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        “Therefore will I bring forth a fire from the midst of thee, it shall devour thee, and I will bring thee to ashes upon the earth in the sight of all them that behold thee.”

        —Ezekiel 28:18

      

      

      

      
        
        “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
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      Carter would never forget that night’s wild ride to the hospital.

      He had thought Ellie was dead. By the looks of her, there was no way she wasn’t dead. Her abdomen was torn open, shredded by Nosizwe in her shifter form as the Impundulu, or Lightning Bird. Blood drenched her clothing and gushed from her limp body, which was slumped over one of the Stones. She wasn’t moving. She wasn’t visibly breathing.

      She was dead.

      Or so he’d figured.

      It wasn’t like there had been time to stop and check.
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        * * *

      

      As the Talos, facing off against Nosizwe, down in the Pit, he leaped over the downed bodies of those he’d already killed in an attempt to save Ellie, throwing the full force of his body weight into his attack on the shifter queen. Nosizwe transformed into the Lightning Bird, her wings and feathers carrying her out of his reach at the very last second. The Talos bounded to its feet. His enemy had fled behind her shifters, her bodyguards. Her taloned feet dropped to the ground, and she assumed her human form once more.

      “It’s going to happen, Ballis,” she sneered. “Any second now.”

      He still didn’t know what she meant. Chaos ruled all around them. A female voice in the background shouting about the police. Tracy’s shotgun blasting. Moving figures swirled and ran, headed in different directions. Music pounded, reverberating off the walls of the cavern like the red flickering flames from the bonfire. Only a few of Nosizwe’s people weren’t running in an attempt to flee, charge him, or to get away from Tracy and the cop. Those who stood their ground in front of their leader looked ready to defend Nosizwe with their lives.

      The Talos didn’t care. The Talos knew no fear. They couldn’t hurt him. But they had hurt Ellie. They’d killed her. He’d slaughter them all if it meant getting through them to reach Nosizwe.

      With a snarl, he charged their line of defense.

      At the same instant, out of the corner of his vision, he saw a dark wave of creatures, human and shifter, spilling into the cavern. A detached corner of his brain seized on the potentiality of this new threat until he heard Tracy’s cry of relief.

      “Sean!”

      Instantly, the newcomers were forgotten. Sean had arrived with backup.

      The cop shouted again. A gun went off. Hers? The Talos didn’t stop to see. All it felt was the bruising of flesh and the crunch of bone as his impetus hurled him into his enemy’s protectors. His attack, coupled with the arrival of Sean’s reinforcements, proved too much for the shifter queen. Even as he fought savagely to reach her, she was backing away, her earlier confidence replaced by a mixture of hatred, annoyance, and alarm.

      “Nosizwe, we gotta go.”

      A big fellow, a man the Talos distantly recognized as one of her lieutenants, grabbed her by the arm, pulling her away.

      “Not yet,” she snarled, and the Talos could hear the desperation in her voice, even as he actively grappled with those standing between him and her. “The blood hasn’t worked yet.”

      “I don’t think it’s going to,” her subordinate shouted back. “Must have been tainted. Even if it does, we’re out of time. Sean’s here. He’s going to overrun us. We have to leave. Now.”

      Nosizwe’s eyes darted back and forth between the Stone covered with Ellie’s body and blood; her enemy, Sean, who even now struggled to reach her; and the Talos himself, who threatened to break through her guard. Nosizwe hadn’t gotten where she was by being stupid. She knew when it was time to withdraw.

      Her eyes met his for a split second, despite the press of sweating, moving, bleeding, grunting, flailing bodies between and around them.

      “This isn’t over yet, Ball-is. Not by a long shot. You’re next.”

      With that, she spun and ran, her bodyguard still grasping her arm.

      With their leader’s retreat, her forces retreated too, scattering. Some making for the cavern entrance, the stairs that waited beyond. Some, like Nosizwe, for the opposite end of the cavern, deep in the darkness, where they vanished. In seconds, the course of the battle had altered. No rival shifters even tried to stand their ground. A couple of Jentil, enormous, hairy giant-like shifters, flung Ellie’s body carelessly aside and grabbed up Nosizwe’s Stones to carry out over their shoulders, their remaining comrades guarding their backs. Sean’s forces gave chase as they could, but a second pair of Jentil guarded the first, keeping anyone pursuing the Stones at bay.

      While this was going on, others of Sean’s people dispatched any of Nosizwe’s wounded or dying. Those the Talos battled were dead, injured, or also trying to get out. Enemies, male and female alike, littered the ground at his feet, but there was no one left to fight and Nosizwe was gone. The Talos gathered himself to charge after her, but was checked by a hard grip on his bronze arm.

      “Stop, Carter. Let her go.”

      Before the words had a chance to sink in the Talos had swung about, fist raised, ready to slaughter whoever was attempting to restrain him. Reason reinserted itself as he whirled and saw his boss.

      “We’ll get her another time,” Sean added. “She’s a dead woman walking. There are other things to care for now.”

      Sean, in his human form, his skin, ripped clothing, and beard splashed with blood, jerked his chin towards Ellie’s wilted form.

      Logic returned. Carter let go of the Talos, bronze morphing to flesh as the inhuman side of his consciousness drifted away and the mortal side resumed dominance.

      “Ellie,” he called, and jerked free of his boss’s hold. Sean let him go and he sprinted to her side, dropping to his knees. Several shifters were already gathered, but he ignored them as he gently turned her over, swiping the hair from her face, her neck.

      His heart plummeted. Her skin was pale as snow. Her eyes were closed. Her jaw hung slack.

      “Ellie?”

      Tremblingly, he felt for a pulse. If there was one, it was too faint to pick up.

      It was as he’d feared. His worst nightmares had come true. She was dead.

      “Why did they do this?” he heard a woman ask.

      Carter didn’t know and didn’t bother trying to articulate an answer. His entire focus was on Ellie as guilt and shock, grief and disbelief, washed over him in equal amounts. He couldn’t speak for incredulity that she was really gone.

      Ellie. Ellie, I’m so sorry.

      He couldn’t even get the words out. Not that it mattered. She was beyond hearing.

      He sat there, drowning in a sea of self-recrimination and regret, until somebody shoved through the crowd that had collected around them. A hand knocked his aside.

      “Let me see,” said a male voice.

      Carter glanced up as one of Sean’s people knelt next to them. Ryan, a new recruit, still in his teens. Leaning over, he pressed an ear to Ellie’s chest and held still, like he was listening. Carter didn’t know what Ryan was doing. His mind was in a fog. All he knew was Ellie was dead. Couldn’t the fool see that?

      “She’s alive, barely,” Ryan announced, straightening. “It’s a miracle. I can’t heal her, but I can help her. Obviously, she needs a doctor right away. I can help her hold on until you can get her to the nearest hospital.”

      Carter heard the words, but they failed to penetrate. He knelt there, staring at the younger man, trying to process what he was saying.

      Ellie was alive? That was impossible. Ryan wasn’t blind. He could see her condition as well as Carter could.

      “Did you hear him, Carter?” That was Tracy, stooping next to him, pinching his shoulder, shaking him, trying to wake him from his stupor.

      “I—”

      His mouth was dry. He couldn’t talk. Couldn’t formulate thoughts to produce words. He caught Sean’s look—half worried, half reproving. This wasn’t like him. He’d never lost it this badly before, never fallen apart like this. He’d seen death, and plenty of it. Dealt it out himself. But not a death like this. Not Ellie’s death. What they were saying was too much to accept. If he grasped the hope they offered, then it turned out to be false…

      People were done waiting on him. Someone stepped forward. An African American woman, mid to late thirties, hair cut in a sensible bob, wearing slacks and a blazer. Tough looking, but attractive. She turned her lapel, flashing a gold badge.

      “Detective Candace Ewing, Fort Worth PD. You say that girl’s still alive?” she inquired of Ryan, nodding towards Ellie.

      “She won’t be for long if I don’t help her and we don’t get her to a hospital.”

      Carter could hear the frustration in Ryan’s voice.

      “If you can do something to help her, do it. I’m a cop. I’ll get her to the hospital.”

      That was the permission Ryan had been waiting for.

      “Everyone get back,” he snapped. “Give me room.”

      This, finally, pierced Carter’s consciousness.

      “Out of the way,” he ordered, waving his hand to steer them back. Gently as possible, he scooped up his wife’s body from the rough cavern floor, carefully draping her across his lap. Her blood spilled onto the bare skin of his torso, hot and sticky, pungent with the smell of life leaking away, but he wasn’t put off. If it was true she was still alive and there was any chance of saving her…

      Once more, Ryan bent over Ellie. A shiver passed over the young man’s body. His human side faded, altering as a unicorn yearling took its place. The black equine knelt on its front knees to carefully lay its single horn on Ellie’s mangled stomach. Carter had to dodge to avoid being pierced by its sharp tip, but he didn’t release her as the horn began to glow with a soft, white light.

      His attention was on Ryan, and what the unicorn shifter was trying to do. That didn’t prevent him from hearing Sean ask the cop sternly, “I know your name. What are you doing here when you were warned away from our business? Why are you offering to help?”

      “Because I saw what happened,” the woman replied, her voice firm. “I don’t know all the ins and outs of what’s going on here, but that girl didn’t do anything to deserve this. I’m willing to help her, if I can.”

      “Hmmm.”

      That was all his boss said, but Carter sensed his displeasure. Sean didn’t like the cop being here; didn’t like that his directives had been ignored. If Carter heard it, the cop must have too, but she held her peace.

      Down by his waist, the single horn on Ellie’s midsection glowed brighter, warmer. Carter could feel the heat radiating from it, like the warmth of the Texas summer sun on his face. To his everlasting amazement, as the heat intensified, Ellie’s eyelids flickered. Not opened fully or even partway, but definitely flickered.

      “She’s alive,” he heard himself say in amazement.

      “Ryan told you that,” spoke up Bonnie, another new recruit who Carter recognized as being Ryan’s cousin.

      Her tone implied that he was ignorant for ever having doubted. Carter didn’t care. He didn’t care about anything except the fact that the woman in his arms was truly alive. Which meant there was a chance, however slight, of her surviving Nosizwe’s attack. However, if he’d been expecting the magic of the unicorn shifter’s horn to mend frayed flesh or miraculously heal Ellie’s mortal wounds, he was sadly mistaken. All too soon, within a matter of moments, the glow began to fade. Fade until it slowly winked out. The unicorn raised its head. As it did, the ebony horse shifted away, Ryan assuming its place.

      “I’ve done all I can do,” he announced quietly. “Get her to the hospital. Now.”
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      Carter glanced down. Ellie looked no better than she had before. In fact, she still looked dead. If not for that flicker of her eyes, he might’ve believed she was dead. Nevertheless, despite her flesh being marred and torn beyond belief, the bleeding had dramatically slowed.

      Another shifter stepped forward, pulling off his shirt.

      “Use this to help stop the bleeding,” he said.

      “Hurry up. We’ve got to go,” the cop, Detective Ewing, urged.

      Carter’s arms were full of Ellie, but a couple of his associates stepped forward, accepting clothing offers from their partners which they quickly bound around her torso.

      “Done,” one of the women announced, and Carter rose with his wife.

      “Follow me,” Sean said, turning, heading towards the same dark, shadow-filled corner where Nosizwe had vanished earlier.

      Carter hurried after him, Ellie’s slight weight slowing him not a bit. He liked to tease her that she was too skinny, even though she could eat like a horse. He’d seen her do it. Several shifters closed in around them, staying close in case Nosizwe had left anyone to guard her back.

      “Where are we going?” the detective inquired as she also dashed along, keeping pace.

      “A hidden exit,” Sean responded crisply. “Few know of it. Don’t know how Nosizwe did. Doesn’t matter now, but I’ll find out. Anyway, this will get us above ground a lot faster than climbing those blasted stairs and going through the church.”

      A hidden exit? Even Carter hadn’t been aware of that. If he didn’t know, how had Nosizwe? Sean was right; they would have to uncover how she’d learned of it. Still, Sean was also right in saying it didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was getting Ellie to a hospital, saving her life. His entire world had narrowed down to that.

      They didn’t encounter any resistance, and in shorter order than Carter would’ve believed they were above ground and sprinting across the dark street towards the cars waiting in the abandoned parking lot.

      “Get behind me,” the detective shouted as they raced towards their vehicles.

      He feared he was jolting Ellie too much, especially when he heard her release a faint moan. Despite his worry, the moan was a beautiful sound in his ears. It meant she was alive, responding. Tracy was close behind him. When they reached his car, she said, “Get in the back with her. I’ll drive.”

      She opened the back door. Carefully as possible, Carter slid in, doing his best not to jostle the unconscious woman he carried and hurt her worse.

      The cop pulled out first, revving up speed, her lights on and sirens flashing. Carter understood what she’d meant by saying she could get them there quickly. A police escort would definitely be faster than waiting for an ambulance to arrive, stabilize Ellie, then drive back to the hospital. Tracy stepped on it, peeling out after the other car. On his lap, Ellie moaned again and turned her head, scrunching up her face in pain.

      Hope roared to life in his chest. “Ellie? Ellie, honey, can you hear me?” he begged, bending over her. She moaned again, shifting slightly on his lap, but didn’t seem to have heard him.

      He glanced up at Tracy’s profile, lit by the intermittent flashes of street lights.

      “Tracy, can’t you go any faster?”

      “Can’t go faster than my escort, Carter.” She twisted, flashing him a reproving look. “Calm down. She’s making noise. That’s a good sign. I think what Ryan did will hold her a minute.”

      Carter didn’t like being told to calm down. In his line of work, he was used to being calm and collected. Lose his cool, and he’d lose his life—or other people’s lives. Usually, remaining calm under pressure wasn’t an issue. Usually, he didn’t have the woman his alter was compelled to protect lying across his lap, dying, her blood seeping through the makeshift bandages. Nevertheless, he didn’t argue with Tracy, but returned his attention to Ellie, grasping her hand in his, twining their fingers as if the connection could merge his life force with hers.

      Wishful thinking, but once they were free of neighborhoods and on the city’s main roads, the cop picked up speed and so did they. At this time of night, traffic was relatively sparse, but not non-existent. Tracy wove in and out, back and forth, like the professional she was, keeping right on the police detective’s tail. In the meantime, Carter clutched Ellie as close as he dared, trying to shield her from bumps and swerves. He couldn’t see the speedometer, but knew they were driving way over the speed limit. He was grateful for that, even as his pulse raced with the need to get there quicker. The ride was wild and he felt helpless, reduced to doing nothing except murmuring stupid, incoherent phrases that nobody except Ellie could hear.

      “Hang in there, honey. Stay with me. Don’t go anywhere. It’s okay, Ellie. We’ll be there soon. Don’t leave me. Please don’t leave me. Hang in there, baby.”

      Pointless statements that didn’t do a bit of good. Why he said them, he didn’t know. Maybe from an instinct of trying to calm or comfort her. Whatever the case, the drive to the hospital and help was far too fast and yet far too slow. And then they were pulling up in front of the ER, drawing to a stop behind the police officer’s car. She shut off her lights and siren even as the sliding glass doors opened and medical personnel came rushing outside.

      “We’re here, Ellie. We made it.”
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      “Better take this,” Tracy said, and tossed something at him. Carter shook it out, saw it was a shirt. “Brant donated it,” she added. “Put it on before you go inside.”

      Ellie was already on her way in, strapped to a gurney. Carter had been in the act of following her when Tracy prevented him. His first reaction was to argue, but she was right. Showing up at the hospital under these circumstances with Ellie injured the way she was would raise questions. No need to worsen the impression by going in shirtless, splashed with blood, and looking even crazier.

      Quickly, he tugged it on then jogged after the gurney, which had already vanished inside. What followed next was a blur. Ellie was immediately taken into surgery—no surprise there. He was barred from those proceedings, naturally, and shown to an empty waiting room down the hall. But not empty for long. Tracy came in soon after. Taking the seat next to his she slumped back, shutting her eyes. It was late and Carter understood her logic—that she might as well try to catch some sleep while Ellie was in surgery, since there was nothing they could do anyway—but neither was there any way he could rest.

      Moments after Tracy’s arrival, the police detective entered. She looked grim as she approached, holding out her hand for him to shake. He stood and accepted the gesture out of courtesy, but there was nothing friendly about the cop’s demeanor.

      “Carter Ballis? Detective Candace Ewing, Homicide. Our first chance to officially meet. I’m sorry it was under these circumstances, but I understand they got her into surgery. Can we talk for a minute?”

      “I don’t have anything to say,” he growled.

      “Carter.” Tracy spoke without ever opening her eyes, a quiet reprimand.

      Sighing, he rubbed the back of his neck. Maybe she was right. This cop had done a lot for Ellie. Maybe he owed her courteousness, at least.

      “Fine,” he said, folding his arms, “but I don’t know how much I can really say.”

      The cop stared back unfazed, unblinking.

      “I understand. A lot of this is off the record.”

      “A lot? Make that all.”

      “I can’t promise you that.”

      “Then I can’t promise to talk to you.”

      “Don’t you want to see the woman brought to justice who did this to that girl?” she asked, switching tactics.

      “She will be,” Carter promised, fighting the urge to clench his jaw in anger at the thought of Nosizwe and her unprovoked attack on Ellie. He still didn’t understand her cryptic phrases or why the Stones had been there, down in the Pit. He didn’t understand any of it. But he was going to uncover the truth. More than that, he was going to make Sean’s rival pay for what she’d done.

      “I can help you,” the detective offered, drawing his attention back to her.

      He laughed harshly. “I doubt it.”

      Detective Ewing rolled her shoulders, her neck, in an obvious attempt to relieve frustration.

      “Look,” she said, “let’s be honest. I’m one of the few cops in this city who has any idea of what’s going on. What’s really going on, I mean.”

      She meant shifters.

      “I can work with you. Try to build a case against whoever is in the wrong here, but I need to know the whole story and what’s in the background. I know what I saw. What I don’t understand is why.”

      That made two of them, but Carter didn’t say that aloud. Instead, “You know who was in the wrong as well as I do. That girl—” He jabbed a finger towards the doorway, the general direction of the surgery room. “—Never hurt anybody in her life. Ellie hasn’t done anything to deserve being attacked like that.”

      “I believe you.”

      The detective held up her hands in a soothing manner, which aggravated him all the more. He didn’t need to be soothed. He needed action. He needed blood. Nosizwe’s blood. Her people’s blood.

      “If you believe that, why aren’t you out there hunting her down then?”

      The cop refused to rise to the bait. She peered at him through narrowed eyes.

      “It isn’t that easy,” she said finally. “You could be in a lot of trouble here too. I saw that body inside the church. Was that your work?”

      Carter snorted in contempt. “That body will be gone before you ever get back to inspect the scene, Detective. You can’t prove I did it or that anyone even died there. I haven’t done anything except try to defend my wife.”

      “Your wife?” The cop stated it like a question wrapped up in an observation. “Last I heard, your wife was out in Cambodia or something.”

      “That’s right. She was.”

      He stared her down, refusing to concede an inch.

      “So, you two are together now.”

      Another question phrased like a statement.

      “Is that any of your business? We’re married. She’s my wife. And I haven’t done anything wrong. I saw my wife being threatened. Anything I did was to protect her.”

      “I’m not just talking about this incident.”

      “What else are you talking about then?”

      The cop hesitated, then said quietly, “Last November. The Fort Worth Botanic Garden. You were there. You and her.”

      Carter’s mind raced. The security cameras. Cops. The whole reason he and Ellie had gotten married.

      “Were we?”

      “You were caught on camera in the parking lot.”

      “I don’t think you ever actually proved that, but so what if we were?”

      “So, we found blood at the scene. Couple of other suspicious factors. You mean to tell me that you—them—your people…none of this had anything to do with that?”

      Carter couldn’t hide a smirk.

      “Number one, I’m not telling you anything. Clearly, you didn’t have enough factors or evidence to build a case or even prove anything happened, since no further inquiries were made after my car accident. Number two, even if my people did have something to do with it—and I’m not saying we did—what are you going to do? Go tell your department and chief and the DA that you located who was responsible for the blood in the Garden that night, and it was a bunch of people who shapeshift? Yeah,” he goaded, “that will go over well.”

      The cop’s eyes narrowed. She was irritated at him making fun of her line of questioning, but she didn’t argue, and Carter knew he stood on pretty safe ground. No way could she go back to her department with a tale like that. She’d be laughed off the force, and probably locked away for a psych eval to boot.

      “Number three,” he went on, “so what if I was out there that night? Again, not saying I was, but what if? What if I was there with my wife, looking for a little quiet time, a little romance? Anything that may or may not have occurred between us that evening remains between us.” He leaned a little closer. “Spousal privilege. You should know the law.”

      “Spousal privilege doesn’t protect you if either of you committed a crime.”

      “First, prove a crime was even committed. Prove anything happened. Next, prove we had anything to do with it. You can’t, and I know it.”

      The cop stood firm, refusing to retreat. In spite of himself, Carter felt a twinge of admiration. She was tough, he’d give her that. She’d seen things tonight most humans never did, but she wasn’t running or screaming or even faltering. Instead, she was going toe to toe with him. Not that it would get her anywhere, but it showed her strength of mind. He guessed she was good at her job. She’d simply happened to land the wrong case when she’d stumbled into his world.

      “This isn’t over, Ballis,” she remarked softly. He could hear the edge of warning in her voice. “Not by a long shot. I know something happened out there that night, and I’m sure you were involved. Tonight makes me even more certain. I know who the principal players are now. Your boss, Mr. Costas. Elia.”

      “Good luck bringing charges against either of them.”

      Even though heaven knew Elia/Nosizwe needed it for what she’d done to Ellie. Still, he’d rather the cop bow out and leave vengeance to him. Carter didn’t trust the human justice system. Too slow. Too soft. Too weak. Nosizwe didn’t need jail time, she needed killing.

      “I know who the principal players are,” Detective Ewing repeated, as if he’d never interrupted her. “Now I just have to prove it.”

      “Prove what? That they’re shapeshifters? It all comes back to that. There’s nothing you can do, Detective. You may as well let this go and leave it to us to handle. Even if Nosizwe—Elia—deserves to be arrested, we both know building a case against her is impossible. You won’t find any traces of her down in the Pit. You’re the sole human witness who can testify. You sure you want to go public with the story of what you saw?”

      “Elia does deserve to be arrested, but I’m sure your hands are red too.”

      Carter’s hands were red, but he’d never, ever attacked an innocent girl. Never harmed an innocent human. He wasn’t Nosizwe. Not by a long shot. However, he didn’t bother attesting all this to the cop. He just smiled.

      “Come talk to me again when you can prove something.”

      “Don’t think I won’t.”

      Whatever else she might have said was forestalled by the waiting room door opening. A trio of medical personnel walked in. Two of them in scrubs, as well as a woman in business attire pushing a desk on wheels.

      “Mr. Ballis? We’d like to speak with you if that’s alright.”

      All of his bravado with the police detective melted away as fear gripped his throat.

      “Is it Ellie?”

      He could barely force the words out. Were they coming to tell him she’d died on the operating table?
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      “She’s still in surgery,” the lead person said, a middle-aged woman with graying hair pulled back in a bun and a white coat over her scrubs. “Hi, I’m Dr. Fielding. Dr. Winston is handling your wife’s surgery right now. Dr. Winston called me in as the closest gynecological surgeon.”

      “Gynecological surgeon?”

      Confusion wracked his brain. Why would Ellie need one of those? Surely she wasn’t pregnant…

      Carter immediately dismissed the notion as ludicrous. Not Ellie, with her old-fashioned morals. According to her, she hadn’t even dated while they’d been fake-married. She wouldn’t be sleeping around with someone else when she was technically married to him. And he damned sure hadn’t knocked her up.

      “Yes, sir. Right now, Dr. Winston is trying to get your wife stabilized, but he’s afraid she’s going to need additional surgeries. Possibly cosmetic. Perhaps also to do with her reproductive organs. It looks like her uterus was severely injured. That’s where I come in. I wanted to give you a heads up on what was going on. I won’t know anything for certain until I get back there, of course, but please be prepared for the fact that your wife may require extensive surgery.”

      “How—how extensive are we talking?”

      The doctor’s face creased with compassion.

      “Dr. Winston thinks there’s a very real possibility that she may require a hysterectomy. If I get in there and can’t do anything to repair the damage, and I determine that has to happen, I’ll need your authorization to proceed.”

      The words struck with the force of a hammer, causing Carter to sink into the nearest chair. Not so much at the shock. As mangled as her torso had been, they didn’t come as a complete surprise. No, it was the weight. The magnitude of the weight of those words. Asking him, as Ellie’s legal husband, to authorize a step like this.

      This can’t be happening.

      For a second, he placed his hand over his face to blot out the lights, the room, the doctor, reality.

      This can’t be happening.

      Marrying Ellie was supposed to have been a temporary fix, meant to protect them from legal trouble. It was never intended to last, and would be dissolved soon. It was never intended to give him any authority over her life. He had no right to be giving his say on something like this. It wasn’t up to him. Shouldn’t be up to him. The medical profession, the legal profession—they didn’t see it that way. As her husband, he was expected to permit this.

      The doctor likely thought he was upset by the news of the impending hysterectomy. He was—it was unfair and it was awful, especially to someone of Ellie’s age, someone who had a heart for kids like she did. But he was even more upset that they were requiring him to put his stamp of approval on it.

      “Mr. Ballis, I’m very sorry. But we really need you to sign these forms authorizing us to proceed if necessary. I apologize for bringing it up at a time like this, but I must get back there in case Dr. Winston needs me to scrub in.”

      What if he refused? They’d probably do the procedure anyway, having no choice, if it was truly a life-saving measure. If he declined to give consent, how would that appear to the detective who stood right there, observing everything with a grim expression? She didn’t know, couldn’t know, their marriage was a farce, a façade. It would blow their protection out of the water.

      “Mr. Ballis? I hate to pressure you, but we don’t have much time.”

      The words came floating at him, ghostly. Carter found he was having a hard time grasping them. It was Tracy who brought him back to reality, clasping his shoulder and saying firmly, “You have to do this, Carter. It’s to save her life.”

      Lowering his hand, he met her deep brown eyes. Full of compassion, concern. For Ellie, but also for him. Not that he deserved it. Who was he? He was the fool who’d gotten her into this mess. Ellie’s life was about to be irrevocably changed because of him and his temper.

      Carter released a breath. He might be a fool, and this might be his fault, but he couldn’t let Ellie die to pay for his mistakes.

      Heaving a deep breath, he reached for the iPad offered by the woman in business attire.

      “Sign here and here,” she said. She handed him a stylus, pointing out the highlighted blanks on the screen with perfectly manicured red nails. Funny the things he noticed even during a crisis. “Initial here, please.”

      He took the stylus and scrawled his signature, his initials, feeling lower than he’d ever felt in his life.

      I shouldn’t be doing this. This isn’t my call to make. Who the hell do I think I am?

      All of the self-recrimination in the world wasn’t going to change a thing, however.

      Dr. Fielding said, “Thank you. I better get back there. We’ll update you as soon as possible.”

      Words had deserted him. It was Tracy who replied the perfunctory, “Thank you, Doctor.” Dr. Fielding walked out, but the other two hospital workers remained.

      “Mr. Ballis, my name’s Liz, and I’m the hospital registrar,” said the woman with the rolling desk and iPad. “Would now be a good time to get some insurance information from you?”

      He glanced up sharply. “Are you kidding me? While my wife is in surgery and possibly dying?”

      She retreated a half-step from the rancor in his tones.

      “I know this isn’t an easy time, but we have to have your wife’s information…”

      “Go to hell,” he snarled, turning away.

      He heard a muffled word from the registrar, as if she’d started to say something, but once again Tracy intervened.

      “If you give me the paperwork, I’ll make sure it gets properly filled out and returned to you,” she offered.

      A brief hesitation. “And you are?”

      “Close friend of the family, and a co-worker. Give me the forms. I’ll make sure they’re dealt with.”

      He guessed the woman must have complied. The next thing Carter heard was the click of her heels as she walked away, pushing the mini desk. Good. One less person to talk to. He didn’t feel like talking to anyone right now, unless it was cursing himself for endangering Ellie like this.

      “Mr. Ballis?”

      Carter picked up on the hesitation in the remaining hospital worker’s tones, but the guy asked anyway.

      “What happened to your wife? Injuries like that—they don’t occur out of the blue. Not to mention your appearance and the circumstances in which your wife was brought in.”

      He meant the fact that Carter was sitting there still spattered with blood, both Ellie’s and the people he’d killed earlier down in the Pit. On their way up to the waiting room, Tracy had mentioned that she’d texted a fellow driver to bring them both clean clothes. At the time, it was an irrelevant detail. Who cared about his clothes? The hospital, apparently. Ellie had obviously been the victim of a violent crime, and they wanted an explanation.

      “We need to know what happened to her to ensure proper medical treatment. We also need to know if you’d like the police to be called.”

      Carter slid a glance at Tracy. She pursed her lips, shrugged. Blowing out a breath, he said slowly, “My boss has…enemies, who are also my enemies and they went after my wife instead of me. She’s innocent, but they went after her anyway.”

      Rage curdled in his guts, but he shoved it down.

      “I didn’t see what kind of weapon they attacked her with.” Lies, but he couldn’t explain about the Impundulu, could he? “I found her like she is, in the state she’s in, and immediately brought her here.”

      Before he could say anything else, the cop spoke up, adding, “And there’s no need to call the police.  I am the police.” Carter turned around in time to see her flash her badge. “Detective Candace Ewing, Fort Worth PD. This is an open investigation of a highly sensitive nature, and Mr. Ballis is not currently at liberty to answer any questions about it, unless they pertain to his wife’s medical condition. Rest assured, the police are aware and involved. Nobody else needs to be contacted at present.”

      She spoke so firmly that the man in scrubs—whoever he was, whatever his position—didn’t argue. The badge on her lapel and the gun on her hip leant weight to her words.

      “Yes, Detective. Sorry. My apologies. I didn’t know who you were.”

      “No problem.” She waved him away. “The police department is on it. Please keep me informed of any updates. Here’s my card.”

      Reaching into her blazer pocket, she withdrew a business card and handed it over. The man—some sort of doctor or hospital administrator, Carter supposed—accepted it, glancing it over before sliding it into the pocket of his own coat.

      “Yes, Detective. Of course. Thank you. Mr. Ballis? My best to your wife. Rest assured we’re doing all we can for her.”

      Carter grunted some sort of response he hoped passed for gratitude, and the man walked out, leaving Tracy, him, and the cop. He hadn’t felt like talking to hospital personnel. He didn’t feel like speaking with anyone. But Detective Ewing had earned his respect. Whatever her reasons for shielding Ellie and him, even if they were simply that this case was too profound, too deep, to be believed, he owed her one. Like his boss, Carter wasn’t the type of man to let his debts go unacknowledged. Which, again, circled back around to how poor Ellie had wound up here to begin with.

      He shook those thoughts away, training his gaze on the cop as he said, “Thank you, Detective.”

      She nodded brusquely.

      “I won’t lie and say it was strictly for you. Obviously, the fewer people who know the truth about this the better. But, you’re welcome.” She paused. “It’s been a long night and I have to be at work early in the morning. I doubt anything will be accomplished tonight, but here—” She fished out another business card, passing it to him. “—Please call or text me if there are any changes. Let me know how your wife does. I’ll say a prayer that she pulls through.”

      Carter had to swallow down a bitter reply about the uselessness of prayer. Ellie was a religious woman who prayed all the time, and where had that gotten her? Instead, he offered his gratitude again, and watched as the cop handed Tracy a third card.

      “Do keep me informed,” she said. “I really want to know.”

      She headed for the door, half-opened it, but stopped to glance back and say, “Mr. Ballis, this isn’t over. You might think there’s not a lot I can do, either to your boss or…um, his rival, but I don’t give up. It’s not in my nature. I want the killings, the violence to stop, and I’m prepared to do what I have to in order to make it happen.”

      Carter met her gaze across the waiting room. His hands, already clenched together, tightened, but he didn’t respond. There were a lot of things he could have said. Like warning her that if she didn’t drop the matter she was likely signing her own death warrant. He had a feeling she knew that, though, so he kept his mouth shut.

      The detective left. Tracy and he were alone.
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      “Let me have your wallet, Carter.”

      He turned towards Tracy with a questioning look. “Why?”

      “So I can steal your identity and all your money, of course,” the driver responded. “Give me a break. It’s so I can fill out these forms. Like I’d want to steal your identity, anyway.”

      True. Why would she? Why would anyone?

      Reaching into his back pocket, he fished out his wallet and handed it over.

      “You know, you’re welcome to do this if you want to keep yourself occupied for a while,” she said, thumping the iPad with the stylus.

      He shook his head and slumped back against the seat.

      “Fine. Go ahead and brood. That’ll really help her.”

      Carter cracked his eyelids to slant her a glare. Tracy was far from fazed.

      “I’m just sayin’,” she shrugged.

      “Well, don’t say it. I’m not in the mood,” he retorted.

      Carter didn’t want to hear wisecracks or wisdom or reproofs. He didn’t want to hear anything, except footsteps from medical personnel announcing that Ellie was alright, that she’d live.

      Instead, he heard Tracy say quietly, mildly, “Boy, I hope Ellie does survive this. Not just for her sake, obviously, but for all of ours.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you’re a lot to handle, Carter Ballis, and that’s putting it mildly,” Tracy replied, laying down the stylus and staring at him head on. “Ellie’s the only one who seems to be able to soften you up. I hope for your sake, as well as hers—not to mention those of us who have to live around you and work with you—that she lives, because if she dies, you’re going to become a nightmare to deal with.”

      The insult, coming from soft-spoken Tracy, was enough to throw Carter.

      “Thanks for trying to comfort me and make me feel better,” he muttered, sinking into his seat and closing his eyes. “You’re a good friend, Tracy.”

      “Oh, I’m more than a good friend. I’m one of the few friends you’ve got, and you know it.”

      When Carter didn’t argue, she went on. “Once upon a time, about—oh, five or six years ago, I thought about fooling around with you. But I decided it was a bad idea.”

      That made Carter open his eyes, slide her a surprised glance. “Really? I never knew that.”

      Tracy chuckled, tilting her head, her long, straight, black hair falling over her arm. “Well, I am a Deer Woman. I was lonely that night and you were looking pretty—pretty hot. At least I thought so at the time. I was probably just lonely,” she smirked. “Anyway, Sean was at the Richmonds’ home for their annual fundraiser. Ciara wasn’t feeling well and didn’t go. At one point that night, you took five and came outside to hang out with me. You brought gin and we both knocked back a shot. Remember?”

      Carter hadn’t thought about it in years, but now that she described it, he did.

      “That was the night I looked at you kind of differently and thought about fooling around with you, but I decided it was a bad idea. Wanna know why?”

      “Let’s see, because I’m a lot to handle and a nightmare?”

      “Exactly. I knew if we went that far it might start a relationship, and you were way more than I wanted to deal with in a relationship. I chose to leave it alone. All these years later, here’s Ellie. And, like I said, you actually soften up around her. I think you need her.”

      “I don’t need her,” Carter grumbled in protest, “except that I really need her not to die.”

      “Why?”

      “Why?” he sat up. “What do you mean, why? She’s an innocent person who never should’ve gotten tangled up in this.”

      “Is that the only reason, or is there a part of you that can’t stand the thought of losing her, personally?”

      “I—” He automatically started to deny it, but Tracy’s knowing expression shut him down.

      “I’m done talking about this,” he snarled, turning his head away. “It’s not helping anything.”

      Except that it had been helping to distract him, both from fear for Ellie and even his physical pain. He’d taken a pill shortly before leaving to find Ellie, but the fight down in the Pit probably hadn’t done his newly healed wounds from Joab’s sneak attack a few days ago any good. Time had passed. The meds had worn off. He was hurting. Trying to ignore it, but hurting. As Tracy began filling out forms, there was nothing in the silence to keep him from his thoughts or discomfort.

      I’m sorry, Ellie.

      For the thousandth time, the words formed in his brain. Words he would give anything to say to her. Words that he was desperately afraid he’d never get the chance to speak. Even if he did, even if she survived and was able to talk to him, would she? Would she ever be able to forgive him? This was his fault. It ought to be him lying on that operating table, not her.

      If he could have changed it, he would have, but nothing could be changed.

      Eventually, one of Sean’s people showed up with a change of clothes for both Tracy and himself. They took turns visiting the nearest restroom, washing up and changing, making sure somebody was still in the waiting room in case news of Ellie arrived. Afterward, there was nothing to do except wait, which Carter did, tired and impatient, while Tracy sat next to him, digging out his driver’s license and insurance cards from his wallet, using them to complete hospital forms.

      A time or two Carter opened his mouth to say something, then shut it. What was the use? Legally, they were married. Ellie wasn’t on his insurance, but that was no big deal. Insurance would reject the bill, kick it back to him, and either he or Sean would pay it up front. Probably Sean, given his undertaking to treat Ellie like one of his own relatives out of gratitude for her saving his son’s life. Either way, the hospital would get their money. Did it matter how?

      “What’s her birthdate?”

      “Hmmm?”

      Tracy’s voice interrupted his reverie.

      “I said, what’s her birthdate? I’ve already filled out your information. Now I need hers.”

      Carter blinked several times. He didn’t even know. He’d seen it months ago when he originally vetted her, before she’d been invited to the Costas home that fateful night. However, for the life of him he couldn’t remember it off the top of his head.

      “Not sure,” he finally mumbled, feeling chagrined that he couldn’t answer such a simple question as his wife’s birthdate. Even if she was his wife in name only.

      He didn’t miss Tracy’s raised eyebrows.

      “You’re the king of gathering info on everybody, and you don’t know Ellie’s birthday?” she chided, just as the door to the waiting room opened.

      They both heard it and turned hopefully, but it wasn’t the surgeon or anyone from the hospital. Carter’s hopes fell into his gut and he practically felt the hackles on the back of his neck raise.

      Not good.

      The woman he’d seen in pictures, but he recognized the man right away, having met him a few days ago when he’d flown out to Washington to meet up with Ellie and discuss the details of their legal separation.

      Ellie’s father. Her father and, he presumed, her mother.

      What were they doing here?

      “Why would you need to know Ellie’s birthday?” Ellie’s mom asked as they stepped into the room, closing the door after themselves.

      Tracy shot him an inquiring look.

      Clearing his throat, Carter stood, wiping his palms on his jeans, proffering his hand for her mother to shake.

      “Hi, I’m Carter. Carter Ballis,” he said. “Mrs. Scott?” He called her by her assumed name, even though she’d pretty much given away her true identity by referring to her daughter as Ellie instead of Taylor.

      Ellie’s mom looked confused. She also looked like her daughter. Different hair and eye color, but same height, build, and freckles. Many of the same facial characteristics. Carter could see a vision of what Ellie might look like in twenty-five years. Her mom had aged gracefully. He had a feeling Ellie would, as well. If she survived today, that is.

      “Yes, I’m Mrs. Scott,” she replied, shaking his hand. “But she said…Ellie.” She swallowed, probably debating whether it was safe to bring up their true names. A mother’s desperation won out. “Do you all know her? We got a call, then people showed up at our house. They flew us from Oklahoma City to here. All they said was Ellie—Taylor—had been hurt and we needed to come right away. Our boys are back at a hotel, waiting. They’re being guarded. Can you explain what’s going on? Where is our daughter? How is she?”

