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When hunting an international assassin, the worst mistake you can make is to blow your cover before you spring your trap.

Ziavir Yiros repeated the council of his old field instructor in his head as he set down his coffee, pretended to read the article on his hand terminal, and did everything he could to distract himself from resting a hand on his concealed pistol. Drawing attention to your weapon was a terrible temptation rookies in the field made, and while Ziavir was no rookie, he still felt that urge on stressful missions. Anxiety stretched his nerves, electrified them, and made them burn. Two years of hunting had brought him here, to drinking coffee outside of a tiny bistro at the foot of the destroyed monument formerly known as the Eiffel Tower in the dead of night, waiting for an assassin to walk by. 

Two years of searching and traveling across four continents. A dozen different identities. Countless false leads and far too many dead bodies of fallen comrades. All of it led to this moment, and Ziavir was sure that if the operation tonight did not go perfectly, then their target would either escape again or leave one of them dead. It had happened before. Ziavir feared it would happen again.

It was the price of hunting down the world’s deadliest assassin.

“Target is on the move,” came a voice through Ziavir’s ear piece. It was Omar speaking over the radio, one of the four other members of Ziavir’s team.

Ziavir swiped away the article on his hand terminal and pulled up the case file on their target. He had read the file countless times in two years. He knew it all by heart and had written most of it himself. Yet he read it again to focus his mind. There wasn’t much known about their target except a dozen confirmed kills in as many countries. There wasn’t even evidence to say whether he was an Outcast or a Noble. They didn’t even know his real name, only that he went by a single codename.

Gabriel.

Gabriel was smart, ruthless, and quick. He wouldn’t go down easily, and he would spot a tail if one lingered for too long.

“Nikki, you’re up. Omar, pull back and be ready to intercept,” Ziavir said to his team. It was a smart move in a tactical sense. Gabriel was smart enough to spot a tail. Their best bet was a shell game of revolving operatives. Ziavir wondered if it would be enough.

“Target stopping at a flower booth. He’s speaking with the owner,” said Nikki over the radio.

“Who buys flowers at one in the morning?” said Miles over the radio, another member of the team.

“He’s checking for tails,” Ziavir said. “Nikki, disappear. Wayne, you’re up. I’m moving into position.” 

“Roger that,” said Wayne over the radio.

Ziavir stood up, paid the bill, and headed to where their target was a few blocks away. Ziavir went at a leisurely pace, just another late-night citizen out for a stroll, with a hand wrapped around the butt of a gun in his coat pocket. He kept his head turned down with his face covered in the shadow of his hat.

“Finding him in Peom after all this time is strange,” Miles remarked over the channel. History told that Peom was once a famous city called Paris. That was before the Abandoned War and humanity’s use of nuclear weapons had remolded the world. Countries fell. New ones replaced them, and some of those failed to be replaced once more. Throughout that time, Paris experienced destruction and reconstruction half a dozen times. As new regimes took over, they renamed Paris Peom. The only landmark telling of the old history was the crumbled remains of the Eiffel Tower that stood as a monument to the unfortunate cycle of humanity destroying its beauty.

“Why? Big city cramped full of people. Lots of travel in and out of the city. Seems the perfect place to hide to me,” said Omar.

“Maintain radio discipline,” Ziavir hissed. He had more venom in his voice than he wanted. He knew they were just trying to blow off steam, to ease the same tension in themselves that tore Ziavir apart on the inside. They all felt it. They all knew what had happened the last time they had tracked Gabriel down. 

The bodies were still fresh in their graves.

For two years Ziavir hunted Gabriel. Two years without sleeping in his own bed, seeing his family or the woman he loved. When King Bretton had offered him this assignment, Ziavir didn’t hesitate. Gabriel’s actions had wounded the Kingdom, and Ziavir wanted justice. However, he hadn’t expected it to last this long. Gabriel was always one step ahead of them. There would be months without a lead and then they would have a stroke of luck, only to find Gabriel gone before they arrived. And if someone spotted him, then he slipped through Ziavir’s fingers after leaving a trail of blood. It always seemed like someone was helping Gabriel with divine direction. 

Ziavir and what remained of his team had been after Gabriel ever since the assassination of Senator Neil Hays, the party leader of the Social Prosperity Union. The death of Senator Hays had rocked the Suporia Kingdom, and for two years politicians had fought amongst themselves for power and regime change. Many believed King Bretton was responsible for failing to protect one of his senators, and the longer the killer escaped capture, the more outrage the political backlash King Bretton faced. Whispers spread that the monarchy was failing and doomed to collapse. 

