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      To the Saugerties police: 

      Yeah, I did it again. I took poetic license with your lovely police department. But I promise, this is the last time. (Unless, of course, there’s a next time.)
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Agincourt, Friday, 25 October 1415

      “Here is war at its most profound,” Menes mused as he leaned forward from his seat high on horseback and peered down at the vast field below. “An army of so few making bold against an army of so many.”

      “Methinks you are seeing parallels, my friend.”

      Menes turned to look at Ramses, who was a befreckled, redheaded adolescent boy. More of a young man, in truth, but he had yet to fully grow into his body and his looks. Although, with one of the greatest pharaohs of all sharing possession of that gangly frame, it lent an air of surety and power that had no doubt been lacking before. An air that forced others to obey his commands, even if they weren’t always sure why they felt compelled to do so. The fact that he was ever at Menes’s right hand made it very clear to other Bodywalkers exactly who he was and exactly why he should be obeyed at all times. And in the event of utter stupidity, Ram had his ways of making himself very, very clear on a matter. Ramses may have conceded the throne of the Bodywalkers to Menes, long ago acknowledging him to be the better ruler of the Nightwalker breed, but Menes did not count himself above Ramses in any way other than by Bodywalker law. They were as equals. They had always been so. Always would be so.

      “You only say that because the Politic is outnumbered by the Templars four to one at the moment.” Wry amusement touched his lips. Their war, the civil war between the Templars and the Politic, would never end, it seemed. Century after century, death after death, it always turned the same, grinding like millstones. But for the first time the Politic was in danger of losing everything. If that happened the Bodywalkers would fall under the feverish rule of Odjit and her followers, who would rule the Bodywalkers with a zealous fist.

      “You know their prophecy as well as I do. The day the Templars wrest power from us, Amun will rise to champion the underdog Templars, gifting them with power and rule for their devoted service to the gods.”

      Ram snorted derisively. “That’s the prophecy as told by their oracles… not by any oracle we have ever known. If it held any truth, Cleo or one of our other powerful oracles would have concurred.”

      Menes nodded. He knew that as well as Ram did. However, part of what made him a good pharaoh was that he never dismissed anything out of hand. Over his many lifetimes, while sharing bodies with a great variety of hosts, he had learned that there were rarely any absolutes in the world. Even death was not an absolute. Not to their kind anyway. It was to humans. Which proved another point. One man’s absolute was another man’s maybe. To the Templars, Amun’s prophecy was an absolute. To them, it was a big maybe. Or in Ram’s assessment, a huge “not bloody likely.”

      “The longbow,” he said, shifting attention back to the war between the French and the English. The English king, Henry, was proving to be a master tactician. Or perhaps just a dogged one. Menes could not decide. But watching the English decimate the French from a distance with the impressive use of the longbow in spite of having an undermanned army riddled with dysentery and other illnesses, he thought it was perhaps a healthy dose of both. “I once thought it an awkward instrument. But I see in proper hands there is much to be said for it.”

      “You could say the same about Bodywalker rule,” Ram teased him.

      Menes reached out to cuff him but froze mid-action. He took in a sharp breath, drawing Ram’s quick attention.

      “She’s here,” he said on a rushing exhalation. There was no need for him to explain. Ram knew whom he meant just as assuredly as Menes’s quickening heart and soul did. Menes had waited so patiently these past few months, his life feeling void and half present even as he spent the time Blending with his new host and familiarizing himself with the state of Bodywalker affairs after a century of his absence…

      He had always known her. Lifetime after lifetime they found each other, connected to each other, loved each other in ways no one else could possibly ever understand, though he saw the envy in their eyes as they wished that they could. There was nothing so satisfying, so comforting, as knowing that one’s soul mate existed and would follow him from lifetime to Ether to new lifetime and back to Ether again. And though they could not touch in the Ether, just the presence of each other was beyond comforting. Beyond simple pleasure. And patiently they would wait for their next lives, their next bodies, when they could touch each other once more.

      He could feel her now, her presence like sunshine burning through full armor, and a bead of sweat rolled down the channel of his spine. He felt like a child anticipating the sweetest of sugar, all gap-toothed and silly grins and grasping, eager fingers. Oh yes, his fingers would be grasping and very, very eager.

      But softly now…

      He whispered the warning into his eager brain, using more forceful methods to quiet his libido. She was newly born, not even begun to Blend with her new, unsuspecting host. And that was perhaps the best of it. Every time he got to coax a new woman with an old soul inside of her to love him. He would woo and romance her, convince her to love him while the soul he loved was being reborn inside of her.

      “This is the part I love best,” he said softly.

      “I am well aware,” his friend said with amusement. “One day she will be born into a woman who will not fall for your charms so easily,” Ram said.

      “Oh, I but live for the day!” With a whoop he kicked his steed into motion. Over his shoulder he shouted, “Where would the fun be in an easy conquest?”

      Ram looked down at the forces at war below.

      No doubt King Henry would have enjoyed an easy conquest right about then. As it stood, he would very likely be dead by night’s fall… and all his forces with him. But he would not go down easy, a trait he admired in both the English king…

      … and in this.
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          … And so it will come to pass in the forward times that the nations of the Nightwalkers will be shattered, driven apart, and become strangers to one another. Hidden by misfortune and by purpose, these twelve nations will come to cross-purposes and fade from one another’s existence. In the forward times these nations will face toil and struggle unlike any time before, and only by coming together once more can they hope to face the evil that will set upon them. But they are lost to one another and will remain lost until a great enemy is defeated… and a new one resurrects itself…
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      Dr. Marissa Anderson sat tapping a pencil against the corner of her desk with a very uncharacteristic fidgetiness that reflected the utter turmoil of her thoughts. She was trying to figure out what had so unsettled her. Her life, as a whole, was going along swimmingly. She had settled into her position as the precinct’s head psychiatrist very well. She was even learning how to balance that difficult line between professional relationships with her coworkers and the extension of it into personable, casual ones. Making friends in a predominantly male precinct full of alpha-type personalities who hated being reminded they had emotions… yeah, that had its difficulties. Especially when she often stood between them and their reinstatement or continuation of their duties. But they were beginning to get the picture that she didn’t take some kind of sadistic pleasure in holding that kind of power over their heads. Quite the contrary. As long as they confronted and dealt with whatever issues they had, she was happy to be a strong advocate for the continuation of their careers.

