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            SUMMARY

          

        

      

    

    
      New York Times and USA Today Bestseller Joseph Nassise continues his internationally acclaimed Templar Chronicles series with Fall of Night!

      

      At long last former Knight Commander Cade Williams has defeated the Adversary, but his victory has come at a terrible cost. His wife, Gabrielle, is no more. His reputation lies in tatters, his trust in others broken. His closest friends and allies are now at risk from the very Order they pledged their lives to maintain. If it could go wrong, it has.

       

      Unable to bear the reality of what he has done, all Cade wants to do is find a deep hole and pull it in after him. Let the world go on without him, for all he loves is lost and he sees no reason to continue.

      

      Cade thinks it is over.

      

      Cade is wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      As it pertains to the character of Anna Rodriguez, I am aware that women did not serve in front-line ground units during the Second Iraq War and therefore would not have been present at the Battle of Fallujah or the Battle of Ramadi.

      That said, this isn’t our world but one very close to ours, and in this world women are treated as equals in every sense of the word, including serving in front-line combat units.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The handle of the knife that Cade had used to kill his wife, Gabrielle, stared back at him accusingly from the left side of her chest.

      He reached out, intending to pull the blade free so he could get on with the rest of what he had to do, but his hands began trembling long before they got close to the handle and he felt a wave of nausea rising up in his throat, threatening to end up on the floor at his feet.

      Coward, his conscience sneered.  You did this.  She’s dead because of you.  And now you don’t even have the guts to clean up the mess you’ve made.

      He wanted to curse at it, rail at it, demand that it shut the hell up, but in the end he did nothing more than stand there mutely listening to it because of one simple fact.

      His conscience was right.

      Gabrielle’s death was his fault.

      There was no getting around it.

      Even if he had not wielded the knife that had stolen her last breath and spilled her blood – which he had – he would still be responsible for what happened to her.

      The Adversary had played a role, of course.  If it hadn’t shown up in their house and taken Gabrielle captive all those years ago then who knew where they might be now?  But the Adversary had entered their lives on that fateful summer day and Cade failed to stop him, failed to protect his beloved bride from the Adversary’s vile touch.  That, above all else, sealed her fate.

      Everything that came after that had been nothing more than the offshoot of that first failure, symptoms of the disease rather than the cause.  The years her spirit spent trapped in the Beyond, lingering between the lands of the living and those of the dead, brought there by the very demon that Cade had failed to stop.  The Necromancer’s theft of her physical form from Cade’s own home after Cade had dug her out of the grave, determined to try and put things right.  The wards he’d put into place to protect her had not been enough and one of his personal enemies had taken advantage of that fact, had used Gabrielle’s body as the cornerstone of a grotesque plan to bring the Adversary back from the infernal realm where Cade had banished him.

      But even those terrible acts were eclipsed by what had come next, the Adversary’s possession of Gabrielle herself.  He had used her body for his own vile purposes while her consciousness was trapped inside her mind, a prisoner of the horrible evil that had taken up refuge throughout her own flesh and blood.  Cade couldn’t begin to imagine what that must have been like for Gabrielle; he shuddered at the very thought.

      In the end, he really hadn’t had a choice; even now, in the depths of his grief, he recognized that.  To allow the Adversary to continue would have been unconscionable, but he had been all but prepared to do just that when Gabrielle had taken matters into her own hands and had driven the blade Cade had been holding deep into her chest.  The magic inherent in the ancient artifact had done the rest.

      No, his conscience said.  It was you and your failure that did this.  Nothing more and nothing less.

      After it was all over, after the Seven sucked the Adversary from Gabrielle’s physical form, Riley and the other knights helped Cade load her body into the back of one of the SUVs that they arrived in.  Cade drove straight home and brought his wife into the house they never had the opportunity to share when she was alive, placed her on the table where they might have broken bread together in another time had things been different for them.

      And here he was.

      He intended to wash her body and prepare her for burial, to honor her in death the way he’d been unable to do in life, but the reality of what he needed to do kept bringing him up short.

      “You’re running out of time, Williams,” he said, the sound of his voice startlingly loud in the otherwise silent kitchen.  “Do what needs to be done and then get the hell out of here before the others come looking for you.”

      He knew the Preceptor and his goons couldn’t be too far behind.  Once they found Riley and questioned him, it wouldn’t be long before they put two and two together and wound up outside his door.  It wasn’t all that hard to figure out where Cade would go in the aftermath of the death of his wife.  Where did anyone go when tragedy struck?

