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Chapter 1


          

          
            Raina

          

        

      

    

    
      “That’s a beautiful dress, Raina. It’s a pity it’ll be drenched in your blood.”

      Raina tightened her jaw and tried to not let Omar sense her fear. She stared right back at him, fully aware that he made good on his threats. A week ago he would’ve been plying her with wine and showering her with gifts. He was always eager to gain slivers of insight on his enemies’ plans, discover what government spies were up to, and inquire if her schedule was clear for another freelance job.

      Now, Raina sat across from the duplicitous man at a tiny table in a mom-and-pop café in Cairo. Needless to say, her kabab dinner was ruined. A goon flexed showy muscles to his right. Omar himself held a gun trained on her. Damn, she’d helped Omar import that gun, among many others. A little poetic justice for doing jobs for an arms dealer.

      She glanced to her left, where two more of Omar’s men stood, propping up Eric Matherson. His blond hair was matted with dirt and blood and nervous sweat. He sank to his knees, slurring a plea to Raina. “Don’t tell that bastard anything.”

      One of the goons holding him by his arm lifted him just enough to punch him in the gut. Eric groaned and hunched over. Raina wished she had just gone solo instead of calling him in. He didn’t deserve this.

      “Where is my package?” Omar’s baritone voice demanded her attention.

      She shifted her gaze back toward him. She sighed as if the show bored her and lightly tapped the end of her heel. The stiletto blade in the shoe activated, and she lifted her foot. She jabbed it just enough against his inner thigh so that he knew exactly what was at stake.

      She smirked. “From where I’m sitting, Omar, it’s right here. And if you want to avoid becoming an eunuch, you’re going to let Eric walk out of here, unharmed.”

      Omar hissed as she pressed the tip of the blade into his flesh. “He may go free, but you won’t leave here alive. I promise you that.”

      “Then you’ll never get your package. Dead women don’t talk.”

      Omar let out a harsh chuckle. “I know a necromancer. His golden eyes see beyond this world. I don’t need you alive to find my package.”

      “Huh. Good luck with that. Dead me will most likely be just as stubborn as alive me.”

      Her smirk faded. She had never believed in mystical bullshit, but she had seen some things over the last few years to make her question the way the world really worked. Omar was, like her, practical and no-nonsense. He also had no sense of humor. His confidence in the impossible gave her the chills. Her line of work had many physical dangers, but they were ones she knew she was trained to combat. For the first time in a long time, she felt out of her element.

      A smug grin crossed his face, which emphasized the light brown scar on his right cheek. He brushed his fingers across his dark goatee and then motioned to the two men holding Eric.

      “Let him go, he’s with the CIA anyway,” he said to them in Arabic. Omar never fancied provoking government agents from any country unless he felt it absolutely necessary.

      The goons hauled him toward the front exit.

      “Raina!” Eric called. His call ended in wet grunts as the meat-heads landed a few more blows before tossing him out of the café and onto the sidewalk. They stood guard outside, making sure Eric stayed away.

      “Don’t you think you’re overreacting, Omar?” Raina kept the knife extended but put on her syrupy sweet tone; it usually elicited at least a smile from the other sex.

      “Nightwalker…” He spoke her alias as if speaking an invocation. “I’ve always been fair with you. I paid you good money. What happened?”

      She snorted. “That Somali pirate job last month? Remember that?”

      He shrugged. “So the surplus ended up elsewhere. So what?”

      She leaned forward. “It ended up in Adofo’s grimy paws. You know I hate him. I don’t play with terrorists.”

      Omar snorted. “Now, after years working for me and with mercenaries, you suddenly have a conscience?”

      The question stung her. He had a point. She had gone from stealing and peddling valuable information to facilitating Omar’s weapons deals, and helping him avoid authorities. She’d been able to talk herself into the trade. Wars would always be fought and the people holding the strings were the same sort of awful. Sides didn’t matter. They’d all pay for information and guns for their soldiers. Maybe they’d do the world a favor and use that information and those guns to off each other.

      Moonlighting as “Nightwalker” was the only lucrative thing she did. It didn’t make her proud, but it did make sure she had enough money to pay Dr. Morrison. She didn’t know any of the fools who were fighting needless battles. She had no balls in either court. The only thing that mattered to her was family, and the last of her family, Trixie, was going to die without Dr. Morrison’s treatments.

      When Dr. Morrison stopped the spread of her sister’s cancer, then she’d stop. She’d make up for all the shitty decisions that, despite her neutrality, kept her up at night. She’d do some penance, like open an orphanage, or dump a buttload of money onto a children’s hospital. The package that Omar wanted was different, though. Unassuming in the most terrifying way. When Omar asked her to smuggle that mysterious package, she was an idiot not to say no. The last person who ran a delivery for Omar ended up blowing up a bus full of innocent men, women, and children. She knew that, and she took the job anyway.

