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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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      …Why hast thou forsaken me?… 

      Leo Alvarez was not a religious man. He had been anything but for as long as he could remember. He had come such a long way from Sunday mass and the catechism lessons his mother had demanded of him.

      Such a long way.

      He was not what one would call a good man. He wasn’t evil, surprisingly far from it considering the harsh realities of his life. But he most certainly was not an angel. He was not free of sin, and many of those sins were very grave indeed. But if he were to ever be judged for them, Leo would not be apologetic for the things he had done. He had a code, which he followed efficiently, and felt it would speak for him.

      But however serious his sins, he didn’t deserve the punishment that was presently being dealt out to him. No one deserved the cruel and excruciating torment he was swimming in.

      Leo rolled in and out of consciousness, but he knew the bliss of unconsciousness would be robbed from him violently when the blade sinking into his flesh found the all-too-responsive nerves and receptors. The message was received in a burning explosion of pain, forcing him to clench his jaw until his teeth creaked under the stress of it.

      But he would not scream again. He was hoarse from everything that had come previous to this new onslaught. He didn’t worry about whether or not it made him seem weak. No. None of that mattered at the moment. Nothing mattered to Leo outside of one single word. One single objective.

      Live. 

      Live, Alvarez, he demanded of himself for the thousandth time. Although, by now it was obvious that the twisted demon who orchestrated his agony had no intention of killing him.

      No. 

      That would be far too merciful, and this evil thing – the creature that had lashed him down to the coarse cemented floor, his wrists torn to shreds inside the cuffs of heavy metal manacles – was everything opposite of mercy. But these wounds would be healed shortly. As would the newest carving that the beast was drawing into his body. Healing would come only after the thing called Chatha was through lifting Leo’s organs out of his body to present them to him, just before he would begin to dissect them before his prisoner’s very eyes.

      This time he reached deep and Leo could feel him fumbling around inside his gut, moving lower, slick fingers having difficulty gaining purchase at first. But eventually Chatha found his kidney and ripped it out of him, giggling as he held it up, prodding at it with a finger, not caring that Leo was quickly dying of blood loss.

      Maybe…maybe this time I will die before he can heal me, Leo thought. But he struggled to tamp the hope down, knowing that it was a part of the creature’s tormenting ritual, realizing that it was contrary to his earlier directive to live. But the creature did this, liked to make him think he was going to find the release of death. Make him think that, after days of this torture it would finally be over. And he was fading. He was reaching for something…something beyond life. Something waiting for him. Something of infinite, blissful peace.

      Then Chatha dropped the kidney, and scrambled up over his body on hands and knees. He pressed his face close to Leo’s, filling his darkening vision with that innocent and maniacal visage.

      “No, no,” he tsked, wagging a blood-wet finger before Leo’s nose. “No fair!”

      And that was when tears would burn into Leo’s eyes, that secret of all secret hopes dashed all to hell as the beast laid hands on him like an Evangelical preacher touched by God, and healed him.

      Leo awoke with a savage shout, his body lurching out of bed, forcing him to stumble and fall as his sleeping muscles refused to awaken and do their duty. He fell to the floor, his hands barely reaching out in time to keep him from landing face-first into the luxurious carpeting. The jarring of his body shook sweat from the tips of his hair, a shower of salt and water spraying everywhere. He was soaked in it, his bare chest slick with wet and his boxers plastered to him in their drenched state.

      He tried to slow his breathing, tried to make himself understand that he was awake and, for the moment, safe. This house was the home of his best friend. The friend who had seen him healed and who was patiently waiting for him to open up and talk about the horror that he had been through.

      But he would be waiting a very long time because Leo would never, ever speak a word about it to anyone. He would not resurrect those moments in the bright light of day. He would never burden another soul with the horror he had survived…somehow.

      No. He would go to his grave with it. He would drag it into the afterlife with him, and this time it would be the one kicking and screaming.

       

      She tilted her head, listening to the wind, feeling the eddy of how it flowed freely or, better yet, washed around things. The rush and sound of it acted like sonar, telling her where everything was just by the way it shifted. When there was no wind she was as good as blind to what was happening in the world, and those were the moments that she found as terrifying as humans would feel if only they knew what was out there. What was out there living and breathing beside them without their knowledge.

      Knowledge. Knowledge was key and it was her job to deliver information. Her people could feel and sense things all around…just like she could with the actual wind right at that moment. But unlike the surety of knowing there was a cow twenty paces to her left and a church with a steeple twenty miles due south, the future had murky eddies. The wind of the future was blowing in bad directions now and if the wind blew one way tragedy and horror would reign. If it blew another, there would be tragedy and survival. And yet another would bring victory and joy. It was the first that must be avoided at all cost. The others…the others would fall as they would and that was as it should be.

      “Whistle and blow, whistle and blow,” she murmured, the phrase like second nature, her people’s way of saying “What will be will be.”

      She pushed off the branch of a tree, letting the wind wash over her, letting it lift her up. The feel of it flowing over her skin was the most comforting sensation she knew. There was nothing like it in all the world, nothing more freeing. She had no idea how anyone could take it for granted or how mortals bore being bound to the earth. Then again, they tried to fight it, didn’t they, in their great lumbering metal machines? Poor things. She supposed it was their comfortable and safe way of doing things. But the wind was not safe and as much as it buoyed up it was the sudden plummeting sweeps down toward soil that made life course through the veins. Those humans who flew on silk wings…yes, they were the braver sort. To know that a single tear in that silk could end their fragile mortal lives…it was invigorating. Those were humans she longed to know better.

      But that was impossible. Contact with humans was strictly prohibited. Well…in true form anyway. You could hardly swing a cat without bumping into a mortal these days. It was why they lived so distant from the nearest human dwelling. But other things had the same inclination and the world was growing small.

      But that would cease to be a worry for very much longer if the wind kept blowing so ill. She moved low and fast, marveling at the cacti and other strange vegetation. She had never been in this part of the United States before. Which was strange really. She loved to travel and see the world, to see how very different one place was from another. And when she had glutted on the topography of a region she would move deeper into the area, mixing with humans, learning all about the differing cultures involved and the almost rhythmic beauty of their languages. And food. God, how she loved food.

      She shook the thought off. She was letting herself get distracted. There was business to be done. Sightseeing would have to wait for a different day and a very different set of circumstances.

      Marissa Anderson looked up from the garden to glance over her shoulder toward the house. A little ways away from where she was kneeling in dirt, leaning against some large desert rocks with one booted foot on the ground and the other braced back against the boulder behind him was Leo.

