
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Guardians of the Gate City

        

        
        
          Guardians of the Gate City, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Lisa Williamson

        

        
          Published by Lisa Williamson, 2013.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      GUARDIANS OF THE GATE CITY

    

    
      First edition. June 26, 2013.

      Copyright © 2013 Lisa Williamson.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1497765252

    

    
    
      Written by Lisa Williamson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Lisa  Williamson

	    

      
	    
          
	      Angel City Romances

          
        
          
	          When We Touch

          
        
          
	          Dreaming Rain

          
        
          
	          River Magic

          
        
          
	          Dragon Fire and Cat's Eyes

          
        
          
	          Luminaries Grove

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Chaos Wars

          
        
          
	          Fall Into Nightmares

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Death Walks Through

          
        
          
	          Death Walks Through Collection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Fantasies in Fur

          
        
          
	          Four Dragon Valley

          
        
          
	          To Save Face or Family

          
        
          
	          Hazards

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Flight in Fantasy novellas

          
        
          
	          Where Angels No Longer Tread

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Games of Rebirth

          
        
          
	          Tired Doesn't Mean Dead

          
        
          
	          Rhymes and Reasons

          
        
          
	          Granite's End

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Games of Rebirth: Keepers Tales

          
        
          
	          Demons Rise

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Guardians: Barrie Tales

          
        
          
	          The Fibula Murders

          
        
          
	          Not A Haunting

          
        
          
	          Hiding in Plain Sight

          
        
          
	          The Feel of Magic

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Guardians: Manchester

          
        
          
	          Into the Dark

          
        
          
	          Little Unicorn Lost

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Guardians of the Gate City

          
        
          
	          Guardians of the Gate City

          
        
          
	          Coffee  House  Blues

          
        
          
	          Music is My Mistress

          
        
          
	          A Welcome Place

          
        
          
	          Whispering in the Dark

          
        
          
	          I Will Protect You

          
        
          
	          Brewing Storm

          
        
          
	          Ties That Bind Us

          
        
          
	          Fictional Truths

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Guardians of the Gate City side stories

          
        
          
	          Friends and Heroes

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      League of Stars

          
        
          
	          Escape

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Love is Fantastic

          
        
          
	          Whispers of the Dead

          
        
          
	          New Friends, Old Enemies

          
        
          
	          The Knight Protector

          
        
          
	          The Traveler

          
        
          
	          Wings of Memories Past

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Mythos of Love

          
        
          
	          Mythos of Love Collection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      poetry and photos

          
        
          
	          Love, Loss and Loneliness

          
        
          
	          Random Musings of a Poetic Mind

          
        
          
	          Seasons of my Mind

          
        
          
	          Generations of Love

          
        
          
	          Poetry in Pictures

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Saga of Loralil Greyfox

          
        
          
	          Endings

          
        
          
	          Revenge

          
        
          
	          A Fragile Peace

          
        
          
	          Interludes

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Returned

          
        
          
	          A Change in Circumstance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Wine and Chocolates

          
        
          
	          Inherit the Farm

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Echoes of Elder Times Collection

          
        
          
	          Holiday Flashes of Fiction

          
        
          
	          A Microcosm of Words

          
        
          
	          Brief Flashes Inside

          
        
          
	          Reflections in Drabble

          
        
          
	          Beyond Realities

          
        
          
	          Magic and Nightmares

          
        
          
	          Pleasant Moments

          
        
          
	          Nasty Intimancies

          
        
          
	          Quick Flashes of Fiction

          
        
          
	          Worlds Apart

          
        
          
	          Distance Means Little to Love

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Lisa  Williamson’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To my ever patient husband, for his efforts helping me work out plots and for the lovely cover design

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Guardians of the Gate City Collection


[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​By Lisa Williamson


[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​One More All Hallows Eve © 2012



[image: ]




Author's note: One More All Hallows Eve came about as a challenge from another writer. I was challenged to write a short story from the perspective of a male protagonist using first person for the point of view. This story was actually written well over a decade before it saw print. I pulled it out, dusted if off and used it as an introduction to Harry and the Gate city. 
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IT WAS ANOTHER DARK and windy night. Like so many others. I walked the streets, watching the kids as they rousted the neighborhood for more sugar. Just what most of those little yard apes needed. Empty calories to give them more endless energy to drive their parents nuts. I'm just glad it isn't me that has to explain to little Jillie or Marky that they can't eat all their stash in one night. Some things even I won't try.

Most of the nice people on the streets had no idea just what they were really celebrating or why. And that was fine with me. After all it was my job and others like me to make sure that they stayed the happy, placid little sheep they were.

Oh yeah, let me introduce myself. Name's Harry. What? You expected something grander? Well sorry, nothing fancy for me. Let the others have the names that stand out. I'll stick to something simple and easy. Something that just ain't gonna be remembered.

