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      To my wife, Karen…my Mrs. Claus,

      Without your love and encouragement, this story, and so many others, would still just be a dream.
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      Piercing the Veil represented a lifelong dream-come-true, a fusion of childhood wonder and the grounding realism of adulthood. I wrote that book as a catharsis, uniting fantasy, mythology, and historical fiction to ignite hope in a dark world. Seeing that story step into the light and resonate with readers has beautifully fulfilled that dream, proving that the search for wonder is a journey we all share.

      In Shattering the Veil, I upped the stakes. The story is no longer confined to the shadows; the world is changing, old alliances are breaking under the pressure, and the characters you have come to know must now fight to preserve hope as the barrier that separates humanity from magic completely gives way. It is my sincere hope that you find depth and unyielding wonder as you take your next steps deeper into The Veil Saga.
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        Steven A. Guglich
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      For the first time in two centuries, a sleigh streaked across the night sky, a comet of impossible hope. Below, the lights of Berlin twinkled, unaware of the miracle passing overhead.

      Jeremy Goodson pulled gently on the reins, his body thrumming with a mix of exhaustion and adrenaline. This was it. One of the last stops on his first-ever Christmas Eve run.

      The sleigh descended, silent as starlight. A gentle wind brushed his clean-shaven face, cool but not uncomfortable thanks to the sleigh’s integrity field and the magic of his new suit. He wore a streamlined crimson uniform with white fur trim, tailored for modern-day missions. The classic Santa hat on his head was the only thing that was reminiscent of the tales once told of Santa Claus.

      “Easy now,” he murmured to the b’hemayal, feeling the vibration of their movement through the reins in his gloved hands.

      The stout, magical reindeer snorted, their breath forming clouds of vapor in the night air. The bells of their enchanted harness jingled, but the sleigh runners touched down with barely a whisper against the roof of the apartment building.

      “Nailed it again.” Jeremy grinned and pumped his fist. “Great job, everyone. Perfect landing.”

      Behind him, the Gift Giver’s Guard shifted in their seats. Their Veil Cloaks billowed in the night wind, reminding Jeremy of the comic book heroes he fantasized about as a kid. Ee’azar, Gaviryl, and Jar’iyu leapt from the sleigh with practiced efficiency, their movements fluid and silent as they secured the area.

      The scent of pine and snow filled Jeremy’s nostrils. It was laced with the cinnamon-and-peppermint aroma that emanated from the sleigh itself. Jeremy pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and grabbed the sack full of gifts. The magic tingled against his hand as he placed his index finger beside his nose.

      Here we go.

      Jeremy’s body dissolved into a flurry of golden light, a sensation like warm liquid flowed through his veins. He zipped through a vent in the roof, the world a blur of colors and shapes as he streamed through the apartments at incredible speed.

      He materialized in the first living room and pulled from his sack a present wrapped in shiny green paper with a red ribbon. The sweet scent of cookies lingered in the air alongside the earthy aroma of a pine tree. He carefully placed the present beneath the small tree decorated with handmade ornaments.

      Jeremy tapped his nose again, feeling the now-familiar rush as he dematerialized. He repeated the process in the next apartment, pulling out another gift⁠—

      A small gasp startled him mid-motion. He spun around, his glasses nearly slipping from his face, to find a little girl sitting on the couch, wide-eyed in flannel pajamas.

      “Weihnachtsmann!” she exclaimed, her voice high with excitement.

      She’s awake? That shouldn’t be possible!

      The girl, possibly six years old, had long blonde hair that partially covered the side of her head. The hem of her black and red plaid pajamas wavered as she bounced on her toes, and the twinkling of the lights on the Christmas tree illuminated her broad smile and round cheeks.

      Jeremy smiled, anxiety mingling with excitement. The Gift Giver’s Ring warmed on his finger as he spoke, the magic translating his words perfectly into German: “You should be sleeping.”

      “I wanted to see you, Christmas Man,” she replied, her eyes sparkling.

      Jeremy squatted to her eye level, catching a faint scent of toothpaste and strawberry shampoo.

      “You did, now? Did you?”

      “Yes! I waited for you last year, too,” she said, bouncing on her tiptoes and holding her hands behind her back. “But, I think I fell asleep and missed you.” The little girl leaned forward, her brow furrowing as if she was inspecting him. “You shaved,” she said, sounding disappointed. “Makes you look much younger.”

      Jeremy smiled at the little girl. This was so unexpected. She should be asleep, like everyone else. The bells should have ensured that. But despite this unexpected twist, this was awesome. Jeremy’s heart filled with…call it the magic of Christmas or the wonder of a child, whatever it was this is why Jeremy wanted to do this…why he braved the goblins of Kurgal and why he stood up to Wyllt and the elves. This warm, wonderful feeling of a child filled with awe and wonder was why Jeremy became the Gift Giver. He wanted to stay and enjoy the moment, but he had others to visit.

      “Well, you’ve seen me now,” Jeremy said. “Time to get back to bed.”

      The little girl’s face fell, her chin dropping to her chest.

      Jeremy sighed. He hated seeing children get upset.

      “I have your present here,” Jeremy said. “But⁠—”

      The little girl’s head shot up, and her frown turned to a great big smile. “Is it an LOL Surprise Doll?” She lowered her voice to a whisper, leaning closer. “Is it Golden Heart, the one with the purple and pink dress?”

      Jeremy chuckled. “You’ll find out in the morning.” He waved his hands, shooing her gently. “Now go, off to sleep.”

      Without warning, the girl threw her arms around his neck. Jeremy froze, his heart hammering against his ribs.

      The ring’s defenses—they’ll activate—she’ll get hurt⁠—

      But nothing happened. The little girl’s hug tightened. Jeremy hugged her back, relief washing through him.

      “Thank you, Christmas Man,” she whispered.

      As she pulled away, her hair shifted, revealing the delicate point of her ear.

      What the⁠—

      Jeremy’s mind reeled. Her ear was unmistakably pointed. Like an elf’s.

      The girl skipped down the hallway to her bedroom, leaving Jeremy stunned in her wake.

      Pointed ears? How is that possible? He glanced back down the hall to catch one more glimpse, but the girl had obeyed and gone to her room.

