so. I actually came to see if you wanted to run and check out the two houses that we’re debating over. Isabel is downstairs.”

I looked at him, and then down at my clothes. “Mind if we wait until after the meeting? Maybe Isabel can take lunch with us and go? Since I have to be in front of everyone and talk, I should probably run to my apartment and shower.”

He glanced between Maggie and I and gave me a look. I rolled my eyes and looked at Declan. “Declan the Goyle, meet Maggie the Shadow-Kin. Mags, meet my Goyle-y partner, Declan.”

He looked at me as if to ask ‘seriously?’ I nodded at him. He then smiled and clapped her on the back. “Welcome to the family, Mags.”

She laughed out loud. “Do I get a t-shirt or somethin’?”

He joined her laughing and he looked at me. “I like this one. Let’s keep her around.”

I shook my head and began to lead the way to the door and down the stairs. As I took the first step down, I felt a warm hand in mine and I didn’t suppress the tingles that shot through my body from our conjoined hands.

I slowed my pace and continued my way to the ground floor, my hand intertwined with hers.

Mid-step, I took a moment to evaluate my nexus and found a person and a vehicle in the central courtyard driveway to my left. I adjusted our course and we were standing in front of Isabel, who was loitering beside her car, moments later.

She altered her gaze to look between the three of us, and raised her right eyebrow at me. I shook my head in mirth at her. “Maggie and I had a very enlightening talk last night.” I squeezed the hand that was still in mine to prompt her to tell Isabel.

Maggie gave me a hesitant look, clearly not sure. I gave her a reassuring nod and explained. “You need to get used to saying it… Besides Isabel is good people, even if she did marry that one.” I finished, motioning to Declan. My eyes met the beautiful blue eyes that I was quickly becoming addicted to and I gave her a reassuring smile.

She took a breath and then said, “I’m a Shadow-Kin. Apparently I haven’t been goin’ crazy.” She finished giving Isabel a shy smile.

Isabel’s face broke out into a smile. “Interesting! That puts things into perspective.” She paused and then asked, “What about Colin?”

Maggie did a cute head tilt while she thought about it. “Well, we have different mothers, same father. He hasn’t mentioned seein’ things ta me, but then again, I haven’t really mentioned it ta him either.” She gave us all a cute smile and then continued. “But I haven’t noticed him reactin’ like I have been. Guess I’m not rightly sure.”

I shrugged it off and said, “Well, we’ll find out in time. No since in scaring him if he isn’t.” I was pleased to see Maggie nodding in agreement.

I opened my mouth to say something when my wristwatch went off and I looked down at it and then at everyone else. “Thirty minutes until the meeting. I need to run to my apartment and shower and change.” I swung my eyes from Maggie to Isabel. “Would you mind taking Maggie to get her car? I drove us both here last night.”

Isabel smiled. “Of course.” Then she winked at Maggie. “Besides, this way I can find out all about your evening.”

I grimaced and looked at Maggie and warned, half in jest. “Be careful, she is a much better interrogator than you’d assume.”

I received a smile from Maggie. “Thanks for the heads up.”

I looked to Declan and Isabel and then stepped back from them a bit. Maggie followed and stood close. I looked down at her. “We covered a lot of topics last night. Are you okay?”

Her face softened and she placed her hand on my arm. “I’m fine. Like I said las’ night, anythin’ is better than thinkin’ yer a freak.”

I placed my hand over hers and said softly, “You are certainly no freak.” Then I removed my hand and asked, “You okay with Isabel taking you back?”

“O’ course.”

“Call me if you need me, anytime. If I don’t answer, I will call you back when I get to a place that I can.”

She nodded and said plainly, “Thank you, Kali. I know you took a risk openin’ up to me.” I smiled. She doesn’t know just how true that statement is.

I shrugged it off. “Isabel will take you to your car; go home and get some rest.”

She smiled and fidgeted, obviously trying to decide on something.

Seconds later, and before I knew what she was doing, her hand was on my arm and she stepped up on her tiptoes to place a kiss on my cheek.

Fire seemed to shoot through my body at the speed of light as she lingered for a beat longer. As she pulled away I swallowed slowly and said in a hoarse voice, “Talk to you soon.”

She nodded and shyly said, “Be careful, Kali.”

It was my turn to nod and then I looked at Isabel and said, “Thank you.”

“Anytime.” She paused. “See you at lunch.” With one last look at Maggie, I turned toward my apartment and quickly jogged toward it.

***

Declan and I began our trek to the door that would lead us to The Below for the sentinel meeting when he spoke up. “So… looks like you and Maggie have become pretty ‘close’ in the course of twelve hours.”

I rolled my eyes and focused my energy, not taking his bait, seconds later the corridor was lit up as we continued further into The Below. 

Clearly not needing any prompting from me, he continued. “Personally, I think it’s great. She brings out a side in you that I haven’t been witness to before.”

I gritted my teeth and set my jaw as I picked up the pace. It was sad that I would rather be speaking in front of all the other sentinels of the city than to be questioned about my evening with Maggie.

He continued to speak aloud. “I mean, I’ll admit that when I got up to the platform, I was shocked to see you two so intimate, but it fits, you know.” He chuckled out, “Who would’ve thought that the cold-hearted Kalila could be de-thawed by the fiery, red-headed waitress.”

I gave him a warning look after the last crack; he was beginning to hit too close to home. She did bring out a side of me that I kept locked away; living this life is easier that way. I would need to work on keeping my distance, I didn’t need the heartbreak of a relationship that is doomed to fail as time marched on.

He held his hands up in response to my reprimanding look, and made a show of closing his mouth as we rounded another corner.

I looked at my watch and was pleased to see that we were going to be a bit early, so that we could talk to Rathdrum if we need to. 

We exited the tunnel and emerged into the main corridor that would lead us to the Chamber entrance when Declan started up again. “So… is she a good kisser?” 

I came to a stop and whipped around on him and hissed out, “Enough! There is nothing going on with us. She is a friend; a friend that thought she was going crazy, and instead found out that she is a part of a whole other world.”

Not one to back down from proving his point, he met my stare with one of his own and challenged. “Right, because I hold hands and caress all of my friends.”

I had begun to reply when James and Odell came up from behind us. Odell diffused the heated discussion that Declan and I had been having by asking, “Is your wife aware of that?” He then put on a mischievous grin and sidled up to Declan. “Want to hold my hand? We can really confuse the hell outta everyone.”

Despite myself, I felt a smile emerging and I looked to James and found one on his face as well.

Declan looked totally unprepared for where the conversation had gone and looked at me wide eyed. Always quick to recover, he changed his look to one that said our conversation was not over and then turned to Odell and stated in exaggerated relief. “I thought you’d never ask.”

He put on a cheesy smile and reached out a hand to Odell after inclining his head toward James. James gave a shrug and Odell grabbed Declan’s hand and off they went. Odell added, “You can caress me later.”

I chuckled at the sight of my partner and Odell walking purposefully toward the Chamber entrance, hand-in-hand. James stepped to my side and gave me a hard look.

I turned, looked at him, and raised my left eyebrow in question. He gave a small nod and a tight-lipped smile and motioned toward the Chambers. 

I watched a few Trolls and Goyles looking at Declan and Odell, clearly not sure what to think about the two. For as long as most of could remember, James and Odell have been a couple for a long while now, it must have thrown them to see Declan and Odell.

We were nearly to the doors when James stopped and looked at me. He spoke after studying me. “You ever need a non-smartass to talk to…” He trailed off, giving me an open-ended invitation. I smiled inwardly at the fact that I think those were the most words that man has ever said at one time.

I gave him a grateful smile. “Thank you, truly.” 

He turned us back to business. “Well, Goyle Storm, we’d best get in there. I hear someone is going to be doing a show and tell.” He gave me a wink, and I rolled my eyes as I strode with him toward the Chamber doors. He was positively a chatty Kathy today. I idly wondered what had opened the floodgates.

Once inside, Odell and Declan, who were sitting beside each other in the third row, waved us down to seat three and four. I followed James and he took the seat beside Odell, leaving me the aisle seat.

I looked around at everyone in attendance. I received a smile and a hat tip from Tex. I nodded back at him with a smile and continued looking around the room. The Trolls, except for Tex, where all once again avoiding the eyes of a Goyle. I looked for the one other Troll that I could always count on a smile from, but I couldn’t find her. It was weird that Kane wasn’t here. I was about to say as much when the Custodian walked in and took her customary place against the wall in the dark shadows, her deep brown eyes tracking around the room.

My eyes continued to search the chamber and landed on Randall and McQueen who were smiling and waving. It was still hard to believe that it had been nearly a century since I had trained and mentored both of them.

The meeting was called to order shortly after Rathdrum sat in his seat at the front of the room. When I say called to order, I mean the Custodian stepped out of the shadows momentarily and the chamber fell silent under her ominous glare, then she faded back into the darkness again. 

Protector Rathdrum looked pleased with himself when he informed everyone that the rogue Satyr, now identified as Saladio Arlo Barros, had been detained.

Whispers broke out after his name was given and Rathdrum silenced everyone with a hard look. He continued to say that there was some interesting information uncovered with the capture of Saladio. It was all I could do to keep from rolling my eyes at him for taking credit for something that Declan and I managed to do.

I shook the bitterness off and re-focused on what he was saying just as he announced, “Gargoyle Kalila Storm interrogated him and some startling revelations were brought to light. Gargoyle Storm, would you please tell everyone else know what you found out?”

I noticed that all eyes, including that of the Custodian, were focused on me, and I swallowed before nodding. 

I walked to the front, and stood at the center, directly below the raised curved platform that held the Triumvirate’s desks. I stood tall, squared my shoulders, and addressed my fellow sentinels. “Good morning–”

I stopped speaking when the door in the back opened and my brother Gedeon walked in the door. Typical Gedeon; will he ever learn? I looked to the Custodian who wore the slightest frown. He’s in for it now. I would feel sorry for him, but it wasn’t like he had been just bound as a Goyle. He went through Goyle training about five years after we lost our other two siblings.

He waved at me as he sat in the back of the room, and I gave him a nod and a tight smile. After he took his seat, everyone’s focus was back on me and I continued. “Yesterday my partner and I were fortunate enough to cross paths with the rogue Satyr who has been causing problems around the city. We chased him from the convenience store that he was robbing into The Below. After a brief altercation we apprehended him and brought him to a holding room for questioning.” I paused and took a breath while looking around the room.

Since I knew that there was likely a rogue Goyle in this room, I paid special attention as I spoke, looking for anyone that looked uncomfortable. The Trolls in the room were talking among themselves, likely in an effort to find the Troll that held Sal’s coin. “After some,” I coughed, “prompting, I found out that Sal is not bound to any Troll here in Cincinnati.” I looked around as the murmuring doubled.

Protector Rathdrum interjected, “Enough.” After the room had quieted, he addressed me. “Gargoyle Storm, please continue.”

I nearly rolled my eyes—like I needed him to quiet things down. I stopped myself mid-roll when I felt the Custodian’s eyes back on me. I straightened my posture under her scrutiny, was that a smirk I saw? If it was, it disappeared as quickly as it appeared.

I refocused and continued. “After further questioning, it was discovered that he is from Argentina and his Troll’s name is Anji Chirino.”

Rathdrum spoke up now, “His Troll has been notified, and we should have his coin shortly.”

After Rathdrum finished, Tex spoke up, “How’d he get into the city, Goyle Storm?”

“He was smuggled in. He claims that a Goyle smuggled him into the city near sunset about ten months ago. The Goyle took him to a hiding place until he built his power back up.” At this, the room erupted into a fury of protests and exclamations. I looked to the Custodian, who let a flicker of surprise followed by anger flash over her delicate features before her unfeeling mask was back in place.

I watched as a few Goyles looked uncomfortable at the revelation. This would definitely create more discord between the Trolls and the Goyles. 

I cleared my throat and many of the Goyles quieted down, but the Trolls continued to protest until Protector Rathdrum spoke up, “That will be enough. Let Gargoyle Storm continue.”

I nodded to Rathdrum and continued. “We know a few of his buddies that are down here in Cardboard City.” After a pause, I answered the question that everyone had. “He did not give up the name of the person that smuggled him, and his cohorts, into the city.” I met the Custodian’s stare without flinching. “I am confident that we can find out who it is so that he or she may be dealt with accordingly.”

Rathdrum looked to me. “Gargoyle Storm, you may be seated. I have the recording from the interrogation and I have confirmed that there is little else of use there.” He nodded to me, clearly telling me not to mention that Sal had given us the location of the place he had stayed while he was rebuilding power. I gave him a small nod and went back to my seat.

After I sat, Rathdrum looked out at all of us. “While I am pleased with the progress that has been made, if there is a Goyle out there that is smuggling people into the city, they must be stopped.” He then took a moment and looked at the Custodian, and after she gave him a slow nod, he said, “Gargoyle Storm, you and your partner continue to give this your attention. Enlist the help of others as you need. Trolls, keep your eyes out for anything suspicious; follow up on anything you see or hear. Gargoyles, if you see something off, contact the nearest Troll and have them follow up with you. If anything concrete is discovered, report it to myself or the Custodian immediately.”

He stood to dismiss us. However, he paused in his movements long enough to say, “If anyone runs into Troll Kane, she is to be detained for questioning and contact me immediately.” I looked as shocked as everyone felt, the murmuring in the crowd increased to a furor and I swung my gaze to the Custodian, only to find the wall empty and the Custodian gone.

Amid everyone’s confused murmurings, Rathdrum bellowed, “Dismissed.”

I looked around and stopped at my guilty-looking brother, wondering why he looked so nervous. I excused myself from the guys and made my way to Gedeon just as he was exiting the room. “Gedeon.”

He turned on his heel and I stopped in front of him.

It was so hard to believe that the man standing before me was the same boy that followed me around when he was little. The same boy I taught to ride a bike and later to wield magic for the first time. He had turned into a terrific young man, even if he could work on his punctuality and his respect for his elders. 

I shook off the trip down memory lane as his greeted me. “Kalila. How are ya?”

I gave him a small smile as I adjusted my shoulder. “Better than I was yesterday. You?”

He looked unconcerned at my comment as his eyes tracked around the room, observing everyone leaving the Chamber. “Glad to hear it. I’m, well, I am late for a meeting. I wasn’t counting on having to be here this morning.”

I nodded, not quite buying it, but not knowing enough to call him on it. “Speaking of which, you’d better be careful. The Custodian will have your head if you keep showing up late.”

He waved off my comment, and shuffled from foot to foot. “Listen, I really need to go.”

I nodded. “Sure. Let’s do dinner sometime soon.”

Something seemed to click and I had his attention. “That sounds great; sometime this week.”

“Sure. Take it easy, little brother.”

He rolled his eyes. “Whatever you say, Shorty.” I snorted; leave it to my six-foot seven-inch younger brother to call me short. I slugged him in the arm as he smirked, and then he was off without so much as a look back.

Declan stopped beside me with a furrowed brow. “That was weird.”

I nodded. “Yeah. Apparently he needed to get to another meeting.” 

Declan did not look convinced but let it drop as Odell and James joined us for the walk back to our nexus. As was typical when the four of us were together, I exhaled and then lit up the space around us as we turned from the corridor into the tunnel.

We continued down, and I found myself lost in thought until something hit me and I stopped. James stopped with me and wordlessly raised his eyebrow.

I simply said, “The young Garunda said that Sal would always meet a few guys in the corner of Cardboard City in the morning and then again in the afternoon.” James and Odell had heard me and stopped and turned back as well.

Odell spoke up, “Detour?”

James and I shook our heads and then I answered. “No. The four of us together would draw too much attention. We don’t want them to know we’re onto them.” After a pause I continued. “I will head up there and see if the same young man is posted at the northern point and go from there.”

The guys nodded and Odell added. “If you guys need any help with anything, just call.” 

I gave them each a smile. “Thanks.”

Declan looked at his watch and then at me. “Meet me at City Hall no later than noon; Isabel will pick us up.” I nodded and spun on my heel and headed back in the direction we had just come from.

I stepped quickly down the corridor as I heard their steps headed in the other direction. 