      “Just tell me it’s not a prototype for some weapon of mass destruction, and I’ll hand it over, Omar. Promise.”

      “It’s none of your business.”

      She heard tires screeching in the distance. “Then I guess you’ll never get it.”

      Omar’s lips twisted into a frown, but he paused when he heard a car engine revving up. His two goons outside began hollering. Raina heard the distinct sound of the two massive men throwing themselves to the ground. Another be-muscled assistant, the one positioned by Omar, grabbed his boss and flew with him to the side. A taxi came crashing through the storefront, stopping just a few feet away from Raina. Eric Matherson sat behind the wheel, eyes wide and blood streaming down the right side of his face.

      “Get in!” He motioned for her to move quickly.

      Raina thrust her hand beneath the table where she’d taped the package to its underside. She ripped it free, bolted toward the car, and hopped into the passenger side next to Eric. He backed out just as Omar and the third man drew their guns. Eric sped down the dark street, weaving in and out of traffic.

      “If you’re a praying woman, pray we aren’t being tailed,” he warned through gritted teeth.

      Raina’s fingers trembled as she examined the package. It was small enough to fit comfortably in one of her envelope purses, but just because it was small didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous. Every time she touched it, a nervous tingling tugged at her brain. It was that feeling that grew into guilt, that guilt that led her to this suicidal escapade. She hadn’t opened it. It was part of her code. Her employer’s goods were their own business. Until now. The tingling sensation that she held something far more dangerous than guns returned as she ran her hands over the unassuming brown box.

      “Aziza’s house is five minutes from here,” she said. She took a breath but did not pause before carefully ripping the wax seal closing the box and pulling out a rectangular jewelry case. To say she was disappointed would be the understatement of the year. Had she made all this fuss over a piece of jewelry?

      Eric instinctively checked the rearview mirror. “Are you kidding me? We don’t have time for a safe house. I need to get you to the embassy.”

      She clicked open the jewelry case and let out a low breath. A gorgeous aquamarine pendant hung on a delicate silver chain. It was most certainly stolen and probably worth a fortune. Not quite Omar’s style. Perhaps he was wooing a mistress.

      She didn’t know if it was adrenaline, the flash of traffic lights Eric was intentionally running, or a trick of the light, but she could’ve sworn that the pendant was glowing. She ran a finger over the gem, which felt warm and inviting. The warm stone pulsated, like a heartbeat, like a living thing. She clasped the pendant around her neck. She was now on the run thanks to this beautiful mistake, so she might as well keep it safe. Hell, it was probably worth enough to buy Trixie hundreds of Dr. Morrisons.

      “Look, you should just drop me off at Aziza’s and then get the hell out of here. I’m sorry I got you mixed up in all this.”

      He made a sharp right turn and rolled his eyes. “So, were you ever going to tell me that you’re the infamous Nightwalker?”

      “No.”

      He snorted. “If you’re ever curious about why we broke up, this is why.”

      “Everyone has a side of themselves they don’t show.”

      “Funny, because I was upfront with you. You saw all my sides, the good and bad. You couldn’t be bothered to do the same.”

      Her stomach tightened. She decided to change the subject and lifted the pendant hanging around her neck. “The deal was that you’d buy this and keep it out of Omar’s hands. If you still want it, it’s yours.” She tried to keep the regret from her voice. It was only fair to offer it to him, but it ate at her to do so. She couldn't explain why, though, she’d never been much for jewelry. Maybe it’s because this piece almost cost her her life.

      Eric gave her a wry smile and eyed the pendant. “I’d love to bring a necklace to my handler and explain how I saved the world by swiping it. Maybe after you explain it to me.” He smiled even wider when she glared at him. “Keep it. I’m in the game of weapons cache, not trinkets.”

      She eyed the stretch of road ahead of them and recognized the route. He avoided Tahrir Square but kept steady south, parallel to the Nile river. “You really are taking me to the embassy?”

      He nodded. His lips were pressed into a thin line. He did that when he didn’t like something. “Honestly, I should hand you over to the CIA. Geez, Raina, if I had known you were skipping out on your day job as an intelligence analyst and pulling this crap by night—”

      “Thank you, Eric. I appreciate it.”

      He sighed. “Don’t mention—”

      The sound of the windshield cracking was nothing to the sick sound of something entering Eric’s head. He momentarily jerked backward, then fell forward on the wheel. The car accelerated out of control.