      Career. Check.

      Her sister, who had been known to get into trouble now and then, had been blessedly well-behaved and had managed to obtain at least a part-time job.

      Family. Check.

      And while Marissa wasn’t in a relationship at the moment, she was fine with that. She had never felt the need to define herself by the regard of a man, as some of her friends and relations were wont to do. She was comfortable with herself, her home, her lifestyle, and did not feel she was somehow failing in life because she didn’t have a significant other.

      Personal life. Ch…

      She hesitated in her thoughts, the tapping of her pencil reaching critical mass.

      Three weeks…

      The thought whispered with an insidious sort of mocking in the deeper corners of her mind. Her skin went a little hot and her face tinged with heat immediately after. The response made her growl under her breath in frustration and she chucked the pencil across the room in a rare fit of pique, watching the thing bounce off the window and land in the potted plant beneath it.

      With a sigh she made herself get up and cross the room, bending to peer into the wilds of the ficus. She didn’t quite make it that far. Through her windows, she caught sight of a streak of brown and black bolting across a not-too-distant field, leaping so high off the ground it was astounding, before barreling into the man in its path and sinking vicious teeth into the nearest appendage.

      “Get down! Get down on the ground now!” The command made her freeze, the deep, authoritative voice washing over her and giving her that queasy mixture of fear and admiration in the center of her stomach. Chills raced across her breasts even as heat raced into other places.

      Her eyes yanked away from the dog and its victim and zeroed in on the owner of that voice. The victim was dressed in a thick padded suit designed specifically to withstand the majority of a dog bite. However the man commanding the dog, the man training him, was in full uniform.

      Jackson. Sergeant Jackson Waverly was one of the two K-9 officers in the Saugerties, New York, police department. His former canine partner, Chico, had died about six months earlier in the line of duty. Sergeant Waverly had not taken it well at all. To him it had been no different than if he’d lost a human partner. And considering Chico had laid down his life to protect his partner’s, she’d say he’d earned that sort of respect.

      For a while there she’d been pretty sure Jackson wouldn’t be able to bring himself to continue on as a K-9 officer. He’d been putting off training with his new dog, showing very little interest in the handsome German shepherd named Sargent. But three weeks ago…

      Three weeks…

      Three weeks ago something had changed dramatically in Jackson. If anyone had asked her to explain, she probably couldn’t have done so with any real clarity… not without sounding like a goofy schoolgirl with a demented little crush on some boy.

      Oh, she had to admit that on some level she’d always found the man appealing. How could she not? He was damn beautiful for a male and any woman with half a brain and at least a partially working libido would accede to that. He was tall, but not overly so. Tall enough to be several inches taller than her lofty height of 5'7" with the constant addition of three- to four-inch stiletto heels. It was such a rare thing, really, for someone to make her feel smaller and more delicate than she truly was. But he also made her feel…

      Scorched was the only word she could use to describe it. It was how she had felt that day, three weeks ago, when he had gone from being this sometimes-appealing/sometimes-pain-in-the-ass man to…

      “I’m putting you on notice, Marissa… I’ve come to realize that there is no one on this planet, in this time, more intriguing than you are. You are a puzzle, and a pretty one at that. I think perhaps it would be a terrible shame if I were to let you slip away from me.” 

      Who the hell says that to a woman? It ought to have been obnoxious. Or at the very least corny. It ought to have been offensive and uncomfortable, considering he was technically a patient of hers and it would be a serious breach of ethics to entertain what he was teasing her with.

      So no. She’d shut herself off from it. Pretended that it had been his idea of a mean little joke, of wielding male authority over a woman he hadn’t been able to conquer with his charming smiles and ridiculously beautiful green eyes. Those clear as glass, bright as a turquoise ocean eyes, eyes so brilliant they jumped out of his nobly featured face. Even more so, it seemed, than usual these past three weeks.

      Poppycock, she thought fiercely. He rattled her cage and made her take notice and now she was having flights of fancy every ten minutes… not to mention quite a few steamy dreams with Jackson as the headlining star.

      Part of the problem, she realized, was that he was always there. Every time she turned around she could see him or hear his deep resonant voice. Like now, as he recalled his dog with a sharp, strong command, sending the powerful animal gamboling back across the field to his side where Jackson kneeled and gave him praises, tousling his ruff, and giving him his favorite toy as a reward.

      It didn’t help that the practice field was right outside her windows. It was damn distracting, watching him be stunningly authoritative and then, by turns, goofy and fun-loving as he played with Sargent between rigorous training sessions.

      But in no time at all the intensive training would end and so would her equally intensive immersion in the tempting Jackson Waverly sightseeing tour.

      Yay.

      Darn it.

      “Hell,” she muttered, giving the blinds a frustrating yank, dropping them hard into place and blocking out half the sunlight in her office. “All it was was one stupid little moment of flirtation,” she muttered.

      Well, that wasn’t exactly the truth, either.

      Shoving herself back toward her desk, she decided not to dignify that with any further mental discussion.

       

      Twenty minutes later, Marissa was doodling absently on a scrap of paper, her pen swirling almost frenetically. Almost as if it was matching the frenzy of the thoughts racing through her mind… or the fierce effort she was exerting trying to not think. The phone rang at her elbow, the cell vibrating into movement, trying to travel across the desk. She picked it up and glanced at the screen. A bright, beautiful picture of her sister was displayed, the pure sunlight on her hair making the brilliant red light up as if on fire. That brilliance was nothing compared to the explosive beauty of the smile that had been captured with it. And that smile said everything that needed to be said about the type of person her sister was.

      Smiling in return, she answered the call.

      “Whadayawant?” she drawled into the phone, using the heaviest Brooklyn accent she had in her repertoire.

      Angelina laughed right off the bat, the ebullient sound dancing across the tension in the back of Marissa’s neck and shoulders, instantly releasing and relaxing it.

      “Whatchadoin’?” Angelina bounced back to her in the same exaggerated accent. The amusement was that neither of them had been born in New York, but Lina kept insisting Marissa was starting to sound like a native, so…

      “I’m working of course,” she replied in her normal voice. A voice that had been cultivated to sound sophisticated and free of all accent.

      “No, you aren’t. You wouldn’t have answered the phone if you were trying to pluck the crazy out of someone.”

