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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 each other’s existences. 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 so will remain lost, until a great enemy is defeated… and a new one resurrects itself… 
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Approximately three hundred years ago

      His name had been taken from him.

      All those years ago, when he had first been forged, they had robbed him of everything that he had been and had left him with nothing… stripped and raw, without even a name. From the moment he had been reborn into the thing that he now was he had been called many things. Slave. Idiot. Fool. Those words were his name now. What do you think, fool? Fetch me that water, slave. Don’t you know what you are doing you idiot!!?

      But no longer. Tonight he would be free, one way or another, and he would not flinch from what it would take to grasp that freedom. Whether it be actual escape or whether it be death.

      All he had to do was get the stone. That was all. Just one small piece of rock that had been bound to him at the very same moment his existence had been forged into this horrid life. One small stone would mean the difference between life and death to him. Freedom or oblivion. There were no other choices. He could no longer tolerate any other state of being.

      But the task was harder than it seemed. His master guarded the stone zealously, as he did all of the stones of his slaves. He felt a twinge of regret that he would be leaving the others behind to wallow in their enslaved states, but he could not worry about them and he could not enlist their help. He would not risk any lives but his own. More important, he did not know if he could trust any one of them not to betray him.

      Yes, it was selfish in its way, he acknowledged to himself, but he had no choice but to be selfish. This folly would be his and his alone.

      All he needed was one small stone.

      He waited until the room had emptied of everyone save himself and his master. He lingered nonchalantly, trying not to look like he was up to anything that could be perceived as remotely rebellious.

      His lord was a dark and powerful man. He was very high up in the chain of command, his life busy and focused on the war he was heading against his enemies. However, he was not all-powerful. True, he had been talented enough to forge many slaves like himself, but his master answered to a mistress of his own.

      He fawned over her constantly, bidding his slaves to do any number of tasks, both benign and horrific, on her behalf. And though his master was the one who had enslaved him, it was this mistress he directed his impotent captive fury toward. Oh, they were equally responsible for the individual slaves they created, but his master’s mistress was the twisted mind that birthed the terrible tasks his master would bid him to take care of.

      And no matter how reprehensible the task, as long as his master held that stone, he’d had no choice but to comply. And so he had done terrible things. Things that sometimes he had taken great pleasure in doing, despite knowing how dark the ultimate goals of his master might be. He had stolen things. He had headed raiding parties against his master’s enemies.

      He had committed cold-blooded murder.

      And the night he had realized that he was beginning to take delight in these murderous tasks was the night that he began to see how reprehensible he himself was becoming. He could only blame his master to a point, but he had gone above and beyond the duties outlined to him and he had taken pleasure in it all. He had gone from being a man enslaved and despising his captor to a true and loyal servant who took pride in the way he accomplished these dark, vile deeds.

      He had truly become a disgusting reflection of his master. He had so much penance to pay for his deeds that he probably didn’t even deserve freedom. But to keep away from freedom meant that he would only continue to perform more harm on others. He would continue to descend into damnation, and that he could not abide.

      But it was this loyalty toward his master that made his master drop his guard, leaving the stones unprotected against his very best and most loyal of slaves. Just the same, if he failed, he would never be trusted again, and would suffer everything from cruel torture to absolute death. He had seen his master’s wrath in action up close and personal. Hell, he had often been the instrument through which his master had exacted his vengeance on those who crossed him. He knew just how creatively the man could sketch death on another.

      The room was empty, but that meant nothing. He walked slowly and purposefully toward the box holding the stones. A simple wooden jewelry box with blue velvet lining and a high polish that made the wood gleam. It was in the shape of a hexagon with another hexagon of etched glass in the center of the lid. The central design on the glass was of a lily. Had it had color, it would have been a black lily. Black lilies were his master’s mark. He was sometimes instructed to cast a black lily on the ground near a scene of action; whether it be something as brutal as a vengeance murder or something as benign as an altar of worship, he’d dispatched his master’s mark. It was not some corny token, however, like in movies or television – some way of saying “I was here!” or “Fear my wrath!” The black lily was a profound symbol for death, a death his master chased with a single-minded fury. Not the deaths of those around him, but his own.

      For his master was a powerful immortal, doomed to live life over and over again, always remembering the suffering that had come the lifetime before. Not many recognized this, but as his master’s right-hand man, it was hard to miss how the man craved permanent death.

      He hesitated a moment before touching the box. He knew it was ensorcelled, that it would raise an immediate alarm and explode with defensive, painful magic against him. Through the glass he saw the small collection of colorful stones, each ranging from being as gray as granite to being beautiful shades of red and everything in between. His, he knew, was the cinnamon-colored stone just big enough to fit his hand around. It was clear as glass, as brilliantly faceted as a ruby without the deep blood-like coloring. It matched his eyes perfectly. It was what it was. A stone. A protected stone. His touchstone. A stone he would be bound to for the rest of his days. It had been taken from his hide the day he had been forged and now… now he was a slave to it. Every day he must sleep in contact with it. If he did not… the consequences were horrific. To be parted from the stone for long periods was to risk permanent being.

