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      The dream began the way it always did. In her bedroom, on the worst day of her life. Tracy Hope’s eyes blinked back bright sunlight, and her gaze moved from the cream-colored ceiling to the pale blue walls of her bedroom as she sat up in bed.

      She looked to her left, out a large window that looked down into the heart of Hiems. The war would end in six months’ time, but Tracy’s eleven-year-old self hadn’t known that. None of the Nobilis had.

      The dream moved of its own accord. She left her room to have breakfast. At the kitchen table was her teacher, Johanna. She sat at the table contemplating her eggs as if they were a complex problem. Tracy sat across from her. Her name wasn’t Tracy yet. Marcus had recommended that name. Her real name was Kajsa, and she had been living in Hiems for two years.

      Johanna didn’t say anything to Tracy as she sat.

      “Is everything okay?” Tracy asked.

      “No,” Johanna said after a moment, “I think it might be time to send you away from Hiems.”

      Tracy felt a pang in her gut, wondering why Johanna didn’t want her around anymore. Fear bubbled up inside her.

      “Johanna, I will try harder; I promise!” Tracy said, desperate to stay, desperate not to be abandoned again. “I can learn faster, you’ll see… I—I—I,” she spluttered.

      Sorrow colored Johanna’s expression. “I am not sending you away because you have done something wrong or because you do not train enough. Hiems very well might be attacked soon and I do not want you to get hurt.”

      Johanna’s statement didn’t make sense to Tracy at all. Not with the City Lord there.

      “But the City Lord is home; the Arks won’t come here,” Tracy protested.

      Johanna’s expression changed from one type of concern to another. “His presence here is why Hiems will be attacked,” she said. “You know he lost the battle in America. The Arks will strike while his forces are weak.”

      “But he will beat the Arks,” Tracy said defiantly. “He killed an Ark in Domum, didn’t he?”

      Johanna nodded. “Yes, he did. From my understanding, as Stella Beldame’s army recaptured Domum, the City Lord was able to defeat her.”

      Tracy knew that the Nobilis had taken heavy losses in Domum, but the bulk of the City Lord’s army made it home to Hiems. They would be safe.

      Before Johanna could say anything else, a siren sounded outside. Johanna turned pale and muttered, “They attack so soon?”

      Johanna stood, as did Tracy. “Go to the basement!” Johanna ordered.

      “What’s happening?” Tracy asked, worried.

      “We are under attack! Now go to the basement until I come and get you.”

      “No!” Tracy said. “I will fight the Arks with you!”

      “You will do no such thing,” Johanna said firmly. “You have learned much of the sword, but you have no control over your Vis. I won’t have you waste your life in this. Now go!”

      Tracy turned to head to the basement when she saw something out the window in the distance. What was it? The light coming from outside was red. Tracy walked up to the window, her mouth agape. She could see a dome of red above the town. It was the city’s wards. They wouldn’t hold long against an assault. They were meant to keep humans from finding the city, not for holding off a large attack. The city’s wards faltered under an unseen force. Then they vanished, and all was calm. Where were the Ark troops?

      Outside the window, the sky above the city began to darken with twisting and turning clouds.

      “Tracy, go now!” Johanna barked.

      Johanna’s tone sent shivers down Tracy’s spine, making her break out in goosebumps. Her heart began to hammer, and she bolted from the room and down the hall. From the windows, she caught glances of the turning clouds above the city. She slowed as fear and curiosity got the best of her. People were running about. Trolls and Wolves were in their full forms.

      There was a clap of thunder that shook the windows. Tracy jumped, her gaze moving to the dark sky. Parts of the clouds began to glow ominously. She gasped as bolts of lightning shot from the twisted sky, striking the center of town. She refocused on the people, some of whom now lay lifeless on the ground, smoke rising from their bodies. Tracy turned away in horror and panic, running for the basement.

      She slammed the door behind her and stumbled down the stairs. She slipped and fell down the last two steps, hitting the hard floor and knocking the wind from her. There was the rumble of more thunder. Her heart was racing so fast it felt like it was trying to rip its way out of her.

      She scrambled to the corner of the room, her practice sword clutched in her hand. Would she have to defend herself? The sword wouldn’t do much, but it was better than nothing, she thought. She stayed in the corner for hours as she listened to crashes and booms from outside. A large boom shook the house, followed by the sound of splintering wood and glass. Above her, she heard the house coming down. Miraculously, the basement wasn’t affected. Tracy huddled in the corner, shaking in fear. The rational part of her mind told her the city had been breached. Are we winning? she wondered. No, she decided, they weren’t.

      Johanna’s teaching came into her mind. She started thinking about the battle tactics Johanna had taught her. The high ground will be important, Tracy thought. They lived on a hill, putting her house on the high ground. That must have been why Johanna hadn’t told Tracy to try to make it to some sort of shelter. The City Lord and his army would try to hold the hill that Tracy and Johanna lived on, wouldn’t they? That would have made staying in the house dangerous, though. It would be the center of the battle.

      Eventually, the sounds from the battle outside subsided, but Tracy remained curled up in the corner. Johanna told you to wait, Tracy remembered. So she waited and waited, and waited until finally sleep took her.

      The next day, Johanna didn’t come for her. But Tracy stayed inside the basement, feeling the cold floor leeching the warmth from her body until her feet and hands were numb. The darkness pressed down on her, but she didn’t leave, didn’t move or make a sound. On the third day, driven by hunger and thirst, Tracy ventured out. The house was gone. As she reached the main level, she was greeted by blackened wood and open sky. On either side of her house, other homes were burned, in the near distance smoke was coming from larger buildings that were still on fire.

      Tracy couldn’t believe her eyes. Bodies were everywhere. Mutari and Mage alike littered the streets. The stink of it filled her nostrils, making her retch, doubling her over as her empty stomach tried to find something to expel. It found nothing but bile. Tracy collapsed to the ground, breathing hard, cold sweat coating her body.

      Her gaze moved up to the burnt remains of a house across from Johanna’s. There were two bodies that she could see. One was charred so badly she couldn’t tell if they were a man or a woman. The other, a boy about her age, was sprawled halfway over a broken stone wall that had once been the outside of the house. His face was burnt in places; his hair looked to be caked in blood. Tracy stood on trembling legs, walking to him to see if he was alive. Before she made it to him, the smell of death and burnt flesh stopped her. Her stomach threatened to heave again. She looked at the boy; his skin was ashen, and she could now see just beyond the stone wall to the rest of him. Or where the rest of him should have been. Her gut clenched, and she held it, breathing in long, steady breaths as she pushed the feeling away and looked away from the boy.