      Hmmm…Jeremy wondered. I’ll need to follow up on this. Shaking his head to free himself from his stupor, Jeremy placed several presents under the tree, touched his finger to his nose, and continued his rounds.

      Two dozen apartments later, he returned to the roof, his mind still buzzing with questions. He climbed into the sleigh beside his guardians, grabbed the reins, and yelled the incantation.

      “Ho, Swiftfoot! Ho, Dancer! Ho, Littlefox and Prancer! Ho, Longhair and Passion! Quickly! Ho, oh, Thunder and Lightning! From the rooftop and through the Veil! Dash away! Dash away now! All, dash away!”

      Magic pulsed outward from the sleigh, ensuring no one would remember his visit.

      “That one took you a bit longer,” Ee’azar said. “Any issues?”

      “Maybe. A little girl. She was awake when I beamed in.”

      “Awake?” Ee’azar’s voice sharpened with concern.

      “How can that be?” Gaviryl added.

      “Um, that’s not all.” Jeremy swallowed hard. “She had pointed ears, like an elf.”

      The three guardians exchanged meaningful glances.

      “Mercurio did mention that the bells didn’t always work on yilchaga,” Ee’azar said. “She’s probably one.”

      “A yilchaga?” Jeremy echoed. He knew that world well. “Like Ezzy?”

      “Indeed,” Ee’azar said.

      Yilchaga. Pitied One. Jeremy hated that word and the way the elves treated the offspring of humans and elves. Ezzy couldn’t help who her parents were. It wasn’t her fault. If it weren’t for Ellesmere adopting her, she’d have no one.

      “More yilchaga live outside the Veil than within,” Gaviryl said. “Many exiled elves who have a child with a human are not willing to give them up, like Ezzy’s father. Especially if it is a she-elf who transgresses with a male human.”

      Jeremy’s mind whirled with this new information. Why had no one mentioned this before? He’d been living among elves for six months now. Then again, no one ever talked about Ezzy except Ellesmere. Everyone else pretended she didn’t exist. And, although Ellesmere didn’t mind Jeremy and Ezzy talking, she absolutely forbade their relationship going anywhere beyond friendship. Jeremy hated that. Ezzy was everything he could ever want in a companion. He sighed, convincing himself that now was not the time to be thinking about this.

      As the sleigh soared higher into the moonlit sky, Jeremy gazed down at the twinkling city below, wondering about the little girl with the pointed ears. But questions would have to wait. He had more presents to deliver.

      With a proud smile and a hearty laugh, Jeremy snapped the reins and called out, “Merry Christmas to all, and to all a good night!”
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        “The Second Gift Giver’s first act was not one of quiet charity, but a global declaration. In a single night, he shattered the mundane and forced a world that had forgotten magic to ask a single, impossible question.”

        ~ From The Second Gift Giver Chronicles compiled by Erwin Albowyn, a Chronicler of the Master Construct, Second Order, an alfargnym of Unterbaum

      

      

      
        
        Three Days after Christmas…Nineteen Days Until The Shattering

      

      

      Inside the Pentagon, Senior Agent Odum Asare sat in the unlikely heart of a bureaucratic experiment: the All-domain Anomaly Resolution Office (AARO). As the ranking Department of Homeland Security officer assigned to Special Investigative Unit 4, Odum was technically second-in-command of this bizarre joint task force. But in a room full of civilian consultants and cross-agency rivals, seniority often felt like a polite suggestion.

      SIU4 was supposed to be the “boots on the ground” for the bizarre. While the rest of AARO analyzed satellite pings, Langford’s unit was built to be an investigative team; a mix of federal muscle and academic brilliance meant to debunk or confirm the impossible.

      Which made Odum’s assignment to the team all the more strange. Odum Asare, the skeptical son of immigrants from Ghana, didn’t believe in aliens and bigfoot. Odum was raised to believe in God. And anything that would call that belief into question was sacrilege.

      He leaned back in his chair, the steel frame cool against his palms. The office was a hive of activity, with the hum of computers and the rustle of papers creating a symphony of investigation. The walls, stark white, were adorned with maps and charts connected by a spider-like web of red string that somehow made sense to those who spent their days untangling the inexplicable.

      Since its inception and Odum’s appointment to the team last year, they had investigated UAP sightings, Bigfoot, the Jersey Devil, several alien abduction reports, and various anomalies and disappearances reported at Mount Shasta. And all of them turned out to be hoaxes or inconclusive. As far as Odum was concerned, inconclusive and hoax were the same thing. But three days ago, they received an assignment that wasn’t even on their radar. Christmas Day, reports started coming in from all over the world; Christmas presents, wrapped in shiny red paper and green ribbon tied into a neat bow. Every home, from the wealthy to the destitute, found a mysterious gift. And it wasn’t just people who celebrated Christmas. Jews, Muslims, Buddhists…everyone received a gift, each one different and unique to the receiver. Everyone they interviewed said that the gift had been exactly what they wanted.

      Odum sifted through the pile of gifts they had collected as evidence. He held up the one that had been left for him. A mint-condition original pressing of John Coltrane’s “A Love Supreme” from 1965. He’d owned a copy when he was a kid, but it had gotten so scratched up it had hardly been enjoyable anymore. This album was Coltrane’s masterpiece of jazz and spirituality…a musical expression of gratitude to God. And it sounded so much better on vinyl. There was a ritual that accompanied listening to a vinyl album. The slow, deliberate removal from its cover. Handling it with only the slight pressure between your fingertips, to avoid scratching it or getting oils between the grooves. And that warm, richer sound that gave the soulful music its depth.

      “Agent Asare?” Rebecca Langford stood at the head of the conference table. She was a small woman, but as the FBI’s lead on the task force, she anchored the room with the gravity of a collapsed star. She wore a sharp navy-blue pantsuit, and her dark hair was pulled back in a tight bun to reveal a severe, heart-shaped face. Odum straightened in his chair. He was a large man who usually dominated a room, but Langford made him feel like a junior cadet. She didn’t need height to command respect; she demanded it with silence. She peered over the thick rims of her tortoiseshell glasses and offered a faint, enigmatic smirk. “It’s mind-boggling, isn’t it?”

