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Chapter 1 – Repercussions

We walked into O'Flanagan's to take a moment to catch our breaths after I had gone through the veil to the lands of Fae to rescue our little fox, Felicia.  My bridge and I were in bad shape upon my return.  I had been so close to death as the Roebling Bridge's Troll the bridge had suffered equal damage and was on the verge of collapse when I came back through to the mortal realm.

But I would not let her fall.  I channeled all the power I possessed, and that of others, including my love, Sharee, the Custodian, and even the Triumvirate, into shoring her up enough for the veil-blind mortals to patch her up. 

I had laid unconscious on top of the South Tower of my bridge, healing and recovering before I awoke.  After cleaning up and changing into some less tattered and bloodied clothes, we decided to head to O'Flanagan's before having to debrief with the Triumvirate.

O'Flanagan's is an Irish drinking hole here in Cincinnati.  I used to work here once upon a time before I became a Troll.  The owner, Colin O'Flanagan is a veil-blind straight who is unaware of the supernatural world in Cincinnati and the fact that the supernatural creatures of the city now favor his bar because of me... to my eternal embarrassment.

 The tavern is known as Safe Haven by the supernatural folk of the city.  Because it is where I go to drink, and Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling, is a friend to the Fae.  They see me as some sort of champion because I treat them like people.  Which I think is just silly because they are people, even if some of them have tails or wings.

I hear that most of the sentinels of the city before me tended to keep a separation between themselves and the Fae.  There were exceptions, of course, but they were few and far between.  I used to think that it was some sort of prejudice against the Fae, and to a few it is.  But I have learned that it was more a fear of becoming attached to people that you may find yourself having to banish from the city... or worse, one day.  But that is the same as the police of any community I figure.  That's how you get jaded like Lancaster.

Detective Lancaster and his partner, Simms, were two of the few straights on the police force who were aware of the supernatural community in the city.  They grudgingly ran interference for us to keep the Fae out of the public's eyes.

I've been challenging the status quo since I became a Troll and pushing the powers that be whenever I see, what I view, as an injustice.  Sure it isn't making me any friends on the Triumvirate, but I figure, fuck 'em if they can't take a joke.  Three of my closest friends are more than just Fae to me, they are family.  And if one of them is in trouble, I would move hell and Earth to help them out.

Felicia still works as a barmaid at O'Flanagan's.  It is where I met her before I knew that the inhuman shadows I saw on some people were real, and not psychotic hallucinations because I was off my meds.  My dad and step-mother had me committed to a psychiatric ward when I was diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia when I was younger because I insisted I saw these shadows and heard battles going on at the bridges of the city at night.

I finally figured out how to get out of there.  I started lying and teaching myself not to react to any of the strange things I saw or heard.  I got really good at lying.  Once I was released back to my parents, I stopped taking my medication.  I still saw things I knew weren't real, but as I said, I just learned not to react because I swore I'd never go back to the psych ward.

I steered clear of most of the people with odd shadows, but I couldn't avoid Felicia because we worked together.  Her shadow sort of looked like a sexy fox woman and I was never afraid of her.  If anything, I always felt happy and relaxed with her around.

Once I became a Troll, being shadow-bound to my bridge, the partial veil-blindness I had was lifted, and I could see the Fae for who they really were inside instead of their human form glamour.  Felicia quickly became one of my best friends after that.  As I already said, she's my little fox.

I had to quit working as Colin's backup bartender because I couldn't do that and troll my bridge each night without having any time for myself.   But I frequent the pub almost every day, it is my drinking hole, and his steak sandwiches are to die for.  Word spread in the Fae community that Evangeline Kane, who fights for the Fae, drank here.

Since the Fae community started coming here because of me, now Colin gets twice the traffic he has ever had, even on slow days.  He thinks I am in private security now, which isn't far from the truth.

It is a plausible explanation why I and some of the other sentinels of the city come in bruised up from time to time.  And since I have doubled his business, he reserves my favorite table in the corner for me and my associates.

The place went virtually silent when we entered, and I looked quickly around, over three-quarters of the patrons were either Fae or Sentinels... the other Trolls and Gargoyles that protected the city.

Not the kind of gargoyles that were like winged stone statues on buildings, they are human and are shadow-bound to buildings in the city instead of the entryways to the city like us Trolls who guard the bridges and roads into Cincinnati.  Goyles are like the police force for any magical creature or human in the Inner City, where Trolls like me are more port of entry police who bind visiting Fae to no harm with a gold coin as they cross the veil each night to visit the mortal realm.

We heard the whispers of the Unbroken, and Kane, as we moved through the crowded pub.  A couple of Goyles in the corner, sitting at our table, vacated it as they stood at attention.  Sharee sighed and I could feel the emotionless armor of the Ice Queen persona snapping up into place as she took on her Custodian guise.  That alone made the crowd part as nobody wanted to be on the Custodian's bad side.

The Goyles said quietly, “Kane.”  Then they melted into the crowd as the place erupted into cheers as we sat down.  Sharee and I on one side with Felicia sliding in beside us, her sinfully downy red and white tail wrapping around the two of us possessively.  I could feel the tranquility and warmth she was blanketing us in.  Our gnome friend, Rupert and my best friend Kyla slid in on the other side.

I caught Colin's eye behind the bar as he looked on inquisitively, wondering what the celebration was.  I circled a finger around the table and he nodded once and went into the back to start some of his sinful steak sandwiches and fries for us before having one of the waitresses bring a round of beers.  It was sometimes a blessing to be so predictable.

The Fae in the place sort of migrated closer, switching tables and creating a buffer between us and any of the veil blind mortal patrons so that we could speak more freely, and I couldn't possibly appreciate them more.

Maggie, Colin's sister, and Shadow-Kin like me moved through the crowd gracefully with a tray of beers and a pitcher.  She set it down and said quietly with her sinfully alluring Irish accent, “Is good ta have ya all back in one piece.  A lot'a people, includin' me were worried that'cha weren't out an' about after your return.”

She smiled widely staring past us to the window when Felicia's tail whipped out and wrapped around her waist.  Like me, she could see the Fae indirectly.  Where I saw shadows, she could catch glimpses through her peripheral vision or reflections.  She stroked our fox's tail.

I spoke for the group. “Well it is appreciated, and we're on the mend.”  Then I smirked and asked with a wicked grin, “So... rumor is that you and Goyle Kalila Storm... ?”

She slapped my shoulder lightly, her smile bright as she said in a teasing tone, “Why I never...  that's simply scandalous of ya ta spread such rumors, Troll-lady.”  Then she gave us a dreamy sigh. “Kali is spoilin' me.”

Kyla looked between her and Rupert and asked with a smirk, “How do I get some of that action?”

Rupe growled out, “Hey!  I spoil you just fine, woman.”

We all chuckled and Maggie spun, flopping her bar towel over her shoulder and said as she marched off, “I better get back to it before tha natives get restless.  Yer sarnies'll be out in a jiff.”

I downed my mug of beer in two long pulls then wiped my mouth on my sleeve and poured another as I slumped back in the seat, my head laying on the arm Sharee had draped across the back of the booth.  Then I sighed. “It's good to be home.”

They all just nodded and grunted assent.  Even though Sharee and Kyla hadn't crossed the veil with Rupert and me, they helped maintain my bridge in my absence.  And from what I hear, it was some sort of mass exodus from the Under-Veil when Felicia's trial had been going on.  The Fae were terrified of the culling and the repercussions if the Crimson Court were successful in converting Felicia, the Unbroken, into one of the emotion and soul-devouring monsters of the dark Fae.

Prime Protector Garza closed off entry to the city as the Trolls were getting overwhelmed by the sheer volume of refugees. The prior Prime Protector, Daniel, and Sharee had lobbied against it but were able only to have the temporary lockdown be contingent on my recovery for removal.

We sat in silent camaraderie, knowing that since I was back on my feet now, we were going to have to face the repercussions of our actions on both sides of the Veil in this crisis.

Colin came out a couple minutes later, setting a plate with two steak sandwiches and a heap of fries in front of Rupert, a half sandwich and a few fries in front of  Kyla, a sandwich only in front of Sharee and one of those mouth-watering creations in front of me with an extra-large helping of fries heaped up and falling off the plate.

Sharee never orders fries, saying she doesn't eat them.  But the moment you look away, she'll steal all the fries off your plate and act all innocent about it.  I've learned just to get extra fries so she has plenty to steal while leaving me a few.

Then he looked pointedly at Felicia as he set a garden salad in front of her.  “I trust your emergency family business is taken care of now?  Can I put you back on the schedule?”

She nodded sheepishly to the man, wrapping his leg with her tail and I could feel the feelings of forgiveness she was pushing toward the poor man who was unaware of our little Woodland Imp's emotional manipulation.  I gave her a look and she sighed and dropped her tail, which he couldn't sense and then said, “Yes, sir.  Sorry I didn't call.”

His scowl faded as he shook his head. “You can thank my sister and all your regulars that you still have a job.  Unfortunately, you're the best waitress I've ever had here.”

I looked at the man, hurt. “Hey, I used to waitress here.”

He snorted. “You, Kane, were as likely to knock a customer out cold at any given time as you were to go a whole night without cussing.”

“Ah, fuck.”

“Precisely.”

“What about your sister?” I asked.

He snorted. “She's family and doesn't have the flirty attitude Felicia here has.  I stand by my words.”

Felicia beamed at him and assured him, “I'll look at the schedule before we leave.  I promise I won't let you down again, Colin.”

He sighed heavily, then winked at her and headed back to man the bar.  I looked away and to my plate and blurted, “Hey!  Fry thief!”  To the white-haired woman beside me, who had the evidence on display as she was stuffing three fries into her mouth.  Hellstones and fire, how can she make that look so sexy?

I took one bite of the steak sandwich, the juices dripping down my chin when Felicia muttered to us, “Shit.  Incoming.”

I groaned as I looked up knowing she felt something, after a five count, three Triumvirate's guards, highly-ranking True-Born Goyles, stepped into the pub and looked around.  Damn it.  Could I at least finish eating before we started the shit show?  I started wolfing down the sandwich and washing it down with another beer.   The others except Shar were doing the same.

I didn't question how, before I could blink, Sharee somehow stood between the guards and me when I hadn't even seen her move from where she sat on the other side of me in the booth.  She assumed an air of authority about her as she brushed back some errant snow-white hair and crossed her arms, affecting her stoic role as Custodian, radiating the dangerous strength of a predator in her precise, graceful motions.

Her tall, muscular build, was encased in an all-black outfit that looked to be a cross between special forces garb and leather armor which punctuated that same air of authority.  She narrowed her dark eyes with a cold and piercing stare.  And even with the severe frown on her face, which was all sharp angles like a Romanian gypsy, she had this hard beauty that is difficult to put into words.  And she was mine.

She said in an icy tone, “Goyles?”

They seemed nonplussed in the presence of the most powerful and dangerous magic user in the city.  The tallest, a man who dwarfed Sharee and had more muscle than any two men said, “Custodian, we are to accompany Troll Kane to the Triumvirate.”

She responded in that same cool, even tone. “As you said, I am Custodian of this city, and all matters between the Triumvirate and the Trolls is my responsibility.  Why did they not contact me directly?”

The man, though he out massed her by at least a hundred pounds, swallowed hard, not meeting her eyes.  The woman in the group said from behind him, “Prime Protector Garza says that you have had three days to bring the Troll in to be debriefed about her mission in the Under-Veil, and you have as yet, not performed your duty.”

The other two, including the big man, winced at the sharp tone in the accusation.  Sharee's well-rehearsed frown changed to a cruel smile as she placed a finger on the big man's arm and moved him aside, he offered no resistance, looking scared shitless.  My girl moved in front of the woman like a predator playing with its prey before the kill.

She asked almost sweetly, “And what would they have me do, since Troll Kane has been unconscious for those same three days and only just regained consciousness a couple of hours ago?  She needed sustenance before reporting as ordered.”

I had to hand it to the woman, she didn't cow as she said, “I wouldn't know, Custodian, I'm only following orders.”

Sharee folded her arms behind her back as she stalked around the woman, asking, “Would you have dragged her unconscious body before the Triumvirate if she had not been awake?”

“Yes, I mean no.  I mean.  We were not aware of that, ma'am.”  The surety in her tone was gone now, and her air of superiority was crumbling under the gaze of the city's enforcer and executioner.  The woman had truly believed that Shar had been negligent of her duty, no doubt influenced by Garza's opinion of me and my influence on Sharee.

“Do you believe I have not performed my duties as Custodian, not bringing a wounded and unconscious woman before the Protectors?”

The woman gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head.

“Would you perhaps like to call Prime Protector Garza and ask if she was aware of the Troll's condition?  Which I can guarantee she was since I have spoken with her on many occasions the past three days.”  She pulled her cell out and offered it to the Goyle.

The woman shook her head again and Sharee asked the most pointed question that was laden in accusation, “Are you challenging my authority as Custodian?”

The woman answered in a hoarse tone, “No, ma'am.”

In a threatening tone just above a whisper, my girl said while looking directly into the now nervous woman's eyes, “Wait outside.  When Troll Kane is finished here, you may accompany us to the Triumvirate.”

They couldn't get out of the pub fast enough after that, to stand outside the door and wait.  Then Shar spun around, all sweetness and light as she pointed at me. “Have you been stealing my fries?”

I spluttered, “Your fries?  You're the one who never orders any and steals mine, wench.”

She cocked an eyebrow at me then something at the door distracted her, I glanced over and saw nothing and when I turned back, she was sitting next to me again, stuffing some of my fries in her mouth.  How had she moved so...?  Grr... I hated when she did that, I know she can't teleport.

I looked at my sandwich and sighed.  Most Trolls required huge amounts of food to sustain their high metabolisms.  The price of having enhanced speed, strength, and healing ability.  But I was the only known Shadow-Kin Troll in modern times and because of my unique ability to manifest the materials of my bridge into my body, I apparently didn't need to eat or even breathe much because of my bond with the bridge, I still got exhausted and needed sleep.

We found that the only time I 'needed' to eat was after channeling or manifesting a lot.  I could still eat when I wasn't hungry for the enjoyment, but I apparently didn't need the sustenance but I still liked the taste of food and savored a good meal.  I sighed then said, “I suppose I can't avoid this any longer.  We might as well get this over with.”

She sighed as well and placed an encouraging hand on my shoulder.  I looked at Rupert and Kyla. “We'll see you later?”  Then to Felicia, I said. “I know you'd rather roll around in broken glass, but I'd like it if you could accompany us.”

I'm sure she paled under her downy fur as she shook her head and supplied, “Fae aren't allowed in the Triumvirate hall.”

I shook my head sadly.  “They made an exception for Rene when you were taken, so they'll make an exception for you.  I'll insist on it.”

She tried to squeak her way out of it, her tail whipping across the table to wrap around Kyla's arm. “They don't need to see me.  Besides, Kayla was going to umm... go shoe shopping with me and...”

“I was?”

“Yes, you were!”

I smiled sadly at the woman. “Sorry foxy girl, but I need them to see who we fought for and defied them to save.  I think it will diffuse their irreverent attitude a bit to see you are an actual person and not some abstract idea in their minds.”

She showed me her little needle-sharp fangs and hissed a little, then grumped out, “Fine, but then we're moving my stuff into your and Sharee's place.”

Shar blinked and sputtered, “What?”

Then Felicia's expression sagged and took on a more desperate and... frightened? look as she whispered to us like she was embarrassed, “I can't go back to my place, I don't feel safe in my nest anymore.  Every noise at night has me ready to bolt, thinking they are coming for me again.”

Rage boiled in my gut and my hands shook a little.  The Crimson Court had turned the most outgoing and gentle soul I knew, and they made her afraid of her own shadow.  I wanted to go back across the Veil myself to kick all their asses for what they did to her.  But then again, there were a couple of dragons there that scared the fucking hell out of me.

I sighed and said, one eye on the Custodian, “Of course you can stay with us for as long as you need.”

Felicia gave us an adorable beaming fox lady smile and said, “Excellent, I can set up a nest right away.”

When she said nest, she wasn't being figurative.  I had seen her old apartment many times, and she, like Rene, had a backless couch that had blankets, throws, and pillows arranged in a nest in the middle of the room, and Felicia looked cute as hell curled up in that nest.

 “Triumvirate first, nest later.” I reminded her.

She gave me a scrunch nosed sour look and Sharee asked me from where she was somehow standing in front of the booth, “Shouldn't we discuss this a little more than...”

I shook my head. “Nope.”

She huffed, “Impertinent Troll.”

“Self important Custodian.”

She sighed in defeat then grinned and shrugged as she told Felicia, “Of course you can stay with us.  Maybe you can teach her troll-y ass some manners.”

Felicia giggled and almost flowed out of the booth to wrap her tail around my girl and lay her head on her shoulder as she said to me, “I'm with her.”

I grumped as I slid out of the booth, glancing at Kyla who had a hand over her mouth so she wouldn't say anything as she elbowed Rupert in the ribs when he opened his mouth to make a snide comment, “Hey, I'm the one who said you could stay.”

Felicia grinned saying, “You're a little more high maintenance, Angel.  Just look at you, still recovering from your injuries.”

I waved goodbye to my friends and followed after the Imp on my girl's arm. “You're just lucky you're my little fox or I'd be cross with you about now.”

When we stepped out of the pub, the Goyles all stood taller and assumed an escort configuration, which my snowy-haired woman ignored as she blew right past them with Felicia.  I took a moment to glare at them as I rushed past to catch up.  They chased after us, “Custodian, Troll Kane, we are to escort...”

I cut them off with, “I'm so full of go to hell right now for what you were told...  keep up or get left behind.”




Chapter 2 – Triumvirate

My bridge reached out to me as we made our way to a manhole cover just past the approach to the Roebling, and after glancing around to make sure the veil blind people around us were paying no heed, I grabbed the cover with one hand and moved it aside.  Even after all this time, my enhanced strength, which came from my bond to my bridge, disconcerted me.

We all dropped down the twelve feet or so to the tunnels below, and our 'escort' pulled the manhole cover back in place before joining us.  We all landed with thuds except for Sharee and Felicia who landed without a noise.  Showoffs.

I looked down the tunnel in the direction of the chamber I lived in below my bridge.  These tunnels under the city still boggled my mind.  Growing up, like anyone who has lived here any time at all, I heard the rumors about these old abandoned tunnels.

In the early 1900s, Cincinnati began constructing an extensive subway system under the streets of the city.  It was virtually completed when diesel power hit the scene and the city decided to scrap the entire system for a huge network of buses in 1928.  Construction on the Union Station terminal was almost complete, the final piece of the subway system.  Instead, they just built a bus terminal over the abandoned station just off my bridge and abandoned the network of tunnels.

The supernatural denizens of the city use the subway tunnels to our advantage as a way to get around quickly without having to deal with the congested streets of the city, and away from prying eyes.

 The city built a tunnel connecting Union Station with the Roebling for foot traffic which wasn't quite finished before they abandoned it, so it is a little rough, but it connects to the underground network.

I could hear voices echoing around somewhere deeper down the tunnel from the myriad of people who used the underground for whatever purposes they needed.  Homeless people getting out of the elements, Fae Stragglers who didn't fit in the mortal world and are waiting to gather enough energy to cross back through the Under-Veil to go home.  As well as people illegally exploring the spiderweb of tunnels under the city.

We walked into a semi-finished portion of the tunnel and I hesitated as we passed a heavy steel door on the side wall of the corridor.  It had huge rivets holding large steel straps on it, and giant iron hinges.  My home lay beyond it, in shambles.

My chamber was an old bunk room for the tunnel workers, which had been updated over the decades with modern conveniences by the prior Troll of the Roebling, Kellen.  It was still in disarray after the Crimson Court's minions broke in and ransacked the place.  We haven't had a chance to clean up yet.  But Sharee had recast the heavy obfuscation spells and protective wards over the opening again.  I hope we'll get some time after this stupid dog and pony show is over to clean up the place a bit before night falls and I have to patrol my bridge.

We continued on for a bit before entering the main subway tunnels, Shar created a glow of light that had no real source of origin in the darkness and I looked around as we moved swiftly, with purpose.  It never ceased to amaze me that all this work had been abandoned.  It was almost an entire world down here in the Below as the homeless residents call it.

We moved past a couple of platforms as we continued down the line until we came to a large platform that had people milling about, a few Goyles, a Troll who I couldn't remember her name, and some True-Borns who gave us disapproving looks as we hopped up onto the platform.

It was basically split in two with a stone and brick wall dividing the space, and a set of guarded doors that led into the Triumvirate's chamber, with its own obfuscation spells imbued into the whole structure.  My eyes kept sliding over it and I had to look at it with my peripheral vision.

The guards stood at attention when the Custodian came into view.  Everyone had a natural fear and respect of the woman who polices the Sentinels... the Trolls, Gargoyles, True-Borns, and Fae of the city.  She was judge, jury, and executioner for the Triumvirate and the most powerful magic-user in Cincinnati in generations.

They opened the doors, but then barred Felicia from entering when Shar went to usher her in.  “Fae are not allowed in the chamber.”

My girl cocked an eyebrow and slid in front of the man, the unnatural magic lights being carried around the space causing her stark white hair to glitter like spun silver and she said in a tone that would freeze over the Great Lakes in moments, “They will make an exception for her, as this meeting concerns Feliciniati Ver et Storint, the Fox of Cincinnati.”

Their eyes widened, most True-Borns weren't that impressed by any Fae as they saw themselves above them, but after Felicia's true identity had come to light after her kidnapping, her legend was growing by the minute.

Shar got their attention back to herself as she asked, “Shall I, or you, tell the Prime Protector that you refused the Unbroken at the door?”

The guards looked nervously at each other then to the escort behind us and then moved aside, standing at attention and saying as they just stared straight ahead at some point in space, “Please, enter, the Triumvirate awaits.”

Felicia looked around nervously herself, then she flowed around me and draped herself over my shoulders, her tail wrapped around my neck for support.  I could feel her trepidation and fear.  I stroked her fur and wondered how silly it looked to have a five-foot-tall Woodland Imp draped over me as we entered.

True my little fox, even though she had the size and proportions of a diminutive human, couldn't weigh more than sixty pounds or so, but with the enhanced strength given to me by my bridge, she felt like she weighed no more than a knitted scarf or even a natural fox.

Sharee dropped the light spell she had been maintaining as the room beyond was lit by torches and candle chandeliers.  We stepped in, leaving our escort behind at the doors, and I looked around the familiar space which looked like some sort of a cross between a medieval castle and a modern courtroom.  At the far end was a large raised wooden platform in a half arc, with six modern desks behind a low wood screen.

I always expect to see regal-looking royals with heavy cloaks and hoods obscuring their faces behind the desks.  Instead, as usual, there were just three average-looking middle-aged women, two middle-aged men and an old man who looked to be a trillion years old at least.  They were all dressed in modern business attire except the old man, Daniel, who was wearing his old terrycloth bathrobe.

Normally the cavernous room's chairs would be filled with the Trolls and Gargoyles of the city, and sometimes True-Born spectators when we were all called for a monthly briefing.  But now, only two people occupied the chairs.  In the front row, a single old man, Griswald, sat hands in his lap, looking annoyed with the world as always.  I loved the sourpuss, he and I got along like two peas in a pod with our dislike of all the machinations of the Triumvirate.  Behind him sat the Scribe, her head down, writing in a journal.

Sharee was in her full on Custodian mode as she looked to be bereft of all emotion when she stepped to the middle of the room and knelt.  Big spotlights from above the desks all turned on and beamed down on her.  She looked at the floor in front of her and said quietly, “Triumvirate, Troll Kane as requested.”

The woman closest to the middle of the arc of desks, with her dark hair pulled back into a severe bun, showing her Hispanic features, wore a black, freshly pressed business suit.  As was her habit, Prime Protector Lily Garza looked at her watch in annoyance, like she was put out by attending this meeting that she herself had pushed for.  She looked between Shar and me then her eyes narrowed as she growled out, “What is that Imp doing in the Triumvirate Chambers?  No Fae are allowed in here.”

I opened my mouth to tell her what I thought of the stupid fucking rule, but my white-haired warrior beat me to it. “I requested her presence in the debriefing as she has pertinent information since she was the subject of the cross Veil rescue mission orchestrated and carried out successfully by Troll Kane.”

Garza growled. “A mission that was almost a complete failure resulting in the virtually total destruction of the most powerful bridge portal to the Under-Veil in over a thousand miles because of her unnatural connection to the Roebling.”

To her credit, Shar's tone didn't change as she went on as if Garza hadn't spoken. “Members of the Triumvirate of Protectors of the city of Cincinnati, I give you Feliciniati Ver et Storint, the Fox of Cincinnati, the Unbroken of the Willow Court of the Fae.”  She stood as she held a welcoming hand out to Felicia, who flowed down from me to almost hide in Sharee's shadow, her tail sliding around my girl's waist.

Our fox bowed, her eyes on the ground, and squeaked out, “Triumvirate.”

Garza stood up behind her desk and seemed to take Felicia's measure, she has seen her before, fighting Fae of ill intent on my bridge in the past when the Fae of the city heeded her call.  And most recently a half-starved, beaten and bloodied mass of fur upon our return to the mortal realm just three days ago.

Protector Daniel stood in the silence and affected a genuine smile of greeting.  “It is indeed an honor for the Triumvirate to be in the presence of the Unbroken.”  The other members looked between him and Garza, unsure how to respond.

Felicia didn't look up and just spoke in a pained voice just above a whisper.  “Please do not call me that, I do not deserve the title.”

He forged on, his earnest eyes sparkling. “Then how would you have us address you?  Miss Ver et Storint?  Fox of Cincinnati?”

She dared to peek up at him, the kindness in his tone giving her courage.  “Just Felicia is fine.”

“Grand.  And I am Daniel.”

She smiled demurely at the man and Garza finally regained her composure.  I disliked the woman, but I knew why she was Prime Protector since Daniel had stepped down to go into semi-retirement.  Besides him and Sharee, Lily was the most powerful magic-user in the city.  And she did bring order to the city and kept the Protectors and True-Born in line like a well-oiled machine.  It was her ambition for power and control over every aspect of the city that I didn't like.  I've never liked anyone trying to impress their will upon me.

The Hispanic woman huffed. “We will allow your presence, but know that this is not an open invitation to appear in our chamber.”

Felicia said in a tone of an awe cowed Fae, which if you knew her, you'd realize was her sarcastic smart-ass tone, “Of course Prime Protector.”

I lightly cleared my throat to warn her off.  She just smiled demurely at me.  Luckily Garza took little smarty-fox's words at face value.  I didn't want to have to step between the two if Lily took offense and tried to make an example of my little fox.  I've had to tussle with Garza before in the past, and it was never pretty and often painful.

I just looked at the people behind the desks, then over to Griswald. “Move over old fart.”  When he didn't move, I grinned and flopped into the chair beside him, sharing eye rolls at the nonsense that was sure to follow.  I just made a wiggly finger motion and Felicia darted over, gave the old grizzled man a beaming smile, then sat next to me. And I turned back to share a smile of greeting with the Scribe.

Shar exhaled heavily at me and just stood where she was, in her capacity as Custodian.

Griswald, as I've said, I liked.  The cantankerous old man was a hoot.  Nobody seemed to like him or liked talking to him but hey, sarcasm is my primary language and Griswald was fluent in it.  He is the Gargoyle of the Elsinore Arch.  The old True-Born had more knowledge about troll and gargoyle battles around the globe and True-Born magic than even the Scribe.  To preserve his knowledge so that it wouldn't be lost to the Triumvirate, he volunteered to be Shadow-Bound to a minor place of power, the Elsinore Arch. Forever locked in time as the old, grumpy, and humorous man he is.

The Scribe, or Robin Manning, was a True-Born who worked as a librarian at the main branch of the Cincinnati Public Library.  She also covertly gathers and maintains all the True-Born knowledge and records all supernatural events in the city and keeps them in the library's sub-basement with access to the tunnels beneath the city.

Felicia first projected happiness to Griz with a brush of her tail then snaked it back to wrap around Robin's wrist, causing the shy True-Born to blush.

Garza just stayed standing behind her desk narrowing her eyes as she addressed me. “Troll Kane, you will show respect to the Triumvirate in these proceedings, and not be seated until given leave to.”

I sighed heavily and looked around the empty chamber and said tiredly, “Lily, we're the only ones here.  This is just a formality to make sure my story lines up with what you already know from the various sources that I'm sure not even the Custodian is aware you have access to.  And I'm still sore and aching from my brush with death.”

“You know that when you're not a pain in my ass, I respect you and the Triumvirate, and I really am grateful for what you did on my Bridge upon my return.  Both I and the Roebling would be gone now if you hadn't.  But does it really matter if I stand until you tell me to sit?  Let's just be people and colleagues here and talk while I rest... the separation sickness is kicking my sorry ass fast since I'm not at one hundred percent.  Can we just get this over with?”

She seriously looked like some big bird ruffling her feathers and I finally got the reference, but Daniel walked around his desk and sat on the edge of the platform, his legs dangling over the edge with honest to god slippers on his feet.  I knew he wore the bathrobe to get on the nerves of the other members, him being semi-retired until they found another True-Born to fill the empty position.  It would have been Sharee if they weren't grooming her for the eventual Prime Protector position when Garza stepped down.

I seriously thought that Robin would make an awesome Triumvirate Protector, as the cute, geeky girl already knew all of the secrets of the True-Borns and supernaturals of the city as she kept her records and all those of all the Scribes before her.  But Shar had explained when I mentioned it once, that Robin was so good at her job, it would take decades to find and train someone to do half the job she did.

Daniel said, “Lily, come now.  You know that Evangeline is right.  She is, of course, as brash and impulsive as ever, but correct none the less.  We just need to make sure we know everything that occurred in the Under-Veil and any repercussions stemming from the mission.  Young Kane is recovering from injuries, which you know as well as the rest of us, that no other Troll in the city could survive.”

Then before the Prime Protector could say anything he added flatly, almost as if it were some sort of impossibility, “And don't pretend you didn't feel it too, when she tumbled through the Veil back into the mortal world and repaired her bridge.  For a moment, she manifested Elder Stone...”

Garza said to him with disbelief and reverence, “There hasn't been Elder Stone on this side of the veil in centuries, not since the Dragons confiscated all of it when the accords were drafted between the Fae and the mortal realm when the Veil was erected.”

I swallowed at that and my hand absently went up to the pendant on the chain around my neck, it was constructed using bits and pieces of all the materials in my bridge, which allowed me to manifest those materials into my body when I was not on the Roebling to pull on its power.

I had a pebble of Elder Stone from my bridge which Rupert had smuggled from the Fae side of the Under-Veil, and Sharee had used her magic to shadow-bind the grain to me and embed it into the amulet.

While on the bridge, I found I could already access the Elder Stone my bridge was made of on the Fae side of the Veil now that I knew it was there, but now I could manifest it anywhere with my amulet.  And from what they had just inferred, this grain must be the only Elder Stone in the mortal realm.