Once back in the main corridor, I jogged down to another tunnel, not bothering to shut off the light radiating from within me, and took a left to enter the tunnel. Some consider it poor form to walk around the semi-lit corridors using magic so openly, but I was so focused on my task that the small formality didn’t register with me.

While it would have been faster to just jog down the main corridor to Cardboard City, I didn’t want to alert any of Sal’s friends to my presence until I knew where they were

I reached a T in the tunnel and turned right to run parallel to the main corridor. I followed the tunnel north until I was just past where the north lookout would be. 

I dimmed my light as I noticed someone up ahead. I focused on the person and was shocked when I got close enough to recognize the person that was heading toward me. Rathdrum’s statement about bringing Kane in if she was spotted flashed through my mind. And here she was. She looked like shit.

Glancing at her slightly startled face, and thinking about all of the good things that she had done for all of us, I simply nodded to her in what I hoped was a supportive way.

She nodded back and as we passed beside each other, giving a small smile and I gave her one in return. I hoped that she received the message I was trying to convey: I had her back.

I didn’t look back to see where she had gone, I simply pushed Kane’s presence to the back of my mind and focused on the task at hand; I had a city to protect.

I upped the intensity of my light and then took the first tunnel heading right. I continued along until I reached the main corridor that led from the north into the makeshift city located in the old train station.

In the corridor, I looked for the young Garunda and was pleasantly surprised to see the same young man peeking out of his cove. I watched as he had his hand up covering his eyes and realized that I hadn’t stopped my light.

I focused mid-step and a second later the corridor was down to the dim glow of the emergency lights and can fires. I ducked into his cove and I watched as his dual eyelids blinked at me; clearly I was not who he expected to see.

He looked at me and quickly opened his mouth. “I have paid–”

I cut him off. “Rest easy, I know you have done no harm.” His tense posture seemed to relax and I watched as he slowly blinked his outer eyelids. “Remember a couple of days ago when we spoke of the Satyr?” At his wordless nod I continued. “You mentioned that he came and checked in with a group of guys twice a day. Are they here right now?”

He nodded hesitantly. “They came through about ten minutes ago. They will probably hang around for another twenty minutes or so. They usually come back this way.”

I inquired. “What else can you tell me about the men?”

He looked around and fidgeted with his hands, clearly not too thrilled to be talking about them. “I don’t know much. I know they don’t live down here. They just use Cardboard City as a place to meet with people.” 

He began blinking rapidly, and I tried to put him at ease. “No one will know you said a word to me, but it’s very important that I get as much information on them as possible. Are you okay with helping me?” He took a deep breath and let it out, then nodded. I gave him a smile; he was clearly scared of them, and me for that matter, but he was still willing to help me. Some of our citizens have incredible character. “Are there any people, besides the Satyr, that reliably meet with them?”

He had started nodding before I had completely asked the question. “Yes. They’re three to five people that meet with them in the two half-hour sessions that they’re here. The four of them always enter and exit from here, while the people that visit them always enter from here and exit from the south side.”

I smiled and placed my hand gently on his shoulder. “Thank you for the help. I–”

He cut me off by nodding to someone that was passing by the cove, luckily not paying any attention to who was in there. “That’s one of the people that meet them.”

I quickly took in the Muridae that was making his way quickly to the back corner of the makeshift settlement. I turned back to the young sentry and fished out a business card. “Thank you for your help. Think of this as a ‘get out of jail free’ card; if you ever need anything, call me.”

He nodded and accepted the card with a hesitant smile. “Thank you, Gargoyle Storm.”

I gave him a smile and a nod, and then I was off trying to catch up to the Muridae. I followed from a good distance away, staying up against the wall in an effort to stay in the shadows and out of sight. My eyes watered, Do those rats ever bathe?

I followed the wall around to where he was heading. I stopped behind a pillar and knelt down to use the shadows as cover. I popped my head up and watched the rat-like Muridae hand an envelope to the one-armed Satyr. The Satyr squeezed the envelope in his hand and shook his head.

“Where’s the rest of it? I warned you last time to do better.”

The middle-aged Muridae lowered his head and looked to the ground, “That wuz all I could get fer ya, most’a them stores ain’t doin’ well, so they ain’t got the money ta give me.”

The Satyr grinned. “Then it is time we send them a message. Bring me a list of the ones that didn’t pay this afternoon. We’ll remind them how dangerous the city can be if they don’t pay up.”

He looked scared of the Satyr as he nodded and turned to go. “And don’t be late, we have an appointment that we have to keep this afternoon.” I watched the Muridae nod and scurry off. 

As he left, the Satyr looked to the three Muridae that were with him. “Contact Toni, tell her we got a job for her and we’ll be in touch tomorrow with addresses.” One of the three stepped away and pulled out his phone and headed Topside to place the call.

Now that I knew these guys would be here reliably, I decided to follow the Muridae that was heading out the south exit and see where he went.





  
 

Chapter 11 - Interruption

After I followed the Muridae Topside, I hid behind a building as he stopped mid-step and turned to look behind himself. Berating myself for being so careless as to be easily spotted, I peeked back out around the building and couldn’t find him.

I quickly pulled my jacket up and grabbed my phone to pretend I was sending a message to someone, and I walked down the street. It still amazed me how little attention straights paid to me when I passed them. 

My thoughts shifted to the Muridae I was tailing as I scanned the area in every direction. At a cross street, I spotted him ducking into a rapidly deteriorating apartment building, and I put my phone away and jogged to catch up to him. I slid to a stop at the corner of the building, flattened myself against the building’s facade, and slunk around the building listening for the man’s voice and following my nose.

Finally, stopped under an open window in the back corner of the building, I could hear him talking to someone, his rat stench wafting out. 

“I can’t help it, Abby. You know they’re the only reason that we’ve made it this long, right? Without them we’d be living in The Below; that’s no place to raise kids.”

I heard sobbing and I presumed that was the woman he was addressing. She calmed enough to choke out, “I just worry, Terry. With fewer and fewer businesses paying their part for protection, I wonder how long it’ll be until you’re no longer needed. Then what, huh? Thought of that? What’ll happen to me, to us?” He tried to quiet her down as she became irate.

“That may not be a problem. He told me to give him a list of addresses that didn’t pay up this go around. I think they’re going to give them a not-so-gentle reminder as to why they pay us for safety.”

I was shocked; fae were exploiting business for money in exchange for protection? Had we suddenly been transported to the 1920s and 1930s and everyone forgot to tell me? I shook my head; the ‘20s and ‘30s had been interesting, but now was no time to reminisce.

Concluding that they were not going to tell me where the businesses were, I turned and jogged to the street.

I saw a taxi, flagged him down, and slid inside. “City Hall, please.”

The man behind the wheel nodded and the car headed toward my nexus. He deftly navigated the streets k of the city and shortly I had left the slums of town and arrived in the heart. I fished some cash out, slid him enough for the fair and a tip, and then climbed from the car and looked at my beloved.

I felt whole again as I walked up her steps and entered the building. I walked over to the coffee kiosk and helped myself to a complimentary cup as I connected with my nexus and reached out to see if Declan was here.

I couldn’t identify his gait in any of those that were currently walking around. Someone was moving in our office, so I headed down to the basement.

I opened the door to our office and found him writing something on the dry erase board. We were both visual thinkers and it helped to write things down so that we could see them all at once. 

He stopped writing and turned to look at me. “Did you have a nice stroll?” 

I gave him a look that conveyed how not-funny I found his comment, but then filled him in on what I found out. “I didn’t talk to the guys. However, I did find out that they are at that exact spot nearly every day about this time in the morning and then again in the afternoon.” I now had his full attention as I continued. “There are three to five different fae that meet them over in the corner each day. The four of them always enter and exit through the north side, but those that meet them always arrive from the north and leave from the south.”

He turned and began to make notes on the board.

I added. “And I think they have some sort of paid protection gig going on.”

He stopped writing and turned to me once again. “You found all of this out since we parted ways in the tunnel?”

I gave him a cocky smirk and nodded as I pulled my jacket off and hung it up. “It seems that the guy I followed over to the corner, and then back to his house, is one of their collectors. He delivered an envelope to the group of guys. Apparently it wasn’t enough money because some of the businesses didn’t pay. The one-armed Satyr ordered one of his guys to call someone name Toby. The collector has to bring a list of business addresses back tomorrow so that a few of them can be reminded of the danger of the city.”

Declan looked taken aback. “Shit, Kalila! This is crazy.”

I nodded. “Seems to be all about money. I mean, Sal was robbing places and now the payoffs.”

He nodded. “Seems that way, but why do it this way? And who’s the mastermind? Is it that Satyr? The Goyle who smuggled Sal into the city? Both?”

I sighed. “This just poses more questions than it answers.”

Declan suggested. “Well, you know where the Muridae lives, what if we go and pay him a visit, see if he will give up anything?”

I looked unsure. “The only problem with that is what if he warns the Satyr and his buddies? At least now we know where to find them reliably.” I thought for a minute. If we picked up the people working for the one-armed Satyr, we would cripple whatever kind of enterprise he was running; however, the second we let them go, they’d likely go back and tell the Satyr about us.

I shrugged. “I say direct assault is best. Let’s just go and confront them tomorrow and see what they say.”

He looked at the board. “What a minute… remember what Jaimie said, about not all Goyles being good? Sal claimed a Goyle smuggled him in, right? What if she knows something about a Goyle gone bad?”

My eyes bugged out of my head, I can’t believe I forgot that. “Update the board and I will call her. Maybe we can talk to her this afternoon since we will be over there anyway.”

He nodded and got to work as I pulled my cellphone out, located Jaimie’s phone number, and dialed. 

She answered on the third ring. “Hi, Jaimie. It’s Goyle Storm. I was wondering if you had time this morning for a quick chat. We just have a few more questions for you.” I paused to listen to her questions and then answered. “You heard right, he is in custody. There are just a few things that I think you could help out with.” After a few more minutes of reassuring her that she wasn’t in any trouble, Jaimie agreed to meet us mid-morning at the same playground as before. I thanked her for her time and ended the call.

Declan had stepped back from the board as I put my phone in my pocket. I stepped to stand beside him, looked over the board, and then to Declan. “You think the one-armed Satyr is smart enough to orchestrate something like this?”

He shrugged. “Someone is. There is no way that something like paying for protection can be done on the fly. And he had access to someone who would help him enforce. That’s how he recruited Sal.”

I nodded. “Which means he knows whoever is smuggling the fae into the city.” He nodded in agreement. 

My stomach grumbled, and he snorted at me. I tried to slug him with my right hand, but he surprised me with a swift step to the right, away from me. I gave him a look and was ready to flip him the bird when he surprised me with a McDonald’s bag full of food. 

He shrugged. “Sorry it’s cold, I honestly wasn’t expecting to find you with Maggie this morning.”

I dodged his comment about Maggie and simply replied, “No worries; I’m so hungry I probably won’t even taste it.”

He looked at me for a minute, studying me. “Seriously Kalila, I may tease you, but if you ever want to talk, I hope you know that I’m here.”

I wanted to reply back with something snarky and sarcastic, but now wasn’t the time, so I bit back my comment about the Tinman having a heart and instead met his eyes steadily. “I know, Declan. I appreciate it.” After a pause I started eating. “But really, there isn’t anything going on with us. She is going through a tough time, and she needed a friend.”

It was silent for a few minutes, and I looked from the sandwich I was rapidly devouring, to Declan. I could see a war going on through his eyes. I sighed, I may as well get this over with. “Speak up, kid. I am a Gargoyle, not a mind reader.”

He rolled his eyes at the ‘kid’ comment, no doubt. He squared his shoulders and said, “No offense, Kalila, but I meant what I said in the tunnels; I don’t caress or hold hands with my friends, and neither do you. Other than Felicia, how many people do you touch, I mean other than shaking hands or the occasional slap on the back? All I am saying is that from where I am sitting, it looked like more. I mean, I felt like I was intruding just standing next to the two of you.”

I couldn’t very well argue with him, I don’t have much physical contact with people. Life is easier when you don’t know what you are missing.

He pulled me from my thoughts with, “Honestly, it was nice to see you like that with someone. You are such a caring person, Kalila. Don’t hide that away. Caring for someone doesn’t make you weak.”

I had just finished the second sandwich when I had finally had enough of this conversation. I stood and made my way to the door when he called out from behind me. “It was good to see the ice recede and a real smile appear. Good to see that you can be, well, for lack of a better word, human.”

Ouch! Talk about digging the knife in. I let his words roll off my back, so to speak, and continued up toward the street level mumbling, “We have a witness to talk to, are you going to join me? Or would you rather stay and discuss my non-existent love life?”

He sighed and grabbed his jacket, as well as mine, and followed after me.

I was emerging onto the street by the time he caught up and handed me my jacket with an apology. “I’m sorry, Kalila. It isn’t my place. I know that; I just saw this beautiful person emerge, and I hate that my friend hides her away.”

I couldn’t really blame him for caring. And I certainly couldn’t blame him for not knowing how much it hurts to lose everyone that matters to you. “It’s okay, D. I know you mean well. I just need you to respect that I don’t want the whole wife and family with a house in the suburbs.” We crossed the street and headed for my car in the apartment complex’s parking lot.

We continued our walk to the car in silence, and not a word was spoken as I turned my SUV toward the playground that was close by. I looked at him and could tell that he wanted to say something else. I appreciated that he seemed to let the subject drop as I drove us toward our destination.

However, after I parked the car and we headed past several children playing on the playset, he asked, “But is that truly how you feel, Kalila? Do you truly never what to know what it is like to have someone call you Mommy? To have a wife to come home to?” He continued at a whisper as we continued toward the back of the playground where we could see Jaimie and her two children. “You could certainly do worse than Maggie.”

I gave him a sharp look, but I didn’t really disagree with him out loud. I could do worse. But then, she could do so much better.

All thoughts of Maggie were pushed to the back of my mind when we stepped up to the picnic table and I saw Jaimie’s scared face. I gave her a comforting smile. “Hey there.”

She stood and I took a moment to appreciate the delicate gossamer wings as we approached. She gave me a hesitant smile and I returned it, trying my best to put her at ease. 

 “Jaimie, good to see you again.”

 She smiled and her soft and feminine voice said, “You as well, Kalila.” Then she turned her smile to my partner. “Declan.”

We exchanged pleasantries to break the ice before we got down to business. “The children look like they are enjoying themselves.”

The Fairy turned to look at her children for a long minute and spoke, “They love when there are other children around to play with.”

I watched the children playing, totally unaware of the evils of this world. This is why I do what I do. It is all worth it if they get to live a happy and healthy life free from harm. I smiled at the children chasing each other as I tried to ignore the stare I could feel from Declan.

After calmly watching them play for a few minutes, I looked away and checked my watch. It was going on eleven, and since we had to meet Isabel later, I cleared my throat, signaling to the other two that it was time to get to business.

Jaimie looked toward us and spoke softly, “I am glad that the Satyr is off the streets and not able to put anyone else in danger.” 

I smiled. “As am I.” I paused. “We actually found out some very enlightening information about him, and Declan and I got to talking earlier and remembered something that you said before. Based on what you said, we thought that you might be able to help us with something.”

She looked hesitantly between the two of us and then nodded. “I will help if I can.”

Declan leaned forward and said, “We want you to know that anything that is said between the three of us, stays with the three of us. We will not tell another soul that you told us.”

She began to look frightened and I leaned forward and placed my hand on her forearm. “We don’t mean to scare you, sweet Jaimie. We simply want to know what you meant when you said that not all Goyles had such pure intentions.” I paused and noticed that she was looking more pale than she had moments ago, her wings had also begun to droop down, drooping lower the more pale she became. I squeezed the arm under my hand. “You can trust us, Jaimie.”

She started to shake her head. “I– I can’t. If I do, he will surely kill me.”

Declan leaned forward. “We can protect you and keep you safe.”

She looked down at the table. “That’s what he said too, right before he backhanded me and told me that if I ever spoke a word to anyone he would hurt my children.” She pulled her arm from under my hand and stood. 