      He fisted his hand, turning his flesh and bloodskin to stone… a dark gray stone. With a carefully controlled show of force, he rammed his fist through the glass. He was powerful enough to grind everything within the box into dust if he was not careful, and that would mean not only his end, but the end of all the others connected to all those other stones.

      The reactive magic was horrifically painful. It lashed at him, driving him back, pushing him away from the object he so desperately needed. He lunged forward against it, but still the force drove him back.

      No! No! I cannot fail this! 

      He needed to succeed and he needed to do so quickly. The alarm screaming out of the room would bring others in mere moments. Using every last ounce of strength and will he possessed, he lunged forward once more, grabbed for his touchstone, and closed his fist around it.

      The box toppled to the ground, the other touchstones within it scattering wildly. But he paid them no attention. He was turning into the push of the magic, letting it shove him violently out of the room. He plowed over two acolytes that had come running at the sound of the alarm. A third lifted a weapon, a gun, and fired at point-blank range into his chest, right over his beating heart, right below the brand that forever marked him. The stone of his skin deflected most of the bullet’s impact, but he felt and saw a chunk of it go flying. The pain was brilliant and fierce, but he paid it no mind. He’d felt worse. For now he focused on grabbing the acolyte, yanking him closer and smashing his hand, touchstone within, into the man’s skull. The man crumbled and he let him fall, discarding him like trash. As always he allowed no remorse to fill his mind. That would come later. In that moment he needed to fight, for his freedom and for the right to pay penance – for the new sins he was about to rack up as well as for the old.

      Shaking that thought off, he made his way outdoors, the night cold and brisk and stunningly perfect as he spread his wings and launched himself into the air with three steady pumps of his wings.

      He knew they would be on his heels, but he also knew he was free.

      Free.

      And no one would ever take that away from him again.
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Present day

      Captive.

      Chained. Like a beast. Like… like an animal awaiting butchering. Awaiting those that would devour him.

      Ahnvil wanted to scream, but he would give his captors no such pleasure. He moved and the sound of chains scraping over the cement floor of his prison instantly came to him. He was shackled at the ankles as well as the wrists and thrown behind a wall of steel bars for good measure. His prison was a basement of some sort that he could sense was fully underground.

      The sound of conversation floated to him, and his ears pricked up. He moved forward as far as his manacles allowed and began to pace, as if agitated. It was what they had come to expect of him. The feeling of superiority this supposed knowledge gave them made them sloppy and, he hoped, would give him an advantage.

      “I’ve got to show you this,” the Templar priest was saying in semi-hushed tones to his companion. He doubted there was even anyone to overhear them, but their desire to be secretive was telling and he was going to make sure to be very attentive… while not seeming to be so. Perhaps he would finally find out why they had bothered chaining him up and keeping him captive instead of simply killing him and striking a serious blow to their enemies who depended on his strength and abilities. Of course there was always the possibility they were going to let time do it for them… 

      “What is it?” the second Templar, a short, balding male, wanted to know. Seriously? Ahnvil thought dryly, Of all the humans he could choose to be reborn in, this is what he chose? It goes to show that some Bodywalkers are just smarter and stronger and better than others.

      A Bodywalker was a body with two shared souls. One was the human that had been naturally born to it. The other soul was that of an ancient Egyptian, a powerful man or woman that could be reborn in the host body of the human, in effect sharing that body with the original soul. Only, these Bodywalkers, the Templars, did not share. They subjugated the innocent human soul… just as they had once subjugated him.

      The Bodywalker he knew, the ones he was devoted to, the Politic, they were different. They cared for their human hosts, they Blended with them and respected them and shared their lives with them in harmony. The way it should be.

      And since Bodywalkers could choose exactly whom they could be reborn into… it seemed ridiculous that this one had chosen such an inferior physical specimen.

      As they came fully into range of his prison cell, he could see his captor: tall and handsome, if older, with salt-and-pepper hair and a deep dimple in his left cheek. This one had obviously chosen based on aesthetics.

      “Oh my! Where did you get that?” Baldie asked with surprise when he caught sight of the captive in the cage.

      “Not that,” Dimples said impatiently. “I’ll tell you why I’ve caught that in just a moment.”

      “Oh. Well, what then?”

      Dimples went to a drawer in a nearby worktable, a table that held any number of things, including all kinds of components for the spells the Templars worked. They were dark, vicious powers that ought not to be messed with. The same dark powers that had created him.

      Dimples pulled a steel box from the drawer and opened it, the tremulous touch of his fingers revealing exactly how excited he was about what was inside the box. He reached in and withdrew a necklace, the pendant of which glinted sharply when the light from above struck it.

      “What is it?” Baldie asked, snatching it out of his companion’s hands. Dimples immediately snatched it back, holding it again with reverence.

      “It’s called Adoma’s Amulet,” he said breathily.

      “Really?” Now Baldie had adopted Dimple’s reverent tone. “What does it do, Panahasi?”

      “I have no idea,” Panahasi said.