Ziavir couldn’t allow that to happen. King Bretton had specifically given him this mission. The future hope and security of the kingdom rested with his success. Ziavir couldn’t fail his king again. 

Ziavir turned a corner and there he saw him. Gabriel. There was only one clear image of Gabriel Ziavir had, the rest far too blurry to make out features. However, as Ziavir saw the monster face-to-face, he felt Gabriel looked incredibly average. Gabriel wasn’t handsome or ugly, at least not to a noticeable degree that made him stand out. His features were bland and universal, not pinpointing overtly to any noticeable ethnicity beyond Western origin. His hair was dark, his build slim, and his clothes were of a simple middle class. If he was an Outcast, he was handsome. If he was a Noble, he was of a lower level of attractiveness. 

The man was a ghost, capable of blending perfectly into any group. That realization made him only more dangerous, in Ziavir’s opinion.

Gabriel carried a small bouquet in one hand, and with his other adjusted the brim of his hat to better cover his face as a soft drizzle fell. His eyes covered by shadow did not take away the feeling in Ziavir’s spine that he, too, was being judged and assessed as a potential threat.

What judgment is he making of me? Ziavir thought as he continued forward.

The feeling of walking straight at an uncaged lion filled Ziavir’s mind. Again, he felt the rookie urge to do something reckless to give himself away. The temptation screamed in his head louder than ever before. The uncertainty of whether his cover had been exposed bothered Ziavir like tiny pins and needles digging under his skin.

Gabriel was a block ahead of Ziavir, the gap slowly shrinking. Behind Gabriel, Wayne followed a block in his footsteps. Feet splashed in growing puddles. The rain intensified. People rushed to get to shelter, thinning the crowd on the evening street.

Do I run? Do I pretend to need to get to shelter? Do I make notice of the annoyance of the rain?

The questions were a rookie dilemma and struggle, not matters of proper concern to Ziavir. Instinctively, he knew what to do. But his anxiety grew and with them the urgency to make foolish mistakes. They had rehearsed this procedure dozens of times. He knew what needed to be done, how to react to every outcome they could foresee. But there was an anxiety and fear in the middle of any operation that always scratched Ziavir’s mind with doubt and questions. 

The operation was simple, and they had rehearsed it a dozen times. Ziavir and Wayne would sandwich Gabriel right as Miles pulled up in the van. Ziavir and Wayne would grab Gabriel and throw him into the van, and the team would speed off. It was a quick grab, one Ziavir had practiced enough with his team to get it right and get it done as quick as possible.

“Miles, get ready,” Ziavir muttered into his earpiece. Stress laced his words. His instincts screamed at him that everything was about to go horribly wrong. Far down the street, behind Gabriel, a van’s lights kicked on as Miles turned over the engine.

That was when everything went exactly as Ziavir’s instincts and anxiety told him it would go.

He wasn’t sure what tipped off Gabriel. Maybe he clocked one of them long ago. Maybe he recognized Ziavir. Or maybe Gabriel had the same instincts Ziavir had and trusted them. Ziavir would never know what it was. 

One moment, Gabriel casually walked down the street toward Ziavir, head down toward the rain, and the next, he darted into an alley without warning. Gabriel disappeared from sight like the ghost his reputation made him out to be. He was so quick and smooth about it that Ziavir blinked in surprise, almost thinking that Gabriel had vanished into thin air.

“He’s running!” Wayne shouted, dashing forward into a sprint with his gun coming out.

“Everyone in pursuit!” Ziavir shouted into his radio. He drew his own gun, instantly feeling better with it in his open hand, as he rushed to where Gabriel disappeared. “Don’t let him escape!”

“Heading around to cut him off,” Miles said over the radio. Van tires screeched as Miles whipped the vehicle around down a side street.

Ziavir and Wayne simultaneously met at the alley entrance. Wayne turned down it first, half a step faster than Ziavir. It was the half step that saved Ziavir’s life.

There was a soft popping sound, barely a whisper over the growing rain. Then Wayne’s head snapped back. His body lurched, and he collapsed to the ground. A small red hole appeared in the center of his forehead that left his face frozen in sudden shock. 