I swallowed.  I wasn't about to share this little tidbit with them.  Still, I wondered if I could find any research into Elder Stone.  It tasted of history and knowledge older than the mountains themselves, and all of that history condensed down into rock held huge amounts of innate power within it.

When I faced Veldshee as I manifested Elder Stone, his powers and ability to phase through solid objects seemed to be negated by the boundless record of time contained within it.  I swear I can hear the whispers of the eons the stone had stood witness to whenever I touched it.  I just couldn't make out the voices.

But that coupled with the knowledge I had about Elder Wood, which is just any old hardwood, gave me a way to fight the Greater Fae of Ill Intent like Banshees and Wraiths who had powers that were difficult for someone like me without any magic of my own to combat.  Elder Wood, especially living Elder Wood like a freshly snapped branch, was anathema to incorporeal based Fae like Wraiths, and could injure them even in their shadow forms.

The foundations of my bridge were massive oak beams, which I used on this side of the Veil to keep them at bay.  But now, did I dare manifest Elder Stone again?  If the Triumvirate had sensed it then the Fae would be able to as well.  We didn't need that getting back to the Dragons, who I suspected may be playing all sides on this, and I was afraid that Cincinnati was going to be ground zero for whatever they had planned.

Garza exhaled and said, “Fine, but let's move this into a conference room then.  I'm not going to stand behind this desk just to see those of us gathered.”  She looked at Shar. “Custodian?”

My girl went into motion, offering an ushering hand, “Goyle Griswald, Scribe, Troll Kane, and Felicia, this way please.”

We stood and dutifully followed behind.  I glanced back up to the platform and none of the Triumvirate was there.  Damn it.  They were just as bad as my personal assassin with all the mysterious disappearing acts.

Griz grumbled at me, “Damn it, Kane, these old bones were just getting comfortable in that chair.  Now we have to move about all willy nilly.”

I parried, “You old whining goat, it isn't my fault you're older than dirt and twice as gritty.”

We shared a chuckle and Felicia just beamed as she soaked in our shared good-natured amusement at each other.  Then I had to smile when Robin doted over the old man as we moved along.  She loved the ancient Goyle like a father and was always taking care of him whenever they were together.  She was the only person he didn't growl at.  Complain and whine?  Sure, but not growl.

We went out a door in the back into a short hall.  I paused at one door and exhaled as a sharp pang of anger stabbed at me, knowing the little room beyond is where Sharee lived, her entire life is that of the enforcer for the Triumvirate.  It's no wonder she had buried all of her emotions being tucked away in there only to come out to perform the duties associated with her position.

Then we entered a room beside one I knew was a cell for Fae to be questioned in investigations.

The spacious conference room had an oval table large enough for the Triumvirate on one side and the rest of us on the other, but Shar stayed standing by the door.  I exhaled loudly and tried not to let it get to me.  It was just a power play by Garza, making sure we were all in our place.

Then the questioning began.




Chapter 3 – Refugees

I was exhausted when we were finally dismissed over two hours later.  The nausea and headache from being away from my bridge for so long was throbbing with the remaining aches and pains I would have for weeks if not months as the mortal engineers repaired the damage to my bridge.

Usually, I would pull on her through the amulet for enough power to keep the symptoms at bay, but I didn't want to do that until after she was back together.  She was me and I was her, two halves making a whole, so I didn't want to do anything that would set back the repairs.

We first went to the Roebling and we just walked past the barricades, the workers not even noticing us as we walked past.  It still baffled me as to how veil-blindness worked.  At times, people took notice of us when we were doing normal things, like walking down the sidewalk, or eating at the pub, but when we were doing things with supernatural intent, they either didn't see us or it didn't connect in their minds that we didn't belong there.  And they could never seem to see a Fae without their glamour on, even if they stood directly in front of them.

And as we were sneaking onto the bridge in broad daylight so I could go up to the tower to... well to basically recharge, the men and women working on repairs just kept going about their business without giving us a second glance.

I immediately felt better as we walked, but my heartbeat... the bridge's heartbeat, the cars thrumming over our deck was absent, and the day they reopened us to traffic couldn't come fast enough.  I reached out with my senses, and I could feel every living thing on my bridge, rats, birds, mice, humans... heh, and a couple of the workers were Fae, and one True-Born.

Every crack, every damaged cable from the massive suspension system, every damaged rail was pushing on me, resonating with my own bruises and aches.  I ran a hand lovingly along a rail, it straightening as I moved along, and I whispered, “It's ok, love, we'll get you fixed up.”  I felt one dull ache recede as I gave my own power to repair the rail.

Then we headed up the access stairs to the top of the South Tower, and I crouched on the parapet to look down toward the Kentucky side of the bridge and let the wind whip at my hair, flow over me as it parted to flow around the tower as if we were one.  I could feel all the life inside this gateway to the city, and I basked in the feel of the union between us, closing my eyes for just a moment.

The next moment Shar was calling my name, “Eve. Eve!  Time to get home if we're going to get any sleep before nightfall.  You went statue thirty minutes ago.”  A cute upside down fox face was peering into one of my eyes where she was holding my eyelid open.

I blinked and patty-caked her hand away and plucked the furry comedian from my shoulders to set her on the roof of the tower.  I had lost time again.  It used to scare me when I got so lost in communing with the steel and stone part of me that I would go still as my towers, not seeing, not breathing, just being.  But it has become such a common occurrence I just see it as normal for me.  I often wondered if other Shadow-Kin in the past who became Trolls had experienced the same phenomena or if I was just broken in some way.

All I knew was that I felt better.  My reserves were replenished.  I glanced at the sun which I could feel moving through the sky, knowing instinctively that it was four hours and six minutes from sundown.

I didn't need really sleep anymore, though I still did it when my snowy-haired warrior did.  It made me feel more... I don't know, human?  Like the old Evangeline Kane wasn't entirely lost.  And any time I could spend with the woman I loved, I hoarded like a greedy dragon.  We'd only get about three hours of sleep, but Sharee needed it.  She had run herself ragged appeasing everyone over the three days I lay unconscious, recovering.

Now with all the Triumvirate nonsense behind us, she could finally breathe.  So I just nodded and the three of us just leapt off the roof, sliding down the suspension cables toward my deck below.  It always amazed me, watching the Custodian as she gracefully dove off the towers without fear, and slid down the cables to alight on the deck far below with no effort at all.

Sure she was a True-Born, but still only human.  Not afforded the strength and agility of a Goyle or Troll, yet she could keep up and surpass us at every juncture.  I'm starting to wonder if it is her dual nature, being part Fae, which makes her such a formidable fighter and magic-user.

That was one of the few pieces of information that we felt compelled to share with the Triumvirate.  We had only learned of it ourselves just before the rescue mission when Griswald showed us what he had uncovered in his research.  But we would have been negligent to have omitted that the entire kidnapping of Felicia had been an attempt to draw the Custodian out, to have her cross the Veil to fall into the trap of whoever has been orchestrating all the unrest here in the mortal realm.

My eyes had narrowed at the six Protectors when none of them raised a brow nor seemed shocked that the revelation that their chosen Custodian of the city had some Fae blood running through her veins.  They had known.  Which I found doubly confusing since they all to a one, except Daniel, treated Fae as second class citizens.  Like the rule that no Fae was allowed in their chambers.

It seemed that no matter what I said when I shared my suspicions and impressions from my time in the Under-Veil, that something was coming, something big that we wouldn't be able to stop, they discounted or flat out dismissed out of hand.  But I knew in my gut that it was all being orchestrated by the dragon who oversaw the court proceedings, Moritus.  The one who silenced Veldshee when he started to brag about the plans that were brewing against us.  Which meant he was the one who has been scheming and causing all the unrest on our side of the veil recently, in an attempt to lure our Custodian to their side of the Veil.

Though I could see just an ember of doubt and suspicion in their eyes, they had insisted that the Dragons stayed out of political machinations, and only broke ties or enforced the rulings of the divided courts of the Fae.  And since the Willow Court aligned with the True-Born way of thinking, that it had to be someone in the Crimson Court pulling all the strings.

They felt I was too young for my gut feeling that something much bigger was in the works would be taken with a grain of salt since I had only been part of the hidden supernatural world for such a  short time.  That I didn't know how things worked.

I may or may not have looked like a child having a tantrum when I got frustrated and hit the conference room table, breaking a part of it off under my fist, but I had been dismissed my whole life by first my family, then all the doctors and psychiatrists who told me I was just hallucinating the shadows I insisted I could see.  It was that all over again and it frustrated me to no end.  Keeping my pulse racing and my anger on the surface as I seethed at the dismissal of my thoughts, fists clenched.

They placated me by assuring me that they will look into my suspicions.  I knew how they operated, they'd do shit all and pretend like they did their best but there just wasn't anything there.  The only thing that stopped me from going ape-shit on their sanctimonious asses was that Griz, who had listened to me thoughtfully through the entire briefing, had promised me personally that he would look into it, separate from the Triumvirate's investigation.

The Triumvirate seemed to dismiss out of hand, any corroboration of the events and my suspicions about what had transpired, from Felicia, except Protector Daniel who rubbed his chin, eyes narrowed as she recounted things from her point of view.

I sighed at the memory then blinked when Felicia landed on my deck lightly before I hit the walkway like a missile, cratering the concrete pedestrian walkway, the damage healing as I stepped out of it.  She had beat me?  On my own bridge?  Hellstones and fire!  Woodland Imps were quick!

Shar landed beside me, lithely, then chuckled at my shock that Felicia was faster than both of us.  But then again, I had seen the aftermath of the Fae of ill intent who had kidnapped her.  She had disabled a large number of them with that swiftness.

Like me, Felicia would not kill, but that didn't mean she wouldn't use her razor-sharp claws and needle-sharp teeth to slash and shred Achilles tendons and the like to permanently disable her opponents.  I myself took a less subtle, Hulk smash type approach to stopping asswipes.

My girl smirked and said as she marched past me, “You're slipping, love.”

I chased after her as she looped an arm in Felicia's, the latter's tail swishing playfully behind them.  I called out as I caught up, “I'll slip you upside the head, woman.”

She didn't miss a beat to remind me. “You keep trying and failing.  What makes you think you can do it now?”

I defended lamely, “We know it's Fae reflexes now, cheater.”  Ok, so we didn't know that, but it sounded good.  Or maybe not as neither of the smirking jerks seemed impressed.  I just smiled and took Felicia's other arm as we headed home.  I cringed at the image of the mess in my head.

I'm possibly the biggest slob in Cincinnati, and before Shar came into my life, my way of determining the cleanest clothes that were strewn about my nearby little apartment had been the sniff test.  But now that I was in a relationship, I tried to tidy my new home to a more acceptable level.  I mean, I'm still a slob, just not to the extreme like before.  And I've gotten used to it, to my own chagrin.  So seeing my home in a ruined mess from the ransacking makes me fidgety and even itchy for some reason.

Tomorrow morning, after my nightly patrol, I vowed that I was going to spend the whole day cleaning up.

We hopped down into the tunnels, Shar pulling the manhole cover closed behind us.  Then we trudged to my door.  I rolled my eyes when they both stood back.  I muttered to their amusement, “Wimps.”  Then pulled the heavy steel door open, it swung out on the huge metal hinges.  Rupert and Kyla had problems getting the door open on their own, but to me, it was like opening a normal door.

We slid inside and I glanced at Felicia as she looked around at the destruction and chaos.  There was a little cot in the corner that Rupert used when he stayed here on the nights he didn't stay at Kyla's.  It was upside down at the moment, but I decided just then that it needed to be replaced with something a little more permanent and with more privacy since I didn't know how long our little fox would be staying with us until she was confident enough in herself again to live alone.

Shar just kicked off her boots and face planted in the bed.  I had to grin at her being playful since it was so rare.  So I joined her as I fell face-first into the unmade bed.

I was about to speak into my pillow, to tell Felicia to make herself at home, and that she was welcome to all the blankets she could find on the floor to make a nest on the sofa or the cot.  But she was calling out shrilly and playfully, “Foxpile!” as she dove on the bed between us.  Then the fuzzy woman curled up in a ball between us, one arm over Shar, and her tail wrapping around my waist.

Before I could say anything, she started making an adorable breathy squeaking sound as her breathing slowed.  I blinked.  She was out already and snoring cutely.  My girl was looking at the ball of red and white fur in the tank top and jeans between us, then she smiled fondly and held a finger to her lips.

I sighed in defeat.  So much for getting me some Custodian cuddles. I took the hand she offered over Felicia's back and I laced our fingers.  I restrained a chuckle as I pondered just how weird the family we were building around us was.  Then I let myself drift off as I reached my senses out to touch my bridge, letting its strength and calm fill me as I drifted off, a smile on my face.

It seemed as if I had just floated in bliss for mere moments before I woke to the door opening.  I would have been alarmed if I hadn't gotten used to only my friends and chosen family being able to open it without getting fried by the heavy wards Shar had put on the door.

Rupert, then Kyla slipped in, my best friend carrying a picnic basket.  Rupe called out, “Wakey, wakey, rise, and shine.  Sundown in...”

I yawned and finished, “Fourteen minutes.”

Ky shook her head.  “It's freaky how you can do that and...”  Her eyes widened when Felicia popped her head up from between a fully awake Shar and me, her fox eyes bright, a smile on her face.  “Oh...”  Then Kyla got a smarmy smirk on her face as she purred out, “Interesting.”

Felicia flowed out of the bed and stretched almost seductively, then waved at the newcomers and asked, “Do I smell chicken?”

Ky chuckled and Rupert nodded and said suggestively, “Once you go fur...”

I rolled my eyes, throwing a pillow to hit the smug girl in the face. “Oh, go fuck yourselves.  She's just feeling a little vulnerable right now.”

Sliding out of bed and grabbing some clothes from the drawers that were pulled out of the dresser and turned upside down on the floor, I shambled to the bathroom.  Sharee joined me as we got ready.  I asked as she put on her black body armor, “See you at sunrise?”

She shook her head. “I'm going to patrol the Roebling with you until you're healthy again.”

I growled out to my overprotective mate, “It'll be weeks before all the damage is repaired.  You need to be seen patrolling the city, keeping all the trouble makers in line.  I'll be fine.  You're only a phone call away and I'll call if something comes through the Veil that Rupert and I can't handle.”

Then I added, “Besides, the Triumvirate has just reopened Cincinnati for travel today since they believe there's no validity to my telling them that something big is brewing and are ignoring my warning.  That whole business with Felicia was just a trap set for you.  They want the Custodian out of the way for something.  I seriously don't believe that the city is prepared for what is coming.”

She sighed heavily and spoke slowly like I was misbehaving, “They aren't ignoring the warning, they simply want more information, that is why they are investigating and sending trusted Fae across the Veil to gather intelligence on whoever has been pulling the...”

I interrupted, “It's Moritus... it has to be.  Why else would he permanently silence Veldshee when he was going into a supervillain monologue about us not knowing 'his' plans?”

She held up a hand and capitulated. “Signs are pointing that way, but it isn't definitive.  The dragons don't involve themselves in mortal affairs, and they arbitrate the Fae courts only because they covet and horde magic, and the wars with the True-Born and the Three Hundred Years Fae civil war was depleting magic from their realm.  They like politics about as much as you do.”

Then she shrugged. “So what would they have to gain, meddling in mortal affairs when the magic on our side of the Veil is a fraction of that on their side?  It doesn't make sense.”

Before I could counter, Kyla spoke first, her brow furrowed in thought, “If that's true, then why do dragons try to get through to the mortal realm every few centuries when they've hoarded enough magic to force their way through?  Griswald had shared that once.  I think it was a city in Europe or something like that.  The entire city had to mobilize against it and a Troll who could manifest like Evie wound up dying to stop it and send it back through the veil.”

The Custodian's brow furrowed and it looked like she had a bad taste in her mouth as she said slowly, “I don't know.”

Felicia said, “I'll clean up a little here tonight before my shift at O'Flanagan's.  Then maybe I'll drop by Griz's to see what he has on the subject.”

We all chimed out as a group, “Be careful.”

If a fox could blush, then she was at that moment.  I told her, “We just got you back, you don't need to be taking any chances.  The dragons may have said the Crimson Court lost the case, but the dark Fae hold grudges.  I get Fae with grudges coming through the Veil all the time who are butt hurt just from me handing them their asses, I can't imagine how much of a tizzy their entire court is in that you've escaped their grasp not once, but twice now.”

She nodded.  “I promise I'll be careful.”  Then she looked around the chamber and gave a sly fox grin,  “And I'll come 'home' right after.”

I rolled my eyes at the Imp and said, “I need to get to my bridge.”  Rupert patted the length of steel pipe on his hip and Ky said, “We're coming, I packed a meal.”  I still couldn't believe that my best friend liked the larcenist gnome.  Well fine, they are a cute couple.

It's just that he was Rupert.  Gambling, thieving Gnome.  Well, he has stuck by my side through everything, even coaching me on how to be a Troll when the shadow-binding had been thrust upon me without my consent or knowledge.  And he has saved my life a time or two.  Ok, I could see why she liked the impulsive idiot.  But I just wish his human glamour didn't make him look like some sort of beatnik from the '60s.

With a final glance at the mess, my eyes lingered on the gold coins of the Fae who used my gateway to visit the mortal realm, I tried not to dart a look to Sharee.  She and I were the only ones who knew that Felicia and Rupert no longer had coins to bind them to no harm in the mortal realm.  I pushed them through the veil during the daylight, something that I had thought impossible until then.  And they were never bound to a new coin.

They were my family and heroes of Cincinnati, and I wasn't about to bind them.  I'd take on the Triumvirate if need be to make sure they were free Fae.

We streamed out of my place and up to street level, then split off to go our separate ways, but not before Shar gave me a steaming kiss.  “Call if you need me you stubborn, bullheaded Troll.”

I was all smiles as I countered, “Whatever, Custodian.”

Then I headed to my bridge, leaping over a repair vehicle, springing off of a railing to launch myself in a soaring flip about twenty feet into the air.  I grabbed a suspender cable and whipped around it, gaining momentum and flinging myself upward in a high arch and landed on the main cable.  My legs almost gave out and I exhaled in frustration.

It was going to be a long time before I was back at one hundred percent, and my ribs and extremities, decks and suspension cables all ached.  I started running up the sweeping slope to the North Tower, then I flipped over it to slide down the main cable on the other side, sparks flying from my feet that were manifesting the same metal of the cables.

When I reached the bottom of the sweep I ran up the other side and leapt to land on the parapet of the South tower.  The workers were packing up for the day on the decks below, oblivious to the display going on over their heads.

No sooner had my feet touched the stones of the tower, than the sun extinguished itself over the horizon.  It was like a gong sounded in my soul as the magic reset itself and my gateway seemed to energize.  But I could feel the massive ward that tasted of all the members of the Triumvirate combined.  It was like a lock and chain across the doorway, denying entry.  But moments later, it flared and was gone, just as they had promised, so now the Fae of the Under-Veil was once again granted free travel after the ban of refugees.

I could feel Kyla and Rupert's footsteps on my deck approaching the tower.  As long as Ky stuck at Rupert's side, the veil blind would pay her no heed either.  I found it intriguing the first time I realized I could differentiate people on my decks just by their gaits, but now I just see it as another one of my senses like sight or hearing.

Ky had this sort of springy stride where she virtually bounded on her toes, whereas Rupert had heavy, grating footsteps as if he himself was made of granite.  As a gnome, that wasn't far off.  They were stocky and squat people, from working at unimaginable heat and pressure in the mines miles under the surface.  Their skin was so dense that they were virtually indestructible.  They weren't much stronger than a normal human, so you'd think they wouldn't be effective in a fight.  But Rupe with his piece of pipe did amazingly well against the minor Fae of ill intent, while his tough hide afforded him some protection against some of the greater Fae.

I closed my eyes and inhaled the scents of the city and was surprised at the depth of my relief to be back on my bridge and finally guarding my gateway after that whole misadventure in the land of Fae.  As much as I had hated this at first, this was what I was born to do.  I sighed and felt myself relax for the first time in a week.

Just as my companions arrived at the top of the tower, and Kyla started laying out a blanket and unpacking her basket I felt the pressure on my gateway.  Something was coming.  It was big... but I couldn't quite place what it was.  I had been getting pretty good at predicting who was coming across the Veil by the resonance and amount of power that was pushing against the gateway to push a person through.  But this was sort of indistinct.

I looked back at my friends. “Showtime.  Sorry, be right back.”

Kyla absently waved me off and I winked at her and grinned at her gasp as I just fell backward off the tower.  I enjoyed the rush of the wind over my body as I slowly twisted and I pulled in the metal of the bridge, my body turning to blue painted steel as I slammed into the walk below.

The small crater mended itself with a thought as I stepped out of it and moved myself to the middle of the bridge to wait.  I could both see and feel the fabric of reality stretching, then a moment later I knew why I couldn't tell what was coming through as a Woodland Fairy, stepped through her gossamer wings twitching in anxious motions as she ushered about thirty lesser Fae of various races through the gateway.  They looked dirty, banged up, and exhausted... all carrying bags or boxes and a couple with wooden wheelbarrows stacked with miscellaneous belongings.

Her honey-sweet voice was chiming out over the others.  “Come on, keep together.  We've made it.  There's no need to worry.  We're safe now.”

I hustled up to my friend. “ Christina?  What's going on?”

She spun and her wings buzzed as she saw me.  Always lithe, graceful, and beautiful, Christina looked haggard and disheveled now as she dove on me, hugging me tightly as she blurted out, “Eve!  Thank the Lady of the Lake!  We've been trying to get through for three nights now.  There are so many...”

I had to look her directly in the eyes to get her attention.  “Christina, slow down.”  I looked around at all of the Fae who looked utterly defeated and beyond exhaustion.  My heart went out to a half deer woman who had two little ones at her side, their big doe eyes wide and afraid.  “Who are these people and what is going on?”

She whispered a single word breathlessly, pain and anguish in her tone, “War.”  My blood ran cold as a shiver went down my spine.

The fairy shared almost pleadingly, “When you defeated Veldshee and rescued the Unbroken from the Crimson Court, they were outraged and tried to declare martial law on all of Faerie.  Collecting more than their given lot for conversion.  The people rose up with the Willow Court against them.  The Unbroken gave us hope that we could fight back.” 

I swallowed hard, a pit in my gut as I listened, horrified that my actions had sparked a war as she implied.  She shook her head. “I've been working with the Minotaur, Geravold, to get refugees to safety.  We've lost many to the greater dark Fae on conversion raids.”

I cursed under my breath, “Hellstones and fire.”

Then I looked around again and asked, “Is this all?”

She shook her head as I felt Rupert running up to us. “We have many groups hiding in the Elder Wood forests.  Others have taken groups east to find other gateways to the mortal realm since all of the Cincinnati gateways were closed to us.”

I inhaled deeply then said, “Ok... ok.”  Then I looked at Rupert, who looked concerned. “You heard?”

He nodded and held up his phone. “I'll call the Custodian and Doc Rene.”

“Right.”  Then I looked at the group and called out, “I am Evangeline Kane, Troll of this bridge.  You are safe and under my protection here.  Please have your toll ready and we will see what we can do about getting you someplace safe to stay until we sort this out.”

Christina just handed me a coin bag from her belt and said, “They're all there except mine.  I'm going back through for the next group.  The patrols are heavy so I may be a while.”

I exhaled loudly then pulled her into a hug.  “Promise you'll be careful, you're my favorite fairy and I'd hate to have to break in a new one.”

She giggled, it sounding like wind-chimes on the breeze. “Always trying to act so tough.  I promise.”  She kissed my cheek then turned away to stare at the area in space where the gateway resided, pulled up her sleeves then reached back to tie her flowing strands of golden hair back into a ponytail, and started forward.

Rupe called out, “Christina, wait!”  Then he said something in a murmur in his phone, looked up to the South Tower and I saw Ky waving down.  Then my gambling con-man of a friend once again showed his true colors when he said while striding forward, “I'm coming with you.  I can fight if things go south.  Besides, I can't have that sanctimonious side of beef, Geravold, showing me up.”

I exchanged looks with him.  I was so proud of the annoying twit.  He just inclined his head, pulled out his section of pipe and the two just stepped through the gateway without hesitation, leaving me standing there with a group of people who looked too exhausted to stand much longer.

Right then. “Ok, everyone, let's move over to the side and we can sit.  Help is on its way.”

I prayed I was right.  Look at what the Triumvirate had already done when refugees started coming in when there was only the threat of unrest between the Courts.  But now... war?  They had to have a heart.  Just then, I had a scared and tired group of Fae that was looking for some sense of safety.  The way some of them were gawking at the lights of Cincinnati, I'd say they had never been through the veil before so this was a frighteningly new land for them.

I closed my eyes and sent out a silent prayer to whoever might have been listening, that this didn't explode in our faces.




Chapter 4 – Moral Imperative

It didn't take long before the bridge was swarming with people.  Someone even called in some police that were aware of the supernatural aspects of the city.  Detective Lancaster and his partner, Simms, headed it up, having taped off the bridge after evacuating it, saying a massive electrical short had electrified the metal grating of the drive deck.

And Sharee arrived with the full Triumvirate council just after our very own Doctor Groves showed up with an entourage of various Fae, all wearing red and white armbands with the Fae medical insignia on them.  I had greeted the silvering Woodland Imp who looked like an older Felicia as she hustled up, “Hello Mother Fox.”

The woman's look of determination and concern morphed into a smile of glee.  She loved it when we called her that since Woodland Imps could never have children of their own as all of them are female and are born fully grown from the Wellspring of Life in the Under-Veil.

She quickly grabbed one of my hands between hers and wrapped my waist with her fluffy tail, sending warmth and loving feeling to me.  “Hello, Evie dear.  I hear there's been some excitement.”

I hugged her to me for a moment then made an ushering motion toward the refugees. “This is the first group.  Christina and Rupert went to escort the next group.”

She nodded and put on her game face.  “Right.”  She motioned to the others with her. “Come now, let's get these Fae comfortable and vitals checked.”  Then to me, as her helpers moved to the group with blankets, water and food, she asked, “Any injuries?”

I shook my head. “None yet, but they lost some on the other side.  From what little Christina shared, it seems the Crimson Court has called for martial law and they are grabbing people at random for conversion.  It sounds like the start of a civil war.”

She cursed in some Fae language under her breath.  “Ok... ok... I've got this.”  She stepped away, cupping my cheek with her tail as she went toward her people, clapping her hands together and snapping out orders. “We need to set up a temporary triage here.  Clear these people and move them over that way to wait for volunteers to find them shelter.  Now, now, now... we have more incoming!”

Wow.  I cocked an eyebrow, impressed how our sweet, sometimes overbearing when you are hurt, mother fox was sort of an emergency coordinating badass.

I jumped when Ky said from right beside me, “Damn.  Is it wrong I want to have her babies?  Rupe would understand.”  She bit the tip of her tongue in a silly manner.

Growling I asked, “What are you doing down here?  You need to...”

“I need to find out what I can do to help.  Just look at these people, they're afraid and exhausted.”

I noted she was wearing the sunglasses that Sharee had spelled for her to see through Fae glamour, and her brow was creased in concern.  I took a deep calming breath.  This was one of the reasons I loved my best friend.  She had enough compassion for the two of us and she had a soft spot for strays.  She had taken me in once upon a time and believed in me when nobody else in my life did.  Now here was a butt-load of lost souls and it would take an act of God to dissuade her from helping.

I sighed. “I can't...”

She shook her head and stated plainly, “No, you can't.”

I smiled at her and then called out, “Mama Fox?”

Rene looked back and I pointed between her and Ky.  The silver fox woman beamed a smile and held an inviting arm out. “Come on, sweetie.  I'll put you to work.”

My friend hustled over almost singing out, “Yes, Mother Fox.”

That's when the Custodian arrived with the Triumvirate and thirteen Goyles.  Garza in black body armor, which I have to admit made her look pretty damn badass, stepped up to me, Sharee at her side.  The Prime Protector looked over to the refugees then to me and asked, “Troll Kane, report.”

I took a deep breath and went into detail about the arrival of these Fae, and the situation on the other side.  And that Rupe and Christina were working on the other side of the gateway with Geravold to get others to the safety of the mortal realm.

At least she had the good sense to look conflicted about it.  Then she said in a measured tone, not the high and mighty one she usually took around me, “I understand your concern here, Kane, but this is an internal Fae matter.  The charter states that we will not interfere in their internal matters.  So these people need to go back to where they came from, and we need to get the word out globally to lock down all gateways until the Fae have settled their dispute.  The law is very clear about this.”

Her eyes were on the children in the group and I could see her biting the inside of her cheek hard.  I would have exploded on her if she hadn't just shown that small bit of humanity after suggesting we just throw these people to the wolves.  And with the Fae, it could literally be wolves.

When she turned to me, she had an almost questioning and expectant look in her eyes, like she was prompting me.  It was clear that she really didn't want to be the bad guy, and she was using the charter to shield herself from the heinous decision.

How is it that the one time I wanted to hate Garza more than I have ever wanted to, was the one time I actually understood her?  Understood that because of the fucking charter, lending aid to these people would be the same as taking sides in the conflict on the other side of the Veil, and that would break the compact, pulling the mortal realm into the fight.

I looked around and was a little shocked that the other five of the Triumvirate, including Protector Daniel, was looking at me with anticipation.  Sharee too?  Then I got it.  They wanted me to be, well, me.  I inclined my head and exhaled loudly, then steeled myself and drew up to my full height and yelled back at the Prime Protector.  “Bullshit!  These people came to us, to me, to my bridge, for help!  And to fuck if I'm going to let your goddamn charter sign their death warrants!  It is a moral imperative that we help them.”

I pushed on. “You may run this city, but I am Evangeline Kane, and this is MY bridge!  And you can try to seal my gateway, but you will fail.  These people came looking for sanctuary, and you damn well better believe that I'm going to give it to them on my bridge!  These Fae are under my protection!”

Then I pulled hard on the other side of the gateway to put the biggest god damned exclamation point on it which they certainly weren't ready for as I manifested, Elder Stone crackling across my body, and the power of eons of history caused a thrum of power that pushed everyone back a step as I became that history, the stone which has stood sentinel over the rise and fall of civilizations as it whispered about things incomprehensible in my ear.

Garza's eyes were so wide it looked as if she had no eyelids as she mouthed, “Elder Stone,” before shaking herself out of the shock of seeing what all viewed to be impossible.  Then, with her eyes still on me, she turned her head back slightly to ask the group, breathlessly, “Wait... sanctuary?  Can that work?”

Protector Daniel just grinned and said, “We'll make it work.  It would be a shame if young Evangeline here wasted a perfectly good speech of defiance.”  He tipped an imaginary hat to me and I was trying so hard to look as badass as I could but I just rolled my stone eyes and gave him a slight smile before affecting a scowl again.

Then Garza looked at me and said for all to hear, “We will have words about your defying the orders of the Triumvirate, Troll.  But for now, until our scholars can research the sanctuary provisions of the charter, we'll allow this insubordination.”

