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Chapter 1 - Picnic

I stood near the South end of my bridge, the John A. Roebling Suspension Bridge, on a new moon night.  The sweltering heat of the night in mid-August not bothering me.  I mean I can tell if it were hot or cold out, but neither really affected me since I became shadow-bound to my bridge.

I really hated new moons.  The barrier between the realm of the fae and the mortal world was at it's weakest without the moon reflecting sunlight down on the Earth.  The later it got in the year, the easier stronger fae of ill intent could breach the Under-Veil.  I much preferred the peaceful or mischievous fae who paid their tolls and went on their way to have a good time in the mortal realm in Cincinnati for the night.  Less drama.

I wiped the corner of my mouth and looked at the back of my hand, blood.  Damn it!  I had a pseudo-date later, I didn't need any bruising.  I squared off against my opponents, two goblins, and a lesser banshee. It was disheartening to know that on this new moon, something like a banshee could get through.  That just meant that there was no more slacking off during new moons.  Each one would be even worse until All Hallows Eve when the Under-Veil reset itself in its yearly cycle.

“Playtime is over,” I growled as I reached out with all my senses, communing with my bridge, feeling every inch of it as though it were an extension of myself.  “For the last time, I am Evangeline Kane, Troll of this Bridge!  None may pass with ill intent!  Either pay your toll, binding yourself to no harm or begone!”

In answer, the goblins readjusted their grips on their knives as the banshee seemed to float away from them without ever moving.  That always disoriented me a bit, like they were in two places at once. Wraiths and ghouls could do it too.  Beside me, I heard Rupert's grip tighten on his weapon of choice, a section of steel pipe, as he got ready for the rush. I grinned internally as I looked down at the scrappy gnome.  I can't imagine a time when he hasn't been by my side to face whatever came through the under-veil each night.

I caught on the peripheral of my perceptions, the wind flowing over my bridge shift slightly as the banshee drew in huge amounts of air for an attack.  I grinned, two could play at that game.  I drew up the concrete from the pedestrian walkway into my body with the familiar sensation of my body turning into the living embodiment of that same concrete.  Then I quested for the wind, asking of it a favor.

As one, the three fae went on the attack.  I left the goblins for Rupert, he could slow them down while I took care of the greater threat.  He might get his butt kicked, but he could keep them on the bridge.  I learned that I didn't want to be in my metal form when facing a banshee, even a lesser one like this.  The metal attenuated the screeching sound waves these fae could produce and amplified them.  I almost went deaf once facing one that way.

The sounds they produce can attack your emotions and induce despair and break down your mental defenses so that the banshee can try to corrupt and control you.  To that, I simply say, fuck that!  The hovering banshee opened its gaping mouth wide enough to swallow a person. Then it unleashed a sonic attack which was so intense you could actually see the sound waves rippling through the air.

I winced in pain from the overwhelming sound and put my hand out, fingers splayed, as the wind around my bridge concentrated into a fist size column of compressed air.  It shot forward and cut through the sound waves like a hot knife through butter.  Thousands of pounds per square inch of air pressure barreled straight into gaping maw of the semi-corporeal banshee. Part of the mist that made it up was torn from it and expelled from it as the banshee fell to the ground with a thump.

I grinned.  Most of its energy was depleted from that strike and it was tangible now.  Something I could hit with my stone fists.  I spoke with a growl in my voice, that sounded like rocks sliding together in this form. “I'm sure your boyfriend likes a screamer in bed, but... shut up bitch!”  I strode toward it as it opened it's mouth for another attack.

Barely more than a human scream came from it as I reverted back to flesh.  It was over and she didn't even realize it.  Even in my human form, the bridge has enhanced my speed and strength to over three times a normal human.  I grabbed the slimy tattered cloak that was actually part of the banshee's body and pulled it up so I could look into its eyeless hood.  “Will you pay your toll?”

It shook its head in defiance and it attempted to attack.  The scream was still loud and hurt my ears, but it had none of the corrupting power in it when it was in solid form like this.  I sighed and punched it right in the kisser. It flipped end over end and struck the railing and slumped to the ground unconscious.  I grimaced at the protoplasmic slime left on my hand from it.  “Eww!” I shook the slime off, not wanting to wipe it on my pants.

I silently wondered why some fae of ill intent never knew when they were beaten.  I opened... I mean my bridge opened a doorway through the Under-Veil.  It was so hard to determine what part of us was me and what part was my bridge anymore.  We were one entity.  I grabbed the cloak of the banshee and just heaved the fae with all my might, tossing it through the gateway.

The fabric of space seemed to stretch before the banshee just ceased to be in the mortal realm.  I could feel every last iota of its energy leach into the power reservoir of my foundations as it passed through.  It was going to take her a year or two to gather enough energy to attempt to pass through to the mortal world again.

I thought about Sharee, the Custodian.  She always shakes her head at me because I always choose banishment like this instead of killing a fae if ill intent.  I haven't killed yet and I have been a Troll for almost two years now.  They are people too, and I can't bring myself to be the judge, jury, and executioner like I am supposed to.  I never wanted this job to begin with.

She always points out that when the fae I banish get enough energy, they will just attempt it again.  I always shrug and say, “Then I'll just banish their asses again.  They'll learn eventually.”

I turned to assist Rupert.  I almost laughed as I saw two goblins running toward the Cincinnati end of the bridge and Rupert hung up on a light post by the back of his belt.  His shirt was almost burned away by goblin spit.  Their spit is a powerful acid that can eat through almost anything but stone... and gnomes.  Gnomes are tough, even though they are among the magically weakest of all the fae.

They get that toughness from them working mines miles under the surface in unbelievable heat and pressure, it makes them virtually indestructible.  I watched him take a full charge from a minotaur once, which would have flattened a tractor trailer like paper mache.  It only cracked one of his ribs, though he did go flying over the railing into the river below.  A common occurrence for the poor little man when he hangs around with me.

I ran toward the city and leapt as I passed Rupert who was mumbling, “A little help here?” I snagged a suspender cable, and with my momentum, swung around it and yanked with all my might.  This sent me arching high into the air.  I absently grabbed another suspender cable, knowing exactly where it was by instinct, it was just another part of me. I repeated the motion then I landed on top of the main cable and started sprinting up it toward the south tower, faster than any normal human could run.

I leapt up to the tower at the apogee of the cable and flipped up over the parapet onto the tower roof.  I took five long strides across it, past a grinning woman, then dove over the edge on the other side, my feet automatically finding the main cable again.  I allowed the blue painted steel of the cable to flow up my legs and I slid down to the nadir of the cable, sparks flying from the metal on metal contact as I surfed the cable like a wave.

I passed the running goblins below then flipped off of the wire.  My legs still encased in metal, increasing my mass and keeping me upright as I sliced through the air.  I hit the deck of the pedestrian walkway like a runaway freight train.  I could feel it in my body like I had been punched as the deck cracked and buckled where I struck.  I drew in the concrete to protect me from goblin spit as I stepped out of the damage I had caused then up on to the pedestrian walk.  With a thought, I healed the damage to my bridge with the sound of grinding gravel behind me.

The goblins skidded to a halt in front of me and separated a little.  Pulling their knives again, I cocked a granite eyebrow at them.  “Really?  I just took down a banshee and you still want to try me?”

One thrust toward me and his blade snapped when it struck my side. I made a show of clenching one hand into a fist, with the sound of stones grinding.  He dropped the hilt of his knife and put his hands up in a surrendering gesture.  The other goblin looked between his buddy... or is that 'her' buddy?  I found out that the females of the species are just as ugly... then dropped his own knife.

I was surprised, these two had a bit of common sense.  Why are they smirking?  I pointed at the south end of the bridge and they started marching that way.  As I followed them, I paused a second when I heard the bellow of a huge beasts and brilliant flashes of light coming from the Taylor Southgate Bridge and the Bailey Bridge on either side of my bridge.

It sounded like all the Trolls were busy tonight.  That didn't sit well with me for some reason.  New moons almost guaranteed battles on the bridges since more powerful fae could muscle through the fabric of the Under-Veil.  But a banshee here, and what sounded like minotaurs on the other bridges?  That seemed pretty heavy this far away from All Hallows Eve.  These were the types that came though in late September.

But what did I know?  I had only been a Troll for less than two years, maybe this was normal and last year was just light.  Some of the city Trolls had been doing this for almost a hundred years. We walked past Rupert hanging on his light post again.  He was calling out, “Eve?  Evie?  Oh, come on!” We kept walking.

We got to the Under-Veil gateway and I ran my hand through the air, I could almost feel and see it like slight ripples in the air itself.  I glared at the two green pseudo-men, giving them the choice of leaving on their own or me banishing them which would leave them helpless on the other side.

One growled and took a step back, reality stretching around him then in a pop he was gone.  I said to the other one, “Spread the word.  This gateway is protected by the Troll of this Bridge, Evangeline Kane.  Test me at your own peril.”

He mumbled, “Whatever bitch.” He quickly stepped through the Under-Veil before I could backhand him through it.  I stood there for a moment gathering my wits and calming down, allowing the adrenaline to dissipate in my body as I returned to flesh again.  I looked at my granite hands as they changed.  I was the only Troll in the world with the ability to manifest the materials of the bridge which I was Shadow-Bound to.

I was only a Shadow-Kin and not a True-Born, which made it even more improbable that I had the ability of the Trolls of legend.  A Shadow-Kin is a child of a True-Born and a Straight.  A True-Born is a person with magical potential who can see the world as it truly is and perceive the fae as they are, and a Straight is a normal mortal who is almost blind to all things supernatural... the Veil-Blind.

Until the death of the previous Troll of the Roebling had got me inadvertently bound to the bridge as its Troll, all the guardians have always been True-Born.  There are many who look down on me and believe that a mere Shadow-Kin shouldn't be a Troll.  The Triumvirate even tried having me killed so they could Shadow-Bind a proper guardian to the bridge.

Their instrument of execution, the Custodian, refused to carry out their orders.  Thanks to her, I was able to prove myself worthy of protecting the most powerful gateway into Cincinnati.  I didn't make any friends on the Triumvirate... well except maybe old man Daniel.  I think the old coot genuinely likes me, and I think he's pretty funny.

I suddenly snapped my eyes northeast as I felt something huge.  What was that?  I let my eyes linger on Cincinatti for a moment  I saw what almost looked like a purplish blue aurora borealis in the sky for a moment to the east.  That was almost disorienting whatever it was.

I turned back and walked up to Rupert.  His feet were dangling a couple feet off the ground.  He glared at me and crossed his arms over his chest like a petulant child.  It looked silly with his boy band gone wrong looks with that odd little stark white beard that was a single shock of hair.

Gnomes look pretty much like normal humans only compressed down a couple feet.  But somehow they don't appear squat or anything, just a little barrel chested.  Rupert, to my chagrin, has been dating my best friend in the world, Kyla, for over a year now.  She could only see the glamour that all fae wear, a magical human disguise.

In the beginning, I had often wondered what she saw when she looked at him until I discovered a trick that apparently every Troll, Gargoyle, and True-Born in the city, but me knew.  If I saw a fae in the reflection of a mirror or window, or took their picture with my phone, then I could see what Straights saw.  He looked like a hipster college bad boy to mortals.

Sharee, the Custodian, had given Kyla a pair of sunglasses for her birthday this year that are spelled so that she can see fae in their true forms.  I was sure that once she could see Rupert in his true form, they'd break up.  It turns out my best friend is apparently not that shallow and they still spend far too much time together being all lovey dovey...  it's enough to put you into a sugar coma.  I grinned at my line of thought.  I lived to flip Rupert a ration of shit, but actually, he is one of the best friends I have ever had.

I grinned. “Hi Rupe.”  He rolled his eyes, clearly not amused, and I showed him mercy by lifting him down onto the walkway.

He kept his arms crossed and grumbled, “You could have saved me some dignity back there instead of leaving me hanging Eve.”  He stomped off toward the South Tower to finish his picnic with Kyla.  I hustled to his side.

We moved past a couple walking along the walkway, they subconsciously walked around us without really noticing us.  The Veil-Blind phenomenon still leaves me shaking my head to this day, I'm not sure I'll ever get used to it.  We ducked through a security gate and climbed the outer stairs to the tower up to the roof.

We reached the top and Kyla was munching on a sandwich.  She lowered her sunglasses to the very end of her nose and grinned at us both.  She gave Rupe a quick kiss and then looked at me.  “You were moving like a freight train when you came flipping up onto the tower earlier.  Before I could even score your landing, you were diving off the other end.  I swear my heart stops every time you do that Evie.”

I grinned at her and declined the sandwich she was offering me from the picnic basket she had brought with her to have some time with Rupe.  To give them a little privacy, I turned my back and walked to the edge of the roof and crouched on top of the parapet looking down at my south side.

Then I just closed my eyes and reached out with all my senses, allowing my bridge inside.  Just being there, reveling in the world.  I felt at peace.

The next thing I knew, Rupert was shaking me hard and comically saying, “Eve Eve Eve Eve Eve.”  Over and over with humor in his voice.

I pushed his shoulder with a grin.  I had done it again.  When I am at peace or deep in thought, everyone says I go stone still, unmoving, not even breathing, for minutes or hours at a time like this time.  I could feel sunrise approaching.  Rupert voiced my thought, “One-Nighters will be returning soon.  You were all non-breathing and shit again.  Kyla left a few hours back.  Kissed the top of your head then headed back into town.  She didn't want to bother you when you were communing with your bridge.”

I nodded, he didn't need to break me out of it, I would have snapped back to the present the moment a fae stepped onto me... I mean onto the bridge.  But it was humorous the things Rupert would do to knock me out of it at times.

I hopped back down to the roof and walked to the other side to gaze into Cincinatti with him.  A minute later I said, “Four.”  As I felt all four visiting fae that came through the Under-Veil last night to enjoy a night in the mortal realm, step onto the Roebling.

He nodded and said, “See you down below.” He headed toward the stairs.  I nodded and stood there a minute feeling their approach.  Then I smiled and ran South and dove over the edge, my long brunette hair billowing out behind me.

I spiraled down a suspender cable then landed lightly on the deck as the four approached.  One woman, Silia, a Woodland Fairy, smiled hugely and gave a cute wave as she approached.  They are always in such a good mood.  I think she may have a little crush on me too.  She did a little twirl, her gossamer wings fluttering.  I had to chuckle at her playfulness.  “Hi Silia, did you get to dance last night?”  She nodded enthusiastically.

I didn't know the names of the satyr and gnome that were returning, they were new to me, but the  garunda I knew.  “Hey Todd.  Did you find some good mud last night?”  The half man half bullfrog blinked first one set of eyelids the other.  He nodded hesitantly and held up his satchel.  He was always so reserved.

I pulled their gold coins from my pocket and stood aside and bid them safe journey.  They all stepped through the fabric of reality and were gone.  I watched as the residual binding magic shimmered out from the coins that left me with plain old gold coins in my hand.  I sighed.  I had a larger handful that I had to bring into the pawn shop to get cash.  I  hated going to Tommy T's, I always felt like I needed a shower to wash away the grime after dealing with the man.

A wave of energy swept across the world as the sun peeked over the horizon and I put the coins back into the pocket of my black satin jacket. I couldn't find my black leather jacket when I went out tonight.  I must have left it at O'Flanagan's yesterday, even though I thought I remembered taking it off when I went to bed yesterday. I pushed the thoughts aside then turned and grinned.  “Shall we?  I have a hot date.”

He snorted. “Only you would call the Ice Queen a hot date Eve.”

I pushed him into a light post as we walked.  “That's my girl you're talking about little man.”

He growled at me as he ran to catch up. “Did you just call me little!?”

I shook my head.  “No.  No, not at all.”  Then cracked up laughing.

He glared at me a moment then broke into a grin as we walked.  Then he put out a hand and rubbed his fingers and thumb together.  “You owe me for a new shirt, and I need money for food.”

I snorted and reached into my belt pack and pulled out a few twenties.  I held onto them when he tried to snatch them from my fingers. “No gambling!”

He narrowed his eyes then just sighed out in resignation and nodded agreement before I released the money. Then he shot me a cheesy grin as he pocketed the cash.





  
 

Chapter 2 – Missing

I pulled the manhole cover at the end of the bridge and went down the ladder, pulling the cover back into place.  I hit the switch on the box on the wall and the string of work lights illuminated the tunnel.  I almost snorted at the idea of a Troll trudging down into an underground tunnel to its cave, but here I was, doing just that.

I lived in an old bunk room used by the tunnel workers that constructed the massive abandoned subway system under the city.  I sort of inherited it along with the bridge when the previous Troll, Kellen, bound me to the bridge.

It was cozy and semi-modern for a cavern supported by oversize, rough-hewn timbers.  Much bigger than my old place above a little Korean market in town.  I think of it as home now.

I paused at the huge metal door hidden behind the obfuscation spell on it which kept the Veil-Blind from noticing it.  I grabbed the metal ring and pulled the large door open with the protesting groan of rusted metal.  I'd have to oil those hinges one day.  Rupert says it is getting so bad, he can barely muscle the thing open with his average strength.

I just left the door open and stepped inside.  Only Sharee, Kyla, Rupert and my closest Fae friends even knew I lived down here.  The lanterns lit as I stepped inside, flickering with their magic light.  I stepped over to the rustic couch and flopped down to relax and wait for Sharee.

The next thing I knew, I was blinking with soft warm lips on mine.  Hellsotones and fire!  I grinned as Sharee flopped down beside me on the couch.  I loved being knocked out of my immobile state like that, I wander how much time I lost that time.  She gave out her kisses very sparingly.  We have been dating for ten months and her old fashioned values have made intimate progress frustratingly slow.  She insists that I court her properly-ish.

I reached up and ran my fingers through her snow-white hair, which I loved so much.  It made her look so exotic... and she was mine. I grinned.  “Hi.”

She tilted her head and smiled warmly back at me.“Hi, how was your night?  I got all sorts of reports that fae activity was unusually heavy tonight from some of the other Trolls.”

I nodded. “So it isn't normal?  I thought it was just me imagining things.  I actually had a lesser banshee come through tonight.”  She reached over and brushed off some dried blood from the corner of my mouth.  Then I narrowed my eyes.  “Hey, it's date morning.  The rule is no shop-talk.”  She raised her hands up in surrender then grabbed my arm and laid her head on my shoulder.  Ok, she's forgiven.

I glanced at the clock in the makeshift kitchen area.  Nine forty-five already?  Wow, I was zoned for almost three hours.  Now I was wondering why she was almost two hours late.  Maybe because she was taking reports of activity from the other trolls?  She is the Custodian after all and all abnormal activity needs to be reported to her.  Damn, I was breaking my own no shop rule.  Straighten up Kane, you have a beautiful woman beside you and you are thinking Troll business!

She looked at me. “So where you taking me today?”  Her innocent look was killing me, when her regular look was that of a stone cold killer.  I felt heat building inside me.  Good God I needed her in my bed.  I longed for the day our relationship progressed to that point, but she was definitely worth the wait.

I shrugged. “O'Flanagan's is open in a few minutes.  We can get a drink to ponder where you'd like me to bring you today.”  This won me a big smile.  I hopped up and offered her my arm which she took with a regal tilt of her head. Then we were off to the bar I used to work at before becoming a Troll.

We chatted as we walked the busy streets once we got Topside.  As we approached  O'Flanagan's, we heard a sweet soprano voice calling out, “Look out, coming through!  I'm gonna be late!  'Scuse me!”  Then moments later we saw a lithe half human, half fox woman come vaulting over a moving city bus. Her long, prehensile, bushy tail wrapped around a sign post as she flipped over the public transportation.  She landed so softly in front of us at the door to the bar that I seriously didn't hear a sound.

She blinked twice in surprise and I swear I could detect a blush of embarrassment beneath the soft downy fur on her cheeks.  “Ummm.. Hi Kane... Custodian.”

I cocked an eyebrow at her playfully as Sharee crossed her arms and put a stern look on her face. “Felicia,” I replied.

Felicia cocked one of her eyebrows right back at us and put such a cute apologetic look on her half fox face that all you wanted to do was hug her or take her to bed.  Where did that thought come from?  I glanced down to see her tail wrapped around my waist.  She was pushing those feelings through me with her emphatic abilities, the little minx.  “Sorry, I was gonna be late and I can't be late two days in a row.”

She let her sneaky erotic feelings drop and just flooded me with peaceful and content feelings.  I loved that about her kind, Woodland Imps.  They always wanted people to be happy.  Then she unwrapped her tail from me and it snaked around Sharee.  I saw the familiar sorrow in Felicia's eyes, like she was about to cry, when she tasted Sharee's emotions.  I can never get either of them to tell me what that is all about.

Sharee relaxed a bit, she loved the “gift” of the happy feelings that Felicia shared.  She still reprimanded her.  “You know you aren't supposed to draw attention to yourself like that in public.”

Felicia grinned. “They're all just veil-blind anyway, not like they would notice.”

My snowy-haired companion said softly, “What if someone who isn't entirely veil-blind saw.  How would they explain seeing what looked like a human woman to them, vaulting a bus like that?  It is hard for them to reconcile it in their minds little Imp.  All kinds of unintended consequences can come from that.”

I shuddered, remembering the endless shrinks, drugs, and mental institutes I was confined to as a child when I insisted I could see inhuman shadows of some people.  That was what Sharee was implying.

Felicia caught the blood draining from my face and her tail whipped out like lightning to curl up my arm.  Leaching away the memories of hopeless despair.  I smiled at her and rubbed her tail with my other hand to let her know I was ok.  Her eyes fluttered a bit and I could barely catch the guttural purring growl of pleasure she did when someone did that for her.

Then she took a deep breath and got more serious.  “I'm sorry Custodian.  It wasn't my intent.  I'll be more careful in the future.”

Sharee grinned at her.  “See to it that you don't.  Now get in there before you truly are late.”

I smiled at her as her tail released me and I said, “See you inside little fox.”  She grinned like a fool, she loved it when I called her my little fox.  She put a little extra swivel in her hips as she went into the bar ahead of us.

I caught Sharee staring too. I bumped her hip and teased her. “Once you go fur, you'll never go back.”

This got a smile and a snort from her as she looked at me. “I swear she does that on purpose to tease us.”  I nodded agreement and opened the door for her and we stepped inside.  They had opened just thirty minutes ago and there were already at least ten or fifteen patrons.  Over half of them were fae or the gargoyles of the city.  The bar is known, to my embarrassment, 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.

Though it makes me want to bury my head in the sand, I am grateful that it has the effect of making the place multiple times as successful as it was back when I was a mere bartender here. I grinned knowing that Colin, the owner, had no clue he was serving fae as he is a veil-blind straight.  The Gargoyles, the sentinels of the Inner City who are shadow-bound to buildings in the city, started showing up here after I had called for them to help last Halloween at the Battle of the Roebling, as everyone is calling it now.

I guess no Troll had ever asked for help like that, nor treated them as equals.  Hell, every single one of them were better at this than I was, some had been doing it for over a hundred years like Goyle Storm over at city hall.  Who the hell was I to get high and mighty just because I was a Troll by happenstance, not by choice?  I respected each and every one of them.  Now the Triumvirate, I didn't have much respect for those pompous, arrogant, assholes.  They had tried to kill me once.

We sat at our reserved table in the corner.  Maggie, Colin's half sister, appeared at the table with two large mugs of draft beer.  Ten may sound early to drink, but hey, I work the night shift, it is like ten at night for me.  Sharee saluted her with her mug and I nodded with a grin. “Thanks, Mags.”

She inclined her head, her unruly mass of curly red hair flopped over her eyes and she brushed it back with a swipe of her hand.  Then she said with her lilting Irish accent, “No problem Kane.  Felicia is bringin' yer steak sandwich with steak fries in a minute.  She told me you were comin'.”

I grinned.  I really didn't need to eat anymore, just like I didn't seem to need to breathe since I became a Troll.  Something I found is unique to me, just like I am the only Troll who can manifest.  Sharee, the Scribe, and Griswald cannot determine why.  All other Trolls and Gargoyles required vast amounts of food to fuel them.  At least two or three times what a normal human needed.  And they all certainly needed to breathe.

The Scribe, or Robin Manning, was a True-Born that 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.

Griswald 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.

Now this being said, if I exert large amounts of energy, defending my gateway through the Under-Veil I get a little hungry, but it passes as my bridge feeds me energy.  Though I don't need the food, I still enjoy eating and drinking.  I also really enjoy watching Sharee eat off my plate, she is such a french fry thief.

I bumped my snowy-haired companion and nudged my eyes toward Maggie as she made her way back to the bar to pick up some drinks to bring to other patrons.  We watched the circuitous route she took to the bar.  She seemed to be avoiding all of the rough looking fae in the tavern but not the mortals or harmless looking fae like imps and fairies.

I think Maggie can see them as they are or at least in shadows or peripherally in some way like I did when I was simply a Shadow-Kin.  I had been trying to explain the way Maggie had been acting to Sharee since the fae started using the pub so often.

I had never noticed any odd behavior from her before then, but that may have been because before  O'Flanagan's became Safe Haven, only one or two fae were in every day.  And there is no way you could ever think someone as adorable as Felicia could be dangerous, which is a terrible miscalculation. I saw her fighting for the city at the Battle of the Roebling, and she was frightening!

A minute later Felicia showed up at our table with my usual steak sandwich and a heaping plate of steak fries.  No sooner had she put them down than Sharee grabbed a fry from my plate and started munching on it.  I held back a snort... maybe.  Fine, I snorted, are you happy now?  Felicia's tail stroked the Custodian's sides as she snacked.

I looked at my little fox and asked straight out, “Is Maggie avoiding the fae?”

Felicia's expressive face sagged into a look of sadness as she glanced over toward the bar.  Her eyes downcast over her now slack muzzle.  She almost whispered, “I think the poor thing is Shadow-Kin but doesn't know it.”  Then she grinned down at me. “Like someone else we know.”  I rolled my eyes at her but concurred.  Like me, Maggie's mother was no longer with us, she must have been True-Born.  And since her mother never had a chance to share the fae world with her, she must be terrified that she is losing her mind when she sees things that should be impossible.

I made the decision to find some way to bring it up with her one day soon.  If I were right, I knew exactly what she must be feeling.  It was what had me diagnosed, erroneously, as a paranoid schizophrenic as a child.

I nodded then Felicia bounced off to wait on some other patrons.  Her tail whipping up and cupping my cheek as she departed.

We were half way through my meal, Sharee stealing most of the fries and about half my steak sandwich, when her phone rang.  She stared at the number displayed on it like it was something distasteful then answered with a clipped, “Custodian.”  She listened for a minute then just hung up without another word.

She gave me a sad look and pilfered the last french fry.  “Sorry Evie, looks like you won't get to court me today.  Duty calls.  Emergency sentinel meeting in thirty minutes.  See you in the Triumvirate chambers.”

The look she gave me was one of unrealized hunger.  I blushed and looked down at my hands. “It's ok brown eyes.”  I looked up and she was nowhere to be seen.  I hadn't even heard her move.  I hate it when she does that!

Though we're sure they already know, since we don't hide it from anyone but them, she didn't want the Triumvirate knowing we were in a developing relationship. We always made our own way to any meetings with them instead of traveling the tunnels to the Triumvirate chambers together.  I looked at my empty plate and snorted, mumbling, “And she left me with the bill again.”

I left enough to cover the bill and a generous tip and headed for the door.  A chordate and a garunda nodded at me in acknowledgment as I walked past, afraid to meet my eyes.  I looked back as I reached the door and whispered into the air, “Goodbye little fox.”

I saw Felicia's sensitive fox ears twitch toward me and she looked up from where she was taking an order and gave me an overly cute scrunchy nosed smile.  I couldn't help smiling myself as I stepped outside.  I inhaled deeply, taking in the scents of the city I love.  Cars, people, and the Ohio River in the distance.  I idly wondered if it were hot out.  I could tell it was warm outside, but just peripherally, like I was a spectator looking in on the world.  Temperature extremes didn't seem to affect me anymore.

I hadn't got a good run in the last couple days leading up to the new moon, so I decided to jog to the access point closest to the Triumvirate chambers rather than take the tunnels.  I took off at a fast jog, which turned into a half sprint.  I didn't dare run at top speed when people were around since it was at an inhuman level now.

I felt a little nausea creeping in, the sickness associated with being away from my nexus, my bridge.  It was explained to me by my friend and doctor, Rene, that it is my body slowly dying being apart from  the sustenance the energy of the bridge feeds me since I am shadow-bound to it.  If I were ever to stay away from it for more than two to three days, I would die.  Separation Sickness she called it.

Well, if I didn't have this that is.  I grinned and lifted a hand to the pendant necklace I had made from the pin Sharee crafted for me out of the steel from my bridge.  It was magically tied to the structure in some manner, some members of the Triumvirate have tried to duplicate it, but Sharee's magic was beyond their abilities.  It should be impossible, yet my girl had accomplished it.

I ran my fingers along the Celtic knot, feeling the other materials she had fused into the pendant over the months.  Concrete from the pedestrian walkway, stone from the towers, and she had somehow got a sliver of wood from the large oak beams encased in the concrete of the tower foundations.  I looked down as I ran, to ssw the two pencil thin shadows extending from me back in the direction of the Roebling Bridge.

Each time she added a material to the pendant, it took her almost a month to recover the raw energies she expended on the impossible feat.  With it I could access the power from my bridge, and with great and painful effort, can even manifest its materials.

Then with my fingers on the pendant I drew in energy from my bridge, it was just a trickle compared to the raging torrent of power I could access while standing on her. I could feel as my nausea abated.