      Oklahoma City? That was where Ellie’s family had been moved to? He supposed it made sense, in a way. Far enough from Joab Blake that they shouldn’t be in harm’s way. Closer to Sean and his people, so they could keep an eye on them. A car ride of merely a few hours. A hop, skip, and a jump by plane, which explained how her parents had arrived here at the hospital so quickly. Sean must have made the executive decision to send for them as soon as he and Carter parted ways back at the Pit.

      Carter felt Mr. Scott’s—Mr. St. James’—gaze on him. It was far from friendly, to say the least. In fact, when he met the older man’s eyes he could easily read, If this is your fault, I’m going to kill you. He was ex-military, even if a Chaplain’s Assistant. Clearly, not somebody to fool around with.

      Turning back to Ellie’s mother, he said, “Ellie is alive. She’s in surgery right now. Would you like to sit down?”

      “Surgery?” the woman repeated, even as she and her husband seated themselves close by, Ellie’s mom literally on the edge of a chair.

      “She was…” How was he supposed to explain this? “She was, unfortunately, the victim of a violent crime. She was attacked and injured badly.”

      “How badly?” Ellie’s father leaned around his wife to demand.

      Carter swallowed, reliving the sight of her injuries, reliving those brutal moments when he’d been certain his wife was dead.

      “Bad. The doctors have hopes she’ll pull through, but even if she does she may require cosmetic surgery later. Also, there’s—there’s a chance…”

      Bloody hell. How was he supposed to sit there and tell her parents she was likely going to require a hysterectomy, that she’d never be able to give them grandchildren? How was he supposed to say that? Who was he to be delivering news like that, anyway?

      It wasn’t like him to falter, but he was faltering now. Tracy offered a compassionate glance. Carter steeled his spine. He didn’t deserve pity, didn’t deserve compassion. This wasn’t about him. It was about Ellie. And her parents had a right to know.

      “There’s a chance she might require a hysterectomy.”

      “What?”

      Ellie’s mom’s eyes widened. At the same time, she sort of fell back in her chair. “Darryl, no,” she whispered, turning to her husband and grabbing his hand. “Ellie will be devastated.” Her voice cracked as tears filled her eyes.

      Mr. St. James looked directly at Carter, his gaze far from friendly.

      “What did you have to do with this?”

      Before Carter could reply, Ellie’s mom sat up, wiping away her tears.

      “Darryl! What an unkind thing to say. Why would you ask that?”

      His jaw still clenched, Ellie’s dad looked at his wife. “Because you don’t know who he is. I’m sorry, honey. I should have told you earlier, but Ellie asked me not to.”

      “Told me what?”

      Carter hadn’t figured the woman’s face could grow any paler, but it did as she waited to be slammed with the next round of bad news.

      As it happened, Ellie’s dad never got the chance to explain. The door to the waiting room opened. A middle-aged man, still in scrubs, stepped in.

      “Mr. Ballis?”

      Carter shot to his feet. “Here.”

      “I’m Dr. Winston. I’m happy to report your wife came through the first surgery very well. I was able to stabilize her in time for Dr. Fielding to get in there. Unfortunately, my first assumption was correct. The damage to her uterus was beyond repair, and we simply couldn’t stop the bleeding. Dr. Fielding is with her now, performing the hysterectomy.” He paused, his tones appropriately sympathetic. “I’m very sorry, Mr. Ballis, but there wasn’t any other way to save your wife’s life. We would never have taken such a step if we had a choice. As it stands, provided this surgery does what it’s supposed to, she will very likely require cosmetic surgery on her abdomen and torso to repair tissue and scarring. Her wounds were extreme. She’s going to need to take it very easy for the next six weeks or so while she recovers.”

      He paused, his eyes alight with curiosity. “I heard about the attack. I can’t tell, from the wounds, what kind of weapon she was assaulted with, but I can say it’s a miracle she survived at all. Your wife is very lucky to be alive,” he acknowledged gravely.

      “As for possibly cosmetic surgery, that will be up to her, of course,” he added. “But her scars will be extensive. I wanted to notify you of that possibility. As it stands, she’s stable for now, and in Dr. Fielding’s hands. I have complete faith in her abilities. Hopefully, we’ll receive word soon that the hysterectomy was successful and your wife is out of danger and in recovery.”

      “How soon can I see her after that?”

      “That will depend on how she does in recovery. The nurses will let you know.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Winston.”

      “Of course. My best wishes for your wife’s recovery. I’ll be back to look in on her tomorrow. Good night.”

      Naturally, the physician had no idea those were his patient’s parents sitting right there. The entire exchange had been directed at Carter. Dr. Winston walked right by Ellie’s mother and father with a polite nod. Ellie’s mom’s desperate gaze tracked him as he exited the waiting room. Soon as the door closed behind him, her head whipped around. Her eyes were huge in her face. For all the world, she looked like her daughter, like Ellie when she’d first witnessed him shapeshift.

      “Ellie’s husband? You’re Ellie’s husband?” Some of the grief and confusion had vanished from her voice, replaced by frustration. Even anger. “What on earth is going on here?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Before Carter could get any words out, she rounded on her husband. “Did you know about this, Darryl? You had just started to tell me something. Was this it? You knew?”

      Ellie’s dad grimaced. For a second, Carter felt sorry for the man, facing down an interrogation like that.

      “I—only for the past couple of days,” he half-mumbled.

      “Couple of days? You’ve known for days that Ellie was married, and you didn’t say anything about it?”

      “Ellie asked me not to.” He tried to stick up for himself.

      “In his defense, Ellie really wasn’t free to talk about it,” Tracy put in, trying to be helpful.

      Ellie’s mother didn’t take it as helpful. She pinned Tracy with a dark stare.

      “Who are you?”

      In general, Tracy was more of a peacekeeper than the confrontational sort. She sat back in her seat, wilting under the woman’s ire.

      “Friend of Carter and Ellie’s,” she said. “Coworker of Carter’s.”

      “Coworker where?” Mrs. St. James directed that inquiry to Carter. “What is it that you do?”

      “I’m a—I run security.”

      “Security? Like a night guard or something?”

      Her thinking that was better than her knowing the truth. At least for now. Save him a lot of questions he didn’t want to field.

      “Something along those lines,” Carter said, hoping she’d back off.

      “How did Ellie get mixed up with you? How did she meet you? Where did she meet you? You two are married? Married?” She addressed her husband—“I can’t believe Ellie would do this to us!” Then back to him. “What happened to my daughter? I want to know. I need some answers. Is what happened to her tied up with—with…” She dropped her voice, even though their group was alone in the waiting room. “Is it tied up with all the mysterious stuff that’s been going on since last fall? Moving? New identities? Witness protection?”

      Carter glanced at Tracy. Tracy shrugged as if to say, “Your call.”

      It was his call, but he wasn’t about to go into shapeshifters or what Ellie had witnessed or even how she’d come to be injured. Especially since he, himself didn’t know the whys and wherefores. Yet. He would get to the bottom of it, eventually, once the immediate danger was past and Ellie was safe.

      “It is all tied up together,” he admitted, hand going to the back of his neck, fingers digging into his neck muscles, tight from stress. The wound from Joab’s attack was aching worse, but he lowered his hand, shoving pain and tight muscles away. “I can’t give you a complete answer on everything yet. I’m very sorry, Mrs. St. James. Please know Ellie isn’t at fault in any of this.”

      “I never dreamed she could be at fault,” Mrs. St. James declared staunchly. Despite the bravery of her words, her chin trembled. At that moment, Carter was able to peer past her bravado and see her for what she was: a mother, worried sick about her child, trying frantically to put together pieces of the puzzle that was her daughter’s life.

      “She isn’t,” he reassured the woman. Resuming his seat alongside Tracy, he said quietly, “I can’t explain how Ellie and I met. Can’t explain any of this right now. All I can say is I care about your daughter very much.” Carter shocked himself by how easily the words rolled off his tongue. Not because he was lying and trying to smooth talk them, but because they were true. Frighteningly true. “I’d give anything for her not to be in there right now, fighting for her life or having to undergo this surgery. I—”

      Carter stopped, rubbing his palms on his jeans. He was admitting way too much, especially in front of Tracy, who, despite her prior goading about him and Ellie, was now regarding him like she’d never seen him before. He wasn’t an emotional guy. Never could be accused of being touchy-feely, but facts were facts.

      Gently as he could, he offered, “You heard the surgeon. They think she’ll live. She’ll be okay.”

      “But with a hysterectomy. She’ll never be able to have children.” Mrs. St. James turned to her husband, moisture in her eyes. “How are we going to tell her that? It will break her heart. She loves kids, and she’s way too young for that choice to be taken from her. This isn’t right. It isn’t fair.”

      She slumped into her husband’s shoulder, visibly tearing up.

      Carter felt sick. It would be difficult to feel any lower than he felt watching Ellie’s mom that anxious, that upset for her daughter, while knowing the entire thing was his fault. If only he hadn’t argued with Ellie, none of this would have happened. Whatever had lured her outside the Costas mansion that night, he could have put a stop to. He was supposed to take care of her. He’d failed, and look what happened.

      Tracy studied the woman with compassion, concern evident on her face, probably wishing she knew the right thing to say to offer her comfort. If there was anything to say at a time like this, Carter didn’t know it. He realized he had to get out of the room for a few minutes, so he could breathe.

      “I’ll, uh, be right back,” he said, getting to his feet. “Coffee, anyone? Tracy? Mr. St. James?”

      Tracy nodded yes, but Ellie’s dad waved him off with a glare. The man wasn’t prepared to extend any forgiveness or forgetfulness, never mind his profession as a former Chaplain’s Assistant turned minister. Carter didn’t blame him. He wasn’t prepared to extend any grace to himself, either. In Ellie’s dad’s shoes, he sure wouldn’t be compassionate to the jerk who showed up claiming to be secretly married to his daughter, only to allow this crap to happen. Honestly, he deserved whatever retribution the universe, or Ellie’s father, decided to heap on his head.
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      Carter stepped out into the hallway and mindlessly chose a direction, vaguely aware that he should be seeking a coffee pot and one was likely to be close by. He’d only managed a few steps before he felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. Extracting it, he studied the screen.

      James.

      His thumb slid over the screen to receive the call.

      “James. What’s going on?”

      “How is she?” James asked first, breaking in without preamble.

      Carter felt himself grimace. “She’ll live. Barely.”

      He wasn’t sure he was up to going into the rest of it right now.

      “That’s good, that’s good,” James mumbled. In the background. Carter could hear the rapid clicking and clacking of keyboard keys. Knowing James, he was working while talking.

      “You rang?” Carter said dryly, hoping to draw his coworker back to the present.

      “Yep. Hang on. Let me just—there. Okay, finished.”

      The clatter of keys stopped.

      “Okay, so I’ve been going over all the surveillance footage of the house and grounds from every possible angle. In a few frames from outside, I can get blurs at the edge of the frames, like something’s moving but the cameras can’t quite pick it up.”

      “Did you try zooming in on it?”

      “Is the Pope Catholic? Don’t tell me how to do my job, Carter,” James snapped. “The best shot I had was of a blur by the walls. I think this was when it actually jumped over the walls and entered the compound. It did it right where some tree branches overhang the walls, so it’s difficult to distinguish the blur from the movement of the branches. But, judging from the outline of the blur and the way it moved, I think it might be a Sigbin.”

      “From the Philippines.”

      “That’s the one. My guess is it came in, grabbed Ellie, and, like Tracy said, took her back over the walls.”

      “You talked to Tracy?”

      “She called me right after she talked to you. I’ve been on this all night. We’re also trying to figure out who hacked us and who jammed the phone signals.”

      “Any luck?”

      He found the coffee pot and poured a cup for himself and Tracy. He couldn’t remember exactly how Tracy took her coffee, but he thought with cream and sugar, so he absentmindedly stirred some in while he spoke.

      “We think we’ve traced the hacker’s IP address, but it’s to a computer way off in Thailand.”

      “Thailand? That doesn’t sound right.”

      “Nope. We think they’re using a proxy server to hide the real location. Of course, it could be from Thailand—or anywhere, really—but odds are it’s much closer to home. I’ll keep on it. Meanwhile, we did have some luck with what temporarily jammed the phone signals to and from the outside.”

      “And?”

      He left the coffee station and headed back towards the waiting room, a cup of coffee in each hand, phone tucked between his shoulder and ear.

      “That appears to have come from inside the compound. More specifically, inside the house.”

      The news was so shocking Carter stopped dead in his tracks.

      “Say that again?”

      “I said whoever was jamming the phone signals seems to have been inside the house.”

      Carter blinked a few times, trying to process what he was hearing.

      “Who would do that?”

      His mind raced through the lists of people who worked inside the Costas mansion, on the grounds, or in the compound in any fashion. Some he liked and trusted implicitly. Some he may not have cared for personally, but had no reason to distrust. He personally vetted each and every employee that gained access to the Costas home. Many were like him—had grown up in Sean’s care, and gone from the Costas household as a place of refuge and teaching to a place of employment and, yes, still a refuge of sorts from the outside world.

      “Someone right under our noses, I guess. Haven’t been any contractors in or out recently. I checked.”

      “Then we’ve got a traitor in our midst.”

      It wasn’t a pretty idea to embrace, but the implications had been building for a while. Carter wasn’t so naive as to suppose Nosizwe couldn’t get someone into the household, the community, but he liked to think their safeguards—many set by him, personally—would have been better at keeping traitors and trespassers out.

      “That seems to be the sum of it. I’m going to keep working on it from my end.”

      “Right. I’ll do what I can here.”

      At the far end of the corridor, he spotted a hospital worker approaching, one wearing a white coat over her scrubs. Could that be Dr. Fielding? Already?

      Carefully, he twisted his wrist, mindful of the coffee cup, to check the time. Well over an hour had passed since Dr. Fielding had left to scrub in. He would’ve thought the surgery might take longer, but either Dr. Fielding was very good at what she did, or else Ellie already being back there in surgery had saved time. Or both.

      He was so distracted by spotting the physician and wanting to get back to the waiting room that he nearly missed James saying, “Forget about it for now. Plenty of people to cover for you. Just focus on Ellie.”

      Focus on Ellie? Truthfully, it was impossible to focus on anything else.

      “Right. Thanks. Call me when you find anything else. Gotta go.”

      He placed one cup of coffee on a nearby stand in the hallway long enough to catch his phone as it slid from his shoulder. Tucking it in his pocket, he retrieved the cup and hurried into the waiting room, uncertain of what he’d find.

      Mrs. St. James had herself under control again and was no longer crying, although she still leaned into her husband’s shoulder, dabbing red eyes with a tissue and sniffing occasionally. Tracy remained in place, looking uncomfortable and stiff. Mr. St. James met Carter’s return with a dark glare that Carter chose to ignore.

      “Surgeon’s coming,” Carter announced aloud, as he handed Tracy her coffee.

      “Really?” Ellie’s mother sat up. “I hope there isn’t more bad news.”

      Nobody had a chance to respond before the glass door opened and the physician stepped inside.

      “Mr. Ballis?”

      “Here.” He stood, gestured towards the newcomers. “And these are my wife’s parents.”

      Maybe including them in the discussion would go a little ways towards appeasing Ellie’s dad’s obvious anger. Maybe not, but, in all fairness, they should be included anyway.

      “Ah, Mr. and Ms. …”

      “Scott,” Ellie’s dad said, rising to shake the doctor’s hand. “How is Ellie?”

      The man held onto their fake identity with the last name, even if he used his daughter’s real first name. No point not to since the doctor already knew. At least he had the presence of mind to continue the charade as much as possible, given the circumstances.

      Carter pushed those thoughts aside, feeling as if his entire world hung on the answer to the question, How is Ellie?

      Dr. Fielding smiled, but it was a grim little smile.

      “She came through the surgery very well. Much better than I expected. I had to perform a hysterectomy, which means I removed her uterus. Thankfully, I did not have to remove the cervix or ovaries, which will be much better for her in the long run. Still, I am sorry to have had to perform such a dramatic procedure, especially on someone of Ellie’s age. However, Dr. Winston and I both agreed it was the only way to stop the bleeding and save her life.”

      “The bleeding is stopped then.”

      This from Ellie’s mom, whose face bore an unbearable mixture of sadness, gratitude, and relief.

      “It is. We’ll have to watch her closely, of course, to make sure she doesn’t regress and there are no complications from either surgery. She’s been through a lot tonight, but she’s a tough young woman to have survived this far. I really believe she’ll come through alright.”

      Tough young woman. Yes, Ellie was tough, Carter thought. Not tough in the way lots of people in the world saw tough. She wasn’t the type to go head-to-head with someone in physical combat. She wasn’t a big mouth who could swear somebody down. She wasn’t the type to get in your face and challenge you at every turn. Ellie’s strength lay in her drive to protect other people, even strangers, at the cost of her own self. It lay in propelling her to do whatever she had to do to protect her family and loved ones—including him. Ellie’s strength was shown in how, after all the drastic life upheavals since last November, she hadn’t wilted or folded, but had picked up and carried on for the sake of her family, her dreams. Ellie was a survivor. She’d survive this too.

      He hoped.

      But even if she did, how was this going to change not only her, but them?
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      I was taking the best nap I’d ever had in my life, but something kept tugging at me, something that impeded my rest. Deep in my dreams, I kept trying to ignore it, to go back to the place where I was happy. A place where I was with my family, and we were all safe. A place where I kept seeing a man in the distance, watching us from afar. There was something familiar about him. His arms were folded and his expression guarded, but there was a kindness in his dark eyes that made my heartrate quicken.

      Unfortunately, whatever was bugging me kept bugging me. The dream dissipated, and my family, my unknown guardian, along with it. Slowly, as consciousness returned, I figured out what it was.

      Nausea.

      My eyelids cracked open.

      I didn’t know where I was, but I was in a bed, lying down. I couldn’t sit up. I was going to vomit, but I couldn’t move to keep from puking all over myself.

      I twitched, must have made a noise—probably a groan. Motion at the foot of the bed. Someone jumped up from where they’d been sitting, head bowed over their clasped hands, almost like they were praying.

      “Ellie?”

      I recognized that voice.

      Carter?

      That didn’t seem right. Why was Carter here? Why was Carter praying, if that was indeed what he’d been doing? It had been hard to tell for sure, without my glasses. Carter wasn’t the type to pray. He was too confident in his own strength and abilities to ask for divine help.

      I couldn’t process any of that right now. Instead, I managed to moan, “I’m going…puke.”

      He correctly interpreted the words, even though they sounded garbled to my own ears. My lips, my mouth, my tongue, my jaw—everything felt heavy. Off. Despite that, Carter dashed to the rolling side table to my left and grabbed a pink, plastic dish, positioning it under my chin and mouth as his other arm went around my back, helping to position me. Everything else on my body may have felt resistant and heavy, but my gag reflex was still working. I retched and coughed, gagging, bringing up a little liquid and nothing else. The nausea lasted far longer than the actual puking. Carter waited patiently, bent over me, not giving away any disgust in look, word, or expression. One hand held the dish while the other physically supported me.

      “It’s okay, Ellie,” I heard him murmur. “It’s okay.”

      Why is he being so nice to me? Didn’t we have a big fight? Didn’t he make me leave his room?

      I was confused. My brain felt muddled. Those were the last things I could recall with any clarity, although the knowledge that something had occurred afterward pushed at my consciousness.

      At last, the nausea subsided and I was able to raise my head.

      “I think—I’m okay,” I whispered.

      “Here, baby.”

      That voice, I knew as well as my own name.

      “Mom?”

      I couldn’t conceal my surprise as my mother leaned over from my other side to gently dab at my mouth with a Kleenex.

      “It’s okay, honey. Just rest.”

      Mom, what are you doing here?

      I wanted to ask, but now that the sickness had abated, sleep was again taking over. I didn’t even try to fight it. Not really. A million questions were running around my brain, but it was easier to let go and sink back into the fog of oblivion than try to seek answers. I surrendered and slept.
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        * * *

      

      The next time I came to, my focus was a little clearer and my stomach much calmer. This time, when I opened my eyes I recognized my surroundings immediately. I was in a hospital room, lying in a hospital bed. An IV was in my arm. I could wriggle my fingers and toes and turn my head, which told me I wasn’t paralyzed, but the middle part of my body still felt asleep, heavy, immobile. I craned my neck to glance up at the IV. The readings told me I was on a strong antibiotic, and by checking my PCA pump I could see I was on heavy pain meds.

      “Ellie, how are you feeling?”

      Mom.

      I turned towards her voice. She’d risen from the chair placed next to my bed and was bending over the railing, studying me with concern.

      “Mom…”

      My throat felt dry. My voice was a little raspy. She handed me a plastic cup of water and I sipped gratefully at the straw before attempting to speak again.

      “Mom, what happened?”

      She’d swiveled to set the pitcher down, and I glimpsed my dad in the other chair, pushed back in the corner. He was slumped in it, head lolling on his shoulder, asleep. To my surprise, stretched out on the narrow couch under the window lay Carter, head pillowed on a jacket, also fast asleep. The shades and curtains were drawn, but I could tell it was daylight. Why were they sleeping during the day? What was going on here?

      Mom gently brushed the hair off the side of my face.

      “You don’t remember?”

      “I don’t—I don’t know.”

      Memories were returning, but they were more like vague impressions. Darkness. A cave. A cave with firelight and writhing shadows bouncing off rough walls. Strong hands pinning me down. Cruel faces. Abject fear. Blinding pain.

      “I don’t actually know what happened, sweetie,” Mom said. “Your husband wouldn’t tell us. He said he couldn’t. He said it had to do with the whole witness protection program and for your sake, as well as ours, he couldn’t go into details.” She paused, and I could see her chin quivering as she fought back tears. “Ellie, why didn’t you tell us you were married? How could you keep that a secret from me? I’m not mad—I’m not—but I don’t understand. Something like this—it’s so big. I guess I just don’t…”

      She stopped, taking a few breaths to get control of herself.

      “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. I don’t want you to think I’m mad at you, because I’m not. I guess I—I guess I wish I could’ve known, that’s all.”

      Dozens of questions, thoughts, and impressions had been buzzing around my brain while she spoke. Things like, She knows I’m married? She knows about Carter? That would explain why he’s in my room with them. How much does she know? Only that we’re married? Why am I in the hospital? Why are Dad and Carter sleeping when it’s daytime?

      I shook myself mentally.

      “Sorry, Mom,” I managed. “Some things—they couldn’t be helped. Believe me, this isn’t the way I wanted everything to go down, either.”

      “I know.” Mom picked up my hand, cradled it in both of hers. “How are you feeling? How’s your pain level?”

      “Not having much, but I’m guessing that’s due to the drugs. I’m just feeling very tired and disoriented. What’s happened to me since I’ve been in the hospital?”

      “You had surgery,” she said. “More than one. You don’t remember any of this?”

      Surgery?

      I tried desperately to think. Surgery. Where? For what?

      When I shook my head, she said, “I guess Carter and his coworker Tracy brought you in. They told us you had been badly injured. Life threatening injuries. You had to go into surgery immediately.”

      “Where did I have surgery?”

      “Your torso, mostly, from what I understand. It’s been a long night. Surgeries, waiting for you to be moved out of recovery so we could come see you. Waiting for you to get a room. You’re in ICU right now. They didn’t want to let more than one of us in here, but Carter made a call to his boss… What’s his name? Sean Costas? Isn’t he the one whose son you saved? How did you wind up—” She glanced around, voice lowered to a whisper. “How did you wind up married to someone who works for him?”

      As she spoke, memories were resurfacing. The kidnapping, being taken from the Costas mansion. Dragged to a church. Down into the cave underneath. Nosizwe. The Stones. The sacrifice. My blood used to unlock, quicken the Stones. No, not my blood. Carter’s. They’d mistakenly believed I was pregnant with Carter’s baby. Nosizwe, Sean Costas’s rival, had shifted into some sort of fantastic, gigantic bird. She’d ripped open my torso, presumably to get to the baby, Carter’s baby. She’d been aiming to spill Carter’s blood over the Stones in an attempt to waken them.

      How did I survive that?

      Medically, I knew I shouldn’t have. It was either a divine miracle or possibly some shifter magic. Or both.

      “Mom—” I passed over her question about how I’d come to be married to Carter. Of course, I couldn’t explain that. Instead, I squeezed her hand, holding on tightly as I asked, “You said Carter didn’t tell you how I was injured?”

      She shook her head. “He said he couldn’t. Because it involved why we were all moved into witness protection to begin with, and the less we knew the safer your brothers and we would be.”

      I drew several breaths, trying to think, to calm myself. I was here. I’d survived. I needed answers about how, and there was one person present who could give them to me. He was asleep. And he couldn’t talk in front of my parents, anyway.

      “For what it’s worth,” Mom murmured, leaning closer to make certain she wasn’t overheard, “I think you have a good man there. He stayed right here through everything. He absolutely refused to be separated from you. Like I said, he got his boss to make them bend ICU policies so not only he, but your Dad and I, could be back here with you. He said there was no way in hell—pardon my language, but that was his word—they were going to keep him apart from you, once you were out of surgery and recovery. He didn’t fall asleep until a little while ago, long after you woke up that first time. He wanted to make sure you would wake up, I think.  He was obviously very worried about you. I don’t know him, but he seems to genuinely care about you, Ellie.”

      If Carter and my relationship had been any kind of normal, if he’d merely been the guy I was dating and not head of security working for a mobster, my mom’s assessment of Carter’s feelings towards me would’ve held a lot of weight. As it was, I didn’t know whether to feel flattered, relieved, or to scoff at how wrong she was. Carter didn’t care for me like that. Carter didn’t even like me. We’d had an argument; he’d sent me out of his room. That was partly why I’d fallen prey to Nosizwe’s schemes. She’d had one of her shifters call me, imitating his voice. Imitating him so well that I’d fallen for it. I’d foolishly believed his story that he was trying to make amends, even though in the back of my mind I’d felt the whole thing was off and unlike Carter.

      Maybe Mom was telling the truth about Carter’s actions since I’d been injured—of course she was. Mom wouldn’t lie to me. However, she was mistaken about his motives. Carter wouldn’t have done any of this out of affection for me. More like trying to fulfill his boss’s command to keep me safe. It had nothing to do with me personally, or our relationship. Even our marital relationship.

      “He—he does, Mom,” I finally stuttered, not knowing how else to reply. I’d never intended for my parents to find out about my secret marriage. Dad had a few days ago, but he’d promised to keep it from my mother. I hadn’t wanted the inevitable barrage of questions. I hadn’t wanted to see the disappointment in her eyes that her only daughter would run off and get married to a total stranger. That all of the sentimental things moms and daughters dream about—wedding gown shopping, planning a wedding, etc.—wouldn’t be coming true.

      Except they might, someday. Because Carter and I certainly weren’t meant to be and weren’t going to be. Perhaps, in time, all of those things could still happen, with another man. Mom didn’t know that, though. And I couldn’t tell her.

      “What time is it?” I asked her now, switching topics to avoid the uncomfortable subject of Carter and myself. I was also still trying to get my bearings about the sequence of events since the world had gone dark on me.

      “It’s—” She glanced down at the smart watch on her wrist, the one my brothers and I had pooled our money to buy her last Mother’s Day. “It’s heading on towards 1 o’clock.”

      I tried to put things in perspective. It had been after 10 P.M. last night, hadn’t it, when I’d received the phone call that sent me into danger? Hadn’t it been around midnight when Nosizwe had intended to basically sacrifice me to summon the power of the Stones? So the night was indeed well past, spent with me in surgery and then recovery. No wonder Dad and Carter were snoozing. They’d been up all night and well into the following day.

      “Where are the boys?” I asked next. I could feel myself getting tired again. Never mind that I’d just woke up. All of the trauma to my body, the blood loss, the drugs, the medications, were leaving me dazed and turning me insensible.

      “They’re fine,” Mom assured me. “They’re at a hotel. They’re being watched by—well, I guess whoever is running this program we’re in. They’re fine, Ellie.”

      “That’s good,” I murmured. Or meant to. I fell asleep before I got the words out.
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      This time, when I woke up, my head felt noticeably clearer. I fumbled around on the rolling bedside table for my glasses, which someone had brought to the hospital for me. A glance at the clock on the opposite wall told me it was after 5 P.M. A nurse had arrived to check my temperature, and told me Dr. Winston, my surgeon, would be in shortly to speak with me.

      I wasn’t able to take stock of who was in my room until she concluded her business and left, but as soon as she did I saw Carter and, to my surprise, Tracy. Carter had risen, but he didn’t approach the bed until the nurse was gone. The door to my room closed behind her as he walked over, a surprisingly tentative air about him.

      “Hey, girl. How are you feeling?”

      Girl. Coming from him, it was almost a term of endearment. Much better than the half-snide “kid” he’d called me when we first met.

      “Like I’ve been through the wringer,” I said honestly.

      The lighting in the room was dim. The shades were still drawn. Tracy was asleep. I could hear her soft snores. For all intents and purposes, it was just he and I.

      “Ellie…”

      Hesitantly, he reached out to touch my hand where it lay on top of the blankets. When I didn’t jerk away, he picked it up, squeezing it gently, almost cradling it in his.

      “Ellie, I’m so sorry,” he said quietly, bending closer to me. It was impossible to miss the torture in his face, his eyes. “You have no idea. I’ve beat myself up a million time since we got here, but that doesn’t change anything. If I could go back and do it all over…”

      Apologies. Self-recrimination. That wasn’t the Carter I knew. The Carter who was always in command. Carter with his biting humor and quick wit. Carter, who, in some ways, didn’t seem to care for anybody on a personal level, being way too concentrated on his position in the Costas hierarchy and saving the world for his shifters.

      I felt uncomfortable, and didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t exactly angry with him. Not really. Even though his idiotic jokes were, ultimately, what had landed me here. However, I also knew that he wouldn’t—couldn’t—deliberately place me in harm’s way. Still, I wasn’t not angry at him either, and everything was too raw, too fresh to simply say, “It’s fine, don’t worry about it.”

      Maybe I should. Maybe I wasn’t a very good Christian, since I couldn’t seem to open my mouth and say those words. Instead, I said, “Where are my parents?”

      Was that disappointment that creased his features? I couldn’t say for sure. Carter was too Carter to linger on softer emotions or beg for forgiveness when I wasn’t able to extend it yet. If he was disappointed, he quickly wiped the expression off his face.

      “They went down to the cafeteria to get something to eat. Your mom didn’t want to leave you, but your dad insisted. I think he was afraid she might pass out if she didn’t. She looked really tired and pale. It’s been a long night and day.”

      I was sure it had, but was it selfish of me to think, Okay, it’s been a long night and day for you guys, but what about me? What about what happened to me? What about me going through surgery, and now being hooked up to these machines? Who’s the real sufferer here?

      That did sound selfish, though, so I kept my mouth shut.

      “Are you hungry?” Carter inquired.

      Hungry? I hadn’t considered it till he said anything, but I hadn’t eaten in—well, a long time. Long before last night’s crazy events had played themselves out.

      “I guess I am. Maybe. A little. Honestly, my system’s so whacked out right now I can’t tell for sure.”

      “The doctor said no solids for a while.”

      I chuckled, but even that hurt.

      “I bet. What can I have?”

      “Clear broth, uh, juice…you know. That sort of thing.”

      “Some chicken broth might be nice.”

      “I’ll go find some for you.”

      Before I could say anything, he’d released my hand and was edging around the foot of the bed.

      “You don’t have to.”

      “Nah, it’s okay. I’ll be right back. Tracy’s here. We’ve got guards—all over the place. You should be fine. Unless you don’t want me to go?”

      The way he asked it almost sounded hopeful. Like he was half-wishing I’d ask him to stay, tell him I felt safer with him there. Which I did, on a certain level. On the other hand, I wasn’t quite ready to give him the satisfaction of requesting he stay and be my bodyguard yet, either.

      “I’m sure I’ll be fine,” I answered quietly.

      Passive aggressive, maybe, but what I said was true. Tracy was here. Tracy was non-threatening in appearance, but I’d also seen Tracy whip out a gun and use it fearlessly. Furthermore, if Carter said I was well protected and there were guards all over the place, I’m sure he meant it. Guards masquerading as perfectly normal humans, maybe in the medical staff, maybe as janitors, maybe as visitors, maybe as folks in the waiting room, maybe as people stocking vending machines. But guards capable of ripping anybody in half who’d even look sideways at me. Carter wasn’t the type of man to let this go, especially after last night.

      “Okay.”

      I swear, I really thought he was disappointed by my acquiescing to his leaving.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      I watched him walk out, and settled back against the pillows with a sigh.

      “Boy, you’ve got him whipped.”

      I started at the unexpected voice. I’d thought Tracy was asleep, taking her turn to nap and catch up from last night. She was sitting sort of slumped over, her eyes still shut, but she was the only one in the room, so logically she was the only one who could have spoken.

      “What?” I sputtered, taken aback by her choice of words.

      “I said you’ve got him whipped.”

      She still spoke without opening her eyes.

      “Whipped?”

      “Yes, whipped. It means—”

      “I know what it means, but I don’t know why you’d say it.”

      “Because the man’s being ridiculous. Waiting on you hand and foot. Playing fetch. Being your errand boy. Holding the bowl for you to puke, earlier. Yeah. Your mom mentioned that a while ago when she was trying to pump me for information about Carter. Can you imagine Carter Ballis doing that for anyone else? I can’t. I’ve known him a dozen years, and I can tell you he wouldn’t do that for anyone. Trust me,” she finished wryly.

      I thought back to my earliest waking memories after the surgery. Of shadowy, almost dreamlike images of waking up nauseous and Carter being the one to jump up and stand there, like Tracy had said, holding the bowl for me to throw up.

      She was right. The image of Carter as a nurse with a good bedside manner didn’t exactly jive with the man I knew. But that didn’t mean he was whipped, or under my spell.

      “I think you’re imagining things,” I said mildly, rooting into the thin hospital bed mattress, wishing it was possible to have my own bed transported here.

      “What’s wrong? Can’t get comfortable? Need another pillow? I’m sure Carter would get it for you. Happily.”

      “Shut up.” I rolled my eyes at her snicker. “You’re making it sound like we’re back in high school.”

      “You’re not that far out of it,” she reminded me mildly.

      “Once again…please shut up.”

      Tracy laughed and let it go, either because she was done picking on me or because a soft knock heralded someone’s approach. The door opened and an unfamiliar figure stepped into the room, a man wearing a white coat over scrubs. Tracy’s eyes popped open at the entrance and she started to sit up, but upon seeing who it was relaxed back into her slumped position.

      “Mrs. Ballis, it’s good to see you awake and alert,” the man said. He approached my bedside, holding out his hand. “I’m Dr. Winston. I performed your first surgery last night. I’m pleased things went well and you’re awake now. How are you feeling? How’s your pain level?”

      So, this was the man who did the initial surgery that probably saved my life. I still hadn’t heard all the details of what went down the night before, but I felt an instant surge of gratitude to this unknown physician. I also noticed the way he referred to me—as Carter’s wife, by Carter’s last name. Who knew what cover story Carter had given the hospital? Choosing not to correct it, I thanked him, and we spent a few moments discussing my pain, pain management options, and recovery. All was going well until he said, “Time for me to go finish my rounds. Dr. Fielding will be in here soon. She wanted to follow up with you, as well.”

      “Dr. Fielding?”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Tracy stiffen and sit up, a guarded expression on her face.

      “Yes, she performed your second surgery. The hysterectomy.”

      “Hyste— What? I’m sorry. What?”

      A guarded expression, very similar to Tracy’s, fell across Dr. Winston’s face.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. Nobody informed you yet?”

      I could feel my heartrate picking up in my chest. My breathing shortening. My pulse pounding in my wrist.

      “Told me what?”

      “She just woke up a few minutes ago,” Tracy put in. “Nobody’s had the chance to explain. I think they were waiting for her husband and parents to be here together before they told her.”

      I shot Tracy a desperate glance, then the doctor. They couldn’t start something and not finish it. Not something like this, anyway.

      “Told me what?” I insisted. “I have a right to know.”

      “Of course you do,” Dr. Winston agreed, smoothing the frown from his face, reassuming the professional, friendly air. “I’m very sorry to be the one to break the news, Ellie. Can I call you that?” At my jerky nod, he continued. “But there were several complications last night. When you were brought in, you were in such a critical state that emergency surgery had to be performed right away.”

      I wasn’t surprised. I’d already surmised that.

      “Which you did,” I stated, trying to urge him along.

      “Yes. I did all I could to stabilize you. However, you were bleeding internally, from the uterus. Your uterus was—well, to put it bluntly—torn to pieces. I couldn’t stop the bleeding. I couldn’t do anything to repair it. We brought in Dr. Fielding as the closest gynecological surgeon to see what she could do, but she couldn’t repair it or stop the bleeding, either. In the end, there was simply no choice except for her to perform a hysterectomy.”

      Those words hit me like a blow between the eyes. The indicators the physician had already dropped had made me antsy, made me afraid that’s what he would say, but the anticipation couldn’t compare to actually hearing the words spoken aloud.

      Hysterectomy.

      Part of me, the detached, levelheaded part with nurse’s training, wasn’t surprised. Nosizwe had deliberately attacked me with the intent of ripping apart a tiny, first trimester baby in my womb. One that wasn’t there, of course. One that she’d only believed was there because of Carter’s stupid wisecrack. Given her weapon—her own shapeshifter alter—and the ferocity of her attack, it stood to reason that she would have injured me that badly. So badly that a hysterectomy was required to save my life.

      On the other hand, nothing could have prepared me for news like this and its terrible implications. What I’d undergone already—the kidnapping, the painful, vicious attack, the slow weeks of recovery I was facing—all of that was horrendous, but I’d survived. I’d been clinging to that, hinging my hopes for the future on it. I’d survived, I’d assumed the worst was over, and that in a few months I would be pretty much back to normal physically, minus the scars I was sure to have.

      But this. This hit me like a blow between the eyes. There was no normal with me anymore, as far as this was concerned. This was nothing time or modern medicine or even shifter magic could eventually heal. Any chance of one day conceiving, nurturing, bearing my own biological children was gone. It couldn’t be reversed. Couldn’t be undone. I hadn’t had any say in the matter. The choice had been ripped from my hands, like the choice of living a normal, boring life had been ripped away the moment I chose to put my life on the line for Jackson Costas. In fact, this was a product, a fruit, an outcome of that, but a terrible one that I never could have seen coming.

      In the background, Dr. Winston was still speaking gravely, probably trying to assure me of my eventual healing. I was in a daze. I couldn’t hear or process anything he was saying. Only the word hysterectomy made any sense as it beat at my brain, standing out amidst all the other words floating around the room. I gripped the railing of the hospital bed with one hand, clenching it like the moms I’d seen in labor, something to ground me in the midst of suffering. A physical reality to clutch while I felt like I was drowning.

      It’s not fair! The words didn’t burst from my lips, but they exploded inside my head. It’s not fair! What did I do to deserve this? Any of this? I saved a kid’s life, and this is my payback? My life keeps getting threatened, my family had to go into hiding, I nearly died last night, I’m going to be scarred forever, and now this? Why? Why?