      Home, of course.

      Johannson would expect him to do the same and for all Cade knew assault teams might already be on their way.  He was a fugitive, after all, and not just your average one either.  He was an official enemy of the Order, accused of conspiring with a particularly nasty fallen angel known as the Adversary that the Templars had been hunting for years.  It wasn’t true, of course, far from it, but things had gotten complicated enough that Cade wouldn’t be surprised if they shot him on sight and asked questions later.

      One side of him actually wouldn’t mind going out that way – at least the pain and the misery would be over – but the other side of him refused to allow the Preceptor the satisfaction of knowing he had beaten him.  He had other plans for what was to come next but before he could move on to those, he needed to deal with what was right in front of him.

      “Now or never, Williams.”

      Steeling himself, he reached out, grabbed the handle of the knife with one gloved hand and pulled.

      The blade came free with a wet sucking sound and Cade knew that he’d be hearing that sound every day and night for the rest of his life.

      Gabrielle’s heart had long since stopped beating and so nothing but a thin line of blood leaked out of the wound once he pulled the blade free.  The weapon felt heavy in his hand and he nearly dropped it as he turned and walked the few steps it took for him to reach the nearby sink.  He turned on the water, pretending not to notice his trembling hands in the process, and rinsed the blood off the blade before setting it on the counter.

      His conscience had stopped jabbering at him, as if respecting the solemnity of the moment now that he had actively begun the process, and for that he was grateful.  He blamed himself for what happened; he didn’t need the voice in the back of his head adding to the clamor.

      Taking a pair of kitchen shears from the drawer next to the sink, Cade turned back to his wife’s body and quickly but efficiently cut her clothing away, pulling the bloody scraps out from underneath her to leave her lying naked on the wooden table that he’d built for her years before.  Putting down the shears, he picked up a washcloth he’d set aside earlier, soaked it in warm water, and slowly began the mentally arduous task of cleaning her body for burial.

      It was hard, harder then he’d expected in fact, and just five minutes into the task the tears were streaming silently down his face. He knew that his heart would never be whole again.

      It was one thing to hold your wife close to you when her flesh was warm and her heart beating powerfully in her chest; it was something entirely different when that heart had ceased to beat and her flesh had grown cold and clammy.

      Still he did it, lifting her torso up off the table and holding it steady against his chest so that he could clean her shoulders and back. It was something that needed to be done and Cade had never been one to shy away from his duty to the living or the dead.

      Every few minutes he would rinse the towel in the sink, washing away the dirt and the blood that clung to it, and then turn back to the job at hand.  His touch was gentle, tender, and if his hands shook a little more than he wanted no one else was there to notice.

      When he was finished, he threw the dirty towel in the sink and used a few more to dry Gabrielle’s body before lifting it in his arms and carrying it out into the living room where he’d already laid out a sheet from the linen closet upstairs.  He placed her on her back in the middle of the sheet, stretching out her limbs so they lay straight alongside her body and brushing the hair back from her face.

      Cade stared down at her for several long moments, seeing everything and nothing at the same time, then bent and gently kissed her pale lips.

      “Hold a seat for me, my love,” he whispered to her softly. “I’ll be there soon.”

      He took one edge of the sheet and stretched it over her, tucking it in beneath her body.  He folded down the top and bottom ends and then wrapped the opposite side around her in the other direction, much like you would when swaddling a newborn baby.  He stitched the edge closed with a large needle and a thick length of fishing twine.

      More than half-an-hour had passed since he’d started preparing his wife for burial and now that the body was ready he needed to turn his attention to the grave itself.  Climbing to his feet he returned to the kitchen and then went out the back door to the yard beyond.

      A large elm dominated the left side of the rear yard and it was there, beneath its sheltering boughs that he intended to put Gabrielle to rest one last time.  He got a shovel and a pick axe from the tool shed, found a suitable spot in front of the tree, and began digging.

      The recent stretch of warm weather had softened up the earth, allowing him to cut through it with the pick axe without much difficulty.  After breaking up the topsoil, he switched to the shovel and began the arduous process of digging a hole deep and wide enough for his wife’s earthly remains.  Thankfully it was pretty much a mindless task and he could let his thoughts drift as he drove the shovel into the dirt, scooped out a load of earth, and threw it into a pile off to one side before repeating the process.