Close to City Hall I stepped into an alley and looked around.  Then I stared at an area at the base of a brick wall that my eyes didn't seem to want to go to.  The obfuscation spell was strong, a council member must have cast it.  I tilted my head slightly to use my peripheral vision and then I saw the iron doors of the old coal chute, and reached over and grabbed the metal handle and yanked.

“Son of a bitch!” I winced in pain as I almost yanked my arm off when it didn't budge.  What is it with True-Borns and all the magic shit?  Do they do it just to do it?  I rolled my eyes and hissed, “Da Aditum!” There was a bluish flare of light then I pulled the door open easily.  Friggin magic locks.

I hopped into the hole and landed lithely twelve feet below and looked up to see the door close and I was in pitch darkness. “Just great.”  I was so used to traveling with Sharee in the Below, as we called the maze of abandoned subway, utility, and maintenance tunnels that crisscrossed below most of the city.  She was her own glow in the dark night light since she had so much magical potential in her.  Me?  Not so much.

I fumbled around in a pocket and pulled out my cell and used it as a flashlight while my eyes started adjusting.  When I say pitch black, it is sort of a misnomer.  I find it a little odd that being so far underground, light seems to find its way in pinpoints of light from grates or manhole covers.

The Moles... people who have made the Below their home, have no problems navigating the tunnels with the minuscule amount available light.  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.  There are a few unsavory characters as well, but they are few and far between.

I made my way quickly to a door in the coal holding bin and repeated “Da Aditum.”  I pulled the door open after the flare of blue.  It was stupid really.  I mean, I didn't know much Latin, but saying 'grant access' was lame.  Couldn't they just detect magic in an individual, like on my door, and let people in without saying what was mostly open sesame?  I thought about it, but then anyone with any magic, and any fae with ill intent would be able to open the doors too.  Fine whatever, use friggin' logic against me.

I grinned at myself and took the ladder down deeper into the bowels of the city.  At the bottom, I stepped into a large maintenance tunnel and walked down the length of it until I stepped through an opening and into a large subway tunnel.  It still amazed me that the city just abandoned the entire subway project when it was almost completed.

I noted a couple men walking toward me, I recognized one as a Gargoyle.  I think from the Paul Brown Stadium, so the other must be the other Goyle bound to the stadium.  The man grunted,“Troll Kane.”

I couldn't remember his name and I felt like crap about it and I settled for, “Goyle.  How's tricks?”

He grinned and shook his head at me in a knowing manner.  “Thompson...”  He offered.  Then tilted his head toward the mousy looking man who appeared to be trying and failing to grow a beard.  “Yates.”  I tilted my head in acknowledgment and apology.  I'd remember the next time, there were just so many gargoyles in the city!

We exchanged nods and walked in silence, Thompson had a glow about him, casting light like Sharee could, only orangeish, so I turned off my cell.  I noted a couple people scurry away from our approach, then another person, who had to be fae, as they ran off to hide faster than any mortal could move.  Before long we popped out into an abandoned rail station that was a flurry of activity, I saw a few Trolls and Gargoyles that I knew in the mix.

We all filed through the heavy doors in the wall that divided the station in half.  I found a place to sit, my eyes automatically scanning the Triumvirate chambers, searching for... ah, there she is.  I saw Sharee standing in the shadows.  She had her game face on, the stone cold killer look that scared the hell out of everyone present, they all referred to her as the Ice Queen behind her back.  A cold, unfeeling killing machine which was the enforcer for the council.  Her snow white hair helped that image.

I simply knew her as the woman who got my motor running.  The shy and vulnerable woman who was afraid to show her emotions.  She caught me staring at her and she gave me a slight smile that anyone else would have missed entirely.  I grinned back then looked away, wondering what was so important it couldn't wait until the usual sentinel meetings on the first of the month.

I scanned the people assembled and noted James and Odell sitting with another recognizable Goyle.  Kalila Storm, she was unmistakable as she towered over even most of the men in the chamber.  She had to be like six foot two or three.  She was one of the two Gargoyles of City Hall and I hear she is as old as the city itself.  James and Odell are recognized as the most powerful Goyles in the inner city, but the glimpses of Storm I have seen make me wonder if that is actually true.

She caught me looking her way and I gave her a nod which she returned.  I sat through the inane meeting run by Protector Bernard Rathdrum.  He is the most junior of the members of the Triumvirate.  He looked down at us from the desk on the left side of the arched platform.  I think the council likes sitting up on the platform so they can look down upon us like the peons most of them view us to be.

The Triumvirate is composed of the most powerful of the True-Borns in the city. They govern over the fae and other True-Borns in the city.  They create the laws and edicts which they then pass on to be  enforced by Sharee, the Custodian.

Protector Rathdrum was given the mundane task of presiding over sentinel meetings and the like where the full council is not required.  When he isn't all high and mighty in the Triumvirate, he works as some sort of lawyer and is a City Council member.  Tool is too kind of a word for him, I'd have to come up with a better term.

It seems there was a minor disturbance in the fae community with a rogue satyr which the Goyles were already investigating, what a waste of time when I could be wooing my brown eyed obsession.  Storm said something snarky, mirroring my thoughts, which I actually snorted at to my embarrassment.  I liked the woman.

I noticed Sharee was gone as the meeting wound down.  But then I caught her in the shadows at the other end of the chambers.  I really wish she would tell me how she does that, I know her speed and she isn't 'that' fast.  Rathdrum dismissed the Goyles but told us Trolls to stay.  Hmmm... was all the business about the Satyr just an excuse?

Once the Goyles were gone and the door was closed,  Rathdrum turned to the shadows.  “Custodian?”

Sharee stepped out into the light and said, “All Goyles were present and accounted for.”  Ok, NOW they had my attention.  Was the meeting really for a different purpose?

Then Protector Rathdrum turned to the Trolls.  “There was an incident last night.  The Kellogg Avenue Bridge over the Little Miami was left unguarded last night.  An undetermined number of fae entered the city without being bound to no harm, and Troll Ortega is... missing.”

The chamber fell deathly silent at that.  A Troll was missing?  My mind drifted back to the big disturbance to the northeast of my bridge last night.  That was in the direction of the Kellogg.  And the strange aurora borealis in the sky.  I voiced this and a few other Trolls murmured agreement.

Both Sharee and  Rathdrum paled.





  
 

Chapter 3 – Murder

We all just stared at Rathdrum.  He started speaking again.  “Until we know what is going on on the Kellogg Bridge, we didn't want to involve the Gargoyles unless we need to.”  He turned to Sharee.  “Right now, I need the Custodian to go investigate.  Take a couple Troll with you to see if they can suss anything out.”

Sharee nodded and just pointed to me and Tex, then down at her side like she expected me to follow her orders.  Oooo she was going to pay for that later.  I kept my mouth shut and stepped up beside her.  Then Rathdrum looked around to the others.  “I know Ortega's bridge was the least powerful of the bridges. It may as well have been a road, but until we get this figured out, don't get cocky and I want all  Trolls to be on high alert.”

He got some dirty looks from some of the road Trolls at the insult.  The man had no tact, and a Troll was a Troll no matter how powerful the nexus was.  We all risked the same thing to keep the city safe.  I'm pretty sure that Sharee's selection of Trolls to assist her was a subtle backhand to the man for his lack of tact.

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

He is a lesser Troll that is bound to the Old Mill Road into the city.  It is a rarely traveled old dirt road and Tex is generally known as the least powerful Troll.  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.

The other Trolls branded him with the Tex name because he still wears his cowboy hat 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. He 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.

Then Rathdrum grabbed his briefcase and stood.  “I'll expect a report by this afternoon.”  He then walked out, summarily dismissing us all.  I opened my mouth to mock him as he left, just to have Sharee's hand and Tex's hat both slap over my mouth before I could utter a single syllable.

Sharee, in Custodian mode, was shooting me a cold warning glare and Tex had a shit eating grin, knowing what I was most likely about to say.  Fine, so it wasn't my first time being insubordinate... like I said, I never chose this and I'm not partial to taking orders from anyone.  Let alone a group of people who tried to kill me once upon a time.

They dropped their hands and I glared back at Sharee but grinned at Tex. “What?  I wasn't going to say anything.”

He gave a toothy smile and squinted one eye as he said in his Texas drawl, “Now, why don't I believe that little lady?”

I rolled my eyes and Sharee said in a commanding tone, “With me, Trolls.”  She looked every inch her role at that moment.

Tex nodded, holding his hat in front of him with both hands as he inclined his head in acknowledgment. “Ma'am.”

I smirked and motioned to the door, both palms up. “Brown eyes.”

She snapped back at me to Tex's amusement, “Custodian!”

I chuckled and followed her and Tex slapped my back lightly with his hat.  “Now be nice Miss Kane.”  I held my hands up in surrender, catching the smile twitching at the corner of Sharee's mouth as she tried to maintain her dour expression.

Once we exited the station and then took the tunnels in the opposite direction the other Trolls were taking.  Tex put his cowboy hat back on and shook his head at us in the unnatural light that emanated from the very air around Sharee, which illuminated our way.  “You two fillies are just lookin' fer trouble aren't you?”

I grinned at the man, though we didn't exactly hide our relationship, we didn't broadcast it either.  We made sure to show no improprieties around the council.  For being the conduits for the supernatural world, the Triumvirate members were pretty dense at times.  Most of the Trolls and Goyles haven't clued into the fact that Troll Kane and the Custodian are sort of dating.  Tex, on the other hand, clued in on it in less than a millisecond.  “It's all in the body language,” he would say.

Well, he either clued in on it or Rupert told him since they are both known to imbibe in games of chance at the illegal poker tables in town.

I bumped the big man's hip with a smile.  Sharee was just shaking her head at our antics saying,  “You two are worse than children.”

I lowered my eyes and said, “Sorry granny.”  Which got me a backhand to my gut and a big grin from her.  She was three times my age but still looked to be my age if not slightly younger.  Some people may not call her unorthodox looks beautiful, but they were simply gorgeous to me, so sexy.  Those brown eyes with all the pain and joy glittering around in them and that wonderful gleaming white hair.  I was thinking up a clever follow up cradle robbing joke when we arrived at Sharee's private entrance to the Below.

We climbed an access ladder and she murmured “Da Aditum.” She pushed the manhole cover to the side as easily as I could with my enhanced strength.  Her strength has always amazed me since she is merely mortal.  I assume it has something to do with the raw amount of magical energy she has flowing through her True-Blood veins.

Once we were in the maintenance vault and the manhole cover was slid back into place, she went up the next ladder and again uttered, “Da Aditum.” After the blue flare, pushed opened the access door leading to the street.  We followed, right up into the alley with people walking past, not really noticing us as we sealed the opening again.

When we stepped out onto the street, Tex whistled shrilly and raised a hand.  A passing taxi pulled over quickly.  He held the door open for us as he removed his hat.  “Ladies.”  I have some sort of ingrained hate for men being chivalrous. It always felt chauvinistic to me, but with Tex it felt like real chivalry and good manners ingrained into him a hundred years ago, and I liked it.

Sharee was still in her take charge mode as she told the driver,  “Drop us at the Kellogg bridge over the Little Miami please.”  The man nodded once then we sat in silence, just watching the city pass by.  Tex was looking a little green as he exhaled a big breath.  I sympathized, the nausea, from being away from his nexus, must be getting to him.  He'd never complain though.

As soon as we got out of the cab, my white-haired vixen looked at me and I almost snorted. Then I paid the driver.  I'm darn sure that she hadn't ever paid for a thing since I met the woman.  Though it was fine with me, with all the gold coins I had to sell from the fae who returned to the Under-Veil, I had more money than I knew what to do with.  I snorted at the fact that I finally had money after being so broke my entire life, yet I basically lived in a cave.  Sharee, from what I understand, gets a small stipend to pay for her food and necessities and she sleeps on a small cot in a room off of the Triumvirate chambers.

I understood being broke, I had been beyond broke, struggling to pay rent before the mantle of a Troll was thrust upon me.  Tex looked a little embarrassed.  I understood.  From what I have heard, Old Mill Road only gets two or three visitors each new moon as only the weakest fae could breach the under-veil at those times.  During non-new moon nights, even the weakest fae couldn't power through.  So he was strapped for cash most of the time too.

It was explained to me how fae makes the transit through the fabric of reality to the mortal realm.  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.

I glanced around at the cluster of new buildings that had sprung up between the Lunken Airport, the parks, and marina that used to be the only things in the area.  They looked to be a good vantage point of the area.

We all looked over at the fairly modern bridge.  I was again proud of the beauty of my bridge compared to something so utilitarian like this small concrete structure.  Though it was five lanes where mine is only two.

We paused.  There were cop cars all over, blocking two of the west bound lanes.  We approached slowly on the other side of the bridge.  There were crime scene techs all over behind the area cordoned off with yellow crime scene tape.  The CSI teams wouldn't be there if a violent crime hadn't occurred.

We all glanced at each other, sharing a look that said we had a bad feeling about this.  I almost jumped out of my skin when a harsh voice beside us said, “Oh god damn it.  I should have known... Kane.  It's a bridge so here you are.  What is it with the supernatural bullshit going on in the city lately?  Robberies, murders, theft... can't you people keep your own house clean?”

I sighed audibly and turned toward the grizzled old detective and his younger partner, two of the few mortal straights that knew of the existence of fae and Trolls.  “Lancaster, Simms.  Good morning to you too.”  I looked at Sharee and Tex.  “Anyone order a helping of asshole?”

Sharee gave me a reprimanding look and Tex said, “Sorry sir, she's just had a long day.”  He offered him his hand to shake.

Lancaster stared at his hand until the Texan dropped it.  Then he looked at each of us, giving us the cop once over.  I swear I caught a tick of smile as he said grumpily, “I don't pay much heed to certified nutcases.”  Then he added, brushing aside his personal insult to me, “I don't suppose me having a body and you three being here is a coincidence.”

Sharee looked around, her eyes flicking around the scene, taking it all in and categorizing it.  There was a slight purplish glow to her eyes which told me she was taking in more that what my senses could ever hope to.  Then she locked eyes with the man.  Now I know hes a certified ass and hardcase, but I do have a small measure of respect for the man and how tough he is, but he could never meet her gaze.

He looked away as she said in a cold and detached tone, “We're looking for a... friend... who went missing last night.”

He looked over at Simms and nudged his head almost imperceptibly. The younger detective stepped up to us as Lancaster walked off cussing under his breath and jogged through traffic to the other side of the bridge to the crime scene.

Simms pulled up his phone and displayed a picture of a man half bloated with water and half burned.  “This your... friend?”

I had met Manuel Ortega a couple times, I recognized his strong Hispanic face... what was left of it.  Sharee paled, if that was possible, then nodded once.  Simms nodded once back and shut off his phone.  “He was found on the riverbank this morning. One of yours huh?  Monster or human?”

Tex had spoken before Sharee snapped at the man.  “No, not a fae.  They aren't monsters... well most of 'em aren't sir.  He was human, one of ours.  A good man.”

He looked over at Lancaster, who was motioning, then directly at me, I think Simms has a thing for me.  Why the hell didn't I pique so many people's interest before I became a Troll?  He said, “I'm sorry for your loss.  I'll... let you know what we find Kane.”

I nodded. “Thanks.  I'm still full of 'go to hell' for you and sourpuss over there.  But I appreciate it Simms.”

The cop grinned then left us.  Sharee turned to us.  “Can you feel anything out of sorts?  We're going to have to get someone bound to the bridge before nightfall.”

Both Tex and I went still for a moment, probing with our senses, reaching out to the bridge.  Tex looked shocked and I blinked twice. I said, “Ummm... it is still a nexus.  I could taste the energy.  Was there more than one Troll shadow-bound to it?”  Tex was nodding in agreement.

She was shaking her head, then we all had the same thought as our eyes went wide and we started scanning the people around the bridge.  Maybe Ortega was able to do a transfer before he died, like what happened to me.  Was there a new Troll here?  Did they understand what had happened to them?

Then Sharee hissed out a rare cuss word, “Shit!”  We looked at her.  She clarified, “If we can't find whoever is shadow-bound here the bridge will be unprotected tonight.”

I scrunched up my forehead in confusion.  “There are lots of buildings in the inner city that have multiple Goyles bound to them, why can't you do the same to a bridge?”

Tex answered before she could, “If a nexus has already been bound to an individual, it is their nexus.  In order to bind a subordinate, the primary person needs to be part of the binding and needs to give approval or the shadow-binding will fail and the candidate will die.”

I echoed Sharee's outburst, “Shit.”

We milled around on the bridge, not knowing what to do.  Then I asked,  “Can Goyles watch the bridge until we find the newly minted Troll?”

The Custodian shook her head.  “Whoever, or whatever did this, was powerful enough to defeat a Troll on his own bridge.”  There was a twinge of guilt on her face and I knew she remembered when she was tasked to dispatch a Troll, who had gone rogue once.  It was like slaying one of her own heroes.  But she proved that she is one of those with the power to stand toe to toe with a Troll.  “I wouldn't risk them.”

I subconsciously placed my fingers on my pendant necklace.  “What if... what if you and I guard the Kellogg tonight, in case the new Troll is drawn back to the bridge before they sicken and die from being away from their nexus?  I can defend this bridge with this.”  I held up the pendant to her.

Then I continued, “Then get Rupert and a bunch of trolls to guard the Roebling for me until this is over?”  As an afterthought I added, “We should probably also have a Goyle or two stationed with each Troll of the city in case this isn't an isolated incident.”

She nodded slowly once then took a deep breath and exhaled.  “We'll go with that for tonight, but we need a solution and we need to find out who killed Ortega.”  We all nodded in agreement and stalked off the bridge toward the city as she pulled up her phone to make one of the multiple calls she would need to coordinate every sentinel in the city.

My eyes were caught by something glinting in the sun in a bush just off the bridge.  I stepped over, the sun had caught a zipper on a black leather coat.  I squatted down and pulled the blood stained jacket out of the bush and gasped.  It was mine!  I held it up to Sharee, who stared at it wide eyed.  She pulled a crumpled up plastic bag from her pocket and we quickly stuffed it into the bag.

Tex looked at us, squinting.  I clarified. “It's mine.  I don't know how it got here.”  He looked at the bag then took a good long look at me, studying me.  He seemed to make a decision and nodded once somberly to me.  Good man.

The Custodian suddenly spun around and reached her hand out, a gasping garunda rose up from behind a nearby bush with terror on her face as she hovered just above the ground.  I placed a hand on Sharee's arm. “Easy there Darth.  The poor thing is afraid.”

Sharee lowered her back to the ground and the woman with the bullfrog features blinked both of her eyelids and looked at the ground.  She stepped toward me with both hands out, they held a gold coin.  She was visibly shaking.  “I... I tried to pay you my toll last night, but you left too quickly.  I was going to stay in the city anyway as a straggler, so I waited for you to return instead of going back through the Under-Veil.”

I looked at her through eyes squinting in confusion.  “You mean you tried to pay another Troll your toll last night?”

She shook her head and perked up like it was some sort of test, the air sacks on her neck bulged.  “No, I saw you dispatching someone over the railing then I ran to catch up with you, but you left the bridge so fast.”

Then she got nervous again.  “I didn't know what to do, I wanted to stay in the city but I didn't want to be branded a rogue for not paying the toll like the other five last night.”

Ok, now my head was spinning at that point.  “You saw me here last night?  You saw other fae come through who did not pay their toll?”

She almost desperately shoved her coin at me.  “I... I want to pay... to be bound to no harm.  I am not a rogue.”

Sharee was just staring blankly at the garunda and my jacket in the plastic bag she was carrying.  I almost snapped at her, “I was on my bridge last night!”  She nodded hesitantly.

I looked at the humanoid bullfrog woman. “Which way did the woman who looked like me go?  Did you see what kinds of fae came through the unprotected gateway?”

She shoved the coin toward me again.  Could I accept a coin from someone who didn't come through at my nexus?  I reached out and took the coin from her and she sighed in relief and exhaled.  Then she nodded, almost pleased with herself. “Yes, you went that way and went into a hole in the ground with a metal cover just over there.  I hid to wait for your return, I watched well.  I saw them all.  Two goblins, a satyr, a muridae, and a lesser wraith.  They went into the hole too.”

I blinked... a lesser wraith was able to push through last night?  Like the lesser banshee.  How were these more powerful fae getting through this early in the cycle?  Was it a coordinated effort on the other side? Like when the greater wraith, Veldshee,  had dozens of fae give their power to push him and and a small army through on All Hallows Eve last year?

But the more pressing matter was...  Sharee finished my thought as she hissed out, “A wraith is loose in the Inner City?”  She was instantly on her phone, calling first James and Odell to get them on the hunt, then the Triumvirate to inform them of the situation quickly developing.

I was staring at the manhole cover the woman had indicated, the person she mistook for me and the rogue fae all went down into the Below?  So they were familiar with the city and what lay beneath.  And how did my coat get here, and covered in blood?  If I were a paranoid person, I'd say that all of this smelled like a setup.  Wait, what am I saying, I'm both paranoid AND have half a brain.  Somebody wanted to implicate me in this cluster fuck.

I glanced up to see Tex's nose start to bleed.  Damn, the separation sickness hits him fast when he was away from his nexus.  I glanced at him and held out my necklace and whispered, “Take in some energy, your nose is bleeding.”

He looked at me and the pendant like I were nuts.  He wiped his nose with the back of his hand and pulled it away to look at the blood. Then he reached out to hold the pendant between two fingers.  His eyes got glassy like all Trolls did when we sought to draw in the energy from a nexus. Then his eyes widened in surprise.  I could feel him drawing power from my bridge through the talisman.  It was slow, like drinking a thick milkshake through a straw, but I saw the pallor of his complexion ease off.

He released the pendant and I tucked it back into my shirt.  He just stared at where it would be and then met my eyes.  “This far from your nexus... it was... how is that possible?”

I shrugged.  “According to the supposedly all knowing council, it isn't possible.  The Custodian is full of surprises.”

He looked over at Sharee on the phone in a heated conversation with someone then at me and got a crooked grin on his face.  “Well, impossible or not, much obliged.  I feel much better now ma'am.”  He tipped his hat at me.

I nodded then looked over at the garunda.  I held up my cell phone and angled it until I caught her reflection in the reflective screen.  She was a little more than a teenager!  Her glamour, the human disguise that the mortals saw, revealed a young woman, on the pleasantly plump side, maybe nineteen or twenty.  Now I would be able to recognize her in pictures if I needed to.

I softened my voice, “Miss...”

She stood tall, “Oh... Persephone.  The mortal title I picked is Smith.”

I grinned, there were more Smiths and Jones in the fae community than you could shake a stick at.  But since fae never used surnames, they seemed to pick from a hat the most common ones.  I inclined my head. “Miss Smith.  Please go on your way, I hope you find whatever it is you are seeking by living among mortals.  If you think of anything else about last night or just need to speak with someone, you can find me on the Roebling Suspension Bridge.  I am Troll Evangeline Kane.  Or I can be found most days at O'Flanagan's pub, it is Safe Haven for all fae.”

Here eyes snapped wide. “You are Troll Kane?  Friend of the fae?”  I nodded once at her excitement, but then her eyes darkened and she literally turned a little green as she looked back at the bridge and all of the police vehicles.  She just nodded then dashed off quickly in the long bounding steps of the garunda.

Then Sharee stuffed the phone into her pocket with a grunt of dissatisfaction.  “I have to go meet with the Triumvirate about this.  Can you two see what you can find where the rogues went?  Meet up with James and Odell if you can.”

I nodded.  I liked her in her take charge role, not that I'd ever let her know that.  “Fine,”  I said.  Causing a quirk of a smile to appear on her lips before Ice Queen mode took over again.

She took another look at the bag she was carrying then said, “See you here on the Kellogg tonight?”  I nodded back, I wanted to kiss her and tell her to be careful but not with Tex standing there.  I'm know he knew already, but no need to advertise.  I shared this with her as we locked eyes.

She nodded once then I turned to Tex.  “Shall we?”  He nodded and we both looked over to where Sharee had been, but she was nowhere to be seen.

He took off his hat and slicked back his hair before replacing it on his head as he shook his head.  “Woooeee.  That little lady is fast.”  All I could do is nod in agreement as we made our way to the manhole cover to follow the rebel fae into the Below.





  
 

Chapter 4 – Fut The Wuck?

My nose wrinkled as I tried to fight off the reek of excrement and wet fur as we descended into the tunnel.  Yup, a muridae was definitely with them.  I really hate those rat ass bastards.  No, really, they were like the vermin of the fae world.  Half rat half human, they had rat asses.  I doubt a single one of them had ever considered the concept of bathing, and they sleep in their own excrement.  The human disguises they wear aren't much better.  They typically hang out with goblins and other unsavories.

I didn't worry much about him or the satyr, it was the goblins and the wraith that could wreak havoc on the city.  Goblins were generally violent though I have actually met one or two that aren't entirely unpleasant.  Wraiths were terrible corrupting beings who are set on wreaking havoc and causing chaos. They feed on the negative feelings generated in such environments and to some extent can feed feelings of despair like seeds of evil that create more discord.

The wraith was the primary concern.  It is what James and Odell will be hunting for first.  Even though, it was a lesser wraith, I was afraid it may be more than they could handle.  But those men are smart, they would know this and probably won't be alone.  They will most likely hunt in a Goyle pack.  Other Trolls may discount Gargoyles, but I respect what they can do in groups.  I witnessed it on my bridge in the Battle of the Roebling.

I look at the Trolls as the special forces unit that keeps the fae of ill intent out of Cincinnati, and the Goyles as the police force that keeps the peace in the inner city.  They handle all the day to day disturbances with the town fae to free the Trolls up to do our thing.  But unlike us, who only work our posts at night, they are on call twenty-four hours a day.

When we reached the sewer, we looked around for any indication as to which direction they went.  We found burn marks on the wall where it looks like they may have lit a torch.  I tilted my head toward the core of the city, Tex nodded.  I realized I could see then felt inadequate to my station again as I realized a soft dim glow was illuminating the area, centered on Tex.  Even the Troll considered the weakest in Cincinnati had more magic potential than I did.

We hadn't gone fifty yards when I paused and looked at the wall.  My eyes scanned it, but I could actually feel them skip over an area.  I smiled and tuned my head away, catching the area it in my peripheral vision and I saw a door under an obfuscation spell.

I reached out and tested the steel ring and the door pulled open easily.  That told me, it wasn't one used by the sentinels of the city.  Or maybe this far out near the Outer Ring, nothing more than a camouflage spell was needed.  Though it did indicate that the door was meant to be hidden from the veil-blind.

Tex screwed up his face.  “How in tarnation did you know that was there?”

I shrugged and gave him a smile and wink.  “I get suspicious when I can't get my eyes to focus on something, so I look at it with my peripheral vision.  Shar... ummm, the Custodian thinks it may be because I was a shadow-kin instead of a true-born.  It is how we perceived the supernatural world in glimpses and shadows.”  I shrugged. “So not many spells can hide much from us if we are actually paying attention.”

He nodded in appreciation and ushered me forward, holding the door open for me.  The moment we  shut the door, there was a loud clank and Tex pushed against the door, it was locked.  I was about to voice that I was getting a bad feeling about it when the fireball came rushing down the cramped tunnel toward us, it was some sort of magical trap!

I had only an instant to react.  I spun and dragged the big man to the ground with my enhanced strength and threw myself on him yelling, “Down!” I grabbed my pendant.  I screamed in pain from the effort as I drew the metal of my bridge through it.  It felt like a thousand knives stabbed into me as I saw my skin take on the sheen of the blue painted metal of my nexus as the fireball hit us.

If I needed to breathe, I'm sure I would have felt the air being sucked out of my lungs as the fire consumed it.  I grunted at the impact, there was a pungent burning smell and then silence.  I glanced down at the man I had shielded and spoke in a metallic voice, “Are you ok Tex?”

He grunted out, “I'd be much better if you were kind enough to get off of me.  You feel like you weigh a literal ton little lady.”

I stood and smoke filled the air.  Tex got up, he looked a little toasty but none the worse for wear.  He took off his hat and started slapping my back with it, I looked back, and if I could blush in metal form I would have.  My clothing was burned away and my bare metal ass was hanging out as Tex put out the last of the flames.

I covered my butt with my hands and turned away from him and his ungentlemanly grin.  He started shrugging out of his trademark duster jacket.  He handed it to me as he put his hat back on with that same grin.

I rolled my eyes and put the tanned leather coat on, it draped over me and hung almost to the ground.  I went back to flesh and could feel the heat of my blush now.  “Ummm... thanks, Tex.”

He tipped his hat then said, “Should we continue or do you need some fresh clothes?”

I looked down the corridor where the magical fireball had come from.  “We are apparently on the right track here.  Someone with a lot of magic didn't want us following to set up a trap like this.”  I glanced up at him.  “We should keep going.  My place is down here, we can swing by for non-crispy clothing as we investigate.”

He nodded and then I said,  “Maybe I should go first in case I need to protect you again.  I mean, you're so delicate and all.”

This got me a deep chortling laugh from the big Texan. “Much obliged ma'am.”  Then he said with a tinge of wonder in his voice as all the humor dropped away, “And that was the damnedest thing I ever did see.  I never thought I'd actually get to see an honest to god manifest in my life.  Thanks for letting me see that, and keeping me out of the fryer Kane.” 

I just gave him a nod, cinched the waist strap on the duster tighter as I stalked down the tunnel to see where it would lead us.  After fifteen minutes, we emerged into the subway tunnels and I started feeling uneasy again.  I knew where we were heading and I hoped everyone was ok.

