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“And they that shall be of thee shall build the old waste places: thou shalt raise up the foundations of many generations; and thou shalt be called, The repairer of the breach, The restorer of paths to dwell in.”
—Isaiah 58:12
“Thou art the anointed cherub that covereth; and I have set thee so: thou wast upon the holy mountain of God; thou hast walked up and down in the midst of the stones of fire.” —Ezekiel 28:14










CHAPTER ONE






I don’t know what made me wake up. There was no loud noise, no sudden action or movement. Maybe it was the dull, pounding pain in my head, my limbs. Not the type of pain that jerked you from slumber, like a leg or foot cramp in the middle of the night, but the kind whose awareness slowly grew on you until it eventually drew you awake.
“Uuuuhhhh…”
I heard groaning as I came to, and wondered who was making those noises. Took me a minute to realize they were coming from me.
Slowly, I unwound my limbs and dragged open my eyelids. Slowly, consciousness returned and my attention focused. Something was underneath my legs—cold, hard ground. Something cold and hard was also underneath my torso, my head, my arms. I raised my head so I could look down.
A body. A bronze, like a statue. But a statue that lived.
Carter. The Talos.
Just like that, my memory starting working again. My limbs felt sluggish as I scrambled up to my knees, one hand reaching for the spot on his chest over his heart, the other for his face.
“Carter,” I whispered, my throat raw as if from heat or smoke inhalation. “Carter, are you okay? Can you hear me?”
His eyes were closed. Despite his fall through the fire, the portal, he hadn’t shifted back into human form. I didn’t know if that was a good or a bad sign. Maybe the Talos was what had saved him, and me, as well? Because of his bronze exterior, I couldn’t feel a heartbeat under my palm. I fought my trembling fingers to place them on his neck, feeling for a pulse. At the same time, I bent, putting my face in his, praying desperately to feel his breath on my cheek. A few tense seconds of holding my own breath, shutting out the questions, the worries, focusing solely on what I wanted to find. I never felt the weak thrumming of life beneath my fingertips, but I did finally feel the soft inhale and exhale of air against my chin.
“Oh, babe…”
I sank back with a half-laugh, half-sob of relief.
“You’re still here,” I said. “Thank God you’re still here.”
Wherever here was…
With the blessed realization that he was alive came the next realization that I had no idea where we were. I sank back on my legs, both hands on the Talos’ chest, grounding myself to reality by touching him, knowing I wasn’t alone in a strange world. Although, at first survey, it didn’t look so strange. Beneath my legs, beneath Carter’s body, was sand. Normal course, yellowish sand. A few paces away, water lapped at the edge of the beach. Pebbles and tiny seashells were strewn about on the water’s edge, just like a beach back on earth. A thick, grey-white fog hung over the scene, obscuring the water beyond the shore. I couldn’t tell if it was a river, a lake, or even an ocean cove. Thin, reedy grass grew up to the edge of the sand on the opposite side of the beach. Beyond that were a few trees, around which tendrils of fog snaked and curled. Beyond them? More fog. Darkness. Possibly a forest? I squinted, thankful to realize I still had my glasses, but couldn’t be sure. Still, there was nothing outright weird or supernatural to suggest that we were in some strange, alien place.
Maybe we are still on earth?
I didn’t know where else the fall through the Stones’ portal would’ve taken us. I hadn’t calculated that part, or even tried to. In the moment, there had only been the desperate need to follow my instincts and push Carter through the portal, hoping to save his life.
I glanced down.
It had worked. For now. Feeling his breath had told me he was still alive, but he hadn’t moved since I’d awakened. Not so much as a twitch. He hadn’t reacted to the sound of my voice or my touch. Instinct told me that he needed help if he was going to survive.
At that thought, sheer panic seized, causing me to glance around wildly. Where was I? Whether on earth or in some other world or dimension, I obviously wasn’t in Texas anymore. I was in a strange place and, if Carter died, would be totally alone. I wasn’t much of a nature girl or a survivalist. I honestly didn’t know what I’d do if I had to try and make it on my own out here. Not to mention, I had no idea where to get help, or if I were even physically capable of searching for it. I hadn’t tried to stand yet, but my legs had that heavy, numb feeling of limbs that had fallen asleep.
Maybe that’s all it is, I reassured myself. I’ve been laying here so long my legs are asleep. There can’t be anything wrong with me. There wasn’t before I fell through the portal.
True. Not like Carter, who’d surrendered his life’s blood—the Talos’ blood—in order to save me. Which meant it was now my turn to protect him.
My medical training kicked in.
He’d been bleeding before our journey. Was he still? If so, I needed to stanch the flow if he was going to survive.
I pushed myself back up on my knees, willing my legs to move. I crawled one pace, two, three until I was down by my husband’s legs where I could bend over and see his feet, his ankles.
My heart sank.
Dark blue liquid seeped from the self-inflicted slash above his ankle, staining the sand beneath his bronze heel. There wasn’t a large pool, and it looked to me like the cold and inertia had helped reduce the flow, but who knew how much blood he’d actually lost back there on the country club grounds, in the circle of shifters? Who knew how much he could afford to lose? This wasn’t normal human blood. This was magical blood from a unique, powerful shifter.
Nothing in my nurse’s training had prepared me for dealing with magic and ichor—the supposed blood of the gods—or for trying to stanch blood on a bronze body. Nevertheless, my nurse’s training was all that I had. I still wore the gown Mrs. Costas had purchased for me, but me lying on the sand had left it damp and covered with grit. I was afraid to put it against Carter’s wound due to the risk of infection. I doubted antibiotics would be available if he did get infected. As it happened, my bra was the cleanest thing on me, so I reached back and unzipped the dress enough to slide it off my shoulders. After removing my bra, I twisted my arms awkwardly to refasten the dress, then folded the bra, placing it over the open wound, using its straps to bind it to Carter’s bronze flesh as best I could.
Would it work? I swiped damp hair off my forehead with the back of my wrist, studying him worriedly.
This isn’t good enough. It might stop the bleeding, but what if he’s already bled too much? What if it’s already infected? I need some type of antiseptic. I need bandages. I need to keep him warm. Or does a bronze man have to be warm? Can a bronze man get an infection? What if I’m doing this all wrong?
Tears flooded my eyes. I was cold and lost and terrified, both for Carter and myself. I felt like I was at the end of my rope. I was weak. I admit it. For a few seconds I sat there and cried, grasping one of the Talos’ cold, bronze hands in both of mine.
“I don’t know what to do,” I begged through the tears. “I don’t know what to do. Please wake up, Carter. Please wake up. Help me out here. Help me know what to do to save you.”
Nothing. He might as well have been a genuine, inanimate bronze statue for all the response I got.
Desperation deepened, but I knew I couldn’t sit here crying and not do anything to help us. Wiping away my tears, I gave Carter’s heavy hand a final squeeze I doubted he could feel and pushed myself up to standing. Dizzy, I swayed, clapping a hand to my face, shutting out dim light and the unfamiliar world around me. After a couple of deep breaths the sensations subsided and I was able to think more or less clearly again.
“Okay. Help. Got to get help,” I whispered aloud, encouraging myself. “Nothing to do but search around, find it.”
I hated leaving Carter, not knowing if he’d even be alive by the time I returned. There was also the question of who or what I might run into while searching, or who might stumble across him while I was gone. Friend, foe? Ordinarily, I wouldn’t do it, but I’d simply run out of options. I couldn’t drag Carter anywhere, especially in his altered form. He was too heavy. I didn’t have a coat or sweater or even my light wrap from last night to drape over him. I could’ve taken off my dress and gone three-quarters naked, but that wasn’t going to do either of us any good, I thought wryly.
Before walking away, I knelt next to Carter, saying into his ear, “Honey, if you can hear me, I’m going to go find help. I’ll be back. Hang on, Carter. Hang on for me. I’ll be back soon.”
Naturally, I had no idea if I could keep either of those promises—to find help or to return—but it was do it or die trying.










CHAPTER TWO






I left my designer heels on the beach next to my husband, figuring they’d be more of an impediment than a help at this point. Once I was off the sand and in the grass I regretted it. The grass was prickly and tough; not exactly easy to tramp through. The fog refused to yield, but I hadn’t struggled through the grass very long before dark shapes loomed before me. I pressed towards them despite my reservations. Quickly, they solidified in the weaving grey mist, and I could see they were trees.
Beyond the beach, a forest soared. The ground beneath the thick, overhead boughs was damp with a carpet of leaves and needles, from which ferns sprouted. Emerald moss sprawled across boulders and tree bark. I kept a wary eye out for snakes, insects, thorns, or other dangers to my bare feet. I didn’t spot any snakes, but I did disturb a few creepy bugs that skittered away, and despite my best efforts my feet uncovered plenty of sharp points that pricked and cut.
Really, really, really wish I had some hiking boots right about now, I mourned, but there was nothing to be done for it. I could’ve gone back for my shoes, but the ridiculous heels would have sunk into the damp earth and caught on every vine and long twine of grass.
I was chilled and miserable. My feet were sliced and hurting. Even as I explored, I didn’t want to get too far from Carter in his condition, and certainly not so far that I couldn’t find my way back again. The only thing more frightening at the moment than not locating any help was being lost on my own out here. I don’t know how long I trudged and fought my way through the unyielding forest, seeing no signs of life besides forest life. Eventually, I broke back out of the trees, and was facing the strip of tough beach grass between the trees and the water’s edge. I couldn’t see Carter sprawled on the sand, since the fog hid him from view, but I assumed he was still there.
Shielding my eyes from the weak light that bounced and glowed off the drifting sheets of fog, I tried desperately to peer through the grey curtain. I saw absolutely nothing. My heart sank all the way to my battered feet.
We’re doomed. I should’ve let Nosizwe kill us. It would’ve been faster than dying of starvation and exposure to the elements.
Again, tears stung my eyes. For the life of me, I couldn’t force them away.
Why did You bring us here? I prayed, moisture clouding my vision as I stumbled back through the knee-high grass towards the dying Talos. I thought You’d always be with me. I don’t feel you here, but if You are here, please help me. Please help us. I’m at my wit’s end. I don’t know what to do or where to go. If there’s something or someone nearby who can help us, please open my eyes to see it. Right now, I’m blind. If I stay blind, Carter and I will both die. If we both die here, if we never get back to warn Mr. Costas, who knows what havoc those two women will wreak on Earth? We’ve got to survive. We’ve got to get back. Please help us…
By the time I staggered back onto the sand, where I could see my husband’s inert bronze form glistening even through the ribbons of fog, I was crying so hard I was having a hard time breathing. I felt like I’d felt the first time I met Carter and had been introduced to shapeshifters: overwhelmed, full of fear of the known and terror of the unknown. That night, I’d been mostly depending on Carter to get me out of those terrible situations alive. Now, not only could I not depend on him, he was depending on me to rescue us both.
The burden was too heavy to bear. I collapsed on the beach, far enough from Carter that, even if his subconscious could hear, he wouldn’t catch my sobs.
I don’t want to see him die, I told myself. I can’t watch that. I can’t.
However, my conscience wouldn’t allow me to sit and wallow in despair.
Really? it goaded. You’re going to sit here and cry while he dies alone because you don’t want to watch him die? What kind of a selfish brat are you? Would he do that to you?
I knew the answer to that.
“You’re right. I’m sorry,” I murmured aloud, to no one in particular. Maybe to Carter. Maybe to myself. Maybe to God. “I’m being weak and I’m being a coward. If I can’t do anything else, I can at least sit there with him until—”
The notion was too terrible to finish aloud.
I got back on my feet and made my way over to the sleeping Talos.
“Carter,” I said, lowering myself down next to him, placing a hand on his cold, motionless chest. “Carter, can you hear me? If you’re there, listen. I’m sorry. I’m sorry you had to sacrifice yourself for me. I’m sorry I forced you to come here. I thought it might save your life, but I think all I did was kill you a different way. I don’t know. I’m sorry it didn’t work, though. I’m sorry I can’t seem to find us the help we need. I’m sorry I don’t know what to do. I’m sorry I’m not stronger and braver and more resourceful. You deserve someone like that. I’m sorry you’re stuck with me, but I promise I won’t leave you again.”
Still no response. Not a twitch of the mouth or flicker of an eyelid. I put the back of my hand against his bronze lips and was able to detect the faintest flush of air. He was still there, hanging on by a thread.
Reassured that I wasn’t alone, yet, I folded my arms on his chest and hid my face in them, cradling my head against him.
If You’re there, please help us, I prayed again.
I don’t know if I fell asleep or passed into a trance. All I know was I felt a sudden touch to my shoulder, a touch that startled me awake like I’d been asleep. I sat up, looking around. I felt out of it, sort of like when I’d come out from under anesthesia after my surgery.
“Who’s there?” I said.
Or tried to say. My tongue felt thick. My mouth was dry. My other senses weren’t working so well, either. My hearing was dull, like someone had draped a blanket over my head, muffling sound. Furthermore, I kept seeing this bright, almost golden glare. My brain tried to figure it out. Was it sunlight breaking through the clouds, reflecting off the fog in a brilliant glow? I narrowed my vision in an attempt to puzzle out exactly what I was seeing, but it didn’t compute.
In the midst of the glow was a figure with a vaguely human shape and human features, but it seemed to be fashioned from white and brightness and golden light. Was it some sort of shifter I hadn’t met before? I blinked and took off my glasses to rub my eyes. By the time I’d replaced them, I saw a man standing in front of me. A man who looked fairly normal, except for his strange clothes and the wings on its back, but the wings didn’t surprise me much. After all, the first shapeshifter I’d ever seen that long ago night in the Costas’ courtyard, when my innocence of what was really out there had been cruelly stripped away, was a winged griffin. Either I was inured to the sight of shifters and the supernatural by now, or I was too weary to be frightened, or else I was actually still asleep and dreaming. Whatever was happening, I surprised myself by not freaking out to see a random stranger a few feet away.
“Eleanor.”
The man spoke. His voice was deep, sending a thrum through my pulse. “Eleanor,” he repeated. “You have been heard. Lift your eyes to the hills. Help is there.”
The hills?
I couldn’t remember seeing any hills. Only water, the beach, the endless forest…
“You haven’t much time,” he went on. “You must find help for him. He is the Repairer of the Breach, and you must save him.”
I didn’t know what he meant by Repairer of the Breach. Was he talking about Carter? He had to be, but what breach was Carter supposed to repair? How would he repair it? How could he do anything if he didn’t wake up?
“I-I don’t understand,” I stuttered. “What breach? I don’t even know where we are. Wh—what place is this?”
“This is the other world,” the stranger explained. “One of many, but the one from whence came the Talos’ kind. If war is to be prevented upon Earth, war between his kind and yours, the breach must be healed. He alone can complete it.”
My overawed, fuzzy brain struggled to think. Did that mean—where had Mr. Costas told me shifter and shifter magic originated? Atlantis? I’d sort of written it off as a joke or a fairytale at the time. But if what the visitor was saying was true, could the portal have actually brought us to Atlantis? I guessed it made sense, in a strange sort of way, that the magic of the Stones would have drawn us back to where everything began. However, what this creature was saying still didn’t make sense. It almost sounded like a prophecy—like a real prophecy. Like Carter, the Talos, had an actual job to do or destiny to fulfill.
As if reading my mind, the creature said, “His destiny is in his blood. The blood will unlock all. The blood is the key.”
“The key to what?”
No change of expression, but I got the feeling my visitor was staring at me as if I were really stupid.
“The blood is the key,” he said again.
With that, he drifted backwards, as if preparing to go.
“Wait!” I exclaimed. I shot up, holding up a hand. “If the blood is the key, if Carter has some important job to do, then he can’t die here, can he? How am I supposed to help him?”
“Lift your eyes to the hills. Your help will come from the hills.”
“What help? What hills? What—”
“No more!”
The creature’s voice rang with a power, an authority that made me shrink. He raised his other arm, displaying a staff that had been hidden by his wings. Even as I scrambled back, unwilling to be near him but also unwilling to leave Carter, he stretched out his staff, touching the end to a large stone lying nearby in the sand. Fiery warmth curled from the end of it, setting the stone ablaze. I covered my mouth with my hand, watching the stone melt down, its rough grey form dissolving, softening into a different shape: a jug, a covered box.
“Here is strength,” said the creature. “Take it and eat. In the strength of this meat you shall go. In its power, your eyes will be opened. Find him the help he needs. Help the Repairer of the Breach.”
More questions filled my mind, tumbling around my skull like snowflakes in a snow globe. Before I could voice them, the visitor’s wings gently flapped, raising him off the ground.
“Wait!” I tried to insist, but my tongue wouldn’t cooperate. The arm I tried to lift refused to raise itself. I blinked rapidly as I fought a wave of nausea, fatigue. All of the sudden, my head was too heavy to hold up. The strength in my limbs liquefied. I felt myself sliding down onto the Talos’ cold, motionless form. My head sank onto his chest. My eyelids obscured my vision. In my head, I heard a final word—“Help has come, but now you must rest before the approaching conflict.”
I didn’t know what that meant. I didn’t know what any of this meant, but it didn’t matter. My dreams were calling me. I surrendered and slept.










CHAPTER THREE






How much time passed before I woke up again, I had no idea. The day didn’t seem to have changed much, as far as light and dark were concerned. Either I hadn’t been out long, or night and day worked differently here. I didn’t waste any time trying to figure it out. Instead, my first thought was Carter. He was still in his Talos form. Should I be concerned about that or not? What if he was permanently stuck as the Talos? Or was it the Talos form keeping him alive?
I felt at his mouth for breath, my own hitching in my chest until I made certain of his. Then I checked the slice above his ankle. It still seeped dark blue blood, but not like before. I hoped that was a good sign.
The next order of business was to see what my visitor had left. I knew I couldn’t have hallucinated the entire thing. There was the stone he’d melted with the tip of his staff into an old-fashioned clay jug with a long neck and, next to it, a plain wooden chest. Also, in my ears rang his message that my help was in the hills; that I should lift my eyes to the hills for help.
“What hills?” I wondered aloud, my gaze sweeping the area.
Incredibly—or not so incredibly, if my strange visitor had something to do with it—the thick fog wreathing the forest had lifted. The distant shapes were recognizable now as trees and undergrowth. Beyond the forest, I could finally see what I hadn’t been able to see before. A hill, rising like a backdrop above the tree line, and on the crest of the gentle slope, a city. A city with stone walls. Peeking over the edge of the walls were the tops of the buildings. Architecture certainly wasn’t my specialty, but what I glimpsed resembled ancient Greece or Rome.
Atlantis?
My mind whirled, trying desperately to accept this twist.
Atlantis. Shapeshifters. Portals. Magic stones. Magical fire. How the crap did this happen?
I looked down at the inanimate bronze man beside me. I didn’t know if he could hear, but I spoke to him, anyway.
“Carter,” I said. “I have to go find you some help. The visitor—shifter—whatever it was—told me to find help in the city, so I have to go there. I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, but I’ll try to hurry. Please hang on till I get back. Please…”
My throat tightened, choking off words. The idea of Carter dying alone while I was gone was horrific. The idea of being in this strange place without him was terrible too.
“Just—just hang on till I get back,” I pleaded.
Bending, I pressed a kiss to his cold cheek before I got back on my feet. My gaze lighted on the jug, the box the visitor had left. What had he told me? That there was strength there for me? Cautiously, I picked up the jug, sniffed at it. I couldn’t discern any particular smell, but I could hear the liquid sloshing around. Did I dare?
I couldn’t see that I had a choice. I was hungry, chilled, and thirsty. I had no idea if the water framing the beach was drinkable. And if my visitor had wanted to hurt me, he could’ve killed me outright instead of leaving poisoned food.
That decided it. I tipped the jug back and drank. The fluid flowed down my throat like liquid velvet: smooth, warming, soft. It tasted like wine. It warmed me within and without, cleared my head, invigorated me. Since that had gone well I decided to check the contents of the box next. I lifted the lid. Inside was a loaf of bread. I tore off a piece and held it to my face, sniffed it and gingerly licked the edge to taste it before popping it in my mouth.
It was mild, sweet. Familiar. Like honey.
A growing awareness, an inkling of what was going on permeated my consciousness.
Many of these elements were vaguely familiar. Could it be my strange visitor hadn’t been a shifter at all? Could it have been…
No.
I shook my head.
It couldn’t have been.
But what if it was? my mind protested. What if—what if it was an angel? Is that even possible?
Honestly, that idea defied belief even more than shapeshifters, portals, and portals to ancient worlds. The notion that an angelic being had been sent to minister to me, to help me. That I’d truly had a supernatural visitor. Who was I? I wasn’t anybody. Why would I merit treatment like that?
It’s probably not you, I reasoned. It’s probably because you’re helping Carter and you’re the only help he has. The creature—angel—shifter—whatever it was—kept calling Carter the Repairer of the Breach and intimating that he had an important job to do. Maybe your job is to help him with his.
Whatever the case, special callings and manna and heavenly beings aside, I had to move and act. I couldn’t sit on the beach any longer waiting for further assistance. I’d been told my help was coming from the hills. On the hill was a city. I forced myself to walk away, leaving the box and jug beside the Talos’ hand, in case he awakened and needed it.
I was weaponless and basically defenseless as I fought my way through the forest again. Also, my feet, ankles, and calves were sliced and bleeding, but my heart felt lighter with hope. I had no clue what I was getting myself into; I had no clue what I would do when I actually reached the city, but I knew I would somehow find what Carter and I both needed.
When I finally broke through on the opposite side of the forest, I was gazing at the hillslope. A steep set of stairs crawled up one side, leading to a set of gates. On the other, a paved road switched backed and forth. Allowing, I supposed, for animals and wheeled vehicles, whereas the stone steps must have been intended for foot traffic. Since the steps would get me there faster I took them and started climbing.
As I climbed, so did my anxiety, replacing the hope. I knew help was supposed to be here, but what if danger was, as well? Danger like more shapeshifters? Or people who would wield magic, throw it around in sizzling balls that burst on impact like in movies? Really, what was I going to do if the people—or creatures—here weren’t friendly? I didn’t have a gun. I wasn’t exactly trained in hand-to-hand combat. I didn’t even have a knife.
It’ll be okay, I reassured myself, my breath shortening with the steepness and length of the climb. It’s going to be okay. The angel said it would.
What if it wasn’t an angel, though? What if it was a shapeshifter deceiving me, sending me into danger?
Oh my goodness…
I stopped, pivoting on the step, to look back the way I’d come. Below me stretched the forest. Beyond that, I could see a shining ribbon of water. I couldn’t see the beach or Carter at all. Dread filled me.
What if I’d played right into their hands? What if they wanted Carter alone, helpless, defenseless? And I’d taken the bait and left him there? Should I go back?
I’d actually half-turned to retrace my steps, when the opposing arguments hit.
You’re being an idiot. If someone wanted to get at Carter, you’re not much of a hindrance. They’d have just killed or kidnapped you first. Carter’s fine. Well, not fine, but I doubt somebody tricked you and sent you away so they could have access to him. It’s not logical. It’s more logical that this is playing out exactly as the visitor said. He strengthened you and is sending you to find help for Carter.
Why didn’t he help Carter himself, though? If he really is an angel?
Frustrated, I sighed, shoving my disheveled hair out of my face.
“Who knows why?” I snapped, speaking aloud. “Maybe Carter needs the kind of help he can’t give, and maybe it wasn’t an angel anyway. You don’t have any choice, Ellie. Quit trying to backtrack. You sent him here. You made the decision to follow him. Now you’ve got to find out where here is, and you’ve got to help him like he was willing to die for you.”
That, finally, quieted the arguments. No matter if I was walking into a trap; Carter had willingly walked into a trap for me. He’d willingly killed himself—or tried to—for me. I owed it to him to see where this led in an effort to save his life.










CHAPTER FOUR






My decision sealed, I finished the ascent. As I got closer to the towering city walls, finally passing from the weak sunlight into their shadow, I noticed that I didn’t hear any noises like I might have expected to hear from a hustling, bustling city of this size. I didn’t smell any scents of food or humans or life. The only signs of anything living were the black birds wheeling above on the updrafts. That sent a curdling of dread through my stomach.
I shaded my eyes with my hand, tracing their patterns.
Are those buzzards?
I sure hoped not. Buzzards—vultures—most likely meant death. I didn’t want to walk into a city full of dead people.
On the other hand, I didn’t smell death, like I didn’t smell life. Somewhat encouraged, I pressed on until I was at the gates. They were massive, more than twice as tall as me. Their blue paint had faded over time, and was peeling and chipping away. Nobody had touched them up in years. They were cracked open enough that I was able to wriggle through without much effort.
I was inside the city.
My initial thought was, Wow. I’ve gone back in time.
Indeed, standing there inside the walls was like having stepped back into time or having meandered into a colossal, historically accurate movie set. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Stone houses rose from the ground, stone streets winding their way between them. Colorful awnings shivered in the slight breeze, shading nothing. Empty carts squatted, carts meant to be pushed by humans or drawn by animals. Before me spread an entire city, but a city devoid of occupants. I did see a mouse scuttle out from under a nearby barrel and race towards a new hidey-hole. A soft crash made me start and gasp, but my nerves calmed when I saw it was simply a stray cat who’d been perched on a windowsill and jumped off, taking the clay flower pot with him.
This is confusing.
There weren’t any people that I could see, and no domesticated animals, but there were the birds soaring overhead, the mouse, and the feral cat. So there was life, if not the kind of life I’d expected.
Where’s the help?
Doubt created fissures in my earlier confidence. How was I supposed to get assistance for Carter in an empty city? What had happened to the people here?
Summoning up what courage remained after last night and today, I approached the nearest buildings to peek inside. I spied a rough wooden table and stools. Dishes on the table. A woven basket overflowing with clothing, as if someone had been intending to fold laundry or possibly catch up on mending. All of the signs of life where there, except for the people themselves. I moved on to the next building—a shop of some sort. Inside, the plank shelves were lined with all kinds of things for sale, some whose purpose I could guess at and some that weren’t familiar at all. There was what I assumed to be a counter, for the store owner to complete purchases, but no proprietor. No customers.
I ventured inside another couple of buildings. No thick layers of dust lined shelves. The food inside cabinets, baskets, and jars was fresh. I found a jug of water and cautiously sampled it. Not brackish or stale. As my courage grew and I ventured further, I found a home with a barn out back that looked big enough to house a couple of animals. Judging by the crude equipment laying around, I supposed someone had owned a few cows. Inside some jugs, I found milk, which I smelled first and then cautiously tasted. Also fresh.
The puzzle surrounding this world and city grew. I came out of a house into the daylight and stood there, hands on hips, scanning the scene, trying to figure it out. I might’ve guessed an invading army had threatened, sending everyone fleeing to the hills, but I would’ve expected signs of chaos if that were the case. Furniture knocked over, food spilled, belongings hastily gathered up. There was nothing like that.
“Okay.” I blew out a breath. “Doesn’t seem to be anything dangerous here. That’s good. On the other hand, doesn’t seem to be anything that can help Carter, either. But the angel, the visitor, said help was in the hills. This city is on a hill. Is the help in the city or is the help in the hills themselves? Where do I search next?”
Discouraged, I gave up on the idea of further exploring the city. It seemed so vast that I was afraid I could search for days in and out of houses and shops for the mysterious “help” I was supposed to find and never locate it.
“Wish my visitor had been a little less vague,” I grumbled.
Before leaving, I did help myself to some women’s clothing and shoes that I found in a good-sized shop. The shoes were more like sturdy sandals, and the dress was a simple, sleeveless sheath that went over my head and was belted at the waist. I had no idea if I was draping it right; it seemed kind of bunchy. However, fashion was the last thing on my mind at this point. Nobody was around to see or care. I just needed something more practical than my ruined evening gown.
Thinking along those lines, I secured a couple of wraps from the shelves in case it got chilly at night, found a bag, and stuffed them inside. I went further still, taking some food items. I wondered if I should take some clothes for Carter, if he were ever to wake up and shift back into his human form. The clothes were uncomfortably close to what I’d seen in movies of ancient Greece, which reinforced my theory about Atlantis. I couldn’t see Carter running around in a skimpy tunic or kilt, but I grabbed one anyway, figuring at the least he could use it as a shirt.
Last of all, I took a couple of extra shirts that I could potentially rip up for bandages. I wished I could read the signs on the shops. I would’ve looked for an apothecary, to see if I could find anything whose medical purpose I remotely understood. Unfortunately, for time’s sake I had to set the idea aside, and I left the city by the same gate through which I’d entered.
Outside, I tried to get my bearings and decide where to search first, and if the sun was going to descend on me before I could get back to Carter. Weirdly, I couldn’t discern that the position of the sun had changed that much. I didn’t seem to be in grave danger of losing daylight yet.
Shouldering my self-made pack, I started back down the steps, seeking a trail. There were many that met at the stone steps leading up to the city gates. I simply had to take my pick. I chose one that led back over the hillside. Wasn’t sure why, except it seemed to follow the natural curvature of the land and led away from the city, into the surrounding hilltops.
I hiked along for a while, thankful I had actual shoes. The day was warmer now, but far from scorching. I was amazed by how I wasn’t growing hungry or thirsty yet, and how my energy levels weren’t flagging. Was it due to the meal my visitor had left?
The trail wound and curved along, leading me through knee-high grasses and past stacks of boulders, away from the city walls and into the rugged hills. Once I got through this terrain, the landscape became rockier. I had to watch every footstep because of the gravel and loose shale beneath my feet. My breath hitched in my chest as I kept climbing upward, towards bare cliff faces and towering piles of stone. At one point, I stopped to catch my breath, turning to look back the way I’d come.
Below me spread the city. From here, I could see it was ringed in several concentric circles, one inside another. Down the hillside from the city was the strip of woods, and below that was the beach. We were on an island. I could see that now. I sought out the area where I gauged I’d left Carter, but I was too far up to spot even a dot on the beach.
Please let him be okay, I prayed, and swiveled around to continue my climb.
As I went along, I tried to keep my senses alert for possible signs of danger, from wild animals if nothing else. All was quiet and non-threatening. The countryside seemed as lifeless as the city. Until I noticed the owl up ahead, perched on a craggy boulder beside the trail. I was surprised to see the little guy there in broad daylight. I was even more surprised that he didn’t take off as I approached. In fact, he sat there watching me, his round, bright eyes alert and knowing. I stopped beside him. He returned my stare with an expression so sentient it was almost creepy.
“Um, hello,” I said.
I’m talking to an owl. Why am I talking to an owl?
The owl blinked, as if in response. Then abruptly fluttered his wings, lifting himself into the air. He took off, soaring in circles over my head and returning to hover in the air in front of me. He didn’t hoot or make any noise, but I could’ve sworn he was beckoning me to follow him.
After all the weird things today, an owl waiting to guide me didn’t seem any crazier than anything else. What did I have to lose…except possibly my life, if it led me into a trap or a dangerous situation. Which I could be walking into blindly anyway, since I had no idea where I was, where I was going, or what I was doing except seeking blindly for some promised “help.”
I took off after the owl. It flew fast enough that I had to pick up my pace. I wasn’t exactly used to cross-country trekking, and the hike uphill, skirting boulders and picking the best places to set my feet, wasn’t exactly easy. However, a sense of urgency filled me. Daylight couldn’t last forever. Here I was alone, up in the hills, following a strange bird to who-knew-where, and there Carter was, alone, back on the beach.
I’ve got to finish this and get back to him.
I slipped and fell a few times, scraping my palms when I caught myself on the rough, stony ground, as well as bruising and skinning my knees. Just when I was getting tired and cross and pretty stinking worried that I’d gone off the deep end and was making the worst decision of my life, up ahead of me I spied a massive jumble of stones, into which crept a faint footpath. The footpath then led to a dark recess, like a cave. The owl drifted down from overhead, perching on one of the stones. There it sat, staring at me, blinking.
“Is this it?” I asked aloud.
The bird twisted its head around towards the cave then twisted back to me. It blinked. I sighed.
“Either I’m going completely nuts or you just told me this is it. Okay, thank you for your, uh, help. I guess I don’t have any choice except checking it out.”
No response from my guide. As I swept past it I paused to ask, “Will you still be out here when I’m ready to leave?”
It looked at me but didn’t blink or nod. That stare could’ve meant anything. I shrugged and went on.
Oh well. Guess it got me here.
Not that I knew where here was. As I stepped into the shadowy entrance of the cave, bits and pieces of Greek mythology I’d learned in school, coupled with movies I’d seen that were based on it, floated into my head. Dark caves weren’t typically great places to visit, especially alone and without a weapon. What if some sort of monster waited inside? Like the three sisters with the vat of stewed humans and the one eye they shared between them? Or Medusa, the lady with snakes for hair, whose stare turned people to stone? There were already elements of Greek mythology intertwined in the shifters’ background, and seemingly in this new world. How did I know a nine-headed Hydra wasn’t waiting on me?
The truth was, I didn’t. Yet I also refused to believe I’d been brought this far without a reason. The visitor down on the beach, the owl, now the cave…it couldn’t all be coincidence, surely.
Reminding myself of this, I took heart and crept inside, slowly, looking around, watching for danger. The first thing I noticed was how cool it was inside. I’d long ago tied my wrap around my waist, since I was sweating, huffing, and puffing from the climb. Now, the perspiration on my skin left me chilled. I untied the wrap and draped it around my shoulders like a shawl for warmth. Next, I noticed the sound of water, a gushing in the back of the cave. There was little light to guide me, but I followed my instincts and the sound of the water, creeping around rocks strewn across the floor of the cave and rock formations that were a part of the cave, with my hands out in front to help me feel my way along.
As I approached the water, I began to see a soft, gentle glow that intensified as I approached. Like a beacon, it drew me in until I was standing on the edge of a pool into which a waterfall—about ten to fifteen feet high—poured. The waterfall itself didn’t seem to be anything spectacular, except for the soft glow underneath, almost like it was backlit by electric lights. I sure couldn’t see any electric lights, although I admit I glanced around in case somebody was going to flip on the lights, yell, “Surprise!” and reveal this whole thing was a giant hoax.
No such luck.
Instead, I kept going until I was standing on the brink of the pool, watching the water. I clutched the borrowed shawl around my shoulders with one hand, shoving my glasses further up the bridge of my nose with the other.
Okay, I’m here, I thought. What do I do now? How is any of this supposed to help Carter?
The universe or whatever powers that lived in this place must have heard the silent question.
“Somewhere in-between,” a voice said.
“What?” I gasped, jumped, spun. “Who said that?”
“Somewhere in-between,” the voice repeated.
Nervous, I did a double, triple take of my surroundings, but still didn’t see anything.
“Listen, listen,” the voice insisted.
That was when I realized it was coming from below, from underneath. My gaze dropped to my sandaled feet at the water’s edge, then to the water itself. Like a beacon, it honed in on something I hadn’t noticed before, a whirlpool in the center of the pool. Not a big one: it wasn’t more than a couple feet across. But it spun in circles, rapidly, and the glow there was much brighter than from the rest of the water.
“They are somewhere in-between, all of them,” stated the voice. It was whispering, watery, yet strong and compelling. “The Repairer of the Breach will cross the ways and open the fissures. There is hope for peace, but oftentimes peace is found at great cost.”
The strength of the voice had faded by the end of this sentence. Shivers rolled down my spine.
Peace, but at great cost? What cost? What kind of peace, and for whom? For Carter and me? For the people who’d once lived in this city but were gone? For the shifters back home, Carter’s people?
“Take me,” the voice whispered, so softly that I could barely hear it over the rush of the waterfall. “Take me to the Repairer of the Breach. And take this. He will need them both.”
Take what?
Again, my innermost thoughts seemed to be read. From the midst of the whirlpool an object appeared. Fingers, a hand, a wrist, an arm reaching up from the spinning watery circles. I stiffened, sucking in a gasp. The hand wasn’t alone. It was holding something. A vial, a beaker that glowed brighter than the waterfall.
“Take it,” the voice insisted. “It is me. Take it.”
I can’t lie. The hand rising up out of the water creeped me out. It reminded me of the first night I’d met Carter, when a water shifter had appeared in his bathroom, in his apartment, and tried to kill me. Was this some type of water shifter? Would it try to grab me and suck me down into the whirlpool if I waded into the liquid? I’d have to do exactly that in order to grab the vial.
“Take me,” the voice insisted more forcefully. “You must return to him. Night draws on apace.”
Night draws on apace?
That dialect as much as anything told me I wasn’t back in the good ol’ USA anymore.
Cautiously, saying a prayer that I wasn’t making an idiotic decision, I first kicked off my sandals then picked up the hem of my borrowed dress, hoisting it above my knees, and stepped into the water. The cavern floor under my feet was bumpy and sharp. I stumbled a couple of times as I waded out into the middle of the pool, but managed to make it without falling and getting soaked. I retrieved the vial from the hand and quickly stepped back, intending to get out of there.
“Wait,” the voice demanded.
I didn’t want to wait and give it a better chance to grab me.
“What?” I asked reluctantly, forcing myself to freeze.
“He will need this, as well.”
The hand retreated into the depths of the pool, then came up again, this time holding a sword.
A sword.
I stood there staring. I think I said, “A sword? Carter will need a sword?”
The weirdness was getting to me. Why would he need a sword? I was used to seeing him carry, but I highly doubted he was trained to wield a sword.
Then again…
Maybe it’s better to have a weapon of some kind, any kind, so we’re not totally defenseless. We don’t have anything else.
While I stood there dithering, the hand in the water waited too, holding the sword aloft without trembling. Something about the hand sticking out of the water, the sword, struck me as oddly familiar. Almost like a sense of deja vu, although I knew for a fact that I’d never in my life seen anything remotely similar, except for the water shifter in Carter’s shower. And she sure hadn’t been offering me a weapon. She’d been trying to murder me.
I puzzled on it for a second until it struck me.
The Lady of the Lake.
The old Camelot legend, of King Arthur and Excalibur and the Lady of the Lake. Wasn’t it sort of like this?
That is too weird, I said to myself as I waded forward a few tenuous steps to accept the sword. It wasn’t easy juggling a sword and the vial without dropping my hem and getting it wet, but somehow I managed to hold onto all three. The hand slid back into the water, vanishing as I turned away, and I mulled over the extraordinary scene as I climbed out of the pool.
My confusion didn’t lessen as I left the cave and emerged into daylight. Outside, the owl still perched on a nearby boulder, blinking at me.
Fragments of another story teased my mind as I stared at my guide.
Perseus. Didn’t he have an owl guide or companion?
I blew out a puff of air.
“I guess I got what I was supposed to come for,” I announced to the owl, lifting the vial and the sword to show him. Or was it a her? Hard to tell with an owl.
“Time to go back to Carter. Hopefully he’s okay. I’ve been gone a long time. Are you going to show me the way?”
By this point, I wasn’t even surprised when the owl flapped its wings, lifting itself into the air. He headed down the mountain and so did I, happily. I was ready to quit exploring strange worlds and return to Carter, especially before evening arrived.










CHAPTER FIVE






Thanks to the help of my feathered guide, I made it back to the beach just as evening was draping itself like a curtain over the landscape. I probably could have found the beach on my own, knowing it was down the mountain, past the city, down the hills, and through the forest to the beach. Then it would’ve been a matter of searching the beach till I found Carter. However, by following the bird, I was able to more or less head directly to the spot where I’d left an injured, sleeping Carter.
He was still out when I arrived, and still in his Talos form. As I knelt next to him in the sand, a stiff, evening breeze swept over us, making me shiver. I glanced overhead worriedly. Grey clouds were rolling in over the water. The leaves on the trees whispered and trembled, some of the limbs creaking softly in protest. I’d lived in Texas long enough to recognize the signs of a potential storm.
“Great,” I whispered. “Just what we need.”
Fear of being stuck out on the beach with no shelter spurred me on. I glanced over at the owl, who had landed on the grass nearby, lifting the vial that the hand in the pool had given me.
“Don’t suppose you have any idea how I use this, do you?”
The owl blinked.
“Thanks. That’s helpful.”
I blew out a puff of air. “Okay,” I muttered, adjusting my glasses. “It’s water. Maybe the water itself wakes him up and heals his wound. Guess I’ll try. Don’t know what else to do.”
Acting off either instinct or my best guesses—since, let’s face it, all of this was pretty far outside the realm of my knowledge and experience—I first tipped the vial and poured a little of the water onto the slice across Carter’s ankle, figuring that blood was what had opened the portal and gotten us here, so it was probably vital to make sure the bleeding stopped.
The water hit the wound with a hiss and fizzle. Steam rose, a tiny, effervescent cloud. I held my breath, hoping, praying, I was doing the right thing and hadn’t been hoodwinked into pouring acid or poison onto him. There was a split-second where the water mixed with the ichor, bubbling like hydrogen peroxide on a scrape. Then the bubbles faded, the color of the Talos’ blood evaporated, the water seeped into the wound, and the wound closed in on itself, the edges of bronze flesh sealing themselves back together.
“Oh, thank goodness.”
The words escaped in a sigh of relief.
Still on my knees, I rotated to slide a palm under the Talos’ bronze head, lifting it off the sand.
“Carter,” I said, bending over him, “if you can hear me, I’m going to give you this water. I think it’ll help you. Please try to drink it. Please try to wake up.”
Again, I had no idea if he could hear me or not. However, if any part of his mind could be reached, I was praying he would accept the water and not fight it, since it was likely his final chance. I brought the vial to his lips and poured several drops onto his closed bronze mouth. Waited. Nothing at first. I tried a little more. He remained immobile, motionless, unresponsive. My nerves fired, tension curdling in my stomach. What if I was wrong? What if this didn’t do anything? What if it had healed the wound but couldn’t wake him up? What if—
His mouth parted a little. It wasn’t much, but my heart leapt with hope. Carefully, I urged several more drops from the vial into his mouth. His lips closed as he swallowed. Parted. I gave him another sip. He swallowed that too. Behind my glasses, tears flooded my eyes as he took several more sips, each one with more force. His bronze throat moved as he swallowed. His limbs twitched. He shifted restlessly. Then his hand reached up, cold and hard but animate, and clasped my wrist, like he was hanging onto me for comfort or support or dear life.
“Carter, I’m here,” I said, encouraging him. “I’m here. Come back to me. Please.”
The hand clasping my wrist squeezed in response. A half-broken sob escaped. He was okay! He was going to return. And he did. Sip by sip he grew stronger until he was able to move his legs and both of his arms. Finally, he sat up, his grip on me never releasing, like he didn’t want to let go. He turned his head, looking right into my face.
“Carter…” Overcome, I sat the vial down and threw my arms around his neck, leaning into him. “You’re back. You’re alive. I’m so glad you’re alive.”
Alive, but not human yet. That came a moment later. In my excitement I’d acted, embracing the statue, but as I leaned into him I felt cold, hard bronze melt away, replaced with flesh. His human side reemerged, replacing the Talos, and I fell against him, fighting tears of abject relief. He let go of my wrist and circled my back with one arm, clasping my head with his other palm, pressing my face into his shoulder.
“Ellie.”
His voice was rough from disuse, weak, but it was him. It was him. Not the shapeshifter, not the Talos. Him.
“Carter,” I whispered, reaching up to remove my glasses so I could press into him harder, hug him tighter. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”
He didn’t respond for a long moment, except to tighten his hold. I could tell by the way he hugged me, clung to me, that he was thinking the same thing. Was quietly expressing his gratitude that we were both alive and uninjured.
Finally, I made myself draw back so I could see his eyes.
“How are you feeling?” I questioned worriedly. I couldn’t keep from reaching up to touch the lines of his face, reassuring myself that he truly was himself and unscathed.
“Like I’ve been to hell and back,” he answered roughly. “Which reminds me—where are we?”
“Well, not there,” I chuckled weakly. “At least I don’t think that’s where we are. It’s not hot enough.”
He smiled, but it was grim. “You wouldn’t be there anyway, Ms. Goody Two Shoes. Me, yes. You, no.”
“Don’t say that,” I reprimanded. “Besides, we really can’t be there anyway. I—I think I may’ve seen an angel.”
His dark eyebrows rose. “A what?”
“An angel,” I repeated, my voice strengthening with the force of my conviction.
“There’s no such thing,” he scoffed.
Now it was my turn to be incredulous. “You shapeshift into a living bronze statue. Your blood unlocked the magic of some ancient stones and brought us both through some magic portal into another world, and you want to claim angels don’t exist?”
It took him a minute, but he finally relented. “Fine.” He rolled his eyes a little. “I’ll give you that one. But it still doesn’t seem likely. What makes you think you saw an angel and not some sort of shapeshifter?”
“Obviously I can’t know for sure,” I admitted, “but…”
With that, I proceeded to run down the course of events from the time I woke up on the beach until his awakening. He listened attentively, no longer quite embracing me, but still sitting close enough on the sand that our bodies touched. Speaking of touching, I couldn’t quit touching him, tracing my palm up and down his upper arm, reassuring myself that he truly was okay and promising him nonverbally that I wasn’t going anywhere.
“So I brought all that back with me,” I concluded. “The sword. The water from the fountain—”
“The shirt for me?”
“Over there.” I nodded towards where I’d laid it. When I did, I noticed my little feathered friend was gone. I guess he figured I didn’t need him anymore. It might have been nice to present him to Carter as a backup to my story. Oh well…
“Are you getting cold?” I asked, letting it go.
He hadn’t complained, but goosebumps were popping up all over his flesh. The breeze hadn’t relented. I guessed he must be chilled. Which was something I wasn’t. I could never begin to explain what was going on with me, but the longer I sat there within the circle of his arms and legs, him shirtless and me touching his skin, his arm, the more my core temperature rose. I knew this was hardly the time nor place. I knew we needed to formulate some sort of game plan and act on it before night fell, swallowing us in a strange new world. Knowing all of that logically and telling it to my body, my heart, were two different things.
Thankfully, Carter seemed unaware of the crazy effect he was having on me. He hadn’t responded to my quip about being cold, so I added, “The temperature is dropping. I think we need to move. Find someplace we can stay tonight.”
Carter lifted his head to look around. “Yeah. You got any suggestions?”
“The city, I guess,” I shrugged. “Plenty of shelter there. I think we can make it there before it gets too dark.”
“I’m not sure I like this idea,” he grumbled, easing away from me so he could get his legs under him and stand. “But I guess we don’t have much of a choice.”
“Why don’t you like it?” I inquired, puzzled, rising also. I handed him the tunic I’d fetched for him, which he slipped over his head. I squelched a ridiculous pang of disappointment at seeing him fully clothed. “There’s nothing else around here, at least not that I saw, unless you want to try to make a shelter and sleep in the woods.”
“That might be safer,” he said shortly, stooping to gather up all the items I’d collected.
“Why? Why are you so dead set against the city?”
“Ellie, think. Something either wiped those people out or made them leave. What if it was a plague? A monster? Some type of nasty shifter neither of us has ever encountered? And I’ve run up against plenty,” he added grimly. “What if we’re walking into a death trap, blind and weaponless?”
“We’re not weaponless,” I reminded him, gesturing towards the sword he now held in his hand.
“Yeah, about that…” He stood, clasped the blade and turned it over, examining it. “I don’t know why anybody would give this to me. I have no idea how to use it. Swords aren’t exactly part of security detail anymore.”
“The sharp end goes into the bad guy,” I teased.
Carter glowered.
“Sorry. Just trying to lighten the mood.”
He didn’t appreciate it. “Some things aren’t worth joking about,” he said, turning away, towards the forest. “That way?”
“Listen to the king of snark telling me some things aren’t worth joking about,” I gibed. “Yes, it’s that way. And what’s gotten into you? You didn’t wake up in a very good mood.”
“What’s gotten into me?” He’d stalked off several paces in the general direction of the forest and city beyond, but at the inquiry swung around to face me. “I thought you were going to die, Ellie. They would have killed you. I willingly risked my life to save yours, thinking that was it. I was going to die, wake up in a dark void, and that would be it. I’d be gone. Life would be over. And I don’t want to hear any of your afterlife beliefs,” he inserted, waving away potential remarks. “I’m acquainted with the basic tenets of your faith. That’s not the point. The point is, I went into it all with my eyes wide open, thinking that was it, that I’d done what I needed to do to protect you. My purpose was fulfilled and you’d be safe.
“Then what happens? I wake up who-knows-where. You’re here with me, telling me this wild story about us going through a portal created by the Stones of Fire and my blood. We’re vulnerable. We’re basically helpless. And you’re still here, and I still have to protect you; only now I don’t have the resources to do it.”
“I don’t understand,” I murmured. My happiness had vanished. My stomach felt leaded, heavy. I wanted to cry. After everything we’d been through, this was the last reaction I expected. “Are you mad that you’re still stuck with me? You’d rather be dead than be stuck with me? You don’t have to keep on protecting me, you know. I can take care of myself. I’m not a child.”
To his credit, Carter didn’t make any jerk comments about my inability to defend myself. Give me a gun, and I could do a credible job. I’d proven that already. However, that was probably about as far as it went, and we both knew it. Instead, he stared at me almost incredulously, as if he was trying to follow my train of thought.
“What?” the word was almost an explosion of incredulity and frustration. “What are you talking about?”
“Never mind.” I turned away, upset. To go from being so excited to seeing him alive to this reaction was painful. After all, he wasn’t the only one who had sacrificed. I’d followed him through the portal.
“Ellie, stop.” I felt a hand on my shoulder, felt Carter take my arm, turn me around to face him. “You’re misunderstanding what I said. I’m not angry that you’re here and I have to take care of you. I’m thrilled you’re here. I know I don’t look it, but I’m ecstatic that you’re alive. My whole purpose of living is to make sure you’re safe. I love you. I think I proved that. I’m not upset you’re here. I’m upset with myself that now I have to keep you alive and I don’t have anything to do it with except this sword that I don’t know how to use. If we were back on Earth, instead of whatever forsaken place this is, I’d be able to figure it out. I don’t know if I can figure it out here. I don’t want to lose you again.”
It was as if scales fell from my eyes while he spoke. I was able to look past the brusqueness to see not anger but worry. Fear. Or, if there was anger, misplaced anger at himself that he wouldn’t be able to do what needed to be done to defend us both. His words rang in my brain: My whole purpose of living is to make sure you’re safe. I love you.
I took in a breath and blew it out while still searching his face, attempting to read him, trying to figure out a response. Finally, I shook off the hand on my arm so I could step forward and wrap my arms around his neck, hugging him.
“It’s okay,” I said. “We’ve made it this far. I can’t believe we’ll make it this far only to fall apart before you do whatever it is you’re supposed to do. Repair the breach, or something. I can’t believe all that help would’ve been sent only for both of us to wind up dead here. I really think we’ll make it.”
“You and your faith,” he scoffed, but I could hear the gruff teasing tone which told me the old Carter was returning.
“Hey, it’s gotten us this far.”
“Maybe. Maybe it is your faith that’s gotten us this far. And if you did see some angelic being, I’m sure that’s because of you, not me. Nobody would send an angel to help me.”
“Uh huh,” I teased, drawing back. “They already did. They sent me to help you.”
I’d meant it as a joke. I wasn’t expecting Carter to react the way he did. He reached up and caught the back of my neck, pulling me close, leaning down to press his mouth against mine in a fierce, almost scalding kiss. I couldn’t breathe or move as the fire of the kiss spread through my veins, reigniting everything I’d felt earlier, curling my toes and scorching me to my soul. Finally, he pulled away, resting his forehead against mine as he attempted to catch his breath. As we both did.
“You’re right,” he whispered, his voice rough. “You are my angel. If I somehow escape hell, it will be because of you.”
This wasn’t the time nor place to correct bad theology, and, anyway, I didn’t think he’d meant it as a theological statement. I ducked my head, a little embarrassed by the fervor of his words, but let my hand linger on his chest even as I retreated.
“We’d better get out of here,” was all I could think to say. There was more. So much more that I wanted to say from the depths of my heart and soul, but figuring out our relationship was going to have to take a back seat to figuring out survival.










