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Chapter 1 – Kidnapped!

It started as a quiet night on the John A. Roebling Suspension Bridge.  With a new moon like that, there was usually one or two bigger Fae that tried to come through the Under-Veil and into Cincinnati without paying their toll.  I always hated new moons ever since I had became shadow-bound to my bridge.

During new moons, the barrier, or veil between the realm of the Fae and the mortal world was at it's weakest since the moon didn't reflect any sunlight down on the Earth.  The closer to All Hallows Eve it got in the year, the easier that stronger Fae of ill intent could breach the Under-Veil.

I didn't mind 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.  They were much less drama than the troublemakers and outright evil Fae.

It was late September so I had expected at least a little trouble.  Though Veldshee didn't have enough energy to cross over yet after I had drained his power and banished him, he has still made my life difficult the past couple years, by sending minions to harass me as often as possible.

It was getting close to sunrise. Rupert, the Gnome who had befriended me when I first found I had been bound to the Roebling against my will as its new Troll, after the previous protector died.   The Gnome has fought by my side since that day.  He was a loyal friend and companion, even if he did have a slight gambling problem.  Well fine, a huge gambling problem.

Rupert had to go and open his big mouth.  “Well, this was an easy night.”

He should know better than to jinx us like that.  It was then that two huge Minotaurs stepped through the Under-Veil.  The effort of pushing that much power through the gateway actually stretched the fabric of space around them.

I could feel their presence on me... I mean on the deck of my bridge, the moment they stepped through.  Did they realize that the sun would be up in just a couple minutes?  When it came, they wouldn't be able to retreat back through the gateway as the sun strengthened the Under-Veil and stripped them of half their power?

I shook my head at my compact companion. “You just had to go and open your big mouth didn't you?”  I slapped his shoulder as he squinted to the south side of the bridge.

He gave a sour look then glanced up at me apologetically. “Sorry Kane.”

I grinned at him as he tightened his grip on the section of pipe in his hands that was his weapon of choice.  He wouldn't be much use in this fight except as a distraction to the big Fae.  I could only take on one of these powerful Fae at once.  Don't get me wrong, Rupert was now an adept fighter, but not very powerful.  If it weren't for the fact that Gnomes were damn near indestructible, I'd would have had him making a run for it.

Then he chuckled. “A lady like you needs to keep in shape.”

I snorted at the smartass then rolled my neck. I could hear my vertebrae grinding and popping, then I clenched my fists experimentally as we started striding forward.  My knuckles popped.  “If things hit the fan and one gets past me, fall back and get some Goyles over here fast to run interference for me until I can get to him.”

He nodded then glanced up to the top of the south tower, where Kyla, his girlfriend, and my best friend was waiting for us to go for breakfast after sunrise.

I smirked and said, “Maybe they are friendly and will pay their toll.”

He snorted and looked to be physically restraining his laughter.

I whined, “What?  It isn't unheard of.  There's Joreen in the warehouse district.”

He shrugged.

I know, I know.  It was just wishful thinking.  Joreen was an oddity, most Minotaurs craved power and to corrupt people.  They fed off the chaos that corruption caused.

I worried that the Fae returning after a night in the mortal realm would be in danger, I'm sure they'd rather spend another day in the city rather than try to get past a fight between a Troll and a couple walking hamburgers.

As we got close to the approaching Fae, a car whizzed past, not many on the bridge this early, that would change as people woke up and started their morning commute.  The Minotaurs ignored the car as it drove between them, the driver oblivious to them.  Most humans were veil-blind like that, not seeing what they couldn't understand.  Or if they did, they would only see the human glamour the Fae wore to blend in.

I took them in.  Unlike other Minotaurs I have faced, these had heavy black leather armor, which had a reddish sheen where the lights of the bridge hit them.  They also had a dark red sash across their broad chests.

Rupert paused, laying a hand on my arm to slow us as he hissed out under his breath to me, “Gold and silver!  Evie, those are guards of the Crimson Court!”

That sounded familiar to me.  I remember Sharee telling me stories of the hierarchy in the land of Fae.

They were ruled by two Fae high courts that worked together.  One was the Crimson Court, which was ruled by the Fae with ill intent.  Evil if you will.  Then there was the Willow Court, which ruled the peaceful Fae.  It took both to find a balance in the land of Fae.   The Dragon Court, which was ruled by the dragons, which were not Fae, but something else, was called upon to make final decisions on rulings if the two courts could not come to a mutual agreement.

Hellstones and fire, just what were guards of the Crimson Court doing here?

They stopped in front of me, not saying anything as they looked down at me and examined me.  They didn't even seem to acknowledge Rupert.  This was different.  They didn't attack.  I squared my shoulders and said, “I am Evangeline Kane, Troll of this Bridge! Either pay the toll, bind yourself to do no harm or be gone.”

They smirked in unison and one of them pulled out a glowing coin of gold.  I blinked, they actually had the toll.  He huffed, hot air escaping from his bull's nose, steaming the air in front of his nostrils.  He smiled and it turned into a sneer.  His voice was booming, not that he tried to do that, he was just so huge, maybe seven or seven and a half feet tall, that he couldn't help it.  “We know who you are... Shadow-Kin,” he said it like it was a distasteful slur.

Yes, I was Shadow-Kin.  The only Shadow-Kin Troll.  I wasn't True-Born like all the others.  I was something less, something akin to a mutt in the supernatural world.  My mother was a magic using True-Born and my father was a Straight, a human with no magic potential.  I hadn't known about my mother's secret, who died in childbirth until I became bound to my bridge as its Troll.

The half bull creature deftly walked the gold coin along the back of his huge, knobby knuckles.  “And we have our coins, but you will have to take them from us.”

I could see the red fires in his eyes flare a bit at the challenge.

I brought my hands up and shifted into a fighting stance and said, “Fine by me beefsteak.”

That's how I wound up skipping and tumbling across the bridge deck like this.  I slammed into the railing of the pedestrian walkway.  The concrete barrier exploding into rubble and the railing tearing like spaghetti.

Hellstones!

  I haven't been hit like that since Veldshee!  I was glad I had the presence of mind to pull the metal of the deck into myself before hitting the barrier, turning my body into living metal.  I still winced in pain at the impact.  The damage to my bridge felt like a blow to my own body.  The bridge was just an extension of me, and I it.

As I pulled myself out of the wreckage, I laid my hands on the damage and willed a bit of power that repaired the railing and concrete.  With the screech of metal on metal, I wiped my nose and looked at the fresh blood on the back of my metallic blue hand.

I cracked my neck again with metallic pings and narrowed my eyes.  The other Minotaur was holding Rupert off the ground with one arm as the gnome repeatedly struck the bull's arm ineffectually with the pipe.  They weren't trying to get past me.  So what was going on?

At that thought, I felt dozens, four dozen to be exact, Fae running onto my north deck.  They were coming fast.  There was a large explosion just off the bridge and I heard the bellow of the Custodian, my Sharee, that was her battle cry!  What was...  I was flying back toward the south end near the gateway.  The damn side of beef sucker punched me in my distraction.

I rolled to my feet and charged him. “Alright Gertie, you asked for it.”  My metallic voice screeching.

He lowered his massive horns, huffed out some steam, and bellowed like a bull and charged back.  My fist collided with his bony skull with a crunch and I think we were both a little stunned when we canceled each other out and both wound up falling back on our asses.

I could feel it when Sharee stepped onto my deck, the raw power she radiated made my suspension cables thrum.  There were shouts and sounds of battle and I could feel less and less Fae on my bridge.  They didn't stand a chance against her or the ten Gargoyles I felt arriving, then dozens of more hesitant Fae steps.  What was going on?

I chanced a look, as the mob passed the south tower on their way toward the gateway.  Dozens of Goblins and those rat-looking Muridae heading toward us.  All carrying squirming bundles in black bags on their shoulders.

I saw a flash of white hair billowing behind one goblin, and it's head was suddenly detached from his shoulders and the woman behind him tore the bag from the falling body and opened it to reveal another goblin.  The Custodian looked to be a specter of vengeance and fury.  She glanced at me where I was busy trading a fury of blows with the walking rib eye.

She yelled in a barely human voice, “They have Felicia!”

My blood ran cold as the swarm reached us.  Felicia?  My little fox?  Hellstones and fire!  They ran past, toward the gateway.  I realized that the friendly Fae of the city was in pursuit of the mob with the Gargoyles.  Felicia was our Woodland Imp and was well loved and respected in the supernatural community.  The gentle fox woman wouldn't hurt a flea unless you threatened the people she loved.

I had to split my concentration between my fight and the gateway as I thrust my hand forward at it and channeled the power inside my foundations, in the wind blowing through my cables, and the river current splitting to move around my towers.  I used all that I was, all that my bridge was, to solidify the  Under-Veil.  It was excruciating, especially with the beating I was now taking from the Crimson Guard.  But not even a Fae amoeba would be able to escape through the gateway now.

Sharee reached me as the mob of Goblins and Muridae tried in vain to push through the Under-Veil and escape.  She was spinning in the air, the white magical energy coursing through her sword reflected off her stark white hair.  The beef patty had to turn to block her, leaving me free to concentrate on the gateway.

Her blade sparked on his red gauntlet.  It must have been spelled because energy exploded outward.  He kept his arm, but one horn was sliced clean through by her sweeping blow.  She seemed to dance and spiral away out of his reach and under his strikes.

The Gargoyles and Fae met the mob in a clash of blades and teeth and slashing claws.  Then the first sunbeams streaked out over the horizon and washed over the bridge.  I could feel it, like a huge gong sounding out in my stone foundations.  It was over.  They couldn't escape now, and I could see part of the Minotaurs power stripped away from them like sparkling dust in an irresistible breeze.

They wouldn't have the power to cross over now, even if it were night when the gateway was weakened.  All the goblins and rat Fae backed up to the gateway that was like a solid wall to them now and the other goblins wriggled out of the bags as we surrounded them all.  The Minotaurs backed up with them, shit-eating grins on their faces as one pulled a bag off of a goblin's shoulder and pulled it down to reveal a bloodied fox woman in a nightshirt, who was bound and gagged.

It was Felicia!  Her eyes were wide as she struggled against her bonds.  I demanded, “Release her and we will show mercy.  Felicia is our Imp.”

The  Minotaur laughed. “No, the Unbroken is ours.  And we will take our leave now.”

Was the dude mental?  Was it mad cow disease?  They were trapped. There was no way...

Rupert suddenly blurted out, “Their coins!”

Hellstones!  I started lunging forward when the bull pressed a gold coin against Felicia and I stumbled as a shooting pain lanced through me as a hole was physically torn in space and Felicia just vanished.  Then all of the others pulled out their coins as we dove at them and in a flash, as I screamed in agony, they were all gone.  Dull gold coins raining to the deck.  They had escaped through the Under-Veil using the one thing that was meant as a deterrent.  They had used the toll system against us.

I just stared at empty space as Rupert and Sharee helped me to my feet where I had fallen when the Fae did their mass transport.

My voice sounded small and far away as I whispered, “Felicia?”





  
 

Chapter 2 – Rupert

We just stood there helplessly.  Myself, the Custodian, Gargoyles and Fae.  We had all this power that we could bring to bear, yet Felicia was still taken from us.  We couldn't follow, and neither could any of our Fae allies until sunset.

I straightened, returned to flesh, and my despair turned to rage.  “How did they have Felicia's coin?  We have to follow them!”

Sharee was shaking her head.  Rupert explained as he started picking up the coins while we all moved out of the traffic lanes to the pedestrian walkway.  “They used the power of the toll coins to tear through the veil.  It is the only way through in daylight.  They timed this just right so that none could follow.”

Then he looked up at the south tower, where Kyla was running down the stairs to us.  His face filled with a combination of sorrow and resolve.  “We need to get my coin from your place, Evie, I can follow them to see where they are taking her, then I can petition the Willow Court for assistance until you can send through some sort of Fae rescue party.”

Both Sharee and I looked at him then at Kyla as she came running up.

Sharee whispered, “You would be stuck there for weeks until you had the energy to return, Gnome.”

He nodded and said in explanation, “It's Felicia.”  Kyla arrived and she slowed to a walk as she looked between all of our faces before she slid in beside Rupert, who sadly wrapped a possessive arm around her.  I've never quite got used to the idea of my best friend and a Gnome being an item.

She asked carefully as she looked around at the somber faces, “What was that?  What happened?”

Rupert said as we all quickly moved as a large group toward the Cincinnati end of the bridge, toward my home in the tunnels beneath the city, “They kidnapped Felicia.”

Her eyes went wide. “Felicia?!”

Everyone loved my little fox.

Rupert nodded and said, “I'm going to have to go for a while love.”

Kyla squinted at him and he explained, “I have to go after them to see where they are bringing her.  But I won't be able to come back for some time.  Until I can build power to pierce the Under-Veil again.”

She looked afraid, “Alone?”

He nodded. “Nobody else can do it.  Wait for me next new moon, I'll be back.  I promise.”  She nodded as her hand drifted out of his as she stopped.

Rupert looked up at me and sighed.  “Every second counts Eve.”

I nodded and said, “Up you go little man.”  As I threw him over my shoulder in a fireman's carry, his height was deceiving, he weighed almost two hundred and fifty pounds, but it was nothing to me, especially on my bridge.  Gnomes look like normal humans, just compressed down a couple feet.  Straights and the veil-blind see his glamour of a strapping beatnik man.

Then Sharee and I sprinted off, faster than the others could follow.  Darting across my bridge with a Gnome complaining in my ear, “Did you just call me little?”

We got to the manhole cover just off my bridge and Sharee didn't even bother grabbing it she just moved her hand through the air and the heavy iron cover just sprang off and rolled and wobbled to the ground.  I set Rupe down and he climbed the ladder after Sharee and I just jumped down the twenty feet to the tunnels below.

I paused as we started running down the mostly finished tunnel that was a leftover relic of a bygone era of the city's history.  There was a maze of tunnels down here when the city had built a subway system but abandoned it when it was days away from completion.

There was a lot of activity in my corridor here.  Gargoyles were hauling off bodies of various charred Fae.  I saw Satyrs, Muridae, and goblin bodies, and one of those alligator looking Fae that I keep forgetting the name of.   Varanoid?

A couple True-Borns were using magic to repair the heavy steel door that looked dented, shredded, and now lay in the corridor.  I could smell the acrid smell of magic that had been torn apart.  What in the hell had happened here?

We ran into my quarters.  It was in shambles, everything was overturned and ransacked.  The books that contained the hundreds of toll coins from the stragglers in the city were dumped all over the stone floor.

Stragglers are the Fae, who decide not to return through the Under-Veil and instead, live among humans in the mortal realm.  Like, Felicia and Rupert.

The coins were a deterrent to Fae of ill intent.  They paid the toll on the way into the city and the gold coin bound them to no harm.  It held the bulk of their fae magic and was used to banish them by touching them with it or... worse by destroying it... if they broke the compact between the Triumvirate and the Fae courts.

I wondered out loud, “Kidnapping?  Wouldn't they have been prevented from doing that by the coins?  Did that mean that all the Fae involved they were smuggled into the city somehow?  But they had coins...”

Sharee explained as she led me past the mess of coins on the floor in front of my bookshelves to my nightstand.  “Not necessarily.  Those Minotaurs you were battling looked to be guards from the Crimson Court.  If this is all some sick and twisted machination of theirs and was official court business, they would be exempt.”

I snapped, “Official court... what the fuck is going on Sharee?”

She shook her head and corrected me. “Custodian.”  Then she shrugged as she knelt and picked up a fragment of amber that had two coins inside.   Two of the three I would never use.  This fragment used to be the amber heart that had Felicia, Rupert, and Rene's coins embedded in them.

Rene was another Woodland Imp who sort of adopted us, and we see more as a mother than a friend.  We even call her Mother Fox to make her smile.

These were my family, and I locked their coins away where they could never harm them, yet this happened.  I took the fragment and crushed it in a granite hand that I had used the bridge amulet around my neck to manifest.

I looked at the two coins shimmering bright with magic.  I turned them over and looked at the one with Rupert's name on it.

He had a smug look on his face as he looked at the remains of the amber heart.  “Awww... you love me.”

I could hear the waver in his voice and see his shuttering breathing under his bravado.  He was scared about what he was about to do, but one thing Rupert wasn't, was a coward.  The man would stand beside his friends till the end.

I teased back, “I honestly don't know how your coin got in there, that was for family only.”

He gave a mock pissy look.

Then I shrugged. “Kyla would have been all mopey for weeks if I hadn't.”

He chuckled then took a deep breath.  “I'll be at the bridge on the other side tonight.”

I nodded once, then hesitated and muttered to myself, “Oh for God's sake.”  Then hugged the man.

Sharee's Ice Queen demeanor melted for a moment as she said quietly so nobody else could hear, “Be careful Rupert.”  She never used his name.

He winked at her then said to me, “Brace yourself Evie, your gateway is the closest.”

Then before we could say anything to him, he closed his hand over mine, coming into contact with his coin.  There was a tearing sensation in reality and I felt like a red hot poker had lanced through my gut... and he was gone.

I straightened up from where I doubled over a bit and looked at the empty spot Rupert had just occupied.  He had made nightly trips into the city for decades.  Always returning before sunrise to his home in the Under-Veil.  But after meeting a bumbling woman who had the mantle of Troll thrust upon her without her consent... He has stayed by my side, making a home for himself here in the mortal realm, and I knew he has grown to love it and never wanted to go back to the land of Fae.

And doing it this way, he would be stripped of what little power a Gnome had, being a lesser Fae until he could gather enough of it back to him to come home.  Annoying as the little man was, and how frustrating his gambling habit was, I saw him as a brother.  I stared at the now dull gold coin.  I had never been more proud of him than at that moment.

Then I exhaled and looked at the white haired beauty who had taken my hand and gave it a little reassuring squeeze.  I whispered, “What happened tonight Sharee?”

She took a deep breath, exhaled, and said, “I'll fill you in when we get to the Triumvirate.  So I only have to go through it once.  I put the city on lockdown until we can figure this out.”

I nodded as we started jogging into the tunnels, past the cleanup crew.  In a lockdown situation, all the Trolls of the city's roads and bridges would not allow any Fae in or out of the city until the restriction was lifted.  As far as I knew, that has never happened in Cincinnati.

My cell started ringing as we blurred down the tunnels.  I glanced at the screen and sighed, it was Detective Lancaster, the morning just kept getting better and better.  I answered, “Kane.”

The grizzled police detective growled out, “We've got a trail of bodies heading toward your bridge, which are disappearing from the crime scenes and the morgue.  Tell me it isn't more of your spooky shit Kane.”

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

I hissed at him, “Oh for fuck's sake Lancaster.  Give us a minute to catch our breath and figure it out ourselves.  Someone will call when we know something.”  I hung up instead of listening to the string of profanities he started unloading on me.  There were more important things on my plate just then.

I ran on with Felicia on my mind.





  
 

Chapter 3 – Triumvirate

We reached the abandoned subway platform that housed the Triumvirate chambers.  Like my quarters, it was abuzz with activity.  There were Trolls, Goyles, and even some Fae all moving around.  Body bags were being lined up on the platform with  True-Borns examining some with magic, chanting, and incinerating others.

There had to be fifteen or twenty bodies, mostly Goblins.  Some looked to be burned by magics I could still taste.  They had that bright, sharp taste of the Custodian's magic.  A couple appeared to have been shredded by sharp claws or blades.  It was like watching a war zone triage in action.

I saw a fox woman with silvering red hair examining one of the shredded corpses. She looked up and her sad expressive eyes brightened a little when she saw us.  Dr. Rene Grove, a woodland Imp like Felicia, she was like family to us, she treated us more like she were our... Sharee inclined her head and greeted, “Mother.”

Rene's cute fox face beamed with a smile, like it always did when we called her that.  It was some Woodland Imp thing we didn't understand.  She stood and stepped up to us with seeking eyes as her prehensile tail wrapped around both of our arms.  I could feel the shakiness in the happy feelings she tried to channel into us.

Sharee shook her head sadly at the Imp as I stroked Rene's fluffy tail. “They took her through the Under-Veil.”  I held the fox woman when she swayed as she gasped.

We saw Prime Protector Garza, the leader of the council that ruled over all the supernatural community in Cincinnati, walk into the main doors of the Triumvirate chambers.  She looked frazzled.  I was not a fan of hers in any way, she had tried to get me killed on a couple occasions, but she did really care for the city.  This looked to be a worst case scenario unfolding right now, and she had to somehow take control of it.

It seemed it was getting harder and harder to keep the straights and veil-blind of the city insulated from the knowledge of the existence of the Fae among them.

We released Rene and started for the door, but the fox followed.  Sharee stopped her at the door.  “I'm sorry Rene, but Fae are not allowed in the council chambers.”

She shook her head and explained, “The Prime Protector requested my presence.  I am to accompany you when you arrived.”

I cocked an eyebrow.  This day held a first for everything.

We stepped in and I could feel the power emanating from the curved platform in front of the large seating area where the Trolls and Gargoyles gathered for our meetings.  The entire council was up behind their desks there.  The chamber was empty besides that.

Protector Daniel waved a hand and uttered a word of power and I could feel a wave of energy flow over the room and all the sounds of activity outside ceased.  Was it some sort of cone of silence for our privacy?  I had to smile at the kindly old man.  He was wearing a suit instead of his normal bathrobe at this meeting, things must really be dire.  He was the previous Prime Protector.  He had ceded control of the council to Lily Garza while they groomed Sharee for his position.

I looked at the assembled council.  They were all dressed for their day jobs.  Most in high power positions in the city, like city council members, or lawyers.  Just like Garza, they all looked out of sorts.

Garza motioned to us all and we sat in the three chairs that were set up in front of their raised platform, all of the other chairs had been folded and moved to the side.  She said one word, “Custodian.”  There was a little anger in her tone.

Sharee stood, her flowing white hair sparking in the magically simulated torchlight coming from the sconces on the walls and columns throughout the chamber.  Even though most of my mind was preoccupied with Felicia and just what kind of madness had occurred, I could appreciate her form and her confident manner.  I loved her fiercely, and proudly so.

The Prime Protector asked, “What have you done?  We were all called by True-Borns in the Central, Pendleton and West End districts, with stories of the Custodian in battle with scores of Fae, all the way to the Roebling.  At least a score of Gargoyles and even some inner city Fae joined in.  There was so much magic being thrown around that even the straights were taking notice.  It was like a war zone out there.”

Then she narrowed her eyes and prompted, “Explain.”

Sharee nodded once and began in her cold and detached Custodian voice.  She was the enforcer for the city.  She made sure that the Trolls, Gargoyles, True-Borns, and Fae of the city kept in line and obeyed all the rules and edicts of the Triumvirate council.  She was the fist that came down upon those who broke those laws, and she was the blade that dispensed justice.  Just a tool of the council to do their dirty work.  She was the most feared person in the city, and that knowledge ate at her very soul every day.

But with me, when we were alone, she was a vulnerable, loving woman, who I could not imagine living without.

Her voice was bereft of emotion as she relayed the events of the night.  “I was patrolling over by the Horseshoe Casino, where some Satyr's have been causing trouble recently, when I felt my threshold wards going off at Troll Kane's dwelling.  I made haste as the feel of it became more insistent.  When I arrived in the tunnels at Kane's, there were bodies of Fae, who had attempted entry without invitation.”

Then she pointedly said, “But my wards were down and the door had been torn asunder.  There was blood and fur on the door frame that was arcing, and leeching the residual energy of my spells,  They must have called in a Scrofa to get past my wards.”

The council started mumbling to each other, too low for me to hear,  Scrofas were rare, even for Fae.  From what I have heard, there are maybe only three or four in existence in all the land of Fae.  They had the features of a humanoid razorback hog and could hit as hard as a Minotaur.  As long as their feet were in contact with the ground, they could absorb and dissipate any type of magic.

I had a tussle with one a year back, Tralgur Un.  Now he was a huge side of pork.  It took both Sharee and me to stop him, I have one of his tusks as a souvenir in my quarters.  I banished the walking bacon strip back through the Under-Veil.  From the sounds of it, he was working with either Veldshee, a greater Wraith who wanted my head, or some other baddie that has been organizing chaos in the mortal realm.

I absently wondered if the one at my place was Tralgur Un.  If so, how did he get here?  It would still be months or years before he had enough power to try to cross over again.  And would he have paid a toll to another Troll in the city?  I'm sure that would all have to be investigated.

She continued, only someone who knew her would be able to pick out the anger she was concealing in her icy, professional tone.  “I quickly inspected Kane's quarters and discovered that all of her toll coins had been gone through, they were looking for something in particular.  Then I noted that the coin of Felicia Vulpes, a Woodland Imp of the city was missing.”

Protector Bernard Rathdrum interrupted.  He was a junior member of the council who had his nose so far up Garza's ass that it would be brown for decades.  He was usually in charge of the Gargoyle meetings since it was beneath the other council members... well, besides Protector Daniel.  He just didn't want to miss his soap operas on television.

I thought it was a disservice to the Gargoyles that the council treated them as unimportant sentinels like they were less than Trolls though they sacrificed their same freedom to be shadow-bound to buildings throughout the city to protect the citizens and Fae of our community.  They were like the police force of the Inner City while the Trolls were the gatekeepers.

It had been almost unheard of for Trolls to consort with Goyles before I came along.  Hell, some of my best friends are Goyles.  James, Odell, and  Kalila.  But then, I'm not a normal Troll.  Not only had I not wanted or volunteered to become a Troll, but I was Shadow-Kin.  I had no magic of my own like almost all True-Borns.

I could do just one thing that no True-Born Troll could do, and that was manifest the materials from my bridge into my body.  I could become steel stone or wood without a thought on my bridge, and I could use a special talisman Sharee made for me to manifest them when I am away from my bridge.  Nobody seems to know why I can do it.  There hasn't been a Troll in centuries that could manifest, and those were just rumors.

Rathdrum narrowed his eyes as he spoke, “You expect us to believe you recognized one coin missing from the Roebling tolls?  There must be dozens...”

Sharee corrected him. “Hundreds.”

He glowered at her. “Hundreds of coins.”

The Custodian dipped her head in acknowledgment, her hair spilling over her shoulders, then explained.  “Felicia Vulpes has... claimed both Troll Kane and myself.  We are not sure what that means, but we are very good friends with her so I knew that Kane kept her coin and those of others she has befriended in a separate place.”

There were some rumblings about the Custodian and Trolls making friends with Fae.

Then before he could speak again, Sharee continued her explanation, raising her voice with the first few words to effectively cut him off.  “That is when I made haste to Felicia's apartment.  I called in some Goyles to assist.  I had no clue what the rogue Fae wanted with her coin, but it could be nothing good.  As you know, they could have killed her with it simply by destroying the coin.”

She gritted her teeth, though her tone stayed carefully measured. “When I arrived at Felicia's, her door was broken in and there were five bodies.  Three Goblins, a Satyr, and a Muridae.  There was blood everywhere and the place was almost destroyed.  I found the back window shattered and looked down into the alley and found more bodies.”

She exhaled and glanced nervously at Rene and me for a moment then said, “The fight had continued down into the alley and in the general direction of Troll Kane's place.  I believe Felicia was trying to get to safety there since she is welcome at Kane's so the wards would protect her.”

She inclined her head toward Rene and said, “I then called Doctor Grove here to see if the Fae grapevine had seen Felicia or if they could help the search.  She said she would put out the word.”

She seemed to straighten in pride a bit when she said, “On the next street over, I found the end of the battle.  Four more Fae corpses.”

Another council member who rarely spoke, I forget her name because she is usually silent, asked incredulously, “You expect us to believe that a...”  She motioned a hand over toward Rene.  “...Woodland Imp was able to kill so many Fae?  They are the gentlest of Fae, next to the Fairies.”

Rene cleared her throat, looking down at the ground in fear.  The woman inclined her head at the fox and Rene said in a tiny, meek voice.  “Felicia is not just a Woodland Imp... she is...”  She paused and looked up at us before looking back down like she was ashamed of sharing someone else's secret.  “She is the Unbroken.”

I have heard Fae of the city whisper that term occasionally, and those Crimson Court guards called her that too.  What was it that none of them wished to speak of?  Felicia was the kindest, gentlest soul I knew, but I also knew she was a fierce fighter when the people she loved were in need.  The Fae of the city had twice answered her call to battle in support of the Goyles and me on my bridge.  Most of the Fae answered her call.

The council looked just as at a loss as me at the explanation.  After staring at Rene for a few awkwardly quiet seconds, Garza looked back at the Custodian to continue.

Sharee exhaled pointedly and relayed, “I do not believe she killed anyone, she looks to have severely disabled them, the wounds were severe but well placed as to not put them in mortal danger.  It looked as though she went through great pains not to kill them.  The killing blows were all bladed weapons, I believe they were finished off by their own men if they could not follow, so that they couldn't be questioned... by us.”

She looked at a point far away.  “We heard a noise at the end of an alley and saw a Goblin placing a black bag over a bound Felicia.  He hoisted her over his shoulder and then ran and turned out onto the street toward the Roebling.”

She clenched her teeth.  “It would have been a simple matter to free her but when we turned the corner, there were dozens of Goblins and Muridae with similar bags with struggling bodies in them.  They knew that we would be in pursuit and had set up a shell game with overwhelming numbers.”

She clenched a fist.  “We took them down one at a time to find that they were carrying their allies.  We couldn't use lethal force on the others for fear of harming Felicia.”

She looked over at me and said, “They had sent two Crimson Guard Minotaurs through the gateway on the bridge to keep Troll Kane busy fighting as they arrived.  Even so, Kane was able to solidify the gateway so they could not escape.  She held it until sunrise as she fought.”