      Farther beyond him was the house. She lifted her hand to block the bright glare of the moonlight from her sight so she could get a better look at her love as he sat there staring intently at his best friend. Marissa knew just how worried Jackson was about Leo. Even if it hadn’t been written all over his face at that moment. And there was clearly much to be worried about. Leo was a human man thrust harshly into a superhuman world. He had learned the hard way about all the dangers that came with it, and he had learned that the two most important people in his life were also a part of that dangerous night world. On top of being tortured, it was a lot to take in.

      “Staring at them is no’ going to improve the situation,” a deep voice rumbled in the rolling timbre of a Scots accent from beside her. She turned to look at Ahnvil, who, like her, was on his knees in the garden she was working on. Despite her newfound Bodywalker strength he had insisted on helping her with some of the markedly heavy lifting, as he often did. But she had realized some time ago that his eagerness to help her in her landscaping tasks stemmed less from helpfulness than it did a genuine love of being in the dirt and molding nature to something thriving and living. He was a big man, and at the moment he appeared as human as she did – though his skin tone was a bit paler than hers was. But Marissa knew that Gargoyles could also appear in the shape of a flesh-and-blood human, but with a skin of stone, like some sort of built-in armor. Or they could appear, as a true grotesque Gargoyle, with frightening features and ferociously huge wings capable of lifting their enormous bodies into the air.

      “I know that,” she said with a deep sigh, turning back to the comfort of the hard, colorful New Mexico desert soil. She was planting pansies, which were not indigenous to the area, but she thought they were hearty enough to make it. She missed pansies. Out east there had been such beautiful flowers, like bulbs and hydrangea and more. It was one of the little things she missed being out here.

      She looked back toward the reason she had moved to New Mexico. The reason why she had decided to die and be reborn into a powerful Bodywalker queen.

      We are a queen, Hatshepsut was quick to point out from deep in her soul. You are every part the queen we are now, and do not forget that.

      Her Blending process was still so new and, she had been told, not entirely finished yet. When it was she would be extraordinarily powerful. She found that so hard to comprehend because she was already frighteningly powerful. Powerful enough to be grateful she was a well-balanced person. Someone who wasn’t could go into a tailspin and use this power in very dark ways.

      “The human will heal. We all heal with time,” Ahnvil said.

      His tone was deeper and darker than usual and she turned her full attention to him. She knew so little about him. But the one thing she knew, the one thing that was true of every single Gargoyle, was that he had been born into slavery. She didn’t understand the process or how it all came about, but they had all been slaves to the wicked Templar Bodywalkers who had used their dark magic to create their Gargoyle servants and had used touchstones to keep them imprisoned and chained to their sides. After all, whoever held the touchstone held the Gargoyle’s life in his hand.

      But these were only general lines of information. She knew very little about the specifics of this particular Gargoyle. But her ability, her ability to feel emotions no matter how big or small, told her there was a well of trauma around him. He swam in the aftermath of it, carried it around with him every single moment of every single day. It must be exhausting, she thought with a frown. She turned her attention back to the garden and began to pull at the weeds with a vengeance, trying to hide her expression. She knew he would not react well to pity.

      She glanced over at Leo and knew it was exactly the same for him. Only Leo’s trauma cut deeper, ran fresher. And as much as her lover wanted his friend to open up to him, to heal with him, she knew there was no way Leo would be capable of doing so anytime soon. Marissa didn’t know what could possibly change that, but she was hopeful nonetheless. For Jackson’s sake as much as for Leo’s own sake. But that was to be expected. Jackson’s emotions would always call strongest to her. They were mated and had been for lifetimes. Every lifetime they were reborn, each into a new host, and they would find each other. They called it a love for all time, and they were not wrong. She had only known these feelings for a short time, and yet because of the Bodywalker she hosted, it was as if she had known them forever.

      The idea of meeting the future without him left a cold, bitter taste in her mouth and she resisted the urge to spit into the rich dark soil beneath her. The very thought made her stomach clench with fear. And she was right to feel that fear. Last time she had been incarnated she had barely lived two weeks before she had become a casualty of this damned war with the Templars. She had been ripped away from her love for another hundred years and, though he had quickly followed her into the Ether, it had been too short a time. Was she selfish for wanting more time on the physical plane? For wanting to touch him and hold him to her every night as though it might be the last time? For urging him to make love to her again and again so she could glory in this precious physical existence?

       

      “Leo.”

      Leo turned to look at Jackson Waverly. It was so strange, seeing him and his cute little redheaded woman sitting on the porch and working the garden, respectively, as if it were a lazy, sunny day in New Mexico, rather than the dark of night, and all they were missing was some cool glasses of lemonade in order to create the perfect idyllic picture. He wasn’t used to living in the dark and didn’t know if he could ever be. Though, he had always been better in the dark. Hidden. Shadowed. Dangerous.

      But he was none of those things at the moment. His body hurt from head to toe, full of scars and gouging incisions still in need of serious healing. He had never been a good invalid, however, so he kept moving, refusing a sickbed, knowing that eventually the physical agony would fade away…that this healing pain was nothing compared to what he had endured. The mending carvings in his body were child’s play in comparison to their acquisition.

      “In a minute,” he called to his friend.

      He turned the word friend over and over in his mind. Maybe Jackson was still the friend he knew and loved. Or maybe he was just another evil thing wearing the skin of someone he trusted. That was all he could think of ever since Jackson had explained to him what a Bodywalker was. A soul from ancient Egypt, reborn in a host body, supposedly living a symbiotic life with that host. So his best friend was, at best, compromised. At worst…Leo hoped like hell he wouldn’t need to kill his brother in order to get at the thing existing inside of him. He’d be damned before he would sit on the sidelines and let a thing like Chatha take over his best friend. That Bodywalker psychopath had seized the innocent mind and body of a Down syndrome man, the ultimate wolf in easily recognizable sheep’s clothing. But according to Jackson, there were the good Bodywalkers, the Politic, like the ones residing in Jackson and his significant other, Marissa, and there were the bad Bodywalkers, the Templars, who subjugated the existing soul inside of their new host and completely hijacked them.

      As far as Leo was concerned, there was very little difference. And on top of it he had learned a very valuable lesson. Never turn your back on anyone, no matter how soft and innocuous they may seem. And right now that included Jackson and Marissa. Bodywalker pharaohs.