CHAPTER SIX






It could have been a rebuff, except there hadn’t been any rebuffing in Ellie’s attitude, especially the hand on his chest, like she didn’t want to break physical contact. There sure hadn’t been in her response to his kiss. His unplanned, impulsive, what-the-hell-was-I-thinking kiss. His kiss that shouted more than Carter would ever be able to express in words his gratitude towards her for saving his life, sticking with him, and doing everything she’d done to bring him back, but also how much he loved her and how grateful he was she was in his life. He wasn’t a romantic guy. Before Ellie, he’d have thought the ability to say that much in a kiss was the stuff songwriters dreamed up. Now, Carter knew it was entirely possible to say a lot without saying anything.
He was certain Ellie had sensed it—some of it, anyway, if not all of it. But she was also smart enough not to get drawn into a situation they couldn’t handle right now. She was being sensible, formulating a plan. Carter wished there were better options for formulating a plan, but when the chips were down you did the best you could. With any luck, they’d figure out a way to survive until morning. And after that, survive until they could find a way home.
That was eating him too. Getting home. Getting home from where? And what was all this business with Ellie’s so-called angelic visitor and the living water and the sword and the Repairer of the Breach crap? Like he was some kind of hero, or person with a grand destiny? He was a kid who’d been sent away by his parents to someone who could help him understand his shapeshifting abilities. He’d grown up tough, learning to fight, learning to defend, learning to be willing to kill or die. He wasn’t a white knight, and he wasn’t any kind of prophesied, legendary hero.
Unless it had to do with his blood, which apparently was unique enough, even in the shifter world, to unlock the Stones and open a portal to another dimension. That made Carter’s stomach feel unsettled, leaving him uneasy. There were clearly more things going on here than he ever could have suspected. And there was Ellie, caught up in it.
His heart snagged in his chest as he looked at her, dressed in those old-fashioned clothes that might’ve come from a movie set. She actually looked pretty cute. She was trying to be brave, and she’d done a good job so far of being both brave and resourceful. She’d brought him back from the brink. She’d brought them both this far. Now it was his turn to pick up the slack and help her out. Worries about the strange, prophetic sounding words and title aside, his first aim was the mandate laid on the Talos long ago: protect her.
“So, you think we should head for the city?”
Realizing his thoughts had lagged, Carter reined them back in at Ellie’s question, blowing out a breath of air to center his focus.
“Probably,” he answered, glancing over both shoulders for any other options. “I guess it’s either that or the woods. I’m not much of an outdoorsman, and if I’m in a strange place I’d rather have a wall I can put my back against.”
“A tree won’t work?”
Her lips twitched with a grin. She was making another joke, whether to lighten his mood or downplay the danger of the situation he couldn’t tell. Carter also couldn’t tell whether to laugh or be aggravated.
“It’s easy to slip around a tree.”
She let it go.
“Can you find the city again?” he asked.
“Pretty sure. It’s right through those trees,” she said, pointing.
“Lead the way, Girl Scout.”
“Hey, I’m a good explorer,” she quipped, starting off with him following behind. “You might not think it to look at me, but I bet I could have been a topnotch Girl Scout.”
“Uh huh. Face it, Ellie. Neither one of us is exactly used to the outdoors. I can track a shifter through the streets, dig him or her out of a city full of people, and watch my six in back alleys or parties, but I’m not the guy who can build a lean-to out of splinters and a shoelace.”
She laughed at his description. They were in the trees now, and the falling darkness had deepened by several degrees, heightening his uneasy feeling.
“I can’t either. I doubt I’d last long on one of those survival TV shows. Guess we’re both more used to city. Which is where we’re headed. It may be different, but it is a city.”
It was a city alright, which Carter saw when they exited the trees. A walled, stone city, again looking like something from a movie. Nothing like what he was used to. The fading twilight revealed the open gates. He didn’t see or smell any smoke from fires, which would’ve been a telltale sign of life. Didn’t hear any hustle or bustle. Nothing. Even from down here, if this city had been filled with people, they should’ve been able to hear something. The silence was deafening.
Ellie glanced back at him.
“There it is,” she said. “Weird, huh?”
“You got that right.”
“For what it’s worth,” she said, beginning the upward hike toward the towering walls, “I didn’t see or sense anything dangerous in there. Like I told you, it seemed completely empty.”
The city was empty. Carter could tell that as soon as he stepped through the gates. If there were any inhabitants, they were staying hidden and silent. He didn’t think there were any. It would be hard to hide the amount of people that would fill up a city like this. He stood there briefly, glancing around through the gloom, trying to take stock of the situation, assess what their best bet would be.
“I say we find a house and hole up for the night,” suggested Ellie. Her voice was quiet, as if she also sensed the pall hanging over the city that seemed to forbid loud noises.
“I’m not against it.” He was against it, but there wasn’t any choice. Either an empty city or a forest full of potential hazards. He disliked either option, but, like he’d said earlier, he wanted a wall against his back.
They chose a house near the gates in case something came up and they needed to get out quickly. That was his idea. Ellie simply didn’t seem as concerned as he’d felt. Possibly because she’d apparently trekked all over today, led by supposed angels and owls and talking water fountains…
And she’d once called the idea of shapeshifters crazy.
Whatever was bolstering her, it continued to give her energy. Once they selected a house with a door that he locked and barricaded shut, and with one window in the front that he could easily guard, she set about rifling through baskets and shelves in the darkness, discovering resources they could use. After a few minutes, she said,
“Look, here’s a lamp.”
The clunk of her setting it on the table drew his attention.
“I think this is the stuff you use to light it.”
The instruments looked vaguely familiar. He’d probably seen them in a movie or documentary or possibly even a video game at some point.
“Do you know how they work?” She looked up questioningly.
“Do I look like somebody from the Stone Age?”
She didn’t take offense at his sarcasm. “Not any more than I do, but you never know. We can either sit here in the dark or try to figure this out.”
She was right and he was being a jackass. Tearing himself away from the window, where he’d been keeping watch, scanning the night outside, he moved over to the table where Ellie had placed the lamp and lighting tools. Probably some sort of flint and iron along with tinder, he assumed, picking them up and turning them over in his hands. It didn’t look too bad. The ancients had used it. How complicated could it be?
Turned out a bit more than he’d assumed. After several minutes of trying, failing, and swearing that had Ellie shooting him dark looks, he managed to get the lamp sputtering to life. It cast dancing shadows about the small, cramped stone house. Eerie in a way, but certainly better than the previous gloom.
Ellie breathed a sigh of relief.
“Much better. Makes me feel like we’re not so alone here.”
“Don’t say that,” Carter chuckled, feeling better himself. Having a light source, weak as it was, made the entire ordeal a little less worrisome.
“Why not?”
“At this point, I kind of want to be alone, don’t you? Better to be alone than risk anything else that might be out there.”
She quirked a smile. “True. Alright, now that we have light, let me see if I can find us something to eat.”
While she did that, Carter closed and fastened the wooden shutters over the window, not wanting their lamp to draw unwelcome attention. Also, the gathering storm was finally breaking. Raindrops pattered on the stones outside the cottage. Thunder rumbled gently, echoing off the surrounding mountains. The effect might have been cozy—shut inside the small home with Ellie, the storm outside—if not for the circumstances.
Carter wasn’t too keen on eating food in this weird place, but as soon as Ellie mentioned eating his stomach roared to life, reminding him it had been hours since he’d eaten anything. Ellie spread out some of the food the angel—if that’s what it was—had left for her. By further searching in the house, she supplemented the meal with dried fruit and some kind of chewy, hard meat, like jerky.
“I hope this isn’t human,” Carter said grimly, as she took a seat next to him on the floor, the meal in front of them on a cloth.
“Human? Gross. Give me a break. You are being such a pessimist right now.”
“What’s to be optimistic about? We’re in a crazy world with who knows what kind of occupants and rules. We’ve been lucky so far, but we’re liable to run up against something we can’t handle at any point.”
“Something we can’t handle? You’re the Talos. You can handle anything. More than that, you’re Carter. I haven’t seen anything yet you haven’t been able to figure out. Except maybe me,” she goaded.
She put her hand on his thigh, smiling up at him as she spoke. The red-orange glow of the lamp reflected off the corner of her glasses. Carter stared down at her upturned face, feeling his chest constrict. All joking aside, she was dead serious. She meant it. She’d come full circle from the young woman who was terrified of him when they’d first met to looking at him with the kind of trust that said she was relying on him implicitly, and absolutely believed he could get her through this.
Such blind faith both terrified and energized him. Made him realize how huge his role as her partner, her protector was, but also steeled his spine to fulfill it. She was right. He hadn’t backed down yet, even last night when it came to potentially dying for her. He wasn’t going to back down now. No matter what this world threw at them.
“Thanks, Ellie,” he said, his voice sounding rough in his own ears from the force of his emotions. Before he could stop to think otherwise, he leaned down to kiss her in a move that felt as natural, as right as breathing.
He wasn’t prepared for the bonfire that leapt to life at the touch of her mouth under his, at her soft moan as she leaned into him, returning the gesture. She wasn’t shying away. In fact, she wasn’t being shy at all. Her lips parted under his, welcoming him in, and that was it. The world outside be damned. The chaos of magical Stones and his unique shifter blood and Nosizwe and Sean’s longstanding feud a parallel universe away be damned. Everything be damned except right now, this moment, with her, Ellie, his wife, alone in the semi-darkness.
He slid a hand behind her back, drawing her against him. She tilted her head, deepening the kiss even as she reached up and took off her glasses, setting them aside so they were no longer in the way. Then her hands were on his shoulders, pulling him even closer—as if they could possibly be any closer. They could, but only in one way. And the next thing Carter knew, it seemed as if she was leading him towards that one way. The hands on his shoulders were pulling him down on top of her even as she lay back on the blanket on the floor.
His mind was on fire, savoring the feel of her body beneath his while simultaneously trying to determine if she really knew what she was doing, and, if so, if she truly wanted this. She seemed to. She was arching up towards him, breathing heavily, continuing to kiss him. Her hands fumbled at his shirt, tugging at it, until he half sat up and let her draw it off over his head. Then her hands were tracing his chest, his stomach, fluttering across his back as she drew him back down.
“Carter…” she whispered.
“Ellie.” Before she could urge his mouth back to hers, he stopped her. “Are you sure you want this?”
“Why, don’t you?”
Her chest was heaving with the force of her heavy breaths. Carter tried not to notice that. Tried not to think of how close it was, how tempting it was, in case he had to pull back and put a stop to this.
“Are you kidding? Have you missed all my insinuations? I’ve been wanting this from the beginning. Hell, I could have done you the first night I met you.”
Especially after seeing her wearing only his t-shirt, soaked and clinging to her. A memory he’d never forgotten.
She breathed a laugh. “Yeah, right. You didn’t want to have sex with me that first night.”
“The hell I didn’t. Don’t threaten me with a good time.”
She shook her head against the blanket on the floor, her lips pressed together to hide a grin. “You didn’t even like me. You said that yourself.”
“That’s the funny thing about men. We could do somebody hot that we don’t like. We’re kind of stupid that way.”
For the first time, her passion seemed to abate a bit. Her smiles turned to a quizzical frown as she traced the lines of his face with her fingertips.
“But this is more than sex, right? It isn’t just sex. You said you loved me. You said it was my decision what I wanted to do about—about our marriage.”
“Hey.” To stop her talking, to ease her fears, he lowered more of his weight onto her as he ducked his head to claim her mouth with a reassuring kiss. “I’m not going anywhere. You’re the only woman in this world—in either world, in any world for me, Ellie. You know I love you. And if we have sex and you want to stay together and try to figure out being married, that’s what we’ll do.”
He caught her hand, threading her fingers through his.
“It’s a little late to ask you to marry me, so let me ask you this instead.” He paused, studying her face in the flickering lamplight, every line, every freckle, every mark and feature. Her hazel eyes and dark blonde hair. The sweet shape her mouth, begging him to kiss her, firing temptation that was nearly impossible to put on hold, even for a moment.
“Will you be my wife, Ellie?”
She blinked once, absorbing the question, recognizing the distinction between what he was saying and an ordinary marriage proposal. Slowly, that smile reappeared, breaking across her face like the sun rising over the horizon.
“Yes,” she whispered, looking almost a little shy. “We’ve come this far together. I can’t imagine most couples go through more than we already have. If we’ve survived everything up to this point, I think I can survive living with you for the rest of my life.”
“Cooking me dinner, picking up my dirty socks off the floor, bringing me my pipe and slippers…”
“In your dreams.”
“Hey, I’ll take you whatever way I can have you.”
“Well, you’ve got me now.” She freed her hand and slid it around the back of his head, angling her mouth up to meet his. “In real life too, not just a dream. So you better shut up and take advantage of that.”










CHAPTER SEVEN






Maybe they were crazy. It wasn’t an idyllic setting. It wasn’t the 5-star hotel with rose petals on the bed and champagne in the ice bucket that Ellie had once mentioned. Not even close. But it was the two of them together, with the storm and the outside world—whichever world it was—temporarily shut away. With how life had gone lately, that was about as good as it got for them.
It was also celebrating the fact that they’d survived so far. It was Ellie and him and all of the passion and frustration and attraction Carter had found in her during the past months. Maybe in the back of both their minds was the knowledge that either one of them could still die pretty easily in this strange world. In either world. It was a now or never event. Maybe it wasn’t a great time to be having sex, but, then again, when was it not a great time to have sex?
Rationalize it all he wanted, there wasn’t any rationalization about the explosion of emotions that went through Carter while they made love. There was this stereotype that sex was supposed to be more impersonal for a man. That he was supposed to be able to do a girl and walk away and have it mean nothing. That might have been true in the past, but it wasn’t true now. Ellie had changed him. She’d changed a lot of things. She’d changed herself since they’d first met and she’d indicated the idea of sex with him was disgusting until he’d called her hand on it.
Boy, had she changed.
Beauty and the beast. That’s what he’d called them then, but the beast was tamed for now. In fact, Ellie was the one who seemed to want things to progress faster until Carter finally told her, half-jokingly, to slow down.
“I’m just afraid,” she admitted. “Afraid that something’s going to happen to ruin this. That this might be our only chance to—”
He got it. There’d been lots of the unexpected lately. However, if it was their one chance he sure as hell didn’t want to rush it, and he told her that.
“I get one chance to make your first time right, so let me do my thing, okay?”
She laughed, but she didn’t argue anymore. They found a pace to suit them both, and when all was said and done and they were lying there skin to skin, Carter felt nothing but relief that they’d made it this far, overcoming the obstacles, the odds. No interference from the outside world, either. For a brief time, he’d managed to forget about shapeshifters and portals and the Stones of Fire and his own role in all of it. For a brief time, Carter had been able to forget everything except his wife and himself.
Now, as she drifted quietly off to sleep, he lay next to her, awake, his mind beginning to churn. He should have been the one knocked out, considering how long it had been since the last time he’d had sex. Which was quite a while. Instead, he felt energized, possibly with the realization that Ellie was now well and truly his wife. No more talk of annulments or divorce. Ellie wouldn’t have done this if she wasn’t intent on staying. This was it. She was his forever, which meant he had to find a way out of here. She’d done her part while he was unconscious back on the beach. He had to do his.
Once she’d drifted into a deep sleep, Carter carefully eased away from her and stood to get dressed. He draped her with another blanket he found on a shelf. She didn’t stir. She didn’t stir afterward when, after getting dressed, he started prowling around the home’s small space—only two rooms—examining every hole, every corner, every cupboard, every basket and jar, every shelf for anything that might explain the mystery of where they were and why.
Clues were hard to come by. He didn’t find a single thing to help clear up the quandary. What he did find appeared to be ordinary belongings of a way of life from long ago. Something teased at the edge of his consciousness, though. Something flickered at the edge of his brain. The closest comparison he could make was seeing something out of the corner of his eye: there, but not quite there. Or was it there? It was too insubstantial, too ethereal to be certain. In fact, the longer he prowled around the home, restless, feeling the drive to do something, to act, but held captive by the tiny space’s walls, the stronger his sense grew that something was around besides Ellie and himself. He kept jerking his head to the side, trying to capture if somebody truly was in the edge of his vision. There never was, but the sensation remained, overwhelming him.
Carter couldn’t stand it any longer. He had to get out or he’d go crazy. Thankfully the rain had stopped, the storm moving on. Staring down at Ellie, he considered waking her up, but this was her first chance to rest in a long time. She’d done all the initial work while he was passed out. Besides, he didn’t want to scare her, and he wouldn’t be gone long. Taking the lamp, he slipped outside into the city streets, closing the door behind him.
Carter didn’t make it far before the perception of a presence, a life, many lives, slammed him like a fist to the face. He found himself standing in the middle of the roadway, breathing heavily. Sweat broke out on his temples. He looked this way and that, turned his head every direction possible. Turned actual circles in place. There—there, in the edge of his vision he thought he caught a glimpse of someone. No, that was nuts. When he looked again, he saw nobody. But it happened again. And again. And again. All around him, never anything he could directly see with his physical senses, but something he detected just the same. Presences. Life.
He clapped a hand to his face, covering it, trying to block out the overwhelming impression. The noises started next, and he heard himself groan aloud.
What the hell was happening here?
A whisper here or there. That was how it started. But soon the whispers were a soft roar, then a cacophony of sound, the spaces between voices filled in with the sounds of animals and movement, of creaking carts and wagons. Of the wind sighing between buildings, down alleyways, around eaves. The sum of the noises, the sounds, was of the city either waking back up or thriving around him.
Only…when he studied the scene before him with physical eyes, Carter saw nothing in the weak, flickering lamplight and the pale glow of the moon except emptiness. Desertion. There was nobody here. No one but Ellie and himself.
“This place is haunted,” he muttered to himself. The apparent tranquility forbade speaking aloud. Maybe it would wake the ghosts.
He snorted.
Ghosts.
On the surface, it was a ridiculous idea. However, the ever-loudening dissonance proved that it actually wasn’t ridiculous. Something was going on.
As if to challenge the ghosts, or the vision, or the hallucination brought on by a possible unknown head injury, Carter spoke again. Out loud. Loudly.
“There’s no one here,” he said. His voice rang in the stillness, against the pavement. “No one,” he repeated.
When he spoke, the sounds swirling around him hushed a bit and the blurs at the edge of his vision slowed.
“I don’t know what’s going on,” he said, even louder now, defying whatever forces controlled this freaky place, “but I’m not some puppet whose strings you can pull. Leave me alone. Take your damned prophecies and predictions and find somebody else. I don’t believe in this crap anyway,” he added, as if whoever, whatever was there, cared.
“Perhaps you don’t, but the prophecies and predictions believe in you.”
The voice came from behind him. It wasn’t Ellie’s, and she should be the only person speaking to him. Carter whirled, his hand automatically reaching for his gun. The gun he didn’t have.
Someone stood there. A creature, taller than himself. Pretty ordinary looking, except for the wings. Some sort of shifter he hadn’t seen before. Not that that meant much. The world was full of shifters he hadn’t encountered. They were as broad and varied as the Earth itself.
“You are unarmed,” the visitor observed. How had it snuck up on him like that? Normally, his senses were on better alert. Nobody snuck up on him back home. Either this place had seriously thrown him off, or the shifter was that good. “Where is your sword?” he went on. “You should not be without it.”
This irritated Carter.
“What am I supposed to do with a damn sword?” he growled. “I’m no swordsman. Why don’t you give me a weapon I can use? Like a SIG?”
The newcomer didn’t flinch.
“Some weapons are useless in the face of peculiar conflicts,” he answered mysteriously. “Carry the sword, Repairer of the Breach. You know not when you’ll need it.”
The title irritated Carter further. In fact, it made him angry.
“Stop calling me that,” he growled. “It’s idiotic. I don’t know what breach you’re talking about or what I’m supposed to repair.”
“But you will.” The winged shifter’s equanimity never faded. “You sense them, do you not?” it went on smoothly. “They have lives. They live. You do not see them, but what does that matter? You know they are there. It is your task to join the life you once lived with the life you live now.”
Mute, Carter stared at the other shifter, jaw clamped as he tried to think of something to say. Something besides “Piss off” or “go back to wherever you came from” or “mind your own damned business.” Something that might actually be useful instead of livid, which was how he felt. Carter hated nonsense. And this was nothing but sheer nonsense.
Finally, he was able to grind out, “And how, exactly, am I supposed to do that?”
The creature’s eyes bore deep into his. “You will know,” was all he said. More mysteries. More riddles. “You will know,” he repeated. “There was a purpose to your being chosen.”
Before Carter could frame a response, the other shifter went on to say, “Collect your wife, Repairer. It is time for you to return to your current home. Take her with you. She does not belong here.”
“Big surprise,” he retorted drily. “She doesn’t, and neither do I.”
The unknown shifter stared at him. “Do you not? She is human. A mere human should not be capable of passing between times and worlds, as she has done. It was permitted because you brought her.”
“Not to hear her tell it,” Carter objected. “She pushed me through the portal trying to save my life.”
“Yes…” the creature intoned. “She did save your life. Which is why she has been accepted, even helped. However, her time here is at an end, and you must go with her.”
“Go where?” Carter snapped. “Where are we supposed to go?”
“Back to your time,” replied the stranger. “To the time of your human form. Your celestial side will follow.”
Carter stared at the other creature. Celestial side? What was that supposed to mean?
Before he could ask, he heard a voice, a different voice, entering the conversation.
“Carter?”
It was Ellie calling him. She didn’t sound panicked or scared, but she did sound nervous. Carter didn’t get a chance to call back, reassuring her that he was okay or informing her of his location before the winged shifter repeated,
“It is time for you to depart.” It held out its hand. Inside his pale palm was a Stone. A tiny Stone, a miniature of the ones Sean and Nosizwe warred over, complete with ancient runes carved across its face. “Use your blood. Sparingly this time,” the creature said. “Go home. Take your wife with you.”
He wasn’t sure he believed any of this hocus pocus, but Carter accepted the Stone anyway.
“Whatever gets me out of here,” he muttered.
He blinked, and the other shifter was gone.
“What—”
He twisted around, looking this way and that, but it had vanished faster than the snap of his fingers. An uneasy sensation crawled up his spine as he recalled Ellie’s claim of angels, but he shook it off, even as he jogged towards the sound of her voice.
It was just another shifter, he told himself. We all have different abilities.
Couldn’t say he’d seen one with that particular gift yet, but there was a first time for everything.










CHAPTER EIGHT






I hadn’t planned on waking up alone in that dark, chilly little house. I’d been scared to death when something jerked me from sleep—the fact that I was alone? No romantic afterglow, which would have been nice. No waking up to my husband next to me. No smiles, cuddles, and kisses. Nope. Instead, I’d sat up, patting the makeshift pallet next to me, whispering Carter’s name. No answer. A few seconds of searching the gloom, and I realized he was gone.
“Oh no, he didn’t,” I groaned, swiping my hair out of my face and putting on my glasses as I climbed to my feet.
He probably would’ve wanted me to stay put, but I was afraid for whatever misadventures he might run into out there alone. Which was a little stupid. Between the two of us, he was definitely better equipped to handle any physical altercations than I was, given his shapeshifter heritage. It wasn’t this that I was afraid of, though. It was all this talk about him that sounded eerily close to prophecies. This world was crazy, and I didn’t want him facing its mysteries alone.
I went outside after dressing, looked both ways, and didn’t see him. I had no idea which way he’d gone. It seemed best just to call him. I didn’t want to shout, for the same reason people don’t visit a graveyard at night and start shouting. It just felt wrong. Like you might wake the dead, even if you didn’t believe in waking the dead. I didn’t have a whole lot of options, however. After calling him once or twice, waiting a few seconds in-between, walking a few steps one direction then another, I was getting prepared to shout louder when I heard, “I’m coming, Ellie.”
I saw shadows moving down the street, the flickering of the oil lamp as he rounded a corner. My chest constricted with relief. He was okay. He hadn’t left me. Not that I really thought he would have, except to go off exploring, but it was nice to know I wasn’t alone again. I hurried toward him, not stopping until I could put my arms around him, hug him tightly.
“Where did you go?” I murmured. Until that moment, until I felt the security of his body against mine, I hadn’t realized how nervous I was.
“Why, Ellie, I didn’t know you cared,” he teased. He was making a joke of it, like he made a joke out of everything, but the way he hugged me back told me he wasn’t immune to separation anxiety, either.
“Shut up.” I straightened and slapped his shoulder. “That’s not funny. Where were you?”
“I couldn’t sleep. Thought I’d have a look around, try to find a way out here. And it worked.”
“It did?”
“Yeah, it did. I ran into some shifter. Some shifter I hadn’t seen before. He had wings and he, uh, he gave me something.”
I drew back. “Oh. It must’ve been the angel, the same one I met earlier.”
“It wasn’t an angel.”
I heard the impatience in Carter’s voice. He hated accepting the fact that there might be even more otherworldly beings and powers in existence than what he, himself dealt with on a daily basis. He probably also hated accepting the fact that I’d been right.
“Okay, it wasn’t an angel,” I soothed, in a tone of voice that said clearly I was humoring him. “What did the angel—I mean, the shifter—give you?”
I could see his frown despite the gloom, but he let the faux argument pass as he opened his palm. Inside was a replica of the magical Stones of Fire.
“Is that what I think it is?”
“I don’t know exactly.” He shoved it into the pocket of his slacks, the same ones he’d been wearing last night at the country club. That event felt like a lifetime ago. “The shifter told me it could take us home. That I’m supposed to use my blood—sparingly, this time—and the Stone to get us there. He also said it was time to get you out of here. You’re a mere human and you’re not supposed to be here at all, but since you came with me and you’ve been keeping me alive you were accepted.
“I don’t know what all this means,” he admitted, looking frustrated, “but I agree with him on one thing. It’s definitely time to go home.”
“I’m not going to argue with that,” I said softly.
Carter looped an arm around my shoulder and started us back toward the little house where we’d been staying, where we’d made love. My entire body flushed with a tidal wave of memories and sensations, heightened by him walking next to me. Every place our bodies brushed tingled in response. A wild, crazy notion of going inside, shutting the door, and pulling him back down on me filled me, but I shoved it away.
What has gotten into you? I asked myself, a little shocked that I could be that turned on given the circumstances, but also half pleased. I’d waited a long time to have sex, and it had definitely been worth it. I was ready to try it again, but it might have to wait. Carter didn’t seem like he had sex on his mind. For once.
Maybe when we get home…
However, who knew what waited there? When we’d left, Nosizwe and Mrs. Costas had revealed they were in cahoots to gain control of the mythical Stones of Fire in an attempt to break their rival, Mr. Costas, Carter’s boss, once and for all. They’d been outside the Chesterfield Country Club. Detective Ewing had been there. What had happened to her? What happened to them? Had time stood still while we were gone, or did it move at the same rate? Did Mr. Costas know yet about his wife’s betrayal? What would he do when he found out?
I’d witnessed the terrible violence Sean Costas was capable of. I shuddered to think of the obvious love he had for his wife turning to fury when he discovered her duplicity. It wouldn’t be pretty. I didn’t have a whole lot of soft feelings for the woman, but even I disliked the notion of his wrath used against the delicate woman in the wheelchair.
In the end, there was simply no way of reckoning what kind of mess we’d be walking into when we got home, but we had to go. Carter had been apprehensive of this world when we arrived, but for all his reservations, this place—wherever it was—appeared strangely empty and devoid of threats. Of course, anything could still be out there, lurking, hidden, but nothing had remotely threatened us yet. Back home was a lot more dangerous, a lot more daunting in some ways, but we needed to leave. Our lives were there. My family was there, and I was going to have to face them with the news that I’d decided to stay married to Carter. My mom would likely be okay with it, as she’d seemed to see through his cynical exterior right away. My dad…not so much.
Carter must have caught my wince as we stepped back into the little house we’d borrowed. He placed the lamp on the table, its flame flickering and hopping, revealing my expression.
“You okay?” His tone was instantly serious as he leaned around me to shut the door.
“I’m fine. I guess I just realized I’m going to have to have tell my family, my dad, about this. About us.” I waved my hand to encompass the room.
Carter’s eyebrows rose. “You’re going to tell your dad we had sex? Please don’t do that.”
I couldn’t help it. A laugh burst out. “I think he’s going to figure it out when I tell him I’ve decided to stay married to you.”
“Yeah, but that’s different. Please don’t tell him upfront we’re sleeping together. No father wants to hear that.”
I rolled my eyes. “Men are so weird. Don’t worry, babe. I wasn’t about to go into any personal details with my father. I promise you I know better than that.”
“Thank goodness.”
“Why?” I couldn’t resist goading him a little. “Are you scared of him?”
“Much as I hate to admit it,” Carter said, rubbing his head, grimacing, “I’ve seen lots of shifters who could do some pretty creepy stuff, and none of them scare me the way your dad does. I’ll never forget telling him I was married to his daughter when I had no idea who he was.”
I laughed again. Despite the gravity of the situation, it felt good to find some humor.
“I think he hates you. And that’s not going to change for a while. Don’t worry, though. After a while he’ll forgive you and you’ll become his favorite son-in-law.”
“Favorite son-in-law? You’re his only daughter. Make that his only son-in-law.”
“Exactly. You two will have to learn to get along.”
Carter shook his head. “That’s comforting. At least I’ve got your mom on my side. Remind me to tell you about her looking me up in the hospital garden after we get home. You ready to try and get out of here?”
Somehow, I wasn’t surprised Mom had sought Carter out, trying to mend fences between he and I.
“Are you?”
The moment of humor had passed. The gravity of what we might actually be returning to struck.
“I don’t know.” In that instant, Carter looked more vulnerable than I’d ever seen him. It was easy to forget there was a real person with his own set of fears and anxieties beneath his tough exterior, but I was seeing it now. “I thought I could handle anything until you came along and messed everything up.”
“Hey!”
“Now look at me,” he continued smoothly, as if I hadn’t interrupted. “I’ve got a wife and I’ve got a magical sword from a cave that I’m supposed to do what with? Repair the breach? I’ve got to decide what to do about the mess back home. My core staff could have been compromised, could’ve been working for Ciara all along. It’s up to me to figure it all out. I’m in deep sh—”
He caught my frown.
“Crap. Deep crap.”
“Thank you.”
He sighed in annoyance, but a little smile broke free as he caught me around the hips and tugged me closer.
“If being married to you means I have to clean up my language, you better have some type of payoff in mind.”
“Payoff?” I wrinkled my nose. “What, exactly, do you have in mind?”
“Exactly?” He leaned down, nuzzling my ear, the side of my neck. “I can think of several things. You want to hear about them? In exact, explicit detail?”
“I’m afraid we don’t have time for that,” I said, trying to play it off as a joke, like my pulse wasn’t racing and my heart hammering inside my chest. Like I couldn’t feel the burning on my skin from all ten of his fingertips. “We do have to get back. Fun times need to wait for now.”
“Damn it,” he swore. I glared. “Sorry,” he shrugged. “Just trying to find the fun in all this…” He sighed. “All this insanity.”
“Hey.” I stepped closer, reached up and took his face in my hands, looked him dead in the eye. “I know the past several months have been hard—really hard—for both of us. There’s no way I would’ve chosen for all this to happen. No way I would have planned to go through everything we’ve been through. But you know what? It led me to you. It brought us together. And I can’t help thinking that may have been the higher purpose all along.”
“A higher purpose from a Higher Being?” he smirked, removing my hands but only to press a kiss to both palms.
“Exactly,” I whispered, my mouth suddenly gone dry. “Don’t tell me you can’t see it.”
“Ah, Ellie.” Carter drew me into his chest, and I laid my head on his shoulder, content to let the moment linger a touch longer before we headed back into the unknown. “If anything gets us through this, it’ll probably be your stubborn faith.”
I smiled against the rough weave of his borrowed shirt. “I’m going to remind you of that one day when everything is finished and I’m trying to get you to come to church with me.”
“I’m not setting foot in a church ever again.”
“We’ll see about that.”
I wasn’t going to fight about it. Now. That was another argument for another time.
It took a lot of willpower, but I made myself push away from the man I finally realized I’d crazily grown to love.
“I don’t think we can delay any longer. We better figure out how to use that Stone.”










CHAPTER NINE






In the end, using the Stone really wasn’t that hard. The shifter/angel/whatever-it-was had implied it worked the same way as the original Stones. It wasn’t difficult to find a small rudimentary blade inside the cottage, which he liked the idea of using better than the mysterious sword. Not knowing what the previous owners might have used it for, Carter held it to the sputtering flame of the oil lamp for a moment to kill any germs before transforming back into his alter, the Talos. This time, he had Ellie use the blade to slice the newly healed skin. She did so delicately, carefully, with the precision and nerves of a surgeon.
Sean was right. She would make a good doctor. She had a heart full of compassion, coupled with an undergirding strength that kept her going when times were tough. Sean had told him about offering to pay for her medical training, should she choose that route. Silently, watching her steady hands, Carter told himself he’d support whatever decision she made along those lines, provided they survived this adventure. She certainly had the right to do what she wanted with the rest of her life, stuck with him or not.
Once the skin was sliced, a few drops of blood welled up. Ellie placed the shard next to the blood, twisting his ankle a little, allowing the blood to drip onto the rough surface. Then she handed the Stone back to him, grasping his other hand tightly in her palm. For a few seconds they waited. Nothing happened. Carter felt a lance of worry that it wasn’t enough. Would he have to open the vein, like he’d done previously? How was he supposed to survive? He’d made it this time because of magical intervention. That probably wasn’t available back in the grounds of the Chesterfield Country Club, or wherever they would return.
Luckily, after a few seconds, there was a slight whooshing, crackling sound. A ring appeared in the air in front of them—bright, undulating, oscillating.
“There it is,” Ellie whispered.
They watched as it quickly grew brighter, hotter, larger. It wasn’t anywhere near as big as the first portal through which they’d arrived at this strange place, but it was big enough a human adult could enter, and that’s all they needed. It hung in the air in front of them, the heat strengthening, until the size quit changing and solidified.
“I think it’s time,” Ellie said.
Carter nodded, although he felt a shade weak. The Talos wasn’t actually supposed to lose blood. His human side had lost plenty over the years, but not the Talos. He considered shifting back to his human counterpart, but feared the magic of his alter was necessary to get them both through the portal and safely to their time, their world.
Ellie reached for his other bronze hand. He thought she meant to hold onto it. Instead, she placed something in his fingers. He glanced down. The sword. When he touched it, it sprang to life, bursting into flames that would have scorched his human skin but didn’t bother the bronze. Almost with a will of its own it stretched toward the fiery portal, like the sword was guiding his arm rather than his arm guiding the sword. As soon as the tip touched the blueish-orange flames, it blazed into brighter life. Sparks of the same color raced up and down the blade, revealing words etched on the blade that had previously been hidden.
“What is that? What’s it doing?” Ellie breathed.
The Talos shook its head. He didn’t know. They’d have to find somebody among Sean’s many contacts to decipher the strange writing, which required getting home first.
Clutching the sword hilt tightly, the Talos reached for Ellie. His arm went around her waist as he pulled her against his bronze body, securing his grip. She wasn’t going anywhere during this journey back into the unknown. Nothing was going to take her from him. Not now. Not after all this. Not after the insanity they’d already survived.
He didn’t ask verbally if she was ready, but his expression must have. She looked up at him, trusting, and said, “I’m ready.”
There wasn’t anything else to do. They went. He extended first the sword, then his arm, into the blazing portal, testing, making sure it didn’t burn his limb off. The heat was intense, but the flames didn’t latch onto him. Mind made up, the Talos surged forward, Ellie in step with him, allowing his body weight to crash into and through the portal, carrying his wife with him.
He didn’t remember anything about the journey through time and space and alternate dimensions the last time he’d gone. This time, Carter, the Talos, felt immense pressure, so intense it felt like his bronze body was on the verge of exploding. For a fleeting second, he wondered about Ellie. If this was so physically hard on him, could her human body withstand it? She’d withstood it before. He clung to that hope as they crashed into darkness, then light, then darkness again. A sea of it. Immense and boundless, endless, broken up by a million pinpricks of color. Cold air swooshed over his bronze flesh, and then they were careening towards light again, a brightness like the sun on a Texas summer day. He glanced down to check on Ellie. Her face was screwed up as if in concentration, or pain. Her eyes were squeezed shut. He felt another stab of worry, but could do nothing about it. They fell into the searing heat, which was apparently the opposite end of the portal, through it, and back into darkness.
With a grunt, the Talos hit a cold, hard floor and rolled, sheltering Ellie, catching her against his chest, his hand under her head, protecting her vulnerable human skull from the impact. Dizziness washed over him, a sensation he wasn’t used to in this form. His stomach roiled. For a few seconds, he lay there on his elbows, body weight suspended over Ellie’s to keep from crushing her while he regained control of his senses. Finally, the Talos raised its head, looking around.
Darkness.
His initial concern was that they somehow hadn’t completed the trip. That they’d simply landed somewhere in-between, in some nether region.
No. He recognized the rough, uneven hardness beneath him. It was a floor. Concrete. As his eyes adjusted to the dim light, he saw steel beams overhead. Steel posts supporting the ceiling. Wooden pallets. Stacks of goods. A forklift in the corner. They were in some kind of warehouse. Why here, wherever it was?
Before bothering to ascertain that, he checked on Ellie first. Letting go of the Talos, Carter resumed his human form so he could feel her pulse with human fingertips, flesh on flesh. Her heartbeat thrummed strong and steady. She’d simply passed out during the crossing. Gently, he eased her head down, wishing he had something to put under her and even over her. It was a bit chilly in the warehouse, and, as usual, his shirt was gone, ruined during his transformation into the Talos.
In his hand he still gripped the sword, and the shard of Stone still bit into his palm. Carter shook his head wryly. All this warring between Sean and Nosizwe over the Stones of Fire. Maybe they weren’t anything more than portals to another dimension. Maybe whoever originally had them didn’t gain anything, except a vehicle to travel to another world. But, like any vehicle, it had to be powered by a fuel source. Apparently that fuel source was him, the Talos; or the Talos’ blood. He mulled that over as he climbed to his feet, looking around.
At the opposite end of the vast space was a closed door. Light leaked into the warehouse from around it. He couldn’t see or hear anything human. He slid the shard of Stone back into his pants pocket, but held onto the sword. Carter didn’t know anything about the proper techniques for sword fighting, but if push came to shove it couldn’t be too difficult to ram a blade into someone’s gut. Anyway, it was a viable alternative, at least until he could get his hands back on his normal weapons.
There were no windows in the warehouse, so Carter started for the door, winding his way around pallets and posts, trying to keep quiet. He didn’t want to risk alerting anyone unnecessarily. Unluckily, it was dark enough in the warehouse that as he crept around one post, he didn’t see the edge of the pallet sticking out past the load that was stacked on it. His foot caught, ramming into the wood, and he swore softly at the pain.
Carter heard a soft intake of air and a woman’s voice.
“Who’s there?”
He froze, his mind racing. Should he answer? The woman, whoever she was, might think it was a rat or some other critter sneaking about. He was tempted to keep his head down and attempt to sneak out until she spoke again.
“I heard you,” she said, her voice a little firmer now. “I know somebody’s there. Who is it? If you’re bringing me food, could you at least turn a light on? How would that hurt you?”
This time, the voice struck a chord of familiarity. Carter raced through a line of women he’d known, trying to process it. Memory quickly came back with a reply. That cop. Detective Ewing. She’d been there on the country club grounds, and was supposed to get Ellie to safety after he sacrificed his life for hers.
Standing from his crouch, he called her name quietly.
“Detective? Detective Ewing? It’s Carter Ballis.”
A heartbeat of silence. She didn’t gasp this time, but when she spoke, he registered the shock in her voice.
“Carter Ballis? But you’re—” She stopped, switching gears mid-sentence. “Where’s Ellie? How is she?”
“She’s here. She’s fine. Where are you?”
“Over here in the northwest corner. Cuffed to a post.”
“I’m coming over.”
As Carter headed that direction, his eyes adjusted better to the lighting—or lack thereof. He approached, seeing the cop’s figure firming up out of the darkness. She sat with her back against a steel post, just like she’d said. Her arms were stretched behind her, bound behind the post. She squinted up at him as he knelt next to her.
“What happened to you?” he asked.
“What happened to you?” she shot back. “And Ellie? You two disappeared into that—that ring of fire, or whatever it was. And now you’re here like nothing ever happened.”
“Long story. We’re both fine, though. Ellie passed out on the way back.”
“The way back?”
“We had to return the same way we went.”
“Through a fire ring,” the cop observed.
“Something like that. Can’t go into it all now. You know of anything I can use to get these off?”
She was secured with handcuffs.
“There’s a key somewhere. I think the office is past that doorway,” the detective said, nodding towards the closed door he’d already noticed.
“Do you know if anyone’s there?”
“I think someone is nearly all the time, but I don’t know who or how many. Different people bring me meals and take me to the toilet. I haven’t been able to discern a pattern of who or how many. I know they have to keep people here all the time, though, because of those.”
She nodded her head in the general direction from where he’d come, where he and Ellie had been deposited, and where Ellie still lay.
“Why? What’s over there?”
The detective craned her neck to study him.
“The Stones, of course,” she said impatiently. “Isn’t that what all this crap has been about?”
Carter had wondered what happened to the Stones after he and Ellie had vanished into the portal. He wanted to inquire what had gone down, but now wasn’t the time. Instead, he said, “You’ll have to fill me in later. Right now, our best bet is getting out of here before anyone sees us. Since the Stones are here, this place will be guarded by shifters. I don’t want to take on one of Nosizwe’s crews by myself while trying to guard you and Ellie.”
“I’d argue that I can take care of myself and help you out, but they took my piece,” the cop admitted grimly.
“Not surprised. I miss mine too. We’ll get us both fixed up once we’re clear of this place. In the meantime, I may have something that can help.”
He reached for the sword, which he’d stuck through his belt before he started searching around.
“What is that?” the detective eyed him suspiciously. “Looks like you’re going medieval rogue on me.”
“You may not be far off.” Carter flicked his wrist and the blade wreathed itself in light.
“Holy crap!” With the sword’s glow, he could see the detective’s eyes widen. “What is that thing?” she demanded again.
“I’m not sure myself,” Carter confessed. He passed the sword around behind her back to see what his best option would be as far as freeing her. “It was given to me by another shifter in that place Ellie and I went. Wherever that was.”
“This is sounding more and more like a damned comic book adventure,” the cop complained through gritted teeth.
Carter chuckled grimly. “I can’t argue with that.”
Taking a chance, he carefully pressed the glowing blade to the thinnest portion of the metal handcuffs. There was a sizzling noise. Carter held his breath, pensive. Would it work? Could the magical flames melt steel? Yes, after a slight pause he saw the metal transforming, drooping, congealing into a gloopy mess. One hand was free in a matter of seconds, and shortly thereafter Detective Ewing pulled the other out.
“Thank you,” she said, rubbing her wrists. “I don’t know how long I’ve been here, but those things get uncomfortable pretty quickly.”
“How many meals did they bring you?” Carter questioned, offering her a hand, which she took. He pulled her carefully to her feet. She swayed, her legs undoubtedly stiff and cramped after sitting so long, but regained her equilibrium quickly.
Shaking out her legs, she replied, “Four? Five? I’m thinking I’ve been here around 24 hours. Maybe a little more.”
Carter calculated the numbers in his brain. His best guess? About the same amount of time as he and Ellie had been gone. He felt a wash of relief to know the world hadn’t gone totally insane while they were absent. Like they hadn’t lost twenty years here on Earth during their brief absence.
“Let’s get Ellie and get out of here,” the cop said next. “Where did you say she was? Oh, and you might want to put that thing out,” she advised, pointing at the sword. “If anyone comes to check on me they can’t miss it.”
“It’s our only weapon right now.”
“Yes, and it took you no time to light it up. How’d you do that anyway? Never mind. Look, I’m just saying, we might be able to sneak out of here and not need a weapon at all, but if somebody peeks in here to check on me or the Stones and sees a glowing sword, we have a snowball’s chance in July of sneaking out. We’ll have to fight our way out. One sword against we don’t know how many guns? Not the kind of odds I like, my friend. I’d rather leave without starting World War Three, if that’s at all possible.
“Although I think World War Three’s coming anyway,” she added as Carter thrust the weapon back into his belt, securing it. Once it no longer touched his skin, the fire vanished. “And I don’t want to be around when it breaks out.”