She looked at her own fist and relaxed it a bit as she looked back up at the council. “The coin thief must have crossed back over using their own coin to get it to the Crimson Court, because the Minotaur had Felicia's and they used it to banish her back through the Under-Veil, even though it was daylight, and all the Fae of ill intent followed.  The Gnome, Rupert, volunteered to follow to attempt to locate Felicia.”

Then she growled, “The bastards had used the toll system against us, as a means of escape, even though they lost a significant amount of their own power to the sunrise.  They were somehow able to beat the binding to no harm in the city.  Were they perhaps smuggled in from another city?”

Protector Daniel looked to be in deep thought. “Not necessarily...  The diplomatic communique, Lily?”

The Prime Protector looked down at her desk and picked up a guided envelope.  She tapped it on her desk a couple times before looking up at us.  “A Fae messenger of the Crimson Court delivered this to me at home, just minutes before the first reports of the battles started coming in.  It can only be opened by the senior Fae in the city.”

She looked over at Rene with a sour look on her face.  “We checked with the Scribe, and her records show that you, Doctor Grove, are not only the eldest Fae in the city but have lived here since the original Triumvirate was formed here.  How are you mixed up in this cluster-fuck?”

Rene kept looking at the ground, it enraged me that this wonderful woman who has helped so many people in the city over the years felt so afraid and acted so meek here in front of the council.  They had all the Fae in the city cowed and it didn't sit right with me.

She shrugged and said, “I do not know Prime Protector, ma'am, I had no knowledge of this until the Custodian called and asked for my assistance.”

Garza made a dismissing grunt and waved the envelope lazily and stared at the fox expectantly.  I exhaled and stepped forward, then leapt up to the platform and took the envelope and leapt back down to Rene.  I handed her the envelope and kept a hand over hers encouragingly for a moment.  Her tail quested for me and wrapped tightly around my waist.

I stroked her tail gently as she looked at the envelope.  It had a gold wax seal that just tasted of magic.  I could feel and taste magic around me.  I had thought it was a Troll thing until Sharee had shared with me that it was not.  Some of the more powerful magic using True-Born's like her could feel or see magic to an extent, but there was something different about me.  Griswald, the oldest True-Born in the city, has shared that he thinks it is because of my Shadow-Kin heritage.  He has been scouring the old records to research it.

She reached for the seal, and I stopped her.  She looked up at me and I looked over at Sharee. “It has a dangerous feel.”

Sharee seemed to look at it for a moment, I could feel her senses questing.  Then she said, “I think if anyone but...”  I could tell she almost said Rene.  “...Doctor Grove opens it, a hex would be released.”

Garza smirked, she already knew that.  Bitch.

I moved my hand away and Rene held her breath and pulled the seal away.  I could see the magic touch her like it was verifying who she was then it just dissipated.  It had the stench that the magic of the Fae of ill intent had.  I wiped my nose with the back of my arm to stop from sneezing.

Before Rene could open it, Garza made a hand motion and uttered a word and the envelope lurched from the motherly fox and spiraled through the air to land in front of the Prime Protector.  She pulled out an impossibly large parchment, at least three times the size of the envelope.  What's with the Fae, why not just use regular, non-magical paper?   She held it on the top and bottom as you would hold a scroll.

Then she took a quick breath, exhaled, and passed the parchment to the other council members.  Daniel cocked an eyebrow in surprise.  Garza looked up and said, “This matter is now closed.  Return to your duties, inform the clean up crews to make haste.”  She stood and started walking toward the stairs of the platform.

Hellstones and fire!  They were just going to let the Crimson Court get away with this?  I stepped toward the stairs to intercept her as I growled out, “To hell if the matter is closed!  We're getting Felicia back!  She's our Imp!”

Garza glared at me. “You dare raise your voice at me?”

I snapped back, “I'll do more than raise my voice!”

She thrust a hand forward and coils of misty white energy coiled around me, constricting me.  I fell to my knees as excruciating pain shot through my body.

“I'm so full of 'go to hell' for you right now Garza!”  I roared in defiance and pulled my bridge to me through the focus talisman that Sharee had crafted to me, it was made of the different materials in my bridge.

It always felt as if my flesh was being torn from my bones as I drew on the strength of the bridge through the amulet.  My skin became rough-hewn granite as I stood.  Pushing through her restraining spell as I stepped one foot jarringly in front of the other.

She was powerful, frighteningly so.  Only Sharee, and maybe Protector Daniel, were more powerful.  But my Nexus, my bridge was here before her, and would be here long after her.  It was that resolute strength that I pulled on to resist her.  Her eyes were wide as saucers as I started reaching out.  She looked over at Sharee. “Custodian?  Discipline your Troll!”

Sharee crossed her arms. “I would, but you attacked first Prime Protector.”

I could hear the smug venom in her voice as she added, “She is within her rights to defend herself.  I cannot interfere.”

Protector Daniel had apparently had enough as he stepped between Garza and me  He made a dismissive, batting gesture, and Garza's constricting mist blasted away like a leaf in a hurricane.  “Enough!”  His voice was booming.  “Lily, if you'd stopped your attack, then young Evangeline wouldn't have been forced to do this.”

Garza hissed at him and glared at me.  Daniel put on his kindly old man smile.  I really liked the man and I was sure he liked me too.  “Evangeline?”

I rolled my eyes a little as I grinned at him and a moment later I staggered as I became flesh and bone again.  He reached out, faster than a man who looked older than dirt should have been able, and steadied me.

He looked between Lily and me and then exhaled and explained, “That was an official notification from the Crimson Court to inform us that they would be escorting a Fae criminal back across the Under-Veil.  Felicia Vulpes is to stand trial for multiple murders.  They claim right of her conversion.  It is out of our hands, according to the peace accords, they are allowed safe passage in such a case.”  Rene made a pained, frightened, whimpering sound at the word 'conversion'.

I couldn't believe what I was hearing.  “They came into our city and attacked our people!  They kidnapped our Woodland Imp!  This wasn't an arrest, it was more akin an act of war!”

Rathdrum spoke from where he had joined Garza at her side, “She is a Fae, it is none of our business.”

Sharee put a hand on my shoulder, stifling my acid response, and said in a calm peaceable voice, “I respectfully disagree Protectors.  Felicia Vulpes has stood in defense of this city on multiple occasions.  She has lived among the people of the city and us for years.  She is a good friend and more like family than not.  She has claimed Troll Kane and me.”

Then she softened. “Is it not in our responsibility in the accords to protect out own people AND the Fae of our city?  The stragglers are just as much a part of our city and any other citizen, and it is our responsibility to protect them as vigorously as we would any straight or True-Born.  Should we not at least investigate the claims of the Crimson Court and defend one of our own?”

Rathdrum countered, “Again, she is Fae and this is a matter for the Crimson Court.”

Daniel was looking on with great interest.  “I believe young Sharee Krynn has a point.  It is in the compact we signed with the Fae, that we would be responsible for the protection and well-being of any Fae that chose to stay in the mortal realm.”

He looked at them then at the rest of the council.  Protector Knight opened a large book on his desk and read for a second.  “It is true but only in the mortal realm.  Once they took her past the threshold of the Under-Veil.  She is subject to the laws of the Three Courts.”

I exhaled loudly in frustration then asked Knight, “She can have people defend her right?”

He shook his head sadly, he appeared to be on our side.  The looks from the other Protectors told me that the council was split on whether to support us or not.  He said, “That is not how the Crimson Court works.  They will produce evidence against her then decide a sentence.  They will present their findings and sentence to the Willow Court, who will approve or abstain.  Then the sentence will be carried out if they approve.”

I blinked.  “So to them she's guilty already?  What kind of system is that?  What if they abstain?”

He looked at the book then said, “Then the Dragon Court decides if the sentence is carried out or is commuted.”

I shook my head, not understanding the backward-ass system.  “So nobody can defend her?  Can she defend herself?”

He said, “No, she will be allowed to listen to her accusers and the evidence, but will not be allowed to speak.  Outsiders are not allowed in the court, and none can speak for the accused.”

I hissed and stopped when a tiny voice from Rene sounded out, “That isn't entirely correct.”

I whipped my eyes to her, she was still looking at the ground.

I asked, “Rene?”

She looked up at me then at the ground.  “A family member can challenge the verdict.  This can be done by single combat with the accuser.  Or she herself can challenge her accuser to single combat.”

My heart beat faster with hope.  But then my hope died when I remembered something about Woodland Imps I didn't understand.  They were singular individuals that had no family.  I didn't know how that worked.

I whispered, “She has no family.”

Rene brightened and looked up and smiled at me.  “That is not true, she has three family members.  Me, the Custodian, and yourself Evie.”

I blinked.

And she explained, “She claimed you as I have, that ties us all together.  Woodland Imps have no family due to the unique way we come into the world.  So we make family bonds in other ways.  Her claim on you makes you her responsibility and her yours.  It is the claim of family.”

Again hope swelled inside just to be quashed by a realization. “But... you are no fighter.  You are the only one of us who could cross through the Under-Veil.”

She actually smirked at us.  “That also is not... entirely true.  Have you not heard the tales of the Krynn line?”  I had heard the rumors like everyone else.  The Krynns, like Sharee, were more adept at magic than any other bloodline.  It was said that Sharee's ancestor had fallen in love with a Fae and had crossed over to the land of Fae until an impossible child was born, half Fae, half human.  They fled the Under-Veil to the mortal realm before their child was discovered by the Three Courts.

She tilted her head and cocked her ears. “So you know, it IS possible.  It just takes an incredible amount of energy for a mortal to cross over.  More than any single individual possesses.”

I blinked at that.  That simple explanation opened so many doors of Pandora's box.  It meant that if true, my white-haired avenging angel was part Fae and she hadn't known it.  It also meant that one of the things that all True-Borns knew to be a truth, that no mortal could enter the Under-Veil, was false.

Together, Sharee and I said, “I'm going.”

The Prime Protector snapped out, “Nobody is going anywhere!  This is a matter for the Fae, and we will not risk our Custodian, nor a Troll.  Even if it is just Kane.”

Sharee tilted her head oddly at Garza like she was deciding something.  Then without the respect she normally had for the council she said, “If you do not allow us sentinels to protect one of our own like the accords dictate I will invoke the right of family under the accords as it has been established that Felicia is family, and I will go under that aegis!”

Daniel chuckled a little and cocked an eyebrow at Garza.  She glared flames, daggers, and a million possible deaths at us before exhaling.  “Fine.”  She looked at the council.  “All for allowing a 'diplomatic' rescue mission?”

All but Garza said aye, I was shocked her boot licking brown noser, Rathdrum, said aye.  After a couple seconds, Garza herself said, “Aye.”  Then she asked, “Those opposed?”  Silence followed.

Then she snapped at us, “Troll Kane is to affect a defense of Cincinnati's Woodland Imp, Felicia Vulpes in the Under-Veil.  She is given only a forty-eight-hour leave, lest she succumb to separation sickness from her bridge.  If the return of the Imp proves impossible, Kane is to return to the mortal realm and resume her duties as Troll of the Roebling if she can find a way back across the veil.”

When Sharee started to argue that she should go instead, Garza hissed, “The Custodian is responsible for the protection of the entire metropolis and commanding all the Trolls and Gargoyles.  A single Troll is more expendable.  And if she fucks up entirely and gets herself killed, then we can finally shadow-bind a more suitable candidate to the Roebling.”

I paled, and though I wouldn't back down with Felicia's freedom at risk, Sharee and I both knew that she was more suited to fight for Felicia than I would be away from my bridge.  She said, “Troll Kane would be defenseless in the Under-Veil.”

Not to mention the problem with separation sickness that Garza had implied.  Most Trolls cannot go more than two or three days away from the Nexus they were shadow-bound to or they sicken and eventually die.  I can usually prolong that separation time by a day or two by pulling energy from my bridge through my talisman, but I had no clue if being in the Under-Veil would cut that connection.

Garza shrugged. “It is either the Troll or the Imp there.  This point is non-negotiable.”  She nudged her chin toward Rene.

I blurted, “I'll do it.”  I was not going to risk Mother Fox.

Garza looked up at Knight.  “This is unprecedented.  Prepare papers for Troll Kane.”  Then she looked at us.  “I still do not believe a mortal can cross the veil.  It is up to you to figure it out.  Custodian, you and two Goyles are to guard the Roebling in her absence.”  Then just like that, she walked off without looking back.

I exhaled and then was being dragged out along with Rene, by the Custodian.  I looked back and Protector Daniel mouthed, “Griswald.” to me.  I nodded and then we were heading back to my quarters.





  
 

Chapter 4 – Griswald

We navigated the maze of tunnels beneath the city, cutting through maintenance corridors and auxiliary access tunnels to cut time off of our travels through the abandoned subway system.  When we arrived at my tunnel, all of the people were gone and the corridor was spotless.  The heavy steel door that was the entrance to the old tunnel worker's chamber was back in place and looking brand new.

I reached out and did not feel the familiar buzz of latent energies bleeding from the powerful wards that used to protect my subterranean home from Fae of ill intent.  Sharee saw my hesitation and I saw understanding in her eyes.

“I'll put up new wards.” She grabbed the heavy steel ring and pulled the door open.  The familiar moaning and protesting of the rusted hinges was absent as it swung open easily on newly greased hinges.

Then she chuckled as she shut the door behind us.  “Not that it is as big a deterrent as it had been, knowing that they have a Scrofa working with them now.”

Rene pulled me to the large rustic sofa and sat me down and started looking at the rapidly healing bruises from my battle on my bridge just a couple hours earlier.  Sharee stood at my door, chanting, pushing almost incomprehensible amounts of magic out from within her, and shaped it effortlessly into wards against detection by the veil-blind, and banishment of any Fae, who tried to enter without permission if their coin was in my chambers.

I could feel the more deadly ones being layered on that would kill any other Fae who attempted forced entry, while Rene cleaned my jawline below my ears.  I saw blood on the antiseptic wipe she was using.  My ears had been bleeding?

She tutted and chastised me softly as her tail wrapped around my waist, and she pushed warmth and contentment through our contact.  “You know better than to manifest away from your bridge.  It puts such a strain on your body and damages it.  If you didn't have a Troll's healing, you would have been dead ten times over already, Eve.”

Her big eyes were filled with concern.

I rested a hand on her soft downy fur on her cheek and stroked it with my thumb.  “Yes, mother.”  Her eyes sparkled at that, and she tilted her head from side to side slightly as a sound almost like a purr came from the little fox woman.  It was far too cute.

Sharee joined us, she looked exhausted from the effort, but I knew she would recover quickly.  There was a reason she was appointed Custodian.  Not to mention Rene's suggestion that her line might be part Fae.  I thought of that, wondering what kind of Fae.  I imagined her with the wings of a Woodland Fairy, or as a sexy fox woman like Felicia.  Would she be a snow white fox?  I snorted as she sat beside me.  I knew it wasn't Woodland Imp, since what little I can gather from Felicia and Rene, they cannot have children.

The white-haired woman smirked at me. “What, Troll?”

I shrugged. “Nothing, Custodian.”  And I gave her a quick kiss on the lips that just made Rene melt like butter to sit beside us, her tail draping across our laps.

I exhaled and said, “We need to figure out how I can get across the Under-Veil.  Protector Daniel prompted me to see Griswald.”

Shar cocked an eyebrow in surprise. “He did, did he?”

I nodded.

 She said, “I hope Rupert has found where they took her.  We need to find a Fae volunteer to step across to get any info from him since he won't have the power to cross over for weeks.”

Rene smiled. “That Gnome is more resourceful than most.  They normally have questionable scruples and morals, but he has more loyalty than any other Gnome I have met.  He will get word to you.”

Almost on cue, the door started moving an inch at a time and we heard a familiar grunting, then Kyla poked her head through the door, her eyes went wide at the mess inside the place.  “Good, you're here!  Any news from Rupe?”  She grunted and opened the door enough to step in and pull it back closed behind her.  She saw Rene sitting beside us and then she grinned and slid on her spelled sunglasses that allowed her to see through the glamour of the Fae.  She loved how cute Rene and Felicia were.  Can you blame her?

I shook my head. “No.  Brown Eyes here was just saying that we won't hear from him until sunset.  We have a lot to research to do before then.  I'm going to attempt to cross the Under-Veil to rescue Felicia.”

She nodded, I could see her concern for Rupert, those two really had it bad for each other.  Then she brightened.  “I thought mortals couldn't breach the veil.”

I shook my head and gave a sly smile to Rene. “Apparently, it isn't unheard of.”

She sat in the big chair facing the couch.

“First we need to get to Griswald for his help, then we need to find out what Felicia had supposedly done to get her kidnapped.  They risked a war with the mortal world to capture her.  I need to find out about this Unbroken thing.”

I started to rise, but Rene stood and stopped both Sharee and me from getting up.

“No!  The first thing you need to do is rest.  Finish healing.  You both were in battle just a few hours ago.  You need to be rested for what is coming.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but she held up a warning finger and said, “Don't give me your, 'I don't need any sleep after I became a Troll' nonsense.  You still CAN sleep and you need to heal.  At least two hours, both of you.”

Kyla was nodding in staunch agreement.

I lowered my head trying not to grin at the fact a little fox was chastising us.  Sharee exhaled and relaxed back down onto the couch and said with humor tinging her voice, “Yes mother.  But just two hours, there is lots to be done.”

Rene cooed in victory and I cuddled into the couch with my snowy-haired girl.  The motherly fox doctor laid a blanket over us.  Then she went over to Kyla and sort of curled up into her lap like she was nesting.  It was sort of cute seeing my best friend with a full sized fox woman draped across her lap.

I stared at the wall and just reached out for my bridge.  She answered instantly and I let her speak to me.  I could feel the wind curling through her cables like it were gently rustling my hair, and the current of the river splitting around my feet, her foundation.  I stroked Sharee's hair absently, I let all the turmoil and anxiety inside of me drift away in that feeling of peace.

I blinked and heard a banging sound, I heard Kyla saying, “I've got this.  Come on Evie, snap out of it!”

I turned my head just as the metal serving tray hit me across the face with a clank.

“Wakey wakey!”

I muttered, “Ow.”

She lowered the tray and grinned. “There you are.  You went all statue on us again.”

I sighed as I looked at the dented serving tray, why was it that both her and Rupert always felt the need to hit me with something whenever I was communing with my bridge.

I was the only Troll, who zoned out like that.  Sometimes and entire day would go by for me in the blink of an eye and people would tell me that I sat stone still, not even breathing for hours.  But I always felt energized and refreshed after communing with my Nexus like that.

I looked around. Sharee was coming out of the only walled partition of my quarters, the bathroom, drying her hair. She smiled. “Good, they snapped you out of it.”

I growled as I gave my best friend the stink eye. “With my good serving tray.  It's dented now.”

She cutely shot the stink eye right back.

I muttered, “Bitch.”

She giggled and saluted me with her middle finger.

Rene reprimanded, “Children!”

We both looked down. “Sorry.”

Then I asked, “How long?”

Sharee said, “Two hours.  Now go get cleaned up and we can go see Griswald.”

She snapped her wet towel at me.  I eeped and hustled to the bathroom.  I rushed half way through the door and paused, looking back.  “I think we needed that rest.  I'm seeing things more clearly now, and I think that this wasn't a spur of the moment operation by the Crimson Court.  To get so many people in place, and to set up that shell game to slow down the Custodian... right down to keeping me busy with the guards and the final escape right after sunrise by using the coins so we couldn't follow... and the official notification to the Triumvirate.”

I shook my head and looked at the Custodian. “There was a hell of a lot of time and coordination put into it.  It must have taken weeks or months.  I can't help but think that either Felicia is a much higher value target than we thought, or they were trying to get this exact response.  Us sending either you or me through the veil after her.”

She nodded. “When I awoke, I was entertaining the same thoughts.”

I looked over at Rene, who was happily getting her tail combed out by Kyla.

Then I gave a preamble, “I have some questions about Woodland Imps.  I've not pried before, but I think we need to know now.  And about this Unbroken thing.”

She cocked an eyebrow and nodded then said, “Do as your mate tells you.  Get cleaned up, there is much to do, I'll tell you what I can.”

I nodded and slipped into the bathroom to get ready.

Before long, the four of us were heading to the most unorthodox, and oldest, True-Born in the city.  He was Gargoyle-ish, and he was... well he was Griswald.

The man was an irreplaceable resource to the supernatural community in Cincinnati.  Gargoyle of the Elsinore Arch.  The old cantankerous True-Born had more knowledge about Troll battles around the globe and True-Born magic than even the Scribe in the main library.  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 grumpy old man he is.

Most True-Borns steer clear of the man and his hot temper.  I personally like the old coot.  He and I trade barbed quips from time to time and I really enjoy his sarcastic and wicked wit.  We share laughs occasionally about our opinions of Garza and the Triumvirate.

He makes Protector Daniel look like a spring chicken and prefers not to leave his Arch unless he has to.  Pages under the council bring him whatever supplies he needs.  Unlike any other Gargoyle, who is expected to patrol the city like a supernatural police force, his only duty is to dispense knowledge.  I don't even see him as a Goyle, more like a super-Scribe.

Sharee often comments when she sees us grinning at each other, “Of course the two biggest smart-asses in the city would like each other.”  Often to my chuckling pleasure.

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

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

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

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

I went to open the back maintenance door, but Kyla shot me a look.  “You don't just walk into somebody's home.”  She cocked an eyebrow at me in challenge and raised a hand and knocked.

I grinned. “Why not?  You do.”

We all stood for a moment then exchanged amused looks as we heard a gravely curmudgeonly voice cussing all the way to the door, moaning about people making him have to get out of his chair.

The door swung inwardly and Griswald was already yelling, “What!?”  Until he saw us.  His grim face turned into a sarcastic smirk.  “Was wondering when you'd all get your heads out of your collective asses and come to see me.”

Then he softened and gave a small bow to Kyla.  “Miss McMurphy, have you come to your senses and abandoned that grubby little gnome for a taste of Goyle?”  He kissed the back of her hand.

Kyla wiped the back of her hand and whined, “Eww... Evie, he's doing it again.”

I chuckled as Griswald stepped aside to let us file in.  “He's just trying to get a rise out of you.”

He said with a smirk, “I'm getting a rise out...”

I held up a hand to stop him. “Don't even finish that thought you old fossil.”

He chuckled.  “Whatever shadow-kin Troll.”

I grinned at the familiar banter.  When others said shadow-kin Troll, they meant it as a slight.  That a shadow-kin was something less than a True-Born.  It was a pretty common insult among the True-Borns in the city.  But when Griswald said it, there was always something in his tone, something that told me that he know something about shadow-kin that the others didn't.  He knew the insult was ironic for some reason, but to hell if I could ever get him to speak about it.

As he shut the door, I said, “Asshole.”

He turned and said, “Pain in my ass.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but Rene tutted.  “Children, please!  Can we dispense with the vulgarities and get down to business.  Felicia needs us.”

I shut my mouth and both Griswald and I looked down in embarrassment, properly chastised.  Sharee chuckled and asked the Imp as she looked at me with a sly grin.  “Wow.  Can you teach me how to do that Rene?”

I crossed a leg behind me and kicked her nice tight butt.

Rene grinned and said, “It is something that can't be taught child.”

Hey, how come the fox lady gets to be a smartass if we can't?  She crinkled her nose at me like she knew what I was thinking.  Oh yeah, that's why, she's cuter than all of us.

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

We stopped at the access door down into the depths.  He mumbled a creative epitaph, and the seams of the door flared blue, then he pulled the door open and we started down the spiral staircase.  I grinned at his verbal key to the door.  It was much more colorful than the silly Da Aditum that the Triumvirate used for all the magically secured doors in the tunnels.   I pulled the door open after the flare of blue.  It was stupid really.  Da Aditum was just Latin for 'grant access'.  I mean, how lame is that?  They may as well have just said open sesame.

At the base of the stairs, magic lights flickered to life, illuminating the space.  His living chambers were on the small side.  Maybe a third the size of mine.  On one wall was his bed and another television.  Another had a small kitchenette.  A third had a desk and shelves that covered the entire space, floor to ceiling stuffed haphazardly with books and scrolls.  The desk was buried under paperwork, books, and the journals that I convinced him to start writing all of his vast knowledge and experiences in.

I was surprised to see Robin Manning in the chair at his desk, dutifully copying his journals into another book.  She was the Scribe.  Her day job was at the main branch of the Cincinnati Library.  A True-Born that not only maintains the library but also gathers 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.

Where I believe Griswald is the most knowledgeable person in the city, the Scribe is a close second.  She was a tall girl.  Well, I say girl, but with True-Borns it was always hard to tell.  The more magic potential they had the slower they aged.  She may look twenty, but she may very well be two or three times older.

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

I nodded at her and she gave a tiny wave back.  Kyla went over excitedly to sit beside her on a steel barrel.  They were becoming good friends now that Kyla was aware of the supernatural community.  Robin was one of the few True-Borns who didn't look down on veil-blind straights like Kyla.  I think Robin was glad to speak to anyone who could see beneath the shy exterior she used as armor, and talk with the girl hiding beneath it.

Griswald kicked a crate he used as a nightstand over toward Sharee, Rene, and me.  He sat on the bed with a grunt.  Rene sat and pulled me down beside her on the crate with her tail, and Sharee took her place standing behind me like she always did, in a protective gesture.  I put a hand on the one she rested on my shoulder from behind.

Then the old man exhaled audibly and said, “So, I've heard rumors...”  He glanced over at Robin.  “About what is going on.  What scatterbrained plan are you coming up with?”

I smirked at the man.  Then I said, “Before we finalize any plans, I think it is time we learned a couple secrets of the Woodland Imps, and what the hell this Unbroken thing is.”  I looked at Rene in apology as I stroked her tail with my free hand.

She looked nervously at me then back to the Scribe.  Sharee caught on and said in her cold Custodian voice to Robin, who had an old-fashioned quill poised and at the ready, “The secrets of the Imps are off the record and are not to leave this room.”

Robin looked around, deflated, and laid the quill down.

I moved my hand to Rene's cheek.  “Mother, can you help me understand the family structure of the Woodland Imps?  Why you have no families of your own?  I need to understand the claim that both you and Felicia have on us so that I don't go in blindfolded if I can get through the veil.”

She nodded and looked around at us, took a deep breath, then explained, “There are many types of Imps in the Under-Veil, but the Woodland Imps like me are fairly unique.  The source of Woodland magic is the Wellspring of Life which bubbles up from underground to feed the stream of life, which in turn feeds the forest and all who live in it.”

She settled in and leaned against me.  “From time to time the magic coalesces, pulling in the happiness and contentment of the Fae who call the Woodlands their home, to create life.  Of this mass of emotion and magic, a Woodland Imp is born.  We step out of the sweet waters fully grown and with all of the knowledge and skills needed to survive in the world.”

She looked down at her feet, she seemed sad, I tried to send happy feelings to her through our contact.  She smiled up at me.  “All Woodland Imps are female, and we have healthy mothering instincts and the strong urge to spread happiness.  But unlike the Woodland Faries, who are all also female, we cannot breed with any other Fae, and since there are no male Imps, we cannot ever have children of our own, never have a family except ourself.”

Then she brightened. “But if we share a tiny piece of ourselves with someone who is willing...”

I felt warmth and contentment flow from her tail into me.

“We can lay claim to them.”

I nodded with a smile. “And that makes us family.”

She tilted her head cutely then nodded slowly. “Loosely yes.  It makes you many things, in my case it makes you my children, so yes family.  In Felicia's case it is more complex, it could be sisters, children, or possibly even mates.  But yes, again, in all cases, one unit... a family.  It also makes us responsible for you and you us.  It is exceedingly rare that a Woodland Imp would lay claim to anyone but other Imps.”

I laid my head on top of hers and Sharee reached over to bury her fingers in Rene's fur.  I looked back and she had the same warm smile on her face that I did.  I nodded and said, “Thank you, I know that what you shared is personal, and private.”  I looked around and everyone, even Griswald nodded agreement,

Then Sharee said, “Thank you, Mother Fox.  Now we can move onto something more pressing we need to understand, something on the record.”

Robin's quill was up instantly.

“This whole incident with Felicia, the accusations against her by the Crimson Court.  What is the Unbroken?  We need to know if we are to defend our little fox.”

Rene shrugged. “WHO, not what.  It is no secret, Felicia is the Unbroken.  I have not spoken of it because I felt it was Felicia's right to share with you or not.  I will tell you what I know, but there is only one Fae alive who knows the whole story, and that is Felicia, and she has never shared with anyone what really happened.”

She did a twisting flowing motion sand somehow she was under an arm and over my back, draped across my shoulders, rubbing her chin on Sharee's hand, like she was marking her.  Then she settled in and said in a faraway voice, “Have you ever wondered why so many Fae will follow a little Woodland Imp like Felicia?  A tavern barmaid?  When she calls for help, most Fae will follow.  Why others treat her with more respect than any other Woodland Imp?”

She smiled smugly and said, “Let me tell you the story of the Unbroken.”





  
 

Chapter 5 – Unbroken

It was just fifty-one mortal years ago when the Fairies started singing and the Fae birds swarmed the sky, announcing an impending birth.  A new life was being brought forth at the Wellspring of Life to celebrate the joys of the world with us.

Word was sent through the Under-Veil to me so I could go witness the blessing with the rest of the Woodland Imps.  I try to never venture back through the veil, this is my home now, but since so few of us are born, only one per decade or so, I make that exception and brave travel through the lands of Fae.