Then she said, “Custodian.”

Shar stood taller, staring straight ahead as she said, “Prime Protector.”

“See to it that this defiant Troll of yours doesn't start any new wars tonight.  Find someplace for these Fae seeking political sanctuary until we can figure out what to do with them.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

Then the Triumvirate all turned and started to walk off my bridge.  

I called out, “Lily...”  She paused mid-step and I said, “...thank you.”  She didn't look back, and after a second she started striding away with purpose, all the Goyles staying behind.

A moment later Sharee was shouting commands to the Goyles to assist Doc Grove and to coordinate with other Goyles in the Inner-City to get lodging for the refugees and to contact the Scribe about it all.

Before I could smile, I felt a pushing sensation on my gateway.  I called out, “Incoming,” as beaten and bloodied Fae started streaming into the mortal world, spears, and arrows flying through with them.  I stood in the center of the gateway and let the weapons just bounce away or chatter on my Elder-Stone body, shielding the newcomers as they just kept coming in, in a seemingly endless stream.




Chapter 5 – Probing Attacks

It was a long night, and I was relieved when the sun crested the horizon, and like a wind rushing through a canyon. It swept the excess magic from the world like dry leaves being whisked off by a tornado, stripping Fae of some of a fair chunk of their power and strengthening the veil so that even the weakest of Fae couldn't push through it.

Ever since it was explained to me, I've found it ironic that it is the weakest of Fae who has the easiest time crossing over to the mortal world.  I never would have thought that how a Fae makes the transit through the fabric of reality to the mortal realm worked the way it did.

The more powerful a Fae is, the more energy it takes for them to cross over.  Think of their energy like surface area and the Under-Veil as fabric.  Lesser Under-Fae like a gnome, for example, who has very little power, can most easily pass through, their energy surface area is tiny, like the point of a knife.  But let's say a lesser wraith who has hundreds of times more power than a gnome tries to come across, his surface area is like a bowling ball trying to push through.  So a lot more energy is needed to tear through the fabric.  Something huge like a dragon needs to gather power for a century or so to make the attempt.

Though I have learned there are exceptions, such as when other Fae or individuals with magic, sort of sacrifice their power to help push an individual through.  Some of the greater Fae even use underlings en mass to force their way through without exhausting their own magic potential.  It takes the Under-Fae just a few days, and sometimes as little as just a few hours to regain their magic, whereas it takes much longer for the greater Fae to recover.

On the other side of the veil, the recovery process takes much less time because the sunrise doesn't strip them of energy.

I could relax a bit now as I bellowed a challenge and struck the last two goblins who had made the tenth probing attack of the night with twenty of their friends.  Some I knocked back through the gateway, banishing them, while others I pummeled into submission or tossed them to the Custodian and the Goyles to take down.

The way I troll my bridge is a source of friction between me and the Triumvirate and most of the other Trolls and Goyles in the city.  Because all know that Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling does not kill.  I prefer banishment.  Even the growing hoards of prisoners we amassed last night, the ones Shar or the Goyles didn't kill, I will attempt to banish through the veil at sunset after stripping them of all of their power to do so.

We never knew when I called out that something was coming through, whether it would be another group that Christina and Rupert were guiding, or if it was going to be one of these probing attacks.  Shar shared that almost every other gateway into Cincinnati was facing similar probing attacks, just at a much smaller number.  Though none were reporting any refugees, likely because everyone knows I am a friend of the Fae, so they chose my bridge as the safe haven to run to.

I asked my snowy-haired Custodian, not for the first time, “Isn't this an act of war against us that they are sending attacks through the veil?”

She sighed and responded with strained patience, “As I keep saying until we can question the prisoners, we still don't know what their orders are or what reasoning they have for the armed intrusion into our realm.”

I muttered, “Well they can't use the excuse that they are chasing rebels through if they're attacking at all the gateways in the city.”

She shrugged as an exhausted-looking Rene slid up to us, taking off blood-covered rubber gloves and then wiping her fuzzy brow. “That can't be discounted, as they are being stopped dead here on the Roebling, so they may devise the excuse they needed to use alternate gateways to pursue their quarry.”

“It's still breaking the compact isn't it, about not passing into our realm with ill intent?”

Shar shook her head. “Fae reasoning, especially the Crimson Court, is very different than ours.  They may not interpret this as ill intent if they use the bogus excuse that the people fleeing the conflict are combatants.”

“That's fucked up.”

Rene screwed up her face and wrapped her tail around my face, preventing me from talking.  “Really, dear one, we need to do something about your vulgar outbursts.”

I droned out, my voice muffled by silver laced red fur, “Soffry moffer.”

She patted my cheek. “That's my good Troll.”  Then she yawned so wide I thought she might swallow herself.

The foxy woman hadn't so much as taken a break the entire night as she supervised triage, and performed sometimes complicated procedures right here on the bridge to save some of the more severely wounded Fae.  As the night progressed, we were seeing more and more of those severely wounded.

A makeshift Fae hospital was set up in Cardboard City down in the Below after a few calls to the Triumvirate and the direst of cases, after being stabilized by Rene, were transferred there where True-Born healers and doctors were waiting.  Even though Fae healed at staggering rates compared to humans, that didn't prevent some injuries from being life-threatening.

I prompted her, “You need to get some sleep or you're going to fall over from exhaustion.  You're only one Imp and can't be expected to...”

She sighed and gave me a sad smile. “You Troll your bridge, I'll patch people up.  And I'm planning on getting some food in my belly and taking a long nap as soon as I check the wounds you two and your Goyle friends inflicted on this lot.”  She indicated the prisoners who were being held on the other side of my deck.

Shar started to say, “They're the aggressors...”

Our matronly fox shook her head and cut her off. “Our own moral character is reflected in the manner in which we treat our prisoners.  We have to rise above any conflict or animosity to do what is right.  It is what separates us from those who would perpetrate evil upon others.”

She was right and she knew it... we knew it.  So she marched over with her medical kit to see to the enemy, she was an amazing woman.  And she called over her shoulder, “I'll see you at your place in a bit, don't think I didn't see the wound on your shoulder.”

I looked down to see my blood-stained tee under my leather jacket.  Oh... that.  It was some sort of armadillo-like Fae who had surprised me with his swiftness and impaled me with a rhinoceros horn growing from his bony skull.  It snapped off when I manifested the concrete walk and punched it, breaking off the horn, which I had tucked into my belt.  Yeah, there may be something wrong with me that I keep trophies of my battles.  This would go well with my growing collection of Minotaur horns at home.

Like the Fae, I healed fast when I pulled upon my bridge, but it takes a toll.  I glanced around seeing the new damage to my decks and railings that I and my bridge self shared.  I had used some of the deep well of power in her foundations to stem the flow of blood from the wound.

I looked back at the space the gateway occupied, my brow creased and anxiety gripping my guts.  The Ice Queen facade slipped from the Custodian, and the love of my life told me, “As much as I hate to admit it, Rupert is tough, and getting to be a formidable fighter.  He'll be fine.  And Christina?  That woman is fierce.  They'll be ok, and they have help, I guarantee at sunset they'll be guiding another group of refugees through your gateway.”

Sighing, I gave her a sad smile.  It was sort of scary how well she could read me now.  Almost like she was eavesdropping on my thoughts.  Each time Christina and Rupert came through with a new group, to relay tactical information about the Crimson Court's advance, and the defenses the Willow Court set up, they looked more ragged and exhausted themselves.

Rupert was covered in blood from head to toe, but I didn't see any wounds on him.  Christina shared that while she organized the people fleeing the conflict, Rupert would stand with Geravold and the few rebels with them to hold off patrols while she got the refuges through the veil.  The Minotaur and Gnome were treating it almost like a competition.

Yup, that's our Rupe.  As iffy as his moral code may seem to an outside observer, we knew that he was a good man who did the right thing, while complaining about it the whole time, of course.  And he and Gery have some sort of history together, a mutual hate-hate frenemies rivalry.  So I could see them competing to see who could take out more combatants or even who could take the hardest hit.

On that front, the answer might surprise you.  Sure a Gnome is barely stronger than a human, and a Minotaur is literally as strong as a bull, but I've seen Rupert take blows that would have killed a Minotaur in its tracks.  It's that near-impenetrable skin that Gnomes have, even though I know those blows still hurt Rupe like hell.

The last time we saw our Gnome and Christina was two groups ago.  They were so exhausted that they couldn't get back through to the Under-Veil as their small reservoir of magics was depleted.  I had to give them a shove through with power from the Roebling.  They wanted to stay on that side to help coordinate the evacuations.

Christina was a wonder to me, one of my close Fae friends.  She had the impossibly beautiful, angelic looks shared by all the Woodland Fairies, yet her kind shunned her, naming her Trina, which in their language meant 'unworthy' because her wings were slightly undersized so she was not able to fly.  But fly or not, she could glide like a boss.

She had once caught me from a tumble off my bridge in a fight and used the updrafts I created to glide us back up to my decks to keep me in the fray.  And she was fearless, having heart enough for any three Fae.  So it was no surprise to me that she kept risking her life over and over to get these innocent families to the safety of Cincy.

We hung around to make sure all the refugees were escorted to temporary shelter and our prisoners and bodies of the slain were hauled off by Goyle and True-Born teams for holding and questioning.  The likely outcome was simply that I'd have to banish them once the Crimson Court lodged a formal complaint.

I just hoped that Shar and the Triumvirate would get some answers to the questions we had about what was fueling the Crimson Court's offensive, and trying to gather more intelligence about my hunches that the dragons were somehow manipulating both courts in the Under-Veil and the True-Borns here in the mortal world as well.  Or if I was wrong, what was really happening.  It couldn't simply be that they were suddenly willing to go to war because we rescued Felicia from their grasp.  They had to know that there would be many losses on all sides, even theirs in the event of another Three Hundred Years War.

Once it was down to my small group, Lancaster made his way to us from where his car and a few other police cruisers were blocking the approach to the Roebling.  He marched right up to me, looking nervous, which was new since he was usually just an ass.  “Kane, this was some clusterfuck going on here tonight.  This some of your supernatural bullshit taken to the next level.  Normal citizens were starting to notice, so whatever whammy you're kind has on all of us humans is having a problem hiding all this action.”

“We've been intercepting all kinds of 911 calls about disturbances on all the bridges, and the sounds of violence... and strange people where they're not supposed to be, to trusted cars with officers in the know.”

Then he sighed knowing the answer to his next question as his younger partner, Simms, joined us, “What's going on?  And please tell me that it is all over now.”

I shook my head, wincing at the spike of burning, lancing pain in my shoulder from my wound.  “I wish I could.”  I looked to the far end of the bridge as the last group of prisoners were led off my deck and into the Inner City, then I met his eyes and told him, “It's war.  And I think it's going to get worse before it gets better.  And if I'm right, I don't think there is anything anyone will be able to hide from the mortal world, no matter how powerful they are, because something huge is coming.”

I could feel it in my bones, the foreboding and intuition that told me I was right, no matter how badly I wished otherwise.

He huffed then exhaled long and loud before grumbling, “And you're just dropping this whole shitfest in our laps.  I thought you were supposed to be like the spook of the bridge or something that is supposed to stop this bullshit.”

I told him tiredly, without my usual bravado, “Troll, and you know that.  I'm so full of 'I don't give a shit' for you right now.  I have to find out if there is any way to stop the oncoming storm, and can't be holding your hand because things are hitting the fan.”

He snorted, then yawned, looking his age for the first time since I met him, exhaustion slumping his shoulders, then tapping a pair of sunglasses like Ky's, “Yeah. I saw what you did here tonight, and for an ill-mannered lowlife, you're a hell of a fighter.”

I grinned.

Then he asked as Simms looked around at the bloodstained deck plates, “If this bridge didn't have a Troll like Kellen or you, all of this would have overflowed into the city...”  He didn't finish because the flat look both Shar and I were giving him was all the answer he needed.

Lancaster shook his head. “Well fuck.  I can't believe I'm saying this, but thank god you're here.”

I could hear the shaky doubt in my tone when I whispered to him, “I don't know how long we can hold them if they keep increasing the probing attacks.  It's happening all around the city.  Not to this scale, but I don't think they were organized yet.  I don't think they expected rebels to already be organized and ready to help the Willow Court refugees flee the Under-Veil.”

He muttered, “I should have retired four years ago, but no.  I could be floating on a boat at a pond somewhere, fishing, but instead, I have to host the Monster Mash.”

Then he shrugged and Simms said to us, “A secret this huge was bound to happen sometime.  It...”  He froze and flipped his own glasses up and down over his eyes as he asked, “Is... is that a fox?”

We looked over to see Rene trudging up to us, yawning again and looking beat.  I smiled and said, “Yes, Woodland Imp.  You know her.”

He looked at the fox, her white doctor's coat covered in red and green blood and ichor, then he lifted his glasses again, his eyes widening as he asked, “Doctor Grove?”

She beamed at him. “In the flesh, sweetie.”  Lancaster didn't even blink, he knew what both Felicia and Rene were, but he still called Rupert a Dwarf, just because he knew it aggravated our stocky companion.  I told you the man was an ass.

Then she sort of swirled around Shar and draped over her shoulders like Felicia did with me, and handed me her big medical bag.  “Take me to your place ladies.  I have just enough in me to patch up our errant Troll before I collapse.  I'll have to crash at your place today, girls.”

We said in unison as Shar dug her fingers into Rene's soft fur to scratch her neck, “Yes, Mother.”

Simms was still flipping his glasses up and down, to look at Doc Grove as Kyla staggered up to me and leaned on me as we headed home.   I called back.  “You might want to get off my bridge quickly, We're going to wash off all the blood.”

On a three count, the men went into motion as what I said sank in and they hustled past us, Lancaster grumbling under his breath, “God damn supernatural shit.”

Sharee, who looked as exhausted as our companions, just waved her hand back at the bridge before we stepped off of it and I felt a pulse of magic that was still overwhelming for how tired she was, and then the winds picked up and a swirling vortex of air formed over the Ohio River the unnatural tornado arcing with magic created a water funnel that blasted up and over my railings to slam into my decks.  I could actually feel the blood and gore washing off of my extended body.

I was feeling refreshed by the time it was over and we dropped into the tunnels and headed home.  I told Ky, especially because Rupert was trapped in the Under-Veil for another day, “You're staying with us today.  We won't hear from Rupe until sunset.”

She yawned in answer, and she flopped onto our rustic, oversized couch and was snoring in seconds.

Shar dropped all her armor right on the floor and face planted on our bed as I stood there while Rene fussed over my wounds, even though she knew I'd be fully healed tonight with just an hour on my bridge before sunset.  When she was satisfied I wouldn't spontaneously contract a bad case of death, she kissed my cheek then flowed onto the couch and curled into the little spoon position with Kyla.  It was the cutest thing I had seen in a long time.

“G'night Mama Fox.”

“G'night children.”




Chapter 6 – Griz

We hadn't even woken up when Felicia arrived home, it hadn't occurred to me that she should have been home just after two last night, once the pub closed.  We found out later that she heard from the Fae at the pub, what was going on, and after her shift was over, she headed to the Below to help situate the refugees in Cardboard City after coming home to change.

Then she trudged home and arrived just minutes after us to find everyone asleep but me, but I was in that nonbreathing statue mode, just staring blankly into space as she crawled into our bed to curl in between us.

But we weren't surprised when we found ourselves in one of her Foxpiles when they woke and I snapped out of whatever it is that happens when I lose time because it had only been a blink of an eye for me.

Shar and me trying to slide out of the bed was like some sort of wakeup call to the full house as first the two Imps, who had claimed my snowy-haired woman and me, woke literally bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, and Kyla stretched a little, realized she had a fuzzy couch buddy with her and huggled Rene to her as she asked through a yawn, “So what's the plan, ladies?  I'll take some vacation time off of work...”

I shook my head. “No, you don't.  You don't need to miss work.  This is Crazyville we're smack dab in the middle of, what with the Crimson Court going insane.  There's not anything you can do, hell, there's likely nothing I can do.  We need to let the Custodian here and the stick up the asses in authority figure out the next move.  I'm going to see if Griswald and the Scribe can look into something for me.”

She shook her head. “I can't go back to work with Rupe in Faerie, I'd be next to useless worrying about him.  I can help out with the refugees, or I can help that grumpy-ass Goyle and the Scribe with research.  I'm really finding the history of the Fae and True-Born fascinating.”

Rene prompted me, “Every little bit helps in a crisis, Evie, let the girl do what she can.”

I rolled my eyes as Sharee padded to the bathroom, saying, “She's got the fuzzy ones on her side, Troll. I'd quit while I was behind.”

Rene called out after her in a singsong tone, “Wise words, young Krynn.”

I snorted and held my hands up in surrender. “I've never been able to stop you in the past, why try something new?”

My best friend chuckled. “That's the spirit!”

Sighing, I turned to grab a change of clothes from the shambles of... I blinked.  The place was spotless.  Everything had been put back where it belonged, the broken items missing.  Even all the gold coins from the Stragglers were up on the shelf in their leather-bound books, the spent coins from the Fae who returned from their visits in a new glass globe-shaped container, waiting for me to go trade for cash at the local pawnbrokers.

I turned to look at a smug little foxy lady. “Felicia?  You did this?”

She shrugged. “I took a minute to clean up a little after my shift before I headed to Cardboard City to help out.”

Sweet.  I was a lazy slob, so that part of me was giddy that I hadn't had to clean up the mess myself.  Maybe having our little fox living with us for a bit had some benefits.

I grabbed some clothes and went to tap on the bathroom door.  A flat, “Occupied,” sounded out.  I bit the tip of my tongue through my smile as I tapped again, “Hang on, I'm indecent in here.”

Oooo.  I slipped inside, pointing out, “You're always indecent, Custodian.”  Then I purred at the show as she smirked at me and stepped into the shower, her pale skin almost shimmering with what I knew was Fae magic now.  Now, the thing about me, is that I'm more physical than intellectual, but I knew an invitation when I saw one.  I couldn't get undressed fast enough to join her.

By the time we emerged from the bathroom, I had a goofy grin plastered on my face, feeling fully satisfied.  Then we froze, Kyla tapping her toe on the ground, arms crossed.  “You know better than to do that with two empaths in the room.  That was awkward, you skanks.”

I felt the burn of a blush on my cheeks and neck as we looked over to the sofa then the bed, where a satisfied looking fox sat on each, with dreamy looks on their faces.  Ok, awkward was an understatement.  Kill me now.

Once the others had freshened up, we headed our different ways; Felicia with Rene to tend to refugees, Shar to the Triumvirate, and Kyla and me to the Elsinore Arch to talk with Griz.

We arrived at the Arch; I always loved the building as a child.  It looks like a little castle, and I always dreamed of knights and fairies and supernatural beings.  I chuckled at the thought that little had I known, they were all real and could all be found at the Arch from time to time.

The building was built to portray Elsinore castle.  It resembled two little castle towers connected by a portcullis arch.  It was built in 1883 by the Cincinnati Water Works.  They needed a valve house to regulate the flow of water in the tunnel from the Eden Park reservoir to Gilbert Avenue.

For a nexus, it held very little power, but the tourists that visited to take pictures gave it a respectable flow of power.  The more people that visit or use a nexus, the more powerful it is, the more life is breathed into it.

The other thing that gives a nexus power is the intent of the structure.  Which is why my bridge is the most powerful nexus in the city.  There is no clearer beacon of welcoming into the city than the grand towers of my suspension bridge.  She may not be the most traveled bridge in the city, but she was the most spectacular.

I went to open the back maintenance door, and Kyla just reached out to open it.  I smirked and echoed the words she said to me once upon a time here.  “You don't just walk into somebody's home.”  I cocked an eyebrow at her in a challenge and raised a hand and knocked.

She smirked back and echoed my words from what seems like a lifetime ago. “Why not?  You do.”

We exchanged amused looks as we heard that familiar, gravelly curmudgeonly voice cussing all the way to the door, moaning about people making him have to get out of his chair.

The door swung inwardly and Griswald was already yelling, “What?”  Until he saw us.  Then his grim face turned into a sarcastic smirk, and as if he had caught that same bit of nostalgia Ky and I had been slinging at each other, he repeated his same words from back then. “Was wondering when you'd get your heads out of your collective asses and come to see me.”

Then he grumped. “Get in, I'm not going to hold the damn door for...”

We pushed past him, Ky kissing his cheek as we did. “Oh hush you old fart.  You were expecting us, and I'm sure you already have Robin downstairs slaving away researching the old books and scrolls.”

He grinned at me and spoke behind his hand, “When is she going to dump that gnome of hers and trade up to a nice piece of grade A Goyle a...”

“Don't finish that.  I actually like your curmudgeonly butt and I'd hate to have to kick your arse just on principle.”

Shrugging, he just ushered us into the dark space and Kyla told me, “He'd never be able to land a gal like me who's out of his league.”

He was undaunted. “Ah, just when you think she can't get any more desirable.”

I sighed and asked, “Do you two want to be left alone?”

“Yes” 

“No.”

They were cut from the same sarcastic cloth.

We followed the wrinkled old man as he deftly navigated the place in his slightly stooped walk.  He has shared on many an occasion that the one good thing that came out of becoming a Goyle, was that his severe arthritis was gone.  We moved past some maintenance equipment and the rickety old chair he sat in to watch his television shows in the office.

We stopped at the access door down into the depths, that my eyes kept trying to slide off of, with its obfuscating charm on it.  He mumbled a colorful epithet, and the seams of the door flared blue, then he pulled the door open and we started down the spiral staircase.  I always enjoyed the verbal key to the door as it was much more... inventive than the silly Da Aditum that the Triumvirate used for all the magically secured doors in the tunnels.  I thought of just how stupid their goto password really was.  Da Aditum was just Latin for grant access.  I mean, how lame is that?  They may as well have just said open sesame.

At the base of the stairs, magic lights were already flickering, illuminating the space.

His living chambers were on the small side, about a third the size of my own.  On one wall was his bed and another television.  Another had a small kitchenette.  A third had a desk and shelves that covered the entire space, floor to ceiling stuffed haphazardly with books and scrolls.  The desk was buried under paperwork, books, and personal journals.

Robin looked up from where she sat on one of two little chairs at the desk and waved in that awkward and cute way she had about her.

She was a tall girl.  Well, I say girl, but with True-Borns it was always hard to tell.  The more magic potential they had the slower they aged.  She may look twenty, but she may very well be two or three times older.

Her light blonde hair was pulled back into its severe signature ponytail.  She wore thick-rimmed glasses, I swear just for the stereotypical librarian effect, I'd lay odds that she didn't even need them.  Her perfectly structured face was only marred by the sharp, wicked hooked nose that belonged on some storybook witch rather than a young woman.  Unlike others who mocked it, I actually liked it a lot, it gave her character.  And whenever you could get the shy lady to speak, you quickly found that she had character to spare.

Kyla went over excitedly to sit beside her on a steel barrel and asked, “What are we researching?”  The two of them put their heads together and started going on about records and legends.  Griswald looked over affectionately, I swear he saw the young woman as his granddaughter or something since I could see the pride in his eyes.

It was mutual since Robin doted over the old fossil and fussed about everything for him.  It made me appreciate that no family was stronger than the one you chose for yourself.  My father and stepmother worried more about how I made them look bad by insisting I saw shadows and heard things on the bridges at night, than about me.  That was made abundantly clear when they had me committed to a mental health facility.

My father knew nothing about my mother's secret before she died, that she was one of the city's True-Borns, making me a half-blood... a Shadow-Kin.  And since she died long before she could tell me what I was, I had grown up believing everyone, that I was schizophrenic and was hallucinating all the impossible things I saw.

The only constant in my life was Kyla.  But now I have built a family I love around myself and my bridge and I finally felt like... well like me, and that it was ok to be me finally.

I looked at the old man who was looking at me expectantly and I asked, “I assume you're aware that the world has gone crazy out there?”

He nodded. “Cats sleeping with dogs, cold is hot, down is up, the Crimson Court is on the move, someone is pulling the strings...”  He paused and then whispered like speaking it out loud would curse us all, “The dragons are on the move.  They're coming and nobody will believe me, or you it seems.”

I tried to keep a straight face. “No, I meant that they are serving meatless burgers at McDonald's now.”

His grin was infectious when he stated, “And people say I'm a smartass.”

“It's true, they do.  I usually spread the word myself on the subject.”

I slapped at the crooked middle finger the old coot was showing me and then got serious.  “It really is getting bad and I believe it is going to get worse.  If this panicked exodus and all these probing attacks through the veil is any indication, once the Crimson Court gets organized, what is the endgame?”

He was nodding grimly as I sat on the end of his bed when he sat in the creaky little chair beside it.  “I have feelers out everywhere, and word is that the Triumvirate is up in arms.  An imbalance in the Fae courts is unprecedented in modern times, and they aren't sure what is to come.  Record keepers in cities around the world have been in contact with me, and what is happening here is happening everywhere.”

Robin called over from where she had been scheming with Kyla, “It's like the Crimson Court has decided unilaterally that either they are not bound by the accords between the Fae and the mortal realm or they are testing the resolve of the True-Born in enforcing them.”

I offered, “Or someone is directing them to.”

He nodded, repeating, “Or someone is directing them to.”

The man sighed and shared, “I've heard from different sources in the Under-Veil, and some Fae here in Cincinnati and the Below that there are whispers on the wind that the Dragons are on the move and nobody knows why they are gathering around the Cincy area on the other side of the veil.”

Damn it.

“I don't know a lot about the dragons, what can you tell me?  I know they form the third court, but only step in if there is a tie vote between the two Fae courts,” I said.

My mind was still trying to comprehend the two dragons I had met on my mission to rescue Felicia.  Fae, are humanoid for the most part, some with animal aspects like Woodland Imps, minotaurs, centaurs, and even the rodent-like muridae.  Some just looked mostly human-like gnomes, elves and the like.  But dragons?  Dragons were not humanoid in any way and resembled the monstrous animals that you read about terrorizing a castle and knights, only these dragons are intelligent, and scheming.

I thank all the stars above that they aren't really animals or they would terrorize the mortal realm all the time since animals are free to step through the veil at any time.  There are animals from the mortal realm and the lands of Fae on both sides of the veil.

All intelligent creatures like humans or Fae have a spark of magic, whether they can use it or not.  That is what the Veil acts as a barrier against.  I once believed that intelligence was just evolution but I know now that it is a tiny spark of magic that causes it.  Animals have no magic spark, so they have no restrictions going through the gateways.

Though it was dragon magic that erected the Veil, dragon magic is not infallible and there were weak spots in the veil, the gateways.  And the Fae learned how to cross over.

When all of this was shared with me when I questioned seeing animals from the mortal realm in the Under-Veil, I had almost challenged their assertion that there were plenty of Fae animals in the mortal world.  That's when they started listing some off... the platypus, butterflies, and river otters among them.  And when I thought about it, how could river otters not be from the Fairie, they were too cute and playful.

He exhaled and went to the wall covered in books, maps, and scrolls and pulled out an old dusty tome that looked like it was covered in iridescent black.  He wiped it on his sleeve and then opened it.  I reached out to touch the tough hide, that felt almost to be made of wood or some other tough and hard material.  “Is this shell?”

Offhandedly like it was of no great significance while he turned pages, he mumbled, “Dragon scale.”  Then he turned the book of ancient parchment pages to hand to me and I looked at some language I didn't know but was still somehow able to read it.  “There are seven dragons.  Well six, after two were destroyed by the emergence of an eighth, the youngest but largest and most powerful of them.”

“There had always been one for each continent.  When the youngest came to be, he had challenged the North American dragon, Lokish, who was pushing to abandon the accords with the True-Borns.   Justice killed Lokish, then took his place.  The dragon of the Antarctican continent, Rezath tried to attack the youngest for what he had done, and met a similar fate as the Lokish.”

Robin said from the desk, “The young dragon doubled in size with each kill as he absorbed their power, and dropped into a deep slumber after expending so much magic to defeat two of the eldest dragons, and he still slumbers today.”

I nodded and said, “I've met two.  One, Moritus, and a female whose name I didn't catch.”

She almost bubbled out excitedly, “She's now the eldest dragon, Emirith, the others just call her the Matron.  We've names for all but the youngest who stopped the others from rebelling and taking the mortal realm back for themselves.  They just refer to him as Justice.”

Kyla asked, “So there's only six dragons?  Slow birthrates?”

It seemed the question, which I had been thinking about too, had the two smartest people I knew stymied.  Griz said as he rubbed his chin, eyes squinted in annoyance that he didn't have the answer, “From what little we know...”  He nudged his chin to the book I was thumbing through. “Dragons are somehow created, not born, but we have no clue how.  And from what the Willow Court has shared, the others seemed shocked when this dragon of Justice showed up like they hadn't expected the young dragon.”

Robin said hopefully, “Maybe the old records from London you requested will shed more light on the secrets of the dragons and their political structure.  It seems that they rarely work together for a common cause unless they get something out of it.  They horde magic, so they are driven by the thirst for power, which is why they would rather scheme against each other than cooperate.”

My brow furrowed at that and I said, “Hmm... my observation was much different than that.  The male, Moritus seemed to be working in concert with this Matron.  Though she just sort of loomed behind him.”

I handed the book back, not understanding half of what I was reading.  It seemed we were all in the same boat, waiting for information.  I asked, “What will happen if the dragons really do come?”

Looking between the two True-Borns who had identical expressions of uncertainty on their faces, Griz shared, “There isn't much we can do if it comes to that.”

I felt as helpless as they looked.  “So what?  We just keep fighting off their minions until they decide we're tenderized enough for them to come through and barbecue?”

Robin held up a hopeful finger. “That's assuming the dragons are behind this new face of the Crimson Court hostilities.”

Griz, Kyla, and I gave her a patient look and she shrank in her chair.  I hated bursting her bubble of hope. “My gut tells me I'm not wrong, and I think the Triumvirate know it but they'd rather live in their little glass house of denial.”  Ky patted Robin's arm consolingly as she nodded at our hook-nosed librarian.

I spun a finger counterclockwise in the air like I was rewinding. “Sharee told me about the last time a dragon came through.  It was in England or Ireland or something, and they stopped it and banished it back through the Under-Veil.  How did they do it?”

The old man looked excited about that.  “What we have here is just second and third-hand histories of that time.  The Global Council of True-Borns has the official records sealed.  Whatever they contain is restricted double black.”

Ky and I prompted in unison, “What is double black?”

Robin said breathlessly, almost as excited as Griz, “It means whatever it contains is forbidden knowledge.  That only a majority vote from the Global Council can unseal it.”

Forbidden?  Sounds about right since True-Borns were all about power and secrets themselves, they may as well be dragons themselves.  So whatever was done to stop a dragon would be something all the different Triumvirates would want.  So what better way to make sure not everyone has it?  Just take your ball and go home.  Forbidding anyone to know how it was done.

Hellstones and fire, I hated all the petty power plays of the True-Borns.

I sighed and asked, “So why are you two so giddy about it?”

