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			Prologue

			BRYAN HARLEY stood quietly in the night air, observing the house before him. It wasn’t terribly late at night, but still many of the nearby windows were dark. Bryan was a Shape Shifter. At the moment, he was naked, kneeling behind a bush. The evening air was getting crisp as fall came into its own. Bryan didn’t care to be cold, but it was necessary; after all, he needed to hide. Bryan was exceptionally skilled at hiding. Shape Shifters or Shifters as they are called, are rather adept at not being spotted. Bryan could not turn himself into a couch or any nonsense like that, but he could change his skin tone to whatever he liked. He changed his skin, rippling his flesh and breaking up the pattern of his body, defusing his form. Bryan couldn’t become a couch, but he could turn himself into any other human shape he wanted, even changing his voice to that of the human he copied. 

			The downstairs lights went off in the house. Bryan paused for a moment before creeping to the front door. He had a key given to him by Angelica Vies, his employer. He looked around before slipping the key into the lock, and then turned it with a soft click. Carefully, he opened the door and stepped inside. A bristly welcome mat brushed the soles of his feet, tickling them. He looked around the entryway. Above him, the sound of a shower started. 

			Good, he thought. That should keep him from hearing me.

			Bryan made his way up a narrow staircase, the narrow carpet runner making his approach even quieter. He turned his skin off-white to match the stairwell walls, just in case his quarry wasn’t in the shower. Bryan only held a small syringe clasped in his hand, hidden from view. The staircase wound up to the second floor. Bryan padded down the upstairs halls and peeked through the gap of a bedroom door. The room was bright, making his eyes water for a moment. Bryan moved around a queen-sized bed and pressed himself against the wall next to the bathroom door. This is where he would wait. 

			While the movies made it seem like shower ambushes were the best, Bryan disagreed. It was one thing if you were planning on shooting the mark, but didn’t work so well when you wanted them alive. No, he couldn’t kill the mark -- he would need information for months to come -- and he didn’t fancy wrestling a slippery, soapy man to the ground while also trying to stick him with a needle. Instead, Bryan waited and thought back to when he’d started all this Shifter stuff.

			1972 was when Bryan figured out what he was. He was in junior high at the time. He’d just been caught taking a candy bar from a gas station. Bryan was an accomplished thief but had been caught this time, so he bolted, hiding under some trash behind the station as the clerk ran out back looking for him. Bryan had heard of the clerk, some guy who did some time for breaking into houses. Bryan figured that’s how he’d been caught. Thieves know their own. He also knew this guy was going to kick his ass. The clerk had been clear about that, yelling it at the top of his voice and thirteen-year-old Bryan was on the verge of pissing himself. He just wanted to not be found, he wanted to blend in with the trash. The clerk searched for a solid ten minutes before giving up, passing Bryan by several times. It wasn’t until Bryan stood and looked down at his hands that he saw why he hadn’t been seen. His hands were black and shiny like the trash bags. 

			Bryan stood against the wall smirking, thinking back on the memory. After freeing himself from the trash, he’d had to spend a day getting his hands back to normal. 

			Bryan didn’t truly start to come into his abilities until he was seventeen. He sighed, remembering the year. Britney Wamble had shot him down when he asked her out. She wasn’t rude about her rejection in any way, but Bryan was still pissed as hell. Who had she been to say no? He’d gotten her back and that cocky little prick Richard Hicks, too. Richard was one of those good-at-everything, never-made-a-mistake kind of guys. Bryan hated that type. He remembered the night well. He’d discovered if he concentrated when he touched someone, he could mimic their appearance perfectly. Later he’d learn to find scars and learn a mark’s personality, but in 1976, Bryan hadn’t progressed that far yet. Still he thought he’d made a pretty decent Richard. 

			He’d tracked Britney to a small shop where she worked and followed her home. Bryan closed his eyes, relishing the memory. Oh, the lesson he’d taught her. Bryan smiled at the thought; she was one of many. Bryan hadn’t done his homework and when she told the authorities it was Richard Hicks who had raped her, Richard was able to alibi out. He’d apparently spent the week with his family in Portland. 

			Bryan shrugged. You were young and dumb. He didn’t make mistakes like that anymore. Now he knew what he was doing, knew how to mimic people to a T. After his failed attempt with Richard, Bryan had doubled his effort at mastering his craft. He caught his reflection in the glass of a picture on the wall. It was a picture of the mark and his wife. Bryan was currently taking on the appearance of someone he’d run into at the airport. Bryan couldn’t even guess what his own appearance was anymore; it had been decades since he’d been himself. He reached out to get a closer look at the picture, looking at the mark and his wife. She wasn’t anything to write home about, but from his recon, he’d only have to screw her once every few weeks. 

			Families were the quickest thing to blow a job. Pulling one over on someone’s co-workers was hard enough, but convincing a mark’s spouse that you were their loved one was something else. Bryan spent weeks watching people, seeing how they worked together and how they played off each other. He’d also have to get little details from the mark, things like family trips and the like, things that kept someone’s mind at ease when a loved one didn’t seem right. In this regard, it was easier to be a woman; men rarely picked up on the little things. 

			The shower stopped. Bryan focused, gripping the syringe tightly in his hand. He held his breath as the bathroom door opened and a figure came out in a towel. Bryan rushed forward, wrapped his arm under the mark’s chin, and pulled back as he jammed the needle in the guy’s throat. The man jabbed an elbow into Bryan, but Bryan held fast and waited for the tranquilizer to take effect. As it did, the man’s body went limp in his arms. Bryan lowered him to the bed and pulled off the towel. He placed his hand on the man’s chest, his own flesh rippling as it took on its new appearance. Bryan began methodically inspecting the mark’s body for tattoos or scars, finding only a few. The wife wouldn’t be home for two days. Bryan made the skin on his belly split open, revealing a plastic bag with a phone inside. He turned on the phone and dialed Angelica.

			“Did you get him?” she asked, not even bothering with a greeting.