Now where was I? Oh yeah, introing myself. I'm a Guardian, yeah that is right, a Guardian. I know, don't look much like one do I? No one ever said that Guardians had to be all tall, dark and mysterious. Some of us, the better ones in my opinion, look just like an average Joe. 

We walk around on nights like tonight, keeping our eyes open. Open for what you ask? Well now that is the root of my story, my friend. You see there are so many things in this wide, weird world of ours. Things you just couldn't believe.

Well back to my story. I was out patrolling, just watching the kids and their harried parents. Wasn't expecting much yet. Usually trouble started a lot later in the evening, after the kiddies were home in their beds, sleeping the sleep of the innocent.

––––––––
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AT FIRST I THOUGHT it was gonna be a slow patrol. Nothing had been going down in my territory for ages. I mean the last bit of fun I had was when one of the local high schooler's called up something by accident. That had been something like three years before. As I said, everything was normal, quiet even, so I was taking it easy, just lounging on the front steps of BG.

What? Oh, BG, stands for Bishop Guertin, local Catholic high school. Yeah, we still got those up here. Whatcha expect? After all Nashua is still pretty heavily Catholic. Well like I said, I was lounging on the front steps. Just doing the relaxing bit, enjoying the cool breeze and the way the moon looked through the almost leafless trees. It was a really good night.

Now just as I was getting really comfy something pinged my danger sense. Not too odd, I mean I got a well-developed sense of danger. After all I have been doing the Guardian shtick for years now, you gotta have that danger sense to last as long as I have. 

Now I was curious. I looked around, careful like. Didn't need to scare any of the kiddies or their parents with the macho man act. I didn't see anything, well nothing out of the ordinary. Coming toward me were two groups of kids. A couple of Pokemons, a ghost, a Jedi and some homemade thing that I wasn't sure what it was in one group. The other had a Jason, a girl dressed like some type of sailor scout and a little fella in a cute bear costume. Well the kids and the required parental figure. Nothing else on this side of the street.

I got up and sauntered my way across the street, eyes and ears open. I could see a bunch of older kids heading down the street toward the younger trick or treaters. Sometimes you had to head off the older kids. They liked to roust the littles and steal their candy, but I knew these kids. They just liked giving a little scare to the kids. Nothing bad or too scary for the littles. I nodded to the leader of the pack and he waved to me, breaking off from his buddies.

"Harry," he says. "Something is really weird over on Caldwell. The damn street is totally deserted."

I nodded and thanked him. He was a good kid, actually knows what I am and tries to lend a hand from time to time. Picking up my pace a little I headed down a few blocks.

Now I didn't show it, even smiled at the little bear as he passed me by, but I was worried. Caldwell should have been hopping right about now. The street was loaded with houses, a low-income development; there were tons of kids over there. The parents didn't have much, but they always seemed to find the money to set up goodies for the kids.

Well I stopped at the head of Caldwell and looked down the street. The kid was right, there was something wrong. That feeling of danger I had was pinging really loudly as I looked down the street. All the lights were off and the street was deserted. I could see more kids coming down Lund, but none of them turned down Caldwell, their parents just grabbed their hands and dragged them past, with no whimpers or complaints from the kids.

Well, I mentally girded myself and crossed the street. Senses on high, I slid a hand inside my trench coat to make sure good old Bessie was right where she should be. Satisfied, I ghosted down the street. Nothing at the first few houses. And I mean nothing what so ever. 

I looked in the windows. It was weird, the houses were empty. That made me shake a bit. See, two houses in was a really sweet lady, name of Caroline. She and I had a thing going a couple years back and though we parted, we were still good friends. I knew she was still living there. This made me think. Just what kinda trouble was brewing here? Some extraplanular or was some magicker deciding he wanted this street for something?

I kept moving down the street, this time staying in the shadows. The bad feeling I got was getting stronger as I went. It wasn't till I got down to the corner of Caldwell and Harris that I got hit. 

Yeah, I mean hit. Something smacked me right in the back of the head. Now I have one hard head, so all that hit did was stagger me a bit. Whipping around I snarled, damn near going for the throat of whoever it was that hit me. Lucky for me it was just my lady friend, Caroline.

After giving her the short form on where and when it was all right to sneak up and bash me in the head I gave her a tight hug. After all I was glad to see she was all right.

"About time you showed up, Harry."

"Hey, come on. Just got the word here. Came as fast as I could."

She nodded, looking around nervous like. "Someone is trying to change the street here, big time. I only just got the girls out of the house before it went all weird."

I heaved a sigh of relieve. Those little rugrats were rather important to me, kinda like their mom. "Where are they now?"

"I had Mom take them to her place for the night. Nothing weird going down out in Milford. Then I headed back. Figured you might need a hand."

I shook my head. The lady had way too much courage for a simple human. "Car, you know better."

She gave me a nasty look and hefted her baseball bat. "Look, those were my friends in the other houses. I want to know what happened. One minute they were setting out the candy and the next they're gone."