      Compromised.

      Leo straightened, dusting the corpses of the grass blades he had mutilated off his jeans. He remembered a little too late to do so with a measure of gentility, but a blinding sensation of pain quickly reminded him. He stood for a moment, his rear teeth clutching tightly to one another as he rode out the wave of it. He took a slow deep breath in through his nose, and then exhaled in a forceful stream. Better. It was better.

      He walked over to the porch steps, but remained at the foot of the stairs, keeping his distance.

      “What’s up?”

      “Funny, I was going to ask you the same thing.”

      “Nothing much. Just sitting around and healing. I think I’m a little too idle. I don’t do well with too much downtime.”

      Jackson’s eyes reflected his understanding. Nothing sucked more ass than being forced to sit still and do nothing.

      “Besides, I’m not sure I can keep from stabbing your housemate through the eye with a pencil for much longer.” Leo pantomimed the stab, including a vicious little flurry of movement that translated into scrambled brains via an eye socket.

      How could Jackson blame him? Their “housemate” was Kamenwati, the former right hand of the Templar leader Odjit and the sole means of introduction between Leo and the demented Chatha. Kamen had set Chatha on Leo like a rabid dog, supposed vengeance for the nearly dead state of his mistress. Leo had cut the bitch’s throat, completely unaware of who and what she was, unaware of her import to the Templars. All he had known at the time was that she had killed Jackson.

      Or so the story went. Apparently his memory had been completely wiped out of the entire encounter, a method of guarding him against exposure to the existence of the Nightwalker races – these creatures of the night with immense powers. But by robbing him of his memory, they had robbed him of the opportunity to be on guard against the revenge that had been exacted via Kamenwati and Chatha.

      Leo was more than a little angry about that.

      He took in a slow, soundless breath, corralling his rage, leaving his face placid.

      “He’s not a housemate, Leo,” Jackson said with a frown. “People under heavy guard and who are being grilled nightly for information are hardly invited guests.”

      “I don’t care if you pull his fucking nails out every night!” He rounded on Jackson with a vicious vent of ichor. “He deserves to die and I’m itching to do the deed! If you want to keep that from happening then I need to get the fuck out of here. And frankly, you should be in a rush to send me on my way because I’m not too sure you’re going to make it through the next twenty-four hours either.”

      “Leo!” Jackson barked his name, getting to his feet. “I am not your enemy!”

      “No, but you harbor him! Or maybe you are my enemy. I have no idea what that thing squirming around inside of you is. All I know is that no one in this house can be trusted. There are too many variables at play and I’m not about to sleep soundly here while trying to figure it all out. I’ve had it up to my craw with blind faith and trust. I’m leaving at daylight, and from what I understand you can’t follow me and neither can any of those Gargoyles. The beauty is I can move in daylight. I can get thousands of miles away from this fucked-up world of yours before sunset and believe me when I say you won’t be able to find me.”

      “You think so?” Jackson lashed back at him. “I’ll find you, Leo. You’re thinking in human terms, my friend. This is a Nightwalker world. I live with Gargoyles that have wings and a smoking-hot sense of smell. Or maybe I’ll get Docia and Ram’s little Djynn friend to snap her fingers and bring you right back to where you are standing now.”

      “That just proves my point. The Jackson I know wouldn’t try and strong-arm me into anything. He would have let me live my life on my own terms. But now you have all this power” – he scoffed in disgust, sweeping an acidic look over Jackson – “and no one to stop you from using it however you like.”

      “The Jackson you know would fight for you,” Jackson said, his anger spinning away as his voice grew softer. “He would make sure you took care of yourself. He would want to see you healed before letting you run off half-cocked so you can show the world, and more importantly yourself, what a badass you are.”

      “The Jackson I know would never talk about himself in the third person,” Leo snapped.

      “Really? Is that how you want to justify all of this? Discarding me because you don’t understand this world you’ve been thrust into? The Leo I know wouldn’t run away like a scared little girl. He’d face his fears, face the world around him. I need you, Leo. I need people I know and trust here.” He stepped forward and Leo couldn’t help himself, he stepped back in instant retreat. The action made Jackson frown. “I’m facing an enemy with the powers of a god, Leo. A god I know very little about. The Templars are out there, just waiting for a new leader to step into the vacancy left behind by Odjit. And they don’t even know that the players have changed. That the god Apep was reborn into Odjit’s body. As far as they know they are following their Templar leader, and not this…this thing Kamenwati has resurrected!”

      “All the more reason to kill him,” Leo spat. “Tell you what, give me a pencil and five minutes alone with him and then I’ll stay.”

      “You know I can’t do that,” Jackson bit back grimly. “Even if he wasn’t going to play out as a powerful ally now that he’s defected to our side, I’m still Jackson Waverly inasmuch as I am Menes, Bodywalker Pharaoh. I will never have it in me to sentence any man, good or evil, arbitrarily to death.”

      “Arbitrary? The fucker set a psychopath loose on me! I can still feel that monster’s hands inside me fumbling around, trying to decide which part of me he was going to show me next! He deserves to die. Horribly, painfully. And soon. Because if you think I’m going to let this just slide…”

      “Leo, you’re human. You’re frail and mortal, a brittle thing, as you already have learned, in the face of the power he and his kind can wield. You wouldn’t even come close to him.” Jackson sighed and rubbed at the tension coiled in the back of his neck. “Do you really think a part of me doesn’t want to let you at him? Doesn’t want to do it myself? But the knowledge Menes has of the last time this demon god sought to rule in this realm is terrifying. I’ve gotten no more sleep than you have since you came back, sunlight or no sunlight.”

      Leo quieted. Jackson had been awake? “But I thought…?”

      “Thought I was paralyzed in daylight? I am…if that daylight touches me. The windows in the house are polarized. If there was some kind of attack on this house, do you think we would want to be caught helpless? Does that make any sense?”

      Jackson saw the anxious thought that flitted across Leo’s features. “And yeah, I’ve heard you every single time you’ve woken up screaming like some inhuman thing. Did you really think no one would notice?”

      “I don’t know,” Leo sneered, “you seem pretty good at ignoring the other inhuman things in your house.”

      Jackson sighed. He had known going into it that there would be no reasoning with his friend. He’d never really been able to influence Leo once his emotions began to propel him into something. In spite of what he would like to reflect to everyone, Leo felt and felt deeply. All Jackson had ever been able to do was try to remind his friend to be the better person. But if he took that tactic right then, Leo would most likely deck him and put that pencil in his eye.