      “I do other things besides ‘pluck the crazy’ out of these cops. The paperwork alone…”

      “Sure, sure,” Lina drawled. “You’re probably just sitting there staring out at Mr. Tall Dark and Dangerous.”

      The remark took Marissa so by surprise that she hesitated, her words trapped in her throat. “I most certainly am not staring out at him!” she protested.

      “Liar,” Lina accused knowingly.

      “Shut up,” Marissa groused, hating that Lina knew her so well… and beyond grateful for it at the same time. They both had other friends and companions in the world, but no one was closer to Marissa and she knew the same stood for her sister. “So tell me why you feel compelled to torment me in the middle of my workday.”

      “You mean besides it being fun?” But Marissa could hear the smile fading from her sister’s voice in the next sentence. “Actually, I do have kind of a small teensy little problem,” she confessed.

      Marissa rolled her eyes. Angelina never had a small problem. And the more adjectives she used to minimize it, the more Marissa knew she wasn’t going to like the favor she was going to be asked for.

      “What is going on, honey?” she encouraged her, sighing silently.

      “Can I come see you? I’m not far away.”

      Marissa glanced at the clock.

      “I have an appointment in an hour…”

      There was a knock on Marissa’s door, interrupting her. She got up and hurried over to it.

      “Hold on a sec, Lina, I have —”

      She broke off when she opened the door and saw her sister standing there. Angelina lifted a hand, gave her a sheepish version of her winning smile and wiggled her finger in hello.

      “Oh for Pete’s sake,” Marissa huffed, shutting off her phone with a click. “Why didn’t you just…”

      That was when she noticed the large, surly looking officer standing behind her sister. Officer Weiss she thought his name was. Marissa slowed down a moment, taking in the details of what she was seeing.

      “Oh hell no!” she exclaimed.

      “Yeah. I kinda got arrested.”

      “How do you kind of get arrested?” Marissa demanded, using every last remnant of professionalism and patience she owned to keep from losing her cool in front of the entire bullpen. Just a few yards away everyone she worked with was milling about and any of them, most probably all of them, were witnessing this developing debacle.

      “She kind of punched a cop in the eye,” Weiss growled churlishly.

      Marissa’s eyes flicked back to the officer, and sure enough he was turning black and blue around the orbital bone of his left eye.

      “Angelina!”

      “I didn’t punch him!” she exclaimed. “I sort of… flailed. It was an accident!”

      “She was at the MaxCon rally.”

      Now things were starting to make sense. MaxCon was a notorious textile company on the Hudson River, just north of the village of Saugerties. They had recently been fined for illegally dumping chemicals into the Hudson River. MaxCon’s press release claimed it was an accident, a malfunction of some piece of equipment or other. There were a lot of people who didn’t believe that for a second. Clearly, her sister was one of them.

      Leave it to her sister to be in the thick of trouble. Angelina was a blunt, outspoken, and confident person. She didn’t prevaricate. She didn’t keep her opinions to herself and she always, always fought for what she believed in.

      Needless to say, it wasn’t the first time Angelina had had a run-in with the Saugerties Police Department.

      Well, she wasn’t in cuffs. She was holding her cellphone, so it hadn’t been confiscated. And Officer Weiss had brought Lina straight to her. Marissa winced inwardly when she realized he’d probably been privy to Lina’s entire conversation, including the part about her staring out the window at Jackson Waverly. She hadn’t mentioned him by name, but still it didn’t take a genius…

      Oh man she was going to commit sororicide!

      “What else did she do?” Marissa asked wearily, deciding not to waste energy worrying about that. Her sister had offered far more fodder for worry at the moment.

      “She trespassed.”

      “I climbed the fence and sat on top of the wall! I didn’t even touch the damn ground!” she argued fiercely, hands on her hips as she rounded on Officer Weiss. “At least I didn’t until you grabbed me and yanked me down! And that’s when I flailed.” She waved her arms around wildly. “I was trying to get you off of me and get to my feet at the same time!”

      “Lina!” Marissa hushed her through her teeth and stiff lips. Angelina was in the process of embarrassing her in front of the entire precinct. And of course she picked shift change to do it, when everyone was present in the building for clocking out or briefing before shift. There was an audience growing in the distance behind Weiss and Lina.

      “Is she under arrest?” Marissa asked coolly.

      “Well… not yet.”

      “Why not?” Marissa wanted to know.

      “Hey!” Lina protested.

      “Hush!” she commanded her sister. Then she looked at the bruised officer. “Why isn’t she under arrest?”

      “Because she didn’t do anything wrong,” Lina grumbled, absolutely unable to keep her own countenance. It was perhaps her most infuriating trait.

      “Well… uh… the incident in question… it’s kind of a gray area.”

      Lina turned back to her sister and looked smug. The girl didn’t have the first idea how to be careful for her own good. But it did seem as though her sister was perhaps in the right here. If Weiss had been convinced of malicious intent he wouldn’t have brought her to Marissa. The department was very strict about giving preferential treatment to friends and relatives. The town was too small and everyone knew everyone. They had to stay as professional and as impartial as possible.

      “You mean you don’t believe she hit you on purpose.”

      Weiss hesitated, clearly debating with his injured ego for a moment, but Marissa believed that he would be fair if it was warranted. She did know him a little and had never heard of him being accused of being a hardnosed cop.

      “I’m willing to believe it was accidental,” he grumbled at last.

      Angelina exploded into a beaming smile and, instead of gloating over her victory, she leapt up with a bounce and hugged the officer so hard he grunted.

      “Thank you!” she exclaimed. She pulled back and patted his cheek as if he were a child. “You’re a good man, Officer Weiss.”

      And the burly officer colored, his entire posture turning “Aww shucks!” as a smile grew across his lips.

      “Just you stay out of trouble, little miss,” he scolded her, reaching out to pinch her on her chin. Then he turned and walked off, shaking his head and grinning.

      Lina wins again.

      Always. It was that ingenuous face and disarming smile, Marissa thought. Not to mention the rest of her ebullient personality. She didn’t blame Officer Weiss for his reactions to her sister. He wasn’t the first to be taken with her charm and spirit.

      Lina turned back to her sister, all white smiling teeth. “So? Show me Mr. Delicious!”

      Marissa grabbed her sister by the arm and yanked her into her office, slamming the door behind her.