			“Yeah, I’ve got him. Where do you want to store him until we’re done?” Bryan asked.

		

	
		
			One

			ALISON KAUR walked up to the police station at a fast clip, her shoes scraping loudly on the wet sidewalk. She held her coffee cup before her like a shield from the drizzly cold October morning. Dim light flitered through the overcast sky, making the police station appear dark, dull and uninviting. Alison was a homicide detective for the Denver Police Department, though she currently found herself on loan to the FBI, a bi-product of her contract (called a Pactum) with a team of Mages. Magic, or Vis, as it is called, had only been out in the open for a few years, and it had already changed the world Alison had grown up in. Gone were the days of thinking that things that went bump in the night were just fairytales. She knew better now; she knew that the fairytale was real. 

			She stepped into the elevator with cops and city workers, filling the small space with a wet musk from the morning rain. She rode the elevator to her floor watching the little numbers above the door light up with each floor the elevator passed. The door opened, and Alison made her way into the controlled chaos that was a police station. Rows of desks with piles of paperwork lined her path. Alison wove her way through the mass of people as she approached her desk, trying not to spill her precious cup of coffee. Sean Hughes, her partner, turned to greet her.

			“Morning, Kaur,” he mumbled, sounding not quite awake. He ran a hand through disheveled sandy hair, his gray-blue eyes tired, “we’ve got a meeting in ten,” he said.

			“Did you give Vis this morning?” Alison asked.

			Sean gave a half smile and nodded “yeah, Mandy only gets enough from Heidi to last a week,” he yawned. “I figure taking a few days’ worth from me should give her a spring to her step, ya know, and it’s the least I can do.” 

			Alison wasn’t going to argue that. Not long ago Sean had forced a Succubus escort by the name of Mandy Stafford to spy for him. He hadn’t given her the information she needed or the supplies she needed for the job. As a result, Mandy and Sean both had all but been killed by a group of Trolls. To top it off, Mandy wasn’t Sean’s informant, she was Gabriel Decor’s informant, and Gabriel was one of their partner Mages. Sean’s dumb move cracked the case they were working wide open and confirmed just how dangerous of people they were dealing with. Later Sean had learned that Mandy did what she did to survive; that she -- as well as most other Succubi -- were for all essential purposes forced prostitutes. Now he gave her some of his Vis, his life force, to help her live. Doing so made him tired, and he had to be careful how often he did it, or he would run the risk of getting sick or even dying. Alison respected him for sacrificing the way he did as penance for endangering Mandy.

			“How is Mandy?” Alison asked.

			Sean’s face darkened, his voice concerned, “Still shaken up pretty badly … she killed three men and a Troll. That’s gotta have an effect on her, ya know?” 

			He was referring to a raid on a Trinity location Mandy had helped with. Mandy had gotten into trouble during the raid, and Alison knew Mandy was lucky to be alive. For her part, Alison could still see the raid in her head; hear the sound of men screaming, the smell of gunpowder. It was a terrifying memory that made her remember just how dangerous Vis users could be.

			Alison set her purse under her desk and enjoyed sipping her coffee before the meeting. When it was time, she walked into a special conference room that had been made bug-proof by the Mages. Inside the room were a group of familiar faces. The first was Faith Penn, a Mage Seeker. She was small with deep green eyes, a stunning figure, and short dark hair. Next to her was her brother Gabriel Decor, a Paladin, the warrior elite of the Mage world. As a former Ark, Gabriel was very high-ranking. He stood leaning against a wall in a black overcoat, the grip of his sword Iram protruding. Gabriel was handsome, his jawline firm, his eyes dark beneath his wavy black hair. Next to him stood Maddison Beldame, the Paladin for the FBI. Her long silver hair framed a delicate face with ruby eyes. While Gabriel and Faith wore heavy coats, Maddison wore a skintight black leather outfit, her blade a Katana like Gabriel’s named Vindictam. The Beldames believed that the way a warrior looked and the statement their appearance made was as important as fighting skill. Maddison was the perfect blend of beauty and horror. 

			The conference table was littered with notepads and sticky notes detailing the Trinity case up to this point and most important of all, the recent raids on Trinity locations. Alison was sure she’d never forget when she and the team of SWAT, Mutari, and Mages had to take an abandoned train yard that Trinity had been using for a headquarters in Denver. At the same time, the FBI had hit several safe houses with Maddison and her team. In the three weeks following, the FBI and DPD were still collating and collecting information and evidence from the raids. The case was still getting far too much media attention for Alison’s liking. Early in the case, Gabriel had cut a car in half, and then tore up a Trinity safe house. These actions garnered a lot of attention but nothing that didn’t blow over in a week or so. Now however, the media was talking about the biggest “collaboration of Vis and non-Vis users in history,” combined with the largest organized crime bust in decades. The case was also doing a fantastic job of making for political buzz. Pundits on both sides of the aisle were quick to make uneducated comments on the case. Those who embraced Vis users in the world were calling the raids a sign of how far society had progressed and calling the event a miracle. Those opposed to Vis were calling for tougher laws and in many cases military action. Groups on all sides of the lines of law enforcement policy had opinions, and it was making Alison’s inbox all but explode. It wouldn’t be long until the truth about the case would be bent and twisted into an animal all in itself.

			Just thinking about it made Alison’s gut hurt, and she wondered if she’d have an ulcer before long. The Mages didn’t seem all that affected by the media circus. Alison figured if she were as powerful as they were, she wouldn’t care either. Another part of her wondered if they didn’t understand or care about the impact the media could have on people. Either way, none of them showed any interest when Alison or Sean showed them news reports or articles.

			Agent Cedric Alesbury with the FBI cleared his throat as he sat, the cheap conference room chair creaking, “Hughes, can you give us a wrap-up.”

			“Right,” Sean started looking at his notes, “we’ve busted a total of ten Trinity locations in the Denver area. One prior to involving the FBI, and nine since. Teams have finished cataloging evidence from the train yard we took, along with the other smaller locations. As far as arrests go,” he turned a few pages of his notes, “we have made a total of fifty arrests, ten of those being Succubi that we have separated from the regular prison population.” 