      “I am an inhuman thing,” he said softly. “And that will never change. Not until I am truly dead and gone from this world. And when I think of living this life with you hating me and what I am, it’s a very painful proposition. But not half as painful for me as it will be for Docia, the woman you helped me to raise from a little girl, who loves you like a father, a brother, and a mother. What about her, Leo? Are you going to jam a pencil in her eye and call it a day?”

      The bald query took Leo aback, as it was meant to do. It also made him angrier because Jackson was clearly manipulating him with his weaknesses. And yet…most infuriating of all…Jackson had a point. If he were to drink the Bodywalker Kool-Aid, then that meant Docia was every bit the girl he had loved for all of her lifetime. Only now she was more. More beautiful, more powerful, more wise. In fact, after watching her closely this past week, he began to notice a quiet strength and confidence that had not shined from her before Tameri, her Bodywalker, had made her into a host, housing within her like some sort of existential hotel.

      Considering she’d had to die before she could become a host, well, it still made him sick to his stomach when he realized that, if not for Tameri, Docia would have washed up a bloated, broken corpse on the banks of the Esopus River after she had been pushed off the bridge straddling it. He had almost lost her. He couldn’t deny that he might owe Tameri some gratitude for her intervention.

      But it was hard to get past the idea that the brother and sister were different now, and that he did not trust them the way he’d always had. Then again, he doubted he would ever trust anyone ever again. Certainly not anyone from this world, this covert world that normal, fragile mortals lived in utter ignorance of.

      As for Docia’s Bodywalker lover…despite the fact that Leo had never seen her happier, more vibrant and more alive…he was very much opposed to that match. Back when Ram had been an “original,” as they liked to call it, he had been one of the most notoriously cruel pharaohs of Egypt, the vicious Ramses II. Leo had been raised a good Catholic boy in a devoutly Catholic household, and though he didn’t hold much with it anymore, he remembered his catechism and the brutal stories of Exodus. Was he supposed to take their word for it that Ram was now a good man? For that matter, was he supposed to take them at their word that they were this enlightened version of the Egyptian hierarchy? They were embroiled in a civil war, just how enlightened could they be? As if his thoughts had conjured him, Ramses II, presently known as Ram, walked out onto the porch. After giving Leo a brief nod of acknowledgment, he took a seat in a chair near Jackson, facing him. He sat on the edge, elbows propped on knees. Jackson retook his seat as well.

      “Brother, we need to talk about some things,” he said to Jackson, almost as though Leo weren’t standing right there. It made Leo bristle with rapid fury, the anger almost virulent.

      “Sure you want to do that with a lowly human around, brother?” he spat out. There was no familial blood between them, Leo thought angrily. Never had been to hear them talk about it. Each had been pharaoh in differing dynasties. It had not been until lifetimes later that they had become friends to each other. Become brothers. Just the same, this man had no idea what it meant to be brother to a man like Jackson Waverly.

      Ram looked at him with a calm, assessing gaze then turned back to Jackson. “You aren’t yet used to your new host body,” he said. “Your power is used without control and focus because your host needs training.”

      “The host has a name, pendejo,” Leo snapped.

      Ram looked at Leo again, that infuriating contemplative look in his gold colored eyes. Seriously? Leo thought. The guy looks like a Navy SEAL Ken doll. Blond hair, gold eyes, and an ouroboros tattoo on his tanned forearm.

      How the fuck does something that can’t walk in daylight manage to get a tan? 

      “It is merely a reference, ‘your host’ is used much in the way ‘your brother’ or ‘your sister’ would be used. But if it makes you uncomfortable I will keep it to proper names.” He turned back to Jackson. “Jackson can call on the power you have to react to things emotionally. He doesn’t have your mental discipline.”

      “Jackson probably has more discipline in his little finger than the two of you together,” Leo scoffed. “He’s a cop. He confronts the possibility of death every time he makes a traffic stop. He faced down a meth head tweaking so bad that he shot down his K-9 partner and yet Jackson proceeded to shoot the fucker in the kneecap and the hand. Do you have any idea what it takes to remain calm enough to make those two shots that quickly? Do you know what it took for him to not kill the bastard? Outside of Docia and me, that dog meant everything to him. So don’t sit there and act like he’s some kind of unruly child knocking around in there getting in your way.”

      “That wasn’t what I meant in the least,” Ram said softly. “I know he has discipline. I know he is capable of a great deal of self-control and has the ability to act decisively in dire circumstances. But he trained with that firearm day after day after day and learned how to use it to the best of its ability. If we did not train him with this weapon that has the potential to level a city block, that would be the irresponsible thing to do.”

      Well, shit. 

      “Anyway,” Ram tried again to address his superior, “we need to practice and there’s no better place.” He indicated the wide, flat wasteland that stretched out beyond the cultivated landscaping of their property. The house stood alone, a single road leading in to it and miles of land in every direction. Even sitting on the porch you had the sensation of sitting in an oasis at the center of a vast desert. “Nothing but the coyotes to see us.”

      “All right. When would you like to start?”

      “Next eve. Marissa is settling into herself now. Hatshepsut and she are Blending well together. She seems genuinely happy.”

      Three male heads turned to look at the woman in the garden. She was literally playing in the dirt, making little mountains of rich black topsoil from a gutted bag of it. She was smiling, clearly enjoying herself. Leo frowned. He couldn’t say he knew Marissa Anderson well, but from what he’d gathered she was as uptight, polished, and sophisticated as any psychiatrist could be. She probably would have died first before being seen in jeans and bare feet, like she was right then.

      Oh. Hey. 

      He wasn’t really amused when he realized that was exactly what she had done. Died. Or just about. He was a little fuzzy on the hard details of how exactly one became a Bodywalker, and frankly he wasn’t all that interested. It wouldn’t change the way he felt. It wouldn’t bring comfort.

      “I’m out of here,” Leo said, derision in every syllable of his words. He pushed between the two men and went inside the house.

      Ram watched the other man Jackson considered his closest friend leave, and waited until the door shut behind him before saying, “He’s going to be a problem.”

      “You’re wrong,” Jackson countered. “He’s going to be difficult, but he wouldn’t do anything to endanger me or Docia.”

      “I’m keeping a guard on Kamenwati twenty-four hours a day, but it’s not safe to have the two of them in the same house.”