I shared a look with Declan; she was much too scared for this to be a trivial happenstance. I stood and walked over to her. “I won’t force you to tell me—that won’t help you trust me—but I want you to know that we can protect you and your children.” I paused. “I understand that you don’t want anything to happen to your family, but think of all the people you could be saving by turning this person in.”

She looked at the ground and began to fidget with her hands, seemingly thinking over what I said. When she looked at me, I could sense the battle taking place in her head; like most gentle fae, she couldn’t stand the thought of someone hurting anyone, but she also didn’t want to put her family in danger. 

I decided that nothing good came from pushing too hard, and I nodded my head in decision. I reached into my pocket and pulled out another card, handing it to her. “I understand.” She looked somewhat ashamed and glanced at the ground. I placed my hand on her arm. “Do not feel ashamed, your first duty is to your family. You have to keep them safe, there is honor in that.” She met my eyes again and after a pause, I nodded to the card I had just given her. “Please put my number in your phone and call me, day or night, if something comes up.” I gave her a hard look. “I mean it, even if you just feel that something is off. Trust your instincts. Call me.”

She gave me a grateful smile and Declan and I turned to leave when something hit me. “Would you like a ride to your house?”

She shook her head. “I appreciate the offer, but we aren’t far and I don’t want to cause trouble by someone seeing you dropping me off.”

With a final nod and a promise from her to call if anything happened, Declan and I were off.

***

After taking my car back to my apartment complex, we had met up with Isabel, and then we were on our way to the first of two houses they were deciding between. I was still not sure why they thought I needed to be involved in the decision, and I voiced as much.

Isabel looked at me via the mirror and smiled. “We just want another opinion, and yours happens to be one we value.”

Declan chuckled. “Besides, you need to know where all of our stuff goes on moving day.”

I rolled my eyes, Sometimes I just want to slap him. As if Isabel had heard me, she reached out and gave him a backhanded smack on his stomach, much softer than I would have, but she at least conveyed the same message as I wanted to.

We all shared a laugh as we continued the road, looking out at the houses in the subdivision that was west of my apartment.

They stopped in front of a lovely ranch-style home that was right off of the road and had a decent sized porch and two-car garage. 

Declan spoke up, “Here is the first of the two.” After Isabel had stopped the car, the three of us got out and made our way into the house via the open garage. I took in everything as Declan gave me the tour through the spacious living room, moderately sized dining room, and outdated kitchen.

We left the kitchen and made our way through the hallway to the 3 decent-sized bedrooms and then ended with the outdated bathroom—which had clearly been in its prime years prior, much like the kitchen. Declan then smiled and stopped at a doorway in the corridor. “Now for my favorite part of this house.”

He opened the door and we walked down the stairs that led to the finished basement. I looked at the antique-style pool table and smiled. “Of course this would be why you want this house.” 

I watched Isabel roll her eyes as Declan looked at me. “Not only the pool table.” He then went to the glass French doors that opened onto a lovely patio with a beautiful brick grill built into the patio, the house must be built into a hill, it was a nice touch. He said, “I also love the back patio.” He opened the door and stepped out onto it while motioning to the lovely patio and fairly large backyard. 

I looked down the hall that led from this room toward the left. He off-handedly said, “Oh yeah, there is another bathroom and the largest bedroom down there.” He paused and looked back outside. “But the real exciting stuff is out here. Look at this grill.”

We spent a bit more time looking around the first house and then we headed to the second house, which was on the outskirts of the subdivision. We turned onto a one-lane, freshly paved road and followed it back to one of the most beautiful houses I have ever been to. It was a two-story ranch house with a large three-car attached garage. I immediately fell in love with the large porch that seemed to stretch around the house. As we walked through the spacious house, part of me began to dream of a different life where I could have something like this. 

I walked around the house, lost in my fantasy, practically able to see the alternate route that my life could take. I walked to a room that had been decorated for a little girl and I could almost see the most beautiful redheaded little girl jumping up and down on her bed.

Wait, red hair… where did that come from? I shook off the thought, I knew exactly where that thought had come from, and it was best that I not dwell on it. That was a life that I gave up long ago.

I shook off the sudden melancholy that had overtaken me and forced myself to put on a smile when I remembered what I was doing here. I was here to support my friends who were embarking on a scary ride.

We ended in the great room in the basement and I looked at Declan. “This is a better room for a pool table if you ask me.” I then pointed to the large windows. “And that would make a great place for a set of French doors to lead out back.

We walked the remainder of the spacious house and were discussing the two houses when mine and Declan’s stomachs growled as one.

Isabel rolled her eyes at us and turned toward the car muttering, “Damn Goyles.”

Declan and I shared a smile before following after his wife.

Once we were in the car, Isabel smiled and innocently asked, “Would anyone like to go to O’Flanagan’s?”

It was my turn to roll my eyes and look at Isabel. “Really? Et tu, Brute?” She and Declan laughed and we were off once again.

***

Touring the houses hadn’t taken that long. We arrived just as the lunch rush hit and looked around for a minute trying to find a free booth. I silently cursed that other Goyles occupied Kane’s table. Felicia saw us and motioned to a booth on the right side of the bar. I nodded and led the three of us over there.

Once we settled into the booth, Felicia brought over two coffees for Declan and I and a pop for Isabel. Her tail reached out to greet each of us and then wrapped around my neck. I smiled at her playful nature and gave her tail a rub.

To my amusement, she was practically purring moments later.

While still rubbing her tail, I looked up and into the rest of the pub, my seat giving me the perfect view of the entire room, and my eyes landed on the cobalt blue ones that I had spent the previous evening staring into.

I was a bit shocked to see the frown on her face and I followed her eyes as they tracked down to my hands on Felicia’s tail, Could she see Felicia’s tail?

Felicia’s eyes followed mine and I felt the good vibes coming off of her cease. I looked between the two and then made a decision.

I took one of my hands off of Felicia’s tail and crooked my finger at Maggie, beckoning her to join us. She gave me a look that said she might turn and walk away. I gave her a pleading look, and she came over a few seconds later.

She gave me a tight-lipped smile and Felicia’s tail started to uncoil from around me and head for her. I made a noise and shook my head, stopping Felicia’s movement. I moved over into my seat and then looked at Maggie. “I want to show you something. Come here.”

I didn’t have to pull out the puppy-dog eyes as she willingly move around Felicia and over to me. I motioned, and she sat.

I whispered so that only the five of us could hear, “Did you know that the shadows—images of one’s true form—are visible once enough magic builds up in you?” She shook her head. “That means if you are lent magic from someone—to fill your reservoir—then you can see things as they are.” She began to smile as I reached over and clasped our hands, intertwining our fingers. I concentrated for a nanosecond and sent magic flowing from myself into Mags.

I smiled and looked at Maggie, who had closed her eyes. I leaned down to her ear. “Open your eyes and see our world.”

She opened her eyes and I was suddenly lost in the most beautiful blue eyes I had ever seen. Time seemed to stand still as we gazed at each other. A high-pitched giggle from Felicia broke me out of my trance, and I blushed a bit as I looked away. I cleared my throat and then turned back to Maggie and whispered, “Look around the room, Mags.”

I watched her face as she looked around the room, truly seeing the world for the first time. She had a giddy smile on her face as she took in a Garunda on the other side of the bar; her breath caught when a Woodland Fairy walked into the bar and she whispered, “Wow. She’s… She has–”

I chuckled. “Yes. She’s a Woodland Fairy.” I paused. “Look at Felicia.” 

She slowly turned to Felicia and looked her up and down, a large smile on her face, and barely said, “You’re… a… fox.” 

Felicia giggled. “Of course I am, hun.” She gave Maggie a wink and brought her tail up to caress Maggie’s cheek before giving her a hug with it. Felicia giggled again as she looked between myself and Maggie, “I am glad you confided in someone, Maggie.” She looked down. “I had suspected you were Shadow-Kin for a while, but I didn’t know how to go about bringing it up. I was worried that if I just randomly said something, it would scare you away.”

Maggie gave her a smile and rubbed Felicia’s tail with her left hand. Felicia preened under the attention. Our exchange was cut short when Declan’s stomach growled and then mine answered it.

Felicia rolled her eyes and, after one final squeeze to Maggie, she turned to go, muttering, “Goyles! Always hungry.”

The four of us chuckled at her retreating form. Maggie looked at me. “This’s how ya always see the world?” I smiled and nodded. “Incredible!” She then thought for a second. “Could I ever see the world like this, all the time?”

I nodded and quietly answered. “It’s like a muscle; the more you use it, the more it will give you glimpses. There are Shadow-Kin that can see as accurately as True-Born. The first thing to do is to stop suppressing the shadows or flashes when you see them.”

I got a view of twinkling blue eyes and a silly ‘duh’ head tilt. We spent a few more seconds looking at each other until the clearing of two throats broke our trance.

I could feel a faint blush grace my face—again—as I looked away. 

Moments later, we received a pointed look from Isabel as she glanced at me and then mine and Maggie’s hands that were still intertwined on the table between us. I forgot that they weren’t supposed to be; it had just felt so natural. We both looked coyly at each other before we pulled our hands away. I could feel my face heat up and I knew that I was blushing a deep crimson.

Gargoyles don’t blush, dammit! And definitely not three times in row!

Declan decided he wasn’t going to be quiet any longer. “Well, I never… Kalila Storm is blushing, and three times in as many minutes!”

I leaned forward to punch him when laughter akin to silver bells jingling erupted from the redhead beside me. 

If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em. With that thought I started laughing as well.

Maggie was getting ready to say something when a few guys from the other side of the bar waved her down.

She looked around our table regrettably. “Duty calls.” 

I nodded at her, truthfully not ready to be without her, but knowing it was best that she go now. 

She graced me with her most dazzling smile and leaned into whisper in my ear. “Thank you, Kali. That was the most incredible experience.” Her closeness coupled with her lips brushing my ear made me happy that I wasn’t standing, since it would have been embarrassing to melt into a puddle on the floor.

I croaked out, “My pleasure.” She giggled and slid out of the seat with a ‘see ya’ to Declan and Isabel.

I sat there, frozen in place; there was no way that she was having this effect on me. I wouldn’t allow it. Helping out a friend was one thing, wanting to turn my head and capture that friend’s lips was another.

I shook my head and looked at Declan and Isabel, who sat completely still and didn’t say a word; however, their smug grins said more than enough for me.

I decided that the best thing to do was to change the subject. With that decided, I brought up the houses we had been to earlier and helped Isabel talk some sense into her husband.

We were still trying to explain that the larger house—with more bedrooms, updated appliances, and a larger yard and garage—was the way to go, when Maggie placed our food in front of us.

“I just think that the first house it too outdated. The bathroom and kitchen will need updates ASAP. And then how practical is it to have the master bedroom on the bottom floor? I mean, you will hear the kids when you are trying to sleep.”

Declan looked at me. “Brick grill, antique pool table, French doors.”

I rolled my eyes at the stubborn man. “All of which can be purchased and put into the second house, and for a lot less mess and time than it would take to remodel so much of the first house.”

Declan shook his head and Isabel threw a french fry at him and teased. “Kalila, want to move into the second house with me? Apparently we are on the same page. He can have the first house all to himself.”

Maggie giggled. “Buying a house?”

Isabel gave her a kind smile. “We are trying to, but someone is being difficult.”

I saw Declan wink at Maggie behind his wife’s head. Oh that man! He was getting Isabel worked up on purpose! If he lives through this… My thoughts trailed off, wondering if he would live through this.

Maggie smiled back at them. “Let me know when movin’ day is, I’ll come and help ya.” 

Isabel waved off her offer. “That’s sweet, but that’s what I keep him around for.” 

Declan made a wounded expression and looked at Maggie and said, “You better come and make sure these two aren’t the end of me.” He motioned between Isabel and I, causing all of us to laugh.

Maggie glanced at me and then back to Isabel and Declan. “I’d be delighted.”





  
 

Chapter 12 - Stakeout

“Isabel called the owner and made an offer on the second house when she got to the apartment after work.” Declan off-handedly commented as we sat in the car, watching the building down the block.

After leaving the bar, Declan and I did a few patrols of our nexus and answered a call from a distraught True-Born mother that had suspected her teenage daughter of running away. We located her at the bus depot and took her home after putting a bit of the fear of the Custodian in her.

It’s not like we could do much in the way of hunting down the rogue Goyle. Before we confronted the men in Cardboard City, we needed to get a better idea of what we were up against. To do that, we found ourselves on a stakeout, parked up the street from the house where Sal claimed to have spent the majority of his ten months. We didn’t have much of a way to determine how many people were in the large basement that Sal had described, but we could at least know how many fae were coming and going from the building.

So, now I was crammed in a small car with Declan, three houses up from the suspected safe house. The car was cozy enough that if we needed it, we didn’t need to have it running to keep the night chill out of the air, our body heat would have been enough. The little two-door old beater that we used for stakeouts was very small, especially for two people over six feet, but it was an unassuming, rough-looking car that most wouldn’t give a second look. 

I broke out of my thoughts and replied to Declan’s statement. “That was fast. When do you think you will hear back?”

I caught his shrug with my peripheral vision. “Our lease is up soon, so if we could get the house now, we won’t have to worry about re-signing.” He smirked. “Besides, cash offers have a way of speeding the process along.”

I chuckled. “I’d call you a trust fund baby, but I know your parents worked hard to leave you that money, and you and Isabel have worked hard to add to it.”

He nodded and we stopped talking when we both noticed the house’s door open to let a group of men and a few women leave.

I looked at Declan, suddenly feeling very sick to my stomach; he met my eyes with his own shocked expression. I watched in disbelief as the six people walked down the sidewalk on the opposite side of the street. 

I looked at the six of them, worried about what the night would bring if they were involved. Leading the pack was a fairly large Minotaur. Its lack of horns led me to believe that it was female. At least we wouldn’t have to worry about getting struck by horns, though all Minotaurs still hit like a ton of bricks. Slightly behind her were two Varanoids, creepy looking half-alligator and half-human fae with skin as thick as a rhino and razor sharp teeth in their slightly elongated snouts. Judging by their mortal attire, I believed the taller one was female, but I've always been bad at judging the sex of Varanoids and Goblins so I might have been wrong. Behind the two Varanoids was a Satyr followed by two Mustelids, which have features similar to that of a ferret; though their mannerisms are very close to that of Muridae. They usually hang around bigger and stronger fae who protect them, and only prey on the weak.

I shook my head; this looked like trouble waiting to happen. A van pulled up to the curb, and I watched in disbelief as the one-armed Satyr from Cardboard City got out and approached the group, his three Muridae following behind. 

Unfortunately, from our spot, we couldn’t make out what was being said as the Satyr handed the Minotaur an envelope and a piece of paper. She peered into the envelope and then more talk ensued before they both nodded at each other. The one-armed Satyr motioned to two of his Muridae buddies and then to the group the Minotaur had. After looking at the Varanoids, the Minotaur gave a nod and then turned. The Minotaur’s group, with the two added Muridae, headed toward a large van that was parked down the road.

I looked at Declan and he nodded. I waited until the one-armed Satyr and his remaining buddy got in their vehicle and pulled away before I started up our car and followed the van full of tough looking fae.

I looked at Declan. “Call Odell. We’ll need the backup.” I hated to ask for help, but if I was going to have help, it would be him and his partner. I knew they could be trusted. 

I followed the van from a distance, letting a couple of cars pulling out of a gas station get between us and the fae, as I listened to Declan speak with Odell. “Odell, it’s Declan.” I could hear Odell’s teasing tone leave immediately upon hearing the tension in Declan’s voice. “We’re following a group of eight fae that we believe are about to harass businesses that wouldn’t pay their boss for protection. Their boss is the same man that Sal has been known to associate with.” After a pause and talking on the other line, Declan spoke again, “We’re not sure yet. We are following them now. Okay.” After giving them the direction we were heading in, he ended his call with Odell, promising to update them as soon as we reached the destination.

We lost them when I had to stop at a stoplight after they had gone through. Running the light would have drawn too much attention, especially since the car in front of us had stopped.