Ziavir threw himself back around the corner from the alley entrance. A flurry of thoughts raced through his mind in the time to blink twice. Wayne lay dead at his feet. His blood mixed with the puddles of rain. There was nothing Ziavir could do for his friend now. 

If this was years ago, when Ziavir was still a rookie, he would have been swept away with all the emotion that came at such a time as this. He would have locked into a panic thinking of how Wayne was his friend. He would have dwelled on the fact that they had spent every day of the past two years together hunting after Gabriel. He would have thought about Wayne’s family waiting for him back home, that Wayne spoke with every night to wish his kids a goodnight sleep. If Ziavir was years younger, and not as experienced with death, he would have lost himself in all these thoughts and the anger and fear they would have caused seeing his friend dead at his feet. 

Instead, a cold-blooded processing overcame Ziavir. He neither experienced anger nor rage nor fear. Those emotions would come later, after the heat of battle, and often in private, over a bottle of whiskey. For now, his brain locked his emotions away, and logic and training took full control. His mind focused instead on what he saw. 

Wayne was dead. A kinetic weapon killed him. Something with a silencer. A blaster would have been louder and left very little of Wayne’s head behind. In this weather, a blaster wasn’t reliable. They were often inaccurate and sometimes acted unusually in heavy rains. That meant Gabriel carried a silenced pistol, something small enough to conceal, easy to draw, and lacked a crushing stopping power.

But in the right hands, even something small could kill, and Gabriel had proven that. He had made an expert shot in the dark and the rain with reflexes that professionally amazed and worried Ziavir, while only confirming they had the right target.

Ziavir took two deep breaths, spun around the corner, dropping to one knee and raising his weapon to fire. All he saw was a flash of a coat tail before Gabriel disappeared down a side alley.

“Agent down!” Ziavir shouted into his radio. “Miles on recovery. Omar and Nikki, with me in pursuit.” Ziavir took off running. He could hear Gabriel’s footsteps splashing in the puddles ahead of him. Ziavir made it to the side alley entrance when he heard ahead of him a door open and shut.

Gabriel had slipped inside a building from a backdoor entrance. Or he wanted Ziavir to assume that. It was what Ziavir would have done. He couldn’t let his guard down. Thankfully, he wasn’t alone, as Omar appeared at his side.

Ziavir gave Omar a nod and the two men swiveled around the corner; guns raised. Ziavir went low and Omar went high. No shot came at them. Ziavir progressed slowly down the alley, keeping his gun trained on the dumpster as Omar swept the rest of the area. They ambled toward the first door.

“He’s in the—” Nikki said before the sound of fighting interrupted her. Gunfire echoed over the radio channel.

“Nikki!” Ziavir shouted. He felt like he was cracking at the edges. His team was hurting—dying—and he was no closer to stopping it.

“Boss,” Omar said, taking a position next to the backdoor. Ziavir mirrored him on the other side. Omar nodded, grabbed the handle, and threw open the door. This time, Ziavir went through first. Nobody else was going to be hurt without him having something to say about it. His finger itched to pull the trigger.

They entered a restaurant kitchen. It was a mess. Meals cooked upon stovetops. Someone had knocked over some ingredients and pans on the floor. Servers cowered in the corners. Cooks whimpered with fear. Someone shrieked when Ziavir barged through with the gun raised. 

Ziavir ignored them and followed the trail of evidence left behind by whatever altercation had just taken place in here. At the far end of the kitchen, he found Nikki slumped on the ground by the kitchen door. A yellow soup with meat chunks covered the front of her blouse and part of her cheek. Mixed with the soup was blood coming from two gunshot wounds. She didn’t stir when he checked her pulse.

There was barely a heartbeat. It was there, but hardly and growing weaker. 

“Omar, she’s alive,” Ziavir said. 

Omar waved Ziavir forward. “I’ve got her. Go get him, boss.” Omar grabbed a cloth from a nearby counter and pressed it to Nikki’s wounds. He waved over the closet server, barking orders for the server to help him. Seeing Omar could take care of Nikki, Ziavir rushed out of the door and into the rest of the restaurant. 

The l’Amusement was a fine dining restaurant. It stayed open late, only took reservations months in advance, and it only hosted elite and high-profile guests. It was the sort of establishment where you wore your best suit and dress, ate multiple exotic dishes, and discussed politics and multi-million-dollar deals. And it was very strict on only having Nobles dine there.