We were going directly toward the subway station down the line from the one the Triumvirate used.  It was where a makeshift city of cardboard boxes was situated here in the Below.  Most of the population of moles made a little community there.  A wraith would wreak havoc down here.

We picked up the pace and I had to slow down as I was enveloped in blackness.  I slowed to allow Tex to catch up.  He was eyeballing me and squinted one eye.  “That speed just isn't natural little lady, even among us Trolls.  Just what are you really, that you can do that and manifest too?”

I paused, I often had those same questions, and the Scribe and Griswald were of no assistance in helping me find out.  I just shrugged then voiced my concern. “The moles could be hurt if the wraith got to them.”

He took one last look at me then nodded once and we hastened down the tunnel at his best sprint.  I slowed my pace to stay in the orb of light he was projecting.  I felt my hands bunching into fists, preparing for the worst when we burst into the station and faltered to a halt.  Everything looked okay.  There were people and fae milling about.  It looked just like any other day in the Below. Tex looked confused and relieved too.

We turned back almost in unison and looked into the shadows at the entrance to where we knew a lookout was always stationed.  Tex stepped over, and a satyr stepped out to him as the big man said, “Boy, did you see a group of fae come through here last night?  It is...”  The young goat boy's eyes went wide in terror when he saw me step up beside Tex.  He backpedaled and tripped and fell to the ground.  He was already running away as he scrambled to his feet.

Tex and I exchanged glances as I murmured, “What the heck was that all about?”  We made our way to the cardboard city and a couple of the elders stepped out with looks of fear on their faces.

A grizzled old true-born woman who generally spoke for the community, Esmeralda I believe her name was, spoke,  “Evangeline Kane, you are no longer welcome in our homes after last night.”  People were showing up behind her with all sorts of makeshift weapons.  Fut the wuck?

I held up my hands in a placating manner and said, “Ok, I'm out of here.  I don't understand, but I'll go.”  Then I lowered my voice so none of the straights could hear me, “At least talk to Tex here, there may be a wraith on the loose.”

She almost hissed as she said, “Stop playing games with us and leave us be!”  Then her voice lowered so the others didn't hear her using Tex's title, “We will speak with Troll Anders.”

I glanced up at the big man and he gave me a nod.  I murmured, “Meet me at my place.” Then I left him there to investigate and headed down the tunnel on the far side of the station to navigate to my place for a fresh change of clothing.  I looked back a couple times wondering what had gotten into the moles,  I have always got along just fine with them.  The whole day had been confusing.

I got to my place to put on some fresh clothes but paused and shut off my cell phone when I saw flashlights coming down the tunnel and a police radio crackling.  I backed off quickly and slid into a cubbyhole in the wall.  One of the officers was complaining as he adjusted the radio.  The other man told him plainly, “You're not going to pick anything up underground here.”  I grinned.  Duh.  I looked down at my phone in the darkness.  Unless you have a spell to magically enhance your reception that was cast upon your cell by a hot city enforcer.

The other man just huffed then shut the radio off.  “Yeah, I know.  I'm just pissed at Lancaster for tasking us to bring in this Kane woman.  He said she had a place down here in the tunnel system near the Roebling.  We could be out doing our job instead of chasing some damn homeless woman.”

I ducked back into the darkness as they passed by me while the other man reprimanded, “Suck it up McIntyre, it's a murder investigation.  A couple witnesses said they saw a woman fitting this Kane's description leaving the scene last night.”  Hellstones!  Did I have an evil twin I didn't know about or something?  Why is everyone saying they saw me last night when I was on my bridge?

I slipped back out. I almost turned on my cell to use it to navigate to my door which they had missed thanks to the obfuscation spell on it, when I saw another flashlight at the end of the corridor.  There was a third officer waiting by the access ladder at the end of the tunnel. So instead I hugged the wall and slid along the wall feeling for the iron door.

I grabbed the iron ring when I found it and pulled on the door.  The hinges started to groan and I stopped.  Damn it, that's what I get for procrastinating about oiling them.  I lifted up with all my strength to keep the weight of the door off the hinges and pulled slowly.  There was still some protestation but not too loud.  I kept my eyes on the flashlights in either direction until I had the door open far enough to squeeze in.

The lanterns flickered to life the moment I stepped in, and light flooded out into the tunnel.  Shit!  I slammed the door behind me.  I could hear voices outside coming my way, but I just put my back to the door and slid down to the ground and sighed in relief.  The straights would never find the door.  After a minute of mumbling grumbles, I heard the men move off to continue the search for me.  I didn't have time for Lancaster's bullshit.  He must have found something out between the time he saw me earlier on the Kellogg and now, or else he would have just tried to take me into custody back then.

I changed my clothes and sat on the end of my bed to think.  I hoped that Tex was getting some worthwhile information.  I contemplated why someone would want to implicate me in a murder of a Troll, and why so many people were insisting they saw me.  Was it some sort of conspiracy?





  
 

Chapter 5 – This Little Piggy

The next moment I blinked.  I could feel a pressure building in the world.  Sunset was less than an hour off.  Damn it, I had done it again, slipped into my statue mode and lost hours I could have used to investigate.

I checked my cell, two missed calls from Tex and one from Sharee.  I listened to them.  Tex shared that the moles insisted that I had come through the cardboard city that night, being belligerent and violent, and throwing magic around, even in front of straights.  Then a group of fae showed up a little later, a wraith was with them and they headed out together into the tunnels, heading north.  They figured that the wraith had corrupted me.

Throwing magic around?  I have zero magical potential except my ability to manifest.  So I was positive I was intentionally being set up.  But to what end?  The next call from Tex was almost apologetic.  He said he hadn't heard from me and wasn't sure what he was supposed to do.  The cops were looking for me after they found more witnesses from the Kellogg bridge,  so he reported his findings to the Triumvirate and the Custodian.

Sharee's was short and succinct.  “Kane, call me.”  I checked the time with what I could feel and verified that it would be sundown in less than an hour, I'd see her then.  But I did call Rupert.

He answered on the first ring. “Talk to me Eve.  I'm hearing rumblings in the fae community I'm not liking.  They all think you have lost it.  People started bailing out of the Safe Haven this afternoon when the rumor mill made its way through.”

I sighed.  “I'm being set up by someone who looks like me and is throwing magic around.  Did Sharee tell you the plan for tonight?  You and some Goyles have to defend my baby.”

He was silent a moment then his voice softened, “Yeah, I got yer bridge covered Eve.  I'll do what I can to curb the rumors.  You don't have enough magic in you to light a match.  Kyla has been frantic.”

I grinned and said, “Thanks.  You're the man Rupert.  I'll talk to Kyla later, I promise.”

He said, “Be careful.”  Then he hung up.

I pocketed my phone then made my way to the door.  I looked at Tex's duster on the table by the door.  I'd have to get that back to the big man.  I listened for a long minute, it was silent outside.  I pushed the door open, hinges protesting and looked out, it was clear.  Then I made my way to the Kellogg through the tunnel system, knowing the area around my bridge would be watched by police.

I popped up a couple blocks away from my destination, out of a maintenance vault and looked over at the Kellogg.  The police tape was gone and I didn't see any nearby police cruisers.  They must have finished all the crime scene stuff.

I fought off a wave of nausea, I had been away from my bridge for almost a day now.  I absently raised a hand to my pendant and drew in some power from my bridge to take the edge off.  I instantly felt better, then made my way to the west side of the bridge and ducked down behind the bushes to wait for the sun to set.

Just as I felt the immense wave of power flow over the world as the last rays of sunlight vanished over the horizon, I suddenly felt something warm against my back.  I looked back, and Sharee was now there, sitting back to back with me, staring off into the distance with her Custodian face on. “You were on your bridge all night last night?”

I pulled away from her and turned to look at her incredulously.  “Yes!”  I almost snapped.

She nodded once. “That's all I needed to hear.”

I looked at her for a long moment then she said, “Someone is doing a hell of a job setting you up then.  The more we learn, the more it all points to you Evie.”  My heart slowed from its runaway freight train when she called me Evie, telling me she did believe me.

Then she continued, “The Triumvirate has your coat.  They are having a True-Born with the police covertly get it tested.  Maybe it will shed some light on this.”  She paused.  “They will order me to bring you to them.”

I just nodded as I stared at the east end of the bridge.  “They'll have to get in line, the cops are looking for me too.”

I was about to say something else when reality seemed to stretch at the far end of the bridge.  I stood.  “We have customers.”  She stood with me and shadowed me about twenty paces back as I approached the three figures that had come through the under-veil.  I stutter stepped, it was that pompous goblin, Gruth, one of Veldshee's minions, still walking with the limp I gave him.  He was striding directly up to me with a grin on his face with another goblin and a fae I didn't recognize.  He looked to be a huge four footed shaggy beast.

Before I spoke, Gruth made a sour face.  “Not bad, you look just like the bitch.”

I almost growled when I spoke, “Are you going to pay your toll or am I going to have to kick your ass from here to the under-veil again Gruth?”

He chuckled. “Wow, you sound exactly like her.”

He went to step around me and I stepped in front of him and shoved him back a step.  He got a dangerous look on his face.  “Stop fucking around.  It isn't funny anymore.  Let us past.”

I put my hand out palm up.  “Then hand over your coins and be bound to no harm you snot green bastard.”

His eyes snapped to my other hand on my pendant then they went wide.  At inhuman speed, he struck out a fist at me.  Impressive, but I have grown faster still.  I slapped aside his hit and pulled the stone from my towers into me from my contact with the pendant.  It still felt like I was flaying the very flesh from my bones when I manifested away from my bridge, but a moment later I struck him in the chest with a stone fist.

The goblin went tumbling backward, the fabric of reality seemed to stretch and he popped out of existence and back through the under-veil.  Gateways are essentially one way in each direction and once they came through it, it became like a wall, baring them from retreating in that direction unless they passed back through.  Forcing him through like that would bleed off all of his energy unless he were able to think fast enough to initiate the transit with his own power.

The second goblin spit his rank acid in my face and then blinked in shock when I wiped the vile stuff off my face. I screwed my face up and said in a gravely voice, “That's just disgusting.  Don't you know that your acid doesn't effect Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling?”

I was flying backward through the air a moment later when a warbling furry beast hit me at full charge.  Hellstones and fire!  It felt like a minotaur had just hit me.  What was that thing?  It dove at me and tried mauling me with needle sharp fangs and tusks.  Sparks were flying as its hair slid across my stone body.  The hair was as sharp as razors.

I saw the goblin start to run past us just to be hoisted into the air by an unseen hand and brought down with immense force on its head.  There was a sickening crunch as his scull was crushed. Then his lifeless body was thrown backward and back through the under-veil.  My lord, Sharee was frightening and deadly in her Custodian role.

I slowly forced myself up, holding the seven foot tall mass of hair at arm's length.  I could see it's face now.  It had wild red eyes and small tusks at its jowls.  It reminded me of a huge shaggy wild boar.  I almost let a razorback joke fly when Sharee was suddenly in my peripheral vision with a huge crackling ball of energy in her hands.  She let it fly toward the beast and I backpedaled, separating myself from it.

Then just when I was expecting something spectacular, the ball of energy struck the boar and it just seemed to fizzle into static electricity that arced around in its fur then dissipated.  I blinked.  It was immune to magic?  Ah, hellstones!

It turned toward Sharee, she'd be at its mercy if she couldn't defend with magic.  So I yelled, “Hey piggy!  Over here!”  And I struck its hind quarters as hard as I could muster.

It stumbled but didn't fall, crap, it was tough.  It spun back toward me and in a squealing voice it hissed, “I am not a pig you insolent mortal!”

It charged almost faster than I could follow. I heard a cracking sound along with an enormous amount of pain in my chest as I tumbled backward into a lane of traffic where a semi-truck promptly ran me over.  The truck's brakes locked up and the man hopped out of his cab and looked around.  He was the definition of veil-blind when he apparently didn't see anything out of the normal, and just checked out his truck and then he saddled back up and continued down the road.

I reached over, in immense pain, to a chunk of stone that had broken off of my leg from the truck strike and held it to my leg. I screamed with the effort of absorbing it back into me this far from my nexus.  The remaining cracks were terrible.  I'd have some bad injuries when I went back to flesh again.

Sharee was distracting the fae with strikes from stones she was pulling up from the river bank with her magic.  The creature reared up onto its hind legs and strode toward her.  I watched as the stones formed a swirling vortex shield around her.  As I pulled myself to my feet, I realized the fae's front feet were actually hands.  It reminded me more of satyr just then, just hairy all over its entire body and tusks instead of horns and walking on all fours.

Sharee back flipped away from a tremendous strike as he just stepped through the swirling stones in the air, taking the hits.  She let the vortex drop and struck out with her magic again, this time fire magic.  The beast had bellowed for a moment before the magic seemed to arc around in its prickly fur and dissipate.  I grabbed an old hubcap that was at the side of the road by the sidewalk and ran at the creature.  This was bad if the Custodian's magic was useless against it.

I sounded like a hammer pounding against stone as I ran, the ground shaking a bit from my feet striking the bridge deck as I ran.  I yelled, “Sooie!”  It spun toward me, taking the pressure off of Shar.   As I reached him I yelled, “Come get some you over-sized bacon strip!”  

Steam puffed from his nostrils as he growled out, “I told you, I am not a pig!  Are you daft mortal?”  He swung a fist at me almost faster than I could follow.  I raised the hubcap to intercept and his strike bent it almost in half, and I lost my grip on it.  I grinned, my diversion got me in close enough as I rolled past him.  I struck out with a stomp kick to his knee as I passed.  There was a satisfying crunch as I said, “Funny, you smell like one!”

He bellowed in pain as he staggered back favoring the injured leg, then dropped onto all fours again as I backed quickly off, weary of another charge.  He started toward me but using only three legs, he was much slower.  I lunged toward him as I held the pendant.  I thought my damaged leg was going to explode as I manifested the steel from my bridge, my skin taking on the color of the blue painted metal.  My head felt like a thousand knives were stabbing into it.  I had never manifested so often away from my nexus like this, and it felt like the effort was tearing my brain and body apart.

I side stepped and backhanded him in the snout with all my might.  There was a clanging crack followed by a yelp as one of his tusks broke and dangled at the side of his head.  His rear hoof caught me in the gut but did no damage.  The force of the strike sent me onto my back and skidding twenty feet across the concrete walkway though, sparks flying from my body as I slid.

I stopped at Sharee's feet.  She was looking down at me in concern.  I just ginned up at her and said in a voice that sounded like I was talking inside a steel barrel,  “Hi.  Anytime you feel like smiting the sausage roll there, I'm all for it.”

Her concern faltered and I saw a smile quirk at the corner of her mouth, then she shook her head.  “As long as he is in contact with the ground, there isn't much I can do except throw projectiles at him.  He's a Scrofa, they are very rare even for fae and can ground out magic into the Earth.”

I nodded as I leapt to my feet.  “Got it... get ready with your biggest blast then brown eyes.”

She smiled and cutely corrected me, “Custodian.”

I rolled my eyes and then started running at the Scrofa, I wondered why a lot of the fae had names from the mortal animal kingdom.  Wasn't scrofa a wild boar or something like that?  The beast shook its head, apparently to clear it from the stunning blow I gave it.  The broken tusk shook free from its jowls.

It looked down at the tusk as it clattered to the ground, then to me and bellowed in rage and charged at me.  I could feel an enormous amount of magic crackling behind me as Sharee prepared something.  Just when the Scrofa lowered its head to bring the remaining tusk down to gore my belly I fell to the ground, flat on my back as he rushed over me.  I struck up with both fists into the fae's chest.

There was a chuffing sound as he exhaled suddenly and I heard the cracking of bone.  It was like time stood still for a very long moment. Then the boar was tumbling through the air, a couple feet off the ground.  And he was instantly hit with magical lightning arcing from a large ball of energy in Sharee's hands.

I blinked at the wild look in her eyes, bordering on madness.  Hellstones and fire!  I had seen that look once before, when she took on a greater banshee in the Battle of the Roebling.  She was reveling in the power and that scared me just a little.

The beast squealed in pain and the power arced to my metal body and I screamed in pain as well.  Shar instantly dropped the spell with a look of horror on her face as she ran past the charred body of the groaning Scrofa and up to me as I swayed to my knees.

I grinned at her. “I'm okay.  But a note for the future... lightning magic while I'm in a metal body just begging to be a conductor, not such a good combo.”  She hugged me and laughed nervously.

I stood with her and clanged my way over to the barely conscious beast that smelled of singed hair.  “Ok Porky, you going to tell us what the hell is going on around here or am I and about a hundred friends of mine going to be having pulled pork sandwiches for dinner?”

He groaned out between shallow gasps. “I... told you... I'm not... a pig!  I am Tralgur Un!”

I clapped his shoulder a couple times.  “Ok, whatever Tralgie.  Now spill.”

He just chuckled as he caught his breath, it sounded an awful lot like a pig snuffling around an empty trough.  “This is just a minor setback.  You were already supposed to be dead.  He will adjust his plans accordingly.”  And that was all I could get out of him.

Sharee started gathering energy in her hands.  I looked over at her and put a metallic hand on her arm to stop her.  “What are you doing?  I'm going to banish this ham steak back through the under-veil.”

She glared at me, “He has broken the accords, he has attacked a sentinel of the city and the Custodian.  The standard sentence is death.”

I was about to ask who appointed her judge, jury, and executioner when I realized that is exactly what she was, that was the Custodian's purpose.  I closed my eyes then sighed.  “Since I am the interim Troll of the Kellogg until we figure out who is now shadow-bound to it, it is my prerogative to dispense justice on it.”  I didn't know if that were true, but hey, it sounded good didn't it?

She looked at me long and hard and the magic dissipated from her hands, then gave me a single nod.  I know it makes me look weak to the Triumvirate and the rest of the Trolls, but I haven't killed yet and I don't plan on it.  I'd just have to live with the consequences of my decisions.  I reached down and grabbed one of Tralgur Un's rear hooves and started dragging him to the east end of the Kellogg.  He was too injured to even try to resist.

We got to where I could actually feel the gateway before us.  I grabbed his other hoof and said, “Ok little piggy, time for you to go wee wee wee all the way home.  Tell whoever sent you that I say hi.  You try this again in a few years once you regained enough power to cross over, and I won't stop the Custodian from turning you into bacon bits.” I heaved back with all my might and flung his body into the air.  The fabric of reality stretched around him, and I could almost feel the energy being siphoned out of him and then with an audible pop of air, he was gone.

I staggered.  I had used way too much energy for too long, this far from my nexus.  I was starving for the first time in months.  I tried pulling in more energy but I couldn't.  My manifestation was using the little energy the pendant could give me.  So I grabbed the railing of this foreign bridge and drew from its reservoir of energy.  We can, to an extent, draw energy from other shadow-bound locations.  Something about them all being linked by some sort of resonance.

I took energy until it soured.  My eyes shot around the darkness and I said under my breath to my snowy haired protector.  “Whoever is shadow-bound here, they are somewhere close.  They stopped me from taking in the bridge's energy.”  Her keen eyes were suddenly sweeping the area, I knew she was using more than just sight.

She hissed in frustration, telling me she couldn't locate them.  Then she looked at me and said with concern, “You are using too much power, staying in that form, go back to flesh Evie.”

I pointed at my damaged leg and I could feel the ache in my chest.  “I don't dare until I can get to Rene or the Roebling, this looks bad.  Rene is closer.”  If I were on my bridge, I could have healed most of the damage to my leg.  I would still have been hurt, just not as badly when I went back to flesh.  She nodded in understanding.

We moved slowly back to the center of the bridge and I retrieved the twelve inch tusk from the ground and pocketed it.  Then she sat with me with our backs to the railing as I just relaxed and communed with my bridge so far in the distance, on the periphery of my awareness.  The rest of the night was uneventful before Shar was whispering in my ear,  “Evangeline, come back to me.  The sun is rising.”

I blinked.  Ah hellstones, I had gone immobile again.  I ached everywhere and I thought my head was going to explode at any moment.  This was my worst hangover times ten.  I glanced east and there was a torrent of energy rushing from the world as the first rays of sunshine hit my metallic form.

I staggered to my feet and Sharee steadied me.  Then she asked, “Are you ok to get to Rene's?  The Triumvirate called me in a couple hours ago and I wanted to make sure you were ok first.”  I nodded and she grinned, cupping my cheeks in her hands.  I closed my eyes to bask in the warmth of our contact.  She removed her hands and I opened my eyes, knowing exactly what I would see... she was nowhere to be seen.

I snorted and then started a staggering walk west toward the free clinic where Rene was.  I opened my phone clumsily with my steel fingers, treating it as if it were made of paper so I wouldn't damage it.  Then I called her and let her know I was on the way.  She told me to meet her at her place, which would be more discreet.

I looked around to the people I passed, amazed at the veil-blind straights.  I was a friggin metal woman walking past them, but they didn't see anything out of the ordinary.  A couple fae I passed along the way gave me a wide berth.

A few minutes later I was collapsing on Rene's living room floor in her apartment, screaming in pain as I went back to flesh and blood started pumping from the gashes in my leg.  My cracked ribs aching. The middle-aged Woodland Imp draped her silky soft fox tail around my neck, its end stroking my face like a mother would a child as she wordlessly went to work with her medical kit.  I murmured in my pain filled delirium as I lost consciousness, “I love you mama fox.”





  
 

Chapter 6 – Traitor

I looked back at the bridge to watch Evie moving slowly off of it as I dropped the obfuscation shroud I used to make my exits.  It took way too much energy to maintain.  I winced at the pained look on her face as she went.  Part of me was impressed and I caught myself smiling.  She was a reluctant hero, but a hero none the less.  She had some big shoes to fill.  The previous Troll of the Roebling was revered throughout the world as one of the greatest Trolls in a thousand years.

In her own rebellious way, she had lived up to the man's legend, protecting the bridge that was to be mine before the Triumvirate got their claws into me and appointed me Custodian instead.  I shuddered.  I hated being Custodian.  The things I have had to do to keep the peace between the fae and the mortal world eats away at my soul, a little at a time.

The Custodian needs to appear to be devoid of feelings, presenting a formidable, deadly front to keep order among the sentinels, and fear of swift, severe... and lethal punishment to any fae who broke the accords in the mortal realm.

I know that once the Triumvirate realized how in tune I was with the magics around us, they felt it would be wasted if I were shadow-bound to be a mere Troll.  One of the sentinels of the bridges which are my personal heroes.  They wanted to groom me to become a council member of the Triumvirate itself, once Protector Daniel fully retires in the next decade or two.  Something I never hope happens.

I know it is expected of me, and I would, of course, do it out of duty, but it isn't anything I want.  I should be out there in the field, protecting the city I love. Like... I caught myself smiling, like Evie.

She's the most impulsive, reckless, insubordinate, disrespectful... brave, selfless, and humorous Troll I have ever known.  And the fact that she doesn't hide her disdain for the Triumvirate and all it stands for, but still stands sentinel on her bridge just makes her that much more... desirable.

Kellen and I were close, I swear Protector Garza of the council was jealous of the attention he would shower on me.  I believe he was about to attempt to court me a few decades back when Garza moved my assignment as the next Troll of the Taylor Southgate to the next Troll of the Roebling.  Knowing that any relationship we started was doomed since only with his death would I ever become Troll.  The joke was on her, I was sort of seeing someone back then that they would never allow.

My anger caused me to lash out in my training sessions with the magics I usually hid.  This got the attention of the rest of the council and because of my indiscretion, was moved into the Custodian role.  That ruined everything and I felt as if my life were over.

I had never wanted to pursue a relationship again until the impulsive and snarky Kane was thrust unceremoniously into my life.  Here was a woman who saw through the Custodian persona.  Who almost refused to even acknowledge it, and instead saw only me, spoke only to me, Sharee Krynn.  And... I liked it.

I would never admit to her, but she won me over that first time I saw her on her bridge.  She had just learned she had been made the Troll of the Roebling against her own will.  And even though she complained about it and was woefully untrained, she still stood against the fae of ill intent, denying them entry into the city that has been so cruel to her.

It is so hard to hold back, and let her court me so slowly when all I want is her now.  But I am of a different time, where you just didn't hop into bed with someone on the first date.  We true-born age so slowly and the more powerful our magics, the slower still do we progress through time.

I am of the Krynn line, some say our lineage can be traced back to Branwen of Celtic lore herself.  Us Krynns have had a greater affinity to magic than most true-borns.  Records hint that our magics were a result of Branwen having a true-born father and a fae mother.  She was treated like a goddess in the old world who was the focal point of the destruction of two lands, much to her chagrin.  Others discount it because it is impossible for fae and mortals to produce a child.

I shoved my musings aside as I reached my favored entrance into the Below, an old metal access door in the ground at Weaver Alley.  I whispered, “Da Aditum.” I chuckled at how silly the magic ward harmonic key was.  I never thought about it until Kane had voiced how ridiculous it was the first time I brought her to the council chambers.

I quickly made my way down and into the subway tunnels.  I almost sighed in relief when I relaxed my hold on my magic and the very air around me lit up and illuminated the tunnels.  The effort, of always pulling in my magic and hiding it away inside me so it wasn't always showing, had taken its toll on me over the decades.

Though I still looked to be in my early twenties, I had turned seventy a few months back.  The decades, of holding the magic back, had turned my hair snowy white so long ago, I can just barely remember when it had been a dark red when I was younger.  I had always been self-conscious of it until Evangeline told me it looked sexy.  She loves running her fingers through it, she says it is like running her hand through downy goose feathers.

I loved the feel of magic as it flowed through me, making my very soul part of it.  I was afraid that sometimes I liked the power too much, that it stripped away some of my humanity.  Especially while in battle, when I could bring all my power to bear, it was almost seductive.  I had to stop myself from reveling in it.  Letting it corrupt me like some fae could do to mortals and true-borns alike.

The last time a Custodian went rogue, Morgan la Fay had terrorized Western Europe for decades. It had taken the Queen of Northgalis, and the Queen of the Wastelands on the Isle of Avalon, to curb the insanity which that power had brought forth in Morgan.

I reached the Triumvirate chambers and stopped for a moment, extinguishing my soul light.  The place was crawling with Trolls and Goyles.  I hadn't called them in, what was going on here?  I pulled up my obfuscation spell and wandered through the gathering people and slipped into the chambers.  The entire Triumvirate was gathered.

Protector Daniel wasn't wearing his bathrobe for once.  He looked directly at me, I could never fool the old man.  I dropped the spell and stood in the shadows as the seats filled.  It must have been a quarter of the Trolls and Goyles of the city.  I scanned the crowd, they seemed to be all the most powerful of the lot.  Why wasn't I informed of this?

Once it was apparent that nobody else was showing up, Protector Garza searched the shadows for me and scanned past me twice before she finally saw me.  She looked at me expectantly and I nodded once and stepped out from the shadows.  The room quieted moments later, coming to order, and I stepped back into the shadows.  I really disliked the fear I instilled in the sentinels of the city.  They were heroes, not to be cowed.

Garza stood with her usual imperious demeanor.  She wouldn't even be Prime Protector if Daniel hadn't semi-retired and handed her the title.  I just had to have faith in the old man.  He had to know something about her that I didn't.  I sort of understood, she was the second most powerful true-born in the city.  Well, third if her attempt to fight me when I was defending Kane was any indication.  I had almost lost it there, I felt her weakness and the elation I felt, knowing I could crush her, warred with my self-control.

She looked around the chamber as if just now taking in the people seated below the platform the desks of the council were on.  “Sentinels.  Custodian. We called this emergency meeting of the strongest sentinels of the city because of the dire situation we find ourselves in.”  She purposefully included me AFTER the sentinels as a slight, since I outranked them.

She raised her head a bit to look past the Trolls to the Goyles, “By now I'm sure you heard that we lost a Troll two nights ago.  Evidence we have collected from the scene, Troll Anders, fae testimony, and most recently from the Custodian, all points to one sad conclusion.  Troll Kane has been compromised.  She has been corrupted by some outside source and has murdered one of your own, and allowed fae of ill intent into the inner city.

There were gasps, murmuring, and shouts throughout the crowd.  I just glared at her.  I spat out, “What evidence?  Troll Kane is being set up.”

Garza read the testimony from various fae around the city stating that Kane has been running around the last couple days terrorizing any fae she came across.  She made Tex recount what the moles from the Below had shared with him.  He didn't look happy at all about how Garza was using the information.  Then finally she turned to me and smiled almost cruelly and said, “And you yourself gave us the jacket found at the scene of the murder.  Kane herself admitted it was her jacket, and tests showed that the blood coating it belonged to Troll Ortega and her DNA was all over the jacket.”

I sputtered, “Of course her DNA was on it, it was her jacket, which went missing three days ago.  Whoever is behind this is going through significant efforts to implicate her.”

Garza shrugged. “Then explain the eyewitness account, and the fae of the city's interactions with Kane since this happened?”  She looked directly at me and her eyes went cold. “By unanimous...”

Protector Daniel growled out, “Near unanimous.”

She inclined her head to him in acknowledgment then went on.  “By NEAR unanimous decision, the Triumvirate brands Troll Kane a traitor and a rogue.  We issue an edict for the Custodian to track down the rogue Troll, Kane, discover who has been shadow-bound to the gateway from her, then dispatch her.”  There was louder grumbling from the crowd.

They weren't even going to entertain the merest chance that Evie may be innocent, that she is being set up for some unknown reason?  They were again ordering me to kill her?  Before my brain could stop my mouth, I said firmly, my voice bereft of all emotion, “No.”