CHAPTER TEN






“You’re talking about Sean and Nosizwe—Elia,” Carter guessed, as he led her through the dim warehouse back over to Ellie.
“Yes, and those Stones they’re warring over.”
“Does Sean know they’re here?”
He caught the detective’s shrug in the shadows.
“I don’t know. Once you and Ellie disappeared into the voodoo fire, the flames disappeared. The fire on the Stones also went out. Instantly. Nothing was left but a bunch of people standing around looking at each other. Elia said, ‘We came all this way for this? Did all this work for this?’ Then Mrs. Costas, she accused Elia of not having a better handle on her people. Said it was her fault Ellie got you into the fire. That she was incompetent. The two women started arguing. Next thing I knew, somebody got a call that Mr. Costas was looking for his wife.”
By now they were stooped next to Ellie, who was still unconscious.
“She okay?” the cop asked, concern in her voice.
“I think so.” Again, Carter quickly checked her pulse. “Pulse is steady. She’s breathing fine. Here.”
He handed the cop Ellie’s glasses which she accepted and pocketed for him. She then continued to talk quietly as he scooped Ellie up. “Long and short of it is, since their mission failed, they decided for now to break ranks and try to cover up what happened. At least until they could regroup and replan. Elia’s people took me and the Stones back here. Elia went back to the country club to perform. And Mrs. Costas went home to her husband. I think.”
Interesting. Carter wondered what they’d told Sean to cover up his and Ellie’s disappearance. As Sean’s head of security, his absence would hardly go unnoticed.
The cop paused, glancing around. “Which way?”
Carter screened his annoyance. “I figured you’d know better than me. You’re the one who’s been here.”
The detective’s eyes narrowed. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Ballis. They blindfolded me before they brought me here, and I’ve been kept in the dark—literally—ever since. The only exit I know for sure is through the office. I’m asking you if you want to chance that or try and find an alternate route?”
He scanned the perimeter of the murky warehouse, wishing his shifter alter had the ability to see in the dark, like some.
“Ah, the hell with it. We could stand here all day arguing, or waste a lot of time trying to find an exit that doesn’t exist, or we could go for the one sure option we have. Since you’re not a shifter, they may not have many guards on it anyway.”
“They may have more than you think since the Stones are here,” warned Detective Ewing as she trailed him towards the office.
It was a fair point. And here he was, carrying an unconscious Ellie, which limited his range of motion, to say the least. They both crept towards the closed door. Before Carter opened it, he paused long enough to allow the shiver of power to race through his system. He felt the old magic, the familiar sense of coming into his truest sense, and then Carter the man was gone and the Talos had assumed his place. Behind him, he heard the cop’s quick intake of breath.
“I’ll never get used to seeing that, as long as I live,” she muttered.
He might’ve been amused, but the situation was too grim. Instead, he switched his hold on Ellie, draping her over his shoulder instead of carrying her in both arms. In the event of a catastrophe, at least his hands would be free.
“Ready?” his companion asked.
The Talos nodded towards the closed door. Ready.
The cop took point, opening the door and glancing around, then shifted to the side, beckoning him to go through. He obeyed, sidling past her. The explosion of light against his senses temporarily blinded him. He shook his head, dispelling the spot that danced across his vision, his eyes adjusting to the brightness after being in the warehouse for so long. The detective reached out an arm, pointing past him. A guard in human form—although Carter reckoned it had to be some type of shifter—sat in a black office chair, her feet propped up on the desk in front of her. She wore earbuds and bobbed her head to the music she was listening to.
Carter glanced at the detective, a silent question. She nodded back. He was holding Ellie, so she’d take care of it.
A heavy lamp sat on the wraparound desk. It was no trouble for Detective Ewing to unplug and retrieve it as she snuck up on the guard. It may have been more trouble for her to raise the lamp and bring it down on the back of the other woman’s skull. Carter saw her freeze and wince before she lowered her arms, but she went through with it. The guard let out a funny sound—a half choked, half yelp, half whimper as she crumpled, her legs falling from the desk, her body sliding down to the floor in a heap.
The detective released a heavy breath.
“Hate doing stuff like that,” she murmured. The Talos heard the self-recrimination in her tone, but she’d done what she had to do to get them out of there, and he admired her grit.
“I’m going to check for my gun,” she added, and the Talos nodded. She opened a drawer or two, and found success. “Ah ha.” Rising, she showed off a Beretta and SIG. “Yours and mine, I think.”
Even in his Talos form, Carter felt a sense of relief to have his regular weapon back. The detective secured her own weapon with the holster on her thigh before wordlessly assisting him into loosening then shrugging on his gun harness. He’d left both the gun and the harness in his car that night on the country club grounds. One of Nosizwe’s people had been sent to retrieve them. He was lucky they’d wound up here. Detective Ewing placed the SIG in its holster, then stepped back to check him over.
“A bronze man with a voodoo sword and a gun. Can’t get much better prepared than that.”
She said it half-jokingly, but her humor melted when the woman on the floor stirred, releasing a quiet moan.
The detective caught his eye. “Time to go.”
The Talos nodded in agreement.
Withdrawing her weapon from its holster, she eased open the rear door to the office. Her gun arm went out first, followed by her head, her body. She signaled for him to follow. He did, stepping into a narrow corridor. A couple of doors branched off to the left and right, but they were closed. Silent. Dead in front of them was a large, metal door with a push bar and a glowing red “Exit” above it. Again, Detective Ewing took point, leaning her weight into the silvery bar, pushing the door open. The Talos braced in case an alarm should go off, but there was no keypad on the wall next to the door, so hopefully any alarm systems were meant to keep people—shifters—from coming in, not going out.
He couldn’t believe their luck as she ushered them outside into the cool night without incident. The cop must have been thinking the same thing as she maneuvered the thigh high slit in her now not-so-pristine evening gown and slid her weapon back into its holster.
“Shee, we got lucky there,” she whistled.
She spoke too soon.
The Talos heard the displacing of air, the flap of powerful wings, the sound of a descent. He craned his neck to glance back over his shoulder in time to see the winged shifter descending in some type of bird form with a lizard’s head and body, looking almost like one of those flying dinosaurs in the dinosaur park movies.
“Look out,” the cop exclaimed, but there wasn’t time to look out. Ellie was on the shoulder closest to the enemy. There was only time to raise his forearm and brace himself for impact.
He got his arm up in the nick of time, grunting as the flying shifter struck. His bronze arm absorbed most of the impact, but his attacker’s weight scooted him back several paces. Even as the shifter struck, he flung out the same hand, reaching for its neck. It screeched as his bronze fingers closed around its slender throat. In one motion he caught the thing and threw his arm and body weight in an arc, flinging it off him and away from Ellie. The shifter flapped its wings as it hurtled through the air, screeching, managing to regain equilibrium and escape colliding with the pavement. It was quick, Carter would give it that. In an instant, it was back in the air, squawking, either in anger or trying to warn other guards. But only for an instant. The next thing he knew a shot rang out, and the shifter dropped like a sack of potatoes, dead on the damp pavement, a bullet through its lizard head.
He didn’t have time to observe the transformation from shifter to human in an effort to ascertain if it was somebody he knew, because another shot rang out and a second flying shifter fell from the sky.
“Behind you!” shouted the cop. The Talos heard the terror in her voice. He spun to look in the direction she’d indicated. His heart sank to his guts.
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His initial thought was of the scene in the old classic film, the Wizard of Oz, when the Wicked Witch let loose the flying monkeys. That was how bad it looked; how big the swarm of flying shifters was. Inwardly, the Talos swore. He should have known. On some level, he likely had known. He’d simply been so focused on getting Ellie out that he’d more or less hoped Nosizwe wouldn’t have gone the extra mile, taken the additional precautions. Of course she would have. She hadn’t gotten where she was by being an idiot, either in her human entertainer’s career or her upward ascent as leader of a shapeshifter gang.
Security inside the warehouse may have been a bit lax, seeing as how there was one human cop, disarmed, handcuffed to a post. Had he and Ellie not returned to the same spot the Stones were, it was doubtful Detective Ewing would have been capable of freeing herself, given the circumstances. Security outside the building, however…that was quite another thing. Nobody was getting in or out of that place. Unfortunately, many, if not all, of Nosizwe’s followers would have recognized the Talos on sight, since there were no other shifters like him. He was Carter Ballis. He was the Talos. He was a major threat. And he wasn’t passing unchallenged.
Two of the winged shifters had already been dropped by the detective, with dead eye shots through the head. His human side admired her accuracy, as well as her presence of mind under pressure. She’d be a solid addition to his own security team if he could get her to break ranks and join it.
Somehow, he doubted that would happen.
Anyway, no time for such reckonings. There was only time to act, and Carter did, rolling his shoulder to drop Ellie to the pavement. She might wind up with a bump to the head or a couple of bruises, but that was a far cry better than winding up ripped apart by fangs and talons. Mentally, he calculated even as he moved. The cop had spent two shots. She had thirteen left. He had his SIG, still fully loaded. It was too bad Ellie was passed out, since she could handle a weapon. He could have used her, could have given her his gun and let the women shoot while he took on their attackers physically. Unfortunately, he didn’t have her. Instead, he had to protect her.
He stepped over his wife’s inert form as he drew his gun from its holster, raised it, and fired. Behind him, he felt the cop move into position, also straddling Ellie, her back to his. Together, they formed a shield of defense over the unconscious woman, while also guarding each other’s backs. Echoes of their shots bounced off the warehouse walls and reverberated through the back alley. The flashes of gunfire lit up the gloomy lanes between buildings like lightning bugs in a twilight field.
Each shot had to count, and it did. In rapid succession, a half-dozen more flying shifters dropped to the ground, but there were still too many. He heard Detective’s Ewing’s groan.
“We’re going to use up our ammo and they’ll still be coming,” she said.
One shifter got under the line of fire, dropping close enough to rake its talons across his shoulder. The Talos ducked. The shifter raised, but so did he. It was fast enough to wound him, but not fast enough to avoid the hand he thrust out, catching it by the talons. He tore it from the sky, throwing it to the pavement with enough force to stun it. It was similar to what he’d done earlier, but this one wasn’t fast enough to catch itself and get back in the air. When it hit the ground, Carter jumped over Ellie, one arm raised to defend his face from the flyers, and landed square on in the middle of the lizard head. He heard the crunch of bones, felt the skeletal structure give way. Brains and blood oozed from beneath his bronze feet, but the Talos was well past caring about such things.
He jolted back into position, spine to spine with the cop. As he did, the roar of an engine, the screech of tires, the squeal of brakes heralded another arrival.
“We got company!” Detective Ewing shouted.
Great.
Or maybe it was great. Maybe they could use this to their advantage.
The cop must have read his mind. As the car door opened, she yelled, “I’ll take out what I can while we fight our way to the car. It’s the only way out of here. Grab Ellie. Guard my back. You got any rounds left?”
A few. In all the action, it was practically impossible to keep track of how many bullets remained. The Talos half-turned, tossing her his SIG. She had both handguns now, and, like in an old western film, came out guns blazing, firing the pair of weapons, taking down attacker after attacker while he scooped up Ellie and flung her over his shoulder. He matched every step the cop took, keeping his back to hers, guarding them from behind, taking slices from the surging, winged shifters, but keeping them off Ellie and Detective Ewing by the skin of his teeth.
It felt like an eternity, but couldn’t have been more than a few seconds. He heard the cop shout, “Get in the car!” She dove into the driver’s door and he stepped on more than one body as he scrambled to the back. A furious screech heralded the arrival of another attacker bearing down on them, but he slammed the door between it and them. Long talons pierced the window, sending a shower of glass over the backseat. The Talos grabbed this one by the talons too, suffering deep gouges from the shifter’s pointed teeth as he wrestled it with one arm.
Detective Ewing didn’t wait for the battle to end. She had the car in gear and was driving. The Talos heard and felt the thump of tires smashing body parts, but was too busy wrangling the beast to wonder if any of them had still been alive before she ran them over. He didn’t particularly care if they had been. They’d put Ellie’s life at risk. It was sheer luck and lots of grit that had gotten them this far with her unharmed. The luck, or the grit, or both, held as he fought with the flying shifter. Its large wings beat furiously against the car door, its shrieks louder and angrier.
Finally, the Talos managed to grasp it around the neck, which gave him the handhold he needed. Ruthlessly, he beat the ugly lizard head against the side of the door, smashing it into the blue paint with all his might, until again he felt the crunch of bones. The cries weakened. Stopped. The clutch of the talons around his forearms weakened. He shook his arm violently to shake the beast free. It fell to the asphalt. The last glimpse he caught of it as they sped away was of a young woman, head and face nearly unrecognizable as human, the head was so smashed in. Blood soaked the ground.
He turned away, and sank back into the seat, releasing the Talos. Immediately, Carter was there, the human side taking over. He eased Ellie off his shoulder and down onto the seat beside him. Worry spiraled through his core. Despite the insanity, she still hadn’t roused. Had he been this out of it during their initial crossing? From what Ellie had said, he’d mostly lain on a quiet beach all day. It wasn’t like they’d been fighting for their lives.
“How are we doing?” Detective Ewing called from the front seat. Carter saw her dark eyes glance in the rearview mirror, checking on him and Ellie both.
“We’ll survive,” he replied grimly. The scratches and gouges and cuts he’d taken on his bronze flesh stung on his human skin, but it was more like a wound beneath the surface. Phantom pains, almost. His life wasn’t at risk from them.
“How about her? Anything yet?”
“Not yet.” Worried, he brushed the hair back from her face.
“I’m sure she’ll be okay.”
The cop said it with confidence, but what did she know? She was probably trying to reassure him, since she didn’t know that any more than he did.
“Where do you want to go?” she inquired now.
His initial instinct was to Sean’s. He’d even opened his mouth to say his employer’s name, when something stopped him. The cop thought Ciara had returned to her husband. She would’ve had to produce some type of cover story to explain Carter’s failure to return. No telling what it was. Carter didn’t want to bring Ellie back into that environment until he had some idea of what he was walking into. Never in his life had he dreamed the Costas mansion wouldn’t be his safe place, his refuge, but there it was.
“How about my place?” he suggested. “Or yours?”
If anyone was looking for him, they’d be less likely to find him and Ellie at the cop’s home.
Again, the cop glanced in the rearview mirror. “My place? You hitting on me, Ballis?”
“Yes,” he answered drily. “I’m hitting on you with my wife here in the backseat with me, asking you to take us both to your place.”
He caught her smirk in the intermittent flashes of street lights. “Well, I am pretty irresistible. Men won’t leave me alone. Constantly beating down my door.”
There was a strange note in her tone. Sardonic humor with a little sadness mixed in. A little resignation. He didn’t call her out on it. He understood. Until Ellie, he’d never dreamed a chance at a real relationship was possible. He was married to the job, performing an undertaking most folks wouldn’t understand and few women would put up with. He figured the cop felt the same about her line of work.
Rather than remark on it, Carter said, “If you’d rather take us to my place, that’s fine. I was just thinking of lying low for a few hours until I can get a handle on what’s going on with Sean.”
“No, it makes sense. I agree. I think we’d be wise not to potentially place Ellie in more danger. However, Elia’s people are going to let Elia know what happened. Elia is going to pass it on to Ciara Costas’s people. They’ll be on the lookout for you and me. What’re the first two places they’ll check, outside the Costas mansion?”
“Yours and mine.”
The realization hit home. Without his vast network of resources, largely built on his association with Sean, he had virtually no friends or resources. And he couldn’t rely on those until he had a better grip on the loyalties of his people. Who was loyal to Sean and who had Ciara swayed to her side? He needed time to figure it out. Time he really didn’t have, not with Elia having the Stones in her possession. She’d move them too. The Talos was an unmistakable figure in their world. The Talos had seen where the Stones were kept. The Talos had escaped. He didn’t want to lose track of the Stones, but that meant acting quickly. Carter wasn’t sure he could. Not with Ellie in her condition. Not until he knew Ellie was safe. Not until—
“That’s right.”
Detective Ewing’s voice broke into the churning mass of his thoughts, interrupting the schemes he was poring over.
“I suggest we avoid both of our homes for now. I have somewhere else in mind where we can lay low for a little while. I don’t think they’ll think of him right off the bat.”
“Who’s that?”
“My partner, Detective Tozzi,” she answered solemnly.










CHAPTER TWELVE






“Can we trust him?” Ballis asked from the back seat
“I don’t see that we have a choice,” Candace, Detective Ewing, answered grimly. “We’re short on allies right now. Most of the folks I work with don’t know about your people. I’m never quite sure who does and who doesn’t; who I can trust and who I can’t. After finding out Mrs. Costas is hooking up with Elia’s side, well—that kind of leaves you short on allies too, I’m afraid.”
Ballis didn’t argue.
“Besides,” Candace went on, “Gary’s been in this game a lot longer than I have.” She slowed for a red light, setting her right turn signal. The signal’s rhythmic ticking underscored the weighty silence. It didn’t feel appropriate to speak until the vehicle went into motion again and the sounds of the drive helped cover the solemnity of the cloud overshadowing them. “He knows a lot more about this than I do. He’s in way deeper. I need someone to help cover up the fact that bullets from a cop’s gun are in the alley, in those bodies. I have to make sure both of our butts are covered from the fight tonight. Gary’s got the contacts in the Fort Worth PD. He can help.”
“I wouldn’t worry too much about it.”
“Why not?”
Puzzled, she glanced again into the rearview mirror to gauge if he was joking. He met her gaze.
“You really think Nosizwe is going to leave anything lying around that can be traced back to her, back to where she kept the Stones? She’s not an idiot. Her folks will have that place locked down tight and cleaned up better than an operating room. Pretty soon, nobody will know a battle went down there except you, me, and the mourning relatives and friends of the shifters who died. They’ll keep quiet. This won’t spread.”
“Maybe,” she conceded, but Candace could hear the doubt in her own voice. “All the same, I’d rather not risk having bullets from my gun found in a body. And it won’t do you any favors to have bodies with your mark in them, either.”
“Do what you want,” he said, leaning into the seat behind him. His hand rested protectively on his wife’s shoulder. Ellie still wasn’t budging. Candace couldn’t ignore the prickles of worry, but unless they decided to head to the nearest hospital the best thing they could do for her was to wait it out. “If you’re sure he’s safe, we’ll go there, then.”
    
Sure? It had been a long time since she was completely sure of anything. All of her confidence had changed the day she’d first seen Carter Ballis transform from man to monster, monster to man. Candace used to be sure of what was right and what was wrong. She’d been sure the shapeshifters were wrong, all of them. She’d been sure their warring and killing needed to stop. That the offenders needed to be brought to justice. Now she wasn’t sure any longer who were the good guys and who were the bad guys.
A few things she was still sure about. She needed a shower. A hot meal. A clean toilet, not the cold, metal disgusting thing she’d been forced to use in the warehouse that looked like it hadn’t been wiped down in months. Sleep in a real bed, not chained up to a metal post. She wanted to feel human again. Hopefully Gary’s house would be the refuge she needed, they all needed, for a little while.
She knocked on her partner’s door, hoping he was already up and about. Like her, Gary was an early riser, and he’d likely be getting ready for work. He showed up, shirt not yet tucked into his slacks but gun harness already on, newspaper in one hand, cup of coffee in another. His reading glasses were slid down the end of his nose, giving him an authoritative, school teacher air as he stared at the ragtag group standing outside his door.
“As I live and breathe,” he said slowly. “This is a sight I never expected to see.”
Gary, more than anybody, knew of her past vendetta against Sean Costas and his henchman, Carter Ballis. Now, here she was showing up unannounced on his doorstep with Ballis, who she’d actively tried to throw into prison.
“Yeah, yeah,” she muttered. “You going to make us stand out here all day, Gary, or can we come in?”
“That’s may we come in, and yes, you may,” he said, stepping aside.
Candace snarled a, “I’ll show you may,” as she stormed past.
“No coffee yet this morning? My pot’s nearly full. I had a good night’s sleep last night. Woke up rested and refreshed. I didn’t need much coffee this morning to get me going.”
Candace spun on her heel, hands on her hips. “Are you trying to be annoying?”
“Hey,” Gary chuckled, “you gotta give me something, since you decided to bring this—” He eyed Carter walking in, carrying Ellie. —“Trouble with you.”
His humor fell away as he leaned around Ballis to close the door.
“What are you doing here, Ballis? What’s wrong with her?”
“Long story,” Sean’s head of security answered gruffly.
Gary switched his gaze to her. “Candace?”
She sighed and swiped her hair out of her face, wincing at the thought of how dirty it must be after all that time in the dusty warehouse.
“Definitely a long story. Can I get a shower first? And coffee? Then we’ll talk. A nap would be nice too,” she admitted.
“Don’t tell me the great Detective Ewing is human and gets tired when she’s on a case,” Gary teased.
During their partnership, they’d had many rows over her wanting to work overtime, pursuing a suspect when it was time to surrender for the day and go home. It was a longstanding battle between them. Gary was loving getting to hold it over her head now.
“Not on the case anymore,” Candace admitted with a grimace of defeat. “I’m not sure who to pursue. I’m not sure who the suspects should be or who the victims are.”
“She is,” Ballis spoke up, gesturing towards his wife. Both of the police detectives turned his way. He’d been patiently standing there, holding his unconscious wife while she and Gary traded jabs. “She’s an innocent bystander who got dragged into a war. Now she needs a safe place for a little while to rest until she can wake up.” His piercing dark eyes locked with Gary’s. “Can you offer her that? If not, I’ll go now. I’m not asking you to put yourself at risk, but if you think she can be safe here temporarily we’ll stay.”
Gary looked at Candace. Candace looked at Gary. Finally, her partner shrugged.
“No eyes on my house and nobody tailing me that I know of. You’re all welcome to stay. Ballis, couch is in there. You can put her on it. Candace, shower’s down the hall, second door to the left. You want some coffee first while I run to the nearest store and grab essentials for you? Afraid I don’t have a lot of women’s clothes hiding around here, and my clothes won’t look as good on you as they do on me,” he smirked.
“Ha ha. Yeah, I’ll text you a list. Ballis? You want me to have him pick up supplies for your wife too?”
“Please.”
“And for you?” Gary inquired of Costas’s head of security.
“Not for me, thanks, except for a spare shirt, if you’ve got one. If it’s okay with the two of you, I’m going to leave Ellie here to recuperate while I visit Sean. I have clothes and everything I need there.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Candace asked doubtfully.
Neither of them knew the status of, well, his status after last night. Neither of them had any idea what may have been said or done after Ciara Costas went home.
“Probably not, but I don’t exactly have a choice,” Ballis affirmed grimly. “He’s my employer, my boss. I owe him some sort of explanation. More than that he’s…” Carter stopped, jaw working as if he were trying to figure out how much to say. “He’s a friend,” he summarized. “I owe him everything, including the truth of what his wife has done. He might not listen to me, but I’ve got to try.”
Candace didn’t argue. It was his life, not hers. She’d told him once that she was determined to see the fighting and killing among his kind stopped by whatever means necessary. Maybe letting them kill each other off was the best way to handle it. Anyway, the girl, Ellie, would be safe here, and that was what mattered. For all of her involvement with Ballis and his bunch, Candace figured Ellie was still on the right side of the law, insofar as it went.
“Do what you have to do,” she agreed. “Your wife will be safe here with us.”
“Thank you.”
There wasn’t much more to say. While Gary fetched the man a shirt, Candace watched silently as Ballis carried Ellie into the living room, placing her gently on the couch. He withdrew something from his pocket, laying it on the arm next to her head. Even Candace couldn’t deny there was something peculiarly touching about seeing a man like that, a shapeshifter, a monster who could slaughter without a second thought, tuck a pillow under her head and take the throw from the back of the sofa, draping it over her, covering her feet. He smoothed her hair off her face, murmured something Candace couldn’t catch, then leaned down and kissed her cheek.
“It’s going to be okay,” he promised as he rose.
His hand rested on his sleeping wife’s shoulder a trace longer before he walked away. He stopped next to her and her partner in the entryway.
“I’ll get another phone at Sean’s. Give me your numbers so I can check on her?”
“Um, sure. Gary?”
“The drawer. Behind you.”
Candace turned. There was a small drawer in the entry table she stood in front of. She withdrew a pen and scratch pad, jotted down both of their phone numbers and passed them to Ballis who stuck them in his pocket without looking at them.
“If anything happens to me…” He started to say. He stopped. Shook his head. “I’ve never had to consider the possibility of anything happening to me and not having Sean and his people in my corner to back me up. Those days may be over now.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll make sure she gets somewhere safe.” Candace promised. She didn’t know why, but she felt somehow responsible for the young woman, involved with her welfare. If she couldn’t bring these warring shapeshifters to justice, if she couldn’t even stop the bloodshed, at least she could possibly make a difference by helping out someone who, like her, had been unwittingly drawn into the conflict.
“Her family’s here too,” Ballis reminded her.
“We’ll take care of them also.”
“Right. Thank you. Thank you both.” His glance shifted from one to the other of them. “I’ve got to go.” He didn’t look scared or anxious exactly. Grim, set, determined. That shifted just a little, the hardened veneer cracking as he looked at Candace and added almost embarrassed, “When she wakes up, she’s probably going to be mad that I left. Tell her—tell her I love her.”
“Tell her yourself,” Gary answered gruffly. Candace shot her partner a surprised glance. Normally, of the two of them, she’d be the one to respond with discomfort over a sentimental moment. Her surprise faded when he added, “Come back alive so you can tell her.”
Ballis quirked a half-smile. “I plan to. We’ll see.” He nodded at them both. “Thank you again.”
He didn’t waste further time on pleasantries. He left. The sound of the door shutting reverberated in the corridor, hanging in the air as Candace and Gary studied each other. Gary was the first to say it.
“You think he’ll survive this?”
Candace shook her head. “I don’t know.” She hated to admit it, but she felt a measure of worry for the guy. Which was crazy, considering how hard she’d initially gone after him.
“Elia may still want his blood. Mrs. Costas had to give her husband some kind of story if she went back to him. Ballis showing up is going to blow her cover. It’s going to boil down to who Sean Costas believes, his wife or his henchman.”
“Wait. Elia wants his blood?”
Too late, she realized Gary wasn’t fully informed of what had gone down in her life during the past couple days.
“Coffee first, then we’ll talk,” she said, heading into the kitchen. “You said the pot’s nearly full. We may use all of it before we clear the air on this one.”










CHAPTER THIRTEEN






He was apprehensive. There wasn’t any doubt about it. Carter couldn’t recall the last time he’d been truly apprehensive to face his employer. However, he knew he was taking a risk returning to the Costas compound. Ciara would have gotten there first, if the detective’s assumption was correct. She would’ve had to tell Sean something. Some explanation as to where he, Carter, had gone. Even if she didn’t try to pin the blame on him for anything like the Stones’ disappearance—which he supposed she probably had—whatever lie she’d spun to conceal why Carter had vanished that night was going to shatter the minute he showed up. Not to mention, when he showed up to inform Sean that the wife he adored was teamed up with his bitterest enemy—
Yeah. This won’t end well.
He and Sean had always had a good relationship, but Sean loved Ciara, no matter what Ciara believed. Would he be able to accept that his wife had betrayed him, the shifters he’d spent his lifetime protecting, and everything he stood for? If it came down to simply Carter’s word against Ciara’s, who would he believe?
Carter dropped his head against the seat of the hired car driving him to the Costas compound.
What about Ellie?
Maybe he shouldn’t have left her. Sean had promised long ago that Ellie would be looked after, but he’d given Carter, the Talos, that job. Carter had married her. She was his wife. If today went south and Sean chose against Carter, would he also choose against Ellie and her family by default? Sean wasn’t particularly vicious to those who hadn’t personally crossed him, his family, or his enterprises, but he also didn’t like leaving loose threads. Would he consider Ellie that—a loose thread?
I should’ve just collected her family and left with her, he thought for the hundredth time. Should’ve left this whole mess behind and gotten out.
He didn’t know why he hadn’t. Honor, he supposed. Some misguided sense of honor. Or loyalty. Or simple gratitude to the man who had taken him in all those years ago, taught him to exercise his abilities, helped him build his place in life. He couldn’t simply throw all that away. Maybe it was his life, his role as the Talos, dedicated to Sean like he’d been dedicated to Ellie. Furthermore, Sean himself was also at risk if Ciara continued to conspire with Elia. He was their main enemy, and at some point they’d go after him personally. Whether now, or when they harnessed the power of the Stones—if they ever did. At the very least, he owed it to Sean to warn him what was going on so he could be on his guard.
Arriving at the main gate of the Costas compound, he got out of the car and paid with money the cop’s partner had loaned him. He could’ve driven the car that he and the police detective had escaped in last night, but it was shot to pieces and streaked with blood. No sense bringing further attention to himself if he could help it.
He hadn’t missed the surprise on the driver’s face when he’d given her the address, and he didn’t miss the surprise when he got out and told her he was here and she could go. He doubted delivering somebody to the well-known Costas mansion was a job she did every day. Especially somebody as disheveled as him. He saw her staring at him in the rearview mirror as she slowly took off.
Carter shook his head and walked up to the guard shack, unsurprised when the door opened and a young man stepped out.
“Carter?”
“Dave.”
He knew Dave, had vetted and hired him three years ago. Dave was staring at him with his jaws open like he was seeing a ghost.
“Hey, man, I—I’m surprised to see you,” he said.
He looked ill at ease. Carter noticed his hand hovering near the butt of his gun, his fingers flexing. His hand drifted away, then back.
“I haven’t been gone that long,” Carter said drily. He nodded towards the weapon strapped to the guard’s hip. “Got an itchy trigger finger there, Dave?”
“No, it’s just, uh. It’s just—we were kind of told something had happened to you.”
“Like what?” He advanced a step. Dave fell back three, hand falling to his weapon. Carter stopped. “Like what, Dave?”
“Like…the word spread that you’d been taken out. That you went rogue a couple nights ago. You were done being Sean’s errand boy. You went after the Stones yourself. Nosizwe took you out.”
“That’s the story she spun, huh?”
He nearly laughed. Dave looked confused. “The story who spun?”
Carter shook his head. “Never mind. Call James. Let me talk to him.”
“I don’t know…” Dave started to say doubtfully.
“Do it!” Carter snapped.
There was enough authority in the tones of his former boss that Dave jumped to obey. Within seconds, Dave was saying, “James? Uh, we’ve got a situation here. Carter’s back. He wants to talk to you.”
Carter could hear the long silence on the other end of the line, then James’ voice through the speaker: “Put him on.”
Dave handed his phone over without a word.
“Carter?”
“James.”
He backed away several paces away. Far enough that Dave couldn’t overhear everything James said, but close enough the Talos could react if need be. He didn’t turn his back on the guard, either. You didn’t turn your back on a nervous guy with his hand hovering around his weapon. Not smart.
“What the hell, man?” James said quietly.
“You don’t believe her, do you?”
“I don’t know what to believe.”
“C’mon, James. Do you really think I’d go rogue?”
“You did disappear.”
“Yeah, I did. Because of the Stones. But it wasn’t me that was after them.”
Silence. Then James said, “We knew there was a traitor in the family. Someone high enough in position to cover their tracks and get crap done. If it isn’t you, that probably leaves…”
He didn’t want to say it. Carter quietly supplied the words. “That leaves her, Ciara. I know.”
“Why?”
Carter could hear the note of pain in James’ voice. Everyone liked Ciara. He’d liked her too. He would’ve done anything for his employer’s wife. Taken a bullet for her without question. It was almost impossible to believe she could be that duplicitous and none of them had caught on.
He blew out air, ran his hand over his head, all the while keeping an eye on Dave for any signs of the man drawing his weapon.
“Long story. But I’m sure you could guess.”
“The Stones.”
“Of course the Stones.”
“But…why? She and Sean had a couple of them already. They—”
“Let’s just say her goals and ideas aligned more closely with…with someone else’s than Sean’s.”
“Nosizwe.”
“Yep.”
“And you were caught in the crossfire. Your blood? The Talos’ blood?”
“Yep.”
“I told Ellie a while back…” He stopped, changing thoughts midsentence. “Where is Ellie? She safe?”
“She’s fine. She’s safe.”
He didn’t say where. He assumed James was trustworthy, but he’d believed Ciara was too. Carter wasn’t about to jeopardize his wife’s safety if he could help it.
“That’s good. That’s…” James trailed off like he didn’t know what else to say.
“Can you get me in?” Carter decided to be blunt. No more beating around the bush.
“Why? What are you coming here to do?”
“I’m coming here to talk to Sean, James. What did you think I was coming here to do?”
“You’re the Talos, man. You can do practically anything.”
“I’m not coming here to start a war, James,” Carter promised, grim. “I’m coming here to prevent one.”
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I don’t remember what finally woke me up. All I remember is one moment I was dead asleep, lost in the most refreshing sleep I’d ever experienced. The next, my entire body jerked and my eyelids flew open. I was staring up at a ceiling, a popcorn ceiling like had been in vogue a few decades ago. Right away, that told me we were back where we belonged. No stone cottage. No ceiling of sky and stars. I was back on Earth. Where, exactly, remained to be seen, but at least I wasn’t in that other world.
I sat up, patting the area around me in a search for my glasses. They were resting on the arm of the couch. After sliding them onto my nose, I realized I was lying on a sofa, covered with a couch blanket. Next to the spot my glasses had lain was the miniature Stone that had helped bring us home. I pocketed it before studying my surroundings. I saw bookshelves, a TV, a window, a few pictures in frames… I was in somebody’s home, but none of the people in the pictures looked familiar. Mild panic rose in my chest until I heard a familiar voice coming from the kitchen. I sat there a few seconds trying to place it before the speaker’s identity hit.
That police detective. The one who was there in the country club gardens. The one who was supposed to protect me after Carter sacrificed himself.
Comforted, I got up, finding my legs a tad wobbly for the first few steps—which didn’t really surprise me, considering what I’d been through. Human bodies weren’t supposed to endure things like that.
“I’m lucky I didn’t arrive back here with an insect head and a human body like that guy in The Fly,” I grumbled as I made my way into the kitchen, thinking of the old 50’s science fiction/horror movie.
I rounded the corner and saw the police detective sitting at a little round bistro table with an older man with grey hair and a neatly trimmed beard. Her dark skin glowed in the morning light slanting in through the windows behind her. She wore sweats and a t-shirt and grasped a coffee mug on the table in front of her, but she somehow still came across as competent and businesslike. Briefly, I wondered what it would be like to be that calm and capable and assertive. I hadn’t felt anything like that since my life fell to pieces last November.
Shoving the idle notion aside, I stepped into the tiny dining area and cleared my throat.
“Good morning.”
Both of the people at the table started. I noticed both of their hands flying to their hips, where I assumed they were used to carrying their weapons.
“Wow, remind me never to sneak up on you two and yell boo,” I chuckled. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”
“It’s fine. We thought you were still sleeping. How are you feeling? Here, have a seat,” invited Detective Ewing, standing and pushing back her chair for me. “I’ll grab you a cup of coffee.”
“Oh, no, thank you, I don’t drink it.”
The cop stopped halfway to the coffee pot, arching a brow. “You don’t drink coffee? Not even with cream or sugar?”
I shook my head. “I never acquired a taste for it.”
“In Candace’s book, that makes you not quite human,” laughed the man, rising also. He came towards me a couple of steps, holding out his hand. “Hi, I’m Candace’s partner, Detective Gary Tozzi. You must be Ellie. Ah, who am I kidding? Of course, you’re Ellie. I’ve known who you are for quite some time now.”
I’m sure my confusion must’ve shown on my face. “You have? I’m sorry, I don’t know you.”
“I know. But, as Candace’s partner, I’m the one who was with her when she first caught the case involving you and Ballis. I’ve been…” He shrugged. “Informed since the beginning.”
“I see.” I wasn’t sure that I did, but I had more important stuff to worry about than how much this guy thought he knew about me. “Speaking of Carter, where is he?”
All of the sudden, Detective Ewing got real busy stirring some sugar into her coffee, while her partner cleared his throat and reached for the newspaper on the tabletop which he picked up, tapped its edges to straighten it, and shuffled around. Wariness crept in.
“I’m sorry, where is Carter? And, for that matter, where am I?”
“This is my house,” answered Detective Tozzi, finally meeting my gaze. “Candace brought you and Ballis here after, um—” He slanted a glance towards his partner. “After everything last night,” he added, looking more and more uncomfortable and shifty-eyed as he kept tapping the newspaper edges on the tabletop, straightening it.
“What? What happened last night?” I demanded, feeling anxiety curdle in the pit of my stomach. “I don’t remember anything after Carter and I decided to use the power of that Stone to come home.”
“Well, you made it,” said Detective Ewing, finally ceasing her stirring and laying her spoon in the sink with a thump. “Turns out, you made it to the same place the Stones were, which is also where I was.”
My brow wrinkled in confusion. “I don’t get it.”
The cop sighed. “Sit down. I’ll get you something to eat. Make that Gary will, while I tell you everything. What would you like? Eggs, toast?”
Thinking back, I knew it had been a while since I’d last eaten, but I also found I simply wasn’t that hungry.
“A piece of toast, please,” I said, my throat dry as I sank into the offered chair. “Where’s Carter? Is he okay?”
Detective Ewing shrugged one shoulder. “I hope so. Let me start back at the beginning…”
Which she did, explaining everything that had occurred since Carter and I passed the gap between the two worlds and made it back home, including their battle to get out of the warehouse where she’d been imprisoned and the Stones kept. My eyes bugged out while listening; I couldn’t believe I’d stayed unconscious through a shootout, and that neither she, nor Carter, nor I had been seriously injured. When she reached the end of the story, where Carter had left, deciding to visit the Costas compound and confront Ciara and Sean himself, I felt my stomach sink like a lead balloon, while at the same time heat crept into the back of my neck.
“He went there by himself?” I demanded, tightening my grip on the mug of hot tea Detective Tozzi had placed in front of me. “And you let him?”
Neither police officer appeared particularly guilted by my accusation.
“He’s a big boy, Ellie,” Candace pointed out. “We couldn’t stop him. And that man of yours does what he wants.”
“Yes, he does, but what he’s doing could be incredibly dangerous. Didn’t anybody consider that? At the very least he could’ve taken me with him.”
“Um, Ellie?” Detective Ewing tapped her nails against the porcelain sides of her coffee cup. “That’s why he didn’t take you with him. He asked Gary and I to keep you safe. You and your family. He also said to tell you he loved you.”
She delivered Carter’s message with a straightforward gaze and unembarrassed air. I supposed she was hoping—as Carter had been—that Carter’s words to me would soften the blow of his actions and blunt the edge of my anger, making me more pliable. Boy, was he—were they—mistaken. My chest tightened. I wasn’t simply angry. I was afraid. Afraid for him. Afraid for us, and what I would do if I lost him now. I hadn’t even told him I loved him yet. I knew I did. The perspective I’d needed to fully realize that had come while seeing him kneel there on the country club grounds, willing to die for me, but actually speaking those words aloud hadn’t happened yet. I wasn’t going to lose him before I told him.
I looked directly at Detective Tozzi. “You’re a policeman, so you must have handguns around here. Do you have one I can borrow?”
His thick eyebrows flared. “Why? What do you think you’re planning to do?”
“I’m planning to go after my husband,” I said, breathing deep to force an outward calm I didn’t feel. “I’m planning to go to the Costas home and be his backup. We’re in this together. I think he’s forgotten that.”
“He didn’t forget anything. Ellie, you can’t go in there guns blazing after Carter. This isn’t some old-time western. And you’re no gunfighter,” Detective Ewing reminded me sternly. “Stay here and wait.”
“Would you stay here and wait if it was your partner’s life on the line?” I demanded, jerking my chin towards Tozzi.
He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “She’s got you there, Candace,” he murmured.
“No, she doesn’t. I wouldn’t run into some situation half-cocked to save your sorry hide,” Candace flashed back.
“Ouch.”
“I don’t believe that,” I said, breaking into their banter, trying desperately to appear stern and competent. I knew my physical appearance and even my profession wouldn’t give most people the idea that I could handle firearms, that I could handle myself in a fight, but I could if I had to. “It might interest you to know,” I said, unable to believe I was even admitting this, “that scene in the Botanic Garden last November? The one that put you on our trail? I shot and killed a shifter that night. She was about to get Carter, and I took her out. I may not look imposing, but I can promise you I’m not helpless.”
Weighted silence met my confession. I’d known I was taking a huge gamble admitting my part in a shooting death to two homicide detectives. However, considering what Candace and Carter had done last night to free themselves and get out the warehouse, I was certain we were all in this together at this point. What was my one shooting in self-defense that long ago night, when there was no body to prove it, compared to how many they may have killed? Candace and her partner exchanged looks. She firmed her lips in thought, her facial muscles bunching up, her hands tightening on the handle of her mug. Then, blowing out a sigh, she released the tension from her body.
“Well,” she said. “Well, I wasn’t expecting that. All this time I thought—”
“I know. You thought Carter did it. Wrong. It was me. More than that, I’ve seen enough blood and death by this point in my life that I’m not going to run screaming the other way if things go south. Carter needs me. He doesn’t think he does, but he does. And I’m going after him with or without your help.”
Again, silence. Exchanged looks. I’m pretty sure neither of the police detectives knew quite what to think. I didn’t either, except I knew we’d barely started to figure out our relationship, our marriage. I couldn’t let it end now before we’d had the chance to build an actual life together. I couldn’t let it end before I’d even had the opportunity to tell him I loved him.
“So,” I said, taking turns meeting both of their eyes, “are you going to help me or are you going to arrest me? Because that’s what it will take to stop me from going.”
Detective Ewing studied me for a long, uncomfortable moment. I was half-afraid she was going to call my bluff, then she shrugged.
“You’re a grown woman. I can’t stop you. Well, I guess I could by arresting you, but I’m not going to, especially since I have no evidence tying you to anything. Here.” She picked up a plastic shopping bag from the floor in the corner of the room. “Gary bought a few things for you while you were sleeping. Clothes. A toothbrush. That sort of thing. Get dressed. Those clothes you’re wearing now—” She gestured at my strange combination of attire “—Not exactly what I’d recommend for going to confront a bunch of shapeshifters.”
I glanced down at myself. “What would you recommend? Leather pants, high-heeled boots, and a bralette?”
“That’s only in the movies and on book covers,” she laughed. “Here. Something a little more practical and comfortable. Get dressed, come eat something, and we’ll go.”
“We?”
My confusion was echoed by her partner’s, who also echoed me by asking, “We?”
She pinned him with a stern look. “You really planning on letting this little thing go into battle against a pack of deadly shapeshifters by herself?”
“This isn’t our business, Candace. I’ve tried to keep you out of it since day one.”
“And we see where that got us. At this point, what have we got to lose, Gary?”
“Let me see: our jobs, our careers, our pensions, our lives…”
“And if Ballis manages to stop a war, maybe—maybe—we get out for good. We’re not tangled up in this crap anymore. We’re free.”
“Do you really want to run that risk?”
He stared his partner dead in the face. She stared back, unflinching. “Don’t you?”
He sighed, rubbing his chin, his beard with a palm as he weighed the options. Just as I started to say, “You don’t have to do this,” he relented. “What the hell. I know when I’m licked.” He turned to me. “Better do what she says, young lady. Get dressed. Grab a bite to eat. Or you can eat in the car on the way over. Whatever you decide to do, make it quick. Carter left a good twenty to thirty minutes ago. We’ll have to hammer down to catch up.”
I felt my insides wrench as I considered how far ahead of us Carter was and what he could already be facing. What if we didn’t reach him in time? What if he were already dead? What if—
“Hello? Earth to Ellie?” Detective Ewing was waving her hand in front of my face. I blinked several times, realizing I’d been standing there staring, lost in all sorts of horrible thoughts. “You sure you’re okay? You sure you want to do this?”
Confidence crept into my spine, mingling with the fear. I owed Carter my life several times over, but it wasn’t merely that. We were married. We’d decided to take what was meant to be a temporary, dissolvable union and make it real. This was what marriage meant—backing each other up. Taking care of each other. That bond couldn’t die before it had a chance to strengthen and grow.
“Yes,” I answered. “I’m sure. I’m absolutely sure.”