"Yeah, I kin understand ya there, Car. Okay, but stay behind me." I patted my side and she got the idea.

We headed around the side of the big brick place. The vibes coming off this house was just plain creepy. Not extra planer or heavy monster scent even. Just creepy. 

"Any idea's, Harry?"

"Not yet babe, I gotta get closer." I slid along the wall, my senses on high now.  I could just hear something going on inside the house. Sounded almost like a chant, but I couldn't be sure.

Heading over to the nearest window, I took a peek inside. Everything seemed copasetic in that room. Plain, heavy furniture, the shadows inside making the furniture and carpet look like a dull grey. Nothing odd for the neighborhood, so I moved on to the next window.

This one looked in on the master bedroom from what I could see. And I saw something a tad more interesting. What was that doing in this nice suburban neighborhood I had no idea, but who knows what people's taste were nowadays?

Still no matter how odd that little fixture was it wasn't what was sending out the trouble vibes, so I moved on. Just as I got near a set of outside basement doors I felt the badness really strongly. Whatever was the trouble it was coming from the basement of this place. How cliché!

Gesturing to Caroline, I had her cover me as I checked the handle. To my almost surprise, the doors were not locked. Shrugging, I eased them open and looked inside.

Now lucky for me I got better than average night sight. You might say I see like a cat in the dark. The angle was a bitch, but I could see someone, no make that three someones, dancing around something on the floor. I nearly blew our cover right there. Seeing three naked middle-aged women dancing in the dark was a bit much for my sense of humor.

Course once I got myself under control I didn't feel like laughing so much. Those stupid twits were chanting all right. Trying to call up something. If I narrowed my eyes I could see the symbols they had 'scribed on the floor. What the hell did they think they were doing? That was a seal of Solomon they had there.

Now for you listeners who don't know, a seal of Solomon looks an awful lot like the Jewish six-pointed star. It is one of the powerful magical symbols, used for protection mostly. Though these idiots had scribed things in the points that had nothing to do with protection and a lot to do with banishment.

"What is Josephine doing now?" asked Caroline with a tone of utter disgust in her voice.

I looked back over my shoulder, "Now?"

She sighed and filled me in on Josephine and her crusade to rid the neighborhood of what she considered 'undesirables'. I snorted. Just perfect, a poor man's snob. Woman did not like all the people who had moved in. Single mothers it seemed were her main targets. Geez, in 1999 you would think this woman would understand that not all marriages are made in heaven.

"Well your bigot seems to have help. Know the other two?"

Caroline looked down and cursed under her breath. "Yeah. They are part of Josephine's little 'sewing' circle."

Okay, civilians. Damn, this was gonna be tricky. I could feel something nasty pushing its way through the ether toward this place. No, make that something else nasty. I flung back an arm, pushing Caroline against the house as something dark and mostly immaterial whipped past us and down into the basement.

"What the?" Caroline started to ask before I shushed her.

The thing that had just flown past us was not supposed to exist anymore. Or so I had been told when I was handed the Guardian job. Called the Vanisher, it had been destroyed going on twenty-five years ago. Hell I knew the Guardian who had finished it off. She had the scars to back up her story and a few other reliable references who had seen her battle with it.

What I wanted to know was how it had reformed. When Mistress Gail put things down, they stayed down. "We got some major trouble." I pulled out my cell phone and put in a call. I didn't like what I got for an answer. No backup, trouble in Manchester had pulled all the freelancers up there. I was on my own.

Leaning back on the house, I pondered what to do. If I remembered correctly, the Vanisher's victims were not permanently banished until 24 hours had passed and more importantly for me, the Vanisher was not up to full power until it had been around for that full 24 hours. 

"Car old girl, you gotta go back to my place," I said. After a bit of bitching she agreed. I needed a couple of things and she knew it. More though I needed her out of the way for when I went into that basement. The Vanisher was gonna take some beating on before I could use the trap I was sending her out for.

She gave me a quick kiss, one with more passion than I expected in it. Maybe when this was over she and I were gonna have to have a long talk, but for now I watched her go. Nice ass on that woman!

Pulling my attention back, I calculated the odds. They weren't good, but then when were they in this job? Shrugging I pulled out old Bessie and stomped down the stairs. My motto was, "Always make an entrance, you just might startle them enough to get the winning blow in".

Well the heavy tread of my boots clomping down the stairs barely registered on the old bats down there. They kept on chanting and dancing like they were still alone. I stopped at the bottom of the stairs and shook my head.

"Leave it to the local old bat to call up the demons of hell on a good old fashioned fun night."

Now that got the attention of our little ringleader. She glared at me and stopped chanting. "I am not old!"

Now one thing you should know. If you are in the middle of a power chant, you should not just break out of it and yell something like that. It breaks the control you have over whatever it is you called up. It only took Josephine about two seconds to realize what she just did. Her eyes got huge.