Once we were finally able to get moving again, I whipped around the car in front and sped up to hopefully catch up the van. However, two blocks later the van was nowhere to be seen, “Dammit! I lost them.”

 Declan reassured me. “We’ll find them. I’ll keep my eyes peeled to the sides.”

I nodded and kept watching ahead for any sign of them as I reduced our speed to give us time to look down each side street. Finally, two blocks later, Declan spotted a van that looked similar down a street to the left. I quickly sped up and weaved our car into the correct lane to turn. 

The van was moving slowly, probably trying to find the address of their destination. I looked around at the buildings that lined the street; it was certainly more of a commercial area.

I looked at Declan. “Call the guys and update them on where we are; this has to be them.”

He quickly updated Odell on our location and I heard him tell Declan that they were not far away and would be behind us shortly.

The van hit the brakes and pulled up in front of a building that had housed a newer technology firm. I quickly pulled into a parking lot a few buildings down and killed the engine.

Declan and I swiveled in our seats and watched as the group disembarked from the van and headed towards the building. 

Declan called Odell again and let him know where they were. The guys agreed to enter this same parking lot from the other side with their lights off. We had just agreed to wait when the unmistakable sound of breaking glass could be heard. 

I turned to see the Minotaur and the Varanoids smashing fists through the firm’s large glass windows. I looked at Declan and then reached into the glove compartment for the extra sets of spelled handcuffs we kept there.

We looked at each other and then slowly opened our doors to get out of the car. I placed the two extra pair of cuffs into my back pocket and then handed the remaining two to Declan. 

I whispered, “The guys should be here shortly, let’s go run some interference before they can do too much damage and the police show up.”

He nodded and we ducked down and sprinted to the street. I heard two faint car doors behind us and turned to look at James and Odell as they approached us from their huge black Ram truck, similarly ducking and trying to appear smaller than they were.

I motioned to the van and held up one finger, letting the guys know that there was someone in the van. Declan nodded and pointed to himself, meaning that he would get the driver. Odell made a gesture toward the front of the van and pointed at himself, and James pointed to himself then to me. 

With that worked out, I nodded and we took off: Declan heading for the driver, Odell heading toward the front of the van, and James following me around the back of the van.

I heard the door to the van open quickly and then a muffled sound as Declan grabbed the driver. As James and I rounded van, we noticed one of the Mustelids was walking out of the building. 

Odell sprinted to the ferret-looking man and tried to silence him with a hand over his mouth, but the Mustelid still managed to call out for help before Odell’s hand came up over his mouth.

I heard shuffling from inside headed our way, and I looked to James. “Let’s get them before they come outside and draw attention.” He nodded and with that we stepped around the glass that littered the ground and went into the lobby area of the technology firm.

As we stepped past the receptionist’s desk toward the offices, beams from flashlights landed on us and I raised a hand to shield my eyes.

A deep woman’s voice boomed out, “Stop right there! Who are you?” Even though I couldn’t clearly see them with those blinding lights in our eyes, she had to be the Minotaur with such a powerful voice.

I noticed James take a fighting stance, and I called back to the voice, as I willed my magic forth and bathed the place in bright white light. “Gargoyle Kalila Storm, stand down and no one has to get hurt.”

The Minotaur laughed roughly, but turned off the flashlight that had been pointing at me, her cohorts followed suit. She called out. “Walk out that door, little girl. Forget you ever saw us, and I will let you live.” She paused for effect before continuing. “You don’t want this fight.”

I looked to James, who looked back as Odell and Declan joined us. I brought my light down to a bearable brightness and the four of us stepped up. “I will only say this one more time: stand down and no one has to get hurt.”

She looked at us with disgust. “It will take more than the four of your kind to stop us.” 

I looked at the six of them: one Minotaur, two Varanoids, one Satyr, one Muridae, and one Mustelid. We stood there staring at them as she glowered back at us.

I noticed the Muridae was shaking and looking like he was going to bolt, while the two Varanoids flexed their fists, clearly ready for a fight. 

I allowed more power to flow out from me increasing the glow to an intense bright white light that caused the six fae to cover their eyes as the four of us Goyles charged at them.

The Muridae had been expecting that, and I watched as he ran for the door. Typical rats, running at the first sign of trouble.

After the first clash of fists, the fight was a flurry of movements.

I ran full speed at the Minotaur and caught her in the abdomen with my right fist and sent her to the ground, grimacing. I looked over at Declan who had just hit the Satyr square in the face. James and Odell fought side-by-side against the two Varanoids, playing off each other’s strengths with the ease of two partners that had been fighting beside one another for decades.

I noticed the Mustelid shrunk back into the shadows, trying to go through a door that would’ve likely led him to the alley. I looked at the door, which was barely open, and took a deep breath. Seconds later, the door slid shut and locked, just as he was approaching it. He spun and looked at me in fear. 

His face turned to a smile and I knew that Ole Bessie had gotten up. I rounded just as she dug her hooves into the floor and began charging me. I looked above me and was glad that the firm’s interior designers had gone with the retro look and had pipes running the ceiling and floor-to-ceiling columns.

I readjusted to stand a few feet from one of the stone columns as she charged at full speed. I set my feet and pushed off of the ground just as she would have made contact with my body. I caught my hand on one of the pipes high above, and turned my head to watch as she collided with the stone column.

It began to crumble and exposed the steel reinforcement bars that no doubt kept the building from caving in. She had staggered to the ground after the impact, and I turned to look for the Mustelid.

I found him trying to get around Declan, who was still fighting the Satyr. He saw me looking at him and tried to make a run for it. I snorted and concentrated on a nearby chair. With the flick of my wrist, the chair moved directly into his path a nanosecond before he would have passed it, and he tumbled over it.

I watched James stop his assault on the female Varanoid, who was on the ground clutching her leg, to look at the ferret that was nearly doing a headstand over the chair and then over at me. I gave him a quick smile as I dropped to the ground and sprinted to the Mustelid, grabbing a set of spelled handcuffs out of my back pocket. He saw me approaching and scrambled out of the awkward position, putting his two fists up in front of his face in a boxer’s stance.

I chuckled inwardly and told him, “I don’t want to hurt you. Just stand down and let us take you in; it will be better for you.”

In lieu of answering me, he swung his fist at my head, nearly losing his balance. I stepped around his swing, grabbed his left hand, and spun him around. I reached for his right hand but was careless, missing it as he rammed his head backward into mine. 

In surprise, I let go of him, brought my right hand up to the lip that had taken the brunt of his head-butt, and wiped the blood off of it. He swung at me again, and I ducked and landed a blow to his ribs, careful not to hit him hard enough to break anything or outright kill him.

He clutched his side as he tried to swing again. I blocked this hit and landed a solid left hook. He went to the ground, out cold. I smirked and quickly proceeded to cuff him.

Just as I had rolled him back over, I heard the Minotaur stalking toward me, her hooves crunching on the debris of the column and giving away her movement. 

I spun and chanced a glance at the guys. It appeared that James had just managed to cuff the female Varanoid, and by the looks of it, Odell would have the male Varanoid down shortly. Declan had a bloodied lip, but the Satyr was in a headlock and would quickly be down.

My eyes landed back on the Minotaur that was stalking toward me, and I laughed when she staggered a bit. Apparently the secret to beating one was to let them run themselves into stone support columns. 

She stopped a few yards from me and I taunted, “What’s the matter, beef cake? Seeing stars?”

She looked every bit a charging bull—well, minus the horns—as she ran at me. I twirled around just as she passed through where I had been standing, and I came to a stop directly behind her. I set my feet and jabbed her in the side with a right hook.

The strike to her side only angered her. Good it will keep her from thinking too much.

I added another taunt to keep her occupied. “Better stop now or I’ll turn you into ground beef.”

She snorted, clearly pissed off at me now, steam huffing out of her oversized nostrils. Without putting too much thought into it, she began throwing punches at me. I deftly blocked and dodged every punch until I heard the Mustelid stirring beside me.

I lost my focus for a second, giving her the perfect opportunity to land a hard blow to my side and knock the air out of me. I stumbled back with the impact of the hit; it was a solid hit, but I had taken harder hits with Sal in the tunnels.

Seeing her weakened, I performed my typical fight-shifting move; I bathed the entire place in bright white light once again. She threw her hands up to cover her eyes, and I chanted as I wound up my fist. I impacted her ribs with a little something extra in my punch, and the pure energy knocked her back into another stone support column.

With my light at a more reserved intensity and her pinned against the column, I ran at her at full speed, again chanting obscure words. Only feet from her, I leapt, my feet connecting with her jaw on my way back to the ground. I watched in satisfaction as her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she slumped to the ground.

I left my fighting stance, brought my light down just enough to illuminate the area around me, and rolled the Minotaur onto her stomach.

I then pulled out a pair of spelled cuffs and slapped them on her wrists. I turned to the guys to find them openly staring at me with wide eyes, their charges cuffed and beside them.

I rolled my eyes. Boys. Then quipped, “Anyone like their steak rare?” 

My joke seemed to break them out of their staring contest with me and they each chuckled as they pushed the cuffed fae toward the door. I slapped the Minotaur on the cheek to wake her, pulled her to her feet, and then pulled her over to the flailing Mustelid, who resembled a turtle caught on his shell more than a ferret now.

I picked him up by his cuffed hands and pushed him to James and Odell as they approached. I pulled the still barely conscious Minotaur along practically dragging her to the street. We stopped to grab the other Mustelid and the Muridae that Declan and Odell had stopped on their way in.

I motioned to the one that had been driving. “You have the keys for the van?”

He looked terrified as he shook his head in the negative. Declan turned to me. “I took them out of the ignition so that no one would be able to take off in it.”

I smiled. “Smart man. So that means that the other Muridae had to take off on foot.”

I looked at the guys. “Let’s throw them in the van and I’ll drive it across town to the parking garage near the street level entrance to The Below.” I paused and watched them each nod. “Then we can take them from there down to the Chamber.” They nodded and we shoved each of the fae into the van. The van’s suspension groaning in complaint as the Minotaur got on board.

James looked at Odell and then me. “I’ll ride with you, in case there are any problems.”

I nodded and then turned to Declan. “Call Protector Rathdrum, fill him in on what happened.”

With that, we each went to the applicable vehicles. As I started the van, I swiped my tongue gently over my lip and winced when I hit the cut and bruised area. The metallic taste of blood that greeted me answered my question; it was still bleeding.

After I had turned the vehicle in the appropriate direction, James spoke up, “Not every day you see a Goyle take down a Minotaur all by herself.”

I froze; I didn’t show my true abilities to anyone. It was part of my survival skills. If someone knew what I was capable of, then they would know how to best defeat me; if they only know bits and pieces, then I always have the element of surprise.

I tried to play it off and shrugged. “She did most of the damage to herself by running into those stone columns.”

He smirked and said, “Yeah, and that wall of energy you smashed her with may have had something to do with it.”

I tried to hide my smile as I focused on the road. He simply smiled and let the conversation drop. I was thankful that it wasn’t his partner that was in here or I would be badgered until I answered every question he wanted. I chided him, “When did you become so loquacious?” He ginned and shrugged.

The rest of the ride passed in silence, and we pulled into the parking garage without further words.

I looked into the back to ensure that everyone was behaving themselves. I was a bit relieved to see the Minotaur was still dazed but conscious; I hadn’t been looking forward to having to drag her down to the Chamber.

James and I exited the vehicle as Declan and Odell pulled up and parked each of their cars. As we begun pulling the fae from the van, I was happy that it was so dark out; it would help us get them to tunnels without incident.

Declan spoke up, “Rathdrum is down there now. Apparently he was already there addressing something else and decided to stay and observe the interrogations.”

I was curious what was going on down there, and briefly thought of Kane. Oh god, I hoped someone hadn’t seen her and brought her in.

We shoved the group of seven down to the doors that would lead us to The Below. I lit up the corridors and tunnels for us as we made our way there, the four of us walking in such as way that we formed a square around them. My light was dim, I had been expending too much energy in such a short time.

We past a couple of fae and a True-Born that stayed in Cardboard City, and they each noticed who we were and quickly looked away in turn, fear evident in their faces. I looked down; suddenly ashamed of the monster that most saw when they looked at Goyles.

We made short work of the tunnels and were in the Triumvirate Chambers before I really noticed that we had entered the old station. We took them to the holding areas and split them into groups: the Minotaur alone in a room, spelled against power, the Muridae and Mustelids in the room with Sal, and the two Varanoids in the last room.

As I passed the Custodian’s door, I could hear movement inside and I stood taller, knowing that if she was in there and she heard movement, she would be out here to see what was going on. I don’t know why I always felt the need to rise to my full height and seem strong to her, I decided that it must be the amount of respect that I felt toward her. I wanted her to see me as a capable, powerful sentinel. I sighed to myself admitting that I didn’t want to disappoint her.

We connected each of the fae to the floor via the spelled restraints, turned on the video recorders, and then met in the hallway. I took a deep breath, happy to have them secured down here away from those they could harm. I looked at Odell and James. “Thank you for your help. I think taking in seven more of their people just put a serious dent in this operation.”

Odell spoke up, “I was thinking the same thing. It will take months, maybe even a year or two, before replacements would be powerful enough to wreak havoc.” 

We all shared a smile at that. I then looked toward the rooms and then back. “Should one of us notify Rathdrum?”

They all looked at me, and Odell spoke up, “Well, since you asked…”

I rolled my eyes and made my way toward the main chamber where Protector Rathdrum would be. He was bent over some papers on his desk at the end of the raised platform that always reminded me of a judge’s pulpit. I saw no reason for it but to express the perceived importance of the people who occupied those six desks. But as I have usually seen them, all but Rathdrum’s was empty.

I approached and was shocked to see Randall and McQueen standing below the platform under his desk. I gave them a questioning look but they looked down, obviously agitated.

I looked from them to the council member. “Protector Rathdrum. Is everything okay?”

He gave me a look that spoke to his displeasure. “I suppose you deserve to know since you trained and mentored them.” He looked at each man and then back at me. “It seems that there has been a demolition order called in for Gargoyles Randall and McQueen’s nexus.”

You could’ve pushed me over with a feather NO! That’s a death sentence to a shadow-bound.

I spoke up, “We can fight it. Get a good lawyer and a strategy. We can get a judge to overturn the order.”

Rathdrum looked sympathetic but shook his head sadly. “Doubtful. None of the good ones will take on the company that’s pushing for it.”

I ground my foot in the ground and bit back anger. “What about Lori, Lori Sweets?” 

“She has not yet returned my call.”

I looked at my two friends and then back at Rathdrum and growled out, “She’ll return my call.”

He looked past me and I noticed the Custodian was now standing against the wall with Declan, Odell, and James behind her. Rathdrum then looked at me. “Go clean up and then see what you can do. We’ll handle the questioning.” 

I ground my teeth, feeling unsure, my heart warring with my head. Then I looked down, ashamed. “Forgive me, Protector Rathdrum, for my inappropriate outburst. I can call her after we question them.”

He looked past me and I knew he was looking at the Custodian for her ruling on the matter. I’m not sure what silent communication her cold stare conveyed, but he then spoke quietly to me, “There are now five of us to question them; we have that covered. It would be of greater service if you could get the ball rolling on the petition to overturn the demolition order.”

I looked up, surprised that he was being so nice; it was so out of character for him. I tried to ascertain if he was being sincere or if this was a test. I concluded that this was a legitimate request. “Thank you, sir.”

He nodded and then stood back. “Gargoyles Randall and McQueen, accompany Gargoyle Storm.” With that, he turned, marched down the stairs from the platform, and followed the retreating feminine form of the Custodian.

I looked at Randall and McQueen. “Let’s head to my place so that I can clean up a bit.”

McQueen tried to lighten the mood. “You do look a sight. What happened?”

I snorted. “Just a beef tenderizing accident.”





  
 

Chapter 13 - Help

As I crossed the threshold into O’Flanagan’s, I sought out Kane’s booth in the right corner. I was happy to see it empty, and I led the way over to it with Randall and McQueen trailing behind.