      I don’t know how I kept from dissolving into tears. Actually, I didn’t even feel the urge to cry. I think I was too deeply in shock. It took a couple of tries of Dr. Winston speaking to me, saying, “Ellie? Ellie?” before I was able to release a breath, look him in the eyes, and respond.

      “Are you okay?” he questioned, his brow knitted in a frown.

      I stared at him. How did he expect me to answer that? I was saved from having to try to when my door opened and my parents strolled in.

      “Ellie, you’re awake,” my mom exclaimed. I could hear the joy and relief in her voice, but shared none of it. My heart pricked at her too for keeping quiet about this, for not telling me earlier when she and I had spoken. For letting this doctor, this stranger, be the one to inadvertently break the awful news.

      However, my parents’ arrival did keep me from having to say anything else to the doctor as they took over discussing my condition with him. After a brief exchange, Dr. Winston bid me goodbye, telling me he’d check on me during his next rounds and, in the meantime, I could have him paged if something came up.

      I don’t know what I said to that. I might not have replied. I couldn’t remember saying anything. My vocal chords felt tight and strained, but my eyes were still remarkably dry.

      “Ellie, hon, are you okay?” That was Dad, who, of my two parents, finally seemed to notice something was amiss. Placing his cup of coffee on the rolling stand near my bed, he leaned over to brush a kiss against my forehead. “Good to see you awake, honey. How are you feeling?”

      I gazed up at him, still having trouble formulating thoughts. Everything wanted to spill out at once. The questions, the denials, the accusations. Instead, all I could manage in a pained whisper was, “A hysterectomy, Dad?”

      Mom’s face went pale. I saw it out the corner of my eye. Dad’s gaze cut over to Tracy who said quietly, “The doctor let it slip. He didn’t know there hadn’t been a chance to tell her yet.”

      “Oh, Ellie…”

      I heard all the sympathy in the world in my mom’s voice, but suddenly I was angry. I didn’t want sympathy. I wanted justice. I wanted something to be made right in my world for once. I wanted my life, and now my body, not to have been shattered because I’d tried to do the right thing last November. I was livid—and into that fury the door opened again and in walked Carter.
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      If Carter had known the crap storm he was about to walk into, he’d never have returned to Ellie’s room. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. He’d still have gone, but he would have tried to be a little more prepared. If there was any way to prepare for something like this. He wasn’t a coward, nor was he afraid to own up to his mistakes. The problem lay in owning up to mistakes that had hurt someone else. Especially the woman he was coming to realize he cared for. Cared for a lot more than he should. Cared for in a way that possibly went beyond gratitude for her saving his life or any directive on the Talos.

      If last night had proven anything, it was that nearly losing Ellie—no, thinking he had lost her—filled him with a terror he hadn’t known he was capable of feeling. People didn’t experience terror like that unless they had real, genuine, deep feelings for the person that was endangered. Which meant, what? That he was falling in love with Ellie?

      The notion was so astounding, so mindboggling, that it puzzled him the entire time he was gone fetching the broth for her. It was puzzling him when he returned, feeling half anxious, half afraid to see her.

      He should have been afraid to see her. He would have been, had he any inkling of the Ellie who waited for him inside. An Ellie he’d never encountered before.

      The instant he entered, Carter knew something was off. He didn’t have to speak or hear anyone else speak. The tension in the room was so thick he could have cut it with a blade. The door shut behind him. He met Tracy’s eyes first. They were full of concern. Then he saw Ellie’s mom’s face—pale. Almost horrified. Then her dad’s. Grim. Unhappy. No surprise there. The man had been grim and dour to him ever since last night, for which Carter didn’t blame him. However, it was Ellie’s face that stopped him in his tracks, made him freeze in place like an idiot, standing there with a cup of steaming broth in one hand and a glass of juice in the other.

      He’d never seen such cold, hard anger on her features. Not just anger. Wrath. The kind of cold wrath that said, You’re dead to me, in ways that words never could. He hadn’t figured Ellie was capable of that kind of fury. He’d been wrong.

      “Get out.”

      That was all she said. Two simple words, but they contained all of the ice in Antarctica.

      “Ellie?”

      “I said get out. I mean it, Carter.”

      He glanced, confused, from Ellie’s parents to Tracy. Tracy shook her head as if to say it was hopeless. Ellie’s mom didn’t speak, but she looked more horrified than ever. It was Ellie’s father who cleared his throat and said, “Ellie was just informed about the…the hysterectomy.”

      Carter experienced a sinking feeling, like his heart had plummeted into his guts. Close to the same feeling he’d experienced last night upon discovering Ellie was gone, kidnapped.

      “How?” he inquired, careful to keep his voice neutral as he set down the items in his hands. Her parents and he had agreed last night to wait until all three of them were together to break the news to her.

      “Her surgeon came by to check on her. He let it slip. Didn’t know we hadn’t told her yet,” Tracy explained quietly.

      Carter clamped his jaws shut to keep from cursing aloud. Ellie didn’t like cursing. Her mom probably wouldn’t either. But, boy, did he feel like labeling that doctor with a few choice names.

      “Ellie, honey, I’m—”

      She didn’t let him finish. She didn’t want to hear anything he had to say.

      “This is all your fault, Carter. Every bit of it. It’s your fault this happened to me.”

      “I know, I—”

      Again, she refused to let him speak.

      “I don’t want to see you again. Ever. I don’t want to look at you. I don’t want to hear from you. I want you out of my life for good. I mean it.”

      Surely she didn’t actually mean that.

      She didn’t appear to be joking, though.

      Ellie’s father stood beside her bed, looking decidedly uncomfortable. Like he didn’t know whether to support his daughter’s decision—which he probably wanted to—or question her about it. Tracy was bug-eyed in the background. It was Ellie’s mother who broke the heavy, awkward silence, saying carefully, “Ellie, this is—this is such a huge decision. Are you sure you don’t want to talk about it, first? We can leave you two alone…”

      “No, I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t want to speak with him ever again. I want him gone.”

      Ellie turned her face towards the opposite wall, closing her eyes. Seeing tears leak out from under her eyelids inflicted worse pain than Joab’s knife attack a few days past. Carter couldn’t laugh them off, joke them away, or ignore them. He didn’t have the heart to fight with her, either. Especially considering her condition.

      “Okay,” he acquiesced, holding up his hands. “I’ll go. I will. Can I just have a word with you first? Please? Talk to you for a minute?”

      “No.”

      Her reply was sharp and swift.

      His breath released, his shoulders hunching. Maybe Ellie’s mom felt sorry for him. Either that, or, considering her faith, she probably believed in the sanctity of marriage and didn’t want her daughter to throw away her marriage—not knowing Ellie’s was a throwaway marriage—that lightly.

      “Darryl,” she whispered, gesturing to her husband. “Let’s give them a minute.”

      “I don’t need a minute, Mom,” Ellie said from the bed.

      “Darryl?”

      Ellie’s father shook his head, frowning. He didn’t want to go. Didn’t want to leave his daughter alone with Carter. Ellie’s mother was insistent, though.

      “Darryl,” she hissed, in a tone that brooked no arguments. She may have been small and looked sweet, like Ellie, but that tone of voice and the expression on her face showed how she managed to wrangle Ellie’s two brothers as a homeschooling mom. Ellie’s father glared and huffed, but left the bed and walked over to her.

      “We’ll be right outside,” he growled to Carter as he stalked past.

      Carter nodded. He’d expected nothing less.

      Tracy jumped from her chair as if she’d been catapulted out of it.

      “Going to grab some lunch,” she murmured as she rushed by, addressing either him or Ellie, both of them, or nobody. Didn’t matter. She caught the door before it swung shut on Ellie’s parents and vanished, leaving the two of them alone.

      Shoving his hands in his pockets so he wouldn’t surrender to any foolish temptations to touch her, Carter dared to approach the bed. Ellie kept her eyes shut and her face turned away. He was essentially dead to her. She wasn’t even planning on acknowledging him.

      “Ellie, uh…” He hesitated, having no idea what to say or how to begin. “Ellie, I’m sorry. I know this is my fault for arguing with you and sending you away, but you’ve got to believe I never meant for you to get hurt. I never—”

      “No.”

      He was half-surprised when she did speak, even if it was to interrupt him with the sharp, hate-filled word.

      “No?”

      “No, that’s not it. Even though you were being a jerk that day.”

      “What is it then?”

      “Think, Carter,” she spat.

      He was thinking; his mind was racing, trying to discern what she was driving at. When he took too long, she choked out, “Nosizwe thought I was pregnant. Pregnant with your baby. You know that theory about you being the one the prophecy on the Stones is talking about? Well, she thought she could use your blood—the baby’s blood—to open the Stones. She said you were too hard to get on such short notice, so she took me instead. She ripped me open trying to rip open your baby—your baby that wasn’t even there. I almost died. I didn’t, but I had to have this—this other surgery…” She couldn’t even bring herself to say hysterectomy. “…Because of you. You and your stupid jokes. You and your stupid lies.

      “It’s all a game to you, isn’t it? With me? If Sean wants or demands it, you’ll spend your last breath on it, but with me you don’t mind harassing me, or cracking your idiotic jokes and saying outrageous, idiotic things. Things that don’t mean anything to you, but cost me everything. Everything!”

      She took off her glasses and put a hand over her face, but it did little to muffle the sob that escaped. Carter stood there in staggered silence, internally reeling from the revelations, the accusations she was hurling at him. That this was his fault, on a far deeper level than he’d known. That Nosizwe believed the ridiculous theory of his blood, the blood of the Talos, holding the power to unlock the Stones of Fire. Or at least she was so desperate to quicken them that she was willing to give the theory a try. Furthermore, that Nosizwe even knew about their people cracking the code. That she’d gotten the news so quickly…which bolstered his theory of a traitor in their midst.

      That alone was plenty to contend with. But it was worse. She’d heard of his—as Ellie called them—idiotic jokes about Ellie being pregnant. Some quip he’d made just to aggravate her while he was under the power of pain meds. He didn’t even remember what all he’d said that night. But whatever it was, it was too much.

      Damn it.

      He ran a hand down his own face, grappling with the fact that his mocking sense of humor could have placed the woman he was coming to realize he genuinely cared about in mortal danger. Compounded with his kicking her out of his room after their argument, taking her outside the immediate circle of his protection, leaving her vulnerable to Nosizwe’s schemes. He should have made up with her that evening. Maybe she would have come back to his room. Been safe. But he hadn’t. He’d waited, because he was mad.

      Ellie was right. Every bit of this was his fault. He was a complete bastard who really didn’t deserve to live, much less earn her forgiveness.

      Ellie had been lying there, crying quietly into the hospital pillows. Each muffled sob was like a blade to his gut. He didn’t know what to say. There wasn’t anything to say. I’m sorry wouldn’t cut it. Not for something like this. Not when he had wrecked her life, permanently damaged her body. What could you say under those circumstances?

      “Ellie…”

      “Get out, Carter,” she whispered. The ice, the hate was gone. In its place was brokenness, which was somehow far worse. “It’s over. Tell Sean I removed myself from his protection. I don’t want you handling me or my family anymore. I don’t want anything to do with you or him. I want this association ended. Get out.”

      He stood there stupidly, dozens of counter protests building, but knew in the end that not one of them would matter to her right now. Turning, he did as she’d demanded. Walked out, walked away, knowing he was leaving a huge piece of his heart behind him.
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      Carter left Ellie’s room, but he didn’t leave the hospital. Despite Ellie’s demands, he wasn’t about to relay her request to Sean that she be permanently removed from his protection. Not that Sean would have listened anyway. A man like Sean wasn’t going to be indebted to anyone. Ellie was part of his family, and she would remain that way.

      Carter just needed to be a little more discreet in how he handled things from now on.

      Outside the hospital was a tiny garden, meant for patients, visitors, and caregivers to find a place of peace and quiet. A brief spot of nature in the middle of a bustling city, outside a building full of sickness and pain. He found himself there without really knowing how or why he’d gotten there. Not far away was a designated smoking area, and Carter found himself staring at the folks clustered about, taking drags on their cigarettes. He’d never been a smoker, but right then he was tempted to walk up to one of them and bum a cigarette. Anything to calm his nerves. A drink would be even better, but he was pretty sure he’d have a hard time coming up with a shot of gin around here.

      Instead, he took a seat on one of the stone benches and bent over, hands clasped in front of him, trying to think, trying to figure a way out of this dilemma. Or, worst case scenario, find a way to manage it. That was what he did. Find a way out. Find a way to solve or manage the crisis. He’d been doing it for years. He was good at it.  Why couldn’t he handle this? It would be easy to put other guards on Ellie. Sean had shifters, lots of them, that she’d never met or laid eyes on. Shifters who could guard her from a distance without her ever knowing. Sure, he had people who could do that. Problem was, he didn’t want people who could do that handling her or her family. Joab Blake had already proven trust could be misplaced. Then there was the nasty business of a traitor in the camp. As it stood, Carter didn’t necessarily want anyone on her except himself.

      But she’d ordered him away.

      Did he listen to her, or did he go with his gut and allow the Talos to do what it wanted, which was to keep her safe at all costs?

      He hadn’t even begun to figure out a solution when he heard a familiar voice.

      “There you are.”

      Carter glanced up, surprised, to see Ellie’s mother approaching, looking so much like her daughter that it was painful.

      “Do you mind if I sit down?” she asked, indicating a spot on the bench next to him.

      “Please do,” he invited, sliding down to the far end, making room for her. He wished she wouldn’t, though. It was hard to look her in the eye, knowing he’d caused her daughter’s grief and pain. He didn’t deserve her being nice to him. If she knew the truth, she wouldn’t be.

      She lowered herself to the bench and released a heavy sigh. A breeze, chill with the reminder that it was still early spring and warmer days were on their way, carried it away.

      “This is a nice little spot,” she said finally.

      “Yeah,” he agreed, glancing around. “Nice.”

      Nice for a hospital, he supposed.

      “Good place to think and pray, don’t you think?”

      She turned to look at him, catching his eye. It was hard not to drop his gaze; Carter felt that guilty. He wasn’t sure how to respond, anyway. Admit that he wasn’t a praying man? Never had been? That, yeah, somehow her sweet, religious daughter had wound up married to an irreligious bastard who didn’t deserve her?

      “I guess so,” he mumbled, just to break the awkward silence.

      Ellie’s mom smiled a sad little smile and broke eye contact. For a space, they sat in silence together. Carter wondered why she’d come out, what her purpose was. He wished she’d either leave or get to it. Finally, slowly she said, “My Ellie is a special young woman. I know all mothers think that about their daughters, their kids, but she really is. She’s known for years that she wanted to be a nurse to help people, specifically children. To spend her life trying to bring a little comfort and healing in the darkness of this world. How many people do you know who are like that?”

      Carter snorted. “Not many.”

      If only she knew. His line of work was about preventing death, usually by dealing it out before it could strike.

      “Ellie’s got a very soft heart,” her mom went on, “but she’s tough too. You’d have to be to love kids the way she does, and deliberately choose a line of work where you know you’ll be constantly dealing with sick and dying patients and their grieving families. Sometimes she’d come home from clinicals or rounds, and she’d be so upset, so sad she couldn’t even talk about it. I worried about her. I even suggested she consider a different career. But the next day she’d get up and do it all over again. It was never about her. She wanted to help others.”

      Everything her mother was saying jived with the young woman Carter knew who’d thrown herself in front a bus to save a stranger’s kid. It was also making him feel lower than he already did, if such a thing were possible. Why had Ellie’s mom come out here, anyway? To make him feel worse? Rub salt in his wounds? If so, she was doing a good job of it.

      Then, in a surprising twist, she went on, “I don’t know you, Carter, but I trust my daughter’s judgment. I’m sure Ellie wouldn’t have chosen to marry you if there wasn’t something special about you too.”

      That caught him off guard. He almost laughed out loud.

      If by special she meant there was something virtuous or noble Ellie had seen in him that convinced her to take the plunge, the woman was gravely mistaken. There was something special about him, but that was his ability to morph into another creature. To protect her daughter from folks like him who also could morph into different creatures. Ellie hadn’t chosen to marry him any more than he’d chosen to marry her, but here they were. And now Ellie was demanding an end to it. An end he should go ahead and give her. He owed her that peace of mind, at least, considering his multiple failings that had led to last night.

      After all, this union, this sham of a marriage, was always meant to end. If there was any nobility anywhere in him, he could show it by letting her go, at least on that level. Plus, the cop on the case seemed to have sympathy for Ellie, and had as good as admitted she couldn’t pin anything on them. If she couldn’t now, without exposing the real truth, she’d never be able to. The older the case got, the harder time she’d have. Carter wasn’t really worried about legal consequences from that night anymore. Which meant, all things considered, it was definitely time to have Sean’s lawyers draw up the divorce papers. Ellie might have protested a divorce before, but he was fairly certain she’d happily sign the papers now.

      Carter didn’t say any of this to Ellie’s mother, of course. No sense dragging her into their sordid world or twisted relationship.

      In fact, he didn’t know what to say to her, so he kept quiet. Ellie’s mom must have sensed his discomfort. She smiled and patted his knee in a motherly way before rising.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sure this is as awkward for you as it is for me—meeting the mother-in-law who didn’t know she had a son-in-law. And under these circumstances too. I’m sorry things are so…difficult for you and Ellie right now. I’ll be praying. Maybe everything will work out better than we hope.”

      It was all Carter could do not to show his incredulity, but he tamped it down. The lady was being nice to him. As far as Ellie went, he definitely needed allies.

      “Let’s give her a day to think things over,” Mrs. St. James said. “She’s had a terrible shock. The way she’s acting, the things she’s saying—that’s not like her. After she’s had a little while to think and adjust to the idea, she might be more willing to talk. To you, I mean. I would recommend getting some rest. Come back tomorrow. We’ll stay with her in the meantime.”

      Carter mumbled some type of acknowledgment he hoped passed for agreement. It must have, because Ellie’s mom left. She knew her daughter better than him, but she hadn’t been in the room, hadn’t seen the look on Ellie’s face or heard the grief and rage in her voice. Ellie would never forgive him, and he didn’t deserve her forgiveness. Still, maybe Ellie’s mom was right. Maybe after some time to think she’d be in a better frame of mind to at least discuss the issue with him.

      She was wrong about one thing, however. Carter definitely wasn’t going anywhere. He’d look for a spot in the hospital, like a waiting room, to catch some rest, but until he knew for a fact that Ellie was out of the woods he wasn’t leaving. After all, one of his own close calls had been in a hospital. At this point, he was reluctant to trust anyone. He was staying, whether Ellie liked it—or knew it—or not.
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      That day, that night, dragged on. Either I couldn’t sleep and wanted to toss and turn restlessly, but was prevented by the IV and stitches and staples, or else the medication and fatigue would pull me under and I’d sleep, only to dream horrific dreams of Nosizwe’s attack. More than once, I woke up panting, sweating, looking around for help.

      Looking around for Carter, truth be told, but of course he wasn’t there. I’d sent him away. One or both of my parents was there, and that helped calm me, but after the trauma I’d experienced Carter’s presence would have been a comfort, peculiar as that sounds. He’d gotten me into this scrape, I argued with myself. Why would I want him around? Because, in spite of everything, I knew he’d still give his all to protect me?

      I couldn’t help remembering how, kidnapped and bound in the Pit, I’d arrived at the understanding that nobody was going to help me. Nobody was going to save me. I was going to die. But I’d been wrong. Carter had come. Outnumbered and outmatched, but he’d still come. I didn’t know the details of what had gone down, but, clearly, without his intervention I would be dead. He’d been willing to take on Nosizwe and all of her shifters, pretty much alone, for me.

      I couldn’t ignore that. I also couldn’t ignore the fact that I needed to tell him how I’d figured out there was a traitor. Despite my hurt and my anger, that wasn’t something I could keep from him. However, every time I’d start to wilt, start to think, Maybe I should call him, my hand would creep to my stomach, now covered in bandages and scars. Scars that might eventually heal or be covered on the outside, but scars on the inside that would never mend.

      Hysterectomy.

      No chance, ever, to know the feeling of telling a husband, We’re pregnant. Never know what it would be like to see my belly grow and swell with a child. Never feel a baby kicking or squirming inside my womb. Never know what it was like to give birth or breastfeed or be a mother to my own biological children.

      And it was all Carter’s fault.

      Each time I weakened, the angry, hurt side of me forced the weak side to face those ugly, irrefutable facts. Throughout that day, that evening, that night I wrestled over and over again with the hot whirlpool of emotions that tore through my soul. I couldn’t find peace. I couldn’t find rest. I tried desperately to pray, but even my prayers felt like shattered, dismembered pleas for help.

      By the time the next day dawned, and sunlight peeping in from around the edges of the blinds roused me, I felt wearier than ever. My eyelids were sticky, my mouth was dry, my hair was tangled. I needed a shower. I barely felt human and I figured getting cleaned up would help. I also figured the nurses would nix that idea. Maybe I could have a sponge bath and wash my hair. Mom would probably help me. Of course she would. It would be better than nothing. Also, the nurses were liable to come in and get me up today, try to get me walking.

      Dad was still snoozing on the pullout couch under the window. Mom had gone back to the hotel to check on the boys and be with them for a while. She’d promised to bring my brothers to come visit this afternoon, if it was allowed. I tried to fall back asleep, but a nurse arrived to check my temperature. She was friendly, and we chatted a few moments. When she left, the door caught and didn’t immediately fall closed. I heard a deep voice, outside in the hallway, inquire,

      “How is she doing?”

      My blood froze.

      “She seems to be doing well,” the nurse replied. I heard her hesitate, then inquire, “And you are…”

      “I’m her husband.”

      So, he was still using that line.

      Technically, Carter was my husband, but there was no real marriage and I’d told him yesterday that I wanted him out of my life permanently. That included wanting this so-called marriage ended. It irked me to hear him using his status to get information out of hospital workers, but I couldn’t say I was totally surprised. That was Carter. It was hard to stop or dissuade him.

      “Oh, okay,” the nurse responded, and I heard the change in her voice. “Well, she’s actually awake right now, if you’d like to go in and see her.”

      The door finally clicked shut at that point, so I couldn’t hear Carter’s response. In my head, I responded, He better not! But despite my quiet fuming, I heard a soft rap on the door and then he slowly pushed it open. I felt my face freeze and my eyes narrow behind my glasses.

      “Hey, Ellie.”

      He spoke quietly, presumably so as not to awaken my slumbering father.

      I answered with a glare.

      “Get out.”

      He held his ground inside the doorway, posture defensive. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

      “I don’t think there’s anything left to say,” I replied coolly, looking away.

      I would have folded my arms across my chest in my own defensive posture, except I was hooked up to too many wires and tubes. Plus, I wasn’t really keen on touching any part of my mangled torso right now.

      You’d have thought that might have deterred him. Silence fell for several long seconds as he stood there with me refusing to look at him. I kept waiting to hear the sound of his footsteps retreating. Instead, I heard the sound of his footsteps, but they were approaching the bed, not making for the door. I whipped my head around, furious.

      “I told you to get out,” I hissed, mindful of my sleeping father.

      I could have raised my voice and awakened him. He would be an ally in removing Carter, but I also knew he’d gotten next to no rest for the past several nights. I didn’t want to disturb him if I didn’t absolutely have to.

      “Please, Ellie, just hear me out.” He halted next to the mattress, hands raised in an almost supplicating gesture.

      “I don’t want to hear you out. We talked about this already. Yesterday, remember? There’s nothing to be said. I don’t want to hear from you. I don’t want to see you. I don’t want you hanging around here pretending to be my husband, either. I want you gone.”

      Now his dark gaze narrowed.

      “I am your husband,” he insisted quietly.

      “Not in any way that matters,” I said icily, “and we both know it.”

      Carter’s voice was low, taut as he responded, “Well, that stings. You know what, Ellie? I’m sorry. I’m sorry I was mad and sent you out. It was wrong. I was wrong—I admit it. I wish I could change what I did, but I can’t. I wish I could delete my stupid jokes that brought on this mess, but I can’t. I never made them with any intent of getting you hurt. That’s the one thing I’d never do. But, hey, I’m human too—all the wrong parts of them, anyway. I make mistakes and I say the wrong thing, and I’m sorry. But the fact is, other men aren’t any better than me, in case you’re laboring under some false assumption that Mr. Perfect is out there and you’re going to marry him someday. And even if he is, I guarantee he wouldn’t be willing to do the ugly, dirty things I’ve done to take care of my people. To take care of you.”

      It was probably the single longest speech I’d ever heard out of Carter. It was delivered in his characteristic, acerbic style, but I couldn’t deny there were a few germs of truth sprinkled in, especially about the things he’d done to take care of me. Enough to make me uncomfortable, anyway. I couldn’t dwell on those, though. The fact still stood that Carter was the one who’d put me here. Carter, and no one else. I wasn’t ready to forgive him. Even if I’d been willing, I wasn’t capable of it. Despite Carter’s mocking in the past, I wasn’t perfect and I wasn’t a saint.

      “Maybe I’m tired of the ugly, dirty life you lead,” I said coldly. “I want away from it and you. I’m not asking for Mr. Perfect. Just somebody who doesn’t work for a stinkin’ mob boss and do his every whim without any thoughts of his own. I’m done with Sean and his family and I’m done with you. I don’t know why you bothered coming back. Nothing you’ve said has changed my mind.”

      “I wasn’t—” He stopped. Blew out a frustrated breath. “I wasn’t trying to change your mind,” he went on, quieter now. More gently. “Honestly, I came here to tell you I was sorry.”

      “You have a funny way of apologizing.”

      “You have a funny way of getting my back up.”

      “I could say the same thing about you,” I countered.

      He couldn’t argue with that. We’d clashed since we first met.

      “If you never want to see me again, that’s your right. I’ll stay out of your way as much as possible. But I’ll still be there, working behind the scenes, to keep you safe. I’m responsible for your protection. You can fuss and argue all you want, but some things won’t change. Even if I can’t be right here personally keeping Nosizwe at bay, I have people to step in for me. They’ll do as they’re told.”

      “Will they? Look, Carter…” I rolled it around in my mind, debating whether to tell him, but knowing he had a right to be informed. “You can’t—you can’t just trust anyone on your side. When James told me about the prophecy and the Stones and all that, he said only a few people knew. So how did Nosizwe find out? How did she get to me so quickly? I have to assume she had inside information from someone in the Costas household. You could have a—”

      “Traitor? A mole, a rat? I know. I put two and two together after you told me about the, uh, the baby. All the more reason to watch you and keep you safe.”

      He was a lot calmer—at least on the outside—than I’d figured he would be, given the magnitude of that bombshell, but apparently he’d already had time to reckon with it. I was the one having difficulty reckoning, it seemed. I gripped the sheets and clenched my teeth to keep from screaming. Through clamped jaws I said, “You’re not listening to a word I’m saying. I don’t want you around.”

      “And you’re not taking into account the danger you could still be in.”

      “What danger?” My voice had started to rise with frustration, but I lowered it to a hiss. On the couch under the window, Dad stirred, let out a snore, and turned over on his side, facing away from us. I honestly thought he was still asleep. He could sleep through a hurricane. He actually had one time, several years back, when we’d been stationed at Camp Shelby in Mississippi. “What danger?” I reiterated. “There’s not a heck of a lot more she can do to me, is there?”

      “She could always do more. I don’t intend to make the same mistakes I did before. I will keep you safe.”

      “So, this is all about you, then. Some misguided sense of duty. You failed me once, and it wounded your pride. Now you’re determined not to fail me again. Can’t have that on your record, can you?”

      My spitefulness didn’t faze him an ounce. He stared at me. In fact, Carter stared at me so long and so soberly that I was starting to feel a little ashamed for my accusations. I felt even worse when he said very soberly, very calmly, “No. It doesn’t have anything to do with me or my record, Ellie. It has everything to do with you.”

      In the soft gloom of my hospital room we gazed at each other until I was uncomfortable and dropped my eyes. There was something in the depths of his stare that I couldn’t bear to meet. Something I’d never seen before from any man, including the ones I’d dated in the past. A mixture of sadness and protectiveness, gentleness and fierceness. I’d heard before that eyes were the windows of the soul. If that was true, if Carter’s gaze and his words were revealing something deep in his soul, I couldn’t take knowing it because it was hopeless. He shouldn’t have feelings like that for me. He couldn’t have feelings like that for me. Could he? Not real ones, anyway.

      With one hand, I pushed my glasses further up my nose. With my other, I plucked at the wrinkles in the thin hospital blanket.

      “I want you to go, Carter,” I said. “I’m tired. I don’t have the energy to fight with you.”

      I waited for the arguments I half figured were coming. But, no. Instead, he stood there a few more seconds, then said quietly, “I’ll do my best to honor your wishes, Ellie. I sincerely hope the best for you and your recovery. After you’re released from the hospital, either my lawyer or myself will contact you about papers, so things can finally be over between us.”

      Papers.

      Divorce papers. Papers to officially end our marriage, our connection.

      In his own way, he was offering to let me go.

      Taken aback, I glanced up, feeling the urge to speak but not knowing how to get it out. Whatever I might have said, I never got the chance. Carter was already turning, walking from the room. His broad shoulders, shoulders that looked capable of holding the weight of the world, were slumped as if they probably could hold the weight of the world but the weight of this quarrel between he and I was too much. My mouth opened instinctively to say his name, call him back. I closed it with a snap as he walked out of my door without a backwards glance.

      No. This was better. This was what I’d wanted, what I’d asked for.

      Then why did I feel so miserable?
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      That was the end of that. Carter had given his word to stay out of Ellie’s way, and he meant it. That included no more talking to her parents. No more hanging around her hospital room or the halls outside or the waiting room closest to it. Not where they could see, anyway. He went so far as to leave the hospital, and return to his apartment for a shower, a fresh change of clothes. He called Miguel, Sean’s lawyer and the family’s lawyer by default, and told him to draw up the divorce papers. Marrying Ellie for both of their legal protection had been all Miguel’s idea to begin with. He heard the note of hesitancy in the lawyer’s voice as he asked, “Are you sure? You don’t want to wait a little longer to be on the safe side?”

      “Things have changed,” Carter responded. He didn’t go into the entire story, but he said, “I’m sure it’s no longer needed. I’ve talked to the cop. There isn’t a case she can pursue.”

      She could, technically, but she wouldn’t get anywhere. They already knew from informants in the Fort Worth PD that the case had been all but shut down. No bodies, no real evidence of a crime committed. Just grainy, nighttime security cam footage of Ellie and him in the parking lot that night. Worst case scenario, they could possibly pin them with trespassing for being in the park after hours. The penalty for that was laughable. Sean’s lawyers would handle it in a heartbeat. However, Carter truly didn’t think, from what he’d observed of the detective so far, that she was interested in going after Ellie, considering what she’d done for her down in the Pit. Him, maybe. She seemed to have a dislike for him because of Sean. Still, she also appeared fair-minded enough to realize Ellie was the victim in all this. Ellie probably didn’t need the protection of being married to him to shelter her. Not any longer.

      Maybe Ellie was right that she didn’t require being bound to him or Sean or Sean’s multi-faceted organizations at all. Maybe she would be safer on her own, away from the whole sorry mess. If he simply packed up Ellie and her family and moved them well out of range of the conflict—possibly somewhere overseas—Nosizwe was likely to forget about her, being too consumed now with the evolving business of the Stones to expend resources tracking down one human girl and her family.

      That could be it, Carter told himself as he left his apartment and climbed into his car. Simply remove Ellie entirely. He’d tried it once before and failed, slipping up by trusting Joab Blake, by going to see her in person, and by Ellie getting between Joab and himself. If he tried it again, there would be no more of that. On the other hand, what if trouble did follow her, even overseas? Without him around, or any of his people, how could he know? How could he defend her?

      Carter wrestled with the dilemma during the drive to the Costas home, where he’d decided to stop by and see how things were going on James’ front. He also wanted to have a firsthand look at the area where Ellie had been kidnapped, the sabotaged security cameras, and all the rest. He hadn’t decided anything by the time he arrived at the compound, was admitted through the gates, and pulled up in front of the house.

      Inside the mansion’s foyer, he was met by Ciara Costas, in her wheelchair, who was rolling her way towards the front door accompanied by Darla, a phoenix shifter, her personal bodyguard ever since the fiasco last November where she’d nearly been attacked by the griffin in the courtyard. Ciara was dressed like she was ready to go out, in a smart looking jacket, her handbag on her lap, and sunglasses already perched on top of her head. Intercepting him in the hallway, she stopped to inquire,

      “Carter. Good morning. How’s Ellie? I was on my way to the hospital to visit her and personally deliver flowers from our household.”

      “She’s alive,” Carter responded grimly. “The doctors said her recovery will take a while, but that’s to be expected, considering she nearly died.”

      “I heard Ryan saved her life.”

      “He did,” Carter nodded, which reminded him. He needed to thank the kid personally for what he’d done. If not for Ryan, Ellie wouldn’t be here, and she definitely wouldn’t be recovering as quickly as she was.

      “She’ll likely require further surgeries in the future,” he added. “And, uh, she—there were complications.”

      “I heard.” Ciara’s voice was full of compassion. “Sean told me. I’m so sorry for her. I wish there was something I could do; something one of our people could do. Unfortunately, I don’t know of anybody’s healing powers that extend that far.”

      Neither did Carter. He’d been lucky to have Ryan there in the Pit, but he didn’t think Ryan or his cousin could do anything about this.

      “Is Sean around?” Carter inquired, changing the subject. It was a relief to steer the topic back to business, to familiar territory, and away from his soon-to-be ex-wife.

      “He’s in his office having coffee, I believe. I’m sure he’ll be happy to see you.”

      Carter didn’t know if happy was the right word, but he and Sean definitely needed to discuss the recent security breaches.

      Ciara went on her way and he took the stairs to Sean’s third floor office. As usual, one of the two Ito brothers, Gashadokuro shifters from Japan, were guarding the door and let him in. He found Sean standing at the window, looking out over the expansive mansion grounds, a dark mug in his hand. His air wasn’t brooding, but more contemplative as he gazed outside, lifting his mug for a sip of coffee.

      “Carter. Good morning.” He spoke without turning.

      “Morning, Sean.”

      “Coffee?”

      He’d already had some, but it was thick, burnt hospital coffee that didn’t compare to Sean’s private Columbian blend.

      “Thanks,” he said, serving himself from the tray on the desk. He fixed a mug the way he liked it—no cream, one spoon of sugar to offset the bitterness of the brew his employer preferred, before walking over to join Sean at the window.

      Outside, far off in the distance, he could see what Sean was watching. Trucks, workers, activities going on at the walls.

      “After speaking with James, I decided to have an all new security system installed,” Sean explained. “I was afraid that, being hacked once, being sabotaged once, we would be vulnerable to future attacks. James is very good and is continuing to try and trace who did this, but even the shields he can put in place may not be sufficient for a system that’s already been breached.”

      “That makes sense.” Carter sipped his coffee, enjoying the rich, dark brew with a hint of sweetness. It was the closest he’d come to luxury in days. “Has James made any progress on finding out who did this? Last I spoke with him, he seemed to think it was somebody on the inside.”

      “He told me that too.” Sean’s voice inflections didn’t change but his face tightened, betraying his displeasure. “I’ve spent my life building a safe place for people like us, Carter. A place that could be a refuge from humans and the rest of the world. I’ve poured my time, my financial resources, my influence, my entire self into it. I won’t see it brought down. Not by Nosizwe. Not by anyone else. Whoever this traitor is, they’ll be rooted out and disposed of. No mercy.” He sipped his coffee. “No mercy.”

      Carter glanced sideways at his boss. It wasn’t that he didn’t agree. He did. Whoever was doing this had put the lives of multiple shifters like himself at stake. They’d almost gotten Ellie killed. And yet, something in Sean’s tones, in the coldness of his steel-grey gaze, reminded him of Ellie’s accusations of Sean being a mob boss, a mafia don, and himself Sean’s lackey. Of the violence and death that went along with their profession that she couldn’t forgive or ignore.

      She doesn’t know what she’s talking about, he thought coldly.

      Or maybe she did. And that’s why he felt a twinge of discomfort.
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      As if their discussing him had been a telepathic call, a knock at the door of Sean’s study signaled a visitor, which turned out to be James.

      “Sean?” he said, stepping into the room. Both Carter and his employer turned in unison from the window. “Oh, Carter, you’re back too. That makes my job easier. I was going to call you next.”

      “What is it, James? Something for me?” Sean inquired stretching out his free hand for the papers James clutched.

      “Yes. Well, no. Well, you’re welcome to them if you want.” James approached to give Sean the papers. Carter glanced at them but they appeared to be printouts of computer data, graphs, codes, and spreadsheets. Things that would make immediate sense only to people like James. “I brought them as backup to what I’m saying, but they’re pretty meaningless if you’re not familiar with—”

      “Why don’t you cut to the chase and tell me why you’re here then?” Sean suggested, offering the papers back.

      The younger man accepted them, tucking the stack under his arm. One hand went into his pocket. His shoulders slouched, but his stare was intense.

      “Right. My team and I have been up since all of this started with Ellie’s kidnapping trying to trace what’s going on. I told you both we were pretty sure whoever jammed the phone signals was inside the compound, more specifically the house.” The two men nodded. “We’ve found data to confirm that. It’s not just a theory anymore.”

      “I don’t suppose you have any idea who…”

      Sean left the sentence dangling.

      “Nope. Nothing yet. Closest we can pinpoint is inside the house. We’ll keep looking. We do have some news on the other front, though. The hacker.”

      “Let me guess—they weren’t in Thailand.”

      “Give the man a gold cigar. Nope, they weren’t in Thailand. I’ve been tracing and retracing IP addresses for hours. Feels like my eyes have gone numb. Basically, I had to—”

      “Is your method of research something either Carter or I will understand?” Sean broke in.

      James wavered before admitting, “Probably not.”

      “Let’s bypass it, then, and get to your discovery.”

      “Yes, sir. Alright, so the long and short of it is, the hacker’s computer was inside the compound, as well. Most likely in the house. And we have good reason to suspect whoever jammed the phone lines also hacked the system. We think the camera sabotage and everything else—all of it—was an inside job. In fact, we can prove it all originated from inside here. Problem is, everyone has a computer these days. Everyone has a laptop, a tablet, a smart phone… We can prove it came from inside the compound, but we can’t prove who actually did it.”

      Carter wasn’t surprised, not really, but he still felt his shoulders and the back of his neck stiffen as tension sprang up. He and his team vetted people carefully who worked inside the compound, specifically the house. Nobody got hired lightly, easily. Either the traitor was someone on his team who’d willingly and knowingly let Nosizwe’s people slip in, or it was a mistake—their mistake, for not catching signs during the vetting process. Nosizwe wasn’t an idiot. She had her people for every little thing, like Sean had his. She would have done anything to get someone inside the compound.

      “Carter.”

      His boss’s voice shook him out of the mental quagmire.

      “Sir?”

      “What do you think? Mistake? Inside job? Someone got in here. Maybe someone let someone in here.”

      His boss’s thoughts were an eerie reflection of his own.

      “Either way, it’s not good and it’s got to be found out.” He placed his coffee on the desk. Then, remembering how Martina fussed about furniture, picked it up and moved it back to the tray. “I’ll start looking into it. Now.”

      “What about Ellie?”

      James’ simple question stopped him cold.

      “What about her?” he asked.

      His tone came out sharper than he’d intended. James raised his eyebrows. “No need to bite my head off. I just figured with her almost dying and being in such a vulnerable condition that you’d be hanging out at the hospital.”