      “I don’t see how we have much of a choice,” Jackson said with a frown. “Leo is nowhere near ready to leave, no matter what he says, and Kamen needs to be under our close control. He may have used Leo as an olive branch to get to us, but that doesn’t mean I trust his motives entirely.”

      “Nor do I,” Ram agreed. “Let’s make sure you’re at full strength and skill first. Docia needs training as well. And Marissa makes three. I’m the only one whose been Blended with my host for more than a month. Frankly that makes us far weaker and far more vulnerable than I would like. Especially in light of this new danger Kamenwati says we are facing. If he is to be believed at all.”

      “Agreed. Do you disbelieve him?” Jackson asked.

      “No. Unfortunately I do not.”

      “It would take something quite radical to make Kamen-wati switch allegiance away from Odjit after so many lifetimes of being her first general. I often wondered if they were lovers, connected together like Hatshepsut and I. I suppose this absolves me of that notion.”

      “I never thought I would see the day when he would leave her side in order to join us on ours,” Ram said.

      “I did.”

      Ram raised a brow. His short laugh was obviously incredulous.

      “Truly, I did,” Jackson assured him. “There was always something…feverish to the way he sought his battles with us. And I don’t mean feverish in the way that Odjit was, high with the fever of fanaticism. There was a part of that aspect, but I always thought it was to different ends. Odjit was like any bewitching cult leader, alluring and promising the true path…spouting that we, the enemy, were the reason why we would be kept from the light of the sun, should Amun ever rise again. But in the end she was simply hungry for power, as so many people are. But for Kamen…” Jackson tapped a thoughtful finger against the wood of the chair arm. “Kamen was seeking something. I can’t quite put my finger on it. But I always thought that if I could just get him in a room, face-to-face, that he might listen to a voice of reason.”

      “Then you thought more of him than I did. The only reason he is here is because this thing he has awakened has him terrified. The enemy of my enemy is my friend sort of thing.”

      “Perhaps. But I suspect far more depth to him than just the shallow image of a man hiding in defeat. At the very least, we can take from this that he believes Odjit is truly gone from her body…or from any control of it. This god of bad mischief is in control of her now and that…I’m afraid that leaves us at a frightening disadvantage. At least we knew what to expect from Odjit. All we know about Apep comes from distant memories of vague stories of a long-dead version of our religious beliefs. This is going to take a great deal of research by minds far more attuned to this sort of thing than either of us.”

      “And I suppose you have someone in mind.”

      “As a matter of fact.” Jackson smiled with wicked arrogance and Ram answered with a smile of his own. The intent in that expression was everything Menes. There were just some things that never changed about Menes, no matter how many lifetimes and no matter who his host was, there was always going to be that smile of utter, casual confidence. “I was thinking of whistling up SingSing, your new Djynn friend.”

      “SingSing?” Ram’s tone was every bit loaded with the disbelief and incredulousness he felt. “She’s an absolute child bouncing around in a Djynn’s costume. If you bring SingSing into this mix you’re asking for a can of crazy. And between you and me, nothing about her screamed scholar to me.”

      “Perhaps not,” Jackson allowed with a nod. “But I’m willing to bet she knows quite a few other Djynn, some of whom might be thousands of years old, and who might know about things that took place thousands of years ago, if indeed she doesn’t know for herself.”

      “Even if she did know it’d be like trying to get information out of a six-year-old,” Ram muttered.

      “She’s lost her filter, no doubt. It’s a blessing of the very old and the very young. The young are too innocent to know better. The old no longer care what people think about what they say or do.”

      “I suppose. Is she going to move in as well?” Not that they didn’t have more than a dozen bedroom suites packed into the enormous house, more than enough room to fit a small army in with them. But then Ram realized what Jackson was doing, and this time both brows swept up high. “You want her here. Her and whomever else you can get your hands on of power from the other Nightwalker races. Jesus, Jackson.” Ram ran an agitated hand through his hair. “Tell me you’re not thinking of inviting Wraiths.”

      “I’m desperate, not stupid.” Both men shook off the sensation of fear that skirted them. It was understandable, considering the subject matter. All one needed was to look into those cold, dead white eyes and you just knew you were staring down something unholy. “The day I have to go to the Wraiths for help is the day I know we are in truly dire circumstances. A day I pray never happens.”

      “As do I.” The thought had Ram frowning darkly.

      “Such serious faces,” Docia tsked as she swept through the screen door. Ram’s serious face disappeared instantly as he smiled up at her.

      “Very likely it was due to my missing you,” he said with obvious charm.

      “Flirt,” she accused him. But she preened under the compliment. She was still new to the idea of being worshipped for every breath she took. It really used to irk Jackson the way his sister thought less highly of herself than he did, and it pleased him very much to see that changing. She had changed a great deal in the month or so since her Blending that they had spent separated.

      There was a clicking sound, the sound of doggy nails on the flooring of the porch, and Sargent, formerly of the Saugerties Police Department’s K-9 unit, sat down at the heels of the woman he had followed out. Docia absently reached down to scrub at Sargent’s ears.

      He really should have stuck to his guns and sent Sargent back to the SPD, Jackson thought with a frown. The dog had turned out to be every bit as fearless and loyal as his former K-9 partner, Chico, had been. If he was confessing truths, he had to admit that once Sargent had stopped goofing off, his training had gone far more quickly than was normal for a K-9. Of course, it didn’t hurt that Menes had something of a sixth sense when it came to animals. Jackson had been having a hard time getting Sargent to listen and behave himself, in spite of him having shown a great deal of affinity for both of those things as a pup. But once Menes had come on board Sargent had fallen over himself to listen and please his altered master. Jackson might have felt put out if not for the pleasure it gave him to have Sargent trained at long last.

      But that didn’t change the fact that he had walked off with thousands of dollars’ worth of investment for the SPD, leaving them a K-9 unit short when they had only had two available to begin with. It wasn’t as though they could ring up the K-9 kennels and instantly have a replacement. That kind of training took time…and even the two expensive pups Jackson had sent them as a replacement wouldn’t be ready for work for over a year.

      “Remind me to make a little donation to the SPD,” he said absently to no one in particular.

      “How much? I’ll take care of it,” Ram said briskly.

      “I need you doing other things besides bookkeeping.” Jackson frowned at him. “Do we have a bookkeeper?”

      “Not on site, but there’s a soft-spoken little Bodywalker female named Nailah who does the heavy lifting where that’s concerned. But she’s not exactly a heavy-hitter power-wise so I don’t know if you’d want her where she might end up in the thick of things.”