      Baldie frowned with consternation and impatience. “If you don’t know what it does, what’s so special about it?”

      “What’s special is that I found it in Kamenwati’s belongings before his things were cleaned away!”

      Their captive’s ears burned at the recognizable name. Kamenwati was the most powerful Templar priest ever known. He had been the right hand to the most powerful priestess, Odjit.

      That is, until Kamen had defected to the other side. Ahnvil’s side.

      Ironic, considering he was Ahnvil’s creator. His former master.

      Baldie reacted accordingly. “Ohhh! And what makes you think it’s special, other than that?”

      “Well, apparently Kamen had been researching it virulently. It was with tome upon tome, sitting on his desk. But the only thing he had found thus far was this passage.” Panahasi withdrew a small book from the box and flipped it open to a marked page. Ahnvil winced as he watched this, wondering how the book didn’t simply fall apart in Panahasi’s hands, given how obviously old it was. But neither of the Templars seemed to respect or even notice that. They were too busy trying hard to stand on the shoulders of another’s works, someone who was far and away more worthy of reaping the benefits of those works, if by way of his power alone… and even Ahnvil had to admit that, despite his own hostile reasons for despising Kamen.

      “It reads: ‘The slave, born of the infinite Nightwalkers, will set free the power within. The one that harnesses Adoma’s Amulet will have such power as to make a god weep.’”

      “Oh my,” Baldie breathed, clearly finally understanding the scope of what his friend held. “Oh!” he said with sudden animation. “That’s what the Gargoyle is for!” He glanced over at their prisoner.

      “Yes! And he’s not just any enslaved Gargoyle, he’s Kamen’s Gargoyle. Kamen’s creation. I thought if any slave would be powerful enough to unlock the power within this Amulet, it would be one of either Kamen’s or Odjit’s slaves. And since Odjit has no living Gargoyles that I know of at present, this one will have to do.”

      “So what do we do next?” Baldie wanted to know, rubbing his hands together eagerly.

      “We don’t do anything. I am going to try to get this Gargoyle to unlock the power in the Amulet.”

      “And just how are you going to do that?” Baldie sneered, clearly not liking being cut out of the potential rewards, even if he had done nothing to deserve them. Just as his friend had done nothing to deserve them outside of being a thief. “If you get too close to it, it’ll rip your head off. It’s not as though it’s going to want to do you any favors.”

      “I know,” Panahasi said with a frown as they both looked over at him. He gave them a dutifully vicious smile for their efforts.

      “Well, you better think of something soon. You only have a few days before he’s no longer any good.”

      “I know,” Panahasi growled sharply. “Don’t worry, I will think of something. Kamenwati isn’t the only priest with power, you know. I did manage to ambush the Gargoyle and catch him, didn’t I?” Panahasi said, puffing himself up. But it rang very hollow to both Panahasi’s friend and his captive. Probably even to Panahasi himself.

      “Never mind.” Panahasi said when his companion still looked dubious. He dropped the Amulet into the box along with the book he’d read from and shoved both onto the table. The action made the lid of the box shut sharply. “I’ll deal with it later. I merely wanted to know if you were interested in being a part of it. But if all you are going to do is judge…”

      “No! I won’t judge,” Baldie said eagerly. He held up a hand, palm flattened out solemnly. “I swear.”

      “Good,” Panahasi said, seeming to be mollified by his friend’s newfound respect for him. Or what passed for respect. It was more likely he would try to find a way to snatch the Amulet for himself at the first opportunity. That was just how grasping and disloyal these Templars were.

       

      There was a noise at the door and Ahnvil’s keeper came bumbling through in a cacophony of objects and clumsiness. She was not his captor. Merely his warden. She moved forward, approaching him cautiously as she always did, her fear obvious on her face. She was wise to feel trepidation. He had not made things easy on her. She had never actually harmed him, but neither had she aided him in any way except to feed him and tidy his cage. He stood up, his fists clenching, his entire attitude making his body seem bigger than his already massive stature.

      “Is it daylight?” he asked, the passing of time so awkward and slow for him in here, shut away from the whims of the sun.

      “No. It is turned night,” she answered amicably. She was a mousy little thing, in face and form and most certainly in attitude. She was shy and unsure, especially when she approached his cage.

      She was incredibly petite. So small and so thin he could break her with a single swipe of his hand. She moved to the lever on the wall across from him and his entire body went tense, instinctively straining against the action to come. She pulled the lever and immediately, with a grinding groan of machinery, the ends of his chains began to disappear into the wall. They shortened and began to drag his powerful, straining body back toward the solid stone of the rear wall of his prison. He glared at her scathingly, and she turned and hid her face under the length of her hair.

      He growled as he stepped back voluntarily, knowing that it was inevitable anyway but it was at least an act of freedom, of choice, however small or disillusioned it might be.

      “What is my slop for the day, jailor?” he asked. She seemed to flinch under the reference of her being his jailor. Even though they both knew there was little truth to the matter. She was not the one who had put him here and she was not the one who held him captive still.