After sliding into the booth, I put my back to the wall, affording me the best view of the bar. I looked around; it was unlikely that I would see Maggie here tonight since she had been working earlier, but it never hurt to look. My eye spied a mass of red, curly hair in a barely-there bun and I smiled.

Randall and McQueen laughed and I turned to look at them and raised my eyebrow. They both stopped laughing and tried their best to look serious.

I gave them a hard look and then looked back across the pub. Crystal blue eyes met mine, and I returned the dazzling smile without even thinking about it, and then winced at the strain that it caused in my busted lip. She held up a finger, asking me to wait a second, and I nodded letting her know that I would.

I flicked my tongue out and touched it and winced again. Both Randall and McQueen rolled their eyes. 

Randall turned and looked at me. “So, do you really think that Sweets can help?” I caught the tinge of hope in his tone.

I was going to open my mouth and assure them that she would right this wrong, but I wasn’t really sure, and they deserved my honesty. I looked regretfully at both of them. “I’m sorry. I wish I could say it will all be okay, but I honestly don’t know.” After a pause. “If there is anyone that could get it overturned, it would be Lori.”

Both men nodded at me and then McQueen spoke, “Thank you for being honest and not blowing smoke up our asses.”

I met his eyes and said firmly, “That’s what you need, what you deserve.”

One of the other waitresses came to the table and was about to ask what we wanted to drink, when Maggie appeared at her side with three beers. “I’ve got this table, Naomi.” After a pause she spoke, “You can have two of my tables on th’other side.”

The young waitress’s melancholy disappeared when she noticed three fairly attractive men sitting at one of Maggie’s open tables. “Sure thing.” Then, as if it wasn’t already clear, she said, “I’ll take that one.”

Maggie nodded and the girl was off to that side of the bar. Now, with her unobstructed access to our table, she sat down the beers, perched on my side of the booth, and passed them out.

She gave me a wink and asked, “Couldn’t get enough of me earlier?”

I choked on the beer I had been attempting to drink, and Randall and McQueen began laughing.

She placed her hand on my shoulder. “Sorry Kali, I didn’t mean ta make ya choke. The mood was just awful sober here, so I thought I’d break the ice.”

I smiled at her and squeezed her hand, giving some of my magic with our contact. 

As if she could feel the magic flowing into her, her face lit up and she grabbed my hand fully while looking around the bar. She looked at my companions and her brows furrowed in what I could only describe as subtle disappointment. I almost chuckled and pulled her down to sit beside me and whispered, “Goyles.”

She looked at them. “Pleased to meet you.”

Randall smiled. “I’m Randall, and this is McQueen.”

She had a smile ready for both of them. “I’m Maggie, Shadow-Kin.” She whispered the last part like she was telling them a part of a conspiracy theory. 

I smiled at her warmly; she was so cute. As if sensing my eyes on her, she turned and captured my eyes with her own. There was something about this that I just couldn’t get enough of. I felt the hand that was intertwined with my own give mine a squeeze. 

We were broken out of our gazing game by movement on the other side of the booth. I looked away shyly and cleared my throat.

Maggie seemed to have to take a moment to collect herself, and it made me smile that I had the same effect on her as she did on me. As soon as I had thought that, I mentally smacked myself. It didn’t matter how Maggie did or didn’t feel, it would never happen. I wouldn’t let it; I couldn’t.

Maggie looked at me again and seemed to see the bruise on my cheek and the busted lip for the first time. She looked at me wide-eyed. “What happened?!”

I waved off her concern. “Just a brush with a few rogue fae that had some very bad intentions.”

Maggie seemed to roll her eyes and leaned down. “Ya don’t have ta downplay what ya do. I understand that it’s dangerous.” She looked disappointed, pulled her hand away, and then turned to look at the two men across from me, who were doing their best not to laugh at us. “Will all of ya be eatin’ tonight?”

They looked at me and I shrugged. “Lori said she was wrapping up, but that could take anywhere from five to forty-five minutes.” I retreated back into my thoughts, trying not to dwell on how much I missed Maggie’s hand in mine.

McQueen answered Maggie, “What the hell. Might as well eat while I can.” My eyes narrowed at the inappropriate joke. Didn’t he understand how real his end could be here?

Her brows furrowed again, picking up on something, but she reached for her tablet and waited on his order.

He continued. “Double cheeseburger, dressed, and an extra-large order of fries.”

Randall nodded. “Same.”

She nodded at both of them and then looked to me. “Your usual?”

I looked at her, trying to decide if I should repair the damage done or just let her stay mad. At least if she was mad, she wouldn’t be such a temptation. However, as I looked into her usually bright eyes, I noticed the sadness residing there and change my mind. I sat up and quietly explained, “Declan and I were watching a house and we noticed eight fae take off to vandalize multiple businesses. They are connected to Sal, that’s how we found them. Declan and I, as well as Odell and James—two other Goyles that are bound to the church next to us—joined us and followed them to a business, which they promptly started destroying. There was a Minotaur leading the group, and I fought her, as well as one of the lesser fae. He head-butted me and busted my lip, and then the Minotaur capitalized on that and knocked me in the mouth a couple of times.”

She had a sweet smile on her face again and brought her hand up to lightly caress my cheek. I was immediately torn between wanting to close my eyes and give myself over to the feelings she woke within me, and not wanting to close my eyes so that I could keep looking into her eyes. “Let me get you something for how badly your head must be hurting.” Then she stopped and turned back and whispered, “Do Goyles get headaches?”

Randall, McQueen, and I shared a hearty laugh. “Yes, Mags. We do.” Then I paused. “And my usual sounds great.”

She smiled, nodded, and turned away. Immediately, both men began teasing me. I gave them a stern look and they stopped. But McQueen couldn’t resist one last comment. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. You two are cute, and more importantly, she is good for you.”

I waved them off and looked at my beer. “There is no ‘us two.’” At their disbelieving looks I reassured them. “You know my rule.”

Randall grunted. “Such a stupid rule.” He paused and then continued. “There is no way I would’ve traded my time with Emily for anything. She was the best thing that ever happened to me.” He faintly smiled. “And I get to see her again soon.”

We all got quiet, thinking about our lives and the loved ones we have watched pass to time.

Maggie came back to the table with a glass of water, two aspirin, and a small cup with some ice in it. She looked around. “If ya caught these guys, why’re ya so gloomy?”

She handed me the water and aspirin, and I took the two pills as Randall spoke up, “The city is calling for the demolition of our nexus. Apparently the old church is no longer worth keeping, and there are land developers fighting over the space.”

She looked shocked. “So, ya guys will–” She gasped, obviously remembering what I had told her last night about Goyles and the bond they have with their nexus. Both men gave her nods; she looked so heartbroken. “I’m so sorry.” Then she looked ashamed. “And here I am, bein’ all upbeat and yer all dealin’ with this.”

McQueen spoke again, “Don’t be sorry.” Then he smirked at me. “It is nice to see Kalila all googly-eyed.”

I kicked him swiftly in the shin under the table as Maggie blushed. She gracefully recovered and smiled back. “It is, isn’t it?” I looked away, not happy with how this conversation was going. I didn’t need her to think there was more here than there was.

I was about to say as much when she sat the cup of ice down and took out a piece and pressed it to my lip, her finger momentarily coming into contact with my lip.

After holding the ice cube to my busted lip for a few minutes, while I tried my damnedest not to become a puddle on the floor, she put the mostly melted ice cube on a paper towel that she’d pulled out of her pocket.

She then took my face in her hands and turned my head slightly to the right, presumably so that she could see the bruise on my left cheek. Before I could protest, her soft lips were on my bruised cheek, ever so gently, and then she retreated. Immediately, my whole body was on fire like never before.

My heart nearly stopped when she turned my head back to face her and gently leaned down towards me once again. This time, she placed a gentle kiss on my busted lip, her lips barely touching mine, and I thought my heart was going to beat out of my chest. 

My body had some very interesting reactions to that kiss, and I was suddenly not so sure why I was intent on keeping her at arm’s length.

After she had pulled away, I started to speak, but found my vocal cords not willing to cooperate. She hoarsely whispered, “There, all better.”

Good to know I wasn’t the only one having trouble speaking.

I cleared my throat and tried again. “Thanks.” It was very gravelly, but she seemed pleased with herself and smiled once more before turning to a waiting patron at the next booth.

Still not able to speak—or think—I just turned to look at the guys, taking my beer and downing nearly half of it in one gulp. Both of them just looked at me before they began smirking. Oh great, more teasing.

Both men were comically making kissy faces when Loretta Sweets, Attorney at Law, walked in. She snorted, and her smooth contralto voice rang out. “Kalila, if these are the people you hang around with, we need to find you more friends.” She stood just away from the table and looked at the two men. Both of them looked at her and suddenly fell silent.

She had that effect on men—and women for that matter. Lord knows once upon a time I drooled over her. I stood from the booth and we embraced as the old friends we were. 

I slid into the booth so that she wouldn’t have to slide her expensive business suit across the old leather. She elegantly perched on the booth and shook hands with both men as pleasantries were exchanged.

She looked the them and then at me. “Fill me in, Kalil.”

I began. “Goyles Randall and McQueen are bound to a church that is on the outskirts of what is becoming an industrial/commercial area. They went to their nexus earlier to find a notice of demolition on the church.”

She then picked up the conversation. “And if that happens, then their service to the city will cease.” I winced at the cold clinical term for the death of a Goyle. She paused. “So you called me to see if there was anything I could do?”

I nodded and then watched as she took my beer from me and finished the remaining two swigs. She looked at the beer appreciatively. “Not bad.” She was suddenly all business again. “Well, we can’t tell them the truth, unfortunately. Is there a congregation that attends church there?”

Randall spoke up, “No. There used to be, but it has been abandoned for the last decade or so.”

She nodded. “How old is it? Does it qualify for historical landmark status?” 

McQueen answered this time, “It was built in the fifties.”

She frowned and then recovered. “Okay. I will see what I can dig up on the church. I’ll also contact a few religious organizations and see if I can drum up any interest.”

I placed my hand on hers. “Thanks, Lori.”

She gave me a cute smile and then made a show of checking my ring finger. “Still nothing? Tsk, tsk. You should’ve taken me up on my offer all those years ago.”

I rolled my eyes and laughed. “Good to see that some things ever change.”

She gave me a wink. “Never, hun, never.”

I always found her flirty side a nice distraction, and now was no different. She turned my face and ran her right hand over my bruised cheek. “Ouch, what’d you do?”

I was about to answer when Maggie approached the table and sat down our food roughly with a clank. She looked Lori up and down, and then I saw her shoulders slump as she addressed Lori. “Good evenin’. Shall I get ya somethin’ to drink, maybe somethin’ to eat?”

Lori looked at my glass, which she still had in her hand. “A pint of the tasty beer that Kalil had.” She continued. “Kalil may want another since I finished off this one, and as for food, I’ll just steal her fries.” Lori winked at me and shook my head at her.

I watched in horror as Maggie’s eyes became more unfeeling than I had ever seen them, and she coldly asked, “Kalila?”

I tried not let the use of my full name cut too deeply and I gave Maggie a smile. “Sure. Another one would be great, Mags.”

She turned to the guys and asked them more sweetly, if they would like another as well and they both nodded around mouthfuls of cheeseburger.

Lori pulled out her phone and sent a few quick messages and then turned back to us. “When is the demo day?” 

The guys looked at me. “Five days from today.”

She frowned. “Okay. I will file the injunction tomorrow morning. Hopefully we can postpone the hearing for a few days so I can gather the necessary information. I have my people digging into it now.”

I looked at her and placed a hand on her forearm. “Thank you, Lori.”

She smiled and placed her hand on mine. “I can’t guarantee that I’ll be able to do anything, but I’ll try my best.”

Maggie placed our beers down and mine sloshed out with the force, and her eyes landed on mine and Lori’s hands. I looked down and then pulled my hands away.

“Thanks, Mags.”

She simply nodded and slunk away without a word. Dammit! Wait, why do I care? I want her to keep her distance, right? I sighed and started to eat my dinner.

Lori looked between me and Maggie. “Am I missing something?”

Both men started to chuckle, but quickly turned that into a cough when I sent them a death stare. 

Then McQueen shrugged toward me. “I’m dead anyway, your death glare doesn’t have an effect on my anymore.” I narrowed my eyes at his flippant disregard for his own life... It wasn’t a joking matter. He turned to Lori. “Best I can tell? Maggie is sweet on Kalila, and of course the feelings are mutual, but you know our Kalila. She isn’t going to risk losing someone, so there’s ‘nothing going on.’” He said the last three words in a good approximation of my voice.

Then Randall spoke up as if I wasn’t there, “I don’t know… when Maggie kissed her busted lip and her cheek, she seemed like she was ready to throw her rulebook out the window.”

My mouth opened in shock. “Hello?! Right here!”

Lori lifted took her left hand and patted my right cheek. “There, there, dear.” She then gave me a hard look. “Are you into our redheaded waitress?” She looked Maggie up and down as she was waiting on another table. “If you aren’t, I may be.” She sent me a saucy wink and I sucked in a breath.

After Maggie nearly short-circuiting me earlier, Lori wouldn’t have to try very hard to end me. I ignored her and finished off my sandwich as the guys finished their meal.

Lori reached over and stole a few fries and then flagged Maggie down. She reached over and rested her hand on my thigh and looked at Maggie when she stopped at our table. Maggie tore her eyes away from Lori’s hand on my thigh when Lori asked her, “Could you please prepare an extra-large order of fries to go? I have nearly eaten all of Kalila’s. Also, could you bring me the check please? I must be going, I have a smokin’ hot date that needs my attention.”

I sent Lori a grateful look for the bit about a date. Maggie still wasn’t as open as normal, but she didn’t look so pained. 

“Sure thing. One bill?”

“Yes, thanks, sugar.” She finished with a suggestive wink.

Maggie, clearly not knowing how to react to that, nodded and went to place the order and get the bill.

When Maggie brought the bill back, Lori delicately took the bill from her and was sure to caress Maggie’s hand in the process. Maggie flushed and I watched a blush rise from her neck.

“Thank you, honey.”

Maggie looked at me and I winked at her. Her blush deepened.

Lori looked between the two of us. “You two are the sweetest. We need to double date sometime.” 

Maggie sputtered. “I’m– we’re not–” 

Lori looked like the cat that ate the canary. “Sure, honey. You keep telling yourself that.” She placed her credit card on the bill and Maggie took off quickly to pay for it.

Maggie can sputter? Too cute! I quickly shook off that thought and repeated to myself I do not find Maggie cute.

Lori leaned over. “You owe me, green eyes.” I nodded, and she continued. “As payment, you will take that girl out.”

I immediately backpedaled. “Lori, I can’t…” 

She cut me off with an icy look that made me want to cower in the corner, I suddenly understood why every person at her firm was scared to death of her. “Kalila, would it magically not hurt if something happened to her right now? Would you magically be spared because you haven’t dated her?”

I thought for a second; truly thinking about not seeing Maggie everyday. That sounded like a bleak life. “No…”

She pinned me with her ‘ah ha’ look and continued. “Then why deny yourself the time with her?”

I looked away and whispered, “I’ll think about it.”

She knew that was the best she was going to get from me and nodded.

Maggie brought the check back and Lori filled out the receipt, leaving Maggie a generous tip, and handed it back to her.

All of us took the last drink of our beers and Maggie handed me the box of fries. Lori stood and smoothed her suit skirt and then looked that the each of us. “Walk me out, gentlemen? I just have a few more questions about your church.”

Lori turned to Maggie. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Maggie.” She purred out the word ‘pleasure’ then leaned down and gave her a kiss to her cheek. She motioned to me as she pulled away from Maggie. “Take care of this one, yeah?”

Maggie nodded. “It was lovely ta meet ya.”

Lori turned to me. “I’ll call you tomorrow after the injunction has been filed and let you know what to expect.”

“Thanks again, Lori.”

She nodded and after giving me a peck on the cheek and a hug, she was off.

I smiled then got serious. “Thank you for everything, Mags.”

Her crystal eyes were filled with warmth once again as she said, “My pleasure. Take care’a yerself, okay?”