			“What’s the condition of the Succubi?” Sergeant Montoya asked.

			Sean frowned in concern “not great. We have had people coming in to give them Vis, and the State has paid for several Mages to give Vis to the Succubi, but it’s starting to get expensive … we just can’t hold these girls much longer, sir.” Sean finished.

			Alesbury glanced down at the table. Alison knew he was thinking the same thing all of those in the room had. Succubi were for all intents and purposes forced into prostitution; however the law didn’t see it that way. Also, all of the women in question had not only solicited sex, but also sold drugs, and or guns along with Vis-enchanted objects; though the latter wasn’t illegal. 

			Other Succubi had been arrested in the raids of other Trinity locations, but most of those were just hookers. In light of their situation and the expense of detaining Succubi, the D.A. let the other Succubi off with community service in exchange for information about their time in Trinity. 

			“What’s the cost per week in Vis?” Drew Brent, the D.A. asked.

			Sean read his notes again “Fifty thousand a week.” 

			Hearing the number, Alison groaned on the inside. Even with the FBI chipping in a large amount of funds, the case was costing the taxpayers a small fortune, and that was before having to house a group of Succubi who without Vis would either die or go on a killing rampage. She watched Brent, waiting to hear what he was thinking.

			Brent was in his late fifties – possibly sixty, his black hair starting to thin and gray. He took his glasses off and cleaned them with his tie, contemplative; an expression of deep concern on his face. “We are in a bit of a bind on this one. On one hand, I can’t afford to spend two point six million dollars a year keeping a group of drug dealing hookers off the street.” He sighed. “At the same time, I can’t very well justify letting said drug dealing, gun running hookers back on the street.” He put his glasses back on, looking at Maddison, Gabriel and Faith, “I don’t suppose the three of you have any suggestions?”

			Maddison was matter of fact, “Unless you want to kill them or force other inmates to give them Vis, paying to feed and house them is the only option I see.” 

			“Gabriel, Faith do you have any input?” Brent asked.

			“I have to agree with Maddison; those are our choices and letting the girls die or forcing other people to give their Vis isn’t truly much of an option.” Gabriel said.

			“They are all but dead anyway,” Faith muttered in a far-off voice.

			“Excuse me?” Alesbury asked.

			Faith looked at him, holding his gaze, “They are all but dead as is. If they get released, those Troll clubs affected by this will want answers and want to know when their members behind bars are going to be let out. In some cases, I would think the clubs will blame the Succubi, so either way they are dead. Your best bet is to move them to another city and give them protection.” 

			Brent sighed, “It’s a pickle either way; we can’t force someone into witness protection, but I will see what I can do. In any case, we need to get those girls out of prison before the media gets wind of the cost the city is incurring.” 

			Brent looked to Alesbury, “What can you tell us about Trinity?” his tone that of someone asking a mechanic how much a costly repair was going to be.

			Maddison was the one to speak, “We first got wind of them back in a small town in Utah, but since then we’ve found them in other cities, though we’ve had a hard time confirming which cites and to what extent they are playing in local affairs.”

			“Trinity is a different kind of animal,” Alesbury explained. “They don’t care about territory; in fact they seem to not even have one of their own. Denver is one of the first cities we’ve seen where they have such a defined presence. We aren’t sure why that is.” 

			“Defined?” Alison asked.

			“Yes. The operation they were running with McLoughlin was far more complex than those in other places we’ve seen. Here in Denver, there were several safe houses along with a well-run network of Mutari and humans working side-by-side. They were running the show here more seamlessly than the government does with its Pactums. In other cities, Trinity was more of a middleman-type group. Those types would run guns and drugs along with a little human trafficking, but that was the extent.”

			Maddison spoke, “We think they were using Denver as a proving ground for a new branch of their organization. Before they were a middleman; but with Corey McLoughlin they became a partner, which suggests that Trinity is growing into a whole different kind of organization.” 

			Alison didn’t like what she was hearing. She could see what Maddison was talking about. Trinity was becoming a franchiser. Work with them, and you get all of the drugs and guns you want but also you now have Vis-enchanted objects to sell and use along with Vis users to work with. She could see where local crime lords would find Trinity to be both attractive, and a threat at the same time.

			“So why use Denver then?” Alison asked.

			Gabriel chimed in, “Simple. There are more Mages and Mutari per capita in Colorado than the rest of the country, and from a Mage point of view, it makes sense. We don’t actually view the world in countries like Humans do; to us North America is just a large land mass, and here we have a large group of potential recruits right in the middle of that continent. If I were Trinity, I would start here too. Denver is connected to the rest of the continent and also has the Human and Mutari resources needed.”

			“I don’t think that’s entirely it,” Faith said.

			Everyone in the room eyed the quiet girl.

			“We’ve found a lot of gold and silver from outside the US. Mutari aren’t going to work for foreign coin,” she pointed out, “but Mages will.”

			“But why would they need foreign Gold for Mages? Couldn’t they use what’s local?” Maddison asked out.

			Faith shook her head, “Not if they are foreign Mages - they would have coin from other parts of the world on them, and …”

			“Mutari staff,” Gabriel spoke softly, “they would bring some of their own staff, so they didn’t have to find new people …”

			“That or they are expanding their operations from other parts of the world into the US or maybe even using services outside the US,” Faith observed.

			Alison was having a bit of a hard time following the Mages but from what she could gather, they were thinking that Trinity wasn’t just in the good old USA. They were a global organization which if true; would be a huge problem for the FBI. 

			“What does this mean in the short term?” Brent asked, trying to bring the room to a manageable perspective. “If I’m in North America and I’m Trinity, what do I do?” 

			“There are going to be more locations,” Gabriel said, “they won’t give up that easily. Plus we know they have to have gun and drug depots; the safe houses we cracked weren’t well stocked and the main headquarters had a good amount of inventory, but we didn’t find any signs that Trinity was doing any production of Vis objects or even packaging drugs there.”