      Dig, lift, throw.

      Dig, lift, throw.

      Don’t think about why you are digging this hole or who it is for, just concentrate on the act itself.

      Dig, lift, throw.

      It took awhile, but eventually the hole was finished.

      Stepping back, he leaned on the shaft of his shovel and surveyed the grave in front of him.  It was roughly four feet across, six feet long and five and a half, maybe six feet deep.  It wasn’t perfect – digging graves wasn’t exactly in his wheelhouse, after all – but it would do.  He knew Gabbi would understand.

      He tossed the shovel aside and headed back into the house, its once comfortable silence feeling eerie and strange.  Just a few weeks ago he’d been hopeful that the old Connecticut farmhouse would once again resound with his wife’s laughter. Now he knew it would forever be as silent as stone.  If his heart hadn’t already been broken it would have torn asunder at the thought and for just a moment his steps faltered.

      Man up, Williams, he demanded of himself.  You aren’t done yet.

      He walked into the living room, bent down and picked up his wife’s body, and then headed back the way he had come, determined to get this over with before his emotions got the better of him.  He crossed the back lawn, stood for a moment staring down into the hole in the ground before him, and then jumped into it with his wife still in his arms.  He laid her body down on the bare earth knowing that without the protection afforded by embalmment or a wooden or steel-case coffin, that same earth would reclaim her into its arms just as nature intended.  Cade knew his wife would have appreciated that, for she was never one for pomp and circumstance.

      Satisfied with her arrangement, Cade climbed out of the grave, grabbed the handle of the shovel, and began to reverse his effort, doing his best not to look at his wife’s shroud-wrapped form as he began refilling the hole he’d just spent the last two hours digging.  It went faster in this direction than it had in the other and an hour after he’d started he found himself shoveling the last few clumps of dirt atop the grave.

      His arms and back ached, but the job was almost finished.

      One thing left to do.

      Throwing the shovel down next to the pick axe, he retraced his steps back to the tool shed and disappeared inside only to emerge a few minutes later struggling to pull a dolly containing the headstone he’d painstakingly picked out for his wife in the days after she’d died.  Not this time, but the first time.

      After he pulled her still-living body from her grave several months ago with his friend, Riley’s help, Cade went back to the cemetery the next night and stole the grave marker.  He hadn’t felt right just leaving it out there over what was by then an empty grave, so he’d stashed it under a tarp in the shed, hoping not to need it again for a few decades at least.

      He’d been wrong on that count.

      He manhandled the dolly over to the side of the grave and then lowered the stone into place where it belonged.  Stepping back, he stared at the inscription carved into the grey New Hampshire granite.  There was no name, no dates, just the word BELOVED and a quote from Dickens that she’d remarked upon many years ago.

      
        
        It is a far, far better rest I go to,

        than I have ever known.

      

      

      Cade ran his fingers over the inscription, feeling the rough cut of the stone against his skin and fervently hoped that this time the sentiment would prove to be true, that she would indeed go to the rest she so righteously deserved.  She’d done so much for so many and only the barest handful would ever understand the horrors that she’d rescued the world from through her sacrifice.

      Your fault, the voice of his conscience whispered, and he took that as his cue to get on with things.  He’d finished what he’d come to do but that didn’t mean his work was done.

      Far from it.

      He returned the dolly and the tools to the shed, locking it behind him more out of habit than anything else for he didn’t expect to live long enough to return to this place again, not where he was going.  It was time to pay for his failures, time to pay for his sins.

      Lord knew there were enough of them, he thought, glancing over at his wife’s grave.

      This time, thankfully, his conscience remained silent.

      He returned to the house just long enough to grab his sword off the kitchen counter where it had been waiting for him to finish his task and then he left the house behind for the last time, stepping off the porch and heading across the yard toward the barn he’d long since converted into his workshop.  He unlocked the twin padlocks that secured the double doors and then pushed them open wide.  Crossing the threshold, he turned and slammed them shut behind him with a heavy thud of finality.

      A few moments passed and then the faint sound of breaking glass could be heard from somewhere deep inside the workshop.

      After that, nothing but silence.
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      The woman stood before the mirror, staring at the unfamiliar face that stared back at her from within the glass.