      Tracy made her way downtown, hoping to find Johanna. All she found was blood and rubble. Her once beautiful home was now a mound of bodies, burned buildings, and rocks.

      “Who are you?” a voice asked.

      Tracy spun to see several Mutari in black coats. With a start, she realized they were Ark troops. Tracy turned, running down what was left of Main Street.

      “Hey, come back!” they cried after her.

      Tracy hid behind some debris, surprised that the Mutari didn’t chase her. She kept moving.

      She didn’t find anyone she knew—well, she didn’t find anyone alive that she knew. She did, however, find where the main battle must have taken place. It was around the City Lord’s home in the center of town. Bodies in purple uniforms covered the ground, blood oozing from rotting wounds.

      Tracy stayed in the shadows to avoid the notice of Ark troops in the area. They were ordering around some Trolls in purple. Prisoners, Tracy figured. The Trolls were gathering bodies to be burned. She couldn’t stand the sight of it. She looked away, noticing something she hadn’t before.

      It was an arm. Tracy crawled to the body, wondering if she knew the person. It was a woman, her face under some wood. Tracy’s heart began to pick up. She looked like Johanna, but that wasn’t possible; Johanna was one of the top Paladins in town. She wouldn’t have lost. No, Johanna had been captured by the Arks, Tracy tried to tell herself. She moved the wood off the woman’s face.

      She tried to scream, but no sound escaped her. The left half of Johanna’s head was gone, blood soaking her clothes. Tracy reached out to touch Johanna’s face and found the skin was cold beneath her touch. Tracy’s vision swam as tears filled her eyes. How had this happened? Tracy moved more rubble off Johanna’s body. Next to her was her sword, Dolor. Tracy looked down at the blade. Why didn’t you defend your master? she thought accusingly at it. Then she heard the sound of people coming. The body crew, she realized.

      Prior to being taken in by Johanna, Tracy had spent a year living on the streets of Stockholm. As she heard the sound of boots on pavement, a part of her that had been asleep for some time awoke. It was the part of her that had kept her alive during her time on the streets. Tracy reached out, gripping Dolor in her hand, hefting the familiar blade. She was only able to spare one more glance for Johanna before she darted away from the sound of approaching people, her instincts pushing her onward.

      Tracy woke with a start. She looked up at the heavy metal door of her cell. Her breathing was heavy, her eyes sore. How long had she been crying? She wasn’t in Hiems. She was in a cell owned by the Decor family.

      Tracy shook her head, trying to rid herself of her dream. It wasn’t a dream; it was a memory, she reminded herself. It was the worst time of her life, and she had been replaying it every night for a week. Or at least she thought it had been a week. A few years after Hiems, Tracy had met Marcus, and he’d taken her in and told her about how he hadn’t ordered the attack on her city. That he was appalled by the death of those in Hiems. Marcus told her he’d known of Johanna and would have never wanted her to be killed. Now, part of Tracy knew those were lies, but before she could think about anything else, the door to her cell opened.
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      Kevin drove into his neighborhood, his window rolled down, his wife Susan sitting next to him in the passenger seat. The weather was wonderful, which put Kevin in a good mood. Soon, they would be able to go camping, hiking, and, of course, fishing. He sighed in contentment. Today was shaping up to be the perfect day. He and Susan had enjoyed a great lunch, and later, the whole family was going to a movie.

      As he pulled into the drive, he noted Becky’s car parked on the street. He amended his earlier assessment; nothing in life was perfect, he decided. Susan gazed at Becky’s car, a look of concern on her face. Several months back, Becky had gotten in with the wrong crowd, which started her down the path of drastically declining grades along with attitude problems. Kevin had rebelled when he was a teen, too, so at first, he didn’t think anything of her behavior. As time passed though, Kevin began to worry in earnest for his daughter. She’d been expelled from school for having drugs on her and stealing. Thankfully, the cops didn’t get involved; they seemed to be too busy dealing with this Trinity group Kevin kept hearing about on the news, so they didn’t bother with a teenage girl. A part of Kevin worried that Becky would get Peter, their son, into drugs. Thankfully, thus far, Peter appeared to be doing his best to be the opposite of his sister.

      They pulled into the garage, which was a recent item of pride for Kevin. Against the far wall, he’d built a work table, and it was a sight to behold. In the corner of the space was a brew setup so he could brew his own beer with style. It was the envy of his friends. Kevin stopped the car, smiling. Susan had insisted that the cars wouldn’t fit in the garage once he was done with the work table and brewing setup.

      “Ah, like a glove,” Kevin said, parking the car with just a hint of smugness.

      His wife looked at him with a smirk on her face. “Kind of beating a dead horse, aren’t we?” she accused.

      Kevin smiled broadly. “I’m not convinced the horse is dead just yet,” he said with a wink.

      Susan chuckled, getting out of the car. Kevin followed, shaking his head as he glanced at the ceiling. He heard a thud and loud music. Honestly, that girl, he thought. They walked through the door to the house, calling up to Becky.

      “Becky, turn down that music!” Susan called. Then, to her husband, she added, “Honestly, isn’t this why there are headphones? At least when we were kids, the music wasn’t so lousy.”

      “Susan, this isn’t music,” Kevin commented.

      He set his wallet on the counter, deciding to go tell Becky to turn down whatever it was she was listening to. From all he’d been able to gather, the type of music Becky listened to was a group of young boys rambling about drugs and sex to the rhythm of too much bass. He made his way up the stairs, his feet vibrating on the floor from the bass of Becky’s radio. Her door opened at the end of the hall. Becky came walking out.

      “Young lady, we hav—” Kevin stopped. “What happened to you!?” he asked with a chilling sense of dread.

      Becky was hunched over, looking at her father with feral hatred in her eyes. Her shirt and pants were soaked crimson with blood; her face and mouth were likewise coated in it. Deep furrowed cuts lined her cheeks, arms, and neck. Blood ran from the cuts into her clothes. Kevin reached a hand forward, mortified at what had happened to his little girl. She gritted her teeth, a deep, animalistic growl coming from her. Then she let out a wild, ear-splitting scream that made Kevin’s heart skip a beat, and his body erupted in goosebumps. Becky ran at him, her mouth wide open. Kevin was no small man; he towered over his kids, who’d gotten their stature from their petite mother. Despite that, as Becky crashed into him they both went tumbling down the stairs. The wind was knocked from him as he rolled, the whole time Becky clinging to him.

      They landed on the hardwood floor, separating from each other and rolling, Becky going further than Kevin. Susan gasped in surprise, seeing her husband and daughter bounce down the stairs.

      “Susan, get away from her! There’s something wrong!” Kevin shouted at her, but it was too late.