Griz looked around like he was checking to see who was listening. “Because a little bird tells me that Protector Daniel has put in an inquiry about the records.  It seems some annoying-ass Troll has the man questioning things.  You have his ear, Kane.”

I snorted. “Like any of those hidebound blowhards thought about anything else but their station. He's the least objectionable of the six, and the closest thing to an ally I have on the Triumvirate, but why would he listen to a lowly Troll?”

They chuckled then their mirth trailed off when Ky and I looked at the crazy asses.  Robin said in a shocked tone, “Oh, you really don't know?”

Griz chastised her, “If she doesn't, then it isn't our place to tell her.  Most of the Triumvirate doesn't know either.”

I blinked at them as I asked, “Know what?”

Griswald patted my cheek condescendingly as he walked past, saying, “Don't worry your empty little head about it.  There's lots of information to research.  Grab a stack of intelligence logs there and start looking for anything that may tie into what we're seeing now and may give some concrete evidence as to who is pulling the strings.  If we find conclusive evidence, the pompous lot of them can't deny what is coming so maybe we can prepare.”

Intelligence logs?  Ok, that derailed me from wondering what the hell the two were talking about with Protector Daniel.  I blurted as I looked at the first couple pages of reports, “You have spies in the Fae courts?”

Griz mumbled, “It's amazing you have the brainpower to tie your shoes.  Of course, we have Fae embedded in the Fae courts, just like they have their own people embedded in the mortal realm.  Some are double or triple agents.  It's hard to keep track of who is watching who.”

Great, now we were getting into some real James Bond shit, Gandolf style.  It was just a needle in a haystack, how hard could it be to find with four sets of eyes looking?




Chapter 7 – Cardboard City

The answer?  So hard my eyes were bleeding after going through so many reports.  No, that was the separation sickness from my Bridge.  How long had we been researching?  When Ky caught me siphoning power from my bridge for the third time using my amulet around three, she said, “You need to go to your bridge, lady.  We'll keep looking here.  If you don't get time to heal before sunset, Momma Fox is going to kick your ass.”

I opened my mouth but she shook her head, pointed at the door like a parent sending her child to their room and I mumbled, “Fine... whatever.  It isn't like we've learned anything so far.”

Robin and Griz chimed out, “You... haven't learned anything.  We're piecing little bits and pieces together here.  It could take days or weeks, but we'll eventually have a better idea as to what's coming.”

Ky looked at a leather-bound book she had been sitting on most of the morning then to me and seemed to be weighing something in her head.  I could see her frustration, then she made a decision. “Scoot. Maybe the Ice Queen has learned something, or Rupert... he's very resourceful.”

I nodded agreement, then said, “Fine, I'll check out the refugees in the Below before I go recharge. Love you girls, hate you old coot.”

“Hate you too, you disagreeable wretch.”

I hugged him on the way out and he shared as I started up to the main level, “Be careful out there. Whatever is happening out there is centered on Cincinnati, and you're guarding the most powerful gateway.”  I read between the lines and it scared the hell out of me.  If the dragons came, they were coming right through me.

I winked at him. “I'll be ok, I've got a hard head.”

“That's what I keep telling people.”

We smirked at each other then I headed up and out.  I wondered why nobody got along with Griz, he was my kind of people.  Ahh... that would be why.

Once I got outside, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, turning on instinct toward the Roebling.  She was still hurting too.  I made a promise as I opened my eyes, that I'd heal her, the extension of me as much as I could without making the city engineers suspicious.  I'll be doing that every day until we were complete.

It made me nervous that we had to keep ourselves at less than one hundred percent to keep the veil-blind from finding out something unnatural was involved if the repairs occurred at supernatural speed.

I headed toward the river until I ducked behind a structure and looked around, seeing an old electrical access grate next to some manhole covers, my eyes blurred a little looking at the grate.  I moved up to the lock on the grate and sighed heavily as I verbalized the ridiculous passphrase, “ Da Aditum,” and the lock flared blue and clicked.  I pulled the grate door up and dropped into the vault, the seal reactivating when I pulled the grate back down into place.

I looked around and saw a familiar access door and for kicks, tried, “Open sesame.”  Nothing happened.  I smirked and muttered, “Dumbasses,” at the unimaginative Triumvarate passphrase.  I mean, I understood the need to standardize the passphrase, but they could at least come up with something other than... I blinked when the seal around the door flared blue.

It wasn't possible for me to grin any wider when I could taste the familiar sharp metallic tang of Sharee's magic.  I loved her rebellious side and the ironic humor that my white-haired warrior hid from most of the world, as they expected her to be this cold and heartless enforcer.  But sometimes she left me little gifts like this in areas I frequented.  How had she known I'd say “Dumbasses,” about the Tri when opening the doors here?

Well, however she predicted it, it had just brightened my day and I loved her for it.  Then just before I opened the door, I squinted and waited until the door resealed itself to test a theory. “I'm all out of fucks to give.”  The door flared blue and I had to suppress a giggle.  Trolls don't giggle.  The Custodian had keyed it to my cussing, not any particular phrase.

After stepping through into pitch black, the door sealed behind me, I sighed.  Well, maybe she could like leave some sort of luminescent trail for me to follow down here.  Most True-Born, Trolls and Goyles had better night vision than me, and even then, they could all pull up their magic in one way or another to cast light around them when they navigated the tunnels.

I turned the flashlight of my cell on and then started jogging in the tunnels that were as familiar to me as my own bridge was now.  It is amazing how I've gotten to know them in the short time I've been a Troll.  And down here I could take advantage of one of the perks of being a Shadow-Bound Troll as I just opened up to run full speed.

Now I never got tired running, and I ran two to three times faster than a normal human without drawing attention to myself.  I think I missed this most.  My runs when I was just human felt lacking, so when I could open up like this while I was in the Below, I felt... alive.

After traversing a couple cross tunnels and ducking through a bypass tunnel added in more recent times by the people down here, I tore around a corner into the main subway network and spun sideways to avoid a collision, rolling across broad shoulders and winding up back to back with someone, their arm wrapped around my waist using reflexes as fast as my own.

With no effort at all, the big man lifted me off my feet with that arm that felt like coiled steel and pulled me back in front of him, setting me down then tipping his authentic cowboy hat at me, “Woah there, little filly, what's the rush?”

I beamed a big smile at the ruggedly handsome man. “Tex!  Sorry about that.  What are you doing down here?”  The man was my counterpoint.

Where I was the defender of the most powerful gateway into the city, Troll William Anders, or Tex, guarded the weakest gateway into the city.

He is a lesser Troll who is bound to Old Mill Road into the city.  It's a rarely traveled old dirt road and Tex is generally regarded as the least powerful Troll in the city.  He is often the butt of many jokes from the other Trolls, which I don't understand.  He should get the same respect any other Troll got.  They all volunteered for the position, I wasn't so lucky as mine was forced onto me against my will, though now I wouldn't have it any other way.

The other Trolls branded him with the Tex name because he still wears his cowboy hat, duster, and boots from the turn of the last century when he became shadow-bound to the road as its Troll.  He took a liking to the name and only goes by it now.  The man has impeccable manners, including removing his hat inside and around women.  He addresses everyone as sir or ma’am.  He almost without fail tips his hat in greeting to anyone from the supernatural community, Fae or True-Born.  I liked the big guy and counted him as one of my close personal friends.

Not only do I trust him with my life, but I trust him to Troll my bridge for me when I'm not able, like when I was in the Under-Veil.  He has twice the heart of the other Trolls, and when he has a well of power to draw on like my Roebling, the already physically strong cowboy, was a force to reckon with.

He slid his hat off and placed it over his chest. “Was volunteering for a spell at the refugee camp they've set up outside of Cardboard City.  Boy howdy, they are going to run out of places to put people if we have a few more nights like last night.”

I remembered what I had heard about the other gateways of the city having probing attacks too.  “Was your nexus busy?”

He nodded, brow furrowed in contemplation. “It was.  I had to push back three exploratory teams of Goblins and muridae.”  A shadow passed over his eyes as he added, “Killed four, banished three, and captured two.  Even had a fairy couple come through, fleeing the violence.”

Then he looked sheepish. “Nothing compared to the reports from your nexus last night, but still, that was over a month's worth of traffic for me.”

I noted the blood coming from his ears and nose, separation sickness.  That's why his shift was over already, he needed to get back to his nexus to recharge and relieve the separation sickness symptoms.  I held out my amulet to the big man. “Here, take a sip, you're looking rough Tex.”

He inclined his head. “Much obliged, little lady.”  Trolls and Goyles could pull power from any nexus, not just their own.  And it could alleviate the symptoms of separation sickness for a time, but it was considered rude if you pulled power from someone else's nexus without their permission, since that nexus is basically an extension of themselves.

And a little trick I learned, was that my amulet allowed not just me to draw power from the Roebling's reservoir, but others as if they were standing on my bridge themselves.

Tex placed a hand on my amulet, and shook his head as he said in awe, “You've got more tricks than a bag of rats, Eve.”  Power pulsed from my amulet and into him and his pale pallor looked immediately better.

I grinned as he put his hat back on so he could tip it to me again. “That's much better, thank you.  I reckon I better mosey on home and prepare for tonight.”

Nodding I told him, “Sounds good.  Be careful and don't take any chances.  Do me a favor and keep an ear to the ground and let me know if you hear anything out of the ordinary?”

He patted his breast pocket where he kept his cell. “You got it.  You have a good afternoon now.”  I winked at the man and then jogged the other way as he started to head toward the northbound tunnel system.  I could almost imagine the cowboy he had been long ago, riding off into the sunset.

I picked up the pace again, feeling almost as if I were flying, then I was coming up to a familiar platform, the area lit by burning barrels and torches and slowed down as I started coming upon foot traffic which began long before it normally did.  I waved toward a crevice where I knew a lookout was positioned as I started pushing through people and Fae then leaped up onto the platform where the bulk of Cardboard City was located.

I looked down the tunnel that ran toward the Triumvirate's platform a mile down the trackbed.  Hellstones and fire!  There had to be around a thousand True-Born, Fae, and even veil-blind humans who were aware of the Fae and magic all milling about, and a hundred tents set up with people handing out supplies to the occupants.

When I was young, I used to get intense anxiety attacks knowing that I was in a situation I couldn't control.  It was such a familiar feeling before I had stumbled into becoming a Troll that I hadn't noticed the same helpless and dark feelings of being constricted from the inside out until I looked down at all the people I felt as if I had failed in some way.

I knew that some of them came from other gateways last night, but the bulk of them came through at my nexus and I couldn't do anything to help them, to protect them so they didn't need to flee their homes.  There were whole families, Fae with children, and all I could do was just stand there as they were led away, underground and out of sight from the mortals on the streets.  The only thing I could do was discourage pursuers.

Was it crazy that I wanted to go into the Under-Veil and bring the fight to the Crimson Court instead of just letting them drive people from their own homes?

I growled and punched a concrete support column, and was shocked when it cracked on the edge.  I looked down at my arm and realized I had been so angry with myself that I had manifested the blue-painted steel of my bridge.

A grizzled old True-Born woman who had been approaching me took a step back, eyes wide in alarm.  She was Esmeralda, and she was sort of the de facto leader who spoke for the people of the Cardboard City.  “Troll Kane, is everything alright?”

I winced in apology and allowed my arm to become flesh again.  “I'm sorry Esmeralda, I just feel so useless right now.  I should be out there, trying to stop all of this from happening, but my hands are tied until the Triumvirate finds out what exactly is happening, or I can troll my bridge tonight.”

She looked more interested in my arm than what I was saying as she nodded and said absently, “We all do what we can, and you helped protect these Fae on your bridge from their pursuers.”

I sighed.  Then looked up and scanned the village and the refugee center set up below its platform.  The familiar structures of piled crates, cardboard boxes, and tarps which formed a community where the moles of the Below made a home.

The people who have made the Below their home are referred to as moles.  They are mostly homeless people or straggler Fae who couldn't make it in the Queen City and are preparing to go back home through the Under-Veil, gathering the power they need to make the crossing.  There are usually a few unsavory characters as well on the far fringe of the platform, but they are few and far between.

I asked, “I don't suppose you've overheard anything useful from the refugees that will help us understand this new Crimson Court offensive?”

She shook her head. “Just whispers, but nothing useful.  These people aren't fighters, they are farmers and gatherers.  The main city gates are closed and the few Willow Court soldiers on patrol outside the gates are not enough to protect all the Fae who live outside the gates.”

Then she looked at me nervously. “Kane?”

“Yes?”

“You're growling.”  

I was?  Oh, I was.

“Sorry.”  Then I took a deep breath. “I can help out for a bit before separation sickness kicks my ass.  What can I do?”

She smiled and pointed down to what looked like some sort of command center set up around some long plank tables assembled in the middle of the tents.  “Goyles James and Odell are manning the aid station with Elise.  They can get you situated.”

It was my turn to smile as I nodded.  James and Odell were the Gargoyles of the St. Peter in Chains Cathedral and were touted as the most powerful Goyles in the Inner City.  I had some doubts about that, seeing what Goyle Storm could do when she thought others weren't looking, but these guys were close friends of mine and were more than just partners.  They were a cute and dangerous couple.

I nodded as I strode along the platform edge. “Thanks Esmeralda.”

She called out to me, “Thank you, Eve, every hand helps.”

The boys saw me coming and waved from the aid station and I was just about to hop down to make my way through the refugee tents when a short figure in a black hoodie caught my attention over by a burn barrel by the unsavory end of Cardboard Village, where the human druggies and other unsavory gathered.  It was the familiar limp the person had that drew my attention.

I held a finger up to the Goyles to let them know I'd be there in a minute, then turned to shadow the pissant of a Goblin I knew was under that hoodie.  He noticed me heading over and he switched directions to start walking swiftly toward the far corner of the platform, angling for the tunnels.

I got there first and he stopped a few paces from me.  I asked with fake sweetness, “Whatcha doin' here, Gruth?”

He huffed then pulled the hood back to show his stupid, puke green, sneering face as I saw the acid glands swelling in his cheeks.  “Kane... a long way from your bridge down here.  It'd be a shame if something were to happen to...”

I cut him off by pulling the stone of my bridge through the amulet, biting back the hiss of pain as it felt as if I were flaying the skin right off my body as I manifested. “Don't worry about me, my bridge goes with me wherever I go.  You should know that you saw me stomp the shit out of your boss, Veldshee at the Crimson Court last week.  How's he doing?  Oh, that's right... he's dead now, the dragon finished him off.”

The Goblin hissed in anger and then calmed himself before I cajoled him into attacking me.  This jerk has been a thorn in my side from the first day I had become a Troll.  He has a way of slipping away with his life when the ones he works with are taken down.  Though he has that permanent limp from when I crushed the bones in his foot like kindling and he never healed properly.

He was looking around nervously then pulled an honest to god pocket watch out of his ill-fitting jeans and popped it open, looking between it and me as his smile got bigger and bigger, showing his needle-sharp scavenger teeth.  “I'd love to stay and chat, but it seems you're about to have your hands full in three, two...”  Then he pointed straight up into the air when someone in the refugee camp screamed shrilly as an explosion rocked the tunnel.

I looked over to the tents that were aflame near where shrapnel from an exploded fire barrel was strewn about, people on the ground grasping bloody wounds.  A man with some sort of assault-style weapon started shooting at Fae and True-Born alike while four goblins near the command center threw off cloaks and started hacking down the relief workers.

In my peripheral vision, I caught Gruth diving off the platform to disappear into the shadows as I tracked the gunman.  I was blinking in shock for a moment when I realized... he was human.  Then I dove off the platform and ran for him.  My feet hitting like sledgehammers thudding and grinding on the concrete as I dove in front of the spray of bullets, which sparked and ricocheted off of my stone skin.

The lanky man's eyes widened and he let the weapon drop to hang at his side by a sling and he started making hand motions as he chanted.  Oh shit.  He was a magic-user, a True-Born!  His magic slammed into me, the force of the blast knocking the running and screaming people down, blowing tents against the platform as I leaned into it, screaming in defiance.

In my stone form, I weighed around a half a ton, which was more than his arcing and sputtering wall of force could move.  It was as if I were anchored to the concrete floor of the tunnel as I took the first one, then another step forward.  His eyes widened in fear this time as I kept slogging forward.  He didn't have much power compared to Shar or Garza, but it would have been formidable against me if I hadn't been manifesting my bridge.

I'd put him at about a mid-range magic user in my head, just before my granite fist connected with his jaw, splintering bone and sending him spinning to the ground and tumbling into the side of another burn barrel, almost tipping it over. 

He was out cold, and I spun to help with the Goblins, just to see Odell, standing on a table like some sort of god of vengeance, a goblin in each hand as they dangled in the air, their heads bent at unnatural angles.  I saw James standing over an unconscious Goblin, a headless body by his feet.  Umm... the boys didn't have any weapons, how had they decapitated a... you know what?  I didn't want to know.

The tunnel was silent, the chaos over.  And we could hear in the distance, various booms as the ground shook with each.  I was about to ask if the world had gone insane when the phones of every True-Born in the area started to go off, including mine.

I reverted to flesh, stumbled from the effort, feeling half-dead from the effort and looked at my screen then froze.  Someone whispered, “Oh my god,” as the world fell out from under my stomach.  I felt like I was in shock as I read all the emergency reports flowing across the screen.

It was true... the world had gone insane...

I staggered when I started to move.  “Fuck.”  I looked to an equally shocked looking James and Odell and said as I wiped blood that was dripping from my eyes, “You got this here?  I've got to visit my bridge before I join everyone at the Triumvirate Chambers.”

Then nodded, James understanding as he watched me with concern. “Go.  We got this Evie.”

I nodded my thanks then stumbled down the tunnels toward my bridge.  I glance one last time at the call for an emergency assembly of all Trolls, Goyles, and the most powerful magic users in the city in ninety minutes, then doubled my pace, my mind reeling in denial.




Chapter 8 – Veil-Blind

I finally staggered onto the Roebling, and the moment my feet hit my deck, I felt a hundred percent better.  I drank in the power that burned away the separation sickness as I stared back at the city.  Unnatural smoke billowed from dozens of locations in the city, the sound of emergency vehicles echoed like banshees through the downtown area.

I looked past the city core and saw columns of smoke rising in every direction I looked.  A million questions were going through my head, but the most predominant in my disbelief was how? I could feel the sickly magic emanating from the smoke pyres reaching up into the sky, knowing this was something that couldn't be hidden from the veil-blind, the cacophony of sirens attested to that.

Taking a few minutes to make sure I had extinguished the separation sickness, I looked at my cell again, reports were still rolling in and I didn't have time to read them all, I had twenty-five minutes to get back down to the Triumvirate.  I exhaled and started to run.

I got to the platform with five minutes to spare.  There were guards everywhere with every sort of weapon imaginable, from automatic rifles to swords, to short staffs that tasted of magic.  When I dashed in to take a spot along the wall with any other stragglers I hesitated.  The place was half empty.  The troll and Goyle seating was sparsely populated.  I saw more Trolls than Goyles when they outnumbered us at least three to one.  The other side of the chamber was filled with True-Borns.

I wandered along the rows, everyone looking shocked and confused as I moved over to sit by Tex, James, and Odell who got there before me.  Shar was in full Custodian mode, standing up on the platform by the Triumvirate desks, her eyes glowing with bluish silver power, indicating it was hard for her to contain the overwhelming magics within her.  But that only happened when she was being emotional.

After a couple of minutes, Sharee stood up straighter, took a single step forward and the murmurs in the crowd dropped off to an ominous silence.  Sometimes I forget just how intimidating my girl can be.

Garza, looking weary and disheveled, stood and said, “Thank you, Custodian.”  Then she looked to men and women who were running up and down the aisle with tally sheets.  They ran up to the curved platform and handed the papers up to a guard who stepped up from behind the desks, where an entire row of them stood in the shadows.

She looked at the sheets and closed her eyes, looking so very tired and shaken.  She whispered down to the ones who supplied the papers, “Is this all?”

They nodded solemnly, and I heard someone crying.  I looked back to see a Goyle who was being comforted by the people sitting next to her.  Notably absent, when this meeting was called with all Goyles, Trolls, and high-level magic-users, were Goyle Kalila Storm, her partner Declan, Griswald, and the Scribe.

The six members of the Triumvirate huddled close, I heard Protector Daniel saying as they looked over the papers, “With thirty Goyles out with two-man Black Unit strike teams accompanying them, this is worse than we could have imagined.”

Protector Bernard Rathdrum, Garza's brown-nosing yes man, offered in a harsh whisper to her as his eyes scanned the room, “Maybe more are on their way, delayed.  Things topside are in chaos.”

What was happening?  They sat back in their chairs, Garza remaining standing as she shuffled the papers nervously and addressed the gathering, “I'm sure many of you are wondering what is going on in the Inner City.  The short answer is that we are under attack, not Cincinnati, but her True-Born and Sentinel base.  It seems the Crimson Court has just declared war upon the mortal realm.”

We all started looking around and people started talking over each other and some yelled out questions.  She held a halting hand up and we settled.  Garza looked at the papers like the data would change as she looked around, then she took a breath, steeling herself.  “We're trying to get more accurate numbers, which is why we called everyone here.  But it seems that dozens of Nexuses in the Inner City, and many True-Blood support structures and people were targeted by magical and physical attacks at four o'clock today in a coordinated assault.”

I was trying to comprehend what she was saying as the people gathered just stared at her in dumbfounded silence.  Then she started reading off numbers, with the qualifier that, “There may still be some out there trying to make it down to the chamber, but as it stands now, we have one hundred and thirty-three Goyles missing or dead...”

The collective gasp had most of us standing as her words started to sink in. “Four Trolls missing or dead.  Seventy-three True-Born missing or dead.  Three straights dead.  And over two hundred straights and True-Born injured.   Not to mention that thirteen of our city Fae dead and twenty-one Under-Veil refugees.”

Murmurs of anger, shock and grief started to circulate, people demanding answers, people breaking down, then Sharee moved to the edge of the platform and power flared, silencing everyone as my panicked mind tried to grasp that those fires in the Inner City I saw, were a coordinated sneak attack, dragging us into war with the Dark Fae.

Then panic started to settle in as guards started to pour in the back doors when I again realized that Griz and Robin weren't here, nor Storm and her partner.  Oh god.  And just as that thought threatened to tear away the last of the control I had over my sanity, I was pushing through the crowd to two people coming in with the guards.  Griz was half carrying a limping Scribe and the guards took her from him and rushed her to the back rooms.

I shoved away two guards who tried to stop me from entering the aisle and then hugged the old fossil.  “You're ok!”

He nodded and growled out, “Had to take down some green assed goblins with an artifact of power they tried to set off at the Arch.  Robin's hurt.”

I looked him up and down, making sure he was in one piece, he grumped, “I'm fine, I'm fine.”

I smirked. “Of course you're fine, you're too ornery to get hurt.”

Garza slammed her gavel on her desk, her voice echoing around the chamber. “Take your seats everyone!  Now, and quiet down as we take roll.  If you have anything to report when your name is called, then do so after you acknowledge.”

I dragged the old man with me to sit in our row and roll call started with the Goyles first, and my heart sank when there were so many names called without a response.  The whole time, runners were coming and going with reports they handed to Shar, who handed them back to the Tri.

Some had first-hand accounts of the attacks and seeing magic fueled explosions.  Some had even more devastating news, that there were even some True-Borns, Goyles, and Straights involved in some of the attacks.

When the Goyle of the Natural History Museum was called, James stood and said, “Goyle Davis was part of the Crimson Court strike on the refugee camp in the Below.  Troll Kane subdued him and saved countless lives in the process.  The traitor is in the back for questioning with the other prisoners.”  There were gasps over the confirmation that some of our own people were involved in this heinous attack.  Hellstones and Fire, he was a Goyle?

The Inner City had three hundred and eight Gargoyle defenders, and a hundred and ten Trolls.  And now we were close to parity after so many died when their Nexus was destroyed, and some died while trying to defend their Nexus and prevent the attack.

And my heart sank when Storm's name was called and there was no answer, but then Protector Rathdrum handed her a dispatch and Garza scanned it her eyes widening and a brow cocking as she assured us all, “It seems that Goyle Kalila Storm, took out a large group of dark fae, and protected not only her own Nexus but all the Nexuses in a four-block radius of city hall.  They are still counting the number of enemy she dispatched.”

Then she looked at the back of the dispatch and saw no more so she said to Shar, “She and her partner are coordinating with the patrols and hunter squads we sent out.”  My snowy-haired avenger just nodded in acknowledgment.

Some of the descriptions were horrific, some more hopeful.  It seems that just about half of the attacks had been thwarted.  And some were just caught unaware, not even close to their Nexus when they were destroyed.  They had tried to eliminate our entire fighting force in one fell swoop.

When my name was called, I looked around, and I said, “Here.” I realized that none of the Trolls had said their Nexus was attacked.  Hell, I hadn't even been near mine when it happened, but nobody attacked my bridge. The Trolls who were killed were trying to help out others in the attacks and died away from their bridges when some of the Crimson Court squads were bigger or better equipped, “Why weren't the Troll Nexuses attacked too?”

Garza was too tired to even snark at me as she said tiredly, “That is one of the questions we are trying to find answers for.  As well as how all of these Crimson Court operatives got into the city unchallenged.  But right now, Troll Kane, we need to get as much information from everyone as we can so we can piece the puzzle together.”

I nodded understanding, then shared my confrontation with Gruth and what he said before the camp was attacked.

Once we were through, we had a final headcount including the teams they had out sweeping the city.  Then they went about creating a buddy system.  Two high power True-Born magic users were assigned to each Troll and Goyle.  Nobody was to go anywhere alone.  I knew that was not just for our safety, but it was to prevent any other traitors from making contact with whoever was masterminding the attacks.

Another runner came in and whispered something into Sharee's ear. She nodded and turned and made a motion with her hand, a big screen behind the desks I had never really noticed, sprang to life.  It displayed a live news broadcast.

The reporter was on scene at a structure that had completely collapsed in an unnatural fire that burned in greens and purples of corrupted magic.  They were reporting that none of the fire department's efforts with water, foam, or chemical retardants were making any difference.

Another reporter was covering things outside of a morgue where dozens of what was being described as inhuman bodies were being quarantined.  The humans were recovering Fae bodies before the True-Born cleanup crews could make them disappear.

It looked like a warzone out there.

The channel changed and another special report showed police surrounding a fight between Goyle Storm, and four True-Borns fighting a lesser Wraith and about twenty lesser Fae of ill intent, magic was flying everywhere and I had to blink when the Wraith tried to phase through one of Kalila's strikes but she somehow caught it by the neck and bodyslammed it.  Weak Goyle my ass.  She had more magic than any Goyle I've ever seen!

The other channels were all filled with the same.  Reports of impossible fires, of magic slinging fights, strange bodies and monsters running through the city.  How was any of this being broadcast?  I thought the Fae and magic didn't show up in most pictures and video.

Rathdrum finally broke all of our stunned silence.  “My god... the Veil-Blind is broken.  There was too much... everyone... knows.”

Holy shit.  What the fuck were we going to do now?  The Straight humans outnumbered us thousands to one and had more weapons than sense.  They'd organize and hunt anything they saw as inhuman... including us.  What was the Crimson Court thinking?

I paused and glanced at the screen again as panic started rising in the room as the others started to make the same realizations I had.  I realized that I got it.  The whole entire clusterfuck was actually quite elegant.  Of course, I didn't know all the details or the endgame, but this is exactly what the persons pulling the strings wanted.

They exposed the supernatural world to the mortals.  They weakened us by attacking our defenders but doing it in the open means the rest of us will likely be hunted down by the Straights.  Then the Dragons can waltz in, unchallenged, and take out the insignificant humans.  And the reason they didn't target the Trolls, was that they needed the gateways to enter our realm, and if they destroyed the nexus then they destroy the gateways too.  The Dragons didn't care how it happened, all they cared about was that they would come through the veil and claim this world for their own while Cincinnati burned.

I made my way through the chaos in the chamber to get to the platform, I caught Sharee's eye and nudged my chin toward Garza, she nodded then whispered into the Prime Protector's ear.  The woman looked down at me with a scowl, then she just inclined her head and strode to the back.  Sharee was at my side when I looked away.  I hate it when she does that!  Then she escorted me back to speak with the Triumvirate.

We met behind the platform, guards everywhere as I sputtered out, “This is exactly why they attacked this way.  First, they weaken us, then overwhelm the effect of veil-blindness to turn the normal humans against us.  The Crimson Court won't need to defeat us, the dragons will just slaughter the humans and take the city without any magic resistance.”

Garza just blinked and asked, “And?”

“And?  What, you knew?”

“We sort of pieced it together when we saw the news.  We're not feeble-minded, Kane.  There's a reason we are the Triumvirate.  The question now is, how do we prevent the inevitable?”

I almost swung a fist at a voice right beside me. “I may have an answer to that.”

Squinting my eyes I warned Griz. “Don't sneak up on a girl like that, old man!”

He just smirked at me, then addressed Garza with the most serious tone I've ever heard the man use, “Unseal the records.”  And her eyes went wide.




Chapter 9 – Krynn

That night, the city was under curfew and the clouds in the sky glowed in greens and purples, reflecting the fires that still burned.  The Triumvirate had locked down all the Nexuses into the city except the four main ones, since we couldn't abandon our allies on the other side, or the refugees that were gathered near them to escape the hostilities on the other side.

This was a new world, a world gone mad that I couldn't make sense of.  But I felt I may be more equipped for it than most, as I believed I had truly been mad for the first quarter century of my life.  So I split my time on the South Tower of the Roebling, looking from the invisible gateway to the Inner City as it burned, being patrolled by not just the police, but the National Guard who had arrived at sunset.

I looked to my side, where Kyla was currently having a staring contest with the two True-Born assigned as my “buddies”.  They were put out that this Straight was even on the bridge, and she assured them that, “And I'm wondering why two stick up their asses, holier than thou, magic buttgoblins are up here getting in Eve's way!”

I've had to pull them apart more than once already.  Felicia, who had joined me right after curfew when the pub was forced to close, just watched in amusement, especially when the two handlers assigned to me cast her looks of suspicion.

My relief was immense upon seeing Kyla outside the Triumvirate Chamber when they finally released the Trolls and Goyles to get to their Nexuses to prepare for the rough night ahead.  I had been worried about her to the point of distraction, even though Griz assured me that she was ok, and that she had insisted on coming with them when they came down to the meeting.

He mentioned how Ky had saved Robin from a goblin who had spit acid on the Scribe's leg while he dealt with the rest of the “interlopers” and the archaic fire relic they tried to activate. It turns out that a metal stool... tougher than a goblin skull.

There were reports of self appointed armed militia and vigilantes out in the streets of the city, saying they were hunting the 'monsters' terrorizing the city.  And to top it off, a couple of our patrols were stopped by police and had to resist then evade them when the police were going to bring them in for questioning.