      She moved back to the doorway to fetch the tray she had been carrying when she’d entered the room, then, with a sense of unease he could feel all the way across the room, she came toward him, her steps small and tight. She was so afraid of him things on the tray rattled softly because her hands, possibly her whole body, was trembling. As she approached the steel-barred door of his room, she hesitated. She had good cause to fear him. Even lashed down as he was he was, still a force to be reckoned with. And no doubt she could feel his hatred toward her as it rolled off him. She’d have to be dense not to be intimidated.

      “Mendato dirivitus day-o septoma,” she said at last, unlocking the heavy door and its lock with the spoken spell. She was not afraid of him hearing it, because his kind could not cast magic. Magic had forged his kind into life. And magic, it was said, could not beget magic.

      She turned and butted the door open using the hook of her ankle to control it. She entered more quickly now. He could only assume it was because she wanted to get the whole thing over with and the less time she spent in the cage with him the better off she’d be.

      She had no idea, he thought with menace. If he could get his hands on her, he’d snap her rotten Templar neck in an instant. She and her kind had taken the one thing, the one thing that he treasured above all other things, and they would pay for it.

      They had taken his freedom.

      It was driving him insane, being locked away like this. Though it was a very different type of captivity than the one he’d been forged into, this was far worse. Probably because this time it had been his foolishness, once again, that had gotten him in this kind of trouble.

      He’d been tracking down another piece of Templar scum, had followed him into a bar, only to make the mistake of being distracted by a pretty girl, a decoy, who had talked to him cheerfully as the Templar bastard had come up behind him and… Well, he didn’t exactly remember what had happened next, but his head sure hurt and he’d obviously lost consciousness.

      She put the tray down on the floor within his reach… or rather, within his reach when the chains were slackened. She stood up and pushed back her hair, the shining length of it smooth and clean and rich. Despite his hatred for this Templar, he had to give credit where it was due. God had done right by her when it came to her hair.

      Ahnvil growled low and fierce and she jumped in her own skin, quickly backpedaling toward the door. He had been captive here for two days and time was growing short. He needed to act now or risk insanity or, worse, permanent being. Of all the things his kind feared, permanent being was by far the greatest and most universal. Insanity could be healed with time and guidance, but permanent being… it meant being a prisoner in stone for all time.

      “Before you go,” he said hastily, pausing to clear the rough anger in his voice. “Tell me why it is that I’m being held here. I know nothing of value, and wi’out my touchstone you have no ability to enslave me. All this does is risk permanent being. ’Tis senseless! I am just a guard for a low-level Politic Bodywalker,” he lied, “I swear I doona know anything!” His desperation was coming through in his voice, his thick Scot’s accent growing thicker, and he cursed himself for the weakness.

      She put one hand in the other, twisting them together in agitation.

      “I don’t know,” she said, and he knew she was speaking honestly because of the stark worry in her eyes.

      Worry for me? he wondered. Hardly, he thought an instant later. She was a Templar. The worst kind of Bodywalker. The kind that robbed its host of all previous life and individuality. The kind that would enslave another being. The kind that would use evil magic to have their way. She was a snake. Perhaps a less dangerous snake in the grand scheme of things, but a snake just the same and her venom would be just as deadly… however small it might come in its doses. He shifted, testing his bonds for the thousandth time, the sting of his raw skin reflecting that. Early on he’d shifted from stone to skin, trying all manner of methods to free himself. Every attempt, no matter how small, reminded him that time was ticking away, and along with it his sanity. For, as strong as he was, the longer he was away from his touchstone, the weaker he became. The longer he was away from his touchstone, the looser his grasp on reality and… eventually, his mind. And the longer he was left without the stone, the more sure his impetus toward permanent being would become. Permanent being. Turning to stone and never being able to turn back again. Trapped in one’s own stone prison. No way of healing from it, no way of coming back. And these Templars were counting on his fear of that. They didn’t need to torture him. They need only wait and let time do it for them.

      “Imagine how frustrating this is for me,” he said, letting his true desperation come through, trying to appeal to those flickers of humanity he saw within her from time to time. Maybe her host wasn’t completely subjugated, he thought with even more desperation. Maybe there was a true human being fighting within her.

      Maybe he could use that to his advantage.

      “Like you I am merely a servant tae a master. I know nothing. I’m li’le more than a dog playing fetch.” He growled. “I fought for freedom only tae find myself li’le more than a slave again,” he lied. Quite convincingly, he thought. He deflated with a sigh. “But they will no’ believe that. No’ even when I turn to permanent being.” He shuddered at the words, and he did not have to act the emotion.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, and he almost believed her. “There’s nothing I can do.”

      She turned to hurry out of the enclosure.

      “Wait. What’s your name? Just so I know what tae call the only friend I seem tae have in here.” That’s it, he coaxed in his mind as she leaned back toward him, taking his measure as she tucked a silky strand of that hair behind her ear.

      “Jan Li,” she said, and he knew instantly it was her host’s name, the Asian features of her face telling of it if nothing else. That was unusual. Usually Templars did not adopt their host’s names. The less they were reminded of the host within them, the happier they seemed to be.