      Odum nodded. “Do you know how many times I’ve listened to this album?”

      “Agent Asare, as long as I’ve known you, I’ve known about your love of jazz. And, judging by the way you keep staring at that thing, I can only imagine how many times,” Langford said enthusiastically. Strange though, she’d never mentioned the gift she’d gotten. The rest of the team had brought in their gifts as evidence. But not Langford. Was it too personal? Odum felt it’d be an intrusion to ask. If she wanted them to know, she would’ve shown them. Everyone else did.

      To his right, Dr. Emily Blake tapped away at her laptop, her green eyes flickering with the glow of the screen. She was a civilian cryptologist who favored logic over folklore, her black turtleneck sweater and dark jeans as practical as her mind. Odum often found himself lost in the depth of her intellect. She kept her gift beside her workstation: a rare first edition of “The Code Book” by Simon Singh. It was exactly what one would get a cryptologist for Christmas.

      Across from him, Dr. Richard Hofstadter, the team’s civilian astrophysicist, was engrossed in a thick book of cosmological theories. His tweed jacket and worn-out jeans spoke of a man more comfortable with his telescope than in the boardroom. His wild, gray hair seemed to defy gravity, much like the celestial bodies he studied. Beside his computer sat an old odd-looking clock in a walnut case with more hands and gadgets than an ordinary clock should have. Dr. Hofstadter rambled on about that astronomical clock. Said it was just like the one his dad had at the university. He told the team that he nearly cried when he opened up the mysterious box and found the clock inside.

      The door opened and in walked Alejandro Chan, the team’s cybersecurity expert. Chan was the CIA’s contribution to the unit, a former hacker who had traded his black-hat past for a government paycheck. His laughter punctuated the seriousness of their task. He was the youngest of the group, his youth reflected in his graphic tee and hoodie. Chan placed his phone on the table, the screen displaying a meme of a typical gray alien wearing a Santa hat. The caption read: “They know when you are sleeping, they know when you’re awake.”

      Langford looked up at Chan, disapproving eyes peering over the dark frames of her glasses. Her voice cut through the din, her tone a blend of frustration and determination. “We need more than memes and jokes, Chan. This is serious.”

      Unfazed, the hacker retorted with a playful grin, “Chief, you said every angle, right? Meme culture is an angle, a window into the public’s psyche.”

      Odum couldn’t help but appreciate Chan’s perspective, even if it was delivered with a side of humor. He respected the team’s diversity in thought, each member bringing their unique expertise to the table.

      Dr. Blake chimed in, her voice steady and reassuring. “We might be looking at this all wrong. Occam’s Razor would suggest the simplest explanation is⁠—”

      “There is a Santa Claus!” Chan’s eyes twinkled with mischief and polished white teeth overtook his Cheshire cat-like grin.

      Odum shook his head. He admired Blake’s rationality, but he agreed with Chan’s sentiment. This phenomenon was unlike anything they had encountered before.

      The team bantered about the seriousness of the situation, and as always, Dr. Hofstadter tried to use his grand scientific cosmological theories to explain everything while Chan made further reference to aliens being behind everything including the Kennedy Assassination.

      “We’ve exhausted conventional theories.” Langford held up a hand to bring the conversation to a close. “It’s time to venture into the unconventional,” she said with a renewed vigor. “Chan, Blake, and Hofstadter, the three of you stay here and keep scratching away at all the resources within your expertise.” Langford hesitated with her hands on her hips, her forehead wrinkled, staring up at Odum over her glasses. He knew what that meant. She was out of options, and she wanted him to pound pavement looking for answers.

      “Asare, meet up with Tsering and help her with some leads she’s looking into. They may or may not be related to this, but you never know.”

      Dr. Sonam Tsering was the team’s expert in so-called cryptids. A genius in astrophysics, paleontology, and xenobiology and someone who stood for everything that Odum didn’t. The young woman was sweet, but she believed in everything under the sun. She claimed her father had dinner with yetis when he was a kid.

      “Tsering,” Langford said, “is following up on several supposed sightings of a gnome living in the subways of New York City. They call him the Metro Gnome. Meet her there and put your skepticism to good use.”

      “Metro Gnome, eh?” Chan looked from Langford to Odum with a devious smile and went straight to his phone. “There’s gotta be some memes out there on that one! If not, I’m on it.”

      Langford cleared her throat and shot Chen a scowl of disapproval. “Chen, I already gave you an assignment. You want to troll for memes, do that on your own time.”

      Chan frowned and put his phone away. “You got it, chief.”

      “You all have your orders,” Langford said. “Now let’s get to it.”

      Odum grabbed his coat and hat from the rack by the door and reluctantly left. Though, his sense of duty outweighed his reluctance to partner with Tsering. He’d taken the cryptozoologist out in the field before, and her enthusiasm for connecting the slightest bit of evidence and jumping to a conclusion irritated him. As a scientist, he thought she’d know better. But her so-called field of pseudo-science and her belief in bigfoots clouded her judgment. Nevertheless, Odum respected Langford’s leadership, even if it meant stepping out of his comfort zone.

      As Odum walked down the hall to the elevator, his mind raced with the day’s events. He adjusted his glasses, a quiet ritual that offered a moment of clarity. He was ready to face the unknown, to seek answers where others saw dead ends, and delve into the esoteric underbelly of a world that had suddenly become a whole lot stranger.
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        “Of the fourteen Troll’s Bane Swords forged in the alliance of elf and dweorg, none was mightier than Steinvardinn’s Reif. So powerful were its enchantments that the Elven Council forbade any other blade from matching its strength, decreeing that only a king should wield such a weapon. It was a sword destined for legend, and for loss.”

        ~ From The Veiled Happenlore of the Master Construct compiled by Fulbert Gisilfrid, a Chronicler of the Master Construct, Third Order, an alfargnym of Unterbaum

      

      

      
        
        Seventeen Days Until The Shattering

      

      

      Wendulf Myrgjol, a Chronicler of the Master Construct, First Order, an alfargnym of Unterbaum, catalogued the last of his daily findings. He moved his computer mouse’s pointer to shut down, when a timely ding alerted him to an email. He clicked on Outlook and opened the email from Winston Bligh, an archaeologist from England. Before he could read the opening paragraph, the embedded pictures caught his eye. Had he been sipping his tea at that moment, he would have spit it out. On the screen were several photographs of an old, dirt-encrusted sword. To most experts, it would be mistakenly identified as Viking. But not this one. They wouldn’t send that kind of discovery to Wendulf’s alter ego, Dr. Barry Melvin, a curator and expert in European Archaeology at the American Museum of Natural History in New York.