Garza says that she has a plan to try to stop things from hitting the fan worse than they already had, and she was going to implement it at dawn.  I'm not sure I'll like any plan she comes up with.  But on the bright side, if there is one, the Tri are listening to Griz finally and have requested the sealed records.

The Global Council is also sending the Triumvirates of six other major US cities as well as unsealing the records, and locking down every gateway in every major city with the power of the Roebling or greater, and all cities are on alert now that the Crimson Court has declared war by their actions.

I was a little worried, now that the Straights were coming out of their veil-blind fog, that they may notice all the activity on my bridge tonight, especially if it is as bad as last night.  The presence of Lancaster and four other cruisers blocking the approach to my bridge actually made me feel a bit less apprehensive.

And now here we were, the world feeling like it was holding its breath since the sunset over six minutes ago and there's been no activity at the gateway.  What was going on on the other side?  Were Christina and Rupert ok?  Couldn't they get more refugees to safety?

Kyla looked away from her new arch enemies then the gateway, worry on her face.  I assured her, “He's going to be ok.  Rupert is tougher and more resilient than people give him credit for.”

She nodded and looked at her wringing hands, looking unsure of something as she kept glancing at her shoulder bag against the parapet.  “What is it?” I asked Kayla.

Ky looked to the sky and said almost in apology, “I took something from Griz' lair.  Something he's been working on for a while now.”  She held up a halting hand without looking back to the two True-Born when they started toward her when she said she had taken something. “Back off teenage witches.  This doesn't concern you.”

I narrowed my eyes, getting a sinking feeling. “What do you mean?”

She bent and dug in her bag and came out with a leather-bound book.  I looked at the embossed cover, the genealogy records of the Cincinnati True-Borns dating back to the day the first True-Born settled here before the city was incorporated.

She held it out to me, looking sheepish.  “It was right there, open on his desk, if the old fart didn't want us seeing it, he should have had it hidden.”

I looked from her to the book, then the silent gateway.  I hesitantly reached out to take it and I opened it to where a bunch of papers were sticking out of it.  The pages of the book were all handwritten on parchment, and the book was bound by braided leather straps.

Scanning the page, a smile ticked at the corners of my mouth when I recognized one name.  Ezekiel Tanner Daniel, born to Mary and Jeremiah Daniel in... Hellstones and Fire, Protector Daniel was THAT old?  He was married to... my heart sank, his wife, Beatrice, had died forty-five years ago in an accident, just after having a child.

Wait... Protector Daniel had a daughter?  I had no idea.  I mean, I guess I don't really socialize with the Triumvirate, I'd rather they all dropped off the face of the Earth at times, but Protector Daniel has always been supportive of me.

I blinked at the name of his daughter, Morgan.  I love that name, if I ever had children, that was going to be the name of my firstborn, boy or girl.  It had been my own biological mother's name.  I wish I had known her, but my mother died giving birth to me.

There was no other record in the book for the Daniel line.  I looked at the papers that looked to be copies of official documents.  One excommunicating Morgan Daniel from the Cincinnati True-Born Lightkeepers, the ruling body which handled the day to day business of the supernatural community that was beneath the Triumvirate.

Ah... consorting with a veil-blind mortal.  She was removed from her station and bound to not reveal her nature to the mortal and banned from contact with the True-Born.  What the fuck?  How harsh is that?  All because she was part of the ruling body and fell in love with a mortal?

Then I froze when I looked at the next page.  I whispered, “What the fuck?”  It was my birth certificate.  Baby girl Evangeline Amelia Kane born to Richard and Morgan Kane...  I swallowed hard.  My mother's name was underlined by a pen twice with “Daniel???” written next to it.

Was Morgan Daniel my... my mother?  Protector Daniel was my grandfather?  Wait... he's been so supportive of me... I whispered out loud, “Does he know?”  I just dropped the book and papers.

Kyla started gathering them quickly and stuffing them back into the book and back into her bag.  “I don't think so.  Not even Griswald is sure.  Those printouts were dated last week, so it's unlikely anyone knows... until he and Robin finish looking into it.”

I had a million questions, but just then I felt a mass of activity pressing hard against the gateway's threshold.  “Incoming,” I shouted as I looked at her, then turned to my buddies and dove off the parapet.

My legs were pumping the moment I slid down a suspension cable, the pressure just kept building, what was happening?  I looked back at the support personnel who had a mini triage center which was set up out of the line of any incoming projectiles and away from what they deemed as my envelope of engagement.  Seven Goyles stepped up behind me from where they had been loitering by the bottom of the tower stairs.

Tex looked up from where he was sleeping with his back up against the tower stones, his boots crossed on the railing and cowboy hat pulled down over his eyes.  I had to smirk at the man as he stood, rolled his head on his shoulders then cracked his knuckles as he sort of moseyed my way as Felicia dropped from the cables above onto his shoulders, her claws extended.

I pulled upon my foundations, my skin solidifying into stone, while I said to Tex and the Goyles, “Stand to the side until we know what's coming, there's a lot coming this way.”

I didn't need to look back to know they were taking on defensive stances.  We had three other trolls and seven more Goyles in reserve out of sight near Lancaster if things went South here.  The few remaining gateways in the city that weren't locked down had similar contingents defending them.  Most of the Trolls were to stand down at their own Nexuses since the Triumvirate didn't want too many in one place to provide a target of opportunity for whoever is orchestrating all of this.

Before I could think about it, the fabric of space seemed to stretch, from railing to railing and dozens, if not hundreds of dirty, disheveled and exhausted Fae started pouring onto the bridge in a steady stream that didn't feel had an end.

Some were being helped along, some carried by others, and a ring of battered and bloodies Fairies were ushering all manner of Fae children through.  There were some screams as first one then another Fae fell, spears in their backs.

I started bellowing out orders, “Everyone keep down, and keep moving to the sides.  Medics!”  I waded into the influx of Fae getting to the wounded... they were dead.

Then I felt a chill, something dark and wrong was coming.  I yelled out as I recognized the corrupt miasma that meant, “Wraith incoming!”  I was running full tilt, my arms and legs pumping as the refugees flew by in my peripheral, then I was leaping with all my might as I changed from stone to manifest the ancient oaks buried deep under the river and I slammed into a greater Wraith just as it tore through the veil.

I caught it in a clothesline, it screamed as it tried to turn to incorporeal shadow to no avail.  The elder wood of my body preventing it.  As we plummeted fifteen feet back down to the deck, I readjusted my hold so I was grasping her throat and we came down like a missile, cratering and cracking the sidewalk, me trying to push her body through the deck.

Greater Wraiths could take a hell of a lot of damage and keep coming, so I was ending it now before things got worse. I lifted her, as she blinked, dazed and then slammed my other fist into her face three times, black ichor spraying everywhere.  Then I threw her unconscious body back for the others.

I may not kill, but they do.  I heard Tex saying, “End of the line, partner,” then there was a sickening crunch.

Then I was spreading my arms moving refugees to either side.  Just when I thought the flow of frightened Fae was never going to stop, the flow slowed to a sporadic trickle.  I batted away a few spears and had to pull a couple of arrows from my wooden form throughout it.

Then Rupert and Christina burst through the veil, helping a wounded Minotaur along.  I recognized the big slab of beef, Geravold!  He was covered horns to hooves in blood and had a pike sticking through his torso.

A couple of other Fae were in their wake as Rupert started yelling above the chaos on the bridge, “Incoming, Evie, a whole goddamn buttload of Crimson Guard assholes.”

I called back, “Boys?  We ready?”  Ok, it sounded better in my head, half the Goyles were women.  I cocked an eyebrow when I noted my buddies were on either side of me in fighting stances, their hands weaving what felt like formidable magic in front of them.  Well alright, maybe they weren't useless after all.

Instead of the gates of hell opening up, I felt a lone figure pushing through the veil.  Some greater Fae.   Then the gateway stretched as it resisted the power coming through and a mounted Fae which looked like it wore the skull of a bull elk stepped through almost leisurely on a Clydesdale horse.  The huge antlers bobbed as the creature cocked its head to look at me, then the chaos on my bridge, its huge black elk eyes blinking. 

An involuntary shiver ran down my spine.  A Forest Lord?  A Crimson Court enforcer.  It leaned over its saddle and spoke, the low hissing squelch of its voice pinging every fight or flight nerve in my body, “You speak for this realm, mortal?”

I was aware of all the Fae on the bridge moving even farther back into the shadows of the South Tower and Felicia was baring her fangs and hissing like a cat as she flowed off of Tex to stand slightly behind him.  Were these Forest Lords really that scary?  I remember when I first saw one, Rupert had practically dragged me off the path in the Under-Veil to hide as a group from the Crimson Court went by to investigate the mini forest fire which my crossing over for the mortal realm had sparked.

Stepping forward I said with more confidence than I was feeling, “I am not, and there is no single person who speaks for the world on this side of the veil.  I am however Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling.  Either pay the toll and be bound to no harm, or go back to where you came from.”

He slowly cocked his head at an unnatural angle, almost like it wasn't attached, as he studied me.  His voice was unnerving as he gave his response, ignoring my ultimatum, “We are Rechla Ute.  Standard-bearer of the Crimson Court.  Slayer of Genadine.  Commander of the Shadow Reavers.  Twelfth of the ruling caste.  You will surrender The Krynn to us here by the time the moon hits its zenith, or we shall call our brethren through to lay waste to this mortal city... Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling.”

They wanted Sharee?  They had tried to lure her to the Crimson Court to kill her once already, now they are trying to get her again?  Why?  I know she is powerful, and the biggest badass I know, but look what they've already done here with a single attack that she couldn't have stopped even if she had found out about it since it happened everywhere at once.

Or had she wronged someone and they were after revenge?  It just didn't make sense that they'd start a war for vengeance on one woman.  I told him as I heard Tex slowly making fists, the leather of the gloves creaking as he started pulling power discreetly from my bridge, “No.”

This Rechla Ute sat back in his saddle blinking the dark pits of his eyes like he didn't understand.  “No?”

I shrugged. “We're both speaking English here aren't we, elk boy?”

He hissed out, his voice actually making the cables of my bridge vibrate, “Rechla Ute!”

“Whatever, Rectal Oop.  We are not handing one of our people over to you just because you demand it.  You have already broken the accords with your attacks, an act of war, and our leaders are determining if we take that at face value and go to war against the Crimson Court.  Now you're violating the accords again by not paying your toll.  No Fae of ill intent is allowed to remain in our realm.”

He swayed back and forth on his mount like a snake preparing to strike and he lowered his voice even more as he spat out, “The accords mean nothing without the Dragons enforcing them, and he has... and we will take back what is ours since the accords are abandoned.”

He?  There's that he again.  I took a shot. “Moritus?  That overgrown lizard is calling the shots?  Boy, are you going to be surprised when he turns on you like he did Veldshee, Rectum Boot.”

He roared, “We are Rechla Ute, you insolent Troll!  And insulting a Dragon will...”  Then he calmed and cocked his head the other way, and I felt bile rise when he smiled as he realized what I was doing.  The Clydesdale huffed and sidled a little as he almost purred out in those sucking tones, “Very good little Troll, the Unbroken chose her champion well.  Speak with your leaders and have them deliver The Krynn or you will be the first blood that we devour when the Crimson Court takes back this City of glass, steel, and stone.  You have until the moon reaches its zenith.”

Then he just sat there his eyes looking through me to the others on the bridge.  Tex moved beside me and whispered into my ear, “You want me to take first poke at this rack of venison, or do you want the honor?”

I turned just halfway to him one eye still on the Forest Lord as I whispered back, “No.  Actually... you heard him, this elk-burger is high ranking in the Crimson Court.  It might be a chance for the Triumvirate to speak with him and stop all of this before it becomes any more of a shitfest than it already is.”

He nodded and sounded as disappointed as me. “I reckon you're right, little lady.”

I realized there was another face next to ours and I rolled my eyes at Felicia.  “Can you have Ky make the call to Shar, and have her tell the Triumvirate the score here.  We'll make sure antler-boy here doesn't go anywhere.”

In a red and white streak, she simply nodded and dove onto a suspension cable and sort of coiled up it in a blur.  It never ceased to amaze me just how fast Woodland Imps were.

I returned to flesh as I watched the dark Fae watching us.  And I sat down where I was, cross-legged, and Tex dusted his cowboy hat across his backside before sitting down with me as I said, “We're contacting our leaders.  In the meantime, if you attempt to cross my bridge...”  I left the threat implied.

He didn't look concerned and just leaned almost casually in his saddle with his arms lazily draped over the saddle horn.

Then my two magic slinging buddies started whispering from behind us, “What are you doing?  You need to banish this Fae or kill him for ignoring the accords, it is your duty as Troll to...”

I looked back and warned under my breath, “It is my duty as Troll to troll my own goddamn bridge any way I feel like.  Right now, we can gain more information if the Triumvirate can speak with him, and there is an infinitesimal chance we can avoid the all-out war that is impending.  So shut up or get off my bridge now.”

They chose to shut up.  Good choice, because my endless bucket of fucks to hand out was currently empty.  So we sat, Tex and I having a staring contest with tall, dark, and elkish.




Chapter 10 –  Rechla Ute

Rupert joined us a few minutes later after he was sure Geravold and Christina were going to be ok.  He, Tex and I played poker on the deck with some cards our cowboy had pulled from a pocket in his duster.  As we played, Rupert discreetly shared what was going on in the Under-Veil, and it didn't sound good.  I kept one eye on the unmoving Forest Lord as I listened.

Thirty minutes passed and still no word back from Shar or Garza.  What the hell was going on with them?  You'd think they'd be chomping at the bit to avoid a war.  Then a catlike Fae from the refugees made his way warily over to us with something wrapped in satin cloth, his eyes on the mounted Fae.  The poor cat looked about ready to faint in fear.  Again, were Forest Lords really that scary?

We stood as the cat man reached us.  And he took a knee in front of me and offered the bundle up like it was made of solid gold.  “Mistress, Lord Trellian, Captain of the High Willow Court guard sends this in hopes it can help tilt the balance of power in our struggles against the Crimson Court.”

Captain Trellian was one of the Fae I had befriended on the other side of the veil.  He was brave, swift, and a hell of a fighter.  He even saved our asses on the path to the Crimson Court.

I furrowed my brow and unwrapped the cloth... and I snorted involuntarily.  I reached in and grabbed the hickory grip that was sticking out of a finely crafted leather scabbard and smoothly drew out the Louisville Slugger that I had lost in the Under-Veil, to a sneaky little elf thief at the Willow Court.  I grinned at it and felt the warmth and weight of the bat in my hand.  She was a beauty, this fine piece of hickory would put the hurt on more than just wraiths and the like, being what they called elder wood.

The Bat glowed with silver lines and runes that looked like elvish script spiraling along its length, making it a gorgeous work of art.  And I could feel it humming with warm magics, and it felt oddly like an extension of my arm.

The feline Fae said, “Lord Trellian found this in the court and knew you would need it.  For it to be the weapon of the Unbroken's Champion, it must be a very powerful weapon indeed.  But our magic users could not determine how to pull its power forth, but True-Born magic has always mystified us.  So they enchanted it so that you could combine their power with yours when you confront the soldiers of the Crimson Court.”

Tex bumped my shoulder when he saw me smirking.  I got serious and said, “Thank you very much...”  I paused in prompt.

“Mattis.”

“Thank you very much, Mattis, this will help immensely.  When you see the Captain again, tell him he has my thanks as do you.”

This seemed to please the man to no end as he looked just moments away from purring and preening.  Then I nudged my chin and he bowed a little and went scurrying back to the other refugees.   I looked at the bat and whistled in appreciation.

Tex cocked his brow dubiously at me. “Magic?”

I pointed to the sky with the bat looking up its length, then took a test swing.  “Hey, it's a Louisville Slugger, man.  It is magic.”

Then I took the scabbard and slung it over my shoulder and fastened the buckle and it felt as if it had been made for me.  I slid the bat over my shoulder and it effortlessly nested into the waiting leather.  I smiled defiantly at the cowboy as I felt a sense of relief that I had the gift that Sharee had given to me on my back.

I looked down at a smug-looking Gnome and accused Rupert, “You knew he had that and you didn't tell anyone it was just a hunk of wood?”

He shrugged. “They seemed to think it was some sort of artifact of power, and I love watching the hoity-toity greater Fae make asses of themselves.”

I smashed my lips to one side then asked, “They consulted you and you didn't contradict them...”

He nodded with a shit-eating grin, “Oh they were eating up all the bullshit I was shoveling.  I let them think that under the right conditions, in your hands, you could bring down a Dragon.”

I blinked at him as Tex said, “You're nastier than a polecat.”

Nodding my agreement, I shared, “I knew there was a reason I liked you, Rupe.  Drinks on me in the morning if we live that long.”  We fist-bumped then Tex rolled his own eyes, grinned and bumped fists too.

I glanced back to see the Goyles and the True-Borns assigned to me looking at us like we were from outer space or something.  I shrugged.  “What?  It isn't like anything is happening.  There's no activity here until the Triumvirate arrives, and that's a good thing.  No activity means no bloodshed.”

Tex backed me up. “She's right... we're in a temporary stalemate so we may as well enjoy the lack of bloodshed while we can.  You're welcome to join us.”

We were a little surprised when one of the Goyles looked at the others, relaxed, then came over to join us.  He offered his name as he sat down. “Jorge.”

I grinned and said, “Glad to have you, Jorge, just be careful of Rupert.  He cheats.”

“Hey!  I don't cheat.  I'm just inventive, insightful...”

Tex snatched a card that had a corner sticking out of Rupe's sleeve, then held it up to the Gnome who just finished with, “...and I cheat.”  We all chuckled and Tex shuffled and started dealing as I furrowed my brow.

I looked back and asked the female True-Born.  “Is there activity at the other open gateways?”  She furrowed her brow and then widened her eyes and pulled out her cell and started dialing.  Then I prompted Rupe, “Are refugees trying to get to safety through any others?”

He shook his head.  “The Crimson Court has sweeper teams out in force as the main battalions lay siege to the Willow Court city.  Captain Trellian is holding the line, but more and more dark Fae are coming in from all over the continent.  The call for aid to the other cities held by the Willow Court has been sent out, but I don't know if he can hold until reinforcements arrive.”

Then he waved a hand vaguely north. “The resistance is sending people to the Springfield and Columbus gates.  The dark Fae hold all the Cincinnati Gates, they have troops lined up at all of them like they are trying to weaken the veil with mass transits.”

It would take days or weeks to get to those other cities on foot.

Then he whispered, “We were the last group, with the people trapped between encampments, we had to rush the gateway...”  He looked ashen and almost ashamed.

 “What?” I asked him.

He inhaled deeply, centering himself and said, “This group was twice this size when we rushed the bridge.  We had twenty-three resistance fighters with us, only Geravold and Christina are left.  A huge contingent was arriving as we fought our way through to get these Fae to safety here.”

Tex sighed heavily, looked at Rupert and placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “You did what you could little buddy, these people are alive because of you.”  He nudged his chin back to the refugees.

“Yes, and the others are dead because we couldn't get them all out last night.  Now shut up and play cards.”

We started playing and I looked back at Rechla Ute and mused, “It was probably his soldiers that had arrived at the wrong time.”

Jorge muttered, “I wish we knew what was on the other side of the gateway.”

As I laid down two cards and was dealt two, I wondered on that, and I absently touched my amulet as my brow creased.  Maybe we could.  I could feel every living thing on my bridge, and I could feel the Elder Stone the bridge was made of on the other side, especially now that I had a connection through the amulet.  So why couldn't I just...

I strained, reaching through the veil to the other half of me that had been cut off from my senses for so long.  I closed my eyes and extended my senses, questing for the connection, and the whispers of the knowledge of ages tickled my mind, and I was aware.  I swallowed hard and let the connection drop.

Swallowing, I whispered, “Hellstones and fire.  There are so many.  I counted a hundred Fae standing in columns on the stones of the bridge.  I don't know many more are just off the bridge, waiting for the word to attack.”

Rupe arranged his six cards, and I plucked one at random from his hand and discarded it. “Hey!”  Then he grinned before getting serious again, “The Willow Court spies say that it seems the whole continent is focusing on the Cincinnati gates, though they are sending probing attacks in all the major cities, likely to keep anyone from noticing on this side that the focal point is here.”

Tex nodded and dealt himself one card.  “Now they're demanding the Custodian...”

Rupert whispered as Jorge stayed with his hand, “The dragons are moving toward the city.  They have to be involved.”  Then he paled as he shared, “The fairies say that Justice has awakened and shaken the meadow that has grown over him over the centuries.  If he joins the rest, then we are all doomed.”

Justice?  The dragon who had killed two others?  Would he be friend or foe?  This shitfest just kept getting more convoluted.  I needed a road map just to keep the players straight.

I muttered as I glanced at the moon, high in the sky.  It would reach its zenith soon, where the hell was the Triumvirate?

When the betting came around to me, I threw in a five-dollar bet for my pair of queens.  Then I froze, feeling a familiar presence on the Covington, Kentucky side of my deck coming unnaturally fast.  That's why Shar hadn't shown, she had circled around the city and crossed the Ohio, and was now coming in hot.  I needed to keep his eyes on us.

I whispered to the group as I dropped my cards, “Showtime.”  Then I stood and turned to elk-boy.  I rolled my head on my shoulders, cracking some vertebrae, then rolled my shoulders as the others stood. “Hey, Reptar Noob, what do you want with this Krynn person anyway?  It seems like you're going through a lot of effort, fighting a war on two fronts.” 

He dismounted and I blinked, he was taller than the Clydesdale. “For the last time, insolent mortal... we are Rechla Ute.  If you deign to insult us again, you will suffer my wrath.”

I nodded slowly as I felt footsteps touching lightly, soundlessly on my deck, faster than even I could move, then I reached over my shoulder and drew out my bat slowly.  I examined its length, tapped it on my heel, then took a couple of test swings before being satisfied.

The tension on the bridge was palpable in the silence that had replaced the low murmurs of those around us.  “Since your face is causing me more than enough suffering as it is, why don't you just bring your wrath over here and we can dance, you and me.”

He huffed and screeched and I took a batting stance and winked at him.  Well, maybe not so much at him as at the siren of wrathful vengeance with her snow-white hair streaming behind her, who had just leaped into the air as she barreled impossibly fast toward Rechla Ute's back, her body ablaze in a silver-blue fire.

She cocked her fist as he started to charge me.  At the last instant, as the light of her magic brightened the area and cast his shadow long, he tried to twist away from the attack.  He bellowed in pain as an explosion of magic rocked the entire bridge, as he stumbled forward.

I was already manifesting blue painted steel, my eyes widening first over the fact that he had just taken Sharee's most powerful attack and it only made him stumble, then widening more when something unexpected happened.

As the steel traveled up my arms, the runes on the bat glowed brightly and the steel of my bridge flowed over it as well, as if it were truly an extension of me.  Holy shitmonsters!  I swung with all my might, anchoring myself by melding my feet with the vehicle grating on my deck.

He was faster than I imagined as he was able to lower his antlers in time to block my strike, but with a huge cracking sound, part of one of his antlers broke off from the force of the impact, and dark sickly magic exploded from it, which knocked him back tumbling.  The Clydesdale was barely able to keep its footing and it reared and ran off in a panic toward the South Tower.

I said, “Hi Blondie.  Come to help take out the trash?”

She spun and pirouetted as she leapt over a sweeping leg from the dark Fae as he spun back up to his feet.  He shook his head once, looking dazed.  And started to gather dark energies, too slow as a blade made of crackling light impacted his head, shearing off the broken antler and sending him spinning back toward me.

Shar chastised me. “Custodian.”

And I was doubling over when he somehow evaded my next swing and slammed his arm into me, trying to hook my waist.  He would have knocked the wind out of me if I needed to breathe.  This guy hit harder than Veldshee ever had.  I was starting to get why the other Fae were so afraid of him.

I think it surprised him when I didn't collapse into a wheezing lump, I dropped the bat, which became hickory wood again, and then grabbed his antler and forced his head down.  I looked back to Tex while Sharee gathered energy behind him and I was being slowly pushed back, metal tore and screeched as he broke my anchor, “A little help?”

Tex spit into one hand then the other and rubbed his gloves together as he strode up like he was stepping right out of a black and white western. “Yippee-ki-yay.”  He reached over me and grasped the antler too, but we were still sliding back.

Then I leaned into it when Shar shoved her hands forward and the winds rushed down from the sky, freezing the air in its path the fog it produced swirling into a single point no bigger than a fist and it struck the Forest Lord low in the abdomen.  I had to grab Tex's hand as the shockwave from the impact had him flying back on my now icy deck.

The grunt of wheezing pain from the Fae as he stumbled to a knee, was followed by the metallic clang of my fist on his temple.

It was like the world was holding its breath as he swayed, then collapsed into a heap.  Tex said from behind us as Shar moved to my side, more magic at the ready, “Whooee, he was strong as an elk.”

I rolled my eyes at the man even though he amused me.  Then I snorted and snatched my baseball bat away from Rupert when he scooped it up from where I dropped it and hauled back to hit the unconscious Fae.  “I'll take that.”

Shar was still gathering power for a killing blow and I stepped in front of her.  “Hey now, little assassin who could, nobody is killing him.  His troops are just on the other side of the gateway.  I thought this could be a chance for peace.  Where is the Triumvirate?  We can...”

She cut me off. “They're not coming.”

I just blinked dumbly at her, not comprehending the words. “What?”

My personal ice queen circled the fallen Fae and said offhandedly, “The other gateways were under constant attack tonight, so they've been sealing those since it was likely no refugees were coming through there.”

“Kyla called saying this piece of work wanted me, who am I to disappoint?  We need something strong to tie him up with then, we'll drag him into the below and question him.”

“No.”

“What do you mean no.”

I looked at her plaintively, my vocal cords screeching in a metallic tone, “Didn't you hear the part where I said his troops were just on the other side of the gateway?  They have orders to come through when the moon hits its zenith in around ten minutes.”

“So what do you suggest?  He's a prisoner of war.”

Smirking I offered, “What do you do when a fish is too small?”

I  could see the gears turning in her head as she absently said, “Throw it back...”  Her mouth slowly turned up in a smile as she realized what I was saying.  “If their commander is tossed back to them, beaten, his power drained fully, they may rethink those orders.”

Touching the side of my nose I winked at her.  I called back, “Does anyone have a pen and paper?”

The True-Born woman assigned to me ran up pulling a small notepad and permanent marker out of a belt pouch on her tactical rig, “Here.  What are you doing?”

I shrugged as I scribbled out a note, telling Moritus that we were returning our present and better luck next time.  Then I looked at the unconscious Fae and scribbled on his bony skull a big L.

Sharee muttered, “Very mature, Troll.”

I stuffed the note in his mouth then said, “Stand back everyone.”  All but Shar did as I asked then I grabbed the Forest Lord's antler again and started to spin, slowly at first, then gathering momentum, and let go, flinging him toward the gateway.

I pushed hard with my mind against the Veil as it stretched in when he hit it, I almost fell to my knees with the effort.  He was possibly the most powerful Fae I had ever banished this way.  I pitted my will against the fabric of the veil to the breaking point.  Then finally I felt the sickly dark magic being torn from him as I shoved him through the fabric of reality like a sieve.

Then Rechla Ute was gone.  I gasped and reverted to flesh.  I crouched to pick up the piece of antler and tucked it into my jacket pocket as I stood.

Taking a deep breath, I spun on the woman I loved. “Now what the hell is wrong with the Triumvirate?  They might have been able to negotiate peace!”




Chapter 11 – Records

The rest of the night was uneventful.  All of our reserve Goyles and Trolls joined us to form a wall of resistance if the attack came.  The moon hit its zenith, then moved across the sky, down toward the horizon.

The troops didn't show and Shar was called away shortly after the massive invasion didn't occur.

They did, however, send small probing attacks with ten or twenty Fae squads, and they didn't seem too enthusiastic.  Most just surrendered, some put up token fights.  It was like Rupe said, it was like they were just sending Fae through to weaken the Veil.  But to what end?

I knew the answer but hoped I was wrong.  The Dragons were going to try to push through.  It has been centuries since one succeeded so they would have regained their full power by now to do it again.  They were just softening up the veil and taking out any resistance on this side before the attempt.  It was all coming into focus now but I hoped I was wrong.

Just before dawn, more relief workers arrived to help usher the last of the refugees down to the Below until they could be cleared and found better quarters for them than tents in underground tunnels.

I thanked all of my backup, collected Felicia and Kyla and headed to my place so the ones who needed sleep after the long night could do so.  I knew I wouldn't be able to as my mind was swimming with bleak scenarios... I was even distracted from that by the thought that Protector Daniel... could be family... my grandfather.

I looked around the place, as everyone settled in.  A full house.  Felicia made her snug little fox pile between Sharee and me, Rupe and Kyla opted to stay with us instead of heading back to their place since there were reports of more armed groups on the streets looking for 'monsters' since some out of town groups started offering bounties for the heads of anything unnatural.  This had the fingerprints of the puppet master all over it, stoking fears and pitting the humans of the city against us.

How had Moritus masterminded all of this, and how long did it take to get all the pieces in place?  Huh, I guess if you live centuries, then you have a different perspective on time.  Patience would be a survival skill.

I'd have to add that to the things spinning in my head.  I glanced at the two True-Born laying on sleeping bags on the floor.  They weren't supposed to leave my side, and I was more sure they were tasked as my keepers.  Garza didn't trust my spontaneity.

Wait... all the pieces in place?  I asked my snowy-haired girl quietly, “We need to find coins of Gruth and the others who executed the coordinated attack.  They were all put in place before everything went to shit.  Someone has to have them.  One of the Trolls...”

She shook her head. “They came from different cities, some were bused in, some arrived by train.  We found tickets on some of the bodies and prisoners.  And we can't detect the binding magics on them.”

It took a moment for that to sink in.  They weren't bound?  No toll was paid?  But that would mean the trolls from whatever cities they passed through the veil... let them in unbound.  More Trolls had been corrupted and subverted. Hellstones and fire!

I still had to wonder. “Seriously, why didn't Garza and the others show when the Fae were demanding you?”

She shrugged. “I didn't ask.  I follow my orders like a certain Troll I know should.”  Then she pointed to her nightstand where her phone and a few blades sat and lowered her voice to barely a whisper so the others except Felicia would be able to hear, “I sort of went off on Garza when they told me to keep patrolling and ignore the call.  I shut my cell off.  I'm sure I have a thousand messages from them, but I don't like either of us being used as a pawn in a game we don't know all the rules to.”

I winged my brows at her and purred in a breathy tone, “Custodian, I like your rebellious streak.”

Felicia yawned and said as she wrapped her tail around both of us as she said with excitement,  “Ooo, a little Troll on Custodian lovin' about to...”

I poked her wet, little black fox nose, and laid some ground rules, “If there were it isn't a participation nor spectator sport, foxy-girl.

She grinned like... well like an Imp.  “You ladies don't know what you're missing.”

The True-Borns, Rupe, and Ky all groaned, the other woman covering her head with her pillow.  Ok, now Felicia as my hero to scandalize the likes of my best friend.