Now I have to give the bat some credit. She did try to get the control back, chanting louder and stronger than before, but she had blown it. The Vanisher let out a deep, hackle-shivering laugh and lunged for her. She let out a scream as its ethereal claws tore her soul to bits. Then it turned its attention to the other two. In less time than it takes to say, "Oh shit," they too lost their souls. 

It then turned to me. I brought Bessie up and readied myself to fight this thing to a standstill. It shook the cowl it called a head and chuckled. This time the laugh was way too human. "Oh put that down, Harry. I don't plan on staying on this plane."

Now it might have been the fact that the Vanisher sounded like my brother Bob or the fact that it pulled out a cigar and stuck it into that cowl that made me relax, but I did. "You don't?"

"Nope. You have no idea how annoying that little bitch's chant was. I mean come on. You think I wanted to come back to this plane?" He leaned a shoulder back against the nearest wall and continued. "HELL NO! I was enjoying the afterlife. No having to do the bidding of who ever was the king of the realm or some petty human mage. It was great."

I narrowed my eyes at that. This thing was sounding way too much like a lodge brother all of a sudden. "You have got to be kidding me. You're a demon."

It snorted. "Excuse me. I am not a demon. I was a Devil, second class, if you want to know." It looked insulted, if that was possible for a creature that was made out of shadows and looked like a floating cloak.

I quickly apologized for my misnomer. "Okay, you're a Devil. Devils are supposed to want to control this place. Never mind your past actions."

It looked sheepish for a moment. "Hey, it was my job after all. I was told, you're the Vanisher, go make those humans vanish. Not what I wanted to do."

This was getting really weird for me. "So what did you want to do?" I relaxed a bit more, but not enough to let Bessie drop. She was my best protection against anything that lived or didn't.

It looked around and then whispered in a voice that echoed. "I wanted to be a singer."

Stunned for a minute, I just shook my head. "Well, that is all fine and good, but you been up to vanishing people again. I have to do my job here." I lifted Bessie once more and started forward.

It actually sunk backwards; you could see the remorse and fear in its stature. "Look, I put them all back. I promise! Don't cut me with that thing!"

"Prove it devil or I'll slice your cowl in a dozen places." 

Just then I heard the normal sounds of a street full of kids on Halloween. "See! Said I didn't want to do that!"

I shrugged. "Good. Now how about going back to where ever it is you are supposed to be?"

The cowl shrugged. "I'm trying, Harry. Think I need a boost." It waved an arm at the Seal on the floor. "That damn thing is locking me here."

I lifted a brow. "She actually got that part right?"

It nodded. Well that was gonna make things interesting. I went over and knelt down, Bessie still in hand and looked. I let out a short laugh and pointed. "I think I can let you go. You ready?"

It nodded its cowl so much if it had been a real cowl it would have flown off. Yeah it was ready to go back to its long vacation. So I rubbed out one of the marks and with a laugh once more like my brother, it disappeared.

What's that? How did I know it was sent back and not freed to roam? Well you see I didn't! , but no one else disappeared here or anywhere else, so it must have right?

Hey, don't give me that you. You haven't been on patrol every All Hallow's for the last 30 years. Just pass me the beer man.

Yeah, it wasn't much...but then it was just another All Hallows for me.
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Author's note: Hope Everlasting came from an idea had I about immortality and Pandora's box. While gods, angels and demons have become fodder for many tales of late I felt we needed an immortal that was both more and less than what was commonly believed.
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THE SKY WAS STILL DARK when I came out of Undertown, but it was lighter than it was below. Closing the hidden door, I paused. Something was going down just around the corner. Sighing, I soft footed it to the end of the alley. I could hear them though before I saw them, who ever they were. I looked around the corner and shook my head. Two large, horrible smells were blocking the alley that led back to my truck. Grumbling softly, I sighed, preparing to step back when I heard a soft cry. Normally I ignored the occasional mugging by the street trash on each other, but something about that cry made me step forward.

As I got closer I saw two of the least savory creatures that dwelled in Undertown. They had backed a woman into a corner between the crumbling building on the right and a rusted out dumpster on the left. They were tall, even half stooped over, as they were to terrorize the much smaller human before them. "HE says bring the shiny one, we bring." The one on the left said in a voice that went past gravelly to stone on stone grinding. Definitely a troll with his ugly cousin, this was a pair I recognized. A pair of two bit thugs who hired out to the one with the most meat. Yes meat. It was hard in these modern times to find a good meal for trolls when you weren't near a stockyards.

The woman, what I could see between the overgrown goons, seemed average. Not too tall, or beautiful or rich looking. She was dressed simply in a long loose skirt and a full blouse. A bit out of place on the streets nearby, but nothing to really call attention to her.  It wasn't till she spoke that I caught on.

"Thomas you know better," she scolded softly as she tried to pull her wrist from the massive paw holding it. I could see her bite her lip as Thomas pulled her from her corner. "He wants something I can't give him."

"Master say we do, you do," growled Thomas' cousin, Grulp. "Silly ever woman do what Master says and we get yummies or we get you."