      “Jan Li. Thank you, Jan Li, for talking tae me. My name is Ahnvil.” She probably already knew that, but he gave her his name in order to coax her into humanizing him. It would work on whatever part of her was decent… if any part of her was. It did occur to him that she might be just as deceptive as he was being, acting the innocent to wheedle the information they wanted out of him using femininity and helplessness to pave the way. But it was worth the risk to play the odds. What other choice did he have?

      Jan Li locked his cage back up, testing it with a rattle of metal, as if he could move that far forward in his little pacing acre. Then she went to the chain release and let him have the slack in his chains again. Perhaps… was it his imagination or was it a little more than he’d had before? He shook his head, trying not to let the situation toy with his grasp on reality. He would lose hold of that soon enough. What he did notice was that she kept looking over at him. Even as she left the room, she cast a slow look at him over her shoulder.

      Then she left him alone.

      Alone to wait.

       

      She reappeared five hours later, the only one to breach his solitude, and it was harder and harder for him to ignore the ticking clock they had purposely left within his line of sight.

      She was carrying yet another tray, coming toward the cage to trade it for the empty one at his feet. It wasn’t until she went for the lock that he realized that she hadn’t taken the slack from his chains. Did this mean she was beginning to trust him? Beginning to relax her guard?

      She lowered the tray to the table and lifted her dark eyes up to his.

      “You have five minutes at most before they notice you are missing. I have constructed a ruse that has brought the guard from his station. There is a camera watching you.”

      “I figured as much,” he said, his breathlessness a result of his disbelieving elation.

      “All I ask is that you take me with you. I cannot break free of these people on my own. I beg of you to lend me your protection. I am afraid I am of little strength and use to you and all you have is surprise and my knowledge of the complex on your side.”

      “Deal. And ’tis enough,” he told her.

      She wasted no time then entering the cage, making him realize immediately that she had a key grasped within her shaking fingers. She unlocked his manacles with lightning speed, something he found impressive, for all her talk of being weak. It occurred to him that this could all be a ruse, an act to get his hopes up only to crush them later. A way to further stress his mind in order to bend it to their will, but what other option did he have? And whatever else, his hands were unbound and that meant his wings could be called forth.

      After freeing him, she wasted no time hurrying out of the room and he had to make haste to follow her. Only… he stopped and looked back toward the worktable… toward the metal box. On impulse he grabbed for the box, opened it, and snatched the Amulet from within it. Then he hurried out of the room.

      They were underground, as he had long suspected for all they had behooded his head on his way to his cage initially. But it was barely a basement, free air hitting them after only two flights of stairs. He heard a lot of shouting and saw people running away from them across what looked to be the yard of an old prison. It was full of fencing and barbed wire at its rims, but the openness allowed him to see there was a fire and a hole ripped into the fencing and the ground. A distraction, he realized as he turned to look back at her. But he was in free air and that was all he needed. He shifted form instantly, his stone skin rippling over him and his wings bursting forth from his back. He grabbed her up against himself and with a thrust of powerful legs he launched into the sky, making sure to protect her from anything that might be thrown at them from the ground. But what he worried about most was that he was burdened and that other Gargoyles they would send after him would not be.
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      “It is not an ugly monument of metal with no purpose. It’s an ugly monument of metal that’s allowing us to carry on this interference-free phone call.”

      That small bit of logic released a tirade of venom about the evils of modern technology from the other end of that lovely connection and Katrina Haynes rolled her eyes heavenward, as if that were going to help deal with her mother for whom logic was a fluid thing. The ugly cell tower they’d just placed on her mother’s neighbor’s property on the mountain above was a blight and an eyesore and entirely not necessary said she-who-was-infamous-for-bitching-about-dropped-phone-calls and she-who-was-attached-at-the-hip-to-her-barely-understood-smartphone. Her mother had to have the best, whether she could use it to its potential or not.

      Katrina’s own smartphone had been a gift from her mother for Christmas; otherwise she’d still be making do with her much beloved flip phone, and being quite content with it. Although, she had to admit to an Angry Birds addiction. She had several different variations of the game.

      “Well, Mother, then you’ll have to be content with looking down the mountain and not up the mountain where the cell tower is. After all, isn’t that what a vista is all about? Looking down around you?”

      She whistled sharply, looking down her own drive to where Karma had disappeared. She exhaled, her breath clouding on the deep sigh. The air was cold and crisp, just the way she liked it, and as she looked down at her own vista, a breathtaking view of the valley and the small town of Stone Gorge, Washington, where she lived, she guessed she’d probably be a little pissed off, too, if something marred her view in any direction.

      “Momma, Karma’s disappeared again. I’m going to have to call you back.”

      “That dog.” Her mother tsked. She didn’t like the thundering Newfoundland dog. Her mother said it was because the dog reminded her too much of a black bear rather than a dog, and being so close to the wilderness where bears often came down and ravaged her mother’s birdfeeders, Katrina could understand the trepidation. Although Karma was a bounding bundle of soft, sweet, slobbering devotion and wouldn’t hurt a fly, never mind a birdfeeder.