      “We all have our part to play,” Jackson said. “And our meek might surprise us one day. As it is – ”

      Jackson broke off and an expression Docia had never seen before washed over his face. He lurched up out of his chair, the awkwardness of the movement tipping the beer bottle out of his hand. It hit the deck and bounced, spinning as it did so, spewing its contents over Docia’s feet.

      “Hey!” she cried out, dancing back away from the bottle although it had come to rest and the damage was already done.

      She might have complained just then, but that unfathomable expression on Jackson’s face had turned to a mixture between outright fear and unmistakable courage rising up in the face of that fear.

      “Docia, get inside,” he said, grabbing her arm, turning her around and pushing her roughly in that direction. “And take Sargent with you. Marissa!”

      He bolted off the deck, clearing the stairs to the ground without touching a single one. By then Ram understood that something was wrong and he grabbed for Docia’s arm and stood up all in the same movement.

      “Ow! Hey! Why is everybody grabbing at my arm? I can walk on my – ”

      “Docia,” Ram hushed her fiercely.

      “Marissa!” 

      The way her brother shouted for Marissa sent a cold shiver of awareness creeping like icy dribbles down the length of Docia’s spine. Jackson had broken into a dead run, everything about him screaming with fear.
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      Leo heard Jackson yell and immediately knew something was very wrong. He moved quickly to the nearest window, ignoring the fierce pain that came with moving too fast. There would be time later for muscle and sinew to repair, at that moment it was nothing but a minor inconvenience to him. Even as he visually tried to discern what was happening, his mind was mapping out the fastest route to the gun case in the parlor. Actually, he didn’t need to map it. He’d been obsessing over getting hold of one of those guns. With that supernatural prick in the same house as he was? He’d be damned if he was going to walk around unarmed. Given their strength, their power, and their speed, it was not exactly what you would call an even match, but Leo would feel better armed than not. He’d gotten the drop on one of them before, and that was before he had even known what they were, so he’d damn well prefer the ability to do it again.

      Jackson was running hell-bent for leather across the front yard, his boots kicking up a dotted line of dust clouds, his speed everything unnatural. It was the first time he was seeing Jackson use some of his new ability but he didn’t have time to indulge in the crawling distaste the image evoked within him. Jackson was heading up the drive, toward the good doctor and her garden spot.

      That was when a ragged stream of energy seared across Jackson’s path, like a lightning strike from an ominous thundercloud. Dirt and rock and carefully cultivated landscaping spewed everywhere, bringing Jackson up short with a skid of his boots. Leo and Jackson looked up simultaneously. The next instant Leo bolted for the parlor, grabbing up a heavy iron bust of the god Anubis from one of the end tables as he went. He reached the case, hauled back and smashed the glass with the statue. To his consternation it didn’t break. The only hint he had even hit it was from an impact fracture in a white spiderweb shape. But there was a small hole in the center of that web and that told him the glass was reinforced, but not unbreakable.

      It took three more smashes with the statue before the glass gave up the ghost and created a hole large enough for him to thrust his hand through. He grabbed for the nearest gun, a black Berretta, .45 caliber with a laser sight mounted along its spine. Something that would come in handy in the dark. He checked the chamber and the clip, finding them loaded and ready. He didn’t come across any more ammunition, so what he had was going to have to do and he would have to make every shot count.

      As he ran to the front door, he almost collided with Docia, leaping over Sargent as it was, and exploded onto the porch. All of which cost him a great deal, making him clench his teeth in agony and wonder if he’d just reinjured things that weren’t healed as yet. He flipped on the laser sighting with his thumb and with two hands pointed it into the sky. There was another belch of severe energy, the white of it blinding him and seemingly coming out of nowhere. But there was no way that was natural, and he knew that because it struck right at Jackson’s feet again, forcing him back, his leap covering enormous amounts of ground. The air between him and the dirt was incomprehensible to a man who had not seen any other displays of a Bodywalker’s power other than those of Kamenwati and Chatha, and those encounters had not been anything like this at all.

      No, theirs had been a very special brand of psychopathic supernaturalism.

      Ram was off the deck already and the savage, ominous rumble of natural thunder filled the air. Right before Leo’s eyes the sky blossomed with thick black thunderheads, whereas it had been a perfectly clear night beforehand. He knew this was Ram’s doing. Leo had been told Ram could control the weather, although he had no idea what a few rainclouds were going to do to help the situation.

      Another bolt of white energy burst out of the sky, the beam of it scorching past Jackson’s back. The intent was clear. Jackson would be hit if he moved forward, and hit if he moved backward. He was trapped out there in the open, like a frog on a lily pad in the center of a vast lake and nowhere to jump for safety.

      Leo’s lack of a target frustrated him. He rapidly cleared the stairs to shorten his distance to Jackson, all the while keeping his weapon trained on that empty sky. Something was there. They couldn’t see it, but all three men knew something was there.

      And it was toying with Jackson.

      That, more than anything, told Leo he was dealing with another sick paranormal psychopath.

      Just as Ram was closing in on Jackson, a new bolt of energy lashed out of the night sky, but this one hit Ramses square in the chest and literally blew him off his feet. The impact sent him backward by at least thirty feet, the impression of his body tearing up the earth, kicking up dirt and dust. Then the Bodywalker was still. The hit was horrifying and Docia’s scream came from the house behind him. Leo turned from the empty sky and tracked his aim back toward the house. There was a potted cactus, quite thick in circumference, to the right of the door. Two bullets into one side of the ceramic pot holding it made it explode and the heavy cactus within toppled over in front of the door, effectively blocking it shut, its spiny skin a natural deterrent to anyone thinking of touching it and shoving it out of the way. He saw Docia hit the door and was satisfied when he saw that she was unable to open it. That wasn’t to say she wouldn’t find another way out and into the fray, but it would take her more time…maybe enough time for them to deal with this…whatever “this” was.

      He tracked his aim back up to the sky, hurrying over to the very still form of Ram. He bent in order to touch fingers to the fallen man’s carotid artery, trying to detect a pulse while keeping his full attention trained upward. Whatever it was would show itself eventually, and he would be ready for it when it did. Leo exhaled with relief when he felt the awkward thrum of Ram’s pulse. For all their power and longevity, and as amazing as their ability to rapidly heal was, these people were more than capable of dying. And while he mistrusted the bastard, Docia loved him. It shone from every bright smile and warm cuddle he had seen her give him. It would break her heart if something were to snatch him away from her.