      Becky tackled Susan, her mouth clamping onto her mother’s left arm. Susan screamed in pain as Becky ripped a chunk of flesh free from the arm. Kevin was on his feet, grabbing Becky from behind, wrapping his arms around her chest, pinning her arms to her side. Becky bit at him, howling like a rabid animal, her hands at her side grabbing Kevin’s leg. Despite his jeans, Becky’s nails dug into his skin with surprising force. She thrashed in his arms, throwing Kevin off balance and knocking him into the kitchen counter. Kevin tripped on his own feet, stumbling, losing his grip but managing to stay upright. Becky wriggled free, rounding on him, her hands slashing like clawed paws from a monster movie. He felt searing pain, and one of her nails ripped free in his arm as she swiped at him. He gritted his teeth as blood poured from the wound.

      Kevin had never hit his kids before, but he felt his arm cock back and then snap forward, his fist striking Becky hard on the nose. Her head wrenched back and she stumbled. She regained her balance, renewing her attack on her father. He backed away, taking a few more swings before her head snapped to the side. Susan had hit Becky with a pan. Becky fell to the side, but she didn’t go down all the way. She stumbled, regaining her feet, lunging at her mother who smacked her on the forehead with the pan. The pan hit with a dull thump, and Becky hit the ground, going limp.

      Crazed or not, Becky was his daughter. Kevin leaned over, feeling her chest to make sure she was breathing. Her breaths were shallow, but still there. He looked at his wife, blood running down her arm from where she’d been bitten, her face red and tear-soaked, her body shaking. They looked into each other’s eyes, and together said, “Peter!”

      Kevin ran up the stairs to Peter’s room. He wasn’t there. He went to Becky’s room, finding the bloody form of his son on the ground. Kevin rushed to him. Peter was covered in claw and bite marks, his throat ripped open on the side. Kevin placed deft hands on the wound, trying to stop the blood that poured from it.

      “NO!” Susan yelled next to him.

      Kevin couldn’t feel a pulse. What was it that he was supposed to do? His office had put him through a CPR class a few years back. Think! Kevin, think! He started chest compressions.

      “No no no no no,” he sobbed in terror.

      He breathed into Peter’s mouth, but his lips were cold.

      “Susan, call 911!”

      He heard the phone as she dialed. Time seemed to drag. He could feel each of the cuts and bumps on his body like they’d just been made, but somehow despite that, the pain seemed far off, like it was happening to someone else. Fear for his son was at the forefront at the moment, a fear that was more crippling than any pain he’d ever experienced.

      Susan cursed. Kevin turned to her, the phone in her hand. “It says they are experiencing an unusually high volume of calls at the moment, and to try again!”

      Oh god, Kevin thought, his fear rising even more. Are there others like Becky?

      He refocused on Peter, but after a moment, it was obvious that he was dead. Kevin collapsed, sobbing, holding his son’s body close to him. Susan screamed again. Kevin went to her, looking out of the bedroom. Coming up the staircase was Becky, blood covering her face, one eye swollen shut. She began to growl.
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        * * *

      

      Sean Hughes was a detective for the Denver Police Department, a job he had enjoyed up until a few minutes ago. Frank Albert was also a detective for the DPD. Sean didn’t know the man well on a personal level. Frank had only been on Homicide for a few months now, but Sean knew him from his days on Vice. Frank had spent a lot of time deep undercover. A lot of guys who went in deep like that came back out with a few problems. Like Frank, for example. He’d been out on leave until a few months ago because he had developed a bit of a drug problem during his time undercover. Sean could understand that. Frank had to appear to fit in the underworld, which meant taking drugs and engaging in other unsavory activities from time to time. Sadly, Frank lost his family as a result. When he’d wrapped up his last case, his wife of fifteen years left with their three kids. Sean could understand how that could mess with a guy. When he was back on the job, Sean suspected that Frank was still using on occasion, but he didn’t turn Frank in. Frank had enough problems without Sean getting him canned. He regretted that now.

      Sean’s day started out perfectly. Better than, in fact. The Trinity case was finally going well, and he felt like he was doing good in the world. That changed as they watched reports from news networks showing people from around the country going nuts, attacking anyone they could. That was about the time when Frank started losing his shit. Frank began to yell, then decided it would be a good idea to throw his computer monitor at his partner. Mind you, Frank didn’t have a nice new flat screen. No, his was an old-style monitor. It had more of the appearance of a TV from the mid-90s than modern technology. It wasn’t that Frank threw his monitor and hit his partner that was so impressive, however. What made it impressive was that he threw a twenty-inch monitor accurately at his partner, who was ten feet away.

      Presently, Frank was bucking like a rodeo bull trying to shake Sean, along with three other officers who were trying to hold Frank down. It wasn’t going well for Sean and the officers. Frank had been tasered no less than four times, but the tasers didn’t seem to affect the big man. So Sean was getting slammed into desks, walls, and whatever else Frank could find.

      Gabriel Decor, his sister Faith Penn, and their companions, Maddison Beldame and Amy Calamus, were Mages. Gabriel and Maddison were Paladins, the warriors of the Mages’ world. Sean and his partner Alison Kaur had told Gabriel and the others to go to lockup, that they could handle the six-foot-four-inch, two-hundred-and-fifty-pound Frank Albert. That had been a dumb decision.

      “HUGHES, WATCH OUT!” Alison yelled at him.

      Sean was rammed into a pole. “And how am I supposed to control him, Kaur!” he bellowed at her.

      Frank pitched forward, throwing Sean off him. Sean landed on the small of his back, feeling his tailbone break and his breath leave him in a whoosh. Frank threw off the other officers and looked down at Sean, his face a mask of rage and madness. We’re going to have to shoot him, Sean thought.

      A small figure moved next to Frank, who turned. It was Amy Calamus, her long blonde hair up in a ponytail, her clothing nondescript. The Seeker did everything she could to blend in. Amy was short with thin features and vibrant blue eyes but held herself in a way that made your gaze slide right over her. Frank’s gaze didn’t slide but focused on Amy, and he rushed her. Sean panicked, knowing the big man, who at the moment was unusually strong, could probably kill Amy. What Sean forgot to take into account was that Amy was a Mage.

      Amy moved in a blur to the side, catching Frank's hand and twisting his wrist. She moved around the back of Frank, who tried to turn to twist his wrist free. Amy let go of his hand before his wrist could break. She moved again in an unnatural blur, coming in front of Frank, her palm striking him. Frank flew back, crashing down on a desk. Amy stood over the man, her palm out, peach-colored Vis making it glow. “Somus,” she said calmly. Frank slumped unconscious. Sean was impressed. He’d never seen Amy fight anyone before.