      She doesn’t want me there.

      He stopped the words before they were spoken. They may have been true, but he didn’t need everyone knowing his private business.

      “The doctors said she’s recovering. I have people there. I can send more. I have other business besides her.”

      He didn’t mean for that to come out as terse as it did. He was trying desperately not to betray his real thoughts and feelings on Ellie to himself, much less anyone else. He wasn’t doing a very good job of it, though. At least so far as keeping his feelings towards her hidden from himself, went.

      “Carter, if you want to put your folks on this for the present so you can be with her, I’ll understand,” Sean said, which was about as generous an offer as his employer had ever made him, especially considering the fact that they didn’t know if one of Carter’s people might be responsible for the recent security breaches.

      “No, she’ll be fine. I need to investigate this personally.”

      James shrugged, signaling the end of his involvement in the matter. Sean’s gaze remained on him—sober, piercing—but he didn’t argue, either.

      “Whatever you think is best.”

      “Thank you. James?” Carter reached a hand for the papers. “Let’s go over these. I need to know, in all of your tracing, who might have had any connection with whom in any type of way. I need to know who you know has any computer abilities at all, beyond writing an email or checking their bank statements online. I need to know who you even suspect might have those abilities. Then I need—”

      He kept speaking as he and James left Sean’s study, headed for the control room.

      “I’ll get you a list,” James said as they paused outside his domain. “Let me just say, though, I have total confidence in Liberty and Eric. We work side by side every day. I don’t see how they could be involved in any of this.”

      “That’s the problem,” Carter responded grimly. “We didn’t think any of our people could be involved in something like this, but, clearly, they are. We can’t overlook anybody. Even you.”

      James’s posture may have been relaxed, but he held Carter’s stare without flinching. “Yeah? If I’m a suspect you’re placing a lot of faith in my reports right now.”

      “Don’t take it as a get-out-of-jail-free card. If I find out you’re the one who’s running circles around us, I’ll break your neck like I would anyone else’s.”

      James smirked a lopsided smile. “You’d have to catch me first.”

      “Believe me.” Carter drew a breath. “Whoever is responsible for hurting Ellie is going to get caught. And they’re going to die.”

      “Hurting Ellie? Not betraying the family? Not betraying Sean, or Ciara, or you, or putting all of us in jeopardy? Just for hurting Ellie? Listen to yourself, man.”

      Carter’s stare was black as death, but James’ smirk deepened.

      “What? I’m just pointing out that you seem more concerned over what happened to her than any of the rest of it. That’s not like you. Have you forgotten, though, that what Nosizwe was really after was you and your blood? You’re not concerned that she might make another attempt on you directly since the last one didn’t pan out?”

      Carter’s laugh was harsh. “I hope she does. Her, personally. I’d love nothing more than to go one on one against her.”

      James lifted a dark brow. “She almost got you with Blake,” he reminded him, “and she wasn’t even trying to kill you to open the Stones then. She only wanted you out of the way.”

      “True, she did. But there’s one serious difference between then and now. I learned to watch my six. Not trust anybody. Even friends. Coworkers.”

      Again, his stare pinned his colleague. Again, James acted noncommittal.

      “Always wise,” he said carelessly. “You never know who will do what for money or revenge or a cause.”

      “No,” Carter concluded, following James into the mansion’s control room, “you don’t.”
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      I was lying in bed, sipping water through a straw, idling watching TV, when noise outside and a knock at the door alerted me that I had company. Initially, I froze. Was it Carter? So soon? After I’d just sent him away?

      Then I heard a soft, sweet voice that I recognized. “Ellie? Do you feel up to having visitors?”

      “Mrs. Costas?” Carefully, I pushed myself higher on the pillows and ran a hand over my head to smooth my hair. Catching myself, I realized how stupid it was to care about my appearance under the circumstances. Letting it go, I called, “Please come in.”

      Ciara Costas wheeled herself into my room, followed by her assistant, Darla, who was carrying the biggest, most spectacular bouquet of flowers I’d ever seen. My jaw dropped, even as Ciara said, “Ellie, dear, how are you feeling? You look well. I wanted to drop by and check on you. Bring you these.” She gestured towards the flowers.

      I stammered a “Thank you” while Darla searched for a place to set the arrangement. The practical side of me thought, That thing must have cost a fortune! The cynical side responded, Yes, but what’s that to billionaires?

      Billionaire or not, there was nothing pretentious about the sympathetic way Ciara Costas gazed at me, now settled next to my bed, nor the tone of her voice as she said, “We are so sorry for what happened to you, Ellie. I know there’s nothing we can do to replace what you’ve lost, but please be assured if there’s ever anything you need that Sean and I will be more than happy to provide it, if we can.”

      I cleared my throat, dropping my eyes. What did I need? A body that wasn’t marred. A relationship that wasn’t wrecked. Neither of those would be happening anytime soon. I couldn’t say that to her, so I answered, “Thank you, Mrs. Costas. You’re too kind.”

      “No,” she half-chuckled, “I’m not. Not considering what you’ve done for our family.”

      I didn’t want to have that discussion again, so I switched topics, asking, “How is Jackson doing these days?”

      “Oh, very well.” The other woman’s voice altered slightly. “You know—he’s a child. So young. So rambunctious. So full of life. We try to protect him from…well, almost everything. That’s Sean’s idea, you know. I rather feel our son should begin learning about his heritage at an early age so he won’t be freaked out—that’s the term we use now, correct?” she teased with a wink. “—When he gets older. Sean feels he’s still too young, and should have as normal a childhood as we can create. That’s what Sean is all about. Protection. Protecting Jackson, protecting me…”

      “Protecting you?”

      “Well, I am his wife. Ostensibly helpless, unless I’m in water.”

      I cocked my head to the side. “I think most people look at me and don’t think I can take care of myself. But I did take out a shifter once to save Carter, and then protected Carter from the wendigo later. Appearances can be deceiving. I’m a little, um, surprised your husband would think you can’t take care of yourself.”

      I hoped I was treading lightly with the implications of my statement. Then again, she was the one who’d brought up the topic. She brushed my comment aside with an airy wave and a, “Oh, it isn’t really that. I am always armed. Sean knows I can defend myself with a weapon, if need be. Also, I have Darla.” She twisted to throw her assistant, waiting quietly in the corner, a smile. “It’s really more—well, when you saw me in the pool that night at my home, what sort of creature did you take me for?”

      Was this a trick question? I blinked a couple times. “Um, a mermaid?”

      She nodded. “I figured. Actually, I am a Merrow. There are differences between a Merrow and a mermaid. One of them being the Merrow’s red cap.”

      “What is that?” I asked, genuinely curious, not to mention happy to be distracted from my own problems.

      “It’s part of my lore, my magic. Without it, I can’t return to the sea. You see, Sean keeps it for me—to protect me. A Merrow’s drive to return to the sea can be so strong that sometimes we don’t make the wisest of choices if it means reaching our true home.”

      “Your true home being the sea?”

      “Precisely.” She shifted a little in her chair. “Sean keeps my cap so I’m safe. So I can’t make those unwise choices. That’s what I meant by him wanting to protect me.” She flashed a quicksilver smile, but I thought I glimpsed pain in her beautiful green eyes. “Forgive me, Ellie. I shouldn’t be burdening you with my difficulties, now, should I? Not when you have plenty of your own.”

      “Oh no, it’s fine,” I hurried to assure her. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Costas. I guess, in some ways, we’re all prisoners to the way we’re born or the choices we make or the circumstances we fall into.”

      “Yes,” she agreed with a little sigh. “Yes, indeed we are.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ellie, are you sure you’re ready to do this?”

      Mom was helping pack up the scattering of possessions I’d accumulated since arriving in the hospital well over a week ago. A few personal effects. That gorgeous bouquet from the Costases, which was so big and extravagant that every hospital worker who entered my room remarked over it. Another floral arrangement had arrived the next day from Carter, not nearly so ornate. Simple. Elegant. Written on the card the words, Feel better, Ellie. All the best, always. Mom had raised her eyebrows when it was delivered and I’d asked her to trash it. Both the card and the flowers.

      “Ellie, that’s very petty,” she’d said in a mildly disapproving tone.

      It probably was, but I didn’t want flowers or good wishes from Carter right now.

      Mom had refused to toss them, so I had to endure them in my space, which meant thinking about Carter every time they caught my eye. Which was more often than I cared to admit.

      At any rate, today was release day, and I was ready to go home and leave the hospital—and hopefully Carter’s flowers—behind. Wherever home was. At this point, my family was still living in a hotel, paid for by Sean Costas’s generosity, I was sure, and more than likely furtively guarded by his people. That irritated me, after my last talk with Carter, but there wasn’t anything I could do at the moment to change it.

      “I’m sure,” I answered, bending carefully to put on my shoes. My midsection was still incredibly tender and sore. However, my healing was advancing at a pace that had doctors amazed. “I’m sick of hospital walls and beds. Food’s not as bad as most people say, but I wouldn’t mind eating something different for a change.”

      “I’ll take you to eat wherever you want to go on the way home,” Mom reassured me. The furrows between her eyebrows hadn’t relaxed. “I’m just worried that you’re leaving the hospital too soon. What if you have some kind of relapse? What if we can’t get you back here in time?”

      “Mom, I’m fine,” I said, straightening. “Really. The doctors wouldn’t have cleared me to go home if they weren’t sure I’d be okay. As long as I follow instructions and take it very easy, I’ll be alright.” I threw her a teasing smile. “Let’s get out here and go back to our place where you can fuss over me and make the boys wait on me hand and foot.”

      She smiled in return, but I could see she was still worried. I didn’t blame her. I’d been through a lot. My body had been through a lot. Frankly, I would have been as amazed as the doctors and nurses at my supernatural healing rate of speed if Tracy hadn’t confided in me what had happened down in the Pit. How a young man named Ryan—the same guy who had led me to James’ control room awhile back—had shifted into his alter form, a unicorn, and used the legendary healing power of the unicorn to keep me alive until we reached the hospital. I could only conclude whatever he’d done had produced the aftereffects of speeding my recovery, too.

      Instinctively, my hand fluttered to my belly where it rested for a moment as sadness overwhelmed me.

      No healing that, I thought to myself. Even shifter magic can’t restore organs that have been removed.

      No. I couldn’t, wouldn’t think about that today. Thinking about what I’d lost threatened to drive me into depression or anger. It was impossible not to reckon with it sometimes. To ignore the brutal consequences of what had befallen me, as well as ignoring the attack itself, would have been every bit as unhealthy as constantly dwelling on it. Neither one would do me any good.

      Honestly, I didn’t know what a fair balance between not dwelling on it and reckoning with it was. I didn’t know what was a fair balance of emotions between fear and anger and sadness and even a troubled desire for vengeance—or, as I tried to tell myself, justice. I didn’t know. But I had prayed and cried enough in my hospital bed during my stay to realize I desperately needed a change of scenery, a change of pace.

      Which I’d probably get, because we’d be packed up and moved before long to wherever they’d decided our new lives should take root, under whatever new names they’d decided we should have. My school records would get transferred over. I’d go back to nursing school, go back to work, and try to create as normal a life as I could, considering the scars—physical and mental—that I’d always bear. Perhaps I’d take Mr. Costas up on his offer to become a doctor. Maybe not, if it meant a continued association with him and his people. With Carter. Still, I didn’t have to decide anything right away. I had time to think about it.

      On the drive back to the hotel, Mom kept slanting me sideways looks. I noticed her lips parting then firming a few times. She had something on her mind. Honestly, I hoped she’d let whatever it was go, because I had a sneaking suspicion it had to do with Carter, and Carter was the last subject I wanted to deal with right now.

      I must have been getting good at reading minds. As I’d feared, Mom couldn’t keep it to herself very long. We hadn’t been driving fifteen minutes before she said hesitantly, “Ellie, how are you feeling about Carter? Are you still standing by your decision to…you know…”

      “Divorce him?” I said bluntly.

      I could have sworn she flinched at the word divorce.

      “I was hoping, after having time to think about it, you would have decided to at least talk to him before going through with that.”

      For a split-second, I was seized by a wild impulse to open up and spill my guts to my mother about everything. My mouth opened. Then better judgment took hold and I closed it. Sighing, I slumped against the passenger door.

      My mother, bless her soul, was a saint. If Carter had thought I was an ingénue when I was first introduced into his world, I couldn’t imagine Mom’s response to learning the truth of what I’d done, had been through, and had been exposed to these past few months. I couldn’t tell her any of that. She was already horrified thinking I might actually consider divorce.

      “Mom, it’s just—” I struggled for a plausible excuse. Couldn’t come up with one.

      “Ellie.” Mom took over. “I know there’s a lot going on that I’m not privy to. Clearly. You’d know better than me. But at the same time, you also know our beliefs on divorce.”

      I knew them. I still held them. They simply didn’t apply to my situation.

      “Promise me,” she said, as we approached the hotel where Dad and my brothers waited. “If Carter tries to contact you, please promise me that you’ll talk to him. I’m not saying don’t do—whatever you think you have to do. I’m not saying to stay in this marriage if you feel you have legitimate reasons to leave. I only want you to talk to him. Give his side of the story a chance. Maybe there’s more to it than meets the eye. Maybe—”

      I tuned her out. I knew Carter’s side of the story. I’d been there. I’d heard his apology. His weak apology, coupled with defenses. Did I think he would have ever deliberately put me in harm’s way? No. I knew him better than that. But the facts were what they were. And the bottom line was that Carter and I were not meant to be. We came from two different worlds.

      Boy, do we ever.

      There was no fixing something that never should have occurred in the first place. Still, to keep my mother happy, when she quieted, I said, “If it means that much to you, I’ll talk to him. If he contacts me first. I’m not going out of my way to contact him. That’s just the long and short of it.”

      Mom pulled into a parking place and put the car in park. She didn’t look happy. In fact, she sat there with the engine running, fingers drumming on the steering wheel, lips clamped together, with that expression on her face that I knew from years of being taught by her. She was frustrated and wanted to say something, but she was afraid if she did that she’d go off. In the end, she took a few breaths then turned to me with a forced smile.

      “Well, you’re an adult now. You have to do what you think is best. I just—we raised you to know the right thing to do, Ellie. I hope you’ll do it. Let’s get you inside.”

      That stung a little. She had no clue, yet she wanted to put a motherly guilt trip on me about doing the right thing? Now it was my turn to clamp my lips shut and say nothing.

      No point, I told myself. No point. I know what I’m doing. I am doing the right thing. I’m doing what’s best for me and even for Carter.

      Knowing my decision was the right one didn’t make it any less painful to feel that my mother disapproved of my decision. I felt more alone than I’d ever felt in my life as I made my way painfully out of the car and towards the hotel. My steps were slow, beleaguered by the millions of secrets suppressed inside, secrets I couldn’t share with my closest loved ones, secrets I would take to my grave…and nearly had. There were walls between my family and me that I didn’t know how to tear down. The one person who fully understood was Carter, but the wall between us was the thickest and highest of all. I didn’t know how to breach it, but I wouldn’t even if I could. That much I knew for certain.
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      The following few weeks were uneventful. I guessed whoever was handling our family now had decided I needed time to rest and heal before they moved us to wherever our next life would be. Three adjoining suites had been rented for us at the hotel, complete with kitchenettes and living rooms—everything we needed to feel semi-at home while living a transient life while I recuperated. Groceries showed up magically every few days. Our immediate needs were met. No one talked about it, but underlying all of our family interactions was the knowledge that we were stuck between lives. Again. And that it was my fault. Nevertheless, seeing as how I’d almost been killed and considering what I’d lost, nobody breathed a word about that. Instead, everyone tended to fuss and hover over me, refusing to let me lift a finger for myself.

      Although I appreciated their care and concern, at the same time I felt slightly smothered. I wasn’t used to plush treatment. Wasn’t used to being waited on hand and foot. During the time I’d spent in the world of warring shapeshifters, nobody had done that for me. Carter certainly hadn’t. He wasn’t one to hover or pamper. I would never forget that first night we’d spent together, in that crappy, rundown motel, where I’d had to practically beg him to send out for some fast food and how he’d gibed me over how much I ate. That was more his style. Not, “Sit down, honey, I’ll get it for you.”

      “Ellie, do you need anything?”

      “Oh, here, I’ll grab that.”

      Their attempts were well-meaning, but after everything I’d endured I sometimes wanted to scream, I’m not helpless!

      I’d survived attacks by monsters my family couldn’t imagine. I’d held a gun on a Sasquatch shifter, for goodness’ sake. I liked to think I’d saved Carter’s life by getting him out of that situation and then by fending off a terrifying wendigo. I knew what death looked like. I’d stared it in the face. I could stand up and get my own glass of water, for heaven’s sake.

      But for the sake of harmony, of peace with my loved ones, especially considering the breach that was already there, I did my best to smile and accept their ministrations gratefully, knowing they came from the right place.

      Speaking of peace and harmony, I hadn’t heard anything from Carter since our final confrontation in my hospital room and the flowers that arrived afterward, leading me to think he must’ve decided to take my words at face value and remove himself from my life. I was a little surprised by his acquiescence, except he probably had bigger fish to fry. I knew this latest bout between Nosizwe and Sean Costas wouldn’t go unchallenged or unchecked, and Carter would be at the center of it. Try as I might not to think of what might be going on in his world, it was impossible to ignore, especially when a rash of unexplained, brutal homicides started headlining the evening news.

      Mom kept asking what had happened to Fort Worth that was making people go so nuts? Why all the killings? Was it some crazy new drug out on the streets? She didn’t like it, and wanted to go elsewhere, but we were stuck for the time being. Dad held his peace, but I saw him frowning at the TV every time such stories popped up. My brother, Drew, brought up the possibility of a serial killer, or more than one. I, alone knew the truth of what was happening. Retaliation. War. But I kept the knowledge to myself.

      Late one night, more than three weeks since my release from the hospital, Dad clicked the remote to shut off a particularly gruesome story about two men in a mover’s van who’d been found beaten and decapitated. According to the newscaster, a violent struggle had apparently taken place, but who had attacked whom and who had started it or the identity of the other party was unclear. What was clear was that the beatings were particularly violent, with an unknown object of distinct force, and the decapitation wasn’t by a blade or a saw or any known weapon. Rather, it appeared the heads had literally been torn off.

      The police, the news anchor said, were at a loss for who or what could have torn the heads off two grown men. They had no leads, she reported. No suspects at this time. She was going into a warning from the police chief to Fort Worth residents about safety precautions when Dad cut her off mid-sentence, saying, “Tired of hearing about all the carnage. This city needs help. Beginning to think the sooner we get out of here the better.”

      If only he knew.

      Help was definitely needed, but it wasn’t necessarily the city. I felt chilled after hearing the description of the victims, as well as the manner in which they’d died. Excusing myself from my family on the pretext of going to bed, I slipped into my room and shut the door. The lamps were off. The sole illumination was the lights outside.

      Carter, I kept thinking as I paced back and forth in front of the nightstand, rubbing my forearms to coax the goosebumps away. Carter. It had to be him. He found my kidnappers. There was a fight. He killed them. Would he do that for me, though? Or do that because of me?

      Listen to yourself. I stopped midstride and practically snorted at my own foolishness. If he wouldn’t, the Talos would. That had to be the Talos. What else has the strength to beat men like that and rip their heads off? Who else would do that? Why would someone do that if it wasn’t Carter because of what they did to me?

      Remembrance of his words in my hospital room—about me wanting a so-called Mr. Perfect, but Mr. Perfect wouldn’t be willing to do the things for me that Carter had done—came back to haunt me, reinforcing my theory of the killer’s identity.

      The knowledge that my self-proclaimed protector was out there, still brutally killing in my defense, didn’t make me feel much better. Not that I didn’t think the men who’d kidnapped me and delivered me to an unspeakable death didn’t deserve justice. They did. However, Carter’s method of administering justice left me unsettled.

      I needed to rest, but I was too full of pent-up emotion. Unlocking the sliding glass doors, I stepped out onto the balcony beyond. I can’t say that it was quiet and peaceful here at night, as we were still in the heart of a thriving city, but the moon was shining down and there was a breeze that whispered through the trees lining the parking lot, ruffling my hair and tugging at my sweater. I stood outside a few minutes, trying to find stars through the haze of city lights while clearing my mind of thoughts of revenge, violence, and death.

      I don’t know how long I was outside when movement down below caught my eye. A car, maybe a Jeep, driving slowly through the parking lot. I watched as the vehicle slid into a parking spot across from my balcony, partially secreted by the shadows of the trees. A warning bell pealed in my mind. I started to slink back into the protection of my room when the door opened and the driver emerged. I couldn’t see him well, but something about the way he moved attracted my attention. I stopped. Waited. When he stepped out of the shadows and half into the yellow glow of a parking lot light my breath caught in my throat. There was no mistaking that build, those shoulders.

      Carter.

      There was also no mistaking the fact that he was standing there across from my hotel room, gazing up at my balcony. I didn’t know if he could see me or not, since the lights in my room were off and I was wearing dark clothing. However, he stared up at me as if he either actually saw me or was trying to pierce the darkness so he could. It was clear he’d come here to check on me or guard me, which made my heart do a funny little twist, especially after the news I’d recently heard and what I surmised of his actions to avenge me.

      I was frozen in the doorframe between balcony and bedroom, terrified to move lest any motion gave me away. I couldn’t retreat. I couldn’t advance. For however long he stood there, so did I, watching him with bated breath, as if there was a chance from that distance he might be able to hear the intake and expulsion of my oxygen. At last, when the tenseness in my spine had heightened until I thought it couldn’t possibly build any more, he turned away and regressed with slow steps back to his car. Through the shifting shadows I saw the car door open and close as he climbed inside. Then the vehicle was backing out of its spot. He drove away, the engine purring so quietly it was hard to hear.

      Only after he’d gone was I able to slink back into my room. My knees gave out and I sat down heavily on the edge of the bed. My heart was racing like I’d finished a sprint when I hadn’t done a thing except stare at my husband through the darkness. I didn’t think he could have possibly seen me, but if I’d been restless before, that encounter left me unable to sleep and questioning Carter’s actions and feelings and motives towards me most of the night.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning my new cell phone rang. I was on my way down to the hotel gym to take a slow walk on the treadmill, but stopped to see who was calling. Didn’t recognize the number but it was from a Fort Worth area code. After wrestling with myself a few moments, I accepted the call and put the phone to my ear.

      “Ellie?”

      It was Carter. I hadn’t heard from him in over three weeks. The sound of his voice sent shockwaves crashing over me. I half-turned, leaning against the wall for support as a flood of emotions hit me all at once.

      “Wha—what do you want?” I said quietly.

      Slight pause. “How are you?”

      I glanced back and forth up the hallway. Didn’t see anyone around now, but a time or two I’d been certain I was being trailed around the hotel. Honestly, I’d be surprised if I wasn’t.

      “I’m sure your spies have told you I’m recovering.”

      He refused to take the bait and get into an argument.

      “Listen,” he said, changing topics and tone. His voice went from personal to flat, business-like. The head of security, not the estranged husband. “I’ve had Miguel—Sean’s lawyer—draw up divorce papers. If you can meet me today to sign them, we’ll end this thing for good.”

      I have to admit, his announcement caught me off guard. My brain whirled, trying to catch up with what my ears had heard.

      “I, um, really?”

      I felt like an idiot stammering, “Really?” As if I were asking, “Is this too good to be true?” Or, “Is this some kind of joke?”

      Carter took it in stride. “Really. It’s what you said you wanted, isn’t it?”

      Was he waiting for me to say, “Nah, I was just a little upset and I’ve changed my mind?” If so, the audacity that he’d think I’d even consider changing my mind after what he’d done to me shook me out of my stupor.

      “Yes,” I declared firmly. “It’s what I want.”

      “Then I’m prepared to give it to you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “So magnanimous.”

      That must have irritated him. The business-like tone vanished. Irritation tightened his voice as he said, “Look, kid, I’m trying here.”

      “Trying? Oh, you’re trying?” I realized my volume had risen and I lowered it in case anybody was nearby, unseen. “Like you were trying when you ripped the heads off my kidnappers? That story on the news yesterday—that was you, wasn’t it? You found them and took them out? I don’t need you enacting personal vengeance for me, Carter. That’s not trying. And it’s not trying when you come out and stare up at my room like you did last night. I thought I told you I wanted you out of my life.”

      Silence. He didn’t deny my accusation about the killings, which spoke volumes. Then, “So, you were out there.”

      I breathed out through my nose. “Yes, I was out there. I saw you. Are you stalking me now?”

      “Not hardly. Don’t have time for that. Just checking on you.”

      “Hmmm.”

      I waited, but no apologies were forthcoming, if that’s what I was expecting. Instead, he said, “Mountain Brew Coffee is on 9th and Pine, about twenty minutes from your hotel. Can you meet me there at three? I figured it’s best to do this on neutral ground. I’ll have a notary there, as well. We’ll sign the papers, then Miguel will file them,” Carter went on. “In the state of Texas, we have to wait sixty days after they’re filed. Then the judge will sign off on them, and you’ll be officially free of me.”

      But that was the problem. I wouldn’t ever be free of him, would I? Not as long as I stayed in Fort Worth, anyway. Gathering my courage, I said, “And do my family and I get to leave Fort Worth afterwards? Get away from Sean and his war? I’m feeling like I can travel now. I’m ready to go.”

      I hoped he took my words as the dig at him that they were. I didn’t want to merely get away from Fort Worth or Sean and Nosizwe. I wanted to get away from him. Permanently. I wasn’t typically prone to digs and cuts and slights, but I was frustrated. Frustrated with Carter for continuing to feel like he had to protect me. Frustrated with myself that I cared if he tried to protect me. I needed distance, space. Real space, far away from him, where I could process what I’d been through, what I’d seen. Where I could physically and emotionally heal.

      “If that’s what you want,” Carter responded matter-of-factly. “And if you’re sure you’re well enough to travel. I’ll set it up. Probably best that you go anyway.”

      “Why?” I heard some shuffling in the background, like he was moving papers around. When he didn’t answer right away, I prompted him again. “Carter, why?”

      Nerves tightened my throat. Was I a target again? Was my family?

      “We haven’t made much progress in figuring out who on our side was responsible for betraying you to Nosizwe,” he admitted finally. I wasn’t sure who all he meant by we, but, knowing him, I was certain he was taking this as a personal failure. “Whoever they are, they covered their tracks exceptionally well. I’ve interviewed everyone—everyone—who works at the compound. Checked any outsiders, and visitors, that have been in and out. James and his team have been tracing our people’s financials, social media accounts, and hacking emails. We’ve tried everything you could think of and keep coming up empty. We did manage to track some of the people involved in the incident down in the Pit…” Like my actual kidnappers. “…But whoever masterminded the whole thing with Nosizwe? Nothing.”

      More sounds of shuffling papers. For a moment, I almost felt sorry for him. He wasn’t asking for pity, or intimating in any way, shape, or form that he wanted it. He’d been speaking out of frustration, and would be annoyed if he knew pity was what I was feeling. Carter was extremely self-assured, but if anything could rock his confidence it would be a mess like this.

      “Carter, you’ll get them,” I offered.

      The shuffling sounds ceased. “Yeah? How do you know?” A challenge in his tones.

      “Because—because I know you,” I said honestly. “No matter how hard it is, I know you won’t stop until you do.”

      “Hmmm.” I couldn’t tell whether he was accepting the comment at face value or writing me off as an ignorant girl offering a silly platitude.

      “Three o’clock, Ellie,” he said at last. “I’ll see you then.”

      “Okay. ‘Bye Carter.”

      Before I could even get his name out, he’d hung up. I pulled the phone from my ear and stared at it. One more meeting. One final meeting, and our relationship, such as it was, would be over. The judge would sign off on the papers. I’d be a free woman. Free to meet other men, date, pursue a real relationship, if that’s what I wanted. Most importantly, I’d be free of Carter.

      You’ll never be free of Carter, warned an argumentative part of my brain. One way or another, he’ll always be there.

      Still leaning against the wall, I placed a hand over my belly, over its scars, both external and internal.

      That was true, in a sense. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t ready to try.

      I completed my walk on the treadmill, then went back to my room to shower, change, and while away a few hours until it was time to keep my appointment. I felt nervous and jumpy for inexplicable reasons that I couldn’t have divined, even to myself. Time seemed to drag. I wasn’t hungry for the lunch of bacon and eggs my brother cooked up. Mom noticed and asked me about it.

      “Ellie? You didn’t eat much. Are you feeling okay?”

      Setting my fork on the napkin beside my plate, I blew out a breath, reminding myself to chill out.

      “I’m fine,” I said, looking up with a forced smile. “I don’t have much of an appetite today, I guess. Thanks for cooking, Drew.”

      Mom sipped at her coffee but regarded me from behind the rim with eyes that saw way too much. I knew I was going to have to break the news about my meeting, and wasn’t sure how she’d take it. As it turned out, not very well. I didn’t confess who I was meeting to her or my father. I was already going to get lectures when I told them I was going out alone. I certainly didn’t want any more guilt trips over ending my fake marriage with Carter. In the end, I barely got away, but not without repeated warnings to observe my surroundings and be careful. Dad even insisted I carry his Beretta in my purse.

      “I don’t want you helpless,” he said.

      They didn’t used to be this bad, I mused as I climbed into the car provided by the Costas’ generosity. The locks automatically clicked shut as I inserted the key to start the engine. I couldn’t necessarily blame my parents. If my daughter had been savaged and brutalized to the point of almost dying, the way I’d been, I would probably turn into an overprotective parent too. Especially not knowing any of the whys or wherefores behind the attack. Mom had wondered more than once why the police weren’t involved in my case. Dad had questioned if we ought to call the police department and stay on top of them to get something done. I was the one who kept holding them back, saying it was being looked into by the police and justice would be done.

      I didn’t know if the cops actually were involved, but during my hospital stay Tracy had dropped by more than once to check on me. She was the one who told me about the cop, Detective Ewing, who’d shown up and assisted Carter in getting me out of the Pit. I assumed, if anyone in the police department was looking into the matter, it would be her.

      My mind was full of these issues as I drove the fifteen minutes, using GPS, to the coffee house Carter had indicated. I wondered what it would be like to see him again. Would I feel that same cold rage I’d felt last time in my hospital room? Or regret, possibly? A twinge of sadness? He had done a lot for me, but he’d caused a lot of my heartache too. My emotions over the man were as complicated as he was, which told me it would be a relief to finally sign those darn divorce papers and be rid of him for good.
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      Carter deliberately arrived ten minutes before his and Ellie’s appointed meeting time, with the intention of scoping out the place and doing his best to make sure it was safe. After ordering a plain black coffee, he claimed a seat in a corner—a wall behind his back, not a window—where he had the best vantage point to see most of the room. Nothing but hipsters on their laptops and tablets, a tired young mom looking for a caffeine fix to fuel her afternoon, and well-dressed shoppers from the shopping district a block over popping in for an afternoon treat. Of course, looks could be deceptive. He knew that better than anyone. Any of these unassuming folks could be a serial killer. A thief. A shapeshifter. However, the environment seemed fairly safe, so he tried to relax while he waited for Ellie to arrive.

      On the table in front of him was a plain, manila envelope containing the papers that would ensure their legal separation. Funny, these past several months while they’d been technically married Carter hadn’t felt like a married man. Or, hadn’t felt like he imagined a married man would feel. Now that their union was about to be legally dissolved, he couldn’t deny the twinge in his heart and his gut, which he tried to write off as mere indigestion. But that slow, internal burn had a lot more to do with the young woman walking in the door than a lunch that wasn’t settling right.

      Carter stood up as she came inside, glancing around for him. Spotting him, she maneuvered her way around tables and approached. She certainly wasn’t as pale as she’d been the last time he’d seen her, there in the hospital, recovering from surgery. Her eyes were brighter, but in spite of the olive-colored jacket over a striped top and jeans he could tell she’d lost weight. Girl didn’t have any weight to lose. Was it stress, grief, or her system trying to get back in order after everything her body had suffered? Either way, it produced a pang of guilt to see her looking diminished.

      “Hey, Carter,” she said softly. She stood next to the table, clutching her purse, appearing a little uncertain about how to proceed.

      “Ellie.”

      He motioned for her to sit. After she’d taken a seat, so did he, resuming his position where he could keep an eye on both her and the entire area. After what had recently happened, Carter didn’t intend to take any chances.

      “The notary texted. She got caught up in traffic. She’s running late. Would you like something to drink while we wait?”

      She shook her head.

      “Oh, yeah. Forgot you don’t like coffee.”

      She quirked a little smile. “I don’t like regular coffee, but I like the fancy frou-frou coffee drinks from here.”

      “The junk that’s all sugar and no substance?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Sure you don’t want one?”

      Behind her glasses, her eyes flitted towards the menu. Carter could tell she was considering it. He couldn’t tell what was holding her back. Worries about money? She ought to be taken care of there. Special diet after surgery? He doubted she’d still be on one. Having to spend extra time with him?

      In case that were the reason, he offered dryly, “You can take it with you, you know. You don’t have to hang around here any longer than it takes to sign these.” He thumped the envelope with his knuckles, making her jump. Her gaze darted to the envelope, then back up to him.

      “It’s fine. I don’t need anything.”

      Women. Who could figure them out?

      “Up to you. Let me know if you change your mind.”

      She nodded, looking nervous.

      “You okay?”

      Her eyes met his, dropped back to the table. “I guess it feels a little weird,” she confessed, almost in a whisper. “I’ve never done anything like this before.”

      “Neither have I. There’s not much to it. The lawyer marked all the places that need signatures. We just have to wait till the notary arrives to actually sign.”

      Carter opened the envelope and pulled out a stack of legal documents. Colored tabs delineated the spaces where they were both expected to sign their names.

      “Do you have a pen?”

      “Um…” He patted his jacket pocket. Underneath he wore a gun. He hadn’t forgotten his SIG, but, like an idiot, he had forgotten a pen.

      “Never mind. I probably have one in here.”

      She brought her purse up to the tabletop, opened it, and rummaged around. He caught a glimpse of shiny metal, a dark handle. She was armed too. Good girl. Too bad she hadn’t been carrying the other night when she was kidnapped; even though, considering the fact that she’d been blitz attacked, it might not have mattered. Still, he was thankful she wasn’t leaving her safety to chance.

      “Darn it. I guess I don’t. The notary may have one, but just in case she doesn’t I’ll ask at the counter. Be right back.”

      Before Carter could say anything, Ellie rose, leaving her purse on the table, and walked over to a spot at the end of the busy counter to wait for one of the baristas to notice her. As she slid into line, the shop door opened, catching Carter’s attention. Three people entered. Two men, one woman. The woman looked familiar, and it only took a split-second for him to know why. He recognized her from pictures, from James’ intel, even though he’d never seen her in person before.

      Victoria, a tall, blonde Aussie with a short, blunt haircut. A shapeshifter from Down Under. A bunyip. Not one of Nosizwe’s lieutenants, but certainly higher up the chain of command. With her were two men. Carter didn’t recognize them, but they were undoubtedly also shifters. What were they doing here? The coincidence of them showing up at the same time as Ellie and him was too much. Had he been followed? He’d been careful to avoid a tail. Had Ellie? It was possible she had without knowing, but he had a tail on her, and his tail hadn’t reported anything.

      Which left him wondering, as he eased off his jacket and his gun along with it, placing the gun in his lap, finger on the trigger, his jacket covering the motion, how had they known he was here? Via the mole he still hadn’t uncovered? Only a handful of people back at the Costas compound had known about this meeting. Sean, Ciara, James, Rory, the lawyers, and a couple of others…

      None of that mattered at the moment. What did matter was Ellie. Carter slid a glance towards her. She still stood close to the counter, eyes on the menu, like she was reconsidering a coffee drink. She was oblivious to the potential threat in the room. Unobtrusively as he could manage, Carter rose from his seat and sidled his way towards Ellie, keeping a wary eye on Victoria and her companions. For a few breathless seconds, as he approached Ellie, he actually thought maybe he was being paranoid. That maybe they really were there simply to buy coffee, and the whole thing was an extreme coincidence. However, spending the past several years in his position had honed his intuition to a point where it was rarely wrong.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t this time.

      Just as he neared Ellie, Victoria, who had been glancing around the semi-crowded coffee bar, spotted him creeping out from behind a couple of hipsters with man buns who stood there holding tablets and discussing…whatever hipsters discussed. Her eyes narrowed. Carter’s spine stiffened.

      “Carter Ballis,” she said—not shouting, but loudly enough to catch his attention.

      Several heads and frowning faces turned her way.

      Carter saw her hand move and reacted on instinct. He dove for Ellie, who heard the scuff of his feet and had started to half-turn.

      “Hey!” she snapped as he snatched her up and burst through the swinging door built into the counter, diving behind the bar and pulling her down with him.

      “Carter, what in—”

      “Stay down,” he hissed, shoving her head towards the floor.

      She might’ve fought him, except at that instant the unmistakable pop of gunfire echoed through the room. Patrons screamed. Pandemonium erupted. Everything happened so quickly it was difficult to clarify what was occurring, but he heard the gunshots, heard a man’s voice shouting at people to stay down. Victoria’s voice rose next, telling people to put their hands on their heads, nobody reach for a phone, and they’d come out of this alive.

      “I’m here for one person,” she announced. Carter guessed what she was about to say before he even heard her shout his name.

      “Carter! I know you’re back there. Surrender, and nobody has to get hurt. This isn’t about any of them. It’s about you. Come out, hands high where we can see them. Otherwise, we shoot up the place, one patron at a time.”

      Carter heard a woman’s scream, the sound of chairs scraping over the flagstone floor. Carefully, he raised himself to peek over the counter. One of Victoria’s lackeys guarded the door, weapon drawn, while the other had snatched up a woman and had her in a headlock, the barrel of his pistol pointed at her temple. She was sobbing incoherent phrases—“Please, no. No, no, no. Please. Let me go. Don’t hurt me, please.”

      “Shut it,” her assailant growled, shoving the business end of his gun harder against her temple.

      A child started to cry. Carter swallowed hard. She was the young mom, there with a toddler in a stroller. She’d come in to get a caffeine fix, never expecting to walk into a hostage situation. Her tiny son pulled against his restraints in the stroller, screaming, “Mommy! Mommy!”

      “Shut that kid up!” Victoria shouted, her gaze never leaving where Carter had disappeared behind the counter with Ellie.

      A nearby woman, one of the well-dressed shoppers out for an afternoon of fun, lunged for the stroller, dragging it backwards to herself. Swiftly, she unbuckled the distraught child and lifted him out, cuddling him close, pressing his face into her shoulder, turning him where he couldn’t see the danger his mother was in.

      “It’s okay, honey, it’s okay,” she soothed. “Your mommy’s going to be okay.”

      “She won’t be okay for long,” Victoria hollered. “Your choice, Carter. I was told to bring you in alive, no matter what I had to do. This is all on you, not me. You can end this right now. Don’t make me kill a mom in front of her kid. Don’t make me kill the kid next.”

      The terrified mother wailed at that, angering the brute who held her. “Not my baby!”

      “I said shut it!” Her captor used the butt of his pistol to knock her savagely on the head. Her eyes rolled back, her body going limp. He let her fall to the floor, but kept the gun trained on her. “She’s first, Ballis, and real quick if you don’t get out here,” he barked, reinforcing Victoria’s threats.