      “C’mon, c’mon,” he muttered under his breath as he aimed up at the sky, “do it again. Show us what a bad-ass you are. You can do it.”

      That was when a furious Gargoyle blasted up from the ground in the garden, enormous wings spread wide, skin turned to heavy stone and a face as grotesque and frightening as any gargoyle on top of a church might be. Ahnvil was a thing of power, as were Stohn and Diahmond, two other Gargoyles that had launched into the air from the direction of the house. Jackson had told Leo that these were their bodyguards, their supernatural protectors. They were strong and nearly impossible to kill and would never stop in their endeavors to protect the Bodywalkers they were pledged to.

      There was nothing for them to attack, that they could see, but they all knew the general area to aim for. And then, like ducks in a shooting gallery, those massive beams of energy shot out of the sky and picked the Gargoyles off, one by one, sending them thundering back down to the earth, deadweights of stone.

      But it was enough. Enough for Leo to see that the energy beam remained solid, from inception point to end point, for the beat of a few seconds, telling him exactly where the attacker might be. He blew off four shots, the recoil from the Beretta jolting through him.

      Like a magician yanking a cloth away to reveal the lady or the tiger beneath it, the thing in the air winked into view. It wobbled around, and Leo was sure he had hit it.

      “Leo, no!” Jackson shouted, much too late. The woman…and it was a woman…attacking from the night sky whirled to face Leo’s direction. She was wearing white from head to toe, long auburn hair streaming in blowing wisps around her head, like some kind of Clairoled medusa. A stain of blood spread across the white of her clothing.

      Right over her heart.

      Lucky shot that, Leo thought. Right before he realized he’d shot her in the heart and she was still floating up there in midair as if it meant nothing to her at all. She lowered herself closer to the ground and Leo readied himself to fire another volley of bullets. She had to have a vulnerability somewhere, and he…

      He recognized that face. He didn’t know how, but it was like a barely remembered snatch of a dream. A dream where he had…

      Cut her throat.

      This was the woman he had killed, slitting her throat, dropping her down on the floor to bleed out. This was the woman who was the catalyst behind Kamenwati sending Chatha to find Leo and capture him so that the Templar could deliver vengeance on him in her name.

      Odjit. 

      The name came to him about two seconds before her laughter filled the night air.

      “Very well,” she said, her voice echoing and powerfully loud all around him. “If you wish to die first, I can oblige you.”

      “No!” Jackson shouted the word and suddenly Leo was shoved back by a powerful force, as though a linebacker had rammed into him, sending him sprawling into the dirt. His gun flew out of his hands as he gathered a faceful of dirt and excruciating pain hit him everywhere at once. He could swear he’d heard something snap, some bone in his body no doubt. But he was too stunned to feel anything in specific right then.

      But he saw how Jackson’s shout drew Odjit’s attention and she lowered herself even farther and faced him.

      “You,” she said, “are dangerous.”

      Jackson’s response was to throw out both hands and shove, as if he were pushing her off himself, had she been anywhere near close enough for it, which she wasn’t. But just the same she was sent backward, much in the same way Leo had been sent flying. That was when it really sank in that Jackson had been the one to shove Leo out of the way of Odjit’s attention. But unlike Leo, she didn’t even come close to hitting the ground, and, outside of a midair tumble, she was almost completely unaffected by his attack.

      “You,” she said again, “might be troublesome, given enough time. That thought makes us most unhappy.”

      Us? Like, the royal Us? Jeez, who was this lady anyway? What was she? Leo was in too much pain to give it much thought. There were details, bits of conversation he’d been half listening to, that he couldn’t force into sense enough to answer his own questions at the moment. His world was suddenly overrun with these kinds of creatures and he had known right from the first moment he’d become aware of them that there was nothing good about them. And he was just as certain there was almost nothing he could do to protect himself and the things he deemed important in the face of this kind of power.

      But he could damn well try and do some damage at the very least. To that end, he scrambled for his gun.

      “We know what you are,” Jackson said with virulent anger. “A two-bit monster calling itself a god. If you think we’re going to let you run amok in this world you have another – ”

      “Silence!” Jackson’s adversary hissed. She flicked her hand, a discus of energy suddenly appearing in her fingers, right before she flung the thing at Jackson. It all happened so quickly, the move lightning fast, the distance between her hand and Jackson’s throat far too short. Jackson threw up his hands in defense, but the disc whipped right through them and then straight through his neck.

      Jackson crumpled to the ground, as if something had yanked his skeletal structure cleanly from his body.

      “No!” Leo shouted as he choked on fear and rage. He emptied his entire clip into the woman, the satisfaction of seeing her jerk from the impact of each bullet too small and too short-lived. Bloodstains spread over the pure white of her clothing, and she turned back to Leo. Weaponless, useless, all he could do was hurl insults at her in a jumbled mix of Spanish and English. “You fucking puta bitch whore!”

      Leo wished he could say he had never felt so helpless in all of his life, but he was definitely more than acquainted with the feeling. The thought clawed up through him, clenching around his throat. But he fought it back viciously. This was Jackson’s life or death hanging in balance. Bodywalker or not, it was still Jackson. Or maybe it wasn’t. Damn it, he didn’t know, but he deserved the chance to find out! After all I have been through, I deserve that fucking chance!

      “You are insignificant,” she said in that odd, echoing tone, the sound large and overwhelming. “But you have damaged our fleshly confines.” She pulled at her white dress as if she might sketch a curtsey. There was a metallic gleam over her left eye where he could see a bullet had lodged itself in her skull. Correction. A grouping of bullets. He was nothing if not a deadeye.

      “Yeah, well come and get me, puta,” he invited with a forward flicking of his cupped fingers. “Why don’t you throw your little energy beams at me, huh?”

      Distantly he was aware of screams. High, blood-curdling, female screams. In another life he would have reacted to that sound. Now…now there was nothing but him and what he had no doubt was his imminent death. On his terms. On his own two feet. Once and for all and no coming back.

      Energy circled the flying woman’s hand in the shape of a discus, and she reached back just the littlest bit, in order to put some spin on it, he presumed. Funny how, whenever he faced these moments, moments when his death begged for a kiss, the world seemed to slow down. As if to stretch out the final moments for as long and as leisurely as possible. Prior to his encounter with Chatha, it had happened each of the two times he had gotten what should have been mortal wounds…for anyone else anyway. He’d just been too angry and too stubborn to give it up. But now…he could go now. He’d be all right with that.