      “Eric!” She grabbed the steering wheel and steadied it. She slid over, halfway onto Eric’s lap so she could press the brake pedal and stop the car. It came to a screeching halt, and she jammed the gear shift into park.

      She called Eric’s name again and lifted his chin. She immediately regretted it. Her stomach churned at the sight of the grotesque hole in his forehead. His eyes were still wide open, his mouth parted with an unfinished sentence.

      “Eric...no…”

      Tears stung her eyes and she pressed the back of her hand to her mouth to stifle a sob. A flash of light from outside caught her attention. Five men, heavily armed, approached on foot. Their cars idled just a little farther down the road, serving as a blockade. They were on Nile Corniche, a stretch of road that reminded her of a highway in the United States. A fall to her death and rolling into the Nile awaited her on her right, while sporadic nighttime drivers across the divide sped by in their cars on the left.

      Raina wiped the tears from her eyes and considered her options. The fact that they hadn’t shot her yet boded well for her. She had learned a lot working for a private military company when it came to negotiating and dealing in intelligence. It’s what got her started in her stint as “Nightwalker.”

      Just maybe she could offer Omar and his men something big, something valuable enough for him to let her live. She raised her hands, palms facing forward, ignoring Eric’s blood splattered on her white dress.

      Eric...I’m so sorry. She fought back more tears as she silently vowed to take down each of these men for what they’d done. She needed to live through this night in order to do so.

      “Okay!” Her voice cracked as she shouted. “I’m coming out. I’m surrendering.”

      “A wise choice.” The tall man in the middle signaled for the other four to halt. He slipped his pistol into a side holster and approached alone.

      “I’m going to open the door.” Raina’s voice shook, but she thought she’d emphasize that part so they wouldn’t open fire.

      She slowly reached for the passenger side handle and opened the door. The tall man came around and offered her his hand. “You have the Seer Stone? It suits you, but I’m afraid you’ll have to give it to me.”

      Raina almost reached for his hand, but an eerie glint in his eye made her freeze in place. The man blinked, and now both his irises shone a golden hue.

      The necromancer. For eyes of such an otherworldly and beautiful color, the man managed to still look soulless. She supposed Omar wasn’t lying. A chill ran down her spine.

      Before she could move away, he made a sweeping gesture with his right hand and she flew out of the car and onto the ground. She hit the pavement, and a wave of pain traveled down her arms.

      How did he…? She didn’t finish asking herself the question because she was afraid of what the answer would mean. She rose to her feet and ran in the opposite direction. Bullets were not nearly as threatening as a necromancer. Better the enemy you know...The invisible force once again shoved her to the ground and dragged her back toward the tall man.

      “Here, take it. I don’t want it.” She steadied herself on her knees and reached around her neck to unclasp the silver chain, but the clasp wouldn’t budge. It might as well had been welded shut. Her heart pounded rapidly in her chest. She struggled with the chain again, unable to unclasp the latch.

      The golden-eyed necromancer raised an eyebrow, which exaggerated his sloping forehead. Was he amused? Curious?

      He motioned for one of the armed men to approach. “Madu. Bring my blade.”

      She doubted he intended to simply cut the chain and take the pendant. “Look...let me try. I can get it off.” She reached for the clasp again and pulled. “And...I want to talk to Omar. Tell him I have something big to give him.”

      The necromancer smirked. “Unfortunately, there’s only one reason why that pendant is attached to you, which is too bad. You could’ve been of use to us.”

      The necromancer’s man unsheathed not a knife but a sword. She tugged at the chain affixed around her neck. It wouldn’t give. The sword glinted at its razor edges, edges she now knew were meant to remove her head from her shoulders.
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            Raina

          

        

      

    

    
      The necromancer took the blade. Raina squirmed and struggled against the force holding her in place. The so-called Seer Stone warmed against her skin again and glowed. The necromancer hesitated his advance. Suddenly, a sideways blast of light hit three of his men, knocking them over and sending them tumbling to the ground.

      The putrid smell of burnt flesh wafted toward her. She turned to where the blast came from. There stood a man in black, hand covered with a fingerless glove, a bright symbol—a circle with a flame in the middle—shining in the palm area. He held his gloved hand stretched forward, aiming the symbol at the remaining two men.

      The fourth man and the necromancer ran for cover just as another blast of light shot their way. Whatever power the golden-eyed man held over her shattered. Raina jumped to her feet, running toward the man in black. She was just about to warn him about the necromancer, but he spoke first.

      “Get in the car. Hurry!” He jerked his head toward a sleek black sports car idling just behind him.

      “Who are you?”

      “Noah. Car, now. Introductions later, Ms. Black.”