I had arrived just in time, all the Woodland Fae had gathered around the Wellspring.  The magic was thick in the air, just like the excitement and wonder rolling off of everyone gathered.  It was indeed a joyous occasion.

Then coughing and sputtering she emerged in a spectacular wave of magic and creation, one such as I have never witnessed before.  We all stood in rapt fascination as the wet little foxling pulled herself to shore.  I remember like it was yesterday, I could feel the motherly pride emanating from all the Woodland Imps at the gathering, which matched my own as she stood and gave us her first sweet smile as she said, “Hello.”  Her eyes were bright.

The fairies flew a robe to her, made of the finest spider silks in the glen.  It settled around her shoulders like it was made for her.

Then Eldest, the oldest among the Imps stepped up and wrapped tails with her, sharing our joy.  “Hello young one, I am Illonitae Ver et Storint, She Who Glides, I am Eldest.  But please call me Illoni.  And what is your name?”

The young fox tilted her head to regard this question then she giggled and said, “I am Feliciniati Ver et Storint, She Who Laughs.”

We all cheered and I heard her name mumbled throughout the crowd like ripples on the water.  Eldest asked, “May we call you Felicia?”

The young one smiled and nodded.  Then the gifting began.  One problem with being born an adult is that you come into the world with nothing.  Though you are ready to start contributing to the community.

Through the gifting, as we all gave her items she would need for her own hovel, she seemed to fade more and more.  By the time I got up to her to give her a dew catcher to fill her water pitcher with fresh sweet morning dew each morning she had collapsed into my arms as we wrapped tails.

As a doctor, I examined the poor thing.  When I went questing with my small magics, I found that she didn't have half the spark of life a normal newborn had.  We feared she would not survive.  I sat at her bedside for four days, there was no change.  Then one morning she opened her eyes again, she smiled at me and her tail quested out, I wrapped it with mine.  She said in a small voice, “I feel your worry in my sleep.”

This was a good sign, only the strong of us could feel emotion without contact.  I pushed all my happiness and contentment to her.  She seemed to feed upon the positive emotion.  Over the next couple days, she grew stronger and stronger.  Then one morning I awoke and she was gone.

I went out questing for the foolish Imp.  Then I paused at the open meadow at the center of the hovels.  Felicia was there, radiating joy out to the world like a brilliant sun.  She laughed that silver laugh of hers as she watched the woodland creatures play as she infused everything around her with happiness.

The Fae children from the surrounding forest seemed drawn to her as they all came to play and laugh.  It was something to see.

She saw me and waved.  I knew she was going to be fine after that.  Never have I seen a fox with such ability to project emotion so clearly, I think she was weak at first because her reservoir of power and emotion needed to fill, and she filled it with joy.  The next day I bid her and the others farewell, and I returned to Cincinnati through the veil.

It was months later when I learned of the culling.  It is a barbaric ritual.  Every fifty years, the wraiths, ghouls, and banshees of the Crimson Court are allowed to hunt the lands of the Fae to take candidates for conversion.

The Willow and Dragon Courts allow it one day every fifty years as a concession to avoid war with the Crimson Court.  Most of the Woodland Fae are safe from the culling as the wood of the elder trees were anathema to the wraiths, ghouls, and banshees.  We just made sure to stay in the woods during a culling.

It was then that I had learned that Felicia, with her insatiable curiosity, had been traveling through the lands of Fae, spreading joy wherever she went.  She would work her way through the different lands as a barmaid since she said the most fascinating people come through the taverns.  Workers, adventurers, rogues, and farmers, from both Fae Courts.

I suppose I should explain that wraiths, ghouls, and banshees did not start out as those vile creatures.  They are all manner of Fae, who have been corrupted so absolutely that their very bodies and souls rot from the inside.  To crave sowing discord and corrupting others.  Feeding off of fear sorrow, agony and despair.  Possibly to give others a taste of their own conversion, to punish the world for their own endless torture.

The humans in the mortal realm are like seven-course meals to them, as humans have so many strong and varied emotions.  But they are protected by the valiant Trolls who guard every gateway into the mortal realm.  So they rarely attempt a crossing.

Since they are created and not born, frighteningly similar to us Imps, they need to convert other Fae to keep their numbers up, since there are so few.  That is where the culling comes in.  There was a three hundred year war between the Crimson Court and the Willow Court before the Dragons had finally had enough and decreed a compromise to end the endless bloodshed that was draining huge amounts of magic from the realm.  Magic that they used and hoarded.  They suggested the cullings every fifty years, limiting the candidates to be just enough to replenish the numbers they may have lost each half century.

So two days every century, the wraiths, ghouls, banshees, and other minions of the Crimson Court, terrorize the lands of Fae, looking for candidates and tearing them from their homes, families, and lives to become the things of nightmares.  A living torment.

They select the Fae that have the most affinity for feeling and projecting emotions since they make the best dark Fae.  Spreading discord and despair everywhere.

On the night of the last culling a poor Mountain Fairy was hunted into a corner by a large group from the Crimson Court, in the village Felicia was in at the time.  Fairies are second only to Woodland Imps in their ability to feel the emotions of others.

From the stories that were told by those hiding in fear in the buildings, spying between window slats, that just as the brigands had the Fairy cornered and were going to slap the cursed restraints on her, Felicia arrived.

She had dropped down into the village square from the rooftops, hissing, and spitting.  By all accounts, the little fox did not back down from ten dark Fae, including a lesser banshee.  She was all fangs and claws as she clashed with them as she yelled back for the Fairy to flee.

People still talk of the fury of the fox that night.  She took down five of them, disabling them by severing tendons in their legs, she somehow blinded the banshee.  But because she did not kill any of them, they eventually had her overpowered and captured, then hauled her away for conversion.  A Woodland Imp was a grand prize for them.  Indeed, they made the most vicious and evil of greater ghouls or wraiths since we could project emotion already.

I shudder to think of the tales of conversion that filter in from spies in the Crimson Court ranks.  The candidates are physically tortured beyond the breaking point, enduring unimaginable pain.  And their mind and psyche is attacked by wraiths, ghouls, and banshees for hours on end.  Pummeled by projected waves of unimaginable despair, terror, grief, and hate.  Corrupted by the seduction of power, and the promise that the torture would stop if they just give in and allow themselves to be shaped into one of them.

By all accounts, everyone gives in, and they watch in horror as their form degrades into one of the waking nightmares.  Nobody had even made it a day before becoming what they hate, twisted into something that is released to feed upon and corrupt the innocents, usually their loved ones first.

Some Fae last only minutes, one lasted sixteen hours, and though he was the most valiant of Fae to last so long, he became the most vile of wraiths in existence today.  Veldshee.  He had been a great hero of the Willow Court in the Three Hundred Years War.  All Fae know that he was taken in the culling as revenge upon him and the Willow Court, but nothing could be done about it as the culling was their legal right.

It is said that you could hear the endless screams for miles from the conversion stronghold, from this little fox from the Woodlands, this Imp who saved a Fairy, just to take her place.  The screams went on for days, then weeks.  She would not break, through endless horrors, she would not allow herself to become a nightmare to be released upon the land.

When the weeks turned to months, word had spread throughout the realm of the Unbroken.  Though all felt for this little fox and the living nightmare of her torture, something unexpected happened.  It started as a ripple in a still pond when the surface is broken by the first drop of a spring rain.  It was a ripple of hope.  That ripple became great waves that lapped upon the shore.  More and more Fae stood up to other injustices the dark Fae subjected them to.

There was this undercurrent swelling up, that if one little fox could not be broken, then maybe, just maybe, all Fae didn't need to cow to the Fae of ill intent.  That maybe all Fae could stand against them.  It was dangerous, the most powerfully seductive weapon... hope.

When Felicia had been held in captivity, tortured every minute of every day the Willow Court was having problems maintaining order within the ranks of the light Fae.  Things were bordering on civil war.  The Dragon Court was about to step in to prevent another three hundred year war when the screams suddenly stopped.

It was like the entire world was holding its breath as everyone started to believe their hopes had died.  That Felicia had finally broken, that she would be released to wreak such havoc, and sow such corruption and despair that had not been seen since Veldshee's conversion.

Instead, a beaten and bloodied, half-dead Felicia stumbled out of the Dark Wood.  She collapsed into the arms of another Woodland Imp.  She uttered only these words, “I'm so tired.  Please take me home.”

It is said that you could hear the cheers throughout the realm through the Under-Veil.  I could not hear it, though I do admit feeling something, a wave of such joy, coming from the Roebling that day.  It may have just been my imagination.

A party of Fae from each court went to the stronghold to see why she had been released.  When they arrived, there was so much carnage, they couldn't piece together what had happened.  Over two hundred dark Fae of the Crimson Court lay dead.  Most torn to pieces.  Not a single living soul remained.  Even two greater wraiths and three greater ghouls who were there to supervise, and head up the corruption and torture, lay dead.

There is nobody who really knows what transpired at the stronghold but Felicia herself.  But she will never speak of it, and she fled to the mortal realm, to live near me in Cincinnati.  She is too sensitive to the emotions of the other Fae now.  And when they either sit in awe or fear of the Unbroken, it is too much for her to bear.

She has made a home here, a... family here.  I have seen the joy she has spread, and her own happiness grow.  She is again the happy, bubbly, and giggly little fox I remember from her birth.  But now the Crimson Court wants to revisit the horror on her that almost broke her before.





  
 

Chapter 6 – Planning

If I still needed to breath, Rene's tail that had tightened around my neck in desperation would have been choking me, still perched on my back.  I stroked it gently to get her to relax a little, and she moved her head off my shoulder and around to look me in the face as she turned her wide eyes on me.  “You have to save her Evangeline.  I don't think she can survive that again.”

I looked around and realized that everyone, even Griswald, had sad looks on their faces that matched mine and all were standing around with a hand on Rene.  We were all trying to soothe the manic looking fox.  I nodded. “If I can, you know I won't hesitate... Mother.”

She sort of melted in relief and pleasure from so may people stroking her fur.  I reached up and scratched her neck under her shirt's collar.  She always dressed so professionally for the free clinic she worked at as a doctor.

Then the Scribe took her hand off of Rene's tail and held up her quill and notebook.  She tapped the old-fashioned feather against her lips.  “So Felicia Vulpes real name is Feliciniati Ver et Storint, She Who Laughs?  And I got Eldest's, She Who Glides.”  She crinkled that impressive beak of a nose and asked, “May I ask your real name, Doctor Grove?  I was unaware that Fae had names other than what we are told.”

The fox woman flowed off my back to sit next to me again, her tail cutely whipping back to wrap around Sharee's waist to yank the Custodian a couple inches closer to me.  “We choose mortal names as close to our own, as not to confuse the veil-blind.”  She looked at us and sighed then said, “I am Renelinassi Ver et Storint.”

Sharee leaned over my shoulder and grinned at Rene. “She Who Mends?”

She smiled a motherly smile. “Very good Custodian, your Fae is improving, but it is She Who Heals.”

I asked like an idiot, “You knew you wanted to be a doctor back then?”

She chuckled and playfully tapped the end of her furry tail on my nose.  “No silly girl, I was who I was when I was born, I did not choose, I was just... and am, simply a healer.”  Then she added, “I can't abide seeing someone hurt or ill.”

Then I scowled.  “Wait.  If I understand this correctly, Felicia was only one-year-old when this all happened to her?”

She nodded sadly.

Hellstones and fire!  Then I continued, “And it has been fifty years since?  It's time for another culling?”

She nodded again then said in a small voice, “Yes.  It is the only time they are allowed to do a conversion.”

I hissed in realization, “So we were right, they have been planning this for longer than we even thought.  It wasn't days or weeks, they have planned this for half a century.  Some of those involved may have been in place for decades, watching, reporting back.”

Then I asked the group,  “But why go through all that effort for one Woodland Imp?”

Griswald was the first to speak up.  He spoke as if it were common sense, and maybe it was to someone who knew so much about battle. “Because she isn't just an Imp anymore.  She's a symbol if she almost started another civil war.  She showed the light Fae they need not fear those of ill intent.”

His eyes narrowed and his gravelly voice dropped even lower. “And if the numbers of wraiths and the like are so low that they need these conversions, little Felicia may have dealt them a devastating blow.  They not only lost her joining their ranks, but they also lost two greater wraiths and three greater ghouls as well... diminishing their numbers further.”

He shook his head. “It seems that they have not only found a way to have their revenge, but also a tool to quell some of the fire that Felicia had given the people of the Willow Court.  If they take their symbol away, their Unbroken.”

I wanted to strike out at something, anything, I wanted to walk around kicking all the furniture in the room as I cussed at the top of my lungs.  Then I calmed myself, well maybe the motherly fox woman wrapping her tail around me and projecting calm helped a bit.  Then I shook my head, gave her a warm look then looked around. “And here I was thinking it was something else that the mysterious Fae puppet-master, who has been mixing things up around here with his godforsaken plans, had done.  Like Ahnalee...”

I put my hand on Sharee's on my shoulder, and gave it a little squeeze.  I hated bringing up what had happened on the Kellogg Avenue Bridge last year.  Her old love interest had been corrupted by an unknown Fae and then took on my guise, to wreak havoc and sow discord among the Troll and Gargoyle ranks.  They very nearly succeeded in dividing us and throwing the supernatural community in Cincinnati into turmoil.  And from what the Fae involved shared, it was just the beginning, that some mastermind was pulling the strings.

My snowy-haired companion gave me a returning squeeze.  This time, it was Kyla who spoke, “It still could all be related.  Fae are long-lived right?”

She looked at Rene for confirmation, the Imp cocked her fuzzy ears toward her in curiosity and answered carefully, “Some.  Some live lives that burn brightly for only seconds, some live a relatively similar lifetime as humans.  Most live but two or three hundred years.”  Then she pursed her lips and added, “Though the powerful among us can live much much longer, depending on our power.”

Kyla got a cute look on her face as she narrowed her eyes and crinkled her nose.  “And just how old are you Momma Fox?”

Rene got an innocent look on her silver fur face, this was the question of the day with her, she has given different answers to different people.  She was either around eighty or ninety, or she was almost as old as Eldest, which would put her over a thousand years old.  She shook a finger at Kyla. “It's not polite to ask a fox her age child.”

Kyla stuck her tongue out at Rene, who smiled hugely.  Then my best friend continued, “Well, don't any of you read vampire romances?  The long-lived are extremely patient and can plan their revenge over decades or centuries.  This may just be another cog in the wheel of the overall plan.”  Then she shrugged.  “Or it could have nothing to do with it.”

I smirked.  “When did you get to be so smart?”  Then I squinted one eye like I had just licked a lemon. “And vampire romances?  Ewww.”  Then added, “And vampires aren't real anyway.”  I looked at the Scribe. “Right?”

She and Griswald were suddenly very interested in something on the ceiling.  I blinked.  “Ok come on, you've got to be shitting me.”

Griswald just shrugged and gave an evil grin that had me wondering if they were kidding or not and he said in a sarcastic voice. “I wouldn't shit you, Kane, you're my favorite turd.”

I pointed at him.  “Oh very mature, you stale old fart.”

Rene hissed, “Children!  Can we concentrate on Felicia, please?”  I looked down like a beat sheepdog, and to his credit, so did Griswald.

Then Sharee said in the cold voice of the Triumvirate's enforcer, “Right.  So why we are here is to see if there is any way that a mortal can cross through the Under-Veil.”

In unison Griswald said, “Yes.” As the Scribe said, “No.”

Robin narrowed her eyes at Griswald.

The cantankerous old man chuckled at the look on her face and pointed at the growing stack of journals he had been writing.  The ones Robin had been copying when we came in.

He spoke to her like he would a grandchild, not in his usual grumpy and sarcastic manner.  “Second to the bottom.  You haven't gotten to it yet.”

She grabbed the journal in question with enthusiasm and started thumbing through it as Griz clarified, “Well theoretically.  But no straight nor True-Born could do it.”

No straight or True-Born?  Sharee mumbled, “Then that means that no mortal can enter the lands of Fae.  We need another plan.”

Griswald looked at me incredulously. “God damn, does nobody listen to me, Kane?  I didn't say that.”

I narrowed my eyes. “No True-Born or straight.  What else is there?  You don’t mean animals do you?  What good would that do us?”

He looked surprised for a second and said, “Well, of course, animals can, they do it all the time.”  Then he shook his head to clear it as we all raised our eyebrows collectively, well all except Rene who was now laying across the crate and my lap, as I was scratching her neck lightly under the collar of her shirt.  Her tail lazily stroking Sharee's side.  She apparently knew about the animals too.

Then he shook his head to get back on track as he stalked to his books.  “You are the only one of us sentinels who could theoretically make the journey Kane.  He pulled a little, flat leather satchel from the shelf and pulled out some old parchments that seemed to make the Scribe drool as her eyes locked on them.

He looked at Sharee, he was the only Gargoyle not afraid of the Custodian and he said, “You know the rumors surrounding young Krynn's heritage.”  He started slapping parchments down on the desk.  “I've been sharing some of my research with a colleague in London and some of my suspicions.”  He grinned. “She sent me these last week.”

We looked down at them.  One seemed to be some sort of list of names and occupations and locations.  He stabbed at one, Gawain Krynn.  We looked at it and then back at him.  He stabbed at the flowery S behind the name.  I didn't understand.  Some had no letter following the name, some had a T, some G, and some S.  There were just a few stars and one C.  Even a couple SG.

He rolled his eyes. “This are Triumvirate records from London from the same era as the rumors of a Krynn running off with a Fae through the Under-Veil.  A list of the magically inclined mortals in the city.”

We all stared blankly at him and he huffed out a breath in frustration. “Do I gotta spell it all out for you?  God damn kids.  Star, Triumvirate.  C, Custodian. T, Troll.  G, Gargoyle.”  Then he stabbed the S again.

I blinked as it sunk in and I murmured, “S... Shadow-Kin.”

He nodded fervently, touching the tip of his nose.  Sharee's ancestor had been a Shadow-Kin?  What did that mean?

He said in a voice full of acid, “The recent prejudices the True-Borns have developed against Shadow-Kin in the past hundred years or so, hasn't always been there.”  He pulled more papers from the satchel.  “For centuries they stood with the True-Borns as equals.”

He slapped various parchments down from many European cities with similar lists.  He stabbed at some of the SG and a couple ST designations on many of them.  He seemed to be more animated, almost excited. “Shadow-Kin Goyles, Shadow-Kin Trolls!”  Then he shuffled through papers on his desk and pulled out some old, yellowed, more recent papers.  Dated from the seventeen hundreds and there was a similar list from Boston.  They didn't even list any shadow-kin, though there was one Shadow-Kin Goyle.

He said, “As the arrogance of True-Borns grew over the years, and the disdain for Shadow-Kin grew.  Seeing them as something less than True-Born.  So did their acceptance into the ranks of protectors, of sentinels of the cities, trickle out.”

He slapped another group of stapled sheets down from new York City from 1801.  He pointed at the sole SG on the last page, in the sea of thousands of True-Borns.  “The last Shadow-Kin to ever be appointed a Sentinel in our history.”  He actually smiled kindly at me. “Until our dear Miss Kane, that is.”  He grabbed a huge stack of papers, maybe four or five thousand pages and dropped them on top of the cluttered desk with a thump.  “In all the modern world, she is alone, unique.  This is the official roll sheets from all the major cities in the world.  Not a single Shadow-Kin is listed, and to top that off, not a single one holds the post of sentinel.”

Sharee spoke slowly as we all watched Robin furiously scribbling in her book, “Okay, old man.  We know of the prejudices, which we aren't too proud of.  I admit to the same prejudices before meeting Evangeline.  But what is your point?”

He exhaled and flopped back down to sit on the edge of his bed, holding a single old parchment.  He looked at Rene and said, “Children today are so impatient.  They never let you finish a lesson.”

Rene was grinning widely, the tip of her pink tongue lolling to the side a bit as she nodded agreement. I stopped scratching her and slapped her shoulder lightly.  She looked up and said, “What, it's true.” She grabbed my hand and pushed it back under her fur and grinned in triumph.  I had to smile at her and continued pampering the foxy lady.

“My point is, that over time, with a scary correlation between the decline of Shadow-Kin in the Troll ranks, so too did the reports of Trolls who could manifest like Kane can.  It is rumored that the last Troll with the ability to manifest the materials of their bridge into their body, was Corwin of Glastonbury, in the time of Merlin.”

He looked down at the parchment in his hand, then hesitantly handed it to Rene.  She looked at it and gasped, then she handed it to me, Sharee looking over my shoulder and I read the flowery brownish lettering, I knew the ink oxidized over time, giving it that color.  It was labeled as the official True-Born Registry of Glastonbury.   There were only about fifty names on it, but there, behind  Corwin's name, was a ST.

I looked up as Kyla snapped the parchment out of my hands and showed it to Robin.  My friend, the only straight in our group, whispered, “No way.”

Griswald nodded smugly, proud of himself. “Yes, way.  And the little research I have done so far, every instance of a Troll manifesting has proved to be a Shadow-Kin.”

He held a finger up to Sharee, who was about to speak and said, “So my point is.  It seems we have done a great disservice to ourselves as our bigotry of those not pure blooded True-Borns grew.  The Shadow-Kin have something that we obviously do not.”

He seemed to chastise himself then asked in a non-sequitur,  “Evangeline, could you be a dear and light that candle on the desk with your magic please?”

I scowled at him, teasing me like that.  But he looked expectant.  I exhaled.  “You know I can't.”

He nodded and asked, “And why not?”

I rolled my eyes, why did I feel like I was in school?  “Because I have no magic of my own.”

He grinned like a loon, slapped his knee with on hand, and blurted, “Exactly!”  Then looked around expectantly.  Then he visibly deflated at our bemused looks, shaking his head.  Then he took a deep breath, held it a moment as he contemplated something.  Then he said as he leaned forward a bit, “I have a theory.  Since Shadow-Kin are born from a union between a True-Born and a veil-blind straight, they do not have the capabilities of a True-Born.  They have the potential but not the capability.”

He shook his head in frustration, obviously not describing his point right.  His eyes widened a bit then he said excitedly, “Think of True-Borns as automobiles.  True-Borns have a full tank of gas.  Those tanks are of various sizes, but they are full of magic, no more can fit, and they can only burn gasoline.”

He seemed satisfied with that so far so he nodded and said, “Now think of a Shadow-Kin as an old steam powered vehicle.  They burn fuel in their combustion tank to power the boiler that turns the wheels.  They can burn just about anything, wood, oil, coal, hell dry leaves or gasoline too.  Anything you throw in their tank can be used as fuel, and their tank is always empty until you fill it with whatever they were going to burn to power the boiler.”

He shrugged. “So even though we may look down on a steam powered vehicle compared to our streamlined, gas burning, internal combustion engine.  The Shadow-Kin are more adaptable and flexible and it doesn't matter the fuel, they can use it, unlike True-Borns who can use only one type.”

We were all finally catching on to what he was saying now as I started nodding.

He finished like an instructor in school, “That is why a True-Born Troll cannot manifest, they are already full to the brim and cannot take anything else inside.  A Shadow-Kin can pull the magic needed to manifest into their empty tank.  That is why I believe that Krynn was able to cross the Under-Veil, and even mate with and have a child with a Fae all those years ago.  He was Shadow-Kin.  I think that if any mortal other than a Shadow-Kin attempted a crossing, it would most likely end badly, like 'pop-squish' badly.  Except maybe our esteemed Custodian.”

I whispered, “Hellstones and fire!”

He nodded. “But the amount of energy needed would be beyond any True-Born in the city.”  Then he smirked at me. “But I believe your stone and steel friend has a reservoir of power so deep, which is at your command, that getting there may pose no problem.  The Roebling is a formidable gateway.”  Then he sobered. “Though it may be a one-way trip as I don't know how you could amass enough power for the return.  It would take several powerful magic users to push you back through to us.”

I nodded and resigned myself to it.  I looked back over my shoulder at the woman I loved, I said in an apologetic, pained voice, “I'm sorry love... she's our little fox.  I can't just leave her.”

I rested a hand on her cheek, she closed her eyes and leaned into my touch as she whispered in a hoarse voice, “I know.  And that's why I love your impulsive, troll-y ass.”  She kissed the top of my head, took a deep breath, then stood up straight. “One step at a time, let's get you there, and we'll figure out a way to get you back.”

We all spoke just a little longer before it was decided.  Now we just had to wait for nightfall to hear from Rupert, then attempt the crossing.  Robin ran off with a lot of Griswald's research to inform the Triumvirate of our plans, and Rene returned to her clinic.

Then we looked at the time, we had five hours to kill and I was getting more anxious by the second, I needed to distract myself.  Ky took one look at me and read me like a book.  She cocked an eyebrow. “Safe Haven?

Sharee and I shared a grin.  Just the distraction we needed.  I nodded once and affirmed, “O'Flanagan's.”

We bid Griz goodbye and our trio headed to our familiar drinking hole.





  
 

Chapter 7 – Safe Haven

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

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

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

Hmm... I suppose we should call him and share what we have learned so far.

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Fae community started calling the bar, Safe Haven, and now Colin gets twice the traffic he has ever had, even on slow days.  They all make sure to embarrass me by telling him the only reason they are there is because of Evangeline Kane.  He thinks I am in private security now, which isn't far from the truth.

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

I placed my hand on the door and felt a wave of nausea and a bit of bile rise in my throat.  I took a deep breath and swallowed it down.  I looked down to my entrancing love, to see her concerned look.  She asked, “Separation sickness?”  I nodded once and we stepped into the crowded pub.

I really hated separation sickness, and it was about the only drawback to being Shadow-Bound to my Nexus.  The Fae used shadow-binding as a punishment, worse than jail.  They would bind someone to a specific place, item, or even person,  these focal points were called a Nexus.  It was like a never-ending prison.  Not being able to stray far from that one location for long without sickening and dying.  Being forever locked in time, never aging, watching the world pass you by until your Nexus is destroyed, then you finally get a release as your life force is forever tied to the Nexus.  It dies, you die.

True-Borns found a new use for this punishment centuries ago while battling the hordes of Fae of ill intent that plagued the world.  They learned to Shadow-Bind volunteers to bridges and roads at all the gateways into the mortal cities.  These volunteers became the first Trolls, using the power of their Nexus to stop Fae of ill intent, letting all others pass.  It wasn't until later, with the accords, that the toll system was put in place.

The need arose to police the supernatural community in cities, both True-Borns abusing their powers or Fae, so again Shadow-Binding was used at places of power within a town to create a peacekeeping force... the Gargoyles.

I had something no other Troll had, though.  I smiled at Shar and touched my amulet and felt the connection to the rest of myself, my bridge, immediately.  I pulled in a little power from her to take the edge off.  I'm amazed at the amount of power it took for Sharee to create the pendant.  She basically created a shadow binding between each piece of the bridge in the pendant to the bridge itself.

There were five shadow bindings in it now, and it takes at least four Triumvirate to create a binding.  That showed me how frighteningly powerful my mate really was.  Though she is exhausted for days after creating each binding.

I felt better immediately, and Kyla said, “You two go ahead, there is something I need to do before sundown.  I'll see you on the bridge.”

I nodded and watched her go.

Then we started toward my booth.  I grinned when I looked over near the bar where Maggie, Colin's half sister who recently discovered she was a Shadow-Kin like me, was hugging an exceptionally tall woman goodbye.

Now I'm tall for a woman, but nowhere near as tall as Goyle Kalila Storm.  She had to top out at around six foot two or three.  She was half a hand taller than her partner, Declan.  The two were the Gargoyles of City Hall.  And though she hides it, I'm convinced that she's among the most powerful magic users among the ranks of the Goyles, if not the most powerful.  I can see the power emanating off of her, a perk of my Shadow-Kin sight.  Plus she has a wicked snarky sense of humor that I liked.

I had to grin at the fact that the cute little fiery tempered Irish lass, Maggie, with her matching flame red hair, had Storm wrapped around her little finger.  It was cute how obviously the two belonged together.

Storm paused when she and Declan turned toward the door to head back out to patrol.  She smiled and gave a head tilt to Sharee and me, which we returned.  Declan looked stiffer when he looked over.  Most Goyles and Trolls were scared shitless of the Custodian.

Two Goyles who looked really familiar but I just couldn't place their names for the life of me; hey, don't look at me like that, there are a ton of Goyles in the city; saw us coming and they quickly vacated the table.

As we passed them, they gave Shar a wide berth, and I nodded at them. “Goyles.  How's tricks?”  Trying to cover that I had forgotten their names...  again.

One grinned and shook his head at me in a knowing manner.  “It's Thompson, Kane.”  He tilted his head toward the other Goyle, who had a mousy beard.  “And Yates.”   He grinned. “Just like the last few times.”

Doh!  That's right, son of a bitch, why can't I ever remember that?  I grinned back sheepishly and offered, “I'll remember next time, I promise.”

He rolled his eyes in disbelief as they moved to the far end of the bar.

I felt Sharee stiffen a bit during the exchange.  I know she hated how the others saw her as the Ice Queen, but it was necessary.  We slid into the familiar booth with our backs to the wall so we could observe the entire bar.  A force of habit for us.  And I discretely grabbed her hand under the table and gave it a reassuring squeeze and said, “Hey, at least 'I' love you.”  Her practiced stoic mask broke as she smiled at me and crinkled her nose.

I let my eyes roam the pub as Maggie made a beeline toward us with a couple beers.  There was the usual mix, even this early in the afternoon.  It was about fifty percent human, and fifty percent Fae of all types.

Maggie slid into the booth on the other side in her ever flirty manner.  She slid our beers to us which I saluted her with and took a tug out of the bottle.