Sighing I grabbed my tablet computer and said as I shut off the lamp on my bedside table, “Now get to sleep.  There is a ton to do today.  I've got things to research while you catch some shuteye.”  She curled in again, kneading the blankets like a cat, then sighed happily as her breathing quickly normalized.

I waited for the others to doze off before I looked at my tablet and started to look things up, hoping to find questions on the secret True-Born databases that Robin maintained at the library, with my third-tier security password.  The Triumvirate and the Lightkeepers were the only ones with higher security... with a couple of exceptions, like  Shar who had Triumvirate level clearance, Griz and the Scribe had to possess that level of clearance as well to do their jobs.

I was a little upset to learn that Gargoyles, who have just as difficult and important job as Trolls, have only fourth tier, one step above what the average True-Born in the city has.  I was not a fan of the separation of groups that was perpetuated by minimizing others' importance.  Then they wonder why most Trolls and Goyles don't get along.

I looked to the True-Born I felt fated to be with the rest of my days with.  She looked so... peaceful and innocent when she slept.  It felt as if we haven't had any time to talk, or just be alone to enjoy each other's company since before my mission to save Felicia.

We've only talked about shop and war.  It was almost as if the universe was conspiring against us.  It was like racing from one emergency to another has taken over our lives.  I sometimes wish that she didn't need sleep like me, then we could share the mornings with each other while the others slept.

Ok... first things first... Morgan Daniel.  There were lots of documents and records about her.  But no pictures.  She sounded like a woman of my own heart. Challenging the system, multiple reprimands.  Championing the shadow-kin of the city.  Basically being a pain in Garza's ass as she was second to Protector Daniel at the time so was in charge of coordinating the Trolls, Goyles, and Lightkeepers like  Rathdrum was to her.

I looked at the rolls, but they didn't contain any pictures of any True-Born or city Sentinels.  I guess that was prudent in case a Straight somehow got into the system, they'd have names but no faces to go with them.

Finally, I thought about how Garza and the others had regular mundane jobs so they could maintain a facade of normalcy for the normal humans.  And some were public figures like Garza being on the city council.  So I did just a regular Google search on 'Morgan Daniel Cincinnati' only a single entry came up.

I clicked then froze.  There was a scanned newspaper article from over forty years ago, about a man who had funded a community center for underprivileged youths, Ezekiel Daniel.  I had to blink at the striking middle-aged man in a sharply pressed suit with a teenage girl that had me just staring.  I looked at the caption, “Ombudsman  Ezekiel Daniel with daughter, Morgan Daniel at the ribbon-cutting ceremony.”

Except for the regretful hair and clothes styles from back then, this girl looked like she could be my younger sister, or even me as a teen, going to a retro party.  Was this my mother?  Dad didn't have any pictures of mom.  Well, none he ever shared with me.  I had asked my stepmother once but she said that she was my mother now and it would only serve to confuse me more to dredge up ghosts.

I saved the picture, then I shook myself out of the spiral of questions I had about it, then went to look up the last Dragon incursion across the veil.  There was sparse information about it except for four facts, the location, London, the date 1666, and that the Troll of the London Bridge died fighting the Dragon, banishing it before the bridge fell to a great fire, and...  I swallowed... his name, Gawain Krynn.

But wasn't Gawain Krynn the Shadow-Kin who had run off with a Fae bride through the Under-Veil all those centuries ago?  The reason Sharee is so powerful and tastes of Fae magic?  How could the rumors be true if Gawain Krynn had died fighting the Dragon?

I opened another tab and searched 'London 1666'.  The Great Fire of London was the first thing that caught my eye.  It had taken out a huge swath of the city including the houses and water wheels on the London Bridge.  I dug deeper and deeper and found an old bard's tale about the fire.  One line spoke of great gouts of fire from an 'otherworldly beast' consuming the lanes of the city.  Another of the madness that followed, as all manner of 'unholy beings' darted about as men tried valiantly to save the city from the flames.

Had the veil-blind had broken and the people of London had seen the dragon and the Fae?

I contemplated that for a moment.

The next thing I knew, I blinked and found one of my buddies... I still hadn't caught their names, in front of me, calling out my name.  I glanced around and everyone else had already gone.  Felicia likely to the refugee camp before the pub which I wish she wouldn't chance with more and more Straights starting to see the Fae.  Her glamour was strong, and she was a big girl, so I had to trust that she could take care of herself.  And she could.

Shar probably turned her cell back on and was called to the Triumvirate.  And... I picked up the note on my pillow.  Rupe had headed to the refugee camp to check on Christina and Geravold, and Ky?  Of course, she said she'd be with Griz and Robin and, “After you stop making like a statue, meet us there.”

Of course, she was there.  She knew more about the inner workings of the True-Born now than any human.  Hell, they should just make her an honorary True-Born.  I smiled at the note then sighed and looked at my expectant buddies.

I grabbed a change of clothes and went into the bathroom to shower and change.  When I came out I furrowed my brow.  “Hey... I'm sorry what is your...”

The woman sounded put out as she said, “Tesha and Bryce.  They told you our names when we were teamed up.”

Had they?  I was sort of stewing over all the questions I had when teams were assigned, I must have missed that.  I put on my fanny pack, which everyone still teased me about, then slung my leather jacket on and slipped my bat and its scabbard across my back.  “Well, Bryce and Tesha, why don't you go get changed and something to eat.  I'm only going to meet with Goyle Griswald and the Scribe at the Arch, you can catch up with me there.”

Bryce looked a cross between amused and embarrassed as he ran a hand through his curly black hair. “We can't.  One has to be with you at all times.  And we tried to take shifts while you did... well whatever that was where you weren't even breathing. Apparently, the Custodian herself has warded the door, it knocked me on my ass, yet all the others, including the Straight and dirt grubber you hang around with, were able to open it easily.”

If my eyes could shoot fire, that would have been the last anyone ever heard from Bryce.  My glare bore into him as I said in a calm, cool tone that was soaked in warning as I said, “Don't ever call him a dirt grubber.  He's a Gnome, and his name is Rupert, and he has more bravery and loyalty than any True-Born I've met.  The man was just risking his life to get innocent people to safety, not for any gain, but because it's the right thing to do.  And this isn't the first time.  He deserves your respect.”

Bryce held up his hands in placation but Tesha commented, “To get Fae to safety, not people.”

I cocked an eyebrow.  I was getting so full of go to hell for this woman.  “You don't think Fae are people?  Just because they aren't human doesn't make them any different than any of us.  You sling magic, making you different, I Troll a bridge.  What makes us any more worthy of the common courtesy of being thought of as people like anyone else and not the Fae?”

Then I added before she could open her mouth, “Some of my best and most loyal friends and family are Fae, and I love them regardless of which side of the Veil they came from, or what kind of power they may or may not have.”

She shook her head, her brow furrowed in thought.  “They told us you were... different.”

Bryce pointed out to her, “You do know that the Fae all refer to Kane as the 'Friend of the Fae' don't you?”

Tesha sighed, still looking to be thinking things through, “I didn't mean to demean anyone, I've just never thought of things this way.  I don't know if it has any merit, or if you are just deluding yourself, but you've given me something to ponder.”

Then she said, “We'll accompany you to the Elsinore Arch.  Things aren't safe for any of us in the Inner City now.”  She pointed at her cell sticking out of the pouches at her belt, “Two Fae and a True-Born were killed by vigilantes hunting heads this morning.  It's turned into the wild west out there.”

Bryce told her, “Why don't you get changed and something to eat, I'll accompany Kane, you can relieve me when you're done.”

She nodded as they looked at me then the door expectantly.  I strode to the door and reached out to open it but hesitated, “So is this really the buddy system and you are my partners or are you more like jailers watching over a work release prisoner here?  I didn't buy the bullshit they were shoveling about the Trolls and Goyles needing backup until this shitfest is over.”

Ok, this time Tesha's mouth quirked at the edges for a sarcastic smirk as she asked, “Truth?”

I nodded.

Her smirk got bigger as she shrugged and laid her cards on the table, “A little of both I suppose.  I've always seen Trolls and Goyles as too self-absorbed and self-important to have any real intelligence, but I can see you already know the score.  I see why you frustrate Garza so much.  We've lost like half the Sentinels of the city, so the primary objective of the buddy teams is to back up the remaining Trolls and Goyles.”

She smashed her lips to one side, reluctance in her pinched brow and Bryce finished for her. “The secondary focus is to uncover any others who have been corrupted by the dark Fae into sleepers since the Crimson Court used some of our own in the coordinated attack.  And if any of you show signs of enemy coercion, we're to report you to the Tri or kill you outright.”

I nodded, was pretty much what I figured.  I told them as I opened the door easily, the wards flaring in recognition and shared, “I don't hold it against you since if I even had the slightest inkling that either of you was working with the Crimson Court, I'd pound you into dust.”

We headed down the tunnels, as they created light around them.  Tesha showed me currents of power flowing between her fingertips and said almost playfully while she peeled off in the opposite direction as Bryce and I turned east, “You'd be hard-pressed if we were since we have all the power away from your bridge.”

She was walking backward as I grasped my amulet and manifested the stone of my towers, feeling like I was being raked by a cheese grater as my skin solidified.  It was odd that I was getting used to the agony of manifesting when I was away from my bridge.  I ground out in tones of granite grinding, “You think so do you, sparky?”

She stumbled, jaw going slack as her eyes threatened to pop out of her head.  “You... what... How?  Holy shit.”  She pointed at me, shook her head then turned around and started jogging down the tunnel.

Bryce asked carefully, “We were briefed that you could manifest... but... away from your Nexus?  That's impossible.”

I slapped his shoulder, maybe a little too hard since he stumbled forward as I said, “Yet apparently I can do it.  Try to keep up.”  I pulled up my cell and turned the light on and started to run toward our destination.

He chuckled and said, “I was on the all-city cross country team in high school.  How about you try to... holy  shit!”  I had increased to just above what would be normal for a human and the man started to sprint to keep up.  I grinned internally, I really loved to run and I'd run all day if I didn't have to Troll a bridge, or if I didn't get separation sickness.

I heard him calling out from thirty yards back as the space between us increased, “Just what the hell are you, Kane?  I know Trolls are fast and strong, but they say you're just a Shadow-Kin.”

I growled internally, just when I was getting to like the man.  I went ahead and opened up to my full speed as I called back, “And you're losing to that Shadow-Kin.  See you at the Arch... buddy.”

His calls receded in the distance, I didn't care if he reported me, I just immersed myself in the runner's high and just watched the tunnel system blur by.

A few minutes later I was back above ground and walking at a normal speed toward the Arch.  I was on edge as I looked around.  There were more police cruisers and military vehicles cruising the streets, graffiti of creatures with slashed circles over them, and some sort of protest going on in the park beyond the Arch.  Again, it felt like the world had gone crazy around us and any spark would set off the powder-keg of violence that felt to be compressing around us.

Then someone shouted behind me, “Hey!”

I turned to look at four men all carrying picket signs that were equally anti-police and pro militia to eradicate the creatures infesting the Queen City.  Only the pickets on the signs were as thick as my bat.  These guys weren't protesters, they were just thugs looking for an excuse to use those signs to hurt whoever crossed them.

Flexing a hand, I prepared to reach for my bat, but the huge, bearded man in the front of the group looked disappointed.  He grumbled back at the others as they headed under the Arch and toward the protest, “Damn, she's human.”  They all leered at me as they passed by, reeking of beer.  I haven't seen that much denim in one place since I went into a biker bar.

It was all I could do to keep from increasing my pace to the door and slipped in without knocking so I wouldn't draw the attention of any unpleasant characters.  Before I went down I called Felicia then Rene, my panic rising for them.  They were fine and told me in no uncertain terms that they've been hiding from the prying eyes of humans for longer than I've been alive, veil-blind or not.

Felicia had teased, “Awww, you care about me.”  Damn little Fox, didn't she know how serious this was?  But I caught myself smiling at her teasing, so I guess she did what she was shooting for and distracted me from all this unpleasantness.

I made my way down to find Griz, Ky, and Robin all gathered around a bunch of papers and books at the desk.

The grumpy old fart in the group didn't even look up, “By all means, don't knock.  It isn't like it's rude to enter another Sentinel's Nexus unannounced, Shadow-Kin Troll.”

“I'd knock you upside the head if I didn't think you'd crumble to dust, old man.”

He looked up and winked at me then said, “Now that you finally got off your lazy ass and got here, we all have to go.”

I blinked as I absently shoulder hugged Kyla.  “Go where?”

He pointed at the records strewn about the desk, some on parchments that looked ancient and brittle, the iron in the faded inks used in the calligraphy had turned brownish red long ago.  “These just arrived by special armed couriers, magic users as powerful as young Sharee.”  He waved his hand around lazily.

I looked around and he said, “Ten of them, I can feel them all over my Arch, skulking like rats.”  Damn, I hadn't seen anyone besides the protesters, whoever these couriers were, they were good.

Feeling out of the loop I asked, “What am I looking at.”

Robin answered, her face pale and brow creased in worry and apprehension, “The answers.”

Ky said excitedly, “These are all the sealed records of the last Dragon incursion.  Eye witness reports as well as True-Born troop deployments, battle reports...  and the insane solution they attempted which wound up stopping the Dragon.”

Griz said, “We are seeing the same tactics today that were employed back then.  They had taken out most of the Goyles in one coordinated attack that set London ablaze after days of weakening the veil for the Dragon to step through by swarming the gateways with Crimson Court Fae.”

He shook his head as he rubbed his chin, his gaze distant.  “The fog was lifted from the eyes of the populace and chaos reigned.  The city was in such disarray that it took too long to coordinate hands to battle the fires burning all the Nexuses, and the Dragon was adding to the flames from above.”

Robin bit her lower lip in worry then added, “With most of London's defenders dead, they were at a loss how to stop the Dragon from destroying London then moving on to terrorize the rest of Europe.”

Ky, who had been almost vibrating in excitement, settled, looking reluctant, not meeting my gaze as she said, “They found a solution.”

I blurted to them as I realized that this just confirmed that it was true... the Dragons are coming, “What was it?”

Griz said, “No time to explain, the Triumvirate is waiting for us.”

I noted as he gathered the papers and books all into a large leather satchel, that the book Kyla had shown me was on his desk.  I asked, my mouth dry, “Is it true?”

He followed my gaze to the book, then he shot my best friend a nasty look of disapproval as he tapped the book soundly with a finger as he said without any remorse in his tone, “I don't know, I was still researching.”

I just stared at him, wanting to punch something in frustration, and he sighed heavily.  “It is looking likely.  I wasn't ready to tell you or him until I knew for sure.  But some pain in my ass took it upon herself to spill the beans during a time we needed you the most focused instead of distracted like this.”

My next question had a bit of bite in it to my own surprise, “Does he know?”

The old weathered Gargoyle looked so tired as his shoulders slumped as he inhaled long and deep, “He suspects, which is why he had Robin looking into it, and of course she came to me since I have records she still hasn't copied for the library.”  Kyla was doing her best impression of a potted plant, fading into the background and attempting not to draw attention to herself.

I pulled out my cell and pulled up the scan from the old newspaper and showed him, “This is why he suspects.”

Robin leaned in to look over his shoulder, and my trouble generating friend couldn't resist moving to peer over his other shoulder as he huffed out a breath, “The resemblance is uncanny.”

Ky started to ask, “Who's the guy you're standing... oh.  Oh my god.”  She looked from the picture to me then back again, her jaw slack.

Griz said, “This is a distraction none of us need right now.  We need to get to the Triumvirate before they send the Custodian to drag us all there.”

Just then the crusty Goyle lifted his head and whispered, “Someone's here.”

I started to draw my bat as Griz pulled a katana from somewhere, and a long stiletto dagger slid out of Robin's sleeve, magic sliding down the blade making me blink in surprise.  Ky pulled her two little boot knives that Shar had gifted her for her last birthday, they were heavily spelled to be able to cut into even a golem's rough hide.

Then we all relaxed and put our weapons away when Bryce appeared on the stairs.  He cocked an eyebrow then stepped carefully into the room like he didn't want to startle an animal as he wiggled his cell phone.  “You need to turn on the news.”

Griz grumbled, “We don't have time for these distractions, we need to...”

“You need to turn on the news, now.”

The old man hissed in frustration then turned to his bed and lifted first one pillow then the other and picked up a remote to turn on the little television on his bedside table.  I would have thought he would have some ole tube-style television but was a little surprised it was a modern HD TV.

A commercial was just ending then we returned to a special report.  My heart stopped literally... it can do that... as we watched Garza at a press conference in front of City Hall with the Mayor, and Chief of Police at her side.  The timestamp was an hour and a half ago.

The news anchors were recapping what they were described as a groundbreaking, world-altering, revelation.  That mankind... was not alone.




Chapter 12 – Into The Light

We were dumbfounded as we watched Garza announcing the supernatural world, and how it was nothing to fear because Fae have always walked among us.  She was impressing upon the crowd gathered around, that Fae were just like everyone else.  There were good, law-abiding Fae that have lived among us for centuries, and then there were Fae of ill intent who were the basis for most of the dark, cautionary legends and fairy tales told to frighten children.

Then she spoke of the war raging just on the other side of the countless gateways between the Under-Veil and the mortal realm.  And how refugees were fleeing to Cincinnati and how the dark Fae of the Crimson Court had declared war upon the mortal realm with the attacks in the Inner City.  So the Willow Court Fae were our friends and allies.

I could hear people in the crowd shouting words of hate and intolerance, but others around them were shouting them down.  The city was divided it seemed, about the supernatural world coming out into the light.

Then the impossible happened.  The Mayor stepped up to the microphone and directed everyone's attention to the screen behind them and footage of me and the others fighting back the incursions last night, and the workers helping the refugees played.  And even the battle with the Forest Lord.  But... nothing supernatural can be recorded by anything but silver plate photography.  They must have spelled the recording device to be able to capture images of all the magic and supernatural beings.

Not just my bridge but the others before they were sealed.  And images from other cities like New York doing the same flashed by.

Was that what the Triumvirate was doing last night instead of coming when we might have come to some understanding?  They were holding back somewhere, recording the whole thing so they could do... what?  Some sort of PR stunt like this?

My blood boiled, knowing I was just a pawn in whatever game they were playing.  But I have to admit, my white-haired angel of vengeance looked damn good slinging magic and kicking Rechla Ute's shaggy ass.

Garza took the microphone again as the images of all things impossible played behind her.  “Our great city of Cincinnati has Sentinels.  A group of human protectors called Trolls and Gargoyles who have kept this city safe from Fae of ill intent since before the city was even named.  They fight every night on the bridges and roads into the city to keep us all safe from the corruption of the Crimson Court.”

As the other cities flashed by, she said, “As does every other city in the world.  They don't fight for the recognition, as they perform their duties from the shadows.  They do it because they love their cities, and the people in their cities, and have vowed to keep them safe.”

She sighed and looked defeated as she dropped her head and her shoulders sagged. “But there is an evil coming that we may not be able to stop.  They have already killed a significant number of our forces in the bombing attacks the other day.  We need your help to keep calm, and not jump to any conclusions or point fingers or resort to violence.  It only hampers those who fight for our city every night.”

Then when she started getting boos and people yelling about it being a hoax to cover up terrorist attacks, the Mayor stepped up again.  “I assure everyone that our Councilwoman speaks in earnest.  We have representatives from the Fae rebel forces who are standing against the Crimson Court with us today.”

He made an inviting motion with the palm of his hand and three figures came up the steps behind the platform and the crowd went silent.  Rupert, Christina, and even Geravold, with bandages covering wounds on his chest and arms, stood next to the three lawmakers without their glamour for all to see.  Again, how were the news cameras able to see them?

People gasped as Cristina unfolded her wings in a great show, sparkling dust sifting to the ground as the Minotaur sneezed.

Then we were back in the newsroom. “And that is how it unfolded just over an hour ago.”

Griz switched it off and ground out, “Well shit.”

We all nodded agreement as he said as she shook his head, resignation painting his craggy face, “This could go one of two ways.  Either the Straights step up and do the right thing, or Garza just signaled open season on anyone different across the globe.  Either way, be prepared for our cluster to be fucked, boys and girls.”

Then he looked up toward the stairs. “For god's sake, now what?”

We tensed then Tesha appeared on the stairs panting hard, still in the same clothing she had been wearing earlier.  She placed her hands on her knees head down as she tried to catch her breath.  She held up a hand and panted out, “You have to turn on the news.”

I assured her, “We know, we saw.”

She breathed through her teeth a moment and stood and gasped out between breaths, “So I ran all the way here for nothing?”

Kyla raised her hand and asked, “Have none of you magic types ever heard of a phone?”  She wiggled her cell in the air as Bryce had done earlier.

“Why is this Straight here?”

Before anyone could say anything, my bestie said, “Leaving.  If you had called ahead you'd know we're going to the Triumvirate Chamber, so just turn right around and march back upstairs or move out of the way.”

Tesha's fingers started to spark as she growled at Ky.  Robin whispered in my ear, “Aren't you going to do anything?”

I whispered back, “Ky doesn't need my help.”

Without any hesitation or even blinking, Kyla just walked past the True-Born and patted her cheek in a patronizing manner. “Try to keep up, will ya?  We don't need anyone slowing us down, it's crazy out there.”

I covered my mouth at the incensed woman as she glared at Ky's back in disbelief.  I was next past her, and shrugged, saying, “You heard the lady, let's go, you wouldn't want to miss your chance to kill me now would you?”

Griz and Robin were right behind me and I could hear my keepers muttering behind us all as they followed, “Did you hear the way that Straight just talked to me?  Who does she think she is?”

I paused at that and waited for everyone to pass me toward the door and let Tesha know as I said, “That Straight thinks she's the woman who has stood on my bridge countless times, fighting Fae of ill intent while all the True-Borns slept safely in their beds at night.  She has seven kills, how many do you have?”

The woman just looked dumbfounded at that.  Good, with no snappy comeback, my job there was done.  I stepped up to the door first and asked, “Is everyone ready?”  They all dropped their attitudes and nodded seriously.  I looked at Griz and cocked an eyebrow and waited as he furrowed his brow, cocking his head.  Then he nodded, indicating that we were clear, and I opened the door, and stepped out into the sun, shielding my eyes from the bright light with a hand.

We moved swiftly ignoring the huge protest in the park behind us.  As we went along I was aware of blurry shapes in my peripheral, in alleyways, and rooftops, shadowing us but I couldn't catch them when I looked.  It was sometimes useful to be a Troll.  I stooped as I walked to pick up a small chunk of concrete that had broken from a curb.

When there were no passing cars and nobody on the street was looking our way, I tossed the concrete sidearm down an alley.  A burst of magic destroyed the projectile that would have done some decent damage to my target as I told the others, “We're being watched.”

They were all drawing weapons in an instant and everyone stopped mid draw when blades shimmering with magic were at their throats from behind.  I was already metallic as someone tried it with me and I slammed my elbow back, eliciting a grunt of pain from my assailant and sent him tumbling into a newspaper box.

He was up on his feet in an instant as they all dropped their obfuscating spells.  Magic arced between his hands and we all stopped when Griz sputtered out, “Kane, stop, they're the couriers that the  Global Council of True-Borns sent with the documents.  They're sworn to guard them until they bring them back to London.  I should have told you I felt them following when they left my Nexus.  Now stop manifesting before someone sees you.”  He looked back at the man I had sent tumbling and gestured at his hands. “Extinguish that, there are people hunting our kind that shoot first and ask questions later.”

The man warily complied, moving slowly, favoring his left side.

Huh.  Couriers my ass.  These were skilled assassins if their reaction speeds were any indication.  I muttered, “A little heads up would have been nice, I thought they were Crimson Court tracking us.”

The others slowly lowered their blades, all eyes on me.  Then the one who came out of the alley after all the excitement asked, “How were you even able to see us?  We used the most powerful obfuscation charms woven by the Global Council themselves.”

I shrugged and said, “Shadow-Kin.”  Which made them all make sour faces.  I reinforced it, “Yeah, that's right, all of us low-born Shadow-Kin can see through your bullshit in one way or another.”

Griswald ground out, “Kane.  They're just...”

“Assholes.  I got it.  As my friend would say, boys and girls, try to keep up.”  Then I stalked off Ky jogging to catch up.

She whispered, “Are all True-Borns so... dismissive?  I mean, I count some as my friends now, but they seem to be the exception to the rule.”

I nodded and didn't bother whispering. “They are an elitist society, like Mensa people, and see everyone who isn't like them as inferior.  It's just a couple of steps away from fascism.  But there are a decent number of decent people in their ranks that stop it from going too far.”

Everyone was silent behind us, whether they were brooding, seething, or amused like I'm sure Griz was, I didn't particularly care, because the newcomers had just held weapons to my friends' throats.

Once we were underground, almost our entire group cast some sort of luminescence so we didn't require light to guide us.  I matched Kyla's pace, otherwise, I would have just left them all in the dust.

We finally arrived at the subway platform of the Triumvirate, there were dozens of guards filling half the platform why the hell was there so many, were they expecting the war to break out here?

Two in tactical gear and assault-style weapons stopped us as we hopped up onto the platform, the taller of the two a clean-shaven black man said, “This area is restricted, we're going to have to ask you to leave.”

Griswald stepped up beside me.  “I'm Gargoyle Griswald, here with Troll Kane and the Scribe as requested by the Triumvirate.”

The man nodded. “Of course.  Do you have any identification?”

This was new.  I pulled my ID out of my fanny pack and held it up as Griz and Robin held their fake IDs out.  It would cause a lot of questions if the old man's ID showed his true age of around a hundred fifty, and Robin looking twenty-three or so, being thirty-five-ish.  All of our IDs were tagged with a magic sigil on the back that only someone magic touched could see.

My keepers showed their ID and the man examined Tesha and Bryce then touched his ear and turned as he murmured something, then he nodded and snapped his fingers.  Two more guards showed up and he said, “You're not cleared.  These two will bring you to a waiting area until this meeting is over.”  They reluctantly allowed themselves to be led away.

Then the man looked at Ky, who was overacting with a cheesy grin as she held up her ID.  He squinted and looked at us.  “You brought a mundane, a Straight here?”

I nodded.  “She's with us.”

He looked shocked then shook his head. “She's going to have to...”

I finished, “...come  with us because she has been doing the research with Gargoyle Griswald and the Scribe here.”

He started to shake his head and I said plainly, “She doesn't go, none of us do.”  I knew it was unlikely I could strongarm her in with us, but I hated leaving her out here, out of my sight with the world gone mad.

He again touched his ear as he turned away and mumbled something, nodded, mumbled again, then sighed heavily and said, “Of course.”  Then turned to us and said, “Miss McMurphy is cleared to enter.”

Then he made a raising motion. “No weapons allowed in the chamber.”  

What the hell?  Why all this extra security and extra precautions.  There wasn't a single member of the Triumvirate that a mundane weapon could threaten, well except maybe a gun.  Could they cast faster than a bullet?

Griz handed his blade to another man, then a dagger from his boot, two arcane devices from his heels, then three tiny throwing knives he pulled out of the seam of his belt.  Then as a last thought, pulled the winding knob on his watch experimentally, pulling a long wire out before undoing the band and handing it over.

I asked with incredulity in my tone as I prompted the crusty old windbag with my eyes, “A garrote?  Really?”  Just who had Griz been in his old life before his Shadow-Binding?

The man looked at him questioningly at the two devices, and the old Goyle said, “Paralytic hex bombs.” Like that was just a normal thing to say or carry embedded in your boots?

Then he was patted down.  And Robin stepped up, looking down and tucking her hair behind her ear as she handed over her stiletto and allowed them to pat her down.  When they reached for the leather satchel, there were blades pointing at him from all directions as the couriers unblurred, the man from the alley saying, “You may not touch the documents.  They are not for your eyes.  Double black.  We're with the Global Council.”

As the man with the blades to his throat swallowed hard his hands shaking as he held them up, then backed away from the Scribe when the blades were lowered. The leader of the guards sputtered, “Double black?”

They backed away then turned to Kyla and me.  Ky bounced on her toes as she handed over her blades and to my surprise, pulled out a taser from her bag to hand to them with that over the top cheesy grin again.

They patted her down then went through her purse and it was down to me.  I sighed and pulled out my bat from its scabbard and held it out.  The man looked incredulous. “A stick?”

I sighed.  “A bat, don't insult her.  She's a Louisville Slugger.  The most revered piece of hickory in the world.”

He shook his head and said dismissively, like she wasn't anything to worry about, “Keep it.”  

I shrugged and placed her back in her cradle and then held my arms out.  I was no stranger to being frisked.

He stopped then held his hand out. “I'll take whatever is on that chain around your neck, I can almost taste the power in it.”

I absently reached up and pulled the amulet up and grasped it. “If you or anyone else touches it, it'll be the last thing you remember before I stick my boot so far up your ass you'll be able to tie the shoelace with your tongue.”

We were met with the sound of multiple weapons being cocked.  The couriers were no help because they had faded back and slid around in the crowd with their obfuscation charms on again, I could barely track them with all the other motion going on.

I said in a cold measured tone, “Get on your little earbud, and tell whoever is on the other side that you are trying to take the amulet the Custodian herself made for me.”

He did as I looked around to the guards who all had their weapons trained on me.  Why was it always so difficult to get one simple thing done?  Sometimes I miss the days I believed I was schizophrenic.

Then he glared at me and made a lowering motion and the weapons were all safed.  He pointed at my hip and asked in semi-disbelief, “A fanny pack?”

I nodded with a grin and unsnapped it and handed it to him to rifle through before returning it to me.  Then he said grudgingly, “You can all enter.”

He was all out of sorts now.  Maybe it's just me.  I tend to rub people the wrong way when I threaten them.  Maybe I should work on that?  Ok, now that was a funny thought, I crack myself up sometimes.

The guards all split, leaving a clear path to the Triumvirate doors.  Kyla looked at me and looped an arm in mine, looking nervous as she whispered, “I can really go in there?”

I nodded and we stepped in and she took it all in, deflated, her shoulders slumping as she looked at me without enthusiasm. “Really?  This is it?  I was expecting... I don't know, more than a mosh pit by a stage.”  Ok, I snorted at that, as it was sort of an apt description.

Then the four of us hesitated as we looked around.  All of the chairs had been moved to the sides of the chamber and tables had been arranged around in a huge, open circle, at least a couple dozen people sat around it with the Triumvirate at the opposite side of the gap, the head of the table configuration it would seem.  Sharee standing at attention behind Garza.  There was a single long table in the middle of the circle.

Ok, so this was new.

Prime Protector Garza stood and everyone followed, all eyes on us as she said in exasperation, “Good of you all to join us.  You were supposed to be here over a half-hour ago.”




Chapter 13 – The Truth

I was shocked when we were introduced to the others at the table as we stood.  As it turns out, they were the Triumvirates of seven other cities.  That kind of power sitting in one place made me nervous as hell, feeling out of place as I fidgeted on my feet.  When I reached out to taste it, I knew it was enough magic to wipe Cincinnati off the map in the blink of an eye.  So I decided not to be confrontational, no matter how much my brain was itching for me to be.