This caused turmoil in the chamber, people were all talking and yelling to be heard over each other, and Garza's voice boomed out, magically amplified.  “Silence!  There will be order in this chamber!”  Everyone quieted and Garza looked at me with hate in her eyes.  “You dare defy the Triumvirate?”

I calmed myself and spoke in a level voice, “You have not even heard from the accused, nor completed the investigation.  I refuse to carry our what is simply an execution with circumstantial evidence.  I would speak with your witnesses first.  Determine the validity of their claims, compare timeliness.  Hear out Troll Kane's alibi.  I will not be an instrument of murder for the council.”

Garza was on her feet and Protector Rathdrum stood at the far end of the platform.  The other council members had thoughtful looks on their faces.  Before she could speak, I added, “I am not saying I won't carry out the edict, I am saying that we need to exhaust every effort to find the truth.  And to give some measure of respect and benefit of the doubt to a Troll, who stood in the biggest battle this city has ever seen.”  There was more murmuring in the crowd.

Protector Daniel was looking smug, he gave me an almost imperceptible nod of approval.  I've always liked the grandfatherly man.  But would never underestimate his power, I have seen what happens to those who did.

Garza was looking around and caught the looks between us then she looked enraged and the misty power she command started gathering in her hands.  I cocked an eyebrow at her, I had bested her before and I can do it again.  I started collecting large amounts of energy between my hands in response.  People were clearing quickly away from me.  I dared her to start something with my bold stare.

I swear she went a little pale as she allowed the power she was building to dissipate, I followed suit.   I was a bit disappointed, the power at my command was so seductive, begging to be set free to wreak havoc.

Then she snapped out, “Goyles James and Odell.  Restrain the Custodian for defying the Triumvirate's edict.  The task will fall upon you and a group of Gargoyles of your choosing to carry out the order in her stead.”

The crowd was in disarray and voices were raising as James and Odell stood and started making their way toward me.  I was torn, I couldn't hurt my friends, but Odell had a slight smile on his lips as they approached and I relaxed.  They reached me and turned to face the Triumvirate and James, who rarely spoke, said a single word that silenced the chaos around us. “No.”

Even Garza was speechless.  Odell then said, “We agree with the Custodian on this.”  Then he looked around the crowd and said, “It could be any one of us sentinels facing this.  I would hope that every avenue was perused to clear my name before a summary judgment condemned me to death like this.”

He locked eyes with many of the men and women assembled as he looked around. “We are all sentinels of this city and have earned at least that.  I for one, deeply respect Troll Kane, and cannot bring myself to believe that she is capable of treason, let alone murder.  Anyone who knows her knows she cannot even bring herself to kill rogue fae, not even Veldshee himself, and opts for banishment.  I would like to see a full investigation before we condemn one of our own to such a fate.”

There were shouts of support and cries of condemnation.  Two-thirds of the Trolls and Goyles moved over to stand behind us. Garza's voice came booming out over the chaos, “Order in the chamber!  Silence!”

Everyone quieted down as I made a note of who stood with us and those who chose not to.  This was starting to feel like a rebellion.  A single act like this shouldn't make things so volatile.  It showed me something disturbing.  A discord in the ranks of the sentinels of the city and those we take orders from.

I thought on this.  If it were anyone else, would it cause such imbalance here?  I didn't believe so.  It was almost as if this was an intended consequence of the murder of Troll Ortega and implicating the one Troll that brought us all together in the Battle of the Roebling.  My eyes narrowed, I do not believe in coincidences.  This had all the signs of the corrupting influence of fae of ill intent.

I snapped my gaze over at Protector Daniel and he nodded once with a sad look in his eyes.  He was thinking the same thing.  It sort of made me uneasy that the man always seemed to know what I was thinking.  I just returned the nod.

He stood up and raised a hand.  It was like an ominous wave swept out over the crowd and the shouting stopped and everyone looked at the former Prime Protector.  He spoke softly, “All of this nonsense is interfering with the time I have set aside for watching my soap operas.  Protector Garza, might I make a humble suggestion?”

Garza sat and the crowd settled into seats with a clear division between her supporters and Evie's.  She took a deep breath then said in a calmer voice.  “Please do Protector Daniel.”

He gave her a gracious head bow then said, “Without invalidating the edict, it sounds only fair, if not prudent, to exhaust our investigation as the Custodian has suggested before executing the decree.  The Triumvirate has nothing but respect for the sentinels who put their very lives on the line every day to keep this city safe.  Giving any one of them the benefit of the doubt before a heinous charge like murder is the least we can do to show that respect.”

He looked at the other council members. “The Custodian isn't refusing to do our bidding, she is simply refusing to do it until all other avenues have been exhausted.  None here can ever doubt the loyalty or strength of character of Sharee Krynn.”

 “Why don't we charge her to take Troll Kane into custody, and complete a full investigation of the charges before something irreparable like taking the life of one of our valued sentinels is done?”  There was murmuring in the crowd and some of the council were nodding.

Then Protector Monroe spoke up.  Which shocked me, I don't believe I have heard the woman say more than five words in over forty years she has been on the council.  Her voice was quiet and subdued, but somehow filled the entire chamber.  There was a subtle power to her soft voice.  “I move that we postpone the edict, take Troll Kane into custody, and conduct a full investigation as Protector Daniel suggests.”

It was seconded and Garza looked to be placated.  Kane's execution was merely postponed, Garza still had a chance of getting her amusement later.  I had no doubt in my head that she believed Kane was guilty simply because she didn't like that Kane had embarrassed her by almost besting her in battle here in the chambers on their first meeting.

All were in agreement except Garza and her pet brown-noser Rathdrum, who abstained from the vote.  I swear those two are having an affair.  She stood and said, “It is settled.”  She glared at me. “Custodian, you are to take Troll Kane into custody and a full investigation is to commence immediately.”  She looked around. “If ANY sentinel sees Troll Kane before she is in custody, you are to detain her and contact the Custodian so she can bring her in.”

Then she just turned and walked off, the rest of the council stood and followed.  I guess that means the meeting was over.  I exhaled a shaky breath.  I got Eve a  temporary stay of execution, now I had to figure out what is really going on around here.

I looked at James and Odell then around at the sentinels who stood by my side with pride swelling in me.  I knew they weren't doing it for me, they all feared me, but they were doing it out of respect for Evangeline.  I said quietly, “Thank you.”

I was about to distract the room while I made my exit like I always did so that nobody would accompany me when a hand rested on my arm.  I looked up to Odell.  He regarded me for a moment then tilted his head and said.  “You and Kane are our friends.  We always have our friend's backs.”

I blinked, they included me as a friend?  I smiled and laid a hand on his on my arm then I suddenly snapped my eyes back to the council platform and everyone's eyes followed.  I pulled up my obfuscation shroud spell and made a quick exit toward the doors.





  
 

Chapter 7 – Toeing the Line

Once I was outside, I leaned against the wall.  I was being watched right now, I could feel it. I'm sure Garza is wanting to catch me defying her orders.  I had to warn Evie what was going on without going against the wishes of the council.  Then I had it.  I looked at my contact list and made a call to the least likely person to call when you are in a jam.

On the first ring, Rupert answered, “Umm hello?  Custodian?”

Ok, I know I 'm always down on the man, he is a distraction and always gambling.  But I also consider him a friend, in an unorthodox manner.  And no matter his shortcomings, no pun intended, the gnome is a loyal friend to Evangeline and an intelligent person.  I'd never let the man know any of this, of course.

I was counting on his intelligence here when I said, “Gnome, do you know where Troll Kane is?  I have been charged by the Triumvirate to detain her until a full investigation can be done.”

 “You cold hearted bit...”  He stopped short.  I could almost hear the wheels turning in his head.  Why would I be calling him instead of Kane directly?

I repeated, “Do you know where she is so that I can carry out what I have been 'ordered' to do?  And keep your mouth shut about this, I don't 'need' this getting out through the grapevine.”  I stressed the words ordered and need.

His voice got animated and I had to suppress a grin as he said, “Oh no miss Custodian.  I have not seen her all day.  I will be sure to contact you if I see her.  I'll keep my mouth shut just like always.”

I sighed in genuine thanks and said, “Good man,” I hung up.  He'd get the word to her to make herself scarce until I could get this all figured out.  He really was a good ally to have.

Next I looked through my contacts and dialed another number as I started walking south.  He answered on the first ring as well, the unseen eyes following me.  “Was waitin' fer you to get around to callin' me ma'am.”

I grinned to myself, Tex was a likable Troll, and consummately polite.  I kept my formal Custodian tone, careful with all of my phrasing. “Meet me on the Roebling in one hour, I need to know everything you learned in your investigation.  I will require your assistance to 'detain' Troll Kane on her bridge.”  Then hung up after he agreed, deep in thought.

I let time go by as I got close to my first destination by stopping to make the final call I needed to start my investigation, as distasteful as I found the man.  On the sixth ring, he answered in an annoyed tone, “What is it Custodian?  I am meeting with clients at my firm in ten minutes.”

I took a deep calming breath to keep my tone level.  “Protector Rathrdum sir, I need a list of the fae witnesses the council used to make their ruling.  I need to construct a timeline.”

He sighed audibly. “It is a waste of time.  You are only delaying the inevitable Custodian, but you will have the list in a minute.”  Then the line went dead.  I apparently wasn't important enough in his world to give the common courtesy of saying goodbye to.

Then I paused as familiar poison thoughts hovered in the back of my mind.  Of course, not Sharee.  That is why they only address you using your title, as an object, and make sure that everyone else addresses you that way.  It isn't really for the respect they assert, it is so they don't have to think of you as a person they are using to do their dirty work.  It would make their jobs harder if they were to think of you as a human being.

I sighed, then came up with a thought.  Hmm... I looked at my phone again and hit the last number on my speed dial.  After two rings, a familiar voice answered, “Simms.”

I replied, “Hello Detective, this is Sharee Krynn.”

There was a long pause then he whispered into his phone.  “Where are you?  Where's Kane?  She's wanted in connection with that murder on the bridge.  Lancaster would flay me alive if he knew I was talking to you.”

I grinned, knowing that the older detective was more than aware that we used Simms as a go-between.  It insulated him from giving the help he wanted to give us while merely bending his own ethics rather than breaking them.  I liked the gruff Lancaster and sympathized with the tightrope he had to walk through the mortal justice system and the supernatural world.

I asked, “I don't suppose you could clue me into what evidence you have that implicates Kane.”

He said, “It is pretty damning unless she has an airtight alibi.”

I closed my eyes and patiently said, “She was on her bridge like every night, and you know that damn well.”

He hesitated and said, “Yeah.  But the thing is... witnesses are pretty damn confident that they saw Kane on the Kellogg.  We showed them her picture.  I'm not sure what to believe now.”

I was nodding to myself. “I understand.  But also know that magic and the supernatural is involved so everything may not be as it first appears.”

He agreed.  “Yeah yeah.  I know why Lancaster hates this supernatural bullshit so much.  I'll see what I can share with you.”

I smiled. “Thanks, Simms.”

Then I almost grinned as I heard a gruff voice.  “Who are you talking to?  Is that her?  Is that Kane?”  Then he was on the line.  “Kane, get your ass in here.”

I suppressed a chuckle as I said, “Sorry to disappoint you Lancaster.  It is Sharee Krynn.  I am looking for Kane too, but to clear her name, not to put her away like you.”

He growled as he said, “You better not interfere with our investigation.  And stay the hell out of the way of the officers staking out the Roebling.”

Oh.  That was good information, I'd have to thank the man later for pushing his boundaries to covertly give the warning to pass on.  We were both toeing the line here.  I'd have to figure out a way to discretely share that with Rupert to pass on to Evie without the shadow which was tailing me catching on.  I said, “Message received.”  Then he hung up.

I got to the free clinic where Doctor Rene Groves works.  She's the Woodland Imp who has been in the city since the late eighteen hundreds and discretely helps out all the supernaturals in the city who need medical assistance.

She seems to have virtually adopted both Evangeline and me.  Something about a mothering instinct I have never fully understood about Woodland Imps.  Just making an inference to a Woodland Imp that you see them as motherly is enough to melt them into a happy puddle.  I don't know if it has anything to do with Woodland Imps all being female.  I have never seen a male, like all the other Imp species of fae have.

I stopped at the glass door and watched in the reflection in the glass, the two Gargoyles leap from one rooftop to another behind me.  Ok, my shadows were Timms and Mendez, the Goyles of the Great American Ballpark.  They were in the group that was loyal to Garza, good to know who I was dealing with.  They were fast, but not very powerful.  I could lose them anytime I needed.

 I went in and bypassed the main desk and went to stand in the waiting room in a corner.  I looked around to the people in the busy clinic sitting on the cheap plastic chairs.  There was a couple fae in the mix.  They lowered their heads and shunned away from me.  It always hurt, I liked the respect, but I hated people being afraid of me, fae or true-born. I understood.

After a couple patients had been called in, a familiar soft and lilting voice called out,  “Maria Vasquez?”   I looked up and Doc Grove looked up from her clipboard as a young pregnant woman stood up.  Rene's cute and expressive fox face was full of wonder looking at the woman's belly, then she did a double take when she noticed me standing in the corner.

She looked at her patient then at me. She said to the woman,  “Please go to the exam room two Maria.  I'll be in in a minute.”  She gave a cute fox grin to the veil-blind straight.  I glanced at the clock on the wall to see Rene's reflection in the glass of it.  Her middle aged human guise still had fox-like features, the red hair streaked with grey was almost the exact same color as her fur.  I had to grin.

She motioned her eyes to the back and I followed.  She brought me to the back door and we stepped out into the alley, her tail quickly wrapped around me.  I almost flinched at the look of pain and sorrow she had in her eyes as she tasted my emotions.  She immediately started projecting calming and happy feelings through my contact with her silky prehensile tail.  I loved that gift that the Woodland Imps gave so freely.  They are such gentle creatures, and damn sexy.

I said as the door closed, “I'm sorry to interrupt you at work Rene.”

She cocked her head and gave me a chastising look.  I almost blushed as I corrected myself, “Sorry... mama fox.” Her huge smile caused me to smile too.  She insisted that Kane and I call her that after Kane mentioned how she was more like a mother to us than a doctor as she nursed us back to health after the Battle of the Roebling.  It gave the imp such joy for some reason so I was happy to comply.

I lowered my voice and continued cryptically, letting her see my eyes darting to the rooftops. “How is she?”

She tilted her head at my soft tones. Then her ears started twitching around until they trained behind me.  Realization that we were not alone spread on her face.  She replied, “She was hurt pretty bad, if she hadn't held her manifestation until she saw me or got to her nexus, she might not have survived.  The crack went through her femoral artery.  Holding her manifestation that long away from her nexus alone almost killed her.”

I hoped that Rupert had started spreading the word already.  I looked at her and locked eyes and asked slowly and loudly, “I know you did not know at the time you treated her.  But Kane is a fugitive I am tasked to bring in.  Is she still with you?”

I could see her restrain an eye roll, she was far more intelligent than most people I knew. She just played along to tell me what I needed to know so I could alleviate the knot of worry that had been crushing my heart since Evie separated earlier.  “No, I'm sorry but you missed her Custodian.  She left my place about thirty minutes ago and I came straight to the clinic.  She said something about sneaking to her nexus to heal and get energy before the separation sickness from her bridge killed her.”

Then she quickly added, “But don't worry Custodian, rumor has it that there is an unmarked police car staking out the bridge.  She will be in custody soon.”  I grinned.  She had just let me know that word had already reached them about the police stakeout and that Eve would be careful not to be seen.  I'm sure Simms had somehow leaked it to them like Lancaster had leaked it to me.

Then I thought about that.  Whoever was shadow-bound to the Kellogg Bridge now would need to visit their nexus daily or within forty-eight hours to combat the same sickness and risk of death.  We needed to post sentinels all around the bridge and hopefully catch whoever it was when they returned.  I wondered if it were the person people were mistaking for Evangeline or someone else.

I nodded and winked. “Thank you mama fox, you have been most cooperative.”

She nodded and hugged me and whispered in my ear, “Be careful Sharee.  I worry about you and my bullheaded Eve. Love you.”  I smiled warmly inside and whispered back, “Love you too.”

Then I pulled energy into me and flicked a finger as I released her from the hug.  It caused a can to loudly fall out of a dumpster down the alley.  When she and my shadows were distracted by it, I pulled up my obfuscation spell and darted through the alley, scanning the rooftops until I saw the two Gargoyles looking around frantically.

I ran up to the two story building with all the speed I could muster, I pushed back with a force casting as I leapt at the wall.  The extra force giving me speed and inertia to bound half way up the two story brick building.  Grabbing the railing of the fire escape as I flew past to alter my trajectory, I turned it into an arcing flip.

I landed silently directly behind the men with our backs to each other as I dropped my magic shroud.  I crossed my arms still looking away from them and said, “I'm heading to the Roebling now to look for Troll Kane and speak with a contact.”  Their shocked gasps made me grin.  I could hear them spinning around and I stood with my back still to them and my arms crossed and added.  “See you there.”

I curled the fingers of one hand pulling at the magics all around us. It caused energy to sweep in and swirl around me, pulling dust and debris from around the roof, obscuring me as I pulled up my shroud again and leapt over the men to stand on the roof parapet behind them.

I looked back over my shoulder to the shocked looks on their faces when the swirling tempest dissipated and I wasn't there.  I chuckled to myself as I dove over the edge of the roof.  Sometimes it was just too easy.  Childish I know, but it amused me, and I don't get to have much fun as the Custodian.

Fifteen minutes later, after locating the police cruiser by the bridge and walking right past while wrapped in my obfuscation spell, I was standing on the Roebling, on the roof of the south tower.  There were blood soaked bandages on the roof.  I extended my senses using the magic flowing through the world around me and felt something incredibly powerful below.  I looked far down into the river to see a figure swimming to shore.  I grinned, I had just missed her.  She was healthy enough now to dive from the tower when she sensed me coming on her bridge.  Good girl, and she'd be fully charged now after visiting her nexus.

I sat there waiting, I saw the Goyles arrive at the top of the north tower to watch me.  I know they were following orders, but they had failed to stand up for one of their own, that branded them to me as tools of the council who held obedience over honor.  That is something Eve had taught us all over the past year and a half, that personal honor and individuality are something that none of us should ever take for granted.  Otherwise, we are bound and have no real freedom to choose if we blindly follow orders without balancing it with our hearts and morals.  Her motto is simple, “Do the right thing.”

I made a call to some of the Goyles I trusted most, James and Odell, I knew that Goyle Storm was investigating a rogue satyr or I would have called her too.  I got them to set up, from sentinels they trusted, a rotating schedule to keep the Kellogg under constant surveillance. Maybe we’d see if we couldn't identify or detain whoever was shadow-bound to it if they showed up to replenish their energy to fight off the separation sickness.

Just as I hung up, I heard the loud clanging of cowboy boots on metal stairs.  A moment later Tex stepped onto the roof of the tower.  He looked around in wonder, out across the Ohio to both sides.  He shook his head almost sadly.  I could tell he was comparing his dirt road to the majesty of the Roebling.  He tipped his hat to me with a grin on his face.  “Wooee, this is a sight to see ain't it?” He tilted his head like he was listening for something then shook his head with another grin.  “And the power reservoir...”

I laid a hand on the stone parapet and grinned back at him.  “She certainly is something else isn't she?”  The Roebling was to be mine, but the Custodian role took that from me.  I was so happy that Evangeline wound up her keeper, not another troll could do her the justice she deserved, like Kellen did before he died.

I sat on the parapet and swung my legs over to look into Covington in Kentucky.  Keeping my back to the watching Goyles purposefully.  I patted the short stone wall beside me and Tex sat.  I nudged my head back and he looked back over his shoulder.  He nodded.  “Some of Garza's?”  I returned the nod.

I tilted my head and smiled up at the man.  “Tell me things Tex.  Tell me happy things.”

He shook his head slowly. “I'm sorry little filly, but most of what I've found out so far ain't paintin' Kane in a good light.”

I nodded then he added, “It's all a load of horse manure though.  If it weren't, she would have let me roast in that tunnel.  She saved my life and that ain't somthin' a murderer does.  Besides, all the fae I spoke with in the Below are sayin' that she was throwin' around magic like it was going out of style.”

He grinned.  “And I know for a fact that that little lady doesn't have enough magic affinity in her to light a gosh darn candle.  Besides the whole manifesting thing that is.”

I nodded and handed him a tissue from a pocket.  He looked at me quizzically then patted his nose and it came away bloody.  He quickly wiped the blood away.  The poor man suffered symptoms of separation sickness faster than any Troll since his nexus was not much more powerful than a Goyle's.  Even so, the man was a Troll, and that should garner him more respect than his peers give him.

We sat and he told me what the fae had told him.  And how far he tracked the group of rogues in the Below until he lost them when they went Topside.  He and James and Odell were hunting the lesser wraith first.  I looked at him sternly. “You shouldn't be away from your nexus.  Leave the Inner City to the Goyles.

He shook his head, took his hat off and wiped some sweat from his brow then put his hat back on.  “No ma'am.  Kane is my friend.  I'm going to do my part.  You do your part and find out what is really going on here.”

I nodded and smiled with pride for the man.  Then we assembled a timeline.  From the time of the murder to when Evie was spotted in the Below.  I took notes on the timeline of who saw what and when.

I called Rupert and Kyla to get their statements and timelines of when they were with Evangeline on her bridge.  Based on that alone there was no way Eve could have done it, but who would take the word of two of her closest friends?  “Wait, wait... “ I blurted. “There were four one-nighters who returned to through the Under-Veil that morning that Troll Kane ushered back home.  They would bolster Rupert and Kyla's testimony.”

I dialed Rupert and just started when he answered, “Do you know the fae who returned home through the Roebling gateway the night of the murder?  Are any of them regulars?”

He was silent a moment, I knew he was catching up with me.  “Yeah, actually Doug Jones, a Chordate.  He has a job as a night janitor in the Queen City somewhere, he commutes through the under-veil every weeknight.”

I grinned. “Will you be guarding Eve's nexus again tonight with the Goyle's?”

He replied in a knowing tone, “You couldn't keep me away and I'll have Doug contact you the moment I see him.”

I said absently, “Good man.” I hung up.

I looked over at Tex. “Well if we can keep adding inconsistencies, then the Triumvirate's case is going to unravel.  Kane can't wield magic, and she can't possibly be in two places at once.”

He nodded and pointed at the last point on the timeline.  “Like that sighting, just before she and the rogues disappeared topside the following morning.”  I nodded, but that would be suspect as well, that was during the time Rene was patching up Eve at her place.  Everyone knew of the motherly bond Rene had with Eve.

Then I just started kicking my legs as I sat back in thought.  “Now, the question I have, is what does this all accomplish?  The murder, and the impersonating a Troll.”

Tex repeated a common thought. “This... it spreads out the sentinel resources on a manhunt and spreads discord among our ranks.  It potentially would have let more fae of ill intent into the city if Kane hadn't taken over the trolling of the Kellogg.  It's like this is all some elaborate diversion to keep us all looking away from something else.” I nodded as the man echoed every thought I had.  So what was the real endgame here?

I pursed my lips and then said, “Well, I'm going to go speak with some of the witnesses myself, you get with James and Odell.  There are still rogue fae on the loose, they may need your help if they catch up with the lesser wraith.”

He tilted his cowboy hat at me and said, “Ma'am.”  He looked over the edge of the roof down at the main cable.  “I've always wanted to try this.”  He grinned as he jumped over the edge.  I couldn't stop a smile as I watched him land unsteadily on the cable then start making his way cautiously down.  He shimmied onto a suspender cable and started making his way down.

I shook my head at his clumsiness, it reminded me of the first time I had Evangeline attempt to get to the deck using the cables instead of the stairs.  I just dove over the edge to follow, landing on the cable lightly then sprinting down toward the nadir and diving off past Tex and snagging another suspender cable and spiraling down quickly to the deck.  

I grinned up at Tex, still only half way down. He called out, “Now that just isn't fair little lady.” Then I walked swiftly back to the Queen City.  Once I passed under the North Tower, out of sight of my shadows, I decided I had had enough of them and the only thing they could report was that I was doing my job.  My obfuscation spell welled up from my being, enveloping me as I stalked off of the bridge, looking at my notes.  The first witness was not far off.

I spent most of the rest of the day getting first-hand impressions of the people who swear they saw Evie.  Their descriptions were pretty damning, if I didn't already know in my heart it wasn't her, I could see the Triumvirate's reasoning.

However, little inconsistencies kept popping up as I fine-tuned the time lines.  There was one instance where the person wasn't sure the exact time of the sighting.  It was either just before she left me this morning or just after.  Either of which would make the timing impossible for Evie to be there when he saw her, half a city away.

I was exhausted, not having slept for over twenty-four hours, but I needed to be on the Kellogg before sunset.  I had just started making my way there when my cell started ringing.  I looked at the caller ID, it was Odell.  I answered with my customary, “Custodian.”

Odell was out of breath and almost hissing into the phone.  “We tracked down the rogue fae, to the Camp Washington district, the abandoned Crosley warehouse.  Tex is down, hurt bad.   We're heading to his nexus, we've called Doc Grove to meet us there.”

I paled then asked, “The lesser wraith?”

 “Dead,”  he hung up.  I ran to the closest arterial and hailed a taxi.  “Old Mill Road, city limits,” I snapped out as I got in.  My anxiety was peaking.  We couldn't lose another Troll just days from the last.  This just didn't happen.  And Tex was... I blinked at the realization... my friend.  I didn't have any friends before Evie showed up and turned my life upside down.  I distanced myself from people, not making any attachments, my job didn't allow for it.  Yet now, I had many people in my life because of her that I can call friends.

I should have accompanied James and Odell instead of sending Tex.  It was a wraith, after all, lesser fae or not, wraiths are among the most dangerous of all fae.  I stopped myself from those thoughts.  James, Odell, are two of the three most powerful Goyles of the city, and Tex is a full fledged Troll.  I can't start second guessing myself.  Everything is in discord, the situation is stinking more and more of fae corruption and games, keeping us off balance.

Once we got to the city limits, I got out at the old abandoned barn at the side of the road, with its weathered wood exterior.  The land was owned by a shell company run by the council. This is where Tex calls home.  I told the driver to keep the meter running and looked around.  There was a familiar SUV parked there, which belonged to Rene, beside the huge black Ram truck that James and Odell owned.

I ran to the back of the barn and pulled on the huge barn door, with creaking and groaning protest the door slid aside on the large overhead rollers.  There in the middle of the barn floor was Tex laying on a fold out cot, with Rene stitching up a nasty looking wound on his side.  James and Odell were standing sentinel above them.

The Woodland Imp's tail was wrapped loosely around Tex's neck and the end of it was stroking his pain hardened face.  I knew she was flooding him with peaceful and happy feelings as she worked.  She was doing that chittering fox-like growl they uttered when they were stressing.  I doubt she even realized she was doing it.  It gave me a subtle reminder that fae were not entirely human.  In some cases, it was unnerving, but in Woodland Imps, it was just more endearing.  They felt so much and actually only wanted people to be happy.

I glanced at the big Troll, he grinned up at me apologetically and shrugged one shoulder.  I had to grin back at the man, he was going to be fine.  Then I looked at Odell and cocked an eyebrow expectantly.

He sighed then gave his report.  “Using the general direction the fae were moving using the sightings, we figured they were heading to the Camp Washington area where there are endless places to hide in abandoned structures.”

Then he shook his head. “We should have known it was too easy.  They were waiting for us.  The whole thing seems like it was a setup to take out whatever sentinels came on the hunt.  There were some powerful magical traps that they lured us into.  I mean powerful like you powerful Custodian.”

He looked at the big man. “I don't think they were expecting a Troll to be with us.  Tex took the brunt of them.  He was bellowing some backward-ass cowboy stuff at them as he tore some sort of constricting mystic net apart with brute force.”

Tex chuckled. “Hey now.  Ow.”  Rene slapped his shoulder and yanked on the stitches, mewling at him, “Hold still you big lug.”

The Goyle continued, “James and I went to take on the lesser wraith when the others ambushed us from an upper loft.  The damn fae were using guns!  I've never seen a fae use a gun before.  They are cold iron.  We snagged one from a body after the fact.  They seem to be constructed of high-density plastic with high-quality suppressors.”

“Between them and the wraith attacking, they had us pinned.  Tex held off the wraith while we tried getting up to the loft.  But the friggin' bastard was actually able to form a shadow blade.  Not nearly as powerful as a greater wraith, but still, he managed it.  Took Tex by surprise and he got a blade to the gut because of it.”  Tex nodded and shrugged again in apology for being caught off guard.

Then Odell stopped talking.  I could tell he didn't want to say what came next.  What... did they run?  There is no shame in running from a losing situation to regroup and attack with superior forces.  I was about to voice that when James, who rarely spoke, said, “Then 'she' showed up.”

I glanced at the men and Odell nodded slowly. “Yeah, we thought we were toast, but Kane came striding in yelling, 'Enough!'.  The wraith did one of those face splitting grins as she approached and said, 'Back so soon?  Excellent, we can finish them together.'”

He pursed his lips and something like shame creased his brow.  “I knew that we had screwed up bad.  The wraith undoubtedly knew Kane and we were going to pay the price for thinking she could never be turned.”