      Wendulf enlarged the image on his screen, drawing closer to examine the sword. On the fuller, above the hilt and beneath the oxidation, he saw the distinct engraving. Five triangles. The symbol of the Dweorg. And just above that, an Elven symbol…Gorlumthanarm, The Great Tree of the Elves. Unmistakable with its spiraling, intertwining branches. A sword with both dweorg and Elven markings? It couldn’t be. A Trolls’ Bane Sword? But which one?

      Wendulf zoomed in further and examined the picture. Then he noticed it. His eyes went wide. He enlarged the hilt, seeing the pommel that bore the shape of Thor’s Hammer.

      “Rigurguthan?” he muttered under his breath. “Oh my, my, my.” He placed his hand over his gaping mouth and stroked his salt-and-pepper beard. Of all the times in history for this to resurface. Now? After the Gift Giver had returned, and the world was still in shock. It was all you could find anyone talking about.

      But this…this would change…everything!

      And the threat of the Veil coming down? What would that do to the world? Now this?

      He zoomed back and clicked over to the email, curious to know what Dr. Bligh had to say about it.

      Dr. Melvin, this unusual sword was unearthed the other day at an excavation site in South Wales. I was wondering if you had any insight. Notice the odd symbols. What do you make of them?

      I eagerly await your reply.

      Sincerely,

      Dr. Winston Bligh

      Curator, The British Museum.

      Oh my! he said to himself again. I need to alert the Gray Guard. Wendulf hit reply on the email and typed his response.

      Dr. Bligh,

      With whom else have you shared this discovery? I beg you, if you have not shown anyone else, please don’t until I’ve had an opportunity to come and examine it. I will be on the next flight out.

      Yours truly,

      Dr. Barry Melvin

      Wendulf downloaded the pictures onto a flash drive and shut the computer down.

      He’d need to call the chroniclers stationed abroad at the British Museum, the Corinium Museum, and the Louvre. One of them would need to get to the sword right away while he tied things up here in New York. If anyone saw the symbols, they’d be difficult enough to explain. But, if they put all the clues together and figured out they had found the legendary sword, Excalibur, there’d be a lot of questions that Wendulf was sure the Council of Elders didn’t want answered.
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        “In the great cities of men, two worlds exist: the one they see, and the one that watches them. The wise know that the truest conflicts are fought not on battlefields, but in quiet shadows.”

        ~ From The Chronicles of the Gray Guard, Volume 4 compiled by Hartwin Sigihard, a Chronicler of the Master Construct, Second Order, an alfargnym of Unterbaum

      

      

      
        
        Sixteen Days Until The Shattering

      

      

      Ander sipped his espresso—dark, no sugar, no cream. What kind of place didn’t serve good ol’ black java? The clientele here wasn’t what Ander was used to. The place was, for lack of a better word, prissy. College students, young couples, a few businessmen. And it was so dark. Not dark like the gin joints he’d been to, but the kind of lighting you go for when you’re trying to set a mood. Romantic. Not Ander’s thing at all. But his latest prospect was here. An exiled Dark Elf.

      The prospect parked himself in a seat in the back corner. His aura bled black and yellow. What’s got him so rattled? He thinks he’s hiding those ears, but the whole getup is a bill of goods. This guy has the complexion of a hothouse flower stuffed into some blue-collar rags. He couldn’t look more out of place if he tried.

      Ander didn’t have pointed ears. A small mercy from his human mother, not having those tell-tale points. Made the grift that much easier. Without the obscurity pin doing its job, his tan tweed suit would turn every eye in the joint. A swell suit, but not one for blending in with the working stiffs. That was one of the habits from his past Ander couldn’t shake. He’d learned back in Hollywood that a sharp suit closes the deal. That was… seventy-four years ago.

      Since then, he’d been recruiting for The Rook. Exiled elves, forsaken half-breeds, banished gnomes, even a few goblins. It was the same game, really. Just with higher stakes and better cabbage. He knew how to read the marks, find the angle, and sell them on a new life. And The Rook always paid top dollar for results.

      This new fish, though, was going to be a tough nut to crack. An exiled Dark Elf playing the saint…a real goody-two-shoes. One of those bleeding hearts always looking out for the little guy. That kind of angle is always the trickiest to play.

      He’d been on the Dark Elf’s tail for three weeks, ever since he popped out of a subway station. Turned out the sap was living down there, shacked up in some forgotten tunnel with a whole crew of strays, including some gnome everyone was calling the Metro Gnome. The lead itself was a joke, really. Came from some wannabe paranormalist’s blog, a guy chasing ghost stories.

      Still, you had to love the saps chasing dreams. They did half his job for him, and they did it for free.

      The whole Metro Gnome business was a twenty-year-old ghost story. Some sap sees a grungy little fella digging in the trash, he vanishes, and suddenly you’ve got a legend. It was just enough applesauce to get every fortune hunter with a camera sniffing around, thinking they’d be the one to get rich off a lucky snapshot. A few blurry photos made the rounds on the blogs, of course, but anyone who knew their onions put the kibosh on that dream right quick.

      And this year, the woods were full of them. Ever since those mysterious Christmas gifts, every sap with a theory was trying to make a name for himself. The papers were full of eggheads, each selling some new brand of applesauce to explain it all.

      Chasing the Metro Gnome would have been easy cabbage, but small potatoes. He kept to the subways. This Dark Elf made his way around the city looking like some low-life kid. He was the real score. A bigger risk, but a much bigger payout.

      The waitress breezed past his table, her eyes looking right through him. The price of being a ghost. If he wanted something, he’d have to break the spell of his obscurity pin and call her over. And right now, he had a real hankering for a slice of blueberry pie.
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      Sitting in the far corner of the dimly lit café, Dar waited patiently for his contact. Acoustic jazz played in the background, setting the mood for several couples who chatted quietly while students from the nearby college fed their caffeine addiction to stay awake and read through their required tomes of knowledge. Dar tugged at the knit cap, making sure that his Elven ears couldn’t be seen. He then went to work on the mug of hot cocoa.