      “I wish I’d never told you about him,” Marissa hissed at her. But she was talking to Lina’s back. Lina was already hurrying across to the closed blinds that blocked Marissa’s view of Jackson Waverly. At least Lina was circumspect enough to peek out between the slats and not press her whole face and body against the glass. Marissa needed to be glad for small favors.

      “Oh my freaking god!” Angelina exclaimed.

      “Will you lower your voice,” Marissa hissed, her face burning with inexplicable embarrassment. Well… actually… it wasn’t exactly embarrassment that made her skin heat up. She knew exactly what Angelina was seeing. She’d peeked out that window endlessly these past weeks. And that moment didn’t turn out to be any different. She moved up beside her sister and peeked out at Jackson right along with her sister.

      “Jesus, Mari, he’s gorgeous! Look at that ass! You could bounce a quarter off that thing.”

      “Lina!” But the scold was ruined when she laughed behind it. “He is pretty,” she said as she made herself move away from the window and pick up her tepid coffee. “I’ll give him that.”

      “Pretty? He’s a god. He’s the kind of guy that makes you wish to be a bar of soap in his shower.”

      Coffee sprayed across Marissa’s desk as the remark hit her mid sip. Marissa dissolved into a coughing fit and half-inhaled coffee swam in her lungs. “Oh my god!”

      “You said it, sister,” Angelina said with a giggle as she turned away from the window. “So what are you going to do about it?”

      Angelina waited patiently as her sister recovered a normal breathing pattern.

      “I’m doing nothing about it of course!” she croaked out. “Jackson is a patient. Doctors don’t date patients. It’s a matter of ethics.”

      “Please,” Lina said rolling her eyes. “I’d quit for that.” She nodded toward the window.

      “Well, I’m not you. And it’s a good thing too because someone has to pay the rent.”

      “Oh. Ow. Low blow, sis.”

      Marissa frowned. It was a low blow. Times were tough across America, and Angelina’s personality couldn’t fill just any kind of job. Oh, her smiling eyes and sunny strawberry-blond looks made it easy for her to get a job, but the opinionated champion of underdogs and lost causes everywhere eventually got on nerves and infuriated or exasperated her bosses. The fact that Lina was just too sweet for words and was as compelling as the day was long… that made it really hard to fire her as well. But eventually she got on a last nerve or crossed an inappropriate line and the employment opportunity would dissolve around her.

      “I’m sorry. I know you try.”

      That was part of the problem. Lina tried too hard to champion the world. She came dead last on her own list of things that needed taking care of. Everything else came first, whether it was the Hudson River, the homeless, or the extinction of Siberian tigers… just to name a few.

      “Angelina, you really need to be more careful,” she said with a sigh, fingertips rubbing at the ache throbbing at her temple. Marissa knew she was wasting her breath, and in a way she was proud of her sister for that. She stood for something. She wasn’t ever afraid of anything.

      Marissa couldn’t say the same. In fact, she was the overcautious, strait-laced, serious one of the family. Yes, that’s exactly how she would describe herself.

      “You need to loosen up,” Lina said, for the thousandth time. “Before you know it your youth will be gone and bam!” – she smacked her hands together – “You’re old and decrepit with cobwebs in your vagina and you’ll be sitting there wondering why you never actually lived your life. I constantly hope you’ll throw caution to the wind one day and just embrace your life.”

      “And I constantly wish you’d tread a little more carefully.” Marissa sighed. “Let’s face it, we’re never going to be what the other wants us to be.”

      “Never say never,” Lina said with a mischievous wink. “If you’re up against the glass drooling over that, then I have tremendous hope for you!”

      “That,” she said, pointing to the window, “is never going to happen. Not in a million years. So give it up.”

      “Humph. Maybe so. Maybe not.” Lina moved toward the door. “You never know what the future holds.”

      “Never, Lina. So stop bringing it up,” Marissa said sternly as Lina pulled open her office door.

      “I’ve got to jet. Later, sis,” she said waving as she breezed out the door. “Hey Weiss!” she shouted across the bullpen. “Coffee and donuts on me!”

      The office door clicked shut.

      Marissa dropped down into her chair, as usual completely exhausted by the tempest that was her sister. She sat back with a deep exhalation.

      Then, unable to help herself, she glanced toward her closed blinds.

      “Never gonna happen,” she muttered to herself in reminder.
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      Jackson looked to his left, a flash of movement briefly catching his attention. Rising to his full height, he smiled as he watched the blinds drop behind Marissa’s windows. A snap of his fingers brought Sargent to his heel. The dog took his position and gazed up at him, tongue lolling out of his mouth as he panted from his exertions and his excitement.

      “Wow, Jacks, that dog’s a beast,” Officer Carl Manheim panted as he came toddling and hopping up to them, the bite suit he was wearing too bulky to allow for any grace and even less dignity. There were better made suits these days, but their tiny little department with only two K-9 units in training didn’t rate such costly equipment. They had to make do with ancient leftovers inherited from the Albany police department.

      Jackson pulled his cap down to shade his face, his sunglasses protecting his burning eyes from the sunlight. He felt heavy and tired, as though he were slogging through a marshland full of thick, sucking mud. He would be glad when training was finally complete. This weakness to sunlight he’d inherited along with a certain Egyptian monarch was beating the Christ out of him. And from what he had come to understand, he was lucky to be moving at all. According to Ram and to Menes himself, the only reason he was able to move at all was because Menes was slowing down the Blending process to an infinitesimal rate and because Menes himself was incredibly powerful and had the strength necessary to buck the one weakness that dogged a Bodywalker’s heels.

      This was perhaps why Menes was pharaoh over all the other Bodywalkers. Even above powerful, dominant men in their own right like Menes’s best friend Ramses.

      Ramses II.

      Holy hell. It had been three weeks since Jackson had nearly died, only to be saved by making a strange deal in order to save his own life. He remembered every single detail of everything that had happened. He remembered the agony of being hit with a searing blast of power known as the Curse of Ra. He remembered the force of it propelling him back through yards of air, and he very clearly recalled the feeling of crashing violently into a car windshield.

      Then there had been nothing. A world of floating, disembodied nothingness. The Ether, they called it. A dimension of foggy clouds and barely existent beings you could feel rather than see. But then he had seen Menes, a tall, dark-skinned warrior, a tower of strength and well-defined musculature and very little in the way of clothing.