Then he shrugged. “A moment later I was ashamed for ever thinking that thought as she shrieked and her body became wood right before my very eyes... she manifested so far away from her bridge.  She dove at the wraith and struck it with such force that it went through the office wall of the warehouse.  It was wholly corporeal when she hit it.  Then I realized, elder wood is a wraith's weakness, Kane had discovered that last All Hallows Eve.  They can't defend against it.”

He grinned. “She started running at the loft as one of the goblins was hissing out, 'What are you doing back?  Is this a double cross?  Traitor!' They opened fire on her.  The first shot knocked a small splinter off her shoulder.”  He dug into his pocket and pulled out a sliver of compressed oak and handed it to me.  I pocketed it quickly, we can't leave pieces of Kane lying around for malicious magic users to get a hold of.

He looked down. “Then she seemed to cry out in pain as she became stone instead.”  He took a breath. “There was blood on the ground where she did that.  I... I think the effort, of changing away from her bridge, is killing her.”  This was what I thought every time I saw Evie manifest using that talisman I constructed for her.

Then he got a predatory grin on his face as he finished. “She bellowed in rage, then she leaped at a full run with bullets ricocheting off of her and leaped fifteen feet up to the loft and disarmed them, their acid spit didn't work on her.  I thought for sure she was going to end them all right there in her fury.   But she just threw the goblins, muridae, and satyr off the loft to the warehouse floor.”

His face hardened. “Then she returned to flesh.  She was bleeding from her nose and eyes from the effort, and her shoulder was bleeding.  She nodded then ran off and out of sight as we corralled all the injured fae and tried to get information from them.  They were not cooperative and we... dispatched them.  The wraith mocked us as we sent it to hell.  Something about this just being only the beginning.”  I nodded understanding the meaning of  'dispatched'.  Like me and the rest of the sentinels of the city, they had blood on their hands that would always stain their souls.  They did what was necessary to keep the city and its people safe and executed the letter of the law laid out in the compacts and treaties with the fae.

I took a deep cleansing breath and thought of Evangeline.  She was the best of us and always followed her heart and her own moral compass instead of following the letter of the law.  I smiled knowing I had fallen in love with the woman, I knew it some time ago, it was just so damn fun to make her work for it.  Since I met her, I have felt something I hadn't for decades... happiness.  But don't tell her that, her head is already too big.

Then he shook his head. “Then we heard a shitload of sirens coming, we needed to get Tex out.  I don't know how the cops knew we were there since the fae were using silencers on their guns.  We didn't have time to call the cleaners or hide the bodies.”

James spoke, “We couldn't follow Kane with Tex bleeding out and the police coming.”  I understood from his tone and the way he locked eyes with me that they wouldn't have chased her anyway.  She is their friend and they do not believe she killed anyone.  Hell even in the battle they just described, even in her fury she didn't take a life.  That was Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling.  I smiled in pride for her and these men.

I looked at Tex, who was standing now against Rene's advice.  “You good for tonight?  A Goyle will be here soon for backup.”

He grinned. “Don't worry bout me ma'am.  Now that I'm back at my road, I can feel myself healing.  I got this.  Kane seems to be the monkey wrench in all their plans so far, I don't think they believed the Triumvirate would leave her alive this long.  Make sure she stays that way?”

I nodded, then looked at the Goyles.  “Good job.  Protect her bridge again tonight, get as many free sentinels as you can.  If they were expecting her to be dead, they might expect her bridge to be unprotected or protected by a new, inexperienced Troll.”

I stepped up to Rene, who had gathered all her supplies into an old-fashioned black doctor's bag.  Her tail absently coiled around me and I felt soothing feelings flowing from her.  I grinned at her, “Thank you, mama fox.”

She hugged me then gave us all chastising looks.  “You all need to be more careful.  One of these days I won't be able to patch you children up.”  I stifled a chuckle, it is hard to take something as cute as a Woodland Imp seriously when she is trying to lecture you.

She looked up into my eyes with humor twinkling around in hers.  She could taste the thoughts in me.  She playfully slapped my shoulder and then looked around one last time then exited quickly, moving effortlessly and more gracefully than a dancer.

I had to get to the Kellogg.  One thought was echoing around in my head, thinking of Eve bleeding from her eyes and nose.  “Kane, where are you?”





  
 

Chapter 8 – Chasing My Own Shadow

Before I left Rene's place, we got a call from Rupert letting me know that the Triumvirate had tasked Sharee to bring me in.  She was using him as an early warning system for me, tricky woman.  If the Triumvirate thought she was helping me, they would pull her off the hunt and send sentinels after me.  She knew I wouldn't fight them.

I needed to find out who was framing me.  I know Sharee was on it on her end, but maybe a two pronged assault would be prudent.  Plus I had the damn police looking for me.  I coughed up some blood as I was telling Rene goodbye. I knew it was from the separation sickness, not my injuries.  The fox woman hugged me tightly with that motherly look of concern I have grown to love.  Her tail stroked my sides as she whispered, “Be careful Evangeline.”  

I grabbed her tail and scratched it, running my fingers through her fur.  Her eyes rolled back a bit in her head and she let out a pleased growl as I kissed her furry cheek and said, “I will mama fox.  You know me.”

She looked concerned but still chuckled as she shut the door behind me. “That's what I am afraid of dear.”  I snorted and then let my brave front drop as I gasped in pain as I limped toward my nexus.  I had used far too much energy away from my bridge and even the trickle of power I could pull through the pendant was not enough to combat the sickness and heal me.

I knew logically that the bridge would be watched by every side hunting me.  Hellstones and fire, how did things get so complicated so fast?  It was like someone was purposefully turning this whole situation into a convoluted mess.  That's what the fae of ill intent do, right?  Foster discord and chaos?  I pondered that for a moment.  Was somebody... feeding off of this?  That thought made me shudder.

I couldn't be seen Topside and odds are the tunnels were being patrolled as well.  I wasn't sure the best way to get to the Roebling.  I pulled out my cell and stared at it.  It was spelled by Sharee to boost reception so I'd have service even in the Below.  We had to deal with the mortal police from time to time so she made sure our phones couldn't be traced.

I chuckled and wiped some fresh blood from my nose.  Only a year and a half ago I was just an ordinary girl trying to make her way in the world.  Then I was thrust into the supernatural world of Trolls and fae.  Now I'm referring to normal straights as mortal like it was second nature.  It reminds me that I am no longer technically human.

True I can still be killed, but as long as my Bridge stands, I am locked in a snapshot of true life.  Never changing, never aging.  I sometimes feel I am just an observer, looking at life through a window from the outside.  Able to see it but not touch it or experience it fully for myself.  Unless I am with Sharee... then I feel alive again.

I turned on the cell and took a deep breath and selected a number as I limped from alley to alley, trying to keep out of sight in my bloody clothing.  There certainly was a lot of blood when I went back to flesh at Rene's place.  I was a little scared, but she quickly stemmed the bleeding and did some backroom surgery.  Enough to get me to my nexus where it could take care of the worst of the injuries by me manifesting and smoothing out the cracks.

About the only positive side benefit, I have found being the only Troll capable of manifesting the materials of her bridge.  I could heal my bridge or myself of “structural” damage.  Then the naturally accelerated healing granted to anyone who is shadow-bound takes care of the rest.

After the first ring Simms answered,  “Jesus Kane, why are you calling me?  You know we'll trace this.”

I smiled.  They don't think I did this either?  I replied, “My cell is untraceable.  Tell me things Simms.”

There was silence for a moment then he said in a measured voice, “You are wanted for questioning in the murder of Manuel Ortega.”

That much I knew. “What do you know?”  I knew this dumbass game, we had to play this game to keep him safe from repercussions.

He exhaled and said, “There are witnesses placing you at the scene.  The coroner says Ortega had died of asphyxiation before he was stabbed and thrown over the railing.  But the method of asphyxiation can't be determined.”

What the hell?  He was stabbed after he was dead?  Then I got it, they used the blood to put on my coat which was planted at the scene.  Of course they can't determine how he was suffocated, this person who looks like me is throwing magic around like it is in the discount aisle.

He asked point blank, “Did you do it?”

I shook my head at myself. “No.”  Then added, “Spooky shit.”

He just hissed out, “God damn it.”  I smirked to myself, Simms had no clue how much he was starting to sound like Lancaster.  Then he asked, “Turn yourself in for questioning?”

I said, “No.”

He responded,  “Fine, have it your way, we'll find you and haul your ass in.  I'm sure the men stationed at that bridge you are so fond of will apprehend you in no time.”  Then he hung up.  I smiled.  Thank you for the warning Simms.  Got it, the bridge was under surveillance.

I chanced going down into the Below and navigated the tunnels.  I had to stop a couple times to rest.  I was beyond exhausted and drained.  I could feel my bridge looming as I got closer and closer.  Just as I was bout to turn into the last corridor into the tunnel that held my home, I froze.  There were two men speaking.  I chanced a glance around the corner and pulled back quickly using my enhanced speed.

Two large men, unarmed, but they were Goyles.  I saw nothing but stretched lines at their feet where their shadows should be.  Ok, backtracking time.  I made my way back along the tunnel until I reached a utility ladder heading up to street level.

I lifted the cover and slid it aside and peeked around.  I was directly behind a car parked on the side of the road that had a clear view of the approach to my bridge.  Two men were inside, I could hear radio dispatches.  I snorted softly, this would be the police car staking out my nexus.  I went back down and backtracked even farther and came up in a utility vault in an alley a half block away.

I made my way around to the far side of the bridge approach on the opposite side of the pedestrian walkway and snuck onto my bridge.  The moment I set foot on her, a wave of energy swept up through me, I mean her, or... us.  The nausea just disappeared.  I was wondering if I shouldn't just leave now, but I needed to rest.

I counted on straights being veil-blind to things that seemed impossible and scaled a suspender cable and up to the main cable.  I swung my body out and yanked, arcing up and landing on the main cable with stable footing.  Just like my feet were on my far deck below, then I sprinted up the cable and to the North Tower.  I crossed over the roof and dove back over, I gasped in pain as I landed on the cable, I'd need to take care of that.

I ran the entire length down then back up to my preferred tower, the South tower.  Then laid down on the roof there just communing with the other half of me.  She was always there, weathering the storms, stalwart, unmoving.  Standing sentinel over Cincinnati.  I reached over to place my hand on the stone parapet and allowed myself to become one with her as the stone flowed up my body.

I opened my eyes and glanced down at the cracks in my body and willed them whole again.  I watched as they seemed to bleed away, leaving unmarred stone.  I closed my eyes again, remaining stone and just stretched out my senses, taking in everything that made me.  The stone and steel, the thrumming of the cars on the deck so far below was my heartbeat.  The wind blowing through the cables and swirling around the towers, my breath.  The water flowing around my foundations in it's inexorable path to the sea, my blood.  I could feel every square inch of myself and I was at peace.

My eyes snapped open as I felt something... someone, step onto me at my north end.  Someone with a huge reservoir of power that tasted like the spring breeze to me.  Someone who made my heart race just like being on my bridge.  By the position of the sun, I had been immobile for over an hour though it felt like an instant.

I wasn't freaked out by the time loss episodes anymore, where I sat unmoving, unbreathing as time just passed by me and my bridge.  I always felt so energized so at peace afterward.  I could focus better.  I became flesh again and stripped off the bloodied bandages.

I reached out.  Sharee was moving fast toward the tower.  She'd be pissed off if she actually found me here.  She's trying to walk both sides of the line and I won't be the reason fro her to fall any farther into the council's disfavor by not bringing me in if she found me.

I felt each footstep as she approached.  I grinned to myself and simply dove off the bridge into the Ohio River far below.  A fall like that would kill any mortal, but I wasn't exactly fully human anymore.  My enhanced strength and toughness took the impact with the water like a normal high dive as my body sliced through the water at terminal velocity.

I popped up and started the long swim to the north shore.  Damn the river stunk, now I know why Rupert complains about it so much whenever he gets thrown off the Roebling during fights.  I paused in the water and looked to the top of the South Tower and saw Sharee's white head of hair looking down.  I know it was too far to see clearly, but I swear she was smiling.

I made it to shore and faded back into the alleys and thought about my next move.  I felt almost one hundred percent.  The last of the aches and pains would be healed in the next day or two so long as I can get to my bridge every day.  She will take care of me.

The police are casting a net, interviewing the mortal witnesses.  Sharee is most likely assembling all of the evidence and creating time-lines and the like, she's very methodical and logical.  She'd be looking for any inconsistencies.  James and Odell would be on the trail of the lesser wraith and its buddies.

Since nobody but the police seems to be going after the bitch that is pissing me off so much, the one impersonating me, she's my target.  Only I had no clue where to begin.  I didn't have access to any of the witnesses.  The ones I know about won't let me near them in the Below.  Oh!  I needed Felicia and Rupert!  They seem to be two main branches of the fae grapevine in the city.

I checked the time Felicia would be getting off work in an hour.  I ducked down into the below so that I could get close to O'Flanagan's.  I set my cell alarm for fifty minutes and then just closed my eyes and took in the world in the dark silence of the tunnels.  I blinked a moment later when the alarm chimed.  I went Topside and waited in an alley across the street, noting the two police cars down the block and the unnatural number of Goyles skirting the rooftops near there.  The whole city was looking for me.

A couple minutes later I saw a happy fox woman exit the pub, moving so lithely and gracefully in such an effortless manner that any dancer would be jealous of.  I appreciated the feminine sway of her hips.  The whole effect was pretty damn sexy.  If I weren't so head over heels for that damn Custodian, I swear to god I'd be asking Felicia out in a millisecond.

I faded back into the alley and as she passed, I whispered lower than any human could hear,  “Felicia.”  Her ears twitched and homed in on my location and her sharp fox eyes picked me out in the shadows.  Then she shocked me.  She sprang into the air as her upper lip curled back reveling needle sharp fangs. Her claws extended and she grabbed the corner of the brick building six feet up with one hand, nails scraping and cracking the bricks as her tail wrapped around the bar of a signpost hanging out over the sidewalk.

She growled menacingly and I could feel a wave of anger, fear, and something so primal I couldn't identify it readily, rolling off of her.   The best I could come up with was fight or flight.  Hellstones and fire!  She thought I was the impostor and she was choosing to fight me instead of run.

I stepped out of the shadows and held my hands off to my sides, palms up.  “Little fox.  It's me.”

She kept growling as people just walked past, not seeming to notice her.  Her nostrils were flaring as she sniffed the air, taking in my scent.  I put my arms to the side, trying to look as non-threatening as I could.

She seemed to flow off the wall and into the alley, her snarl deepened and her growling was lower and more menacing.  She was crouched so close to the asphalt in the alley as she flowed toward me that she had to use her hands on the ground to alter her approach.  She looked more animal than fae.  At that moment, she really looked like a large fox on the hunt.  She stayed out of reach and flowed around me, her nose working the whole time.  I didn't move a muscle.

She darted up to me, and one moment her muzzle with those menacing fangs were millimeters from my neck as she inhaled deeply, the next she flashed away almost too quickly to follow.  She settled in front of me in a three-point stance, her tail whipping back and fourth in agitation.

Then her tail tentatively reached out for me, her snarl deepened, saliva dripping off of her fangs.  Her tail brushed the side of my face, I could feel all the malice in the usually peaceful woman like a sledgehammer in my psyche, but I didn't move or react.

I could tell she was... tasting me.  Then her eyes went wide and her face softened.  Her lips quivered and the snarl faded as she jumped into my arms and started kissing my cheeks and my forehead all over. Repeating, “It's you... It's really you.”

I giggled.  “Yes little fox.  It's me.”  She nuzzled me then stepped back and her tail wrapped tightly, possessively, around my waist.  Peace, contentment, and happy feelings flowed out through our contact... the gift of an Imp.

She said with her eyes welling with tears, “The fae of the city are saying that you have gone rogue and are terrorizing all fae.  But the Custodian says it is not you.”  Then she looked down in shame.  “I'm sorry I challenged you just now.  I thought you were the murderer, what with the blood stained clothes.”

I smiled at her as she cocked her head cutely.  “That's just my blood.”  Her eyes went wide in concern as she started looking me over.  Stupid, stupid, Kane, think before you speak!  “I'm fine Felicia.  Ummm... half the city is looking for me.  Can we go talk at your place?”

She nodded and looked out the alley then started walking toward her home, her tail snaking out behind her and coiling up my arm and dragging me along.  I tried to look as inconspicuous as I could.  A few blocks later we went through a door and up some stairs to her second story walk-up.  It reminded me so much of my old tiny place above Kim's, the little Korean grocery store.

I looked around.  I had never actually been to Felicia's before and I wondered why.  We had been co-workers for a couple years before I became a Troll against my own wishes.  We weren't like close friends or anything before then.  I mean we liked each other just fine and she was always flirting and teasing me, but it never went beyond the walls of the pub.

I wonder if it were because back then I could see her fox shadow, when I could only see her as a human.  Maybe it was a subconscious thing, me avoiding what I thought was the paranoid schizophrenia the shrinks had diagnosed me with as a child.

Whatever the reason, after I became a Troll and I saw the world the way it really was, she has hung out with me. We were always at my place or on my bridge with the group of friends I seem to be accumulating.  That alone was odd to me since I had always been pretty much a loner except for my best friend, Kyla.  Shit, I had to call her soon.  She was going to be pissed off I'm keeping her at a distance to keep her safe until this cluster-fuck is straightened out.

It looked pretty much like any other mortal apartment.  Though with a severe lack of pictures on the walls.  I understood that, any pictures of her or her fae friends would show only their human guises, not their actual forms.  The only odd thing was her couch.  It was backless and had blankets, throws, and pillows arranged almost in a nest.  I couldn't stop my smile as I imagined Felicia curled up in it.

She paused and tilted her head, her huge fox eyes blinking slowly. “What?”

I said, “It's nothing.”  I stepped past the sexy half fox, making sure to make incidental physical contact as I brushed past.  Hey, don't look at me like that, I've learned over the months that that is an important part of how Woodland Imps communicate.  Tasting the emotions of those around them.  I sat on the edge of the couch and her tail draped across my lap.

She cocked her head, her little tongue lolled to the side a bit as she regarded me, her nostrils flaring as she drew the air across her tongue.  She scrunched up her muzzle and said in her singsong voice. “First, let's get you out of those bloody clothes.  They reek and I don't like being reminded that you're hurt.”

I looked down at myself, I was a mess.  I had to agree with her, she went into her bedroom and I heard her rummaging around as she barked out things like, “Too frilly.”  or “Too small.”  I stood and stepped to her bedroom door.  I blinked a couple times.  It was just like any other bedroom except for one significant difference. Instead of a bed, there was just a large pile of blankets and pillows in the middle of the room, arranged like a giant nest.  This pile indeed looked like a nest compared to the couch.

There was a strong but pleasantly sweet musky odor in the room.  I smiled, it smelled like Felicia.  She looked back to see me at the door and grinned.  She turned back to the dresser and pulled something out then went to her closet.  A moment later she was in front of me stuffing bundles of clothing into my hands.  “Bathroom is beside the bedroom to your left.”

I went into the bathroom and looked around, just like any human's bathroom except the vast amount of hair care products.  Oooo I never thought of that, it must be a pain in the ass being covered in that soft downy fur and having to keep it clean.

I looked at the clothing she gave me.  I chuckled.  She was such a tiny person I doubted anything she had would fit me.  There was a white t-shirt that was about my size, I realized it would be huge for her and must be her night shirt.  I took my clothes off and took a hot shower to get the smell of the river off of me.

I soaked my black satin jacket to get the river smell and any residual blood out of it and wrung it out the best I could.  I put on my undergarments then put the t-shirt on.  It was tight and showed off my bust.  I snorted when I saw it had bold black lettering printed across it, “Foxy”  I heard her giggle through the door.  I pulled on the black sweat pants and grinned at the hole sewn into the back of them to accommodate her tail, then put on my shoes.  After donning my black fanny pack that everyone teased me about; hey, I hate purses ok?; I put my damp jacket on then combed my wet hair out behind me using one of the dozen or so brushes littering the counter.

I opened the door to see Felicia curled into the middle of the couch just like I had imagined.  The look on her face was almost too comical.  A half smile, half pursed lips, with eyes glittering in humor.  “Oh my.  You look... terrible, Kane.”

I rolled my eyes, grabbed a pillow as I got to the couch and twapped her soundly with it.  “Gee thanks,” she giggled.

I moved some of the little nest to the side and sat on the edge of the couch and then got serious.  “I need to find out who is out there impersonating me and put an end to it.  I figure you and Rupert would be in the loop about things happening in the fae community.  I swear you two seem to be major trunk lines in the grapevine.”

I continued as she listened, her big eyes blinking, her tail wrapping loosely around my neck and shoulders.  “I can't chance contacting Rupert again, the mortal police know he's where I would go first.  So I'm counting on you little fox, what can you tell me about the rumors floating around about me?”

She tilted her head, her ears twitching around nervously, as she moved to the edge of the couch and sat beside me.  Her shoulder leaning against mine in that subconscious need to be in contact her kind needed.  I stroked her tail to let her know it was ok to tell me anything.

She sighed and said, “It seems that someone is running around that looks just like you and threatening every fae she sees.  She's... she's killed a garunda and a satyr for no apparent reason except to incite fear.”  She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “She did it with magic.  Somehow sucking the air out of their lungs.  Evil Eve is using magic with wild abandon.  Telling all fae to spread the word that Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling, will banish them all through the Under-Veil if they get in her way.”

Hellstones!  I nodded and said, “She seems determined to cause as big of a ruckus as possible.  It doesn't make any sense to draw that much attention.  It's like she wants everyone in an uproar.  I can't help thinking there is something more going on than we are aware of.  There are her, a minor wraith, and other rogue fae.  I hear Goyle Kalila Storm is hunting a satyr who is committing brazen crimes, drawing attention to himself, I hear you and other fae witnessed that.  It is like the world has gone mad!”

Felicia tilted her head and I could see her considering all of this.  Then I squinted my eyes and inquired, “You say that this...” I paused looking for a name, but the one Felicia coined seemed appropriate, “ Evil Eve... killed by sucking the air out of the lungs of the fae?  Simms said something about Troll Ortega dying of asphyxiation prior to being stabbed and thrown into the Little Miami.”  That was sobering.

I knew that killing with magic warranted an automatic death sentence, carried out by the Custodian.  Sharee was the only True-Born free to kill using magic by decree of the council.  What did this impostor think they were accomplishing?  This whole thing was causing more attention from the straights, we wouldn't be able to hide the supernatural world for much longer with all that was going on.  I paused... was that the point?

I pulled up a city map on my phone.  “I need to stop this Evil Eve.  Can you show me where there have been sightings of... ummm... me?”

We sat for a few minutes mapping it all out and making a list of times and Felicia made a few phone calls to get more information and info on a couple new sightings.  Evil Eve seemed to be moving toward the Camp Washington area.

I stood up.  “Ok, I'm going to go scout out the abandoned buildings near Camp Washington.  See if I can't find and stop the person maligning my name.”  I thought for a moment. “Whoever the new troll is will need to get to the Kellogg if they haven't already.  They'll probably use the cover of night.”  I looked at the worried fox.  “If you haven't heard from me by sundown, let Sharee know to watch the bridge for me.  I'm sure she already has that angle covered, but still...”

Felicia stood with me and walked me to her door, her tail swishing from side to side, stroking my arms.  Her muzzle was crinkled in concern.  “Kane... Evangeline.  You cannot fight her so far away from your nexus.  Leave it to the Gargoyles, they defend the Inner City.”

I raised a hand to stroke the soft fur of her cheek and softened the tone of my voice.  “What do you think the Gargoyles do?  Every one of them.  Patrolling the city away from their nexuses.  The Trolls shouldn't sit by and do nothing while they protect the city from something we let by.”

She tilted her head then nodded once.  “Just be careful Kane, stay alive.  I still need to steal you away from the Custodian one day.”  Her eyes glittered with a combination of humor, mischief, and concern.

I grinned at her and slipped out the door, saying, “I will little fox.”  I pulled the hood up on my satin jacket to hide my face the best I could.  Damn I missed my leather jacket!  I stood in the shadow of a tree on the sidewalk and took a moment to scan the vicinity.  I didn't miss two figures a block down jumping from one rooftop to the next. I'd never seen the city so heavily patrolled by Goyles.

I knew logically they were looking for me.  I started to turn but then stopped and kept my back to the street as a police cruiser drove past slowly.  Damn, them too.  I needed to get off the street.  I didn't know Felicia's area well so wasn't sure where the closest access to the Below was.  If I survived this, I'd have to rectify that.  I scoured my memory, I had been exploring the tunnels beneath the city and familiarizing myself with them for months.  Northeast toward City Hall, was an entrance about two blocks up.  An old coal chute if I remember correctly.

I made myself as inconspicuous as possible then made for the alleys.  Two blocks later I scanned the alley not really looking down.  I caught something out of the corner of my eye and looked where my eyes didn't want to go.  I forced my eyes to stay focused on the spot and grinned at the old iron door in the ground.  I tugged on it and could almost taste the magic sealing it.  More and more lately, I have been able to sense magic workings.  It was more synesthesia really, I could almost taste and smell it when it was near.

I muttered the ridiculous, “Da Aditum.” There was a soft bluish flare and the door opened easily.  I pushed down my separation sickness and dropped down into the coal chute.  I repeated the process on a small door and entered the tunnels of the Below.  I checked the time.  Hellstones!  I had to travel over four miles in the tunnels on foot.  I wouldn't have much time to search before I needed to make my way to the Kellogg to set up a stake out.

I swallowed some bile and added, “And I'd need to get back to my bridge to recharge too.”  I held onto the pendant hanging on the chain around my neck and pulled in a trickle of energy from my bridge to take the edge off the nausea.

Then I turned on my cell for light, took a deep breath that I really didn't need and started running.  I could really open up down here, unlike Topside.  I had to rein in my running speed up there.  I never gave up running once I became a Troll, the endorphin high is exhilarating.  I try to keep the fact that it did me no good anymore since I was locked physically into the shape I was when I became shadow-bound.  I still liked to run.  Now I am two or three times faster and stronger than I was when I was purely mortal.

I was running so fast I was almost slamming into tunnel walls as I made my way through the twisting and turning corridors.  I would slow to human speeds whenever I heard someone in the tunnels or passed by them.  Both mortals and fae looked terrified of me when I passed by.  Damn it, Evil Eve was going down!

I made it to the subway tunnels where I could really open up into a sprint heading north.  I saw an unnatural glow up ahead.  Hellstones and fire!  Sharee?  I was about to hide but then squinted my eyes, no the light was the wrong color.  It didn't taste right, it must be some other True-Born.  I exhaled and then cautiously started walking toward the oncoming light.  I shrank back into my hood.

I recognized her right away, the six foot two woman was unmistakable.  She moved with a grace I don't think she realized she had.  Gargoyle Kalila Storm.  Her face was creased in determination, she was on the hunt... for me?  From what I heard, all Goyles were supposed to stop me on sight.

I kept my head down as we passed each other.  It was like time slowed down as we each glanced at each others eyes.  I saw immediate recognition in hers and indecision.  Then she gave the slightest nod of respect which I returned, then she continued on her way.  Time sped back up. She was letting me go?  My respect for her grew even more.  I glanced back and she was striding purposefully away.  I realized she must be on the trail of that rogue satyr she was investigating.

I pushed myself, increasing my speed.  I ran through a mostly finished station and past some more Moles.  They were human or True-Born and they ran when they saw me approaching.  This was getting old.  A few minutes later I was in an area of the tunnels I hadn't been in before.  I used the GPS maps on my phone to determine my location.  I headed north then took a service tunnel west for a winding trek, and I popped Topside in the Camp Washington neighborhood.

It never ceased to amaze me the extent of the underground network of tunnels in the city.  I had heard rumors about them my whole life but never put much stock in them.  Writing them off as urban legend. Now I'm a fricking Troll, guarding a bridge and standing sentinel for the city, using underground tunnels to get around.  I'd believe just about anything now.  I chuckled to myself.

This neighborhood, I unfortunately knew.  With the rail yards to the west, the network of abandoned warehouses and ones still in use to the north and the fucking residential neighborhood to the south.

That's where we moved to after I was... discharged.  My own personal hell.  Where my parents had me committed to the mental ward as a child because I was seeing animal shadows on people and hearing great battles at the bridges at night when we lived near the Roebling.  I don't remember a heck of a lot about that period of my life. They had me so drugged up on anti-psychotics and tranquilizers, for what they diagnosed as paranoid schizophrenia, that I didn't even feel human back then.  I was an embarrassment to my parents.

Now if I were rogue fae who knew the city, I'd be heading to the abandoned warehouses.  I paused thinking about it.  The old abandoned Crosley Building had almost more places to hide than the Below.  It had well over three hundred thousand square feet of floor space.  Multiple stories and even a tower that made for a great lookout.

I grinned at myself, Kyla would bus up from our old neighborhood and we had snuck into the Crosley on many occasions, to explore and scare each other with ghost stories.

I nodded to myself, my gut was telling me that was the prime location to scout out.  I checked the time again.  I could hit a couple abandoned warehouses on my way there.  I pulled my hood down over my eyes and started making my way through the streets and alleys that I knew so well.  I kept the poison ghosts of my past from invading my thoughts as I prowled.





  
 

Chapter 9 – The Crosley Building

I came up empty on the two warehouses I visited on my way to my actual target, the Crosley.  It loomed over the area like a specter.  I could see why so many urban legends and ghost stories have been told about the place.  The tower on one end of it was imposing and looked out of place in this century.  It reminded me of an old watch tower from a medieval castle only constructed of brick and glass instead of stone.