I nodded, and then decided to do something totally out of character and bent down to the woman nearly a foot shorter than me and placed the barest kiss on her cheek.





  
 

Chapter 14 - Caught

We watched Lori’s taillights fade into the night, as she went to meet some mystery date. And apparently I’d have to go on a double date with Mags before I learned the identity of this mystery person.

After her car turned and was gone, I turned to Randall and McQueen. “I know sleeping is the last thing on your mind, but you should probably go and turn in for the night. Get some rest, tomorrow may be a busy day.”

They both nodded and McQueen spoke up, “Thank you, Kalila. Whatever happens, you cared enough to be here for us and that means so much to us.”

I nodded to each of them and watched as they turned to go. There had to be something more we could do. They were good Goyles, they deserved better than this. 

My phone rang, and I was shaken from my thoughts. I looked at the screen of my phone, Declan. So there is an update on the interrogations. “Hello. Leaving O’Flanagan’s. Really? Okay. Meet you there.”

Seconds later I was hopping into my car and headed toward my nexus, my box of fries in the seat beside me.

I parked my car, grabbed my fries, and jogged over to City Hall just as Declan, Odell, and James emerged from one of the side doors that face the St. Peter in Chains Cathedral. I felt energized the second I set foot on the sidewalk and smiled at feeling complete again.

The guys noticed me and changed directions. As they approached, I greeted them. “Hey. How’d it go?”

All three shrugged and Declan spoke up, “We got a big, fat nothing.”

Odell reached into his pocket. “We brought you the recordings, they basically just said that they were a paid service. The two Muridae said they were told by the ‘boss man’ to go with the Minotaur—Toni—to make sure she and her people did their jobs.”

“Can we use them to draw their boss out? Are they talking about the one-armed Satyr?” I questioned as I took the tapes.

Odell nodded. “They are supposed to meet him tomorrow morning at eight in Cardboard City, same as usual. They described their boss, Manny, as a Satyr with one arm.”

“So, are we picking him up in the morning?”

Odell nodded. “Yeah. We can help out you if you want, just to make sure he isn’t lost in Cardboard City.”

“Good idea. If he makes us, then we may lose him forever.”

With that settled, Declan resumed his teasing. “That is, if you can manage not to fall asleep with Maggie in the clock tower and sleep through your alarm.”

I gave him another view of my middle finger and looked at Odell and James. “I appreciate your help today. Thank you.”

Odell spoke up, “Rathdrum filled us in on Randall and McQueen, any progress?”

I shrugged. “Lori has the information and she’ll file the injunction first thing tomorrow, but that doesn’t guarantee that the judge will grant a trial. Basically, we did what we could and now we wait.”

Odell squinted and prompted, “So why do you get to call her Lori and she makes the rest of us call her Sweets?” I shrugged with the smallest of grins.

The guys agreed; we said our goodnights and parted ways, agreeing to meet here at seven thirty to head to Cardboard City. 

I was filled with a sense of loss as I watched Declan, James, and Odell walk away, Declan was going home to his wife, and the latter two where going home together. I was going to the downstairs office and then up to my clock tower, alone.

I briefly thought of Maggie and our time in my favorite perch. Sleeping can wait. I’m not that tired anyway. With that thought, I headed down to grab a tape player so I could review the tapes from the highest point of my nexus.

 

***

I knew the precise moment everyone stepped onto my nexus and took the well-rehearsed path from my clock tower to the ground, sliding down the grade of the tower’s roof. I noticed the guys looking at me and I flipped off of the roof and landed flat footed one of the lower platforms. From there I jogged to the right spot and dove for the ground. 

I landed with a thud, cracking the concrete sidewalk slightly, and quickly expended energy to repair the damage I had wrought on my beloved with an apology.

The guys gave me a sarcastic, slow clap when I approached and I rolled my eyes at them. 

Declan gave me the extra coffee and fast food bag that he had with him. “I figured you wouldn’t have left here, so you’d be needing some coffee and grub.” He looked over me and commented, “Your face looks better.”

I smiled and was pleased that my lip no longer hurt when I did that. “Yeah. Bruise is totally gone and my lip is healed. Gotta love our Goyle-y healing.”

They could only agree with that, it was one of the perks to being a Goyle. We navigated the familiar steps that would lead us down to Cardboard City and I decided it was the perfect time to discuss the thing that stood out to me from the tapes.

“So I listened to the tapes a few times last night and there was one phrase that stuck out to me.” The guys all looked at me with varying degrees of interest.

“The one phrase that all of Toni’s team said, ‘Our part was to vandalize the businesses on the list’ and the phrase that both Muridae said ‘Our part was to make sure they did their job, that’s it.’ It just makes me wonder; if those were their parts, what are the other parts, and who’s calling the shots?”

Odell spoke up, “James and I discussed that last night. Hopefully Manny will have more answers for us.”

After that, our conversation shifted to discuss our plan. I had suggested a possible plan last night, but I wanted to see if anyone had a better idea.

James looked at me. “Your plan makes the most sense.”

I nodded and covered it one more time, since some of us had slept since then. Since my binding, sleep was always a tedious and pointless act that I rarely participated in; I found just watching the city from the highest point of my nexus to be the only renewal I needed, letting the energy of my building just flow through me and around me. “I’ll go and ask the lookout if they’ve arrived. If they haven’t, each of you will take up residence in the Cardboard City near where they usually wait. You’ll be careful to hide in the shadows or blend in so you won’t be made. I will then wait in the lookout cove and follow about five minutes after they come through. Once I arrive there, I will announce who I am and try to detain them without incident. If that doesn’t work, then we take them by any means necessary, just short of death.” 

Each of my companions agreed, and my wristwatch alarm went off; it was five minutes until eight. We needed to pick up the pace. As one, we all jogged through the tunnels and finally the main corridor, heading toward the north cove. I extinguished my light when we were within a few yards and we were bathed in the dim illumination of the fires in the metal drums that lined the settlement. We paused and let our eyes adjust before continuing.

The guys stopped in the shadows as I slipped up and into the cove. The poor Garunda there about had a heart attack. He seemed to relax all at once when he realized who I was. I smiled. “I am back to call upon your knowledge of the city again.”

He looked nervously at me filling up his cove, but then nodded, and I asked, “Have the one-armed Satyr and his Muridae friends been through yet?” He shook his head no. “Great. Do they always go to the same place?”

He nodded. “Every time that I’ve noticed them. I think they have someone keep the space for them, though I’m not sure why that exact spot is so significant.”

“Last question, do you mind if I wait here until they come in?”

“Of course not.” 

I smiled at him. “Great. I need to tell Declan, be right back.” I then slipped out of the cove and quickly made my way to the guys. “Just a few minutes now. He says they aren’t here yet and they do always set up in the same area.”

They nodded and then they were off. I snuck into the cove and switched places with the young boy, so I was hidden in the darker recesses.

About five minutes—which passed like hours with nothing to do but think—went by before I noticed Manny and two of his Muridae friends pass through. I had just been wondering if they were going to show up or not, when the young lookout nudged me and motioned to the corridor.

I waited for a few more minutes and then slowly headed after the three men. I used basically the same path as the day before, my approach concealed by the shadows.

After ducking around another lit trashcan, I was close enough to see and hear them. I located each of the guys, lurking in the dark around them. I shrugged and stood tall, May as well get this over with.

I stepped over to the three men and spoke, “Gentlemen, I am Gargoyle Kalila Storm. You are needed in the Triumvirate Chambers.”

The Muridae flunkies’ eyes went wide, and they immediately skittered off like the rats that they were. 

I stood and looked at Manny. “Stand down and come quietly; it will be the best thing for you.”

He noticed Odell and Declan capture his two cohorts and then flicked his head toward James who was calmly standing back to my right.

I laughed as his right leg went back and he settled into a fighter’s stance. I shrugged and stepped forward to grab him when lunged forward and swung at me. I dodged his would-be blow and spun around behind him. 

Before he knew what was happening, I had his arm behind his back and his face firmly planted on the ground. I grabbed my cuffs and got creative as I cuffed his arm to his belt and belt loop on the opposite side of his pants.

James came closer to me and laughed out loud when he saw what I had done. I shrugged and yanked Manny to his feet and pushed him toward his subdued cohorts.

The four of us repeated our square formation around our latest arrestees and left out the south end of the little city, toward the Chamber.

We approached the Chamber doors and they opened quickly to reveal Rathdrum and, off in a corner, the Custodian. 

Rathdrum looked at me. “It’s cleared out, take him where we had Sal.” Then he looked at the Muridae. “Gargoyles James and Odell, bring them this way.”

I bit back a chuckle at the serious and formal way that things were being handled, clearly an effort to unnerve the fae further.

I pushed Manny down the hall, but stopped when Rathdrum called my name. I turned to face him as he said, “Stay in there until he talks. Do whatever you feel is necessary.” With a nod, I pushed him into the empty room and slammed the door behind me.

He jumped at the loud bang and went into the seat fairly easily. I didn’t bother with the chain, hoping he wasn’t that stupid.

I turned to the corner and ensured that the camera was functioning so they could see what was happening. With that taken care of, I turned and leaned up against the table that was off to the right side of the small room.

I watched him closely until he began to fidget. Once that happened I began to speak. “For the purpose of conducting business properly, please state your name.”

“Everyone calls me Manny.”

“You are here because you have been linked to a series of mafia-style protection schemes, as well as your part in Sal’s robberies. We also have seven fae that agree that you paid Toni and her people to vandalize multiple business for non-payment.” After a pause. “You are also suspected of smuggling in fae with ill intent. Do you understand these allegations?”

He looked forward, without moving a muscle, clearly not going to say a word.

I sighed and spoke evenly, “We can do this one of two ways. You can either answer my questions and let me get on to more important things, or I can beat it out of you and then end you here.” I finished my statement from behind him, leaning down and practically growling it in his ear.

I watched as he swallowed hard. “I understand the allegations.”

“Good. And how do you plead?”

He didn’t answer again and just looked down at his lap. I sighed and put on my bitch mask as I barked out, “You know, I have friends that are facing death and I need to be with them! I don’t have time to play these damn games!”

I let the rage over Randall and McQueen, and my anger at myself for the whole Maggie thing, take control. I quickly hauled him off of the chair and slammed him into the back wall hard enough to knock the air from his lungs. “This is the last warning you get. The next question you ignore will result in a broken rib, the one after adds a busted nose, the one after adds a broken arm, and so on. Today is NOT the day to test me!” His eyes went wide looking into my wild eyes, clearly believing that I would do all those things.

White as a sheet, he squeaked out, “I did all those things.”

I let him go and he fell into a painful heap on the ground. “What do you have to say for yourself? Why should I not kill you right now?”

His tough guy facade broke, and he became a blubbering mess at the mention of death. “It wasn’t my idea. I was just doing what I was told.”

“Go on. It’s going to take more than that,” I said, clearly not impressed.

“The Goyle was the one that had the idea to smuggle them in this way. He always does it from a different place, usually small bridges with little to no traffic. I meet him where he tells me with the van. Usually when the Under-Veil is at its weakest.”

I pulled him up, roughly put him in the seat, and connected his cuffs to the chain in the ground. I pulled the extra chair over, and I sat and looked him in the eye. “What you are saying is a very serious allegation.” He opened his mouth, and I held up my hand to silence him. “If you are going to give me a name, you better have me proof.”

I nodded meekly. “I do. One piece of evidence with me, more in a locked box at a bank. But I want banishment, not death, in exchange for the information on the Goyle.”

I looked at the camera and then looked at him, moments later a series of knocks, a mix of short and long, sounded on the door. I chuckled as Manny nearly jumped out of his skin.

“Your terms are agreeable, upon confirmation of your story you will be banished, not killed.” I leaned forward in anticipation. “Now, out with it.”

He looked terrified of me as he said, “Gargoyle Gedeon Storm.”

My whole world crumbled.

It took a second for his words to sink in, and then I saw red. “How DARE you accuse my brother of something this heinous!”

I stood and wrenched him from his seat with such force that the spelled chain ripped from the floor. The magic energy swirled within me and, guided by my rage, slammed him into the wall and pinned him there with it. I stalked toward him, ready to make him pay for his accusations.

He started gasping and squeaking out, “It’s… true. I have… p-p-proof. It’ssss been… him all along.”

I heard the door swing open roughly and felt a chill overtake the room, it was a ungodly powerful presence. I turned to look into the eyes of the Custodian. She raised her chin and pinned me with a hard look. I looked from her to Manny, who was still gasping for air, hanging a good three feet off of the floor. 

I immediately closed my eyes, and he fell to the floor wheezing and coughing.

I cast my eyes down and then met the Custodian’s eyes again, ashamed of how I turned into a monster so quickly. She gave me a curt nod and inclined her head toward Manny.

I stepped forward and demanded, “Where’s your proof?”

He finished his coughing fit and said, “Back left pocket.” After taking a deep breath he continued. “I was given the letter last night.”

I pulled him to his feet a reached into his pocket. I pulled out the paper and quickly unfolded it.

I stood frozen as I looked over the letter. There, plain as day, was my younger brother’s handwriting, clearly telling Manny to pick up a group tonight; the dumbass even signed it. My stupid, stupid brother.

I looked at Manny, lying on the floor still trying to catch his breath, and closed my eyes. "I am sorry for–I–my reaction was unacceptable. I am sure you will recover."

I walked to the Custodian, handed her the paper, and walked out of the room without a word or glance to anyone, a million thoughts running through my head.

Rathdrum’s voice stopped me in my tracks. “No contact with your brother is allowed until tonight.” I spun on my heel and watched Rathdrum receive the paper from the Custodian with a nod from her. “You may be there to bring him in, but we need to catch him in the act. We will be at the location from his note.”

I said with a hoarse voice, “I’ll be there.” With that, I turned and headed toward my nexus and my favorite spot.

***

Declan, James, and Odell had all followed me to my nexus. I was not sure if they were keeping tabs on me at the request of Rathdrum, or if they followed on their own, but it was nice to know I wasn’t alone.

I sat with my feet dangling over the edge of the clock tower’s platform for hours, rebuilding my energy supply and reflecting. Each of the guys had put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed it, letting me know they were there, and then retreated to sit against the wall like Maggie and I had two nights ago.

Around lunch, the guys left long enough to grab some food from one of the trucks set up below, and we devoured the delicious tacos, but otherwise all three stayed with me, offering their silent support.

I was numb, with only one thought echoed through my head, Gedeon, what have you done?

Hours later, I watched as the sun started to meet the horizon. I sighed heavily and then stood. The guys followed suit, and I led the way downstairs.

We stood on the street, and I looked to James and arched my eyebrow, wordlessly asking him to drive. A quick nod later we were following him to their truck.

From City Hall, he drove us to within a few blocks of our destination, we parked, and then we silently made our way to the meeting place.

The Custodian, Protector Rathdrum, and Manny were already there, and we walked over and joined them. Apparently, Manny’s banishment was contingent on completing this one last task, without tipping Gedeon off.

Rathdrum directed us each to separate places, to hide in the shadows. I was going to be the closest to where my brother should be, and they were going to let me confront him first.

I looked to the Custodian as I made my way to my designated spot, and she gave me a slow nod and a bit of a sad smile. She understood what I was going through. This must be how she feels each time something like this comes to light. It was her job to dispatch rogue sentinels. My chest tightened, Like my brother.

I returned her nod and then went to my spot. 

I had just settled in when I noticed a group of five or six fae slowly shuffle toward a van that we had parked nearby.

As they approached, Manny slid the door open and stepped up. My blood ran cold and any hope of this all being a big mistake was dashed as my brother walked forward and shook his hand.

My stomach rolled; it was really him.

I stepped out of the shadows and calmly walked toward my brother.

I cleared my throat and his head swung to meet mine. “Kalila?”

He looked around, trying to determine if I was alone. “Gedeon.” I stepped closer to him and motioned for Manny and the fae to back up. “I didn’t want to believe it. I nearly killed Manny when he gave me your name, thinking it was some sort of game he was playing.” I paused and stepped within a few yards of him. “Then he showed me your latest letter, and later the box of all the previous letters.”