      Slowly, tentatively, she reached up and ran her fingers over her face, watching as her reflection did the same.  The image looking back at her was a decidedly Hispanic one, the features vastly different from those she’d shown the world up to that point but pretty in their own, unique way. This face was wide where hers was narrow, dark-complexioned where hers was almost porcelain white, and her chestnut-colored locks had been replaced by a short weave of raven hair with a cut so choppy it looked like it had gone ten rounds with a lawn mower rather than thirty minutes with a pair of styling shears. She could see the edge of some kind of tattoo snaking up the side of her neck at the collar of her hospital gown, too.  The only features she recognized were the eyes staring back at her out of that face, eyes so brilliantly green that she’d once been told that they could make an emerald jealous.

      After all that she’d been through she knew she shouldn’t be surprised at this latest development, but this was hitting her harder than most things did.

      She was in someone else’s body, for heaven’s sake!

      It was almost too much to believe.

      The events of earlier that evening were a bit hazy; she’d awoken disoriented and uncertain of so many things.  Who and where she was.  How she had gotten there.  What had happened to her.  All the things that the average person typically used to ground themselves in the here and now without even realizing it had been just beyond her mental reach and she’d been lost as a result, adrift on a sea of confusion that threatened to overwhelm her with every passing moment.  Panic had threatened, and she remembered biting her lip to keep from screaming.  She fought back the fear with the same grit and determination that had kept her sane throughout her long ordeal with the Adversary.  She’d managed to get herself under control, though just barely.

      A single thought had been repeating itself over and over again in her mind and she’d murmured the same to the doctor when he finally appeared.

      I need to speak to my husband.  It’s a matter of life and death.

      The doctor, Vasquez, ignored her rambling, no doubt assuming that she was merely disoriented.  She’d just spent the last six months in a coma after all or so he’d told her when he could finally get her to stop demanding to see her husband.  A husband she didn’t have, according to him.

      His pronouncement about her non-existent husband – a husband she vividly remembered - hadn’t scared her as much as the realization that he’d been speaking to her the whole time in Spanish.

      He’d been speaking to her in Spanish and she’d understood him perfectly.

      That was all well and good except for the fact that she didn’t speak Spanish.

      Not a single word.

      She’d stayed quiet after that, allowing the nurse the doctor summoned, an amiable middle-aged woman who wore a rosary and looked at her like she was the second coming of the Blessed Mother, to lead her back to the bed and tuck her in.  From that same nurse Gabrielle learned that she was in a private hospital just across the Mexican border in the city of Juarez and that she’d been there for just shy of six months.

      Her wristband had the name Anna Rodriguez stamped on it, but it wasn’t a name that she recognized.

      She waited until the nurse left and then took a peek at the medical records hanging in a rack at the end of her bed.  They told her that Anna was a former U.S. Marine who had been vacationing in Mexico when tragedy struck.  A motorcycle accident had left her with head injuries so extensive that she’d been in danger of slipping away entirely by the time the ambulance attendants wheeled her into the surgical suite at the hospital.  The notes stated that Vasquez and his team had gone to work immediately, doing what they could to stop the cranial hemorrhaging and to clear out as much of the damaged tissue as possible before knitting her skull back together.  From the x-rays it looked like they’d used enough steel pins and plates that she could probably now set off a metal detector from ten feet away.

      The file laid it all out in black and white; so much of her brain tissue was damaged or removed during surgery that there was no hope of her ever leading a normal life if she regained consciousness, which, frankly, no one expected her to do. She’d remained in a coma, lying silently in her bed and being cared for by Dr. Vasquez and his staff, until she’d awoken earlier that evening.

      Some hand-written notes stated that efforts to get her back to the United States had gone nowhere.  She had no living family, no one to take over her care.  She’d been away from her adopted family, the Marine Corps, for almost two years and as a result was not a priority in the government’s eyes either.  Contact had been made with a caseworker in the Veterans Administration, but there was no urgency from that quarter to assume the financial burden of caring for her and so she’d been left in the care of the hospital while the paperwork to bring her home moved slowly through the system.

      It was a lot to take in, to say the least.

      Especially given the fact that she knew that they were wrong.  The body she was in might have belonged to a woman named Anna Rodriquez, but that was not who she was.

      Her name was Gabrielle, Gabrielle Williams, and she repeated it to herself over and over again in the darkness of her hospital room to be certain that she didn’t forget.