All of which meant that, despite the late hour, there was a room filled with rich and powerful individuals who did not take kindly to seeing Ziavir and his gun. Someone screamed and those sitting nearest to the kitchen door jumped to their feet and backpedaled away from Ziavir.

Two thoughts instantly went through Ziavir’s mind. The first worried about future consequences for causing this commotion. He and his team were operating in Ostrium illegally. There were enough powerful people in this room to embarrass King Bretton if they left behind any clues back to him.

The second thought was more pressing than the first and far more terrifying.

Where is Gabriel?

The guests hadn’t heard whatever confrontation took place in the kitchen, and it did not alert them to any killer or threat in their midst until Ziavir crashed through the doors. They hadn’t noticed Gabriel because he was nowhere to be seen. As the thought hit Ziavir, so did something strike the back of his head. 

Had Ziavir not been turning around, the blow would have knocked him out or killed him. Instead, the blow hit him at an awkward angle. Stars exploded in his vision. He fell back against the bar and caught himself from falling to the floor. Gabriel lunged in and struck Ziavir across the solar-plexus. Ziavir felt his lungs deflate and added with the ringing in his ears and the world spinning around him, he made the most critical of mistakes.

He lost hold of his gun. 

Before the gun hit the ground, Gabriel caught it, almost as if he had plucked it from Ziavir’s weakened grip to begin with. The assassin was fast and lethal, and Ziavir knew Gabriel was going to kill him with Ziavir’s own gun.

Gabriel leveled the pistol at him, and Ziavir wasn’t quick enough. His brain and body weren’t communicating fast enough. He felt blood on the back of his head. The lights seemed brighter and the sound around him hit in strange waves. He scrambled, but there was no stopping Gabriel.

A gun fired.

A bullet hit the kitchen door, grazing right over Gabriel’s shoulder. Someone else had joined the fight and tried to save Ziavir. It was Miles. 

Ziavir’s squad mate had parked his van outside l’Amusement and came through the front door. From across the crowded room, Miles opened fire on Gabriel. His missed shot had saved Ziavir. From the moment Miles’s gun had fired, Gabriel abandoned shooting Ziavir and turned his attention to the more pressing threat.

The panic finally broke in the room. People scrambled in every direction. They screamed in horror as their highly sought after fine dining experience turned into a battleground caught between opposing gunmen. 

Miles shouted at people to get down. They knocked tables and chairs over. Glass shattered. Wine and food covered the floor. Miles hesitated before firing another shot, not wanting to hit any pedestrians. Gabriel had no such reservation.

Coming to his feet, Gabriel had a gun in each hand. Two silenced pistols and one of them was Ziavir’s. The air popped around him as he pulled the triggers, the sound of the guns firing lost in the mayhem. The glass entranceway behind Miles shattered as bullets punched through them.

Three shots hit Miles. He fell into a table, which toppled over. He didn’t get back up. With him out of the way, people rushed for the exit.

Gabriel swiveled back to Ziavir and got hit square in the chest with a wine bottle. Having used the panic as a distraction, Ziavir climbed over the bar, grabbed a wine bottle from the collection on the wall, and thrown it with all his might. Ziavir had been too slow to save Miles from getting shot, but he was fast enough to save his own life. 

The bottle shattered on impact. Glass cut into Gabriel’s clothes and his skin. Red liquid covered his front. The force threw him backwards. Gabriel’s head whiplashed into the wall. He grunted and winced, but he recovered as quickly as Ziavir expected, but not quick enough to stop Ziavir’s lunge with a knife.

During the Abandoned War generations ago, humanity had created an army of super soldiers made to be faster, stronger, and healthier than the average human. Later discovery revealed these mutated humans could reproduce, passing down their superhuman genome to their offspring. Their children were born healthier, more attractive, and capable of greater physical feats than the average human before. Over a half dozen generations later, two new species of humanity cohabited the planet.

Those whose lineage went back to the first super soldiers became known as Nobles. Everyone else of the original human line became known as Outcasts. Not all Nobles had superhuman strength or speed, but all of them were of a level of attractiveness and health that an Outcast could never meet. Never to get sick, and forever to look young. They were everything an Outcast desired but could never be.

Ziavir was a Noble in expert physical condition, and that quality showed in moments like this. Ziavir lunged at Gabriel’s stomach with the knife at the speed of a world-class sprinter. Despite his dazed demeanor from being hit with the wine bottle, Gabriel reacted with shocking instinct.