      Beneath his hand, Ellie was wriggling around and managed to free herself, her head popping up. Carter sank back down on his heels, leveling his face to hers. She was white as a sheet and shaking all over. She knew what it was like to be held captive by Nosizwe’s people. More than that, she knew what it was like to have them carry through on their threats to kill someone. She was petrified, and rightly so.

      “Carter?”

      Her whisper was so faint he could barely hear it. Carter’s throat felt dry, but he forced himself to stay calm.

      “It’s okay, baby.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, drawing her against his side. “I won’t let them hurt you. I promise.”

      Her eyes were bright with unshed tears.

      “What about them?”

      “What about them?” he almost snapped, frustrated. They weren’t his priority. Ellie was. But one glance at her face kept him mute. She was terrified for herself, but she was terrified for the others too. She was the kind of person who would risk her life to save strangers. She would never forgive him for such a callous statement. And, truth be told, he didn’t really mean it anyway. Carter would never win an award for world’s nicest guy, but he wasn’t going to let Victoria’s thug shoot that mom in front of her son, or harm an innocent little kid. Not on his account. Not while he had breath in his body. Still, there was no denying every instinct both he and the Talos possessed were trained on his wife first and foremost as she clung to him, trembling so hard he could feel it.

      In his ears, he heard Sean’s mandate, back from that long-ago November night. He’d failed Ellie once, failed Sean once. That wouldn’t happen again.

      “Carter? I’m losing my patience,” Victoria said, a mean, cutting edge to her voice. “I haven’t got all day to play around. The cops will likely be on their way soon, if they’re not already. I don’t feel like getting in a shootout. Make it quick, or this cow gets it first.”

      He heard the sound of Ellie’s gulp. “Carter, you can’t,” she said, turning in his arms, her hands scrabbling for his shoulders. “You can’t go out there to them. They’ll kill you. They want your blood for the Stones. They failed with me, so now they’re after you. She’s determined your blood is what will awaken the Stones, and she won’t stop at anything to get her hands on you. You can’t go out there. You can’t let them kill you.”

      She knew something had to be done to protect everyone else, but she didn’t want him merely to surrender and die, either. Carter didn’t know what his options were. He could try to shoot it out, but that risked hitting the young mom, or another innocent bystander. Ellie wouldn’t want that. Truthfully, he didn’t want it, either.

      Damn her, he cursed in his head. Whoever’s plan this was—Nosizwe’s or Victoria’s—it had been brilliant. They were counting on him turning himself in rather than let bystanders be slaughtered for his sake. They’d also grabbed the sole person, a mother with a young child, that he’d be the most likely to feel obligated to protect. They’d come when Ellie was here too, putting her life on the line. Carter had no doubt Ellie would’ve been their first choice of a hostage, had they been able to get their hands on her. They were jabbing every weak spot he owned. And they expected him to lay down his arms and surrender, because he wouldn’t, couldn’t, shift into the Talos in front of so many witnesses.

      Maybe they had miscalculated.

      As soon as he thought that, Carter realized his mind was made up. There wasn’t any other way. Expose himself as a shifter and have a fighting chance for them all; lay down and die so Ellie and everyone else could live; or come out with guns blazing, like a parody of an American western, risking bystanders—and possibly Ellie—getting harmed in the process. With crap options like that, he had only one choice.

      Ellie must have sensed a change in him. Perhaps she saw the resolve on his face, or intuited it via her close proximity. She leaned back slightly in his arms. Her glasses were askew, and her hair was slipping out of its braid.

      “Carter, what are you going to do?” she whispered.

      In response, he gently put his hands on her hips and set her away from him. Dropping his jacket, he handed her the SIG still secreted underneath.

      “Use this if you have to. Do not hesitate. I promise they won’t hesitate to kill you. You know that already.”

      Her eyes were enormous, but when she straightened her glasses with a knuckle and accepted the weapon he noticed her hands didn’t shake.

      “What are you going to do?” she begged again, just as Victoria shouted, “Carter?”

      “I’m coming out!” he called over his shoulder.

      Ellie’s soft gasp drew his attention back to her. “You can’t,” she murmured, her face going even paler, if that was possible.

      “I don’t have a choice,” he said, running a hand over the back of her head, down her hair in a soothing gesture. “But I’m not going out helpless. I’m not going out at all. The Talos is.”

      “But—but there’s people out there. You’re going to risk exposing yourself, your people? Hiding them, protecting them is everything you work for, everything you live for. It’s who you are! You’re going to jeopardize that?”

      “I’m going to do what I have to do to keep you and everyone else safe,” he growled. Then, immediately regretting his sharp tone, he softened his voice, “Sean told me to protect you. I failed you once, Ellie, and you almost died. I’m not failing you again. I don’t care if the whole world learns my damned secret if it means keeping you safe. Forget secrets.”

      She gazed at him, confusion and shock on her face. Bending, he brushed a swift kiss again her cheek.

      “Like I said, use that gun if you have to. I already know you can do it. And maybe you can say a little prayer for all of us.”

      He’d already turned away, started to stand, to expose himself to his enemies, when he felt a pair of hands grab him. Ellie caught him by the shirt, forcibly turning him around, surprising him by her desperate strength.

      “Be careful, Carter,” she urged. Then, to his everlasting surprise, she surged forward while simultaneously pulling him down, pressing her lips to his in a hard, desperate kiss. The shockwaves had barely begun to reverberate through his system at the feel of her mouth on his, at the fact that she was voluntarily kissing him, and that it was her idea, when she drew back.

      “You’re a good man, Carter,” she said, with a funny, sad, little smile. “Much better than I gave you credit for. I’m sorry for some of the things I’ve said about you. The things I’ve said to you.”

      “Last chance, Carter. I’m counting down to three, then the mom gets it. One—”

      That was Victoria’s final warning. No time for apologies or further kisses or sweet words. Instead, he turned away, Ellie’s declaration ringing in his ears as he stood up from behind the counter, submitting to his enemies, hands raised.

      “Stop. I’m here,” he said quietly.
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      My heart in my throat, I watched Carter push through the swinging gate at the counter and step out to meet the hostage takers. I didn’t know who they were, except that they worked for Nosizwe. Carter probably did. They certainly knew him. I heard the woman sneer, “Look what we caught, boys.” The crack of flesh on flesh echoed through the coffee bar and I flinched. “Not so tough are you, outside of Sean’s walls?”

      “Tougher than you, taking a mom and a baby hostage to get at me,” Carter replied coolly. “That’s real bravery, alright.”

      The woman was far from shamed.

      “The boss said whatever we had to do. We did it. It worked. Get over yourself. Let’s go. Tony, let her go.”

      The mom had recovered somewhat from the blow to the head by this point. I heard her sob of relief as she rose and stumbled towards her child, who cried out joyfully, “Mommy!”

      I knew Carter had wanted me to stay down, but I felt obligated to observe. He deserved someone to watch him walk away. It was the only way I could go with him, and I was truly afraid I’d never see him again. In the back of my mind, I was wondering what I could do to change the equation. There had to be something I could do!

      Carefully, I raised up from behind the counter. Not enough to show my entire body, but enough to see—

      That my help wasn’t needed.

      Carter had probably been waiting for this. To be close to the woman and the two men, all of whom now held weapons on him. Or for the mother to be released. Or both.

      Even as I got eye level with the counter, there was a shiver of movement, a flash of color. In front of me and an entire coffee house full of witnesses, Carter altered, shifting into the Talos. In the same motion, he swung around, a bronze fist slamming into one of the men’s faces. Blood sprayed. People screamed. Those who weren’t already on the floor or behind furniture, with their arms over their heads, dove for better positons of safety. A few braver or more foolhardy folks actually half rose, their eyes so huge in their faces I could see them from across the room.

      The man Carter had hit went reeling. His face was pulp, a mess of flesh and blood that was barely recognizable as human. He went down, his gun dropping, skittering across the flagstones. A young man darted out from behind the table, snatched it up, and retreated back behind the table.

      Smart, I approved.

      That levelled the playing field a little.

      In the twinkling since Carter had turned to hit one man, the other was on him. Instantly, he’d changed from a tall, slender Asian man into a Chinese terracotta warrior, which I’d seen in pictures. He was made of fired clay—which was why I assumed they’d brought him along to potentially battle a man of bronze. More screams and shouts, cries of shock and disbelief from the human spectators. He leapt on Carter’s back, wrapping two clay arms around the Talos’ neck and both legs around his waist. The Talos roared, twisting, grabbing at the arms around his neck, trying to throw him off without success. The terracotta warrior clung tighter, clay teeth grimacing with effort.

      I had seen multiple shapeshifters at this point in my life, but the scene was still as riveting as it was terrifying. I couldn’t imagine what the other folks were thinking who saw it.

      Motion drew my eyes from the battling automatons to the Australian woman, the leader. She was sort of standing there, an expression of shock on her face, blinking rapidly, like she couldn’t believe how swiftly everything had changed. Or maybe she was stunned that Carter had actually dared shift in front of so many witnesses. I couldn’t believe it either, actually, except I knew why he’d done it.

      For me.

      Everything was happening so fast. One of her two men was down, limbs moving a little, issuing faint groans. He was still alive, but he wouldn’t be getting back up to help. The other man was wrapped around Carter. They stumbled around, crashing into tables and chairs, bouncing off the counter, groaning, grunting inarticulate cries as Carter, the Talos, tried to throw him off.

      All of this occurred within a matter of seconds. In the next heartbeat, I saw the woman’s eyes shift towards the closest patron, a middle-aged lady dressed in a light-yellow sweater and white slacks, her hair coiffed, her gold jewelry glittering, and her makeup perfect. Judging by the assortment of bags at her feet, she’d been out for a fun afternoon of shopping. She’d never expected to encounter anything like this. She wasn’t expecting what happened next, either. The tall, blonde woman crouched and snatched her up by the back of her sweater. The woman screamed, batting ineffectively at the other woman’s hold.

      “Carter,” she hollered, “I’m giving you one chance. One chance to surrender and walk out of here, or I start killing people. This one’s first.”

      She pressed the barrel of her gun against the older lady’s head, who released a hysterical sob.

      The Talos spun in place, the terracotta warrior still on his back. He saw the gun, the hostage, the blond woman and froze. His attacker didn’t release him, didn’t climb off, but the Talos didn’t flinch.

      “That’s right,” the woman said. “Nice and easy. We walk out of here and nobody dies.”

      Down the street, we heard the first siren wails. The police! I thought. Someone must have been able to get a text or call out to someone else who’d called the police. Possibly the notary had arrived and seen what was happening, left to make the call? In the excitement, I hadn’t noticed, but sirens were definitely growing louder with each passing second.

      I hope they’re sending an army.

      I could see the sheen of sweat on the woman’s face. She was getting desperate. The situation had spun out of her control. She hadn’t counted on Carter shattering every unwritten shifter rule by betraying their secret to the onlookers.

      “You going to cooperate, Ballis? Or does she have to die?”

      I looked at the Talos. Nothing moved, except his smooth, bronze head as he nodded slowly, acquiescing to her demands.

      The blonde woman jerked her chin at the terracotta warrior.

      “Let him go, Alan, but stay behind him. Let’s get out of here. Now.”

      With a grunt, the stone man slid off the bronze figure, hitting the floor with a clink. The Talos took a step toward the door. The stone man followed suit. My heart beat triple time in my chest. Was this it, then? Was Carter just going to give up and go with them, like a lamb to the slaughter?

      I couldn’t let that happen. Rising from behind the counter, I clasped Carter’s SIG in both hands, pointing it directly at the female hostage taker.

      “Hey!” I shouted, as loudly as I could.

      Her head whipped my way. So did the stone man’s. The Talos didn’t, but he would’ve recognized my voice. Before either of Nosizwe’s people could move, I squeezed the trigger, praying as I did that my aim was true. The blonde woman stumbled backwards, crimson exploding from her shoulder. Her captive screamed and wrenched free, half-running, half-crawling to her friends who gathered her in, shielding her with their arms and bodies. The woman I’d shot slammed up against a table, turning murderous eyes on me. She lifted her gun. The Talos came alive, diving for her, catching her around the waist, crushing her to the floor. Her wordless scream was a mixture of agony and fury. The Talos’s bronze fist was raised to descend on her face when the terracotta warrior caught it from behind, pulling up with all his strength. I could hear the creak and strain of stone and bronze.

      Angry, the Talos turned towards its assailant, and reared back, head-butting it in its clay belly. The shifter groaned and faltered, but didn’t fall. Beneath Carter, the blonde woman was wriggling furiously, blood spraying from the wound in her shoulder.

      “Get off me!” she was shouting. “Alan, get him off me!”

      But the Talos had her down with one hand, one knee, while at the same time trying to fend off the threat from the clay Chinese figure. I hesitated, uncertain if I should shoot again—if it would be right to, since she was down. Before I’d made my decision, there was a whir of color and motion. The woman disappeared, and in her place was a creature like I’d never seen or read about. It was black, sleek, and longer than the Talos was tall. The head was blunt and rather seal-like, with whiskers and short, gleaming tusks. It had both flippers and feet, as if meant to live in or out of water, and on the feet were long, curved claws.

      More outcries, more screaming erupted from the onlookers at the appearance of this new monster. She must have had seal-like qualities. Slippery as a fish, she writhed out from under the Talos’ hold and wriggled away. The terracotta warrior took advantage of the distraction, jumping onto the Talos’ back and shoving him to the ground. The new shifter released an excited barking sound—a lot like a seal’s—and rose to its full height, which nearly touched the ceiling. While the stone man grabbed the Talos’ head, jerking it up, the ebony monster dove towards the nearest table, behind which a pair of young men, probably about my age, quivered. I didn’t know her intent—but I suspected it was to take another hostage in order to force Carter to comply, or else to simply take a hostage as a human shield, since the sirens of police and emergency vehicles were now nearly deafening as they approached.

      The attackers didn’t have much time, and the creature knew it. She reached for one of the young men, He yelped in terror, babbling incoherent phrases, scrabbling backwards, kicking ineffectively at her claws. Torn, I glanced desperately between Carter, the Talos, rolling on the floor with the terracotta warrior, and the crazy monster trying to snatch a victim. She’d temporarily forgotten me, I guess. I didn’t have a choice. There I was, with a weapon in my hand, and there she was, about to kidnap or kill an innocent victim. I knew the brutality of these shifters. If she took that young man and escaped, odds were he’d never survive once she was done with him.

      She was bent nearly double, claws tangled in the man’s jeans, dragging him towards her when my bullet hit, taking her in the neck. She screeched, twisting to cast me a baleful glare. Her mouth opened, displaying pointed teeth as she growled in rage. My third bullet took her in the face and she crumpled, dropping like a dead weight. Blood seeped out on the floor, spreading like a crimson puddle as her body shivered and shook, shortening, altering back into a human female whose clothing was now nothing more than rags.

      I lowered the gun, my hands shaking in spite of myself.

      “God forgive me, that makes two of them now,” I whispered. Two shifters, two people I had killed. I’d never wanted to take a life, but what else was I supposed to do? I hadn’t started this fight. I was only trying to protect an innocent bystander.

      A heavy crunch and a furious cry drew my attention, along with probably everyone else, towards the still battling automatons. By this point, seeing the threat was diminishing, people were rising out of hiding, pulling out phones to record the wild encounter. Maybe the terracotta warrior saw it as he battled Carter. Or, with both of his comrades dead and the police seconds away, he decided it was time to get out. There was so much action, so much shuffling and grunting, it was hard to tell the exact sequence of events.

      All I saw was the clay man breaking away and grabbing up a table which he swung with all his might at the Talos. Carter ducked, throwing up an arm to shield himself. The table struck him, driving him backwards but not knocking him over. Even as it shattered, the terracotta warrior leapt for the nearest window and charged it, busting through in a shower of splintering glass.

      The last I saw of him, the clay man had vanished. In his place, a human man with torn clothes disappeared down the street, around the corner of a building as the first police car pulled to a stop outside. The Talos lunged forward as if to give chase, then stopped, realizing that would be futile. Also, he probably didn’t want to be seen by law enforcement. He spun back to me, crooking an arm, jerking his head.

      Decoding what he wanted, I shoved through the swinging door and darted towards him, pausing to scoop my purse and the packet of papers we’d met here to sign off the table before I placed my hand in his bronze one. He didn’t lead me towards the front door but rather down the short hallway, through the kitchens, and out into the back alley. As we ran, he sort of pushed my head down, using his free hand to try and shield my face. From restaurant cameras, I assumed, if there were any inside, which there probably were. Even barring those, there were still plenty of cell phone cameras. With the immediate danger over, I caught glimpses of more than one patron up on their knees holding up phones to record footage of the strange bronze man as we dashed past.

      This isn’t going to be good, I thought, but there was no time to deal with the problem now.

      Once outside, the Talos halted. A shiver passed over his frame as his body morphed into flesh. The cold, hard hand gripping mine turned to warm, human skin. He raked me with a hasty, appraising look.

      “You okay?”

      I nodded shakily. “You?”

      His shirt was gone, and I could see bruises forming on the skin of his shoulders, around his neck.

      “Fine. I had to park my car and walk here. We can circle a couple of buildings and get there without the cops seeing us, I think.”

      “What about my car?”

      “I’ll send someone for it later.”

      I had also had to park and walk, as the coffee shop was in a downtown district where parking was scarce. However, mine was out front closer to the cops, while his was out back, thankfully. Maybe he’d done it on purpose as a precautionary measure? Sounded like something Carter would do. I followed him as we sprinted through a couple of alleys, circled around behind some buildings, and finally made it to the Jeep parallel parked on a side street between two pickups.

      That’s Texas for you, I grinned humorlessly as I waited for Carter to unlock the Jeep so we could slide inside. Once we did, Carter twisted in his seat, reaching around behind himself for the shirt lying on the back seat. He pulled it over his head before starting the engine.

      “Really? You always keep a spare shirt lying around?” I teased.

      He slanted me a look. “You would too if you shapeshifted and tore up your shirt every time you did. Not that I mind giving you a peek, if you want me to take it back off,” he added.

      I raised my brows. “Really? Now?”

      “Sorry. Just trying to lighten the moment.”

      I shook my head. “You’re an idiot.”

      He knew I didn’t mean it. The joke had been kind of funny, but this wasn’t exactly the time for humor. Sirens were still wailing behind us as we drove away. I could only imagine the scene as the police tried to get a description of what had happened from terrified witnesses who would be babbling about clay warriors, stone men, and monsters, on top of hostages, guns, and shootings. Would they be able to link me to the shooting, to killing the blonde woman? I dropped my head against the leather seat rest and closed my eyes with a sigh.

      What a mess.

      “Hey, you okay over there? Not going to freak out, are you?”

      I felt Carter’s hand pick mine up, squeeze it—and not let go. I could’ve pulled away, but, honestly, there was something comforting in his touch. Way more comforting than there should have been, considering the envelope of papers in my lap. Way more comforting than I cared to admit, even to myself. Nevertheless, against my better judgment, I let my fingers relax in his and tried to ignore the sensations evoked by the feelings of his strong grip and his fingers gently massaging my palm, my fingers.

      “I’m not going to freak out,” I said.

      “I knew you wouldn’t. You’re tougher than that.”

      Tougher than that? I hadn’t been, back in the beginning, but maybe I’d been through so much carnage and death that I was growing accustomed to it, sad as that sounded.

      “We’ll be at your hotel in a few minutes,” he added.

      This made me sit up and open my eyes. “No, don’t take me back to my hotel.”

      Carter threw me a surprised glance. “Why not?”

      “Because I—”

      What could I say? That I wasn’t ready to face my family yet? That I needed some time and space to process what had just happened before I could face them with yet another secret I couldn’t share? If it could even be kept a secret, considering the likelihood that my face was bound to show up on the evening news from a cell phone video.

      “I need to clear my head first,” I admitted. “I can’t deal with them until I can wrap my head around this first.”

      I swallowed hard. Being surrounded by my family should have been the most comforting thought in the world right now. It wasn’t. No matter how much they loved me, they could never understand what I’d been through. There was someone who could, and he was right there next to me, still holding my hand in a way that promised protection rather than abuse.

      Again, I shut my eyes, trying to sort through my feelings. Earlier today I’d literally gone to the coffee shop full of hurt feelings and even anger, planning to permanently end my association with this man. Then he’d done the unthinkable—exposed the truth of who and what he was, putting himself and his fellow shifters at risk. For me. That was something I couldn’t ignore. Neither could I ignore the fact that in those moments when I’d thought he was going to meekly surrender to his enemies, knowing they’d slaughter him, I’d been filled with desperate terror for him. Why, if I really hated him as much as I thought I did?

      Obviously you don’t.

      I couldn’t. I had kissed him, after all. Internally, I was still reeling from that fact. In the moment, it had felt right—that moment when I’d feared never seeing him alive again. But maybe it wasn’t right, hadn’t been right. I was confused, and, now that the adrenaline was wearing off, drained.

      “Can you take me somewhere else first?” I said finally, quietly. “Like back to your place?”

      I’ll give the man credit. He did a good job concealing his shock.

      “Sure, if that’s what you want.”

      Was it what I wanted? I didn’t know, but it was too late to take back what I’d requested. Especially since I truly did need some time and space, and I couldn’t think of anywhere else to get it right now.
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      Carter had changed apartments since last November, when I’d been attacked by the water shifter, the Nakki, while showering at his home. It was another nice place, though. A gated community with high walls, a guard shack, and a code required to get in. He parked under a covered canopy and shut off the engine. We exited the car and he met me at the back, sliding an arm around my shoulders as we headed for the stairs. I couldn’t help contrasting this visit to the first time I’d come to his apartment—against my will, on that occasion. When I’d been terrified of the new world that had newly opened up around me, a world of shapeshifters and blood and death. When I’d been every bit as frightened of him as the other shifters. Now, I felt a sense of security as he ushered me up the stairs, unlocked the door, and led me inside.

      “Home sweet home,” he announced, switching on the lights. I glanced around.

      This bachelor pad was almost as barren as the first one had been. Nothing remarkable. Nothing very homey. Still neat and organized, though. No garbage or dirty laundry or spoiled food flung around.

      “Mi casa es su casa?” I joked lamely.

      “Well, it could be if you decide not to sign those papers and move in with me instead.”

      I blinked, taken aback, unable to tell if he was being sarcastic or cracking a joke. Before I could decide, he went on, “Sit down. You want anything? Or are you going to bite my head off again if I offer you wine?” he teased, referencing my affronted reaction last November.

      “If I recall correctly,” I responded, sinking down onto the couch, “you’re the one who actually made a joke about biting my head off.”

      “Close. I said you didn’t have to look at me like I was about to cut your head off and keep it in the freezer, because that’s exactly how you were looking at me.”

      “I was scared!” I protested.

      Carter chuckled, sinking down next to me. “I know. It was a rough night. I haven’t forgotten.”

      I hadn’t forgotten either. Neither had I forgotten my angry words to him in the hospital, or my resolve to divorce him. However, I also couldn’t forget what he’d just done for me, and after I’d met him there to sign divorce papers! How was I supposed to reconcile all this?

      I wasn’t in the frame of mind to fight or to be angry. Mostly I felt weary, nervous. When Carter settled in beside me, I sought what comfort I could by leaning my head against his shoulder with a sigh.

      “Do you suppose our story’s on the news yet?”

      “It’s probably all over. I’ve had my phone silenced, but I need to check it.”

      “I hate to think of the calls you’re getting.”

      “So do I,” he answered grimly, picking up the TV remote off the side table and switching the flat screen suspended on the opposite wall to life.

      He flicked through a couple of channels before finding a major Fort Worth news station. I sat up, as if to see the screen better, even though it was ridiculously oversized. In spite of my attention to the TV, a miniscule part of my brain was still aware of feeling his arm draped around my shoulders as I leaned forward to watch an aerial view of the very coffee shop we’d just fled.

      A female news anchor said, “We’re live outside Mountain Brew Coffee in downtown Fort Worth, where we’re receiving reports of a hostage situation that ended in two deaths before the police could arrive. Onlookers say that the two dead—one man and one woman—were actually the perpetrators of the crime, and that they were rescued by Good Samaritans who fought back against the hostage takers. The most incredible part? Some witnesses are describing both the hostage takers and at least one of the Good Samaritans as having an inhuman appearance.

      “What exactly that means, we’re still working to uncover. Some have described them as wearing elaborate masks or costumes, while others are claiming they actually changed form and appearance. In the end, the reports we’re getting right now are confused at best as the police are still active on the scene, trying to sort out witness statements and decide exactly what happened.

      “We spoke with Fort Worth homicide detectives Candace Ewing and Gary Tozzi—”

      The scene flashed to an interview with an older gentleman wearing a sports jacket and sunglasses, alongside an attractive female cop with no-nonsense clothing and haircut. She was the one talking. In clipped, professional tones, she said,

      “Right now, we’re still investigating. We’re trying to piece together exactly what happened, and we’re asking the public to stay away and let the police do their work. All we know is people’s lives inside this business were at stake, and they were saved by two people who took it upon themselves to step up and not let the bad guys win. Nobody seems to have the exact same version of events, but that’s very normal considering this type of terror and confusion. The one thing everybody does agree on is the bad guys are dead and nobody else was harmed. Let’s focus on that for now, and let the police do their job.”

      “I know her,” Carter muttered, as he punched a button to mute the news anchor.

      “You do?”

      “She’s the cop who’s been on our tail since last fall. The one we actually got married because of.”

      “She is?”

      “She is. She was there at the Pit the other night when you—”

      He stopped, so I finished for him, “When I was almost killed. That’s why her voice sounded familiar.”

      “Yeah. She came to the hospital that night too. Actually, she gave us an escort to the hospital. She hung around for a while. She and her partner—they know. I’m guessing, since they’re on the scene, they’ll be doing what they can to squash the unique elements of this story. But I better double check to be sure.”

      He leaned away from me to fish his phone out of his pocket. “Can’t ignore this any longer,” he said. “I’m sure I’ve got half of Sean’s people, and probably Sean himself, breathing down my neck.”

      He slid his arm out from around me and stood. My senses registered the removal like a sense of loss.

      “You gonna be okay out here while I go make some phone calls?”

      Did I want him out of my sight? Not really, but I wasn’t going to fall apart sitting here alone, either.

      “It’s fine,” I said. “Do what you need to do.”

      “Help yourself to whatever you want in the kitchen,” he offered, before heading off down the hall towards what I assumed was the bedroom. “Not a lot there, but I do have coffee. And wine. I know how much you love them both.”

      I shook my head. “You’re the soul of generosity.”

      “I try, kid.”

      He threw me a wink before disappearing. I relaxed back into the couch and shut my eyes. Instantly, memories flared of shouting and screams. Gunfire. Blood. Wrestling bodies. That mom and her toddler. My finger on the trigger, squeezing. Blood spurting from the blonde woman’s body. Then it drifted back several months to the first shifter I’d shot, the one who was about to kill Carter.

      How, how did I wind up in this mess? I wondered for what must have been the millionth time. How does somebody go from a normal life as a nursing student one day to a world of fighting shapeshifters the next? A world where I wanted to heal people, and instead it seems all I’ve done is kill?

      Kill.

      I’d killed two people now.

      Opening my eyes, I stared down at my palms, imagining them coated with the blood of my victims.

      Victims.

      They hadn’t exactly been innocent. In fact, they hadn’t been innocent at all. I’d killed them to defend others, to keep other people from being killed. That lessened my guilt, but not the sting of having taken two lives. I supposed that was something I’d have to work through eventually and live with forever.

      From down the hall, I could hear Carter’s voice, muted, practically a murmur from this distance. No doubt he was going over strategies of safeguards to put in place to try and kill this story. He might be getting reamed out by Sean, although I rather doubted it. None of this had been his fault. Whatever he was doing, it undoubtedly involved strategizing both on how to stop the leaks that had sprung up and what to do about him, personally.

      I felt my facial features bunch into a frown.

      This was getting serious if they would take a risk like this. Nosizwe desperately wanted Carter, wanted the blood of the Talos. She sincerely believed what seemed like a wild theory to me that his blood was the way to open the Stones of Fire. I didn’t get it. Even if the speculation about the Stones’ message was true, and Carter’s blood could awaken them, what did she hope to gain? Would they give her some sort of magical powers that she thought would allow her to finally defeat her rival, Sean, and gain the upper hand in this situation? Did she think the four located Stones, if awakened, would lead her to the last two? Or did she believe the Stones, once quickened, would somehow lead her to the other world from which shifters and shifter magic originated?

      Whatever she surmised, she was willing to expose her kind and put her people at risk in order to obtain it, so it must be something big.

      I don’t know how long I sat there quietly, my thoughts bouncing from one topic to another—the attack, my killing the woman, Nosizwe and her plans for Carter, debating whether or not Carter truly was the secret to awakening the Stones, my (now) confused feelings over him, and the fact that I’d kissed him—before the murmurs down the hallway grew louder, turning to words, as Carter approached. He passed through the kitchen into the living room, saying, “Thanks, Linda. Let me know how it goes.” Removing the phone from his ear, he ended the conversation and placed it on the bar countertop that divided the kitchen from the living room. Walking back over to the couch, he sank down next to me.

      “What did you find out?” I asked, twisting so I could see him.

      “It’s a mess,” he answered, scrubbing a hand down his face, looking tired.

      That one simple act made me regard him with new eyes. I couldn’t recall if I’d ever seen Carter look tired before, aside from when he was wounded by Joab Blake and under the influence of medication. In that instant, he looked so normal, so human. I guess I was accustomed to Carter as the Talos—unmoving, unbending, invincible, impossible to defeat. I wasn’t accustomed to Carter the man, who, like any other man, got tired and grew weak.

      “Any light at the end of the tunnel?”

      He lifted and lowered one shoulder. “Maybe. We have or know some people in a couple of the biggest local news networks. Some on the shifter side, some on the side of Sean’s other business enterprises. Anyway, they’ve been asked to do what they can do to suppress the story. The two lead detectives are with us, we’re pretty sure, at least as far as keeping it quiet. The police chief is beholden to Sean for a few things. Sean intends to let him know he wants this case to go away, since one of his people is involved.”

      “Does the media know you’re one of Sean’s people? They never said your last name,” I pointed out.

      “Witnesses probably don’t, but if the police dig very much I’m sure they’ll figure it out. That’s the point. Sean intends to let the chief of police know he would prefer there not be a lot of digging. After all, the criminals are dead and no one else was really hurt. No harm, no foul.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” I groused.

      “Why? What’s eating you?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing.”

      “Something is.”

      I didn’t know if it was even worthwhile to say I didn’t like the idea of the chief of police being beholden to Sean Costas. That it reinforced all my negative suspicions about Carter’s boss as basically a mobster, a gangster, and a powerful one at that. After all, who had the police chief in their debt? No wonder rumors had run rampant for years of the Costas Empire and the underhanded dealings they’d been able to get away with.

      Carter must have known me better than I thought, or else I had no poker face. Likely both. He goaded, “You’re sitting there fuming about Sean having pull with people of power, aren’t you?”

      I threw him a dirty look. “It’s not funny. We’re talking about serious business.”

      “I know. You’re right. It is serious. It’s serious that it doesn’t get out to the entire world that people like me exist. You want to start a media frenzy or a community panic? Let those videos and pictures surface. As it is, the police temporarily confiscated people’s phones for evidence, but there’s no telling how many managed to post to social media, or text, or share with their friends before the police arrived. Our hope is, by quelling the story, it’ll all blow over as a hoax.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      “It will. Know how I know?”

      “Noooo….”

      “Because if witnesses don’t shut up about it, they might wake up with a horse head in their bed.”

      My dirty look grew even darker. “That’s not funny.”

      “It’s a little bit funny,” he smirked, sliding an arm around me.

      “No, it’s not.”

      I put a hand on his chest to prevent Carter drawing me flush against him—not because I didn’t want to be flush against him, but because part of me did, and that was what scared me. Not to mention, I wasn’t ready to give in and surrender to his ribbing so easily.

      “We could also make them an offer they can’t refuse?”

      “You probably will!” I countered. “That’s not even a joke.”

      “Oh, Ellie.” The humor vanished as he sighed, resting his chin lightly on top of my head. “It’s a mess, kid, but we’ll get through it. We always do.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was trying to reassure himself or me. I wasn’t a shapeshifter, so I didn’t have to worry about that part of it. The only thing that might affect me personally was my shooting the female hostage taker. Even then, videos or security cameras, as well as witnesses, would undoubtedly defend the shooting as justified. I couldn’t say I was too worried about going to jail over it.

      Nevertheless, sensing now wasn’t the time for words, and possibly needing some extra reassurance myself, I temporarily shoved away the doubts, the speculation, the arguments and the protests, and leaned into the strength of the man beside me, laying my cheek on the hand still resting on his chest. I could feel his heartbeat beneath my palm, hear the quiet intakes and releases of his breath. For a moment, I wondered why I’d ever decided I hated him and wanted him out of my life. Why I’d wanted to throw away his flowers. Remembrance of the Pit, of Nosizwe’s attack and the brutal aftermath struck, making me flinch.

      “Hey, you okay?”

      How had he felt that?

      “I—I don’t know.”

      I felt helpless. At the beginning of today, I never would have dreamed that I’d be willingly in Carter’s arms by this afternoon. Could so much really have changed in such a short amount of time? Or was it my perspective that had altered? Should I allow it to change, or should I hold onto my anger? After all, what I’d suffered was no small thing, but did it follow that it was necessarily Carter’s fault? If anything, today had proven beyond the shadow of a doubt that he may have messed up before, but he wouldn’t have willingly or knowingly permitted the tragedy I’d barely survived. And this, I think, was why I was so confused. Confused enough that I found comfort in his arms instead of disgust or repulsion.

      “What are we going to do about this, Ellie? About us?”

      This time, it was Carter that withdrew so he could see into my face. I reached up to straighten my glasses, which had been knocked askew by leaning my face into his chest, but my eyes never left his. They searched him for signs of his customary sardonic, sarcastic humor. There were none. He was dead sober. And that was a little scary.

      “I don’t know,” I said, my throat tight because my heart was in it. “What do you want to do about it?”

      “Doesn’t matter what I want,” he asserted firmly, shaking his head. “What matters is what you want.”

      I appreciated the sentiment, but—

      “You’re kind of in on this too,” I reminded him gently.

      He looked away, across the room, but I could tell his mind was miles further.

      “Yeah,” he said simply. “Yeah, I am.”

      That reply didn’t give me any clue as to what he was contemplating, but maybe the fact that his arms didn’t relax or his body shift away did. In fact, not only did he not leave, instead he gently pulled me closer. I let him, laying my head once more on his chest and listening to the quiet thunder of his heart, feeling his hand stroke over my hair. For a brief space, words didn’t matter. Neither did explanations or excuses or questions about the future. For a brief space, we were together, we were alive, and that was enough.
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      Fort Worth Police Department, Investigative and Support Command

      

      When she’d awakened this morning, Candace hadn’t imagined this was how her day would go. She’d figured on a number of possibilities as to how it might be spent, but not this. Not dealing with shapeshifters. Again. And certainly not in so public a manner.

      She’d been full of nerves walking into the hostage situation, not knowing exactly what to expect, but a live hostage situation in the middle of downtown Fort Worth was an all-hands-on-deck type call. By the time Gary and she had arrived, with tires screeching, vests on, and weapons ready, word was the hostage takers were dead and their intended victims safe. That put the ball back in her and her partner’s court. Two dead people, which they ascertained from witnesses were indeed two of the three assailants. One had escaped. A description was obtained of the third man, and officers were dispatched to track him down.

      At first, for a sadly brief amount of time, she’d thought this was a semi-routine call and her day wouldn’t get all jacked up. After all, the bad guys were dead and none of their victims truly harmed, beyond psychological trauma. Then, everything turned around. The folks in the coffee shop were babbling about monsters and clay people, a bronze man, and a woman turning into an animal.

      Candace’s heart had temporarily stopped when she heard those words.

      “Please tell me this isn’t what I think it is,” she’d whispered to Gary.

      Gary had looked as grim as she felt, but he barged right into the middle of it, catching the nearest witness—a young man with his shaggy hair falling out of a topknot—and asked him to describe what he’d seen.

      “I—I don’t know, man,” the rattled bystander had stammered. “I don’t know what to tell ya. Never seen anything like it. One second they were people, and the next, like, monsters and crap. Like, one was this bronze man thing, but he was fighting the woman with the gun. And then this, like, stone guy—he jumped on the bronze guy. They were knocking all over the place and crap. And then the woman—man, I don’t know.” He’d scrubbed his hands down his face. “I must’ve been tripping bad to think I saw any of this. I swear I’m not on anything except anti-anxiety meds. Can those cause hallucinations? I gotta go visit my therapist.”

      Neither of the homicide detectives had offered an answer to his question. If he wanted to believe his meds were the root of his fantasy that was fine by them.

      Once they released him, the young man wandered off to be checked by the EMTs on scene, while Candace and Gary stepped aside to discuss what they had on their hands and to formulate a plan. Quickly.

      “Think we can get by with confiscating phones in the name of collecting evidence?” Gary asked quietly, arms crossed, surveying the crowd with a grim expression.

      “And then what? We erase any videos or pictures they might have?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m proposing.”

      “Gary, that’s more than a little illegal. And we don’t have the authority to—”

      “We don’t, but there are a couple of people in the department who do. Him, for instance.” Gary’s nod encompassed their commanding officer, also on the scene.

      Candace felt her jaw drop, then snapped it shut. Of course. If he was involved or in the know, that would explain why some of their more peculiar cases never seemed to go anywhere.

      “Fine. Let’s do it,” she sighed. “Better to kill this while we still have a chance. No need panicking the public.”

      Gary was surprised by her acquiescence.

      “I thought you wanted nothing more than to expose…ah, two certain leaders,” he’d said, carefully avoiding using the names Sean Costas or Elia as another grim cop brushed by them.

      “I’m still working on that,” she acknowledged. “But even I agree having crazy cell phone videos of clay men and bronze men fighting isn’t going to do much to settle this city, especially after all the killings. This isn’t Batman and the Joker and Gotham City. We don’t need the public aware of the freaks in our midst. How will that help anyone?”

      She’d caught her partner’s reproving look. “What?”

      “Freaks? They can’t help the way they’re born, Candace.”

      Chagrined, she’d shuffled her feet uncomfortably. “Maybe not, but that doesn’t change the fact that what they can do—what they are—is still freaky.”

      They could stand there arguing semantics all day, but what was the point?

      “C’mon,” she’d urged, “we better start collecting phones and witness statements. If we’re going to stop this story from spreading, we have to act.”

      They’d worked well into the evening, calming terrified onlookers, taking statements, politely—or not so politely, as the case warranted—collecting phones, with the promise that everything would be quickly and safely returned, as soon as police had the chance to go over the evidence.

      “But my entire life is on that phone!” one woman had wailed as Candace dropped it into a clear evidence baggy.

      “I understand, ma’am, and I promise we’ll take good care of it. It will be returned as soon as we process it. Please, you’re doing the Fort Worth PD a huge favor. You want to be a good citizen, right?”

      In the end, with a few helpful nudges from those on top, phones had been collected and entered into evidence. She and Gary were assigned to review any evidence pertaining to the incident, especially regarding the…peculiarities of the case, their commanding officer had instructed, with a significant look.