      The discus flew at him and he tensed, bracing for it, wondering what it was going to feel like.

      Just when it should have hit him a wall of blue energy shot up barely an inch from the tip of his nose. He could see it, like smoke blown through a blue laser light show. The discus rebounded off it in a shower of blue sparks, then whipped back on its caster, its thin edge slicing right through her left calf. If there was a wound it was invisible, but the way she screamed out and floundered in the air told him that there was indeed a damaging hit of some kind. All of that big bad omnipotence evaporated from her in a screech of pain and fury. Leo saw his breath clouding through that energy barrier and he found himself fascinated by it in some distant corner of his mind. A corner so far removed from this maniacal horror film he’d suddenly become a part of. In truth, it was beautiful, if energy could be beautiful. And for some reason, just the sight of it calmed him, strengthened a part of him that had felt so weak these past days.

      The squealing bitch in the air hissed out a word.

      “You!” It reached out a shaking finger, pointing at Leo. “You will pay for this meddling. These are not your affairs! Be warned!”

      And with a new screech of frustration she ripped up into the sky, disappearing with the sound of a sonic boom.

      Leo was stunned, trying to figure out what had just happened. But now that the threat was over, the sound of his own heart beating in his ears lowered enough for the rising sound of screams to penetrate.

      You. 

      Then Leo realized what she had meant. He whipped around in an about-face and found himself looking dead into neon yellow eyes, the look of them like the way a flash caught a cat’s eyes in a picture. They were something unholy and damn unnerving that close up. Especially considering there was no discernible sclera. The entire eye. Every bit of it as glowing fluorescent as could be.

      They were set in black, making them stand out in relief, not that it was needed. It was a woman, black-skinned from head to toe…not African American black, actual midnight black as black could be. The color was so uniform she was barely visible in the night…except for the fact that blue laser light wings stretched out behind her, casting an ambient glow all around the edges of her silhouette. Only, lasers were not as graceful as these wings were; were not so languorous and delicate, and did not ripple with gentle, liquid movement.

      Leo jolted away from her, only to bounce back when he hit the blue wall behind him. It sent him forward, forcing him up against her, their chests colliding. He reached out automatically to steady her, an instinctual response to the nature of her sex and that built-in reflex that his mother had hammered into him. And that was when he realized her soft nighttime skin was completely exposed to all and sundry. She was naked as the day she was born.

      Although nothing was born with the full-bodied breasts and curves his fumbling hands came into contact with.

      And then he realized she was one of them. Of course she’s one of them, you idiot! She has fucking wings and eyes that glow in the dark like a pothead’s black-light poster.

      His next thought was that she had come up behind him and yet he hadn’t sensed her at all – a realization that filled him with displeasure. No one could ever sneak up behind him successfully. It had been a game he and Jackson used to play, each trying to see if one could sneak up on the other with total surprise…like some kind of ridiculous tussle between Inspector Jacques Clouseau and his manservant Cato.

      Jackson.

      My god, how could I have forgotten? He whipped around half a turn and saw Jackson lying dead on the ground. Marissa was on her knees beside him, pulling at his shirt, grasping and shaking him by turns, all the while screaming his name down into his face as if he might hear her and suddenly pop upright as though being startled awake from a deep sleep. From the other side Docia was tearing down the drive, her bare feet flying over the white landscaping rocks of the driveway, no doubt being chewed and sliced to bits with every grinding step.

      Leo was galvanized into action, pushing the strange female out of his way just in time to catch Docia around the waist, hauling her out of her dead run, her momentum swinging them full around as he absorbed the impact as best he could without hurting her. He realized then that she was screaming Jackson’s and then Ram’s name, both hysterically volleying out of her as if she couldn’t figure out which upset her more or whom she was most devoted to. Both men appeared lifeless on the ground, but Leo knew that at least one was alive for certain.

      “Let me go! Leo! Let me go!” she screamed at him, fighting with all she had to be free of him. And free she was after the third tug when she used every bit of her Bodywalker strength to set him back hard. The strength she wielded was shocking. He knew men that weren’t even close to that strength, never mind a woman.

      “Ram is alive!” he blurted out to her as she ran forward. He immediately hurried in her wake, expecting her to veer off and go to her lover. But his information seemed to help her choose who was in most need of her, and she slid down to her brother’s side.

      By the time he reached them, Marissa’s screams were punctuated with panicked, devastated sobs the likes of which he had never heard in his lifetime, and could only pray he would never hear again.

      “Jackson! Jackson!” Docia cried, shaking him frantically, vying with Marissa for contact with him. “Is he breathing? Tell me he’s breathing!”

      Leo knelt and reached two fingers to press to Jackson’s throat.

      “He has a pulse.”

      The next sobs from both women were a combination of relief and a panicky sort of hope.

      “Then why won’t he wake up?” Marissa demanded of him. “He’s Menes, for God’s sake! He’s the most powerful Bodywalker living or dead!”

      “His nervous system has been scorched.”

      All three of them looked up at the black woman, all of their breath and sound suspending at the same exact moment, the resulting silence lasting only an instant, but eerie just the same.

      “What…how…what does that mean?” Marissa demanded to know. “Tell me what that means!”

      “The energy the imp uses burns every nerve in the body, causing instant paralysis and a level of pain so severe there is no equal to it…and he has lost consciousness because of it.”

      “Who are you?” Marissa demanded. “How do you know this?”

      “There is no time to waste on introductions,” she said dismissively, kneeling down to yank Jackson away from the grieving women.

      “No! You leave him alone!” Marissa hissed through her teeth, clinging to Jackson’s body with all her strength. “Touch him again, Dark One, and I will rip your arms free of their sockets and then beat you dead with them!”

      “Wow, great visual,” Leo said, pretty damn impressed by Marissa’s believable delivery of the threat.

      The woman seemed to fold her wings back, their graceful lines pulling in and concentrating in an undulation of light between her shoulders. She leaned forward as she kneeled down, her hand reaching to cover Marissa’s with a gentleness that Leo could almost feel against the back of his own hand.

      “Hatshepsut,” she breathed softly. “You know my people. You know what we can do and the things we know.” Leo realized then that a warm wind was swirling softly around them, almost as though it too were trying to soothe Marissa. “You must give him to me if we are to begin to save his life. I cannot promise you a cure, that is not within my power, but I can keep him here with us until he can be mended. He is very much needed here,” the woman said knowingly, “and not trapped in the Ether for another hundred years.”
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