At the last second, Gabriel twisted his body and what would have been a fatal wound to a vital organ became instead a shallow, awkward cut into Gabriel’s torso. Ziavir’s blade cut through his skin and pierced into the wall. The force pinned him to the wall. The breath exploded out of Gabriel’s mouth. But he wasn’t finished yet. 

With Ziavir close enough to embrace, Gabriel drove the butt of both guns into Ziavir’s shoulders like twin hammer blows. The crushing blows dropped Ziavir down to one knee. Gabriel’s kneecap shot up and smashed into Ziavir’s face. His head whipped back, and he caught himself from falling by throwing a hand behind him. Meanwhile, the international assassin brought the guns back up and aimed down at Ziavir. 

Once again, pure chance saved Ziavir’s life. The kitchen door flew open, and Omar appeared with his pistol raised. Gabriel turned and fired at the first movement of the kitchen doors. It was a mistake. Ziavir shot straight up, knocking aside Gabriel’s guns with one hand and driving his forehead up under Gabriel’s chin.

Gabriel’s skull shot back into the wall. The guns fell from his hands. Ziavir grabbed Gabriel by the front of his coat and slung him around. The knife ripped from the wall, remaining lodged in Gabriel’s side as he flew from Ziavir’s grip and crashed into a table. The table collapsed. Gabriel bounced once and then rolled forward.

Omar came flying past Ziavir, his gun hissing a quiet pop as bullets fired from the silencer. As Gabriel dove behind a fallen table, his hand flashed through the air. The knife formerly lodged in his torso flipped through the air and struck Omar’s shoulder. The blade sank deep into his meaty shoulder. Omar stumbled into the bar but kept his guns trained on Gabriel’s position.

Ziavir snatched up his own gun and moved to establish a crossfire on Gabriel’s position.

“It’s over, Gabriel. Surrender!” Ziavir shouted. No reply came. Ziavir and Omar kept their weapons trained on the fallen table Gabriel hid behind. He had nowhere to run. Even with a Noble’s speed, he had no chance at taking both Ziavir and Omar out. The two men stood far enough apart, and both had their fingers on the trigger. Gabriel had to know he had lost.

“Give up, or we will have no choice but to shoot,” Ziavir said. Mentally, he pleaded for Gabriel to surrender. Exhaustion overtook adrenaline. His head pounded. He wanted this nightmare to be over soon. If Gabriel fought now, he would surely die, but not before possibly taking Ziavir or Omar out with him. That fact scared Ziavir. He already had two dead agents on his conscience, and possibly a third in the kitchen. He didn’t want anyone else to die.

Then, just before Ziavir was about to fire his gun into the cover, Gabriel appeared. He drew himself up slowly, his hands open and empty and shown first. With his hands raised, Ziavir glimpsed the assassin’s left forearm exposed. There, every human had a mark classifying them as either Outcast or Noble. Genetic coding gave every Noble the mark, while every Outcast received a birth tattoo. It was a universal way of identifying the two species of humanity.

He could just make out the letters tattooed there on Gabriel’s arm. To Ziavir’s shock, Gabriel was not a Noble. The assassin was an Outcast.

Ziavir kept his weapon trained on Gabriel and nodded to Omar. Omar stepped forward, grabbed Gabriel’s arms, and handcuffed the assassin.

“You’re under arrest, Gabriel, by order of King Bretton, for the assassination of Senator Hays,” Ziavir said. Ziavir holstered his weapon only once he was sure they detained Gabriel. ​
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Chapter Two
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Gabriel didn’t say a word as they loaded him into the back of the car. He didn’t smile with mad glee, beg for release, look remorseful, express regret, or resist. Later, his captors would remark that he looked tired. Ziavir described it as relieved.

If asked, that was exactly how Gabriel would describe his feelings. Two long years of running was over. It might not be how Gabriel wanted it, but he felt grateful for the change. More than once, he nearly turned himself in simply to end the madness. Now he could get on with his life. His thoughts lingered upon the hope of seeing Maria again, and the possibility of atonement.

It was these thoughts that made Gabriel blissfully quiet after being arrested. Upon getting into the back seat of the car, he settled in, made himself comfortable, and gradually drifted off toward sleep. His silence permitted him to listen in on Ziavir, who busied himself standing outside of the vehicle making phone calls, and speaking to authorities who had arrived on the scene.

“Looking pretty smug for someone who just killed two people.”