As the troll licked his rubbery lips, I sighed out a word and the power flowed out like water to wrap around the thick necks of the two and I tugged back. Magic wasn’t common in the old city and nothing I did was flashy. It took a bit of muscle, but I managed to pull them back. 

Growling, they turned to face me and Thomas' eyes got wider, if possible. "What Magic man doing interrupting our work?"

I shook my head. Ever since a little incident with a rogue nightwalker I had been labeled, Magic man. "You know you aren't allowed to hunt in the city boys. "

Grulp snorted, stepping closer. "We no hunt, we fetch. Not break rules."

"You are, if you try to make her do anything." I tried to give Hope a reassuring smile around the hulking form of Thomas. 

"Huh? We not eating her." Thomas looked puzzled.

"Magic man not so smart is he?" Grulp grinned with a mouth filled with too many teeth.

I shook my head with a sigh. Talking to Trolls was like swimming in mud. Slow going. "You know who this is right?"

Thomas answered, "This is the Ever woman. Who else would she be?"

"The Ever..?" I shook my head. I wasn't sure why they were calling her that, but I moved on. "Hope runs what, boys?"

Grulp and Thomas looked at each other for a moment and you could almost see the light go on above their heads. Admittedly it was a candle, a very dim, guttering candle, but they had an idea. "The helpy place?" Answered Thomas.

"Yes, the helpy place," I shook my head again. Leave it to trolls to call the Pursuit of Happiness Shelter and Job Training center, 'the helpy place'. It had been set up decades ago as a place where anyone could go, human or not, to get clean, find a safe place to sleep and learn skills to get back on their feet. The Center and the people who ran it were sacrosanct to everyone in the city. Or almost everyone it seemed.

"Um...Grulp remember why Helpy place special?" asked Thomas.

"Derrr um everyone welcome?" answered the, if it was possible, less swift cousin.

"Yes, boys. Everyone is welcome. Therefore no one touches the family that runs it."

"Right! No hurting family that runs place." Thomas was almost understanding.

"And Hope here is?" I felt like I was nudging a boulder up a mountain.

"Family?"

"Ye,s now what are you doing?"

A big smile creased Thomas's face. "Taking Ever woman to see the boss." He tugged her arm again causing her to cry out in pain as he put a bit too much excitement behind the tug and dislocated her shoulder. “So Magic man get out of way.”

I winced as I heard the pop. “Now you hurt her, Thomas boy. And I can’t let that go.”  I pulled out the brass knuckles I kept in my pocket for street brawls and charged them up. One advantage to being a modern mage is that I could use things like these and not get into a toe to toe.

Swinging a strong right hook, the force stored in the metal slashed out in a wave, knocking into the troll holding onto Hope. The stored energy was enough to bend the troll over, making it let go of the injured woman. Grulp growled and swung his own fist at my head. Skipping back, I managed to dodge what would have been a nasty blow. “Bad, magic man. No hit cousin Thomas!”

Now being a Guardian I have permission to do a bit more than punch the various nonhuman dwellers of the city.  The local beat cops tended to look the other way when I had to use stronger methods to keep the peace. I did my best to not use the six shooter at my side; I had other tools, less noisy tools. Reaching into the deep inner pocket of my overcoat I pulled out something special I had made, a collapsible metal bat. Made of good old-fashioned steel, it was covered in runes from grip to tip. Magic to make every hit like it was on the sweet spot; magic to strengthen the metal, make it harder. I didn’t want to kill them, that would just cause their bigger cousin to come looking for me, but I couldn’t let them drag off Hope to their mysterious employer.

Ducking another swing, I whipped out the bat, the force causing it to click out to its full length. With a whisper, I released the spell that charged it up. As the glow filled the alley, both of the trolls stepped back. It wasn’t sunlight, but it was brighter than they would feel comfortable with. I swung it low, aiming at a kneecap. The clank as it connected with Grulp’s knee echoed in the confined space. If he had been anything other than a troll that blow would have shattered it, but it just made him fall over and whimper.

Thomas let out a bellow and charged me, leaving Hope an opening to get away. As he barreled toward me, I calculated quickly. Taking a deep breath, I stepped forward and swung upwards. As the bat connected to the troll, I let lose the force stored inside. 

It was sweet, the crack of the bat, as it hit. Thomas’s chin snapped his head back and he stopped. He hung in the air for a long moment and then slowly toppled over onto his back. After a quick check to be sure he was only out cold, I turned away from the trolls. Hope was standing at the alley opening, holding her arm close to her body.

“My car is just down the street. Let me get you to the hospital and get that fixed.” I said gently as I moved to her side. In the light of the street lamp I got a better view of Hope.

She was average in a lot of ways. Average height, a little over weight with a faded tan. Nothing screamed out to me why anyone would try to kidnap her. Most of her hair was still in a loose bun at the back of her head, but bits had pulled free during the struggle. It was hard to decide if her hair was blonde, red or brown. All three colors blended in with a sprinkling of grey that seemed to add just the right touch of authority to her. She shook her head and winced. “I don’t need a hospital. If you will take me home, I can get this popped back in.”