      Then he remembered the proposition.

      Die now… or live as host to me. We will share your body; Blend our spirits. One man made of two souls. I am a king, a powerful central figure in a world beyond anything you have comprehended before this. With this position comes not only heavy responsibility, but also very persistent enemies. Enemies who will want us dead.

      It had not been a prettied-up offer, had not been glorified, and Menes had made him no promises save one…

      Join with me and I will show you many things you never would have expected to understand… but most of all, I will show you a love like no other. I will introduce you to the most perfect woman in all known history. You will know a love that will transcend anything you can conjure in your mind.

      There had been many factors that had intrigued him into agreeing, but he secretly admitted to himself that this particular one had held a curious amount of appeal to him.

      “Thanks, Manheim,” he said absently as he bent to scrub at Sargent’s ruff. The dog grunted and groaned happily.

      This would be the last safe day in the sun for Jackson. It had been three weeks since that bargain had been struck. Tonight the Blending would become complete, according to Menes, and daylight would be taken from him for the rest of his life. It had surprised Landon, his boss, when he had volunteered for third watch. Usually night watch was for rookies who hadn’t earned enough seniority to get the day shift. But it was the only option open to Jackson if he wanted to continue at his job.

      Oh, he understood he would have to give up his position in the Saugerties, New York, police department eventually. Perhaps sooner than later. The Bodywalker seat of government was somewhere in New Mexico, the desert apparently feeling very much like home to these ancient Egyptians.

      But he had some unfinished business that needed taking care of, and Menes was inclined to agree. Together, he and his Bodywalker looked toward the set of windows that would have allowed him a straight view into Marissa’s office, had she not dropped the blinds in an effort, he imagined, to shut him out.

      He didn’t know why the psychiatrist was a cause for delay exactly. After all, she’d been within reach for the better part of two years and, other than ogling her backside and other deliciously hot curves of her body as she’d walked back and forth past his desk, he’d never felt compelled to do anything more about his attraction to her.

      But then his sister had disappeared – or so he had thought – and his entire outlook on the world, including his perspective toward Marissa “Hotbody” Anderson, had changed. How much of it was her doing, his doing, or because of Menes’s hijacking of his body, mind, and soul was truly unknown to him. All he knew was that he wanted her. Bad. Really, really bad.

      Menes looked through his new host’s eyes, studying the drawn shades of the good doctor’s windows. As his and Jackson’s Blending neared the finish, Menes grew more and more aware of the strong attraction his host had for the redhead beyond the glass. Jackson may not understand his sudden compulsion to sniff after the resident shrink, but Menes did. Menes did because he was encouraging it. He was fanning the flame of it.

      When he had first been reborn in Jackson, he’d been drawn too quickly to the surface, had exploded with an unexpected and dangerous surge of power. He had sublimated his host in order to speak and be heard. It was not something he was in the habit of doing. He was in the habit of unifying with his host, sharing the world they now lived in symbiotically. He gave Jackson enhanced strength, retarded aging, leadership of a great people, and a power the likes of which no one else among the Politic had claim to. Jackson gave him breath and body, sight and smell, and the resurrection of life so that there may follow a resurrection of his heart… so yes, it was a perfect symbiosis. They each brought something to the table. It would be wrong for him to reward Jackson’s invitation with an internal slavery, dominating him and forcing him to his will.

      But Menes knew he would be sorely tempted these first years. It was so difficult in the beginning when two strong personalities had to learn the perfect rhythm to coexisting as one. Rather like a marriage or a great love. The first part – the infatuation and the fascination – was easy. The second part was where all the work lay. As many marriage vows have declared, in one version or another, throughout the ages he had lived in… in prosperity and in famine, in health and in sickness, in the daily cost of living and the tribulations of every soul, that was where the difficulties and best rewards were to be found.

      And he would find it. But first… first he had to find a suitable host for his beloved queen.

      He had delayed his return to mortal life even after his hundred years of waiting between resurrections had passed because his love, Hatshepsut, had been reluctant to return this time. Not through any weakness of her own, but because of his. In their last lives he had… well, that was neither here nor there. What it boiled down to was that she had finally claimed to be ready and he felt he must act with haste to find her a suitable host before she wavered and changed her mind once more. He did not have the luxury of waiting for Hatshepsut to choose in her own time when time was now his enemy. Besides, who would know better what kind of host would best suit Hatshepsut than himself?

      And, he considered, wouldn’t it be best if he chose someone his new host was already heavily attracted to? There was nothing wrong with stacking the deck in his favor, and he was not above it in the least. It was what marked the greatest of leaders, the ability to use whatever one could to bring harmony between two disparate worlds and make them as one in purpose. 

      “Time to give this pup some dinner and well-deserved rest,” Jackson said to Manheim after clearing his throat so the sudden licks of desire sliding through him at the thought of Marissa wouldn’t come out in his voice.

      “No kidding. Want to catch a beer at Pauly’s?”

      Jackson shook his head in the negative, even though part of him was wondering why he was no longer interested in going to have a beer with the guys. He used to like doing that. A lot. And from the look crossing Manheim’s face, he was wondering what was up with him just as much as Jackson was. That wasn’t good. He was supposed to be keeping a low profile, so that no one questioned him about any differences in his character. He understood why, of course. During the Blending process he and Menes were extremely weak and extremely vulnerable, even despite Menes’s great powers. So it was best to remain inconspicuous until it was complete. As it was, and as he had been made to understand it, the huge display of power he’d shown moments after waking up with Menes inside of him had done damage to the Blending process, slowing it down considerably. It had taken his sister Docia only a week, maybe two, to fully Blend with her Bodywalker. That was not the case with him. Although Menes was apparently doing some of this on purpose so Jackson could maintain life in the sun for a little while longer. Or so he thought. The former and present pharaoh was not exactly a wordsmith. Which was good, Jackson supposed. It would suck to spend the rest of his life chained up with a chatterbox.

      He walked away from the field after a wave of acknowledgment to Manheim and some of the officers who’d been watching at the edge of the arena. He’d practiced in full uniform, as usual. It helped define for the dog the difference between friendly combatants in a situation and unfriendly ones.