      Now, back at the station, the two of them worked as quickly as possible, deleting any photos or videos, calling in a tech who Gary knew—but Candace hadn’t known—was savvy to some of the stranger undercurrents in Fort Worth. The tech backed up their work by erasing it from the cloud or the atmosphere or wherever phones these days stored such things. Candace wasn’t really any type of techy person herself, but the Digital Forensics cop assured them that once she was done nothing could be recovered.

      Truthfully, there wasn’t a whole lot to see. In the midst of the fear and confusion, not everyone had gotten a chance to pull out their phones. Most of the evidence that was recorded was blurred or out of focus. There were few decent shots of the shifters, much to Candace’s relief. As she and Gary worked, several fellow officers made their way over, jokingly asking if they’d found any evidence of monsters yet.

      “Not yet,” they’d reply with a laugh. “Not unless you count the employees for selling bad coffee at those prices.”

      “What’d they put in that coffee, though, to make several folks there claim the same thing?” another homicide detective had wondered aloud. “You don’t suppose they’re spiking the coffee drinks with something a little stronger? Like something illegal?”

      Candace pursed her lips. “Might be something to look into,” she said seriously. “A coffee shop would make a great cover for running illegal drugs. Who would ever suspect that?”

      Whether her colleague would take her up on the bait she’d put out, she didn’t know, but he meandered away, muttering to himself.

      Once the phones had been cleared of anything that both the public and their fellow officers didn’t need access to, the phones were then turned over to Digital Forensics to pull any images that might relate to the scene itself—of which there were few. Detective Ewing’s neck felt tight with strain. After pouring herself a fresh cup of coffee from the pot someone in the office had thoughtfully brewed, she stepped outside in the chilly spring evening to try and collect her thoughts. To get her bearings on what she’d done and was doing.

      “When I first became a cop thirty-plus years ago, I never foresaw my career going like this.”

      She half-turned, acknowledging her partner with a grim smile.

      “Boy, you ain’t kiddin’,” she muttered, lifting the mug to her lips. The steam from the coffee, juxtaposed against the cool evening air, temporarily warmed her face until she lowered it back into her other palm.

      “Remind me again how we both got roped into this mess?”

      Gary stood next to her, holding his own coffee. “Good question,” he shrugged. “I guess the hows and whys don’t matter. What matters is this is where we are.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      Gary slid her a questioning glance. “Still planning on fighting the inevitable?”

      “Why does it have to be inevitable?” she demanded, frustrated, spinning to face him fully. “I’m not Sean Costas’ lackey, or anyone else’s.”

      “That’s funny, coming from someone who spent most of the day covering Sean’s people’s backsides,” he reminded her.

      She didn’t appreciate the attempted jest.

      “I didn’t do it for him. I didn’t do it for his people. I did it for the people of this city, and for us. Last thing we need is panic over the monsters among us.

      “Oh, and maybe for that girl, Ellie,” she went on, idly rubbing the bottom of her mug with her free hand, savoring the fading warmth against her skin. “I don’t know exactly how she plays into this mess, besides being married to Ballis, but I don’t think she’s one of them.”

      “The one you said Nosizwe almost killed.”

      “Yes, her. I ran background checks on her and her family. Clean, all of them. Squeaky clean, in fact. I was glad to see Ellie survived the attack, but it makes me wonder how someone like her got mixed up with a group like Costas’ and a man like Carter Ballis.”

      “She can’t be too much of a shrinking violet. Not if that’s really her in the security footage downing the female perp.”

      “True.” Candace considered the rough footage she’d seen of the young woman rising from behind the counter, gun in hand, taking out one of the bad guys with a couple of slugs and dead aim. “Could be she’s not as innocent as I’d like to think.”

      “Maybe. Either way, she saved us a lot of trouble by removing one of the perps. Talk from the brass is since the bad guys are dead and no bystanders were harmed there’s a good chance of this case getting shut down.”

      That both relieved and frustrated Candace. Relieved, since it meant the secret of humans altering into monstrous forms was liable to stay safe from the city. Frustrated, since it might be her best lead to tying Nosizwe—Elia—to the scene and exposing her as a criminal. Not that she had any actual proof of Elia’s involvement, but Candace strongly suspected that, with a little digging, proof wouldn’t be hard to come by.

      “You’re being awfully quiet,” her partner observed, when she failed to offer any sort of response to his observation.

      “Thinking, Gary. I’m thinking.”

      “I know you are. I can see the wheels in your head spinning behind your eyes. That’s what scares me. What are you cooking up now?”

      “Not cooking up anything. Trying to decide if this incident is worth pursuing. If it could be used to bring down Elia and/or Sean Costas.”

      Her partner’s expression shouted that he wondered if she’d lost her mind. His next question confirmed it.

      “Have you lost your mind?”

      “Not at all,” she stated calmly, sipping at her coffee. “If I could prove the assailants worked for Elia and were sent by her to attack someone who worked for Costas—and proving Ballis works for Sean Costas wouldn’t be hard—I could prove criminal intent and possibly lock her away, at least for a while.”

      “You’re setting yourself up for trouble,” Gary warned. “Even if you could prove the orders came from Elia—and I highly doubt any of her people are going to flip on her and confirm that—you’d have to establish motive. What motive could Elia, world-class entertainer, possibly have for assaulting Sean Costas, a Texas businessman, independent of what’s actually going on? He didn’t invite her to perform at his latest fundraiser? He refused to donate funds to her favorite charity?

      “Think, Candace,” her partner urged. “You can’t supply any motives that will stand up in court unless you expose what’s really happening. And, judging by how hard you worked today to conceal what’s really happening from the public, we both know you don’t want to do that. I’m sorry, but your back’s up against the wall. It’s time to let this vendetta go and admit that you lost.”

      Gary wasn’t pulling any punches, and he for sure wasn’t sugarcoating anything. His words made Detective Ewing’s jaw clench and her gaze narrow. She knew, deep down inside, that he was right. She had one of two choices. She could continue her vendetta, as her partner called it, against the two shapeshifter leaders, thereby exposing their secret to an unsuspecting world who wasn’t ready to handle it. Or she could leave it alone and let them kill each other off. In the end, as long as innocent bystanders weren’t harmed, them slaughtering each other might make her job a little more difficult with the unsolved crimes, but at the same time they were erasing each other, which was kind of a solution all by itself.

      Maybe, she acknowledged silently, unwilling to give her partner the satisfaction of knowing he’d been right all along, maybe it is time to drop this. I’ve been after these two, on and off, for months, and where has it gotten me? Nowhere. Actually, it has. It’s gotten me to help cover up the truth of their existence in order to protect my city. I’m not either of their lackeys, but it’s also time I realized I can’t be their judge, jury, and executioner, either. Especially since they seem to be doing a pretty good job of that on their own.

      Her longtime partner had remained silent while she debated internally. Gary was smart enough to know when to stay silent. When not to push, and, for sure, when not to say, I told you so. Gary was well aware that either of those moves would likely thrust her stubborn self right back into the fray. He didn’t want that. He’d made it clear from the beginning she should let the matter drop.

      “You okay?” he said quietly, breaking the lengthy stretch of silence.

      Was she? Would she ever be, knowing those two were out there breaking the law, defying restraint, and there was basically nothing she could do about it?

      “No,” she replied honestly, “but even I know when I’m licked.”

      Her fellow detective nodded his bearded chin. “I don’t like it, either. But sometimes we have to make tough choices in this line of work. C’mon. Let’s get back inside. I’m getting cold out here.”

      She was tempted to say, “You go,” and remain outside a bit longer, wrestling with her decision. However, Candace knew there was no point. Her decision was made. She had to protect the citizens of Fort Worth, even if that meant overlooking certain things she wasn’t equipped to deal with.

      Tossing the rest of her now cold coffee on the ground, she followed Gary back inside without a word.
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      It was well into the evening by the time Carter drove me back to my hotel. At some point, to keep my family off my back, I’d sent them a group text letting them know I was okay and my business had taken longer than I’d figured. I did not tell them anything about the coffee shop. That afternoon, as Carter and I periodically reviewed the news headlines and monitored local news stations online, I kept an eye out for my name. For both of our names. Neither appeared.

      One station showed a brief clip of the shop’s security camera footage, but it was black and white, grey, and grainy. Barely anything could be discerned, and I was still back behind the counter. I breathed a sigh of relief that, as far as I knew, my secret was safe. After nearly dying mere weeks before, and being unable to confide in my family why and what had happened, I really, really didn’t want to have to try and explain how my life had been put in danger again, and so soon.

      Also, I couldn’t help being impressed, in a sort of sick way, with Carter’s ability to jump on top of this problem and negotiate ways around it. He was on the phone most of the afternoon, in and out of the living room where I mostly stayed. If he wasn’t speaking with someone he was typing out messages, giving directives, orders, suggestions. I didn’t know how much of the cover-up was due to his direct involvement or the clout of Sean Costas’s well-oiled power machine, but Carter was certainly a big part of that. As much as I didn’t want to be awestruck by an ability like that, it was hard not to be. But by evening other stories were starting to supersede, and not a single image of the shapeshifters—or me, for that matter—had emerged.

      By around 7:30, Carter came walking back into the living room and dropped heavily onto the couch.

      “You want to go get something to eat?” he asked.

      My first instinct was to say, “I’m not hungry.” Truthfully, I hadn’t eaten much lunch, and the hours in-between lunch and now were starting to tell. Maybe, out of guilt for having killed someone, I figured I wasn’t supposed to be hungry, but I was. Verbally, I agreed that, yes, I could stand getting something to eat.

      “That’s my girl,” Carter chuckled, patting me on the thigh before rising. “Never let a little trauma stand between you and a meal.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I sniffed, getting to my feet, ignoring the hand he’d stretched out for me to take. Despite my touchiness, it hadn’t escaped my notice the way he called me my girl, or the giddy little quiver it sent through me.

      “It means I remember the first night we were together. The last thing I thought you’d bug me about was food, but you kept pestering me until I sent someone for crap Mexican fast food. Remember that?”

      Of course I remembered. I’d been starving that night. Carter had made quips about my ability to eat during stress, and how much a short person like me ate. He’d seemed to find it funny. I guess he still did.

      “I can’t help that I get hungry,” I said, making a show of ignoring him while I searched around for my purse.

      “That’s one of the things I like about you.”

      My hand on my purse, I twisted to glance up at him, a little taken aback by the seriousness in his tone. After him asking me what we were going to do about us, once I’d finally drawn myself out of his arms, the subject had been dropped. He hadn’t said anything further about it. Neither had I. There were too many variables; too many things to consider. Now, a ring in his voice had me studying him quizzically, scanning his features, trying to gauge his seriousness. That was the thing, though. When I looked at him, his dark eyes were nothing but serious. So serious, in fact, that for once it was me trying to deflect the moment with humor.

      “What, you actually do like something about me?” I teased, straightening to loop the strap of my handbag over my shoulder. “I thought I was too religious, too short, too skinny, and too human for you to like.”

      “You are all of those things,” he agreed. “But you’re also—”

      He stopped. Curiosity prompted me to goad, “I’m what? Special? Unique? Naïve? Sheltered?”

      “You’ve been hanging around me too much. You’re way beyond the sheltered part.”

      “Thanks. I guess that’s a compliment,” I said wryly.

      I waited a beat for him to pick up the break in the conversation, to admit what he thought I was. I was surprised by how much I wanted to know his genuine opinion of me, and if, after everything we’d survived together, it was favorable or not. He wouldn’t admit it, though. Whatever his true thoughts, I guess he wasn’t planning on going there.

      “You ready?” he inquired instead, redirecting the moment.

      “Whenever you are.”

      I could have pressed, but I was half-scared to. Half-scared because, if his estimation of me had changed, honestly, so had mine of him. This territory was so new, considering my very recent vendetta against him, that it terrified me. I didn’t know what to think, and that kept me silent as he ushered me out to his car.

      I noticed, like always, his guard wasn’t down. His eyes were continually scanning the area for any signs of danger. Absently, I considered what it must be like to live always on the lookout for someone—or something—ready to attack you and take your life. I’d been involved with this world for less than six months, and part of that had been spent living in relative peace in the Pacific Northwest, away from shapeshifters and their ongoing conflict. I couldn’t imagine living this way as a matter of course, for years, for most of my life. It sounded exhausting, draining. No wonder Carter had come across as bitter when we first met. It had taken time and trial for me to start peeling back some of the layers that comprised this man, to see the person underneath.

      Once we were safely inside the car, he questioned me again on where I wanted to eat.

      “I’m open,” I shrugged. “Wherever you want to go. I like pretty much everything.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” He rolled his eyes a little as he put the vehicle in reverse.

      I shot him a sideways look. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means anyone who actually wants to eat fast food doesn’t have very high standards.”

      “It means anyone who actually wants to eat fast food doesn’t have very high standards,” I mimicked. “Well, aren’t you classy? Okay, where would you like to eat, Mr. Socialite?”

      “Nope. I asked you first. I know how women are. I pick a place and you say anywhere but there. Not falling for that. You choose.”

      For some reason, the exchange struck me as humorous and I laughed out loud. Now it was Carter’s turn to give me a funny look.

      “Why are you laughing?”

      “Because,” I said, “this is what married people do. Where do you want to eat? I don’t care, where do you want to eat? I don’t care, but not there. We’re not even in a real marriage—” I waggled my fingers in air quotations. “—and look at us. We’ve got this down.”

      Initially, I thought he might be offended, given his expression, then he smirked and shook his head.

      “We’re just that good, I guess.”

      “I guess we are.”

      “We could be good at other things too. Might take a little practice, but, you know, that’s half the fun.”

      I completely ignored both his innuendo and the accompanying wink. I wasn’t about to go there.

      None of this solved the dilemma of where to eat, but in the end, without my asking, he chose a drive through anyway. Neither of us were quite ready to step foot inside a restaurant after today’s event in the coffee house. We ate in the car, exchanging few words. But every time the smallest incident would happen, like our hands brushing when we reached for our sodas at the same time, I felt a reaction all the way through my body, like a thrill. Definitely unlike anything I’d felt with any other man. Definitely enough to keep me off guard, questioning myself, and confused.

      Very confused.

      Our meal was consumed by the time we pulled up in front of my hotel. Twilight had settled over the city landscape. Carter put the car in park and we both sat there a minute, perhaps unwilling to break the rare, genuine truce we’d forged. At last, Carter turned to me and asked, “Are you going to be alright?”

      “I hope so,” I said. “I guess I don’t have any choice except to be okay. I don’t want my family finding out about today, so I can’t fall apart once I get in there.”

      “Are you about to fall apart?”

      Strangely, I wasn’t.

      “I’m right here if you need to,” he went on, without giving me a chance to respond. “You don’t have to go through this alone.”

      I turned to study him, straining to pierce the gloom and appraise his sincerity.

      “Are you for real, or is this one of your roundabout attempts to get close to me?” I teased, deciding to keep the moment light.

      Carter snorted derisively, leaning back in the seat. “If I wanted to get close to you I’d just say so. I haven’t exactly been shy lately. You ought to know by now that you’ve got an established offer of sex from me anytime you want to take me up on it.”

      Laughter bubbled out. “That sounds more like the man I know,” I said, gathering up my purse and opening my door.

      We met somewhere around the back of the car, where I halted, leaning up against the trunk. Tilting my head back, I stared up at the sky, remembering and missing the beauty of the stars in small-town Washington, where I’d recently lived. Very few stars could be seen here, due to the city lights. Carter stood next to me, but he wasn’t studying the sky. Without being obvious, he was scanning the area around us, searching for any signs of danger.

      “I should probably go in,” I murmured.

      “Whenever you’re ready. I’m in no rush.”

      Neither was I. I was dragging my feet. The idea of having to reenter that hotel and pretend to my closest loved ones that everything was alright after another brush with death sounded exhausting. Part of me wanted to ask Carter if I could stay at his place tonight so I didn’t have to face the burden of hiding the truth. I didn’t think that was a good idea, though. Not with my current softening towards him. My feelings were so muddled at this point, that spending a night in privacy and close proximity probably wouldn’t lead to anything good.

      Speaking of which…

      “You know what we didn’t do?” I asked.

      “Sign the papers?”

      “Yes. Did we leave them back at your apartment?”

      “They’re there. We can do it another day. I’ll have to get another notary anyway.” He waited a beat, then added, “…If you still want to sign them.”

      I turned fully to face him, to study his features in the glow of the parking lot lights.

      “Carter? Do you want to?”

      My voice was quiet, but the question was sincere. I needed to know where his mind, his heart was at. Earlier today, we’d basically danced around this issue. At some point, it would have to be fully resolved one way or another. No, I wasn’t at all sure that I wanted to drop everything, move in with him, and be his real wife, but neither was I certain that I wanted to let him go, either.

      “I told you, honey. I want whatever you want,” he said, reaching out a hand to trace the curve of my cheek even as he turned towards me, stepping closer, invading my space.

      A shiver washed over me at his touch, the feel of his fingertips, of how tall and physically stronger and masculine he suddenly seemed standing so near me. My heartrate picked up. My mouth went dry. Electricity fired along every nerve. I wasn’t used to feeling physical attraction like this. I’d never dreamed I’d feel it this strongly for him, of all people. But the way he stood there, staring down at me, with all the intensity in the world gleaming in the depths of his eyes, I couldn’t help remembering how I’d kissed him out of desperation in the coffee shop. I couldn’t help my gaze drifting to his mouth, remembering the only other time he’d kissed me, at our faux wedding, and how confused it had left me. What would it be like to actually kiss him? Did I dare step forward and make the offer? Did I dare to find out?

      “So, if told you I wanted to walk away from this, from you, for good…”

      “I’d support you. It’s your life. You don’t owe me anything.”

      I swallowed hard, the tip of my tongue wetting my lips. “And if I told you I wanted things to stay how they are for now, with the chance of eventually deepening what-whatever’s between us…”

      Those were some of the most difficult words I’d ever spoken. The entire universe seemed to hinge on his response. I’d laid it all out. What if this was what I wanted? What if…?

      A slow, wicked smile curved one side of his mouth. “You mean if you want to stay married to me? I guess I’d be alright with that, but I do have a few demands.”

      I eased a step backwards, causing his hand to fall from my face. My guard raised. I hadn’t been expecting that response. “Like what?”

      “I have certain expectations of a wife.”

      “Oh, you do, do you?” I folded my arms over my chest. “Okay, let’s hear it…”

      “First off, she has to be sweet and compliant,” Carter said, ticking items off his fingers like items off a list. “I don’t want to hear nagging. I don’t want to hear griping if I leave my dirty socks lying around. I expect her to pick them up and put them in the laundry without complaining. I also expect her to do the laundry without complaining. That includes sorting, folding, and putting away.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Go on.”

      “I demand a home cooked meal on the table every night.”

      “Uh huh…yes? What else?”

      “She has to ask before she spends any of my money.”

      “Your money? You don’t intend to share bank accounts?”

      “Nope. What she earns and spends is her business. She’s not allowed to touch my money without my express permission.”

      I shook my head. “Something tells me this relationship is looking less and less likely…”

      “And she has to fetch my pipe and slippers and smoking jacket every night when I get home from work. She should probably be waiting by the front door with them, actually. Preferably in lingerie. Or nothing.”

      “I’ve never seen you smoke,” I pointed out. “And I don’t really see you as wearing slippers and a smoking jacket, either.”

      He continued on as if I’d never interrupted.

      “She’s not allowed to slob it up at home if I’m there, either. None of this no makeup, messy bun, yoga pants thing. Wait, I take it back on the yoga pants. You’d look good in those. They’re allowed, but there’s no waking up with her hair looking like a scarecrow’s the way you did in the motel room the first night we spent together.”

      “Hey! Now that’s taking it too far.”

      “Last but not least, she has to give me sex whenever I want it. No excuses. No headaches. No she’s too tired tonight. No she’s not in the mood. Just sex on my terms.”

      “What if she demands the same thing of you? Sex on her terms, whenever she wants it?”

      I’d meant it as a joke, to throw him off. I wasn’t really expecting him to shift closer to me, so close his body brushed mine, and his voice to deepen, roughen, as he replied, “Fine by me. Bring it on.”

      All of the sudden, the humor of the moment was overwhelmed by the tension spiraling through my core with him looming over me in the gloom. Instinctively, I felt now was either the time to press forward and seize the moment, or else to retreat.

      I didn’t have enough bravery to act on the wild impulse that flashed in my head: wrap my arms around his neck, pull him down and invite him to kiss me, to tell me in ways more than words ever could how he actually felt about me. Even as the mental image momentarily scorched my brain, my feet shuffled backwards, breaking the contact, dissipating the heat.

      “Sounds like you’re going to have lots of issues to work through with a potential wife,” I said after clearing my throat, trying to keep my voice—and the moment—light. “Good luck finding a woman who’ll agree to all of that. This isn’t the Dark Ages anymore.”

      “Now you know why I’ve never gotten married.”

      “I can’t say I’m surprised.”

      “Except to you,” he clarified.

      “Well, if that’s the kind of wife you want, I’ll never be her. I’m only human, after all. Get it? Only human?”

      “I get it, I get it.”

      It was time to go, time to escape before anything else happened or words were exchanged that neither of us were really prepared for. True, today in the coffee shop had been a watershed moment, marking a significant turning point in our connection, but it was too recent for me to know exactly how to act on it.

      Carter must’ve caught the sideways glance I cast towards the hotel as I wondered how to gracefully extricate myself from the situation.

      “Is this the part where your dad is supposed to flicker the porch lights at me as a hint that it’s time for me to get out of here and leave his daughter alone?”

      “I’m sure he would if he knew you were out here and if he had a porch light available,” I chuckled. “I don’t think he likes you very much.”

      “I don’t blame him. That’s going to be a helluva in-law relationship to work through if we—”

      He stopped. Stopped abruptly, prompting me to ask, “…if we?”

      “You know.” He rubbed his hand over his head in the habit he had when he was nervous or upset or contemplating something. “Eventually decide to stick this out.”

      I can’t deny my heart leapt in my throat at those words, which told me he was thinking along the same lines as me. That maybe—maybe—all outrageous teasing aside, there was a possibility of this working.

      “Yes,” I finally agreed. “I mean, I wouldn’t put it in the language you used, but there’s definitely going to be some issues to work through.”

      “I think we should run away together. Elope. Find a private island in the Caribbean for the two of us, away from your parents and Sean and my work and all the other things keeping us apart.”

      “If only it were that easy,” I said with a rueful smile. I cast another glance towards the hotel where I knew my family waited. “I should probably go in.”

      “I should probably let you.”

      He reached out and caught my hand even as I started to turn away.

      “When can I see you again, Ellie?”

      The question caught me unawares. I stood there in the gloom, blinking like an idiot.

      “When do you—when do you want to see me again?”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow? Are you sure that’s safe? Or smart? Nosizwe is after you. Today proved that. You should probably be more focused on watching your back than spending time with me.”

      I saw him wince.

      “You’re right. I’m being a fool. The last thing either of us needs is for you to get hurt again because of your association with me.”

      This time I winced, as bitter memories of all that I’d suffered, all that I’d lost, surged. I forced them away.

      “There’s no need to rush anything,” I said. “If—if anything’s meant to be, it’ll be. I guess there has to be some reason we’re both still alive and…sort of together. I really think you should concentrate on solving the problem with Nosizwe before you put your efforts into me. Us. So far as I know, I’m not going anywhere.”

      That was what I said, but the truth hung heavily in the air between us. That I could—and very nearly had—gone somewhere, more than once now. I’d almost died. I’d come as close as possible to dying without it actually happening. Maybe that was what fueled this desperate sense that we should seize the day. I tamped it down. If he was feeling anything similar, and I suspected he might be, Carter tamped it down too.

      With a rueful smile, he leaned down to brush my cheek with a kiss. “Get some sleep, Ellie. I’ll call when I can.”

      “Okay.” I suppressed the instinct to reach up and touch the spot where his lips had just been, like a teenager reacting to her first kiss instead of a grown woman who’d been kissed more than once. “You get some rest too. And please take care of yourself.”

      With that, I headed inside, proud of myself that I resisted the urge to glance over my shoulder for a final look at the man I was leaving behind. Still, there was no denying it felt like a part of me had been left there in the parking lot, a part that I wasn’t sure I’d ever reclaim.
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      The next several days were quiet, much quieter than I expected. In a way I lucked out that Carter, Sean, and their people were all over the story of the hostage situation. It quickly faded from the headlines. Footage must have been squelched, and even though a few rumors remained, mostly circulated in the comments section of social media news stories, nothing was ever confirmed. My face and name never appeared before the public, so far as I knew. My family didn’t find out. I waited on pins and needles for the truth to be leaked, rehearsing a dozen times mentally what I’d say to my overanxious mother, especially. As it turned out, I never had to say anything. After a few days had slipped by and other headlines dominated the news, I breathed a sigh of relief that I appeared to have gotten out of this one intact.

      What I couldn’t breathe a sigh of relief over was Carter. My worries about him grew as each day passed. I knew Nosizwe and her followers would likely be a little more cautious with Carter, himself than they had with me—or desperate, given the plan they’d hatched and carried out in the coffee house. However, that only reinforced my fears. She wanted Carter, and if he wasn’t very, very careful, she might get her hands on him at some point.

      That terrified me. I tried to lay low so I wouldn’t distract him or steal his focus. But lying low turned out to be harder than I thought when I woke up a few days later with a text on my temporary phone from the man in question.

      Good morning, beautiful.

      I re-read it several times. My first instinct was, Is this a joke? Then, remembering how he’d acted last time we were together, what he’d said and the blatant invitations he’d offered, I decided it probably wasn’t. I sure as heck hadn’t been expecting any type of phone flirting from Carter. I stalled, trying to decide how to respond. I sucked at flirting. Always had. I wasn’t good at coy games or pretending more or less than I felt, either. Everything I typed out sounded silly at best or outright stupid at worst. In the end, I settled for a simple,

      Good morning. How are you doing after the coffee shop?

      A few seconds later, his reply came back: Fine, except I miss you.

      He misses me?

      That was even more earth-shattering than the previous text of him calling me beautiful.

      I swallowed, typed out, I miss you too. My thumb hovered over the back key to erase… I quickly hit send before I could change my mind. Then I sat in nervous anticipation, doubting whether I’d done the right thing.

      I miss you too?

      It wasn’t a lie. I missed the man I’d seen and been with last time, who had done his utmost to protect me. Who hadn’t treated me like I was a kid, or made of glass. Who had let me know his interest in me. His very adult interest, actually.

      Speaking of which, the next reply came back swiftly.

      Are you still in bed?

      Why was he asking me that? I had a feeling I knew, but I answered anyway.

      Yes. Just woke up.

      Lazy. It’s 8:30, he said. Then added…Wish I was there with you.

      I felt my cheeks heat. Now how was I supposed to respond to that? I wish you were too? Did I wish that? I’d never admitted such a thing to anyone before. I didn’t think I was prepared to now. Instead, I tried to play the moment off.

      You’re a cad.

      He probably wouldn’t even know what that meant. He probably didn’t know, but smart phones have this great ability to look up any word in an online dictionary, which I surmised he did.

      You got that right, babe, he responded with a winky-face emoji.

      I laughed and climbed out of bed to get ready for the day, my heart and brain considerably lightened by the exchange, but also swirling with the newness, the implications of it all. It was a lot to absorb, that was for sure. Since it was affecting me so much, even as I tried not to dwell on it, I knew it must be him too, and I had already determined I wouldn’t steal his attention. Not when his life was on the line.

      That may have been my plan, and I may have had the best of intentions, but sporadic texts from Carter kept popping up on my phone screen throughout the next several days. Often, they were teasing or flirtatious. Occasionally so personal that my cheeks burned and I hid my phone screen from my family members. I was never quite sure how to respond to those, except to deflect in some manner. However, ideas kept creeping into my head, ideas coupled with memories of his body heat and how it felt to be held by him. Even how it felt to kiss him—with what limited experience I had in kissing him. My mind kept straying back to those two kisses, and kept trying to imagine what a real, shared kiss might be like. My entire body flushed just thinking about it.

      The main thing Carter refused to communicate throughout all this was how things were going with the quest against Sean’s enemies. If I brought up the topic of Nosizwe, he was the one that deflected. I couldn’t get a straight answer out of the man concerning what his plans were to protect himself or to get her off his back. That was frustrating to me. I knew I wasn’t exactly part of his and Sean Costas’s inner circle, but I felt like I’d been through enough with Carter by now that he ought to provide some details so I could stop fretting.

      However, when I mentioned my fears over his safety and wellbeing, I received a casual, I’ll be fine, Ellie. Don’t worry about me.

      Boy, that’s comforting, I thought wryly, dropping my phone in frustration on the couch.

      It was all he’d say on the topic. I had no idea what was up his and the Costas sides’ collective sleeve, nor did I know when I’d see him again…until I received an unexpected phone call about a week after the attempted hostage incident from Ciara Costas herself.

      “Ellie,” she said when I answered the ring, her tone warm and friendly, “this is Ciara. Ciara Costas. How are you, dear?”

      “Oh, I—I’m fine,” I stammered.

      Mom glanced up questioningly from the couch across the room where she was curled up, reading a magazine. My dad was out at the moment. My brothers were playing an Xbox game on the living room floor. I rose from the recliner and stepped over them as I made my way to my room. I hadn’t heard from Mrs. Costas since she’d visited me in the hospital. Since I had no idea what she might be calling about, I figured it was better to have some privacy for the exchange.

      “How are you?” I asked, shutting my door lightly after me and retreating to a seat on the bed.

      “Very well, thank you for asking. I take it you’re recovering from both of your recent ordeals?”

      Both. So she knew about the coffee shop incident. Of course she would, as Sean’s wife.

      “I’m doing as well as can be expected,” I answered honestly. “Maybe better.”

      Part of that had to do with Carter, but the instant my mind tried to track there I lassoed it and drew it back to the topic at hand.

      “Excellent. I’m so pleased. Well, since we’ve established you’re doing well, I am calling with an invitation for you.”

      “An invitation?”

      That was the last thing I’d have predicted. What kind of invitation could Ciara Costas possibly have for me?

      As it turned out, she went on to say that she and her husband were attending some swanky (my word, not hers) fundraiser next Friday night at the exclusive Chesterfield Country Club in Dallas. I could only assume this event had to do with his human business dealings, rather than the shapeshifter side of the empire, although Ciara didn’t say that. Sean Costas the billionaire business mogul was well known for the parties and soirees he hosted or attended. All of which may or may not have been a front for the seamier side of his operations. Anyway, Ciara had called to invite me to attend as the Costas’ special guest and as a surprise for Carter.

      While I sat there stammering, trying to think of a polite way to tell her I had no clothes for such an occasion, she added cheerfully, “I have no daughter or sister to dress for events like this. Would you mind if I took you shopping? My treat. A makeover sounds like so much fun.”

      Again, I was left speechless. How did I say, That sounds incredible, but I’m not the kind of woman to attend country club events with rich people? Unfortunately, I couldn’t think up a quick reply, and she went on to add, “Please, Ellie. Sean and I both feel you’ve endured a great deal because of your association with our family. This is a tiny way we can try and make it up to you for all you’ve suffered, but it is also something we’d love to do. Would you allow us?”

      How could I respond to that? My parents might not like the idea, considering my involvement with the Costas family had brought us all nothing but trouble. However, I had to make some decisions on my own, and I found myself stuttering out what was hopefully a cognizant agreement. It must have been, since she told me she’d be by tomorrow afternoon around 1 P.M. to take me to lunch and then shopping. She then reminded me not to say anything to Carter, since she was hoping to surprise him.

      “He does so much for our family and organization and friends,” she added. “Our special friends.” I took it she was indicating her fellow shifters. “It’s very rare that we get the chance to thank him or surprise him in any way. Especially surprise him. You know Carter—he’s very on top of everything.”

      That was the truth.

      “I think, after what he’s also been through lately, this will be quite a pleasant surprise for him, if you’re willing.”

      I didn’t know about how great a surprise it would be for Carter, but I also didn’t know how to tell this woman no about anything, so I gave my word that I would keep quiet about it.

      “Wonderful. I’ll see you tomorrow, Ellie.”

      With that, she ended our call. I laid my phone on the bed next to me, my mind racing a million miles a minute.

      “This must be how Cinderella felt when her fairy godmother showed up, promising a gown, a carriage, a ball, and the chance to meet Prince Charming,” I whispered aloud.

      Never in my life had I dreamed I’d be getting my own personal Cinderella moment. I was uncertain how to feel about it. Excited, yes, but nervous too. And more than a little weirded out and embarrassed that Mrs. Costas was under the impression my showing up at such an event would mean something to Carter. Since she clearly did, though, that must mean she somehow had an inkling of what was going on between us.

      If she knows that, she knows more than I do, I thought, rising and pacing to the window, rubbing my forehead. Even I’m not sure what’s going on between us.

      Carter had made the offer to let me choose, but did it follow that he truly had any interest in being stuck with me for life? Was it inspired by guilt because I’d almost died and had to have a hysterectomy? Or was it because he simply liked…me? Was any of this real, normal?

      Who am I kidding? Nothing has been real or normal since last November when I saved Jackson Costas’ life, I mused, staring down at the parking lot, seeing in my mind’s eye where Carter had driven out and parked to gaze up at my hotel balcony, checking on me.

      It was hard to imagine Carter as a married man, let alone married to me. Crazy as our association had been so far, it was almost impossible to picture the two of us doing any of the normal activities a husband and wife might do: moving in together, cooking, cleaning, going to our jobs, coming home, arguing over finances and chores, Netflix and chill on the couch in the evenings, sleeping in the same bed…

      I felt my cheeks warm at the mental images that instantly sprang up.

      Why was it hard to imagine doing everything else together, but not that—sleeping in the same bed, and all the other activities that went along with sharing a bed? What was wrong with me?

      It would be nice if we could get a little time to try and build this relationship under normal circumstances. Go on dates. Go out for coffee—Without rival shifters busting up our time with hostage attempts, of course, I thought sardonically. Go to movies, plays. The park. An amusement park, like Six Flags, or something. That would be fun.

      Be nice to have him come hang around my family and see how he gets along with my brothers, my parents, without all the added pressure. See if my dad and him can handle being in the same room, let alone being in-laws.

      Optimistically, I liked to think we’d have the chance to do this someday when the worst was over. Problem was, would it ever be over? Not as long as Sean Costas and Nosizwe were at war, and I didn’t see any signs that reconciliation between the two would be occurring any time soon.

      It’s hopeless. There’ll never be a chance to build a normal relationship with Carter under normal circumstances. I’ll be better off taking what time I can to decide. It’s not like we’re in any rush.

      Except it felt like we were, what with the proverbial sword of Damocles hanging over our heads. How many times had our lives been in jeopardy lately? How many times had both of us been in peril? And now Nosizwe wanted Carter. She’d made that more than plain. How long did he have before he slipped up, or the traitor betrayed him? How long could he outmaneuver her and her forces? He was good, but he wasn’t invincible. Joab Blake had nearly gotten him. True, he wasn’t as likely to put himself in another vulnerable position now, but when an entire hoard of shapeshifters were after your blood…how long could you really be safe? And what could I do to help him?
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      The party was in full swing at the Chesterfield Country Club. Rich and famous from all over the state of Texas, including oil tycoons, athletes, politicians, entertainers, entrepreneurs, and wealthy businessmen and women of every stripe had gathered for Onestar Bank’s annual fundraiser for the Dallas Children’s Hospital. Some were there because they genuinely wanted to give back to the community in some fashion or another. Some because it was a fantastic opportunity to see and be seen by the press in a positive light, rub elbows with future business contacts, or even scope out the competition. Some wanted their name on high-ranking donor lists. Some used it as an opportunity to clean up or bolster their image.

      Sean probably fell somewhat into the latter category, Carter admitted to himself, standing on the sidelines of one of the ballrooms. His tuxedo felt too tight on his shoulders and his earpiece a touch too loose. He could still hear his contacts fine, and that was what mattered. He wasn’t there to look good or play. He was there to keep an eye on Sean and Ciara. Do his job, make sure they were safe. He was far from the only bodyguard or security person in the room or on the vast estate. The entire building and grounds were crawling with them. He may have been one of the few present who were guarding against humans capable of shapeshifting into other creatures, though.

      Tonight’s entertainment was headlined by none other than Elia herself. She wasn’t due to arrive or perform for over an hour yet, but having the two shifter leaders in the same location on the same night had Carter on edge. He’d spent the past week pouring every bit of his time, energy, and focus into safety measures, while at the same time still trying to investigate where the leaks in the Costas compound had come from.

      In the midst of all this was the very real concern, inspired by the coffee shop incident, that Nosizwe was now after him, personally. Sean had requested Carter bring along extra security tonight—for himself. Carter hadn’t argued with his boss, but he wasn’t about to spend time and resources on bodyguards for him when he was supposed to be the bodyguard. He knew he could take care of himself. It was the fear of Nosizwe and her shifters using other people—like Ellie—to get to him that kept him up at night.

      Speaking of Ellie, Carter hadn’t seen her in over a week. Not since he’d driven her to her hotel and left her there. He kept in communication with her via texts and even a couple of brief phone calls. As was typical for her, she gave little away of her true thoughts. There were no, Thank you for saving my life, I love you, I want to be with you forever. There were no, I’ve changed my mind about you and I’m considering not divorcing you.  But sometimes actions spoke louder than words, and the mere fact that she was communicating with him—answering his text messages and picking up the phone when he called—spoke volumes, especially for someone like her.

      They were in an odd place between wanting more and not knowing precisely what either one of them wanted. Carter wasn’t sure he was ready to settle down and be her actual husband any more than Ellie was sure she wanted to settle down and be his actual wife. What he did know was he didn’t want to lose her. That she filled his mind and heart and dreams like no woman ever had. That he felt protective over her in a unique way that he felt toward no one else. That he couldn’t simply blame it on the Talos anymore. That he felt—this sounded stupid, even to him, but it was true—mushy over her. The kind of mushy that made him want to bring her flowers just to see her smile, or take her on a date so he could spend time with her. His cynical side was having a difficult time recognizing this new facet of himself, but he knew he cared for her in a distinct way. A way that made men act like fools over the women they were interested in.

      Carter hoped he wasn’t acting like a fool. He could’ve blamed it all on sexual attraction, but the truth was he’d had sex with women that he never cared about seeing again. He hadn’t had sex at all with Ellie, but seeing her again was one of the topmost drives he was fighting to ignore. Ellie was also the main reason he’d done the unthinkable: betrayed the secret of his kind to the world. Never mind that they’d been able to mostly squelch the story afterward. The point was, he’d spent his life working alongside Sean to preserve the secrets of shapeshifters, but in one moment, having no other recourse and determined to defend Ellie, he’d willingly disclosed his entire life’s work.

      Sean hadn’t been pleased, but neither had he exactly reprimanded him. His boss had seemed to understand the reasoning behind it, without Carter having to spell it out.

      “The things we do for the women in our lives,” was all he’d said, then gone on to direct, “Do your best to clean it up.”

      That was it.

      Now, days later, Carter had done his best to clean up that mess, but the mess he was currently in of trying to uncover the turncoat in the Costas household as well as preserve his own skin, while at the same time wanting to be with Ellie…that was a puzzle he was having distinct difficulty solving. And it didn’t get any better when, the party having been in full swing for about half an hour, James sidled up to him holding a glass of champagne. He let out a low whistle.