      It was immediately apparent to her that her memory was full of holes.  She could remember certain things quite vividly – her husband’s face; the taste of her favorite ice cream, Rocky Road; the way her staff felt in her hands as she used it to smash a spectre’s skull to pieces – but much of what she’d gone through in the last several years was seemingly lost and she had no idea whether that loss was permanent or temporary.  Even worse, she had no way of knowing exactly how much was lost, as she had no memory of losing it in the first place!

      That scared her.

      If she’d simply lost her memory as a result of the accident the way the doctor claimed, she wouldn’t be worried.  But she knew there was more to it than that.

      Much more.

      Certain memories shone like beacons in the night, but their very nature made her doubt their veracity for they were more like scenes from some fantastical movie than anything else, visions of strange cities and spectral creatures, of demons awake in the darkness and angels silently guiding their charges through the depths of the night.

      One thing was clear, though. She knew that there was a conflict unfolding around her, a rather significant one, in fact, between the forces of good and those of evil, as crazy as that sounded, and, even crazier, she knew that she had a part to play in that conflict.  She didn’t know all the details, not by a long shot, but she knew that she had come back to deliver a warning.  Something calamitous loomed on the horizon, some horrible shift in the balance of things that was certain to effect not just her and her husband but everyone, everywhere, and she was determined to deliver that warning.

      Provided she could remember what it was.

      She glanced once more into the mirror, taking in the stranger’s face that was, for better or worse, now her own and vowed she’d get out of here sooner rather than later.

      The clock was ticking, even if she didn’t know what it was ticking toward.
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      “Andale, Anna!  Lo puedes hacer. Una pie tras la otra. Empuja, Anna, empuja!”

      Gabrielle bit down on the urge to correct the other woman’s use of the wrong name for what felt like the hundredth time and   concentrated instead on not falling over from sheer exhaustion as the surface of the treadmill continued its unrelenting movement beneath the soles of her feet.  Despite the three weeks that had passed since she’d regained consciousness, she was still struggling to think of herself as Anna.  The hospital staff had no problem with it, of course; they didn’t know any better.  As far as they were concerned, she was the same woman who had arrived in the back of an ambulance just this side of death six months earlier, the same woman they had cared for every day since, the same woman they’d never expected would recover from her injuries.

      Anna or not, her sudden awakening had been a bit of a surprise to all involved.

      “Dos minutos mas! Andale, Anna!”

      Her trainer, Magda, stood nearby but Gabrielle knew from prior experience that she wouldn’t do anything to help her through the grueling session.  Magda believed very strongly in the “throw her in and hope she doesn’t sink” variety of therapy, something Gabrielle had found out the hard way during their first session when Magda watched her crash ignominiously to the floor when her legs had given out.  The hard-nosed physical therapist had stared at her for a moment and then, without a change of expression, told her to stop slacking off and get back to work.

      There was no coddling here; that was for certain.

      Gabrielle didn’t mind.  She knew that the clock was ticking; there was only so much time to whip her body into shape and get it ready for what was coming. She needed someone willing to drive her as hard as possible if she was ever going to be ready before the darkness descended upon them all. Magda was all too happy to oblige.

      The grueling, unrelenting pace was paying off in spades.  Gabrielle’s body was transforming itself, regaining the muscle tissue, strength, and dexterity lost at a startling rate during the months she’d lain in a coma.  No one had said anything to her yet, but she could tell from the look in their eyes when they watched her that she was healing at an extraordinary rate.  Her muscles had deteriorated to next to nothing after spending six months lying unmoving in that bed and yet in just few short weeks she had nearly recovered everything that she had lost.  She could feel herself getting stronger every single day and knew her time here was, by necessity, coming to an end.

      She’d delayed long enough; it was time to find Cade.

      “Done!” Magda called and Gabrielle breathed a sigh of relief.

      She caught the towel Magda tossed in her direction, stumbled off the slowing treadmill and over to a nearby chair, collapsing into it with the grace of a pregnant water buffalo.  She didn’t care what she looked like.  All that mattered was that she’d completed the run.  It had been her longest yet; two full miles.

      It might not be a Herculean achievement, she thought, but for a woman who’d been in a coma recently, it wasn’t half-bad.

      She wasn’t ready to rest on her laurels yet, however.  She had a long way to go, given what was to come.  Her fitness routine was going to have to continue, even after she left this place.

      Her very life might depend on it.

      Lost in thought, she barely noticed when Magda came over and sat down in front of her.

      “All right.  Spill it.”

      Gabrielle eyed her wearily.  “Spill what?”