      It was peculiar, really, Jackson thought for the hundredth time as he looked down at his dog in bewilderment. Until recently Sargent wanted to obey him just about as often as a rabbit wanted to jump into a roasting pan of its own free will. Then it had been like someone had flipped on a switch inside the little bugger and now he was doing everything and anything in his doggy power to do all that Jackson asked of him. Eventually Jackson had to concede that perhaps Sargent hadn’t been the problem. Animals were very intuitive. In all probability Sargent had been able to tell right off that Jackson hadn’t wanted anything to do with him. Not through any fault of his own, but because Jackson hadn’t been over Chico just yet.

      Funny how that all felt so distant now. As though it had been another lifetime. He had been so consumed with the strange experience of having to share his consciousness with someone else… someone very dominant and very powerful, that he hadn’t had time for wallowing. He had moved on with his life. Or rather, his post-near-death. He supposed that was the most sobering thing about all of this. If not for Menes’s interference and selection of him for host, he would be dead. He would have left his sister all alone in the world. No parents. No siblings. No…

      Well, there was Ram, he conceded reluctantly. And because Docia was host to another Bodywalker, named Tameri, he supposed she would never be alone again for the rest of her life. But outsiders were one thing, and family quite another. He for one didn’t know what he would do without Docia. She was the only family he had left… outside of Leo. But the badass mercenary wasn’t blood. He was more like a brother of the soul. The two of them had raised Docia together and Leo had been there for him through some of the toughest times of his life.

      He had been avoiding his best friend ever since the scene of his “death.” He didn’t know what Leo had made of what he had seen, and he had seen a lot. He had also killed Odjit, the vicious leader of the Templars, a sect of the Bodywalkers that was actively carrying on a civil war against the Politic, the lawful part of the Bodywalkers of whom Menes was the ruler. But Leo, as well as Marissa, had been made to believe everything they had experienced in that moment was nothing but a dream. So neither had any idea that Jackson had died and that Odjit had been killed.

      But Menes had assured Jackson that like a hydra, the Templars would grow a new head quickly. This came as no great surprise to him. Knowing what a never-ending battle that was, he did not envy Menes his position.

      Their position.

      You will have to quit soon, Menes said with little gentility. Surely you realize that? The Politic awaits our leadership in New Mexico. Even your sister has left to go there with Ram as he holds the government center for me during our Blending. What is the purpose of training this animal when you know you must leave him? Menes reached out with Jackson’s hand and rubbed at the dog’s ears. He is a fine beast, and you are making it difficult for him to do his job well if you don’t transition him to a new owner as soon as possible.

      Jackson didn’t respond. He knew he was in some sort of denial, and he knew every word was the truth. That didn’t make it any easier. To leave everything he knew? To leave a lifetime’s work behind and force new, unappreciable goals onto himself? He resisted the thought of it with every fiber of his being. He loved being a cop. The law is what he excelled at. What he thrived for. And the K-9 unit… he would have been content to stay in the unit until he retired.

      But he’d made a deal with Menes, and now he must honor that. Menes had held up his end. He had brought him back to life. Now…

      He knelt down beside Sargent, tousling him roughly, patting his dense, muscular body until the dog was grunting with pleasure. It was then that he realized just how attached the dog had become in spite of Jackson’s months of recalcitrance. Jackson wouldn’t be the only one affected when he was compelled to quit, leaving the dog behind to connect to a new handler. Perhaps he was being selfish, training Sargent now and allowing him to imprint on him as a companion, as if they truly were going to become a warrior team when he knew there was no enduring future for them whatsoever. The understanding made him frown as he stood up, his heart feeling a bit heavier as he entered the building, Sargent trotting perfectly at his side.

      Sargent’s training was showing impressively as the dog resisted all the smells of the food the dinner shift was partaking of. Jackson’s dog was especially fond of hotdogs, and Detective Wells had two sitting in a takeout box on his desk. But Sargent simply walked by, only his nose flaring in recognition of the coveted scent.

      Then, unexpectedly, Jackson was pulled back by Sargent’s leash. The dog sat dead still, his butt hitting the floor and his heavy body becoming suddenly unmovable. “Come on boy,” he instructed, his hand signal to retrieve the dog automatic as he made the command.

      Sargent stayed.

      The door he was near opened, and out stepped Marissa Anderson. She came up short at the sight of the dog, rocking back a little on her fiercely high heels. Honestly? As tall as she was, why the heck did she have to wear those killer heels? Other than to accentuate her long, gorgeous legs and the way her snug skirt loved up against her delectable backside, that is.

      He saw her hands lift up in withdrawal, as if she were afraid Sargent would bite her.

      “He won’t hurt you,” he felt compelled to say, even though she should’ve already known that given all the time she spent among cops and, most especially, her time talking to him about Chico’s death.

      “I know. I’m sure he’s a very nice dog,” she said, a tremulous tone underlying the stern bravado she was mustering up. Still, she couldn’t hide the stressed tension in her body as she leaned away from the dog.

      “Are you afraid of dogs?” he queried her directly, studying her face carefully for tells. The desperation in her eyes on his told him that he was right.

      “Not at all,” she lied. “Could you please move him out of my way? I do have things to do.”

      Damn. Damn damn damn. Why was it the more tightly wound and aloof she acted the more he wanted to rip it all down, leaving her vulnerable to him and opening her up to the idea that a grunt cop had a hell of a lot of physical therapy to offer the highly educated, perfectly poised, and consummately professional doctor.

      “Chico, come.” Jackson commanded his dog.

      The entire corridor seemed to go still. Marissa. Jackson. The two cops that had been chatting it up a few feet away. Jackson felt a chill walk up his spine and a sickly rush of regret and pain swam in his gut. It was a command he had given over and over again for years. It was still second nature.

      And, God love him, Sargent stood up and came immediately to heel, clearly knowing what Jackson had meant to say and making no notice of the slip. He took no offense. It only solidified Jackson’s admiration and connection toward the canine cop.

      But the humans around them were another story. They were suddenly watching him with an almost eager sort of wariness, as if they were staring at the high adrenaline danger of a ticking bomb.

      “It’s only natural to become victim to longtime habits,” Marissa said softly, soothingly, as she put a gentle hand atop his biceps, her fingers warm through the fabric of his uniform shirt. He could smell her now and almost instantly the calamitous emotions caused by his faux pas were forgotten and other sensations rushed up to replace them. She smelled of sweetness, like fresh-baked cookies made with warm, gooey chocolate. It made him want to nibble and lick and…

      He jerked his thoughts away when he felt himself getting hard. He drew away from her, turning his back to her, shutting down her empathy and ignoring her nearness the best he could.