      Sean laid back, resting his head on the floor. Amy stood over him, peering down at him with concern. “Are you alright, Sean?” she asked.

      “Oh, I feel wonderful, Amy. Getting tossed into desks really does it for me, ya know? Hey, do you think it was those altered drugs that just made Frank lose it?” he asked, referring to the news Erin Penn, another Mage, had delivered to them not more than ten minutes ago.

      Amy made an apologetic face, “It probably was the drugs.”

      “I hate Vis sometimes, you know that, Amy?”

      “It’s okay,” she said as she looked down at him. “It doesn’t always seem to like you either.”

      That was an understatement. Sean closed his eyes, forcing himself to get up, his tailbone hurting. There was the sound of gunfire from other floors. How many people have been infected? He wondered. The number had to be high. Trinity had been using Denver as a base of operations for some time now and therefore had likely infected many with their tainted drugs. Erin was at Sean’s side.

      “How hurt are you?” she asked.

      He just looked at her. Erin took her wand from her pocket, poking Sean with it.

      “Hey!” he said, as she muttered. His back stopped hurting, along with the rest of his body. There was a little pop as his tailbone put itself back in place and healed. “Oh, thanks, Erin.”

      She smiled, “Anytime. I suspect Gabriel and Maddison will be needing you in lockup if they sent Amy up here.”

      “Right,” Sean said. “Come on, Alison. Let’s see how bad it is down there.”

      Sean and Alison made their way to lockup, finding some people in cells all by themselves. They were screaming and reaching for Sean as he passed. Many of them looked like they had been beaten up. Several officers on the ground looked like they had been through hell too.

      Gabriel and Maddison were in the back of lockup, neither looking even a little winded. Maddison’s red eyes turned to Sean.

      “What took you so long?” she taunted. “You had what? One guy, and you needed Amy’s help? There were eighteen people down here,” she said.

      Sean normally liked to pick on people, but he found it hard to do with Maddison. He didn’t know what to make of her. She was beautiful, with a stunning figure that spoke to the fact that she not only trained hard with Vis but physically as well. She wore a skin-tight leather outfit, her hair long and silver that reflected the light. Her outfit showed plenty of cleavage, but her eyes were ruby red, and a katana hung from her hip. He was never sure if he was supposed to be turned on and ogling her or screaming and running away. Her appearance was meant to do that to people, and it worked.

      Sean spluttered a pathetic comeback that he was ashamed to admit came from him. Maddison chuckled to herself, turning to an inmate who was pawing at her as he gnawed the bars. Gabriel turned to Sean. “Don’t worry, Sean. Beldames have that effect on people.”

      “What have we got?” Sean asked.

      Faith Penn came into view, her black overcoat swishing as she walked. “These people have signs of Vis on them… well, the crazy ones do.” She eyed a few of the people. “I’m not too sure what Marcus intends to accomplish by this,” she said passively.

      Sean was about to talk when a uniformed officer ran into the room. “Detectives! The Sergeant says all hands on deck; there’s some sort of riot going on in Civic Center Park.”

      Sean swore.
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        * * *

      

      Alison Kaur got out of her car when she made it to the park. There was a food festival of sorts going on. Tents with food and art were lined up with mostly young people around them. The people were in a panic, and cops were trying to rein the crowd in. Alison glanced at a tent where a hipster in his late twenties, with a scruffy beard, aviator sunglasses, and skinny pink jeans, was trying to bite people. Alison watched as a large officer tackled the man, who bit at the officer.

      Gabriel was standing by her. “Erin, how do we know who is infected?”

      “The ones trying to eat people, I suspect,” Alison said.

      He didn’t respond. Instead, Erin said, “They seem to have a lot of Vis in their heads.”

      Gabriel spoke in a commanding tone, his expression firm. “Seekers.”

      “Yes,” his sister Faith replied, along with Amy.

      “Find a way to show us who to target. Also, we need these people to calm down before someone gets trampled to death. Confuse the infected before they kill someone.” His voice was calm yet full of energy as he spoke. Alison found herself waiting for him to give her an order despite the fact that he did not have any command over her.

      “Of course,” Faith said.

      Faith held a crystal ball before her that flashed yellow; she vanished from sight. Likewise, Amy vanished in a flash of peach. Gabriel looked at Maddison and nodded.

      Maddison reached to her hip, a pouch appearing. She pulled a metal ball from it and said, “Do not use deadly force.” Then she tossed the ball in the air. It shone a bright blue. Gabriel had a ball of his own, saying the same thing, then tossed it. It lit up, though his was a bright purple. Nothing happened. Alison expected the balls to do something other than hover in the air, making bright light.

      Faith’s voice sounded in Alison’s ear. “Look for the dots above their heads; we will distract them,” she said.

      Alison swept her gaze around the park, seeing dots of peach and yellow pop into existence. The people with dots above their heads started to attack the air in front of their faces, ignoring those around them. Sean barked orders over a radio. Alison stopped as men and women suddenly appeared around Gabriel and Maddison’s glowing balls. They were Mages, and Alison noticed that some had the Beldame’s signature red eyes.

      Gabriel ordered them to move out.

      Erin touched Alison’s arm, keeping her from following Gabriel. Alison looked at her, “Who⁠—”

      “Those are the Decor and Beldame branch families, well, some of them, at least,” Erin said. “They will take care of things from here.” She added, “Sean may go and deal with people if he likes, but I would like you to stay with me so you can help me direct other EMS as they arrive.”

      Riots took hours to settle, so Alison was hesitant to do as Erin asked. The riot before her was the worst she’d ever seen. People were screaming in terror, not sure of where to run for safety as people everywhere started to go crazy. Normally, if an event like this went wrong, it was due to a gunman or a small bomb. People knew to run away from loud sounds, but not here. Alison saw new dots of yellow and peach appear as others were affected by the drugs. Nowhere was safe. To her amazement, the Mages worked quickly, finding those who were attacking others, knocking them out. Alison felt waves of calm emotions hit her. All around, uninfected people stopped panicking. Even had Alison not known the feel of Vis touching her emotions, she’d have noticed this. Faith and Amy were nowhere near as subtle as Heidi, though Alison suspected subtlety was the last thing they were aiming for at the moment. The riot had been contained before officers in riot gear were on site.

      Alison breathed out. “I swear, Erin, Vis never fails to amaze me.”

      Erin smiled tightly. “No, Alison, it isn’t Vis that amazes you. It’s Gabriel and Faith. I know this because the two of them never fail to amaze me, and I grew up in the Vis world.”