      The skinny kid sitting at the table closest to Dar pretentiously sipped from a demitasse cup while he read from Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil. He feigned interest in the book; the thick golden-brown band of his aura fought with the sliver of pink, betraying the persona the kid wanted everyone to see.

      La Lanterna, a quaint Italian Café in New York’s Greenwich Village, was the perfect place for discreet meetings. Dar had met job prospects in back alleys and shady bars too, but he preferred this place. Its selection of pastries, sweets, and warm drinks, combined with its dim and quiet atmosphere, served him well. Besides, he’d much rather have a decadent, sweet hot cocoa over a bitter, fizzy beer.

      He placed the mug down and licked the whipped cream mustache away, never once taking his eyes from the entrance. That was another thing he liked about this place: If he sat at the corner table, he could see who came in and who left. When Dar entered, he noted everyone there, including the wait staff. The café was usually packed this time of night, but the concert at the Blue Note must have snagged all the usuals and tourists. Even with the bitter cold, there’d be a line of people waiting for a seat once the concert was over.

      Dar sensed the waitress staring at him before she walked up to him. He tugged on the edge of his knit cap again.

      “Would you like anything else while you’re waiting?” she asked.

      “Caramel custard. With whipped cream.”

      The door swung open. Keys, his contact, walked in. That wasn’t his real name, just his street name. Dar had no idea what his real name was. He earned that moniker because he opened a lot of doors for people, connecting people to make shady deals all over New York. He was one of the few humans who actually knew what Dar was. They each used that to mutual monetary advantage. Keys would tell him about someone who was sick and in need of healing. Dar would discreetly go and heal them and Keys would collect the money. Then they’d meet up and Keys would pay Dar. No one ever knew it was Dar that healed them.

      Keys’ aura beamed yellow with confidence, but the orange bleeding into it showed that he was hiding something. The portly man was short by human standards, only a little taller than Dar. He wore his usual XXL brown bomber jacket, the extra-long black and white piano key scarf, a brown fedora, and earmuffs. He fit right in with all the other oddly dressed people in the Village.

      Behind Keys, a taller man in a dark blue trench coat and a gray three-piece suit walked in. The green of his aura… flickered.

      Dar stood up and glared at the person. “Samyaza!” he growled under his breath. His stomach twisted. He slapped a twenty-dollar bill on the table and walked up to Keys. “Meeting’s over,” Dar said, brushing past his contact to the front door.

      Keys reached for Dar’s arm. “Wait. I can⁠—”

      Dar deflected the man’s attempt to grab him. He stepped up on his tiptoes, gritted his teeth, and whispered in Keys’ ear. “Goblins? You know that’s a deal breaker!” He pushed past Keys’ guest, and walked out the door, down the café’s steps, and onto MacDougal Street. Dar pulled on his gloves, buttoned his coat, and headed toward the subway.

      Keys followed him. “Come on, Dar! It pays a lot. Just hear him out.”

      Dar pushed Keys away. “What’s wrong with you? A goblin?” he said through gritted teeth and turned toward West 4th Street.

      The deceiver stood at the top of the stairs, still hidden under the guise of a businessman, hands in his coat pockets, staring down at them.

      Keys raised a hand to signal the goblin to stay there while he followed Dar down MacDougal Street toward West 4th.

      “Listen, man, I know how ya feel about goblins. That’s why I didn’t say nothin’ when I arranged this meet. Figured you needed to meet the guy, hear him out. It’s a big job with a big payout.”

      “Not interested!” Dar said, not breaking a step as he headed toward the subway a few blocks over.

      “Come on man! The world’s changing. Those Christmas gifts everyone got has the world talking about all sorta conspiracies!”

      Dar kept walking.

      “Did you hear the Veil was coming down?” Keys shouted.

      Idiot! Dar stopped short, gritted his teeth, and turned back toward Keys. He walked up to him and whispered angrily, “What’s wrong with you? You trying to draw every would-be wizard’s attention?”

      “That’s just it, man, it doesn’t matter no more. The Veil is coming down.”

      “Coming down? What are you talking about, Keys?”

      “Come hear the goblin out. He’ll tell you everything, and then he’ll make you an offer to get in before the iron is hot and make us both rich.”

      Rich? Dar wasn’t in it for the money. He just wanted to survive. But it wouldn’t hurt to survive comfortably. And it’d be nice to be able to help more people in Mole Town. But this business about the Veil coming down…. he needed to know more about that. Dar wasn’t about to trust the word of a blood defiler, even if Keys vouched for it. He’d have to hear it out and then ask questions of some of his other contacts. Dar looked around, contemplating Keys’ suggestion. He sighed and placed his hands into his pockets. “Fine, but I’m not guaranteeing anything,” he said walking past Keys and back to the café. “Hell, I’m not even guaranteeing I won’t kill that deceiver.”

      The three sat at Dar’s usual table. The waitress brought Dar his custard and took the others’ orders.

      “My client here,” Keys said, “is looking for someone with your unique skill set to infiltrate an organization.”

      Unique skill set? I’m a healer, he thought. Dar didn’t interrupt. He wanted to hear the goblin out.

      “Go ahead. Tell him,” Keys said.

      “I need someone on the inside. Someone who can⁠—”

      “Listen.” Dar decided to interrupt anyway. “I’m going to need the full story. Leave anything out, and I walk.”

      The goblin in human guise tilted its head and raised its brow, weighing the situation. The illusory device it was using projected a thin band of orange in its aura that intensified. It flickered, briefly revealing the goblin’s true green and black aura. It was hesitant about saying anything.

      “Stop right there,” Dar said, pointing an empty custard spoon at the goblin. “I know what you’re doing, and I’m not interested in half-truths and omissions. I want it all. And, like I just said, I’ll walk if I don’t like what I hear, or don’t hear. Understand?”

      The goblin shook its illusory human head. “I do. And I’ll tell you what I know and what we want you to do.”

      “Start with this nonsense about the Veil coming down.” He pointed his spoon toward Keys.