Her voice was low and musical. Not expected really. Something about her voice made you want to lean in and listen more. Out of the alley I got a better look at her. Flushed from the pain of her arm, she had something that made you want to trust her. To see things in a different way. I shook my head and carefully took her other arm. “That can be pretty painful you know. The doctors over at SNHMC are pretty good.”

She chuckled and shook her head. “Yeah, but they will just make a big fuss and then pop it back in. I have done this before, young man. If I thought you would help, I would get you to pop it back in for me.” Sighing she closed her eyes for a moment and licked her lips. “Really, I have a medic on staff at the shelter. We even have a PA who volunteers three days a week. She should be there now.”

I couldn’t believe it, but I gently led her off toward my beat up truck and eased her into the passenger seat. “Okay, lady, if you are so determined, we’ll head over to Ash Street.”

I tried to keep up some light nonsense to help her keep her mind off the pain her shoulder had to be giving her. She would hiss each time I didn’t quite miss a pothole. This part of town was not well cared for. You think with BAE being a good quarter of the neighborhood that the street would be in better shape, but the Alphabets were if anything worse cared for than the tree streets. Though what she was doing over here instead of by the shelter at 4 am was something I really wanted to know. 

Something about the old city that confused the newer residents of Nashua. We have Alphabet streets, Tree streets and the Numbers. All of these had slowly over the years become the place where those less desirable ended up; the poor, the alien, the drug users and the homeless. Unlike the big cities, the streets where not all in one area, but scattered around the city. Hope had taken over the main shelter over on Ash Street and had bought the surrounding buildings. 

As I pulled into Ash Street, I was a bit surprised. It had a way of looking so normal in the early dawn light. Run down, yes, but normal. The soup kitchen was busy year round and was one of the places that the gangs tended to stay away from. Social workers ran the place, not Hope, but they had some type of agreement going on.

I waved to Diana as she opened the gate behind The Pursuit of Happiness. There was a small parking lot for the few cars owned by those who worked at the shelter. There was a rusty looking van off to one side and another couple of cars that looked like more bondo than metal. Turning off the engine, I got out and helped Hope out of the pick up.

“Oh goddess, what happened?” Diana’s voice was higher pitched than you would think for such a solid woman. Diana was just over five feet tall and she must be four feet wide. For all her bulk, she moved swiftly to help Hope into the shelter.

Now in all the years I have worked the city I have never actually gone into the shelter. Had my own little place off of Pine Street and I tried to stick to that neighborhood, but well sometimes you get pulled into the rest of the city.  As the crow flies this place wasn’t really that far from home. And speaking of crows as I walked into the back door of the shelter there was an old friend.

“Joe! Could use a hand here!” Diana called out to the shifter. Yeah, Joe’s one of those shape shifters. Not a werewolf, no, Joe came from an older breed, one nearly extinct in New England. The feathered shifters came from a time before all the white men had moved in and took over. 

Tall and a bit scrawny, Joe easily took charge, one of the medics that Hope must have been referring to. I knew for a fact that Joe had spent time as a military medic before the times had put him out of the streets. With a quick once over and a quiet question he nodded to Diana and then before I could react he had strong-armed Hope’s shoulder back into the socket. 

Now I expected a scream, a moan or at the very least for the woman in question to pass out. She did none of the above. She grimaced and let out a hissing breath before nodding to Joe and Diana. They moved her to a nearby chair and Diana headed over to a big box with a red cross on the cover. “Damn girl, how did you knock it out this time?”

“This time?” I thought, but I piped up in her defense. “She ran afoul of Thomas and Grulp down by the river.” Everyone in the room knew I meant the Nashua River. While the city was surrounded by water the Nashua was known as the river with a little R. The big R was saved for the Merrimack. The troll boys normally stayed out of that part of town. The River Guardians didn’t like them and they had come close to being washed away in the strong currents over there.

Diana shuddered and Joe raised a brow. “What the...” he started to cuss, but swallowed the words with a look at Hope. “Those two were supposed to be down along Spitbrook last I heard, playing in the brook.”

“They are working for someone. Didn’t get a chance to ask them.”

Joe nodded to me and then looked about. The room was dark at this time of night. Obviously some type of meeting room and not where the clients crashed for the night. “Let’s get our Lady here up to bed and we can talk more private.”

I nodded and scooped her up over her protests. She was a solid armful of delightful woman flesh. I enjoyed the feel of her even with the exasperated sigh she gave me. “I can walk you know, Harry.” I just chuckled and followed Joe and Diana through the halls.

Inside the shelter was bigger than it looked outside. I might not be a powerful mage like my fictional counterparts, but I could feel the wardings and spells that filled the old building. I carried Hope up three flights of stairs and waited as Diana pulled out a strange looking key and opened the locked door at the top.