      News vans were also arriving to find people milling about, some of them trying to fight the calm Faith and Amy were forcing them to feel.
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        * * *

      

      Erin Penn made her way down the busy halls of Denver General Hospital, weaving around the press that was being harried by hospital security. The ER was clogged with people who had been attacked or had been doing the attacking. With the latter being kept separated from the rest of the patients. Erin wove around people, shooting glances to her sides as she went.

      Her opinion of human medicine wasn’t as low as many Mage Healers, but Erin’s opinion wasn’t high either. They do what they can, she told herself. Several police officers stood at a set of double doors that led to the area where infected people were being treated. The two men looked at her. She recognized one she’d treated after a raid.

      “I think they need you pretty bad in there,” he said to her, looking a little overwhelmed.

      She nodded. “And how’s your arm?” she asked.

      “Good, ma’am, you fixed it up well,” he said warmly.

      Erin smiled at him as she passed through the doors. As the doors closed, she heard the officer bark, “Hey, authorized personnel only!” to someone.

      She was met with the sound of yelling and screaming, along with a few growls as she entered. Nurses and doctors were scurrying about tending to people. Most of the people were in restraints, though that didn’t keep them from trying to bite those tending to them. Erin walked to an unattended bed, pulling a chart and reading it. Erin didn’t have any authority in the human medical world and, in fact, was technically not allowed to practice medicine without first getting a degree from a human medical school. This was fine with her. She didn’t need a medical degree. There was no law keeping her from using Vis, though she was sure she wasn’t allowed to read a patient's chart, but security was busy at the moment.

      The girl in the bed was a teenager whose head was bandaged, her face purple. She was in restraints like everyone else. Around the bed, a man and a woman stood over her, not having noticed Erin. She read the girl’s name.

      “Is Becky your daughter?” she asked the people.

      The man turned to her. “Yes, are you a doctor?”

      Erin looked at the chart. Becky had apparently killed her younger brother and taken a chunk out of her mother’s arm. She’d been hit with a frying pan several times in the head. We shouldn’t have come out of hiding, Erin thought.

      “No, I’m not a doctor. I’m a Mage Healer,” Erin explained. “May I look at your daughter? You can refuse me if you like.”

      The woman looked like she wanted to send Erin away, but the man waved her forward eagerly. “Can you help her?”

      Erin approached Becky’s head. Becky growled at Erin, trying to bite her. Erin pulled out her wand and tapped Becky on the head. The girl calmed down and fell asleep.

      “I dare say you have been through enough today, my dear,” Erin said, then told her parents, “She will wake up in a few hours.”

      Erin closed her eyes, using Vis to examine the girl. She was trying to figure out how to counteract what Trinity had put in the drugs. Something that was going to prove difficult, as Erin hadn’t a clue what Trinity had done.

      Erin didn’t lie to herself. She was not the Gabriel Decor of Healers. Erin wasn’t inept at what she did, but there were many who were her betters. Also, Erin didn’t specialize in poisons or anything like what she saw now. After a while, she breathed out.

      “Can you do something?” the woman asked. “Why is she like this? She…she killed her brother.” She stammered.

      Erin’s heart broke for the couple. “Did you know your daughter was using drugs?” she asked.

      The man looked confused. “Yes, we’ve been trying to clean her up… did drugs do this to her? I’ve never heard of anything like this.”

      Erin looked back at Becky. “Drugs like these are new. People have been using Vis to alter them,” Erin looked at the confused couple and sighed. “The drugs your daughter has been taking have been laced with magic.” She said, hating to use the M word.

      She expected them to be enraged with her. After all, Erin was a Mage, and her kind was responsible for what was happening to their daughter. It appeared that desperation over losing one child and fear of losing another outweighed any anger they felt.

      “So you can help her then?” the mother asked, desperate.

      Erin was about to say no when she stopped herself. You can’t leave these people. Not after what they’ve been through. She started to heal Becky’s wounds, thinking of how she might counter the drugs. A doctor came bustling up to the bed, making to shoo Erin away, but Becky’s father told him to leave unless he wanted a hospital bed of his own. The doctor looked appalled but left them be. Normally, Erin was sure the doctor would have called security, but as she’d thought earlier, security had its hands full.

      Erin healed all of Becky’s wounds and then had an idea. Vis was pulsing in Becky’s head. Erin could see that plain enough. Maybe if I… Erin spoke a spell, waving her wand above Becky’s head. The spell worked similarly to the way a succubus would pull Vis from someone, though in this case, it was taking Vis only from Becky’s head. The drug’s effects didn’t wane. Erin tried a few other things, seeing if she could do anything. After an hour, she started to notice the Vis in Becky’s head was getting weaker. Erin looked to a few other patients she’d seen in passing as she came in. In each case, the Vis was getting weaker. Whatever was in the drugs was starting to wear off.

      As people started to calm down, Erin turned her attention to Becky’s mother and the bandage on her arm. “May I? There’s nothing more I can do for your daughter right now,” she said.

      The woman reluctantly approached Erin, offering her arm. She winced when Erin touched it. Erin breathed a spell that stopped the pain. Becky’s mother sighed, “Thank you.”

      Erin smiled and unwrapped the arm. Blood oozed from a bite-shaped wound. Erin used Vis to collect samples for later inspection and then used Vis to knit the muscle and skin back together, tittering at human medicine as she went. When she was done, there was no scar. With another wave of her wand, the blood soaking Becky’s parents’ clothes disappeared.

      “Thank you so much,” the father said. “Do you know what is wrong with my daughter?”

      “No,” Erin said, feeling guilty, “I will do everything I can to figure it out, though. To be honest with you, I generally deal with trauma-related injuries and don’t have a lot of experience with the type of Vis that’s been used on Becky. I am so sorry my people did this to your family.”

      The woman softened at this, placing her hand on Erin’s. “You fixed me and my daughter, no questions asked. The people responsible for this might be your kind, but they aren’t your people, dear. Of that, I can assure you. There are bad people no matter where you go.”

      She left the couple and hospital feeling overwhelmed, ineffective, and grateful for Becky’s family’s understanding. How was she going to deal with this? This would have been a horrible thing for her to see on a normal basis, but being how it stemmed from a Pactum her family had, Erin knew she wouldn’t get a break. Normally it would be the problem of someone else to figure out, but not this time.
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      Erin Penn munched on her breakfast thoughtfully. A week of working with infected humans hadn’t gotten her any closer to finding a way to counteract whatever Trinity had done. This is over your head, she told herself. The chair next to her creaked, causing her to start, her hand going to her chest.

      “Sorry,” Faith said, “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “It’s fine. I was thinking.” Erin looked at her sister-in-law, who had an apologetic expression on her face. “What is it?” Erin asked.

      “Do you have a moment?” Faith asked.