She asked, “D'ya got any word?  I told me daft brother that Felicia traded shifts with me.  Family emergency, ya' know.”

I shook my head sadly. “We won't hear from Rupert until sundown.  Then if he found her, we'll attempt a rescue.”

Her expressive eyes showed her worry as she shook her head slowly. “Poor little fox.  Why would anyone want'a hurt such a sweet girl as her?”

She slid on a pair of glasses and looked around the room, smiled then put them back in her pocket.  They were spelled like Kyla's glasses so that the veil-blind could see the Fae as they are.  Unlike the way I perceived Fae in their shadows before I was a Troll, her Shadow-Kin sight gave her glimpses of their true forms in her peripheral vision.  I enjoyed the newness and excitement of it all in her eyes, knowing she wasn't going insane and that there were all these amazing creatures all around us.

She slid out of the booth and wiped her hands on the bar towel hanging on the hip of her apron.  She asked, “Steak sandwich and fries?”

I nodded with a toothy grin, and she smirked at Shar.  “And nothin' but another beer for you?”

My white haired girl grinned at her as I teased, “No, she'll steal most of my fries and a bite or two of my sandwich.”

Sharee gave a crooked smile. “I will not Troll.  You are so bad.”

I shrugged. “I call them as I see them... Custodian.”

She grinned as she took a swig of beer.  We didn't really say much to each other, there wasn't much to say about what we were going to attempt.  We chose instead to just bask in the warmth of each other's company.  I swear at times I felt I was Shadow-Bound to her as well because I couldn't imagine my life without her anymore.

I swear, the moment Maggie slid the plate with an oversized helping of steak fries in front of me, Sharee reached out ad plucked one from the plate and defiantly bit into it.  Daring me with her eyes to say something.  So I did. “Ketchup, love?”  She giggled.  That was a rare gift from her and I loved that I brought it out of her.

Maggie gave us a huge smile, her eyes twinkling as she looked back and forth between us.  She drifted away saying, “Let me know if ya need anythin' else.”

I sighed and leaned against Sharee as I ate my sandwich, her plucking chunks of the savory steak from it.  It was the calm before the storm.  It felt good, but it also felt like the entire world was holding its breath, yet I felt oddly content.

I should have known not to think that, because the moment I did, some ass-waffle went and ruined it.  Two satyrs were moving toward our table.  One was trying hard to stop the other.  “Marty, no.  That's Evangeline Kane.  The Unbroken claimed her.”

This Marty character said, “Well the Unbroken isn't here anymore, now is she Stan?  She's free game.”

Oh for fuck's sake, god damn horny satyrs.  Marty stepped up to us. “Miss Kane, allow me to pay for your meal today.”  The other half goat man was pulling at his arm as he continued, “I'd like to intro...”

The other guy whispered loudly to him in desperation, “Idiot, that's the Custodian with her!”  Marty's face paled and I could see panic in his eyes as his little beard quivered on his chin.  He bowed his head a bit as he backed up rapidly, saying, “I'm sorry Custodian, ma'am.  I didn't know.”  Then he turned and made a hasty exit from the pub, their hooves clacking on the hardwood floor.  Stan glanced back with an apology on his face as they stepped out the door.

Sharee and I looked at each other, then shook our heads.  It would have been funny if I hadn't known how much it stings my girl that they all fear her.  I felt my nausea returning.  I just grabbed her hand, gave it a little squeeze and said as I reached for the last french fry only to find she had beat me to it. “Take me to my bridge.  I need to gather my strength before sundown.”

She nodded and I put some cash on the table, with a huge tip, and we stood.  I immediately felt the lack of Felicia's presence hit me.  This is where she'd normally be by our side to say goodbye, wrapping her tail around us and sharing her gift of happiness.  I WAS going to get her back, even if I died trying.

Maggie startled me when she spoke from beside us, where did she come from?  She looked back at the bar where Colin was filling drink orders then whispered, “Bring our girl back to us Kane.”  I saw fire in her eyes and I nodded once.  I truly hoped I could.  I had no clue what I'd do on the other side without my bridge, even if I made it.

She must have read that on my face and she thickened her Irish accent and said, “You'll be fine lass. Me Kalil speaks highly of ya' she does.”

I smiled down at the woman she put a hand on each of our arms and gave a little squeeze.  I straightened a little and said, “I will.”

We watched her walk off, threading through the tables, a swivel in her hips.  Shar slapped the back of my head, “Hey!”  I blushed and said, “Sorry. You have to admit she's got almost as cute a butt as you Sharee.”

I could tell she was restraining a smile as she lifted her chin in a royal manner and corrected me in our usual banter, “Custodian.”

I opened the door for her then as she passed, I stopped to admire her swaying caboose too, with that long, snowy white hair brushing it.  She didn't even look back as she said, “Eyes front, sailor.”

I chuckled and waved back to Colin, then hustled out to catch up.





  
 

Chapter 8 – Rupert

We stopped at my place, still in shambles.  I grinned at the thought that it looked like my old apartment above the little Korean grocery, Kim's.  I was such a slob then.  Well, I would be now too if Felicia and Sharee weren't always habitually straightening up when they were over.  I swear those two have a touch of OCD.

My idea of organizing my clothes was piles on the ground or the table.  If it passed the sniff test, it was clean enough to wear.  That's sort of what the entire chamber here looked like now.  I sighed as we sorted through my stuff.  I'd need to be prepared in case Rupert had good news and I can step trough the veil without becoming jellied mincemeat or worse.

Sharee insisted on me putting on the light combat armor that she got for me, all black with carbon composite plates and Kevlar mesh like she wore.  I was usually a jeans and tee sort of fighter.  Though I always wore my favorite leather jacket.  I looked around and saw a leather sleeve under an upturned table and tugged my jacket out and went to put it on.

Sheree shook her head and tried to get me to put on the tactical vest over the body armor.  I shook my head. “No love.  I already put this crap on for you.  This is my jacket... from before...  It reminds me of who I am.”

She sighed and lowered the vest and said, “You are who you were love.  Just... more.”

I closed my eyes and then opened them and exhaled.

Then she went about strapping weapons to me.  I hate weapons.  I'm not really a fighter, no matter how much training I have had with Sharee in her Custodian role, I'm more of a brawler.  In the three years I have been a Troll, I haven't needed a weapon, I like to improvise on the fly.  It keeps me sharp.

Not to mention that I have a better chance of not killing some Fae with my fist than with a blade.  That is one line I swore I would not cross.  I will not kill.  If that makes me a bad Troll, then so be it.

Shar put long steel blades at each of my hips, and a dagger that looked to be made of polished wood strapped to my lower leg.  She caught the look on my face and she said, “Cherry wood.  Trees are life and creation.  Hardwoods like oak, ash and cherry all act as a ward against the wraiths, ghouls, and banshees.  It is anathema to them.

I squished my lips to one side and asked, “When did you get that?”

She smiled up at me.  “I had it made for you after you banished Veldshee through the Under-Veil.  But you shun weapons like this for pipes and baseball bats.  So the occasion has never arose.”  Then she brightened.  “I have one of those for you too.”

She looked around and to a chest that was flipped over and she moved over to it and pulled out what looked like a scabbard covered with a cloth.  She looked at me sheepishly.  “It was going to be your birthday present.”

She unwrapped the cloth and I had to laugh.  She put the scabbard over my shoulder so it rested on my back.  I reached back and grabbed the handle in my hand and smoothly drew the Louisville Slugger.  I grinned at it and felt the warmth and weight of the bat in my hand.  She was a beauty, I can imagine this fine piece of hickory would put the hurt on more than just wraiths and the like.

She cocked an eyebrow as I gave it a test swing.  “Like it?”

I nodded with a smile and put it back in its scabbard on my back.  “It's perfect, a weapon I might actually use.”

She grinned in satisfaction, then rolled her eyes at me.

She grabbed a bag and stuffed a couple other things in it and some food.  I cocked an eyebrow.  She said, “Forty-eight hours.  You'll need some things in case you don't.”  She snapped her fingers.  “You'll need money then.”

Money?  I had more gold than I knew what to do with.  Once a Fae returns through the Under-Veil, their coin loses it's enchantment and becomes nothing but plain gold.

She read my face and chuckled as she rooted through the food spilled out of the cupboards.  “They don't take cash or gold.  Gold is plentiful there, it's like aluminum here.”  She brightened and put a can of macadamia nuts and a bottle of peanuts in the bag.

Then she moved over to the bookcase, there were still a few items left on it and she grabbed a little block of black stone and whispered something to it.  The glamour fell away and it became a little pull string bag.  She opened it up and poured some gems into her hand, nodded and slipped them back in, pulled the strings to close it and threw it into the sack.

I looked around, how many other things did she have hidden at my place?  I grinned at all the little trinkets scattered around that weren't Kellen's; the previous Troll of the Roebling, who died in my arms; or mine.  Shar had been moving in slowly and I never realized it.

I mean, I've been asking her to since we became an item, but she always refuses, saying that the Custodian must live in the tiny cell-like room in the Triumvirate chambers.  Though she spends most days with me here, adapting to my schedule.  I knew she had virtually no personal belongings, so this made me smile.  It was likely almost everything she owned.

She read my face and gave a cute, sly, and sexy grin.  “Don't get smug, Troll.”

I acted wounded.  “Who me?”  Then I got serious, “But honestly, I love you.”

She slipped the carry bag over my shoulder then just hugged me, laying her head on my shoulder.  We stood like that for a minute then she said softly, “And God help me if I don't love you too Evie.”

I was pleased as a platypus at a water park.  We separated a bit, shared a steamy kiss that curled my toes, then turned to the door.  I heard her take a deep breath as I did and we head for my bridge.

One thing I have grown to absolutely love in life since I became a Troll is the moment I step onto my bridge.  The John A. Roebling Suspension Bridge was a marvel to behold.  Her soaring stone towers and swooping cables beckoned a welcome to the city over the Ohio River from a different era.  She evoked tales of castles, knights, and dragons, of kingdoms far away, in me since I was a child.

The irony of it hit me now as I knew it wasn't far from the truth.

But the moment I step onto her deck, I know I am home.  It is a feeling I can't properly convey.  It is like finding myself.  It was no different now.  As I set foot on her beside my girl, my nausea instantly abated, my senses expanded, I could feel every inch of the bridge as it were an extension of myself.  The part of myself I left behind every time I was away from her.

Her towers were mine, my other arms, reaching for the heavens, the cables my hair.  The foundations my legs that rooted me to the power humming in the earth.  I felt whole when I was on her with Sharee by my side.  And I liked feeling whole, after so many years living in fear, feeling outside of the world, thinking I was mentally unstable.  Believing the doctors because I saw things I knew couldn't be real.  But the truth was so much more spectacular, and I was glad my eyes had finally been opened to the wonder of it all.

I looked sideways at my companion.  Her smirk matched mine and she suddenly exploded into motion, darting toward the cables.  I laughed as I ran after her, dodging the people on the pedestrian walk.  Most not even noticing our passing.  I still don't understand all the bizarre ways the veil-blind worked.  I vaulted a couple walking their dog, they were oblivious but the dog's eyes followed me and his tail started wagging furiously.

I snagged a suspender cable the same moment Sharee did and I yanked, sending me up in a high-flying arc.  I landed on the main cable and started sprinting up toward the north tower.  Each footstep was sure and solid, I knew instinctively where the best footing was, I was just running up a part of myself after all.

I don't know where she came from, but just as I was about to vault onto the roof of the tower, the custodian flipped up over the roof spinning in the air and landing like a cat on the parapet.  I grinned and leapt.  I pushed off the parapet with my arms and just cleared the whole tower.

I felt her running down the main cable below me, heading down toward the nadir at the mid-point of the bridge.  I hit the cable in a roll in front of her and rolled to my feet and pulled in the steel from my bridge.  My skin took on the tone of the blue painted steel and I slid down to the midpoint, sparks flying from my feet.

This time I didn't lose track of her, I felt every step she took on me... umm, on my cables and I kept in front of her as she gained on me as we approached the South Tower.  My favorite place to watch over my Nexus.  I grunted and leapt as she got within two steps of me.  I closed my eyes and felt the wind curling around my towers, across my deck plates, and whistling through my cables.  I asked a favor and nudged it with my mind and a blast of hurricane-force wind sent me sailing high into the air as I became human again.

I heard her chuckling below me as I flipped and landed in a backward skidding three-point stance on the roof of the tower just moments before she arrived.  I stood and we walked over to each other like a couple of duelists.  Then I whipped a hand out and pulled her to me by her waist and kissed her almost forcefully.

I released her and grinned at her blush and smile.  I said, “I win.  My bridge.”

She sort of sashayed a bit, her hands clasped behind her coyly.  “Yes, it is, Troll.”

I couldn't follow the speed at which she moved.  She had somehow dropped into a crouch and spun backward... one leg sweeping mine out from under me.  I landed on my back with a thud.

She chuckled as she walked away, fishing her phone out of a pocket as she said, “And you are too easy.”

I blurted, “You tease.”

She winked at me as she started one of the many calls she needed to get things set up for that night.  Shuffling Goyles so that my bridge would be protected in my absence.  Hell if Shar was going to guard her for me, I didn't see the need for reinforcements.  Her power has been growing lately and I didn't think there is much that could possibly stand against her.

I just laid on my back and crossed my arms behind my head and just reached out and let my bridge take me.  I was so much more aware of the world, being an unmovable part of it.

I blinked a moment later and the sun was low on the horizon.  I had lost time again, how many hours had I sat immobile?  I grinned at Kyla, who was using my stomach like a warm seat.  She grinned back and looked up to say, “She's back.”

I glanced around, it seemed I had an audience watching me do my impression of a statue.  I exhaled and then stood up, unceremoniously dumping my best friend to the ground on her butt.  I had to suppress the sly smirk I felt trying to show itself.  She blurted, “Hey!”  Standing and dusting her rump.  “You're just lucky I put up with you.  Who else would you hang out with who could explain the Ice Queen's moods to you?”

Sharee gave her one of her cold stares that made the fiercest Gargoyles tremble.  But what does Ky do?  She took one step to the Custodian of Cincinnati and hugged her arm as she laid her head on her shoulder.  “Oh come on Shar, don't get your ice panties in a twist.  I love you too.”

The eye twitch on my girlfriend was one of the funniest things I've seen in a long time.  I snorted and Sharee finally broke and grinned at my friend and sighed.  “Please Kyla, we are conducting official Triumvirate business here.”

She stepped away from the snowy-haired sentinel.  “Oh, sure, got ya.  Conduct away.”  She looked at me, “We really need to get her rip-roaring drunk one day to loosen her up.”

I cocked my head and raised an eyebrow expectantly though I thought she was hilarious.  She rolled her eyes and said, “Fine you party poopers.”  Then stepped over to the parapet to look down at the Covington side of the bridge where Rene sat.  The motherly doctor wrapped her tail around my friend to help keep the chill air off her and to share feelings of contentment.  I knew Ky was worried out of her gourd about Rupert.

I looked at the other two who had arrived while I was acting like a garden statue.  I gave the two Goyles a crooked grin.  They were among my favorite Gargoyles in the city and some of my best friends, James, and Odell.

The couple; in more ways than one; were the Gargoyles of the Saint Peter in Chains Cathedral, across the street from City Hall.  They were officially the most powerful Goyles in the city though I still have my suspicions about how much Kalila Storm holds back.  Being underestimated is actually a good survival technique in a world of magic users and supernatural beings.

Odell looked amused, and he said, “So the Custodian here was telling us that you need some house sitters while you are off vacationing across the Under-Veil.”

James, who rarely spoke unless it were important just nodded a greeting to me, I inclined my head to him.  The first time I saw these two in action I was more than a little impressed.  They move as a single unit and just intuitively back each other, making them twice as deadly.

I swear that Odell can hit as hard as a Troll.  My bridge vibrated whenever he struck in the Battle of the Roebling, on the first All Hallows Eve that I was bound to my bridge.  And James is always watching during a fight, guiding Odell and picking his own moments to strike where he could do the most critical damage.

I shrugged and replied, “Maybe.  We don't know if Rupert was able to track where they took Felicia to.  And we still don't know if I can really breach the gateway.  We may need a contingency plan.”  Then I could hear the dangerous tone in my own voice. “But we WILL get her back.  She's our Imp!”  They all nodded in agreement.

I smiled as I felt the familiar stride of heavy boots on my pedestrian walk.  Then the clomping as a man came up the external metal stairs of the tower to poke his head over the roof.  The rugged looking man winked at me and tipped his authentic cowboy hat to me.  “Ma'am.”  He took in everyone else as he hopped onto the roof deck.

He revised his greeting, “Ladies, gentlemen.”  Tipping his hat again.

Before any of us could respond to the man in the old western duster, which had been on his back in more than one real wagon train, Kyla hopped up and gave the big man a hug.  “Tex!  What are you doing here?”  She looked at the sun.  We had maybe a half hour before sunset.  “Shouldn't you be trolling your road?”

He grinned down at her and replied in his southern drawl, taking in the rest of us, “Well little lady, word came through the Cincy grapevine...”

We all almost moaned at that.  We knew how swiftly rumors could spread through the Fae and true-born communities in the city. He grinned at our reactions as he continued,  “That Miss Kane was going to be affecting a rescue of our little fox lady.  And that they were going to need someone to Troll her bridge.  I've been callin' the Custodian all day, but her phone is always busy.”

He inclined his head respectfully to the brown eyed Custodian, then said to her, “I figured you'd be takin' it on yourself with the help of some mangy Goyles like these.”  He winked at the Goyles, they were actually his best friends.  Tex was sort of the butt of all the Troll jokes until I arrived.  He guarded the weakest gateway into the city over on Old Mill Road, a rarely used gravel road.  His nexus, and old barn at the city limits, gave him just barely more power than the strongest Gargoyle.

Then he said, “I was just figurin' that I could free y'all up by Trollin' the Roebling for Kane.  Then a couple minor Goyles could watch my road for me since nothin' powerful can use my gateway.”

Sharee looked at the sun, then back at Tex.  “That's a good idea.  I'll get Powell and Heinz out there, their nexus is closest to Old Mill.”  She inhaled through her nose, her eyes narrowed in thought. “But I would like to keep James and Odell here to back you.  Two Minotaurs came through just last night.  I know you Texans go big, but if that happens again, you'll need the backup.”

He nodded and she looked at the other men who nodded too.  Then she was on her cell, relaying orders to the Goyles of the Germania Society building.

The big Texan clasped arms with the Goyles then looked at me.  He looked a little green around the gills. “May I?”

I gave a crooked smile and crinkled my nose at the polite Texan.  “Be my guest.”  Then I looked around, to include James and Odell.  “All of you.”  A moment later I could feel them all pulling on the huge reservoir of power in the heart of my bridge.  The slight look of strain in the corners of their eyes faded as they took the edge off of their separation sickness by using my Nexus.

We filled Tex in on everything that had transpired, and our hair brained plan for me to attempt a rescue.  He whistled and took his cowboy hat off and placed it over his heart and said with earnestness, “Well if anyone can do it, or short tempered Kane can.”

We all felt the sun set.  It was like a thrum of energy set off a tuning fork in the foundations of the bridge and it hummed through our bodies.  Tex exhaled and said, “Last one down buys the first round at the Safe Haven after this business is finished.”

Sharee and I grinned at each other as everyone was suddenly in motion.  I rolled my eyes as the Goyles and the Troll all dove over the parapet to run down the main cables.  Shar plugged her nose humorously like she was jumping into a pool and disappeared over the edge.  They didn't stand a chance against her.

I grinned and winked at Rene and Kyla, who were turning to walk down the stairs.  A moment later my skin took on the blue painted sheen of the steel of my bridge.  I hopped off the edge, missing the cables entirely and plummeting directly down to the deck.  I hit the pedestrian walkway like a comet.  Cratering the deck.  I felt the damage and the strike like a punch to my gut.  I healed the concrete as I stepped out of the broken, cratered mess.

A couple walked past me toward Covington, oblivious to what had just occurred a few yards from them.  They did notice I was standing there, though, since they had to walk around me and gave the nod to people passing each other on the street.  I still couldn't grasp veil-blindness.

A moment later my brown eyed companion landed almost soundlessly beside me.  Then James and Odell.  We all looked up when we heard, “Son of a...”  Then saw Tex's hand slip from the suspender cable he was sliding down.  He landed on his butt with a thud and an 'oof'.

He hung his head and shook it slowly. “Bested by a couple Goyles.  I'll never live it down.”

James chuckled and offered a hand and pulled him up to his feet.  Tex checked his cowboy boots for damage then dusted off the sleeves of his duster.  Then he added, “Isn't manifesting, cheating?  Just a bit, little lady?”

I crinkled my nose at him.

Kyla and Rene joined us a minute later.  We didn’t have to wait long before I could feel the fabric of reality stretching and a beautiful Woodland Fairy with gossamer wings stepped through.  An anxious look on her face.  I blurted with a smile, “Christina!”

She blushed at my enthusiasm, she was sort of an outcast Fairy.  Her kind had called her Trina, which means Unworthy in their tongue.  Just because she couldn't fly.  I gave her the name Christina instead because a pretty woman should have a pretty name, not an insult.  And though she couldn't fly, she could glide like a champion.  She also proved herself in the Battle of the Roebling.  Catching me from plummeting down into the Ohio River.

She lived in the city here but went back through the Under-Veil from time to time to visit friends and family.

In that same sweet voice that all the Fairies I have met seem to share, she said, “I have news from Rupert, he is just on the other side of the veil, just there.”  She pointed to where she had just come through.  Kyla stepped over there and just looked into the air.  I could tell she wished she could see the scrappy gnome she had fallen in love with.

Christina continued, “He has tracked the Unbroken to the dungeons in the High Crimson Court, in the Dark Wood, past River Crossing.  He says she faces a fate worse than execution.  Her trial and sentencing are in two days.”

Sharee looked at her with kindness and compassion.  She seems to revere the gifts that Woodland Fairies and Imps give to mortals.  They both want people to be happy, and can push emotions out to them.  Though a Fairy's abilities pale in comparison to an Imp's.  Sharee treasures every moment of peace and happiness both types of Fae give her from time to time.  And she's never this sweet to any other Fae or human... except maybe me... if I'm behaving.  I grinned.

My girl said, “Sweet Christina, do you have strength left to pass back through to relay a message to the Gnome?”

The fairy smiled brightly and nodded.  “Oh yes, I am just a lesser Fae and not powerful at all.  I can pass through the gateway three or four times before I am drained.  Since I am insignificant, it takes virtually none to get me through.”

I recalled what has been beat into my head by so many people.  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 Christina, who have very little power, can most easily pass through, since 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 her 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.

The Custodian laid a hand on the Fairy's cheek.  She hated when Christina belittled herself.  “You are very significant to us lady.  Can you please go back and tell Rupert that we are about to attempt to send Troll Kane through to attempt Felicia's rescue?  Griswald had theorized that it is possible.”

Her eyes went wide and a smile bloomed on her face.  Then she blushed over the fact that the Custodian had touched her and called her significant.  She nodded quickly, her excitement built as she looked at me.  “I will tell him.”

She turned quickly and was about to step forward when Kyla stepped in front of her.  “Would you please bring this to Rupert, Christina?”  And she handed her the bag she had packed with clothes and food for the Gnome.  I knew there was a letter she wrote to him inside too.

Christina looked like she was going to explode with cuteness as she nodded then hugged Kyla.  “Yes, of course.  I do not know if he realizes it, but he radiates love when he speaks your name.  Who would have thought that Rupertongrell the Slippery would be tamed by a mortal.”  Then she added with a fun wink to my best friend, “And a cute one at that.”

Collectively, we all raised one eyebrow at Rupert's true name.  Oh, the teasing that would commence if I survived this.

She took the offered pack then spun on her heel.  I swear the city lights sparkling on her gossamer wings gave the illusion of fairy dust around her as she stepped through the Under-Veil once again.  I could see where all the stories of fairies and fairy dust came from now.

I started taking deep breaths, knowing it was my turn now.  Shar stepped up to me and laid one hand on my waist and the other on my cheek.  “You ready for this Evie?”

I could hear the nervousness in her voice.

I nodded and closed my eyes for a second.  A stretching sensation beside me made me open them again.  It was Christina again.  She was panting and sweating dew drops from the effort of a third crossing.

She looked at Shar with wide eyes.  “Custodian.  Rupert gave me this chip from the bridge on the Fae side.  Said you would know what to do with this.  It might help if Evangeline Kane had a link to the other side.”

We all looked at the small rock chip in the palm of her hand.  How could a rock chip possibly help? I was skeptical, but I could feel something, a familiarity.  It felt like it was part of me, but it was from the land of Fae.

Shree was grinning widely as she inclined her head to Christina and took the chip and closed her eyes.  She whispered, “I can feel the link.  It represents the counterpoint, everything is in the intent, they matched the intentions of the bridge to create the gateway.”  Then she looked around and tried explaining, “Like the poles of a magnet.  They attract each other.”

She opened her hand and got it close to my amulet and the rock chip jumped from her hand and snapped over to my amulet.  She said, “See?”  Then she reached up and wrapped her hand around the talisman and looked around.  “Back away everyone.”

They all did.  I was about to ask what she was going to do when I felt power gathering around her.  She started glowing with the power, I knew only I could see it, then revised that as Kyla covered her eyes, she was wearing her charmed glasses.

I could feel the heat of compressed magic rolling off her in waves as her feet left the ground as the energy pushed out from her in all directions.  My bridge started shaking, bearing the metaphysical weight of so much magic.  It was almost as much as was stored in my foundations.

Then with a gasp, she released all the magic at once with an uttered Latin phrase.  A beacon of light flared out from her hand, like the blue lights in the sky we saw when someone was shadow-bound to a Nexus.

She wavered on her feet and I steadied her.  She smiled at me and asked, “Can you feel it?  Is there a link?”

I hesitated, worried about her.  I could feel her magic reserves were low now but slowly refilling.  Realizing that it really was a small scale shadow-binding she had just done.  Something that would take most of the council to do.

I touched the talisman and quested.  I blinked, it was there, like it was far, far away, but it was like an extension of my bridge, yet foreign.  She had created a bond between the two bridges, but it tasted like mine.  Were they somehow that same bridge?

I nodded. “I can feel it!”  I was sort of excited, this rock chip held so much power, I didn’t know stone itself could hold power.  I could feel an entire other part of me like a ghost, made of the material.

Sharee looked around and said, “You know how you weaken or strengthen the gateway with the power of your bridge?”

I nodded.

“I would assume this would work like a transport spell.  You would have to weaken the gateway, then concentrate on where you want to end up.  Use the link in the talisman to guide you.”

Then she smirked. “Though you're a pain in my ass, you are one of the most powerful beings in Cincinnati.”

I rolled my eyes at her as she continued,  “So this is going to take a huge amount of power.  Your bridge may not be enough, I will push from this side as well if needed.”

Then her eyes took on a haunted look.  “I don't know how we will get you enough power to return.  You may be stuck over there Evie.”

I nodded and placed a hand on her cheek then kissed her tenderly.  “I love you Shar.  Always will, no matter what happens over there.”

She nodded, and we both pretended not to see the other was crying.  I whispered, “But I can't let Felicia die.”

She nodded and kissed me back.  I wiped my eyes on my leather sleeve.  She smiled and did the same then put the pack she prepared for me, over my shoulder.

Then the Custodian was back.  “Everyone back, if this goes wrong, it could be catastrophic.”  They didn't need to be told twice.  Christina was too tired to cross over again, Rene led her back a safe distance.

Kyla hugged me.  “Go get our little foxy girl.  I expect you back in forty-eight hours lady.”  She let me go then hustled back to where everyone else was standing.

I nodded and then drew on my bridge as I grasped Sharee's hand one last time and looked into her expressive, brown eyes.  I looked away and thrust my hands forward, throwing raw energy at the gateway, weakening it with all the power I had in my foundations.  The transfer was causing static to build.  I touched the gateway, it was like a spongy wall to me now.

I tried to push in, but it was too solid still.  I screamed and pulled in the power of the currents below, the wind curling around my towers and through the cables.  On the very power of the symbol, the bridge was to the people in the city.  Energy was now visibly crackling around me, I had never wielded this much, and I could feel my flesh starting to smoke.

I pushed farther into the fabric of space that was now beginning to stretch around me.  I screamed and thrust my hands forward further.  I was starting to falter, then I felt the wind at my back, and realized it wasn't the wind, but waves of golden energy being directed to me by my girl.  The Custodian still had that much power after that minor shadow-binding?  It propped up my own power allowing me to concentrate more on pushing through.

Then I remembered what she had told me.  I pictured the drawings I have seen of the ornate stone bridge on the other side.  Lightning was now exploding from me in all directions, lighting up the night sky.  Damaging the deck of the bridge.  I reached one hand shakily up to touch my amulet, and I felt for that link, that connection to the other side.

Then I screamed in pain.  It was like I was being undone.  Torn apart at the molecular level then reassembled, my entire being was on fire.  I forced my eyes open and through the blinding flashes I saw a forest.  Unnatural lightning was lancing out from my core and catching trees aflame, I could hear people screaming and see the shadows of Fae running away.  I stumbled as there was suddenly no resistance of the veil around me, and strong hands caught my waist and prevented me from falling on my face.

I swallowed and panted then looked down at a familiar smirking Gnome's face.

“Hello, Eve.  Welcome to the Under-Veil.  You look like shit.”





  
 

Chapter 9 – Under-Veil

I blinked and chuckled, trying to focus.  I saw smoke rising from my gear and my skin was red and bubbled in places, but healing rapidly.  I instinctively reached for my bridge and was answered by something huge.  I glanced down then around.  The stone bridge I stood on was much smaller than my Roebling, but it felt just as much a part of me as my own.