      “It’s not nonsense. War is brewing. There’s a new High King of the Dweorg, and he’s demanded that the Veil come down. The elves have refused. The high king has given them until the end of Fimbulvinter Fest.”

      “That’s like the beginning of spring, right?” Keys said.

      Dar nodded to Keys and took another spoonful of custard. “And what happens then?”

      “They’ll march against Sayalla and tear it down themselves.”

      “Nonsense,” Dar said, even though he knew by the goblin’s aura that it at least believed this. “There has to be some misunderstanding. I can’t imagine⁠—”

      “Imagine what you like,” the goblin said. “It’s true.”

      “So what does that have to do with me and my unique skill set?” Dar said.

      “There’s a human organization I want you to infiltrate. They specialize in finding magic artifacts. They also like to interfere in our affairs. All I need you to do is tell me what they’re doing. What they’re planning. That way, I can stay two steps ahead of them.”

      “That’s it?” Dar said.

      “It’s not that simple. They’re a dangerous and cunning bunch. They’ll be suspicious of anything you say or do.”

      “How am I supposed to find them and infiltrate them?”

      “That part is easy,” the goblin smirked. “You let them find you.”
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      From the steps of La Lanterna Café, Ander watched the Dark Elf, the fat man, and the gussied-up goblin melt into the New York crowd.

      So, there was more to this Dark Elf’s racket than he’d figured. This one wouldn’t be an easy sell; the usual song and dance wasn’t going to get him on the hook. Chasing him down now would be a fool’s errand. Still, his gut told him this wasn’t the last time he and this Dark Elf would cross paths.

      No matter. He had other fish to fry, more prospects rolling into town. One was due in tonight.

      Ander glanced at his watch. Time to get to Penn Station.
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        “The agents of The Rook were masters of their craft. They did not offer gold or glory, but a far more potent currency: truth. To the lost and the unknowing, they presented a key to a past they never knew they had, and in doing so, purchased a loyalty that could not be broken.”

        ~ From Chronicles of the Shattered Veil compiled by Hartmut Adalhelm, a Chronicler of the Master Construct, First Order, an alfargnym of Unterbaum

      

      

      
        
        Sixteen Days Until The Shattering

      

      

      Tuck stared out of the speeding Amtrak train’s window into the darkness as it sped through the underground of New York City. The thirteen-hour ride from Columbus gave him plenty of time to think. He’d worried he’d stick out more in the big city, with his plaid shirt, jeans, and hiking boots. But he just looked like someone on a trip. No one paid him any more attention than they did anyone else. Tuck was grateful for that.

      His knapsack sat on his lap, secure from anyone who’d try to snatch it from him. He’d heard the rumors of the muggers that plagued New York City.

      Drawing closer to his destination, Tuck pulled the mysterious letter from his knapsack. Tuck carefully unfolded it, dog-eared and worn from the frequent readings, and read it again, hoping to glean something more from it.

      Tuck,

      Did you ever get that feeling like you weren’t meant for this world? Not like you were going to die or anything like that, but like this world was strange…it don’t fit someone like you. That’s why you prefer the obscurity of that ranger station of yours. When you’re alone, in that small cabin, in the middle of nowhere, you’re not reminded of the world that doesn’t fit. It’s just you and nature. And that fits like a glove.

      But you’ve been harboring some darkness in you. You killed that man. Revenge, pure and simple. He beat your mama and left her for dead in that barn. She was still alive when you found her. But there wasn’t anything you could do. There wasn’t anything anyone could do. Maybe, had the hospital been a little closer and they’d gotten her there on time, they might have saved her. You were only sixteen. But you knew who did it. You knew he beat her and left her for dead. And you didn’t waste no time. When you got home from the hospital you grabbed your gramps’ shotgun and hiked the mile and a half to the Johnsons’ farm. You found Troy Johnson in the pen, feeding his hogs. And you told him you knew it was him. He laughed at you. Said you didn’t know nothing and he went right back to feeding those hogs. You couldn’t shoot a man in the back so you ran over and hit him with the butt of the shotgun.

      “Next stop! Penn Station.” The garbled conductor’s voice came over the P.A., startling Tuck. He inhaled and rubbed his fingers through his beard before turning back to the letter.

      You kicked him over and pointed the barrel at the man’s face. He laughed again and made some wisecrack about you having more gumption than he thought. Then he grabbed for the gun. You pulled it away and pulled the trigger. Troy Johnson’s lifeless body lay in that hog sty. The hogs didn’t seem to mind. In fact they started to root around the body. You did what you came to do. You got revenge for her. You knew it was Johnson that killed Gina McClod, the woman you called mama. He hadn’t handled the breakup well. But what you didn’t know was that Gina McClod wasn’t your mama and you’re not who you think you are.

      If you’re looking for the truth, I’ve enclosed a one-way ticket to New York City and a thousand dollars spending cash, as well as a two-night stay at the Essex Hotel. I’ll meet you when you get off the train.

      If you’re not interested, spend the cash on something nice. Maybe it’ll help you forget the past and keep your mind off the truth.

      The letter wasn’t signed.

      Whoever wrote it knew more about Tuck than anyone. The sheriff hadn’t even suspected him in the death of Troy Johnson. In fact, when they found Johnson’s remains a week later, they didn’t even suspect he’d been shot. The hogs had devoured most of the body, and all that was left were some bones, hair, and his clothes. They suspected that Johnson had fallen and the rest was nature taking its course. He deserved it.

      It didn’t bother Tuck that he’d held no remorse for Johnson’s death. But this letter bothered him. Whoever wrote it knew well and good he wasn’t going to just take the thousand bucks and forget it ever existed. How did anyone know the truth about Johnson’s death? The sheriff didn’t even suspect foul play. That was over thirty years ago. Most disturbing was the part about his mama not really being his mama. How could that be? Gina McClod and his gramps were the only family he’d ever known.

      The train decelerated. Passengers stood up and made their way to the door before the train even stopped. Tuck stood and hefted his knapsack over his shoulders and then traversed his way to the line of people. Most of them were taller than him. Being surrounded by all these people caused a flutter of claustrophobia. He wasn’t afraid of them. It was just so crowded, he couldn’t even see out the windows any longer.