He had the grace to look ashamed as he cast his eyes downward.

I continued to close the distance and demanded. “How could you defy your post? Your city? Your family? Your calling?”

The look of shame washed from his face, and pure fury replaced it, “How could I?! What has this city ever done for me?!” He got up into my face. “This city took our siblings; it took our mother, and later our father.” He paused. “And then it took you! I had no one!”

I looked at him with pity, Is that really what he thought. “Oh Gedeon, this city didn’t do those things. That Goblin took our siblings, Ma’s grief took her, and Dad fought a good fight, but time and age doesn’t discriminate.” I stepped over to him and placed my hand on his shoulder. “They wouldn’t want you putting innocents in danger in their names. Everlee and Jamon would want to you fighting to keep everyone safe, so that no one else has to go through what we did. They gave their lives to save a straight, and they succeeded. They died heroes.”

He slumped, rocked back on his heels and looked up at me, tears streaming down his face. “I…” He trailed off. “It wasn’t like that!” He seemed lost in deep thought, going over my words and then looks down at his hands, fingers spread wide as he dropped to his knees. Then he whispered, “What have I done?”

I knelt in front of him and I fought tears away to say, “I never left you brother, I wanted to honor our family, their sacrifices, your sacrifices. I wanted to make this world a better place, somewhere you could raise a family.” I let the tears flow unchecked. “I’m sorry, brother. I had no idea how you felt.”

He looked down. “I–I let the fire of rage consume me, stoked by his promise of revenge.” He looked up at me then, the weight of his actions showing on his face. My brow furrowed. He?

Rathdrum began to speak and had to clear his throat. “As one of those sworn protectors of our city, your betrayal cuts deeper. For your trespasses against our world and the mortal world,” he paused and I watched the grim mask that he wears fall long enough to catch the sadness in his eyes as he passed final judgment on my brother. “There is only one path allowed us by the Accords of the Under-Veil. Custodian, dispatch this rogue Gargoyle.”

My vision tunneled and the world constricted in on me at that moment. I knew that was what had to happen—I’d known from the second that Manny said his name—but it was a whole other animal hearing it pronounced as a final judgment. The only judgment allowed us.

I looked at the Custodian, and my breath caught in my throat at the pain in her eyes as she started stepping forward. The toll her job takes on her soul must be so great.

Protector Rathdrum looked at Odell, James, and Declan. “Take these fae to the pit and go home.” He turned to me. “Your job is done for the night, Kalila.” I was shocked at the use of our my name, that served to further confirm that this was taking a toll on both of them as well.

I nodded numbly and looked at my brother. I hugged him and turned to walk into the night.

The further away I got, the more the Custodian’s eyes stood out to me. There is no reason that her soul should take the pain of this when it is my burden to carry. I stopped and reached into my boot and felt around for my knife.

I then quickly backtracked my steps and followed the Custodian who was leading my brother to a secluded location that would be his undoing.

I watched as she readied him and then stepped back to do her duty, immense energy was gathering around her hand like a knife. I called out, “Custodian.”

She gracefully spun on her heel and arched her right eyebrow. I asked, “May I speak with my brother one last time?”

She gave me a hard look and then stepped back to give us some privacy. 

I walk over to my brother and looked at him; this was something I had to do. The look on his face said that he knew what was to come, and after looking at me, he nodded. 

I never thought that my youngest brother would fall at my own hand, but better to mar my soul and not the Custodian’s. This was my burden to bear not her’s.

I pulled out my knife and swiftly plunged it into his chest as we embraced. “I’m sorry, brother.” 

His arm went slack around me as I lowered his body to the ground, his blood covering the hand that was holding the knife. He coughed once, his breathing slowing.

I sunk to the ground with him, and a gut-wrenching sob broke from my throat, as he croaked out, “I’m sorry. I love you, sister.” Blood trickling from his mouth.

I held him as his life seeped from his body, finally unchained from its nexus and free to roam the heavens. “I love you, baby brother.” A burst of bluish purple energy ripped out from him, the transfer energy that was wasted since I was already shadow bound and could not be re-bound.





  
 

Chapter 15 - Goodbyes

My eyes opened, and I looked up at a ceiling that I hadn’t seen in a few nights. It took me a second to remember where I was and then I sat up quickly. How did I get to my place in The Below?

The events of the previous evening came rushing to my mind and I felt the tears fall again. My brother was gone. I was now the only living member of my family. I wrapped my arms around myself, suddenly feeling like the only person in the world.

I tried to recall how I had come here last night, but after I told my brother that I loved him for the last time, everything became fuzzy. I tilted my head as I remembered someone practically carrying me here, The Custodian?

My questions about how I arrived were halted when I heard the main door to my home open. I left my bedroom and slowly made my way to the main room. I stopped when I saw Declan closing the door behind him.

He gave me a tentative smile and handed me breakfast. 

I smiled at him for the food, and he gave me a smile back.

I ate in silence and was surprised when I looked at the clock and saw that it was after eight in the morning. After I had downed the fast food, I looked at Declan, who seemed to be having trouble meeting my eyes.

I sighed and hissed, “Declan, look at me.” His eyes snapped to mine, I continued. “Please don’t treat me any differently than you did before all this. I am not that fragile.”

He looked down, studying his feet, as he replied, “That wasn’t my intention. Honestly, I’m just not sure how to handle this.” He awkwardly rubbed the back of his neck, clearly uncomfortable. “They never gave us training on this.”

I faintly smiled. “I have made my peace with it. It will sting for a while, and I still feel responsible for it, but it is over. Actions have consequences that affect others, this is a prime example of that.” I paused and thought of exactly how to convey the mixture of emotions I was feeling; despair being at the forefront.

After looking at Declan, I decided to just tell him all of them. “I have conflicting emotions. The biggest part says that I should’ve been there for him more after everything happened; I feel like if I had been there, things would’ve been different. But realistically, I know that isn’t how it works. If he wanted to do harmful things, he would’ve found a way to do it, no matter what. Rationally, I also know that as a Goyle, betrayal is punished by death. However, the sister in me says that he was sorry, so he should have gotten a second chance. But to what end?”

He nodded and was ready to say something when my landline rang. One nice thing about living down here and “borrowing” all of our utilities was that I still had a landline. The original owner of the number had gone strictly cellphone not too long ago, like everyone else. It was nice to have a way for those Topside to reach me when I was down here, since my cell phone never had reception this far down.

I walked over and grabbed the phone from its cradle. “Hello? Hi, Lori. Okay. I can be there in five. See you then.”

I hung up the phone and turned to Declan. “News about the injunction.”

We walked to the door and he punched me in the shoulder. I gave him a dirty look and then rubbed my arm. He smirked and shrugged. Men can be so awkward and childish sometimes.

I rolled my eyes at him, and we both headed Topside via the tunnel that led from my place down here to the hidden door in our “office” in our nexus. We had no more than started down the tunnel when he said, “So… I heard you and Maggie kissed.”

“What are you? Twelve?”

He stopped and looked at me. “I also heard that you bent down and gave her a goodbye kiss on her cheek.”

I rolled my eyes and began walking. 

He jogged to catch up and called from behind me. “And, apparently she kissed the bruise you had on your cheek.”

Before I could stop myself, my hand went to my cheek and I smiled. 

“HA! I knew it! It DID happen.” He exclaimed quickly, as if he had just found a cure for world hunger.

I realized that he was not going to give up until I gave him an answer; I sighed and decided to give the dog a bone. “Yes. All of what you heard is true, but that doesn’t mean anything else is going on.”

“Are you still sticking with the whole ‘we’re just friends’ line?”

“We ARE just friends.” I looked at him annoyed. He winked at me as we emerged into our office and I snorted. This was his way of saying that things were normal between us.

We headed out of the room and up to the main floor, and I stuck my foot out and laughed as he tripped up the steps.

We got stepped onto the street and smiled at each other. I knew he was only trying to keep my mind off of my brother, but I appreciated the distraction just the same. I could do this. I could continue to do my job. I’m not alone. I do have family; they may not be blood, but we are family.

I nodded to myself, not totally over everything that happened just over twelve hours ago; I never would be, but that was okay. I would make my peace with it, eventually.

We walked down the street and made short work of the two blocks to Lori’s firm.

It was an impressive building with a modern art feel to the construction, design, and decorations. It was very unique, much like the woman we were going to meet. 

We stepped into the lobby and the receptionist waved us through; clearly she had been expecting us.

We got to her office and I rapped off a few knocks. She called out. “Come on in, sugar.”

I smiled at her. “I could’ve been anyone, I thought ‘sugar’ was special.” I faked hurt as we stepped into the office.

She laughed openly, and we embraced warmly. She made a show of fanning herself off after our hug, and it was my turn to laugh. She gestured to her desk and I took the seat in front of it. 

Declan sat on the chair that was by the couch and the door.

I settled in the chair and looked at her. She came around her desk and perched on it in front of me, giving me a pleasant view of lean, toned legs in sexy high heels.

She followed my line of sight and giggled before leaning down and placing her hand on my cheek and saying, “Not that I’m not flattered, but aren’t you spoken for?”

I heard Declan laugh from his seat by the door and I turned to glare at him and then turned back to Lori. “For the hundredth time, we are just friends.”

She appraised me and winked. “For now…” Oh, that woman!

Her phone rang and she answered it on the second ring, practically barking into the phone. “Are you sure? But this IS important.” She walked around the desk as she tore into the person on the other side of the phone, ending her tirade with, “This is a matter of life and death! There is no time, it has to be now or never.” She sighed as she listened to the person on the other line. “Whatever.” She slammed the phone down with such force that I would be surprised if it worked again.

She took a deep breath and then turned to look at me. “I know you don’t need more bad news so soon, but…” She trailed off.

I finished her sentence. “But, the judge won’t pursue the matter?”

She nodded sadly and spoke up, “The damn judge won’t even uphold the injunction for a decent amount of time.” She rolled her eyes. “He didn’t even look at my petitions or any of the information I supplied, he just told me that I had 24 hours to provide him substantial proof that the building is worth keeping. And worth the loss in revenue to the city.”

She handed me a large folder full of papers. “I called every single one of the religious agencies, hoping to go for that aspect, but none of them were interested. Then I went to the churches around here and tried to find out if any of them would want to restore the old church and relocate. That was a bust too. I had my people dig into the church’s past to see if there was anything noteworthy.” I looked at her hopefully, but she continued with a frown. “Some notable stuff, but nothing that would mean keeping it standing. I contacted the historical society to see if there was any interest. I tried everyway that I could think of to sell it.”

I felt guilty as I looked at my friend; I had placed this burden on her and in doing so, I set her up for heartbreak. I placed a hand on her arm. “It’s truly okay. You did more than anyone could. That’s what counts, you fought for their lives. That is worth more than you know.” I squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry that I burdened you with this. I hate seeing you down.”

She gave me a sharp look and reprimanded me. “Don’t you dare think like that! If you hadn’t come to me, I still would have been heartbroken.”

I nodded, feeling like a scolded child.

She thought for a second. “I do think that something is off with the judge. I will be digging into it.”

“Okay. Is he a straight?”

She shrugged. “Don’t know, but don’t worry, I am owed a few favors. And before you say it, I will be careful and call you if needed.”

I smiled. “Okay.”

I hated to take the conversation back to a solemn subject, but I needed to know the timeline. “When do you think the demolition will take place?”

She swallowed roughly and said, “He has another few hours left of the 24 hours. The new demolition order would probably be made and re-approved with the city within the next couple of days, but it could take as long as a week or more.”

I nodded and looked at Declan. “We need to make the calls and get the celebration arranged and started.” He nodded, stood, and left the room.

I turned to face Lori. I placed my hand under her chin. “Thank you for trying. That means the world to me. I know you had to shift some work to take this over so fast. Thank you.”

She smiled. “My pleasure.” Then she smirked and taunted, “What would your girlfriend say if she saw you right now?”

I smirked back despite myself and mumbled, “She’s not my girlfriend.” I pulled back and she stood up. 

“Yet!” She gave me a smug look and then turned serious and said, “You deserve to be happy. Let someone in, Kalila. You shouldn’t deprive yourself of love on the off chance that something may happen. Something could happen to you or Maggie even if you weren’t a Goyle.”

I looked down at my hands. “It isn’t so much that I’m worried that something will happen to one of us, it’s more the fact that I know I will outlive her.”

She put her hand on my arm to help make her point. “But what if you don’t…” I opened my mouth to respond and she held up her hand. “What if something happens to you? Or what happens if she ends up being one of the longest living Shadow-Kin and you get a hundred and fifty years; would you really give that up?” She paused and asked the scariest question yet. “Would you give up the chance at true happiness because of something that is so far off in the future? What about her happiness; would you deprive her of what would make her happy just because it will hurt you later?”

That’s a new way of looking at it, but does it really change anything?

She retracted her hand and stepped toward her door. “Besides, agreeing to date her doesn’t mean she’ll put up with you long term. I can imagine how hard it must be to be with someone that’s always being called away to go and help someone or capture someone. It takes a special person.”

I acted wounded and received an eye roll in return. I supposed she was right; just because we went out on a date doesn’t mean that it would turn into something that would last.

We exchanged goodbyes and promises to meet up for drinks soon, and I took my leave with one thing on my mind, How can I ask Maggie to give up something that she wants just because it will make my life easier down the road? 

With my mind made up, I found that I wanted to go straight to the pub and see her, but realistically, I knew that I had a more pressing matters to deal with.

I emerged from the building and noticed Declan speaking with Randall and McQueen, who must’ve just shown up. I looked at the two men and my heart constricted. There go two more people that are like brothers to me.

I put on a brave face, knowing that as the oldest Goyle, I should be the one everyone else leans on, and walked to meet them.

Randall spoke up, his voice hollow, “We found the demolition notice back up on the building. I don’t know how they moved things along so quickly, but it’ll be demolished by this evening.”

They looked as defeated as I felt. Randall recovered first, and we shook hands and then embraced. “I’m so sorry, Randall.”

He looked at me. “Now is not the time for tears, but for joy. I’ll be going home; I’ll get to see my wife again.”

We parted and I hugged McQueen as well. “I’m so sorry, McQueen.”

He waved me off. “Like Randall said, this is not a sad event. We’ve served as sentinels of this city for nearly a century. Soon, we will be released from our chain and we can roam the heavens free of a leash.”

I nodded and looked at both of them. “Join me at O’Flanagan’s? It may be early, but we have a party to throw.”

McQueen smiled. “I just need to go and get something from our nexus.”

Randall nodded. “We’ll join you shortly.”

 

***

 

By lunchtime, the word got out among our community, and O’Flanagan’s had nearly reached its max occupancy.

I sat in the corner and slowly looked around the room. It was so refreshing to see such a mixture of Trolls, Goyles, fae, True-Born, and Shadow-Kin present to celebrate the life and accomplishments of these two courageous Goyles.

We had Troll Kane to thank for that; just another one of those ways that she was bringing together the community as one. It was truly incredible, just a couple years ago the Goyles would be alone in their celebration.

When I’d called O’Flangan’s earlier that day, Colin had answered. I asked him if we could rent out the place or a day or two, and then requested that Felicia and Maggie handle most of it. I knew they would need breaks, so we agreed that he and Naomi would come in when the others needed to leave for sleep.

I watched Colin from behind the bar as he looked around the room; he was pleased as a peacock to see his bar so full. I noticed him look toward the little door that led to the back room, and I smiled when I noticed Maggie step through the door. 

Colin smiled and stepped over to his sister, and they exchanged words. In a moment, Colin was headed out the back as Maggie tied her apron around and pulled her curly mass of red hair into a twisted bun.

She looked around the bar, and I hoped that she was looking for me. I saw her eyes land on Felicia on the other side of the pub and Felicia nodded my way. Maggie’s eyes swung to me and we shared a smile. She grabbed a few pints and headed my way as Declan and Isabel stepped through the door.

She set down a pint and cast her eyes down as she spoke, “Felicia called me this mornin’ and filled me in on everythin’. I’m sorry, Kali.”