Garza prompted, “Show yourselves, we can all feel you.”  Then the Global Council couriers all stepped from the shadows of the columns where I was seeing movement in my peripheral vision.  Still wearing all their weapons.  I was a little impressed she had sensed them.  She inclined her head. “It is an honor to have representatives from the Global Council here.”

Their leader inclined his head and said nothing.

With that, it was down to business.  The Prime Protector turned to us.  “Gargoyle Griswald, Scribe, have you looked over the unsealed documents?”

Robin said in a small voice, her head dipping, “We have.”

“And?”

Griz growled out, apparently not happy with what he had learned, “And, all the events leading up to the chaos we find ourselves in, on the brink of war with the Crimson Court, mirrors the events leading to the last Dragon incursion into our side of the Veil.”

Some man, from I believe it was New York City, said in a deep rumbling baritone, “That is assuming that this is what we are witnessing, an attempted Dragon migration.  All we have is the word of supposedly friendly Willow Court Fae that the Dragon's are approaching the main Cincinnati gateway.  How do we...”

A woman with an elegant British accent cut him off. “Our scouts have independently confirmed this fact.  As well as the fact that the global coordination of the weakening of all the gateways is originating from the Cincinnati area of the Under-Veil for some unknown reason.  Russia concurs.”

The others murmured among themselves as I again contemplated that they had scouts in the Under-Veil; it was hard to fathom they used Fae to spy for them.

Griswald raised his voice. “Point of fact, we do know the reason now.  And she is standing right there behind Prime Protector Garza.  Young Krynn, the Custodian of Cincinnati.”

Garza looked back, then to us as she motioned for us to come forward.  She, nor the others of our Queen City Tri seemed surprised.  I'm assuming they were already briefed about the contents of the documents before I reached the Arch.  We all sat at the table, and it made me feel on edge like a thousand mosquitoes were buzzing all around us, debating just how best to take our blood.  I hated the feeling of being surrounded.

Before anyone could ask, Robin started laying out all the research materials which had been spread around the desk at the Arch, as well as the new documents the couriers had brought.  A hazy glow resembling some sort of translucent storm cloud that was crackling with magic appeared over the table, and it displayed the contents of the table in a display large enough for all those present to see.

She sounded like a professor at some posh academy as she almost sang out, “As most of us know, the last Dragon incursion was devastating for London, only we had a small portion of the truth.  Most of what occurred had been locked away and it was forbidden for anyone to review the records.”

“We were taught that London had almost fallen that day, which is true, and a lone Troll was all that stood against the Dragon, Moritus.  And that Troll had given his life to banish the Dragon back through the Veil.”

So it was Mortius, that scaly-assed bastard!

They were all nodding, then Griz said, “Which was a lie.  A deception to hide what had really occurred that night in London in 1666, and the steps that were taken in order to save the city.  And the repercussions of those desperate measures could have destroyed London or worse.”

The woman who spoke earlier countered, “You are mistaken.  There are countless records of the Troll who faced Mortius... and the outcome.”

Griswald asked her, “What was that Troll's name, may I ask Protector Clarke?”  He knew damn well the Troll's name.

She hesitated and I saw Garza's mouth quirk in a suppressed, knowing smile as the Englishwoman furrowed her brow then looked past Garza as she said, “Gawain Krynn... Troll of the London Bridge.”

To an outside observer, Sharee would have looked unaffected, carved from stone as her ancestor was mentioned.  I could see the minor shift in her stature, becoming more rigid.

I almost jumped when Griswald slapped the table and blurted, “Precisely!”

Garza sighed and said, “Instead of keeping us in suspense, Percy, how about just telling us what we need to know.  This problem has already taken on global proportions with the Crimson Court incursions, even without the Dragons added into the equation.”

Percy?  Oh, Griz was so not going to live this down if we all survived this.

I stole a glance at Protector Daniel, who had his eyes trained on me during this exchange.  I glanced away, fidgeting in my leather coat and cracking my neck.  Ahem, Percy narrowed his eyes at Garza and he grudgingly inclined his head and said, “Of course Prime Protector.”

Then I tuned out the recap I had been privy to before as I kept glancing at the man who was likely family.  I thought my father was the only blood relative I had left as his parents were already gone.  But when Robin started talking after someone posed a question, I looked back to those at the table with me.  “The London Triumvirate saw the city was going to fall, even with the surrounding cities which sent True-Born fighters including Triumvirates from lesser cities.  It wasn't enough against a dragon.”

She looked around to let that sink in.  “So they opened Merlin's Codex.”  

This was met by gasps around the room.  Merlin?  He was real?  Was he a True-Born?  

This was answered as she continued, “As you know, he is the True-Born who practiced the outlawed magic of the Fae in the 5th century.”

I wanted to shrink away, feeling the dumbest person in the room as I interrupted, “Why is practicing Fae magic outlawed, and why wasn't he stopped if it was?”

Protector Daniel spoke up, his tone patient and kind as ever, “He was the most powerful True-Born the world has ever seen.  Nobody could have stopped him if they wanted to.  Though it was his investigations into the magic of the Dark Fae of the Unseelie, before the Fae courts had formed, that was the basis for the shadow-binding we use to create the Sentinels who watch over the gateways and inner cities of the world.  His Codex has been sealed since his death in the ninth century, or so we thought.”

Ah.  Ok.  Stupid question asked and answered.  I knew that the Fae used Shadow-Binding as a punishment.  Binding someone to a specific place or even an animal or person for as long as that Nexus was intact, or alive in the case they were bound to a living being.

Robin jumped in to gloss over my ignorance. “They tried hexes, and defensive spells it contained, and while powerful, they were nothing but an annoyance to a dragon, a being made of magic.  They had exhausted all the castings that might work except one.”

Griz took up the narration as Robin wrung her hands, looking pale. “A spell so ancient that even Merlin didn't know its origins, and wasn't entirely clear what the results would be except for endowing the recipient an immense amount of power.  But he warned that a casting so large could leave the city and the surrounding counties a scorched wasteland.”

He held up document after document, the spell cloud over the table enhancing them.  “They believed it was the end of days so decided to cast it, but since it was designed for a Fae, it instead required an empty magic vessel... a half-blood.  A Shadow-Kin.  Otherwise, the subject's innate magic could cause a misfire.  So the champion of London, Shadow-Kin Troll Gawain Krynn, stepped up.”

He looked to Robin, who looked to be a little less shaken and nodded to her, so she continued, “So all the True-Borns of the city gathered with all of the Triumvirates present, and they cast the dark Fae ritual.  The City-Binding.  The earth shook from the sheer power being drawn in from all the magic users, as they performed the forbidden ritual while Moritus burned the city.”

Her voice was a little shaky as she sifted through the unsealed documents, placing one on top that had the occupants of all seats leaning forward to examine as she looked off at some distant point in space, again wringing her hands in her nervous habit. “They thought they had failed when Gawain fell, and they had all used up so much power they couldn't try it again.  But then, in their darkest hour, when all was lost, Troll Krynn awoke.  Well, not a Troll anymore since he was essentially shadow-bound to the entire city of London.”

Griswald tapped his finger soundly on the table and said, “Gawain Krynn held all of that power within him and went to face Moritus.  They fought a battle no True-Born had ever witnessed, this Shadow-Kin trading blows with one of the most powerful beings to ever walk the earth.  And he won the day.  He was a hair's breadth from death when he was able to banish the Dragon back through the Veil, draining the beast's power.”

Robin smiled at that and said, “He felt so out of place after that, trolling his bridge as London rebuilt.  The man had more power than any human had ever possessed and it made him feel an outsider.  Until a Fae, with beauty unmatched won his heart, and he stepped through the veil with her, never to be seen again.”

Garza spoke. “Of course they couldn't let it be known they had opened the Codex.  And if someone seeking ultimate power knew it was possible to imbue someone with the power of a demigod, they would seek to perform the ritual.  And so they locked the documents away, double-black, forbidden upon threat of execution to hide what they had done.  And they manufactured an alternate story that the populace would believe.”

The man from New York spoke up, almost sputtering, “Wait, are you suggesting we perform that forbidden ritual again on the off chance that the dragons might attempt a traverse again?  What if this is just what it looks like?  A war between the Crimson and Willow Courts that is spilling over into our cities?”

Others started shouting over each other as the Triumvirate chambers broke into chaos.  The Cincinnati Tri were the only ones sitting implacably silent as they watched the arguing.  Until Garza made a tiny motion with her hand and Sharee pushed between two tables and said a single word in such a forcefully echoing manner it had to be pushed by the magic that exploded from her, chilling the air instantly and layering the room and everyone in it in a coat of frost and ice, “Enough!”

Silence followed, and I blinked rapidly at the display.  Hellstones and fire, my girl can be intimidating when she tries.  Protector Daniel said, “Thank you, Custodian.”  Then he looked around and said, “We need to exhibit proper decorum in these chambers.  We've a lot to discuss.”

I caught myself stating as I stared unapologetically at him and said, “You'd know all about that, wouldn't you... grandfather?”  What the hell was I doing?  I snapped my mouth shut but not before I noticed most of my city's Triumvirate looked shocked, except Garza.  Protector Daniel had an odd expression on his face as he looked from me to Griz, who inclined his head ever so slightly.  Then the semi-retired ex-Prime cocked his head at me to really look at me as he sat without a word, and everyone else followed.

I know, I know.  Wrong place, wrong time.

Protector Clarke spoke up.  “If we are about to see the Dragons force their way through the veil, which I believe is highly likely according to all the intelligence we have gathered, we have doomed ourselves already.”

Garza's brow furrowed as she sat on the edge of her chair. “Please explain.”

Clarke opened her hands as if to illustrate they were empty as she looked to be reading the papers displayed on the magic projection.  “It seems that our own prejudices have dealt us a killing blow.  As noted, this ritual was designed to perform on a Fae, but Merlin theorized that an empty magic vessel could work.  A Shadow-Kin.  That is how they succeed.  They had a Shadow-Kin Troll, a Sentinel trained in supernatural combat to stand against Moritus.”

She looked around at all the blank faces, until the New Yorker said, “So if... and this is a big if, we go ahead with this insanity, we just find a Shadow-Kin volunteer.  I'm sure this city is crawling with them, they breed like rats and...”

He trailed off when I spun toward him and he met my eyes, which I could imagine were burning with so much fuck you for the man at the moment.

Protector Clarke was shaking her head, seemingly not bothered he was maligning my kind. “No, Harrison.  That would result in placing power into a vessel that wouldn't know how to use it.  All the major cities of the world have slowly weeded the Shadow-Kin out of important positions, including Sentinels.  There isn't a single Shadow-Kin trained in combat on the books of any city in the world.”

Someone cleared their throat, I looked back to see Garza standing, and Sharee was somehow behind her again.  When had she moved?

The Prime Protector shook her head and said, “You are in error.  There is a solitary Shadow-Kin Troll on the books...”  My blood ran cold as I put it all together.  Son of a pineapple humping bitch, they were going to do this to me.

I saw it in her eyes as she saw me put it together, and... oddly, she didn't look happy about it.  Then I understood.  We each had grudging respect with each other and shared animosity because I have bested her more than once.  A lowly Shadow-Kin.  And now, here she was talking about forcing more power upon me than anyone has wielded in centuries.  She was the most competitive woman I have ever met and she didn't so much crave power as wanted people to know she was powerful.

She continued as she looked away from me, “Troll Kane here, a Shadow-Kin... was bound to her bridge by happenstance, with its dying protector's last breath.  We have a vessel.”

I went to open my mouth, but instead, Protector Harrison spoke, “She is no Shadow-Kin.”

Griswald growled at the man, “You're right, Eve is so very much more than a mere Shadow-Kin.  As a Troll, she can manifest.”

“A Troll hasn't been able to manifest since...”

Griz finished for him, “Since the last Shadow-Kin Troll died, and as has been pointed out, our own prejudices had removed them all from any important positions.  Blondie over there is right, we fucked ourselves.”

Protector Clarke glared at the crusty old Goyle before she asked Garza primly, “This Troll can manifest?”

Garza nodded and opened a palm toward me. “She can.  Troll Kane?”

I blinked at her and growled out through clenched teeth, “I'm not a god damned circus show, I don't perform on command, so why don't you grab a hold of that stick up your...”  Shar was closing her eyes tightly and shaking her head.

Daniel cut me off. “Lily, she's right.  They can read the restricted reports if they wish to learn about young Evangeline's capabilities and service record.”  Then he looked me over again, this time with searching eyes.  Like he was just now seeing me for the first time.

I glanced at Shar who had a patient prompting look, eyes ever so slightly widened as she looked slightly askance at me.  I exhaled in frustration. “Fine.”  Then I touched my pendant and held one hand up for them to see as I squinted through the pain while I pulled stone over my hands and forearms only.

Then sure I was a little childish as I wrapped two fingers around my thumb on one hand and placed it over my other fist, making it look like I was flipping Garza off as I lifted and lowered my hand.  The others were to busy whispering to each other or gasping at seeing me manifest to be bothered by my insubordination.

My arms faded back to skin, then I coughed into my hand, and pulled it away to see blood on it.  My face and cheeks were wet, and I felt a wave of nausea.  Son of an otter.  I wiped the blood from my face and ears.  Then I took a long drink of power from the power reservoir in my tower foundations from the amulet on my chest under my shirt.

After that, I started to tune out as they all started debating.  It was almost an hour later when they finally came to a consensus.  It was no longer an if, about whether or not the Dragons were coming.  There were enough independent confirmations, and the pattern matched closely with the last incursion too well to deny it.

Now it was an argument about when.  They seemed divided.  Some saying it needed to be a last resort, that if we couldn't hold the city without it, then the ritual should be performed.  Just like they did so long ago.  The counter was that it was almost too late, especially since the Troll had been unconscious for so long after the ritual and half of London burned with the Dragon unchecked.

Garza was advocating for now, so that I could recover before the inevitable occurred.  Then if I could successfully hold my bridge, countless lives would be saved.  I was just amazed that it had gone on this long and still, not a single person had even asked me if I were willing to attempt this, knowing failure meant a backlash of magic that would take out Cincinnati and all the counties surrounding it.

I mean, yes.  I'd volunteer, but not for them.  For all the innocent people, including the Fae and even the True-Borns in the city.  It would just be nice to be asked, and treated like a person and not like some sort of inanimate tool.

As the argument heated up again I almost jumped out of my skin when a hand rested gently on my shoulder.  I spun, one hand already twisting up to grab the wrist for a take-down, when I saw Protector Daniel had gotten up from his chair and walked over to me.

He first looked around at the ruckus that was building then to me and he softened and smiled at me and said quietly so only I could hear, “You just looked so much like her, I had to know.  Griz was checking my hunch.”  He shook his head in disbelief, eyes not leaving mine and he gave a squeeze of my shoulder before releasing it and saying, “I'm so very proud of you Evangeline.”

If I hadn't built a wall around myself as I grew up, that would have broken me right there.  Instead, I swallowed hard and just inclined my head in acceptance.  Then he beamed me a huge smile. “After all this nonsense is over, I do hope you'll have tea with me and we can talk.”  I nodded and he went to sit in his seat.

I had a grandfather.

Sharee cleared her throat without moving, and that was enough for everyone to silence again.  Then Garza said, “All in favor of beginning the ritual now so that the Roebling is not unprotected while Troll Kane is incapacitated?”

Griz stood. “Point of order, Lily.”

She sighed at being interrupted. “Yes, Goyle Griswald?”

He said, “Begging your pardon, but not that anyone has even had the decency to ask Kane if she wanted to do this, she isn't the only viable candidate for this.  This ritual was designed for the Fae, and we have someone in this room who has Fae blood in her.  It has afforded her to become as powerful as the combined Triumvirate of Cincinnati already, and her power will grow as she gets older still.  If she were to volunteer, then there is no rush that the Roebling will be unprotected by Kane if the volunteer is incapacitated.”

Everyone turned to look at the Custodian with her impossibly white hair.  Protector Harrison blurted, “Your Custodian is Fae!?”  

It sounded almost like an accusation.

Griswald, or Percy, snapped back, “Was nobody listening?  Gawain Krynn left the mortal world to go through the Under-Veil with his Fae bride.  Which means their offspring returned through the veil.  The Krynn line perseveres.  Sure the Fae blood is weaker in each generation, but it is there.  Our lovely Sharee Krynn here is a direct descendant of  Gawain Krynn, champion of London.”

As this sank in with everyone, except as before, the Cincy Tri who didn't look surprised, I stood swiftly, almost knocking over my chair when Sharee started to open her mouth to do the noble thing god damn her.  But I wasn't going to let her volunteer for a possible death sentence.  I blurted out, “I volunteer.”  I may have thought as tribute.  Fuckin' Rupert and his damn movie addiction.

I glared at my snowy-haired vixen as she shook her head at me as all eyes turned to me. She countered, “No.  Troll Kane is needed on the bridge.  The logical course of action is to keep the gateway defended at all costs while this happens.  I volunteer for the process.  As Custodian it is my duty to protect the Queen City and all those inside her.  So this is a logical extension of that.”

Garza's voice rose above the others as they started talking animatedly among themselves again. “It's settled then, the Custodian will submit herself to the procedure.  Those in favor?”  Virtually all of them said Aye.  And when asked  are any opposed, my ringing nay was ignored.  Four abstained.

And then they started talking logistics as I tried to stop them from using the woman I loved as some sort of glorified lab rat.  Garza waved me off. “You're excused, Troll.  Take your pet Straight with you.”

I had to hold Kyla back when she started toward Garza.  Then before I could put the hurt on the Hispanic woman myself, we were surrounded by guards and escorted out the doors.  I just stared blankly at the heavy timber door in front of my face for a couple of seconds.  Not believing what was happening.

I didn't have long to contemplate it because I had to grab my best friend again as she started toward the armored and armed guards from before. “Hey, you dumbass looking, Harry Potter fucks, where are my blades?”

“Kyla.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

Our weapons were returned to us, and I glanced toward the other room my keepers had been taken to.  They didn't know we were out here yet.  I grabbed Ky's hand and told the guards, “Thanks.  Gotta jet.”  And I pulled her along and wrapped an arm around her waist and just leapt off the platform, not wanting to waste any time or my possible killers would see us and join us.

“What's the hurry?”

“Getting away from Tweedle Dee, and Tweedle Bitch.”  

Her eyes widened and she nodded with a cruel grin.

Then her brow knitted as she said, “Come on, Troll-girl, we've got to get you to your bridge, you look like shit.”

I nodded, then looked back the way we came, toward my girl and whatever the hell they were doing to her back there, worry knotting my gut so hard that I couldn't catalog all of the emotions I was feeling.

I needed to punch something.




Chapter 14 –  Creation Forge

After visiting my bridge and healing as much as possible on my tower, I felt the sun moving deeper in the sky.  We had only two hours before sunset, and Ky looked at the time on her phone. “Let's go get a drink before it all hits the fan?” she asked.

I nodded. “Perfect.  I need a drink.  Or ten.”  It took a lot just to get a good buzz as a Troll, I hated that.  We started down the steps just to meet two people heading up the stairs.  I was so distracted wondering what was happening with Shar that I hadn't felt them on my bridge.  “Aw, man.”

Tesha and Bryce looked out of sorts.  I don't know what their problem was.  It was them that were bad at their job.  We pushed past them, Kyla calling back, “Nice of you to finally join us.”

Bryce called after us as they started to follow, “Now where are you going?”

Ky and I chimed out in unison, “Safe Haven.”  Then we made a beeline toward O'Flanagan's and Felicia.

We walked past military and a police checkpoint, kept our heads down when a pickup truck full of men with hunting rifles drove past, and finally arrived at the pub.  It was packed.  Didn't people have jobs anymore?  It only took a moment to see that the bulk of the patrons were Fae, and there was a murmuring when I stepped in.  Many of the ragged, exhausted looks perked up with a semblance of relief and a Satyr couple saluted me.

To my surprise, even though it was standing room only, my table was empty with the “Reserved” sign on it still.  I collapsed into the bench on the booth after Kyla, and looked at the other two expectantly, they hesitated then slid into the other side, their backs to the door. I know how unnerving that is, I sat on the other side once and knew exactly why Sharee always sat with her back to the wall.

Before we could do anything, a tail snuck its way around my waist and I smiled as I felt calming feeling being pushed to me.  I just rolled my head on my shoulders, cracking my neck as I said, “Hey little Fox,” before I turned to look and gave her a heartfelt smile.  “Good to see you haven't been strung up for the bounty.”

She screwed up her face, showing a little fang. “Not funny, woman.”

I nodded. “I know.  I was worried.  Have you heard from Rene?”

She nodded. “Momma fox is at the refugee camp checking on the newcomers.  I lost track of Rupe until I saw him on the television this morning.”

I scrubbed my face with my hands as I nodded, acknowledging the dog and pony show Gaza had put on.  But I hope it helped.  Felicia looked around and asked, “The usual?”

Shaking my head before the others could speak I said, “Sandwiches for those who eat, I just need to get drunk.”

She looked worried and the tips of her fuzzy ears twitched as she felt the black pot of emotions stirring in my belly.  Kyla supplied, “The Triumvirate is doing some sort of ritual on her girl in hopes it will help.”

Now the worry she emoted doubled as her eyes widened. “Ok, be right back.”

She slid through the crowd like a shadow and I hesitated when I saw both Colin and Maggie there... his eyes were on me and I froze.  Anxiety spiking until his inscrutable expression softened and he tipped an imaginary hat to me before he handed a tray to Mags.

I exhaled.  Good.  He was dealing with all the revelations lately.  I'm sure his beloved half-sister being a Shadow-Kin without him knowing was one of those revelations that helped with the acceptance.

Tesha said as she looked around, “That Imp you consort with has a mortal job?”

Wow.  I didn't know what to say to that.  Almost every straggler Fae who chooses to live among us has a mortal job, and most True-Born's knew it because I've heard grumblings of Fae taking all the jobs before.  This one was obviously kept in the dark.

“Of course, how do you think Fae who choose to stay, survive?”  

She seemed to contemplate that.

Felicia arrived with three steak sandwiches and fries along with two pitchers of beer... one for me and one for the others to share, as my cell and theirs all buzzed.  We looked at the message that was flagged priority red for all non-sentinel True-Bloods to assemble in the City Hall courtyard.

My sitters shared a look, then looked at me then Felicia and slid out to answer the highest priority summons.  All True-Bloods... they were really going to go through with this.  There were close to eight hundred True-Bloods in Cincy.

I just grabbed a pitcher and started chugging it.  Felicia sat on the edge of the bench and hugged me as Ky squeezed my shoulder.  They were about to start talking, likely something encouraging, but I wasn't ready.  I held up a halting hand and continued to drink.  I needed to be drunk for this.  And it would only last a few minutes.

My girls just sat with me as I downed the entire pitcher and half the next before I started absently eating fries from habit.  “I can't believe they're actually doing it.”

Felicia cocked her head at Ky. “What's she talking about?  What's this ritual they are performing on Sharee?”

Kyla looked around then leaned in to whisper, “It is supposed to give us a fighting chance against the Dragons.  They are doing, what is it called?  A City-Binding or some such.”

Felicia actually yipped in shocked disbelief.  “No!  They can't.  Don't they understand what that dark Fae ritual does?  It is even forbidden in the Under-Veil, the Dragons kill anyone who even researches it.”

I sat back, letting the buzz I was getting deaden my anxiety as Kyla said, “They said the magic users of London had found the ritual in the Codex of Merlin.  That they had used it to give a Troll a fighting chance against a Dragon.  And he won.”

Felicia nodded.  “Yes... The Krynn.  But they had almost destroyed part of the old lands on both sides of the veil because they almost didn't have enough power to imbue the ritual circle to seal the power in the Krynn.  And magic on this side of the veil has gotten weaker over the centuries.  They're going to fail.”

Hellstones and fire!

She was pulling her cell out and was sending out a series of texts without looking as she whistled shrilly, then called out to the pub when they silenced, “Bráithre agus deirfiúracha. Tá na daoine gruama ag déanamh iarracht an dóiteán a chruthú gan toirmeasc. Níl a fhios acu cad a dhéanann siad agus scriosfaidh siad go léir má éilíonn siad leanúint ar aghaidh. Teastaíonn uainn go mbuailfeadh ár mbráithre ar fad sa chathair le chéile i Halla na Cathrach chun ár n-éachtaí a thabhairt ar iasacht gur féidir linn go léir maireachtáil. Seol an t-aláram, tá sé ag tarlú anois!”

Chaos erupted and every Fae in the pub filed out in a rush, all were making calls on their phones.

I was going to ask what she had done when Kyla tilted her head.  “I caught some of that.  I've been studying ancient Fae languages with Robin.  Something about a creation forge, and stupid humans?”

Felicia whipped her tail up from my waist to caress Kyla's cheek.  “You will make a fine human Scribe one day.  It was foolish humans, not stupid.  I just put out the call to the Fae of the Inner City.  We are all dead unless there is enough power to seal the bindings on the Creation Forge ritual.  We will lend our magics to the forge.”

She was untying her apron.  Then she said again, “They don't understand what they are creating,” before she almost laid across the table to kiss each of us on the cheeks before she flowed to the door and was gone.

I blinked in shock, my buzz already leaving me as I asked nobody in particular, “They don't understand?  What is the ritual creating?  Is Sharee going to be ok?”

When Ky had no answers for me, I looked around to the virtually empty pub, only five or ten humans were left and Colin was making a beeline for our table.  “What the hell's going on, Kane?  Everyone looked frightened, like rats abandoning a sinking ship.”

I found myself whispering, “We fucked up... they're trying to make sure everything doesn't go sideways on us.”

That's when the world started to quake.  I could actually feel all the natural magic that had built up so far in the air after the sunrise had swept it all away, being torn from the world.  It flowed toward city hall.

Knots tied in my stomach and my concern for my love was making me crazy as I started to wring my hands.  They had started doing whatever that god be damned spell was supposed to do to Shar.  Would Shadow-Binding to the entire city bind her more tightly than us Trolls to our Bridges?  Would she ever be able to ever set foot outside the city limits for as long as she lived, which would be until Cincinnati itself ever fell?

The sky darkened and the clouds started to swirl as a funnel centered around the City Hall area.  Then the ground shook some more.  I could feel... something... the buildings, the roads, the trees, and cars... it was like the city was moaning in pain.

Gusts of wind were tearing down the streets at almost hurricane force, knocking over everything in its path.  Then instead of shaking, it seemed like everything started to bend and warp as the magical pressure wavered, the world revolted against what was happening as great fissures opened in the ground and hail the size of golf balls joined the rain that had started to fall from the roiling sky, shattering windows and pummeling cars as people were scrambling to get inside while I felt the magic slip some more.

I whispered to Kyla as I grasped her hand, “They're losing it.  They can't do it.”  Lightning arched through the streets from City Hall as magic cracked whatever they were doing and escaped back into the world, and I could feel it was just about to give way completely, releasing all the stored magic at once.  My blood ran cold, knowing that what was next would make a nuke look tame.  They had failed.

I hugged Kyla to me and thought out to the universe, hoping she would hear in the last moments of our lives I love you Sharee.

Closing my eyes tightly and covering Kyla's head as the windows of the Pub shattered, I froze when I felt a different burst of magic, unlike the sharp, club-like magic I was used to feeling.  Instead, this was focused and controlled, and almost... elegant?

It started as a trickle then it grew by the minute until the unstable magic that was threatening to escape, was contained again.  Then the world settled as if it had been tamed.  Then with a sucking feeling, all the escaped magic rushed back that way.  Then there was an explosion of light so bright, it left me seeing stars even through my closed eyelids, and just as overwhelming as that light, I swear I could hear the entire city screaming... in Sharee's voice.  And then silence.

Was it over?

I slipped out of the booth and felt something on my face and reached up to find my cheeks were wet with tears.  I pulled up my cell but it was smoking.  Fried like an EMP had hit, only this one was a magic shockwave.

We looked around and went around helping the Straights to their feet.  

It took a few minutes to make sure they were all ok and to bandage up a couple who were caught in a shower of glass and a man who stumbled in before passing out.  His body was covered in welts from the beating he took in the hail.  Colin went to the house phone to call for help for the injured but the landlines were down too.

I asked him, “Do you have things here?  I have to check on Sharee.”

He nodded and Kyla and I started for the door.  I swung it open and stepped out across broken glass and hailstones, then stopped.  Jogging up the road was Tex, James, Odell, and Griz.  I tried to push past them as I growled, “Out of my way, I have to see Sharee.”

The men all held me and I started to pull forward anyway.  Griswald said in a soothing tone, “Kane... Evie.  Listen to me.  She's ok.  Young Krynn survived, but she's unconscious right now.  You can't go to her.  You need to protect your gateway.  It's the last one in the city, the Triumvirates sealed the others before performing the ritual.  She's going to be just fine.”

I slowed and stopped and looked at the men, then down at my fanny pack where my burned out phone was.  “Of course it would be you four.  They sent you to stop me...”

James chuckled. “Of course, we're your favorites.”

Tex shoved his shoulder hard enough to put a man through a wall but it just rocked the big Goyle as he said, “That and they sent us to help you coordinate the remaining Goyles and Trolls on the Roebling just in case tonight is the night since every other True-Born has exhausted their magics for that ritual.  And hooeee I thought for sure it was going sideways on them for a bit until the Fae showed up to save our collective hides.”

The reality and gravity of the situation hit me.  We always had the more powerful True-Borns as a last-ditch defense... we were on our own.  Us sentinels were all there was between the Crimson Court hordes, the Dragons, and the city until my girl awoke.

I exhaled long and hard, then looked back to where my bridge beckoned me.  I had a job to do if I was going to protect my girl and the people I loved.  I tugged Tex's hat down over his eyes and said with all the fake bravado I could muster, “Then we best get to it, boys.  Ky stay here with Colin and Maggie.”

“Fuck you.”

And we took off running.  We only had minutes to coordinate before the sunset.




Chapter 15 – Moritus

We had just got our forces in formation, Trolls to the front, Goyles to the flanks when the sun extinguished itself over the horizon.

A familiar voice called out, “Troll, where do you need us?”

I glanced back to see the bulk of the Queen City Triumvirate, looking like they had been drug through a wringer, Garza at their center, all dressed in combat gear and wielding weapons.  I blinked and said, “I thought your power had been exhausted.”

She stood taller.  “We can still hold a blade.”  

Ok.  That was badass and a little inspiring.  Who knew she had it in her?  But for the time being, they were nothing more than battle-trained Straights.

I said, “Keep to the back of the ranks to receive any wounded.”  To my surprise, she didn't argue nor hesitate as they all turned to do as I said.  Wow, I could get used to...

Then I felt the Gateway on my decks, fifty yards away, bulging as it filled and stretched.  “Incoming!  Everyone hold until we know what's coming.”  I had no clue what I was doing, I was just winging it but it sounded good.