      “But that man over there—”

      “I know who he is. Car!” His last word was a clipped shout, his dark eyes frantic and wild. She normally didn’t take to being commanded about, but the man was shooting beams of hot light from his hands, presumably to save her, so she didn’t press the subject.

      She scurried toward his car and hopped in, her head spinning. The engine ran and the headlights shone on the dark pavement. She reached for the pendant and squeezed it. It began pulsating again. Questions spun around in her mind. What was she wearing and why did Omar and his men want it so badly? Why couldn’t she remove it? The man said there was a reason? What was the reason, and how, in all that was logical, did any of what just happened happen? But she couldn’t concentrate on any of that right now. All she could think about was getting out of there, and the man in black seemed to be the best way option. It was like being in a hellish nightmare.

      And the nightmare had just taken a turn for the worse.

      The necromancer dusted himself off and made a sweeping motion with his hand. Raina couldn’t hear the crack of bone that must have sounded, but she could instantly tell by the way Noah’s bones bent unnaturally that both of his legs were broken. He cried out in pain and dropped to the ground, his legs bent perversely.  He bared his teeth against the pain and held out his gloved hand again, staring at the brilliant symbol and mouthing something she couldn’t hear. It was as though he was waiting for a charge. His hand was held at the ready, but nothing happened.

      Both the necromancer and his man loomed over Noah and aimed their guns at him. For a moment, Raina thought that the man in black’s brilliant beam of light would knock the guns from their hands or the heads from their necks. But that wasn’t the way this nightmare was heading. When a hail of bullets rained down upon him, Noah’s body jerked, just as Eric’s had, in a final convulsion. She knew then that she’d never get to thank him for helping her, that he wouldn’t be able to help her anymore. Tears sat in her throat unshed. She had to help herself.

      She slid over to the driver side and slammed the car in reverse. Her heart dropped when she saw Noah’s body lying on the ground, surrounded by a puddle of blood. She had no time to lament him. The men were coming straight toward her. She could feel the necromancer’s dark power crush in around her trachea, choking her despite the distance between them. Coughing, she leaned over and unlatched the glove compartment, certain that a guy like Noah would own a gun, despite his power. Her hands clasped around something awkward and cold, and she pulled out an antique-looking revolver. A revolver she wasn’t certain would even help.

      “Damn it,” she choked out. The warmth of the amulet began to grow and burn. She squeezed the pendant, desperate. I don’t know what is happening or why you’re attached to me, but if you can get me out of here, do it now!

      The necromancer and his associate pointed their rifles at Raina, their shoulders set and their eyes cold. The responding glow from the aquamarine jewel in the pendant turned into a bright flash, and Raina lost all sense of direction and time.
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        * * *

      

      Something wet splattered onto Raina’s forehead, waking her from a deep slumber. The back of her head ached like hell, and her body was sore and cramped, but she was in one piece. She sat up to gather her surroundings. She was curled up in a corner of a room made with rusty, tan colored stone walls. A solitary flickering sconce lit the area immediately around her. Just above her were two air shafts. Did the necromancer bring her here? Was this some prison, or his lair? But, no, she had asked the pendant for help. She was hoping to land in the embassy or at least in the middle of a bustling night club where she could slip into a crowd of patrons and lose her pursuers. A creepy stone room wasn’t her idea of safety.

      She breathed deeply, tightening her grip on the revolver she had taken from Noah’s car. Until now, she hadn’t known she’d taken it with her. Her knees creaked as she stood and surveyed her surroundings. The last thing she remembered was being stuck in Noah’s car, the necromancer and his associate pointing their rifles at her head. She was definitely somewhere else now, so where was she? And why did the pendant choose this place?

      She ran her hands along the stones of the wall. A sandy silt covered her fingers, coming off the porous limestone. Limestone. Surrounded by limestone. There weren’t many places she knew of that were made of limestone, save the local pyramids. If she didn’t know any better, she’d swear she was inside one of the pyramids. At least that put her a good ten minutes or so south of where she had been on Nile Corniche.

      She had a strange feeling of deja vu, and, inexplicably, she knew where she was—the Great Pyramid of Khufu. It could have been any number of pyramids, she knew, and she was no pyramid specialist, but if she had a gun to her head, she’d have sworn that’s where she was. Of course, it was the only pyramid she’d ever visited. An eccentric billionaire had once hired her to walk through, take a few pictures, and feed his delusion that aliens had landed there. It was the easiest ten grand she had ever made.

      “Was this your home? Do you belong here?” she asked the pendant. She felt stupid doing it, but the thing was magic. It pulsated a few times, almost as if in warning.