      Erin didn’t have a moment, but she didn’t want to be rude, so she sighed inwardly. “Sure, what’s up?”

      “I need you to change what you are working on,” Faith said.

      “What? You can’t be serious, Faith. I’m sorry, but I am not willing to leave this work until I have found a way to treat these people!” Erin said, uncharacteristically firm.

      Faith nodded. “I know this work is important, but what I am going to ask you to do is along the lines of what you are doing now… sort of.” She added, “You said that the effects of the drugs wore off, correct?”

      “That’s hardly a reason to abandon my research if that’s what you’re implying. People have relapses if they were habitual drug users taking drugs from different batches that Trinity made. None of the people in the hospital have been released. Faith, I cannot abandon these people.” Erin was surprised by the passion in her voice.

      “And I’m not asking you to,” Faith said placatingly. “What I am asking you is, instead of focusing on a cure, try to help me find a way to spot those who are about to be affected by the drugs.”

      Erin paused at that. Waves of people over the last week had been going crazy, attacking others. And it wasn’t just happening in the U.S. Humans all around the world were doing the same thing. The waves of infected would be heavier in one country or another each day. For the last two days, the states hadn’t seen a mass amount of people being infected, but Asia had. Reports out of Japan and China spoke of large groups of people being affected. Leaked footage was going around the internet of the Chinese military and police using extreme force, prompting outrage among human rights organizations. Erin suspected that as time went on, fewer and fewer people would be infected by virtue of there being only so many drug users in the world who could have been exposed to tainted drugs. In that, it made searching for people almost a waste of time, as sooner or later they’d all be found, regardless of what the team did. She was sure Faith had thought of this and taken it into account. Covering all the angles was Faith and Gabriel’s job, after all. That piqued Erin’s curiosity.

      “You want me to help you find people?” Erin asked, confused. “I already told you how to find someone who is infected.”

      “Yes, but you told me how to find someone who is currently experiencing the effects of the drugs. We need advanced warning if possible. Right now, all we do is wait for people to call 911. We need to be more proactive. This is starting to have an extremely negative impact on human society.”

      Erin had overheard staff members in the hospital talking about this. From what she’d gathered, the media was calling this the start of the Zombie Apocalypse, something she didn’t understand. She also knew that scared people were calling into work and pulling out of the market. The U.S. stock market was seeing one of the worst downturns in history. Twice during the last week, the market had been forcibly closed early to avoid crashing. Finding people before they showed symptoms wouldn’t completely allay public concern, but it would go a long way. If nothing else, it could potentially ease emergency services. Those services were being stretched too far; it wasn’t as if all of the world’s everyday problems had stopped when people started going bonkers. It was just that now, the services people used to rely on were busy and couldn’t in many cases, help. Being more proactive was smart, and she slightly kicked herself, wondering why she hadn’t thought along those lines.

      “I don’t know if I can,” Erin told Faith honestly.

      “You can,” Faith reassured her.

      She hated sounding weak around Faith. The woman was incredible, never seeming to fail at anything she did. Yet despite Faith’s abilities, she was unable to find current threats. Erin thought that would be infuriating for a Seeker. Plus, if you can find people before they are affected by the drugs, you will be able to save lives and keep people from injury, she reminded herself.

      “I will do what I can, but I do not think I am the best person for this job…” Erin admitted.

      Faith smiled warmly. “Of course you are; you’re family.”

      “But that doesn’t mean I have the skill set to do this,” Erin protested.

      “Not everything is about how skilled you are. Erin, we are at war for all intents and purposes. Trust is far more important than ability.” Faith patted Erin’s hand. “You are family; you are trusted. Please let me know if you need anything.”

      Erin felt a pit in her gut when Faith said they were at war. Was that true? No, she decided. Gabriel and Faith were at war in a sense, but the rest of the Vis community wasn’t—not yet, at least.

      “I might need to contact other Healers,” Erin said.

      “Will you have a hard time getting them to work with you?” Faith asked, standing.

      “I’m not sure.”

      Faith thought about that. “I will tell Gabriel.”

      “How can he help? I know most people wouldn’t say no to him…” Erin said. She wasn’t overly thrilled about having Gabriel throw weight around to help her.

      Faith smiled. “He is the acting head of the family; any large amounts of gold have to go through him. I would prefer you not spend too much money, but if you need to help convince someone or need anything else… would a budget of 1,000 GE work?” she asked completely seriously.

      Erin gaped; in human currency, that was over a million dollars. For Faith to throw that number out like it was nothing spoke to not only how important the Decors found Erin’s task but also the resources at their disposal.

      “Yes, I think that will work,” Erin said, trying to keep her composure.

      She shouldn’t have been surprised. The Decors owned the house she and the rest of the team lived in and owned many like it around the world. Team homes were huge, and part of each Pactum served went to the Decors. The property Erin was living in now had been in the family for well over two hundred years, the whole time collecting gold. And that wasn’t counting the tribute the branch families paid and all of the other Pactums and deals the family had. Erin just didn’t see the money all that often. Yes, the team house was massive, but all team houses were like that, or they were a series of buildings. Erin also didn’t have a lot of interaction with the Decor branch families, but she knew there were a lot of them. Most of those probably lived in compounds and communities like the one Erin lived in, with the exception that those were not for Pactum teams. Erin imagined that in the case of a family like the Decors, their wealth had been accumulating for years, relatively untouched, waiting for the day when the family needed it.

      Faith left Erin to her thoughts. When she was done with breakfast, she finished getting ready for her day, the whole time trying to think of how she might figure out if someone was about to lose it from tainted drugs. Guy was in their bedroom, getting out of the shower.

      “You’re ready early,” he noted.

      “Yeah, I have a lot I have to do… Faith asked me to find out how to tell when someone is about to be affected by the drugs,” Erin told him.

      He made a face. “That seems like a pretty tall order.”

      “I don’t think she knows how hard what she’s asking for is,” Erin said, then added, “But then again, she’s Faith. What is routine for her is impossible for most.”

      “Amen to that. So how are you going to go about figuring this out?” he asked.

      “There are a few people who were very avid drug users. As a result, they seem to have had drugs from every major batch that’s hit the states. I think I will study some of them to see if there is anything that I can find.” She grimaced. “It’s not going to be easy.”

      Guy kissed her on the cheek, saying she could do it.

      Erin left the team house, jumping to Denver General Hospital, her new home away from home. Staff members were used to seeing her by this point; many even looked relieved when she arrived. Erin had become handy, as she could make people sleep when they started to have a reaction to the drugs. As an added benefit, she wasn’t costing them anything.

      She found the head doctor and pulled him aside. He was the man who had looked like he was going to kick her out a week ago, but now he regarded her with a measure of respect.