Over time, I have been getting fairly good at determining who or what was coming through the veil at any given time, even when groups came through, I could generally suss out how many weaker or more powerful Fae were in the mix.  But the way the event horizon of the gateway was rippling and bulging with so many mixed power signatures, some requiring large amounts of energy to push through and some virtually none, I had no idea what to expect except that there were dozens if not hundreds coming through.

As much as I hated to admit it, they had been right to not force me to volunteer for their insane ritual.  This was going to be bad.  I had just a moment to reflect on the fact that this was why they had done their damnedest to keep Sharee and me separated since this whole mess started, or else I would have talked her out of it altogether.

And what felt like an army of Crimson Court Fae stepped through the stretching and rippling fabric of space and onto my deck.  Hundreds of lesser Fae, lined up in columns, with Goblins upfront and weaker species at the rear.  At the far back of the formation were ten figures that made my blood run cold.  Two lesser banshees by a greater banshee, two lesser wraiths by a greater wraith, then two Crimson Court Minotaur Guards and two Forest Lords on foot.  Their forces filled the fifty-yard gap between the gateway and me, shoulder to shoulder, from railing to railing.

Showtime.  I swallowed and took a single step forward, and I towered over the Goblins, as I ignored them, standing chest to face, calling out over them.  “I am Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling.  Either pay the toll, be bound to no harm in this city, or return to whence you came!”  Whence?  Did I just say whence?  I was so glad my snowy-haired avenger hadn't heard how lame that sounded.  As it was, I could hear a certain cowboy about ten paces behind me make a pained sound.

I was met with silence as the taller of the two Forest Lords, whose antlers had at least thirty points on them, and sheets of moss that looked older then me growing off of them, cocked his or her head.  I didn't even know if they were a gendered species.

It wasn't hard to sense the hesitant anticipation and apprehension flowing off of everyone at my back as it hit me like a wave.  Probably because it resonated with my own feelings.  Then the big Fae spoke in that low hissing squelch of its kind.  “We know who you are, Champion of the Unbroken.  He has sent us to give you a choice.  Either surrender The Krynn to him now, and he will grant you all a swift and merciful death or defy him and he will take pleasure in drawing out your defeat in the most bloody and painful way.”

I snorted, which made the dark Fae assembled a little restless, while all the Greater Fae exchanged confused looks.  “You're kidding, right?  Do like all you Crimson Ass-turtles read from the same cheesy villain monologue handbook?  I mean cliché much?  You know what I mean?”

They again exchanged glances and the Forest Lord spoke, “We do not.  We are Unchia Ute.  Commander of the Crimson Court.  Slayer of the apprentice of Merlin, Auture of Britannia. Fourth of the ruling caste.  Make your choice, Defiler of  Rechla Ute.”

Auture of Britannia?  Wait... King Arthur?  Hellstones and fire!  I hadn't even known King Arthur was a True-Born.  Blinking, I pulled my wits back around me. “I never would have thought that the Crimson Court would just roll over and be the lapdog of the likes of Moritus.  Tell big, tall, and scaly that if he wants the Custodian of Cincinnati, the snake will have to slither on through the veil himself and come through me to get her.  I never would have believed your people would bow to a Dragon master.”

I felt the wind curling around my tower shifting, so I was prepared when a mass of red and white fur landed across my shoulders, fangs bared and my little fox hissing to punctuate my words.  Felicia was perhaps the most fearless woman I knew.  She was defiant even against these numbers.

A lesser banshee, shrieked out, causing every fiber of my being want to cry, or scream, or just throw myself over the bridge and end it all, but I put up mental shields against the sound of the banshee's voice. “You dare defy his will?  You will not interfere with the plans of the one he serves!  You...”

There was a wet, tearing sound, and the banshee fell to my decks spasming and grasping at its throat as Unchia Ute stomped on its head, killing it even though the banshee had been incorporeal the whole time.  The Forest Lord shook its hand, dropping the handful of decayed flesh and cartilage from the banshee's throat as it gurgled out, “You speak of things you ought not.  A final lesson in your death.”

Holy shit.  Puzzle pieces were clicking together at a rapid pace.  Moritus had just been a foil?  He had been executing this elaborate plan on someone else's orders.  He was a god damn Dragon, who would he be playing the part of mastermind for?  I knew the answer, she had been there, waiting for me in the Willow Court.  She had expected Sharee, so she let it play out.  She flew ahead to the Crimson Court to stand behind Mortius during the trial by combat.  And when Veldshee had almost spilled the Dragons' plans, Mortius silenced him before the Wraith could implicate her.

I whispered, “Emirith... the Matron.”  She was the larger dragon of the two, and he was just doing her bidding.

This seemed to agitate the enemy troops and the Forest Lord seemed to sigh and said, “So it is fated you to find these truths of your own demise.  It is too late in any case.  Once he has taken this gateway for her, she will rain fire upon the mortal realm and reclaim it for the Crimson Court that she may rule supreme.”

Sighing dramatically, I pulled the piece of antler I had broken off of Rechla Ute and held it up, giving a malicious grin. “Give Rectal Loop my regards when I send your ass tumbling home.”

He gave a hissing roar and I made a beckoning motion with my finger. “Let's dance, Bambi.”

The Forest Lord roared out, “Our name is Unchia Ute!”  And he thrust a hand forward and every lesser dark Fae charged forward together, all screaming in a challenge, save one who stepped back through the veil while the Greater Fae just stood there.

I was already channeling my foundations as ancient timbers answered, shooting up my skin in an instant and I started swinging while Felicia just dove off my shoulder and sprang twenty feet into the oncoming rush of Fae, her claws slashing, teeth shredding, and stream of dark Fae falling incapacitated to my decks, just to be trampled by their brethren.

I slowed after three or four sweeping swipes as I swept dozens of lesser Fae off the bridge.  Something was wrong.  I stopped fighting as I looked at the greater Fae who were just standing there at the gateway, just watching while I realized, none of the lesser fae were fighting.  They were just all running toward the city, even though our defenders packed the bridge.

I noted Felicia after downing over a dozen of her own had stopped too, and she was just looking back and forth as they streamed around her as she flowed gracefully back to me pressing her back against mine defensively.  What the hell was... I staggered as another swell burst through the gateway and onto my decks.  It was a constant stream of lesser Fae, they were taxing the magic of the Veil they were coming through at this one point of it in such great numbers.

And they just kept coming.

My eyes widened and the greater Fae all started showing me wicked smiles, seeing I understood.  I yelled back, “Don't fight!  Hold them on the bridge.  They're trying to weaken the veil enough for the Dragons to come through!”

If the bridge filled up, they'd have no place to go, so no others could come.  But as our defenders formed a blockade, using brute force and the magics most of the Sentinels still possessed since they weren't called on for the ritual, the Fae of ill intent just surged to the railings and just started jumping into the Ohio far below to make room for more.

I looked from them to the smug-looking asswipes just standing by the gateway.  Were they just here to observe or was something else going on here?  I didn't have time to contemplate as I pulled the winds curling around my foundation to me and started blasting the space between me and the gateway with hurricane-force winds but it only slowed them.

That's when the Fae of the city arrived, all looking worn out like Felicia, after lending most of their power to the binding ritual, but with them were the able-bodied refugees.  I just nodded once, feeling Rupert move up to my left while Geravold and Christina moved to my right.

Rupe asked as he just held his section of pipe in indecision, “What's going on?  They're not fighting.”  Then his eyes widened like saucers as his gaze snapped to the gateway, making the same realization I had.  “Well fuck me.”

I said as James, Odell, and Tex stepped up to us, “Cover me.”  Then I thrust my hands forward, sinking myself into the reservoir of power in the symbolism of my bridge, and the strength of my foundations and I shoved.

That's when I learned why those greater Fae were there, as they sprang into motion the moment I started reinforcing the Veil over the gateway, strengthening it to the point a fae mouse wouldn't be able to get through.  I couldn't seal the gateway as the Triumvirate could, but I could certainly do this.  I don't know how long I could keep it up but I learned really fast that the answer was, not long as I braced myself.

I barely had time to swap my oak form for stone when Unchia Ute lowered his antlers in his charge and impacted my chest.  He had been moving almost too fast for my eyes to follow, and my hands had only gotten partially up before I was flying through the air, feeling as if a tactical nuke had just struck me.

I don't know how many bodies I had struck on my inadvertent flight backward, but at least six dark Fae had died from the impacts and the Trolls caught me, setting me on my feet.  I coughed and explained the situation as I saw it to them, “Ho... holy... holy shit.”

This was the signal for the one time runners to turn and fight while all the greater Fae converged on me, stopping me from preventing the influx of the endless stream of Crimson Court lackeys.

Shaking my head, I pulled my bat from my back and said, “Shall we?”  Then I and the others all roared out our battle cries and engaged the sea of enemy.  It was as if all the Trolls and Goyles were clearing a path between me and antler-boy.  Well shit.  Ok.

I started to charge when the Forest Lord started to lower his antlers again.  I noted that this time, though he was still insanely swift, he wasn't a blur like the last time.  Had he used some sort of magic in that charge?  I noted the slight gleam of worry in the dark pits of his eyes as we closed at each other while I hauled back on my bat.

It didn't take a rocket scientist to realize that he had meant that attack as a killing blow.  And where it would have killed any other Troll on my bridge, and it was now the new height I would use to measure against every strike I have ever taken, I had survived because I can manifest. I've never been hit so hard in my life nor felt so much pain in my life than just then.

Smirking I said, “Not bad, Bambi.  My turn.”  I feigned a swing just as we come together and slid on my knees, sparking on the metal deck as I slid under his lowered rack and between his long legs, slamming my bat into his groin with all my might as I slid past, bone splintered.

A roaring line of Trolls collided with the other greater Fae who were trying to reach me as Unchia  Ute folded like a house of cards.  Huh... I guess they are gendered.  He looked to be in a great deal of pain. I stepped over him, placed a foot on an antler, pinning his head to the ground, then I slammed the bat down twice, shearing one antler from his skull as he thrashed.

Then I grabbed the other and started to spin.  “I told you I'd send your ass tumbling home.”  After the second spin, I had enough momentum to fling him, his arms pinwheeling in the air as he struck the gateway, and I shoved with the power of my bridge, and I shuddered in delight at the sheer amount of power that was stripped out of him as he was banished.

His power replacing a good percentage that had been missing while my bridge has been damaged.  So much so, I could feel the extension of my body and soul stitching all of her damage together.  I suddenly took in a huge gulp of air I didn't need, feeling healthy again for the first time since my return from the Under-Veil.  Ancient Forest Lords were insanely powerful beings.

I looked down at my trophy.  It would look good on the bookcase.  I cracked my knuckles, picked up my bat again, and turned to face the last of the group of greater Fae who hadn't fallen to the overwhelming numbers of magic-using Trolls yet, I noted the flow of dark Fae through the gateway had stopped, and I fell to a knee, gasping as my head swam.

It felt like my skull was going to explode.  Through the blood pounding in my ears so loudly with vertigo, I heard myself rasping out a warning in a voice that sounded like cinder-blocks being rubbed together, “Everyone get back!  They're coming!”

And then I almost passed out over the sheer amount of pressure that was thrashing against the gateway, stretching it to impossible lengths as a snout formed in the distortion, then all at once the pressure was gone and I was covering my ears as the black dragon on my decks lifted its head on its long scaled neck and roared to the sky in triumph.

Mortius had arrived.




Chapter 16 – Elder Stone

Many Fae fled or dove over the railing in sheer terror, he had crushed dozens of fighters from both sides who hadn't gotten a safe distance away as he arrived.  The beast stood there on its four legs, its shoulders almost touching the main cables on either side of the bridge, if he reared up he'd be nearly as tall as my towers.

Just a few seconds earlier, I was gaining confidence that maybe we could weather the night.  But just then... we were so fucked.  On toast.  Without butter.  Was he this big the last time I saw him?  It was hard to tell since I was essentially a sneeze away from death at the time, so it was hard to rely on my memory of him.

I couldn't tear my eyes away from this monster that nightmares were made of until I noticed a flicker. I looked down from where I was craning my neck to see him, and what had drawn my attention wasn't there.  So I looked at the gateway indirectly, and there it was.  Hellstones and fire, I could see a small glittering tear in the fabric of reality less than a hand's breadth long with my Shadow-Kin vision.  I could taste the other half of my bridge clearly though it.  All the power of the Elder Stones it was crafted from sang to me in my blood.

Even more than having a dragon swinging his head down to gaze at me, this was even more frightening to me... the veil... was torn.  The Dragon had torn the barrier between our world and theirs.

The mass of my stone body was the only thing stopping me from stumbling back as the Dragon huffed in amusement at me, “Ah.  Little Champion.  I had hoped we might meet again.”  

The smell of sulfur and smoke on his breath was almost overwhelming.

I swallowed hard and looked back to see the Trolls and Goyles pulling all our fighters, and even the lesser Fae enemy back toward the second tower, I waved them off the bridge knowing we couldn't face this threat, too many would die trying.  Which left me and just a handful of others facing Moritus and the last remaining Forest Lord.  I knew better than to try to argue with my friends and family.

I held a hand out, palm up in reply.  His head swayed side to side on his impossibly long and muscled neck, his nostrils flaring as he scented me.  “What is this?”

I looked from him to my hand and back, my tone was a little more wavering than I had hoped as I said, “Your coin?”

“What coin? Do not try my patience, mortal.”

I placed the end of my bat on the ground in front of me and I leaned in, supporting myself on it, and I said as if he were a small child not understanding why he couldn't have the whole dozen cookies.  “Your toll.  Either pay it, or I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask you to leave.  We can't have people running around all willy nilly just ignoring the rules now can we, Puff?”

He reared back in confusion, his head rising a few yards above me.  “Puff?”

I nodded and rolled my eyes. “Puff the Magic Dragon?  You know, strings, sealing wax and all that nonsense?”

Man, this lizard was slow.  It took him three blinks before it registered I was taunting him.  He growled a rumbling that seemed to vibrate from the depth of his cavernous chest to erupt from his clenched fangs in a soul shriveling, bridge shaking sound.

He slashed a claw at me as he roared, “I need no toll, insolent flea!”  

Ok, like any standard-issue fool, knowing I would be dead in one blow from something as powerful and massive as a dragon, I tried to stop the claw that was bigger than myself.

I might as well have tried to catch a wrecking ball with a butterfly net as I found myself tumbling through the air, searing pain in my back as my body tore through the railing and I plummeted down toward the Ohio far below.

I reverted to flesh just as two arms wrapped under mine, and Christina was screaming with the effort to turn our cannonball plummet into a glide.  I ripped the winds flowing through my support cables and around my towers to provide gale-force updrafts for the valiant Woodland Fairy.  “I've got you, Evie!”

We leveled out then the winds pushed us spiraling up toward the sky.  I looked back with a grin, “Hi.”

She gave a cute, nose scrunching smile back. “Hi.”

I said, “You know what to do.”  She just nodded staunchly, this wasn't our first rodeo.  Like we had done in the past, she spiraled above the Dragon's head where he was trying to stomp out my friends, and she released me, I grabbed my amulet and became a blue painted steel projectile and I slammed into Moritus' snout like a pile driver... and with a metallic ping, I just bounced off and tumbled to the deck.  I had barely even moved his head.  I became flesh as I shook my head to clear it.

Then I looked up and my eyes widened as I saw a huge, scaly clawed foot coming down on me.  My heart was threatening to burst, knowing this was it, I had failed.

A moment before I was turned into Troll pudding, another body impacted me in a flurry of gossamer wings and glittering dust, knocking me clear as the foot came down, causing the entire bridge to shake as he bent the deck.

I rolled to a stop and just blinked in horror as the beast lifted its leg to reveal the mangled body of Christina... my fairy... my friend... and I was screaming.

With everything inside me and everything stored in my foundations I roared, every cell in my being vibrated with rage as my vision tunneled, blood pumped in my ears like war drums as I grasped the air and tore it to me, intending to manifest into Elder Stone, Christina can't have just died in vain.  There had to be some way to stop...

I froze as the world groaned in protest, and the tear in the fabric of the Veil erupted, a wave of Elder Stone had answered my call.  The bridge... my bridge, bucked under the wave of the stone that has seen civilizations rise and fall, standing witness to history unimaginable and in its wake, my decks, my supports, my entire structure from the Covington side of the bridge to the South Tower had manifested Elder Stone.

When my scream subsided after the wave flowed over me, it settled on the tower, making it look to be some ancient stone structure from a bygone era.

I panted and rolled my head on my shoulders and slowly looked up to challenge the dragon.  Moritus... looked confused and concerned for the first time.  The remaining Forest Lord started for me, and I flicked a finger and one of the smaller suspension cables, which were no longer needed on this side of me, whipped out to wrap around him and with a nudge of my chin, he was flung back through the gateway, which was noticeably torn now, and added his power to my foundations.

The Dragon, looked from me to the bridge then asked, “What is this then?”  Then he got his wits back around him and reared up and came down on me with another stomp.  I put my arms up and caught the blow.  The unyielding Elder Stone below my feet shuddered and I could feel it lending me strength.

With a grunt, I stopped his claw.  He growled and pushed down, I growled back and a sharp pillar of stone shot up from my feet and through the armored scales of his claw and through his flesh.  He reared up on his hind legs, roaring in agony... and all hell broke loose.

I was knocked back by the force of no less than three explosions on his massive chest.  I saw contrails of smoke leading up to the impact points and staggered to my feet to look back just as two tanks at my north approach fired.  The shots knocked Moritus back ten feet.  I saw National Guard men swapping out their shoulder-fired missiles for more.  And a hail of gunfire from a hundred automatic weapons streaked over my head to strike the black Dragon.

Then from the Covington side, what looked to be a few hundred of the self-formed, militia started firing, catching him in a crossfire.  I blinked.  The humans, the Straights had stepped up.  But for all the pain they were inflicting, I only saw a single scale had been knocked off the lizard's chest.  Modern weapons were no match for him.

I muttered, “Welcome to the party, pal.”

He spun toward the closer side of the river and inhaled deeply, then it was as if he exhaled a gout of flame which had originated inside of the sun.  The torrent of flame shot toward the men, who were all diving for cover, and I growled in challenge as I raised both arms, and the Elder Stone bridge rippled and a hump of stone interposed itself between the men and the flames.  Then I was screaming in pain as the Elder Stone superheated.  It felt like my skin was boiling.

Then it was over.  I was panting and let the bridge settle.

Moritus spread his wings over the slack and useless main cables laying on the deck, his wings blotted out the sky.  My eyes widened.  Hellstones and fire!  He was going to take flight and raze the city from above where he'd be untouchable.  Tank fire and missiles peppered him to no avail and he leapt with a great downstroke of his wings.

I panted, exhausted, and with a final effort, reached both arms to my sides and grasped at the air and then yanked up.  The massive main cables of the bridge shot up into the air as if they were living appendages to my arms and wrapped tightly around his left-wing... constricting.  Then with a shudder, he reached the end of the cables then I yanked down.

The Dragon flailed in the air as the cables tightened, tearing the membrane of his wing and pulling him down to an earth-shaking collision with the unyielding stones that were old before his kind even walked the earth.

He flopped and flapped and regained his footing as I collapsed to my knees, spent.  I looked to those who had stayed and gasped out, now that the lizard was grounded, “Get back to the others.  Now!”  This fight was so far beyond them, nobody argued and they just fled as Moritus started to bubble and morph while I struggled back to my feet.

I watched as the dragon shrank out of the constricting grip of the cables and slowly reformed into a tall, muscular man with short-cropped black hair and modern clothes.  He spoke in Moritus' voice that rumbled and shook the bridge.  “Now I will not give you a swift death, Troll.  I will tear you limb from limb in the slowest, most excruciating way imaginable.”

It wasn't registering in my head right.  Somehow, this Dragon became a man...

I looked down to find my bat just a couple of feet away.  I crouched and picked it up, watching it become Elder Stone as he started gathering sickly purple magic in his hands.  I said wearily as I swayed on my feet, “Ok, then... let's do this lizard-breath.”

And the ground shook with an ominous thooming sound.  We both hesitated.  Thoom.  We turned our gaze to the far approach to the bridge.  Thoom thoom thoom.  Then the tanks were nudged aside like they were made of cardboard as a figure strode onto my decks and I felt a power that eclipsed Moritus'.  Thoom thoom.

My eyes widened at the stark white hair flowing back in the wind created from the power flowing off of her as Sharee Krynn made her way toward us, her power building with each step like the city was leaning into her and lending her its strength.  My girl had awoken.




Chapter 17 – Endgame

As she strode purposefully our way, an apparition started forming around her in the wake of the blue and silver magic she was radiating around her.

As she approached, I dropped my bat and rushed over to the unmoving body on my deck and fell to my knees, my heart aching like it was physically breaking as I cradled Christina to me, rocking her as I kept apologizing in my mind.

Moritus' full attention was on the approaching angel of vengeance as his power started flaring forming a similar visage of power behind him as it rippled and crackled in dark sickly black and purple power.  He licked his lips in anticipation then started baring his teeth, revealing fangs.

Thoom thoom thoom.  Her impossibly heavy footfalls were like the heartbeat of the world.

I had to double-take when the shimmering wall of power towering over my girl came into focus, sharpening and my jaw dropped.  A translucent silver Dragon!

I looked the other way and the specter of Moritus' Dragon shimmered into focus too.  My god... I recalled Felicia's words, that the Triumvirate hadn't known what they were creating with the ritual.

Thoom thoom.  She stopped beside me.  Sharee Krynn, the woman I loved, was... a Dragon!

Without taking her predatory eyes off of Moritus, she said to me, her voice low and rumbling, sending a pleasant vibration up my spine and along the length of me decks, “Hello, love.”

She spared the quickest of glances my way and I saw her jaw set harder when she saw Christina's body.  I growled out, “Can you take the trash out for me, hon?”

She nodded, curling her lips back as she glared at the man, no, the creature who had done this to our friend, and I was surprised to see her canines had lengthened to fangs now.  “With pleasure.”

Moritus sneered as he looked at her and hissed out in a tone bordering on pleasure, “The Krynn... at last.”

Like some imaginary gun had gone off they both charged forward in black and silver blurs, their dragon spirit aspects towering over them roared.  It caused me to cover my ears as the entire city shook.  I had just an instant to cover Christina and meld my stone with that of my bridge beneath us when they collided.

It was like a small nuke had gone off, the explosion of power washed over me and my decks, blinding and deafening me momentarily the shock wave doing its damnedest to blow me off the bridge and into the next county.  I could hear windows throughout the city shattering as the wave rippled outward.

Then I just sat in stunned silence, watching the two combatants exchanging blows that would fell titans, at speeds so fast they were only blurs.  One a warrior of old who had likely fought in more battles than he could remember against a finely honed killing machine who spent her entire life training to fight monsters bigger and stronger than her.

They broke apart to circle each other and I noted Moritus was bloodied and bruised, dark blood dripping from his nose, and Shar looked untouched, glowing with power.

As they circled, I felt the swift, but the uneven approach of a familiar gait behind me, slipping out of the shadows of my tower.  I twisted and caught the arm that was coming down at my back with a bone dagger.  “Hello, Gruth.”

I snapped my arm to the side and his arm broke like dry kindling, causing the Goblin to cry out in pain.  I hissed at him as I pulled him face to face.  “End of the line, no more chances.”

Through his pain, he chuckled at me, “Big words, Kane.  But that is your weakness.  Everyone knows that you are weak because Evangeline Kane does not kill.”

I looked at the slimy piece of shit and deadpanned, “Who said that it was me who was going to kill you?”

His eyes widened in alarm and he just started to swing around when a short pipe was jammed through his middle by the Gnome who was charging full force, using what little magic he had inside to bolster him.

The Goblin slumped over, dead before he hit the deck.  Rupert and I said nothing as he gently picked up the mangled form of our friend, and carried Christina back toward the far end of my bridge.

I gave Gruth not a single thought as I stood and turned to witness the two juggernauts slinging magic that would level battleships at each other.  And I saw that it was over in mere moments.  Though I'm sure he was in denial, he was outmatched.

They broke apart again, Moritus panting, arms propped on his knees.  He didn't have time to block when she streaked in and landed a spinning roundhouse directly to his throat.  The man who would be Dragon flopped to the ground at my feet, grasping his throat, wheezing air in through his damaged larynx.  Beaten.

I grabbed his hands as they started to glow as they held his neck as he tried to heal himself.  He was so exhausted that I was actually able to hold his hands to the sides in my Elder Stone form.  The Dragon apparition reared back its head then started to lunge downward for the killing blow.  I just looked up at the beautiful shimmering silver spirit and shook my head, “No.”

It stopped just a few inches from us, and I smiled at it in wonder, whispering, “You're beautiful Sharee.”  Then I got to business. “This is still my bridge.”  She blinked in disbelief, and I noted her dragon had blinked in unison, the same expression on their face, on her face.

I apologized, knowing it was likely a mistake, but I couldn't stop being me, no matter how much my mind was screaming at me to kill the man.  I told her that as I stood, “I'm sorry, but I can't stop being me.”

Her look softened to one of understanding and love.  She sighed and her dragoness voice thrilled my entire being as it rumbled out, “I know, love.”

I told her as I tensed my muscles, “I'm probably going to need your help, even beaten like this, this bastard is the most powerful being I'll ever banish.”

She nodded and I roared out, “Get off of my bridge!”  I flung the man at the tattered gateway, he hit it and I pushed with everything I had, it wasn't enough, but then Shar's dragon reached out a translucent claw and just pushed the man through.  The power cascaded from him, filling every atom of my bridge to the tipping point.  The excess magic leapt from the Roebling like magical lightning which split the sky and shook the world.

Then he was gone, and I dropped to my knees.  Finally, it was over.  And stripped of his power it would be another six hundred years or so before he could attempt another crossing.  In the meantime, I'm sure there were plenty of predatory dark Fae who would likely enjoy hunting a Dragon who had lost all his power.

I started to ask if we could go home when I screamed in pain.  The Gateway had been struck by something even more powerful than Moritus, and more powerful than I could feel my girl had become.

Giant claws were frantically raking and pulling on the tears in the veil, and we could hear the fury of the dragon that was trying to get to us.  Then I fell to the deck when first one, then two claws got a hold of the tattered fringes and physically tore the veil from the gateway, leaving a gaping hole in the world where we could see directly into the Under-Veil.

Then a Dragon, twice the size of Moritus, stood, reaching over the height of my towers.  And she was looking down at us, rage twisting her face.  The Matron was here!

Shar, even though her dragon aspect was dwarfed by her, she just exhaled and helped me to my feet and we strode forward toward her and likely our own deaths.  But we wouldn't give up while there was breath in our bodies.  We just could not catch a break.

Just as the dragon started to inhale to end us with a gout of Dragon-Fire, a claw that dwarfed even the Matron reached through the hole between worlds, wrapped around her belly and yanked her bodily back through.  We heard a squelching roar and then silence.

Through the opening, we saw a Dragon tail moving past as whatever it was turned to walk away from the Gateway, and the tail kept going and going and going.  How huge was that beast?  And I realized what we had just witnessed.  That... was Shar's great great great grandfather, the Dragon they called Justice, and he had saved us all.

The silence that followed was deafening as I laid my head on Sharee's shoulder as her Dragon aspect faded.

It was over.




Epilogue

I looked down from my Elder Stone tower to the customs checkpoint below us, by the tear between the Under-Veil and the mortal realm.  I reflected on everything that had happened in the twelve months since what everyone was calling The Battle of Dragons had occurred.

Glancing to the middle of the parapet, I smiled with fond remembrance at the crystal statue of Christina that the Willow Court gifted the city once the Crimson Court were routed and contained back into their own lands around the Under-Veil.

The Woodland Fairies who had named her Trina so long ago had bestowed a new name upon her for her heroism, An Cróga, The Valiant.  And the city council of Cincinnati voted to display the statue last month, over the spot she had fallen, as a shining beacon to all Fae, that the Queen City is open to all.

The chaos that followed in the early days after the Dragon incursion had us worrying that True-Borns and Fae may not be welcome in a world where mankind was waking up to the fact that magic and the Fae have always existed and have cohabited with us since mankind first stood on two legs.

There was so much hate and violence occurring around the world, but certain major cities enacted new laws, protecting Fae from those who discriminated or even hunted them, and the majority of the world followed suit.  That isn't to say that it isn't dangerous for Fae outside of the sanctuary cities like ours.

It takes mankind a long time to learn to accept change, and this would be no different.  But people are people and I hope that within a few years, we can go back to where we were before the Veil-Blind phenomenon was broken.  Where we can live and work with the Fae or magic-users that have always been part of our communities.

Some Fae are more welcome than others.  Felicia and Rene for example actually have adoring fan bases, because they are so damn cute and sexy, but people like Geravold are having a harder time at it as most people are afraid of a seven-foot-tall half man half bull.

The federal government just signed the Fae and Extra-Normal Individuals Accord into law.  Putting strict limits on magic use on the mortal side of the veil, as well as putting protections on visiting Fae while paving a pathway to citizenship for those who wished to become American citizens.  Other countries like England are following suit as their Parliament hammers out all the details with their local Triumvirate.

Customs checkpoints have been set up at all the major gateways in all the major cities in the US, and I pray that someday, the Fae will just be seen as any other visitor from a foreign land.

I've gotten to know my Grandfather, and we verified it with a blood test since all the evidence we had was circumstantial.  And Protector Daniel is starting to feel as though this was what I was missing my whole life, a loving father figure who didn't discount me, or ship me off to asylums because my 'behavior' was inconvenient for his bride.

It had been almost three weeks after the battle on the bridge before Sharee and I were able to take time for ourselves and just... be.  Be together, talk together, love together.  And to both of us, it felt like... well, like coming home.

That... was another thing.  We lived in the South Tower now.  When the Elder Stone refused to recede back through the tear in the world, it refused to let anyone in except me and mine.  And the interior was well over three times as much volume as it had been before. With multiple rooms and spaces on the eight floors.  It felt like a tower from an ancient castle.  And once the city understood about Shadow Binding and Trolls and Goyles, they made the suggestion that it would make more sense if I lived on my Nexus.  All the better to troll my bridge.  Especially since jackhammers and even explosives couldn't get through the Elder Stone.

It felt as if we were living in a bold new world, and we were her protectors.

I looked up to my love as she stood behind me.  Where her dragon aspect was glistening silver, when she wore her physical form instead, like today, she was the most strikingly white, painfully beautiful dragoness who towered so sexily above me.

Our family joined us, Felicia flowing up to drape over my shoulders, Rupert and Kyla in their new hybrid enchanted armor, and Rene just standing in the tower doorway looking so proud and motherly toward us all.

I manifested Elder Stone as it whispered all of its secrets in my ear, and the Dragon of Cincinnati spread her wings wide and we bellowed our warning to those of ill intent that Cincinnati was protected.  My challenge echoed through the city as my Krynn's roar warmed me in all the right places as gouts of icy flame reached for the heavens.

Welcome to the new world.  I am Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling.

The End
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