			Montoya nodded, “Right. So for now, we need to find the other locations and stop those.”

			“Do you think we should be considering the bigger picture here?” Faith asked.

			“Yes I do,” Alesbury said, “but for the time being we can hinder Trinity if they keep large amounts of inventory here in Denver. It’s not a win, but it will slow them down and give us more time. What can the Seekers do?” he asked her.

			“We will search for anything we can find. I will have to work closely with Maddison’s Seeker and any others you have on staff,” Faith explained.

			“So am I to take it that you will be in charge of that?” Alesbury asked.

			Faith nodded, “Yes, as Gabriel is the Paladin in charge, that makes his Seeker – me – in charge of any Seekers.” 

			“And if Gabriel were not in charge?” Alesbury asked.

			Maddison cocked an eyebrow, “Who would you have running the Mages?”

			“You,” Alesbury offered.

			Maddison shook her head with a kind smile, “I take my orders from Gabriel,” she said. “You will find that most Mages from Paladin families will feel the same. Until otherwise stated, Gabriel would be the head of the Arks and therefore our leader,” she said simply and kindly.

			Alesbury didn’t argue with Maddison and Alison assumed the man had known that would be her answer. With that the meeting was at an end, and Alison went back to her day.

			As Alison was wrapping up for the day, she tapped Faith’s arm, “What are you doing tonight?” she asked.

			Faith was about to answer when Alison said, “Oh, you’re coming over to my place for dinner and wine? That sounds great, Faith! I’ll see you at seven,” Alison said cheerily, hoping Faith wouldn’t fight her.

			Faith looked at her dryly and then with the hint of a smile, “Fine.”

		

	
		
			* * * * *

			FAITH PENN walked up to the door of Alison’s condo, the gloomy day matching her mood. She stared at the door, not wanting to go in. She wanted to go back home and hide from the world. Hiding things – there’s a novel thought Faith, thought Faith. Her arm stretched out, she rapped on the forest green door three times. Faith plastered a smile on her face that she didn’t think Alison would see through. 

			The door swung open to reveal Alison in an apron that did not fit her personality in the least bit. Faith cocked an eyebrow.

			Alison glanced down at herself in confusion and then made a face, “It was a gift from my mother … the next time she visits she’ll be happy to see that it’s been used. Come in,” Alison said brightly.

			Faith walked in the condo. To the left was a study with a small desk and off-white walls. In front of her was a staircase leading to the second level. She followed Alison up the stairs, noting a stain on the carpet.

			“What’s that?” Faith asked.

			“What’s what?” Alison turned, then following Faith’s gaze said, “Oh that’s blood I haven’t been able to get up.” She sounded irritated, “That night you saved Sean and Mandy, Gabriel came and got me. There were a couple of Vampires outside. Gabriel said that he would protect my house as best he could, but one of them made it inside. He must not have gotten hurt too badly though; I didn’t find a body.” Alison said.

			“Was anything else amiss?” Faith asked. How had she not heard about this? What else had she missed?

			Alison shook her head, “Not really. I think once they knew that I wasn’t here anymore, they didn’t bother with the house. I just need to talk to some of the crime scene clean-up guys; you wouldn’t believe what kind of stains they know how to get out.” 

			Alison kept moving up the stairs with Faith behind her. The condo smelled of what she thought was pizza. This was clearly the main floor – it was a large, open great room, functioning as kitchen, dining area, and living room all in one space making the condo feel bigger than it was. The wall was lined with large windows, allowing what little was left of the sun’s setting light to find its way in through the clouds. Faith made her way across Alison’s polished wood floors and saw the pizza on the counter. It appeared homemade.

			“Who are you?” Faith asked Alison.

			“Yeah I know, it’s amazing I can cook,” Alison said rolling her eyes, “if you can believe it. when I still had a life, all of my friends used to come over, and I cooked for them.”

			“Why don’t you cook anymore?” Faith asked curiously.

			Alison shrugged, “Honestly, it’s not even that I mind only cooking for one; it’s just that by the time I get home from work, I’ve either already eaten or I just don’t feel like putting in the effort. Have a seat,” she offered a chair.

			Faith took the offered seat. Alison placed a plate in front of her with a slice of pizza on it, “Let me know if you want more.” 

			“What’s on it?” Faith asked.

			“Basically sausage with a balsamic reduction. You’ll like it; trust me,” Alison said.

			Faith took a bite and found that she did like it, “Where did you learn to make it?”

			Alison blushed slightly “I kind of reverse-engineered it from a local restaurant. Theirs is better,” she shrugged, “but mine has more love in it.” Alison held up a bottle “I’m thinking we start with Cabernet.”

			Faith didn’t argue about the wine; she figured if Alison’s choice of wine was half as good as her cooking, she was in for a treat. 

			Her hunch was correct, and the Cabernet tasted incredible. It had a rich, robust flavor and just the right amount of bite. Faith was shocked when she felt a slight buzz hit her. She looked at Alison who hadn’t spoken much, “Is there something in this?” she accused, holding up her wine glass.

			Alison nodded, “Yep, grapes.”

			Faith’s expression flattened “Mages don’t feel alcohol, Alison.”

			Alison bobbed her head, “Sure they do, if you get a little something from their sister-in-law that makes it so they can’t fight the effects of booze.” Alison smiled, “Heck, and since you’ve never really had to deal with alcohol affecting you, I bet that glass of wine is doing the trick.”

			Faith put her glass down and looked at the bottle. She’d watched Alison uncork it, so the wine couldn’t have anything in it. Then Faith looked at the pizza with accusation and back to Alison, who wore a smug impression.

			“And why are you trying to get me drunk?” Faith asked coolly, feeling the wine more and more. Alison was right, Faith had never felt the effects of any substance before in her life and her tolerance would be near-nonexistent.

			“Something’s bothering you and I knew you wouldn’t talk about it unless your inhibitions took a bit of a break,” Alison said without a hint of remorse.