      Kat said her goodbyes and hung up the phone before moving down the steeply sloping drive and whistling again for her dog. But as she came around one of the drive’s many curves, she found the dog snuffling into the thick leaf fall left over from that autumn’s annual shedding. Karma’s big body was blocking her view of whatever it was she had found. Fearing she’d come up with a skunk, Kat hurried forward.

      “Karma, come out of there!” she ordered sharply.

      And that was when she saw it. Him. It. She couldn’t decide and she was frozen in place, rooted with fear and shock, her heart pounding with sudden madness in her chest. He was probably the largest man she had ever seen in her life, and living in nearly wild mountain country that was saying something. He was almost twice as big as the gigantic dog sniffing at him. But the most shocking thing about him was not that he was half naked in the slush of the last snowfall that was half melted yet, but that half his skin was gray, like the coarseness of a stone, and half was dusky, perhaps deeply tanned or maybe racially swarthy with an acre of sculpted muscle. He was lying on his stomach, seemingly dead.

      Then he groaned, proving himself alive, and rolled onto his back, and all her fear melted away when she saw a copious amount of bright-red blood. She lurched forward, shoving her dog aside, as she dropped to her knees and reached out to touch him. Her hands fell onto his shoulders, one of which was chilled human skin, the other of which was as rough as stone. But that couldn’t be, she thought in some corner of her mind. Skin simply did not turn to stone. Perhaps it was a full thickness burn or some other kind of injury… But the sectioning of skin to stone fluctuated under her touch and suddenly the shoulder opposite turned to stone and the other to flesh beneath her trembling hands, robbing her completely of any further excuses.

      But with that change came a sudden gush of blood down the ridges of his defined abdomen before it dripped heavily into the snow, much of which was already stained a melting red.

      “Don’t… move,” she said, fumbling for her phone. “I’ll call for help.”

      “No!” He reached out to grab her by her front, her thick coat suddenly feeling like nothing in the grip of his fist as he jerked her forward. She felt like something fragile all of a sudden, like he could snap her in two at his whim. “You see what I am. I canna control it. The pain… They would see what I am.” He looked up then, searching the dark predawn skies. She and her mother always spoke in the freakishly early hours before dawn, and they always called each other through a cup of tea and coffee, respectively, touching base and bookending their days to the sound of each other’s voice. “I need shelter. Please. I canna be caught out in the daylight.”

      Katrina sat there on her knees, the wet snow melted by her body warmth seeping into her jeans, frozen with fear and indecision. In the end it was the bright red of another gush of blood that galvanized her.

      “This is crazy, this is crazy,” she said under her breath in a fast, heated whisper. “Okay,” she said so he could hear her. “I’ll bring you inside. But… that doesn’t mean I won’t call for someone. If you try to hurt me… my dog will attack you.”

      “Oh,” he said, his chiseled lips turning into a wry smile, “the dog that was just merrily licking my face?”

      Crap. Damn it, Karma, she thought with heat.

      “W-well… I-I’ll scream or call for help.”

      “Thanks for the warning. Once we’re inside I’ll snap your neck to shut you up.” She gasped as he gave her another wry smile. “Doona tell the villain what you’re planning tae do when you doona know what he’s capable of. I willna hurt you. I need your help. And fast. I’m getting weaker by the second and you willna be able tae move me if I become dead weight. You’re far too small.”

      He mentioned her smallness almost as if it were a terrible failing on her part and that got her back up. People had treated her like this tiny little missish thing all of her life and frankly it just served to piss her off. She was small, no doubt about that, but she could pack a punch if necessary. And after his warning about keeping her plans secret, she bit her lip to keep herself from saying as much.

      Instead she reached out to help him up. It was clearly all he could do to gain his feet, and she realized just how critically wounded he was. But she couldn’t see the damage just yet with all that blood obscuring her ability to determine the worst of it. Despite his concerns over her diminutive shortcomings, he leaned heavily into her all the same, making the disparateness of their heights seem suddenly more obvious. As they trudged up the sloping drive she began to fear her ability to get him to safety. Her muscles began to burn under the strain of climbing with his significant weight against her just as the house came into view through the thickness of the pines.

      “How much…”

      Farther, he wanted to know. The blood coming from him was soaking the left side of her clothing and she knew why he couldn’t speak. He was using all of his focus to stay on his feet.

      “It’s here. Right here. Not much farther. You can do it,” she encouraged him. It seemed to give him strength and he lifted his weight further onto his own feet and propelled them forward quickly. At the walk of the house, however, he stumbled and went down, staining her stone walkway with his blood. “Come on,” she said, fearing he couldn’t go farther and, like he had said, she wouldn’t be strong enough to get him into the house. She glanced up at the sky, the dawn doing nothing to lighten it because of the bitter cloud cover heavy with snow. Worse still, the wind was picking up, promising a blustering and brutal blizzard.

      But the weather was a ways off and it was the least of her worries. Except, a storm could cut her off from any help, and she would be helpless to him… 

      But right then it was he who was helpless to her, and that galvanized her into action.