      “It happens,” he said with a shrug. He paused to give a hard look to the other two cops in the hall who immediately moved along and resumed their conversation.

      “Do you want to… ?” Marissa began predictably.

      “Jesus, Doc,” he snapped shortly, “why does every little thing need to be talked about? That’s a hell of a world you live in. If I took time to kick around every stray feeling or negative thought I had I’d never get anything done.”

      She bristled, as she invariably did when he dismissed the effectiveness of her work.

      “I was just —”

      “Well don’t,” he bit out, cutting her off. “I don’t need your mothering and fussing.” Then, without understanding why he did it, he turned back to her and stepped into her personal space. She immediately took a step back, but the wall was directly behind her now and she found herself pressed back into the painted cinder blocks. Oh, he knew it was playing with fire, bordering on insubordination and about to cross into sexual harassment, but he also couldn’t seem to make himself care enough to back off. “Unless you have other ways you’d like to fuss over me,” he said, his voice dropping so only she could hear him, and so there was no mistaking the intent of the remark.

      She drew in a small, startled breath, holding it as she stared up at him and searched for a response that wouldn’t immediately come. As he looked down into her eyes he confessed to himself that he’d always found the blue-green color of them to be compelling and beautiful.

      Pupils dilated. Pulse beating rapidly at the base of her long, beautiful neck, he heard ghosting through his thoughts. Whatever she says, she is aroused by our suggestion.

      Our.

      The pronoun in his mind caused him to falter and he stepped back awkwardly. Our. He was no longer a “me” or an “I.” He was a “we” and an “us.” He no longer spoke for only himself, and he no longer had his own mind and solely his own impulses to control.

      He was searching for a graceful exit out of a situation of his own making when someone came running up to him, out of breath and clearly overexerted. Then again, Tim McMullen was always out of breath and overexerted. He’d put on quite a bit of weight over the years and probably hadn’t seen the inside of a gym since academy training.

      “Jacks! Jacks, there’s a kid missing. Riley’s on vacation in Albany with his family,” he puffed, even though Jackson already knew the other K-9 officer was away. “The captain wants to know if you think Sargent is ready to help us out.”

      “Whether he is or isn’t,” Jackson said, “it’s better than nothing.”

      “I’ll come too,” Marissa said. “The family is going to need someone.”

      “Took my next words out of my mouth, Doc,” Tim said with a toothy grin.

       

      Marissa hadn’t realized that going to the scene of the missing child meant she would be forced to ride shotgun with the very officer she’d been trying to avoid for weeks. She supposed she could have taken her own car, but then he would have known just how much he was getting to her and she refused to give him the satisfaction. Let him stew and wonder, the little bastard. She was tired of this whole situation. Tired of having her sleep ruined every single night because he had wormed his way into her subconscious. And because of that disturbed sleep, she was just plain tired.

      In the backseat Sargent was pacing back and forth, getting on her nerves with his whining. Jackson must have noticed her tension because he said, “He knows something is up.”

      “I imagine the siren is a dead giveaway,” she said dryly.

      “It is, actually, even though he hasn’t got too much experience with it. We’ve exposed him to it several times already to get him used to the sound, and he associates it with training, which is exciting and rewarding as far as he’s concerned.”

      Marissa stole a glance at him. Although he was trying to adopt a laissez-faire attitude, he had a white-knuckle grip on the steering wheel. She wished she could read his mind and figure out why. Was it anxiety about working in the field for the first time with a new dog since Chico’s death? Was it tension from the interrupted moment of sensuality between them that still had her heart beating wildly?

      She should have been offended. She should have slapped his face off in a single blow. But she hadn’t. She had been paralyzed as his heated suggestion caused her to get weak and wet in all of a heartbeat. And she had been terrified that he would know it. He seemed to perceive a lot of things lately. Ever since…

      She shook herself mentally and then forced herself to converse with him, trying to prove to herself that he didn’t rattle her in the least.

      “I heard your sister is getting married,” she blurted out – an obvious stumble for conversation.

      He smiled with one side of his mouth, his entire face changing from a guarded expression to one so warm that it peeled years away from him.

      “Yes. To Vincent Marzak.”

      The man who had “kidnapped” his sister three weeks ago. Only it had turned out to be just a very big misunderstanding. She didn’t know all the details… she just remembered Jackson apologizing to everyone for his behavior and then eating a lot of crow and taking a lot of shit from the brotherhood of the SPD. There was very little room for error in an environment like the one they worked in. If you made mistakes you paid for it. But Jackson had withstood the weeks of ribbing and practical jokes far better than she would have expected from him, considering the short fuse he’d been displaying at the time of the incident.

      But it was like… it was as if she were dealing with an entirely different man. As though the incident with his sister had flipped some kind of switch inside of him that made him recognize where he had been coming up short… or perhaps it finally forced him to reconcile with the recent loss he’d suffered.

      Or so she had thought. But that move a few minutes ago of trying to throw her off balance and disturb her line of concern when he had called Sargent by Chico’s name, that was a classic avoidance maneuver. He was throwing up a smoke screen of sex and inappropriateness to obscure her focus on the one thing he didn’t want to address.

      Ahhh… so that was it, she thought. The ultimatum he’d given her had been his way of trying to cut off her access into his mind and emotions! Why hadn’t she seen it before?

      Because a little part of you wanted it to be genuine…

      Marissa ignored that nagging little whisper in her subconscious. She couldn’t afford to indulge it. And honestly, Jackson couldn’t afford it either. He needed her to be far better at this game than he was. He didn’t know it… but he needed it.

      “It must be a very big change in your relationship with her,” she observed.

      “Not really.” He shrugged. “Vincent treats her like a queen.” For some reason she got the feeling she was missing an inside joke when he smiled rather mischievously. “Ram would rather take a bullet than let any harm come to her. She’s in very good hands.”

      “Ram?” she queried.

      He blinked, a small line of tension tautening up the length of his arms and his grip on the steering wheel.

      “Nickname. I think it was football related or something.”