      “Last stop. Penn Station. New York,” said the conductor over the static-filled P.A.

      The crowd shuffled out onto the brightly lit yet dull platform. Years of dust and grime diminished the luster of the silver train, the yellow of the caution paint at the platform’s edge, and the tan ceramic floor tiles. The odor of grease and stale water overtook the variety of other smells.

      As the other passengers ambled in a mass along the platform, Tuck scanned the area for anyone looking for him. He had no idea whom to look for. Tuck fought against the overwhelming trepidation of being in the crowd. This is no different from battling through an eddy while whitewater kayaking, he tried to convince himself. The problem was he didn’t know which way to go. His heart raced as he looked all around but found himself unable to make a decision. Everyone went toward the escalators. The signs all said “Penn Station – 34th Street – Herald Square.” But then what?

      I hate this place already, he said to himself.

      After a minute of indecision, the crowd had completely dissipated…all except one person, whom he hadn’t noticed until now.

      The stranger, dressed in an old tan suit that reminded him of the one Gramps had worn to Grandma’s funeral, tipped his wide-brimmed hat and smiled at Tuck.

      Tuck inhaled and clenched his fist as a wave of nervous energy washed over him. The stranger approached. He looked like a kid. But if Tuck knew anything about appearances, they could be deceiving. He’d shaved once about twenty years ago and the contrast was startling. He looked the same as he did his freshman year of high school. He vowed he’d never shave again.

      “Tuck,” the stranger said. “I’m glad you made it.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “And on time too. These trains can be unreliable. But I had the feeling you’d prefer a train or bus over a plane.”

      The stranger gave Tuck an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach. His piercing blue eyes glinted with mischief, and his shoulder-length blond hair had a sheen to it that made him look unnatural.

      “Come on. Our ride’s waiting out front. We’ll go to your hotel, and we can talk on the way.” The stranger walked toward the escalator.

      Tuck hesitated. But this is what he was here for. And this stranger had the answers. Whether or not they were the truth was yet to be determined.

      He followed the stranger to the escalator. It was a long ride up. Tuck couldn’t see the top.

      “Who are you?” Tuck said.

      “Name’s Ander,” said the stranger. He held his hat to his chest with one hand and the rolling banister of the escalator with the other. “You want to know more than just who I am. But before we get to all that, I’ll let you get through Penn Station.” He flashed Tuck a knowing grin.

      The escalator crested at the top and into a bright, bustling, terminal with people everywhere. A huge sign with “Departures” written at the top glowed with the names of dozens of cities and train numbers.

      Tuck took a breath and allowed himself to be overwhelmed for a split second. But he wasn’t here for sightseeing.

      Ander moved through the crowd unaffected by the multitude of people moving in every direction. Tuck followed Ander up another steep escalator and out onto the chilly, brightly lit streets of New York after dark. More people chugged along like locomotives in every direction, their foggy breath visible in the cold.

      Tuck followed Ander closely, afraid that he might get caught up in the current of pedestrians.

      They approached the edges of the sidewalk where a fleet of taxis, Ubers, and Lyfts waited for their customers.

      Ander walked up to a gold sedan with dark, tinted windows, opened the back door, and held it open. “After you,” he said.

      There was no reason to have cold feet now. And if this guy wanted anything of value from Tuck, he was barking up the wrong tree. Besides, he needed to see this through.

      Tuck climbed into the back seat. An older, bearded man with salt-and-pepper hair wearing a black newsie hat smiled and winked at him through the rearview mirror. Tuck noticed a strange black belt attached to the back of the driver’s seat that didn’t seem to go with the brown and tan interior.

      Ander hopped in and closed the door. “Evening, Snoop.”

      The driver smiled at Ander and nodded, then engaged the gear and pulled out into the dense traffic.

      “Alright, pal, here’s the straight dope. Elves are real. Magic is real. You’re not human. And⁠—”

      “Hold on. I’m not⁠—”

      Ander raised his hand to interject. “Easy now. That’s the reaction I usually get. It’s a lot to swallow. Let’s give you a little something to help it go down smoother.” He turned from Tuck to the driver. “Snoop.”

      The image of the old man frizzled out of existence, replaced by a man whose face was like a caricature of the former one. It seemed disproportionate. He had the same salt-and-pepper hair and beard, but his nose looked three times larger than before, his cheeks were rounder, and his ears were pointed. He looked like…like a gnome. Like the kind you see in storybooks and on people’s lawns.

      Tuck leaned over the seat. The man sat on a large booster seat. The car’s pedals were extended so that his short legs could reach.

      “Snoop’s a gnome. He’s been my assistant for years. I couldn’t do my job without him. He uses magic to snoop around and find people like you. That’s how we knew the truth about what happened with your mom and Troy Johnson.”

      “Wait. You guys are serious?”

      “As a heart attack,” Ander said. “You’re what the elves call a yilchaga…a half-breed. Your mom was a human named Alice McClod. Your pops was an elf named Menash iyl Jayir. He got all dizzy for Alice and nine months later you came along. Only problem is, humans can’t have magic babies. Your mom died giving birth to you in the same house you grew up in. Your mom’s sister, Gina, adopted you and raised you as her own. I’ll give you some time to digest all that before I go on.”

      Tuck’s hands trembled and he clenched them into fists. An unimaginable bomb had been dropped on him. A flurry of questions raced through his mind but his mouth was locked wide open and he couldn’t get them to work in sync.

      “You and I are in the same boat, pal. I’m a half-breed too. It’s an odd thing, us half-breeds. You never know what you’re gonna get. See, you can grow a beard. I can’t. Neither of us got our pop’s ears. I think that’s a recessive trait. Very few half-breeds get their pop’s ears. I’m one of the rare ones who can see auras. One of the things that makes me good at what I do.”

      This can’t be real. But the truth of it was, what Ander had said in the letter was right…all of it. Even the part of him never feeling like he fit in the world. And there was the fact that he was forty-seven years old and he still looked like he was in his twenties.

      “Ok. So…so why now? Why’d you write me that letter and get me to come here?” Tuck asked.

      “See, I told you Snoop. This fella’s a straight shooter. No dilly-dallying with him.”