      Any further questions were cut short, however, when a low moan rang from the air shaft. Her heart raced and her stomach lurched. Either something or someone else was in the pyramid with her, or the pendant was making her go crazy. In any case, being here was better than being stuck in Cairo with Omar and his necromancer.

      Her grip on logic and reason had long since left her. She wasn’t sure how she wound up in the pyramid, or alive, but she was grateful to be among the living. Her eyes burned when she thought of Eric, and even of the man, Noah, who had tried to help her. She had only herself to rely on. She held tightly onto the revolver and walked the length of the room, noting the small niche in the wall across from her. Next to the niche was an exit.

      “The Queens Chamber…” she mumbled to herself. She remembered it from her walkthrough and taking all those pictures for the billionaire. That meant that she was beneath the Great Gallery and only needed to make her way down the corridor to get out of the pyramid.

      The low moan sounded again from the air shafts and rose steadily. It now sounded more like a shriek and less like a moan. Bats, maybe? She couldn’t remember if there were bats in the pyramid when she had previously toured it.

      She decided she’d rather not stick around to find out if she was right or wrong. She headed through the open exit and ran down the dark corridor, frantic to get out of the musty air of sealed stones. She picked up her pace when she heard movement behind her. Whatever it was, and it clearly wasn’t a bat, sounded as though it were dragging something behind it. Could the necromancer have also been transported to the pyramid? Or was it something even more unfathomable? Ice cold fear trickled down her spine as the moans and shrieks rose into deafening roars.

      She ran as fast as her tired legs would take her, her grip on the gun tightening. A whoosh of air on her neck alerted her that whatever was behind her was gaining and grasping for her. She tried to push herself harder, but it was no use. A powerful claw gripped her shoulder, and she screamed in pain and fear. Something lifted her into the air, pinning her upper arms to her sides. Her forearm, however, was free enough to give her some range of motion. She raised the gun to chest level, aiming it diagonally and taking a shot, hoping the ancient revolver worked. A loud blast sounded and the creature, whatever it was, shrieked and released her. She tumbled to the ground, nearly losing the gun.

      She jumped to her feet and ran again, speeding toward another flickering sconce that marked her halfway point to the final exit, which she could just see ahead of her. If she wasn’t so busy trying to stay alive, she’d have time to wonder why her first visit to the pyramid had been so uneventful, and why tonight was clearly the night that all things impossible and unnatural were to find her. She breathed heavily, and her chest tightened as she chanced a look over her shoulder. She wished she hadn’t.

      There must’ve been ten of those creatures, humanoid but with black eyes and elongated canines. Their translucent skin had just a hint of gray and were covered with purple veins. Saliva dripped from their mouths as they chased her like prey. Some of them flew, others seemed to run quickly on both legs or even on all fours like beasts.

      Raina slid through the exit and made it outside. She unloaded a few more rounds into the group of moaning creatures. Indignant shrieks filled the corridor, but the bullets only seemed to annoy rather than stop them. She squeezed the pendant again.

      If you can help me out again, and maybe not send me to some place filled with more horrors, I could sure use that about now, she thought to the stone.

      Its glow emanated and spread outward, illuminating the pyramid’s exit. She could see a few of the creatures attempting to cross the threshold, but the light from the Seer Stone drove them back. They screeched as if the light burned them, and they descended back into the clammy darkness of their tomb. She heard the moaning and screeching fade away. She took long backward steps away from the pyramid, sending sand spraying behind her.

      The breeze of the cool night air and the nearby city lights of Giza caught her attention. Her hands shook, the antique revolver still clutched tightly in her grasp. She wasn’t sure running was the right thing to do, but she was in over her head.

      Aziza’s house was not far away; she’d paid the woman plenty in advance should she ever need to crash there after a job. She didn’t dare try to make it to the embassy tonight. Besides, how could she explain to them how she got Eric Matherson killed? And by whom? Would they even believe her? Who could she even talk to about all of this when she wasn’t even sure it was happening? What if she was going crazy?

      She tried removing the pendant again, but the clasp defiantly stayed in place. Damn it. She didn’t want this. Monsters, men with magic, and a pendant with a mind of its own. What the hell was going on?

      Care to explain to me why you almost got me killed? She thought to the pendant. After a few seconds pause, it gave off that pulsating warning again. “Great,” she said aloud. “Are you trying to warn me that there’s something worse than those monsters in there?”

      If she was lucky, maybe the pendant would make her fall asleep again and she’d wake up in her own bed. Maybe this was all one bad dream. As for now, she’d have to make her way into the city and get to Aziza’s house, before the necromancers or the monsters descended on her.
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