The very stones of the bridge seemed to speak to me as if they were almost aware.  I could tell that they were older than the earth itself.  Alive with ancient power.  It seemed to cradle me and welcome me home.

The night sky was lit by an eerie, unnatural light and I noted the moon was the same moon I gazed upon in the mortal realm.  There were glowing insects and some slowly flying creatures that emitted light.

I said to Rupert as he released me so I could lean on the stone railing,  “Hang on, let me just catch my breath.”  I blinked at the nearby trees that were aflame.  Dozens of fairies and other flying Fae I had never seen before were darting into the small river below the bridge with buckets for water to douse the flames.  A tall tree looking Fae, who reminded me of the Ents from Lord of the Rings was chanting and gentle rains fell on the flames, preventing them from spreading.  I mumbled, “Shit.  Sorry.”

Rupert waved it off.  “Don't sweat it, it gives the fire brigade some practice.”  Then he sobered. “That was some light show, Evie.  Are you sure you are ok?”

I nodded, straightened up and patted his shoulder.  “I'm fine now.”  I watched the last of the redness fade from my skin. “Is it always like that?  When you go through the veil?  It felt like I was being torn apart.”

He shook his head and said, “I've never seen the like.  It's unnatural for a mortal to be here, I can't imagine how much power it took to push you through.  It looked like you were being pushed through a sieve.”

Two fairies flew down and took my hands.  They had smiles on their faces as they hovered just an inch off the stone deck of the bridge urging me toward the steps just a few yards away.  I smiled back at them, one I recognized, I had taken her toll on the bridge a couple times but to my embarrassment, I couldn't remember her name.

She said, “Come, Troll Kane.  We need to hide you and the dirt grubber.  Your entrance through the veil is sure to have drawn the attention of the Three Courts.”

Rupert growled out, “Hey!  There's no need for insults Hanalee.”

Ahh, that was her name.

Then he added, “But she's right.  We have to get you out of here before the Crimson Court is aware of your presence.  You're not exactly their favorite person on this side of the veil.”

I chuckled. “Or the other side either.”

He grinned up at me.  “There is that.”  Then he thought for a moment, looking pensive. “The accords don't cover this, you have no protections here, so maybe we should introduce you to the Willow Court first, get their protections before we travel into the Dark Wood.”

I nodded. “You're the expert here.”

He grunted then we followed the fairies and a gathering group of other Fae and animals off the bridge, to a huge path paved with cobblestones.  You could have driven two tractor-trailers side by side on it.

I ran my hands along the ornately carved guardians at the end of the bridge.  The huge statues looked to be a cross between dragons and chimeras.  I knew instinctively that they were made of that same odd, ancient stone.  They seemed to sing out to me as I touched them.  This bridge... was alive.  And it was a part of me now, as I was part of it.  It was my bridge, only different.

I felt the loss the moment I stepped off the stairs at the approach.  I absently raised my hand to the talisman hanging around my neck and was surprised to feel the bridge through the rock chip that was now part of it.  I smiled at that fact, then just before releasing it, I realized I could still feel my other bridge.  It was faint, but it was there, through the link, like it was tethered in a harbor just out of reach.

I glanced around at the heavy jungle surrounding us.  I asked about the trees.  I knew that Wraiths and the like couldn't touch hardwood.  “Dark Fae are always using my gateway.  But it is a forest on this side.  How can they...”

Rupert grunted and said, “They are mostly soft woods in this area, just a minor inconvenience.”  Then he nudged his head down the massive paved pathway.  “Plus corridors are cleared like this to gateways in any wooded areas for them to travel safely.”

I nodded.  We walked swiftly for a couple hours, the jungle seemed to be thinning.  There was a commotion ahead and a leaping, bug-like creature about the size of a small dog came bounding over a rise, chirping frantically.  My gnome friend murmured, “Shit.”

Then I was surrounded by Fae, all urging me off the path into the shadows in the undergrowth.  I was startled for a moment when a couple trees started moving beside us.  They were those wooden Fae.  They bent over, and their hands seemed to meld into the ground as they formed a dome around us and branches and leaves and flowers bloomed all around, hiding us.

I smiled and reached out and touched the arm of one of the tree Fae.  His skin felt just like bark as I ran my fingers along it.  The creature closed its eyes and his mouth tightened in a strained look as he started to shimmy, leaves shaking.  Rupert slapped my hand away. “Stop that Evie.  Sticklings are extremely ticklish, like almost terminally.  Do you want to give our position away?”

Oh.

I crinkled my nose in apology to the Stickling and whispered, “Sorry, big guy.”

He smiled in relief then we all went silent as we heard heavy hooves clacking on the cobblestones a few yards away.  There was a Minotaur carrying a torch, and two mounted Fae that looked like they wore the skulls of bull elk.  The huge antlers were unnatural.  I saw one blink as they rode past.  It was his real head!

The undergrowth on either side of the path withered and turned sickly colors as they passed.

As they disappeared down the way, I blinked, were those Percherons they were riding?  But those were horses from the mortal realm, how did they get them here?

After a minute, the Sticklings stood up, breaking the new branches off of themselves, leaving behind flowering bushes on the floor of the jungle.  Didn't that hurt?

Rupert said gruffly as we made our way back to the path.  “Did you see the crests on the Forest Lords?  Crimson Court.  How did word get to them all ready to investigate?”

I had a sinking feeling that I knew the answer.  It was one of two things, and I didn't like either.  It could be that we still have a mole in Cincinnati that we haven't weeded out, or more chillingly, they may have been expecting me.

We crested a hill and I blinked.  Below us, the jungle thinned to green oceans of grasslands with a large medieval looking city below, torches and lights twinkling and lighting up the buildings.  It stretched on for miles.  Wow.  There was a huge, swift river that cut through the middle of the city.  I marveled at all the animals and what looked suspiciously like birds from the mortal realm flying in huge groups through the blue skies.  I felt like Dorothy in OZ at that moment.  I assumed that I was looking down upon River Crossing.

We passed a few farms and then the Fairies pulled us up to a farmhouse.  I noted that all of the other Fae had drifted off when we reached the edge of the jungle.   Hanalee knocked three times on the door then the two Fairies darted off into the sky leaving Rupert and I standing alone at the oversize door.

A moment later the door swung open and I threw myself in front of Rupert, hissing back to him, “Stay back.”  I cocked my fist ready for the heavily scarred Minotaur, who was standing there, to strike.

Rupert was sputtering out as he grabbed my fist.  “Put that silly thing away Evie.  This is Geravold, this is a safe house.”

The huge Fae blinked and asked in shock, “A mortal?”

Rupert nodded.

The slab of beef chuckled and offered his hand to me.  His voice was low, even for a Minotaur.  It sounded like tectonic plates shifting as he said, “I believe this is how you greet people in your realm.”

I shook his hand and looked at Rupert.  “But... he's a Minotaur.”

Rupert pushed past both of us and into the farmhouse as the rib-eye chuckled again.  Rupert said, “You know better than that Kane.  Though rare, there are a few decent Minotaur out there.  We have a couple in Cincy.”

True.  I admitted to myself that I was just being a bit bigoted.  I looked up at the half bull, half human.  “I'm sorry Geravold, I mean no offense.”  I released his hand.  “I am Evangeline Kane.”

The big man backpedaled into the farmhouse as he swung his head toward Rupert.  “A Troll?  You bring a Troll into my house?!”

Rupert was helping himself to some liquid in a pitcher.  He held a calming hand up.  “Whoa, there Gery.  It's alright.  She's the Troll of the Roebling.  A friend to the Fae.  She's here to rescue the Unbroken.”

The bull calmed a bit and then he said my name like he was taste testing it,  “Evangeline Kane.  Yes... I have heard of you.  You banished Veldshee himself.”

His hooves clomped on the plank floor and he motioned me in.  I stepped inside and he shut the door, scanning the horizon first.  I looked at the rustic farmhouse as I stepped in, it was lit by oil lamps and some sort of understated magic glow.

Then he turned to me and gave me a sad look as he shook his head.  “But it is too late for the Unbroken.  She is to be read her crimes and sentenced in the Crimson Court.  There is nothing to be done about it.  Breaking her out would signal war between the courts again, the mortal accords would be thrown out.”

Rupert looked stoic, he knew this too, but he was willing to go to war to rescue Felicia, he didn't know the whole plan yet.  I put them both at ease.  “I plan to use a loophole in the laws of the Three Courts.  I plan to challenge her accuser to battle.”

Gery looked sad as he shook his head. “Only the accused or family can challenge.  Woodland Imps have no family.”

The bovine man looked a little confused, and he looked over to Rupert for confirmation.  Rupert's face was full of hope and excitement now.  He grinned at the big man. “Actually, this is brilliant... Kane IS Felicia's family.  The Unbroken claimed her in front of witnesses across the veil in Cincinnati.”

The big guy sat absently into a chair at the table near the smug looking Gnome.  The man asked, “Truly?”

I nodded.  “Yes, she is my kin now.”

He chuckled.  His laugh was like two boulders being rubbed together.  Then he paused and narrowed his eyes.  “But you will have no power away from your bridge, Troll.”

Rupert seemed to realize that too.  It was my biggest worry.  But even if I had to die trying, I would get Felicia home somehow.  I just said with far more confidence than I had. “Just leave that to me.  I only need to get to where they are going to hold court.”

The big guy shook his head, poured two more glasses from the pitcher, sliding one to me as I sat.  He mumbled, “Evangeline Kane... I'll be damned.”  He slid a glass over to me and I took an experimental sip.  I squinted one eye at the fruity, strong alcohol and raised my cup to him in thanks and took a large swallow.  Feeling the welcoming, warm burn of it all the way down my throat.





  
 

Chapter 10 – The Willow Court

We discussed all that I knew about what was going on, and in turn I learned that Geravold lived among the peaceful Fae as a farmer.  He resisted his urges to manipulate people and subtly corrupt them like the other Minotaurs, for the love of a woman, a Woodland Fairy...  Hanalee to be exact.  Against my will, I had grinned at that.  Beauty taming the beast.

I got distracted by a butterfly flying through the room.  It looked to have gossamer wings like a fairy.  The light reflected from its wings like a prism, little rainbows of light danced on the table beneath it.  I blinked.

Then I heard Rupert repeating my name.  “Eve, Evie, Evangeline, Eve...”  As he repeatedly tapped my forehead with a tin cup.  I blinked at him and looked up.  He sat back heavily in a different chair with a smirk. “You Medusa-ed on us.  We just let you rest for the night to recover from your transit.”

I took a deep breath and looked around, the butterfly was gone, there was early morning light streaming in through the windows.  I could feel my separation sickness, causing all my joints to hurt.  Rupert said, “I explained to Gery that you did that from time to time.  He thought you had died, what with you forgetting to breathe when you do that.”

I gave a shrug. “Sorry.”  Not needing to breathe or eat sort of freaked me out a little too.  I was the only Troll that didn't need to, and the only one that zoned out like this.  I still enjoyed eating and I remembered to breathe whenever I thought about it or needed to talk.  It really used to freak Kyla out, but she's used to it now.

Then I said, “Well we can't just sit around all day.  I need to get to the Crimson Court.”

Geravold shook his head.  “That's suicide, mortal.  They would slay you on sight.  You have a price on your head among the dark Fae, after what you did to Veldshee and Udland.”

I squinted. “Who is Udland?”

He tilted his head at me and squinted his eyes like I should know, it looked kind of cute on the huge bull of a man.  “One of my kind, he was sent by Veldshee to test your mettle.  You took his horns, the ultimate insult, and banished him through the Under-Veil.”

I remembered him. I nodded and said, “Oh yeah, I remember Bessie.  I have his horns on my coffee table at my place.”

He looked as if he wanted to stand, as his nose flared, and steamed air huffed out of his nostrils.  I said, “Sorry, I didn't mean to upset you.  But the man attacked me on my bridge and refused to pay the toll.  I wasn't about to let him pass.  I only took his horns after he tried to kill me.  I won't apologize for that.”

He huffed again and visibly relaxed.  “I understand.  It is just hard to think of a mortal taking his pride like that.”

Hmm... I was getting the feeling that the male Minotaurs measured their horns against their manhood, like human males measured something else.  I might feel bad about what I did if the walking sirloin hadn't attempted to put my head through the deck of my bridge.

I shook my head. “If I am to issue a challenge, isn't that covered by some sort of laws here?”

Rupert tilted his head then nodded slowly. “By the Crimson Court, yes.  But any other Fae of ill intent would be free to act.”  Then he brightened. “Unless...”

He looked over to Geravold.  “We need to get Eve here to the Willow Court.  If she pleads her case and we illustrate the dangers of her issuing a lawful challenge in hostile territory.  She could get an edict of safe passage from them.  No Fae would dare cross any of the Three Courts.”

I shook my head. “No, you said they were going to pass sentence on Felicia tomorrow.  We don't have time for any of that.”

Geravold stood.  “No, the little Gnome is right.  You must pass through River Crossing to get to the Dark Wood anyway.”  Rupert stiffened and his face turned red... he hated being called little.  The big man started walking to the back door of the farmhouse.  “Come, we must make haste if we are to visit the Willow Court and to make it to the Dark Wood before nightfall.”

He led us out to a stable and started saddling up two large horses.  I blinked in surprise at them and had to ask, “Theses look like Clydesdales, and earlier those creepy elk looking Fae were riding Percherons.  How can they be here in the Under-Veil?”

Rupert chuckled and said like it was obvious.  “I would imagine that they walked.”  I furrowed my brow in confusion.  If he was playing with me, I was going to rain down a world of hurt on him.  He looked a little surprised. “Oh... you don't know?”

He straightened a bit.  “Animals are free to step through the veil at any time.  That is why you will find both animals from the mortal realm and the lands of Fae on both sides of the veil.  All intelligent creatures like humans or Fae have a spark of magic, whether they can use it or not.  That is what the veil acts as a barrier against.  You didn't think that intelligence was really evolution did you?  Animals have no magic spark, so they have no restrictions going through the gateways.”

Then Gery added, “The Dragons had erected the veil after seeing so many races rise and fall.  They crave magic and horde it like precious gems.  When the humans started walking the land, little more than dumb animals themselves, and the Fae were young...  the prophecies of how mankind would one day harness the magics of Fairie and wield it as equals to the dragons, made them create the veil to separate us from the mortals and prevent that prophecy from coming to pass.”

He shrugged. “Dragon magic is not infallible and there were weak spots in the veil, the gateways.  And the Fae learned how to cross over.  It was apparent that even with the separation between us, mankind was learning to harness magic.  So the barrier, the veil, that was constructed with long forgotten spells served no purpose after all.”

Then he smiled.  It looked odd to see a bull smiling.  “Except, of course, it prevents mortals from entering our realm... until now.”

The seven-foot tall man stepped into a stirrup and saddled up on one mount with practiced ease.  The size of the huge horse was the only thing that prevented having a seven-foot tall man on its back look silly.  I grabbed the reins of the other absently then asked, “There are Fae animals in the mortal realm?”

Rupert chuckled in genuine amusement.  “That's all you came away with everything we just told you?  Fae animals?  Really?”  He grinned and said, “Of course.  Where do you think the platypus, and butterflies, and those annoying little river otters come from?”

I mumbled under my breath, “Hey, otters are cute.”  With a little effort, I mounted up on the monster horse.  River otters are Fae?  I grinned.

I paused at a random thought.  The dragons created the veil, which they and the lands of Fae hide under?  Under.. Veil.  Under-Veil, really?  Are Fae always so literal?

Rupert was standing, looking way up to me on the mount, looking a little embarrassed.  “Ummm.  A little help here?”  He had a hand raised to me.  I grinned and shook my head as I reached down.  I grabbed his hand and pulled him up in the saddle behind me.  He grumbled something about riding bitch.

I was a little relieved how easily I had lifted the Gnome, seeing that I still had my enhanced Troll strength there.  He may be small, but his was dense, nearly indestructible and able to work in the immense pressures and heat, deep in the mines.  He weighed close to three hundred pounds.

Geravold urged his mount forward at a quick pace.  I had only ridden a horse a couple of times with Kyla's family when they took me in until I had a job to afford a place of my own.  It took a moment for me to get us moving, but it all came back to me.  Before long we were galloping toward the amazing fairytale city growing out of the grassy plains.

We started passing more and more Fae as we approached the huge stone walls that surrounded the city.  All manner of creatures, scores of races I didn't recognize.  Most stopped to gawk at us.  Some children chased us down that wide cobblestone road.  More and more buildings dotted the landscape until it became a dense village outside the gates, with open air markets and shops of all types.

I glanced back and smirked as we passed a tavern that boasted gambling tables inside.  Sure enough, Rupert's head swiveled at it.  I rolled my eyes at his obsession and smiled.

Then we got to a huge iron and wood portcullis.  The archway soared at least forty feet above us.  We slowed to a slow walk as we passed through the gates with so many people on foot or on horses, some riding wolves.  All coming and going to and from the city proper.

Then I froze and pulled my horse up short as no less than twelve dangerously sharp looking pikes were thrust at me, stopping just short of my neck.  I swallowed and didn't move.  I smiled nervously and slowly looked around at the various Fae in leather armor, with the crest of a willow tree on their tunics.

One spoke as Geravold dismounted while holding his hand up in a placating gesture.  “A mortal?  In the Under-Veil?  How can this be?”  The man was looking behind us like he was expecting a hoard of angry humans with torches behind me.

Our Minotaur guide placed a hand on the man's pike and gently applied pressure, moving it down as he said, “She is Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling.  She is here to challenge the Unbroken's accusers.  By right of family.”

A shadow of sorrow fell over the feline looking guard's face at the mention of Felicia.  Our guide continued, “We need to get a writ of safe passage for her from the Willow Court.  She travels to the High Crimson Court.”

The guard lowered his pike and the rest followed suit.  “Troll Kane...  you are said to be a friend of the Fae.”  He looked at Rupert, “Can she do this, Gnome?”

Rupert was silent a moment, I don't think he thought I caught his hesitation, then he said in a wistful manner, “If anyone can, it would be Kane.  She has no quit in her.”  Then he added, “We need to hurry.”

The feline man hissed and all the guards came to attention then he yelled out, “Willow Guard!  Clear the way, Evangeline Kane lays her life down for the Unbroken!  To the High Willow Court!”  The Fae all sprang into action, and dozens of other guards seemed to step out of the shadows from everywhere as they ran forward, clearing a path through the busy streets.  The apparent captain of the guard ran in front of our horses, as fast as I could sprint with my enhanced speed.

He was yelling out as we passed through the corridor of guards who would dart ahead as we passed to keep the way clear, “Make way for the Unbroken's Champion!”

This caused the Fae to all crowd the guards to look intently at me as we passed.  I had never felt so self-conscious in my entire life, nor had I ever thought to see so many Fae in one place.

Was it wrong that the curious child, dreaming of castles and dragons, was peeking excitedly through my eyes while Felicia was in danger?  I was a stranger in a strange and wonderful land.

A wave of nausea swept over me, breaking the spell of the place.  Separation sickness was starting to kick my ass already.  I absently touched my talisman hanging from my neck by reflex and pulled energy from my bridge to take the edge off and got a huge surprise and gasped.

The bridge on this side of the veil answered me, filling me with that odd energy that felt like living stone and history.  It didn't erase the symptoms of being separated from my Nexus, but it was shockingly more effective.

Rupert touched my shoulder and I looked back to see concern written on his face, in his creased brow.  I just gave him a reassuring smile and shook my head.

Before long we arrived on a huge lawn, broken up by little islands of colorful flower beds and a small wandering brook with stone footbridges spanning it.  It was slightly bowl shaped with increasingly larger and larger trees to the perimeter, giving the illusion we were in a meadow deep in a forest instead of in a huge medieval city the size of New York or; I grinned as I got it; Cincinnati. This was Cincinnati.

In the center of the meadow was a huge cathedral-looking building.  In front of it, in a circular courtyard was a statue of a dragon that stood as tall as the building itself.  It held scales in its hand.  On one burned a crimson flame that looked alive.  On the other side of the scales was a willow tree, it's leaves shimmering in the light breeze.  I could see guards stationed all around the grounds.  This had to be the High Willow Court.

Our escort stopped at a row of long railings on the fringe of the meadow and dismounted, we followed suit.  Rupert falling on his ass with a thud as he tried to dismount.  He stood, dusting himself off as he grumbled at me, “No, by all means, don't offer a hand, I don't need any help down Eve.”

I smirked at him as the captain looped his reins over one of the rails.  Oh, these must be hitching posts.  We did the same and I noted the water and feed troughs below the posts, and smiled.  I felt almost like I was in some old black and white fantasy movie.

I noted that Geravold and the rest of the guards stayed mounted and stayed behind as their leader started walking on one of the cobble paved paths saying, “This way.”  With my height and long legs, I was able to keep pace with his long feline strides.  Rupert had to hustle to keep up with us.

The Captain paused.  “Stay with the horses dirt grubber.”

I had to grab Rupert's collar when he growled and started for the man.  I looked at the captain and said, “He's my bodyguard.”

The man shot a skeptical look at me and cocked an eyebrow down at Rupert.  I had to stop myself from grinning like a loon, and was proud that I kept my voice level when I said as I held a hand, palm down, by my knees, “Well he protects me from about here down.”

The cat man looked at me for a moment in silence then his nose crinkled and he tipped his head back in a chuffing, hissing laugh.

Rupert glared at me and said, “I hate you so much right now Evie.”

I pursed my lips trying hard not to laugh myself and said, “Tough, I love you, Rupertongrell the Slippery.”

He narrowed his eyes, trying to maintain his glare then he looked away, attempting to hide the smile I caught anyway, and grumped out, “Let's just get this over with.”

The still chuckling feline turned back and led the way to the Willow Court.

When we arrived at the huge arch-shaped doors that were at least twenty or thirty feet tall, with smaller, more human-sized doors inset in them.  The scale of the thing was a little intimidating.

I pointed at them and asked that of Rupert, “To intimidate?”

He looked up like he didn't understand the question.  Then he grinned.  “Oh no.  For the dragons.”  I swallowed.  Just how big were these dragons?

Four guards at the doors leaned pikes, with double edged blades at their tips, and wicked hooks and axes just below the blades, across our path, barring entrance.  Our guide said to none of them in particular.  “Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling, Champion of the Unbroken, to seek council with the High Court.”

The men who hadn't so much as blinked or even looked at us seemed surprised and glanced at each other when they heard my name. The man nodded once and all the pikes lifted.  In a moment, I felt something at my hips, leg, and back.  I looked over to see a small charcoal black elf holding the two long blades and the polished hardwood dagger that Sharee had armed me with.  The tube with the bat, was slung over his back.

Rupert was playing tug of war with another elf who was trying to wrest away the section of pipe that he kept strapped to his back from him.  The elf gave one last tug and broke it free of Rupert's grasp.

As the lower doors swung open, our guide said as he strode forward, “Weapons are not allowed in the High Court.  They will be returned when... and if... we exit.”

I swallowed at the inference that we may not.

I looked at my blades, the elf-like creature seemed fascinated with the wooden dagger.  He asked in a squeaky voice, “Tis indeed of the elder wood?”

An odd speech pattern but I understood. I nodded once and as I passed said, “Cherry wood,”

 He seemed really happy about that and smiled with his eyes closed.  Damn but that was cute.  The Fae always spoke of hardwood as elder wood, even back in Cincy.  Was that like what the ancient stone my bridge on this side was made of?  Elder stone?

I almost chuckled, I was calling both bridges 'my bridge' now like they were one and the same.  But I had to admit, that's what it felt like to me since they were both an extension of me now.

I took two full steps through the doorway and onto a polished stone floor.  I glanced back as I realized just how huge and massive those doors were.  They weren't made of wood beams, each 'beam' was just a squared up sequoia tree, about eight feet thick,  all bound with mammoth steel bands and hinges.

We were led through grand halls with soaring, carved stone ceilings that were supported by smooth marble columns as big around as a tanker truck.  I mused that the corridors must be so huge for the dragons to maneuver through.

We came to another huge door like the entrance.  There was a guard and a feline woman in a little red cap, at the door.  She nodded at our approach and said to our guide, “Lord Trellian.”

The man inclined his head and I swear I could almost feel a purr radiating from him.  I paused, there was a vibration, maybe he was purring on a subsonic level.  I grinned, he liked this woman.

He leaned in and whispered something to her.  She in turn whispered to the guard and he opened the smaller door for her.  Then she disappeared inside.  I felt self-conscious again as we just stood there in silence.  Finally, the feline woman stepped back out and motioned for us to follow.

 As soon as we stepped in and my eyes adjusted to the dimmer torchlight in the windowless chamber, she announced in a loud musical voice, “Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling, Champion of the Unbroken.”

A booming voice growled out, “Step forward and address the High Willow Court, Evangeline Kane.”  The entire chamber vibrated with the power of that gravelly voice.

I stepped forward, Rupert at my side.  And I saw a raised platform on the far side of the chamber and almost snorted.  This must be their council, they have the same self-importance of the Triumvirate that they have to be raised above everyone in the room, forcing them to look up at them.

Though, I have to say, the Fae do it in grand style compared to us humans.  The entire platform was carved to resemble a sleeping dragon, out of what looked to be a single mammoth slab of ancient wood, with a slab of marble resting on it's back, where the Fae sat behind an ornately carved railing, which I realized was meant to be the dragon's tail curled around.

The glistening black pearlescent wall behind them reflected and refracted the torchlight that illuminated the chamber.  The wall was carved like immense scales.  Kudos on tying everything into a theme.  The way the lights danced off the wall made it look almost like it were subtly moving.  It was a disconcerting effect.

There were seven chairs on the right, with all types of elderly looking Fae in them.  They all wore white tunics with a glistening green willow tree crest on them.  To the other side there was a single person in a heavy, dark red cloak, standing with his back to us, head lowered.

Rupert whispered as he nudged his head toward the Fae, “The Seven Judges of the Willow Council.”  Then he angled his chin toward the cloaked person.  “The Voice of the Crimson Council.”

An elderly Garunda stood and spoke in a clear voice to me,  “Welcome Evangeline Kane, why do you beseech the High Willow Court?”

I wasn't sure what I was supposed to do.  I glanced at Rupert who's head was bowed.  He nudged his eyes in front of him then down.  I stepped forward a step and lowered my head.  I wasn't a talker and wasn't eloquent in the least.  So I just spoke plainly, “Thank you for seeing me.  I am here to challenge the accusers of ummm... the Unbroken.”  Then remembered what Garza said and added, “I will invoke Right of Family under the Accords.  Felicia Vulpes has claimed me.”

The Crimson Court Fae in the cloak stiffened at that but did not turn around or raise their head.  The Garunda blinked first one set of eyelids then the other then asked slowly toward Rupert, “She is of the Unbroken?”

He didn't look up but nodded and affirmed, “She is of the Unbroken.”

Then she tilted her head at me and seemed to examine me closely, I felt magic flowing from her.  I could feel the immense magic around all the judges, but hers flowed over me gently, seeking questing.  Then she blinked again. “It is your right but child... you are all but defenseless, you have no magic of your own, none but the strength given by your Nexus.  How do you think you could prevail?”

Why was everyone so sure I was outclassed?  A little voice in my head was saying, “Because you are, idiot.  You don't have your bridge to help you this time.”

I gritted my teeth and raised my head.  “I can hold my own when someone I love is in jeopardy.”  I challenged her with my eyes.  She seemed amused.

She waved an arm in the air dismissively and grinned. “Then on your way child.  I truly hope you succeed, though it is doubtful.  The Unbroken is a treasure to us all, and we were saddened to hear of her arrest, but the Crimson are within their rights.”  She cocked her head, her bullfrog features sad.

I bit back a sarcastic remark and took a calming breath and said,  “I am here to ask for the protection of the High Willow Court.  A writ of safe passage, that I might make it to the Crimson Court unharassed.  There is a price on my head.”

She smiled and inclined her head at that.  “Perhaps you are not as foolish as we believed.”

It was kind of freaky how all the judges inclined their heads in unison with her.  Were they somehow communicating with each other or in sync or something?  How freaky would it be if the Triumvirate got that coordinated?  I stopped a snort from bursting out.

She looked to the others as she spoke, “This is acceptable.  We will grant you this boon?”  It was a question and each of the Seven Judges inclined their heads in turn.  She smiled then turned to the figure in red.  “Does the Voice concur?”

Rupert still had his head bowed and he whispered to me.  “The Voice can either agree or disagree.  If they disagree then, it goes to the dragons to decide.”  Did we have time for that?

The crimson figure turned around and looked up, I immediately dropped my weight back on my left foot, preparing to fight.  It was a wraith!  I looked around and relaxed a bit.  The swirling darkness in the cloak smirked at my reaction and a female voice of rot and decay said, “We will not allow it.  If she is to invoke Challenge, she should make her own way to the High Court.”

Then she turned back around and lowered her head.  The Garunda judge just shook her head in exasperation.  I imagined there was a lot of that if one member of the Crimson Court could veto the entire Willow Court.  Then she just asked, “What say the dragons?”

That giant booming voice shook the chamber again as the back wall started moving.  I looked up and paled as I saw two giant eyes filled with ungodly light blinking down at us.  That wasn't a wall!  It was a dragon!  Hellstones and fire! “The mortal is within her rights to challenge, so we must not stand in her way to issue that challenge.  On this the dragons side with the council of the Willow.  Besides, I'm interested to see what a flea can do on a wolf's back.”