I placed my hand on her forearm to get her attention. “Don’t be sad, this is a happy time. We are here to celebrate their lives and accomplishments.”

My eyes tracked over to the large table that had formed in the center of the pub, with Randall and McQueen in its center, telling stories about the ‘glory days’. I continued looking around the room and was surprised to see just how many Trolls were surrounding the two Goyles.

I smiled at the sight. Maggie followed my eyes, and she too looked around the room. I smiled at her gleeful look when I pushed magic into her via the hand I had on her arm. Her eyes swept the room, her head whipping this way and that, trying to memorize everyone’s true appearance. 

I felt eyes on me from the end of the long table, and my eyes met those of Troll Kane and the Custodian, who was sitting behind her stealing the last fry from her plate. I noticed the smirk at the edges of Kane’s lips and her delicately lifted eyebrow directed at us. 

I rolled my eyes and fought the light blush that was trying to overtake my face.

Maggie noticed where I was looking and gave both women a dazzling smile and a cute little wave.

They nodded back, seemingly pleased.

Maggie looked around the table at the drinks that were running low and turned to me. “I should probably get to refillin’ drinks.” She turned to go and then spun back to look at me. “Don’t leave without sayin’ goodbye?” She turned the statement into a question. I noticed the seriousness in her eyes and nodded.

She stepped away and began to collect empty pints as I heard my name being called. I looked to Randall and he motioned for the seat to his right, putting me only a few people from Kane and the Custodian. I got up and made my way over there, but stopped behind Declan’s seat long enough to ruffle his hair. 

He recoiled and swatted my hand away, much to everyone’s amusement.

I settled into the seat beside Randall waited until everyone had a new pint of beer, then stood and raised my glass towards the two men. “Thank you for your service. It has been my pleasure. To Randall and McQueen.”

Everyone echoed, “To Randall and McQueen.”

I took my seat and quickly raised my glass again, this time quietly saying, “To Gedeon.” Randall surprised me when he loudly toasted, “To Gedeon.”

Many in the room looked around, unsure of what to do, but the Goyles lifted their glasses to his service as a Goyle and everyone else in the room followed, including the Custodian.

Felicia’s tail snaked around my waist and gave me a squeeze, and I welcomed the comforting feelings that she channeled my way through it. I noticed Maggie had stopped on the other side of the table, squinting her eyes and tilting her head. Without my hand on her arm feeding her magic, she was back to seeing only strange flashes.

I watched her face light up and I knew that she had caught a glimpse of the fox’s tail around me. I smiled back at her as she set a fresh plate of fries down between the Custodian and Kane. Poor Kane, she isn’t going to get any fries now.

I watched in curiosity as the Custodian gently placed a hand on Maggie, and Maggie’s face lit up like a Christmas tree as she looked at Felicia and then around the room again.

The hand lending magic retreated as Maggie was called to the kitchen to retrieve more food, and with one final squeeze around my waist, Felicia pranced after her.

As plate after plate of food was placed on various parts of the table, the reminiscing began. Stories where told, some true and some clearly embellished truths. We went around the table, and each person shared a moment that stuck out in their mind when they thought of each man.

Most of the stories where meant to embarrass the guests of honor, but some were touching.

I shared the story of their first day at training. We had such a large class that the Custodian at the time had called upon the ‘elder Goyles,’ as she called us, to help the instructors with the training. As one of the most senior, I was given a group of four Goyles. The other two Goyles came from a family of sentinels and were prepared for each task. However, the other two, Randall and McQueen, seemed like deer caught in the headlights when it came time for sparring.

Everyone laughed as I recalled how the two men had acted when I told them to take their stances. They looked like cartoon characters with their fists in front of their face while they shook them at each other. McQueen and Randall joined in on the laughter, and McQueen told everyone how he was afraid to hit the “girl” when I was trying to instruct him.

“I was afraid to hit her, I thought if my Pop would’ve walked by he’d’ve had my hide for sure.” He paused to chuckle a bit. “She started taunting me, and finally I’d had enough and I swung at her with a REALLY wide right hook. Of course, she deftly dodged it and then shoved me.” Randall started laughing as well, remembering how upset it made McQueen. “I was so angry that she was teasing me, that I just charged her. The next thing I know, I’m eating dirt.”

The room erupted in laughter at the image of his face planted in the dirt, and I nearly jumped out of my skin when I felt a presence to my left and a warm hand on my shoulder. 

I looked up and watched Maggie laugh at McQueen’s story.

She looked down and winked at me, and I gave her a small smile before turning back to the group. I concentrated on the energy within me and coaxed it to travel toward the warm hand that was on my shoulder.

It took more effort than usual as it flowed from my body and reached out and touched her. I knew the second that it reached her, as she inhaled quickly and then squeezed my shoulder, thanking me.

Randall told a similarly embarrassing story about himself and had everyone in stitches once again.

He had no more than finished his story, than all the Trolls looked at once toward the windows as they stood almost as one. Maggie tilted her head in question, and Troll Tex answered her, “Approaching sunset, one hour.”

She nodded in understanding. All of the Trolls would have to leave to go and protect the entrances to our city.

Knowing that the Custodian would likely be leaving to check some of the bridges, both McQueen and Randall stood and grabbed a bag from under each of their chairs.

McQueen stepped toward the Custodian first, and she swiveled in her chair to face him. He reached into the bag and pulled out an old wooden cross, ornately decorated and only slightly larger than his hand. Randall followed suit and gave her a similarly sized angel statue.

She looked at both and smiled. My eyes misted over at what they were doing. They are giving her a piece of their nexus, their power, to show their respect for her sacrifices. I watched her nod and embrace each Goyle, wordlessly.

We toasted them once more, and then everyone settled in to finish off what food had not yet been eaten.

McQueen turned to the person to his right and began speaking with him as Randall turned and whispered to me, “I know it may seem like too big of a burden to bear, but trust me when I say that I wouldn’t have traded my years with my wife for anything.” He put a brotherly arm around me and continued. “If these last few days have shown me anything, it’s that life is far too short. I mean, as a Goyle you expect to stand guard for hundreds of years, and it seems like you have all the time in the world. But now… now I wish I would’ve truly lived a bit more.” He held up his right hand, to try to placate me. “I’m not saying that I would trade my time as Goyle for anything, even if I could, but I am saying that I would’ve lived a more full life, developed more relationships outside of our merry band of Goyles.” He pointed his finger at me and continued. “You have a beautiful woman that is clearly smitten with you; you’d best treat her right. And that means don’t keep her at arm’s length. It’s clear she cares about you; don’t force her to live an unfulfilled life, pining after someone that she can’t have.”

I nodded and we exchanged a hug. McQueen had turned and leaned in for the ending of Randall’s little speech and said, “What he said.” Then he turned serious and continued. “We’ll be watchin’ from above, and if you don’t get it right, we’ll be the ones you feel slappin’ you around.”

I laughed and was grateful for the injection of humor. I gave them both a quick hug and then excused myself to the restroom.

There are not supposed to be tears at these celebrations, but between what he said about Mags and then the realization that they wouldn’t be here anymore… There would be no more sparring matches or lively debates. They wouldn’t be at the meetings, waiting to greet with my a punch in the arm.

The need for fresh air was overwhelming, and I stepped out of the pub as undetected as I could. I caught movement to my left, and I quietly went in pursuit of the sound. As I rounded the corner, the lithe form of the Custodian was easy to see. I watched as she looked to both of the pieces that she was given and then headed toward the Burnet Woods, by the Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Gardens..

I followed her, my interest piqued. I stood in the shadows of a tree as she used magic to quickly dig up a burlap sack that seemed to be filled with bricks, plaques, and other similar pieces of buildings that she sifted through. I could feel power coming from the artifacts. She added the angel, cross, and my brother’s purple handkerchief before burying the sack again. I watched, shocked, when the unstoppable Custodian fell to her knees and wept openly for the loss of three of her faithful sentinels whom she holds in such high regard. 

As I watched firsthand the toll that this took on the Custodian, I was confident that I had made the right move when I intervened last night. I took pride in owning some of the sorrow and keeping it from further marring her soul.

My sadness for her turned to awe as I watched Troll Kane step out from the shadows and walk over to her and kneel in front of her. Kane caressed her face and then held the white-haired beauty as she continued to cry. Then they stood and started heading south toward Kane’s bridge as sunset rapidly approached.

Tears streamed down my face as I witnessed such love. That is how she makes it through.

The thought had no more entered my mind as I felt a warm hand in mine. I turned to face Maggie’s watery smile. She had followed me? I took a moment to study her, taking in her long, loose, unruly mane, her blue eyes that seemed to be sparkling more than normal, her cute button nose, the mole to the upper right of her lips, and then her lips that were quickly forming a mischievous grin.

She reached up and cupped my cheek with her hand and I closed my eyes and surrendered to the warmth. I can do this. It won’t be easy, and I know it won’t be without heartache in the end, but Randall was right: it would be worth it.

I opened my hands when I felt her other hand reach to cup my other cheek. I put my arm around hers and gently caressed her cheek as our lips met in a sweet kiss.

Fireworks erupted behind my eyelids and I was left wondering why I had waited so long to truly kiss this woman. As I pulled back to look into her eyes once more, I felt the darkness that had been surrounding my soul recede and a ray of light begin to take its place.

The smiling face and twinkling eyes in front of me brought a light into my life, a light I hadn’t had for decades. A light of hope, of joy, and possibly… of love.





  
 

Epilogue

I watched the wrecking ball slam into the church with a crash that shook the ground around me, and I smiled. Things were right on schedule, thanks to Judge Grady. I made a mental note to send him a bottle of his favorite scotch for making that lawyer’s case evaporate. 

I stood beside my town car and watched with satisfaction as the church was demolished. Not only was I expanding my commercial empire, I had managed to take down two Gargoyles in the process.

I thought back to the events of the last week. It had been quite a flurry of activity. It was unfortunate that my best enforcer, Manny, had been banished; we had been on track with the help of the mercenary enforcer, Toni. I made another mental note to send word to someone in the Under-Veil to arrange for their return. It would be foolish to lose such useful tools.

I looked at my watch and sighed; my presence would be required back at the construction site soon. Ashton’s team should be finished with the framing, and I needed to verify its integrity. I chuckled, I wonder what dear, sweet-hearted Ashton would think if he knew his paycheck was paid using money scared out of straights.

I turned to step into my car when I spotted her off in the distance; I expected her to come and watch her friends’ nexus be destroyed. I glowered at her. She had set me back so much—in time and manpower—with that spree of arrests. She will get what’s coming to her; they all will.

I thought of her brother, Gedeon—one of my most pivotal assets—and I seethed inwardly. I had taken so much time grooming him for his position. I had chosen him specifically, hoping that his connection to another Gargoyle would protect him. Instead, his sister tracked him down and did not even plead for his life. Perhaps she is the cold-hearted bitch that I convinced Gedeon she was.

I looked away from her and back toward the church. Enough of this. I needed to check things over down the street, and then I had to find—or create—another bad apple in the bunch. I glanced back at her one last time, only to find her gone. No matter. I will rebuild, and we will return stronger than ever.

I slid into my seat, leaning forward to instruct my driver. “Let’s go, we have a city to conquer.”
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Sample from the first book in the Bridge universe: The Bridge: Trolls by Erik Schubach

Prologue

I squatted on the aircraft warning light on top of the bridge tower peering through the relentless rain, lightning casting stark shadows on the city, the brisk wind biting into the people bustling below.  I didn't mind, I never got cold anymore.  I could feel the motion of the river as it passed far below, just as much a part of the bridge as the foundation of the structure itself, just as much a part of me.  My pulse was thrumming in time with the cars passing over the deck of the bridge over a hundred feet below... the lifeblood of the bridge,  giving it strength, purpose.

The black storm clouds blotted out the sky, if it weren't for the fact that I could feel it now, I wouldn't have know when the sun finally set over the horizon.  Weakening the gateway between the Under-Veil and the mortal world.  But I felt it as a thrum of energy now.  I dreaded this night above all others, not only did nightfall weaken the boundary, but it was All Hallows Eve.  From what little I have learned in the short time I have be bound to my bridge, there are certain nights that the supernatural divider between the realms weakened even more.  Allowing bigger and stronger creatures to force their way through.

The larger and more powerful the being that tried to cross over was, the more energy it sapped from them to attempt a crossing.  They had to gather their power for weeks or years, and in a couple cases, centuries to make an attempt.  That's why Halloween was the their preferred night as the boundary was twice as weak as even a new moon, when the moon was at its darkest.

Most beings that crossed over to the mortal realm at night were fairly innocuous and followed the rules set forth between the Triumvirate, the mortal supernatural council, and the Under-Veil creatures.  They paid their tolls, a gold coin that magically bound them to do no harm to mortals until they returned through the boundary before sunrise.  This restriction didn't stop them from the occasional mischief and or petty crimes.

But there were the darker beings like the ghouls, goblins, and wraiths who did not abide by the accords.  Their main reason for crossing over was to cause mayhem and chaos, to bring down suffering and corruption upon the mortals they despised.  To feast upon their fear and death.  That's where I come in.

My eyes scanned the Kentucky end of the bridge, preparing for my patrol of the gateway at that end of the bridge.  I glanced back at the lights of Cincinnati that were obscured by the heavy downpour.  Then my eyes snapped back when I felt something coming, something big.  The blood drained from my face as I realized I had felt this darkness and foreboding before.  It was him!  He was here.  I shook the rain out of my dark locks and pulled the black hood of my coat up over me, obscuring my face, and sprang off of the strobing red light, landing lightly on the roof of the tower, I ran toward the edge of the roof, my footsteps echoed in harmony with the thrumming from the unsuspecting people below, going about their business. Then I dove over the edge with stone cold determination in my heart as I plummeted toward the ground.

Most mortals could not perceive the battle that went on at the bridge nightly, we called those people 'straights'.  Their eyes were veiled to the supernatural and other-worldly beings.  They saw only the human disguises they wrapped themselves in.  This ignorance made them easy prey fro those who would corrupt, those like the being crossing over now.

I gritted my teeth.  Not here, not at my bridge.

The irony of that struck me, as I never wanted this, never wanted the responsibility, never wanted this nightly fight against the corruption and evil from the nether side.  But here, exactly a year to the night later, there was no place I would rather be.  I loved my city, and this was my bridge.

My hands snagged a suspender cable after I fell half way to the deck and I whipped around and swung back up with my momentum in a high arc.  I felt my body absorbing the material when the skin of my hands came in contact with it, the mass, properties, and the unyielding strength of the cable.  I landed on the main cable, the stranded sheathed steel, bigger around than my body, as I slid down its length, sparks shooting from the contact of my now metallic legs as I slid along the casing at breakneck speeds.  The lightning casting shadows starkly on the bridge below for a flickering instant.  I leapt off of it at the low point and flipped through the air to land on the pedestrian walkway with a resounding crunch.  Cratering the concrete deck and kicking up a huge dust cloud of pulverized stone.

My body started absorbing the properties of the deck, becoming a living rock statue as I healed the damage I had wrought on my bridge with a bit of my will.  I stepped up to the deck as the damage filled in.

When the driving rain beat away the dust, an imposing, foreboding specter stepped through the debris as lightning lit the sky again, illuminating the being.  I stared at the demon, the harbinger of death itself, and set myself in determination.  The lightning flickered his visage between his true form and his human disguise.  I spoke, my voice grating like gravel across concrete, “None may pass on my bridge with ill intent.  Either pay the toll, bind yourself to no harm, or face my wrath.  I am Evangeline Kane, Troll of this bridge!”

The greater wraith smiled in a hideous grin that literally went from ear to ear on its sickening dark rotting face, its inhuman smile showing long teeth dripping with saliva.  Then it screeched its defiance in a scream that chilled me to my bones.  My god, how did I think I could defeat this beast?  I steadied myself and drew power from my stalwart friend, from the foundations of the bridge itself then I snarled in defiance as we ran at each other in a clash of violence and blood.

As the first blow landed a small portion of my mind wondered how had I got here.  I thought back to that day a year ago that changed my life forever.  I could see it like it was yesterday.  So much had changed since then.
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