      “Up!” she commanded, yanking at the arm he’d lain across her shoulders. “Get up. Only a little farther. The dawn is coming,” she warned him, not knowing why that should trouble him so much. Maybe it was the coming storm that worried him. Rightly so. Washington was known for some mighty mean snowstorms. Especially at this altitude.

      She pulled him up and he got his feet under himself in what she suspected was his final act of strength. They stumbled to the door and she hastily juggled him and the doorknob, his weight on her making her fumble at it. Finally it gave way and they staggered into the house.

      “Somewhere dark. No light. Protected.” His words jolted out of him on groans of obvious pain. Far be it from her to argue.

      “I know the feeling,” she muttered.

      She went for the nearest bedroom, which turned out to be the master suite. All the other rooms were on the second floor and she knew navigating stairs was out of the question for them both. Even without his weight, the burning muscles of her legs couldn’t possibly have gotten her up them.

      “That’s it,” she said with a grunt, “I’m getting my fat ass in gear and getting on the treadmill. In the spring it’ll be better… A few treks up and down the mountain, right?”

      After much grunting and bumping into walls, they made it into her bedroom and fell into the bed together, his weight flattening her until she could barely breathe. She shoved at him, but he was barely conscious and she realized that the weird stone thing was once again shifting in and out of being on his body… if that were even possible. Hell, it had to be possible. She was watching it with her own eyes. Feeling it against her own skin. Before he turned to stone completely and she found herself trapped under a ten-ton statue, she strained to push him off her with what remained of her strength. But as much as she shoved at him, she knew it was his help alone that allowed him roll to off her.

      She wriggled out from under him and gained her feet by the bed, panting hard for breath. Damn it, she thought inanely as she saw him lying big and bleeding in her bed, she really loved that quilt set and she was never going to be able to get that blood out.

      Thinking he was unconscious, she reached out and poked a finger against the stone-looking skin on his arm. She couldn’t believe it, but it really was stone! A rough stone like that of an unpolished statue. How in the hell was that possible? It couldn’t be… but it was. She was feeling it right under her fingertips.

      “No outside light. Please,” he said, startling her. Begging her. “The daylight will make it impossible for you to help me, and I will die. I promise you, I will die.”

      She nodded hastily, reaching out to give him an awkward pat of reassurance on the large, curving muscle of his shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ve already closed the storm shutters.” And started a fire in the fireplace that warmed both the master bedroom and the living room with shared sides, its warm light dancing over them both. That and the bedside light was enough.

      He exhaled then, a long shuddering breath of his final strength bleeding out of him, and suddenly she remembered what all of that blood meant and forgot about her damaged clothes and quilts. She ran for her bathroom, yanking out the supplies she had squirreled away in dribs and drabs over the years just in case… well, just in case. And now, it was in case. She found a basin and loaded it up with gauze, iodine, and 2-0 vicryl sutures. She belatedly washed her hands and snapped on a pair of purple nitrile gloves, even though she was already drenched in his blood. She would work better with clean hands and the traction of the gloves.

      She hastened to the bed, moving up to him and hitting both of the bedside lights. She turned him and realized there was no more stone skin on him. He was entirely a flesh-and-blood man. For some reason that comforted her a little. But the idea that that could change at any moment sat heavy on her thoughts. Suddenly she felt the burning presence of her phone in her back pocket. She should call for help, never mind his protestations. He was out like a light and there was nothing he could do about it, he was just that weak. But he had surprised her thus far with his ability to power through his weakness, and even if she called for help, it could take anywhere from thirty minutes to an hour before anyone would make it up the mountain to her. This was what she had feared, and the only thing she had feared, about living alone so remotely. She had imagined things like this, evil men stumbling upon her house and she alone and helpless.

      But nothing about him made her sense that he was evil, per se. After all, he had pointed out to her what he could do to her… inferring the opposite, that he wouldn’t do anything to hurt her.

      In the end she decided to leave the phone silent in her pocket, even as she berated herself for probably being stupid and very likely to regret it. But the healer in her jumped to the forefront, and she grabbed gauze and began to wipe at the source of his blood. She gasped when she finally cleared the field and could see the extent of the damage. A cut deep into his side, as if someone had swung a sword into him, trying to cleave him in half, and down his side and leg he was violently burned, third degree in most places.

      Again, she felt the burn of her phone in her pocket.

      “Doona,” he rasped, as if he could read her mind.

      “I won’t,” she soothed him. “But you are terribly injured. You need a hospital.”

      His mouth turned grim and his eyes fluttered open. For the first time the golden topaz of his eyes jumped out at her. They were beautiful, she thought with no little awe, as was the rest of him. He had the darkest, deepest black hair she’d ever seen. Not blue-black… not dark brown… but purest black. It had the lightest curl to it as it fell in waves to just above his collar. He had an aquiline nose and deeply sculpted cheeks, the cheekbones wide. His mouth was full, like for a woman, only unmistakably male. She imagined a mouth that large had a smile just as wide. A killer smile, she was sure. He was not pretty or boyish by any stretch of the imagination, but was still strongly handsome.