I was still staring up at it in shock, and it tilted its head to regard me.  I swear the huge mouth smiled, showing teeth as long as my legs.  Then the dragon laid back down almost cradling the carved platform like it were a small child.  That impression was so strong I realized that this was a female dragon and she was looking at all of us like children playing dressup.

The Garunda looked at the feline woman. “Crier of the Court, prepare the writ.”  Then she turned and sat, the dragon rumbled and the torches burned lower, casting them all in shadow.  Oh, I guess we were dismissed.

We turned and followed the two felines out to the corridor.  I sneezed at the tickling of magic, and the Crier held out an honest to goodness scroll to me, tied with a green ribbon.  “Your writ of safe passage Champion.”  Then she turned and gave a demure smile over her shoulder to Trellian before she resumed her spot beside the door guard.

Then the man lead us back toward the main doors.  When we were outside, I grinned at the feline.  “I think the Crier is sweet on you, Trellian.”

He said offhandedly like he was used to correcting people, “Lord Trellian.”  Then he smiled at me and I had to stop from making big doe eyes at how adorable it looked on his face.  “Do you really think so Champion?”

I smiled back and nodded. “I really do.  She was flirting with you in there.  You should ask her out.”

He mused out loud, “Would Jokalyn really feast with me?”

I winked and nodded.  Body language is body language, no matter what race.  She liked the man but was making him work for it.  Us women are such stinkers at times.

I said, “Just call me Kane, please.”

He nodded to himself as he arrived at a decision as we reached the horses, where our weapons were returned, then he asked, “Will you need an escort to the Dark Wood, or does the dirt grubber know the way?”

I narrowed my eyes and growled out, “Please show some respect for Rupert, he was invaluable in the Battle of the Roebling.”

When I said that, the cat almost missed the stirrup on the horse that someone had brought forward for him.  His eyes went wide as he asked, “He fought in the Battle of the Roebling?”

I nodded then he turned to Rupert and gave a small bow of his head in acknowledgment, looking him over in a reassessing manner. “My apologies... Rupert.”

I mounted up and pulled Rupert up behind me.

The Gnome said, “I know the way.”

Geravold rumbled from his steed, “I will accompany them.”

Trellian nodded at us, then signaled with a hand, and all the waiting guards rode off with him back toward the main gates.

I looked back to my companion and he said, “Okay, I don't hate you as much now Evie.”  He pointed away from the main gates.  “That way.”  Then we were off on our quest to the Dark Wood.





  
 

Chapter 11 – Ambush

After leaving the city from the north gates, we started across the grasslands toward some imposing mountains.  They rose from the plains, dark, looming, and foreboding.

The highest point in Ohio is Campbell Hill, just over a hundred miles to the north of the city.  It has an elevation of just over fifteen hundred feet above sea level.  To put that into context Cincinnati's elevation is just under five hundred feet.  So the mountain, if you can call it that, is just over a thousand feet above Cincy.

So I don't really have the proper context to judge the mountains we approached, but they looked big and dangerous. The slopes were covered in black shapes that had to be trees, but it was like they were covered in shadow instead of the vibrant greens of the Northwest mountains, or the colorful fall colors of the Appalachians.

I had never been more than fifty miles from Cincy.  I sort of regretted that I had never traveled, but that takes money that someone scraping by from paycheck to paycheck doesn't have.  I snorted at the irony that now I have more money than I could ever hope to spend in my lifetime, but I live in a cave and can't leave the city for more than a day or two before separation sickness crippled me.  So I'll never be able to travel.

Well, actually I can stretch that to maybe four, five days max by using my pendant and borrowing energy from other troll's or gargoyle's nexuses. I thought about that for a bit.  Hmmm... I wonder if Trolls ever took vacations.  There are plenty of Gargoyles in every city that could Troll a bridge for them for a day or two.

Rupert asked, “What's up snorty.”

I grinned and answered absently, “Nothing.  Just daydreaming.”  Then I squinted as we started approaching a forest of trees at the base of the mountains.  “Was there a forest fire or something?  Are the trees and plants supposed to be all black and oozy like that?”  Then I added, “I thought a lot of the dark Fae couldn't be in the woods.”

Everything looked dead as we passed into the forest.  I was getting a supremely creepy feeling.  Then a shadow crossed the path and I looked up to see a black iridescent dragon in the sky, winging toward the mountains.

Geravold rumbled as he moved his horse a little closer to us, closing our ranks, his eyes on the dragon disappearing from view as the trees got denser.  “This is the Dark Wood.  It has been corrupted by the Fae of ill intent for eons.  Sickness runs in its roots, they bleed black sap that poisons the land around them.  They are more shadows of the trees of ancient times gone past.  A mockery of the life they once possessed.  They are borne of the evils that lurk within them now.”

He glanced back. “A lot of them will turn back now.”

Them who?  I looked back over Rupert's head as Rupert answered for him, “Most of the lookie-loos that have been following us since we left River Crossing.  Younger Fae, who want to see a mortal in our realm.  Those who wish to help but are too timid.  I suspect a few rebels and possibly a spy or two as well.”

Gery grunted his agreement.  I looked back and squinted.  I quested out with the Shadow-Kin sight I had ignored most of my life... written off as paranoid hallucinations.  Then I caught movement, darting from shadow to shadow.  There was a lot of movement.  A glimpse of a Gnome here, a Satyr there, a feline shape and others moving about.  Even a Willow Court guard... was that Lord Trellian?

Rupert snorted this time. “You didn't know? The Ice Queen is right, you really are a terrible Troll Evie.”

I bumped back into my seat and almost knocked him off the saddle, he had to grab the sleeve of my leather jacket to stop himself from spilling off onto the ground.  I gave him a smug smile and challenged him with a raised eyebrow.  He rolled his eyes and grinned.

I swallowed back some bile.  The separation sickness was returning more swiftly than normal.  I wondered if it had to do with the veil being between my Nexus and me.

I asked, “Are they okay back there?  I mean if this is enemy territory?”

Rupert answered, “You're the only one with a price on their head here Evie.  They are safe enough so long as they don't stray too far from the public roadways like this, or cause a ruckus or break any of the accords or local laws.”  As he waffled a hand, he added, “ish.”

Just great, now I'd be worried about the curious Fae too.

He looked forward. “And in two days, there will be a culling.  Then nobody will be safe as the Crimsons hunt.”  That chilled my blood, all the implications of it, just from what little I had learned about the fifty-year cullings for that conversion process.  Those with more power or more sensitivity to or ability to project emotion were in the most danger.

I couldn't imagine the torture those people had to endure.  Enough physical and emotional pain that you would rather surrender yourself and everything that made you who you were, to a lesser perpetual torture, than to experience another moment of the assault.  And Felicia had endured for months.

I couldn't possibly tell you just how much pride I had for my little fox at that moment.  I had the need to hug her right then and there for what she had endured.  I'm sure it gave her nightmares even up until they kidnapped her.  Now she would be terrified of having to endure it again.

I whispered, “I'm coming Felicia.”  That's when the ambush happened.

A dozen Goblins and Muridae, armed with wickedly curved long daggers, stepped out onto the blackened and cracked cobblestone road in front of and behind us.  And one of those skeleton Elk Forest Lord Fae navigated his mount onto the roadway behind them.

Rupert and Geravold were dismounted and in front of me before my feet touched the ground.  Knives huh?  I took my jacket off and wrapped one arm with it.  Then I reached back for the Loisville Slugger on my back and paused at the empty tube.  Son of a bitch, that cute little elf at the Willow court had lifted my bat!  It was probably already sold on some Fae black market or something.

The Forest Lord made a screeching, hissing sound and swept an arm forward and the Fae in front of us charged at us.  The ones behind, slowly closed the gap, preventing our retreat.

Our Minotaur bellowed, “We are on official business of the Three Courts, let us pass!”  The Forest Lord smirked.  It was eerie, seeing what looked like a bone skull, be malleable enough to do that.  It slid off of its mount and just pointed at Gery and started charging behind the wave of challengers coming in.

Fuck.  This was going to get messy.  Geravold lowered his head, his massive horns facing the other greater Fae, he bellowed and charged back.  He went through the approaching Goblins and rat-like  Muridae like they were made of paper.  Blood and screams were left in his wake.

Rupert collided with the front of the swarm, his heavy pipe swinging low, breaking legs and knocking Fae to the ground.  Blades raked at his nearly indestructible skin borne of eons of his kind mining miles down in the Earth's crust.

He disappeared under a pile of enemy as the Forest Lord locked horns with our bull.  The ground shook as I heard a loud crack.  A fracture appeared in one of the elk creature's antlers.  I felt the dark magics before I saw them, gathering in his hand.  I was going to warn our big man as I dove at the group attacking Rupert, pinning down.

My warning would have been unneeded as Gery's hand shot out and struck the Forest Lord's arm away with a crack.  The magic dissipated as the beast screeched.  I started grabbing Goblins off of Rupert, throwing them as far as my augmented strength would allow me to.

I could barely follow the series of rapid blows traded by the two huge Fae while their horns remained locked.  It was almost like watching Sharee fight.  I had a new appreciation for our Minotaur.

I heard a loud hissing and looked back, Lord Trellian came tearing through the back lines as he stood on the back of his mount, swinging his pike like it were an extension of his claws.  He bellowed, “Evangeline Kane is under the protection of the Three Courts and has a writ of safe passage!  You will desist this attack!”

He dove off his mount in mid stride and flipped through the air to land back to back with me, his pike facing the Fae closing in behind us.  That was the moment the first Goblin reached me and swung his wicked looking black blade at me.  I blocked it with my jacket on my arm and there was a huge flash of light and heat as the Goblin screamed in agony and then fell to the ground, nothing but bone and ash.  I blinked and noticed my pack slung over the saddle was glowing.

They all paused and pulled back a couple steps looking at the remains of their dead comrade.  Trellian took a long stride and pulled the Writ of safe passage out of my pack and held the glowing parchment up.

The Forest Lord disengaged his antlers, which now had one point torn off and dangling by a thin sliver of bone.  He sneered and hissed in that screeching voice,  “She may be protected, but the rest of you are not.”  He screeched and the battle renewed.

Trellian dropped the Writ and his pike, then drew two wicked looking blades from his back, as he just dove into the pack of enemies without hesitation as he yelled, “You dare attack a Guard of the Willow Court?  Or Fae commoners?”

The lord re-engaged Geravold, screeching out, “Who is to say you didn't just get lost in the Dark Wood.  All know of the forest's appetite.”  He made another noise and another dozen Goblins stepped out to join the battle.

I was bobbing and weaving and landing as many devastating of blows as I could.  None would strike me back, and commit suicide, their eyes on the writ.  I used that to start imposing myself between Rupert and the horde.

A goblin was sneaking up behind Gery, just to have the huge Fae kick back with a cloven hoof. I could hear ribs snapping over the din of battle. The gurgled scream of the Goblin was silenced when his body, spinning through the air, struck one of the blackened trees.

The moment blood hit the tree, the branches curled down and wrapped around the dead Fae and started wringing, snapping bone like twigs and blood gushed over the roots of the tree.  Note to self, stay away from freaky, bloodthirsty trees.

The Forest Lord started to pull a short blade from a scabbard strapped to a leg and it bellowed, “Just give us the Troll and we'll allow you to live.  You are outnumbered, and we have more on the...”

He trailed off as the woods seemed to come alive as armed Fae stepped out of the shadows.  Clubs, claws, and blades at the ready.  There had to be at least fifty Fae of all races, and they looked a combination of scared shitless and angry.  But they all shared a look of determination.

The battle ground to a halt and the enemy stepped back, reassessing the situation as Trellian chuffed a cat-like chuckle and asked, “Are you sure about that?  Take your men and leave, Helsplar.  The Champion of the Unbroken will reach the High Crimson Court, unmolested.”

Geravold made a quick shaking motion of his head, catching the elk off guard and he tumbled to the ground.  In a blur, one of its long bony arms reached up from the ground to grab the saddle of its mount and it heaved itself up to sit on the large horse.

He glared at the Willow Guard and made a hand motion.  All of our attackers moved back into the woods with him, away from the new arrivals.  Then before Helsplar retreated into the shadows, he pointed at his damaged antler then to Geravold.  “This is not over Minotaur.”

Then he was gone as Gery huffed steam out of his nostrils and bellowed in victory.  He turned to me.  “Are you okay, Champion?”

I nodded and asked, “All of you?”  While I watched the Fae who had come to my aid, fade back into the shadows.

They nodded and Rupert tore his tattered shirt off his back, grumbling, “Yeah Evie, but you owe me another shirt.”

I was surprised how muscular the little man has gotten in the few years he has fought by my side on my bridge.

I snorted and retrieved the writ of safe passage from the ground and stowed it, tossing the Gnome a black tee.  He grunted and put it on.  He stretched the material around his barrel chest, but it hung half way to his knees.  I tried not to laugh as he grabbed a knife from the ground and cut it to a more appropriate length.  He rolled his eyes at my amused look, then smiled.

Trellian said to Geravold as he scanned the forest with keen cat eyes,  “If I had not witnessed it, I would not have believed it.  Rupertongrell the Slippery protecting someone other than himself.  The little Gnome just waded in.”

Gery just huffed and nodded with a grin.  Rupert was heading toward the cat Fae with his pipe raised, “Did you just call me little?”

I had to grab his belt to hold him back.

The Willow Guard looked amused and squinted as he smiled, “No offense was meant Gnome.”

Then I asked to diffuse Rupert's temper,  “Why do they call you Rupertongrell the Slippery?”

He grinned like a loon, all teeth, and glittering eyes as he answered slyly, “Well there may or may not be a few dozen petty theft, and malicious mischief charges they have been trying to pin on me for decades.  Nothing seems to stick.”

Then he put a hand over his heart and three fingers in the air. “I have no clue what they are talking about.  Scout's honor.”

Okay, I may have snorted at the man.

I rolled my eyes and mounted up, pulling him up with me.  “Okay Rupertongrell, we better get back to it.”

Our Minotaur crouched on the ground and picked up the end of an antler, grinned, then pocketed it.  He caught me cocking an eyebrow at him.  He grinned and ground out in his gravelly voice, “What?  Are you the only one allowed souvenirs, Troll?”  I winked at the big man.  Huh, who knew I would ever make friends with a Minotaur.  I really did like the man.

I nodded to Lord Trellian, who had mounted back up as well.  “Thank you for coming to our aid.”  Then I looked around to the woods and smiled and said loudly, “And thank all of you sneaky ones too.”  I heard some chuckles and giggles.  Then I said with more confidence than I felt, “We'll see you back in River Crossing tomorrow after we free Felicia.”

He didn't look as convinced as me.  Then he said, “I will escort you the rest of the way, in case of more trouble.  The Fae involved with the ambush have forfeited their lives for attacking a Willow Guard if they are ever caught.”

I nodded my thanks and he took point as we started back down the path.  He called back as Gery pulled his horse beside us as we went.  “We should reach the High Crimson Court in about an hour.”





  
 

Chapter 12 – High Crimson Court

There were no further incidents, and true to Trellian's word, we had reached the High Crimson Court an hour later.  The Dark Wood had kept getting denser, and darker.  Then we crested a ridge in a small clearing and looked down into a sprawling valley.  In the center of it was a huge clearing and what looked like a mockery of the meadow of the High Willow Court.  And a huge crumbling, stained building that looked exactly like the Willow Court's.  The Dragon statue with the scales had toppled and was a pile of rubble.

My feeling of gloom and doom had been slowly swallowing me whole until I noticed the shadows of wraiths and ghouls drifting through the trees, pacing us, projecting a subtle wave of sorrow and hopelessness.  I bit my tongue for some pain to focus on and shook the specters influence out of my head.  Nice try assholes.

I wiped my nose with the back of my hand and noticed the streak of blood.  Damn it.  I touched my talisman and took in some more of the power from my new bridge.  There was still some nausea, but I felt better.

The building disappeared, swallowed up by the forest as we descended into the valley.  I didn't catch sight of it again until our horses stepped out into the massive clearing.  Where there were flowerbeds and bushes in River Crossing, there were beds of dead decaying plants here.

The statuary was all cracked and crumbling in the meadow, which was criss-crossed in black vines that looked like they were bleeding.

Maybe a hundred yards from the building there was a gaping chasm maybe twenty yards wide which appeared like a crack in the earth that bisected the meadow.  There was a single stone bridge spanning it,  which was large enough for a dragon to walk across.

We tethered our horses at the hitching posts at the top of the macabre meadow.  Unlike in River Crossing, there were no water or feed troughs for the horses.  As the ground was devoid of plant life, there weren't even any grasses for them to graze on.

I swallowed and looked at my three companions, gave a slight nod, then we proceeded down the cobblestone path toward the Court.  We hadn't taken more than twenty steps when I felt, before I saw, hundreds of armed Fae, in that dark blackish red leather armor with dark red sashes, step out, ringing the entire meadow.

I didn't need my abilities to sense the malice that they projected.  Any one of them would kill me in an instant if they could, and not lose a wink of sleep over it.  I tried to stop the snarl on my face as we continued down the path.

There was a low rumbling growl that was building as we walked, my eyes flicking around, watching the ring of Fae constricting in behind us.  Rupert elbowed my ribs and I snapped my eyes down to him.  He said in a low voice, “You're growling Eve.  Don't let them influence you.”

I blinked.  Oh.  That growling was mine.  I nodded once and concentrated on anything but the situation at hand.  Think happy thoughts Kane.  I almost grinned at the first thought I had at that self-advice... Sharee.  God, I missed her and I haven't even been away a day yet.  I loved that infuriating woman.

I remembered the very first time I saw her, how she took my breath away.  Of the first smile I coaxed from her by being contrary and argumentative all the time, not just obeying the Custodian's commands.  How my happiness grew as she used that smile more and more, slowly coming out from behind the ice cold mask, she hid behind.  Letting emotion temper the hard decisions she had to make every day.

Rupert chuckled. “You really are a walking contradiction aren't you Evie?  One extreme to another in zero seconds flat.  You're grinning.”  I rolled my eyes then bumped his hip hard enough for him to stumble.

When we reached the bridge over the chasm, I chanced a glance down.  I couldn't see the bottom as the sheer rock walls disappeared into the darkness below.  I looked back and the large mob of Crimson guards stopped at the chasm.

The others that came from the other side formed a corridor of malice on either side of the pathway, all the way to the doors of the towering building ahead.

I glanced back down the gaping maw of darkness again.  Lord Trellian caught that.  “It is the Abyss of Souls.  The weak or unworthy are fed to its darkness.”

We walked the gauntlet of guards, every type of dark Fae I could imagine were there, and some surprises.  There were Fae I generally associated with peaceful, such as a couple Gnomes.  They gave feral smiles of challenge to Rupert, who ignored them.  I guess there are bad apples in all groups of people, so I shouldn't be surprised that the same holds true for the Fae.  People are people.

I cocked an eyebrow in surprise when I recognized the two guards at the massive doors.  The two Minotaurs that had kidnapped Felicia!  By reflex, my hands curled into fists as my rage grew.  I took a step forward to wipe the asinine smirks off of their faces, just to be held back on my right by Rupert and my left by Geravold.

I looked down at Rupert in warning but paused as I saw that same rage in his eyes as he shook his head.  He wanted blood for their part in Felicia's kidnapping too.  But he had a cooler head than me... that was not the time nor place.  I exhaled and nodded once and the men released me.

I glared at the Minotaurs as one asked as he lowered his pike to my throat, “Come to die at our hands have you Troll?  There are easier ways to kill yourself.”  The metal spear tip of his pike started heating up as it lightly touched my neck.  A wicked smile started to curl my lips as I saw his eyes widen at that.  I leaned toward the blade as he pulled back.  “What's wrong you animated sirloin?  Go ahead, try to follow through on your threat.”

He glanced at the light shining from the flap of my pack and he lowered his spear.  That writ certainly came in handy.  I smirked and taunted, “That's what I thought.  Now be a good little milk cow and go tell the farmer that Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling is seeking an audience with the High Crimson Court.”

His eyes bulged at that then looked at the others.  Lord Trellian looked pretty smug as he nodded once in affirmation of my claim.  Then the bull turned and opened the smaller inset door and stepped through.

The other Minotaur was sizing up Geravold with a smirk.  “So, the Fairy lover returns...  Wraith Westfield will find that intriguing as he flays your flesh from your bones.”  Then he looked at Trellian.  “As an emissary of the Willow Court, you are free to return to River Crossing.  These two...”  He moved his pike from side to side between Rupert and Geravold.  “..are forfeit for defiling the Court grounds without official business.”

I was about to lay into the side of beef when Trellian stepped up, chest to stomach, looking up at the Minotaur's eyes with the fire of challenge in his own.  It was impressive really, the big guy didn't intimidate him in the least.  In a low growl, the cat man lied to him, “They are under the aegis of the Courts, the official guides for our party.  Do you wish to test the extent of the Three Court's wrath if you harm a duly appointed representative?”

The bull stared down at the unblinking, unflinching feline Willow guardsman, then grunted in exasperation and took a step back and resumed his guard position without another word.  Trellian stepped back behind Geravold, with a confident look on his face.  I was impressed, especially because now I could see his hands and tail started to shake almost unnoticeably.  The man was as scared as I was.

I reached a hand out and laid it on his shoulder, I could feel his tenseness.  He glanced back at me and I gave a reassuring smile.  He nodded then took a deep breath, I could feel him calming and the fur along the back of his neck relaxed.  I realized that it had stood on end like a hissing cat's would.

Then the smaller door opened again and the other guard looked through.  “Troll, the Court will see you.”  My group started moving and he laid his pike across my men's chests and shook his head.  “Only you.”

I shook my head.  “I do not know the proper etiquette of the Court, as I am a visitor in the Under-Veil, Rupert will need to accompany me.  He is family to the Unbroken as well, so he stands as my second.”  I had no clue what I was saying, I was just blowing smoke up his ass and making things up as I went along, but it sounded plausible didn't it?

He took a long look at me, thinking.  Then he put the tip of his spear against Rupert's neck and said to him, “You are not to speak unless spoken to.  I will tear out your tongue and roast it on a spit for dinner should you not heed this warning.”

Rupert, to his credit, just slapped the pike away, grumbling, “Yeah, yeah.  Whatever.”

Then we stepped through the door into the poorly lit building beyond.  I noted that they left us armed at this court.

It was a stark contrast to the Willow Court indeed.  The walls were stained and crumbling.  I even saw light filtering in between rocks that had either cracked or the mortar between them had crumbled away.

The layout was identical, and I felt like I was moving through a nightmare version of the opulent grandeur of the other hall.  We stepped to the guarded inner doors and stopped.  The guard was one of those Varanoids.  Half man, half alligator or Komodo dragon.  He was larger than the few I have seen, with a broad chest that stretched his blackish red armor.

The other Fae was a surprise.  I've been noticing a pattern, that all the happenings Cincy involving Fae of ill intent all seem to tied together somehow that we haven't quite figured out yet.  It was implied many times during the incident with the Kellogg bridge.  So I figured that seeing a familiar face beneath the red cap of the Crier of this court shouldn't have been such a shock to me.

A sneering goblin looked up at me.  Gruth!  One of Veldshee's lackeys.  I've had to take the Goblin down a few notches in my first months as a Troll.  Rupert nudged me.  Oh, did I have to go through this again?  I remembered how they did it in the Willow Court.  I told the repulsive green asshole, “Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling, Champion of the Unbroken, to seek council with the High Court.”

He turned and went through the door, still with the limp I gave him when we first met.  We stood uncomfortably as the lizard man tilted his head at odd angles to look Rupert and I up and down.  He looked to be drooling.  Did he want to eat us?  I shivered involuntarily.

Then Gruth came back, and I didn't know that someone could have a sneer in their voice, but he somehow managed it. “Troll.  The Court will see you and your dirt grubber.”

We followed him in, hurrying past the Varanoid who inhaled deeply as his forked tongue darted out to taste the air as we passed.

The moment we passed through the doors, my pack flared with light then smoke drifted out, it was the smell of burnt parchment.  I assumed that the writ of safe passage had fulfilled it's intended purpose and saw me safely to the Crimson Court, I guess getting back was up to me.

Gruth limped us up to stand before a court that mirrored the Willow Court, with two exceptions.

The Voice was in a white cloak with the Willow Court's crest in green on the back. The Fae stood with their back to us, their head down.

The other was that there were two dragons here, sitting up, their heads brushing the top of the vaulted ceiling.  One was the black one from River Crossing, the other was bigger, with green scales that had the same iridescent quality the other had.  Was it... yup, there it was... male.  He kept his head a little lower than the female.  In animals, that was an act of submission.  I took it that she was his superior.

Gruth said loudly to the Seven Judges, which consisted of two Greater Wraiths, two Greater Ghouls, a Greater Banshee, a Forest Lord, and what looked to me like a little girl in a black cloak, “Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling, Champion of the Unbroken.”

A voice so deep I more felt it then heard it, rumbled out, “Step forward and address the High Crimson Court, Evangeline Kane.”

I swallowed, looked down at Rupert then took a step forward.  I could feel the combined power of corruption and waves of despair and malice rolling off of the Judges.  I've never felt that much dark power before.  I saw their very shadows swirling, scrabbling, and stretching like they were trying to escape the evil they were attached to.

The little girl somehow stood and stepped to the edge of the crumbling marble platform to look down at me without really moving.  I mean there was a sickening blur in my Shadow-Kin sight, but my normal eyes didn't catch it.  As she spoke, I again saw something different overlapped over the sweet little girl's face.

I saw the shadow of a mouth too big for her face, which was seemingly just something rotted out from the flesh, dripping rotted skin and black ooze as she said, “Welcome Evangeline Kane, why do you beseech the High Crimson Court?”  I heard two voices.  A lilting soprano of a little girl that made you just want to hold her and protect her, and a deep snakelike hissing voice.  I realized her little curls were actually snakes, and all of the snakes had little pink ribbons tied over their eyes.

I blinked while she spoke, and before my Shadow-Kin sight refocused, I saw only the sweet child with golden locks and only heard the little girls voice, sweet as honey.  A Medusa?  I must have said that out loud as the girl froze for a moment, then smiled hugely at me.  Her shadow form standing taller.

She hissed out as she chuckled, “I see your reputation is not exaggerated.  Even my allies cannot see beyond my glamour.”  Then she held her hands out in a prompting gesture.

I swallowed, wondering if she took the blindfolds off the snakes if I would be turned to stone.  I glanced around the chamber and answered my own question, the finely carved statues around the walls all had looks of horror on their faces.

I exhaled and said, “I am here to right an injustice.  Felicia Vulpes... the Unbroken, was taken from her home and brought here.  She is under my protection.”

She tilted her head to the side, her shadow form a fraction of a second after, causing an unsettling blurring effect.  “She was lawfully detained for the heinous crimes against those who pledge fealty to the Crimson Court.  Tomorrow at noon, she will face her accuser, the charges will be read, and her sentence will be pronounced.”

She smiled sweetly. “Due to the severity of her crimes, and the unrest in the Fae community after, her punishment will be the most severe, to discourage any such uprising in the future.”

Her smile turned acidic as she said, “She will undergo conversion again, until she finally breaks, no matter how long it takes.  Then she will be shadow-bound to a marker in the High Court courtyard, and not allowed to feed.  Tethered here as a warning to others.  In a forever living torment, a wraith who cannot feed.  Other greater Fae will be free to feed off of her to add to her torment until the end of days.”

I fought back my anger, I was moments from snapping, but then calmed myself and smirked at how smug she looked. Let's see how long the smirk lasts.  I said quietly, “I am here to challenge the Unbroken's accuser.  By Right of Family.”

Chaos erupted as the Judges all started talking and yelling among themselves.  The Medusa turned to them and her mouth stretched open almost a foot as she snapped, “Enough!”  There was silence.  She hissed, “She toys with us you fools.”

Then she turned back to me, and was all sweetness and light again, “My dear Troll, it is common knowledge among the Fae that Woodland Imps have no family.”  Then she smiled and started reaching for her hair.  “For attempting to perpetrate such a falsehood here in the High Court, your life is forfeit.”

She licked her lips as the others howled support.

I blurted, “The Unbroken has claimed me.”

She froze and the din of gleeful voices died down instantly.

She squinted her eyes at me and she was suddenly off the platform and standing in front of me.  There was that blur of moving without moment again.  She was looking up at me, her eyes burning... literally, as she said, “You lie again!”

Okay, now I know I'm not the smartest girl, I have a hot temper, and my mouth gets me in trouble from time to time.  But this bitch had just used the wrong words.  Everything I went through in the psyche wards when my parents thought I was lying about seeing shadows of animals on some people came rushing back.

All the years I lied after that, pretending I didn’t see them anymore just so I wouldn't have to go back to the wards.  Go back on those drugs.  It was a Fae in hiding who diagnosed me with Paranoid Schizophrenia because he was scared when I pointed out his shadow.  It wasn't my lies that caused the most trauma in my life, it was telling the truth and other people's lies.

I looked down at her and snapped, “Listen here Goldilocks.  The Willow Court accepted it, it is the truth.  Dozens of Fae in Cincinnati will attest to hearing Felicia say it.  Rupert here will attest to it.  So you better step off now or Felicia's accuser isn't going to be the only Fae I challenge here!”  What the fuck was I doing!?  I heard Rupert gasp a little.

The girl hesitated, she looked unsure of herself then looked over at Rupert, who was at eye level with her.  “Is this true, Gnome?  Think carefully before you answer.  Or the things we will do to you will have you begging us to kill you if try to deceive us.”