Gabriel opened an eye. To his genuine surprise, the car was in motion. They were on a dark road. Ziavir drove. A woman was in the passenger seat. Nikki. Gabriel’s survival for so long as a fugitive had depended partially on knowing the identities of each of his captors. It was how he knew the angry man sitting next to him in the back seat was Omar Melero.

And how he knew the names and history of the two men he had killed. Gabriel refused to forget the names and faces of each person he killed. It was his punishment for his actions.

Gabriel’s eyes drifted down to his side, where his stab wound was. Omar followed his gaze. “I’m tired,” Gabriel whispered.

“You think you get to rest? You killed my friend!” Omar’s face turned beet red. He clenched his fists. If Omar hit him, there was nothing Gabriel could have done.

“Melero!” Ziavir shouted from the driver’s seat. He glared back at Omar from the rear-view mirror.

“He killed Wayne and Miles, boss! We should even the score.”

“We are not killers,” Ziavir said. “We are bringing him in to face justice for his crimes.”

“Justice? Justice would be killing him,” Omar growled.

“I almost agree with him, boss,” said Nikki.

“As do I,” said Gabriel. Everyone besides Gabriel flinched.

“You want to die?” Nikki asked.

“I’d prefer to live, just as you prefer to see your version of justice. Unfortunately, only one of us is going to get what we want, and it will not be you.”

Omar scoffed. “He’s arrogant, that’s for sure.”

But Gabriel wasn’t. “I’m not. What I know is that those who hired me will not want my talents going to waste.”

“Who hired you?” Ziavir asked. “Who paid you to kill the Senator?”

“I don’t know, and I honestly don’t know I’d want to. If they knew I knew who they were, they would have me killed in prison to keep me from talking. They might still do that. But it was them who kept me alive and one step ahead of you for two years. Someone who works that hard to keep me alive will not let me face justice. I’m the best there is at what I do, and people of my skill don’t receive justice. We receive job offers.” Gabriel turned to look straight at Omar, leaned forward, and said, “Now that is arrogance.”

Omar wanted to hit Gabriel, and he looked ready to do it. Gabriel leaned back and said, “I know it will mean nothing to the three of you when I say I am sorry about what transpired tonight with your friends. I know you don’t believe me, but it’s true. I regret killing your friends.”

“Sorry?” Omar said with a laugh. Gabriel ignored him, catching instead Ziavir’s curious eye in the rear-view mirror. Omar continued speaking. “You’re someone who kills people for money.”

Gabriel turned toward Omar and asked, “Do you get paid to kill?”

Omar stammered, but Nikki jumped in to save him. “We’re soldiers, not assassins. We kill only when necessary, and only to save lives.”

Gabriel turned out the window and thought of Maria. His sweet, sweet Maria. “So do I,” he whispered into the dark.
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Chapter Three
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“For valor and bravery in bringing an enemy of the state to justice, I award Special Agents Ziavir Yiros, Omar Melero, and Nikki Osman with The Cord of Luna,” said King Bretton into the cameras. Before him, a crowd of press reporters took photos, videos, jotted down notes, and recorded everything said and done on their hand terminals.

King Bretton stood taller than most Nobles with broad shoulders and golden hair. His blue eyes held ice and his perfectly square jaw added to his intimidating presence. King Bretton was an impressive man, gifted in strength and beauty even by a Noble’s standard. Despite his warrior build, all those around him felt a surprise gentleness. Not that King Bretton was weak or a pushover. His wrath was slow to show, but fiercer than most.

Ziavir tried not to squirm uneasily before the watching crowd, or imagine the millions of other citizens staring at him now on their personal screens around the globe. A part of him admittedly liked attention and theatrical flair, but it was a part of him he fought hard to suppress. Next to him, Omar stood straight, chest puffed out and lips twitching in a proud smile. To Ziavir, it appeared that Omar puffed out his chest more than he usually did. As if to confirm Ziavir’s suspicions, Omar winked at a camera. 

Next to Omar stood Nikki, and she looked exhausted. They had gotten her to a hospital after the shooting, where she underwent over thirty hours of emergency surgery. Her left arm hung in a sling and she rested her weight on a cane in her right hand. They put pins, needles, and plates in her body, and the slight bulge in her back made Ziavir wonder if they had somehow tied an IV to her back under her uniform. It was a miracle she was even here, and a testament to her strength and resolve to be standing on this stage so soon after the surgery. 
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