As I stepped in, I felt a stronger sense of peace and comfort settle over my shoulders. The whole building was warded and sealed, that much was well known, but this was more. It felt like coming home to a warm bowl of soup and a cup of tea after a hard rainstorm. I paused for a moment and Hope chuckled silently against my chest. Looking down at her, she smiled and lifted a brow. “Never been here have you?”

I blushed for some reason. I had heard that anyone was welcome at the Pursuit of Happiness, but I had thought they meant anyone who needed a place to crash or help getting fed. “Nope. I don’t come this way that often.”

“Put me down,” she asked politely.

I put her down carefully and then stepped back as two lovely younger versions of Hope came into the room. With one look they rushed over and wrapped their arms around her. 

“Mom, did you find her?” asked the silver blonde on the right.

“What happened to your arm?” asked the most musical voice I had ever heard from the darker blonde on the left.

Now I might have never been here, but I had heard of Hope’s lovely daughters. Melody must be the one with the voice of an angel and the other must be Grace. The youngest, little Joy must be in bed. After all it was close to 5am and little ones needed their sleep. Even a confirmed bachelor knew that.

With a pained sigh, Hope shook her head. “No, the nixies had no information on the man who took her.” For a moment the fear and loss was stark in her eyes. Something was wrong here.

I turned to Joe, who gestured for me to move away from the women. “She went out right after Honor was brought in. Little Joy has been taken.”

A shiver went down my spine. “Honor?” That was Hope’s husband. Rumored in the secret world to be a formidable warrior who fought by old codes of honor. He had abilities that today’s military only aped at.

“He was attacked by something that took a chunk out of his side. Took every trick I had to get him stabilized. If he was a normal human he would have bled out before help got to him.

I blinked and then took a real look at the ladies. They all looked normal, but well normal just isn’t common in my world. “I’m missing something here aren’t I?”

Hope stepped away from her girls and toward us. “Harry I need to ask for your help. I can pay you a little, but I need.”

I held up a hand and shook my head. “There is no charge for my help for people like you, Hope. You do too much for this city, both above and below, for anyone to turn you away. What is going on?”

She slowly filled me in and a story it was. Seems the unassuming lady and her family were more than anyone imagined. It was around their kitchen table that I learned more about magic than I thought I could learn.

Seems Hope and her family were something extremely rare. They were Eternals. Now you might say, what, there are other immortals running around, but you would be wrong. Immortals, well they are gods or demons or fae or some such, but Eternals now they are a lot like humans. They are older than most gods and other creatures. They live like a normal human, seeming to age and grow old. They get hurt like anyone else and they have to spend time healing like everyone else. The differences comes in that wounds that would kill most creatures won’t kill them. It will take them a long time to heal, but they won’t die. They can be killed, but only for a night. 

Yeah, I said a night. See if you kill one, by say removing their head or blowing them to pieces, the body will turn to dust and then the next day they reform, fully formed. I had met Strife and Anger years ago in another life, never expected to meet others. They were more than scary, dark Eternals that you just didn’t want to spend time with. I was glad when I got far away from them.

Hope now made a bit more sense to me. How everyone who came to her center seemed to leave a bit better. Happier and able to find their way. Not necessarily off the streets, but definitely stronger and able to see that the world wasn’t out to get them personally. That she was using the name of her aspect was surprising. Usually the Eternals hid what they are from everyone.

The two young seeming women were the aspects of Musicality and Dance. Little Joy must be happiness and Honor, oh he was easy to figure out. Now the question was why would someone in the know kidnap the Eternal essence of Joy?

“He thinks that what we are is transferable magic,” came a ragged voice from the doorway.

We all looked up and the girls rushed to their father’s side. He was barely standing up and there was a pinched and colorless look to him that made me want to pick up the smaller man and carry him back to his bed. Honor was not a large man. I would say about five foot eight to my six something. He was as slender as a blade and radiated both strength and a contained rage.

“What are you doing up?” Hope’s voice became harsh for the first time since I met her.

Honor weakly smiled at his wife. “I’ll get right back there, but you need more information.” He looked me up and down as his daughters eased him onto a kitchen chair. “Guardian, thank you for helping my wife.” He started to bow from the waist, but winced as he put pressure on his wound. “I think we might need magic to get her back, real magic.”

I lifted a brow, now most people expect magic to be flashy and all fire and lightening. Hollywood had done a fine job at making people not believe in the little things at really made up the magical world. “Real magic you say?”

Honor started to chuckle and then hissed, shaking his head. “I mean what you do and know more than what we are Guardian. You know the practitioners and are pretty much immune to magic from what I am told.”

Now that surprised me. Most of those in the know about Guardians didn’t know about the immunity. It made my work a bit easier and harder at the same time. A sorcerer could toss all his arsenal at me, but it would bounce off, which was a good thing. On the downside magical healing, unless done by a true healer didn’t work on me. Like the man before me, I had to heal the old fashioned way most days. “And this will help?”