I circled the main building first, if I remember right it was built in the nineteen twenties.  It was a shame something so lovely had been reduced to something reminding us of urban decay.  There was barely any glass left in the hundreds of windows of the large structure, as vandals have broken almost every window and defaced most of the structure with graffiti.  Even in areas you have to wonder how they reached without hanging from ropes from the roof.  Hell, maybe they did.

I reached the rail spur and made my way to the door on the loading docks that Kyla and I had used to sneak in.  I knew the space beyond was a large open area that was probably used for either warehouse or manufacturing space back in the day.

I looked around then pushed the lower left corner of the wood panel segmented door and it swung back from the track it was supposed to be riding in.  I grinned at the fact that it was still as I remembered.  Then I pushed it again, a little farther so I could slip in, but paused.

I heard yelling and tasted magic on the air.  Then the pft-pft hissing of suppressed gunfire!  Hellstones and fire!  It sounded like a battle going on in there.  I centered myself then slipped as silently as I could into the space and into the shadows behind the little office by the door.

My eyes snapped wide as I saw Tex diving in front of James and Odell!  They had followed the trail too!  I felt the magic trap that Tex had intercepted before the Goyles walked into it.  It was some sort of magical net composed of sizzling electric current.  It started constricting, pulling itself inward on the big man.

I almost ran out to help him when he staggered back to his feet and bellowed in rage.  Hellstones!  He forced his arms wide and tore the magic netting.  Sparks and the acrid smell of broken magics filled the air.  Tex fell to a knee and then stood again with a snarl on his lips.  They were all running for cover as someone I couldn't see from my location peppered them with gunfire.  I moved along the wall so I could see into the cavernous space.

It was some of the rogue fae who came through the Under-Veil when Ortega was murdered. I blinked... using guns?  I don't think I have ever seen a fae use a weapon other than a club or  knife.  My blood chilled.  Wait, if they had guns.  Someone in the mortal world had to provide them.  They were working with someone on this side.  How many people were involved here?

The only two that I could see missing from the bridge here, were the lesser wraith and Evil Eve.  At that thought, a shadowy billowing form sort of moved yet not moved into the path of the retreating men.  The lesser wraith in semi-copereal form.

To the Goyles, Tex shouted, “Go!”  He dove on the wraith so they could get to cover.  I could see the Texan's face contort as the wraith screeched.  I could feel the wave of temptation, despair and sorrow from where I was moving slowly to the center of the wall.

Tex backhand the wraith to shut it up.  The dull thud of impacting something that was both there and not there sounded through the space.  I almost snorted when the big man said, “Hey now, none of that.  I only like to hear screamin' in my bed.”

Then the air around one of the the arms Tex let go of to strike the spirit darkened.   Creating a small blade of shadow.  My eyes snapped wide.  If this lesser wraith was able to create a shadow blade, it must be on the verge of becoming a greater wraith.  I opened my mouth to shout out a warning, but I was too late as the wraith swung up and buried the shadow blade in Tex's belly by his side.

My rage was building, this was all happening because of me.  Because someone was using my likeness to cause all of this chaos.  I wasn't going to let this go any farther, good men were getting hurt because of me.

I strode out and bellowed, “Enough!”

The Goyles had looks of... disappointment?  On their faces, and that idiot wraith was actually grinning at me as he said, “Back so soon?  Excellent, we can finish them together.”  I looked at the guys and then understood what they were thinking.  Hellstones!  They thought I was with the bastard.

I didn't have time for a prolonged fight so I decided to get it over with quick and dirty.  I smiled at the hovering wraith and grabbed my pendant. Then I let my smile drop to a deadly glare as I reached out, through the pendant's tie to my bridge and touched the ancient compressed oak timbers in her foundation. I shrieked in pain and anger as I became one with those timbers, my flesh becoming wood.

I sprang at the shocked wraith with all the strength and momentum my creaking wood legs could generate.  I sneered as I thrust both fists forward.  A friend of mine, a Woodland Fairy named Christina had shared the weakness of some of the greater fae of ill intent like the wraiths and the banshees.  The reason fairies and imps made the Woodlands their homes were because elder wood could hurt them even in semi corporeal form.  It was their kryptonite.  I found out later that among the mortal realm, that was an unknown weakness they had no defense against.

I hissed, “This is for my friends.” My strike hit the surprised wraith in the center of his chest and all I felt was a solid hit even through his gathering black mist and he went rocketing back with the force his arms pinwheeling like he was trying to grab a hold of the air itself to stop his movement.  There was a horrendous crash and the sound of breaking glass as he crashed into the wall of an office or work area.  The ceiling collapsed down upon him.

I heard his moaning as he tried to sit up, but he was pinned down by the debris.  He relaxed his arms and just wailed.  I had depleted most of his energy with my strike and the sound carried none of the projected malice, despair, and sweet temptation of corruption of a wraith attack.  I said, “And stay down Casper!”

I turned my wooden glare upward and started running toward the loft as one of the goblins shouted, “What are you doing back?  Is this a double cross?  Traitor!” Then bullets started striking all around me.  I was a little freaked out about fae using human weapons.  My left shoulder twitched back as a bullet impacted it.  I felt the pain as a sliver of wood splintered off.  Hellstones and fire, wood is not the best material to face bullets with!

To combat them and the inevitable goblin acid spit I grabbed my pendant again and would have vomited from the pain and nausea of manifesting again if I hadn't of been wood at the time.  It felt like I was being flayed alive as I screamed in agony while my body became the stone from my towers, I mean my bridge's towers.

I almost stumbled at the additional wave of nausea and the splitting headache that struck me at the change.  I had been overdoing it with all the manifests away from my nexus lately and it seemed to be taking a heavier toll.  I must have been getting light headed from all the stress to my body because I actually thought it was punny that a 'Troll' was thinking about a 'toll'.

My feet pounded on the concrete floor as I increased my speed.  It sounded like boulders being bounced off of slate and I leaped with all of my enhanced might and the additional strength of the stone.  I must have weighed a minimum of five or six hundred pounds like this. I often wondered where the extra mass came from and the best Sharee could come up with was that I borrowed it directly from my bridge since matter can't be created nor destroyed.  She quotes some science-y thing like conservation of matter or something like that.  I grinned internally, she's got the brains, brawn, and beauty, what a combination.

I yelled a challenge. The concrete under my feet cracked as I vaulted into the air, all six hundred pounds of me arcing into the air and crashing through the railing of the loft twelve or fifteen feet up.  I hissed at the goblin who had spoken as he fired again and again at me, the bullets ricocheting off of my chest, putting holes in my borrowed shirt.

I grabbed the gun in his hand as I felt little bee stings of bullets as the other fae kept firing at me.  I squeezed and broke the trigger guard and his finger as he screamed in pain as his finger broke.

I spoke to him in a cold and dangerous tone, “I am the real Evangeline Kane and I'd never work with the likes of you!”  I glanced down at Felicia's shirt.  “And you ruined my friend's shirt!”  I punched him in the face with my other hand, pulling the punch so I wouldn't kill the repulsive green slimeball, then yanked him back behind me off the loft.  I heard a satisfying thud as he struck the floor down below.

I made short work of the others, throwing each one down to the Goyles who were looking after Tex's wounds.  I picked up one of the guns and looked at it wondering why the trigger guard broke instead of bending.  They were made of plastic?

I had been using so much energy that I was exhausted and starving.  I really didn't need food anymore unless I expend vast amounts of energy.  My hunger would dissipate as my bridge replenished me, but it made me feel even more detached from humanity that I didn't need to eat anymore and apparently breathing was optional too.

Since this shadow-binding had been done to me, I feel more like a spectator to humanity, watching from afar.  Sometimes it is enough for me to break down, but then my bridge takes care of me, holding me with its unyielding strength.  Yeah, I know I sound like a nutcase, but I spent over half my life believing that to be true so I'm used to it.

I returned to flesh and panted as I choked on a scream, it was getting worse and worse.  When all of this was over, I'd have to cut back on using the pendant until I am at one hundred percent again.  I was panting and there was a searing pain in my left shoulder, I looked over to see it bleeding profusely.

I wiped the blood out of my eyes and looked down to see both James and Odell standing below me, just staring up.  I saw shame in their eyes, and... awe?  I knew they were supposed to detain me, but they weren't moving.  I nodded down at them and they gave almost imperceptible nods back and I stumbled across the loft.  I knew another way out.

I looked at Felicia's “foxy” shirt and sighed then tore the bottom third off of it, exposing my toned abs.  I'm not a really vain person or anything, but I was grateful I had kept myself in good shape before I became shadow-bound. I would be locked into the form I was in when it happened forever.  Like a snapshot of life.

I rolled my eyes at myself as I tied the portion of cloth I tore off the shirt over the wound on my shoulder.  I grunted in pain as I yanked it tight.  I looked at the time and sighed. I'd have to get moving to get to the Kellogg before sundown.

Once I got outside and then down to the Below, I stopped with my back against the wall and slid slowly down to the floor.  I had to rest... just for a second.

I blinked my eyes and I felt that sunset just thirty minutes away.  Hellstones!  I had done the time slipping statue thing again for over an hour!  But I felt slightly better.  I stood shakily and started sprinting southwest as I thought about the way the rogue fae had been talking.  It was plain that I had just missed Evil Eve, she was on the move without them for some reason.

My lips curled into a smirking snarl after I stopped to dry heave on a wall.  I wiped bile off my lips onto the sleeve of my satin black jacket, which was now riddled with bullet holes. I started running again knowing exactly why she had left her accomplices and where she was going.  I pulled my hood up over my head and increased my speed.  We had the same destination.





  
 

Chapter 10 – Doppelganger

I slid a manhole cover to the utility vault I had climbed up into and poked my head out. I was a block from the Kellogg bridge in the grouping of new buildings.  I could smell the Little Miami from here.  I pulled my aching body out of the vault and replaced the lid.  My body was aching in places I didn't realize I had.  I wiped the blood from my nose and eyes again and noticed blood under my fingernails.  They were starting to detach.  Damn, I knew what was happening, I heard all the terrible stories about separation sickness.  This was getting close to end stage, soon I would start losing my hair and vision.  I was dying, I needed to finish this fast and get to my bridge.

I drew in a trickle of power from the Roebling through the amulet.  It took a little of the edge off.  I jumped up and pulled down a fire escape ladder in the alley I was in.  I climbed to the rooftop of the three story brick building and stood near the edge and scanned the Kellogg.  Holy shitnick Batman!  I saw at least six Goyles on rooftops in the area with their eyes trained on the bridge.  I moved back farther into the shadows, none of them were looking my way.

I saw motion near the bushes on the west bank of the river, around where my leather jacket had been planted.  I grinned, even from here that snow white mane of hair was unmistakable.  Sharee was dressed in her black battle outfit.  She'd make such a spectacular Troll.  I knew she was there for two reasons.  To guard the bridge and to find out who was shadow-bound to it.  But I had figured it out, I felt a cruel smile coming to my lips.  Two Goyles stepped onto the bridge with her.

But then my blood chilled at a realization.  Oh hellstones!  If I were right then, Sharee might be biting off more than she could chew.  I started toward the fire escape as I felt a huge wave of energy sweep across the world as the last rays of the sun disappeared over the horizon.  I had to get down there fast!

I pulled out my phone as soon as I got to the ground and started running toward the bridge.  “Lancaster,” the grumpy cop said on the first ring would have made me smile if things weren't just about to go all FUBAR.

I scanned the rooftops as I ran pulling my hood back with my free hand, revealing myself.  Catching the attention of the Goyles.  Withing seconds they were all in motion, moving to intercept me.  I said, “You want to know what's been going on the past couple days you old blowhard?”

There was a momentary pause and I could imagine him signaling for someone to start a trace on my untraceable phone.  I smiled internally at that, I love yanking his chain.  The asshole arrested me once just for trying to help a dying man, so he deserved all the grief I could heap onto the pile.  I sighed knowing that I also sort of respected the grizzled old cop.  He walked a tightrope between doing his sworn duty protecting the people of the city and distancing them from what he calls the “supernatural bullshit” that us sentinels of the city must contend with.

I wrinkled up my face in distaste realizing that we both had the same job to some extent.  Then I grinned at myself for my line of thought as he growled out, “Kane, where are you?  Turn yourself in and this won't get any worse.”  Then quieter he said, “Have you lost your god damn mind?”

I shook my head, not that he could see it and said,  “Get off your fat ass, drop the donut and get down to the Kellogg.  If I'm right, things are about to get messy, and I can clear my name at the same time.”

He actually growled, I could see him as a big bad wolf.  Then he said even quieter so nobody on his end could hear,  “Messy like spooky shit messy?”

I chuckled and said, “Yeah.”  Then I hung up as he started his griping, “God da...”

I poured on the speed but was barely able to move faster than a human.  I coughed into my hand and pulled it away covered in blood.  Come on Kane, hold it together just a little bit longer.  I glanced around and tried to put on more speed.  Goyles were closing in on me from all angles.

I was a couple hundred yards from the bridge when Sharee stopped and turned back West and a figure stepped onto the bridge.  I stutter stepped as a streetlight lit up... my face?  Hellstones and fire!  She wasn't just impersonating me, she looked exactly like me!  I saw the Goyles slow as they converged on me as they saw what I did.  I squinted and muttered, “Hey!  The bitch is wearing some of my clothes!”

Sharee was smiling and the two were talking.  They got closer then the Custodian's brow furrowed.  A moment later, almost faster than I could follow, all hell broke loose. Evil Eve suddenly lashed out with a powerful magic attack crackling with power, my girl seemed to be ready and a hazy shield of mist intercepted the ball of energy.  Evil Eve followed up with a flurry of blows at Sharee.  Pushing her back with a combination of magic strikes and physical blows, as the two Goyles with her, one man, and one woman, moved to attack my doppelganger.

I've fought the Custodian on many occasions as she trained me to defend my bridge and even when manifesting she can still almost fight me to a standstill.  I was a full fledged Troll and Sharee, possibly the most powerful magic wielding True-Born in the city could stand toe to toe with me.  This woman was pushing her back.

This verified to me that my gut feeling was right.  Evil Eve was now the Troll of the Kellogg.  She killed Ortega and took his place  She must have forced him to touch his bridge as she made contact with him as he died.  Forcing a transfer like the one that was forced upon me.

I continued to run, this wasn't good.  If this woman was a powerful magic user AND a Troll, Sharee was in trouble!

The two Goyles dropped to their knees, grasping at their throats like they couldn't breathe.  I could smell and taste sour energy from where I was, still fifty yards away.  It smelled like a spring breeze coupled with something foul, corrupt.  The woman was using some sort of air magic.  She must be sucking the air from their lungs.  I saw them fall to the ground, their eyes going blank as they died.  My rage built.  She had just killed two good people as she fought Sharee.  Like it was an afterthought, like their lives didn't mean anything to her.

Sharee screamed in rage and the energy seemed to well up from inside her, lighting her up from the inside.  She looked like the harbinger of death herself.  The very air around us was thick with energy, the ground was shaking with her assault on my impostor.  Hellstones and fire!  Was this the true power of Sharee Krynn?

The woman was blown back twenty feet even with some sort of green light shield up, tumbling to the ground as I ran past the unmarked police car that had just arrived.  Lancaster and Simms diving out of the car then being thrown to the ground by the concussive force as Sharee's blast-wave rippled past.  I leaned into it as I pushed forward, trailed by a handful of Goyles.

The other woman stood up, the new burns on her arms and face were visibly fading fast.  She started laughing and said in my voice, “Ahhh... you don't know the power being a Troll adds to a magic user do you Custodian?  And you are what the others fear?”  She laughed again in derision and struck back with a blast almost as powerful as the Custodian's.

My girl was barely able to deflect it as I approached, the heat of the magics colliding were burning the left side of her face and singeing her hair.  Then she started grasping at her throat and I could see it, like a misty fog swirling from Evil Eve's very essence, something beautiful that was being used in a way it was never meant to.  It was like the woman were twisting it and rending it into something ugly and rotted as she tore the air from the lungs of the woman that I knew I loved.

I bellowed out a challenge when I dove at her as she turned toward me with shock on her face.





  
 

Chapter 11 – Evie?

As I geared up in my Custodian fighting armor in preparation for protecting the Kellogg tonight, I looked around at the little side room just off the Triumvirate chambers.  This had been my “home” for decades.  After the council took away my dreams of becoming a Troll one day, and thrusting the Custodian mantle on me.

It was like my life ended that day.  I was no longer living for my dreams, I was just a tool to be shaped by others into a weapon to enforce their will.  I was living for what they wanted of me, not for myself.  One day I will be part of that same Triumvirate that took my dreams away.  That is their ultimate goal.

All because I was so stupid when I was younger.  I had let them see my potential as my affinity for magic continued to grow and grow.  I surpassed all of the other True-Born Troll candidates and that's when the council started noticing me.  They suddenly knew the name Sharee Krynn.  My own joy, in wielding the magics around us, proved to create this gilded cage I live in.

I snorted, well gilded is a huge exaggeration.  I looked at the tiny room with it's four barren stone walls.  The little fold out cot and the small side table and trunk with my clothing in it.  It was no better than a cell, but at least it had an attached bathroom.  I smiled at some of the things on the little table that until eighteen months ago was empty like my life.

There was a napkin from O'Flanagan's with a little heart drawn on it that Kane gave me on Valentine's Day.  She mumbled something about, not being all sentimental and mushy, but I was the one she wanted to hold onto her heart.  Her brash mannerisms and snark hid a romantic, full of passion.  She is so afraid to show her emotions to anyone.  Like she has something to prove.  But she treats me like a woman.  Someone she desires.  And I can see the frightened woman inside of her who is trying to make a connection with her heart.

There was a crystal necklace that I had taken off my neck for my bridge patrol tonight so it doesn't get damaged.  It was an almost impossibly thin silver chain that had a clear crystal pendant in the shape of a heart.  Inside of the heart were two strands of hair, braided together delicately.  One so dark it was almost black, and one a shimmering white strand.  They were strands of our hair.  There was an inscription, acid etched into the little heart.  “Custodian of my heart.”  On the other side, “Opposites attract.”  She had given it to me for my seventieth birthday last week.

It was so hard for her to show the tender side of herself, and I loved every effort she made.  There were a couple other trinkets and reminders like that that I collected.  Some that only I knew the significance of.  I had to smile, the only proof of my existence as anything other than the Custodian in my quarters, was Evangeline Kane... the impossible Troll.  I vowed to myself right then that if we got through this current situation, I would finally give in to her advances.  I longed for her touch in a way that I had never felt in my entire life.

I touched my white hair.  I had always been self conscious about it, until Eve.  The more magic of the world that flowed through me, the more I used, and the whiter my hair became.  For decades, it was red-ish chestnut with increasing streaks of this unnaturally sparkling white.  Until the day the council sent me out to... dispatch... a rogue Troll.  I think the new Prime Protector Garza was making a point to me, about who was in charge, as it was her first point of action when Protector Daniel stepped down as first of the Triumvirate.

They knew I didn't want to do it.  Trolls are my personal heroes and represent the dream that I would never realize.  Yet they passed an edict for me to be the instrument of Troll Ezekiel Harding's death.  The man had fallen sway to a greater ghoul.  The corruption was swift.  They plotted to allow free passage of any fae of ill intent through the gateway through the under-veil on his bridge since all attempts to corrupt or to get past Troll Kellen of the Roebling had failed.

I pleaded with the man, but he was too far gone.  I could see, smell, taste, the corruption that had become a very part of his being.  It was the fight of my life.  It doesn't matter how powerful a magic user is, when compared to the raw power and strength a Troll possesses, the Trolls always have the edge on their own bridge.

I had to expend more energy in that fight than I had ever wielded before.  At the moment, I thought I was dead, and Harding went to deliver the killing blow.  I found something ugly inside of me, something I did not like, separating my humanity from me as my emotions switched off.  A floodgate was opened as power I could always feel on the fringes of my awareness suddenly slammed through me as I hit Harding with more energy than I could comprehend.

Then it was over.  It was so silent as I stood over the body of a man I used to respect.  I knew I should feel something, anything, but I didn't.  Whatever I had accessed to save myself, had stolen my humanity from me.  I felt no emotion after that day except a self-loathing.  I was nothing but the weapon of the council and I just didn't care about that or anything else after that.   My hair had turned pure white in the battle when I used all of that power.

I was a ghost, a specter after that, just floating through life.  I just did my duty, with no emotion.  Until the day I met Kane.  She made me so angry.  I remember my shock at feeling anything.  I had forgotten what emotion felt like.  She infuriated me, and she did it with a smile.  Her endless flirting and sarcastic manner made me smile.

I balked at the fact I found her sexy even though she seemed to want to press all my buttons all the time.  I began to enjoy it, crave it.  She was her own person and she had awoken the emotions I had locked away.  Emotions I never thought to feel again.  And did I mention she was sexy?

She defied me, defied the council, challenged everything it was to be a sentinel of the city.  It was a role thrust upon her without her consent.  Yet... she stood.  Every night she came back to the bridge that she saw as her prison.  Every night she fought to keep the city safe... but she did it on her terms.  Following her own moral compass.

She stood against the Triumvirate themselves in their chambers.  I snorted at the thought.  She would have made Garza her bitch if Protector Daniel hadn't stepped in to diffuse the situation.  Then Kane did what Kane does and ignored the Triumvirate and went back to protecting her bridge as only she could.  Following her own rules.

She broke every Troll convention and unspoken rule.  Kane, being Kane, brought together an army to fight an impossible battle, and won.  She inspired Trolls, Gargoyles, and Fae alike and she doesn't even realize it.  That is a large part of why I... love her.  I think it is time for me to let her in fully.  My heart is her's.  I don't let just anyone steal the french fries I have stolen from them.

This fresh chaos has divided the sentinels and the fae community alike.  I am ashamed of how quickly people forget about the good someone does when they are implicated in something evil.  It is like people are just waiting for a hero to fall.  They won't give Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling and hero of the city, the benefit of the doubt.

There is so much going on all at the same time, it is like it is all by design.  To keep us looking one way while something more sinister is put into action.  It feels like a net of misdirection and corruption that some of the powerful fae can weave.  I need to speak with Protector Daniel about my thoughts after I clear Kane's name.

I looked at the little photo of Eve and Felicia in the pub beside my little utility lamp.   I kissed my finger and laid it on Eve.  Evangeline is an awesome kisser, by the way.  Then I pulled up my obfuscation shroud spell and dashed out to make my way through the tunnel system to the Kellogg Bridge.  I hoped that we could find whoever was bound to the bridge soon so that a proper Troll could be bound there.

I met up with Goyles, Teresa McGovern, and Jake Tremaine farther down the tunnel.  They were the Goyles bound to the main bus terminal whom I had assigned to me tonight.  I grinned at their surprise when I leaned against a wall and cleared my throat when I dropped my shroud.  That never got old.  I grinned internally.

Teresa said in her thick Cajun accent with a grin on her stunning ebony face,  “Custodian!  Where did you be comin' from woman?  You done gave us a start you did.”  The petite woman's appearance belied her lethality.  I often wondered how the Louisiana transplant found herself in Cincinnati and loving it so much she stayed as a Gargoyle, bound to the Queen City forever.

I answered with only a smile and I motioned my head for them to follow.  I said as we went, “Thank you for your assistance tonight.  It will likely be a boring night with only a couple fae paying tolls, but it pays to be prepared at a gateway without a Troll.”

They nodded and before long we were going Topside at the access ladder we had located when we investigated Troll Ortega's death.  We stayed in the bushes at the end of the bridge as we waited for sunset.

I felt eyes on me and looked around, scanning the area.  I almost snorted.  I saw the four other Goyles on nearby rooftops who I had dispatched to watch for the return of whoever is shadow-bound to the nexus here.  Aaaand, two others who were loyal to Garza, hiding poorly on another roof.  Kane's right, the woman, is a bitch, but no matter how much I dislike the woman, she is devoted to the city.  A control freak, but devoted.

We marched out onto the bridge.  Traffic was thinning.  I took a moment to compare the Kellogg to the majesty of the Roebling.  The differences between them were stark and the energy reservoir I could feel here, paled in comparison to Evangeline's bridge.

The Roebling was the ultimate expression of welcome into the city.  It may not be able to handle the traffic of these multi-lane utilitarian bridges, but in all things magic, intent is a huge part of any working.  It is clear that the sole intent of the Roebling was to welcome visitors into the city of Cincinnati in grand and majestic fashion.  Making it the most powerful gateway through the Under-Veil... welcoming fae visitors into the city.

This simple explanation made it clear why these utilitarian bridges with more lanes of traffic will never compare to the magic potential of that grand suspension bridge.  It was to be mine if Kellen ever fell.  Before the Triumvarte made me the Custodian.  I now find myself happy that it was Kane that the bridge was passed to.  In this short time, she has surpassed the legend of Kellen Gael.  I smiled in memory of the man, very few knew of his surname and his lineage.  I was one of the few he trusted with it.

I started to turn to rest my back against the railing when I froze as I felt a powerful presence approaching.  There were only a couple people with that much energy gathered around them that I could feel it.  I smiled and turned around.  My happiness warred with my frustration.  Why did she show up here?  She knows I'm supposed to bring her in.  I can't let her go with the Goyles, all standing witness.  I sighed, she wouldn't leave a gateway unprotected.

Evangeline Kane strode onto the bridge like she owned it.  I saw relief on her face as she wiped the blood from her nose.  The damned separation sickness.

I said in my Custodian tone, “Troll Kane, why are you here?  We've been...”  I looked at the Goyles then said carefully, “...looking for you.”

With no emotion in her voice, and oddly, no sarcasm or snark, she inclined her head as she approached us.  “Custodian.”  My eyes darted to her gait, it wasn't... right?  And she seemed so detached and cold toward me.  She never called me Custodian unless she was angry with me or joking around.

I furrowed my brow and asked, “Evie?”  And I felt a large amount of magical energy welling up in her.  This wasn't Eve!  I could feel her drawing incredible amounts of power from the bridge to supplement the magical buildup.  Shit!  I started drawing in energy for a shield.  Damn it, I'd need to make it larger than normal to shield the Goyles too.  It would be more diffuse that way, this was going to hurt.

I thrust a hand forward just as the impostor's hand lashed out and a huge ball of energy lanced toward me.  My magics of light and will flared out in a haze to ground the energy back into the bridge.

I realized with all I had felt and the ferocity of the attack as my hand started to burn, that this woman was the one shadow-bound to this bridge.  She was the Troll here and I was in big trouble!  If I had to dilute my power by protecting a larger area, I still might not be able to take this woman.  I had defeated a Troll once, but he didn't posses magics that nearly rivaled mine.

She grinned an ugly grin at me using the face of my Eve.  This woman would pay for that and her other crimes.  I hesitated because I felt like I'd be striking out at my Evangeline even though I knew logically it wasn't her.  That almost cost me as the woman charged and struck out with a flurry of blows.  I deflected most, but it was like slapping tree trunks, her physical power almost matched Kane's in her human form.  Backed by the enhanced speed and strength of a Troll.

I more sensed than saw the Goyles fanning out to attack.  I snapped my head to the side to warn them to stay behind me, this woman was out of all of our leagues, we needed reinforcements.  The impostor took my distraction to strike me soundly in the jaw.  I was barely able to roll with the strike to avoid my jaw and skull being crushed.  

The Goyles eyes widened and they were grasping at their throats, trying to breathe.  They were suffocating!  I could see the threads of magic in the air coming from my opponent's outstretched hand.  She was casting as she fought me.  How much power did this woman possess?

I cried out as I saw the light leave their eyes as they slumped to the ground.  I screamed in rage and drew on all the magics in the world around us, pulling them in, making them a part of me. I mixed in a part of my will, a part of my soul, and I could feel more power inside of me than I had ever wielded.  It was frightening because it felt so good, so right, I wanted more.  I WAS the magic!

The bridge was shaking and the air around me was burning as it touched me as the magic fought to get out.  I could feel everything, I could feel the world, the people the fae in the city.  Something was not right in the city and this woman wasn't the source though she was tied to it in some way.

I sneered as I saw a shadow of fear in the woman's eyes.  I thrust all of the magic from me in a violent explosion of power.  She put up a pathetic shield, it was a green haze, nature magic?  She was using nature magic for ill intent?

Two cars passing by were pushed into the opposite railing as I shielded the bodies of the Goyles from the blast.  The shockwave from my strike rippled outward as it stripped away her shield. It burned her flesh as it failed and she went tumbling back along the road, narrowly missing another vehicle that was skidding sideways from the blast.

I blinked as the woman actually stood back up.  She tilted her head back and started barking out a mocking laugh. She said in the voice of my Evie, “Ahhh... you don't know the power being a Troll adds to a magic user do you Custodian?  And you are what the others fear?” 

She laughed again with hate and malice in her eyes then her hand shot forward and I barely got both arms up in a defensive posture and brought forth my most powerful shield made of light and will.  I screamed as a blast of energy struck the shield that had to have been almost at the same level as my attack moments before.  I could smell my hair burning, feel my flesh bubbling from the heat as the two magics negated each other.  The tar in the asphalt between us bubbled.

This woman was going to be my end.  I'm sorry Evie.  I started forming my next attack when green tendrils of energy swept over me and invaded my lungs.  I could feel the air in them being sucked from me.  Nature magic was never meant to be used that way.

I struggled to stay on my feet as my vision started tunneling. Then I realized there was a pattern to her attacks.  Sure the combination of magic user and Troll was formidable.  But she lacked experience.  I smiled in a predatory manner.  I just need to...