      Snoop smiled and nodded.

      “Well, technically, it was Snoop who wrote you the letter. He’s the one with the gift of truth finding, so he writes the letters to make sure I don’t leave nothing out.”

      “I don’t care who wrote the letter. Why am I here?” Tuck said.

      “See, now that’s the good part. It’s time you knew the larger truth about the world, pal. It’s much bigger than you imagined. And it’s about to get even bigger. See, my boss wants you on the side with all the other cast-offs and left-behinds. I work for someone they call The Rook. And when all hell breaks loose in a few months, The Rook wants to make sure you got a front-row seat.”

      “Why? Why me?” Tuck asked.

      “Not just you, pal. All those like you and me. And when the Veil comes crumbling down, someone’s going to need to lead the way. That’s where The Rook comes in.”
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        “They were the first of their kind to ask not ‘Who is our sar?’ but ‘Who are we?’ In their innocent, fearful questions about zoos and families, the entire existential crisis of a people on the brink of a new world was laid bare.”

        ~ From The Second Gift Giver Chronicles compiled by Erwin Albowyn, a Chronicler of the Master Construct, Second Order, an alfargnym of Unterbaum

      

      

      
        
        Fifteen Days Until The Shattering

      

      

      The sleigh descended from the heavens, its magical reindeer slicing through the thin mountain air. Jeremy tugged on the reins and guided his team toward the stark, alien landscape of Chacaltaya Mountain below. The once-abandoned ski resort stood like a collection of bleached bones against the snow-dusted rock, its weathered structures nestled at over seventeen thousand feet.

      The drop in altitude and the bone-dry cold didn’t affect the sleigh’s passengers, protected by the magical integrity field that kept everyone comfortable. Though a small part of Jeremy relished the idea of the wind blowing through his hair as he sped through the skies.

      The stark beauty of the landscape below was haunting. Jagged peaks pierced a sky so intensely blue it seemed artificial. Beyond the peaks, Jeremy saw the curved horizon in the distance. And in the middle of it all stood the compound that didn’t belong.

      A ten-foot stone wall now encircled the old ski resort, its perfect geometric precision erected by alfargnym structurists. No mortar lines, no seams, just solid stone rising from the mountain as if it had grown there. With the wall and the mercenaries, the place was well fortified. That was a good thing. But Jeremy hated the fact that the place felt more like a prison than a home.

      He reached forward, flipping the switch on the Veil device. With a soft shimmer, the sleigh became visible once more. He then pressed the button on the radio. “This is Gift Giver coming in for a landing. How copy?” Jeremy said.

      A gruff male voice responded immediately. “Copy that, Gift Giver. You are cleared for landing. Chacaltaya Sanctuary, out.”

      As the sleigh’s runners touched down on the small runway within the compound’s walls, Jeremy shut off the sleigh’s integrity field. Despite the biting cold and thin air that would leave most humans gasping, Jeremy and his guardians remained perfectly comfortable, thanks to the magic of their uniforms.

      The north wind is stronger than usual today. He heard Birch’s voice in his head. His koth companion had no such protection against the bitter mountain cold.

      Sorry buddy, Jeremy mindcast. We’ll be inside before you know it. And when we get back to Orindin, I’ll talk to Ellesmere about getting you something enchanted to keep you warm like the rest of the team.

      Hmmm…Birch said. Perhaps a scarf would be nice?

      Jeremy smiled at the thought of the menacing looking reptilian in a scarf.

      Two of Wyllt’s mercenaries waved and grinned while the others maintained a professional distance, their breath forming clouds in the frigid air. They wore high-altitude cold weather gear and carried assault rifles.

      “Santa’s come to town!” called one of the friendlier guards, a brawny man with a thick Southern accent. “Kids have been asking when you’d be back.” Jeremy couldn’t remember his name. He had hoped that his enchanted ring would give him the ability to know people better and remember their names. But that was just one of the Santa powers that were made up for stories. Jeremy had no idea when anyone was sleeping and when anyone was awake.

      As they walked toward the main lodge, the crunch of snow beneath their boots, Ee’azar fell in beside Jeremy, his voice pitched low. “Gift Giver, this arrangement still concerns me,” the elf said, eyes scanning the compound. “Leaving these children under the watch of Wyllt’s mercenaries for this long, feels…unwise. These men are loyal only to gold.”

      Jeremy sighed, his breath frosting. They were loyal to Wyllt. These men feared their employer more than they loved money. Everyone who ever dealt with Thaddaios Wyllt knew that he expected loyalty above all. As many times as he had explained that to Ee’azar, the guardian still persisted. “I’ve told you Eeze, it’s temporary. We needed a secure, remote location on short notice, and Wyllt provided it. We should be grateful.”

      Ee’azar’s expression hardened. “Grateful? Thaddaios Wyllt is a collector of rarities, Jeremy. And what is rarer than twenty-eight goblin children trained in subversion and espionage? That would-be wizard is not doing this out of kindness. With the Council’s attention fixed on the dweorg and their threats, Wyllt has a unique opportunity. These children are an asset he will want to exploit.”

      “He speaks truth,” Gaviryl said.

      “Guys, I understand your concern. But remember, Erwin used his truth-telling magic on Wyllt. The guy was telling the truth. And without him and his men, we’d never have gotten out of Kurgal alive.”

      “Truthful…not trustworthy,” Ee’azar said. “And Erwin only confirmed Wyllt’s sincerity about getting you in and out of Kurgal. Have you asked Erwin about Wyllt’s intentions here?”

      Jeremy huffed. “I haven’t heard from Erwin since he was called back to Unterbaum several months ago.”

      Jeremy maintained his composure outwardly, but internally, he admitted the same thoughts had crossed his mind repeatedly. He’s right. We’re dependent on a man we don’t fully trust, but what choice do we have? The Council is too preoccupied, and these kids have nowhere else to go.

      “I share Ee’azar’s concerns,” Gaviryl said, his hand never straying far from his weapon. “Wyllt is like a master shaper, molding the situation to appear that he is being helpful. His generosity is cultivated freedom. It always is.”

      “Huh?” Jeremy raised an eyebrow at Gaviryl.

      “It is like your people say… there are strings attached,” the guardian said.

      “No matter
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