      “Whatever’s going on with you,” Magda said.  “You’ve been like someone possessed these last few days.  I thought you were going to drive that treadmill right through the floor.”

      For a one crazy, half-filled moment Gabrielle considered telling the truth but she clamped her mouth shut tight against the urge and the danger passed.  She’ll learn soon enough, Gabrielle thought.  They all will.

      She shook her head, both to scatter the thought and to hide her true feelings as she said, “I’m just sick of being helpless.  I want to get out of here.  Get back to my life, you know?”

      To her surprise, Magda nodded sympathetically.  “I get it.  Really I do.  And it’s a good sign that you’re on your way to healing.  But you don’t want to injure yourself in the process; that could set you back weeks.  So pay attention to your body and don’t push yourself too far past your limits.  Give it time; you’ll get there.”

      Time is something I don’t have, Gabrielle thought, but she nodded nonetheless.

      “Good.  Take five and then we’ll work your upper body for a bit.”

      Magda got up to check on another patient, leaving Gabrielle to grab a few minutes of rest and get her breathing back under control.  There was a television playing in the corner of the room, set to an afternoon news broadcast, and Gabrielle watched it absently at first, then with increasingly more attention as the nature of the individual stories filtered through her exhaustion.  Each segment seemed to be more intense than the one before, each story more violent that the one that preceded it and Gabrielle soon found her gaze glued to the screen with the kind of horrified fascination you feel as you drive by a particularly nasty traffic accident, not wanting to see but unable to look away.

      From savage acts of terrorism on the global stage to rioters protesting in the streets in half-a-dozen cities across the U.S., it seemed to Gabrielle that the world was slowly going insane.  Every story was filled with violent depravity of one kind or another and as the broadcast went on she began to feel that the anchors were relaying the details with increasing levels of relish, as if taking some kind of strange pleasure in embracing the horror to the nth degree, not wanting their viewers to miss even a single, perverse moment.

      Gabrielle was no stranger to violence.  The things she’d seen and experienced in the last several years defied most people’s imaginations.  She should have been inured to what she was seeing on the screen and yet something about it all struck a nerve in the back of her mind and sparked a sudden certainty.

      It’s starting, she thought.

      The thought was a disquieting one, for she wasn’t quite sure what she meant. It was starting? What was starting? She didn’t know.  She assumed it had something to do with the Adversary but no matter how hard she thought about it she couldn’t come up with any more information.  Whatever it was remained locked within the recesses of her memory, perhaps for good.

      With that realization came another; she had even less time than she’d expected to get herself back into shape and prepare for...whatever was to come. She’d hoped she’d have a month, perhaps even two, to rebuild her strength and stamina and to regain as much of her admittedly fractured memories as possible, but now she was filled with a sense of urgency, one that suggested her time could be measured in weeks, if not days, instead.

      She just hoped it would be enough.

      After the commercial, the focus switched from national to local news and Gabrielle took that as her cue to get back to work.  She got up, intending to move over to the shoulder press to start her upper body workout as she’d been told, but something the newscaster said caught her attention.  She turned to face the screen once more, noting that the male anchor who’d been seated behind the desk in the previous shot had now been replaced by a dark-haired reporter standing outside an older-looking multi-story building with a bright red cross affixed to its side.

      Despite the fact that neither the building nor the reporter seemed familiar to her, Gabrielle felt drawn to what was being said and gave it her full attention.

      “...that’s right, Sebastian,” the reporter was saying, no doubt responding to something the anchor had just asked her.  “Behind me is the Centro Medico de Especialdades, where the patient they are calling the Miracle Woman of Juarez regained consciousness just a few short weeks ago.”

      A chill raced up Gabrielle’s spine and settled at the base of her skull.

      The Miracle Woman of Juarez?

      Something about the phrase was oddly disquieting, though Gabrielle didn’t quite know why.  She moved a few steps closer, hoping it might help her to hear better, but no sooner had she done so that there was a sharp click and the television screen went dark.

      “Hey!” Gabrielle said, turning in time to see Magda toss the remote back onto the table from which she’d picked it up.  “I was watching that.”

      Magda looked at her and shrugged. “You don’t need to see that.  You’ve got work to do.”

      Gabrielle’s eyes narrowed and she was struck with the distinct impression that her therapist’s tone was just a hair too casual.  As if she were trying too hard to make her actions seem trivial and unimportant.