He nodded. “Yes it is true.  Two Imps have claimed her.  Felicia Vulpes, the Unbroken, and Doctor Rene Groves.  Ask anyone, Evangeline Kane is a friend to the Fae, and has endeared herself to the hearts of the Imps.”  He swallowed as she seemed top look deep in his eyes.

Then she hissed and in a blur of non-motion, she was back on the platform.  She looked at the others who were looking at her in shock and she just smiled back with sharp little teeth.  And they all seemed to commune with each other.  An odd murmuring between hem I couldn't understand.

Then she looked back at me and said with an apologetic tone one would use to someone her apparent age, “We are sorry, but the Crimson Court agrees that as a mortal, you hold no sway over, nor are allowed the rights of our Fae laws.  You will be allowed safe passage back out of the Dark Wood.”

She looked over to the person in the Willow cloak. “Does the Voice concur?”

The Voice turned around and looked out from the cowl, revealing the very feminine face of a Woodland Fairy.  “We disagree.  If a Woodland Imp claims one into her family, that is their way and the way of the Fae to accept that.  Just as it is when new Wraiths, Ghouls, and Banshee conversions have to be accepted by all Fae.”

Then she smiled at me and turned back around and bowed her head.  The faux child inclined her head at that then turned and looked up. “We seem to be at an impasse, what say the dragons?”

The black dragon inclined her head slightly to the male.  He huffed like this were tedious.  When he did, acrid black smoke wafted from his nostrils and the whole chamber smelled of sulfur.  He spoke in that deep voice again that shook the very foundations of the building.  “It is the opinion of the Dragon Court that we will allow the challenge.  The Voice made a valid point.  The Troll is to be accorded all Fae rights as dictated in the accords.  She may challenge by Right of Family.”

The Seven Judges hissed, but then the little girl put her hands out to calm them. “It is no matter, look at her.  She is deep into the separation sickness already, she bleeds from her eyes.  She has no power away from her bridge, and the fool doesn't know who the Unbroken's accuser is.”

This got a round of chuckles from the Judges and she waved us off.  “Crier, see to it that the Troll and her companions have quarters until the Imp is sentenced.”

Gruth nodded, then sneered at me and put an ushering hand out. “You have stepped into it this time Kane.  I'm going to enjoy seeing what they do with your corpse.  This way to your quarters.”  Then he added some more disdain, “You too little Gnome.  Follow along like a good dirt grubber.”  He said it just to get a rise out of my friend.

We were led to some spartan chambers off of a side corridor up two flights of stairs.  Four guards were placed outside the door and we weren't offered any food or blankets.  I pulled what little food I had in my pack and gave it to my two companions.

Geravold tried to refuse the offer, saying that I needed it more than him.  To which Rupert snorted and just started devouring some of the granola bars and one of the bottles of water that Shar had packed for me.  Then broke out the bottle nuts.  He spoke with his mouth full, “Kane here doesn't need food.  Some oddball thing with her Shadow-Binding that is unprecedented.  Like her periods of immobility.”

The bull huffed steam from his nostrils and nodded once, taking a granola bar and putting the entire thing in his mouth, then emptying half of the bottle of peanuts after it.

Then he took a good look at me as I started to shiver, but not from the cold.  I absently drew in some more power from the bridge to take the edge off.  He exhaled and said, “You look terrible.  Bleeding from your eyes and ears.  Let's get you cleaned up little Troll.”

Then he and Rupert went about cleaning me up and getting me comfortable.





  
 

Chapter 13 – Sentencing

I closed my eyes a moment and woke up screaming, my hands pressing against my belly.  My guts were on fire.  This was worse than my first bout with separation sickness before I knew what it was.  I assumed the severity of it was due to being in a whole other realm from my Nexus.

Sun was filtering in through a crack in the outer wall and hitting me in the face.  Rupert was there saying something.  I looked down to where he was trying to press something in my hands.  I nodded as I understood and I drew on my amulet that he was trying to get me to take.  I drank long and deep.  It was an effort in itself, and made my head pound like it was going to split, but the rest of the pain dulled and I could think clearly again.

I nodded my thanks to him and he backed off.  Cold sweat covered my body and I looked at my hand, my flesh was cold, clammy, and pale.  Gery asked Rupert, “Will she even last the day?  How will she challenge?”

Rupert gave me the last of the water bottles.  I didn't need it, but it felt good going down and it took care of my dry mouth. He looked over to where Geravold was peeking between dried and cracked planks on the door, observing the guards, then said, “You don't know Evie very well.  I've never witnessed a Troll with her heart and fire.”  Then he looked at me and said, “If you tell the Ice Queen I said that, I'll deny it.”

I chuckled weakly.  “What time is it?”

He said, “Around ten in the morning.  You zoned out and we let you rest all night and morning.  I figured it would be better than you fretting all night.”

I nodded.  I do remember dreams of Sharee though.  I think it was half sleep and half communing with my bridge at a great distance.

I checked my weapons and gear and put my talisman back over my head.  Then stood and went to the door and tried it.  Of course, it was locked.  I pounded on it and a Veranoid guard opened it and just blinked at me, his forked tongue tasting the air.

I squared my shoulders.  “I wish to speak with the Unbroken before the trial.”

He just started shutting the door and I kicked it open and slammed the Fae against the wall with an arm across its throat.  It's feet dangling above the ground.  The other three had their pikes instantly pointed at my back.

I growled, “I said, I wish to speak with the Unbroken.  It is my family right!”  Again I just threw shit out like I knew what I was talking about.  Hey, it might have been my right, and that guy didn't look bright enough to know anyway.

He glared at me then hissed and the others lowered their weapons.  Then he looked at Rupert and Gery and said, “The other two stay.”  I could see my men didn't like that idea, but I just nodded once and dropped him to the ground.

The Varanoid led me away as the other guards shut the door behind us.  He led us back to the judges chamber and up to Gruth.  “The Troll is demanding to see the prisoner.”

Gruth straightened and paced into my personal space and glared up into my face.  I locked eyes with him, unflinching.  Then he slowly smiled, showing his sharp, needle-like teeth.  “Sure, why not.  This will be entertaining.”  Then he looked at the guard. “That will be all, I'll lead this mortal filth.”  The Varanoid skittered off and Gruth offered an elbow.  “Shell we go visit the Unbroken?”

I just shoved his shoulder, causing him to stumble down the corridor as he laughed.  “Let's see what your little Imp is up to shall we?”

If someone could push me to take a life, this smug Goblin would be the one to do it.  I wanted to break his bones just to hear them snap.  I exhaled and caught up with him as he limped down the hall.

We went down at least three flights of stairs.  How many sub-basements did these courts have?  I could hear someone screaming in the distance.  It wasn't a scream of pain, but one filled with terror, grief, and suffering.  At the end of a corridor of cells, which had Fae of all types curled in fetal positions in the corners of them, we went down yet another stairway.  The screams were getting louder and louder as we went.

We went through two heavy doors, and then we were on top of the screams, and I recognized them.  In the middle of a room, Felicia was in a fetal position on the floor, screaming into her hands, her tail thrashing like it were trying to bat something away from her.  There was a ring of ghouls, banshees, and wraiths around her projecting an almost tangible wall of negative emotion.  Sorrow, grief, misery, desolation, gloom.  She wasn't aware of my presence.

My heart almost tore in two, and I could feel gorge rising in my throat to meet the bile from my separation sickness.  I went to run to her, but Gruth grabbed my arm.  “No, contact with the prisoner.”

I hissed, “You can't do this.  She hasn't even had her trial yet!  You can't attempt to convert her!”

He chuckled as I yanked my arm from his grasp.  “That's where you are wrong Kane.  It is in the Accords that we can restrain the prisoner in any manner we see fit.  And she is dangerous, she is the Unbroken.  So we see fit to restrain her in this manner.”

God I wanted to kill the Goblin so badly at that moment.  My eyes kept darting to Felicia as new labored screams came from her as I looked on in horror.  But I felt something else welling up inside of me, a fierce pride in my little fox.  She had endured torture like this for months and never broke.  I just wanted to take her home and hold her and tell her that everything was going to be alright.

She seemed to relax a little and she said one word before the screaming started again, “Eve?”  She knew I was there?  She must have felt my positive emotion, my love for her, through the torrent of poisonous emotions.  I sent all my love out to her, hoping she could feel it.

Gruth was staring first at Felicia in shock, then at me.  His smug look was replaced with anger.  “Enough.  You've seen her.  We have to prepare her for her sentencing.”  He led me away and I closed my eyes at another round of agonized screams from my friend.  No, from my family.

I wiped the tears from my cheek, just to see it was blood.  Damn, my draws of power were getting less and less effective.  My body was slowly dying.

When we arrived back at the room, I told the others what I had witnesses.  Rupert went into the rage I denied myself, containing inside of me to help bolster my strength.  He was slamming against the door and pounding on it yelling, “I'll kill each and every one of you son's of bitches!”

I heard the guards laughing on the other side of the door.  But their laughing subsided quickly when Rupert slammed his dense Gnome body against the door again and I heard the heavy crossbar outside crack.  Heh, they were worried now.

Gery grabbed Rupert before he battered the door down.  “Easy there Rupertongrell.  Don't give them a reason to take you as well.  We are guests right now, and by the laws, they have to abide by the rules of hospitality.  As do we.”

Rupert looked up then closed his eyes to calm down.  “Fuck!  Fine... I'm fine.”  The half bull cocked an eyebrow then let the little man go.

Rupert turned to me.  “We need to get her out of here Evie.”

I just nodded and wiped blood from my ears.  Trying not to notice one of my fingernails fall off.

I inhaled deeply.  “I need to rest until they come for us.”

He nodded and then stood in front of me, facing the door, like he was guarding me.  I know I joke about the Gnome all the time, but above his shortcomings, no pun intended, he was fiercely loyal, and fearless, and I loved the man.

I whispered to myself, “I'll bring her home Sharee.  I promise.”  With the snowy-haired woman, who holds my heart, on my mind.

I didn't zone out this time. Instead, each minute felt like an hour to me.  Geravold would clean up my face every few minutes.  Then finally the door opened and a smug Gruth said, “It's time to watch your precious Unbroken get her due.”

Rupert walked out first, pausing to say, “You and me one day you green piss pile.  I will kill you.”  To his credit, the Goblin actually looked worried.

Then I exited behind Rupert, with Gery at my back, looming like a mammoth bodyguard. We followed Gruth and were trailed by the guards, back to the Hall of the Judges,  The corridors were packed with both light and dark Fae.  All shouting for and against Felicia.

When we entered the main chamber, it too was packed, and there was a circular area with a light shining down on it in front of that crumbling dragon platform.  There were rows upon rows of benches now with aisles that radiated out from the center like spokes of a wheel.

Gruth brought us up to the front, where there were two sets of benches enclosed in railings.  It reminded me of the lawyers tables in a television courtroom drama.  I had no clue what they were called.  He motioned to the right and we sat.  I looked back and noted that most of the Fae on this side of the room seemed to be light Fae.  While the Fae of ill intent dominated the other side.

The two dragons were looming over the Judges.  Gruth stood up front and yelled for order multiple times, but was drowned out by all the animated discussions and dispersions being thrown between the two groups of Fae.

Then the place shook and dust drifted down from the ceiling as the green dragon roared, “Order!”  I'm sure that was enough to make more than one of the observers wet themselves.  It was instantly silent in the chamber.

The little girl stood from her chair and blurred to the center of the platform.  She looked up at the dragon almost lovingly.  “Thank you, Elder Dragon Moritus.”  The dragon almost purred if that was possible as he tilted his head in acceptance of her.

Then she looked to one side.  “The accused will take the circle.”

I heard a snarling and hissing when a door opened.  Five Fae were trying to drag a squirming bundle of blood-soaked red and white fur to the center of the open area.  Felicia raked one set of claws across the face of a Varnoid, drawing blood, and she clipped the tendons of a Goblin with another raking claw.  He went down screaming.  The dark Fae in attendance were all laughing at the sight.  The injured Fae smiled up at them sheepishly.

The Goblin was dragged off into the crowd and six more guards arrived to wrestle the growling and hissing Felicia to the middle of the circle.  Getting deep bites on their arms, faces, and hands for their efforts.  She was still fighting, every inch of the way.  I couldn't have been more proud.

Then they locked her arms and legs into a nasty set of manacles that were anchored to the floor.  She yipped in pain when the spikes I saw on the inside of them bit into her flesh.  I saw fresh blood spreading on her fur when they were done.  A Muridae turned his back to her and chuckled, pointing back.

Felicia lunged, the chains snapped and clanked as they reached their limit and she stretched her muzzle forward and bit down on his finger.  He screamed as the rest of the dark Fae laughed at him.  He thrashed and twisted, but she wouldn't let go, her white fangs glittering in the torchlight.  He struck her in the face repeatedly with his other hand, but she held on.

Then with a scream and a great effort, the rat-faced man pulled slowly away, severing his own finger.  Then he laughed with the others as he pressed a hand over the bloody stump of a finger as Felicia spit the rest of it out.  He stopped laughing and dove away when she lunged again, even though he was well out of her reach.

The Medusan judge chuckled. “Scrappy one isn't she?”  Which got even more laughter.  Were all dark Fae nothing but savages?

Felicia hissed a challenge at her and she looked around.  She suddenly went limp and her eyes went wide when she saw me.  Her eyes watered and she smiled.  “Evie?”

I nodded, trying to keep my own bloody tears from flowing.  I noticed my fingernails coming off as I was wringing my hands helplessly as I tried to tell her so much with my eyes.  I said, “It's ok Felicia, I've got you.”

The little girl looked down at me.  “The Champion is to be removed from the proceedings if she speaks out of turn again.”  A wall of heavily armored and armed guards stepped one step forward from the base of the platform.  I held a calming hand up in apology.  Was there some sort of rule book I should have read before coming here?

She looked around and held up a parchment scroll.  “You are all to bear witness as the High Crimson Court reads the accusations against Feliciniati Ver et Storint, She Who Laughs.  Known also as the Unbroken.”

She continued, “She stands convicted of the murder of two hundred and thirteen Fae of the Crimson Court.  Men and women who were going about their lawful duties, after a culling that was sanctioned by the Accords.  They were performing the lawful conversion of Feliciniati Ver et Storint when she did perpetrate the heinous crimes.”

She looked around with that sweet little girl smile, I could see the dark and dripping grin behind it as she continued, “She is charged additionally with the unlawful disruption of a culling, depriving us of one we chose, but had to settle for taking her instead.  And she is charged with inciting civil unrest across the entire Fae population.”

Then she finished. “We will now read the sentence for these crimes she did commit, making sure that it serves as a deterrent to any others who would perpetrate similar crimes against the people of the Crimson Court.”

Then she rolled up the parchment and sighed. “Unless of course anyone would challenge the accuser.”

The room exploded with shouts and accusations, one voice rose above them all.  “A Right of Challenge can only be made by a family member!  Woodland Imps are solitary!”

Almost as though she were mocking me, she raised a hand and the commotion died down as the dragon growled.  When there was silence again, she said almost innocently, “It seems that Feliciniati Ver et Storint did lay claim to someone.  Under Fae laws, we must accept that, no matter how unorthodox it may be in a lawful court proceeding.”  I wondered if she could say lawful again?

Then she looked directly at me and smiled a wicked, predatory smile, “The court recognizes Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling, Champion of the Unbroken.”

There was murmuring throughout the chamber and Felicia's eyes had gone wide and she screamed, “Eve!  You can't!  You don't underst...”  She was cut short by the blunt end of a pike striking her at the base of her skull and she yipped and went silent, glaring at the guard.

I growled then I looked back up to the Judges, “I invoke the Right of Family, and challenge the Unbroken's lying, pathetic accuser to battle.”

The room exploded into chaos.  I swayed in my seat as my guts wrenched.  Damn, I had to do this soon.  I was literally falling apart here.  The Dragon bellowed again and everyone went silent.  The faux little girl was beaming like she had just won the lottery as she inclined her head to me and said, “Very well.  You have challenged the accuser as to the validity of his claims.  This will be decided in mortal combat.”

She looked to a side door near the back.  “Would the accuser please step forward?”  I saw just the top of a billowing black cloak as the accuser came down one of the aisles.  Then my blood ran cold as a grinning Veldshee moved without moving, gliding along, his feet not touching the ground until he stood in the circle, just out of Felicia's reach.

He said in that hissing echoing voice of his that sounded like a thousand whisperers begging you to just roll up and die, “Oh this is priceless.  He expected that part Fae mutt, the Custodian.  But this is so much better, your death will taste so much sweeter Troll.”

This was a trap for Sharee?

He looked at his hands and said, “I have gained back much of my power since you stripped it from me when you banished me.  I was going to come through the veil next month to finish you anyway.”

Then he flicked his hands, and an ungodly black force seemed to engulf them as he set his feet on the ground.  He roared and charged toward me, I dove over the railing pulling as much strength from my bridge as I could bring to bear, and it was a pitiful trickle.

We collided and the room shook at the impact.  My strike was ineffectual and he spun and struck my chest so hard I felt bones crack and I went spiraling toward the side wall.  I struck the crumbling stones and with a gasp, more ribs cracked as the wall gave way and I rolled outside in the collapsing rubble.

Hellstones and fire!  That was just one strike.  And without my bridge, how did I expect to face him?  I took a deep breath and was greeted with searing pain in my chest.  Note to self, you have broken ribs idiot, but you don't need to breathe, so don't!  I nodded to myself and stood up shakily as Veldshee came drifting out the huge hole in the collapsed wall, followed by dozens of spectators.  A Minotaur was dragging a barely conscious Felicia with him.

Ok Kane, you handled brutes in the bar before you had powers.  So shake it off and let's do this.  He was only tangible when he was attacking, so I didn't have a lot of options.  I pulled the cherry wood dagger from its sheath and took a stance, my left foot back my right bent.

I saw the dragons flow out of the gaping hole in the outer wall with a steady stream of Fae.

Veldshee sneered and grabbed a metal torch stanchion and moved toward me, blurring in my sight.  Sometimes I wish I could shut off my Shadow-Kin sight, it was disorienting but is also showed me where he really was compared to where he wanted me to think he was with his glamour.

I grinned at him and taunted, “Come on Spooky, is that all you got?  I've been hit harder by a Gnome.”  I looked at Rupert, who was standing on the rubble now.  “No offense Rupert.”

He inclined his head, knowing what I was doing.

Veldshee screeched in fury and charged me, bringing the stanchion down at me like it didn't weigh hundreds of pounds.  I theorized that since he was carrying something, he would be solid.  I remembered Sharee's lessons and used the smallest amount of motion to sidestep the incoming strike, then slashed back with the dagger I had pointed backward in my grip.

It burned and sizzled and tore through his cloak, and I could smell the burned flesh and saw a spattering of black blood flying through the air.  He spun away into the air above, in a fluttering of the cloak as he wailed in pain, as the stanchion melted from his grip and clattered to the ground as he went intangible.

He shrieked, “Elder wood?  She was allowed to bring elder wood into the High Court?”

He lowered himself to the ground and I saw the debris shift around his feet, that meant he was solid right?  I  pulled one of the long blades from my hip with my other hand and tossed it sideways with all my might.  But he was faster than me.  I saw his feet leave the ground as he faded slightly in my Shadow-Kin sight.

A guard twenty feet behind him slapped the blade out of the air before it spun into the crowd.  I charged, remembering that he couldn't phase through hardwood.  I clashed with him and he hissed in surprise as my blade sank into his upper leg, searing and cooking flesh as an unholy fire started where the blade pierced his side.

Reflexively he forgot about me as he shrieked and grabbed for the hilt of the dagger.  I took advantage of his distraction and I spun, delivering a roundhouse kick to the dagger, burying it hilt deep into his sickeningly slimy flesh.

I tottered and wretched blood onto the ground, he backhanded me and I tumbled across the ground.  The pain came a moment later and my eyes stung with the blood in them.  I looked down at my side and his shadow claws had raked long cuts into my side, cutting through the body armor like it was made of paper.

He howled in agony then grasped the dagger's hilt and yanked it out of his flesh and then tossed it roughly away as I staggered to my feet.  I watched helplessly as it spun off into the Abyss of Souls.  Ok, that could be a little setback.

I found myself skipping and tumbling along the ground again as he swooped at me and struck me with a lowered shoulder like he was battering a door down.  I pushed up from the ground and almost fell, supporting myself with a hand then swayed to my feet.

He was just circling me now, with an unnatural grin that split his face in a macabre manner.  Then he taunted.  Why do they always have to taunt?  Isn't it a little cliché?  Maybe they like to hear themselves talk. “Its a shame you came to us half dead like this, I would have loved to take you on in your prime.  A rematch long overdue.  You are a little girl pretending to be a champion, and now you will die.”

I spit blood then sneered, “You mean a champion like you?  I heard you were a hero of the Three Hundred Year War.  I actually feel sorry for you.  That you were changed into this mockery of who you once were.  Doing all the evils you once fought against.  If there is anything of the man you once were deep down inside, I'm sure he is ashamed of your actions.”

Ok, that was just mean.  I really do feel sorry for the man he was, to have become this monster against his own will.  But the fact remains that the man is gone and the monster is trying to separate my head from my body.  I was just attempting to rile him up so that he would get reckless and make mistakes.

But the eerie soulful wail that carried all of his pain and filling me with the projected hopelessness and sorrow almost crippled me.  I grabbed my amulet and tried to fight off the psychic attack.

I could barely track his motion as he moved without moving.  A huge shadow blade materializing in his hand.  He was in front of me slashing down.  I reached for my bridge.  It seemed so far away and I could barely feel her as I physically tore her metal into my body.  My scream of pain matched his wail of triumph.

I thought my head had split wide open and my skin was peeled back away from my right arm as it became blue painted steel.  That was all I could manage, not a full body manifest.  His shadow blade bit deep into the steel, driving me to my knees.  I knew that it would be a bone-deep wound when I went back to flesh.

His sword evaporated and he grabbed my head between his two hands as that unholy shadow fire gathered around his hands.  My arm went back to flesh and I bit back a whimper at the pain of the wound.  That struck me as odd that I could still feel pain since my everything felt on fire.

Then he lifted me by my head like that, and the writhing shadow mass seemed to seep into my head as he hissed and laughed, “Let's see where your bravado is when I take your very sanity from you.”

I could feel it inside twisting at my psyche, trying to merge nightmare with reality, pushing at the threads of order and harmony in my mind.  Twisting it all up like a windmill in a storm.

I wished that woman would stop screaming so that I could concentrate.  Oh, hellstones and fire, that was my own screams. The laughter was me as well as I slowly reached up to my amulet, for what I knew to be my final time.  I had failed Felicia, but I would go out letting Veldshee know that he may have beat me, but he could never break me.

I opened my eyes... when had I closed them?  And I looked at Veldshee's face.  His eyes were wide as I stopped laughing and I looked into the deep pits of black where his eyes should be.  Showing him who Evangeline Kane really was.  And I grinned through the insanity trying to take root in me.  “You think this is madness?  I lived half my life believing I was mad.  That is a living hell and nothing you can project into me can come close to the suffering I had endured.  Then to find I hadn't been mad all that time?  That almost broke me.”

I pulled my bridge to me, reaching deep, into her foundations, to touch the only weapon I had left.  The pain didn't matter anymore as it felt like I was tearing myself apart this time.  I grinned and said, “Save your parlor tricks Spooky, my own madness trumps yours!”  And I struck him with wooden fists made from ancient oaks that had been under immense pressure for decades, deep within my foundations.

Again I could only manifest my hands.  Veldshee screamed as part of himself was torn away with my first strike.  He dropped me and I almost fell on top of him, my legs were jelly.  But I kept striking, pushing him back to avoid the touch of the elder wood that could undo him.

I fell to my knees after three good blows.  And my brain felt like a million ice picks had been slammed into it as I tried to keep the manifestation going.  But my bridge was so far away in the link, and I was so very tired.

He shrieked in victory as my hands faded back to flesh.  Before I could blink, he was on me, lifting me over his head in an iron grip.  I couldn't focus.  Then with a grunt he flung me into the Abyss of Souls.

I felt the talisman on my neck heating up like it was trying to tell me something as I plummeted into the darkness.  I could hear Felicia screaming my name over the roars of victory from the Fae of the Crimson Court.

And as the darkness swallowed me, I closed my eyes and whispered, “I'm sorry Sharee.  I love you.”





  
 

Chapter 14 – It's Over

When I saw Evangeline in the High Court, challenging my accuser  I can't begin to tell you all of the emotions swirling inside of me.  I had all but resigned myself to my fate, I did not know if I had the strength within me to fight off the conversion once again.  They came so near to taking all that I was the last time.

My heart soared that my Evangeline, my Troll, my family, had somehow managed the impossible and came through the Under-Veil for me.  But there was also the terror, knowing what she was going to do.  She couldn't fight this far from her bridge.  And she does not kill, making her the most amazing Troll to me.  Did she understand that to issue challenge, meant a fight to the death?  Her heart would be her own downfall.

I tried to stop her when she issued the challenge.  She didn't know who it was.  But they had me chained down and hit me in the back of the head when I tried to warn her.  She did not flinch, she showed no fear when they revealed that this was one of Veldshee's machinations.  I was so proud, and so very afraid for her.  I was not surprised to see Rupert by her side.  Others can say what they will about that Gnome, but I knew his true character.  He knew if Evie failed, then he was as good as dead himself...  or worse.  Yet he still came.

The battle was one-sided.  The separation sickness had weakened her too much. But she never stopped she never gave in.  She kept getting up in defiance.  Then I could feel the utter madness and chaos Veldshee was projecting into her.  I tried to run to her, but the Crimson Guard were holding me back by the chains, keeping out of reach of my claws and teeth.

I paused in my struggles when her screams turned into laughter.   I blinked, it was not the laughter of madness.  I looked on, as a mortal... one of my mortals, shook off the attack from one of the most powerful Wraiths in existence.

I saw her give her signature smirk that did all kinds of interesting things to me and made me wish I had made a move before the Custodian had.  My tail was whipping from side to side as Eve taunted the greater Wraith.  “You think this is madness?  I lived half my life believing I was mad.  That is a living hell and nothing you can project into me can come close to the suffering I had endured.  Then to find I hadn't been mad all that time?  That almost broke me.”

My heart ached for her.  When I gave her the gift of happy and calm feelings when I wrapped my tail around her, I also tried to take away a pain I didn't understand.  Now I knew.  The poor woman.

Then she said, “Save your parlor tricks Spooky, my own madness trumps yours!”

I sneezed as I felt magic again swirl into her and she struck the cloaked Fae and I heard the thud of physical contact.  Part of his cloak and power was torn away from him.

By the Wellspring of Life!  She could still bring violence to bear?  He was suddenly backing away from her.  He was afraid of those fists of hers, manifested from the timbers of her bridge.  She had beat him once before that way.  Only at her Nexus, at her full strength.  The power she can pull from that necklace the Custodian made her was a pale shadow, and she didn't have enough to manifest her whole body.

But then she faltered and he was upon her.  Hoisting her into the air.  As the beast threw her into that accursed pit... the Abyss of Souls, I shrieked, “Evangeline!” 

I hissed and swung my claws at the guards as the Fae of the Crimson Court cheered a now swaying Vedldshee.  Through my tears, I hissed at him.  At least my Evie had hurt him, he couldn't seem to go incorporeal now.  I didn't want to give them the satisfaction of knowing how much her death hurt me, but I couldn't stop myself and I started sobbing.

The Dragon, Moritus, rumbled above the din of the cheering.  “A shame, I expected... more.”  Then he bellowed out, causing the earth to shake and more of the wall of the Court to collapse, “Silence!”

Then that Medusan Judge spoke from beside his front foot, her hand absently stroking it.  “Bring the prisoner, we must finalize the sentencing and prepare her for conversion and shadow-binding.”

My heart was heavy, but I could do one thing for Eve.  I could be strong.  I would be strong.  I would hold out longer than before, to show them her death was not in vain.  I'd...

There was a crunching sound, like stone striking stone, coming from the Abyss.  Everyone paused and looked back.  You could have heard the rustling of a butterfly's wings in the courtyard, as we heard the sound again, and again.

Then with a grunt, a thick arm made of a stone like no other, came over the lip of the Abyss, followed by another.  There was another grunt of effort, and Evie came flying up to land in the courtyard, shaking the ground.  She was taller, maybe seven or eight feet tall and made of stone as I had never seen of her.

It sang to me of ancient times when Dragons were young and Fae were but children.   Of histories so deep you would get lost by just scratching their surface.  There was so much emotion locked into the layers of stone.  From civilizations that have risen and fell and the stone had stood witness.

By the Wellspring of Life!  Eve had manifested Elder Stone!

She swayed a bit but then pointed at a stunned Veldshee and spoke in a gravely grating of continental shelves shifting, “Where are you going Spooky?  You had your shot.  Now it's my turn.  I'm so full of  'fuck you' for you right now.”

She strode forward, clunking and cracking cobblestones beneath her.  Vedshee looked strained and he moaned as he pulled what little energy he had left in him and just barely managed to go incorporeal as he blurred toward her.  I showed my fangs in a predatory manner, he hadn't realized what she had done yet.

They both let loose with inhuman roars as they collided, the impact shaking the ground and causing part of the bridge to crumble into the Abyss.  Veldshee's bellow turned into a surprised scream of pain when he didn't pass through her.  I smirked and murmured, “It is Elder Stone you fool.”

Evie grabbed him by his neck and lifted him off the ground then slammed him down into the pathway, cratering the cobblestones.  The sound was deafening.  She straddled the stunned wraith and just started pummeling him.

She kept hitting and hitting, her fists covered with black ichor.  I felt her rage rolling off of her in unstoppable waves.  Then like a switch was switched.  She just stopped.  Then staggered to her feet.  Veldshee was just a wheezing, bleeding mass on the ground.