      “Will you look at that?” he said.

      “Look at what?” Carter snapped, in his current mood already predisposed to be short tempered with his colleague. He was looking all around the room. He didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

      “Look at her.” James indicated the far end of the ballroom with his champagne flute. “She’s going to catch a few eyes.”

      Speaking of eyes, Carter deliberately chose not to look. There were plenty of beautiful women in attendance tonight. He wasn’t interested.

      “All I’m saying is, Bro, if you don’t snap her up someone else will.”

      “Bro?” He shifted to give James a look. “What the hell are you going on about?”

      “Just look.”

      Again, James indicated with his glass. Suppressing his annoyance, Carter finally gave in and glanced in the direction the other man was indicating.

      He could have sworn his heart stopped for a nanosecond, then resumed beating more rapidly than usual.

      Ellie.

      “What’s she doing here?” he demanded out loud, and if his voice sounded gruff it was due from the efforts of trying to conceal his surprise from James, rather than being unhappy to see her. He was happy. Especially looking like she did.

      “Don’t ask me. I didn’t invite her, but I did spot her first. Does that mean I can call dibs?”

      If glares could have flattened a human being, James would have been a pancake. He was far from phased, however.

      “Hey, man, it’s cool. I get it. She’s your girl. Can’t blame a guy for trying, though. I’m gonna go find Liberty. She’s better company than you any day.”

      With that, he crept away. Left alone, free to look, Carter turned his attention back to the young woman who had entered the ballroom and now hovered behind the Costases, looking uncomfortable. She wasn’t an explosive beauty that turned heads when she entered a room. She didn’t have a sparkling presence that drew and held attention. In fact, even from where he stood Carter could tell she was nervous, but she was beautiful to him. Without telling his feet to move, he found himself approaching her.

      “Ellie, hey.”

      He heard her breath catch at the sound of his voice. Her head turned his way. She blinked a couple of times behind her glasses, then a smile broke across her face.

      “Carter. I was looking for you.”

      He couldn’t restrain his grin at that admission.

      “Here I am. Must be your lucky day. You look beautiful, kid.”

      He bent to kiss her cheek, as he did so inhaling the scent of her light, floral perfume. Which, to be honest, was a nice contrast to the heavy, expensive, rich perfumes and colognes many guests were doused in.

      “Thank you. Mrs. Costas helped pick my dress out.” Nervously, she smoothed at her skirt with her palms. “I wasn’t too sure about it, but she said it was flattering.”

      It was more than that. Maybe he was reacting to the fact that he’d never seen her in a formal gown, or wearing that much makeup, or with her hair like that. In comparison to many of the female guests, her look was simple. Her dress was some sort of sleeveless, formfitting navy-blue creation with wide straps across her shoulders and a hem that grazed her knees and swept to the side at a slant. Her jewelry was understated—tiny, sparkling diamond studs in her ears and a chain around her neck. He wondered if his ring dangled from the chain, hidden beneath her neckline. A wild thought struck that he wouldn’t mind seeing it back on her finger. She wore strappy heels, but not so high she teetered or couldn’t maneuver in them. Her makeup was lighter and more natural, which suited her. Her hair, curled and swept to the side, gleamed in the ballroom light. She hadn’t forgone her glasses in favor of contacts, which Carter approved of. She was made up a lot for her, but underneath the trappings she was still all Ellie.

      His Ellie.

      “Do you think it’s showing too much?” she questioned in an anxious whisper.

      “Do I think what’s showing too much?”

      “This dress.”

      He did a quick double take. “No, what’s it showing?”

      “I don’t know. I felt like maybe it was a little too tight on my hips and maybe the neckline was a little too low.”

      She fidgeted with the neckline as she spoke, tugging it up, before her hands went back to the skirt, attempting again to smooth it over her hips. Carter suppressed a groan. If she was worried about the dress being indecent, she shouldn’t have called his attention to the way it hugged her curves. Not that it actually was indecent, but now all he could think about was how her backside looked in that dress. It was distracting, and he couldn’t afford to be distracted.

      “Ellie, I can’t see anything. In my opinion, it’s not low enough. I can’t see any boobs. You should show cleavage next time.”

      The dry suggestion stilled her fidgeting and make her cheeks flush. Her lips twitched like she was going to get mad, then broke into a grin. She shook her head.

      “Why did I even bother asking you? I should’ve known that’s what you would say.”

      “Well, I am a guy, so… the more I can see the better, so far as I’m concerned.”

      “You really are a cad.”

      “Told you I was, but I can be a gentleman when I want to be.” He offered his arm. “Care to dance?”

      She looped her arm through his, allowing him to lead her away from the fringes of the crowd. The Costases had moved on, but he noticed Ciara flashing a smile at the two of them over her shoulder. Judging from Ellie’s remark about her gown, bringing Ellie here tonight must have been Ciara’s idea. He’d have to get to the bottom of this.

      “I-I’m not really sure about dancing,” Ellie admitted. “Especially in front of all these people. I’ve never done much dancing before.”

      “Does it go against your religion?”

      “What? No,” she sputtered a laugh. “I’m not that conservative. It’s just I haven’t had a lot of practice dancing in public. I was homeschooled and I didn’t have a prom.”

      “Homeschoolers don’t have proms?”

      “Some do. A lot of times they’re hooked up with co-ops or homeschooling groups or churches and stuff, and they’ll have their own proms. I didn’t get to have one because the army moved my dad right at the end of my senior year, and we had to leave our co-op. I missed my prom. I had a dress and everything. Even though,” she admitted, “nobody had asked me. I was going with friends.”

      “I would have asked you.”

      Now she did laugh, even as they stopped somewhere on the border of the dance floor and he turned her about to face him, sliding an arm around her waist to draw her close.

      “You would not have. You were too old for me, and—let’s be real—you would never have given me a second look if all this…business…hadn’t brought us together. I wasn’t your type, and you hated people like me, remember?”

      “I wouldn’t exactly call it hate.”

      Ellie quirked a dark-blonde eyebrow. “I remember some pretty heated discussions between us about your views on people like me and mine on people like you. Hate is possibly too strong a word, but not very.

      “Besides,” she added, before Carter could protest her assessment—which, honestly, was fairly accurate—“I have a hard time picturing you at a prom at all. Did you even go to yours? Buying some girl a corsage, renting a limo, trying to get named prom king or one of his court. Wearing a cheesy fake crown. C’mon. Like you, of all people, would’ve cared anything about that.”

      “The only vote I would’ve won was court jester.”

      “You’re not funny enough for that.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Hey, the truth hurts.”

      “Well, you laugh at my jokes,” he reminded her. “Especially the dirty ones.”

      “That’s because they’re usually so outrageous or stupid I can’t help but laugh.”

      “My being attracted to you, wanting to sleep with you, is outrageous or stupid?”

      She shrugged one shoulder, glanced away, studying the ballroom. “I guess I, um, have a hard time believing anybody wants to sleep with me that bad. Even you. I kind of figure you’re still just trying to aggravate me.”

      She should be inside his brain, especially at that moment with her in that dress and the feel of her body whispering up against his.

      “You’re selling yourself short,” he said gruffly, in an effort to keep from saying all the things he could have said, had they not been in a ballroom full of people.

      “Am I?’

      There was a strange note in her tone. Carter picked up on it, as well as the fact that all of the sudden she wasn’t looking him in the eye.

      “I don’t think I’m that much to look at anymore. Especially if you were to see me, uh…”

      “See you what?”

      Discomfort practically oozed from her. “See me naked,” she whispered.

      “Um, Ellie? I don’t know how much you know about men, but seeing women naked—that’s pretty much a guarantee to get us going.”

      “Not with me it isn’t.”

      “What do you mean not with you?”

      He was genuinely having difficulty figuring out what she was driving at. Her breath caught, released in a sound of frustration.

      “My scars, Carter. I mean my scars. I don’t exactly look like I used to, you know? I never thought I was that much to look at to begin with, but if you saw me now—really saw me—you might not be as interested as you think you are.”

      Was she serious? She was worried about that? She didn’t know he’d never forgotten that glimpse of her body the first night they’d met, when she’d been attacked by the Nakki. When she’d been soaking wet and wearing only his t-shirt. If he’d been attracted to her then, when he barely knew her, how about now, considering all they’d experienced together?

      “Ellie.” He kept his voice calm, level. “If you think I care one tiny bit about your scars, except for the fact that my carelessness put them there, which I’ll always regret, then you don’t know me well at all.”

      “See, that’s kind of the problem, Carter. Here we are having this conversation and I honestly don’t know you very well at all.”

      “You should know me better than that,” he quipped. “Also, we are married. You could know me as closely as you want to.”

      “Oh my goodness.” Just like that, her frustration, her hesitation, her embarrassment vanished. “Am I hearing you right? Did you seriously make a Bible joke?”

      Carter hid a smirk. It had worked. Her humor had resurfaced. “Maybe.”

      She shook her head.

      “What?”

      “It’s just, out of all the things the Bible has to offer, the one thing you pick up on is the husbands and wives knowing each other part? How ridiculously you.”

      “Hey, at least I know something about the Bible. I’ve been saving that for a special occasion ever since I met you. I figured you’d be impressed.”

      “Oh, I’m impressed alright,” she chuckled, “but probably not in the way you’d hoped. Where did you learn that anyway? You don’t exactly strike me as the type to read holy books.”

      “Eh, I don’t even remember. I think it was some wedding I had to attend as Sean’s bodyguard. One of those long, formal, orthodox ones.”

      “Well, I guess I’m glad you learned something. Even if that’s all it was.”

      Making her laugh was everything he’d hoped. Satisfied, Carter smiled down at her and let the tension fall away.

      “So, how am I doing?” she inquired softly after a minute, changing the subject. It took a beat for Carter’s mind to catch back up.

      “At what?”

      “Dancing.” Once more she glanced around a little nervously, as if trying to gage if anyone were paying attention to her. “I’ve never done this before. I’m afraid I’m making an idiot of myself.”

      “This isn’t exactly competitive ballroom dancing, honey,” he reminded her. “Keep doing what you’re doing. Move in place to the music and let me move with you. Which is kind of a metaphor for—”

      “I know what it’s a metaphor for,” she shushed him, glancing around to see if anyone was close enough to have heard, but even if she was embarrassed, she didn’t pull away.

      Carter’s hand fit perfectly on the small of her back, but every moment it was a fight to keep from letting it slide down further. Carter was pretty sure, married or not, Ellie wouldn’t allow that one, though. Especially given their audience.

      It was becoming more and more difficult to lift his gaze from her upturned face and occasionally scan the room, keeping an eye out for trouble. It was becoming harder to remember to keep his targets, Sean and Ciara, in view at all times, making mental notes of where they stood and who stood close to them.

      This is why bodyguards shouldn’t have a woman around while they’re working, he told himself. Too distracting.

      Speaking of distracting, his earpiece buzzed. A slightly tinny voice announced, “We’ve clocked Object 1. Arrival scheduled for a half-hour away. Everything ready there?”

      It was one of his people watching the grounds, the parking areas, and all entrances and exits. Undoubtedly, Nosizwe had hers there too, but that wasn’t his problem. She could watch Sean’s people and Sean’s people could watch hers. For tonight, everybody could watch everybody, so long as nobody got hurt. A truce for one night would be nice, but Carter wasn’t counting on it and he wasn’t taking any chances.

      He paused the dancing mid-rhythm and led a puzzled Ellie off the floor and to a quiet space along the wall.

      “Goals One and Two are safe and currently in view,” he responded quietly.

      “Any static?”

      “None. Report back when Object 1 is on the premises, or if anything changes.”

      “Will do.”

      His contact signed off. By now, Ellie was accustomed to his time spent on the phone, directing situations and giving orders. She did ask, though, “Who is Object 1?”

      “You didn’t hear?”

      Carter leaned out to snag a pair of champagne glasses off one of the milling waiters’ trays.

      “No, I guess not. Hear what?”

      “Nosi—Elia is performing here tonight. She’d headlining the entertainment.”

      “What?”

      Ellie’s eyebrows winged up past her glasses and she sputtered a cough on the sip of champagne she’d taken. After clearing her throat a few times and catching her breath, she hissed, “Elia’s coming here? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t know you were coming!” Carter reminded her, defensive. “Inviting you here wasn’t my bright idea. I’d have kept you away if it were up to me.”

      She swallowed hard. “I don’t want to see her,” she confessed in a whisper. “I think I should go.”

      The remark struck a pang, but she wasn’t wrong.

      “Maybe you should,” Carter agreed. “I honestly don’t know what Ciara was thinking inviting you here. She knew Elia was supposed to perform.”

      “I’m surprised she and Mr. Costas would come today with Elia being here.”

      “Some things they have to do for the sake of appearances,” Carter grumbled. “I tried to talk them into bowing out, but this is one of the biggest events in the Metroplex every year. Sean didn’t think it would help anything for him to skip. Honestly, I don’t foresee trouble. This is a very public event. Elia doesn’t have the power of the Stones. She’s not stupid. She won’t cause problems here.”

      Ellie didn’t seem reassured. “Or this is the perfect place for her to cause problems, since no one will be expecting it,” she countered.

      “Right. I thought of that. I’ve got people in place to handle any contingencies.”

      She stared down into the golden liquid bubbling in her champagne flute. “I don’t know. After what she did to me, I don’t want to see her.”

      Carter didn’t want to debate the issue. He understood. Now that Ellie was here he hated for to her leave so early, but he didn’t blame her for wanting to go, either.

      Grasping her hand, he led her through the crowd, heading for a side exit, speaking into his device as he did so.

      “Echo, you and Foxtrot keep a close eye on the room, especially Goals 1 and 2. I’ll be back in ten.”

      “Roger, Alpha.”

      “Where are we going?” Ellie huffed as he pulled her along, out of the crowded, buzzing ballroom and into a quieter corridor.

      “I’m going to have a car brought for you. We’ll wait in one of the side rooms until it arrives.”

      “Is that allowed?” she wondered, even as he steered her into one of the club’s many smaller, quieter rooms, more like an office than the ballroom they’d left behind. Shutting the heavy door, he locked it from the inside before guiding her to a seat in one of the rich leather chairs studded with antique brass tacks.

      “Better to ask forgiveness than permission,” he replied. The room was dim. Gentle light from the moonlight and outdoor lights streamed in from windows behind them. Carter switched on the lamp squatting on the desk. “You okay?”

      Ellie looked a little pale, but she smiled gamely. “I’m fine. I hope Mrs. Costas won’t be offended. She went to a lot of trouble inviting me here, then taking me shopping for this dress and the makeover and everything.”

      “Ciara will understand. She’ll want you to be comfortable.”

      Given that fact, Carter was still slightly puzzled his employer would have invited Ellie to tonight’s shindig. What had she been thinking? He supposed her desire to do something nice for Ellie, probably as a way of making up for everything the girl had suffered, had outweighed her better judgment.

      Taking a seat on the edge of the desk, facing Ellie, he placed a call for a car to be brought up. The respondent answered that it would take ten to fifteen minutes, due to the overworked valet system, but they’d let him know when it was approaching the front door. He signed off and passed the news of the wait to his team then to Ellie.

      “That’s fine,” she said, but she didn’t look fine. She was tapping her toe nervously. “Will that be before Nosizwe arrives?”

      She’d let the wrong name slip, but they were alone, so Carter didn’t correct her.

      “She won’t be here for nearly half-an-hour. We’ll have you on your way before then.”

      “Okay.”

      The toe tapping didn’t cease. She gripped the champagne glass so tightly her knuckles were bleached of color. Studying her, Carter realized Ellie wasn’t merely nervous at being so close to Elia—she was downright terrified.
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      I didn’t want to be anywhere near Nosizwe/Elia. I didn’t want to be in the same building with her, even if it was a massive, sprawling country club, let alone the same room. The instant I’d heard she was coming, all of the excitement and joy had been sucked out of the evening. I would say I felt like Cinderella at midnight, when the fairy godmother’s spell wore off and her ball gown disintegrated into rags, her coach into a pumpkin, and the horses into mice, but it was worse than that. It was more like Cinderella if her evil stepmother had discovered her identity and was coming after her with a butcher knife for trying to win the prince away from her ugly stepsisters.

      Yep. Magical evening definitely over.

      If I saw Nosizwe’s face, I’d relive the violence of her attack. I was reliving it now, to a certain extent, even as I fought to keep the panic at bay. My fear must have been obvious. First Carter removed his earpiece and dropped it in his jacket pocket, then he set his glass on the desk and pushed it out of the way.

      “Hey, come here.” Reaching for my hands, he took my champagne flute and scooted it over next to his before pulling me to my feet and straight into his arms. “It’s going to be okay,” he reassured me, pressing my face lightly into his shoulder. “I promise I’ll get you home safe. Nothing’s going to happen, but even if it does, I’ll get you home safe.”

      I didn’t mean for them to, but tears were leaking from the corners of my eyes. I turned my cheek into his shoulder, hoping my mascara wasn’t running onto his tuxedo jacket, and sniffled quietly.

      “Hey, hey…” He drew back, standing me upright so he could see my face. “Ellie, it’s not that bad. She won’t try anything tonight with all these witnesses around. Besides, I’m going to get you out of here before she arrives.”

      “I’m sorry,” I choked out, removing my glasses so I could swipe at my tears. “I don’t mean to be a baby, it’s just—”

      I didn’t know how to tell him what it was. Possibly a delayed reaction from never having properly addressed the fear from my ordeal down in the Pit, or even a few days ago in the coffee house. I didn’t know how to express that every one of the ugly scars on my abdomen, scars the shifter queen had left there, both external and internal, were suddenly aching. I didn’t know how to say I was so frightened I felt cold all over, but the trembling of my body must have betrayed it.

      “It’s okay. Come here, babe,” he said.

      This time, he took my glasses from my hand and passed me a tissue from the box on the desk. But when he attempted to draw me close again, I laugh-cried, “My makeup is going to run and ruin your jacket.”

      He could have cared less. “So?”

      It was a typical guy response, but in order to appease me he unbuttoned the black jacket, shrugged it off, and slung it over the back of a nearby chair.

      “Now, come here,” he repeated, and this time I went willingly into his arms, allowing him to draw me against his chest. His arms were tight around me and felt huge, making me feel small and safe when held against him. I couldn’t help noticing the solidity of the shoulder beneath my cheek, or how, with my arms wrapped around him, I could feel the shifting of his back muscles under my palms with every motion he made. I could feel the heat of his body through the fabric of his dress shirt. It was both calming and electrifying at the same time.

      I shouldn’t have been noticing things like that, especially at a moment like this. I sure shouldn’t have had memories pop into my head of how his upper body looked with his shirt gone. I shouldn’t have been thinking any of those things, but the distraction was enough to entirely alter the direction of my thoughts. The longer I stayed in his embrace, his hand tracing over my hair and his face close to mine, the more I noticed my heart was pounding. And from a very different cause than fear. My tears had dried and my breathing, which was already shallow from the tears and the fright, grew faster and shallower. Especially when he turned his face so that his cheek was against mine. I could feel the prickles from his trim beard.

      “You okay, Ellie?” Carter asked quietly, his low tone sending shivers rolling down my spine.

      I nodded shakily, my fingers unconsciously digging into the flesh of his back. My breathing, which by this point was barely checked, spiraled out of control when he took the opportunity to brush my cheek with a kiss. Maybe he heard the hitch in my breath and discerned the reason. Maybe he’d discerned how my mood had altered, or decided to take a chance. Either way, his mouth moved slowly to my jawline, then dragged to my earlobe, then the hinge of my jaw and neck. If I’d been trembling before I was outright shaking now. Nobody had ever elicited a physical reaction like this from me. No one. Ever. Kisses from previous boyfriends had been nice, but nice was nothing in comparison to the ocean of sensation I’d toppled into.

      Without meaning to, without planning to, I tilted my head, giving him better access to my neck and the side of my face, even as I pressed closer into his chest, gripping him tighter, wanting something more but not even exactly sure what. This was all brand-new territory for me, and certainly for us as a couple. He took the encouragement for what it was, though, and kissed his way down to my collarbone and past it, nearly to the neckline of my gown, where I suddenly pulled back with a soft gasp, afraid of going too far, too fast.

      When I did, our eyes locked. With him still seated on the edge of the desk, our heights were more comparable. For a second or two we gazed at each other, as I tried desperately to calm my whirling thoughts and make up my mind if this was something I really could or should do. Then I felt his fingers press into my waist, urging me to come back.

      To heck with it, I thought. Throwing caution to the wind, I surged forward and wrapped my arms around his neck, pressing my mouth against his.

      I may have initiated the kiss, but the instant he realized I wanted this he took over. What started as a series of small, light kisses quickly took a more dangerous turn. Framing my face with his hands, he angled his head, slanting his mouth across mine, teasing my lips apart. I obeyed, and found myself sucked down even deeper into the whirlpool. Until then, I hadn’t known it was possible to be kissed in such a deep, all-consuming way. I hadn’t known it was possible for me to respond to a kiss like that with an instinctive fire and hunger that came from somewhere primal and primitive as life itself. All I knew was the deeper his kisses went, the more passionate the response he evoked in me and the tighter I pressed into him, clung to him. The edge of the desk bit into the front of my thighs, but I didn’t mind the discomfort. I wanted the desk gone and nothing between us.

      Carter must have felt the same because he scooted to the very edge of the desk, where it wasn’t an obstacle anymore. Wrapping an arm around my lower back, he drew me flush into the hollows of his body. My questing hands played across his back, his sides. I felt the leather straps of the gun holster he wore, toyed with them briefly, moved on. I didn’t know exactly what I was searching for, feeling for, except trying to trace and memorize the lines of his body itself. He must have been doing the same to me. I felt his hands explore the curve of my waist down to my hip, the shape of my hips, the sides of my legs, and then even my backside, which he clutched, pulling me tighter into himself with a groan.

      My head was spinning, but when I felt that I thought, Should I stop this? No man had ever touched me there. I wouldn’t have allowed it. Then I remembered, But—we’re married. I can let him do this, if I want to.

      The realization left me shaking harder than ever before. Truthfully, legally, we were married. I could let him do what he wanted, what I wanted. And, I may have been a novice, but the longer this went on, with his mouth and hands exploring my body and mine exploring his, the more I realized I was close to not only letting him but inviting him to pull me down onto the floor. I felt half-wild with the realization that I could actually do that and there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I could give in to sexual temptation for the first time in my life, and nobody could or would have anything to say about it, including my own morals and values.

      Carter had once accused me of not having a kinky bone in my body, but he was wrong. I think I was on the brink of taking the plunge, crazy as that sounds. Perhaps all of the suppressed passion and fear and attraction, coupled with the understanding that I’d survived, I was alive, and I could actually give myself to a man I was attracted to, had sprung to the fore in an overwhelming wave. All I knew was I was standing there, crushing myself against him, seriously contemplating gasping aloud the words in my brain—“Carter, let’s do this”—and living with the consequences afterwards, when he spoke instead.

      Abruptly, he stopped kissing me to bury his face in-between my neck and shoulder. His hands moved to my waist, framing it, hanging on to me as if for dear life, and I heard him whisper, “Ellie, I love you.”

      I froze. I didn’t release my grip on him, but my head came down, leaning into his, my fingers clasping and unclasping their grip on the back of his shirt as I sought to bring my breathing somewhat under control.

      “You—you what?” I panted.

      “I said I love you,” he repeated, his voice a touch steadier now, but his face still hidden in my neck, his hands still tight on my hips. He brushed another kiss across my throat that made me shiver. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say it. I don’t want to scare you, but…”

      He left the sentence dangling, as if to say, “But it had to be said.”

      Had it needed to be said? Why would he say such a thing if it wasn’t true? One thing about Carter Ballis—he definitely wasn’t a smooth talker or a ladies’ man. He used words like weapons to keep people at arm’s length, to push them away, or provoke them unmercifully. That’s what he’d always done to me. Or had he? There were those instances of seemingly genuine gentleness and care, even affection. Like waking up to him holding the bowl for me to vomit after my surgery, or him telling me, more than once now, that he wanted me to decide what to do with our relationship. That he’d let me lead the way.

      But loving me, being in love with me?

      The notion was so astounding that I found myself leaning back in his arms so I could look into his face.

      “Carter, do you—do you really mean that?” I faltered. Without my glasses, and considering the dimness of the room, it was hard to gage his exact expression. Still, I couldn’t read anything except sincerity in his demeanor.

      He laughed, half-bitterly. “Yeah, because I say that to all the girls, right?” His hands slid up my hips to my waist, down my arms. He took my hands, clenching them in both of his. “I’ve never said that to anyone. You’re the only—” He stopped, hesitated, as if trying to get the words out. “You’re the only woman I’ve ever…I’ve ever….” He released a frustrated breath. “You’re the only one, Ellie. I’m not trying to change your mind or get something out of you. If you never want to hear it again, I’ll shut up. But considering our past, I didn’t want to face the future without telling you, at least once.”

      Those words struck a painful chord. My entire chest tightened.

      Considering our past, I didn’t want to face the future without telling you, at least once.

      Meaning we’d both nearly died more than once already. Nosizwe was after him. Had almost gotten to him. She might still yet. The chances of us both living to a ripe old age were a lot slimmer than for most people, and Carter wanted me to know how he felt about me.

      Nevertheless, it was a lot to take in. I wasn’t one of those people who fell in and out of love constantly. Neither was I somebody who didn’t know what true love looked like. I had my parents for an example. I hadn’t been around either set of my grandparents as much as some folks, due to the military’s frequent moves, but I knew from them also what a long-lasting love and a happy marriage looked like. Did I have that type of love for Carter?

      No. Not yet, anyway. A mere few days ago I’d been so angry I could have walked away from him forever. Those feelings had changed, and sometime lately I’d even forgiven him for what I’d considered his role in my attack. But to say I love you, when I wasn’t sure that I did, or when I wasn’t sure I could be with him forever…

      Him saying those words threw a wet blanket over my ardor. Sanity had returned, along with the reality of what I’d nearly done.

      What were you thinking? I scolded myself, still standing there in his arms, pressed up against him but no longer ready to drag him down on the floor. You can’t even tell him you love him, but you were ready to sleep with him? What kind of sense does that make? Sex with him makes this marriage real. You aren’t prepared to say you love him, but you’re ready for that? Of course you’re not. You’re being an idiot and letting hormones override common sense. You better get out. Now.

      For his part, Carter must’ve judged he’d made a mistake, at least as far as getting sex out of this deal. Not that he’d been necessarily trying to get sex out of this deal, I didn’t think, when the whole thing started, but I was pretty sure he was like me and, by this point, sure wouldn’t have minded carrying things out to their logical conclusion. However, he wasn’t an idiot, and he could read the shift in my mood, my stance.

      “I said the wrong thing, huh? Some men tell women they love them to get sex out of them. I say it to you and all of the sudden sex is off the table.”

      I swallowed down the painful lump in my throat.

      “I’m sorry, Carter,” I whispered. “It isn’t you. It’s me. I’m just not ready—I mean, I can’t say it yet. I can’t say it until I’m absolutely sure, and I’m—”

      “You can’t fall in love with me.”

      “No.” I shook my head, stated more emphatically, “No, that’s not it. I could fall in love with you. I probably am falling in love with you. But there’s so much between us that I can’t laugh away and pretend doesn’t matter.”

      “It’s the whole Sean thing, isn’t it?”

      It was partly that. There was no denying I had a hang-up over the fact of him spending his life in service to a man who was little more than a glorified mobster, no matter how kind he’d been to me, personally.

      “That does give me some pretty serious reservations,” I admitted, toying fretfully with the top button of his shirt.

      The wilder, rebellious side of me, the sheer female side that wanted to explore his masculinity in every way, whispered that I should slide that button free, then the next, then the next, so I could see and touch his skin. I shoved the crazy notion away. Now was no longer the time for that. Five minutes ago, I might have given in to the impulse. I’m sure I would’ve enjoyed what my instincts had been leading me to do, but afterward there might have been regret. Better we figure it out now, versus when it was too late.

      “What else do you have reservations about? My being a shifter? Not even fully human?”

      “Oh, Carter.” Tears stung the back of my eyes. I could tell from his tone that he was hurt and throwing up walls to protect himself. I didn’t want the walls. I understood the walls, but I didn’t want them. “We’ve been through how much together, and you’re asking me that? You know that’s not it. You know that has nothing to do with anything. My only reservations about you being a shifter is the war you’re involved in. Am I scared of that? Yes, I am! With good reason! But on a personal level, you having the ability to shapeshift doesn’t mean a darn thing to me anymore. I’m not the same person I was when we first met. And neither are you, I don’t believe.”

      “No,” he said. His tone had gentled. He went so far as to release my hands and slide his arms around me, gathering me close. The sexual heat was gone, replaced by the almost as addictive feeling of being safe and cared for and…well, honestly, loved, by this man. “I’m not the same man at all,” he said quietly, his voice a little rough with the difficulty of restraining his emotions. “I’d like to think you’ve made me a better man.”

      “You weren’t a bad man to begin with,” I assured him. “A bad man wouldn’t have stuck his neck out for me like you did. A bad man wouldn’t have gone the extra mile to keep me safe like you did.”

      “I seem to recall you not appreciating it much at the time.”

      “I was freaked out and scared!” I reminded him, leaning back in his arms. “You can’t judge me on who I was back then or what I may’ve said.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” he chuckled, tracing his palm up my back. “I think it’s safe to say we’ve both changed a lot. Hopefully for the better. If we’ve changed that much since then, enough for me to fall in love with you, maybe there’s hope for us yet?”

      “Maybe,” I agreed, letting go and wilting against him, nestling my head against his shoulder. “I hope so.”

      And I did. At that moment, I wanted there to be a chance for us more than anything.

      We’d simply have to live long enough first to find out if it was possible.
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      After a few minutes of us resting in silence, holding onto each other, saying nothing, Carter finally tore himself away, with,

      “I need to go check on the Costases and your car. Why don’t you wait here?”

      I almost said I wanted to go with him, but he had a job to do and I didn’t want to get in his way.

      “Do you think it’s okay for me to be here?” I asked a little nervously, not necessarily fond of the idea of hanging out in this dim little office by myself. Still, I didn’t want to return to the crowded ballroom, either. I wanted to leave the country club. My enjoyment of the evening had vanished. I wasn’t sure I was prepared to go back to the hotel quite yet. Honestly, I would’ve loved to have gone somewhere alone with Carter, but he couldn’t leave until his employers did.

      “It’ll be fine. No one knows you’re here. Lock the door when I go. If anyone knocks, ignore it. Pretend you’re not here. I’ll be back in a few to take you to the car. Wait here for me, okay? Do not open that door.”

      I frowned a little as he released me and stood up.

      “Am I in danger here? Nosizwe hasn’t arrived yet.”

      “I don’t think you’re in danger, no, but let’s play it safe, okay?”

      “Okay,” I agreed, still feeling anxious and unhappy. He must’ve read that on my face.

      “Hey,” he said, using his fist to tilt my chin up towards his. “Where’s that smokin’ hot girl who was getting down and dirty with me a few minutes ago? She wasn’t acting scared like this.”

      I snorted softly. “She got doused in the cold shower of reality, I’m afraid.”

      This made him chuckle. “She’s still there somewhere, though, right? You’ll be fine, babe. I’ll be back shortly and we’ll get you out of here and on your way home. I love you.”

      The way he said it, tacking it on to the end of a thought, like a real couple who say it frequently when exchanging goodbyes on the phone or walking out the door—it sounded so ordinary, so common, and yet so wholly unexpected that it threw me for a mental loop. I stood there frozen in place as he bent to brush my lips with a soft, sweet kiss.

      “See you in a minute.”

      With that, he was gone, walking out of the room with a further reminder to lock the door behind him.

      I stood there a second, immobile with surprise, before I found my mental bearings and was able to force my feet to move and obey him. I’d no more than slid the lock into place and made my way back to the desk, where I put my glasses on and settled in to wait, when I heard a quiet knock. I tensed, my entire body freezing with an immediate fight or flight response. The soft voice calling, “Ellie? Are you alright? May I come in?” instantly calmed my fears.

      “Yes, hang on, Mrs. Costas,” I said, hurrying back across the floor. Without a second thought, I unlocked the door and stepped aside to usher her in.

      “I passed Carter in the corridor and he told me where you were,” she said as she wheeled herself over the threshold. “Why are you hiding in here, Ellie? It’s far too early and you’re far too young to be tired already. Unless your injuries are bothering you.”

      “I’m not tired,” I agreed, closing the door after her. “And I feel fine. It’s just—well…” I faltered, dithering over whether to express the truth. “I didn’t know Elia—Nosizwe—was supposed to be here tonight. I know she’s only here to headline the entertainment, but I’m not ready to see her yet,” I admitted, fumbling with a teeny loose thread on my beautiful gown. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Costas. I don’t mean to seem ungrateful. You did so much to get me here. I can stay if you really want me to…”

      “Oh, Ellie, please stop. You don’t have to apologize to me,” she replied, reaching out to take my hand and give it a brief squeeze. “Perhaps I should be apologizing to you. I should have realized you wouldn’t want to see Elia. I don’t blame you! I ought to have considered that before I invited you here, but I was so excited at the prospect of having a way to thank you…

      “Well, never mind. What’s done is done. Has Carter fetched you a ride home?”

      “He called for one. They should be here any minute. He left to check on you and Mr. Costas as well as the car.”

      “Ah. Perhaps I can help him out a little. Excuse me, dear.”

      She opened the beaded clutch in her lap and extracted her phone. Her thumb moved, pressing a few buttons, then she held it to her ear.

      “Hello, Charlie? Ciara. How quickly can you get here? I need a ride for my guest, Miss St. James. That soon? Excellent. We’ll meet you by the front entrance in five.”

      She hung up, slid the phone back into her clutch, and glanced up at me with a smile. “My personal driver. He’s almost here. I’ll escort you down to the door if you don’t mind riding the elevator with me.”

      “Of course not,” I hastened to agree, hurrying over to open the door. “But what about Carter?” I questioned a little anxiously. “I don’t want to mess anything up.”

      “Don’t worry, Ellie. I’ll text him on the way down.”

      True to her word, once we reached the elevator at the end of the hall and were enclosed within, she took a moment to retrieve her phone and type out a quick text. By the time the doors opened she’d replaced the phone, saying, “I let him know. Sean and my car is always parked closer to the entrance than any of the others. That way we can leave quickly in case of an emergency. We’ll send you home in it so you don’t have to wait any longer.”

      “I would feel bad taking your personal car,” I responded, trailing her down the corridor, feeling guilty for making my hostess go through this extra trouble for me. Especially since I’d barely utilized the gift of the gown and shoes and accessories for this party, which I was leaving early.

      “It’s no trouble at all,” Mrs. Costas assured me. “I feel terrible that I didn’t think of Elia being here and the impact that might have on you. I really should have.”

      Her sentence trailed off as we approached the main exit. More of Texas’ rich and elite were arriving in gowns and furs and diamonds that made my eyes bug out. A few faces I recognized as celebrities or athletes, but many were like the Costases: wealthy businessmen and women, doctors, high profile lawyers, oil tycoons, and the like. They weren’t necessarily the type to make the front page of gossip rags, but they had the funds to be here tonight and put their best foot forward.

      We kept to the side as one particularly glittery group passed us by, all of whom stopped to exchange overly bright greetings and swift air kisses with Mrs. Costas. I hung back, unsure of my place, and simply watched. My hostess was charming and kind, although I couldn’t say how much of it was genuine and how much was the good manners of the elite. After the last of the newcomers had gone, she wheeled her chair out into the hall and beckoned to me.

      “Come along, dear. I’m sure the car is here.”

      Obediently, I traipsed after her, emerging out into the cool spring night. Strings of white lights were suspended from the trees, lighting the outside entrance with a glittering, festive glow, pressing back the shadows surrounding the club. The beauty, as well as the brilliance, made me feel a touch calmer as I stood next to my hostess’ wheelchair, waiting as a long, black car pulled up next to us.

      “Here we are,” she said, then craned her neck to look up at me. “I’m afraid I’m not feeling very well, myself. I texted Sean and told him I thought I’d go home to rest. Do you mind if I share your ride?”

      “My ride? It’s your car,” I blurted out, then felt my cheeks warm at what an oaf I must sound like. “I’m sorry, of course. It’s your car. You should do whatever you want. I can wait if you want to go home, first…”

      “No, no. No need for that. We’ll share the ride together. We’ll take you to your hotel, then I’ll have my driver return me home.

      “Ah, Charles.” She smiled at the tall man in a dark suit who came around to open the door for us. “Thank you for coming on such short notice.”

      “Anything for you, Mrs. Costas,” the man replied. His gaze swept over me, and I nearly recoiled. There was something flat and almost dead in his eyes, something that made me shiver and edge a step backwards. As soon as his attention switched, I felt like a fool and told myself I was imagining it, but had I been?

      Could be his shifter heritage, I reminded myself, as the driver proceeded to take both of Mrs. Costas’ hands and get her to her feet. By leaning her weight on him, she managed to hobble the few steps to the car, where he bore the brunt of assisting her inside without any show of resentment or bother. See? He can’t be too bad. Maybe he’s some kind of weird creature and can’t help the way he looks.

      Reassured by my hostess’s trust in her driver, I climbed in after her as Charles opened the trunk, folded up her wheelchair, and stowed it safely inside. He climbed into the driver’s seat while I was buckling my seat belt.

      “Ready, Mrs. Costas?”

      “Ready, Charles. Thank you.” She flashed me a reassuring smile in the soft glow of the car’s interior lights. “This will all be over soon, Ellie.”

      I nodded and settled in, nestling my back into the leather seat.

      We rolled slowly down the drive. The tinted windows and the darkness outside prevented me from seeing much. I hadn’t paid particular attention to the landscape on the way here, being too full of excitement and nerves. However, as we rolled along, it seemed to me we were winding deeper into the tree-lined maze of the Country Club’s extensive grounds instead of moving towards the main road.

      Mrs. Costas must have noticed how my glances out the window had turned into stares. How I was leaning forward in my seat, trying to peer out the darkened glass.

      “Everything alright, Ellie?” she inquired sweetly. “Are you anxious to be home?”

      “Oh, it’s not that,” I replied. “I just don’t recognize the route we’re taking. It seems different from the way we came.”

      “It is different,” she stated calmly. “There are so many guests still arriving that the main road into the club is going to be very crowded. Charlie is taking an alternate route so we don’t get jammed up at the gates. Don’t worry. He knows what he’s doing. He’s very good.”

      I didn’t doubt that, but I still felt edgy. Possibly because I knew with every second that passed, Elia-Nosizwe was getting closer to arriving, while I didn’t seem to be getting any closer to leaving. I didn’t want to cross paths with that she-devil. Wasn’t that the whole point of this, to keep me away from her? However, I didn’t want to say anything that might sound the slightest bit ungrateful to Mrs. Costas. No way did I want to disparage anything she’d done for me tonight, so I remained mute, even as our car wound deeper and deeper into the dancing shadows of the overhanging trees.

      Finally, we started to break free of the trees, into a more open area. My nerves had been coiling to a heightened pitch, and I could feel my pulse thrumming. I actually had my thumb pressed to the pulse in my wrist, unconsciously counting the beats in an effort to distract my mind and keep myself calm. Once I saw the break in the trees the apprehension curdling in stomach lessened. My pulse began to slow.