      She’s lying, Gabrielle thought.  I do need to see it.

      She didn’t know why, exactly.  She just knew that she was right.

      “Turn it back on, please,” she asked, wanting to see the rest of the segment now more than ever.

      Magda ignored her, concentrating on making notes in the folder in her hand instead.

      What the hell?

      Gabrielle headed across the room, intent on turning the tv back on for herself if Magda wouldn’t do it, and she could feel herself mentally getting ready for a confrontation as she went.    She wasn’t normally the confrontational type; seemed she was wound a bit more tightly than usual.

      She better not try to stop me, she thought, and was only slightly relieved when Magda left her alone.  Gabrielle snatched the remote off the table and flipped the television back on, but the reporter had already wrapped up the segment and the weather was now on.

      Let it go, a voice in the back of her head suggested, but she wasn’t willing to listen to it.  Not yet.

      She whirled around and got right in Magda’s face.

      “Just what the hell was that about?” she demanded.
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      Madga stared at her.  “You really don’t know, do you?”

      “Know what?” Gabrielle asked, bewildered by the direction the conversation had taken and annoyed that Magda was being so circumspect about whatever it was. Until now her therapist had always been direct to the point of painfully blunt and it wasn’t like her to beat around the bush.

      Not like her at all.

      The half-irritated, half-pitying expression on the other woman’s face wasn’t making Gabrielle feel better about the situation either.

      Taking a deep breath to keep herself calm, she said, “Why don’t you just explain it to me?”

      Whatever “it” was.

      But Magda shook her head, saying, “It’s better if I show you.”

      Gabrielle stared at her a moment, now thoroughly confused, and then said, “Well, by all means then, show me.”

      Still wearing that odd little expression, Madga led her out of the room and down the hallway outside.  Gabrielle began to slow down as they neared the elevator, but Madga shook her head and pointed at the glowing exit sign at the end of the hall.

      “Trust me; if we’re seen in that elevator we’ll be trapped in seconds.  Much better to take the stairs.”

      Trapped?

      Things were getting weirder by the minute, it seemed.  Shaking her head, Gabrielle fell in behind Magda as the other woman opened the door to the stairwell and headed downward.

      They descended three flights, stopping a few steps from the ground floor.  Magda turned and held a finger to her lips, waiting for Gabrielle to nod her understanding, and then, once she had, gestured for her to move closer to the door.  Once they were both in position, Magda slowly opened the door, not more than a crack really, just enough to let her companion see into the lobby beyond.

      The lobby was literally jam-packed with people. They filled the waiting room chairs, leaned against the walls, and even sat cross-legged on the floor.  At center stage were the television news crews, reporters standing with wireless microphones in small circles of light while being filmed by the portable cameras in the hands of their assistants.  Gabrielle counted at least four different logos from major networks, as well as half-a-dozen others that she didn’t recognize.

      Probably local affiliate stations, she thought.

      

      A few police officers and hospital security guards moved among them, doing what they could to keep order in all the chaos.

      The majority of people in the room, however, looked like every-day people.  Locals, maybe.

      A single glance told her that they were from all walks of life; young, old, rich, poor, it didn’t seem to matter.  They huddled together wherever they could find room, some even resorting to sitting on the laps of those closest to them.  Unlike the news crews, who seemed to be in a constant state of activity, the others sat calmly and quietly, patiently waiting for something.

      Waiting for what? she wondered, and then, hard on the hells of the first thought, came a second.

      What if it’s not a what, but a who?

      From over her shoulder, Magda confirmed her line of thought without being asked.

      “They’re waiting for you.”

      “For me?”

      The idea seemed preposterous.

      “What the heck for?”

      Instead of answering her, Magda inclined her head back toward the mass of people just on the other side of the door.  “What do you see?” she asked.

      “A whole mess of people,” Gabrielle replied.

      Magda shook her head.  “You’re not looking hard enough.”

      Frowning, Gabrielle turned back and surveyed the room a second time.  That’s when she noticed that for every two or so healthy people in the room there was a third who was not.  Without even turning her head she could see an elderly woman struggling to draw a breath of clean air from an oxygen tank hooked to the side of her wheelchair, a young man cradling the stump of his left arm in his other hand, as if to hide the deformity from those around him, and a young girl, probably no older than six or seven, the bandana tied around her head to hide the fact of her baldness, telling the story of her cancer to anyone who bothered to notice.
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