She spoke in that same gravelly voice toward the Judges assembled below the Dragons.  “It's over.”

The Medusan stepped forward and said like the pouty little girl she was.  “It is not over until one of you is dead.”

Eve stood up straighter and shook her head.  “I am Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling, and I will not kill.”

Veldshee cackled, blood bubbling up from his lungs. “This will never be over.”  He coughed. “This is just the beginning.  His plans are far...”

There was a tremendous thud as a Dragon's claw came crashing down on Veldshee, I was knocked off my feet by the impact.  Moritus roared out, “This is getting tedious.  It was obvious that the mortal had won.  I have better things to do than to listen to pointless prattle.”

He looked down at the shocked Judges, then the Medusan looked at the others who nodded.  She announced, “By Right of Challenge.  It is proven that the accuser was in err.  All charges against Feliciniati Ver et Storint, She Who Laughs, the Unbroken, are now dropped.”

The rumbling of the crowd grew, as I felt a huge weight lifted from my chest.

The Medusan looked at me and sneered.  Then the chains fell away from me as Evangeline said in a faraway voice, “Good.  Now give me my little fox.  I want to go home.”

She wavered and fell to a knee and shrank as she became flesh again.  Covered in blood and mire as she fell forward onto her face, unmoving.  Again I was screaming her name as I raced to her side and my tail whipped around her and my hands put pressure on her arm wound.





  
 

Chapter 15 – Home

I awoke pulling in a huge lungful of air.  My ribs aching.  I was on my bridge.  Someone had just laid me on the steps between he two great statues.  I felt power flowing through me as the healing began.  I laid my cheek on my stone stairs.  Realizing what a fool I had been.  This bridge was part of me, and extension of myself in the Fae realm, yet I had used my other half, the half still in the mortal realm when I fought.  I should have looked to the bridge on this side from the beginning.

I hurt everywhere but at least the separation sickness was gone now.  I tried to focus as I heard a great flapping sound and was pushed down by an insistent wind.  I caught the shape of a black Dragon flying off into the sky as my vision cleared.

I turned my eyes to three people standing in front of me.  A grinning Gnome, and relieved looking Minotaur, and...  “Glurk!”  Felicia latched onto me, pulling me into a hug, her tail wrapping twice around me and pulling tight as she sobbed into my shoulder.

There was a wall of green scales behind them.  I glanced up as I smiled into Felicia's fur.  The other dragon was here, they must have flown us here, I doubt I would have survived the journey otherwise.  He ground out, “Now leave this realm, go back through the veil and cause no more trouble here.”

I stood, still a little shaky, but feeling stronger by the moment.  Felicia was still attached to me as she somehow flowed over my shoulders, and I had a cute fox shawl in the shape of a sexy woman.  She didn't want to let go.

I looked at the big bull.  I never thought I'd ever do this but... I hugged Geravold.  “If you ever need help, or just want to come visit Cincy, it would be my pleasure to buy you a drink big guy.”  I pulled a little bag from the pack at my feet and tossed the gems to him.  He could put them to good use in the safe house.

He snorted some steam from his nostrils and smiled as he nodded.  “Done.”  Then he cocked his head and narrowed his eyes at me as he absently shook Rupert's hand.  “There is more to you than meets the eye, Evangeline Kane.  I still don't know how you did what you did.”

I shrugged as we started up the steps without him.  “It's not so hard to imagine when you realize that there isn't anything I wouldn't do for the people I love.”  I felt warmth and love flowing into me from Felicia's tail.

We stood there and Rupert shook his head.  “I don't know if I can do this Eve.  I had all my power stripped just a couple days ago.”

Felicia flowed off of me and stood looking apprehensive.  “I'm too exhausted from fighting off their mental and emotional assaults.”

I smiled at both of them.  “I have a friend who can help.”  I reached down into the deep well of power in my foundations on this side of the veil.  It tasted of history forgotten and knowledge hidden away by time.  The very fabric of reality pulsated in front of us and I said to them, “I'll see you on the other side.  It is going to take everything I have here to get through if I even can.”

They nodded and then Felicia hugged me again and the two stepped through.  I gasped and let my bravado drop as the gateway solidified again.  It took a greater effort that I had ever expended to send a Fae through.  I was still far too weak to do this, but I wanted those two, my family, home safely.  I glanced back to see Gery standing on a rise in the path watching with a knowing look on his face.  He knew I was full of shit.  I'd most likely be bunking with him until I was fully recovered.

I smirked at the fact that Rupert and Felicia were free Fae now in Cincy, not bound by a toll coin lorded over their heads, since I sent them through without them.  I wondered how long it would take them to realize that fact.  And I sure as hell wasn't about to tell the Triumvirate.

I turned and took a deep breath to at least attempt it my own transit, then I'd know how hopeless it might be.  I closed my eyes and spread my arms.  I pulled in all the power I could, reaching deep into the core of the stones that made me up... I mean the bridge.  I could feel energy crackling around me as I pushed into the spongy material of creation.

I pushed hard and directed the energy all at a single point in front of me, I moved an inch forward, but something was wrong, was the gateway more powerful on this end?  It seemed more solid than when I came through.  Then I realized that it was still daytime.  I wasn't weaker, it was a miracle I had energy enough to get Rupert and Felicia through.  The Elder Stones were indeed more powerful than my mortal bridge.

Lightning was lancing out all around me, striking the path and the trees.  Starting small fires again.  Then I just let go of the power.  It was useless, I could try again at night.

The Dragon growled with a low rumbling that shook the ground and cause the skies to explode in fleeing flying Fae animals and startled birds.  “Stop playing around and begone!”  He flicked me with a single finger of his front claw and I went flying forward, the fabric of reality stretched around me and tore and I found myself flying trough the air on the Roebling. Suddenly terrified at the power of a Dragon to be able to do that.

I collided with a group of people attempting trying to catch me, and we all fell into a tangled pile of limbs.  I grinned, when I saw I was face to face with a relieved looking Sharee.  I blinked and said, “Hi honey... I'm home.”

She chuckled and said, “Hi yourself.”

Was that a tear she just wiped away?  We untangled ourselves from some Goyles and to my surprise, Detective Lancaster, wearing his Fae glasses.  We stood and Felicia stepped up quickly and wrapped both my snowy-haired girl and me with her tail like she didn't ever want to let go.

I blinked and looked around.  There were hundreds of Goyles and Fae on my decks, holding the railings and feeding energy into the bridge.  Part of the north tower looked to be crumbled away, there were a few snapped suspender cables, and the bridge deck was skewed in the middle.  Both sides of the bridge were barricaded off.  It looked like a war zone with rubble and debris on the roadway.  I could feel my bridge's pain, an echo of my own.

I whispered, “What's happening here?”

Lancaster hissed out, “More of your god damned spooky shit, Kane.  I don't know how I'm going to spin this.  The Army Corps of Engineers are sending an emergency response team now to assess the damage.  Krynn there says that the only thing keeping the bridge up is the power all these people are feeding it, what do I tell the Corps why all these 'civilians' are on a collapsing bridge?”

Sharee and I were lost in each others gaze for a moment then I looked around again reaching out with my senses to feel all the damage, seen and unseen.

Shar was in Custodian mode as she explained, “While you were battling to free our little fox here.  We experienced localized earth tremors in Cincinnati, centered at the Roebling.  Every blow you took, shook the foundations, we lost part of the north tower.”

Rene was pushing through the people gathering around me and was tutting as she went to work wrapping my arm as it slowly healed, her tail questing for Felicia's.

Sharee nudged her chin at the lines of Goyles and Fae.  “You must have drawn upon the bridges well.  It's power dropped significantly twice and we almost lost her, but Tex called in every available Goyle.  They have been feeding power to her since they arrived.  The Fae heard somehow and arrived in droves to help since you were fighting for their Unbroken.”

She looked at my arm then at the severed suspender cables and the warped roadway because of them.  “That explains the cables.”

Then she swallowed and I heard the fear and strain in her voice.  “The Goyles are at their limit and I fear that if they falter, the bridge will collapse and...”

I finished, “And I will die.”

Lancaster looked frustrated and snapped out, “What do you mean you'll die?”

Sharee closed her eyes and said, “Eve is the Troll of this bridge, her life force is tied to its life force.  If it dies, so too does she.”

He shook his head. “That's just fucked up.”

I chuckled. “Isn't it just?”

I was so very tired and I could feel both my and my bridge's injuries.  I have the ability to repair any damage to the bridge that I cause directly or indirectly, but none that occur naturally in the everyday life of my bridge.  I was the cause of all of this wasn't I?

I released Sharee and urged Felicia's tail away.  I didn't know if I had the strength left to do this, I could feel the energy well in my foundations was almost empty.  If I could just stabilize things until I had more power.  Or the mortal straights could effect repairs...

I looked around at all the valiant people of the supernatural community.  Giving their all in an effort to save me.  I said loudly, “I thank you all for what you have done.  You are my heroes.”

Then I slammed my hand, palm down on the bridge decking and I pulled the last of the power I could find deep within the bridge.  And screamed in defiance against the pain the effort brought about.

There was a horrendous groaning sound as the deck started to move.  One of the snapped suspender cables writhed and stirred into the air like a snake swaying to a charmer's music.  The other end, hanging from the main cable stretched down toward it, like it were grasping for the hand of a loved one, but it was two feet short, the deck had sagged down that much.

I screamed again and pulled energy from anywhere I could find it and the bridge shook in a mini tremor and groaned again and raised a couple inches more.

Lancaster was muttering, “Holy shit!”

I couldn't do it, I was too far gone.  Then the Custodian of the city of Cincinnati laid her hand on my shoulder.  The most powerful magic user in the city, with part Fae blood... the woman I loved.  And a torrent of hot white magic coursed into me, filling my empty Shadow-Kin reservoir.

I used this huge boon of energy and bellowed my defiance to the gods and stretched out my other hand to the cable, my arm mimicking it reaching for the other half of it.  The bridge shook again and a few Fae and Goyle's lost their footing and fell to their knees, but they all kept contact with my railings, I could feel them all reaching into themselves to give even more, beyond their own limits.  I was so very proud of them all.

With the moaning of protesting metal, the deck started raising.  An inch at a time to withing a foot from being able to connect.  I was almost blinded with the effort and the pain when I heard a murmuring, Fae, Goyles, and True-Borns parted and I almost dropped my effort in surprise as the entire Triumvirate stepped through and up to me.

They all laid hands on Protector Garza, who stared at me for a moment then gave me a single nod and placed one hand on my other shoulder and raised the other like mine, toward the cables.  Then they all let their immense energies coarse through me.  Hellstones and fire!  I felt like I was burning, and I saw my flesh was starting to turn red and bubble, so I wasn't that far off.

The bridge went into motion again, groaning, screeching, reaching.  But we were just shy, I tried with every fiber of my being and I could feel my bridge desperately mirroring my effort.  I was going to fail...

I could feel I had nothing left, except something nagging me at the back of my mind.  My eyes flew open at the realization and I slapped my free hand on my amulet and I reached through the veil to my other half.  The other part of me.  And I asked a favor.

More power trickled into me, tasting like bygones past and history made.  The Elder Stone in the Under-Veil answered my call.  I screamed, “I am Evangeline Kane, and this is MY bridge!”  The bridge gave one last moan and the two cable ends met.  I healed the tears, micro fractures, and stress.  My vision tunneling.

Then quickly, before I could black out, I did the same with a second cable of the five snapped suspenders.  Then I let all the power go slowly, letting the cables take the immense weight of the bridge off of my mind.

I swayed forward jut to be caught by two soft and fuzzy tails.  I staggered to my feet looking up at my towers with pride.  She was a fighter, my bridge would stand.  I took a deep breath and then said loudly, “Thank you all for everything you have done this day.  I can't tell you how much I love you all and I will forever be in your debt.  Go home now.  Rest.  Be with your families.  Goyles, get to you Nexuses and recharge.”

There was a cheer and everyone started moving off the bridge.  I couldn't walk without help, I was beyond tired, I just wanted to lay down somewhere and rest.  I looked at Sharee, who had slid under my shoulder to help support me.  I murmured, “I need to be with my bridge.”

She nodded in earnest and looked up at my South Tower.

Protector Garza scowled at me and said, “Custodian, Troll Kane, I expect you in the Triumvirate Chambers in thirty minutes to debrief.”

She started to walk with the rest of the council beside her and paused when I said, “Garza, you have no clue just how full of 'fuck you' I am at this moment.  I got our Imp back and am a little busy right now with not dying and all.  We'll be there when we are there.  I need a day or two here to recover.”

Protector Daniel snorted and Garza looked away with anger and indignation on her face, and before she could walk off, I added,  “And Lily... thank you.”

She hesitated a second and I caught a slight smile fighting at the corner of her scowl.  She nodded so subtly that I almost didn't catch it then they stormed off with a chuckling Protector Daniel winking at me then walking off after the others.

I smiled at my lady and found myself being half dragged half carried by Sharee, Rupert, Rene, and... our Felicia, up the stairs to the roof of the south tower.

We saw the emergency response vehicles from the Army Corps arriving at either end of the bridge, and like most veil-blind, they didn't seem to see anything out of the ordinary with the Fae and Goyles leaving the damaged bridge.  We would be safe up here for the same reason.  They had plenty of damages to assess on their own.

I'd see to it that repair crews would get miraculous amounts of work done every day as I healed myself, I mean my bridge as I got stronger.  But that was the last thing on my mind just then.  I kissed my love gently on her lips.  “I told you I'd bring her back.”

She nodded with tears in her eyes, “Yes, yes you did.”

Then I sat down with my back to the parapet and said as my eyes started to droop, “I may be out for a bit love.”

She grinned and nodded and hopped up and squatted above me on the parapet, standing sentinel above me, one hand in contact with my shoulder.

Rupert stood beside me, leaning back against the parapet as Felicia went down onto all fours and sort of flowed into my lap.  I cradled the fox woman as she curled into a tight ball and closed her eyes.  Rene stroked my cheeks with her tail as she pulled out her medical kit yet again, and said as she pushed soothing feelings into me, “You sleep now child, while I tend to your wounds.”

I yawned and smiled in the warmth of my family as I mumbled, “Yes mama fox.” I drifted off into a blissful sleep, communing with my bridge and sharing the love of family I was basking in with it.





  
 

Epilogue

I had been more spent than I thought.  I didn't reopen my eyes again until three nights later.  I yawned and felt more like myself mostly, there were dull aches in my bones where the corresponding damage was on the bridge.

Kyla's voice said, “Sleeping Beauty is back everyone.”

I blinked and focused on her where she sat on a picnic blanket on the roof of the tower, eating sandwiches with Rupert.  She smirked at me. “Welcome back to the land of the living.”

I smirked back. “Brat.”

I looked down to my lap, which was overheating, and into the bright shining eyes of Felicia.  She had crusted brown spots matting her fur.  It was dried blood.  Sharee spoke from where she stood, looking down on the action I could feel on my decks as emergency repair crews made temporary repairs to stabilize the bridge.  She said off offhandedly as she nudged her chin at the little fox woman, “She refused to leave that spot until you came back to us. “

Then she asked in a chastising manner, “Will you at least eat something now little fox?  You look emaciated.  And get yourself cleaned up.”

Felicia gave a silly grin and her tongue flopped cutely out one side of her mouth.  Her tail snaked around my waist and she gave me a hug with it before she crawled off my lap and flowed over to Kyla.  She laid on her back with her head on Kyla's lap and cutely pointed at her open mouth.  My best friend giggled and dropped a grape into her mouth.  I just shook my head at their antics.

I put a hand out and Shar absently grabbed it and laced our fingers.  “How long?”

She shrugged.  “Three days.”

I was startled by a deep voice with a Texas drawl teasing, “Yer' little lady done been pining over you the whole time.”

I grinned over at Tex.  He was still Trolling my bridge even in its current state?

My girl put on her frosty Custodian mantle and said, “I thought you were supposed to be a gentleman, Troll.”

Tex chuckled and tipped his cowboy hat to us then turned his attention back on the gateway below.

Then she slid down the wall to my side.  “So tell me... what happened on the other side of the veil, and what was it like?  By Rupert's account, he single-handedly brought down the entire Crimson Court.  What our Felicia saw, begs to differ.”  She smirked at the Gnome, who had a super cheesy grin on his face.  I had to chuckle at him and shook my head as I rolled my eyes.

I noted that I was still in my bloodied body armor.  Some of it was cut away and bandages were on my ribs.  I took a deep breath.  Then as I started telling the tale, I absently started taking all the bandages off, as I was as healed as I would get until my bridge was repaired.

When I was done relaying things as I saw them, I shrugged.  Then I shook my head.  “They were after you Shar.  This whole thing was to lure you through the veil.  They somehow know you are part Fae.  The way Veldshee spoke, there was someone else pulling the strings, just like all the recent occurrences here in Cincy.  The Dragon finished him off before he could spout off any more about it.”

She looked deep in thought as she slowly nodded at my observation.

Then I shook my head. “They had to fabricate the murder charges against our little fox to do it.”

Felicia looked up at that and I saw fear and shame in her eyes as she said softly,  “They are not fabricated... I am a murderer.”

I straightened up. “What do you mean?  You battled your way out of the stronghold.  It was self-defense.  You...”

She finished, “Murdered an innocent soul.”

We all moved over and gathered around her.  I asked quietly, “What are you talking about?”

She sat back and for the first time since I found out she was Fae, she wasn't trying to touch anyone with her tail.  She looked down at her hands accusingly then said, “Nobody knows the true tale of the Unbroken.  I only killed one person that night, but I may as well have killed the others myself.”

Her big eyes welled with tears as she described her months of torture, of unrelenting torment and sorrow. The things they made her see and feel.  How she tried to project love and hope to her captors, to try to give them the compassion to either kill her to end the torture, or to conjure enough guilt that they would allow her to escape.

Her voice was hoarse as she spoke, “I was going to break,  I was already letting the darkness in.  I couldn't endure it anymore.  The endless despair, and emotional and physical pain.  They had broken me.  But it seems I had planted a deadly seed, a seed that had been blossoming during my months of captivity.  One of the ghouls had been a Woodland Imp in her prior life.”

She swallowed. “Maverae Ver et Storint, She who Dances.  The positive feelings I had been infecting them all with took root in her, pushing their way through the endless torment of her soul.  It was the poison of hope.  She remembered who she was and that there was more to the world than death, sorrow, and corruption.”

The little fox woman swallowed. “She had been sowing the same seeds in others in the stronghold.  It was the moment I had decided that the monster I would become could deal with the black poison of corruption so I didn't have to suffer anymore.  Feliciniati would be no more.  I felt the darkness creeping into my soul when Maverae struck.”

She blinked away tears.  “She and the others tore the others in the conversion circle to bloody shreds in mere moments.  They released me and we battled our way out of the stronghold.  I cringed every time they would finish off any Crimson Court guards I disabled.”

Felicia shuddered.  “It was a bloodbath and I was slowly losing my mind, feeling all the death around me.  In the end, only Maverae and I walked out of the stronghold alive.  She couldn't live with herself, knowing the monster she had become.  The antithesis of a Woodland Imp.  It ate at her knowing that though she remembered, she would be better off not.  Better off dead.  It was a fate worse than death, feeling her hunger to corrupt me as we spoke.”

Then she looked at her hands again in shame. “I could feel the agony she was in and the locks they put in place in her mind, preventing her from harming herself so she would remain endlessly tormented.”

She sobbed out, “Her last words to me were a plea.  'Please, I can't live like this.'  Then I curled my tail around her, sending peace and harmony through her.  She actually smiled and closed her eyes...  and I tore her throat out.”

She was openly sobbing now, her whole body shaking.  I crouched and pulled her into me and held her tight.  Her tail whipped out, questing and Kyla and Sharee grabbed it and started stroking it.  We just sat there like that, sending her our love through our contact.

I whispered, “Shhh shhh.  It's alright Felicia.  You didn't do anything wrong.  You gave her peace.”

After a minute, she sniffed and pulled back a little to lock eyes with me.  “I am not the Unbroken, they had me.  Maverae is the true Unbroken.”

I nodded and said, “She may be, but so are you little fox.  I don't think you understand how special you are.  Nobody lasted longer against the torment of the conversion that Veldshee himself.  He was once a great hero of the Three Hundred Years war.  And he didn't last a day.  You endured more than any Fae in history, and your efforts freed you.  They did not break you.  And you freed Maverae... let her remember herself before she died.  A gift like no other.”

I made sure she was looking into my eyes when I said, “You are precious to us and we all love you more than I can say.”

The others were nodding.

She squeaked out with a sad, hopeful smile.  “I'm still your little fox?”

I nodded and smirked. “You will ALWAYS be my little fox.”

She took a couple deep cleansing breaths then smiled mischievously and said, “Good... cuz you stink.  You need a shower and some clean clothes.”

Wha?  Why that little stinker.  I made a sour face, fanned my hand in front of me, and said, “You're one to talk fuzzy.”  Then I looked around seeing the first rays of the sun poking over the horizon, and prompted, “After I clean up, O'Flanagan's at ten everyone?  I need a drink before I see the Triumvirate.”

Everyone agreed and we said our goodbyes.  A moment later the woman I loved and I were diving off the roof to run down the cables below.  As we laughed and raced, a tiny part of my mind was wondering who has been pulling all the strings lately.  But it didn't matter as I looked at my white haired obsession.  I would be here waiting, I am Evangeline Kane, Troll of the Roebling.

 

The End
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Sample Chapter from London Harmony: Minuette...

Prologue

I stood back and looked at the unassuming apartment block then at the hastily scribbled note that Fran had left on my desk.  It read, “June, I believe this is what you and Vannie have been searching for.  I think you are in for a surprise.  Fran”  And it had this address.  I grinned.  Leave it to Small Fry to figure this mystery that has plagued Nessie and me for months.

And she figured it out with books, of course, the girl lives and breathes books.  This has been one of the most frustrating few months in my life.  Almost as frustrating as getting my wife to admitting she loves me.

An artist that didn't want to be found could be as creative in hiding as they are with their music.  Van and I have been obsessed with this woman's music since we found a thumb drive with one of her songs in our things at a rave last April.  Most of the people there wound up with one in their belongings.

Minuette.

We didn't know if that was the song or the artist.  It was the only file on the drive.  Her voice was haunting and the piano accompaniment was a cascade of notes, coalescing into something I couldn't quantify.  The piano music was eerily similar to my mother, Anabella's playing.  My mom, being deaf, can feel the music rather than hear it and her music is the heart that embodies the music.

We had been out scouting at one of Ronnie Marx's old haunts in the underground music scene before he became the manager of our jazz club, Walker's... to hear an a capella pop group.  It was a bust, I didn't see what others were saying about the group, and neither did Nessie.  So we left pretty early.

That's when we found the thumb drive under the windshield wiper when we got to the car.  We sat in the car and looked at it.  It was a cheap purple throwaway with nothing but an “M” written in silver script on it with a permanent marker on one side, and “listen” on the other.

I almost threw it out, people were always sneaking me unsolicited demos.  They should know better, my record label, London Harmony doesn't take unsolicited anything.  We are an invitation-only venue, that's what makes us so sought after.

But alas, curiosity got the better of me when I noted that other cars in the area had the same thumb drive, so we weren't specifically targeted.  So I plugged it into the radio's USB slot.  The track scrolling on the radio read Minuette.  Then we sat back and had one of the most unique listening experiences I have ever had the pleasure of having.

  A few seconds after the end of the song, a woman whispered, “Minuette out.”

There was something about the music, the words, and the thumping of a drum, or maybe it was someone just tapping the side of a bench or piano.  There seemed to be some sort of pattern I couldn't quite understand.  The lyrics were inspired and invoked a certain melancholy warmth.  But it was the combination of it all that spoke to me.  Vannie agreed.

I wanted... no, I needed this woman and her music at London Harmony.  How had we never heard her stuff before then?  We had dozens of feelers on the street, looking for just this sort of unique music.

We started to head back to our condo at One Hyde Place when we noticed a girl in the alley placing a thumb drive on another car.  I stopped immediately and the girl looked up.  She looked scared.  I rolled down the window and called out to her, “Excuse me.  Could we have a word, please?”

The girl looked to the other end of the alley as if she were contemplating bolting.

I added, “You're not in trouble.  I just have a question for you.”

She exhaled and looked around again then slumped her shoulders and then timidly approached us.  She was average height and build for a girl her age.  She looked to be about Small Fry's age, about twenty-one.  Everything about her just said average.  She was dressed in everyday, run of the mill clothes.

There wasn't anything remarkable about her... except her eyes under her dull brown hair.  I have only seen eyes that color one other time.  Such a vibrant blue they almost glowed a light violet.  The sparkle and sharp intelligence in them made them stand out even more.  You would never forget her for that one reason alone.

I held up the thumb drive. “Where did you get these?”

She said in a quiet voice, “I didn't do anything wrong.”

I nodded.  “I know.  Do you know what's on them?”

She shrugged a shoulder.  I smiled, hoping to help her relax.  I prompted, “There is music on them.  Where did you get them?”

She was looking past me to Vanessa who had lowered the ridiculous black hood on the hoodie she insisted on wearing when we were scouting music.  Her “Scratch” persona.

She asked past me. “Are you, alright ma'am?”

I glanced between the two.  Vannie had the uncertain, confused look she got when she was wondering if something she was seeing was real or not.  Her doctors had changed up her anti-psychotic meds.  It always took time for things to balance out for her when they did that.  I touched her arm lightly and nodded.  Assuring my love that I was really speaking with someone.

She seemed to relax and took my hand.  I told the girl, “She's fine.  It's just been a long night.”  Vannie nodded and pulled her hood back up.  The girl looked genuinely concerned and that marked her as a good person in my book.

Then she looked past our car and said, “Some lady in Hyde Park gave me twenty quid if I'd put these on the cars around the rave.”

I asked, “Do you know her?  Or how we can find her?  Can you describe her?”

She shook her head and said noncommittally, “She was just a lady.”

Damn.  She looked to be overly nervous still so I asked her as I handed her a card that had nothing but my cell number on it.  “I'm June, what's your name?”

She took the card and said cautiously, “Annette.”

I smiled at her and said, “I'm pleased to have met you, Annette.  I'd appreciate if you could contact me if you ever see the woman again.  My number is on the card.  There is a large finder's fee in it for you.”

She nodded and then headed back down the alley, looking back just once before we continued on down the street.

Things only got worse when we contacted Ronnie Marx with a copy of the song.  He chirped out right away, “Oh yeah, rumors about the mysterious Minuette have been circulating for a couple years in the underground.  But since it isn't the type of music I showcased at the raves, I've never heard it.”

I asked, “Mysterious?”

He chuckled. “I think she took a page out of the June Harris-West handbook, and how you handled your J-Card mystery.  I thought all the Minuette shite was all just urban legend, but now you play a song for me.  It is a haunting melody isn't it?”

I agreed and asked, “So she's anonymous then?  That's the mystery?”  I understood the need, I had done something similar with my J8 persona.

He chuckled. “A small part of it.  Nobody knows who she is, but those bloody thumb drives keep showing up all over town at music events, both legit and underground.  They always have a different song.  And people started noticing the strange patterns in the music.”

I nodded to myself since we had noticed that too.

“That's when a group of sleuthing audiophiles discovered the phantom melodies inside of them.”

I repeated, “Phantom melodies?”

He was getting enthusiastic with his response as she sped up as he said, “Those odd off notes, syncopated lyrics, and the thumping, it's all a code.  When you decode it, there is a short message in each with a separate counterpoint melody.”

He went on, “Let's say a song is about beauty and life, and the promise of love.  The phantom melody tells of heartache and longing.”

Good lord.  I needed to know more, but that's all he had except for how to contact the group that discovered the Phantom Melodies.  I had to grin when he sarcastically gave me the name of the group's defacto leader.  Edward Canter, from Canter Recording.  Bear and I were good friends.  The giant of a man did our sound bites and overflow recording when we overbooked our artists in our studio.

He had all kinds of information for us that told us nothing about the woman but everything his group had discovered about the music.  Minuette as a friggin' genius to seamlessly embed music within music and make it sound so beautiful and haunting.  He had a couple tracks for us.  It was just as amazing as what we had, and she always signed off with a whisper, “Minuette out.”

For months, we tracked her but were no closer a week ago than we were in the beginning.  She would sing at various piano bars in random locations.  The managers never knew any other name than Minuette, and had no other records for her because it was either open mic nights or they paid cash under the table.  We collected recordings from every venue, always one step behind.

We found Annette again placing thumb drives on cars in our Walker's parking lot.  She again told us that a woman in Hyde Park paid her.  I didn't believe her that time, she knew something she wasn't telling us.  How could she be approached by the same woman twice?

We started paying her on the side to help us locate the woman.  She worked side by side with Fran on it.  Now finally, Fran and Anette have done what we couldn't.

I stuffed the note into my pocket and stepped into the lobby of the old brick structure.  There was an old freight elevator at the end of the hall, but I headed up the stairs.  2H was at the far end of the hall, and my smile grew as I got closer to the door.  I could hear the cascading piano music through, rich, full and inviting.

This was it.  I took a J-Card from my pocket.  I really hoped the woman would be receptive and accept my invitation to sign with our label.  I wanted to share her genius with the world.  There was a piece of tape with “Buggered” across the doorbell.  I grinned at it then knocked.

When the door opened, my eyes went wide at the girl who was standing there, music coming from the grand piano I could see in the room behind her.  Then I started laughing at her sheepish grin as I asked, “Minuette I presume?”
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