There was a bellow of rage to the west. The woman paled as I turned to see Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling charging at the woman with a mask of anger on her bloody and sick looking face.  She looked like a reaper coming to take her due as she struck the rogue Troll of the Kellogg with such force that she sent to woman tumbling backward on her own bridge.

I gasped and gulped in air as the spell dissipated around me.  MY Kane looked down at me, her eyes and nose bleeding freely on her pale, sickly face and she smiled, her eyes half mad, “Oh Lucy, I'm hooome.”





  
 

Chapter 12 – Battle of Two Kanes

I glanced down at Sharee and was relieved to see her breathing.  I blinked at her, was that a look of... oh my.  I grinned and turned to charge at... well... myself, as Evil Eve got back to her feet.

I was aware of some of the Goyles that followed me running over to the downed Gargoyles.  The other two fanned out behind me.  I saw energy forming around the first of one, the True-Born had some magic affinity.  They were lined up in support of me, not to detain me, they had realized what was going on.

It was like looking into a mirror, but this Evangeline's face was twisted up in rage.  She started pulling energy into herself and hissed, “How are you still alive?  How has the arrogant Triumvirate not had you struck down yet?”  It was disconcerting hearing someone speaking in my voice.  Then she dismissed it and said, “No matter.  You helped cause even more chaos than I could have alone.  The sentinels are divided.”

She brought a hand swiftly up and released a crackling strike of energy. I dropped and rolled to the left, grabbing a chunk of tire on the side of the road, flinging it at her in one motion.  Her energy strike grazed my shoulder and for an instant I felt almost debilitating pain as my flesh burned until my improvised projectile hit her outstretched hand.

I rolled to my feet and swayed.  Shook my head to clear it then charged at her.  She screamed and answered my charge.  We came together with a thud that shook the deck of the bridge slightly.  Then I saw her feet digging into the deck.  I was on her home turf now, I was so far outclassed here it wasn't funny.

We were locked, grasping each other's arms each trying to force the other to the ground.  I'm sure from the point of view of the Goyles watching, nothing was happening as we stood like statues, pitting strength against strength, our grips tightening.  I could see the frustration in her eyes that I wasn't going down.  I'm stubborn that way.

I coughed and could smell more fresh blood on my lips.  She smiled cruelly.  “Just give up Kane.  Look at you, you can barely stand.  This is my bridge now.  Its made me more powerful than the Custodian herself.”

She was right but to hell if I was going to let her know that.  I slammed my forehead forward and impacted her nose solidly, I felt a satisfying crunch.  “Shut up bitch, you talk too much.” I've always been a dirty fighter, and it felt odd to be using that against myself.  The shock of the strike caused her to loosen her grip.  She realized her mistake and I used that to swing my arms under hers to throw her arms outward.

I saw stars suddenly when she hit me with a right hook faster than I could follow.  I've always been a brawler, a street fighter.  It wasn't until I became a Troll that I learned how to properly fight hand to hand.  Sharee made it her own private challenge to train me relentlessly.  Even today, when she allows me to take her on dates, or court her as she says, I never know when she might suddenly attack me.  I drew on all that training and started deflecting the tsunami of blows she threw my way.  She was well trained... she fought almost just like Sharee.

I blocked her last strike with a backhand and I held that strike high.  I grinned and I saw the surprise in her eyes as she realized her mistake.  That's right Evil Eve, I'm inside your guard now, my turn.  I twisted under her arm and rabbit punched her and swept out with a roundhouse kick that struck the same point on her chest.  She gasped.  It felt like I was hitting a telephone pole.  This must be how Sharee feels when fighting me.

I kept her off guard and pressed my attack in my own fury of blows.  I was so weak now I could see I was doing little but keeping her busy blocking and taking the few strikes that got through.  But this was good, it gave Sharee a chance to recover and kept Evil Eve's mind off her magic.

I stumbled and caught myself with a hand in a sloppy three-point stance.  I saw a couple fingernails had detached from my fingers.  I was literally falling apart here, away from my bridge.  I could generally go a couple days or even more with my pendant, but the manifesting I have done away from it was breaking me down faster without proper recovery in between.

She laughed at me as I swayed to my feet.  Then she looked at her hands then down at her body and shook her head.  “When the others suggested this...” she motioned a hand up and down at herself, “...form.  I didn't think we'd be so successful in diverting everyone's attention.  I didn't believe that it would be worth so many draining their power to change me.  I almost died in the process and it was excruciating, but I'm starting to like your tight little body Kane.  Just think of all the mischief I can get into with it after you are dead.”

Then her eyes took on the gleam of someone who was teetering on the brink of insanity.  I could see, taste, and smell threads of some external corrupting magic workings sewn throughout her body.  Someone or something had gotten to her and she didn't even know.  She was someone else's puppet. A part of me almost felt sorry for her, but Shar had explained fae corruption to me once.  The seeds of disharmony, of greed, of coveting power, had to be present in the individual already.  Some do it willingly, some it sort of cultivates inside them until it is a raging flame.

This was just the result of turning a spotlight on that dark part of this woman's soul and letting it out to play.  And the bitch stole my clothes!

She thrust a hand forward while flame started forming around the other.  She laughed and said, “And like in those Highlander movies Kane, I'm sorry but, there can be only one.”  A green mist swirled around me, smelling of a spring breeze and something sour.  I felt it force its way into my mouth and the air was pulled from my lungs.

I opened my mouth to say something, but I had no air to form the words.  So I let my smile speak for me as I started walking toward her, cracking my knuckles as I stepped.  Her eyes went wider and she increased the breath stealing spell's intensity as the swirling mist doubled in density along with the smirk my smile had turned into.  I could almost feel the energy flowing up into her from her bridge, I needed to separate them somehow then she wouldn't be a double threat.

I reached up and grabbed my pendant.  I heard Sharee behind me saying, “Evie!  Don't!  You're dying!”  Things slowed down a bit as my eyes flicked around.  Evil Eve in front of me, her flaming fist moving swiftly toward me.  Sharee standing, being supported by a couple Goyles.  The other Goyles giving CPR to their fallen comrades.  Detective Simms assisting.  Lancaster standing with his pistol drawn in a two handed grip, the barrel swinging between us two Kanes in indecision.  Behind my doppelganger, three fae had come through the Under-Veil and they looked terrified at the battle that was raging.  Good, they weren't with her.

I sent out a silent prayer. “Come on God, you owe me for all the shit you put me through... just one more time, please.”  I opened my mouth in a silent scream as I reached through the pendant to my bridge, to become one with it just one last time. It almost felt like a goodbye as I ripped the steel of the bridge through the talisman and into my body.  It was as if every cell of my body was on fire.

I don't know how I survived it, but I staggered as I became living steel for what I knew would be the last time.  I was killing myself here to make sure Sharee and the city were safe from this magic user who was using my form.  Her fist stuck me with a resounding clang and I looked up to meet her eyes and I gave her a cruel smile as my hand shot forward to grab her throat. I lifted her off the ground.

I thought of my bridge and how the air around it, going under it around it, and through the network of cables were part of the bridge.  I could use all of that since it was part of the bridge as the air currents were swirling around the structure. The moment I was beyond the structures influence of the air currents, I was severed from my connection to the bridge and could no longer call upon it's power except through the pendant.  I needed to do that to her here.  I grinned, there were no towers here, all I had to do was...

I held her as high as I could and I could feel the power flowing into her from her bridge stutter, then fail.  She screamed in pain, she no doubt broke her knuckles on my metal body.  The shock of it caused her to lose concentration and both spells failed.

I inhaled finally and said to her in a tinny voice as she fought my grip on her neck,  “Surprised?  Well, something most people don't know about me, I don't need to breathe.  Know your enemy.  You're just a poor copy, I'm the real deal.  Evangeline Kane v1.0, and you're wearing my clothes!”

She actually hissed at me then gurgled out, “What... what are you?  Why won't you die!?”  Her hands erupted into flames and she grabbed my arm.  The metal of my arm started to heat up and glow red around her grip.  But the skin on her neck started to smoke and she released me in pain.

I asked, “Who are you and why are you doing this?”

She kept kicking at my midsection and throwing magic at me.  The magic hurt like hell, but she was hurting herself with it too as I was nothing but a giant conductor in this form.  She stopped struggling for a moment.  “I was to be the Custodian!  I was passed over when Krynn stole it from me!  It's like the Triumvirate forgot about me with their new pet in hand.  I told them they would pay one day.  And now here I am.”

I heard Sharee murmur from where she stood.  “Ahnalee?”  It was a tiny voice, far away, filled with  emotional pain.

Then Evil Eve smirked.  “It is no matter, I accomplished my part and more.  The distraction worked better than we wished and tonight, there are two unguarded gateways into the city.”

I shook her. “What do you mean?  Tell me or so help me I'll...”

She suddenly hissed and the madness in her eyes intensified, I could see black and orange strands of corruption lacing them, reaching back toward the city's core.  “You'll do nothing!  Know my enemy?  But I do Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling.  You have many failings but, above all, is your greatest weakness.  Everyone in the True-Born community and all the fae know that Troll Kane will not kill.”

She was raving now.  “You can bring me in but it is only a matter of time before I escape and my vengeance will make all of this look like a party game.  I'll kill everyone you love then give you the mercy of death after you know that their deaths are on your...”

She stopped talking as blood spurted from her mouth.  I looked down in shock and Sharee was there, hugging the woman as she dangled above the ground, her eyes glittered with tears as her white hair fell over her face.  She whispered, “It is true, my Evangeline does not kill, but Ahnalee, I do.”

She continued to hug the woman as she gasped a couple times, each breath shallower.  A bloody blade protruded from her chest.  I looked at it in horror as Sharee whispered, “I loved you Ahnalee, but you disappeared after I was forced to don the mantle of Custodian.  I was glad you didn't have to become the killer for the council.  As Custodian, it is my duty to enforce all the laws of the True-Borns and of the treaties of the fae.  To dispatch any who use magic to kill.  I'm so sorry... be at peace.”

I could feel the life leave the woman and there was a huge bluish purple wave of energy that exploded from her.  I blinked, I knew that was the energy of the transfer that wasted itself on someone already shadow-bound.  I lowered her to the ground.  A crying custodian cradling her to the ground.  She took her blade out of the dead woman's chest and threw it to the ground and took a moment to sob once.

She looked up at me wiped the tears away on her sleeve then put on the emotionless mask of the Custodian, locking away all of her feelings and stood.  She looked at Lancaster with a gaze that could freeze an ocean and said, “Here is your murderer.  A magic user who impersonated Kane.  I dealt with her according to our laws.”  She held her hands out indicating she was awaiting handcuffs.

Lancaster ran his fingers through the silver stubble on the top of his head.  “What a complete cluster fuck!”   He took a deep breath.  “One of yours huh?”  Sharee nodded.

The man cursed under his breath and then jammed his pistol back into his shoulder holster.  We heard sirens coming.   He looked up at the sky and said, “Go. Get the hell out of here before I change my mind.  I'll think of some explanation here.”

I looked around.  One of the two Goyles who had died was now sitting up.  The woman.  The other laid dead beside her.  Simms supported the woman and told the Goyles.  “Go, I got this, go.”

I felt eyes on me and I turned to see the three fae I had seen earlier.  One garunda looked terrified but approached me.  He had both hands outstretched and held a single gold coin out to me.  “Here is my toll for the Troll of the bridge.  I bind myself to no harm.”

I hesitated then took it.  “I am not the Troll of this bridge, but I accept.”  The other two handed me coins then they all ran off as fast as they could.  Lancaster raised an eyebrow at me and I just said, “Fae.”  Then I stumbled to a knee.  My vision was fading.  I tried to go back to flesh, but I was too tired.  Sharee was by my side holding a metal arm.

She said with her voice tinged with concern.  “Return to flesh Eve.  The manifest is draining what little energy you have left.”

I shook my head.  “I can't... I tried... I don't have enough power left in me to do it.”  I fell to my other knee.  “Get to my bridge... what she said about distraction... and... two unprotected gateways.”

She tried pulling me up.  “Ok, come with me.”

I shook my head. “I can't... make it in time... Sharee.”  I paused and looked at her and added for the first and last time.  “I love you.”

I saw rage flicker in her eyes. “No you don't you lazy Troll!  You don't get to tell me that and not do anything about it!  Get up!”

Lancaster laid a hand on Sharee's shoulder but then his eyes went wide when he looked at me.  Her power was allowing him to see my manifestation.  This is how we showed Kyla for the first time.  He had glimpses of me like this and of the true forms of fae in the magical lightning flashes in the Battle of the Roebling, but now he truly saw it.

He held out a key and said in his gravely, grouchy voice, “Use my cruiser.  Get her to the Roebling, I'll send Simms for the car later.”  Then he looked at me. “Do what Snow White here says Kane.  Get your sorry ass up.  I don't know how to explain two of you, too much paperwork.”

I snorted.  They helped me stand and brought me to the cruiser as the Goyles seemed to fade away into the shadows, I knew they would guard this gateway against the shadows.  I sat in the passenger seat and the suspension groaned in protestation as the struts bottomed out.  A moment later Sharee was in the driver's seat, flipping on the lights and siren and peeling out.  She was on her phone calling in more sentinels to both bridges.

I was in and out of consciousness.  I thought I heard Shar say something about love.  I smiled and started to close my eyes for what I believed to be the last time when I was hit with a wave of sweet energy.  I felt partially like myself suddenly as she slammed on the brakes on the metal grate decking of the Robeling.  Horns were blaring from behind us where she had blocked traffic.  I knew it would be days or weeks of healing on my bridge before I was at one hundred percent.  This was the worst I have ever felt on my nexus.

I blinked and took a deep breath, the air filling my metallic lungs.  I could feel every inch of myself, my bridge.  Then I looked at Sharee as I returned to flesh at a thought.  “What did you just say?”

She looked at me and opened her mouth and closed it then said, “What?  I didn't say anything.  And you look like shit.”  She blushed and smiled.  Hellstones!  That blush did some interesting things to me.

I grinned. “Thanks.  I feel like shit too.”  I looked around with more than just my eyes, widening all of my senses and awareness of my bridge. Then I looked up to my towers...  I mean my bridge's towers.  They were lined with Goyles.  I looked back at the traffic building up behind us.  “Ummm... you wanna take care of the car?  I'll reconnoiter.  See you up top?”  I nudged my eyes to my south tower.  Our tower.

She had her Custodian face on now, but it was betrayed by the tear in the corner of her eye fighting to drop.  She nodded once and got back in and drove South into Kentucky to park the car.  I reached my hands out, fingers splayed wide.  I noted I still had a couple fingernails left.  I inhaled deeply with both my lungs and my soul as I took in fresh air that smelled of the river, that smelled of home, and drank deeply from the energy reservoir in my foundations.

I closed my eyes feeling the wind rushing through my cables, washing over my deck, and swirling around my towers.  Felt the current of the river parting around my great stone base.  Feeling all of the life on me, from the Gargoyles to the birds and mice, to the two pedestrians crossing me on my pedestrian walk.  The thrum of the cars as they passed over each joint on my deck, thrumming like a heartbeat, my heartbeat.  They were in sync.  It felt like I was flying.  It felt like love to me, like every time I looked into Sharee Krynn's eyes.

I opened my eyes again and I was already running.  My railing and girders were flying by as I blurred past my north tower.  As I reached my midpoint, I dove into the air and snagged a suspender cable, knowing exactly where it was, just an extension of myself.  I whipped around it, yanked, and flipped myself in a high arc, reaching out and repeating the act until I flipped up onto the nadir of the main cable.  I sprinted up the cable at inhuman speeds and dove over the parapet of the south tower.   I flipped and landed on the top of the red aircraft warning light in a three-point stance to look out over the majesty of my bridge.

I blushed when I heard the Gargoyles all cheering.  I looked down to see Rupert, James, and Odell's smiling faces among them and yelled out, “Yeah yeah you surly lot.  Keep it down, can't you see I'm talking to my bridge here?”  This got some chuckles, to my amusement.  I absently wondered why they weren't trying to apprehend me.  Had the news already spread?  Had Sharee made more calls than just for reinforcements?  I had been slipping in and out of consciousness, after all.

A few minutes later I could feel a powerful presence step onto my deck from the South.  My lips quirked up into a smile at the feeling of familiar, purposeful stride on my walkway.  I grinned the whole time, following her on the peripheral of my senses until she popped up the steps onto the roof of the south tower.

I hopped down almost soundlessly beside her and we shared a sad smile.  The silence stretched and I tilted my head. “Ahnalee?”

She shook her head sadly.  “Later.”  Then she hugged me in front of the Goyles.  Wow!  She always tried to hide our affection around the sentinels and council.  She whispered, “Just know... I love you too.”  This got a collective mushy “awwww” from the Goyles.

My body and soul heated up and I grinned, and I ran a finger along the fresh burns on her face.  She realized what we were doing and broke the hug.  She smiled shyly then turned toward the south.  I wordlessly stood beside her, doing what I have done the past year and a half with her at my side. I trolled my bridge with a slight smile on my face, without looking at her.  She muttered, “Shut up Troll.”  My grin widened and without looking at her I said, “Didn't say a thing Custodian.”





  
 

Chapter 13 – This Gateway Is Protected

It was eerie, there was no fae traffic, and the Goyles present told us that none had come through the under-veil before we arrived.  I couldn't shake the feeling something was wrong.

As we sat on the parapet of the roof, I took stock of my aches and pains.  It would be days if not weeks before my bridge had me back to one hundred percent.  Every joint ached, my skin burned slightly at every touch.  My eyes stung and my fingers and toes ached terribly where my nails had fallen off.  I pulled away some hair that had fallen out when I ran my hands through my hair and scraped it into a ponytail behind me.  I had the mother of all headaches, and was exhausted.

I was so hungry my stomach was complaining.  I actually liked that part, since I very rarely felt anything like that and I knew it would pass but I really wanted to eat to sate the hunger for once instead of my bridge sustaining me.  I glanced quickly at my snowy haired companion who had been silent, almost stoic, since we arrived at my bridge.

I caught her looking at the dried blood on her hands on more than one occasion.  That brought my thoughts to Evil Eve...  Ahnalee.  Shar had said she had loved her.  Did she mean that as in, love of a friend, or something more?  Why had she never spoke her name before this?  I shook my head, none of that matters.  What matters is that the Custodian was forced to kill someone she had loved for breaking the prime law among magic users.  She had done her duty, and she looked more haunted now than she had ever been around me.

It was almost midnight, not the time midnight, but the mid-point of the night, when the sun is at its farthest point as the Earth spun.  Most people believe that happens at twelve o'clock, but that is a fallacy.  To simplify, let's say that the sun set at ten PM and rises at seven AM in this summer night.  So the half way point or true midnight would be at two thirty.

I could feel in my bones that it was almost two thirty now as the gateway between the mortal realm and the world of the fae, the Under-Veil, is approaching its weakest point of the night.  If anything were going to happen, that would be the point the more powerful fae would use to force their way through the fabric of reality and expend the least amount of their energy to do it.

I held back a grin as almost in unison Shar and I stood and the Goyles all straightened.  They could all feel it too.  Rupert looked around and grabbed his section of pipe that he always kept around the bridge then he stood.  Without a word, he started toward the exposed stairs that led down the side of the tower down to the pedestrian walkway.  I felt something with more power than a Goyle moving South along my decking, toward the gateway.  I grinned when I felt the individual drinking in some power from my reservoir, I knew who that was, what the hell was he doing here?

I watched the gnome go.  He knew he would be the slowest to get down to the deck if trouble arrived.  I grinned at the man.  He didn't need to fight alongside us, he was not one of the sentinels of the city, he was fae.  Yet since the day we met, the man has fought by my side.  Now he may be a pain in the ass with a wee bit of a gambling problem, but he was a loyal friend.  You'd never get either of us to admit that though.  Over time, I have seen the Goyles loosen up around him at Safe Haven,  O'Flanagan's, and treat him pretty much as another sentinel.

I'll kick your ass if you tell him, but I don't think my lifelong best friend, Kyla, could do better with him as a boyfriend.  Shar didn't even look at me as she stared down at the south end of the bridge.  She mumbled out of the side of her mouth, “Yeah, he's ok for an asshole.”

I grinned and bumped her shoulder.  “Softie.”  Then I straightened up as I felt a pressure building below.  I took a deep breath and said, “Showtime.  Let's hope it is nothing.”  Yeah, fine whatever, the words sounded hollow to me too as I said them.

Silently my brown eyed obsession and I just dove over the edge of the roof.  I could feel some Goyles following and some standing firm watching our backs.  It felt smooth and well disciplined to me.  I often wondered if Gargoyles trained in these backup roles for missions in the Inner City since from what I am told, before I came along, Trolls almost always refused backup from them.  Some dumb-ass pride thing, thinking they could handle anything that came through on their bridges.  I’d have to ask later.

The moment Sharee and my feet hit the ground after spiraling down a suspender cable, my feet hit a fraction of a second before hers.  I stuck my tongue out at her, she always tried to beat me on my own bridge.  We both turned to a big man wearing a cowboy hat, tight jeans and cowboy boots.  I could see the bulge of bandages under the tight white t-shirt he wore.  Wow, Tex was ripped. I grinned in approval.  I may not date men, but I can still appreciate a fine work of art when I see one.  I needed to get his duster back to him, he looked... incomplete?  ...without it.

I gave him a reprimanding look.  The man was recovering from being stabbed by a friggin' shadow blade, he didn't need to be here.  He tilted his hat at us with a slight nod.  “Ladies.”  Sharee cocked an eyebrow, the same reprimanding look on her face.  He held his hands up in surrender. “Hey, now little fillies.  I was just sittin' at my nexus  wonderin' just what these people were accomplishing by impersonating Kane like that.  Killin' another Troll, and all the other weird things hapinin' around the city with other fae incidents.”

We stopped ourselves from grinning, everyone was coming to the exact same conclusions.  “Well, if we can't shadow-bind a new Troll to the Kellogg because someone else was already bound there.  And the Triumvirate had our good miss Kane here dispatched by that mean ol' Custodian, they'd have to bind a new, inexperienced troll to the Roebling.  Leaving two gateways basically unprotected.”

He grinned like an idiot, all teeth, then finished, “So if I were an unsavory,  I'd be sending the most powerful of whoever I am in cahoots with on the other side through at the most powerful gateway.”  So he shrugged as he nudged his eyes at the bridge.  “Seein' as how the good Custodian here has extra Goyles at my lil' ol' road.  An' I was doin' nothin' but lyin' around healin',  I just thought I'd take a stroll over to the Roebling to see how Trollin' is really done.”  Then he tilted his head almost comically at me. “You look like I feel ma'am.  So I figure two Trolls are better than one.”

I suppressed a snort and backhanded his arm playfully.  “Happy to have you here Tex.  But if shit hits the fan, let the army of Goyles here do the heavy lifting, you got a frigging gut wound Troll.”

Sharee knocked herself out of her funk long enough to give him the evil eye, squinting and pointing at him to reinforce my point.  He grinned at us both and tipped his hat again.  I took one last look at him and shook my head almost in disgust over the way the other Trolls treated him like the butt of a joke, being the weakest Troll in the city.  He was more Troll than most of them could ever hope to be.

We stopped walking as the pressure I could feel turned into a tearing sensation and the fabric of reality stretched and bulged and a couple dozen fae stepped through.  I blinked.  They must have had dozens if not hundreds of other fae sacrifice their own power to push some of these through.

Among the expected goblins, there was a lesser banshee and a lesser ghoul.  That was bad enough, but they pushed through a minotaur this early in the cycle.  There were some weasel-like fae I was not familiar with and something that resembled an humanoid alligator.  I could feel all of the Goyles, who were not at our backs, on the move toward us.

I tilted my head and rolled it, cracking my neck and loosening my shoulders.  I was looking at the group evaluating.  Sharee and I were the only ones here that could take on the banshee and ghoul.  If Tex were in better shape, he might be able to take one of them.  But there was the minotaur.  He didn't pack the psychic punch of the other two though they were decent at mental corruption, they were physically five or six times stronger than them.

As they approached us cautiously, evaluating our numbers, I looked over at Shar, her light and will magics were ideal to handle banshees.  “You got the banshee?  I'll take the ghoul down before he can incapacitate the Goyles.”  I called back, “Just contain the minotaur until I can get to him, do not engage.”  I looked down at Rupert. “You and the rest of the Goyles just kick some ass on the rest?  Concentrate on the goblins yourself, the Goyles have no defense against their spit.”

He nodded with a grin, slapping his pipe repeatedly into his hand.  “You got it Eve.”

Tex cleared his throat.  “Beggin' your pardon ma'am, but I'd like a go at the minotaur if you don't mind.  I never get anything that powerful on my road.  What kind of Texan would I be if I couldn't take on a bitty bull like that?”

I blinked at the man and subconsciously looked at his bandaged gut.  He took his hat off and covered his stomach with it.  I glanced back at James and Odell as I nodded once.  “You got his back?”  They nodded in unison. I said, “Fine, you got the milking cow, but if he proves to be too much, you just contain him until the Custodian or I can get to him.”

They all nodded then exchanged nervous grins as Tex put his hat back on and snugged it down on his head.

I turned as the group of fay reached us.  I stepped forward and said with false bravado,.  “I am Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling!  This gateway is protected!  Pay the toll, be bound to no harm and you may pass, if not then go back the way you came!”

The minotaur stepped forward and huffed, steam blowing from his flaring nostrils, his eyes wide.  “You yet live?  I knew that bitch couldn't pull it off.”  He looked around, I could feel three dozen Goyles, a Troll, and one feisty gnome at our backs.  I blinked... at my north end I could feel all sorts of little points of power moving quickly along the deck.  Feet, hooves and paws padding on my deck. There were dozens of fae on the way.  I tensed thinking the worst until I felt the one in the lead.  Her steps were so delicate and precise, they skittered and weaved around light posts and padded the tops of the railings with balanced ease.  Felicia had brought the fae of Cincinnati!

I gave a half grin half snarl and repeated, “Pay the toll or be gone!”

In response, he dropped into a crouch his great horns leveled at me and he prepared to charge.  Tex stepped in front of me and spit into his hands and rubbed them together then crouched with his arms forward saying, “Let's do this you overgrown hamburger patty.”

I actually did snort at that, the big man was stealing my lines.  The moment the minotaur started to move the world around us exploded into motion.  I dove at the ghoul who was beginning to turn to mist  I could feel the waves of sorrow and despair building.

I was in bad shape and wood was the hardest for me to manifest since I couldn't touch it physically.  But it was the weakness of the fae types that could go incorporeal.  It would be for shit against something like a minotaur, but banshees, ghouls, and wraiths had no defense against elder wood.  I reached out with all that I was, knowing I was the bridge and she was me.  We were one.  I felt the timbers buried deep down in my heart and pulled them forth.

My compressed wood arms wrapped around the mist and I pulled it into a crushing embrace.  The look of shock on its face as the mist congealed and started smoking and burning where it touched me was priceless.  It slithered and struggled and flailed.  It's slimy form working its way out of my grasp.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tex and the minotaur collide in a mighty clash.  Tex grabbing the beast's horns and being forced backward.  His feet dug into the concrete of my deck and I felt the damage like a knife cutting my side.  But the big man actually stopped the charge.

I rolled to the side as the ghoul did that freaky move without moving thing, a hand outstretched to touch my face.  Oh hell no!  The last ghoul that touched me that way had me thinking about suicide for a brief moment.  I'd never feel that kind of despair again.

I dropped to my back to the ground as the ghoul missed and passed over me. I struck up with an open palm, making as much surface area contact as I could as I hit.   Burning the nonflesh of the fae and hearing a cracking as I broke his or her ribs as they became tangible to my wooden touch.  The ghoul fell to the ground, flopping like a fish out of water.

I could feel my fae.  Fine I said it ok, they were my fae, the fae of the city of Cincinatti.  The ones who chose to fight for the city and people they have come to love.  They were approaching fast, they were already half way across the bridge after this short exchange.  I could hear Felicia's growling hiss of challenge from over the almost deafening roar of the battle around me.

I wondered how I could hear it for a second, it almost resonated in me.  Had all my contact with her and Rene sensitized me to them?  I went over how Rene treated me and Sharee like family and I felt the same.  Was it that family link the Woodland Imps always spoke of?  I shook my head to focus on the fight.  Our fae would be here to back us up in seconds.

I reached down to grab the cloak of the ghoul who was now entirely tangible.  It really grossed me out that this slimy cloak was actually their skin.  At the last instant, it twisted and grabbed my hand with both of its own.  I screamed and went to my knees.  How did I ever think I could do this?  I was no Troll, I was nothing.  Less than nothing.  I was a burden to the people around me, I'd be better off de....

My eyes snapped open, I don't even remember closing them.  I growled out, “Fuck you ghoul! Get out of my head! Here, have some prozac!”  And I yanked my hand free, and backhanded the specter with such force it tumbled back twenty-five feet. The gateway stretched around it and I could feel some of its energy bleed away into my foundations as it escaped back through the Under-Veil.

I stood there a moment on shaky legs.  I hated ghouls almost more than I hated wraiths.  I turned to see Sharee standing over the dead body of a banshee.  I turned and almost laughed as Tex finished tightening a belt around the four limbs of the minotaur.  There were like five belts around his hands and hooves and more Goyles were handing their belts to the Texan. He had hog-tied the double burger.