CHAPTER FIFTEEN






 James met Carter outside the front door of the mansion, on the edge of the circular driveway. Walking up the driveway towards his friend, the one person Carter hoped he could trust to have his back right now, Carter studied the scene, letting it take him back to that November night where he’d stood behind Ellie in the doorway of the mansion, watching an autumn breeze tease her blonde hair, watching headlights splash off her. He’d been momentarily caught off guard and unprepared for the vicious attack that had followed. Amazing how the course of your life could hinge on literally one second. That one instant had changed him and who he was and what he would do forever. It had set him off on a path he otherwise would never have taken. All because of her.
“James.”
He stopped in front of his longtime colleague. In typical James fashion, his hands were in his pockets and his shoulders hunched, as if from the cold. It was chilly this morning, but that was simply James, whether it was the middle of summer or winter.
“Carter,” James nodded back. His black eyes scanned the area behind Carter. “You walk here or something?”
“Hired a car. Let me out at the gate.”
“Ah. Gotcha.”
“Yeah. So…do they know I’m here?”
“Not yet. At least, not that I know of. Tried to keep it quiet, like you said, to give you a few minutes to prepare. On the other hand, I can’t say who Dave may’ve told.”
James had spoken to Dave after signing off with Carter back at the gate, ordering the man to keep his mouth shut. Whether he had or not remained to be seen. However, nobody was here with guns, blades, fangs, or claws to fend him off, so maybe the man had obeyed. James didn’t look like it, but he wasn’t somebody to cross. You had to keep on your toes around him. Most folks didn’t want to mess with a guy possessing James’ particular skill sets.
“If it’s quiet right now, that means I may have a few minutes,” Carter surmised, “but not if we keep jacking around.”
“Get inside and get ready, then. I’ll give Sean a heads up.”
“Thanks. Where’s Ciara?” Carter inquired as they made their way to a side entrance where he was more likely to go unnoticed.
“She left about eight this morning. Errands to run. I didn’t keep up with it. That’s Darla’s department.”
Darla was Ciara’s personal assistant and bodyguard, a phoenix shifter.
“Is Darla here?”
“No, I think she went with.”
“Probably to meet Nosizwe then, or something,” Carter growled. He opened the door to his own suite and passed inside. James followed.
“Maybe. But it works for you, wanting to see Sean.”
“Yeah, but if they get those Stones…”
“What can they do with the Stones as long as you’re here and they’re there?”
Carter paused in his hasty search of fresh clothing. “True,” he acknowledged. He next fetched a couple of the weapons stashed in his room. With precise motions he checked clips and ammunition, making sure he wasn’t walking into a potential battle unarmed.
“Surprised Ciara didn’t take those,” James observed from his perch on the arm of the oversized armchair.
“Probably didn’t think about it. She also probably didn’t think I’d be coming back from wherever the Stones sent me. At least not this soon.”
“Where did the Stones send you?”
“Damned if I know. Looked like—I don’t know. Like ancient Greece or Rome or some similar civilization. Or a movie set. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear it was.”
James narrowed his eyes. “Rome? Greece? You don’t think it was…”
“Was what?”
“Atlantis?”
Carter’s eyes narrowed. In the back of his mind, he recalled standing in the city streets of wherever they’d been while Ellie was still in the cottage, asleep. Feeling like someone was there. Catching glimpses out of the corners of his eyes, but nobody was around. Practically hearing the whispers of human voices, seeing the ghostly forms of human shapes.
Something close to a shiver slithered down his spine, but he rolled his neck and shoulders to brush it off.
“That’s what Ellie thought,” he admitted to James, “but it sounds pretty crazy to me.” Weapons secure, he gathered up his clothes and headed for the bathroom.
“Watch my back while I clean up. Out in five.”
It wasn’t a request. While he was in the bathroom, the shower, for those hasty five minutes, his mind spun in circles so fast he could hardly catch one thought before another struck. What if that’s what this was all about? The Stones, reconnecting shapeshifters to their origin. Atlantis, lost to human civilization, but still existing—somewhere. Either back in time or in a parallel universe. His blood, a bridge between what had been and what was now. The Talos, the key to it all. What kind of responsibility did that mean he bore towards his fellow shifters if he had the ability to bring them home? Or guide them back to their original destiny? Was he required to sacrifice himself to open the way? Should he open the way? And what about the humans, like Ellie, that were bound up in all of this? What if those presences and voices at the edges of his consciousness were real, live people—people like him, shapeshifters—living at the fringe of reality? Was he tied to them too? Duty-bound to release them or find them? Why him?
Again, he remembered Ellie telling him long ago that he was self-sacrificial in what he did. That the very core of her religious beliefs hung on one person sacrificing himself for everyone else. She’d claimed to see a glimpse of that spirit in him.
Carter snorted, shut off the water, and stepped out of the shower. Ellie was crazy. Idealistic. He’d been willing to die for her because he loved her, but he sure as heck didn’t love all the shapeshifters in this world or the people he didn’t even know in some other. He wasn’t about to play the martyr, the messiah, for everyone.
Dressed, he exited the bathroom to see James still there, still perched on the arm of the chair. He swiped his hair out of his face, glancing up from his phone.
“I just confirmed with Sean. He’s in his third-floor office. He’s got a few minutes to spare.”
“Did you tell him I was coming?” Carter asked, raising his brows.
“Nope. Left that part out. Thought it might make a nice surprise.”
“It’s going to be a surprise, alright. Not sure about nice.”
Carter had never felt nervous to face his employer. Not in years. He was now. Rare anxiety gripped his senses as he jogged up staircases and strode down hallways, ignoring the shocked expressions of those he and James passed. Obviously whatever tale Ciara had concocted had spread, and that didn’t make Carter feel any better.
It wasn’t that he feared Sean personally; the Talos could take on a Minotaur. It was the fact that it was Sean who had stood in the role of a father, a mentor all these years. The past half-decade he’d dedicated his own life to Sean’s personal protection. Now he was facing the person he most respected to inform him that his beloved wife was a traitor.
One of the Ito brothers kept the office door. His eyes got big as Carter and James approached, but he didn’t offer a challenge. Taking a breath, Carter steeled himself before rapping on the door with his knuckles.
“Come in.”
He and James exchanged glances before James turned the handle and opened the door, entering first. Sean was seated in an armchair under a lamp, a laptop balanced on his legs, his reading glasses perched on his nose. His tie was loosened. Papers were spread across the table beside him. He didn’t look up as he said, “What is it you want, James? I’m very busy right now. Carter’s absence has left quite a hole to fill.”
“Um, that’s just it, sir.” James cleared his throat, shifting his weight to reveal Carter standing behind him. “Carter’s not exactly absent anymore.”
“What do you mean by tha—”
His boss broke off as he glanced up and saw his head of security standing there.
For several long seconds he stared, and Carter felt the tension ratchet up. He quirked his shoulders, and still Sean didn’t speak. Out of respect, Carter waited for him to go first. Finally, Sean closed the laptop and laid it aside on the table, placing it on top of the papers. Removing his glasses, he placed them on top of the laptop, then he steepled his hands in front of himself.
“Carter.” His voice was blunt. Not warm, not cold. Just direct. Hard to read. “I wasn’t expecting this,” he admitted.
“No,” Carter agreed. “I didn’t figure you would be.”
“Ciara said you’d gone rogue and went after the Stones yourself. You and Ellie.”
Carter shifted his weight, uncomfortable with Ellie’s name being brought into the conversation.
“Ellie had nothing to do with this, sir. And I did not go rogue. That would be someone else.”
“You mean Ciara.”
Carter blinked. Once. Twice. Did his boss know? He and James exchanged side glances, silently asking each other the same question. Did he know? How? And for how long?
It was James who nerved up to ask, “You—you know, sir?”
Sean chuckled, but there was no humor in it.
“Do you think I could be married to the woman, share a bed with her, a child, and not know she hated me and was plotting behind my back? I’m not a fool. I may be getting older, but I still have a brain to use, and, yes, I was thinking with the brain inside my head.”
He said it like a reprimand, like they shouldn’t have doubted him, or should’ve been ashamed for believing he could be fooled by his beautiful younger wife. Neither Carter nor James argued. Sean went on. Rising, he went to the decanter on the side table beside the wall-to-wall bookcases.
“I know it’s early, but it’s 5:00 somewhere. Isn’t that what they say? I think I need a drink. Either of you care to join me?”
“Normally, I’d decline, but right now I think I could use one too,” Carter admitted. He ran a hand roughly down his face. “I’m sorry, Sean. I don’t know what to say.”
There was silence except for the sounds of amber liquid being poured into crystal cups, of clinking ice and the lid being placed back on the decanter. Sean offered first Carter, then James a drink before he poured himself one and reseated himself in his arm chair.
“Neither do I,” he finally admitted. He stared at the cup as if it held the answers he sought. In an abrupt motion, he raised it, tossing back half his drink. Then sighed, repeated, “Neither do I.”
Next to Carter, James took a cautious sip. He wasn’t much of a drinker. When the burning liquid hit his throat, Carter saw him grimace then bend to set the cup aside. As for himself, Carter downed his in one swallow, relishing the fire that spread through his body, his senses. It both numbed and invigorated, soothed and enflamed. Braced, he dared to stare his employer in the face.
“How long have you known?”
He chose directness now. No longer any point in beating around the bush. This was the here and now. This was all of their futures. This could be life and death—not only for them, personally, but anyone in the Costas Empire and associated with it.
“The realization has been dawning for the past few years,” Sean admitted slowly. “Possibly—possibly since Jackson was born, or shortly thereafter. Ciara always pined for the sea. She made no secret of it. But after the birth of our son, she started to change. Dramatically. I thought at first it was simple hormonal changes from pregnancy and childbirth—that type of thing. We saw doctors, therapists; did all the right things. She grew increasingly forlorn, in spite of it all, but she managed to keep it under wraps except for around me.
“In truth,” Sean said, finishing his first drink and rising to pour himself another, “our marriage hasn’t been good since…”
He stopped, chuckled bitterly. “Why am I telling you these things? Either of you? Perhaps I’ve kept quiet for so long that it’s actually a relief to have it out in the open.” He shook his head. “I thought if I gave her everything, I could make her happy. I was wrong. I couldn’t give her enough because what she wanted wasn’t me, or our son, or our life here.
“She’s a Merrow. She loves the sea. She loves freedom. She couldn’t help it. It was born and bred into her; a part of her, like the blood in her veins. It didn’t matter how much she’d loved me once, or how much she loved Jackson. The call in her was stronger than any other bond here on Earth. She wanted her red cap; she wanted her freedom. I thought by keeping it hidden from her, like the old stories say, I’d help her forget. I could keep her here. Keep her satisfied.”
“But it didn’t work,” Carter supplied when his boss stopped, seemed to fumble for words.
Sean exhaled a heavy breath and locked his hands behind his neck. “No, it didn’t work. As I came to that realization, I came to understand her longings were overtaking her judgment. Her philosophies were changing. It started small. It was subtle. We argued about it, then mutually chose not to discuss it. I never dreamed she’d actually do anything about it, didn’t think she’d truly betray me until that night...”
“What night?”
“The night your young lady visited us for the first time.” Sean turned to look at Carter. “You see, that attack—you didn’t know, and neither did I at first, but the more I considered it, the more I questioned how could that have occurred without an insider’s aid? And were Nosizwe’s shifters really after Ciara, or was that simply a pretense to throw us off? It looked like they were attacking Ciara, when what they really wanted was to eliminate me, you, and even that girl. It was never about Ciara—that was a sham. It was all about eliminating me. And you, as well, I’m sure,” Sean said to Carter. “They never even tried to turn you, did they?”
“No.”
“They wouldn’t have.” Sean’s smile was grim. “Out of everyone in my employ, you’re the sole person I knew I could completely trust. You’re the Talos, the bodyguard. You can’t betray your loyalties.”
“You make it sound like I don’t have any free will,” Carter said gruffly.
“Do you? After I told you to protect Ellie, was there ever a time you were truly through with the job? A time when you knew without a doubt that you could walk away from her?”
Carter kept silent. He wasn’t prepared to argue the point. Months ago, he’d thought he had walked away from Ellie forever—sent her away, more like, into a new life under an assumed identity. Instead, he’d found his way back to her, in the Pacific Northwest. Had the in-person meeting truly been necessary, or was he led there by an instinct he couldn’t get rid of, couldn’t deny any more than Ciara Costas could deny hers?
In the end, as shapeshifters, they were captive to their alters exactly like normal humans were captive to their bloodlines. Some things were ingrained. Some things couldn’t be changed. Some things simply were. But that didn’t mean free will didn’t exist or they couldn’t make their own choices.
Did it?
“In fact, Ellie, was what confirmed it for me. Do you recall how they sent the Nakki after her? How it knew exactly where to go? How it spoke her name? We knew Nosizwe had spies everywhere, but that confirmed for me precisely how close they were. She was a witness. They wanted her eliminated. Ciara wanted her eliminated. It was all one big massive plot to undermine me, destroy my life’s work, and gain possession of the Stones. Everything, everything she’d done over the past few years points back to it, now that I’m forced to reckon with it. I’ve tried—oh, how I’ve tried. But there comes a point where I can’t. And I suspect your disappearance and Ciara’s story are going to cement that.”
Sean massaged the back of his neck for a few moments, his face screwed up as if in pain. The silence was tense. James shifted, drawing Carter’s gaze. His co-worker shook his head, as if in sympathy. He didn’t know what to say. Neither did Carter. Carter had never seen his boss this vulnerable. However, he wasn’t truly surprised. Sean Costas was a ruthless, brutal man, but if he had a weak point, it was his wife. Carter could understand that. If he had one weakness, it was Ellie, as he’d learned over the past several months. Now Sean was facing the undeniable facts of his wife’s betrayal, and he didn’t know how to deal with it. Carter had no words of comfort, no advice to give.
“Tell me what to do,” he said instead.
Sean looked at him. “What would you do?”
Carter was caught off guard by the question. “I beg your pardon?”
“You’re a married man. I’m supposing you’ve decided to stick with Ellie, against the odds, since your union has yet to be dissolved. If you were me, if you found out she had betrayed you, everything you’ve stood for, everything you’ve worked for, and the people you’ve tried your entire life to protect, what would you do?”
Carter kept silent, wrestling in his brain. At last, he said, “I don’t—have an answer for that.”
“That’s not true. You have the exact same answer I do. You simply don’t want to say it.”
No, he didn’t want to say it. He couldn’t say it and wasn’t going to. But the practical implications were there. Ugly. Real. Unspoken, until Sean uttered them aloud.
“She has to die.”
Carter didn’t consider himself a weak man or somebody who quailed at the unpleasant side of life, but even he flinched at hearing a man say that about his wife.
“You’re talking about the mother of your child,” James put in quietly.
“I know.”
“And your wife.”
“I know, dammit, I know!” Sean roared, slamming one fist against another. “Ciara was and has been the best thing in my life since I first laid eyes on her. I would have given anything for her, done anything for her…except the one thing I can’t do, can’t give.
“Power,” he added. “Control over the Stones. The chance to destroy the fate and fortunes of every single one of us. If it were anyone else, it wouldn’t even be a question. We’ve taken out people for far less who threatened the family or threatened our shifters. Even threatened our business dealings.
You,” he said to Carter, who hid a wince at the last line, thinking of Ellie and her accusations of Sean as a mafia don, a mob boss, who would destroy those who stood in his way. “And you,” he added to James. “We’re vulnerable. We always will be. If Ciara and Nosizwe get the Stones, get Carter’s blood, obtain the power they seek, they’re going to start a war with humans that will rain down hell on all of us.”
“They did have the Stones. And they did have my blood,” Carter put in quietly.
That stopped his employer in his tracks. Some of the anguish melted off his features, replaced by curiosity.
“They did?”
“Last night. Two nights ago. However long ago it was. That night at the Chesterfield Country Club. Ciara said I’d gone rogue? Not true. Ciara and Nosizwe had me. They had the Stones.”
Quickly, he filled in the rest of the story, including sacrificing himself for Ellie, the doorway of fire the Stones had opened, and Ellie’s reaction, shoving him into the flames and through the portal. He told the rest of it too, of the alien world, of the strange sword with its hidden writing, of the living beings in the city that he could sense but not see, and even of the prophetic sounding title, Repairer of the Breach. He finished with the tale of the fight, he and Detective Ewing’s scrape to escape the warehouse.
James was quiet. Sean was dumbfounded. Carter didn’t blame them. It sounded like something out of a fairytale—and he knew lots of shifters who actually embodied fairytale creatures.
“What do you think it means?” he inquired once he’d laid out the entire story. He was curious for their opinions.
His boss had gone from looking pained over the decision to kill his wife to contemplative after hearing the tale.
“Shoot. I wouldn’t want to be you,” James muttered. A twinkle of his old humor was back. “Of course, I never wanted to be you anyway,” he went on. “Since I’m the good-looking one. The good-looking one with all the personality.”
“The looks and personality of a horses’s as—” Carter started to say, but Sean broke in.
“Alright, James. Jokes aside, this is a conundrum. They had the Stones, they had the blood, and the blood did something, but not what they expected.”
“They didn’t have all the Stones,” James pointed out, serious now.
“True. Did you think to search for the other Stones while you were there?” Sean inquired. “Two are still missing and have never been found. Maybe you were in Atlantis and the Stones are still there.”
“I didn’t look,” Carter admitted. “I didn’t think about it. All I was thinking about was surviving and getting Ellie home.”
“Understandable,” Sean nodded. “The Talos will protect her. But what if you went back—alone? Or not alone, possibly with backup, just not with her. What if you could search for the Stones? What if you could find them? What if we could have all of them under our control?”
“You’re forgetting Nosizwe has the other four right now,” James pointed out.
“Yes. Thanks to Ciara and those who sided with her. Which brings us back to the original quandary.”
His steely gaze fell on his two subordinates. “There’s no choice, is there? She’s a traitor. She and my enemy have the Stones. They must die, along with everyone who supported them and betrayed me.”
“And if we do take Ciara out, along with her accomplices, what then? That still leaves Nosizwe. We’ve been trying for years to kill her. Now she has the Stones, and she has your wife,” Carter said.
“No, she doesn’t.”
“Beg pardon?”
“She has Ciara’s loyalties, but she doesn’t have Ciara bodily. Ciara cannot physically leave me. Not yet. I have our son. More than that, I have her cap. Without it, her Merrow self can’t return to the sea. She won’t leave me until she has it in her possession.”
“Which means she’s got to come back to the mansion,” James stated.
“Yes.” Sean gave him an approving nod. “Moreover, she doesn’t know Carter is back.”
“I’m sure she does by now,” Carter argued grimly. “There was no mistaking who I was last night, breaking the detective out of the warehouse where the Stones were kept.”
“Well, yes, I’m certain she knows from Nosizwe that you’re alive, but she doesn’t know that you’re here. With me.”
“Won’t she guess that’s the first place Carter would go?”
“Likely. But guessing and knowing are two different things. Were you seen, coming in here?”
Carter and James exchanged glances. “By Dave, and a few others in the hallway. I guess we’ll know soon if they’re playing for the other side.”
“Then we wait,” Sean said, rising, walking to the window to look out at the lawn. We wait for Ciara to return. We hold her—use her to get Nosizwe to come to us.”
“Do you think she’ll come?”
“She’ll come,” Sean said. “I’ll have Ciara.” He swiveled to glance over his shoulder at Carter. “I’ll have you. She’ll come. We simply have to wait. When we have the upper hand, we take her out. We regain possession of the Stones.”
“And then?”
Sean shrugged. “We go from there. Decide if Carter should go back, seek the other Stones. Having them all in our possession certainly might be useful.”
Carter didn’t argue, but a growing sense of unease spread though his body. Much as he hated to admit it, Sean was using him. Using him to gain the Stones and reach his own ends, exactly like Nosizwe had done. Nosizwe had used Ellie as bait to draw him out. Now Sean was using him as bait to draw Nosizwe out. Sean wasn’t demanding his death or blood. Yet. But when the chips were down…
No. He couldn’t think like that.
Sean wouldn’t destroy him. Would he?
Burning in the back of his mind was the notion that a man who could so easily order the death of the wife he’d seemed to love all these years, was a man who could calmly, practically demand his death, as well, so long as he’d convinced himself it was for the greater good. The best for the family. The best for shifters in general. The best for their world.
Carter thought of Ellie, back with the two police detectives, and the sword he’d left there. He hoped the cops could fulfill their promise to keep her safe, because he might have walked into a situation where he wouldn’t be able to.










CHAPTER SIXTEEN






Pulling up outside the gates of the Costas compound brought back a flood of memories. Not a flood, a tidal wave. The first night I’d visited. Smoothing my skirt nervously in the back seat of the car, out of place and uneasy being driven around by Tracy as the chauffeur. Then, a day later, returning to get married to Carter. Every single time I’d come here it had signaled a momentous change in my life, including arriving with Carter being injured, only, soon after, to be kidnapped and mauled by Nosizwe in her mistaken pursuit of Carter’s offspring’s blood. I couldn’t help fearing what kind of change I’d be facing now, returning again, as we drew up at the guard shack and Detective Tozzi put the car in park.
A young man with blonde hair and narrow eyes stepped out. Detective Tozzi rolled down his window as the guard approached.
“Good morning,” the young man said. “May I ask who you are and why you’re here?”
“Yes. I’m Detective Gary Tozzi and this is Detective Ewing,” the cop answered, flashing his badge and then gesturing towards his partner, who also flashed her badge. He didn’t mention me in the back seat. The guard seemed so surprised to see a couple of police detectives that he didn’t even notice me. “We’re here on official business to have a word with Mr. Costas. Would you mind letting us in?”
The guard’s eyebrows raised. He wasn’t doing a good job of hiding his curiosity, but he maintained a professional tone as he said, “Wait, please. I’ll have to check with the house.”
He stepped back into the guard shack to make the call. With his attention diverted, I moved on to the next part of the plan—easing the door on the opposite side of the car open enough for me to slip out. I was hoping he would be so preoccupied with his call that he wouldn’t notice. Apparently he didn’t—or else he was distracted by Detective Tozzi opening his door and stepping out, leaning against the car to light a cigarette, casually attempting to block the guard’s view of me creeping out of the vehicle and into the hedges that lined the fence.
The hood of the car, pulled up next to the bushes, helped conceal my movements as I slipped past the gate and into the Costas compound. I could only hope I hadn’t been caught on a security camera. Even if I had been, I knew James or Carter would be the first ones reported to. Carter was probably out of the loop, so if it was James by default, I wasn’t too worried. I didn’t think James had any reason to hurt me.
That was the thing, though. I honestly didn’t know who might have cause to hurt or imprison me. I was taking a risk sneaking onto the property, but it wasn’t like I was going unarmed. I had a Beretta concealed under my jacket and pepper spray in my pocket. Both detectives had argued mightily against my plan, but, in the end, it had been my decision.
“Carter wouldn’t leave me in there alone,” I’d protested. “I’m not doing it to him.”
“Isn’t your Carter a lot better, uh, equipped to handle himself in dangerous spots than you are?” Detective Ewing had inquired with raised eyebrows.
I didn’t usually get stubborn, but I felt my spine stiffen and I folded my arms across my chest. “Carter’s a shifter, yes, but I’ve faced down shifters several times already. I’m not afraid. I know what I’m doing.”
“Why don’t you trust us to get you inside?” her partner had demanded.
“I’m asking for your help. I appreciate your help. But what if they won’t let you in? No, I have to do what I think is right,” I countered.
Neither of them had liked it one bit, but they’d ultimately conceded. Now, as I crept from tree to tree, attempting to stay concealed from the guards and security cameras I knew were all over the grounds, I listened for the crunch of car tires, signaling they’d gotten past the guards and into the compound. What would I do if they didn’t? I didn’t know. What would I do if they did? I’d sort of hoped to make it up to the house and more or less emerge from the trees at the same time they parked. Doubt filled my brain as I stole along, listening. My heart hammered in my ears and my breath seemed abnormally loud, even though I wasn’t doing anything physically challenging.
Let’s hope you didn’t get yourself in over your head, Ellie.
I probably had. I wasn’t sure what I was going to accomplish. I was following instincts, and right now those instincts were saying—
“Miss Ellie?”
A voice spoke from behind me. I shot to my feet, sucking in a scream, and spun. Behind me stood Javier, one of the Costas groundskeepers, whom James had once introduced me to. He was staring at me in confusion, but didn’t appear threatening. Not yet, anyway.
“What are you doing here?” he asked, his voice tinged with a heavy Latino accent.
James’ caution about Javier being a Maricoxi, an incredibly dangerous shifter, poked at my consciousness. I shifted my weight uneasily, trying to hide my fear, since I had no way of knowing whose side he was on, Ciara’s or Sean’s.
“This is going to sound really stupid,” I said, working up a weak smile. “But Carter and I had another fight. I, um, I came back to apologize. Dave let me in. But I was trying to work up the nerve to go talk to him.”
Javier didn’t call me a liar right out, but his head tilted to the side and his dark eyes glittered in the late morning light.
“Dave let you in? Why are you on foot?”
“Oh, I—”
Thankfully, I heard the purr of an engine and the scrape of tires that I’d been longing for. The cops must have been allowed in. I seized on the opportunity, saying, “I wasn’t. Friends drove me. They stayed back to talk to Dave. Dave let me through because of Carter, but he didn’t know them, so he had to get clearance for them.”
It wasn’t much of a lie. Carter had accused me once of being a bad liar, and he was right. I could tell Javier wasn’t entirely convinced, so I plunged on with, “I guess instead of coming to the house, I just—I just got nervous. It’s hard to face up to someone when you’ve made a mistake, you know? I kind of wanted to scope things out before I faced Carter. It sounds stupid, I know.”
It really did sound stupid. I couldn’t believe such a stupid cover story was pouring out of my mouth.
Javier continued to look doubtful. I didn’t blame him one tiny bit. At last, he said, “I’m very sorry, Miss Ellie. Carter is not here right now, as far as I know. In fact, there have been strange stories…”
He stopped. Didn’t explain any further.
I didn’t know whether to be relieved or scared by that. Either Carter hadn’t made it here—not good—or else he had, incognito, and Javier didn’t know about it.
“Uh oh. Well, that throws a monkey wrench in my plans. Do you, uh, think you could take me to the house?”
I didn’t want an escort to the house, but if I acted like I wasn’t afraid of going inside would Javier be less suspicious? Plus, maybe I could meet up with the two police detectives.
There’s safety in numbers…
Javier shrugged one shoulder. “Sure. I could do that.” He held out a hand, indicating the driveway. “Easier to go there than through the bushes, Miss Ellie.”
“Yeah, you’re right.” I giggled like a ditz and stepped away, taking the lead. I heard and felt Javier following me. His presence at my back was like a hot, burning awareness. My spine tingled. I swear I could almost feel his breath on the back of my neck. I wanted to pull up my jacket collar to shield my skin. He hadn’t said or done anything untoward, so why did I feel so menaced?
We passed onto the concrete drive with no further conversation, rounded the bend, and I could see a car in view, parked in front of the house. Only, it wasn’t the vehicle I’d been expecting to see. It wasn’t Detective Tozzi’s car. It was a shiny, navy-blue luxury car of some sort, with gleaming silver trim. The driver, dressed in black, had climbed out and was circling around to the back where he opened the trunk and retrieved something.
My heart sank.
It was a wheelchair.
Ciara Costas had arrived.










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN






I stopped in my tracks. My heartbeat thundered in my ears and my mouth was dry. Anxious, I pushed loose strands of hair out of my face, trying to think. Did I stroll on up there like nothing was the matter? Did I tell Javier I’d changed my mind and wanted to walk back to the gate? Did I fake a heart attack? Which probably wouldn’t take much faking, considering the panic exploding in my chest. No, that was stupid. Well, what did somebody do in a situation like this?
Most people aren’t stupid enough to get themselves in a situation like this, my mind told me bitterly.
I felt the borrowed cell phone in my back pocket, which I’d muted, buzz. Automatically, I reached my hand into my pocket and pulled it out. A text message flashed on the screen. From Detective Ewing.
They wouldn’t let us through. You’re on your own. Can you sneak back out? If not, be smart. We’ll try to find another way in.
“Something wrong, Miss Ellie?” Javier inquired from behind my shoulder.
I nearly jumped out of my skin, and half-spun to face him, shoving the phone back into place.
“No. Uh huh. Everything’s…everything’s fine.”
He looked me over. “Senora Costas has arrived. I do not see your friends, though.”
“I guess…I guess Dave is still talking to them?”
He stared me down. I pushed my glasses further up the bridge of my nose. Finally, he said, “Maybe.”
I heard the doubt. He wasn’t buying any of this. He didn’t look like he planned to let me go, either. I hadn’t asked, but I didn’t figure there was a point.
“Let’s go,” he said, gesturing with his arm.
I swallowed against the dryness in my throat and turned, willing my feet to move.
“Bad idea, Ellie. Bad idea,” I muttered under my breath.
Both detectives had tried to warn me. What had I really believed I could accomplish here? I hadn’t even known. It was just—every instinct demanded I do what I could to help Carter.
You’re not helpless yet, I reminded myself in an attempt to calm down. You still have your weapons. Nobody knows about them. You still have your phone. This isn’t over yet. Stay calm. Keep a clear head.
The last two things were getting more and more difficult as we approached Mrs. Costas’ driver assisting her into her wheelchair. She smoothed her coat, her slacks, as Darla stepped up behind her to take the handles of the chair.
“Ready to go in?”
“Yes, thank you, Darla,” Mrs. Costas craned her neck to smile over her shoulder at the woman…and that’s when she caught sight of me.
The mask slipped. The mask of cultured, polite society woman. I saw shock and then sheer hatred fill her stunning green eyes.
“Charles,” she said, her voice as cold and piercing as an icicle. “What is she doing here?”
Both of her companions turned, spotted me. Darla, with her perfect, professional makeup, hair, and suit blinked a few times. Charles set down the bags he was carrying.
“What do you want me to do, Mrs. Costas?” he inquired. His tone was casual; his meaning was anything but. If I was allowed inside, if I got to her husband, I had the potential to expose them. They weren’t about to allow that.
“Javier.” Mrs. Costas beckoned to the groundskeeper sweetly, regaining her façade like it had never slipped. “Will you bring her here, please?”
I felt Javier’s hand press into the middle of my back. Fight or flight kicked in. Wild scenarios of ducking away and pulling my gun, or ducking away and running flashed through my brain. Instead, I froze.
“Let’s go, Miss Ellie,” Javier urged with a gentle shove.
My feet moved.
Do something, Ellie, my instincts were screaming. Something inside restrained me. I didn’t know if it was fear or wisdom. I didn’t know whether to play my final card—my weapons—just yet, or wait. In the end, I chose waiting. I couldn’t seem to collect myself to do anything else except pace up to Mrs. Costas, Darla, and her driver, who all stood watching me with hard faces and frosty stares.
“Ellie,” Mrs. Costas said, when I stopped in front of her. “You’re alive. You’re alive and back from wherever you went.” She looked me up and down, as if checking for injuries or obvious signs of trauma. Finding none, she went on, “Where’s Carter? Did he survive too? Did he return with you?”
“No.” I shook my head. “He didn’t make it.”
“Then why are you here?” Ciara Costas demanded. “If you’re not here for Carter, you must be coming to warn my husband. Am I correct?”
I tried to say no, but I couldn’t even get the word out. I was definitely a terrible liar. It was a good thing Carter hadn’t risked letting the police interview me all those months ago, taking the drastic step of marrying me instead. I’d never have survived a police interview.
Since I couldn’t speak, I shook my head. That wasn’t enough.
“I see,” Ciara said coldly. Then, “What are we going to do with you?” she asked. She looked over my shoulder at Javier, standing behind me.
“Javier, this young woman is dangerous. Do you understand? She can’t be allowed inside. Do you have some place you can take her?”
Fear seized my chest like a giant fist was squeezing my heart.
“Yes, Senora,” Javier answered. “I can put her somewhere she won’t be found.”
“Excellent. Please make sure she doesn’t get out,” Ciara responded. “Also, make sure she isn’t harmed. Plenty of time for that later. There’s still a chance I might need her.”
My brain didn’t even process Javier’s reply. I felt like the world was spinning circles around me. Like I couldn’t catch my breath or fight past the brain fog.
But I had to. I had to. I’d put myself in this mess. I had to get myself out. Plus, I still didn’t know where the detectives were or where Carter was. At this moment, the lives of all of them could potentially be in my hands. Ciara had warned Javier not to hurt me, so I clung to that as I allowed him to shove me into her car. As Ciara, her personal assistant, and her driver made their way into the mansion, Javier climbed into the driver’s side of the car and took off at a slow pace, circling around behind the mansion. I parted my lips, inhaling several times to fight off the dizziness and clear my brain before speaking.
“Javier,” I said, grateful that I didn’t stutter and my voice didn’t catch. “Javier, this is all a big misunderstanding. I’m not here to hurt anyone or do anything wrong. I just need to talk to Carter.”
“Because of your argument.”
“Yes.”
Javier parked the vehicle and set the parking brake. His face was tight.
“Carter is not here that I know of, and Senora Costas tells me you are dangerous. She wants me to lock you away and keep you safe. You tell me that Senor Carter is here, but you tell Senora Costas he didn’t make it.” He looked over at me, brown eyes probing. “What am I to believe?”
“I—can’t tell you what to do or what to believe,” I answered, clenching my fists to keep them from air-washing themselves in my lap. Or to keep them from going for my gun prematurely. “But I can tell you that Mrs. Costas probably isn’t the person you think she is.”
His posture was attentive. He was listening.
“Go on,” he said.
Internally, I was quarrelling over whether to take the leap and confide what I knew. Would he believe me? If he didn’t, what was the worst he’d do? Lock me up? He was going to do that anyway, per his boss’s orders. That decided me.
“I can’t explain everything,” I said. “There isn’t time. But I can tell you that Mrs. Costas is not loyal to her husband and his beliefs. She’s been colluding with Nosizwe behind his back. They stole the Stones that he had. They kidnapped Carter and me; used me to get to Carter. They wanted his blood to open the Stones.”
No change of expression. If Javier was shocked, he hid it well.
“It did not work,” was all he said.
“It did. Sort of. The Stones came alive and opened a…a…I don’t know what you’d call it. A portal, I guess. I know this sounds like science fiction,” I rushed on, seeing the dubious arch of his thick eyebrow. “But it’s true. Carter and I went through. We came back. Carter came here to tell Mr. Costas what his wife has been up to. I came after him in case—in case he was in danger.”
Javier laughed. I felt my cheeks heat when he chortled, “Carter in danger and needing help from you? You have seen the Talos, yes?”
“Hey, I got him out of a bad scrape once,” I reminded him, piqued. “That time they brought him here wounded. When I first met you, actually.”
That sobered him up a bit. “True.”
His humor died away and he stared out the windshield of the car, contemplative. His gnarled brown fingers drummed on the steering wheel. It was in me to speak up and say more to persuade him. Instead, I sat there quietly, letting him decide for himself, hoping he’d make the right choice.
At last, slowly, he said, “Miss Ellie, you seem like a nice girl. And Carter—I’ve known him since he came here as a boy. But…” Here, he turned to face me. “I do not know you well. I will not hurt you, but I do not know if I should believe you.”
Desperation bloomed in my soul.
“Call James,” I insisted. “He’ll back me up.”
Would he, though? At one point, I’d wondered if James was the traitor in the Costas household. Honestly, I didn’t know that he wasn’t—that he hadn’t been working for Mrs. Costas all along. If he was a traitor, he’d probably verify Mrs. Costas’ orders to detain me. On the other hand, if he wasn’t, he might take my side. And I desperately needed somebody to take my side.
Javier continued to look skeptical. “James is involved too?” He seemed to catch himself, shrug. “Of course he is. He knows everything that happens in this place.” He half-rolled his eyes as if in humor or frustration. Being Mr. Tech Savvy, James probably kept up with all of the goings-on in a way none of us had any idea.
Even so, Javier wasn’t convinced. He released a breath and said, “I am going to follow Mrs. Costas’ orders, for now. I will put you somewhere hidden. You will not be hurt. In fact, this is for your safety as well as theirs.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but as I did there was the boom of a loud explosion from the house. The car, parked close to the home, rocked from the reverberations. I let out a choked scream of surprise. Javier swore, twisting to look over his shoulder. Seizing the distraction, I opened the car door and bolted, running as fast as I could toward the smoldering Costas mansion.