			“And what did you give Erin in exchange for this?” Faith asked.

			“She told me if you didn’t see it coming, I didn’t owe her anything.” 

			Faith deflated. She should have seen this coming. Not that she could read what people were thinking, but rather that she had been munching on a Vis-laden pizza and hadn’t even sensed it.

			“So, do you want to tell me what’s going on?” Alison asked. “You’re kind of my only friend Faith, so you’re all I have to worry about.” 

			Faith looked at Alison, knowing she hadn’t fooled the woman at all. She sighed, not knowing where to start. How did she explain what a disappointment she was to herself? 

			“Is it Angelica?” Alison prodded and then seeing Faith’s face nodded sagely, “yep.” 

			“You’re worse than a Contractor,” Faith accused, “you can read me like a book.”

			“What’s got you so worked up about her?” Alison asked, not letting Faith change the subject.

			Faith gazed down at the table, thinking for a moment and then said, “I can’t best her,” she admitted with shame. “She’s too good; I’ve been looking for her for years now …”

			Alison made a confused face, “Really?” 

			Faith nodded, “Yeah. I didn’t tell anyone I was looking for her … I thought that if I was able to find Angelica, I would feel like I belonged at my brother’s side, like I deserved the place I was given.” 

			“Why don’t you feel like you’ve earned your place?” 

			“I became Gabriel’s Seeker because Patrick died and I was Gabriel’s sister.” She said, honest.

			Alison was firm in her reply, “I don’t buy that.” 

			Faith eyed her.

			“Think about it,” Alison gestured animatedly, “Gabriel is unreal! I know I don’t know what all he can do, but honestly the guy is scary good. Even that Maddison chick thinks he’s the cat’s meow.”

			“And how is this supposed to make me feel like I should be his Seeker?” Faith asked.

			Alison looked her in the eye, “Because people who are that skilled don’t make the mistake of dragging their kid sisters along for the ride. Sure, he may have taken you on at first because you were his sister, but trust me; if Gabriel didn’t think you were up to the task, he would have found a way a long time ago to give you the slip. Think about it Faith, he not only trusts his life with you but also yours, do you think he’s the kind of person to put his own sister in danger if she can’t handle it?” 

			It was hard to argue with Alison. Faith knew how talented and disciplined Gabriel was. 

			“I know, and he believes in me, but I just can’t help but feel inferior compared to him … and my mother for that matter.”

			Alison laughed, “Now that I can understand.” She shook her head. “My mom can be a piece of work,” she winced.

			Faith perked up at that. She remembered not too long ago when Alison had confided her own feelings of self-doubt. 

			“My mother isn’t unkind to me,” Faith said, worried she’d given the wrong impression.

			“I know; she’s a nice lady. But she’s also supposed to be like what, the best Seeker there is? And didn’t she train Angelica?” 

			“Once again, how does this make me feel better?” Faith asked, “Though you’re right on all counts.”

			Alison shrugged, “It just seems to me that Melinda would put a whole lot more effort into her daughter than she would someone else. And I would think with her being able to work with someone since birth …”

			“I should be better …” Faith was defeated again.

			“NO!” Alison exclaimed, “You aren’t getting the point. You have the same training as Angelica, if not better. You have your brother who believes in you and most of the Denver Police Department, by the way. But your mother and Angelica have been doing this for years; you can’t beat them at their own game, not yet at least.” 

			“So what?” Faith asked, “Give up?”

			Alison smiled, “No, never that. If you can’t beat them at their game then make a game that you can beat them at.” She held up a hand to keep Faith from talking, “Look, there’s lots of ways to the top of the mountain.”

			Faith hadn’t looked at it like that before. 

			“Angelica is using the same set of tools you have. You know their weak points, don’t you?” Alison asked.

			Faith sat back in her chair thinking. Could I find my own path up the mountain? 

			She must have been thinking for a while because she jumped at a pop when Alison uncorked another bottle. “Alright. Enough of that for tonight, just think about it, Faith,” she said, pouring another glass.

		

	
		
			Two

			FAITH PENN strolled through the gate of a train yard that not long ago had been the Denver headquarters for Trinity. The train yard was a vast expanse of mud, metal, and debris with plants growing in surprising little patches of life. Thick air carried the scent of dirt, oil, and chemicals, making Faith wrinkle her nose. All around her, things were cordoned off in yellow police tape. Faith found the tape odd. Humans put it all around crime scenes like it was a ward against intruders. If anything, Faith thought that it drew attention to a crime scene. I suppose they wouldn’t use it if it didn’t work she thought. 

			The top few buttons of her shirt were undone, exposing her skin to a crisp October breeze. She slipped her hands into the pockets of her overcoat and tapped into her Vis to warm herself.

			Next to Faith was Maddison’s Seeker, Amy Calamus. Amy was just a little taller than Faith with a similar figure, but where Faith had short dark hair, Amy’s was long flowing blonde, her eyes an electric blue. Faith knew that her looks and the way she dressed made her stick out in a crowd. That was the Decor way, just as Maddison had turned her eyes red in accordance with her family’s tradition. Amy was quite different from the other two women. She was from a family of Contractors and Enchanters. 

			Amy seemed to strive to blend in to her surroundings in every way. She wore jeans and a sweater. She looked good but utterly normal. Added to that, she used Vis to make it so people didn’t notice her, which meant in a very real sense Amy was all but invisible. 

			Amy’s blue eyes swept the train yard and came to rest on Faith. “What?” she asked.

			“Nothing … it’s just … you’re very different from Maddison,” Faith observed, and then added quickly, “Not in a bad way, it’s just …”

			“That Maddison does everything she can to draw attention to herself, and I’m not even a blip on the radar?” Amy said knowingly.

			“Yeah,” Faith said, “sorry,” she added as an afterthought.

			Amy went back to looking around “there’s no need to apologize; that’s what I go for. I don’t want to be noticed, and Maddison does. It’s how she works and how I work.” She paused for a moment, “I also find that when no one notices me, I am able to observe the world more easily without being bothered.” 