The fighting had stopped and the other rogue fae were slowly backing away with their three leaders incapacitated so quickly.  I felt soft padded feet with claws climb up my wooden back and a soft fluffy red tail wrap around my throat, siphoning off the remainder of the despair the ghoul had flooded me with.  It was replaced by warm and happy feelings as Felicia growled at the retreating fae menacingly.

Is it wrong that I grinned at the dainty fox lady who was riding on my back?  I raised both hands at the group of fleeing fae and concentrated.  I, as my bridge, disliked the fae of ill intent using my gateway as an escape.  Power welled up from my foundation to flood across the invisible gateway, the fabric between worlds, strengthening it like the sun was high in the sky above it.  Maybe a fae microbe would be able to make it through the Under-Veil, but nothing more powerful.

They hit the gateway like an invisible wall, striking it like it was made of stone.  The Goyles stepped in front of me as a solid unit, my fae at their backs.  I growled almost like Felicia as Sharee stepped beside me, one of her hands absently reaching over and stroking Felicia's tail as we glared at the rogue fae.  The Custodian spoke, “The punishment, for breaking the treaties that bind all fae, and committing violence in the mortal world using your abilities, is death.”

I saw fear and defiance welling up on the faces of the rogues.  I took a single step forward, Sharee eerily in step with me, like we were connected.  I liked it.  I liked it a lot.  I could feel her.  Then I let the rage drop from my face.  “But I am Evangeline Kane, Troll of this bridge, and I chose mercy.  Get off my bridge, and in the future, think twice before returning without paying your toll.  Your power is forfeited to me.  Think long and hard over the coming months as you gather your power again.”

I summoned all of the wind flowing through my cables, rushing over and under my decks, I pulled the mist from the river below caught up in that wind.  It was all a part of me.  I hurled it forward and it struck the rebels like a solid wall of air and water. I allowed the gateway to open under my power not the cycle of the sun and the rebels were blown back through the Under-Veil, bleeding off every iota of energy from them.  My energy well filled with their energies.  It would be a long time before any of them could attempt a crossing again.

Felicia started doing that weird fox purring thing as she said to Shar, “Wow!  Is is just me or was  that hot?”  She was fanning her face.  “If you don't claim her soon Custodian, I just might have to steal her from you.”

I almost blushed myself out of existence when my white-haired companion lifted a hand to cup Felicia's cheek and rub her downy fur and said in response, “I'm working on it little fox.”  I looked back and grinned at the super cute satisfied smile on the little fox's muzzle.

Then I cleared my throat and straightened up.  I put a hand out to Felicia and she used it and her tail around my neck to lower herself gracefully to the ground.  She stepped behind Rupert, who was on my other side now and comically wrapped her tail around his entire head, covering his eyes too.  She stuck her little tongue out at him when he uttered and grumpy, “Hey!”  He parted the coils of fluffy fur so he could see.

We turned to the four bodies on the bridge and the struggling minotaur.  A beaten and bloodied Tex stood with one foot on the ground the other leg up on the bull's chest, leaning down with his arms crossed over his knee.  In my mind's eye, I saw Tex chewing on a piece of straw as he said in a pain filled voice,  “So, that wasn't so bad.  Don't know why the others are always going on about how tough these little sauteed beef tips are.”

I squinted an eye at him to let him know I wasn't buying his particular brand of horseshit and I patted a bleeding wound on the big man's cheek.  He deflated like a balloon and said,  “Ok fine.  Ow.  You happy now little filly?”

I nodded at his grinning face. “I am now.”  This got a chuckle from the big man.

He exhaled deeply. “Well, I gotta tell ya,  this is all way too much excitement for me.  I think I'm happy to Troll my little ol' road.  I'll leave these heavy hitters to you.”

I winked. “Good plan Tex.” Then I turned to the struggling Minotaur. “Well hello there little calf.  What can you tell us about what is going on it the city?  It's like the entire city has gone mad.”

He huffed steam from his nostrils. “I'm not telling you anything bitch.”

A booted foot came down on the bull's nose.  “Now now, that's not how to be talkin' to a lady.”

The fae just growled out, “You have no idea, the storm that is approaching.  This little distraction did its job.  He's coming for you Kane.”

I squinted my eyes.  “He who?”  It couldn't be Veldshee, it would be years before he had the power to pierce the under-veil again.

He snapped his mouth shut, aware that he had said too much.  That was all we'd get from him.  Sharee stood over him and I could feel the energy pooling into the hand she was holding out like a blade ready to strike the death blow.  I placed a hand on hers, I could taste the energy, it was more powerful than she had wielded just a day before.  Had the fight on the Kellog done something to her?  The energy she drew in on that one strike seemed to light her up from within.  Did something inside her break?  Did handling that much power unlock something?

She looked at me and I looked at her lovingly, her eyes were pleading with me to take the decision away from her.  I just smiled and tried to push my love to her through our contact. Felicia's huffed in exasperation and her tail was suddenly wrapped around both of our hands.  I could feel so much pain, desperation... love flowing into me from Shar, and I could feel mine flowing into Sharee.  Then Felicia's tail was gone.

I smiled again and said firmly, “This is my bridge.  We play by my rules, not the Triumvirate's, it is within my rights as Troll of this bridge.  I pass judgment on this fae.  Banishment.”  Sharee relaxed and the energy inside her hand dissipated into the wind.

She gave a stern look to maintain the premise of the Custodian.  “Fine Troll.” She stepped back.

I squatted down to look the rogue in the eyes.  “Tell whoever is gunning for me over on your side that I'm here.  I'm not going anywhere.  I'll be here to stop him if the coward ever shows his face on MY bridge!”

I stood and transformed from wood to blue painted steel and grabbed his limbs and pulled hard.  The belts snapped and so did one of his arms.  Oops.  He stood looking around at all of the hostile faces around him as he cradled his arm.  I pointed at the four bodies of fae.  “Take your dead and get out of my sight!”

He hesitated, I know deciding if he should resist, but he knew if he tried anything the crowd around him would be his end.  He grabbed two goblins by their pant legs and started walking to the alligator thing's body, dragging them behind him.  A couple Goyles hoisted the body over his shoulder.  He moved over to one of the weasly things and grabbed its tail with the same hand holding the pant legs of the goblins.

Then he walked toward the gateway dragging three bodies.  I raised a hand and the gateway started rippling.  He hesitated, I knew he didn't want to loose all of his power, he'd be helpless on the other side.  He looked back over his shoulder and locked eyes with me.  “Mercy is weakness.”  Then he stepped through the Under-Veil.

I almost deflated when I returned to my flesh and blood form as everyone around us cheered.  I was so tired, so exhausted.  Sharee and I thanked everyone and the fae dispersed, Felicia giving both Sharee and I nudge toward each other with her eyes.

I healed the concrete of my pedestrian walkway and one of my aches and pains went away.  Shar sent Tex back to his nexus with a couple of Goyles to help the now limping big man out.  Half of the Goyles dispersed after we got notice from the Goyles at the Kellogg that there was a minor scuffle but nothing like we had here.  Half the Goyles stayed until sunrise just in case.

I blinked and looked over at Sharee as we sat back on top of the south tower with Rupert keeping a discreet distance, giving us some small measure of privacy. “Did that seem too easy?  I mean don't get me wrong, it would have been too much for me to handle if I had been trolling tonight alone.  I'm just... thrown by his bravado about this being only a distraction.  Where should our eyes really be looking?”

The look she gave me let me know she was wondering the same.  Her eyes flickered to the dried blood on her hands.  I didn't like whatever game was being played here.  Especially the emotional damage it is causing someone I care about.  My eyes narrowed, was that the whole point of using this  Ahnalee woman in whatever fucked up plan the baddies have?  Keep the Custodian off her game?

She whispered, “THEY are going to want me to bring you in still.”

I just nodded, there wouldn't be anyone nighters returning since none came through last night, but there may be stragglers wishing to return.  I knew she'd give me till sunrise just a couple hours away.  “Ok, just give me a second to catch my breath.”

She nodded back and I closed my eyes and tried to relax, with my bridge singing to me and calming some of the turbulence in my soul.  I grinned when I felt her lips on mine the next moment.  She spoke into the kiss, “Time to go Evie.”

I blinked as I glanced over at the rising sun.  I cursed quietly into her lips, “Hellstones and fire, I statue-ed out again.”

She ended my delightful wake up kiss, nodding with a wistful smile on her face.  She ran a hand through my hair that was looking shinier and healthier than a few hours ago.  “My private Sleeping Beauty.”

I looked at what I was wearing.  Felicia's clothing, the “foxy” across my chest barely legible now.  Dried blood, dirt, and bullet holes everywhere.  “Can we clean up first at my place?”

She grinned, “Ok... foxy.”  Then she added, “I told the council two hours when they called a half hour ago.  They sound half pissed off at everyone and half relieved.  Garza didn't sound entirely displeased that you are still around.”

I rolled my eyes at that and we stood.  I kicked Rupert's foot as we walked past him gently where he slept with his back to the stair railing.  He snorted and opened his eyes.  I grinned as we went past him.  “Wake up lover boy.  Kyla would have my head if I left you up here sleeping.”

He grunted as he stood and tucked his steel pipe away between the parapet and the stairs.  “I wasn't sleeping.  I was in deep concentration standing guard.”

I couldn't stop my grin when Sharee exploded in a sharp tone of a surprised laugh that startled me.  She quickly put on her Custodian emotionless mask, but her glittering eyes gave everything away.  My smile spread as she reached over without looking and grasped my hand, I laced our fingers then lifted my chin and walked down the stairs without looking at her to ruin the moment.  This was bold for her and it warmed my heart.

That moment was ruined as my phone started ringing.  I sighed and I put it up to my ear.  “Kane.”

Lancaster got out, “Where's my god damned car Kane?  I have...”  before I hung up.

I took a deep breath that I didn't need then exhaled slowly as I thought about the pain in the ass this meeting with the Triumvirate was going to be. “On to the Spanish Inquisition.”





  
 

Chapter 14 – Cooldown

The tunnels were crowded as we made our way to the council chambers.  There were Trolls, Gargoyles, true-borns, fae, and even some of the mole straights who lived down here who were made aware of the supernatural world.  All milling about, all moving with us.  What the hell was going on?

Sharee touched the arm of a gnome hurrying past.  He glanced up then his eyes widened in fear at the Custodian. I knew this hurt her.  Then his eyes got wider as he smiled up at me.  Shar just gave a questioning look and nudged her eyes toward the subway station we were emerging into.

The man just said, “We're here to speak for Troll Kane here if the Triumvirate doesn't listen.”  Then he looked a little ashamed as he continued, “We were all so quick to believe the stories. Then it winds up being Bufont.”  He looked up at me and said, “I'm sorry.”  Then he hustled off.

Sharee was shaking her head, her white hair rustling on her shoulders.  “Fay and true-borns are not allowed in the chambers unless it is for questioning.  What are these people thinking?”  Then she paused and looked at me with a grin. “And they're here for you Evie.”

I didn't know what to say, there were so many people.  How did they learn about this meeting, and who organized them?  That thought thudded to a stop as I saw three figures standing at the large doors at the entrance to the council chambers.  My smartass gnome friend Rupert stood there with his arms crossed over his muscular barrel chest, a shit eating grin on his face.  My best friend Kyla, standing next to him, leaning against him with a smile and her spelled sunglasses on her face.  And just about the sexiest fox woman you'll ever see at her side with her tail wrapped around my best friend's waist, Kyla absently stroking her soft fur.

I shared a knowing look with Sharee.  She mumbled, “Should have known, the three troublemakers.”  I snorted at her spot on assessment.  Goyles stopped all the fae, true-borns and straights at the door.

We followed the other sentinels in. I was surprised when I expected “the Custodian” to distance herself from me and take her place lurking in the shadows of the chambers, only to have her reach out and grab my hand.  We didn't sit in the front rows of chairs reserved for Trolls, but we stood beside them, next to Tex, who removed his hat to put in his lap and winked at us.  I was happy to see most of the bruising from the fight with the minotaur was already fading from him.  A few hours at his nexus helped out.

The entire Triumvirate filed into the full house.  Usually one or two of them couldn't get to the meetings with the demands of their mortal responsibilities, but all six were present.  Hellstones, this doesn't bode well for me.  But they know it wasn't me now, and I had no part in the division of the sentinel ranks.  That was their own damn fault for calling for my death without all the facts.

I was feeling the old fight or flight reflex kicking in as I looked back at the thick oak doors on their cast iron strap hinges.  They were open and I could see the crowd of fae and true-borns peering in.  I had the urge to run for it, but Sharee's hand tightened her grip on mine like she was reading my mind.

I looked at her and she whispered, “We'll face whatever is to come together.”  I took a cleansing breath and calmed down a bit and just nodded once at her before I turned to look at the curved raised platform with the six desks as the Triumvirate sat.

First Protector Garza scanned her cold eyes over the murmuring crowd.  She looked to the shadows then her brow furrowed as she continued to scan, then her eyes locked on Sharee and the creases in her brow relaxed.  She nodded once and Shar stood tall as she turned toward the crowd and glared.  Like a wave swept through room, everyone quieted on the unspoken command from the Custodian.

Garza looked around the room and was satisfied.  She stood and said, “First order of business.”  As she almost glared at me.  Here it comes.  “Candidates for the new Troll of the Kellogg have been vetted.  True-born Gabriela Porter and true-born Maxwell Renault have the most magic affinity.”

I blinked.  They were going to make me sweat I take it.  She continued, “Show of hands. Gabriela Porter?”  About two-thirds of the gathered sentinels raised their hands.  This was a vote I take it.  I have met Gabriela, she's a smartass, I like that.  I raised my hand, not knowing if my vote mattered.  Then she said, “Maxwell Renault?”  The remaining hands went up.

She nodded.  “Done. Gabriela Porter will be Troll Porter before sunset.”  She looked at the Custodian. “Protection details will be needed for all council members for the two weeks it will take us to recover from shadow-binding her.”  Shar nodded.  She looked as confused as me.

Then Garza turned to Protector Rathdrum.  “Make a note.”  He nodded then she sat down and put her hand out to him and he stood.

The man looked around. “I need suggestions for a new secondary Gargoyle for the main terminal by the Friday after the council's recovery.  For another binding.”  Then he added, “If  Goyle McGovern agrees that is.”  This I understood.  You cannot shadow-bind more than one individual to a nexus unless the primary person allows it since they are part of the nexus that they are shadow-bound too.  That is why they couldn't have bound Gabriela Porter to the Kellogg when we first discovered Troll Ortega was dead.  There was already someone bound to the nexus... Ahnalee.  Any attempts would fail.

I thought about what I had just heard here.  I knew it took a large amount of energy to shadow-bind, I just never knew it took so much that it would drain the entire Triumvirate for two weeks to accomplish it.  My hand drifted up to my pendant.  Sharee was doing that on a smaller scale with each material of my bridge in my necklace, shadow-binding each sliver.  She didn't need my permission because the pieces were all already part of my bridge, part of me.  I know it tired her out for days, but was she really that powerful compared to the council?  Or was it that less energy was needed?

I looked up at Rathdrum and then Garza.  I was kind of put off that talking about binding a Troll was no problem for the First Protector, but she handed off the exact same announcement for a Goyle to the most junior member of the council like it wasn't as important.  It is attitudes like that that foster the division between the sentinels of the city that I saw when I first became a Troll.  Don't they see this?

They are all sacrificing themselves and their freedom to protect the city in one way or another and I think that deserves equal respect for each and every one of them no matter their function.

Then he looked at Sharee.  “Give your nominations to the Custodian, and we will meet again in two weeks for the vote.”

Then he sat and nodded at a confused looking white haired enforcer.  That was it? They were just ignoring everything they put me through?  Like it never happened?  They weren't even going to address all of the happenings and chaos around the city?  Sharee glanced at me and shrugged and let go of my hand and turned to the crowd, her voice booming, carrying indisputable authority, “Sentinels dismissed!”

There were rumblings inside and outside of the chambers and many confused looks.  It was just business as usual?  I could see Sharee wanting to do her disappearing act that frustrated the heck out of me.  But we both caught a cautioning eye from Protector Daniel to stay put, as he stood in his bathrobe and pajamas and made his way out the back way.

It was down to our group that is getting more and more familiar.  I realized it was our group of friends.  I saw the terrible threesome standing at the door waiting for us, Kyla shooting a questioning look that just made me shrug a shoulder.  James, Odell, and Tex had stood by us as the rest of the chamber emptied.

The rest of the Triumvirate still sat at their desks.  Then Garza came down the steps from the raised judge's platform with something in her hands.  She walked up to me and slowed as she jammed my black leather jacket in my gut as she said without looking at me as she passed.  “I believe this is yours.”

I watched her go and Sharee whispered, “That's about as close as you're going to get to an apology.  I'd take it and run.”  I grinned at her and opened my mouth to say something snarky to Garza's back, but a Custodian's hand and a cowboy hat slapped across my mouth before I could.

Garza looked back at us as she opened the council's private exit door and she said, “Troll Kane, Custodian.  We need to talk soon about this new madness in the city.”  I don't think I had ever seen a  more serious look on Garza's face before.  I had no snark for that and both I and Shar nodded before the woman closed the door behind her.  That was sort of ominous and told me that the Triumvirate was NOT ignoring the looming threat.

I understood this meeting now.  It was as Sharee said, an apology, and them showing all the sentinels that they were putting it behind them and wanted the same of all of us.  We would talk about all of the implications and puzzle together all of the evidence that something larger was at work here soon, very soon.

Without a word, the rest of the council got up and left.  Each one making sure to make eye contact with me as I put on my leather jacket.  Even with the dried blood on it I had missed it so much, it was like a part of my identity.  Much like Tex's hat was to his.

I looked around at my friends and they all gave silent agreement and we started out to our other friends as one.  I smiled at them all as I could feel my bridge calling to me from the distance.

Sharee whispered, “Take me to your bed, please.  I'm so exhausted.”  I glanced at my beautiful obsession.  Really?  I just nodded dumbly and the brim of a cowboy hat moved over to snap my gaping mouth shut.

I smiled as she hugged my arm and laid her burned cheek on my shoulder.  I laid my head on hers and whispered, “Whatever you want... Custodian.”  She kissed me right in front of everyone and said, “Watch it Troll.”





  
 

Epilogue

The next week I learned so much about the culture of the champions of the city after Rene “allowed” me out of bed as I recovered from my near death experience.  When I wasn't trolling my bridge, or in bed with my seemingly insatiable lover; I paused at that thought and smiled internally, the feared Custodian was now my lover; we were attending rituals I had not been privy to before.

There was a huge two day, two night celebration for the passing of Troll Ortega and Goyle Tremaine.  I heard that they usually found someplace private for these celebrations but now they all insisted it be at Safe Haven.  So O'Flanagan's was invaded by the marathon party.  The owner, Colin, was in seventh heaven with all the extra business it brought in without knowing what it was about.  He thought I was in the “security” business now and we were mourning the death of two comrades.

I had pulled Sharee aside to ask, “Why is everyone so happy?  They acted like this is the time of their lives.  Two men are dead.”

She smiled and just placed a hand on my cheek.  “We celebrate all the good these sentinels did.  All their accomplishments.  Their sacrifice of their very freedom being bound to a nexus so that they could protect the city and people that they loved.  There should be no sadness in their passing, but a celebration of their deeds and the fact that they are now free to roam the heavens, away from the place they had been voluntarily chained.”

She tilted her head and the shadow returned to her eyes, “We celebrate life because we all know that this day may be our last.  It may be us that is celebrated by the sentinels next.”  She closed her eyes but reopened them and a familiar glittering sparkle was in them, “And typically only the Trolls would celebrate Ortega, and the Goyles, Tremaine.  But some hot headed, sarcastic, big hearted Troll has had this odd effect of drawing the two groups together into a single community.  They all celebrate today together, and among the fae no less.”

She motioned around with a french fry she stole from my plate at all of the fae helping the sentinels to celebrate the passing of their protectors.  She popped the fry into her mouth and grinned cheesily.  We looked over as Tex stood from the other side of our booth, holding his beer mug high above his head.  There was a shrill whistle beside me that almost made my ears bleed.  I glanced up at Felicia, who was walking past the table with a tray full of drinks for the patrons.  She lowered her fingers from her lips and winked at Tex as the pub fell silent.

All eyes were on the big Texan.  He took his cowboy hat off with his free hand and placed it over his chest and said,  “To fallen comrades.”  Everyone mumbled agreement and saluted with their mugs and we drank.

In the next booth, Teresa McGovern stood as Tex sat, a tear in her eye.  She looked stunning tonight dressed all in black.  The gold in the shawl the Cajun woman wore offset her dark eyes.  Her ebony features were a work of art.  She raised her glass, “To Jake Tremaine.  He be lookin' down on us now, you know he do.” We all repeated his name and drank.

A Troll that I am embarrassed to say I didn't know the name of, stood as she sat.  The man said, “Manuel Ortega!”  We repeated and drank as he sat down.

My eyes looked up to my Custodian as she gracefully stood without making a whisper of sound, raising her mug and said in a hoarse voice, “Ahnalee Bufont.”

The pub fell silent then there was some nodding and murmurings of agreement and everyone said firmly, “Ahnalee Bufont.” And we all drank.  I kept my eyes on her as she looked around then sat.  Tex was nodding.  Who was this Ahnalee woman?  They seemed to acknowledge her, reluctantly, as one of their own.  I hadn't pressed Shar on it as seemed to cause her too much pain.  I understood, she had to kill the woman.

Just a couple days later Sharee joined me on my bridge at sunrise to walk me home, she was cute and old-fashioned that way.  She spoke to me in her official Custodian voice, “Troll Kane.  You are required to attend the Binding Celebration for Troll Porter today at the sun's apex.”

Then she slipped into uber-sexy mode; that's just her standard mode in case you were wondering, and said, “You have to bring something of your bridge to give to her.”  Ok, I was confused, wasn't her shadow-binding days ago?  I just nodded at the hungry look she was giving me.

I shrugged. “Like what?”

She looped her arm in mine as we walked and she shrugged. “Paint chips, loose stones, a chip of concrete.  Whatever you feel you can live without.”

I looked at her and stopped at a girder.  I reached around it and inside.  I pulled out an old abandoned bird's nest that hadn't been used since I became Troll.  I shrugged a question at her and a big smile formed on her face as she said, “Perfect.”

Then I said, “So is like sun's apex Noon or the real sun's apex?  I don't speak Custodian-ese.”

She slapped my arm and laid her head on my shoulder as we walked.  “Noon, weirdo.  That gives you time to clean up, let me cause you to make noises like a dog's squeak-toy, and take a nap.”

I blushed and cocked an eyebrow at that, that was the most suggestive she had ever spoke to me about sex.  She had claimed me and claimed me well after the Triumvirate meeting.  I must be rubbing off on her.   But hey, if a sexy woman who holds your heart wants to make you squeak, you nod.  I nodded with a shy smile.

Later that day it was almost surreal.  All of the Trolls met in Burnet Woods near the Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Gardens.  We each took turns walking up to the new Troll and giving her pieces of our bridges or roads.  Gabriela smiled hugely when I handed her the small nest, her pacific islander features brightening.

Sharee explained as the ceremony progressed, “A Sentinel gives all of themselves when they are shadow-bound.  Their very lives and freedom are forfeited to protect the city and the people in it.  This is a symbolic rite of passage.  The other Sentinels giving a piece of themselves, their nexus, in recognition of their sacrifice.  Your particular gift to her represented life.”

When it was all done, Troll Porter put all of the gifts into a burlap sack. She selected a tree in the woods behind the picnic table, and dug a hole with a shovel that was handed to her.  She buried the sack.  Everyone cheered and she looked like the happiest person alive.

Then I was being dragged physically by no less than four Trolls toward the picnic table where Porter just was.  Sharee was giggling like a mad woman as they sat me down.  She put her hands together in front of her lips and said, “You were never properly honored.  It is belated but...”  She shrugged cutely.

I just smiled at each Troll as they gave me pieces of their homes.  I'm not girly or anything, but I caught myself crying as they did so.  The Trolls I was not too familiar with introduced themselves as they gifted me.  It was odd, but I could feel power building and gathering as they stacked the gifts.  These truly were part of their nexuses, I could taste the energy, and see it reaching out to twine together to make something new, like wispy strands of life, longing to be together.

Once the last Troll laid down a sliver of wood on the stack, Sharee handed me a burlap sack.  I placed all the pieces into it and I was given a shovel.  I looked around and Tex motioned toward the trees.  I walked along them until I saw a beautiful oak.  I dug into the soil around it and buried the sack.  Everyone cheered.  I just looked around.  For the first time, I felt like I belonged.

Everyone circulated saying their goodbyes and then I was alone with the Custodian of the city who was studying me intently.  She silently reached out to me and I took her hand, our fingers lacing automatically.  She nudged her head south to my bridge.

She looked conflicted and I just gave her time to organize her thoughts.  I would happily walk beside this woman in silence, all the days of my life.

Then she just started talking, her eyes and her voice miles away, in a different time and place.  “Let me tell you a story Evie.  About two powerful true-born women in love.  In an era where their love was viewed as taboo, a sin against man, and an affront to God.  A time long ago when their love could never be realized.  They had dreams.  Young Sharee aspired to be a Troll, to stand sentinel for the city.  Young  Ahnalee wanted to wear the mantle of Custodian, to give the sentinels someone to look up to.  But the fates played a cruel joke on them both and killed their dreams and their love by forcing the others dreams on each other...”

I nodded and listened in silence and heard the story of her first love, knowing she had never shared her story with anyone before.  Sending my love for this remarkable woman though our contact as we walked hand and hand while she bared her heart to me.  A small portion of my mind wondering what messed up evil had used Sharee and Ahnalee in this sick a twisted game, and dwelling on the oncoming storm...  But Sharee Krynn, Custodian of the city, and Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling, would be here to lean into that storm and bear its wrath, side by side.
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Sample Chapter from my new MOTS spinoff series, London Harmony 

Prologue

Zilrita and I were peeking into the main studio.  Tabitha Romanov was in the isolation booth belting out her latest hit.  Yes, that's right, Tabby Cat herself.  God I loved working here at London Harmony, I got to experience music in a way I never had when living on the streets of New York.  Now I'm in on the ground floor, watching so many talented people actually create the magic!  I get to hear the music before the rest of the world, and the privilege made my body hum with excitement.

At the mixing console was Mickey, his hands were deftly flashing across the controls, fine tuning the sliders and dials.  Standing behind him rocking out to the solid power solo were my sister, Vannie, and the woman who fought to keep my sister and I together through near disaster in New York.  None other than June Harris-West.  I love her like a sister, she's my personal hero.

I just wish Vannie would give her a break and admit to her that she loves her.  But she loves the seductive game she plays with June, keeping her chasing her when all she really wants to do is fall into the sack with her.  I grinned.  Then again, June seems to love the chase.  They are the cutest couple, not couple, sorta couple, definite couple?  Whatever, they heat up the room to super nova every time they are together.  The rare kisses Vannie gifts her can melt a sun.

They both had their eyes closed, immersed in the music so much it was like they were part of it.   The look of pure joy on Vanessa's face was priceless as she banged her head in time with her fist arcing high over her head as Tabby hit each note like a vocal hammer on an anvil.  She had one of those rare voices that could slam out the power notes one instant and then hit such subdued, emotional notes the next instant without voice tremors or sliding.  People compare her ability to Penny Franklin.  I can see that.  I almost giggled at the thought that both of them used cats as their inner animal.

June was swaying as she was almost in a trance, one hand held above her head, gracefully like a cobra smoothly rearing, ready to strike, her fingers grabbing and grasping at the high notes.  Her other hand down by her hips, palm down.  Thumping the air like a bass drum in time with the beat.

This was definitely the business those two belonged in, producing music.  It was part of their souls.  The corner of my mouth quirked up in memory at that thought.  Vannie swears she can see the music playing in June's eyes.  The music playing in her soul.  June owns Harmony Trax here in London, my sister was her lead talent scout and sometimes enforcer.

I'm just the Small Fry, as they call me.  I grin whenever they do.  June has this weird obsession with giving everyone nicknames.  I work here part time after school.  Mostly just weekends.  I help out wherever they need me.  June says I have my sister's gift for finding breakout bands and singers from the pack.

When Vannie or I find someone in the oceans of talent in the underground music scene here in London,  June will covertly find a way to listen to them in person, at a rave or bar. If she agrees with our assessment and thinks the band or singer would be a good fit with London Harmony, she will discreetly leave her calling card as an invitation to meet with us here at the studio.  LH is an invitation only studio.  The only way to be signed with the studio is if you have one of June's cards in your hands.

They are a glossy black plastic business card with a gold J embossed on one side and London Harmony's phone number on the other.  The underground music scene here has dubbed them J-Cards.  It is any musician's dream to find a J-Card among their things after a set.  It is reaching the level of urban legend almost.  Just like some of the legendary antics June and a group of her friends, called June’s Eight, would pull off when they were in college.  Only six cards have been handed out in the year and a half since London Harmony opened its doors.

I looked up to Zil.  The goth woman grinned back down at me as we watched.  She was a marketing and business whiz who sort of ran London Harmony for June.  She could multi-task like nobody else on this planet.  Just stay out of her reach if you aren't a touchy feely person.  She's a hug-o-holic who gives what June has dubbed squid hugs.

The set ended and after a couple beats of silence for the sound man to shut the mics off. Everyone cheered as a super smiley Tabby Cat took off her headset and came out of the isolation booth for high fives and hugs all around.

She had gained so much confidence and poise since she first became part of or LH family.  I remember the amazement and disbelief on her face the first time she walked through the doors here.
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