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN






I heard heavy, pounding footsteps and knew Javier was right behind me. It didn’t matter. I was determined to get to the scene, to check on Carter, no matter the cost. Compounding that need, that drive, was the knowledge that people could be hurt. I had medical training. Maybe I could help.
As I rounded the bend, my frantic run slowed to a walk, which, after a few paces, stopped altogether. Javier’s heavy breathing behind my shoulders said he’d stopped too. Together, we gazed in a mixture of awe and despair at the gaping hole in the front third of the mansion where pristine stone walls used to soar. Black smoke billowed up towards the sky. From inside, I could hear screams and cries, both of alarm and pain.
“This is not good,” Javier said at my elbow. I half-turned. Beneath his copper skin, his face had gone pale.
“No.” I blew out a breath. “This is really bad. Do you have a phone? Can you call 9-1-1?”
Without answering, he fished in his pocket for a phone. I also drew mine out, making a call to authorities, but to the two police officers with whom I’d ridden here. Detective Ewing answered. I heard the fright in her voice.
“Ellie, what’s happening? They wouldn’t let us through the gate. They were waiting on clearance. We heard the explosion. We can see smoke…”
“I don’t know,” I cut in. “Half the mansion’s blown up. I’m safe. I haven’t made it inside yet, but I’m fixing to go in and see what I can do to help.”
“Ellie, you might consider waiting—”
“I can’t wait. People could die waiting for an ambulance. I have to do something. I just wanted you to know I’m fine and say you better get here as quickly as you can. Something’s obviously gone down. We probably need back up.”
“Right. They’re pretty distracted right now at the guard shack.” A slight pause as if she’d leaned out the window to check. “I think we can get in.”
“Okay, see you in a minute.”
I hung up before she could argue any further, shoved my phone back into my pocket, and raced toward the house. I didn’t know what Javier was doing. He might still be on the phone with 9-1-1.
As I got closer, my heart sank. I couldn’t believe the beauty of the mansion had been instantly demolished like this. What could have caused it?
The front door stood open. People were running back and forth. There was shouting, screaming. Smoke. Despair. I figured if people were on their feet, they weren’t the ones in desperate need of attention, so I shoved past and kept going. It looked like the explosion had possibly occurred on the second floor. The central staircase appeared to be intact, so I raced up it, maneuvering past the people who were trying to come down. I reached the second landing and slowed my pace. Black scorch marks spread across the walls, the ceiling. Walls were caved in. Part of the ceiling was gone. Part had also caved in. My heart sank. Anyone who’d been in this part of the mansion was probably dead.
“Carter. Carter, where are you?” I whispered, feeling my heart sink to my feet.
I crept forward, peering anxiously at the crumbling walls and ceiling, debating how far to go. A strangled cry drew my attention. Smoke screened the person, but I heard the pain in their voice. I waved my hands in front of my face in an attempt to brush aside the smoke, the dust. Coughing, I scrambled over chunks of stone, trying to avoid injuring myself on debris.
“Hello!” I shouted in-between coughs. “Hello, who’s there? Where are you? Say something so I can follow your voice.”
“Help.” That was all the person said. I thought it was a man. “Help. Help me, please…”
The voice sounded faint. Weak. My worry increasing, I kept going, clambering over chunks of broken white stone, feeling my jeans rip and my knees and palms scrape and bleed.
“Help…”
I halted one more time to brush away smoke and dust. I saw an arm. Stone pinned it.
“I see you!” I cried. Spurred on, I scrambled over the rubble and crouched next to the arm. A hasty scan revealed a man’s body pinned beneath a beam and several hunks of stone that had fallen just so, encasing him in a tomb but not crushing him. Except for his arm. It looked bad, but I didn’t say that to him, leaning over the debris to meet his eyes, check his pulse, touch his face.
“Help me,” he pleaded. It was Charles, Mrs. Costas’ driver. It crossed my mind briefly to wonder where his employer was and what had happened, but now wasn’t the time. His eyes were large despite the gloom, and filled with pain. Terror. “I don’t want to die.”
“You’re not going to,” I reassured him, even though a bitter memory surfaced of him driving me out to that lonely spot on the country club grounds for me or Carter to die. I shoved the memory away.
Be bigger. Do the right thing.
His pulse was weak, but he was hanging in there. His arm was mangled. Blood leaked, seeping out from beneath the stone. I fumbled for my belt, sliding it out of the loops on my jeans. Pushing myself back up, I used it to snake a tourniquet around his upper arm, wrenching it as tight as I could. He might lose the arm, but hopefully not his life.
“I’m going to get someone to help you,” I said, starting to rise.
“No!” He thrashed violently. “Don’t go. Don’t leave me alone!”
“I’m not, I’m not,” I soothed, kneeling next to him again, putting my hand on his shoulder. I pressed gently to stop the thrashing. “I’m just going to find someone who can help you. I can’t get you out by myself. I can’t lift the stones. Be still for a second. I promise I won’t forget you, okay? I’ll be back.”
He didn’t look convinced. He looked half-panicked, but at least he didn’t flip out this time when I stood up. I looked left and right, all over the place, seeking desperately for someone to assist me. I would need a team of people to get the debris off Charles without hurting him. Either that, or one monstrously strong shapeshifter, like…
“Miss Ellie!”
“Javier!” I heard his heavy accent with relief, and spun to see him clambering through the mess, making his way toward me. “Javier, over here. Can you help?”
He picked his way quickly, carefully over to me.
“Charlie’s pinned,” I explained. “I need help getting him out. He needs an ambulance, a hospital, but we’ve got to get him out first.”
“Charlie.” Javier stood over the man whose ashen face practically gleamed in the dust, the smoke. His eyes had closed. He wasn’t moving. Not good. He was probably going into shock.
“You want me to help Charlie?” Javier now asked, turning to me. He was clearly puzzled. So was I, by the question.
“Yes, he needs help,” I said, dropping next to him on my knees. “We’ve got to get him out of here. Fast.”
“Mr. Charlie, he is helping Senora Costas. Senora Costas could not have done what she’s done without Charlie knowing. Assisting her. You know this, yes?”
I glanced up at him. Understanding dawned. I guess in his world, in the world of mafia-style gangs of shifters and their blood feuds, it was more understandable that I would walk away and let Charlie die than try to help him.
“I know,” I said quietly. “He was wrong. But it would be wrong to leave him here. And two wrongs don’t make a right.”
Javier still regarded me doubtfully, but he didn’t argue any further. Instead, he squatted next to me.
“I’ll move this one on his arm first,” he said. “When I pick it up, you move the arm. After his arm is free, we’ll get his body. I think I can move just a couple of stones if you can pull him out. Do you think you can?”
He looked me over. I knew I was small and slight. Carter had teased me often enough about it in the past.
“I’m tougher than I look,” I reassured him.
Javier allowed a tight smile. “Si. I think so. Okay. Here we go.”
No matter how many times I saw a human shift into their alter, it never ceased to amaze me. One second there was a perfectly normal human being in front of me. The next, a ripple fell across their face, their body, and instantly the human was gone, replaced by some creature from folklore, myth, or legend. In Javier’s case, he was a huge, hairy ape-man, much like the American stories of Bigfoot. A lot like Joab Blake, in fact, although the coloring of the fur was different.
I think I did okay at hiding my shock this time. I blinked, but my jaw didn’t drop open.
Hey, progress is progress.
Javier was huge and his power undeniable as he slid his leathery paws under the first stone pinning Charlie’s arm, picked it up, and tossed it aside like a pebble. I jumped in to carefully slide his arm out. Next, Javier, the Maricoxi, shifted his stance to where he was standing over Charles. He looked at me, his silvery-eyes gleaming out of his fur-lined face, and nodded towards his head. Guessing what he meant, I climbed over a hunk or two of stone until I was in a position to put my hands under the man’s armpits and drag him free once Javier had moved the debris. Working together, we freed him. Javier dropped the slab of marble with a grunt. Dust puffed up like a cloud, making me cough. Charles coughed too, weakly, trying to turn his head. Worried, I took off my jacket, flipped up the collar, and draped it over his chest, laying the collar lightly over his nose and mouth.
Off in the distance, I could hear the wails of sirens. Relief flooded me. Kneeling next to the wounded man’s head, I said, “Charles? I can hear the ambulance. They’ll be here in a minute. You hang on, okay? I’m going to see if anyone else needs help.”
His face was tight with fear, but he closed his eyes and nodded. I felt bad leaving him there, but he was as stable as I could get him under the circumstances. Someone else might need my help. Javier, still in his shifter form, trailed me as we clambered over the debris, hunting for more survivors. The entire time I was praying desperately that I wouldn’t find anyone. That nobody else had been in this part of the house, that no lives had been lost or bodies mangled. At the same time, my mind spun, trying to figure out what could have happened, what could have caused an explosion like this. And not merely an explosion. There had been fire. The mansion’s built-in sprinkler system had come on, helping extinguish the flames, but here and there tongues of flame still licked at the stones. Not finding much to consume, they were dying, but black scorch marks were everywhere.
Did a shifter do this? What kind?
There was no way for me to answer that question, and I hadn’t even begun trying to mentally list possible creatures when I heard an inarticulate cry. Pivoting, I spun to my left, seeing a glimpse of copper or bronze.
“Carter!” Relief, deep and desperate, flooded my soul. “Carter!” I shouted again. “I’m coming!” I tripped and scraped my knee, ripping my jeans a couple more times as I scrambled to make my way over. He was in a corner where a wall had caved in. I couldn’t distinguish much, except the gleam of bronze through the smoke, the murkiness. It took getting closer to see he was underneath some rubble.
My heart sank even as my limbs moved faster.
“Carter, Carter are you okay?”
He didn’t answer. Finally, I was there and could see what had happened. There was a body in the rubble, a body he was using his own body—the Talos’ body—to shield. Not merely shield: he was straining to hold up a slab of marble, a slab that was sustaining an entire portion of wall. My mouth dropped at the incredible strength required to hold that wall. Even as my mouth dropped, his knees buckled. The marble slid, the wall groaned. Dust poured to the floor, filling the air.
“Carter!” I screamed, choking on the dust. I dashed forward—tried to. Too many impediments in the way. I don’t know what help I would have been anyway. It wasn’t like, as a mere human, I had the strength to help lift a chunk of marble.
I heard a growl from behind: an honest-to-goodness animal growl, then I felt myself grabbed by a powerful hand, or paw…whatever it was called, and dragged backwards.
“Move,” a voice demanded, a voice half-human, half-animal.
It was Javier. His enormous, hairy shape barreled past. Everything had happened in a second or two, although it felt like a lifetime as I watched the Talos’ knees buckle. Groaning, the Talos pushed off his thighs to raise the marble, keep it off the prone person on the floor. The next thing I knew, Javier was there. He stooped, reaching in long, hairy arms to toss a couple of debris chunks aside and snatch the body, dragging it to safety.
As soon as the person was clear, the Talos twisted and retreated a couple of slow, painful steps. I watched with my heart in my throat, desperate to help, but knowing I could do nothing except add more danger to the situation. As soon as he was clear, the Talos dropped the marble. The slab fell with a thunderous crash, and when it did, so did that section of wall. I heard my involuntary cry of dismay. A fresh plume of dust rose, thickening the air, clogging my nostrils, throat, nose. I waved my arm in front of my face in a futile effort to see.
And I saw a gleam of bronze, moving. Coming toward me.
“Carter!”
Forgetting everything else, I ran to him, clambering over rubble, refusing to stop until I was able to throw myself against him with a cry of relief. It did register that throwing myself against a bronze automaton might hurt a little, and it did. But at that moment I was so overcome with sheer relief that I didn’t care. I felt the current pass over his bronze body, and then the Talos was gone, and it was Carter, flesh-and-blood Carter, my husband, holding me.
“Carter, you’re okay.” I could hardly speak for the dust and tears congesting my throat.
“Ellie.”
By the tone of his voice, I knew something was wrong. Seriously wrong. I pulled back to look up into his face.
“Carter, what is it? What happened here? You’re not hurt…”
“Not me.” He stopped me before I could pursue that train of thought. “I’m fine. It wasn’t me. It was James.”
“James?” I felt my eyes widen with disbelief. Horror, even. “Is he…”
Carter’s face was sober, as grim as I’d ever seen. “He’s gone.”
It felt like the bottom had dropped out of the world.
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“Gone? What do you mean, gone? You mean he’s dead?”
Either Ellie was hard of hearing, or stunned, or in shock. She was having a hard time comprehending the message.
“He’s dead, Ellie,” Carter repeated. “When the phoenix ignited, James was too close. The blast, the explosion, the fire…he was enveloped, Ellie. No way he could’ve survived. He’s gone.”
“The phoenix?” She looked confused. Switching topics, she gestured toward the body Javier had hauled out in the nick of time. “Who is that, if it isn’t James?”
“Sean,” Carter answered, grim. “He’ll make it. I think. I had just enough time to get in front of him. Shield him.”
She studied him, anxious. “You shielded him? With yourself? Honey, are you sure you’re okay?”
Her questing hands fluttered over his face, his neck, his shoulders like she was checking for injuries. Carter caught one hand. Bringing it to his mouth, he pressed a kiss to her palm. “I’ll be fine. I need to check on Sean.”
He let her go, making his way through the rubble to where Javier had placed their employer in a safe spot. Ellie followed, kneeling next to him. Carter didn’t have to ask or suggest that she check him. She already was. Her fingertips felt for a pulse, then gently probed the large lump on the side of his face next to his left eyebrow. She laid a hand on his chest, then an ear. She unbuttoned his shirt to examine the cut where blood was seeping out, staining the fabric.
Carter and Javier waited while she finished up by running her hands over his arms and legs, checking for broken bones. Finally she sat back, pushing her glasses further up the bridge of her nose.
“I can’t say for certain about a head injury without a CT scan, of course,” she said, “but I don’t see anything potentially life threatening right now. He could have a concussion, of course, but it looks like you did your job.” She nodded at Carter. “Hopefully, he’ll be fine. I heard sirens a minute ago. EMTs should be here soon. We’ll get him in the ambulance and get him to the hospital for further tests.”
“No.”
The word was so garbled that Carter didn’t even realize at first that Sean had spoken.
“Mr. Costas?” Ellie leaned over him. “Mr. Costas, can you hear me? How are you feeling?”
“Uh…like I was hit. Hit by a truck.”
His voice was breathy, laced with pain. He hadn’t opened his eyes, but he was coherent, answering questions. That was a good sign, right?
“Not a truck, but a piece of wall or ceiling, I think,” Ellie half-chuckled. “Carter took the brunt of it for you.”
“Carter?”
At this, Sean’s eyes opened to slits, rolled around, seeking him.
“I’m here.”
Carter knelt next to his wife on one knee, hovering over his boss.
“Get—get me out of here,” Sean said quietly, but his voice had firmed considerably.
Ellie shot Carter a look, shaking her head. “He needs to go to the hospital,” she mouthed.
Sean must’ve heard or discerned what Ellie was insisting on. “No hospitals,” he said. “No tests. No time for that. Need to get to Ciara. Need to stop her and Nosiz—Nosizwe before...”
“Mr. Costas.” Ellie broke in, her tone brooking no arguments. “That is not a good idea. You’ve been hit in the head. You need to make sure you don’t have a concussion or something more serious. A few tests won’t take that long. With your connections, I’m sure they can fast track you at the hospital.”
She said it drily. Carter knew Ellie’s personal opinion of Sean with his less-than-savory business enterprises and contacts wasn’t high, and that wasn’t even counting every questionable thing he’d done in his pursuit of protecting his shifter family.
“No time.” Sean tried to shake his head, but even that slight motion made him stop, groan.
“There is time,” Ellie insisted. “I’m sure the EMTs will agree. They’ll be here any second.”
As if she’d drawn them by her prediction, Carter heard a familiar female voice calling, “Ellie? Ellie, where are you? Are you okay?”
“Detective Ewing!” Ellie stood up, waving an arm. Flashlight beams caught the motion. Dark figures headed their way.
“We have help,” the detective shouted. “Are you hurt?”
“I’m not, but we do need some help over here.”
Carter edged aside as the two police detectives he’d left Ellie with this morning approached through the curtain of dust and smoke that was finally beginning to clear. With them were an older man and a younger woman in uniforms, both carrying medical equipment. Behind them trailed a line of emergency personnel: firefighters, police, the sheriff’s office, and more paramedics and EMTs. They dispersed, spreading over the scene, working to regain control of the situation. It crossed Carter’s mind that he’d eventually have to give an account of what had occurred. Trying to explain about shapeshifters and a phoenix being responsible for this mess wouldn’t go over well. Shoot. He’d think of something. In the end, they’d never be able to prove him wrong anyway, and no crime had been committed by anyone that was still here. Ciara and Darla were both long gone.
His focus shifted to the present as medical personnel approached, kneeling next to Sean. “This is the home owner, Sean Costas,” Ellie explained, kneeling beside them. Briefly, she explained that she was a nursing student and told them what she’d gleaned in her cursory examination. They took it into account, nodding, asking a few questions as they checked vitals.
Carter wasn’t surprised when they tried to insist Sean needed to visit the hospital and have tests run to ensure there were no hidden injuries, just like Ellie had wanted. Neither was he surprised when Sean refused. By this point, his employer was coming to, speaking clearly and coherently, able to answer questions and put his foot down on a hospital visit. With the assistance of the male police detective, he sat up, and, honestly, looked little worse for the wear, to Carter. He’d known already what Sean’s decision would be, so he kept to the background, observing, keeping an eye also on the emergency workers handling the scene while Sean was being attended to.
After a few more minutes of discussion, the lead paramedic finally said, “Well, sir, it’s your decision. We can’t force you to go. I would strongly recommend you have someone nearby for the next couple of days that can drive you to the hospital or call us in case it’s needed. I’m not saying it will be, but it could. Will you do that, at least?”
“I’ll be with him,” Carter spoke up. “I work for him.”
No further explanations. The paramedic looked him over as if noticing him for the first time. He raised an eyebrow at the missing shirt, but didn’t ask. Turning back to Sean, he said, “Take it easy. Nothing too strenuous for the next couple of days, okay?”
Sean mumbled some sort of response, enough to satisfy the medical personnel, who gathered up their equipment and moved on to the next person needing assistance. They were barely out of earshot, when Sean laughed, low and dark.
“‘Nothing too strenuous,’ he says. Does killing your wife and your rival count as too strenuous?”
Carter saw the expression that fell across Ellie’s features.
“Mr. Costas, you—you shouldn’t talk like that,” she reprimanded gently, and almost a little nervously, with a glance at the two cops.
Sean brushed the rebuke aside. “Why? Because they might hear?” Again, he laughed, humorlessly. “They know. That one’s been in my pocket for years, haven’t you, Tozzi?” The detective shuffled his feet, uncomfortable. His female partner shot him a piercing glance, even as Sean added, “And she’s in it too deep now to ever get out. No, Ellie, it’s no secret. And it’s not going to be when I bring hell to those two women, either.”
He looked directly at Carter now, addressing him, ignoring Ellie’s obvious dismay.
“Gather our forces. All of them. Every last one. No more nipping at each other’s heels like a pack of dogs. No more taking out the slow and the stragglers while the main pack escapes. No more guerilla warfare. We make an end of it. Now. If Nosizwe wins, she has the blood and the Stones and does what she wants. If I kill her and Ciara, then I have the Stones and the matter is put to rest.”
“Will do.” Carter rose to begin carrying out his boss’s orders, but stopped when he felt Ellie grab his hand.
“Carter, can we talk?”
He caught the exchange of glances between the cops, his employer, and Javier. Undoubtedly they were all thinking the same thing. She was the good girl, the minister’s kid, inadvertently drawn into this war. She’d never liked it. She’d never approved of the feuding, the bloodshed. She never would. She was going to try and talk him out of it now, putting him directly between his wife and her beliefs and his mentor, his people, the job he’d always done, the life he’d always led.
There he was, a central figure in the entire mess. The one whose blood had opened the doorway to the other world. The one called the Repairer of the Breach. The one given the flaming sword. He couldn’t back out. Even for Ellie. Could he?
Gently, he took her hand, pulled her up.
“We’ll talk,” he said, both hands clasping her shoulders, squeezing lightly, reassuring. “Not now. But we’ll talk.”
“Carter—”
“Ellie.” He overrode her arguments. “I can’t get into this right now. I have a job to do.”
Her lips firmed. Parted. Closed. Firmed. She was struggling with what to say and how to say it. Finally, she reached up and pulled his hands off her shoulders, saying quietly, “You know what the right thing is, Carter. Please do it.”
The right thing? There were too many things he was supposed to do and be. Too much at stake. Too many matters and people involved. Too many issues. What if he didn’t know what the right thing was? Did anyone?
The words fell into his gut like a badly digested meal and sat there churning.
Ellie turned away. “I’m going to see if there’s anyone else I can help,” she murmured.
And she walked off, leaving him, Sean, the cops, and Javier by themselves.
Heavy silence draped the group, broken by the shuffling of emergency workers in the background, hunting for bodies, hunting for victims. Sean’s people were on scene too, moving debris and throwing up makeshift supports to shore up walls. The situation here was getting back in hand, but the bigger situation—a final confrontation between Sean and his wife, his archenemy—that was only just beginning.
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I’d said I was going to look for more people to help, and I did, but the emergency personnel prowling all over the scene seemed to have that well in hand. While searching, I wound up seeing three or four familiar faces that I’d noticed around the mansion—Sean’s people—gathered around a prostrate body. My heart sank. I’d temporarily forgotten James. I made my way over and stood feeling helpless as they cleared rubble to free his body. Tears filled my eyes, and I turned my back momentarily so nobody would see my sniffle. I’d seen at a glance that he was dead. His pallor against the burn marks, the blood, the gaping wound on the side of his skull…
Carter was right. Nobody could help him now.
After a few deep breaths, I was able to face the body again, just as the young man was being lifted and moved. They carried him to a nearby bedroom in a part of the mansion that hadn’t sustained any damage, laying him out on the bed to be dealt with after the wounded were cared for. I trailed along. Nobody tried to stop me. I guess I’d become enough of a fixture around here that people accepted my presence as Carter’s wife, my lack of shapeshifting abilities aside.
“What happened?” I asked into the sad silence. “What happened here? What caused this?”
One of the young women who’d assisted in carrying the body turned to look at me.
“Weren’t you here?”
“I was outside, on the other side of the house,” I explained. “I heard the explosion, but I didn’t see what caused it. Carter said…a phoenix?”
“Yes.” Her face was grave, her pale eyes sad. “It was Darla, Mrs. Costas’ personal assistant. She must have believed Mrs. Costas was being threatened in some way. She used her abilities—phoenixes can do this, you know. Can sort of, I don’t know how to explain it it—explode into flame. Anyway, that’s what she did, and someone said she took Mrs. Costas with her. Flew off. I don’t know where they went.
“I can’t believe this happened,” she summarized sadly, turning back to James’ inert body. “He was such a good guy.” She sniffled, dashing a hand under her nose. “Liberty’s going to be heartbroken,” she added. “She really liked him.”
“I doubt it,” Tracy chimed in grimly. I hadn’t seen her come in, but she’d entered the room and stood behind my shoulder, also staring down at James. “I heard from Eric that Liberty pulled out yesterday. No official resignation or anything. Rumor has it she, uh, changed sides.”
Everyone else exclaimed in surprise, but at this point I was far from shocked. Liberty, James’ girlfriend, going behind his back, pulling strings, acting as a traitor.
That explained a lot.
My guts churned. I tried to think. I knew from the two police detectives that Carter had come here to inform his boss about his wife’s duplicity. Then Mrs. Costas had shown up. I surmised there had been a confrontation inside the house. Mrs. Costas had been threatened by her husband—possibly Carter too. Whatever had happened had been bad enough that Darla went to extremes to remove her boss from the situation. Undoubtedly, they’d escaped to Nosizwe. I wasn’t sure how a phoenix carrying a woman, flying through the Texas sky, would go unnoticed. Then again, they’d probably flown over the compound wall and out of immediate danger, then called someone to pick them up. I couldn’t imagine them taking the chance of soaring over the city, potentially exposing themselves to the view of millions.
All of that aside, we now had a dead man. A friend. Sort of. The very real and very high cost of this unending feud was in front of me. I wanted to shake these people, scream at them, ask them was it worth it? Was it worth it? The turmoil, the fighting, the bloodshed?
Unable to stomach it any longer, I walked out, giving Tracy’s hand a squeeze as I passed her. I didn’t know if it was the remnants of smoke and dust in the air, but I felt like I couldn’t breathe. My head was pounding and my vision blurry. I stumbled down the grand, central staircase and dashed through the foyer, barely making it outside before I collapsed, leaning onto the mansion wall for support. I gulped multiple long, deep breaths before I tentatively pushed away from the wall and threaded my way through the milieu of emergency vehicles crowding the front of the mansion. I simply wandered until I found a semi-silent, semi-private bench on the grounds where I sank down exhausted, heartsick, and full of fear. I put my head in my hands and tried to pray, tried to process what I should do next, tried to think, tried to plan.
Rational thoughts refused to come. They were as scattered as my broken prayers. On top of everything was James’ white face, streaked with blood, and hearing Mr. Costas tell Carter to gather the troops. And Carter agreeing to it.
This isn’t how it’s supposed to be. What was the point of all that Repairer of the Breach crap if it’s just going to come to an all-out, final battle that’s been building for years anyway? What was the point of that crazy trip to the other world? What was the point of the flaming sword? What was the point of any of this? He’ll go into battle as the Talos, and maybe he’ll survive. Maybe they’ll overwhelm him. Maybe they’ll take Sean or someone else he cares about and use them against him like they did me—if they still think his blood is needed to unlock the Stones. Whatever happens, there’s no way for him to escape unscathed. I don’t get it. What was the point? What was the point?
Into this melee, this maelstrom of doubts and confusion, came Carter. I knew by his approaching gait that it was him. I felt him sit down next to me. He didn’t say anything for a long time. He didn’t try to touch me. I didn’t have to look at him to sense his unease. We just sat there, me trying desperately not to be devoured by fear and even anger, trying desperately to suppress all the things I really wanted to say. Finally, he cleared his throat.
Here it comes, I thought.
Carter had waited long enough that some of the first responders were climbing into vehicles and starting to leave. His voice was quiet, somber.
“Ellie,” he said. I felt him reach for my hand, gently pry it from my face. “I’m not going to ask if you’re okay. I know you’re not.”
I lowered my other hand from my face, but I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. Still, I was able to resist the instinct to pull my hand away.
“No, I’m not, Carter.”
My voice sounded strained, pitiful. Weak even to me.
“I’m sorry about James.”
“You should be,” I snapped without thinking. “He was your friend more than mine.”
So badly I wanted to add, “See? See where this war and feuding and fighting gets you? Your friends dead. Killed for no reason. What’s the point, Carter?”
But I didn’t. He knew what I was thinking without me saying it. Half-apologetically, he said, “You know I have to do this, right?”
I counted to ten before trusting myself to reply. “No, Carter. I don’t know that you have to do this. You have a choice. You’re a free man. You have a free will. You can still say no.”
“He’s my boss, Ellie. More than that. He’s—”
“I know.” I straightened, sitting upright, but still couldn’t look my husband in the eye. “I know what he is to you.”
“Then you know why I have to go. If I hadn’t been there today, he’d be dead now.”
“Maybe. Maybe not. But it would’ve been between him and his wife. Not him, his wife, you, and everyone else that’s going to be dragged into it.”
“None of us wants to be dragged into it, Ellie,” he said. I could hear exasperation rising in his voice. “We were dragged into it by being born who and what we are. Surely you get that.”
“Surely you—”
I cut myself off. The exact same argument, round and around and round and around. Neither of us able to convince the other to see their point of view. It was useless. Pointless. Every bit as pointless as the feud, the bloodletting, the war itself.
“Where does it end, Carter?” I asked gently, more rhetorically than directly. “If Sean kills his wife—his wife—and Nosizwe, if he gets control of the Stones, what then? He knows your blood does something, unlocks the door to somewhere. Do you really think he won’t look into that? Explore it? That he won’t use you?”
Carter’s scowl told me everything. He didn’t like hearing it because he knew it was true. He’d already considered this and was aware of the possibility.
“Sean won’t kill me,” he said, but his expression belied his statement.
“No? He’s killing his wife that he’s seemed to be in love with all these years. I wouldn’t put too much faith in the love of a man like that. When it’s all for the greater good, as he sees it, nothing’s going to stand in his way.”
“I think you’re misreading him,” Carter protested.
I released the sigh weighting my chest and stood. “I hope I am. But I’m not going to be around to see what happens.”
“What does that mean?” Carter stood as well. I turned to face him, feeling nothing but grief in my soul.
“I love you, Carter,” I said, stepping closer to him, putting my hands on his chest, connecting us physically. I needed him to hear and understand what I was saying. “I know that now. I love you, and I want to be your wife.”
“You are my wife,” he interrupted, looking puzzled.
“I know, that’s not what I meant. I mean, it is. It’s—”
“Ellie, you’re not making any sense.”
“I would, if you’d be quiet and listen,” I snapped, exasperated. The poignant moment was gone, but I took a deep breath to try again.
“I want to be your wife, your real wife. I want to make this work—this, us, our marriage. I thought we could. Or I allowed myself to believe we could because I was stupid and in love and swept away by both of us having survived the unimaginable. I wanted it more than I believed it.”
“What are you trying to say? You’re leaving me? Already? After one night? Hell, that’s a sure way to shoot down my confidence as a lover.”
“It has nothing to do with that,” I said, a grin twitching my lips in spite of myself. “And you know it. No, I’m not leaving you, as in divorcing you. What I am trying to say is I came in here, guns blazing, ready to defend you to the death if need be against Sean and Ciara and whoever and whatever you might be facing. But you know what? All I’ve learned is that it’s pointless. I can’t save you, Carter, because I can’t save you from yourself. You’re in too deep for me to ever pull you out. If anyone’s going to do that, it’s going to have to be you. I’m done trying to save you when you don’t want to be saved.”
I could see the range of emotions playing across his face. He’d never been good at hiding his annoyance, and that’s what I saw now. Annoyance, along with a little fear, a little surprise.
“I don’t need to be saved, Ellie.”
“Yes, you do, and you don’t see it. That’s the sad part. James’ death—even that isn’t a wakeup call. You could walk away from this right now. Let the dead bury their dead, like the Bible says, and come with me. But you won’t. I’m not even asking you to, because you won’t.”
His hands circled my wrists, whether to hold onto me for comfort or hold me in place, I couldn’t tell.
“What are you trying to say, Ellie? What’s the ultimatum here?”
“I’m not giving you one. I already know you’d choose Sean, your people, and this life over me. I’m not asking you to make that choice. I’m only saying I won’t be around to see you fall. I’m not coming in with guns blazing anymore.”
“I don’t need you to,” he growled. “I can take care of myself.”
“I hope so,” I said soberly. “Because it sounds like you’re in for the fight of your life, and I won’t be there.”
“That’s good. I don’t want you there. I want you as far away as possible. I want you to stay safe.”
“And who’s going to keep you safe? In the end, Carter, who’s really going to watch your back except me? Who can you trust except me?”
His mouth opened, closed a couple of times. He wanted to reply, list names. But he knew I was right. He couldn’t say Sean. He couldn’t name any of Sean’s people. He didn’t know, after Ciara’s betrayal, who was loyal and who wasn’t.
I waited sadly for his answer, but there was none. Finally, with a sigh, I lowered my face and permitted my head to drop against his chest. For a minute, I allowed myself to lean into the man I’d married. For a minute, I allowed myself to dream about what could have been but now likely never would be. A tear squeezed out from beneath my lashes, my glasses. I reached up to dash it away where he couldn’t see before stepping back. Carter released my wrists. For several long seconds we stood there staring at each other.
Funny how life had come full circle there at the Costas mansion, where I’d first seen him shapeshift, where I’d married him, where I was now compelled to tell him goodbye. There were so many words bubbling up inside of me that begged for release, but I couldn’t do it. There wasn’t anything left to say. He’d been on this path a long time before he’d met me, and Carter, being who he was, was going to stay on this path until the bitter end.
“I love you, Ellie,” he said at last, quietly. He wasn’t begging me to stay. He wasn’t offering any apologies for doing what he believed he must do. But he wanted me to know how he felt. I would give him that, at least.
“I love you too,” I echoed. “I wish—”
I stopped. Pointless. The word that had been echoing through my soul. Pointless.
Carter smiled his twisted, wry little smile. “Me too, babe. I wish a lot of things were different. That we could’ve met and just been you and me. Not me the bloodthirsty shapeshifter, and you the good little preacher’s kid.”
I rolled my eyes, hugging my arms around myself against the slight breeze blowing the smell of smoke away.
“Very funny. I don’t think you’re particularly bloodthirsty. And, in the end, it was you being a shifter and me being the good little preacher’s kid that brought us together.”
“And will tear us apart.”
No, that’s you refusing to walk away from an insupportable lifestyle and an absurd war.
The rejoinder was on the tip of my tongue, but I bit it back. Swallowed. I didn’t want to argue. In my deepest heart of hearts, in a place full of dread and fear, was a heavy sensation that I’d never see him again. I really, truly didn’t want our final meeting, if this was it, to be filled with anger and bitterness. There’d been too much of that in our past.
“I’m sorry.”
I couldn’t say anything else that wouldn’t be construed as harsh.
“Me too.” He hesitated, then asked, “Can I at least kiss you goodbye?”
My stomach coiled. Not because I was put off by the idea of kissing him, but because I knew if I kissed him right now it might weaken every resolve I’d made. Still, I also might never get another chance to kiss him. My heart in my throat, forbidding me to speak, I nodded yes.
Carter first reached up to take off my glasses, folding them, tucking them gently into my jacket pocket. This made me giggle half-nervously.
“What are we expecting here?”
“Not expecting anything,” he said, shrugging. “But I sure as hell don’t want anything to get in the way, either.”
I hadn’t come up with a reply before he’d moved in, framing my face with his hands. Hands that could morph from flesh to bronze in an instant. Hands that could kill mercilessly, but had never touched me harshly. He was such a contradiction, this man. Maybe it was the fluid side of his nature, due to his being a shapeshifter. I didn’t know, but I did know there was nothing variable, nothing insubstantial about the way he looked at me as his face lowered towards mine or the way his mouth took mine.
My heart stopped in my chest. Awareness of the ugly, terrible world around us drifted away as I leaned into Carter’s kiss. For a few moments, all of life, with its pain and turmoil and confusion and questions of right and wrong melted away beneath the feeling of his hands on my face, my neck, his fingertips toying with my hair, his lips teasing mine. I pressed against him helplessly, the solidity of his body bringing up explicit, warm memories of the one night we’d spent together. Goosebumps raised on my flesh. My breathing shortened. The heartbeat that had slowed was now pounding so fiercely it was about to break my ribs.
This was supposed to be goodbye, not an invitation to sex. If we didn’t stop soon, that’s what it would turn into, never mind the circumstances. I was weak, and I kind of doubted he was any better, judging from the way he seemed to instinctively press his body against mine, and how his hands fell from my neck to my hips, pulling me in closer.
“Carter…” I tore my mouth away, dropped my forehead to his chest. “This isn’t working. We can’t—”
“I know, kid.”
He eased back a little, wrapping his arms around my shoulder blades, just holding me. “I know, kid. I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to take it that far. But, damn, girl. You do something to me.”
He paused. “There’s a lot of things I wish you’d do to me.”
How did he always make me laugh with his stupid jokes, even under these conditions?
“You have a problem,” I said, swiping a tear from beneath my eye, hoping he wouldn’t notice.
“Yeah.” I felt him lower his face into my hair, breathe in, then kiss the top of my head. “I do. But loving you isn’t one of them.”
Loving you…
I know he loved me. But not enough to walk away. Not enough.
That reminded me painfully of what I was supposed to be doing—leaving.
I forced myself to break the circle of his embrace and step back. I was afraid if I so much as looked into his eyes that I’d be lost, but I did it anyway. Seeing the pain mixed with love didn’t make me feel any better, but what was I supposed to do other than what I did?
Whisper, “Goodbye, Carter.”
Then edge around him and walk away, not knowing if I’d ever see him again.










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE






Ellie was awfully quiet on the ride back to her hotel. Detective Ewing kept glancing into the rearview mirror to check on her, holed up there in the backseat. Each time she did, Candace saw a young woman whose clothes were streaked with soot and spattered with blood, one leg folded under her, staring out the window. Her glasses were off, held in her hands, and Candace had a sneaking suspicion that was due to the tears she kept subtly wiping away. Ellie didn’t speak a word, except when Gary asked her if she were hungry. She wasn’t. Candace inquired where she wanted to go, back to Gary’s place, or to hers with her, or to her family.
“I—I don’t know,” she said. Her voice quivered a little, and Candace felt sorry for her.
Candace had been outside, at her car. She’d witnessed the kiss between Ellie and Sean Costas’s right-hand man. She’d seen Ellie practically stumble away from the guy, doing her best to hide how upset she was. Didn’t take a genius—or a detective—to figure out Ellie had just told her husband goodbye. And it didn’t take a detective to figure out she was wondering if she would ever see him again, torturing herself over whether she’d done the right thing.
“To my family, I guess,” she finally answered.
“Where are they staying?”
Ellie gave the name of a hotel, and Gary nodded. “I know how to get there.”
The rest of the ride was silent. Candace had a lot of things she wanted to say to Gary. She had several things she wanted to say to Ellie. That Ellie was better off without the guy, better off without a man who skirted the law—if not outright flaunted it. Better off without a man who couldn’t help dragging her into his dangerous world of blood and death and inhuman creatures from nightmares. In her heart of hearts, if Candace could have her way, she’d still put them all away. Unfortunately, it didn’t look like she was going to get her way. On the other hand, it sounded like maybe they were getting ready to clean house on themselves. That didn’t hurt her feelings any.
A few less killers and hit men and feuding monsters in the world? Sign me up, she thought drily, as her partner pulled up in front of the hotel where Ellie’s family was currently staying. What did hurt, slightly, was watching a young woman who should’ve had such a bright, promising future climb out of the car, thank them, and tell them goodbye, sadness all over her face. Sadness reeked from her posture, the set of her shoulders. Briefly, as Candace observed her walking away, she wondered what Ellie would tell her family. She wasn’t doing a good job hiding the fact that something was bothering her. Maybe she didn’t want to hide it, though. Maybe it was time for her to come clean to her nearest and dearest.
Not that they’d believe her, though.
Candace, herself had been in on this for months and still had a hard time believing it.
“That kid’s been through a lot,” Gary observed aloud. He had yet to put the car in drive. Instead, he sat there, engine idling, also watching Ellie pass through the sliding glass doors and disappear down the main corridor.
“It’s too bad she ever got mixed up in this,” Candace agreed. She drummed her fingertips on the armrest. “Came from a good family. Has a good head on her shoulders. Studying to be a nurse. Good work ethic. She should’ve had a nice, normal, quiet life. Instead, she’s caught in a world of monsters, and torn up over some guy who can’t pull his head out of his butt long enough to see what’s right in front of him.”
“Ballis, you mean?”
“Of course, Ballis,” Candace said, a little too sharply. “Not sure what she sees in him, but I guess after everything they’ve been through there is an attachment. And I did see him willingly die for her—almost die,” she amended, recalling that ugly scene in the gardens of the Chesterfield Country Club. “I think he loves her too, but he’s so caught up in the drama of his people, or whatever, that he doesn’t have enough sense to walk away and go to her. Not walk away—run away. Take her, and get the hell out of Dodge.”
Gary remained silent a few moments as he maneuvered the car back into motion, leaving the hotel parking lot, and heading back into Fort Worth traffic. Finally, soberly, he said, “Some loyalties run deep.”
“True. And some loyalties will get you killed when you don’t have to get killed.”
Her partner had nothing to say to that, and the rest of the ride back to his place was quiet. Once inside, he offered, “More coffee? Before I take you home?”
Candace shrugged. “Why not? It’s been a hell of a few days.”
Gary chuckled. “Need a shot of something a little stronger in your coffee?”
“Wouldn’t hurt my feelings any. I already called in and told them I was taking a vacation day. That means I can drink if I want.”
Gary set to brewing a fresh pot, while Candace wandered around the kitchen, the dining area, the living room, tweaking this and that, picking up a knickknack, turning it over, putting it down. She caught Gary’s glance once or twice, but he didn’t say anything. She felt agitated and knew it showed in her sporadic movements. She felt like she should be doing something, looking for something, but didn’t know what or why. This wasn’t her fight. This wasn’t her problem. She’d signed up to be a cop and bring killers to justice. She hadn’t signed up to get dragged into a war between monsters.
However, she wasn’t the type to sit on the sidelines, either. It went against every instinct her Type A personality possessed. Problem was, she didn’t know what to do, short of barging in, trying to arrest them all before they killed each other and burned down half of Dallas and Fort Worth in the process. But arrest them for what? A war that hadn’t happened? Killings she couldn’t prove?
Been down that road already. She chuckled humorlessly to herself.
All the little odds and ends of the past months added up to something big, but it was something big she couldn’t try in a court of law. Even if she could, Candace had a feeling there would be plenty of lawyers and judges on Sean Costas’s take to block every step of the road towards true justice. Not to mention the media nightmare if she dared to go up against Elia without substantial proof—which she certainly lacked.
Frustrated, she walked back into the kitchen, the scent of the gurgling coffee pot pulling her in like a moth to a flame. She’d barely placed her butt in the chair, heard Gary ask, “The usual? Or do you actually want a shot of something stronger?” when a thought struck, struck so hard her head snapped up.
“Gary!” she exclaimed.
Her partner jerked, surprised. “What?”
“The sword!” She bolted up from the chair, head already swiveling, searching desperately. “He forgot it. Ellie must have too. Have you seen it? Where did he put it?”
“The sword?”
“The sword!” she snapped. “The one I told you about. He had it in the warehouse last night. Remember? The one that looks plain, but when he touches it, it flames.”
“Sounds like a helluva weapon,” her partner observed wryly. She heard the splash of rich, Columbian coffee being poured into a mug, but didn’t stop searching, her hands questing, pulling books off the shelf, picking up afghans and blankets, tossing aside throw pillows. “I don’t remember seeing him bring anything like that inside,” Gary added. “I don’t know what you’d do with it anyway.”
“Me? I’m not doing anything with it. From what Ballis told me, he’s the only one who can.”
“Then why are you getting so worked up about it? Let it go, Candace. Coffee’s ready.”
“Forget the coffee!” she barked. Frustrated, she rose, shoving her hair back out of her face with both palms. “What if it’s important? What if it’s a dealbreaker? What if it’s the difference between life and death, or even preventing an all-out war?”
“War is coming,” Gary observed mildly. Mildly, but seriously. “No way around it. Not after Sean’s wife decided to betray him and jump ship for Elia’s side.”
“Yes, but what if—” Candace paused, bit her lower lip. She couldn’t explain to her partner the sense of urgency she felt about the weapon, not when she barely understood it herself.
Memory struck. The car!
She wheeled and dashed outside, out to the vehicle she and Carter had stolen—borrowed—to get away from the carnage at the warehouse last night. Could it be? Could they really have been so intent on getting here, getting inside, getting their needs met that they’d both forgotten? Candace opened the back door, praying, holding her breath, eyes roving the interior as she bent to stick her head inside…
And there it was, resting on the back seat. Looking as simple and underwhelming as a sword could look. Especially a sword capable of turning into a weapon that could wield flame and possibly magic, too.
The detective’s hands almost trembled as she seized it, gathering it close to carry inside the house.
Got to get ahold of Ballis. He’s got to have this.










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO






I was sitting on my bed, a cup of Mom’s sleepy time hot tea—some sort of lavender and chamomile concoction—in my hands when the hotel phone next to my bed rang. I didn’t particularly care for the smell of chamomile, and I didn’t like hot tea much better than I liked coffee, but my mind seemed incapable of shutting down.
First, I’d had to fend off my parents’ inquiries about where I’d been the past couple days. I’d already come up with a plan, and that was simply to tell them I’d been with Carter, phones off, working on our marriage. Instantly, I was forgiven any worries they may have had about my absence. Mom couldn’t hide her smug expression. Dad had looked less pleased, but he didn’t say much. Mom then asked if I thought there was a good chance for reconciliation between the two of us. Or, translation, she wanted to know if a divorce was still pending. I told her yes, there was a good chance of reconciliation. I didn’t add that we planned to stay together…if Carter survived the coming war.
That was the sticking point. My brain now wanted to play and replay today’s events, as well as last’s nights, like a movie reel stuck on repeat. Over and over again I asked myself if I’d done the right thing. Over and over, I reassured myself that I hadn’t had any choice. Yet when it came to the scene of telling Carter goodbye, knowing I was possibly sending him off to die while refusing to go with him or even try to help…
Groaning, I dropped my head against the headboard, lifting the mug for a sip. The tea didn’t seem to be doing much to calm me down, but I planned to keep drinking it in the hopes that it would. At least until the phone rang.
When the first chimes sounded, I jumped, then stared at it in surprise.
Who’s calling me? On that thing?
I couldn’t think of a soul, and that disturbed me. However, curiosity got the better of me, and by the second ring I’d set down the tea, scooted a little closer to the nightstand, and picked up the receiver.
“Hello?”
“Hello, Ellie?”
“Detective Ewing?” I recognized her voice right away. “Is something wrong?”
Worry churned in my stomach, setting the tea to sloshing. This couldn’t be good.
“No, no, nothing’s wrong. I don’t think,” the police detective hastened to assure me, quieting my anxiety a little. “I’m sorry to surprise you, but I didn’t have your cell number. I had to call the hotel and have the front desk put me through to your room.”
“That’s fine,” I said. Then, “So, what’s going on?”
“Well, I think I have something that Carter might—might need. I didn’t have his number, either, and trying to call the Costas home didn’t get me anywhere. I’m guessing, with all the chaos there, answering phones is the last thing on their minds. Or else the explosion tore up their phone lines. I couldn’t think of anyone else to call except you.”
The rest of her explanation fell on deaf ears. All I heard was something Carter might need. My mind drew a blank. His gun? No doubt he had plenty of those, or access to them. What could the detective possibly have, and why would she care…
“The sword,” she said, putting an end to my mental guessing game.
The two words struck me mentally, emotionally like a pin pricking a balloon. The air went out of me. I sank back against the pillows. Of course. The sword that the angel—I believed it was an angel—had given Carter. How could we have forgotten it? As I recalled the sword and its giver, I recalled the strange adventure, the mini quest, in that other world. Of the value every creature I’d encountered had placed on Carter, calling him the Repairer of the Breach, making sure he survived. Making sure he returned home.
“Ellie? Are you there?”
“I—I’m sorry. Yes, I’m still here. I was thinking.”
“About?”
I swallowed hard. “About the sword and what it means to Carter. About this war he and Sean Costas are heading up. About the angel calling him the Repairer of the Breach.”
“The angel? Repairer of the Breach? What?”
So. The detective knew some things and not others.
“It’s a long story,” I said, pushing my body upright. Energy coursed through my veins. “Can you pick me up in about a half-hour? I’ll be ready to go then. Bring the sword, of course.”
“You’ll be ready to go where?” I heard the hesitancy in her voice. “Where do you think you’re going?”
I paused in trying to work my foot into my shoe, which had been on the floor next to my bed.
“I think we’re going to take the sword to Carter. He needs it.”
“I thought you were done with him and his war.”
“I was,” I admitted. “I thought I’d walked away for good. But I forgot about the sword.”
“You really think it’s that important? That it can change what’s going to happen?”
“Maybe not just change it,” I said soberly. “Maybe stop it—avoid the fight altogether. That title, Detective Ewing. It has to mean something. Everything we went through in the world the Stones sent us to—it has to mean something. If it wasn’t talking about this, then what?”
“I can’t answer that, because I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” the cop grumbled.
I half-laughed. “I know. If you can pick me up, I’ll tell you on the way to the Costas home.”
“I’ll be there in thirty minutes,” she agreed, and hung up.
My earlier anger and anguish were forgotten. Renewed with hope, hope that perhaps I could stop a war, prevent bloodshed, and save lives—possibly even save Carter’s life—I flew to get dressed.
“Please don’t do anything stupid, Carter,” I pleaded under my breath. “And please stay safe. I’m coming. I’m coming.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE






“Have you gotten a response yet?”
Carter glanced up from the computer screen in front of him to see his boss looking over his shoulder. James’ control room in the mansion was mostly intact and still useable. It had become the mansion’s temporary base of operations.
“I miss James being here to run this crap,” he admitted, rolling out his neck, “but with Eric’s help I tracked down phone numbers for some of Nosizwe’s people. They wouldn’t put me through to her directly, but I got the word to someone close to her. Told them to be at the Fossil Edge Nature Preserve at eight tonight. It will be closed. Plenty of room in the middle for privacy; plenty of room for a brawl with no innocent bystanders around to get hurt. And no witnesses to see anything. I told them we had Ciara’s red cap. I told them we had me.”
Carter released a breath. Never thought I’d be using myself as a bargaining chip in this war.
“Told them we’d talk or we’d fight, but we were ending it here. Nosizwe and Ciara show up with ten of their most trusted and we do the same. It’s gone on long enough.”
“What was her response?”
“Nothing yet. The message is being passed along.” He scooted the rolling chair back from the desk, stood. “But I don’t think it’ll be a problem. How can they not come?”
Ciara wanted her red cap, her ability to return to the sea, her true home and forever love. That’s what this was about for her, wasn’t it? Controlling her own destiny? Nosizwe wanted the power of the Stones. Only Carter could give that to her. He and Sean hadn’t worked out exactly how, but they were going to use her needs against her.
“True.” His boss nodded thoughtfully. “And when they do…what are we prepared to offer? Do we offer, or do we take?”
Carter jerked his chin towards the doorway. “Let’s talk outside.”
Sean didn’t dispute, trailing him as he passed outside what remained of the mansion and far enough away from the house, into the back gardens, that they didn’t have to risk being overheard. When they stopped, Sean pulled a cigar from the breast pocket of his shirt and a lighter from the pocket of his slacks. He lit it, waiting until he’d inhaled a couple of times before asking, “Still don’t trust everyone inside?”
“I don’t know what bugs James may have put up inside the house. For that matter, I don’t know what bugs James may have put up out here, but it’s not as likely we’ll be overheard if Liberty somehow still has access,” Carter admitted, glancing around at the darkened trees, benches, hedges…
James had been a force unto himself. Sure, he’d answered ultimately to Carter and to Sean, but he was so good at what he did that most of his work went unchecked. It would take time for Eric to fully navigate the intricacies of his system, and even in that there was risk. Who knew for certain if Eric was trustworthy? At this point, Carter wasn’t sure he could rely on anyone except himself. Tracy, probably. Sean.
Could he, though? He couldn’t help recalling Ellie’s warning about Sean using him. Ellie telling him that she was the only one who definitely had his back. He’d tried to joke it off. But there was a lot of truth to what she’d said. She wasn’t a shifter, so she had no stake in this war. She didn’t care about the Stones of Fire or other worlds or the Talos’ blood or any of it. She merely wanted him safe. With her.
Right now, standing there with his boss, forming plans, Carter could think of a lot worse things than being somewhere safe and solitary with Ellie. However, he wasn’t a quitter and he wasn’t a coward. He’d never run from a fight before. He wasn’t going to now.
Shadows deepened as Sean and he talked. Night drew on. Soon, it would be time to leave for the game preserve. This late in the evening, traffic shouldn’t be bad and they could make good time.
Why am I thinking about traffic?
It was impossible to live here and not be concerned with traffic, since the ebb and flow of traffic dictated when a person went anywhere. Still, it felt almost weird to be considering mundane things like traffic, considering the situation they were heading into. His mind couldn’t settle. It couldn’t settle a short while later when he climbed into his car and pulled away from the burnt, broken mansion, winding down the long drive, beneath the trees, and out the gates. Possibly for the last time. Three more vehicles trailed him, but Carter paid no attention to them, trusting them to keep up as he navigated the streets of Fort Worth.
As he made his way out of the city, he couldn’t help studying his surroundings with a renewed sense of appreciation, coupled with a sense that this could be it—this could be the last time he saw the place he’d spent most of his life. He loved this city, this city that spilled out into dozens of smaller cities surrounding it, eventually bleeding over into its twin sister, Dallas, creating the gigantic Metroplex. As a child, going from Greece to the United States was a big switch. Going from his home to Texas, from his parents to Sean, from all that he’d known into the unknown was a change he’d thought he would never get used to. That lonely kid cried himself to sleep more times than his tough, outward exterior would ever admit. In time, though, he’d forgiven his parents for sending him away; appreciated, in fact, what they’d done.
Even if it had ultimately led to this outcome.
Carter, as the Talos, going out to face Sean’s enemies in a war not of his making, but in which he’d long been involved.
The crazy curves of the road ahead were the living, thrumming veins of the city, packed with red taillights like Texas fire ants scurrying into and out of their ant hills. Carter could appreciate the glow of city lights reflected on the shimmering glass of downtown skyscrapers—the tallest things around for hundreds of square miles. He could make sense of the up-turned spaghetti bowl of bridges and highways, spilling out in a tangle of concrete and asphalt every which direction. He knew the good parts of the city, as well as its underbelly. The crime, white and blue collar, which he’d seen firsthand or brushed up against as Sean’s associate. He knew firsthand the secrets most didn’t, of the world inside worlds, of shapeshifters and their struggles to survive. Struggles centered here, in this part of Texas where Sean’s family had fled persecution so long ago and wound up establishing an empire.
He was now a part of that history, that empire as he drove towards the culmination of the feud between his mentor and his mentor’s rival. But what the culmination would be was anyone’s guess. Carter ran over multiple scenarios in his mind during the drive out to the nature preserve, trying to outwit and outguess their opponents mentally, from the safety of the car, before he had to face them in person.
Safety.
It wasn’t that he feared death. He’d faced it down once, coming out on the other side. Literally. The other side of who knew where. He didn’t even fear pain. In fact, there wasn’t much he’d ever feared, since coming into his own as the Talos. Unless it was something happening to the folks he was meant to defend. Sean. Jackson. Even Ciara. As the Talos, he’d been sworn by Sean to protect her. In the heat of the moment, could he betray that trust, despite what she’d done?
The fear that he couldn’t consumed Carter. He didn’t hate Ciara. In fact, understanding as he did what it was like to be captive to your alter, to its strongest drives—she to the sea, he to protect those he was bound to protect—Carter felt a certain sympathy for her. What she’d done wasn’t right, but, as much as he hated to admit it to himself, he could understand her motivations. And he couldn’t hate her for it, except for how it had endangered his wife.
Ellie.
That was the sticking point. Carter’s vehicle swung up to the gates of the Fossil Edge Nature Preserve, headlights playing across the shiny metal. Putting the car in park, he waited while one of his people climbed out of the car behind him, a pair of bolt cutters in hand. A quick snap, a squeeze, and the lock fell into the dust. The gate swung open. Headlights off, using parking lights and the glow of the moon to guide him, Carter passed through. The last car had instructions to wire the gate closed so none of the exotic animals could escape.
They were shapeshifters, but they weren’t animals, he’d told them with grim humor. There’d been a few obligatory chuckles, since some of them were, in fact, animals. The kind of animals that had evolved into myth and legend around the globe, not just werewolves, like Ellie had mentioned the first time they’d met.
Ellie.
Even now, Carter’s mind couldn’t stop turning to her. His gut couldn’t stop churning with a deep fear he could hardly stand to acknowledge to himself. That all of this would end with him dying or dead and he’d never see his wife again.
Would it be worth it?
Was loyalty to Sean worth it?
Or should he have done what Ellie had accused him of not having the strength to do—walk away? Walk away from this cumulative battle, and go with her?
Ellie was right. He didn’t have the strength to do that, even though part of him wanted to. Carter didn’t have the strength not to be here. He wished he did. He wished he were a better man, for her. But he didn’t. And he wasn’t. He was who he was. He was the Talos. And there was no changing or getting away from that, any more than there was getting away from this fight.
The small cavalcade of vehicles wound towards the remotest part of the preserve. Before they were close enough to see the actual cars, Carter glimpsed moonlight reflecting off windshield glass and safety reflectors. He squinted, trying to ascertain how many vehicles were in Nosizwe’s group.
Five, maybe. Six. More than him, but he’d told them to bring the Stones. If they’d kept their end of the bargain, they would’ve needed trucks to haul them. The extra vehicles made sense.
Approaching at a crawl, he finally pushed the brake down to stop his car. Set the parking brake. Opened the door. Climbed out. Behind him, Carter heard the sound of other car doors opening, closing. One vehicle purred, moved, drawing his attention. His head swiveled to the left, tracking it. Were they trying some wild counter attack, like ramming him again?
No. The vehicle was moving itself to a right angle compared to the rest of the cars. It stopped. The driver switched on the headlights and climbed out.
Now they could see. Carter mentally tipped his hat to his enemy for that bit of forethought. As he did, here she came, striding through the knee-high grass, all black pants and tall boots and a dark bomber jacket, elaborate hoops in her ears, half of her braids coiled on top of her head and the other half trailing down her shoulder blades. The beads at the ends slapped her back with every step she took. He had no use for the woman—hated her, in fact, for what she’d done to Ellie—but in that moment even Carter was arrested by her. She was regal, like the shifter queen she was, stalking out to meet him and Sean, who now stood behind his shoulder, and the rest of their party.
Flanking Nosizwe were several of her lieutenants, whom he recognized, including Alan, the terracotta warrior he’d fought in the coffee shop and who’d escaped both the mayhem and the police. No surprise he’d been handpicked to shadow his boss. Nosizwe needed a nearly indestructible bodyguard who could stand up to the Talos. Carter felt his guard, already up, elevate.
His guard elevated further when, being pushed across the rough, uneven ground, came a wheelchair out of the darkness. Ciara. His boss’s estranged wife. Carter felt the tension rolling off Sean like a wave. Never mind his harsh words—Carter somehow doubted the man actually wanted to kill Ciara, but what he would do remained to be seen.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR






The two lines of enemies met with a mere few feet between them. Sean stepped out to face Nosizwe, his followers spreading out to the right, the left. Carter maintained his position. He wasn’t the true boss, but he was the Talos, and everyone wanted his blood. He wasn’t there as a mere defender or protector. Not this time. He was a bargaining chip, and he knew it.
Finally, Sean and Nosizwe, the hub, the core, the axis of the longstanding feud, stood facing each other. Nosizwe was a tall woman. In her heels, she was taller than Sean. Sean’s face and form were iron, though, the moonlight and headlights playing off the silver in his hair and beard, turning them steel-grey. Steel, like the glint in his gaze. Neither shifter boss looked prepared to surrender.
“So.” Nosizwe spoke first. “We’re at an impasse, Sean. You have the Talos. I have the Stones.”
“And you have my wife.”
Sean didn’t look beyond his enemy towards his wife, but Carter noticed Ciara shift in her chair. Was she uncomfortable? Good. Maybe that meant she still had a conscience.
The shifter queen smirked. “She came to me on her own. I certainly didn’t kidnap her. She’s no victim.”
“I know that. And I also have what she needs—her red cap. She can’t return to the sea without it.”
“That’s what she wants. That, and her son.”
Carter’s gaze flickered towards his boss. Sean, already still as a statue went rigid. “I didn’t bring Jackson. She’s not getting my son.”
“He’s my son too.” Ciara’s voice floated up out of the darkness. Soft, but deadly. “Our messengers specified for you to bring him.”
“Why?” Sean barked a chuckle. “So he could learn his mother is a deceitful, ungrateful bi—”
“Sean.” Rory, standing nearby, stopped him with a hand on her boss’s arm. “Not helpful.”
Sean sucked in a breath through his nostrils, blew it out, regaining control of the situation and himself.
“You’re not getting the boy, Ciara. Not unless you kill me and all of my people first. And I don’t think you can do that.”
“Now, now. Before we devolve into fighting and killing, there may be other ways to settle this.” Nosizwe spread her hands gracefully, her gold jewelry glinting in the darkness. “You have what we want, we have what you want…surely we can figure out some sort of compromise.”
“There is no compromise where my son is concerned,” Sean growled. His eyes had moved to his wife. He was addressing her, not his enemy. “You won’t find him, Ciara. He’s hidden away in a safe place with people I can trust until all of this is over. No matter the outcome, even if I die, you’ll never see the boy again. My people have instructions on where to take him and to whom if I don’t make it. I won’t have him raised—ruined—by you.”
“I’m his mother,” Ciara ground out, pushing herself upright in the wheelchair, her arms and neck tight with strain.
“You’re a lying, deceiving, conniving witch!” Sean shouted back.
“That’s enough.” Nosizwe physically stepped between the two, blocking their eye contact. “We didn’t come here to play family court. Let’s stick to the matter at hand, shall we? If both of you survive, you can actually fight for your son in family court. If one of you survives, the winner gets him. If neither of you survives…” She stopped, a tiny smile quirking the corners of her lips. “Maybe it won’t come to that. That’s why we’re here, after all. To work together. To figure out a solution. To stop the feud once and for all.”
“Or to kill you once and for all.”
Sean wasn’t joking. There was no humor in his voice.
The shifter leader raised her eyebrows and tsked her tongue condescendingly.
“Always a quick leap to violence for you, isn’t it, Sean?”
Carter couldn’t restrain a derisive snort. “You’re one to talk,” he muttered.
Nosizwe’s head turned his way. She’d caught the remark.
“I can be brutal when I need to,” she admitted, almost carelessly. “Speaking of, how is your girl, Carter? How is Ellie?”
Images flashed before his eyes of Nosizwe, transformed into her alter, the Lightning Bird, standing over Ellie, drenched with Ellie’s blood. Fire seared his vision. He gritted his teeth to shut out the memory, get control of himself. He’d sworn that day to kill Nosizwe. There was nothing stopping him from keeping that promise now. He could lunge for her, be on her before anyone could stop him. He could break her neck in mere seconds. That’s all it would take. Mere seconds, and Nosizwe would be gone and all of this finished.
Sean must have read something in his gaze, his posture. Possibly he’d started forward without knowing it. One second he was staring into the haughty gaze of the woman who’d nearly succeeded in murdering Ellie, picturing her death, feeling her neck snap in his hands, and the next Sean’s firm, unyielding grip was on his wrist.
“Don’t let her bait you,” his boss said quietly. “That’s what she wants.”
The warning was enough to shatter the delusion. He came to, caught the mocking glint in Nosizwe’s eye, and realized what he’d nearly done. He possibly could have reached her and killed her that quickly, but more likely she and her shifters would have been all over him in an instant. They would have had the Talos, the Talos and the Stones, and the war would have been over before it began.
Carter physically took a step back, blowing out a breath, reminding himself that it wasn’t worth it. This would all play out one way or another. He’d have his chance.
Nosizwe saw him step down and laughed, turning back to Sean.
“What about it, Sean? What are we going to do here? Are we going to reach an agreement about the Stones, the Talos, your wife, or are we going to fight? Winner takes all?”
Sean folded his arms and stared her down. “What did you have in mind?”
She lifted and lowered one shoulder in a shrug. “I see no reason we can’t work together. Your Talos agrees to give us more of his blood. We open the Stones again. This time, we make sure nobody goes through—we wait and see what happens with the magic as it builds. Either that, or we both send someone through. Or, hell, you and I go through. We test it ourselves.”
Sean was shaking his head. “You’re insane. Only the Talos can survive the journey between this world and that.”
“How do you know? His wife survived it,” one of Nosizwe’s lieutenants spoke up.
“Because she was with him. She’s bonded to him,” rebutted one of Sean’s people.
“We’re not bonded,” Carter scoffed, but Sean had a thoughtful expression on his face.
“In a way, you are,” he said. “I ordered you to defend her. You’ve done so from the start. It’s your nature to defend those you’re commanded to defend.”
“That’s not a bond like...”
“It’s a type of a bond. A very unique bond.”
Sean was rubbing his bearded chin with a finger, thinking. Carter sensed a shift in his mental processes, one that made him slightly uneasy, although he covered it.
“What are you thinking, Sean?” Nosizwe must have sensed the shift too. She edged closer, betraying her eagerness to get something started. To move on from the talks and pursue a course of action.
“What if…” Sean began. Stopped. Cut his eyes to Carter. Hesitated, then said aloud, his gaze on his head of security. “What if the rest of the Stones are there, in the other world, the other dimension? What if to access the full power of the Stones we have to have all of them?”
“Go on,” his enemy urged.
Sean wasn’t looking at her, he was looking directly at Carter, almost like he was pleading with him to understand what he was about to do.
“Would you be willing to help?” he asked. “Would you be willing to take us there?”
“Take…who?” Carter inquired cautiously. He really didn’t like the direction this was heading. It wasn’t supposed to go this way.
“Perhaps…” Sean took a breath, as if steeling himself to say her name. “Nosizwe and myself.”
All sorts of excited exclamations and murmurings from both sides. No one could believe what had been voiced aloud. Carter couldn’t believe it. Nosizwe kept her cool, but despite the imperfect lighting Carter could see her calculating expression. Her mind was spinning as to how she could use this to her advantage.
“Sean, are you sure—” Carter stopped. “Can we talk about this?”
Sean didn’t step away as Carter had hoped. Instead, he placed a hand on Carter’s shoulder.
“Trust me, son.”
Son. Sean hadn’t called him that in a very long time. Not since Carter had first arrived at his home, all those years ago, a scared and lonely kid. Back then, Sean had put his hand on his shoulder and said the exact same words: “Trust me, son.” Carter had, and had been well-rewarded for that trust. This was the same Sean, the same person making the same request. He could trust him the same way now, right?
Ellie’s warnings clattered in his ears, a clanging counterpoint to the theme of confidence he usually had in his mentor. But what did Ellie know? She was human. This wasn’t her world. These weren’t her people.
Carter didn’t verbalize anything, but he nodded. Sean’s hand fell away. As if his plan was now fixed in his mind, he stepped forward, towards his longtime rival, speaking faster and with greater energy.
“Here’s what I propose. You and I enter the world of the Stones together. None of our people. Except Carter, of course, since he’s vital to taking us there.”
Nosizwe frowned. “You, alone I know I could handle if things went south,” she said. She pointed a long, graceful finger at Sean, then Carter. “But you and he both? That’s two to one. An unfair advantage. Why would I put myself in that situation? No, I bring one of my people with me too.”
“No.” Sean barked a harsh refusal. “Nobody else. The fewer people, the fewer either of us has to worry about disobeying orders or betraying us. Carter can be trusted. I’ll simply put the same mandate on him concerning you that’s on him now concerning me, my wife, my son, and his wife. As the Talos, he can’t disregard or ignore it. That’s why this works. You and I search, he takes us there, and he protects us both.”
“Sean…”
Again, Carter tried to interrupt. Again, Sean held up a hand, stopping him. Carter’s sense of unease was growing. What was Sean thinking? Have him protect Nosizwe? It didn’t make any sense. For their part, Nosizwe’s people didn’t seem to like the idea, either. A couple of them stepped up to her, surrounded her, speaking to her in swift, low voices. Ciara’s wheelchair rolled forward, snagging Carter’s attention and Sean’s. Her face was pale, its lines hard.
“What are you doing, Sean? What are you about?”
Her voice was icy and screamed her distrust.
“Me? Why, trying to find the Stones, my love. Isn’t that what we’re all after?”
“You have treachery up your sleeve.”
Her husband shook his head. “You should know, Ciara. You’re the queen of it.”
Before the two could argue further, the shifter queen broke away from her people and stepped once more between the two of them.
“We have an agreement,” she announced.
Carter felt a weight sink to the bottom of this stomach.
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Carter didn’t want there to be an agreement between Sean and Nosizwe. Not one that required him to be in the middle, protecting them both. Certainly not one that required him to escort both of them to the world of the Stones. What if he couldn’t find it anymore? What if he couldn’t take them there? He hadn’t tried to take Ellie the last time. This was unfamiliar territory, literally and figuratively. They were messing around with forces none of them understood, and he didn’t like it.
Before he could say anything, the growl of a moving vehicle caught his attention. A truck prowled forward through the darkness, guided by its parking lights. One of Nosizwe’s people must have called the driver. Once it got close enough, Carter could see large shapes in the truck bed strapped down and covered by tarps.
The Stones of Fire.
His skin crawled with unease. He sent Sean a glance, hoping to silently convey his misgivings, but Sean wasn’t paying attention. His gaze was riveted on the Stones, and there was a glint in his eye Carter had never seen before. A glint of covetousness, like everything Sean had ever wanted and worked for was right there in front of him.
Maybe he’d wanted the Stones for himself more than he’d ever let on—and not just for the protection of his people, like he claimed.
Carter’s unease heightened.
The truck crawled to a stop. Immediately, people were scrambling over it, most shifting into their alters for the added strength to be able to move the massive Stones from the truck bed to the ground. Working like a well-oiled piece of machinery, Nosizwe’s team quickly had the Stones set up in a loose circle—which had Carter even more on edge, causing him to remember that scene in the country club gardens a few nights ago. Within minutes, the moment Carter had been dreading was upon them. The Stones were there. The vehicles shut off their lights, wrapping them all in darkness. The moon shone down on the granite slabs, teasing out glints in the marble. Shadows filled the runes on the Stone’s surface. Carter stared at those etchings, remembering how they had come to life, filled with flame. If only there was a full translation, but they needed the other Stones for that. Which is why Sean had come up with this crazy scheme.
His boss now beckoned Carter over. His feet felt weighted, but he went anyway. Everything inside was roaring that this was dangerous. It was a bad idea. Others seemed to think the same. Once his vision adjusted to the semi-darkness, he could see Ciara, her ivory skin practically glowing. She kept switching her focus between her husband and her new ally. Carter had known her for years. He knew her well enough to tell she disapproved of this scheme. She opened her mouth as if to speak, closed it. Like him, she knew this was wrong, but was also afraid they’d reached the point that nothing she said would make a difference.
Now Carter, Nosizwe, and Sean were standing within the circle of the Stones.
“How do we do this?” Sean asked. “I wasn’t there the last time,” he said with a gruff chuckle.
Carter had been and he felt no humor, remembering being forced to offer his blood in exchange for Ellie’s life.
Thank God she isn’t here now, he thought, then recoiled mentally when he realized the thought felt more like a prayer. That wasn’t like him. Ellie was the one who prayed, not him.
Guess I’ve hung around her too long. He chuckled mentally, ruefully.
Seriously, he was glad she wasn’t here. He was thankful. And if that meant saying a prayer to the God she believed in—well, hey, whatever worked.
“We need the Talos’ blood,” Nosizwe said, looking pointedly at Carter. Sean looked at him too.
For a half-second, he was tempted to say, “What if I refuse?” What if he did refuse to go along with this? How bad would the situation get? Would Sean and his longtime rival team up on him? Fight him for his blood? Could he fend off the combined forces of the Minotaur and the Impundulu? Would the fight be worth it?
He restrained himself.
“I need a blade,” he finally said out loud. “Preferably something small and sharp. Not planning on opening the entire vein like last time.”
Last time had nearly killed him. If not for Ellie’s bravery, not to mention intervention from whatever forces had helped in that other world, he didn’t know that he would have recovered.
Somebody stepped up, handing him a tiny knife that looked like it had come from a surgeon’s kit, handle first. Carter accepted it, grimacing.
Handle first. Like we care about safety.
Every sense was shouting this was wrong. Ignoring his instincts, Carter half-crouched in order to reach the vein at the back of his ankle, even as he allowed the transformation into the Talos to overtake him. As he reached back with the knife to carefully nick the vein, he heard Nosizwe ask, “What about me? This doesn’t happen, Sean, unless you order him to protect me.”
The Talos’ smooth, bronze head came up, looking to Sean for orders. Sean didn’t hesitate.
“Carter,” he said, looking deep into the Talos’ eyes, “While we’re in this other world, you, me, and Nosizwe, I want you to protect her exactly like you’d protect me. Don’t let anything happen to her. Understand?”
That strange sensation fell over him, like a thin, warm sheet had been draped over his body and quickly dissolved into the coolness of his bronze flesh. Sean’s injunction had taken hold.
No going back now.
The Talos used the borrowed blade to carefully score the one vein in his bronze body that contained blood. This time, instead of his enemies rushing forward to collect his blood, he caught the warm, dark liquid that oozed out in his palm. Rising, he strode over to the nearest Stone, smearing his own blood across the etchings on the surface.
A faint glow in response. A glow that brightened from orange to deep red, to fiery red.
Carter knelt to collect more blood, painted the next Stone. Again, the same thing happened. The etchings across the Stone’s surface, the writing, the runes, came to life. He repeated the process until all of the Stone were awakened.
“Next we should see the portal,” he heard Nosizwe remark to Sean. “Are you ready?”
Sean grunted. From the corner of his eye, Carter saw Ciara leaning forward intently in her wheelchair. The big moment had come, the moment the quickened Stones were supposed to birth the fiery portal that would carry them to the other world. Only…it wasn’t happening. The runes on the Stones, smeared with the Talos’ blood, glowed brighter and brighter in the darkness, each individual letter lit up like a firefly. Still, no ring appeared.
“What’s going on?” the Talos heard someone in the crowd murmur.
The question was picked up, repeated by others. It spread, like flames on the etchings had spread, until the entire circle of shifters was wondering the same thing. What was going on?
Sean caught his stare. “Carter?” he asked. The Talos, Carter, shrugged. If they didn’t know, he didn’t either.
“What is this?” The glow of the firelit Stones, the wash of moonlight, cast Nosizwe’s scowl into twisted planes. Her anger was palpable. “Is this some kind of trick?”
Sean snorted. “You’d know better than me. You were there last time. I wasn’t.”
“Why isn’t it working?” The frustration was evident in her voice, along with a thread of fear and certainly anger. She pushed past Sean to face Carter in his shifter form. “What have you done, Ballis? Why isn’t it working this time? Did you figure out a way to beat the system?”
The Talos didn’t like her so close. For a split-second, he was tempted to shove her back. Had she been in her altered form, he probably would have. He’d sworn to kill her, after all. But he’d never laid his hands on a woman unprovoked, and this wasn’t the time to break that record. Instead, he stepped back, shrugging, shaking his head to indicate his own confusion. She didn’t know? Neither did he! Wasn’t like he was an expert at this.
While they’d been confronting each other, the glow from the runes had begun to flicker. Fade. Like any real fire, left unfed, they were going to burn themselves out. Somebody on Nosizwe’s side called her attention to it. She swung around to check, then spun back to him.
“Do something!” she demanded angrily. “More blood!”
He could try, but the Talos was certain that wasn’t the problem. Still, when he caught his mentor’s worried look, his nod of encouragement, he bent to squeeze more blood from the tiny cut on his ankle. Rising, he approached the first Stone he’d originally painted. The flames had nearly burnt out. The Talos tried again, swiping its own blood across the runes. He could feel the tension in the onlookers behind him, like they’d drawn and held a collective breath.
Nothing happened.
The runes momentarily flickered brighter, then abruptly fizzled. When they did, the dying fires on the other Stones followed suit. Instantly, all was darkness.
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I clutched the sword tightly as we roared down city streets, passing windows stacked upon tiny windows in the tall business towers, going from that to patches of businesses and restaurants with neon-lit signs, and from that into the rings of neighborhoods guarding the heart of the city, and finally out of the city itself. Dusk was falling, broken up by yard lights and the glow of gas stations and fast-food joints. It had taken me awhile to track Carter down.
Calling his phone hadn’t done me any good. Next, I’d tried the Costas mansion. It had rung and rung, but gone unanswered. No surprise there. Who knew, considering the explosion earlier today, if the phone lines were even working? Detective Ewing, with her cop resources, had finally dug up a number for me to call. It was a Ridge Lawson, the man who tended Mr. Costas’s expensive fleet of automobiles. She said his name had come up early in her investigation of the Botanic Garden last fall. I hadn’t met him personally, but when I explained that I was Carter’s wife and I needed to speak with him urgently, I lucked out. Apparently, this Ridge Lawson hadn’t defected to Ciara Costas’s side, because he’d finally told me where Carter, Sean, and several of their folks were headed.
I’d never visited this nature preserve, although I’d heard about it in passing. It might’ve been a fun place to go with my brothers under different circumstances. Now, as Detective Ewing drove her partner and I out to the preserve, guided by the automated voice spewing GPS directions, I couldn’t help sitting in the back seat, staring out the window worrying.
What if I didn’t get the sword to Carter in time?
What if a fight had already occurred?
What if Carter was injured or dead?
What if I never saw, held, spoke to, kissed him again?
I’d been the one who chose to walk away. I still thought that had been the best decision at the time. Yet here I was, speeding along, desperate to get to him, praying I’d make it before anything went down.
I glanced at the sword in my lap. Hard to believe something like this could potentially change the tide of battle and alter the course of the future for Carter, for me, for everyone around us. But the angel, shifter, had intimated exactly that, and that’s where I was placing my faith. I knew Carter having this weapon was vitally important, and I was going to get it to him, come hell or high water.
Before long, we were pulling up outside the gates to the preserve. Detective Tozzi opened his door and climbed out to inspect the gate. Apparently, the lock had been cut, but the gate was wired shut to keep any roaming animals inside. He opened the gate for us to drive through, closed it behind us and re-wired it. We drove forward at a snail’s pace, parking lights only, until we came to a fork in the dirt road.
Detective Ewing stopped the car and leaned forward, chin on the steering wheel, peering off into the darkness beyond the small glow of lights.
“Which way do you think?” she asked softly.
Her partner also leaned forward to peer outside. “Judging by the tracks,” he answered slowly, “I’d say to the left.”
His partner shot him a weird look. “Judging by the tracks? There are tracks going in both directions.”
He pointed to the road on the left. “Those look fresher.”
“How can you tell?”
Now he gave her a strange look. “How can you not tell?”
She stared at him a moment, one eyebrow raised, and finally shrugged. “Okay, Mr. Expert Tracker. I’ll go with it.”
In the backseat, I smothered a nervous giggle. They sounded like an old married couple who had been together a long time and seen everything together. I guess, being work partners, in some ways they probably were as close as an old married couple.
Detective Ewing crawled the car forward. The dirt road was all bumps and lumps that had us jolting in the seat. I was a city girl and not used to dirt roads. I gripped the sword tighter for fear of dropping it and wondered if the vehicle would shake to pieces before we arrived.
After a few moments of tense silence, broken by the creaks and groans of the protesting car, Detective Ewing said, “I see something.”
I leaned up between the front seats to look. “Cars,” I announced. “People. That’s them.”
Something inside me nearly fainted with relief to see there didn’t appear to be dead bodies strewn all over the ground. There didn’t appear to be a huge maelstrom of fighting shapeshifters. Yet. It was too dark and we were too far away for me to tell what was going on, but the shadowy figures I could barely make out seemed to be upright. That was a good thing, right? I nervously bit my lower lip.
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Maybe it was a good thing, Carter thought. In a split-second, he’d transformed back to himself and stood there, watching Nosizwe and Sean argue. Maybe it was a good thing the portal hadn’t worked this time. He’d never believed taking Nosizwe and Sean together into that other world was a good idea. Hell, he hadn’t wanted to go back himself. Why his blood hadn’t worked, he had no idea. But maybe it was a good thing.
His thoughts were interrupted by the rising voices of the two shifter leaders. They stood practically toe to toe. Nosizwe was accusing Sean of trickery, of failing to uphold his end of the bargain. Sean returned as good as he got, demanding to know why she was blaming him. Asking how he was at fault for this.
Around them, both sides were picking up on the anger, the fraying nerves, and edged closer to their respective leaders. Carter could read the undercurrents well. This was about to get out of hand. The war they’d come here to fight or prevent was going to erupt if someone didn’t put a stop to it. Problem was, he had no idea how. He’d done his part, right? Against his better judgment, he’d tried to use his blood to open the way between worlds. What was missing? He didn’t know. Ellie? But that didn’t make any sense. Ellie was human, so she couldn’t possibly be tied to this. Could she?
“I don’t believe a word he says.”
The voice was cold, familiar. It was Ciara, and she was speaking for the first time. It was enough to slice through the heated exchange of words, like ice water dousing a fire, smothering the flames. Both Sean and his rival turned from each other to her. Her face was hard as marble in the weak light, and her eyes pools of blackness as she glared at her husband.
“He had something up his sleeve all along,” she continued. “I know him. I know he wouldn’t have agreed to any of this if he didn’t have something else in mind. What was it, Sean? How were you going to con us this time?”
Sean’s jaw worked from side to side as he stared down at his wife. Carter couldn’t tell if he was trying to form an answer or restrain one. He also didn’t believe the man was as hardhearted towards her as he’d claimed. Would Sean kill her? Possibly. If it absolutely came to that. Did he want to, in spite of her betrayal? Carter stared at his mentor. His eyes were fastened onto his beautiful, younger wife. No, Sean didn’t want to kill her. He’d talked big, but the ugliest words usually came out of pain. Sean was hurting, but that didn’t mean he truly wanted her dead.
Finally, Carter’s boss spoke, and Carter could hear the strain in his voice.
“No trickery, Ciara. I wanted it to work too.”
“Did you?” Ciara’s voice rose with frustration. “I know you, Sean. If you had wanted it to work, it would have worked.”
Sean took a menacing step towards the woman in the wheelchair. “Really? Do I control the Stones? Do I control magic? Do I control the Talos’ blood?”
“In a sense.” Ciara matched him glare for glare. “You control Carter. You always have.”
Carter felt a sting. “That isn’t true.”
Both of the Costases turned to look at him. “I’m not controlled by him,” he said. “There’s a difference between working for someone and being controlled by them.”
“Is there?” Ciara challenged him. “Look at your life, Carter. Really look at it. Everything you’ve done up to this point, including offering your own blood—again—to try and open the Stones. You’ve done everything Sean wanted. You always have. He told you to protect Ellie; her being a total stranger. You did it, to the point of marrying her to keep her safe. Who does that? Who, in this day and age, does that?” Ciara threw her hands in the air to make a point. “You’ve risked yourself for her time and again. You have two weak spots, Carter, even as the Talos, and they’re Sean and that girl. And one is that girl because of Sean. Don’t stand there and tell me he doesn’t control you. He owns you, and we all know it.”
Now it was Carter’s turn to stand there staring at her, his jaw working clenching, trying to formulate an argument or a defense. So many words crowded his brain that it was impossible to set them straight.
Around them, the two different crowds whispered nervously. For once, Sean and Nosizwe were doing the same thing—glancing back and forth between Ciara and Carter. Neither of them seemed to know how to respond.
Ciara rolled her wheelchair a few feet further towards Carter.
“I understand,” she said quietly, looking up at him. “My parents told me to marry Sean for the sake of the Stones. Marry him, merge the power of our Stones, keep all of our people safe. I questioned, but I obeyed. I knew leaving my home by the sea for a life in Texas was not a good idea. I knew what would happen—that my soul would eventually wither and shrivel and die, like the wildflowers blasted by the damn heat in this place.”
Her voice, already strained, cracked on a sob. She turned away to regain control of herself. When she looked back, her skin was as pale as before, but her eyes and jaw were hard.
“I tried to be happy. I tried so hard. For a time, when my son was born, I was happy, but that high quickly faded in the face of postpartum depression. Then everything grew worse. I knew there was something in me, in you, Carter, in all of us…” She swept her hand out in a circle, encompassing all of them, “that cried out to the innermost me, the real me. In the end, I couldn’t deny it. Just as you can’t deny yourself.”
Carter swallowed hard. “Where are you going with this, Ciara?” he asked gruffly.
She stared him dead in the eye. “I’m saying you couldn’t open the Stones a minute ago because you didn’t want to. You are the Talos. You have to want to in your innermost heart, your innermost being. The first time it worked since you were sacrificing yourself for Ellie. That was what you truly wanted. Both you and the Talos. Sean controls you in a sense, yes, like he’s controlled me all these years, but the real you can’t be controlled by him any more than the real me could. What I’m saying to you right now is you—the real you, your alter, the Talos—has to make the choice what he wants. What you really want. Then, and only then, can you reopen the Stones.”
Taken aback by the explanation, Carter stared down at his former employer, speechless.
Slow claps broke the silence. Carter looked up to see Sean standing there, clapping his hands together, his manner sardonic.
“Well done, my love. Well done. Never let it be said a Merrow lacks tremendous power. When you talk like that, you could convince any man to do whatever you wanted. Poor Carter never stood a chance.”
Carter blinked several times, feeling fury wash over him at the realization of what had happened. Ciara was a Merrow with a siren’s voice. Although her powers weren’t as strong when she wasn’t in the water, shifted into her Merrow form, she still retained some of that magic, even in this state. She’d nearly had him convinced to throw away life and limb, reopen the vein, and dash back into danger, enthusiastically pulling himself, Sean, and Nosizwe into the other world. He should have known better. Carter shook himself angrily.
“You’re very good,” he said to his boss’s wife.
The corners of her mouth turned up in a smirk. “We all have to do our part.”
“So, where are we then, now that this failed?” Sean gibed. “Carter’s blood didn’t open the way. Do we all stand here staring at each other, trading verbal blows? Do we use our powers on each other? Do we fight? Do we brawl? Do we give up and go home? Do we call another meaningless truce? Tell me, Nosizwe, what do you want to do here?”
The other shifter leader’s eyes were hard, her glare sharp as pinpricks. “What do you want to do?” she taunted back. “Do we throw away any chance of peace? Do you want to battle it out, you against me? Maybe that’s what we should’ve done years ago. You against me. Minotaur against Impundulu. Spare our people. Winner takes all.”
Sean’s gaze was every bit as deadly as hers. “I’m game. We could put an end to this forever.”
Nosizwe didn’t look the least bit afraid. “If you’re willing to do it, so am I,” she hissed.
Immediately, one of her lieutenants was there, plucking at her sleeve, whispering in her ear. A couple of Sean’s folks moved in as well, speaking rapidly, quietly. Not even a day or two ago, Carter would have been one of them, trying to persuade his boss not to risk his life. Now, he stood there still as stone, feeling as hardened as his bronze flesh when he assumed the Talos form. It was like scales had been ripped from his eyes. All this time Sean had been willing to risk him, to risk any of them, in this fight. Risk them for the greater good. Maybe this was how it should have played out years ago. Instead of dozens, hundreds of shifters on both sides losing their lives, leaving their families to mourn, maybe the two leaders should have fought it out. That might be the best way to end this, once and for all.
Who knew what would have occurred if the gamechanger hadn’t arrived in the form of an approaching vehicle? One of Nosizwe’s people, a Rakshasa with excellent hearing, was the first to draw their attention to it.
“Somebody’s coming,” he said loudly, the announcement cutting through the tension, the murmuring, the quiet arguing on both sides. “A car.”
Everyone fell silent. Nosizwe turned to look at her subordinate. “How far away?”
“Not very,” he answered. “We’ll see their headlights…”
The soft glow of a vehicle’s parking lights cut through the gloom.
“…Right about now,” the Rakshasa replied.
“Do you think it’s the gamekeepers or a warden?” somebody asked.
“Should we scatter?” put in someone else, nervousness in her voice.
Nosizwe laughed. “I know who owns this place. Why do you think we’re meeting here?”
“What if it’s the cops?”
“Let them come,” Sean scoffed. “It’s one car. How many officers could be inside? What are they going to do against all of us?”
A few still seemed concerned, but everyone waited as the vehicle approached. If it was the police, this wasn’t a standard cop car. It appeared to be a regular, four-door sedan that slowed its already turtle pace until it finally stopped fifteen to twenty feet outside the circle of gathered shifters. The lights blinked off. Everyone stood their ground as the two front doors and one back door opened. Moonlight caught on a head of blonde hair, catching Carter’s attention. His breath hitched in his throat.
Ellie?
His stomach, already twisted, tied up in knots a professional sailor would have been proud of.
“Dammit, girl, what are you doing here?” he whispered.
There was no mistaking the slight figure of his wife, nor the glint of moonlight on her glasses, nor her familiar olive-green jacket. His gaze skipped across her to her companions. Carter wasn’t surprised to see the two police detectives who’d been involved in this drama for the past several months. Detectives Ewing and Tozzi closed their doors simultaneously, the two sounds merging into one that echoed across the open expanse. Ellie closed hers a half-second later, the sound a soft echo of theirs.
The light wasn’t good, but there was enough for Carter to see the tense set of her shoulders, and that she was clasping something in both hands. What it was, he couldn’t make out.
She followed the two homicide detectives who approached slowly, cautiously. Detective Tozzi’s hand hovered near his gun—either an unspoken threat or a self-defense mechanism. Detective Ewing wasn’t reaching for her weapon, but her face was sober and showed strain. Ellie followed them into the circle of headlights. Carter could see the wrinkles of worry on her forehead. His gaze fell to her clasped hands, but this time he couldn’t make anything out. Her hands were empty and hung at her sides. Whatever it was, she’d hidden it away before she got closer.
Now, sliding into the gathering of shapeshifters, Detective Ewing stood her ground and studied the group, pinning each of them with a solemn gaze.
“Look,” she said, with enough authority to capture and hold attention. “I don’t have the jurisdiction to tell you all not to be out here. Since this isn’t my property, I don’t have the authority to tell you to break it up and go home. However, as a sworn officer of the law, I do have the duty to remind you that if you’re here to start trouble—to start fighting or killing each other—I’m going to have to intervene.” She stopped. Everyone was staring at her. “Don’t make me do that,” she finished boldly.
There was a brief silence. Nobody knew how to respond. Should they be cowed by the cop’s warning, or was it laughable that two human police officers would walk into two angry packs of shapeshifters and start making threats? Either way, nobody could argue the cop had guts, which was probably why they kept still for a moment. It was Sean who ultimately spoke, his tone reasonable and calm, explaining that they weren’t doing anything illegal and there was nothing for her to be concerned about.
Truthfully, Carter lost out on what his boss was saying because Ellie took advantage of everyone’s attention being diverted to sidle up to him. One moment she wasn’t there, and the next she was, right by his side.
“Carter,” she murmured, “I’ve got to show you something.”
Part of him melted at the mere sight of her; would’ve gone with her anywhere. However, he still remembered the sting of her words and her promise to leave him and his people to fight it out and die. That part, his injured pride, responded, “Really? Thought you were done with me, kid.”
She blinked behind her glasses, caught off guard by the bite to his tone. What, had she expected to show up here after that goodbye, after everything she’d said, and all would be magically okay? Why was she even here? Carter couldn’t believe she’d had the guts to walk back into this situation in the first place. He really wished she hadn’t. If there had been any bright spots, it was that she was safe, no matter the wrinkle of bitterness he felt.
“I understand you’re angry and probably hurt,” she replied, a little stiffly. “But this is important.”
“So was all that crap you said to me a few hours ago. Didn’t take that resolve long to weaken, did it? You couldn’t keep away from me. Had to have more of me. I don’t blame you.”
This time, his attempt at humor fell flat. She stared at him a few seconds, before replying quietly, “I love you, Carter. I do. That’s why I’m here. I have something I genuinely think you need. Can I show it to you?”
He almost responded, “You can show me anything, especially the personal stuff,” but stopped short. She wasn’t in the mood. Neither was he, truth be told. He followed her a few paces from the main crowd, where Nosizwe and Sean still spoke with the detectives. Ellie turned around and pressed her back up against his torso, innocently lighting a fire that was hard to ignore, despite the gravity of the situation. Until he switched his focus from the feel of her body to the lump in her back.
Carter reached under her jacket. She let him.
“What is this?”
As soon as his fingertips touched it, he knew.
The sword.
Irritations and hurt feelings vanished. She’d brought him the sword. The one the angel-shifter in the other world claimed he would need to repair the breach and resolve this mess.
Ellie turned around. “I thought you might want that,” she said softly, even as his hand fitted itself around the hilt.
Carter was silent as he considered the ramifications of what she’d said and done. Of what she’d brought. Her actions, juxtaposed against her earlier arguments, showed that she did truly care what happened to him and maybe even his people. The only problem was, was the sword supposed to be the key to saving or destroying them all?










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT






Carter was quiet. Very quiet. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. In the background, I could hear the two police officers still speaking with the two shifter leaders. I was guessing they were trying to talk them out of a fight and into going home, but I couldn’t pay attention to that when my focus was on the man I’d married. He grasped the sword, which he’d pulled out from beneath my jacket. His body and mine were turned so that nobody else could see what he held. In the dim light, I could see his hand clenching and unclenching on the sword handle.
I waited.
Finally, he said, “I don’t know what to say, Ellie. I appreciate you bringing this. Don’t know how you talked those two into coming with you—” He nodded in the general direction of the two cops. “—But I appreciate the efforts. It’s just…I don’t know how this works or what it’s supposed to do. That shifter didn’t give you any insight, did he?”
“No.” I shook my head.
I guess the idea that I would show up and Carter wouldn’t know what to do hadn’t necessarily occurred to me. Didn’t the hero always know? Carter always knew. I couldn’t think of a single situation we’d been in—and we’d been through some weird ones—where he hadn’t known what to do. I guess I’d foolishly assumed this wouldn’t be any different.
“Guess I could start swinging,” he chuckled ruefully. “Like that would do me any good. I’m not some master swordsman. Never even touched one of the damn things before.”
“Never? You mean you were never into any Dungeons and Dragons type stuff?” I teased.
His lip curled in a sardonic smile. “No, that would be you, the geeky homeschooled kid.”
“I’m not a geek,” I protested. “Not all homeschoolers are geeks.”
He bent, brushing the hair off my forehead so he could press a kiss there, making me shiver.
“I love you, Ellie,” he murmured against my skin. “Thank you, but I want you to go now.”
I felt half-insulted. I snapped my jaws shut before a rejoinder jumped out like, “I’ve been through worse with you before. I’m not going anywhere.” Even though it was true, mere hours ago I’d told him I was done with him and his feuds. I had already broken that resolve by coming here, bringing him the sword, but I’d been hoping it would either help prevent a war or cut one short. This wasn’t the time to get all huffy. It probably wasn’t the time to go all stand by your man, either, since I’d already told him I wasn’t going to stand by my man.
I edged away from him, disliking the chill night air filling up the spaces against me that he had filled.
“You’re going to be careful, right? Not do anything stupid?”
Carter shook his head. “I’ve already been stupid tonight. I’m over that.”
I cocked my head, puzzled by the bitterness in his voice. “What do you mean?”
Briefly, he described what had occurred before I showed up, including Sean using him to try and open the Stones’ portal again. My heart sank. He was obviously uncomfortable, if not feeling downright betrayed, by his boss’s treatment. I loved him too much to say, “I told you so.” Anyway, I didn’t have much of a chance to tell him anything. His story wasn’t even finished when we both heard voices raising behind us and turned to look.
Nosizwe had stepped closer to Detective Ewing and was practically in her face, staring her down. Or trying to. Nosizwe was tall, taller than the average man, and even though Detective Ewing wasn’t petite, like me, the shifter leader was much taller. Nevertheless, Detective Ewing hadn’t gotten where she was by being easily intimidated, and she wasn’t intimidated now.
Both Carter and I had missed whatever had sparked their argument, but as we started easing back over to the group both of us heard the cop saying, “You’re right—I can’t touch you legally right now because I can’t prove anything. And I’d have to have a great case to bring charges against someone as famous as your double, Elia. That doesn’t change what I’d like to do, though, and what I’d like to do is arrest you for the attempted murder of Ellie St. James. What I’d like to do is arrest you for running this gang of misfits and outlaws. What I’d like to do is clap your ass in prison for the rest of your life.”
Nosizwe wasn’t happy. Sean made a funny sound, sort of a strangled chuckle or cough. The cop turned to him next, and even from a distance away I could tell by the set of her jaw that she was furious.
“Don’t think I wouldn’t do the same to you, Mr. Costas. You’re every bit as guilty as she is.”
“With all due respect, you’ve lost your mind, Detective,” Sean countered smoothly. “I never attacked Miss St. James. In fact, I’ve protected her from Nosizwe at great personal cost.”
“To who?” Nosizwe sneered. “Not to you. To your man Ballis, maybe, but it looks like he’s getting free payback from the job. I don’t hear him complaining.”
I felt myself stiffen at the implications of Carter getting sex from me, and was grateful the darkness hid my blush. Carter didn’t mind. Of course, he wouldn’t. Only I heard him murmur, “I wouldn’t call it free, but, yeah, the perks have been nice.”
He reached down to grab my backside. I jumped and gave him a shove. “Knock it off,” I hissed.
He chuckled, but the humor was short-lived. The situation in front of us wasn’t easing up.
“I wasn’t referring to you attacking Ellie, Mr. Costas,” Detective Ewing spoke up. “I know you didn’t attack her, but your hands are still plenty dirty. I’m sure you’ve got quite the body count by now, don’t you? Not only from this war you’ve got going on, but from your other enterprises too. And, if not bodies, how many assaults by your enforcers? How much financial chicanery have you been involved with? How about illegal drugs and controlled substances, firearms, and all the rest?”
Sean Costas smiled thinly. “Prove it, Detective. And good luck doing so. Even if you could press charges, I dare you. You have no idea who I have in my back pocket. For all intents and purposes, I own this city.”
Next to the cop, her partner shuffled his feet and cleared his throat, looking uncomfortable. Detective Ewing didn’t budge.
“Oh, I have an idea of some of them,” she sneered. “You’re right. Your contacts may prevent me from pressing charges. Now. But nobody is above the law, even if it’s the law of karma. One of these days, you’ll get yours.”
Now Sean Costas did laugh out loud. “Is that a threat? You almost sound like you’re on Nosizwe’s side.”
“I’m not on either of your sides. I’m on the side of law and order.”
“Candace.” Her partner laid a hand on her arm. “You’ve had your say. I think we should—”
“Should what?” Now she rounded on him, furious. My dad would’ve said she looked like she had a full head of steam. I’d felt that way myself a couple times in the past few months, usually when dealing with Carter. “Should what?” she snarled. “I should keep my mouth shut like everyone else has for years, and tiptoe around this guy? We all know he’s basically a mafia don, running his own gang. But we also know he’s untouchable, right? So, we don’t say anything. We keep our mouths closed. We don’t interfere. We look the other way. Well, I’m tired of looking the other way. I’m tired of the conspiracy of silence. I’m tired of it all, Gary. I may never get to bring charges against you, Mr. Costas…” She’d swung back to face him, “But at least at the end of the day I can go to sleep knowing somebody had the guts to look you in the face and call you what you are.”
Sean folded his arms across his chest. “And what is that, Detective?”
Carter and I had halted close enough that I could see the dark scowl creasing his features. This wasn’t funny or amusing to him anymore. He was starting to get annoyed. The detective was treading on thin ice. I wanted to stop her, warn her that this man could likely have her job in an instant. If not her life. However, I had a feeling she knew all that and was past the point of caring.
This woman had spent months trying to infiltrate the Costas defenses and bring some justice to their criminal behavior. As a reward, she’d also gotten dragged into the war between Sean and Nosizwe, had been able to make no arrests, had been kidnapped and held prisoner, and had been forced to cover up the truth of what was going on. I honestly think she’d reached her limit. She knew she might lose everything, but she probably felt like she was a failure anyway, so what was the point of keeping silent? At least she had the chance to vent her frustrations, which she did.
“You’re a murderer,” she said, edging even closer. Her hand hovered over the butt of her gun, not in an intimidating way but rather defensive, like she was prepared to draw it if her words provoked the man into an attack. “You’re a liar. You’re a thug. You’re no better than the common pimp or drug lord living on the streets. You’re the same caliber of criminal, you just happen to have a little nicer home, wear a thousand-dollar suit, and drive cars that cost more than my house and car put together.”
“And you’re merely a pennyante cop in a cheap suit who should know when to quit, but doesn’t.” I saw the cop’s fingers flex over the butt of her gun, but she didn’t draw. “I’d admire that, Detective, if you had any common sense like your friend here.” Mr. Costas indicated her partner, who, again, shuffled his feet. His head hung and he looked uncomfortable. Guilty, even. Briefly, I wondered how deep this police officer was. “But you don’t,” Mr. Costas continued. “I’m tired of you trailing after me, starting fires that we have to put out.”
“Then come downtown with me to central booking,” she retorted.
Sean chuckled, but it was ugly. “No, thank you. I have a better idea.” He turned to her partner, snapped his fingers. “Take her out.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE






The words seemed to hang in the air, quivering with danger. Detective Ewing’s partner didn’t twitch a muscle. I think he was in shock. Sean Costas must’ve thought so too.
“Take her out,” Mr. Costas repeated a little more forcefully. “We can accomplish something here tonight anyway.”
This broke through the officer’s wall. “What? What?” he stammered, backing a step away. “I don’t… I can’t.”
“Do it, Tozzi. You work for me, don’t you? I’m giving you a job. A hit. Not the first hit you’ve done for me, is it?”
I felt my eyes widen at the brutal insinuation. Candace’s chin whipped her partner’s way. Her chest was rising and falling rapidly. If this was taking me by surprise, it must’ve been like a storm breaking over her.
“You haven’t,” she breathed. I could hear the pain of betrayal, of disappointment in her voice.
Detective Tozzi raised his palms. “Now, Candace, calm down. I never actually took anybody out…”
“Then what’s he talking about?”
If Sean Costas had been intending to cause confusion in the ranks, he’d accomplished it. He’d sort of taken a step back now, and stood there, arms folded, smiling a twisted little smile as if he were enjoying the show.
“I didn’t actually kill anyone. I didn’t. I just…sort of…looked the other way a time or two when…”
“Looked the other way? You’re a cop, Gary! You’re sworn to uphold the law! You—”
“Oh, like you haven’t looked the other way since you were dragged into this world? I warned you. I told you not to pursue this. You wouldn’t listen. Admit it—you’ve done things since you got sucked in that you never dreamed a good cop would do.”
Detective Ewing’s face was like a thundercloud, her expression potent with warning. Before she could even say anything, offer an excuse or rebuttal, Ciara Costas spoke up.
“I love how smoothly you’ve managed to turn them against each other, Sean. I applaud you. You’re so very skilled at controlling your enemies and manipulating people, aren’t you? It’s why you’ve hated Nosizwe so badly. You couldn’t control or manipulate her into your way of thinking. You couldn’t stand that. You couldn’t stomach being challenged, could you, dear?”
Just like that, the pressure was off the two police officers and the pendulum had swung back to the Costases. The twisted pleasure Sean Costas was deriving from seeing the two cops go at it had vanished, replaced by a scowl as he glowered at his wheelchair-bound wife.
“That sounds like your bitter, biting logic, my love,” he said to Ciara. “Never mind the Stones and what they represent for the safety of our people.”
“The safety of our people?” Ciara snorted a laugh. The sound was almost shocking, coming from someone as classy as her. “Since when have you cared about that? Admit it. You haven’t. It’s always been about control and furthering your enterprises. You wouldn’t have cared if every shifter that didn’t bow the knee to you was butchered, so long as your empire stood secure. You still don’t care. If you did, you’d have been willing to listen to Nosizwe, to negotiate with her…”
“And I haven’t tried?” Sean threw his hands in the air. From where Carter and I stood, several feet away, I could almost feel the frustration rolling off him in waves. “This has been years in the making, Ciara, which you know. This is not some quarrel that escalated overnight. I’ve done my part. I’ve tried. God knows I’ve tried. You know. You’re simply discounting my efforts.”
“Oh, I know your efforts. I know your efforts to bend the world to your will. The world around you, the human world. The world of shifters. Even this other world that Carter visited. You want the mastery of them all. Some things are outside of your control, though, dear.” She spat the name like an expletive. “I think you’re finding that out now, here, tonight, which has you frustrated, doesn’t it?”
“She’s trying to make him mad. Throw him off guard, provoke him into an attack,” Carter muttered next to me. “Sean’s got a temper. A bad one, when he loses control.”
“I know,” I murmured, remembering seeing him bash in the head of the shifter who had seemingly attacked his family. “Why, though?” I asked, as the couple continued to verbally spar in the background.
“I don’t know…” Carter admitted, but even as the words slipped out his posture tensed. I saw his dark eyes flickering around, studying the scene. I tried to follow his gaze, to absorb what he was seeing, but in the next breath everything changed.
“Sean!” Carter shouted, lunging forward, tearing away from me. In the same motion, he shoved me toward the cops, yelling at them, “Watch Ellie!” I didn’t have time to respond. The world blurred as I fell towards the police officers. I saw my husband diving towards his boss, caught the glint of headlights on bronze as Carter disappeared and the Talos took his place. In the same instant, even as I was pitching forward, Mr. Costas vanished as the mighty Minotaur replaced him.
I still didn’t understand what was happening, not for the first few seconds of confusion. I heard shouting. Heard a gun go off. Heard scuffling, like feet and bodies moving. Then I landed in the dirt next to Detective Ewing who instantly dropped to one knee next to me, gun in hand. Her partner knelt beside her.
“What was that?” I gasped. “What’s going on?”
“I think—”
We heard a growl. A very non-human growl. It raised the hairs on my arms and sent shivers down the back of my neck. It was echoed by another. Long, low, rolling, sonorous. And another. And another. And another. They came from everywhere, echoing each other, bouncing off the very darkness surrounding the two groups of shifters.
Detective Ewing and I were glancing all around, trying to figure out this new threat—what it was and where it was coming from. In the meantime, mere paces away, the Talos and the Minotaur stood back-to-back. I still wasn’t sure what Carter had seen, what had spurred his reaction, but I was guessing Ciara had been arguing with Sean in an attempt to distract him and pull everyone’s attention to their argument instead of Nosizwe’s people and what they were doing. It had worked, too, except for Carter. Even I had been focused on the arguing couple. Carter alone had noticed the threat, whatever it was.
All of this had occurred within mere seconds, and my brain was still wrapping around it when we heard the chorus of animal growls. Clearly, a brand-new menace was on the horizon.
“What the hell?” I heard Detective Tozzi grumble. “I hate—I hate—being mixed up with them. You never know what kind of crazy crap you’ll have to wade through. I tried to warn you, Candace. I tried.”
“Shut up, Gary,” she snapped. “We’re not done with that discussion, but it’s one we’ll have to have later. Ellie, do you have a piece?”
“I wasn’t getting out of that car unarmed,” I answered, and pulled my Beretta from the clip securing it to the back of my jeans. Carter’s sword had been next to it a few minutes ago. I wondered briefly where the sword was now, and then another round of growls tore through the night. Half of us—Sean’s people, the cops, and myself being that half—were scanning the perimeter anxiously. The growls were too loud, too numerous not to be taken seriously. It hadn’t escaped my attention that we were on a game preserve, meaning any kind of wild animal could be out here. But what kind? How many? Would our bullets stop them? How many bullets would it take to stop them? Did we have enough?
Movement at the edges of the darkness.
“Over there,” I breathed, jerking my head that way.
At the same second, Detective Ewing said, “It’s over there!” and pointed to the left.
“Behind us,” muttered her partner.
My heart sank. Where I’d been looking, a paw crept from the night shadows into the pool of light—huge, furry, striped. I shot a glance in the direction Candace had indicated. Another paw. I threw an anxious look over my shoulder. Another paw, followed by a leg. A massive, striped shoulder. A furry muzzle. Teeth, gleaming in the soft light. Whiskers. Yellow eyes. I looked to the sides, in front of me. Everywhere it was the same.
We were ringed in by big cats. Tigers. Lions. Panthers.
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Detective Ewing had known they were in trouble the instant the conflict had shifted, when the undercurrents started swirling around Gary and her instead of between Sean Costas and Elia. Nosizwe. Whatever the woman was called. However, she hadn’t expected to full-on confront Sean Costas. Nor had she ever, in her wildest dreams, expected this. Animals. Wild animals. Tigers. Lions. Panthers. Maybe a cheetah too. Or was it a jaguar? She hadn’t spent enough time in zoos or watching nature documentaries to be able to classify all the different big cats successfully. Nor did it really matter, with hundreds of pounds of raw, lean muscle backed by dozens of rows of sharp, gleaming teeth and long, lethal claws slinking towards her.
“What the devil is happening here?” Gary muttered.
Since they were all in this together, facing the same threat, she could forgive the ugly revelations about her longtime partner. For now. That didn’t mean they wouldn’t hash it out later. Provided they survived tonight. Right now, the odds weren’t looking too good. However, despite the ugliness of having a mafia boss like Sean Costas order her partner to kill her, there was still comfort to be found in having her partner’s back pressed against hers. I’ve got your back wasn’t simply a cliché at this moment. It was a physical reality as she, Gary, and Ellie had slunk wedged into position, all three of their backs together.
“C-Carter?” Ellie said softly. Candace could hear the stammer in her voice. The girl held her gun steady, but she was so close Candace could feel her shivering.
Slowly, after a nudge from his boss, making no sudden movements that might set off a firestorm, the gleaming bronze man crept towards their trio. A walking bronze automaton was the kind of thing you’d want to have on your side during an attack by wild animals, Candace thought, half-amused at the ludicrousness of the situation, despite her fear. Teeth and claws wouldn’t rip him up like they would human flesh.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Sean Costas, who had transformed into a massive, upright bull-man, flash back into human form. Candace blinked. Personally, if she had the ability to take on another shape that could fend off a pack of monster cats, she would’ve stayed in it. Then again, these shapeshifters could transform in less than the blink of an eye, so he probably figured he’d have time to switch back, should the need arise.
“What is this, Nosizwe?” he asked, folding his arms once more across his chest. If he was afraid, he was doing a good job hiding it. “Do you think you’re going to scare me into submission by bringing your kitties out to play? I’ve faced far more intimidating situations than this over the course of the last few decades, I can assure you.”
Elia raised her chin, her many braids sliding around her shoulder, the beads woven into her hair clinking against each other.
“Have you, though?” she smirked. She beckoned with her hand. A man stepped forward, coming up next to her.
Candace blinked in recognition. The bartender. From the Chesterfield Country Club. The one Candace had spoken with the night Elia kidnapped Ellie and forced Ballis into sacrificing himself for her. The one she’d flirted with. She felt like an idiot now. Of course, the bartender working a party for all these shapeshifters would be a shapeshifter himself. She should have known.
No time for self-recrimination. Candace doubted the guy remembered her or cared. He stood beside Elia, the light gleaming on his ebony skin, a shade darker than the entertainer’s. There was no denying he was a handsome man, with his tall, muscular frame, his hair cut close to his scalp, and a well-trimmed beard circling his mouth and chin. A thin gold chain around his neck glinted wickedly in the headlights.
Why was he here, though? Even as her brain processed the recognition, along with a strange pang of disappointment, Nosizwe—Elia—continued speaking, answering her own question.
“Do you know who this is, Sean?”
Costas looked decidedly unimpressed.
“A shifter, I presume.”
“You’d presume right,” the entertainer replied. “This is Adeola. A name denoting royalty. Adeola is a Nunda. You’ve heard of a Nunda, right, Sean?”
Candace tore her gaze from Adeola to Costas. He flinched. Elia caught it too.
“That’s right,” she said, almost gleefully. “He controls these animals, Sean. Look around you. We have an army. All Adeola has to do is give the signal. You may be able to defend yourself against some of them. With the help of your Talos, you might even get out alive. However, your Talos is going to be torn between protecting you and protecting that girl. Who do you think he’ll choose?”
Now Candace cut her gaze towards Ballis and his wife. Still clothed in bronze flesh, his smooth face was unreadable. Nosizwe had a point. He was the best bet for getting Sean out alive, should there be an attack. However, could he possibly get both Sean and Ellie out? If it came down to it, who would he protect? His boss, or the woman he loved?
Nosizwe went on. “All I have to do is give the signal, Sean. You’ll face a war from both Adeola’s animals and us. I think you know it’s a war you can’t win, not with the numbers you have here.”
“You always were a lowdown treacherous snake,” Costas snarled. “I thought we agreed to an equal number of reinforcements.”
“We agreed to an equal number of shifters,” Elia smirked. “I kept my end of the bargain. These animals aren’t shifters.”
“No, they’re only controlled by one.”
“It’s still fair,” the entertainer shrugged.
“Not hardly.”
Ignoring that, Elia challenged, “What will it be, Sean? You agree to give up all rights to the Stones, forever, to me. You agree to back down from your position. You hand control of your gang, your people, to me. All of them. Including him.” She nodded at Ballis. “I know the blood didn’t work this time, but we’ll keep at it. I want him. I want his blood when the time comes that I need it.”
Costas appeared unmoved, still standing there stone-faced, arms folded over his chest.
“And what am I supposed to gain in return?”
“In return, we allow you to keep control of your other enterprises. No interference from me or my people, not even the ones who used to be yours. You’ll still have an empire, Sean. It’ll simply be a human one. You’re out of the shifter world.”
“Don’t forget…” Ciara Costas interrupted.
“Oh, yes, one more thing,” Elia tacked on. “Ciara wants her divorce. No contest. I won’t bother with the legal ramifications. I believe you and she had a prenup, so that’s up to your lawyers to battle out. However, she wants her divorce, her red cap, and full custody of her son.”
Candace saw the mob boss’s steely gaze flash. “That’s never going to happen.”
He sounded like he was speaking through clenched teeth. He probably was. Anger was rolling off him in waves. Elia seemed to be genuinely enjoying the moment. Around the two shapeshifter leaders, the tension had ratcheted up. Even the animals sensed it. Candace heard a few low growls from the gathered assembly of big cats. Fresh shivers snaked down her spine and she looked at Adeola. He stood there, tall, strong, confident, but how long could he really hold back a bunch of wild beasts? Could he truly control them?
The detective’s finger caressed the trigger of her Glock, but she restrained the urge to shoot both Elia and Sean Costas, putting an end to their quarrel. She wasn’t a murderer. She wasn’t like them, unfortunately. Which meant she’d have to see how this thing played out, thereby putting her own life at risk.
“Never? You do see what you’re facing here.” Elia swept her hand in a circle, encompassing the threats on all sides. “Are you sure you want to play the hero here?”
“Go to hell,” Costas growled.
“I might,” the entertainer chuckled. “But, if I do, I’m taking you with me.”
She snapped her fingers. The world changed in an instant.










CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE






All of the sudden, humans were animals or monsters or other unspeakable things Candace couldn’t identify. All of the sudden, there were terrifying flashes of black and orange. Of fur and claws and long, wicked teeth. Everything blurred into danger, adrenaline. The notion that they were being truly attacked, that their lives were on the line, had barely kicked in when Candace took aim, squeezing the trigger. She didn’t single out an animal. She didn’t even single out Adeola, who had shifted into some sort of monstrously huge cat that was nearly twice as large as the beasts he controlled. The idea had occurred that if she took him out, his animals might scatter. Quickly, she’d dismissed it, realizing there was a very good chance if she took him out that any control over the army of big cats would disintegrate and they might go berserk.
Right now, the cats were mainly focused on Sean Costas, so Candace took down some sort of shapeshifter with glowing green skin and scales. Her curves said she’d once been a human woman, but the fangs and tail replacing teeth and legs were more like some kind of snake-creature. Candace didn’t even feel bad about killing her. Maybe she should have, not knowing what the woman was in her human life, but the shifter form was frickin’ disturbing.
Besides, she comforted herself, the monster was coiling like it was about to strike, and the general direction had been Ellie.
She thought.
In the first few seconds of mass confusion, it was hard to keep track of who—really, what—was attacking who, or what. Right before her eyes, the detective was witnessing something few humans would ever get the chance to see. That didn’t make it more pleasant to be caught in the middle of. As the big cats swarmed towards Sean Costas, his shifters moved to defend him. Candace could never have begun to try and identify what they all were. Some kept a more or less human, upright appearance, and they were mostly the ones firing weapons, as well, instead of attacking the cats their own selves, throwing their own altered bodies into the fray.
Sean Costas himself had reverted back to his animal form. Candace watched in a sort of sick horror as one lioness, smaller and more agile than the rest, made it through the circle of his defenders and jumped onto the bull-man’s back. The Minotaur roared, a deep, bellow that could likely be heard for a mile, reached up and grabbed its attacker, throwing her off.
Directly towards Candace and Gary.
It wasn’t until the lioness was hurtling through space, coming towards them, that it even registered that Ellie was gone. In that split-second of terror, Candace had looked for Ellie to protect her, but Ellie wasn’t there. Gary dove out of the path, yelling something she couldn’t catch. Probably to get out of the way. However, taking the time to check on Ellie had proved costly. There wasn’t time for Candace to get out of the way. Sudden death registered in her brain as the lioness flew directly towards her, yowling an angry, vicious cry. Her mouth was open, showing her teeth, her claws extended, ready to rip into flesh as payback.
She braced for the strike, the pain, but it never came. A shadow moved, enormous yet agile, slamming into the lioness and knocking her midair out of flight, throwing her off to the side. She rolled into the darkness beyond the circle of the headlights, yowling, and Candace didn’t see her again. What she did see was Adeola, the massive cat the bartender had shifted into, land gracefully inside the circle of meager light. Despite its size, the beast was light on its feet. It turned to glance back over its huge shoulder, its eyes catching hers. On instinct, Candace raised her gun and took aim, holding it in a steady, two-handed grip. But the animal’s eyes captured hers, arresting her with their humanity. They weren’t yellow, slitted feline eyes. They were dark brown, human, and contained recognition as they held hers. Confused, Candace felt herself involuntarily lowering her weapon.
Did the bartender remember her from that night? Had their brief encounter made a big enough impression that he would’ve attacked one of his own beasts to defend her? She wasn’t exactly on his boss’s side, so it didn’t make sense that he would do that. Apparently, he had.
Candace blinked, trying to process it all, but in an instant the gigantic feline had spun about, bounding off its haunches, leaping back into the battle. More shots rang out. If somebody had taken it down, she couldn’t tell. Anyway, the moment had passed, and she had to look out for herself and her partner.
Confused about Ellie’s disappearance, Candace swung back around to where she’d last glimpsed the young woman, which had been right next to her. She was definitely not there. Where had she gone?
A glimpse of light reflecting on bronze drew her attention. There was Ballis, in his altered form, as the Talos. He’d gone straight for his boss, which was to be expected. Except for the fact that Ellie was here, as well. He had to have chosen between the two. Had he, in fact, gone with years of service over his heart and chosen his boss over his wife? But Ellie wasn’t with Ballis, either.
Candace searched for the girl, even as danger hurtled past all around. She’d largely forgotten her own safety, forgotten her partner. Not technically forgotten, but she was furious with him after Sean Costas’s little revelation tonight.
He can look after himself,
just like I can look after myself.
Technically, Ellie could look after herself too. She could stand her ground. Nevertheless, Candace was on target to find her and make sure they both got out of this war alive, a war neither of them, honestly, should have ever been involved with. She ducked around careening bodies, avoiding wings, hooves, fangs, and claws. Her sole defense, besides her Glock, was the fact that angry shapeshifters seemed so intent on tearing each other apart that they were mostly ignoring her and Gary. Okay, she had checked on him. The two cops were nonentities, unless they happened to get in the way. She did have to pull her weapon on some creature that was slim and pale and almost translucent. A young man, she thought. It ran right up to her, weaponless, as far as Candace could tell. Nevertheless, with her Glock in its nose, and her snarling, “Back off,” it did, palms raised, and ran around her to be absorbed into the fray.
Nice to know all of these other shifters aren’t impervious to bullets, like Ballis, she thought.
Even as she did, a flash of light on blonde hair drew her focus.
Ellie!
She was behind enemy lines, so to speak, if one were taking sides. Candace wormed her way closer, struggling to make headway while staying safe. It was hard to tell at first, but as she neared, she could see Ellie was down on her knees in front of someone who was seated. It took crossing the line of battle, narrowly avoiding a confrontation with another of Adeola’s massive felines before she stumbled out of the battle and could distinguish who the person was.
Ciara Costas.
She was in her wheelchair, staring down at Ellie. The noise of the fight covered their voices.
Candace couldn’t tell what was being said, but she could see Ellie was speaking to the wheelchair-bound woman in quick, earnest words. There wasn’t enough light to judge by the other woman’s face what she was thinking or how she was receiving Ellie’s message, but it seemed improbable that any good could come out of Ellie directly confronting Ciara Costas. As Candace carefully approached, she couldn’t help wondering what on earth the two women had to say to each other, especially right now.
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The conflict exploded before I could take a breath. I knelt there, stunned by the insanity that had erupted around me. I’d seen bloodshed and fighting before, but not on this scale. I think I was in so much shock at how quickly it had escalated that I forgot to be scared. I was in a kind of confusion while all around me humans morphed into fantastical creatures and a pack of big cats surged into action.
Someone shoved me. I jolted to my feet, catching my breath, to see Carter standing there in his human form.
“Get out of here, Ellie,” he said hoarsely. His naturally olive skin looked pale, even in the bad lighting, and his eyes held real fear. “Please go. Now. Get in the car. Go. Don’t look back.”
I could have argued. I could have stood my ground. But I understood that he was torn between fear for me and protecting his boss. Personally, I would’ve been happy for Sean Costas and Nosizwe to tear each other to pieces if it would end this infernal war, but Carter couldn’t refuse to defend his longtime mentor. For his sake, I nodded and whirled to run, ducking around flying shapes and shadows. None of the shifters seemed focused on me, only on each other. I’d made it to the edge of the fray when I stopped to look back and check on Carter.
Even in the melee, I could pick out his gleaming bronze form as he picked up a male lion that had pounced for Sean’s Minotaur form, raised it over his head, and threw it off. Even now, despite everything, protecting that man who, in my opinion, didn’t give two craps about him.
I changed my mind. I didn’t want him getting hurt or killed because of his misguided loyalties. And when I saw the terracotta warrior approach that he’d fought with in the coffee shop, I knew that was a distinct possibility. They’d brought up their own automaton to battle ours. Now Carter wasn’t merely defending himself or his boss, but taking on an equal.
Great. I can’t leave now. What can I do?
My gaze desperately roamed the scene. I couldn’t distinguish much, aside from the big cats and picking out a familiar shifter every now and then. Until my attention fell on a silent observer, tucked back a bit from the brawl, between two of the trucks that had been used to haul the Stones. The Stones, which now stood like an ancient ring of sacrificial, ceremonial stones around the carnage and bloodshed inside their borders.
I shivered. Okay, you’re being a little melodramatic, I warned myself, switching my concentration back to the lone figure.
It was Mrs. Costas, and I knew she wasn’t fighting because of her wheelchair and the physical limitations not being in or near water placed on her. I knew something else, too. In my hotel room earlier this evening, I’d looked up Merrows, studying them in an attempt to comprehend why her desperation to return to the sea had driven her to betray her husband. I still couldn’t say I understood, but I knew a little more about a Merrow’s power, and why, all those months ago, Britt, the bodyguard, had told me Ciara might look helpless, but she was actually incredibly powerful.
Could I get her to use her magic? To intervene? To stop this insanity before everyone was slaughtered?
I didn’t stop to consider the ins and outs. There wasn’t time. I dashed across the rough, uneven ground, skirting the battlefield as best I could. Sure, I had my Beretta tucked into my jeans, but I didn’t want to use it unless I was forced.
Luckily, after narrowly sidestepping a figure or two, who were more intent on killing each other than me, I crossed to the other side and worked my way over to Ciara Costas. Her head jerked up when I approached, her hand rising. The sleek, grey barrel of a gun was aimed at my chest, but I knelt, spreading my hands to show her I didn’t intend any foul play.
“Don’t shoot,” I said.
“Why not?” Her eyes were cold. “You’ve been a thorn in my side ever since you entered our lives.”
I blinked at the hatred in her voice. “I—I’m sorry, Mrs. Costas,” I stammered, caught off guard by her animosity. I guess I’d figured anything she’d done to me was business, not personal. “I haven’t meant to be. I never meant to get involved in your world or your lives or…”
“I know. I know you only meant to save a child’s life. Jackson is the sole reason I’m not pulling this trigger right now.”
I gulped down my relief, resting temporarily in the fact that she wouldn’t outright murder the person who’d saved her son.
“Mrs. Costas,” I said, glancing around nervously, “Where’s your bodyguard? Where’s Darla?”
“After her blast at the mansion this afternoon, she had to recover. That shift takes a lot out of one, you know.” She smirked at her wisecrack. “Don’t worry. Still plenty of shifters around who could tear you to shreds. What do you want, Ellie?”
“Look, we don’t have to like or trust each other to want the same thing: stopping this insanity before everyone is dead and there’s nobody and nothing left. Can we at least agree on that?”
A grim smile twisted her lips. “Who says that’s what I want? What if I want them to kill each other off? Sean, Nosizwe, and their top lieutenants. Then the Stones will be mine alone. As the last person of power left, I’ll head both factions of the clans, uniting them into one.”
I drew back a little, stunned. Had this been her game all along? This sweet, mild-mannered, beautiful, unassuming woman in a wheelchair pulling this many strings, like a puppet master, manipulating these two powerful people and their allies? Had she coerced them into this war? A final battle to slaughter each other, leaving her the last one standing, so to speak?
I couldn’t believe it, and yet…I could. But I still couldn’t give up, despite this new wrinkle in my plan.
“What good are the Stones if you don’t have the Talos?” I pleaded, reminding her that she still had to have Carter.
She flicked a glance towards the fighting, where the Talos’ bronze figure could be seen moving it and out of shadow and light.
“I don’t think Carter will die here,” she said calmly. “He is too tough.”
She didn’t seem worried by the possibility. She was the only one, between the two of us.
“But what if he does?” I pleaded. “There’s no other Talos. That’s what I’ve heard since the beginning. It’s him. He’s it. The fact that his blood worked the first time, that it took him and me to that other world…that means he’s the key. You have to have him.”
Ciara didn’t wince. Didn’t flinch.
“He’ll come through it,” she said, almost sounding bored. “He has a knack for that. Rather like one of the filthy cockroaches here that manage to squirm out from under your shoe when you try to squish it.”
I couldn’t believe she was being so blasé about this. I tried a different tact.
“Okay, you may be right. Suppose he does survive, but Sean doesn’t. Sean dies and you get Jackson…but you never find your red cap. I bet you’ve searched for it through the years, haven’t you? Had your people search for it too? Never been able to find it? What makes you think you’ll be able to find it when Sean’s dead? What good is all this—” I waved a hand towards the Stones, the battlefield, “if you’re still a prisoner on land? If you can’t return to the sea and have control over your own body?”
That caught her attention. She swung around to face me, fury in her green eyes.
“You have a point there,” she conceded. Angrily. “What is it that you really want, Ellie? There’s got to be a reason you risked your life to come over here.”
“I want you to stop this,” I said, gesturing towards the battle raging next to us. “I know you can. You’re a Merrow. Your voice has the power to coerce people—especially men—to do anything. You could charm that guy who’s controlling the cats, have him put a stop to their attack. You can end this.”
She snorted. “For my voice to work, I have to be in water. Do you see any water around here?”
I was prepared for this too. Gulping down memories that still turned my mouth dry from fear, I said, “What about the Nakki?”
“What about her?”
“Is she here? The one who attacked me that night, after I left your home? The one you sent to Carter’s apartment to kill me?”
She smirked again. “How did you like that? A Nakki is a rather gruesome way to be introduced to our world, isn’t it? I needed to take you out as swiftly as possible, but Carter’s apartment is virtually impenetrable. And with Carter there, getting anyone inside was next to impossible. The Nakki was our best option.”
“It almost worked,” I conceded. “I still have trouble taking a shower sometimes.”
She laughed like it was a big joke between friends. “I bet you do. That’s the cost of humans poking their nose where they don’t belong.”
“I didn’t exactly—never mind.” There was no point arguing the fact that I hadn’t purposefully gotten involved in her life. Rather, I’d been dragged into her schemes. This was taking far too long. Ciara might have been willing to sit around and chat while the world burned, since that suited her purposes, but it wasn’t working for me. I kept casting glances towards the battle, praying each time I did that I’d see Carter still on his feet and moving. “What I’m asking is if the Nakki is here or not.”
“Actually, she is. She’s guarding the Stones.”
Ciara pointed in the direction of the ancient tablets. I had trouble distinguishing them at first, but after a moment I was able to pick out at least three shapes hunkered down by the Stones. They weren’t moving. They weren’t involved in the fight. They were simply there, watching. I guess they’d been ordered to guard the Stones, no matter what. Even at a time like this, so nobody from Sean’s side could break free of the battle and make an attempt on them.
I shot to my feet. “Get her over here.”
Mrs. Costas angled her neck to look up at me. “I haven’t agreed to help you.”
My hands flashed, reaching behind me and drawing my weapon. I placed the barrel on her temple. She responded as I’d known she would, by lifting her own gun, but I was ready and snatched her wrist, giving it a brutal twist. She cried out in pain and dropped the gun. It fell into the grass beside her wheelchair.
“I don’t have any more time to play nice,” I said. “I tried asking. Now I’m telling. We’re going over to the Nakki, and you’re going to tell her to transform.”
“Nakkis live in the water,” Ciara huffed. “They don’t create their own.”
“They can take whatever water is there and amplify it,” I corrected. “I saw her do it when she tried to kill me. All we need is a tiny bit for her to work with. She expands the water. You get in it. You transform. You use your voice, and you stop this war.”
“What if I don’t? What if I refuse?”
She was stone cold, angry. Underneath that façade, I sensed something else. She was brittle. Fragile as glass. A woman pushed to the edge and ready to break.
“Then I’ll kill you,” I said softly. “And Sean will probably survive, thanks to Carter, since the Talos will do anything to protect Sean. That means he’ll have your son. He’ll have Jackson, and he’ll have your red cap. Forever. Is that what you want?”
She stared me down, weighing her options, probably wondering if I’d really kill her. I held my breath and prayed. I wouldn’t, but I was hoping she wouldn’t run the risk of Sean winding up with sole custody of their child. I guess she decided not to.
“Damn you, Ellie,” she breathed. She released a breath and the rigidity left her shoulders. She slumped in her chair. “There are water bottles in the truck. Mack drove it here, and he always has water with him.” She nodded at the nearest vehicle. “Grab several of them. And follow me.”
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Keeping my gun trained on her, I did as she ordered. It wasn’t easy trying to keep an eye on her, keep my gun ready, and rummage around for the water bottles, while simultaneously making sure this wasn’t a trap and another shifter wasn’t waiting to jump me.
Despite Mrs. Costas’ seeming capitulation, I still felt jittery. Anything could go wrong. My plan could still fail. I didn’t know if it was a good plan to begin with, unleashing the power of the Merrow. It would most likely work on the men. Not as likely on the women, but once the men stopped fighting, the women would too, right? That’s what I was counting on. I had no clue how long the spell would last, especially since we were using the Nakki to create a makeshift pool. This was far from a Merrow’s natural habitat. However, all we needed was a brief interlude. Because I had another idea.
Something had been teasing at the back of my brain all this time, like I could suddenly see how the puzzle that made up the Stones and Carter and the sword and the other world and the voices, the presences Carter had sensed in the other world, and the angel and the title he’d given Carter of Repairer of the Breach…I could suddenly sense how these things fit together and how to unlock them all.
I didn’t say anything about that to Mrs. Costas, though. I didn’t dare, as she urged her electric wheelchair across the rough ground towards the Stones. It was slow going. I was juggling the water bottles and keeping my gun trained on her. When she got stuck in the rough grass, I dropped the bottles in her lap and gave her a push with one hand to keep going. Finally, we made it, circling around behind the Stones, keeping out of the fray, coming up behind the Stones where a young woman in a filmy white tank top and dark jeans stood observing the battle. Her pale blonde hair was unbound, strands of it floating on the night breeze. I stared at her a moment, reliving the terror of that night in Carter’s bathroom, a little shocked that so much fear could’ve been caused by this girl who didn’t look any older or any more vicious than I did.
“Helena.” She turned when Mrs. Costas called her name. Her eyes widened when she saw me. “You remember Ellie, right?” Ciara jerked a thumb over her shoulder at me.
Helena smiled a little half-smile. “I’ll never forget that night. For the record, you’re the only person who ever escaped me.”
Again, it was hard to stand there and reconcile my memories of the terrifying Nakki and the implication of her being a coldblooded killer with this normal looking young woman.
“I’m sure I wouldn’t have, if Carter hadn’t been there.”
“The Talos.” She nodded towards the battle. “I’ve been watching him. He’s doing everything to protect Sean, but he’s getting worn down. He’s going to fall eventually. They both will.”
My heart jumped to my throat. I strained to see Carter. He was squaring off, again, against the terracotta warrior. As they circled each other, another shifter, some huge, dark, hulking form I couldn’t identify, took the opportunity to leap on his back. The Talos stumbled. The terracotta warrior charged.
I turned away. I couldn’t look. We had to act. Now.
“It’s time to move,” I said to Mrs. Costas, doing my best to inject steel into my voice.
She wasn’t fooled. I could tell by her smirk. But she conceded, addressing the young woman, Helena, again.
“Helena, we’re going to stop this. We need your help.”
She seemed puzzled. “Oh?”
“Well, you see I have this gun to my head,” Mrs. Costas half-laughed. “I don’t really have a choice but to ask you to help me.” Briefly, she described my plan. Helena kept glancing back and forth between Ciara, the battle, and me. She was confused, but she didn’t argue.
“I’ll do whatever you want, Ciara,” she said. “If you’re sure this is what you want.”
“I think it’s for the best,” Mrs. Costas replied coolly. “I have my reasons.”
Helena shrugged, unconcerned. “Nosizwe didn’t say not to, so…okay. Give me those,” she said to me, stretching out a hand for the water bottles.
I complied, passing them over. She held them in both hands, motionless. I was about to say drily, “Do you need help opening them?” when the caps fell off of their own accord. The plastic containing the water liquefied, dissolving into fluid, all while she was holding them. As they liquefied, so did her hands. The water splashed to the ground, and so did her body, dissolving. Before my brain could register what I was seeing, there was a large, silvery puddle on the ground, and Helena was gone, except for a face in the puddle.
“My turn, I suppose.”
Using upper body strength, Mrs. Costas pushed herself upright and then carefully wriggled her body out of her chair to slide into the makeshift pool. The instant her toes touched the water, a change rippled over her. The woman in the wheelchair was gone, and in her place with a true enchantress, a mermaid—not really a mermaid, but a Merrow. I can’t lie—it did look weird to see a beautiful half-woman, half-fish lying there in a large puddle in the middle of a field in Texas. Then again, what about this entire adventure, this entire night, hadn’t been weird?
She blinked at me. Her eyes had changed from an emerald green to a glassy blue-grey-green, shifting colors like the sea itself. Her raven hair spilled around her shoulders, down her back, to her waist. She was always lovely, even in human form, but here, as her true and natural self, she was breathtaking. When she turned towards the battlefield, opened her mouth and began to sing, she was exquisite.
I hadn’t known a voice like that existed. I hadn’t known beauty like that existed. The first few notes were so powerful they rocked me back on my heels, literally. I almost dropped my gun, but concentrated all of my willpower on my arms, my hands, my fingers to hold my stance.
Was she ordering me to drop it? I wondered.
I didn’t know, because she was singing in Gaelic. I couldn’t understand a word she said. All I could understand was what I sensed, and that was power: sheer, raw, magical power. Beneath the spell of her song, the battle stopped, nearly cold. I saw the first change with Adeola, the Nunda, who controlled the big cats. When he shifted back into human form, the felines stopped their charges, stopped their mauling, and lay down, tame as kittens, resting their heads on their paws.
The song continued, and it affected the men the most. From what I could pick out, in the shapes and shadows and figures lit up by headlights, it was the men who initially stopped in their tracks, backing off from their opponents, and shifted back into their human forms. It was the men who were glancing around as if confused, trying to figure out where they were, what they were doing, and why.
The thought occurred to me, If she has this much power to charm and control men, why didn’t she use it to control Sean a long time ago?
Logically, I knew Sean had probably considered that possibility and would’ve safeguarded himself with certain things, like the location of her cap. Not to mention, controlling the male shifters didn’t mean she had all control. From what I’d seen, female shifters could be every bit as powerful as male, and they simply weren’t affected by her magic like the men were. And Sean employed plenty of women.
In front of me, the women also stopped fighting, but none of them had the same dazed expression as their male counterparts. Like me, they initially appeared rocked by the power of the song. Afterward, they seemed more confused by the battle abruptly ending than by the Merrow’s charm. They were looking around as if wondering what to do.
The sounds of scuffling, of fighting, of death, died away. An eerie silence drifted across the darkened pastures, broken by the sigh of the wind and the Gaelic song of the Merrow. Never in my wildest imaginations could I have foreseen something like this in the Texas countryside.
Slowly, Mrs. Costas tapered off her music. The shimmering echoes of her voice died away. For a moment, there was peace.
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For a moment, there was peace. Carter slid back into his human form, shaking himself physically to throw off the Merrow’s song in order to assess the situation. The terracotta warrior who’d been after him stumbled back, collapsing on the ground, breathing heavily. A hasty sweep of the area told him at least half of their numbers were down, either wounded or dead. Roughly a third of their enemies seemed to be in the same state. The Nunda with his army of big cats had done real damage. The cats were now resting on the ground. Some emitted low rumbles, almost like a purring housecat.
The war had ceased, at least temporarily, but why? Why had Ciara used her magic to stop the fight?
Carter scanned the area, squinting to pierce the shadows, until he located Ciara’s wheelchair next to one of the Stones. Only she wasn’t in her wheelchair. She was on the ground, in her Merrow form, and next to her was a slight young woman with blonde hair.
Ellie.
Even from there, he could see the gun barrel she had trained on Ciara Costas.
Ellie had forced Mrs. Costas to stop the fighting? Stopping the fighting was something Ellie would have risked her life to do, but capitulating didn’t seem like something Ciara would have done. Not even with a handgun at her temple.
It wasn’t. Carter barely had time to form the opinion when he heard a loud grunt, almost a shout, a cry of surprise. He spun towards it, a wave of sickness slamming his gut, knowing already whose voice it was.
Sean. Sean stood there, both hands on his belly, blood pouring out. Next to him stood Nosizwe who, even as Carter spun to look, was shifting back from her Impundulu form into her human self. He caught the quickest glimpse of blood on a bird’s beak, and then Nosizwe stood there, wiping blood from her mouth, almost glowing with triumph.
“Backstabbing bitch,” Sean ground out. Carter’s gaze assessed his boss’s wound as he dashed towards him.
“You shouldn’t have let your wife throw you off guard,” Nosizwe sneered. “All’s fair in love and war, Sean. You know the saying.”
They’d been up against each other when the song drifted into the chaos, temporarily calming it. Beneath Ciara’s spell, Sean had stopped just long enough for his rival to take advantage of the situation. And gut him, like she’d gutted Ellie down in the Pit. Sean’s hands were pressed to his belly to hold in his entrails, but it didn’t take a doctor to see that he wasn’t going to make it. Unless…
Carter, who had been double-teamed during the fight and separated from Sean, now ran towards his boss. Could he do it? Could he get Sean to the otherworld, where there was magic, healing magic? If only the unicorn shifters were here, but they hadn’t been at the compound earlier today when Sean and he were choosing who to bring tonight. Sean didn’t have a chance unless Carter could figure it out, could get him to the other world, could find the healing water, could…
He pushed through the crowd gathered around the dying man and sank next to his boss. Sliding a hand under his head, he said, “Hang on, Sean. Hang on. We’ll get through this.”
“How?” He heard Nosizwe’s laugh from somewhere above him. “He’s done for and you know it, Ballis. He knows it too.”
Sean’s eyes were full of hate, but there was resignation there too. “Don’t…let…her…win,” he groaned, clutching at Carter’s shoulder. “Don’t.”
Carter had never seen such raw hatred, ever, from anyone.
“Jackson…not…to—to Ciara,” he went on. Blood trickled from the corners of his mouth, soaking his beard. “Her cap…don’t…let her...”
A weak cough choked off whatever he’d been trying to say, but Carter could guess the gist of it.
“Stop,” he told Sean, who was still clinging to life. “You’re not going to die here.”
Sean smiled, or tried to. “Carter…man c-couldn’t have had…better…like a son…”
Like a son…
Hot tears crowded Carter’s vision, but he angrily dashed them away with a knuckle, looking towards the Stones. He hadn’t been able to open them before. Maybe he hadn’t used enough blood. He’d slice the vein over his heel for Sean like he had for Ellie if it would work. He could try it. He could—
“Carter.” His head snapped up at a familiar voice, a hand on his shoulder. Ellie stood there, a look of shock and horror and also a little sadness on her face. “You need this,” she said, carefully drawing the sword from his belt where he’d jammed it when the onslaught started. Earlier, he’d had to make a split-second decision, and that decision was that he could fight better as the Talos than trying to wave some magic sword around. He’d hastily secured it, then forgotten about it. Now Ellie tugged it free, placed it in his hands.
“I get it now,” she said. “The Stones let you open them before because you had to get into that world to get this. To get the other Stone. Remember? The one the angel gave us that brought us back home? I have it here.”
From her pocket, she produced the miniature Stone, an exact replica of the much larger ones. He’d left it at the detective’s house with her, not thinking much about it. Now Ellie offered it to him, along with the sword.
“Also, the Stones opened then because that’s what you wanted—to save me. You didn’t really want to open them tonight. You were being forced to. That’s why the magic didn’t work. I think there was something else, though. I think these are the key pieces that you’ve been missing. The final two Stones that everyone’s been searching for. Only they’re not actually Stones, like people have believed for centuries. They’re these. That’s why the other two Stones were never found. They were still in the other world. Nosizwe was right that putting the Stones together and using your blood would do something. It did. It led to finding these.”
He stared at her offering—the sword, the miniature Stone—trying to compute what she was saying while his brain was consumed with Sean lying there, bleeding out.
“The blade has writing on it, the same writing as the Stones,” Ellie explained. She touched his chin, forcing his gaze to hers, forcing him to re-direct his focus. “I bet if we put it with the Stones we have here, it would be the final piece of the entire puzzle.”
Hope lit a flame in his chest.
“Take the sword and open the Stones,” she urged. She gestured towards Sean. “Maybe it won’t be too late.”
That was it. That was all he needed. Carter sprang to his feet, grabbing her hand.
“Let’s go.”
“Where?”
“I’m not leaving you here,” he growled, pulling her along. She didn’t resist, but they’d only managed a few steps before Nosizwe stepped into his path, intercepting him.
“You’re not doing this,” she said.
Carter resisted the urge to shift into the Talos and gift her with a haymaker. Send her reeling. Rip her head off. Tear her limb from limb. She’d nearly killed Ellie. Sean was going to die unless Carter could get help. She’d attacked the two people that he most cared about. There was not one ounce of him that didn’t want to see her dead. However, he also didn’t want to restart the battle Ciara’s song had stopped.
Before his spinning brain could even form a reply, a voice spoke up, cool and self-assured.
“Yes, he is.”
Stepping out of the shadows was Detective Ewing. Her Glock was already raised, trained on a spot between Nosizwe’s eyes.
“Let him pass, Elia,” she said calmly. “Don’t you think it’s time to end this?”
The shifter queen didn’t look afraid, but her attitude had subtly altered from smug to cautious.
“I am ending this by letting him die,” she replied, gesturing towards Sean on the ground. “Letting Carter get to the Stones prolongs the agony. What’s the point? He saves Sean and the war goes on? The carousel never stops spinning? Is that what you want, Detective? You’re tired of the killing and carnage, aren’t you? This is your chance for it to stop. You should be on my side.”
“I’m not on either of your sides,” Detective Ewing answered calmly. “And it certainly wouldn’t hurt my feelings for you and Sean Costas to kill each other off. However, I’ve come to realize this war will never be over until this business with the Stones is complete. And it looks like it can’t be completed until he—” she nodded her chin towards Carter—“gets back into that other world.
“So, let him go,” she finished.
Carter waited, tense, for the explosion. For Nosizwe to shift and tear into the detective. She looked awful brave now, standing there with a gun barrel aimed at Nosizwe’s head, but how would she look with that same weapon trained on the mighty Impundulu?
Nosizwe must have had something else in mind. She stepped back with a little bow and swept her hand towards the Stones.
“Far it be from me to impede progress,” she mocked.
Carter shoved past, pulling Ellie along behind him. He didn’t bother watching his back as he dashed towards the Stones. He figured the detective had it.
Within the circle of Stones, he dropped Ellie’s hand and flicked his wrist of the hand holding the sword. The blade lit up, the mysterious etchings sheathing themselves in flame. He heard a soft gasp from Ellie. The etchings on the Stones had lit up too, as if in response. Excitement welled. Maybe Ellie was right. This had never happened before. He glanced at her, and she nodded, encouraging him.
He knelt on one knee, twisted, and brought the blade of the sword around. A second’s wait as he assumed the Talos form, then he used the edge of the glowing blade to carefully reopen the vein. This time, when the blood oozed out, it dripped onto the sword and the blade soaked it up, causing the runes to glow bright and brighter.
He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up to see Ellie pointing at the largest Stone, the one they’d always considered to be the centerpiece of the collection.
“Look,” she said.
The entire Stone was quivering, its etchings glowing brighter, the flame burning brighter. In-between the lines of runes something else appeared. A simple slit, several inches long, outlined by fire. Also, on the top corner of the Stone, a spot previously worn down and smoothed by time, was now revealed by fire to be a groove shaped roughly like the Stone itself, like that piece had been chipped off. Carter had never noticed either, because they hadn’t been there or else they’d simply appeared to be weathered areas in the Stone’s ancient surface. There was no mistaking now what they were. Carter rose, approached the Stone, and carefully worked the miniature tablet, the sliver of stone, into the groove on the corner, then slid the blade into the slot, tip first. It sank in all the way to the hilt.
The flames flickered out. Darkness. Silence.
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Maybe he’d done something wrong. My heart stopped when the flames wreathing the writing on the Stones died. I’d been the one who directed him to use the sword in the first place. Had I been wrong? Had I ruined the whole thing?
Carter, as the Talos, stood there as the flames winked out. He didn’t panic. He didn’t even react. Honestly, he didn’t have time to. A second or two skipped by, seconds that felt like hours to me, before the world exploded in a blaze.
All around us the night lit up with a boom. Fire, light, colors like fireworks going off, but these weren’t fireworks. Whatever magic the Stones contained had caused them. The shifters, the cops, even the animals behind us…they were all on their feet, startled, gazing around in awe. The light show lingered a moment and then passed away, leaving behind a familiar glowing portal.
It was different this time. It was larger, and I could see inside, see through it, see the world on the opposite end. I recognized the city where Carter and I had spent the night. The city that had been empty, quiet and desolate. It wasn’t that way anymore. As if looking through a telescope, at the far end I could see people inside, people who were watching, waiting.
Exactly like the people on our end.
I think everyone was so stunned, including me, that we all stood there, frozen, waiting to see what would happen next and what Carter, the Talos, would do.
He wasn’t much different from us, though. He was also stunned. Bewildered. The Carter I knew from the beginning of our relationship wasn’t somebody who had ever pictured himself as the key to unlocking other worlds or fulfilling ancient prophecy. He didn’t have the answers. He glanced back and forth from the city scene beyond the portal to me, shaking his head like he couldn’t believe it either. However, he knew what he wanted to do. He half-turned, gesturing over his shoulder to a couple of his people to bring Sean over. Three of them sprang into action, carefully lifting the wounded man, carrying him over to us. The Talos took him, lifting him effortlessly. I could see Sean was close to death. I was skeptical he’d even survive the trip, but I didn’t say that to Carter. This wasn’t my decision. I laid my hand on his bronze arm and said, “Go. But I think you should take that with you.”
The sword. He retrieved it and stepped into the glowing portal. There was a brilliant flash of light, a surge of electricity like lightning, and then they both disappeared, the portal along with them.
Darkness, lit only by the headlights, fell back over our group. Silence also fell. So deep and so profound that I could hear the chirping of crickets and the croaking of frogs at a nearby pond. The sounds of a typical Texas night, belying the fact that everything occurring here was as far from typical as possible.
We all sort of stood there, enemies spilling each other’s blood minutes ago, now shuffling our feet and eyeing our neighbors, wondering what was going on and what to do next. Go back to fighting? Retreat to opposite sides of the field? Scatter? Disperse? Go home? Wait for Carter? How long would this take?
Not long, as it turned out. As if in answer to everybody’s questions, we heard a rushing sound, like a strong wind. The runes on the Stones lit brilliantly, the portal reappeared, and there came the Talos, stepping through, Sean with him. My eyes rounded to see it, even though I’d seen it, lived it myself. It was still just as spectacular, just as mind-boggling.
This time, Carter and Sean weren’t alone. Following them through the portal were two more people, a man and a woman. The light from the portal faded once they’d cleared it, but the portal didn’t disappear. Carter shifted back into his human form. Sean looked a little pale and wobbly. His shirt was still covered with blood, but his guts weren’t spilling out anymore. He took a few staggering steps to the side and the people who’d helped bring him to Carter sprang to his support, easing him away from the Stones and to a seat on the grass several yards away.
Carter looked at me. Beneath his olive complexion, he was pale and drained. He lifted his arm in invitation and I came to him, sliding beneath his arm, resting my head against his chest, grateful he was alive and well so far. He clutched me close for a moment, unembarrassed, even bending to kiss the top of my head before straightening, looking around, making sure he had everyone’s attention.
“I met these two in the other world,” he said. “They were waiting for me. You need to hear what they have to say.”
He gestured, and the man and woman stepped forward. I didn’t know the woman, but the man was the same winged being that I’d met in the other realm who had given me food and helped save Carter’s life. The one I was certain was an angel, but Carter disagreed.
Neither he nor his female companion looked very angelic now, aside from the wings, maybe, but there was still something austere and regal about their appearance that caused even angry shapeshifters, hungry for blood, to settle down and pay attention.
The woman spoke first. When she did, it occurred to me to wonder how she knew our language, even if her dialect was archaic. On the other hand, with shapeshifters and magic and portals, who knew, really? A winged woman from another world speaking our language was pretty tame in comparison. I shrugged it off, chalking it up to one more part of the mystery, and listened.
“I am Seriel,” she said. Her voice was clear and heavily accented with a flavor I couldn’t identify. “This is Vehuel. We have waited long for the Repairer of the Breach. Now he has come, and we thought to find a world where our people would be accepted instead of chased into hiding, as we have hidden lo, these many years. Instead, what do we find? We find our people, us, in conflict.”
Her tone was reproachful. Her eyes flashed a unique silvery color. Beneath her gaze, even the staunchest shifter leaders like Nosizwe were silent.
“Ages past,” she went on, “humans came against our world, against Atlantis. They made war upon us. We fought them, but humans have always outnumbered our people and always will. In the end, our rulers made the best decision they could—to combine the power of the Stones and use it to sink our island into secrecy and solitude, to shield our people in the other-realm. However, the combining of the Stones’ power in this unnatural fashion also led to their expulsion from our world into this one. They were taken by humans and scattered abroad, with no one to unite them. Until now.”
She placed a hand on Carter’s shoulder.
“This is the Talos, the protector, in whose veins flows the sacred blood. He has recovered the sword of the lake, an emblem of our magic, which contains the combined magic of the Stones. He has restored the lost piece of the Stone to itself. Through the magic of the sword, the blood of the Talos, and the power of the Stones, the breach has finally been repaired. See for yourselves…”
She stepped aside and so did her companion. Behind them, the portal had changed from a glowing doorway to a mirror, through which we could see the world I’d visited with Carter. I could see the city whose streets I’d explored, but this time they were full of the people whose houses and belongings had remained despite their owners’ absence.Whatever that other realm was, the people had apparently been hidden away, while their belongings and the trappings of their lives remained.
“When we were there the first time,” Carter said to me quietly, as murmurs and whispers circulated through the crowd of shifters, “I sensed these people. I couldn’t see them, but I could sense them. I could almost hear their whispers. It was like I knew somebody was out there, even though neither of us could see them. I thought at the time it was either ghosts, or I was going crazy. Now…”
He trailed off as I stared up at him, my brain reeling with the implications of what he was saying.
Seriel, the female speaker, continued.
“Tonight, our world has been restored. The breach that was made has been repaired. However, this doorway between our worlds cannot exist forever. We have seen what happens when humans take too keen an interest in our affairs. They become frightened of our abilities and they covet our powers. They turn on us. They hunt us.”
More murmurs, more whispers. I glanced around the circle of shifters. Saw nods of agreement from some.
“If your world and all of you have been restored, then why don’t you join us?” spoke up one of Nosizwe’s people. “Let’s end the war, tonight. Carter’s got that magic sword. You have magic, right? Let’s use it. We could start a revolution, make humans afraid of us instead of us living in fear from them. We could…”
“You speak folly,” broke in Vehuel, shutting him down. “You speak of what you do not know. You speak of starting a war whose cost would be incalculable, in both human lives and ours. Is that what you desire? Or is there a better way?”
“There is, and that’s what I’ve been trying to do this whole time,” Nosizwe spoke up. “Humans have reached a point in their evolution where they’re accepting of things they’ve never accepted before. Why not us too? This is the time,” she said, stepping forward, clenching her fist in her passion. “This is the time to reveal who and what we are and demand that they accept us too.”
“With the power of the Stones to back you?” This from Sean, still visibly shaken, but now on his feet.
“Yes!” Nosizwe shot him a dark look. “With the power of the Stones to back us and protect us. Look at all the other shifters over there.” She gestured towards the people waiting in the other realm. “Who knows what abilities they have that could help?”
“But if humans won’t accept us, it’ll still be a war, which means most, if not all, of us will die, even with their help.” Sean chuckled and shook his head. “And we’re right back where we always were, Nosizwe. Nothing has changed.”
“It has changed,” she challenged. “They’re here. He’s here.” She pointed at Carter. “He’s got that magical sword. It has changed. We’ve got more resources now than we’ve ever had.”
“It hasn’t!” Sean protested, getting in her face.
Tensions were spiking. I could feel it. Sean was pale, but he wasn’t withdrawing. If anything, his eyes were fierier than ever. Honestly, if looks could kill…
Nosizwe had almost taken him out minutes ago. He looked ready to return the favor.
“Listen to yourself!” he went on. “You keep saying we reveal ourselves to the world, using the powers of the Stones to protect us if they don’t welcome us with open arms. If they don’t accept us, it’s war to make them accept us. Which is exactly what I’ve been trying to prevent all these years. Which is exactly what they—” He stabbed a fingers towards Seriel and Vehuel—“are saying happened to them, thousands of years ago. They had the magic. They had the power. And they lost. They went into hiding. Do you see the problem with your logic?”
“I see that instead of risking a war with humans, instead we’ve brought war to each other.” The beautiful shifter queen shook her head derisively. “We’ve done this all wrong, Sean.”
“Maybe you have, but I haven’t. I never wanted war.”
“No, you didn’t want anybody to contest you,” she spat. “I did, and you couldn’t handle it, could you? Somebody standing up to the mighty Sean Costas…that couldn’t be tolerated.”
“True,” someone put in with a sour chuckle. I don’t think anyone else even caught the aside. I glanced over at Ciara Costas. She was back in her human form, in the wheelchair. The Nakki water shifter stood next to her, also reverted to human form, her hand resting lightly on the back of the wheelchair.
“Enough of this,” said Vehuel, stepping forward, edging between the two shifter leaders. “He is correct. Humans will not accept us, nor will they ever change. We will not risk your lives or theirs.” He indicated the people beyond the glowing portal. “We have not lingered in the beyond, waiting these many centuries to be restored, only to risk our welfare on a gamble that is certain to end badly.”
Sean eased back from his longtime rival, an air of triumph on his features. “You see?” he shrugged. “They side with me. This is over, Nosizwe. You’ve lost.”
“Like hell I have,” she growled, and flicked her arm in some sort of signal.
Chaos broke loose again. Before I could blink, more than half the people gathered in the headlight-lit circle of trampled, bloody grass altered. They were no longer human, but monsters. The big cats, those that were still alive, bounded to their feet, even the wounded ones. In a blur of motion and terror and color and movement, they were all charging.
Right towards us.
Towards Carter and myself and the two creatures he’d brought with him.
Worse than that, I heard a voice rise over the chaos, and it wasn’t a mere human voice.
Shocked, I turned towards Mrs. Costas. She was back on the ground, once more in a pool of water. The Nakki girl was gone, and Ciara was in her Merrow form. Singing. Seizing control.
Sean tried to move, but he was arrested by his wife’s voice and acted too slow. Carter did move. Shifting into the Talos and shoving me away from himself, he lunged for Sean. He was too late. Nosizwe had already shifted, and this time she plunged her beak into Sean’s already wounded abdomen, ripping it open again. I heard myself scream as if from a distance. It was like reliving a nightmare. I knew the agony he was enduring. I’d been there myself. So had Sean tonight, already. He sank to the ground, but he wasn’t done yet. Hatred burned in his eyes.
“Kill her,” he muttered through lips already dribbling blood.
Nosizwe, as the Impundulu, didn’t have time to counter before Carter was on her. He’d claimed he didn’t have any training with a sword, and I know he wasn’t lying, but I guess it didn’t take much training to figure out how to raise and swing one. In fact, he looked pretty skilled as he swept the glowing blade of the Repairer’s sword in a neat arc that lit up the night air, leaving a trail of fire as it neatly sliced through the neck of the giant bird. I sucked in a cry. The mighty Impundulu tottered a step or two as its head went flying in a different direction. Then the body fell with a crash, shifting back into human form as it dropped. Nosizwe’s headless corpse lay sprawled in the grass next to the gutted, bleeding form of her archrival, Sean Costas.
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But the battle wasn’t over yet.
All of this had happened within an instant, a flash of time. Mrs. Costas was still singing. Carter must have sprung into action before her song could take effect. Now, with the bodies of both Nosizwe and Sean Costas lying at his feet, the Talos, turned, sword still in hand, towards his former boss’s wife. My throat constricted as the bronze man stared at her. Was he going to attack her? Kill her? Why didn’t he move?
I heard his name in the song, and realized this was more than I’d originally thought. She wasn’t merely using her magic, her song to charm Sean’s people into not fighting, weakening their side and strengthening hers. This time, she was deliberately singing to the Talos. Again, her vocals were in Gaelic, so I couldn’t decipher her orders, but I did pick out his name. I saw him freeze, then take a step. And another step. And another step. Towards his own side. I saw him raise the sword.
Two shifters were locked in combat. One I’d noticed around the Costas mansion, so I knew she was somebody Carter would know. That didn’t stop him. He drew back the sword. Horrified, I screamed his name, but he either didn’t hear me or was too far under Ciara’s power. He rammed the blade into the woman’s back. I saw it explode out her torso in a spray of scarlet. She transformed into a human with a gurgling scream, sinking to her knees as the Talos wrenched the sword free.
I fully expected he’d move on to the next one of Sean’s people, but he didn’t. The shifter battling the woman he’d just killed must’ve expected it too. He actually dared to transform back into his human self, long enough to stand there smiling and say, “Nice work, Ballis. Welcome to the dark side.”
He didn’t smile long. The Talos didn’t even use the sword this time, but reached out almost casually with a powerful bronze hand, grabbing him by the neck.
“Ba—Ballis,” the man choked, scrabbling at the bronze hand squeezing his neck with both of his own. It did no good. He tried to shapeshift, but the Talos gripped harder. He must’ve snapped his neck with that incredible squeeze, because the man went limp, halfway between human and shifter form, his head dangling.
Carter let the body drop, and moved onto his next victim. Finally, I understood what was happening, what Mrs. Costas was doing. Either she was singling people out that she saw as a threat, or she intended to have Carter butcher practically everyone out there. She had brilliantly ensured that both Sean and Nosizwe were gone, clearing the way for her to assume their roles, and she was now using Carter, underneath her spell, to solidify her power. How far this would go, I didn’t know, but I had to stop it. I knew, in his right mind, Carter would never forgive himself for killing his own people. He was going to be shaken when he came out of this and saw what he’d done.
I couldn’t let it continue, nor could I let Ciara win.
It felt like hours since the world around me exploded into battle, but in reality mere seconds had slipped by. I turned to the two shifters who’d come through the breach with Carter.
“Do something,” I begged. “Stop her. Stop him. You have the power, don’t you?”
Seriel appeared very solemn, even sad as she shook her head. “This is not our war. This is not our time. We have endured our own battles. We will not engage in yours.”
“Theirs,” I corrected. “I’m not a shapeshifter. I’m not a part of this, either. But somebody has to do something.”
Vehuel, the man I’d met on the other side, shrugged. “If you can, do so.”
I glared at him. “You’re a coward. You saved Carter’s life and brought him that sword, spun all that fancy-sounding crap about him being the Repairer. Now he’s being used like a tool by a vicious, vindictive woman to do things he’d hate, and you refuse to step in? I thought you were different. I thought you were an angel, but you’re not. You’re exactly like them. You’re every bit as bad as Sean and Ciara and Nosizwe and all the rest.”
He didn’t respond, and I was out of time.
I spun around and ran towards the source of the mass confusion. Someone hollered my name and I shot a glance over my shoulder. Fighting her way through the squirming, grunting, warring bodies was Detective Ewing. I didn’t know where her partner was. Maybe he’d gotten out, for which I couldn’t blame him.
“C’mon,” I shouted, beckoning to her.
I dodged some sort of tall, lumbering humanoid with red skin and suckers on its hands. It didn’t pursue me but moved on to another target. I was exposed, but waited for her anyway, knowing I could use backup. She had to sidestep a creature or two herself, even pulled her gun on one that stopped in her path. Whatever it was, it retained enough humanity that it yowled an unnatural screech at her, then dove away, seeking a different target. She made it to me and I took off running again.
“Mrs. Costas?” she huffed, keeping pace beside me.
“Yes,” I answered grimly. “She’s controlling the Talos. We’ve got to stop her if we’re going to stop this.”
The detective didn’t reply. Together, we plunged through the last ring of shifters until we were next to the Stones and facing the Merrow.
She was where I’d left her, still on the ground, more water bottles strewn around. She saw me and smiled lazily, kept singing. She was so extraordinarily beautiful in this state that even I stood there blinking like a dummy for a second while my brain whirled to throw off the spell. I guess the cop’s training kicked in, because she didn’t even hesitate. She whipped out her Glock, pointed it directly at the Merrow and said, “Stop. Right now. Stop the singing, unless you’re going to end the battle like you did before.”
Mrs. Costas only smiled and kept singing.
Detective Ewing held her ground. “I will shoot you,” she said calmly. “Stop. The. Singing.”
I cast the police officer a nervous, sideways glance. I’d come over with the exact same intention: to pull a gun on Ciara and try to force her to stop. Now push had come to shove. Would she actually do it? Would Detective Ewing pull the trigger?
Bam!
A body careened into the officer from the side, knocking her off her feet, sending her into a roll. She cried out in anger. I reacted on instinct, leaping out the way, but felt myself grabbed by the ankle. I looked down. The water puddle in which Ciara lounged to assume her Merrow form had a face. A terrible, ghostly, hideous face that I remembered from my nightmares. And what had captured me was a hand. A hand formed of water, but strong as steel. I froze, terror welling up inside. The same terror I’d felt when the Nakki first attacked me in Carter’s bathroom. It was like I was both reliving the attack and its sheer terror. The Nakki smiled and jerked on my foot, sending me plummeting to my backside. I yelped and tried to scramble away. She didn’t release me.
Meanwhile, from the corner of my eye I could see the detective was still on the ground. Unlike me, she didn’t freeze. In fact, she had rolled, using hip and leg strength to throw off her attacker. Apparently, she’d lost her gun, since she didn’t draw it and shoot. With the darkness and fear it was hard to tell, but I thought her assailant was possibly the Nunda, who controlled the big cats.
Great.
All he had to do was summon a couple lions or tigers and we were both goners.
He probably didn’t have to do that, though. Our odds of getting out of here alive weren’t great. Mine weren’t, anyway. I had to quit paying attention to the detective in order to save my own skin. The Nakki was pulling at me. Pulling at my ankle, dragging me towards the puddle,
like she’d pulled me towards the bathtub in Carter’s apartment, attempting to drown me. Unlike last time, the Talos wouldn’t come save me. He was locked under the Merrow’s spell.
I had to get myself out of this.
The Nakki had my foot in the water by this point. Her ghostly, watery hands were climbing up my leg. Could she drown me in that puddle? Or was she merely enjoying scaring me?
It was someone else’s turn to be scared.
I still had my Beretta. Even as she dragged me over the rough ground, I squirmed to pull it out of my waistband. Fighting her hold, flipping over from stomach to back, I grasped the butt of my gun in both hands and lifted it, held it steady.
“This is your one chance,” I said, speaking through chattering teeth. “Let me go, or I’ll shoot.”
The ghostly face grinned wider…and let go.
I tumbled backwards onto my elbow, retaining my grip on the weapon with one hand, only to feel myself swept up in a tight embrace, and ripped right off the ground. It wasn’t a hug meant to comfort or seduce. The arms were like a vice, crushing. It was the reddish-skinned humanoid with the suckers on its hands, suckers that it now attached to either side of my neck. I felt my skin stinging and swelling, felt my limbs weakening.
Vaguely, through the roar of pressure in my ears, I heard Detective Ewing shout, but I didn’t know if it was because of her own battle or what was happening to me. The creature had pinned my arms to my sides when it picked me up, and I’d dropped my gun. I kicked my legs and wriggled my upper half, but it was as ineffective as a fly struggling in a spider web. The monster squeezed harder, and my body was weakening at an alarming rate. I didn’t know what the suckers on my neck were doing to me, but something horrible was happening. Blackness filled the corners of my vision. My head felt like it would explode. I couldn’t breathe.
So this is how it ends… whispered a sad, small voice in my brain. Everything you’ve survived, and this is how it ends…
Bright light overtook the darkness, even as my head sagged on my neck.










CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN






It wasn’t the glow of a golden city, welcoming me home. It wasn’t even the brightness of death separating my soul from my body.
I heard my attacker grunt, felt the pressure around my torso ease. He stumbled backwards, taking me with him, but his grip was loosening. The brightness intensified, even as the pressure continued to ease. He made garbled, angry, pain-filled noises. All at once he dropped me. I fell to the ground, on my belly, tried to climb up to my hands and knees and couldn’t even do that. I lay there, panting, moaning over my stinging, swollen face, not to mention my bruised torso where I’d been wounded by Nosizwe and had surgery only weeks before. I didn’t know that I hadn’t been internally damaged, but I couldn’t worry about that now. Groaning, I managed to roll myself over so I could see what was going on.
The reddish-humanoid was still stumbling backwards, its hands now flung over its eyes. Vehuel was in front of him, his arm outstretched. From his hand sprang a beam of white light, brilliant as lightning, which he directed at my attacker’s face. The creature’s jaws split as it growled unintelligibly. I stared, dumbfounded, at the crazy sight. After a second or two Vehuel lowered his hand and the light faded. The creature stumbled off into the battle, hands still clutching at its face, covering its eyes, shrieking in agony.
Vehuel turned to me and offered a hand. I scrabbled away.
“I will not hurt you,” he said patiently, but I was leery. I’d never seen anything like what he’d done, and I’d seen plenty of crazy crap since falling in with shapeshifters. Did I want to mess with a guy who had that kind of ability?
“As you like,” he said, retaining his imperious manner. Drawing his robes a little tighter around himself, he turned away. “Come to us if you would find safety.”
Maybe I should’ve taken him up on his offer. In the chaos of being assaulted by the reddish monster and Vehuel stepping in with his magic light, I’d forgotten the Nakki, but she hadn’t forgotten me. I felt a hand seize my ankle again and I screamed, kicking wildly, knowing what was happening but unable to stop it. The grip tightened, jerking me off balance.
She was smiling. “The Yara-ma-yha-who didn’t get to finish drinking your blood, but that just means I get to take care of you.”
Drink my blood? Now I understood the suckers on my face, the stinging and swelling, the physical weakness. Horrified, I scrabbled for my gun, which I’d dropped when the Yara-ma-yha-who had snatched me up. My fingers tore through rough grass, dirt, pebbles, rocks…and latched onto something hard, metallic. I grabbed it, rolled over and fired.
The shot missed, but that was on purpose. Since I didn’t know that she could actually kill me in such a small amount of water, my conscience wouldn’t allow me to shoot her outright. Still, I aimed right next to her face in the water and hit where I aimed. Water sprayed and the creature’s eyes went huge. The next thing I knew, her watery hand had dissolved, freeing me, and her ugly face in the puddle had vanished. She’d leapt up, transforming as she did, and a scared young woman stood there blinking at me.
I held my gun level and stared her down. “Get out of here,” I said. “Next time you won’t be so lucky.”
She edged away a few steps, spun, and ran off into the night towards the parked cars.
With her absence, I abruptly noticed something else. The absence of music. My gaze switched to Mrs. Costas, who now lay in nothing more than a patch of mud…which definitely lessened the power and beauty of her appearance as a Merrow. In fact, I could see the ripple passing over her body, indicating she was trying to shift back into human form. Multiple ripples, because she seemed to be stuck. She wriggled about desperately in the muck, looking like a fish out of water, thrown up on a muddy bank. It might have been halfway humorous if she hadn’t looked so desperate.
“I can’t change,” she was sputtering. “I can’t change.”
I swallowed hard. I should have killed her, or else walked away and left her to her fate. But enough humanity remained, despite all of the ways she’d harmed me, that I approached her cautiously and sank down on my heels.
“Do you need more water?” I asked. “I can look for more water bottles.”
“It isn’t that,” she responded, her desperation visible. “My red cap. Sean must have done something with it. I—I’m stuck, I can’t shift. I can’t live life like this—in Merrow form on dry land. What did he do with it? How? He’s been here the whole time!”
I craned my neck to glance over my shoulder. He was definitely still here, where he’d fallen on the trampled grass, his rival’s headless corpse beside him.
“I don’t know,” I said, swinging my focus back to her. “What can I do?”
“Do? Don’t you think you’ve done enough?” Pure hatred filled her eyes. “You came into our lives that November night, and everything since has gone to hell.”
I rocked back on my heels. “You’re blaming me? What about my life? My life’s the one that went to hell that night.”
“No.” She struggled to push herself up on one elbow in the mud. “No, you ruined everything, Ellie.”
“How did I—”
Seeing the blind fury on her face, I shut up. She wasn’t listening and there was no point in arguing. I didn’t think she knew what she was saying anyway. She looked half-crazed. I really believed the loss of her cap and being stuck in her Merrow form, away from water, had driven her crazy. She needed someone to blame, and I was an easy target.
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Costas,” I said, standing. “I’ll see what I can do for you.”
I turned my back with the intention of swallowing down my reluctance and checking Sean’s body, in case he had the cap on him.
“You think you’re sorry now…” she hissed.
I ignored her and moved on, but as I did a new song burst from her. It was glorious and terrible all at once, exquisite and terrifying in its haunting strains and fervent, almost wild scales. I kept walking, chills racing up and down my spine, head down, intent on my mission.
Something huge stepped in my path, blocking me.
No, please. Not again.
I’d already faced down death more than once tonight. I saw it again in the eyes of Alan, the terracotta warrior. He stared at me, his flat gaze as cold as the clay that created him. Mrs. Costas’s terrible song had locked him in her grip.
I gasped, tried to dodge and run, but he nabbed me. Fighting the strength of the clay warrior was impossible, but I twisted, babbling Carter’s name, begging, praying he would hear me. He didn’t. The Talos could have challenged the clay automaton, and would have, but he was stalking about the field, also still under the Merrow’s spell, looking for more victims. He had no idea what was going on.
Under the Merrow’s power, the terracotta warrior swept me up and lifted me high in the air above his head. I was screaming at him to stop. The Merrow’s strange song grew louder, drowning out my voice. I squeezed my eyes shut, bracing for pain…
Something massive and fur-covered slammed into the clay warrior, knocking him off his feet. His knees buckled and he went down, taking me with him. I cried out as I tumbled, only to feel myself caught up in a pair of impossibly long, hairy arms and whisked from his grasp just before he landed on me and crushed me.
Then a shot rang out.










CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT






The reverberations of the gunshot lit up the night. Afterward, silence. Detective Ewing slowly lowered her weapon. A mix of feelings swarmed her as she stared at the prone body in front of her. As death took hold, the fins, tail, and scales vanished. A ripple passed over the body and she was no longer a mermaid creature, but a woman again. Candace didn’t feel guilty, exactly. Regretful, that it had come to this. Relief that it was finally over.
Or was it?
Even as she lowered her weapon, she swung about to check on Ellie. With the headshot, the Merrow’s song had died. As Candace had surmised, the spell over the Talos, across the field wreaking havoc among both shifter gangs, instantly dissipated. Candace saw him shake his head, trying to come back to himself.
A few feet away, Ellie was gasping for breath, whimpering. If Candace didn’t know any better, she’d have sworn some animal that looked an awful lot like Bigfoot had rushed the terracotta warrior, bowling it over before it could throw Ellie, kill her. That same animal now unfolded its long limbs and got to its feet, keeping Ellie within the circle of one arm while it faced down the terracotta warrior.
The death of the enchantress had changed everything. In a flash, the clay warrior was gone and an ordinary looking Chinese man stood there. He held up his hands in a non-threatening manner.
“Blake. We’re cool, right? I have nothing against you.”
In a trice, Bigfoot was gone and some lean, tall, scraggly middle-aged man stood there, holding onto Ellie with one hand, his other resting on the machete strapped to his leg.
“Get out of here, then, before I decide to find something against you.”
His leader was dead. The former terracotta warrior had no reason to stay. He nodded warily, retreated several steps, and vanished into the darkness.
Candace felt air leaving her lungs in a rush. Relief swarmed her as Ellie, bringing herself under control, stepped away from the strange man and faced him, disbelief on her features.
“Joab Blake? What—why? You came back? You—you saved me? Why? Why?”
This was interesting. Clearly, Candace had missed a story.
“Ah.” The grizzled man screwed up his face, abashed. “Wasn’t fair what Nosizwe did to you, girl. That’s not what I signed up for. Carter’s one thing—he can take care of himself. But you? I heard what happened down in the Pit. Heard about them kidnapping you at that fancy party and using you as bait to trap Carter. Thought to myself, whatever the hell was going on down here in Texas sure beat hiding out in the woods in Washington. Decided to hop a plane yesterday and come see for myself. After that, just a matter of tracking everyone down. I’ve been here awhile, watching, trying to decide if I wanted to get involved. Wasn’t really figuring on it until I saw Alan grab you.”
Ellie narrowed her eyes, shaking her head. “I don’t understand you,” she said. “Are you a good guy or a bad guy?”
The Bigfoot-shifter smirked. “Do any of us even know anymore?” He nodded towards the left. “Looks like things are quiet now, and your man’s coming. I’m gonna leave before he decides to pay me back for that strike in his hotel room. See you around, Ellie. Take care of yourself. Take care of Carter. You never know when I might show up again someday.”
He grinned and winked. Ellie didn’t return it, but she did pivot to watch the newcomer step away, fade into the night. However, her attention was quickly diverted by Ballis coming into view, almost running. He didn’t hesitate, catching his wife up against his chest, hugging her fiercely. Even as he held Ellie, he glanced over at Candace, meeting her gaze. He nodded his thanks, and she could see the honest gratitude in his eyes, even from across the distance.
Candace nodded back and looked down at Mrs. Costas. That was why she’d done it. She had no particular fondness for Carter Ballis, him being what he was, but she also wasn’t going to let him keep killing his own people while under the mermaid’s spell and having absolutely no idea what he was doing.
“You did the right thing.”
Candace flinched at the voice, but only because she was so wrapped up in the kill, the night’s drama, that she hadn’t been expecting him to still be here.
“Thanks. I think.” She turned around. Adeola, the cat shifter, stood there. “I thought she was your boss, though.”
“Not hardly. I was introduced to Nosizwe through my younger cousin, who did work for her. Died for her, actually.”
“Died?”
“Killed in the line of duty, last fall. Went up against Ballis, I heard. That didn’t end well.”
Lightning bolts fizzled in Candace’s brain. “Was your cousin named Ethan, by any chance?”
Adeola tilted his head. “He was. How did you know that?”
Candace flashed a grim smile. “We caught the case, my partner and I. When I first met you at the country club, I thought you looked familiar. Couldn’t figure out why. This explains a lot.”
The shifter nodded soberly. “We had a strong family resemblance. I followed Nosizwe because I hoped she had a new, better path for our people to walk. I thought she would bring us into an age of compromise with humanity. But all she brought was what we’ve always had. Death.” He shook his head sadly as he surveyed the scene. “My cousin died. My people died. My animals died.” He paused, met her glance then looked away as if embarrassed. “I’m sorry, Detective. I didn’t mean to attack you.”
Candace nodded sharply. “I figured.”
He dared to glance back up. “You did?”
She shrugged. “Well, after you saved me earlier, I didn’t think you’d turn around and try to kill me this time for no reason. I figured Mrs. Costas was controlling you and that’s why it happened.”
He still seemed chagrined. “I don’t have anything against you. In fact, I enjoyed meeting you the other night. When I saw you in danger, I just…acted. I didn’t want to see you get hurt. You don’t have a part in this mess.”
Candace hadn’t blushed in years. She hadn’t come close to it. She’d forgotten the feelings that could spring up at an instant when a handsome man admitted being attracted to you. How awkward and exciting it felt, all at the same time.
“Yes, I …um…I enjoyed talking to you the other night too. I didn’t enjoy getting attacked by you tonight so much, but the other night was good.” She tried to laugh lightly. It sounded like a teenage girl’s giggle in her ears, making her feel clumsy and awkward.
“You held your own,” Adeola complimented. “You’re tough.”
She had held her own. She’d survived. Ellie had survived. Now here she was, a strange man complimenting her. Flirting with her. She thought.
It’s been way too long, Candace. You’ve been out of the game so long you can’t even tell for sure.
This was ridiculous. She decided to be frank.
“Are you flirting with me?” she asked.
Adeola’s eyebrows raised, but he didn’t shy away or run off scared. “Do you want me to be?”
Candace shrugged. “I’m a cop. A homicide detective. I won’t date somebody that flaunts the law, and I don’t have the time or energy for beating around the bush. I’m not very good at relationships, but I’m willing to meet for a drink and see how things go.”
He pursed his lips and tilted his head. Damn. Why did he have to be so attractive? She’d loathed the idea of shapeshifters since she first knew of their existence, and here she was offering to meet one for a drink. What was wrong with her?
“A drink…” he said. “My place? Tomorrow? 7:30?”
“Why your place?”
“You said a drink, and I am a bartender.”
“Oh. Right.”
She paused. “I don’t know. That seems like a lot of pressure for a first date. Your place and all. I was thinking something less…less…” She noticed he was grinning and stopped. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“No, really. What?”
Now he chuckled. “You already know I’m a shapeshifter. You know about my ability. You know things about me nobody outside my family knows. And you’re hesitating to meet me for a drink at my place because it’s too intimate for a first talk, right? I get it. It’s just…ironic.”
Candace caught the good-natured humor and quirked a smile. “I hear you. But I’d still prefer a more public setting. After all, you’re a shapeshifter and I’m a cop. I don’t know exactly what side of the law you’re on.”
“The side of law and order, always.” He said it stiffly, saluting like a soldier. Candace rolled her eyes.
“I’m police, not military.”
“Right.”
His attention drifted toward the others, picking themselves up, picking up the pieces now that the war was finally over.
“I don’t know what’s going to happen to them,” he said, “now that Sean Costas and Nosizwe are both gone. Somebody will step up to lead, I’m sure. I do know that I’m out on any future divides along party lines. If I have to keep to myself, that’s fine. I’d rather live a quiet, normal life anyway. As quiet and normal as I can. All of this division and killing…” He shook his head. Fell silent.
Candace breathed a sigh. “I have a feeling I know who might step up. And I think he’ll do his best to keep the peace. Even if he wouldn’t, she’ll make sure that he does.”
Adeola seemed puzzled. “Who are you talking about?”
She jerked her chin towards Ballis, still holding his wife. “The guy left standing who can apparently travel between worlds, has magic blood, a magic sword, and all that crazy stuff.”
“Hmmm.” Adeola nodded thoughtfully. “You may be right. He is married to a human woman, too. Maybe that will help us in the long run with bridging the gap.”
“Maybe.” She switched subjects. “So, 7:30 tomorrow? At Finnegan’s? You know the place?”
He flashed a smile, his teeth bright against the darkness of his skin and the night surrounding them. “I can find it. I’ll be there.”
Candace didn’t know whether to end the exchange with a handshake or a hug. Either seemed awkward. Instead, she backed away.
“Great. Now I’m going to find my partner, who’s due for a good butt-chewing. Then I’ll have to figure out how to clean up this mess.”
Damn. More bodies to hide. After tonight, she was through helping these shifters cover their tracks, and she’d tell Ballis that.
Candace looked over at him. He still stood there, arms around his wife, simply holding her. Ellie had calmed and was leaning into his chest, clutching him close, offering him comfort in return. There was pain and regret on Ballis’ face, but matters appeared to have settled, at least temporarily. Beyond him, though, stood the Stones of Fire and the two visitors who’d stepped through the portal with him.
He has enough to deal with right now, she decided, turning away. I’ll speak my piece later.
Later, after she caught Gary and gave him what for. Later, after the dust had settled and she had a drink with Adeola, figured out if seeing him was worth her time and energy. Later was fine, but he’d definitely hear about it. If she was going to be the cop-in-the-know, she was through crossing the line for shifters and letting them cross her lines. Ballis needed to know it, and he would.
But later.










CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE






Carter held Ellie until the shakes subsided. His, as well as hers. Coming out of the trance, realizing what he’d been doing, had been one of the most gut-wrenching moments of his life. He avoided looking at Ciara’s body. It filled him with rage. If she wasn’t already dead, he could’ve happily broken her neck. But she was, and he tried to let the anger go at being used against his own people.
Finally, everything had quieted. Carter raised his face from where he’d been bent over Ellie to study his surroundings. People were still moving around, but almost in a daze, like they couldn’t believe the fighting was over and what had transpired. With the deaths of Sean, Ciara, and Nosizwe, the two gangs of shifters were leaderless. He had the impression nobody knew what to do next. Oddly, they were sort of grouping up, many looking his way. It took him a minute to figure out why. In fact, it was Ellie who said, in a soft voice that strengthened as she spoke,
“I think they’re waiting for you to talk to them.”
Surprised, he pulled back so he could see down into her face.
“What’s that?”
“I said I think they’re waiting for you to talk to them.” The remark took a moment to compute. She went on. “Everybody’s—everybody’s gone that they looked up to. Just you left.”
He snorted a laugh. “Yeah, that’s not going to happen.”
“It already is.” She’d recovered her backbone and eased away. “You’re all that’s left. Plus, you’re the Repairer of the Breach. And you have that cool magic sword and you can open portals to other worlds and all that fancy stuff.”
Carter wanted to argue, but it was hard to dispute, especially with the Stones there and the two shifters who’d come through with him, Vehuel and Seriel, waiting patiently beside them. Still, he’d never considered himself any kind of leader, beyond his status as Sean’s head of security. He’d never expected to be thrust into a role that required this level of leadership, and certainly not of both Sean’s people and Nosizwe’s. What the hell was he supposed to say to them?
While glancing around, trying to gather his wits, his eyes fell on something in the trampled grass. Something he’d tossed aside when the cop’s shot had broken the Merrow’s spell. The sword. Carter stepped away to retrieve it, put it in his waistband. The action bought him a few moments, and as luck—or possibly fate—would have it, he didn’t have to figure out what to say before he felt a presence at his elbow. Seriel had stepped up next to him.
“It is time to lay aside hatred, envy, strife, and warfare amongst ourselves,” she said solemnly. “Any of you who wish to return to our realm, to a place of safety where humans can no longer harm us, are welcome to do so. We will take you with us. Those who wish to remain and live the lives they've built here may do that, as well. But the time of conflict is over. Why would we fear humans and what they might do to us if we do worse to ourselves? This is not as it should be. This ends tonight.”
Carter saw heads nodding thoughtfully. Seriel had a point. All his life he’d held humans at arm’s length, afraid of revealing himself to them, thinking he was doing the right thing by following Sean and his ideals, only to engage in a running war of shifters killing each other. Ellie had tried to point that out to him since the beginning. At the time, it had made him furious. Now, he understood what she’d immediately seen from an outsider’s perspective.
Seriel went on.
“I said before that the doorway between realms will remain open for a brief amount of time. During the Repairer’s lifetime, it will be open and can be used, so that any of our people who wish to establish their families and their lives in our world can do so. The Talos holds the key, and the key is the sword and his blood. The sword will not work for anyone else. No one else has his blood. When he dies, the portals close permanently, and the Stones will be useless. It is your duty to spread the word amongst yourselves that this one lifetime has been given for our people to return to Atlantis, the home of their nativity. After it, you will have to make the best of what you can here on Earth.”
Vehuel, took over, saying soberly, “Perhaps future generations will be able to dwell in harmony with humans. Perhaps humans will accept us; perhaps they will not. I would admonish any who wish to bring such a thing to pass to act with great prudence. Great prudence.”
He seemed to single out Nosizwe’s former followers with his nod, his piercing look. A few people shuffled their feet uncomfortably, looking chagrined. Most still seemed so shell-shocked that they didn’t know how to react.
In summation, Seriel announced, “Any of you who would go with us tonight to a new home are welcome.”
She held out an arm in invitation. Carter studied the group, wondering if anyone would actually take her up on it. For a few seconds, nobody moved. Then one young man he didn’t recognize stepped forward.
“I want to go,” he said. “I didn’t sign up for fighting. I thought Nosizwe was going to lead us to tolerance. I just want to be accepted for who and what I am. Sounds like this is the place to find that.”
“I agree,” said a young woman from Sean’s side. “I want to go too.”
“Me too,” said another voice, then another. In all, about a third of the remaining group wound up walking over to the two shifters, then following them into the circle of Stones. Carter didn’t need to see what would happen when they stepped through the portal. He’d been there. He’d lived it.
Instead, grasping Ellie’s hand he led her away from the Stones and the gathering of shifters and through the bloody, trampled grass, searching for the one body he needed to find in order to have closure. Ellie followed without questioning. She stood there silently when he found Sean and knelt next to his former boss.
To his shock, Sean’s eyes opened to slits. He wasn’t dead yet. Perhaps he’d been clinging to life, waiting for Carter to arrive. His hand flexed as if he were trying to lift it. Carter took it, grasping it tightly in his own.
“Ja—Jackson.” His boss’s lips barely moved in a whisper, but Carter caught it.
“I’ll take care of him,” he promised.
“You an-d Ellie…” Blood trickled from the side of Sean’s lips.
“We’ll take care of him. You don’t have to worry.” Ellie didn’t take Sean’s hand like Carter did, but she lowered herself to the ground beside him. She didn’t have much use for Sean, but compassion was on her face. “Do either you or Ciara have family that you want Jackson to live with?”
Sean’s head moved in a barely imperceptible nod. “Paper-s,” he whispered. Carter had to lean closer in order to hear him. “Paper-s in my office. Safe. Cia-Ciara’s fam…” He stopped, a burble of blood overtaking the words. His body twitched. His eyes closed, then jerked back open. “Car-Cater. Left busi-ness, house, all…all of that to you to manage for him till he’s of age. Miguel, my lawyer…he has c-copies of everything. Do be-better than I d-did.”
Ellie’s eyebrows shot up and she eyed him across Sean’s body. He was every bit as surprised as her, although he didn’t show it. Instead, he squeezed Sean’s hand, reassuring him. “I’ll do right by Jackson. And you. And our people.”
Again, Sean’s head moved in the tiniest of nods. His eyes rolled to the side, seeking Ellie.
“Sor-ry you g-got caught in…this mess,” he said. “Still th-think…you…good doctor.”
His breath escaped in a sigh, his head sagging to one side. Those were his last words.
Ellie’s eyes were shiny with tears. She’d had her disagreements with Sean, but she valued life. Carter imagined those words had struck a chord with her. Sean hadn’t been perfect by any stretch of the imagination, but he knew worth when he saw it and he was right about Ellie.
Carter placed his mentor’s hand on his chest, letting his linger on it for a moment with a deep sense of regret, then sighed and stood. He stepped over Sean’s body and took Ellie’s hand, lifting her to her feet. She’d lost her glasses during the mayhem, so he wordlessly helped guide her around fallen bodies of both shifters and animals until they were outside the circle of headlights and headed back towards his car.
She was silent as they trudged through the brittle grass, processing everything, giving him space to sort out his own thoughts. They bypassed the two police detectives climbing into their own vehicle. Detective Tozzi looked chagrined. Detective Ewing pinned Carter with a long, hard look. Carter half-smiled to himself.
Wait till she finds out that not only am I the new shifter leader, Sean also left me his business empire to manage for his son. She’ll really be all over my back.
She would, but she wouldn’t have to worry. He had Ellie, and Ellie would insist on rooting out the seamy and polishing up the dirty. They’d run a cleaner enterprise from now on. They’d also repair Sean’s home and keep it open for shifters needing a place of refuge. The Stones would have to be moved there, of course, so he could transport anyone back to Atlantis who wanted to go. The shifters who would rather stay here and figure out how to live a semi-normal life with their unique abilities…well, they’d help them too, exactly like Sean had helped him all those years ago.
And maybe Ellie would decide to become a doctor. Her life, her decision, of course. Whatever she decided, she’d have his support. They were married now, for real. Stuck together for good.
Speaking of Ellie, when they reached the car she stopped, leaning against it, lifting her face to the quiet moon. Carter got comfortable next to her and waited.
“Hard to believe it’s all over,” he said when the silence had stretched a bit. He wasn’t sure how to feel about all the things he’d seen and done tonight, nor the people he’d said goodbye to or the new responsibilities he’d gained. There would be time to process it later. For now, he was content to settle in, his shoulder touching his wife’s, and breathe the night air for a few minutes.
Although he was beginning to wish he had a shirt. It was a little chilly.
“I know,” Ellie agreed. She didn’t say anything else for a minute, and when she did her mind had apparently leapt through multiple topics, because she said, “I still think they’re angels.”
Carter frowned. “What?”
“They smote them with blindness,” she said, sounding like she was quoting something.
“Who did?”
“Vehuel. The Yara-ma-yha-who had me. I couldn’t get away. Then Vehuel showed up and smote him with blindness. He let me go. Vehuel saved my life tonight.”
“Smote him with blindness, huh?” Carter’s lips twitched, hiding a grin. “You know, kid, lots of shifters have unique abilities. It’s not limited to angels.”
Ellie shook her head stubbornly. “He’s not just a shifter. I think he and Seriel are more than that.”
Carter shrugged one shoulder, not wanting to argue, but Ellie didn’t drop the subject.
“After everything we’ve seen and done and been through together, you’re still going to deny even the possibility of angels?”
Carter was trapped and he knew it. He shrugged again. “Maybe.”
Now she smiled, and it was bright and warm and everything he loved about Ellie. “Glad you agree. Because I also think we need to discuss the merits of raising a child in church, at least until his family is able to come get him.”
Internally, Carter groaned. She was teasing him, but beneath the teasing was an absolute layer of insistence. Neither was she finished with demands. She went a step further.
“I also think,” she added, “while we’re on this topic, we could discuss the idea of raising children period.”
Now Carter felt his eyebrows go up. He didn’t want to remind her they couldn’t have children. That seemed cruel. Fortunately, Ellie explained herself with, “I’ve been thinking…I’m not going anywhere. I don’t think you’re going anywhere. Maybe we should discuss fostering. Or adoption. I’m sure there are plenty of kids who have lost parents to this war. Maybe we could help. Maybe we could give something back.”
Ellie’s big heart was one thing he loved about her. Her love for kids—that was what had involved her in his world, his life, to begin with. He wasn’t going to argue. After all, what she said made sense, and he owed her after tonight. Honestly, he owed her everything.
“Do we have to decide that now?” was his only question.
Ellie leaned her face into his shoulder. “Nope. Like I said, I’m not going anywhere. If you’re not either, then we’ve got the rest of our lives to make up our minds.”
The rest of our lives…
Carter liked the sound of that.
“I’m for sure not going anywhere,” he promised, and if his voice sounded gruff it was due to tamping down his emotions instead of any anger or resentment.
“Awesome. Glad we agree.”
She seemed content to leave it at that. Carter wanted one thing cleared up first. He’d told her he would never step foot in one again, but…
“I guess you’re right about taking a kid to church. A little church wouldn’t kill me. I do have one favor to ask, though.”
“What’s that?”
“Can we not go to your dad’s church?”
He’d never forget the man’s ire when he’d walked in there like a fool, announcing he was married to his daughter…with Ellie’s father having no idea Ellie was married. Carter had seen a lot during his lifetime, but that—that was the stuff of nightmares.
Ellie laughed, and the sweet, gentle sound touched every nerve, warming him from the inside out, healing the scars and pain and bruises, lifting his spirit, giving him hope for the future.
“I think we can work something out.” She raised on tiptoes to kiss him. “Let’s go home.”
Home.
Mentally, Carter soaked in the word as he climbed into the car with his wife and drove away, refusing to look back. Leaving the past behind and heading into the future, the words of an old song echoing in his head. Something about once being lost and now being found.
He went home.










CHAPTER FORTY






Home.
After all the displacement, the moving around, and the living in hotels, home almost seemed like a foreign concept. But then, I’d moved enough during my dad’s army career to know that home was what you made it and home was the with the people you loved, not necessarily the setting.
And the setting, for now, was Carter’s apartment. Which we might change. Or might not. Sitting on the couch, wrapped in a blanket, I studied the barren walls in the semi-darkness, considering changing the place, redecorating. Or possibly giving it up, finding a new home that the two of us chose together. It was a little strange this idea of togetherness, finally making decisions as a unit rather than individuals or even enemies, like we’d been in the beginning, but there it was.
A noise alerted me, breaking into the lazy drift of my thoughts, but my fuzzy vision told me it was only Carter, coming down the hall, emerging into the living room where I sat. I needed new glasses, but they’d have to wait until tomorrow.
“Couldn’t sleep?”
I shook my head. “Too much to think about.”
He dropped onto the couch next to me. It felt good to snuggle into him. Natural. No worrying about right or wrong moves, no questioning either of our motives, no concerns that it wouldn’t last. This was it. This was forever.
“Can’t get the fight out of your head?”
Some of it had been replaying in my brain, but I honestly felt a strange sense of relief, so far as all that was concerned. It was over. Done. We now had the future to consider, and that’s what I told him.
“More like thinking about the future. What it’s going to entail. What it’s going to hold.”
“As in…”
“Everything. Where we’ll live. How we’ll handle the responsibilities Sean left us. How we’ll tell my parents I’m moving in with you. Where my family will go. What explanations we’ll give them about us. If we’ll ever come clean about the whole story. Them re-starting their lives. Honestly, everything.”
Carter grimaced. “Maybe they’ll decide to stay in Oklahoma City. Or go back to Washington.”
I snickered. “You’re lucky I’m not offended by that.”
“Hey, I have nothing against them personally. It’s just—the whole in-law thing…”
“I know, I know. You and my dad. You two are going to have to figure it out, you know. Wherever they choose to settle, there’s going to be Christmases and holidays and birthdays together. At the very least, you’re going to have to be able to drink beer and watch football games in the living room while Mom and I clean the kitchen.”
“I don’t drink beer and I’d rather help clean.”
“Now you’re trying to kiss up to my mom.”
“I don’t have to. She already likes me.”
He seemed a little too smug about that. “Hmmm. Anyway, you and my dad are going to have to coexist now. We’re family.”
Carter sighed. “Easy for you to say. Your in-laws are an ocean away.”
“Yeah…about that.”
I saw his guard go up. “What is it now? What are you scheming?”
“Not scheming anything,” I chuckled. “Only wondering if—sometime in the future—we should consider going to visit your parents. They may be an ocean away, but airplanes cut ocean travel time nicely these days, I’m told.”
He looked across the room. “I told you I haven’t seen them in twenty years.”
“Exactly. About time to consider changing that, don’t you think?”
At first, I thought I was pushing too hard. He seemed a little annoyed. Then the frown relaxed, the caustic smile returning. “You’re determined to drag me kicking and screaming into being a decent person, aren’t you?”
“Well…” I put a hand on his chest and reached up to offer him a kiss. “Maybe not too decent. Not all the time, anyway.”
“Mmmm.” He picked up my hand, pressing his mouth to the inside of my wrist, making me shiver. “So, what you’re saying is, we should go back to bed.”
“We do have a lot of lost time to make up for,” I whispered. “Planning the future can wait.”
“For the first time we actually can plan the future, and you want to procrastinate.”
“Nope.” I shook my head, even as I pushed closer to him. “I want to start out planning the future by building a foundation on you and me. The way it should have been all along.”
“All along? I seem to remember you being opposed to the idea of marrying me at first.”
“No more than you were me,” I reminded him. “Speaking of which…”
I reached down to unclasp the necklace around my neck, remove it. Something slid off the chain onto the palm of my hand. A ring, the diamonds glowing softly in the lamplight.
“Care to do the honors again?”
He picked it up in two fingers, studying it, turning it this way and that. “I can get you something better,” he finally said. “Anything you want. As big as you want. As expensive as you want.”
I shook my head firmly. “That’s my wedding ring. It’s been there since the beginning. It’ll be there at the end.”
“Are you sure?”
He paused before sliding it onto the third finger of my left hand, and I sensed the question was about far more than a ring.
I didn’t hesitate.
“Would I be here with you talking about forcing you to be nice to our families if I wasn’t sure? I think the better question is, are you sure?”
This time, he didn’t hesitate. He gently pushed the ring past my knuckle and down to the base of my finger.
“Never been surer of anything in my life. I do have a question, though.”
“Another one? I already told you I wouldn’t bug you to attend church with my father.”
“It’s not that.”
“What is then, then?”
“Remember how Ellie St. James went on an exotic honeymoon while I stayed behind in the States?”
His plan at the beginning. Sending my identity out of the country, while I, as Taylor Scott, had moved elsewhere.
“I remember.”
“Do you think I can come with her this time?”
I laughed, putting my arms around his neck, pulling him down onto the couch with me. “Yes,” I whispered, against his mouth. “I definitely think she’d let you come with her this time.”
The future was imminent, but, for now, the future could wait. Strange as it seemed, there was no more sword of Damocles hanging over ours heads. No more living in fear that either one of us would be snatched away at any moment. The future was ours. A strange future, maybe, considering all the things we had to figure out. Little Jackson. Sean’s business empire. The magic of the Stones. Rebuilding the Costas mansion as a refuge for Carter’s people. Carter’s role as the Repairer. My medical training. Both of our families. It was a lot, but we finally had time. Time to eventually reach out and claim it, shape it to suit ourselves.
And we would.
But later.
Definitely later.
The End
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