			Faith thought about that for a moment “I can see how that would be helpful.” Then her tone became businesslike, “I want us to look for anything we can find today that might give us a lead.” 

			Amy looked confused, “Wasn’t the area already scrubbed by DPD, and you?” she asked.

			Faith nodded, “Yes it was, in fact I did a very thorough job of looking for anything I could find.” And then thinking back on her dinner with Alison added, “But Angelica and I were taught by the same person, so Angelica isn’t just fighting me, she’s fighting Melinda Decor.”

			“And I had a very different Vis training,” Amy said catching on quickly, “but I don’t see how I can do anything you can’t …”

			Faith nodded, “True, but if Maddison chose you to be her Seeker, then you must be exceptional. You have a different background than I do and will look at things differently. I want a new set of eyes on this place.” Faith swept her hand in front of her, “Also, I want to see how you work, so I know how to best work with you. Even if we don’t find anything today, we will be better equipped to work together in the future.”

			Amy nodded her agreement and started to walk around. She picked up a stick from the ground and held it in her right hand, poking things. When she came to boxes, she opened them and looked inside. Faith was happy Alison had told her to try new things. Amy didn’t have her eyes closed and wasn’t muttering spells. She turned up the lid of a can with the end of the stick and made a face.

			“What are you doing and what’s with the stick?” Faith asked with the hint of amusement.

			Amy looked at her, “I’m using my eyes,” she went back to looking around, “it’s something Mages don’t seem too big on. And the stick …” she gestured around them, “is because we are in the realm of nastiness here and I don’t want to touch anything,” she finished with a shiver.

			Faith was curious about how Amy worked, so she asked a follow-up question, “Do you always look around with your eyes first?” 

			Amy shrugged, “I don’t know … sometimes … it depends, really. I figure you used Vis to take a gander at the place and if Angelica doesn’t want us to find something, she’d have destroyed it or done a good job hiding it. There’s too much Vis in the area from all the Mages and Mutari, and let’s not forget the fight you had here. So something small could go unnoticed.” She leaned over and picked up a plastic lighter. Holding it up to her eyes, she said, “Videre,” softly. The lighter glowed a light peach.

			Amy looked at Faith, continuing what she was saying, “And unless you use your eyes you miss things that Mutari and Humans drop. Things like enchanted lighters.” She tossed the lighter to Faith who put it in a bag. Amy was kneeling down again in the area she found the lighter, “I spent years studying how humans investigate things, ya know,” she said, “my hope was to combine my Seeker training with that of Humans.” 

			Faith was intrigued, this girl was extremely observant.

		

	
		
			* * * * *

			AMY CALAMUS felt a twinge of self-consciousness as she explained her views. Faith Penn, along with her whole family, were legends in the Seeker world. Amy knew that Faith had been defeated by Angelica. Maddison told her as much, and said that Faith was shaken up by it. This made Amy feel uncomfortable. If Faith had been defeated, how on earth would Amy be able to do anything against Angelica? 

			Amy, like all Seekers, had passive spells that were always working; she could tell if anyone around her was a Mage, for example. Seekers tried to hide their Vis flow, but Amy had never met anyone who could hide their Vis flow completely from her. Indeed it was one of her most prized skills. Whenever Maddison had to deal with another group of Mages, it took Amy little in the way of effort to find other Seekers, but as far as reading Faith’s Vis flow went … well, from what Amy could tell, the woman was Human. 

			Amy focused back on her work while answering Faith’s questions. She liked Faith and was looking forward to working with her in a way, but at the same time, one thing Amy disliked more than anything was being the center of attention. It was this trait that led her to become a Seeker in the first place. Not that she wanted to see combat or even that she wanted the money that came with the trade, but rather that she was able to make herself invisible to the world. She was fine when she was one-on-one with someone, but get her in a group, and Amy felt her heart rate go up.

			“How do you go about working?” Amy asked Faith.

			“Have you heard of layering?” Faith asked.

			Amy shook her head, “I’m not sure I have.”

			“It’s when you start with a simple spell that looks for Vis, and from there you keep adding new spells looking for different things. Each spell is a layer, and you bounce between layers, giving them more power or less. It in effect exposes the kinks in concealment spells and overwhelms most wards.” 

			“I think I may have heard of that before,” Amy said. “How many layers do you add?” she asked.

			“It depends, but around fifty,” Faith said casually.

			Amy looked down at a can of paint, trying to hide the expression on her face. Fifty? I can’t even think of that many spells that test and break down concealment Vis; let alone use them all at one time. Amy was in slight awe of Faith; she couldn’t imagine the concentration it would take to keep fifty active spells working at the same time. And Angelica beat her? Amy wondered in horror.

			“That’s amazing, Faith. I don’t think I could ever do that,” Amy admitted.

			Faith smiled at her warmly, “You can; trust me, it just takes some practice. The key is learning how to weave spells that work together.” 

			They continued to talk about Seeking as Amy walked around looking for anything she could find. She knew they only needed a small lead to break the case. She found a handful of other Vis objects but otherwise they didn’t have much to show for a day’s work.

			“So what now?” Amy asked Faith as the sun set.

			“We will take these to the station to check in and then to my husband to find out more and maybe to Paul, he’s a Goblin we work with. He might be able to tell us who made the objects.” Faith said.

		

	
		
			* * * * *

			FAITH PENN walked into the police station with Amy by her side. Again Faith was reminded of the subtlety of Amy’s Vis use as people only said hi to Faith, their eyes passing over Amy. The girl even seemed to weave around people as they walked; they could see her and avoid her, but they really didn’t pay her any other attention. Faith wondered what types of spells she was using and tapped her own Vis, reading her surroundings. Amy wasn’t using much in the way of Vis, and her spell didn’t seem to stretch all that far around her. 

			Faith stopped, “How are you blending in so well?” She asked flat out, “You are using almost no Vis.”