      “I have been charged with figuring out when someone is going to have a reaction,” she said, then instantly wondered if she shouldn’t be divulging information. She didn’t know the doctor from Adam. What if he was on Trinity’s payroll? What if he or someone in the hospital was feeding information back to Marcus? How do the Paladins and Seekers do this? she wondered. You can’t trust anyone.

      He breathed out. “That may be the best solution for now,” he said, surprising her. “I dare say it will save us a lot of brain damage. I assume you need something from me?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Erin said. “I would like to study the patients who have had the most problems. If it’s possible, I may even take them off-site.”

      He looked thoughtful at that. “Letting you take people might be harder to accomplish, but as far as finding you the difficult ones, that will be easy. This morning we started moving high-risk patients to a separate ward. Perhaps you could use that space instead. It shouldn’t take too much effort to get the hospital to agree to let you do what you will with the space.”

      “Really?” she asked, surprised. “I didn’t think they would go for something like that.”

      The doctor chuckled darkly. “There are six people who have been deemed high risk. Out of the six of them, they have bitten or injured eighteen staff members. Trust me, the hospital is going to be all too happy to not have to deal with any more workers' comp claims from nurses, doctors, and CNAs. I’ll make a few calls and see what I can do.”

      The doctor turned, leaving Erin. She noticed a bandage on his hand, and she suspected he was one of the claims the hospital would like to avoid. She found a nurse who took her to the separate ward. It was down the hall from other infected people, with two large security doors. The nurse swiped a card, letting herself and Erin in. The room was large, looking empty, with only six beds separated by cloth curtains. A few staff members scurried about, shooting nervous glances at the beds as they passed. A few family members were sitting next to some of the beds.

      She recognized one of them. Erin walked to the bed, looking at the girl in it before greeting the girl’s father.

      “How are you doing today, Kevin?” Erin asked.

      He looked at her, his face sad. “It could be better, honestly. I don’t like Becky being in her own ward.”

      Erin looked at Becky. She didn’t have any physical damage any longer; Erin had seen to that. But emotional? That Erin couldn’t fix. Becky lay looking away from her father, her eyes red and swollen, tears dried on her face. Her hands were bound to the bed along with her feet. Her hair was short, black, and her face thin and pale, its alabaster surface etched with sorrow that should not belong to the young.

      Erin picked up Becky’s chart, reading it. She familiarized herself with the other patients' charts as well. Before she could do any real work, the door to the room opened, and the head doctor came in.

      “That was fast,” she said.

      He strode up to Erin. “You can have the room; do what you will with it. The hospital actually took to the idea a lot faster than I thought it would. I didn’t even get a chance to sit down before they gave you the go-ahead. There were a few board members in my boss’s office, and I think one of them actually clapped.” He said, scratching his head. “I guess they are a little bit more desperate than I thought. However, we need a staff member here at all times to observe the patients,” he said.

      “Of course, the hospital has to ensure its charges are being cared for. What is the news I’m not going to like?” she asked, knowing getting people off-site wasn’t going to be likely.

      The doctor looked apologetic. “That staff member won’t be helping you with patients. In fact, they will be the only person you get, and their role is to observe only. They are just here to cover the hospital’s butt, I think. I’m sorry, Erin.”

      Erin smiled. “That, my friend, is not bad news. When will this all take effect?”

      “As soon as possible,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel Decor walked into a hospital room with Faith, Maddison, Amy, Sean, and Alison. Also with them was James. The room was large, and a nurse sat at a small table slightly away from the beds. Her foot was in a cast.

      Gabriel looked at it pointedly. “I assume that’s how you got this detail,” he said warmly.

      The nurse made a pained face. “My first and last time mountain climbing.”

      “Did Erin offer to heal it for you?” Gabriel asked.

      The nurse nodded. “She did, but I’m fine, really. If I was healed, I would be put back on active work again, and you would get someone new.”

      Gabriel was confused by this. “You don’t want that?”

      The woman looked down, then in a soft voice that didn’t carry, said, “My sister is a Goblin,” she admitted. “A lot of people don’t like Vis… I didn’t want someone in here that wouldn’t understand.”

      Gabriel nodded slowly. “Thank you for that. If that leg hurts, please let Erin or me know; we can deaden the pain.”

      The nurse said she would.

      Erin came bobbing up to him. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Of course, what can we do?” he asked.

      “I don’t have any staff to watch these people, nor do I have any security,” Erin said.

      “I can post officers on the other side of the door,” Sean said.

      “I will have a Troll club loyal to us send people to work shifts,” Maddison added.

      “Great. Gabriel, can you place wards on the area?” Erin asked, looking embarrassed to be asking him for assistance.

      “Of course, what would you like?” he asked.

      “Basics,” she said. “I also would like to find a way to restrain patients without them having to be tied up all the time.”

      “The Troll will be able to handle that,” Maddison said. “But maybe a Guardian or two would be useful.”

      James perked up. “Faith told me you know how to find someone who is having a reaction. I can make a Guardian that will look for them in this room and hold them down until the Troll or you can take care of them. We’ll be sure to make it out of something other than stone or metal; I don’t want people to hurt themselves thrashing against it.”

      Erin breathed out. “Thank you all so much.”

      Erin started to talk to James about what else she would need. Gabriel walked over to various beds and looked at people. Erin had told him prior to coming that she was worried about one of the people in particular.

      Gabriel stood over the bed of Becky Redding. Her father and mother stood.

      “Kevin Redding,” the man said, “this is my wife, Susan.” They each shook Gabriel’s hand.

      “Gabriel Decor,” he said, then he introduced Faith and Maddison. Sean and Alison were listening to James and Erin’s discussion.

      “Are you Erin’s bosses?” Susan asked. “And why are there cops here?”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin Redding watched the gathered Mages, uneasy.

      “I’m not Erin’s boss,” Gabriel said.

      He seemed friendly, though he looked odd with a heavy black overcoat on. Kevin noticed what looked like the grip of a sword.

      “What are you?” he couldn’t help but ask.

      “We are Paladins and Seekers,” Maddison, the red-eyed woman, said.

      Kevin didn’t know what to make of her either, so he looked back to Gabriel.

      “We are working with the Denver Police Department on the Trinity case,” Gabriel said.

      Kevin had heard of that, a connection forming in his head.

      “They did this to my little girl?” Kevin asked angrily.

      Gabriel looked at Becky, his expression sorrowful. “Yes, I am afraid so. Perhaps had I not failed…” he paused for a long moment, “no.” His voice was so soft, Kevin wasn’t sure Gabriel was talking to him anymore. He had been holding himself with confidence, his tone and body language portraying command... now his shoulders slumped just a bit as if pushed on by some unseen force. “Erin tells me your daughter is not speaking to anyone,” he said, his posture and attitude recovering.