      Okay now that was weird. Why did it feel like he was lying to her? If so, it was a really silly thing to lie about. What the hell did she care where the name came from? He could have said it was his alter ego’s name for all she cared. She’d heard stranger and weirder things in her career.

      She decided to let it go. She told herself she was being oversensitive. After all, she had been on edge around him lately, waiting for his other promised shoe to drop. She’d been envisioning hundreds of scenarios, a thousand ways to face the application of his promised assault on her, and it had made her hypervigilant.

      “We’re here,” he said abruptly, throwing the SUV into park. Sargent went wild, pacing in the back of the car, whining at an earsplitting pitch and consistency.

      Marissa fumbled for the door handle on her side, determined not to look at the lean, powerful line of his athletic body in uniform with the autocratic weight of his gun belt and vest lending a quintessential air of powerful masculinity. She would not allow herself to devolve into some kind of girlish flirt who giggled and twirled her hair as she checked out the cop’s hot bod. Nope. That was so not her.

      Mostly, she amended as she watched the sexy cop clip a leash onto his dog, bring him out of the car and, with a deep-throated sound, command him to heel. She would have to be dead not to notice how truly fine a male specimen he was. Watching him hold all that frenetic canine energy in abeyance was practically primal. Man and beast, moving as one, a team of ultimate power and strength.

      She looked over the crowd of people assembled. Cops, civilians, EMTs, and every other sort of official she could imagine had been drummed up for the search. Something like this was a big deal in such a small town, and the local news crew was there right on schedule. But what she was looking for was…

      There. Loss. Abject horror dulled by the weight of ultimate shock. Tears of disbelief quivering in the lashes of a woman being comforted by nearly a half-dozen people. The mother. The phalanx of loved ones surrounding her was keeping her protected from the media. There was that at least. But those loved ones would eventually become obstacles, in one way or another, that she would end up in contention with unless this situation resolved in a quick and harmless manner.

      “How long?” she heard Jackson ask the chief of police – a tall, autocratic man with salt-flecked black hair and a pair of serious dark eyes. Devlin Morris was a good chief. He was just the right mix of hardcore cop and clever, diplomatic politician. He was accessible to the policemen and -women who worked under him, revered by them in many respects because he was a legendary figure on the force. Just the other day she had heard a story about him her patient had dubbed “The Polka-Dot Dress Story.” It said something about how far you had made it in the world, when people referred to your adventures in work and in life with a title.

      “Best guess is three hours. She sent the kid to his friend’s house to play about four p.m. She figured he might have stayed for supper when he didn’t come back after a couple of hours and says she tried to call him then. When she finally got seriously worried, she called the friend’s house and found out he’d never gotten there.”

      “Three hours then,” Jackson agreed grimly after a glance at his watch. She looked at hers even though she already knew it was close to seven p.m. They would assume the last sighting was at the time of the incident… whether that incident was accidental or by nefarious means… and work all following courses of action outward from there. For her part, she was looking at a mother who was no doubt kicking herself and asking why she hadn’t called the friend’s house sooner, why she hadn’t walked him there herself, why she had ever let him out of her sight in the first place.

      But Marissa was also there for another reason. She looked carefully at each and every face that was there and was not obviously an official. She would consider them later on if it came to it. For now, she was focusing on the lookie-lous and those seemingly close to the family. Especially those close to or part of the family. Statistics showed that a high percentage of child disappearances were instigated by another family member. Uncle. Cousin. Brother. Mother.

      Mother. Marissa hung back from introducing herself to the mother just yet. Instead she leaned back against the warmth of the SUV’s hood, the spring night coming in a little chillier than it had been. She had been in such an all-fired rush to jump into the car with Jackson that she had forgotten to grab her coat. Or her purse for that matter. But she wasn’t going to waste time examining the reasons why she had done that. She had bigger fish to fry.

      The mother looked suitably distraught. There really was no right or wrong way for a parent to act after their child disappeared, but there were certain things you wouldn’t expect to see in their behavior.

      For instance, the mother pulling out a compact and checking herself before allowing a reporter to speak to her. She dabbed at her eyes, pulled out a lipstick, tugged at her curls in order to make them settle better and more attractively. Now, it was highly possible that these behaviors were rote, that in her shock she was resorting to motions and actions that were comforting and familiar. But there were also triggers for certain behaviors. The trigger here, she imagined, was the desire to look at her most appealing to anyone watching her. Now why would a mother care about that when her child was potentially lying dead in a ditch somewhere?

      A cold dread clenched in Marissa’s stomach. She flicked her attention to Jackson, who had Sargent out of the car. The dog was twisting and turning around after having been given the scent he was supposed to search for. Jackson’s brow was drawn in a wrinkled wave of perplexity and concern. He kept tugging at Sargent, redirecting him, but the dog seemed to be lost. Either that or he simply wasn’t as well-trained as he needed to be yet.

      She found the latter very hard to believe. She had watched out of her window for three weeks solid as Jackson had run Sargent through drill after drill after drill, ending every one with triumphant praise and the genuine pleasure of a job well done. She moved closer to him.

      “Jackson?” she hedged, not wanting to interfere. She didn’t even realize she had called him by his given name rather than “Officer Waverly” as she usually did.

      “He’s not catching on,” Jackson said, the frown deepening.

      “Jackson,” she said more softly. “The mother.”

      That brought his attention sharply away from Sargent and up to her face. She couldn’t help but jerk in a short breath when she found herself the center of his attention and staring dead into his brilliant turquoise eyes. They were that bright tropical ocean blue that made you jealous of their beauty and the power behind them could either scare the bejeezus out of you or make you melt into a puddle of hormones.

      She was trying hard to resist doing the latter. Very, very hard.

      And it was strange, but she had never thought they were so sea-colored before. She had always thought they were more of a classic blue. How strange…

      Jackson redirected Sargent without looking at him and the pup obediently sat at his heel. He released her from his penetrating regard for all of a second to steal a glance at the missing child’s mother. But then he was back to her, the intensity of his gaze boring through her, making her feel naked and shivery.

      Crap! Get it together, Marissa! she scolded herself.

      “What are you seeing?” he asked quietly.

      She licked her lips.

      “I could be wrong but she seems a little off. But let me talk to her before I pass summary judgment. However, you might want to move Sargent closer to the house.”

      He nodded curtly.

      Marissa went to speak with the grieving parent.
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