			Amy smiled “it’s in the way I carry myself mostly. I’ve learned to blend in to groups without using Vis at all, so the spells I use are minor.” 

			“Can you hide your Vis use?” Faith asked.

			Amy made a face, “Not like you can; it’s something I need to work on.”

			Faith thought for a moment and then said, “I’ll make you a deal. You teach me some of your techniques, and I’ll teach you some of mine.”

			Amy’s face lit up, “Really?” And then less animated said, “I mean if you want to; I would be fine with that.” 

			Faith smiled, “I think it would do us both some good.” 

			Part of Faith reeled at the idea of teaching anyone tradecraft. Seekers were not huge on divulging their secrets, but if Amy could give her an edge on Angelica, it was worth it. They walked into the conference room that Faith and Gabriel had cleaned and protected at the beginning of the investigation. Sean was the only one in the room working at a computer.

			“What’s up?” he asked as they entered.

			Faith turned to Amy, who took a plastic bag from an oversized purse and set in on the table. Sean held it up, looking at the lighter inside.

			“Good work,” he said, without the hint of sarcasm.

			“I would have thought you would make a comment about us just bringing back a lighter,” Faith said.

			Sean chuckled, “In the human world, cases have been won and lost over hairs found at crime scenes. What do you think it does?” And then he added, “And good job using a plastic bag, Penn, I think this is the first time I’ve seen you try to handle evidence properly. We might make a cop out of you yet,” he said with his usual sarcasm.

			Faith scowled and nodded to Amy, “the bag was her idea; not mine. But don’t worry, I touched it without gloves before we put it in the bag.”

			Sean shook his head and looked at Amy, “Well, good try, Amy. So what is this thing? I assume it’s not a normal lighter.” 

			Amy spoke, “It’s not. It’s enchanted, but we don’t know with what.” 

			Sean looked serious, “So this is a James question, I take it.” 

			“Yes it is,” Faith said, “I sent him a message to come in.” 

			At least he wasn’t fighting them on using Vis anymore, nor did he seem to discount the roles that others played in Mage teams.

			James came into the conference room not long later, smiling brightly. Faith loved this about her husband; he was always in a good mood. 

			“So, what do you have for me?” he asked after greeting everyone.

			Faith handed him the lighter. James held it up to his face inspecting it, his wedding ring glowing red with Vis. He clicked the lighter on and smiled.

			“It’s a concealer,” he said, “when you click the flame on it will make it so people around you won’t pay any attention to you. In fact, you could use this to get away from the cops if you needed.” 

			“So you think this was something the humans or Mutari were using?” Sean asked.

			“I would suspect whoever needed it. I know a lot of Trolls have them when they deal Vis objects on street corners. But they would be great for anyone doing anything they didn’t want to be noticed,” James explained.

			“Would it work on video surveillance?” Sean asked.

			James shook his head, “No; this one would only make it so people didn’t notice you. You would still need to be out of the line of sight of video cameras.”

			Sean smiled. “Thanks, James,” and he went back to his work.

			“Why does that make you happy?” Amy asked.

			Sean explained, “This is a good thing. If a camera can pick up what the owner was doing, that could mean that a traffic or ATM cam would catch people. It’s a nifty little tool, but most people would be overly confident with it. When you know everyone around can see and hear you, you check to make sure the coast is clear before you do something you want hidden.”

			“But with this, people won’t think to do that,” Amy said.

			“Where would you get something like that James?” Sean asked.

			“I wouldn’t know, to be honest with you. I make a lot of Enchanted objects for sale, but those are all sold through Goblin Guilds, I never deal with vendors. Also, with this being for more of an illegal purpose, I would be surprised if Trinity got them from a standard Guild.” 

			“We could talk to Paul about it; he’ll know who’d sell this.” Faith said.

			“Paul’s that Goblin, right?” Sean asked.

			“He is. Do you want to come with us when we talk to him?” she asked.

			Sean thought for a moment and then said, “Yeah I do, but I need to take care of some stuff first, would it be possible to go this afternoon?” 

			“Sure thing.”

		

	
		
			* * * * *

			SEAN HUGHES walked up to a storefront on Broadway and stopped at the door, thinking this wasn’t the place he was looking for. He turned to leave when Faith took his arm, “This is the place.”

			She opened the door, which dinged, and as soon as he was inside, the feeling that he was in the wrong place left him and he looked back at the door. He noticed that while the store’s windows had shown shelves of books, there was a wall where the window should be. Around him were objects of every kind, many of them not resembling anything Sean had ever seen. Rows of shelves filled the space and he caught the scent of lavender air freshener. 

			“That won’t happen again,” a familiar voice said.

			Sean turned to see Paul Labus standing behind a counter. He wore thick black-framed glasses, his face round and scruffy with a beard. His hair was a brownish red puff of tight curls.

			“Yeah sorry, that’s to keep humans from coming in here. But now that you’ve entered once, you can again,” Paul said.

			“Why don’t you want people in here?” Sean asked suspiciously.

			Paul laughed, pointing at all of the odd things in the shop, “What, and show them this freak fest? No thanks. I sell Vis objects and change out a little gold and silver. Only Vis users can enter this place without feeling the way you did.”

			Amy was looking at something on a shelf. Sean looked at it closely, “What is that?” he asked.

			It looked like a little glass disc in a frame of silver. “It’s a cooking thermometer,” Amy said.

			“What’s wrong with the kind we use?” Sean asked.

			“That one will tell you the temperature of everything you’re cooking and it will let you know when each dish reaches the temperature you want,” Paul said.

			Sean made a face. “I guess that’s kind of handy,” he admitted.

			“Oh, and did I tell you it has a one hundred yard radius, and will go find you to tell you something’s done?” Paul added proudly.

			Sean looked at the timer again. How many times had he burned something because he didn’t hear the timer?

			“You want one, don’t ya,” Paul said, “come on man, that’s cool -- don’t try and act all not impressed on me.”