      But there was no time to further enjoy the view. She had to clear her field once again and she grabbed her suture kit. As deep as the wound was, she worried about the contamination of the leaf litter and whatever had caused the injury in the first place. She first used saline to wash it clean until she was satisfied there was no debris in the wound, and then she squeezed the bottle of iodine over him and prayed for the best.

      “This is going to hurt. I don’t have anything to numb the area.” The area? Hell, she was practically going to have to do surgery to put him back together.

      “Do it,” he rasped. And then, fortunately for him, he passed out completely. She felt it ripple throughout his body, almost like the deflation of sudden death. She worriedly checked his breathing and found it, shallow and weak as it was. She turned her attention to his wound, threaded her needle, and went to work.
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      Kat had finished her ministrations a while ago, but then she’d had to shower the blood from her own body and change her clothes. Once she had done that she went about the process of cleaning up the rest of her patient. The wound was clean and neatly sown where it could be sown, but his jeans had been burned onto his body and removing them was no easy trick.

      She had a pair of surgical scissors, heavy gauge and meant for cutting through some pretty tough stuff. She’d already cut his jeans down the left side and away from his wound, so now she worked them under his jeans on the right and slowly cut the thick, resistant denim away. It was no easy trick and her hands were burning with an ache by the time she cut through the ankle hem. She didn’t know if it was because the material was particularly tough or if it was her adrenaline crashing and her hands were shaking like crazy from it, but she had to stop a couple of times for fear she might accidentally cut him. The last thing he needed was to lose more blood. As it was, he was very pale and drawn around the lips, his skin having a grayish sort of pallor to it, but this time it was not from stone. It was what anyone might look like after leaving so much blood on the ground. He hadn’t woken up since the last time, and although that was sparing him a great deal of pain at the moment, that also made him dead weight.

      She grabbed his jeans by the ankle and, digging her feet into the wood floors and putting her weight into it, she dragged the cut denim from under his body.

      And now she had a naked god in her bed. She hadn’t really paid any mind to him while he’d been in dire need, but now she drank him all in, head to toe, and tried to come to grips with the idea that anything human could be built so big and so beautifully.

      Wait a minute. How do you know there’s anything human about him? she wondered. But looking at him now, after having her hands on him and her fingers within his tattered flesh, she wondered if what she had seen before had been merely a trick of the predawn light. But no, she gave her head a shake. Sight was one thing, but this had been touch as well and she had felt the roughness of stone. She had felt the weight of it against her body. Logic screamed at her that it couldn’t possibly be true, that she hadn’t seen and felt what she knew she had seen and felt.

      Impossible. The whole situation was impossible. She took out her phone and for the hundredth time she debated calling her mother.

      She shoved the phone back in her pocket at that thought and gingerly picked out the remnants of his jeans from the burn wounds, debriding his flesh meticulously until it was bleeding freshly and clean of all debris and dead flesh.

      After cleaning up the bloody mess she’d made, making certain every inch of him was cleaned and tended to, she marched to the kitchen and made herself a cup of hot, liquid java nirvana. She normally didn’t drink coffee at this hour, but she figured she would need it if she was going to tend to her patient for the next few hours.

      She’d fantasized about mainlining it, hooking up an IV to get it straight into her bloodstream like any good junkie would desire, but alas, via stomach was the only delivery method to be had, her medical expertise notwithstanding.

      Speaking of medical expertise, it was nice to know she still had it. It had been five years since her tenure as a physician’s assistant in one of Manhattan’s busiest ERs. Like any skill, it was easy to lose one’s knack for it. And while she couldn’t say she was up on the latest methods of doing things, she was content to know that she knew enough to get by.

      She pushed away any other ruminations about her skills and where she had last practiced them, ghosts too easily stirred up whispering mockingly in the back of her brain.

      “Five years. You’re a whole new you now,” she said softly to herself, soothing herself with the mantra. Sometimes it worked. This was one of those times, but probably only because she had much bigger fish to fry.

      And no sooner had she thought that thought than the naked behemoth himself came stumbling down the hallway, lurching from side to side like a drunkard, the light of a fever burning in his eyes.

      “Is it night?” he croaked. When she didn’t answer fast enough he reached for her and slammed her up against the wall with a bone-jarring thud. After working in a city ER for years she had seen this a hundred times, a patient waking up disoriented and aggressive. Just the same, there were no orderlies or security guards there to bring him down. It was just her. Little ol’ her. “Answer!”

      “No! It’s daylight and you need to be back in bed before you rip those stitches!” Everything about him screamed of a superhuman man. His temperament was still up in the air, but everything about him reeked of dangerous power.

      Not to mention nudity. A state he didn’t seem to notice at all. And being a former trauma nurse, she shouldn’t be noticing, either, but it was kind of the elephant in the room. Elephant meant in more ways than one. There was nothing at all small about the man. His wife, if he had one, had to be an equally big girl. Kat couldn’t begin to imagine being on the other end of someone so big in so many ways. It was one time where she was happy to admit she was way too small to even consider tackling that particular mountain.
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