After a few panting breaths, he nodded. “The man who took Joy has some nasty little toys he must have gotten from a dark fae.” The fist on the table clenched harder. “He had someone with him. Some female something that scooped up my little girl and wrapped her in silken webs that none of my steel could cut through, nor the cold iron blade I keep in my boot.”

“Webs you say? That can’t be cut?” I leaned back against the wall and went through all the creatures that were supposed to be here in the old city. It sounded familiar, but I couldn’t quite remember. “Can you describe her?”

“Tall, thin, with skin that was actually a deep, real black. Not dark brown like the humans. Her eyes were segmented and I couldn’t be sure, but I think under her robes there were other arms.” There was a hint of horror in his voice, like he was trying to remember, but his mind refused to let him.

It clicked then. “I didn’t think they came this far north. Usually they die out if they go anywhere that gets colder than fifty.  Damn.” It had been a warm spring and summer was on its way with all the heat that came with the brief New England summer.

Every head was turned to me then. Even in this room this was going to frighten people. “We might have a Spinaker demon here. Though I have never heard of one coming so far north. It would take some strong sacrifice to get one of them out of the Deep South. They do not like cold.”

“Spinaker?” Joe winced. His people had some dealings with the spider like demons in the past. They tended to like to eat his folk. Catching the winged ones was considered a fine treat by the spiders.

“Sacrifice? What do these ‘creatures’ prefer for their sacrifices?” Hope’s voice trembled as she thought of her captured child. 

“No, my Lady. They don’t want a child. Even one as special as yours. They prefer meatier prey.”

Joe snorted, shaking his head. “Meatier prey he says.” The crow shifter got up from the table and paced the small room. “We need to get word out to the clans that one of those things has come north.”

I agreed with the Crow, but we had other things that took precedence over letting the other shifters have a heads up. “You can handle that later, right now I need to know just who is in charge of that thing and how he got it up here.”

I got up myself and nodded to the couple. “I have got some sources who can probably fill me in on who has moved into the area.”

Honor spoke softly. “I don’t think your normal sources will be too much in the know. I got the impression that it wasn’t part of the community. Someone not normally connected to the Other.”

That was all we needed. Some basic human deciding they had the cojones to play in the magic part of the pool. They tended to make a mess of things that I had to clean up. It was all part of the job, but not one I relished. The last human who dipped their toe in the pool had unleashed a mess that took me the better part of two weeks to clean up. “Okay, maybe it is time to pull in the police. After all she is a minor, technically right?”

Hope and Honor exchanged tight looks. “How do we explain,” Honor waved at his side. 

He had a point. If a normal cop got a look at his injury, the first thing he would want to know is how the hell he was just sitting there. Luckily for them I had an ally inside the NPD. “I have a guy in the know. He’s a detective. Should have a heads up on anything mixing the two worlds.”

I looked over to Joe, who nodded. He had dealt with Jackson last year and knew the man was a good source. “Well, I’ll head out and see what I can find out.” 

Hope and Honor thanked me again as their daughters helped them out of the room. It would be a tricky thing, keeping Honor in his bed, but I was sure that Hope could keep her husband down as long as it took.

Heading down the back stairs, I immerged in the early morning sunshine. There was a small patch of garden growing beyond the cars. I could see a well-tended set of plants in boxes and planters. The scent of flowers and early fruit covered the usual smell of the tar, old buildings and trash that you expected in this neighborhood.

It was still early for most in this part of town. Seven am was when the moms over at the projects were getting their kids out of bed for school, those who went. I could see a few teenagers waiting for the bus to pick them up for school. Not as many as the city could hope for, but the new state law requiring all kids to stay in school till they turned eighteen was a hard one to enforce in some neighborhoods.

Joe was one step behind me and walked with me over to my beat up truck. He gave it a once over and shook his head. “Dog you still driving this P.O.S?”

“Hey! I’ll have you know.” I started to defend my old truck when I caught his smile. He understood my attachment to the old hunk of metal. Most modern cars, including the new trucks, just didn’t have the mass needed to deal with what I did.

“Its okay Dog. I know.” He pulled out a pack and shook loose a cigarette, offering one to me. It was polite, but I turned him down. Never did understand that particular habit.

“Jackson won’t be in till the swing shift so I’m gonna go get some chow before I hit up a few other sources. You in?”

He took a long drag and then sighed. “Not interested in Mcgreasy.”

I laughed and shook my head. “Just cause they have the best fries in the city don’t mean I hit there all the time, buddy. I was thinking of Poor Pierre’s. They got a great breakfast special.”

Joe perked up then. Poor Pierre’s was a Nashua staple. Been serving the city since the late sixties. He nodded and slid into the passenger side of the truck. Together we drove the early morning streets, keeping an eye out for the walking kids and the buses. Spring was well on its way out, with summer only a few weeks away, kids were getting excited for their summer break. 
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