      “She’s not the bad guy here,” Susan piped up, getting defensive.

      “I didn’t say she was,” Gabriel said. “In fact, she is one of the most tragic victims of Trinity. Erin told me about what Becky did.”

      Kevin felt a jolt at Gabriel’s words. Peter’s funeral had been the day before... Becky sniffed.

      Gabriel moved to where Becky’s head was. She turned away from him. Her eyes met Kevin’s, shame filling them. She turned her head back to Gabriel, who placed his hand gently on her shoulder. He leaned into her, speaking just above a whisper that Kevin had to strain to hear.

      “This is not your fault,” he said.

      As Gabriel spoke, Kevin could feel a power to his words—not like the Magic Erin had told him about that she sometimes used to calm people, but a different kind of power. His tone was thick with deep emotion and conviction, an honesty the likes of which Kevin had never heard. Gabriel believed what he said to Becky to his core. It made an impact on Kevin and, from the look on her face, Becky, too.

      Becky hadn’t spoken since before she’d killed her brother. Kevin almost jumped as he heard her say, “I used the drugs... I’ve hurt so many.”

      “The sorrow you feel for the damage your drug use has done to your family is yours rightfully to bear. But the guilt you feel about your actions under the tainted drugs is not yours. That weight is for others to carry. It is the burden for those of us who failed to stop this from happening to you in the first place,” he said, his voice soft, turning with emotion, and again, that certainty and conviction. Kevin could hear in Gabriel’s voice and see in his expression the weight from before. This man blames himself for all of this, Kevin realized.

      Kevin felt a charge in the air as Gabriel rose. Slight wisps of lavender light came from him, and his skin almost looked like it had a slight glow to it. His expression turning from remorse to stone, Kevin felt a sense of awe fall over him. What was this man before him?
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel Decor rose from Becky, his heart filled with guilt for what she and hers had suffered because of him. Along with the guilt was rage and determination. The rage consumed the guilt like gas on a fire. He looked into Kevin’s eyes, holding the man’s gaze.

      Kevin looked awed. “Wha—who are you? Who are you really?” he asked.

      His voice was controlled as he spoke. “I am Ark Third Seat Gabriel Decor, and I swear to you I will kill the people responsible for the tragedy that has struck your family, or I will die trying.” He vowed, invoking his title and, therefore, honor. Maddison’s expression flashed for just a moment with surprise resting on understanding.

      Kevin’s expression turned to that of calm reassurance. “I believe you,” he said. “Thank you.”

      Gabriel looked at Erin, who was watching him. His emotions being what they were had stoked his Vis flow; he knew everyone in the room could see his lack of composure. This was not a bad thing. His self-control was well known, and seeing it start to crack gave his words power. “Erin, find me a way to track people before they react, please,” he said tersely, then he left the room, unable to look at the victims anymore.

      He walked out of the hospital into the bright afternoon light, Maddison coming alongside him. The only thing left inside him was a furnace of anger. He tried to calm himself; this much anger was of no use. Anger could be a powerful energy and motivator, but too much of it would lead to foolishness and mistakes. He could afford no further mistakes, not when it came to Marcus. Still, he tried to fix the victims he’d seen in his memory, trying to make their suffering a part of him so that, should he need the energy from that rage again, he could call it up at will.

      “Are you okay?” Maddison asked.

      “Yes,” he said, “actually no... I’m not.” He sighed. “What these people are going through... I can’t imagine what it would be like knowing you killed your brother and tried to eat him. I’ve done a lot of things in my life, killed so many. The way I viewed Marcus was like a brother, and I tried to kill him. I can empathize with someone in that situation. But I’ve never tried to eat anyone before. How do you live with that?”

      Maddison was silent for a moment. “I don’t know how you live with that. And I’m not sure what to say to make you feel better.”

      “There’s nothing to say. Fact is, had I killed Marcus years ago, none of this would be happening,” he said. “If I had only been stronger.” His hands were in tight fists. “I keep telling myself if I knew why Marcus did what he did, this would all at least make sense. But I’m no closer to knowing his reasons today than I was ten years ago. What happened to him to make him like this? I can’t believe the man I once loved as a brother could do such things.”

      “Gabriel, you can’t try to understand evil people...” Maddison said, comforting him.

      “He’s not evil; that’s what makes this so hard to take. Despite what he has done, I know he thinks he’s somehow making the world a better place... I just can’t see his vision.”
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        * * *

      

      Maddison Beldame was at a loss of what to say to Gabriel. She’d never seen him like this before.

      “Do you want to know his vision?” she asked, confused.

      He looked into her eyes, then away. “Yes, I do. Maybe if I understood what he was trying to do, I could fight him, or... or I don’t know what.”

      “Join him?” Maddison asked.

      “No,” he said firmly, “never that. Whatever his reasons for doing what he is doing, he is still my enemy. His mind has become twisted in some way, though I can’t believe that he is evil. If he were, all of this would make sense to me. I’m sorry, Maddison. Now I’m the one not making sense.”

      They were leaning against a railing in front of the hospital. Tentatively, Maddison placed her hand atop his. “What do you need from me?” she asked.

      He looked at her again, a reluctant smile touching his face.

      “What?” she asked.

      He looked away. “Nothing. It’s just an odd turn of the tables having you comforting me.”

      “Is that what I was doing?” she asked. “I thought I was just letting you vent.”

      “Letting someone vent and comforting them are the same thing at times. You’re a good friend, Maddison. I am very lucky to have you in my life,” he said.

      Maddison felt a flutter in her chest. “As am I to have you in mine,” she said honestly.

      “I hate Marcus Vies,” she said suddenly.

      “Oh yeah?” he asked.

      “I hate what he’s done to you.” Her grip on the railing tightened. “You are a good man, and you shouldn’t have to feel this way, live with this weight.” She looked down. “You do not have to carry it alone, you know,” she said, feeling uncomfortable.

      “Thank you, Maddison. Truly, I mean that. I don’t have to carry this rock by myself, I know, but I can’t seem to let anyone carry it with me. Its weight defines my life; it gives it meaning.”

      “You are a blind idiot if you think this is what gives your life meaning, Gabriel Decor. You are so much more to so many more than that,” she said as kindly as she could, trying not to sound reproving.

      Gabriel didn’t say anything. Maddison turned to walk away, pausing to place her hand on his shoulder. “You are a good man, the best man. It is not you who lives in the shadow of Marcus Vies and what he has done. It is the other

      
    

  


OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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