			Paul was the type of nerd Sean liked. Paul reminded him of his father, who spent every Saturday watching info commercials buying stuff. That made Sean smile.

			“Can a human use it?” he asked.

			“Sure can,” Paul said.

			“How much?” Sean hedged.

			“2SE should cover it.”

			Sean did the math in his head. Dang, that thing is like sixty bucks. 

			“Yeah ok, my old man will love this thing. I have to get it,” Sean said.

			Sean paid Paul with cash, giving him the amount two ounces of silver was worth for the day. Paul wrapped up the thermometer and then said, “So what’s the real reason you are here today?” 

			Faith spoke this time, handing Paul the lighter, “We found this at the train yard.” 

		

	
		
			* * * * *

			FAITH PENN watched as Paul held the lighter in his hand and examined it closely. She saw his Vis flow as his liver lit up. Most types of Mutari only have one organ that produced excess Vis. This was the case for Goblins. Their livers would produce extra Vis, which allowed them to use their abilities. Paul would be able to tell the purity of the materials used in the lighter. Goblins weren’t supposed to be able to tell what enchantments an object had, but with their ability to examine the purity of an object, they were able to tell when it was Vis-altered, and in many cases they could figure out what the enchantments were on it. 

			“Hmmm .. a concealer, huh,” Paul said.

			“How do you know that?” Sean asked.

			Paul looked at him like he was a moron, “I’m a Goblin, dude.” He looked back at the lighter, “What do you guys want to know? I’m sure you had James check it out, and he can tell you a lot more about it than I can.”

			“We’re wondering who might sell them, or who might have made it … do you think they have an enchanter on staff?” Amy asked.

			Paul looked up from the lighter, “Things like this are pretty common, to be honest with you, but …” he said, holding up a finger and walking behind a counter, “if it’s a local Goblin that sold it, I might be able to give you an idea.”

			He held a magnifying glass up to the bottom of the lighter, “Good, that’s what I was hoping for,” he said, “a lot of things like this are made in bulk by enchanters and then sold to Goblin Guild distribution arms. That’s the case for this one.” 

			“Do you know the guild?” Sean asked.

			Paul nodded, “Sure do; it’s the Ex Conspectu Goblin Trading Guild, do you want to know more about them?” 

			Sean just gave him a look.

			“Right, you’re a cop. Ok, well Ex Conspectu means out of sight in English, and that’s how the guild likes to be. They keep a pretty low profile and deal mostly in fringe objects like the one you see here.”

			“Fringe?” Sean asked.

			“Yeah mostly in things that aren’t common. Concealers are popular; a lot of Mutari had them when Vis wasn’t out in the open. Now that Vis is public, people aren’t buying them as much. But the guild sells a lot of other things and does good business. They will sell anything to do with security or concealment. They specialize in selling items for keeping things hidden or safe.”

			“Do you know who belongs to this guild?” Sean asked.

			Paul smiled, “You’re in luck. There are only a few Goblins in Colorado that are members of Ex Conspectu.” 

			Paul wrote down the name and address and handed the piece of paper to Sean, “There’s two guys in Denver that are in that guild and only one that would be able to equip an organization like Trinity.”

			Sean looked at the paper, “Samuel Bellows, will he be a problem?” 

			Paul thought for a moment, “I don’t know, but you may want to bring a Paladin to be on the safe side.”

			“Maddison and I can do it,” Amy said.

			“We are just talking to him, remember,” Sean said.

			“I know, but you’ll want a Paladin around in case he has a Troll guard or something,” Amy said.

			Faith agreed with Amy, telling Sean he needed a Paladin with him. Sean didn’t argue with her about it. They thanked Paul before leaving. 

		

	
		
			* * * * *

			MADDISON BELDAME sat in the DPD’s conference room that was fast starting to feel like a jail cell to her. The room wasn’t small, and when it was just Detectives Hughes and Kaur plus Gabriel and Faith, the room would have been fine. But now that it was also home to Maddison and her Seeker, along with the occasional staff member from the FBI, the room was starting to feel cramped. Next to her were Gabriel and Alison, the prior holding her attention. She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. There were so many reasons to feel uncomfortable around Gabriel. It wasn’t enough that she’d had a crush on him since she was twelve. No; he also had to be one of the most talented and powerful Paladins she’d met, was from another prominent family, and oh yeah, was in charge of her at the moment. 

			He wasn’t saying much, just reading a book, but Maddison’s noticed his eyes flick in her direction from time to time. She was seated in a way that she could watch him without seeming creepy … she hoped. She also had a view of the door. Always look for an attack, Gabriel had taught her years ago. It was a lesson that had served her well. Gabriel was seated in a way to watch the windows. In effect, they were watching each other’s backs. When they came into a room, it wasn’t a conversation they needed to have; it was a habit. You watched the place where an attack was most likely to happen and if your partner is watching that spot, then you find a place where you can watch for danger they can’t see. 

			Maddison figured that’s why she liked to work with agent Alesbury. He, like so many members of law enforcement lived in a near-constant state of readiness and distrust. He too assessed the possible threat of everyone in a room. Maddison liked to work with people like that, the untrusting. It was something that she understood. 

			Sean, Faith, and Amy came into the room.

			“We’ve got a lead; we’re going to go talk to someone,” Sean announced.

			“What did you find?” Alison asked.

			“We got a line on a Samuel Bellows who might be supplying Trinity here in Denver. I just want to talk to him and see what I can find out,” Sean explained to Alison.

			Alison nodded, “Right, let me know what you find out.”

			Gabriel started to stand, but Faith waved at him, “Maddison and Amy are going.”

			Gabriel sat back down and inclined his head to Maddison, “Have fun.”

			Maddison felt a moment of indecision. Sean and Alison were Gabriel and Faith’s charges per the Pactum they had with the DPD. 

			“Are you sure?” Maddison asked.

			Gabriel smiled warmly, “Yeah, I think we all need to have a working relationship together.” 

			“Unless you find Sean that unpleasant, in which case we understand,” Faith
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