      Okay, I thought. Here we are. We must’ve taken the longest backway out of here, but we’re almost there.

      Except…we weren’t. Instead of picking up speed as we got away from the woods, which I expected, our vehicle actually slowed. Slowed, slowed some more, then…stopped.

      Instantly, my heart rate jumped, my pulse skyrocketing with it. I again leaned forward, glancing around.

      “Where are we?”

      “I’m not sure,” Mrs. Costas replied, sounding uncertain. “Charles?”

      “A light came on the dashboard, ma’am,” the driver responded. “I’m going to park and check under the hood, if that’s alright.”

      “Certainly, do whatever you need to,” she said, relaxing back into her seat.

      I wanted to do the same, but my anxiety was growing, even though I couldn’t pinpoint why. Mrs. Costas seemed at ease, and she wasn’t feeling well. It wasn’t like, wherever we were on the club’s grounds, that Nosizwe would be way out here. She was probably at the mansion by now, either performing or getting set up to perform. What was I so worried about?

      I told myself these things even as a thin sheen of sweat popped out on my forehead, despite the comfortable interior of the car. Was it the trees encircling us, encroaching on our territory, the empty space where we’d parked? Was it the evening breeze, pushing branches and shadows about? Probably my own bad experiences with the shifter queen were coloring my perspective, just knowing she could potentially be anywhere around.

      Mrs. Costas was doing something on her phone, while humming softly to herself. She seemed wholly unaffected by whatever angsts were disturbing me. I pulled out my own phone to text Carter, to ask if Nosizwe was there yet and let him know what was going on, when a knock on my window made me jump and gasp. My phone dropped onto the carpeted floor. I reached for it as my hostess spoke.

      “Ellie, it’s alright, dear. It’s only Charles,” Mrs. Costas reassured me as she rolled down the glass.

      “Yes, Charlie?”

      “Sorry, Mrs. Costas,” the driver said, leaning his arm on the sill, “but I can’t figure out what’s going on with the car and I don’t want to risk proceeding in case there’s problems when we get out on the highway. I phoned another driver I know. He’ll be here in a few minutes. Oh, wait, there he is now.”

      I saw headlights prowling through the darkness, the trees. The tension spiraling through my core spread to my hands. There was no reason for it, but a sixth sense prickled the hairs on the back of my neck. I had to resist the urge to turn around and see if somebody was watching me. Meanwhile, Mrs. Costas and Charles continued to chat about the car, the drive home, even as the other vehicle pulled up facing us.

      “Here we are,” Charles said. “I’ll get your chair, Mrs. Costas.”

      As he left the window and stepped around the rear of the car to do that, Mrs. Costas asked, “Why don’t you go ahead and get out, Ellie? I’ll follow as soon as Charlie fetches my chair.”

      Swallowing down a complaint or a contradiction, I opened the door and slid out to stand next to the vehicle while Charles brought the wheelchair around, already unfolded, ready for my hostess’s use. The night air felt much colder than it had a couple of hours ago when I’d been picked up for this party. I rubbed my upper arms, shivering, while casting glances at the new arrival. It sat there, headlights shining on us, engine humming.

      I forgot my wrap back at the Country Club, I realized idly. I should ask Carter to grab it for me. I think it’s in the office we used.

      I was still holding my phone in my hand, from when I’d dropped it earlier. I pushed the button to unlock the screen, which lit up brightly in response. My thumb had just hit the text messaging key when my hostess’s voice stopped me.

      “What are you doing, Ellie?”

      “Oh, I remembered I left my wrap back there at the club,” I answered. “I was going to text Carter and ask him to get it before he leaves for the evening.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      The driver’s deep voice called my attention to him. By this point, he had Mrs. Costas settled in her wheelchair but he stood there with his hands resting casually on the back of it. Almost too casually, given their employer/employee relationship.

      “Why—why isn’t it a good idea?” I faltered, confused.

      “Well, Ballis is already on his way here.”

      The voice came from behind me, accompanied by the slam of a car door shutting. It was familiar in a way that sent a jolt through my bones, a lance through the center of my heart. I whirled, my heart threatening to burst in my chest.

      “Nosizwe?” I gulped.

      The tall female figure stood there, backlit by the headlights of the new car. Three or four dark shapes clustered behind her: her shifters, bodyguards. She was tall and curvy, wearing a formal gown and heels, her hair styled in dozens of thin braids that wrapped around her head like a crown. She looked like royalty, especially given the glimmers of light reflecting off her heavy, gold earrings and necklace. But she was royalty I had definitely never wanted to see again, nor had I been expecting to. In fact, I’d been doing everything I could not to see her again.

      “What are you doing here?” I said, and I could hear the fear, the begging in my voice. “And what do you mean Carter’s already on his way?”

      “I messaged him when we left the club,” answered Mrs. Costas from behind me, her voice calm but cold. I whirled to face her now, my head swimming, still not able to assess what was happening.

      “You—you messaged him…”

      “From a different phone,” she explained, “one whose number he wouldn’t recognize. I told him to meet us here. That we had you. That if he failed to come, you’d be dead.”

      I stood here, shaking my head in disbelief, trying desperately to absorb what she was saying.

      “I—I don’t understand,” I stammered. “You—her—” I looked back and forth between the two women. “You’re working together? But you’re—you’re Mrs. Costas. Your husband is her main enemy. You’re supposed to be on opposite sides!”

      “Yes. Funny how life works out, isn’t it?” Ciara smiled. For the first time, I could see behind her beautiful, smiling face to the ice that lay beneath the thin veneer of the perfect, modern society matron.

      “Don’t worry, Ellie. We really haven’t any intention of harming you. It’s Carter we want. You’re simply the bait to draw him out here. We tried to get him in the coffee shop. That failed. We needed something he absolutely couldn’t resist, which was either my husband or you. My husband is too canny. Too powerful. Too big of a risk. If we drew him out here, he could team up with Carter. The two of them alone could easily disrupt our plans. You, though…you’re nothing but a weak, pathetic human. Easily compelled, easily fooled. And Carter’s chief weakness. We knew he’d come for you.”

      Headlight beams spliced the darkness, and I heard the thrum of another approaching vehicle.

      “Oh, look,” Ciara went on calmly, “there he is.”

      I glanced around the circle of people, considering my options. Could I run? Doubtful. There were too many people here, all of whom were likely shapeshifters. There was no telling what could run me down. I didn’t have my gun. I’d never dreamed it would be needed in a place like this on a night like tonight. The notion hammered in my brain that I had to warn Carter. After all, this wasn’t about me or my life. It was about him. They might kill me, but they would definitely kill him. It was his blood they needed.

      What can I do? How can I warn him? I’ve got to stop him!

      Before I could do anything, before I had sufficiently recovered from my shock, two of Nosizwe’s shifters were on me. I felt myself seized, grabbed from behind. My cry went unnoticed as the barrel of a gun jabbed my back.

      “That’s right,” the shifter queen sneered, sauntering up to me, her heels clicking on the pavement. “Be a good little mouse and stand there. Carter will be here soon to rescue you. We put a gun to your head, he submits to save your life, and we get what we want.” She bent, putting her face in mine. “His blood. All of it.”

      She licked her lips on the word blood, as if tasting it.

      I’d like to say I was defiant and brave and spit in her face or kicked her in the shins, but truthfully I was incapacitated by fear, having her that close to me again. It had been mere weeks since she’d nearly ripped me in half in her altered form, and now here she was again, holding me captive. I was completely in her power. Cold sweat drenched my hair, my gown. My knees threatened to buckle, and only the strength of the man and woman holding onto me prevented me from collapsing.

      Nosizwe chuckled and stepped away, turning a gleeful little pirouette in the middle of the road, a move I recognized from her music videos.

      “That’s not Ballis,” announced one of her people as the approaching vehicle’s headlights grew unbearably bright and its pace slowed to a crawl. “That’s the Stones.”

      The Stones?

      Indeed, a pickup with a covered load drew up and parked, sat there with the engine idling. The driver plus four more people spilled out of the double cab, while several of Elia’s shifters and even Charles, Mrs. Costas’ driver, sprang into action. I stood there watching as they hurried around to the back. They flipped off the tarp covering the load and I saw the glint of moonlight on granite.

      My guts fell into my heels. Again.

      The last time I’d seen the Stones, they’d been down in the Pit, where I’d been brought after being kidnapped. Now I stood there, helpless, observing as the shifters worked together to unload the large Stone tablets and spread them out in a rough circle.

      Something clicked in my mind.

      There are more Stones tonight than the other night. Down in the Pit, she had two. Now there are four.

      I shot a glance at Mrs. Costas.

      Two of these are her and Sean’s Stones. She isn’t just working with Nosizwe. She’s completely betraying Sean. She stole his Stones. She’s trying to give Nosizwe the best chance she has of getting Carter’s—the Talos’—blood to work tonight. They’re not taking any chances.

      As I understood that, I understood something else—something I’d been wondering but hadn’t been brave enough to voice aloud. Why tonight? Why here? Why take the risk of performing such a thing in the grounds of the Chesterfield Country Club, with all these wealthy and elite people present, most of whom had probably shown up with their own retinue of bodyguards and security? Or where there was likely security milling around the grounds—albeit, given the women’s careful planning, they very well might have infiltrated club security with their own. They wouldn’t have left any of that to chance, not with such a risky undertaking.

      They’re doing this tonight, doing this here, because, if it works, they do have all those wealthy and elite people here. They’ll have them at their mercy. If this works, and the power of the Stones is unleashed, if they get control of that magic here, tonight…what better way to introduce the world and humanity at large to shifters? They have the magic, they use it to take over the Country Club, and they’ve got an entire mansion full of rich, famous, powerful people for their first audience. They’ve also got that audience to hold hostage or hold captive or whatever to make their demands on society. Nosizwe wants to reveal the secret, but she wanted to have the backing of the Stones before she does. Tonight, she’s going to have a worldwide stage to do both. She’s going to get her way, because Ciara Costas is helping her. And so am I.

      Not willingly, of course, but I was helping her by being the one person Carter couldn’t resist. They’d been right in guessing that. I couldn’t think of anyone he would put his life on the line for without a second thought, except Sean Costas and maybe Ciara. However, like Ciara had said, I was a much easier target than Sean. I’d fallen stupidly and easily into their trap. They’d barely had to try. A few kind words and gestures from Ciara, a few sweet smiles, and I’d gone for it, hook, line, and sinker.

      I felt sick. I wanted to throw up.

      Maybe he won’t come, I thought desperately. Maybe Carter will sense it’s a trap and he won’t show up.

      Even as I clung desperately to that hope, I dismissed it as idiotic, remembering what had passed between the two of us not even an hour ago back at the Country Club. The way he’d kissed me, worshipping me with his hands and mouth. The way he’d told me he loved me…

      There was no way he wouldn’t come. And even if Carter the man wouldn’t, the Talos would compel him, because the Talos was compelled to protect me.

      I’ve doomed him. I’ve doomed us all.
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      As a Fort Worth homicide detective, Candace didn’t have the opportunity to get dressed up all that often, so on the rare occasions that she did she enjoyed it. Tonight’s gala at the Chesterfield Country Club was, by far, the most grandiose event she’d ever attended. Her chief had come to her with the invitation, saying the hosts of the event wanted to put their best foot forward and honor the police departments of both Dallas and Fort Worth by inviting a few distinguished policemen and women to attend. She was one of those selected.

      Initially, she’d been shocked, flattered. Those good feelings had carried into her preparations for tonight: a new gown, getting her hair styled, picking out the right accessories, and spending an hour carefully applying makeup. Makeup might not have taken an hour if she ever did more than a five-minute face on a daily basis, but she was a cop, not a model, so a five-minute face was about all she could ever muster the time and energy for. If that. Tonight was different, though, and by the time she stepped out the door, ready to go, a Beretta strapped to her thigh, she’d felt confident and beautiful. Arriving at the Country Club, being greeted by the valet, having her car taken for valet parking…all of it had been exciting.

      This must be what celebrities feel like, Candace thought as she crossed the carpet leading into the entrance. Her chief was waiting there, along with several other prominent Fort Worth cops. They’d made plans to enter together. When they arrived inside the vast ballroom, discipline kept her mouth from dropping and the air from leaving her lungs in a soft gasp. This was like something from the movies, from a fairytale. She felt so excited and honored to be here.

      Until she saw Sean Costas there, in the flesh, along with his wife and his head of security, Carter Ballis, whom she now knew personally. Until she learned Elia was coming, and was even scheduled to perform.

      Before all this business with the shapeshifting element of her city, Candace would have at least been interested in watching a performance by the star. Now, she’d seen a performance by Elia’s alter, Nosizwe, when she nearly ripped the guts out of Ellie St. James. Candace didn’t want to see Elia or have to clap for her or pretend she was anything other than what she was: a woman dedicated to a cause, willing to use whatever vicious means she must to obtain her goals.

      After that, most of her joy fled and Candace mainly hung around the walls, sipping drinks, and feeling blah. She couldn’t help wondering if her special invitation to attend tonight had more to do with her insider knowledge of certain guests and entertainers than her work on behalf of the city. The more she contemplated it, the more convinced she became, and Candace found herself studying the room of swirling color, seeking out fellow cops, wondering which of them were also in the know but were bound to let these people basically do what they pleased.

      Her dark stare located Ballis time and again, but if he saw her there—and Candace was sure that he did, since he was obviously on alert—he chose to ignore her. He must have known she was no longer a threat to him or his wife, however real or fake their relationship might be. Candace had always been suspicious of the timing of their marriage and the girl’s trip abroad last fall, but she’d checked the marriage records and they were legally married. Ellie’s absence tonight prompted the detective to wonder again about the true relationship between the two, until Ellie finally showed up and Ballis made a beeline for her.

      When they danced, he didn’t hold her like a man who had a casual interest in a girl. Quite the opposite in fact. He was looking down at her like a man who was crazy about her. After they’d danced for a while, Ballis led her out of the ballroom, disappeared. Candace frowned after the pair, wondering where they were going. She wouldn’t have minded the chance to speak to Ellie for a moment, inquire after her health. However, the two didn’t reappear any time soon.

      Feeling disenchanted, Candace made her way over to the open bar at one end of the party. Tonight was her night off, despite the gun on her thigh. She’d chosen to wear it without knowing precisely why she felt compelled to. Force of habit? Feeling naked and unprotected without a piece? As soon as she’d spotted Costas and his retinue, she’d wondered if some sixth sense had warned her that tonight was more than it seemed on the surface, and she’d better be prepared.

      Despite all that, tonight really was her night off, and she could drink and party if she chose. She leaned a hip against the bar, waiting to catch the eye of the busy bartenders. A voice from her left said,

      “What can I get you, ma’am?”

      Hiding a start, she shifted towards the voice. Another bartender, whose back had been previously turned, stood there. He wore a shiny black vest over a crisp white shirt, which contrasted a little too nicely with the darkness of his skin. His hair was cut short, but his deep brown eyes gleamed in the lights. He was handsome, alright. Very handsome. So handsome that Candace suddenly felt the tiniest bit self-conscious, which rarely happened any more these days. Quickly she straightened, smoothing out her silver gown.

      “Hi, uh, gin and tonic, please?”

      The bartender quirked a thick brow. “Gin and tonic? You sure? You look more like a martini girl to me.”

      Now it was Candace’s turn to lift a brow. “Do you always guess people’s drinks based on their looks? I thought the customer was always right.”

      The man chuckled. “Only the beautiful women. And you look like a martini, dry.”

      The truth was, Candace was more a beer girl, and wasn’t exactly sure what those terms meant. However, “I’m game,” she said. “Make me one and I’ll give it a try.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The bartender flashed a smile, his white teeth a brilliant contrast to the ebony of his skin, and turned away to start mixing the drink. Candace found herself standing there blinking.

      Damn. Haven’t seen a man that attractive in…in…

      She couldn’t remember the last time. In all fairness, the men may have been out there, but she was simply too busy, or else too busy viewing most folks as potential suspects, to notice. He’d called her beautiful, and that felt good. Dating wasn’t high on her list of priorities right now, but it was nice to be noticed as a woman and not just a cop, for once.

      After the bartender handed her the drink, they chatted for a few moments until another customer, an older fat guy with a lively young blonde on each arm, pulled him away. Clasping her drink, the detective sidled around the edges of the room, enjoying the warm glow from a stranger’s attention, while sipping her drink and keeping an eye out for potential trouble, especially with Sean Costas and his party.

      For a while, all seemed calm, until something abruptly clicked in her brain.

      That bartender looked familiar.

      Why, though?

      She searched her memory, scanning personal databases like a computer. Victim? Suspect? Con? The answer eluded her, hung right outside her reach.

      I know I’ve seen him before, or else he looks like someone.

      In her line of work, she scanned so many faces in connections with crimes that it was nearly impossible to recall just one. After struggling a short time, wishing she had her computer from the office, she finally gave up, thinking, Maybe I’ll talk to him again later and it’ll hit me.

      She’d just made that decision when brisk motion from the corner of her eye drew her attention.

      Carter Ballis entered the room, walking at a fast clip. The man was imposing enough that people parted for him as if on cue as he strode up to his employer. Sean Costas was chatting up some rich banker Candace vaguely recognized from a scandal in the local newspapers a few years ago about him being caught with underage hookers—charges that were never proved, for one reason or another—but when he saw his employee’s demeanor, he left the conversation with a smile and a clap on the shoulder for the other man. He and Ballis stepped to the side.

      The detective observed with interest as Ballis showed Costas something on his phone. Sean’s face went sober, the merry, party demeanor disappearing entirely. The two men spoke for a moment in hushed tones, glancing suspiciously at those around them before Ballis turned and left. Sean went back to his peers, but Candace noted Ballis heading for the club’s exit. Two or three men and women, dressed in eveningwear and looking no different in appearance from anyone else, discreetly trailed him.

      What on earth? Were they allies or enemies? Were they following him to help with whatever issue he was tackling, or were they Sean’s enemies—possibly shapeshifters working for Elia? Was Ballis going into danger?

      Intrigued, mystified, Candace set her drink down and followed, trailing the people trailing Ballis. It wasn’t that she had a soft spot for the man, by any means. However, and despite her earlier resolve, in her innermost soul there was no part of her that was totally ready to let her vendetta against both shifter leaders go. Maybe that was why she made the decision she did.

      She reached the outside, ducking around those trying to enter with polite murmurs of, “Excuse me, excuse me” until she reached the entrance. She emerged in time to see Ballis climb into a car and drive off. Barely behind him were those she’d noticed following him. They put in their order to the valet and stood there watching him leave, all except one young woman who Candace observed slinking into the bushes. She was discreet. Nobody else caught it. Not even ten seconds later, the hedge quaked as a large, dark bird of some kind shot up, rustling branches and limbs, startling a couple of valets who exclaimed and then laughed.

      Candace didn’t laugh. She watched the bird, unable to identify what it was, glide off into the night, following the direction of Ballis’s car.

      Her stomach felt like she’d swallowed lead as her suspicions seemed to be confirmed.

      They are tailing him. They’ve got someone on him, watching where he goes. Well, two can play that game.

      She tapped the nearest valet on the shoulder and put in her own request for her ride, then stepped back, unobtrusively observing the group observing Carter Ballis. If they were going to trail him, she’d trail them. Something was going down at the Chesterfield Country Club tonight, and Detective Ewing fully intended to be there.
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      Fear squeezed Carter’s heart as he drove toward the location he’d been given. The brief, blunt text had appeared on his phone screen from an unknown number shortly after he’d left Ellie safely—he thought—locked inside the office. He’d been waylaid by one of his people on his way down to check on the car with security questions they should’ve been able to figure out on their own but had brought to him instead. After dealing with the issue, he’d retrieved his phone to monitor the estimated arrival of the ride. That’s when he saw the message.

      We have your wife. If you want to see her alive again, come alone. Don’t bring any back up and don’t say a word to anyone. Be there in twenty minutes, or she’s dead.

      Initially, he’d stared at the screen, thinking it was a joke. A sick one, sure, but a joke. Ellie was safe; he’d just seen her. Nevertheless, he’d doubled back to the office. His worst fears were confirmed by what he found inside—which was nothing.

      A second text had followed with loose directions to a location on club grounds. He wasn’t worried about finding the area; he’d drive all over if he had to. He was worried about making it there in time. Would they really kill Ellie if he didn’t arrive in the allotted time frame? Carter doubted it. If they killed Ellie, they’d have no hold over him. He knew what was up. He was walking into a trap. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that Ellie had been taken by Nosizwe’s people and was being held as leverage against him.

      However, knowing this and knowing what they wanted from him, he went anyway. There was no other option. He’d told Ellie he loved her tonight, and he meant it. Risking his life seemed like small potatoes in comparison to risking hers by leaving her in the shifter leader’s hands. He would happily die rather than have her suffer that again.

      Before leaving, he broke one of the rules. He told Sean. As expected, Sean told him not to go and urged him to allow back up.

      Carter refused. This was his fight. They wanted him. He didn’t want to risk anyone else getting involved, getting hurt. He especially didn’t want to run any risks that might get Ellie hurt. Sean hadn’t liked it. Carter had a sneaking suspicion Sean would send backup anyway, despite his wishes. He would, were he in Sean’s shoes. Especially since he noticed—and Sean would have too—the group who followed him when he left the party. As he’d suspected, Nosizwe already had people in place at tonight’s event, exactly like he did. They weren’t subtle about shadowing him. They were barely even discreet. He could have done something or chosen to let the tail worry him further, but his mind was already set. He was walking into a trap. There was a strong likelihood that he wouldn’t come out of this alive. What did it matter, so long as Ellie was safe?

      The drive was short but felt interminable as his headlights played off skeletal trees, recently starting to regrow leaves, and wriggling, writhing shadows. The moon peeked out from behind wispy clouds. It might have been spooky, if his thoughts weren’t full of the very real fears he was facing rather than whimsical dreads caused by watching too many horror movies.

      The one question that kept beating his brain was how had they gotten to Ellie? He’d had people on the room. They hadn’t reported anyone suspicious coming or going. He’d barely left her, and this had happened. He’d told her not to let anyone in, and during his brief examination of the room he’d noted no signs of forced entry. Which had to mean she’d opened the door to somebody she knew. Who? The betrayer he’d been searching for these past weeks?

      He was getting closer to the required destination and slowed the car’s speed. The first thing he saw as he pulled up was the pickup, tailgate down. Next to it, glittering in the moonlight, was something he hadn’t been counting on seeing.

      Four large Stones, glittering in the moonlight and his vehicle’s headlights, shaped like oversized tablets, or versions of the legendary Ten Commandments.

      Carter’s heart squeezed a little tighter.

      Nosizwe had her Stones, as well as Sean’s. Which meant somebody on Sean’s side, somebody high up, had to be helping her, or else she’d never have gotten a hold of them.

      Coming to a stop, he parked, set the brake, and climbed out, slamming the door behind him. Headlights were aimed at him, distorting his vision, keeping him from seeing who was present as he walked up, hands raised.

      “Nosizwe,” he called out. “I’m here.”

      “Of course you are. I knew you’d come. Are you unarmed?”

      “My gun’s in the car.”

      “Get it, Braydon.”

      As a young man rushed by him and towards his vehicle, following the shifter queen’s orders, Carter walked towards the sound of Nosizwe’s voice. His eyes adjusted to the headlights and darkness, until shadowy shapes revealed themselves as distinct people. Nosizwe, dressed for an evening performance she may or may not ever give. He recognized more than one of her shifters. He saw Ellie. She was being held by two of Nosizwe’s people. Her face was pale, her hair drooping from the hairdo she’d worn earlier. When he got close enough that their eyes could meet, he saw her lips move, saw her form the words, “I’m sorry, Carter.”

      He wanted to say, “Don’t be sorry, babe.” Reassure her this wasn’t her fault. From the instant she’d stepped into his world, she’d been a pawn used by Sean or his rival. She was caught in the middle. Wrong place, wrong time. None of this was truly about her.

      He tore his gaze away to sweep the clearing, looking for the betrayer. It lighted on a chair, next to a very familiar car. A wheeled chair.

      Carter’s heart sank.

      Oh crap.

      Ciara sat there, calm and beautiful. Icy calm. No regret on her features. No external hints of second guessing her decision to betray her husband, his clan, his people, his goals, his ideals, his life’s work.

      The sight of her stopped Carter in his tracks. Millions of questions were suddenly answered about whys and wherefores, who had done what and who the power to make recent mysterious events happen, even down to the small questions like how Nosizwe had known about the secret passage down in the Pit. Also how nobody had reported anyone suspicious in the halls outside the room where Ellie had been waiting for a car. Ciara wouldn’t have set off any alarm bells.

      If Ciara were indeed the betrayer—and his own vision told him she was—she had enough power, enough clout, to turn any but his most loyal people. No wonder he hadn’t been able to uncover what was truly happening in the Costas compound. This woman had fooled him. She’d doubtless fooled Ellie. Ellie would have trusted her just like Carter had trusted her. She’d fooled Sean. She’d fooled everyone.

      “Ciara.” He half-expected his voice to come out in a croak, considering the tightness of his throat, but it was remarkably steady. Hands still in the air to show he was offering no resistance, nothing that would signal them to harm Ellie he asked, “Why?”

      His boss’s wife raised and lowered one shoulder. “Why not? Sean’s foolish ideas weren’t getting our people any place. I’m a prisoner in my own body, unable to swim at the lake or the beach without being endangered. Do you think that’s easy for me? I’m a Merrow. My parents gave my red cap to Sean for safekeeping when we married because they knew the drive for water was so strong I might be tempted to seek out places that were too public and endanger myself and our kind. I didn’t even have control of my own body, my own magical abilities.” She used her arms to push herself up further in her wheelchair, her voice rising with anger, frustration. “Do you know what that’s like, Carter? No, you don’t. Nobody limited you. Nobody was in control over you the way my parents and Sean have been over me.”

      “Sean never mistreated you,” Carter said through gritted teeth. “He worships you.”

      “Does he? He never trusted me. He wanted to protect me.” She waggled her fingers in sarcastic air quotation marks. “My parents wanted to protect me. They wanted to protect all shifters. Maybe we don’t need protection. What we need is equality. What we need is power.”

      “You think this is the way to gain equality and power? Humans aren’t ready for this yet.”

      “If not now, when will they ever be?” spoke up Nosizwe. “There’s never going to be some magical era of peace on earth when normal humans are ready to accept us as we are. Every push for equality has begun with resistance to the status quo. Sometimes violence. If that’s what we have to do to ensure true freedom for future generations…”

      “What about the innocent people who get harmed in the process?”

      “What about them? Most of them would want us locked away or dead or hidden so they don’t have to deal with us.”

      “What about her?” Carter challenged, lowering one arm to point at Ellie. “Look at her. She’s innocent. She saved your son, Ciara. She tried to save you, and she didn’t even know you.”

      “I was never in any danger,” Ciara answered sullenly. “That part of the attack was all for show. Sean was the target. Not me.”

      “I believe that. Now. But you’re evading my question. What about her? If Ellie hasn’t taught you all humans aren’t evil, then nothing ever will.” He hesitated then added, “She taught me.”

      “How touching,” Ciara responded dryly. “Actually, you’re proving my point, Carter. Nosizwe and I don’t believe all humans are evil or untrustworthy. We think there’s a chance there are a great many humans like Ellie who will be open-minded about us. Who won’t wish us harm. It’s you and Sean and others of your ilk who mistrust all humans, not us. You’re the ones who want us to stay hidden in the shadows. You’re the ones who are afraid. Not us.”

      “Be that as it may, if you do this,” Carter protested grimly, “you know innocent people may get hurt or die.”

      “Do you care about that? Or do you only care about her?”

      Ciara singled out Ellie who still stood between her two captors, pale and silent.

      That was the loaded question, the entire point of his being here, willingly placing himself in these women’s hands. Everybody knew it.

      “Are you here because of Sean’s impetus on the Talos? Or are you here because you care about her? Or both? It hardly matters, either way. You’re here where we want you. The question is, are you going to do something rash and start a fight that you cannot win, thereby risking her life? Or are you going to cooperate with us, do what we say, and protect your wife?”

      Carter couldn’t look away from Ellie. He was the Talos. He could shift. He could start a fight. There was a high likelihood he could at least free himself, given his nearly indestructible alter. But there was almost no way he could free Ellie. They’d kill her first. Without a drop of compassion or compunction. They’d kill her. They had him neatly boxed in, precisely where they wanted him. Neither he nor Ellie stood a chance this time. Not without a miracle.

      “What do you want?” he asked quietly, even though he already knew.

      “You know what we want, Carter. Your blood. If the interpretation is correct, it’s your blood that will unlock the Stones.”

      “You don’t even have them all,” he reminded the two women. “What good will unlocking these Stones do if you don’t have all of them?”

      “Unlocking these Stones will hopefully give us the power to find the rest,” Nosizwe explained. “Even if it doesn’t work, what have we lost? You? Small price to pay.”

      “What about her?” he challenged, nodding towards Ellie. “How do I know you won’t kill her as soon as I’m dead? You’ve got to give me some reassurance, or else I don’t just surrender. And don’t say you’re giving me your word. No offense, but I don’t trust either of you.”

      “We’ve got somebody coming we think you will trust. In fact, she should be here any minute.”

      Carter felt his brow wrinkle in a frown. “Who?”

      As if in answer to his question, arriving behind him he heard the thrum of a motor. He turned his head, shifting his stance in time to see the headlights of another car approaching through the trees. And behind that, another one. The second car was approaching more slowly, cautiously, but with its headlights on in this dark night there wasn’t anywhere to hide.

      Right before the first car pulled up, a large bird spiraled down from the sky. The closer it got to the ground the larger it grew until, by the time it touched earth, it had morphed into a human-sized creature with wings, talons, and even a beak. It squawked once and instantly morphed back into its human alter. Perhaps it had been leading the approaching vehicles—trailing him, no doubt.

      Almost immediately, the first car parked and more people spilled out. Some of their faces were vaguely familiar. Carter had seen them in Nosizwe’s retinue at one time or another. A couple were his people, or supposed to be. At least one of them had the grace to lower her head and look ashamed under his piercing glare. Her partner returned the stare defiantly. Carter shook his head and turned away.

      The second car finally arrived, drawing attention and turning heads. The driver sat behind the wheel for a space, as if trying to make up his or her mind whether to disembark. At last, the door slowly opened and a woman stepped out. Despite the gloom, Carter identified her almost instantly as the cop, Detective Ewing, who had been on his heels since the onset of his adventures with Ellie last fall.

      “Detective,” Ciara called, her voice all fake sugar and sweetness, “why don’t you come join us?”

      Heels clicked on the pavement as the cop took a few steps closer. Carter noticed the gun in her hand, partially concealed by her fist in the skirt of her gown.

      “What’s going on here?” she demanded in a very cop-like way.

      “We knew you wouldn’t be able to resist coming out here if you saw what was happening. And you’re too good a cop not to have noticed.”

      She halted a dozen paces from Carter, unwilling to approach any closer without backup.

      “What are you talking about, Mrs. Costas?”

      “Can’t you see? We needed you here, so I pulled a few strings and made sure you were invited. You’re in on our little secret, yes? Your superior officer who is also in the know told me you were. We’ve been keeping tabs on you for some time now. We needed someone we could trust. Rather, we needed someone Carter could trust. It’s a cinch he wouldn’t trust any of us. But maybe he’ll trust you.”

      “Trust me for what?” She sounded suspicious. She wasn’t buying anything up front.

      “To protect his wife after he sacrifices himself for her.”

      Ciara said it boldly. She didn’t care. She no longer had anything to hide. The cop’s gaze found Carter’s despite the gloom.

      “What’s going on here? What’s she talking about, Ballis?”

      “Their first attempt at opening the Stones, using Ellie, didn’t work. They thought she was pregnant with my baby, but she wasn’t. Now they’re going to use me. Go directly to the source.” He chuckled bitterly. “Except they needed her to draw me out here. Now they’ve got me, but they know I don’t trust them. I guess they drew you here for an insurance policy.

      “How am I supposed to be an insurance policy?”

      “Simple,” Mrs. Costas supplied. “Carter gives us his blood. We give Ellie to you. You safeguard Ellie and get her out of here.” She paused, turning to address Carter. “What do you think, Carter? Easy, yes?”

      There was nothing easy about any of this. She was taunting him. Badgering him. Belittling him, knowing she had him in her power. He wished it wasn’t true. He’d shown Sean the text. Sean had advised him not to go, or at least not to go alone. He could have listened, but he’d known the stakes—and the consequences—when he drove out here. Carter was in this alone, except for the cop. And even with the Talos and her gun, there were too many shifters here. They couldn’t free Ellie without risking her getting killed.

      All of the doorways before him were closed except one. His eyes met Ellie’s through the murkiness, lit by headlights and the scanty glow from the moon above. He saw her mouth move, heard her whisper, “Don’t do it, Carter.”

      He swallowed hard.

      In his brain beat the words of the so-called prophecy Nosizwe’s people had decoded and his people had intercepted: ….from across the sea will come the one whose body contains the blood of the protector, and the guardian’s power is in his blood. His blood, the gift of the gods, will open the doorway to the realm beyond.

      Carter didn’t believe for an instant that it was true, that the prophecy—if that’s what it even was—was talking about him, the Talos, but these two women did, which was all that mattered since they had Ellie.

      For the longest moment he simply stared at his wife, committing every line and plane and angle of her face, her hair, her body to memory. If this was it, if he was going to die, it was going to be with her branded on his brain. Not his or Sean’s enemies. Not this idiocy about the Stones. Only her, and the love welling up in his chest. So much, so fierce, that it physically hurt. As long as she was safe, it didn’t matter what happened to him.

      His decision made—not that there had been a chance he’d make any decision except this one—Carter walked out into the middle of the loose circle of shifters and cop. His hands still in the air, he knelt slowly, one knee at a time, on the pavement. The asphalt bit into his knees through his slacks, but the pain was miniscule. He barely noticed. Keeping his eyes on Ellie he said, “Give me a knife.”

      Nosizwe’s shifters looked questioningly at her. She nodded to one of them, “Give it to him. He won’t try anything with her life on the line.”

      Nevertheless, to be on the safe side, she jerked her head at one of the two holding Ellie. As someone stepped forward to hand Carter a blade, one of Ellie’s guards drew another knife out of his pocket, wrenched Ellie’s head back by her hair, and laid the flat edge of the blade against her throat.

      “Don’t forget, Ballis—you get any funny ideas, and she’s dead.”

      Carter didn’t bother responding. This battle was lost. He only hoped the prophecy was wrong, or their interpretation of it anyway, and they wouldn’t lose the war, too.

      Still kneeling on the pavement, knife in hand, he said firmly, “I don’t do this until you give her to the cop.”

      Heavy silence as the shifter leader contemplated her options. At last she jerked her head again at her subordinate.

      “Let her go. We have plenty of shifters here, and plenty of weapons, to take her down if he does anything except what he’s supposed to do.”

      Obediently, the man removed his knife from Ellie’s neck and gave her a shove that sent her stumbling towards Detective Ewing. The cop hurried forward to catch Ellie, pulling her close, keeping her gun up and ready, trained on the circle of enemies around her.

      “I will not hesitate to shoot if any of you decide to change your minds,” she warned.

      “We won’t,” Ciara promised, “as long as Carter does what he has to.”

      A tiny bit of the tension in his chest eased when he saw Ellie freed and standing next to the detective. He could be wrong, but Carter thought even across the distance he could see the tears glittering in Ellie’s eyes, on her cheeks, as she stared at him.

      Unbidden, words flashed into his brain, something Ellie had said to him months ago when they’d first met. Words he’d written off at the time as being silly, but words which had almost become a prophecy of their own.

      You like to make jokes about my religious beliefs, and poke fun at me for them. But, you know, at the heart of all I believe is the idea of self-sacrifice for others. And you—everything you just said, what you’re doing for your potential offspring…that’s pretty self-sacrificial. And even what you’re doing for me, too.

      She couldn’t have known then what their relationship would ultimately lead to: him willingly dying to protect her, but it was eerie that she’d called it so long ago.

      The memory gave him the courage to act. Carter concentrated, brushed the other inner self inside his mind, his consciousness, and felt the familiar shiver as his body rippled, changed. Nothing was left of him now, Carter Ballis, of his flesh-and-blood body. Only cold bronze remained, kneeling there on the pavement, but cold bronze who loved every bit as fiercely as Carter the man, if not more so. After all, the Talos had recognized Ellie for who and what she was long before Carter had. Maybe the Talos and its instincts had led the man to this moment, this crucial decision. Who knew?

      Eyes still locked on his wife, the Talos reached back, knife in hand, towards his ankle. Legend said it was there. Legend told of how it had brought down the original Talos once. Now it would bring down him. He twisted the knife in his hand so the blade was pointing down towards his bronze skin. There, right above his heel, was a single vein: the only vein in his bronze body that held blood. More rightly, ichor—supposedly the blood of the gods. The blood Nosizwe and Ciara needed to try and unlock the power of the Stones. The blood that would save Ellie. Kill him.

      He drew a final breath and swept the sharp edge across that vein, opening it. The pain bit into his brain. He flinched but didn’t cry out. Ellie did, but her eyes never left his as the vein opened and the blood, his blood, the blood of the Talos, poured out of the wound and onto the pavement.
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      I couldn’t believe, after everything Carter and I had endured and survived, it had come to this impasse. Couldn’t believe I’d been so stupid and they’d drawn me out here. Couldn’t believe Carter wasn’t trying to put up a defense, to pull a miracle out of his hat. There was no doubt in my mind that, had it been his personal safety at risk, he would’ve gone down fighting rather than give in like this. But he wouldn’t resist this time because they had me.

      Shame and regret filled me like I’d never known, but I was unarmed and had no resources with which to fight back. The gun in the cop’s hand seemed small and puny in comparison to the horde of shifters we faced, many of whom were also undoubtedly armed.

      I felt sick watching Carter kneel on the glittering pavement, ask for the knife, accept it. He kept looking at me—not to make me feel worse, but as if to encourage me that it was all okay. That he did this willingly. That he would make this sacrifice again and again if it meant saving me.

      What his eyes said his actions reinforced as he drew the blade across his heel. I heard myself cry out, but the sound came as if from far away or from someone else. I wasn’t in my own body anymore. I wasn’t in my own head anymore. Somewhere a world existed where there was only he and I, and I felt the pain of the knife across my flesh, felt my skin part, felt my blood gush out.

      The blood flowed down the Talos’ heel, darker than the night around us. Instantly, several of Nosizwe’s people—or were they Ciara Costas’s too?—sprang into action. Even as Mrs. Costas and Nosizwe edged closer to look, their people approached Carter, still with some caution, to catch his blood in small cups. The Talos swayed, caught himself with a hand to the pavement. Still, his eyes never left mine. I don’t think I was breathing at this point, as I saw the only man who’d ever loved me—and proved it enough to die for me—bleeding out in front of me. I was vaguely aware of the shifters running to paint his blood across the strange runes etched onto the Stones, using cloths or small brushes or their fingers: whatever they had on hand.

      Heartbeat after heartbeat pounded in my ears. Were they mine or his? Did it matter? Time was frozen. It stood still. I wasn’t even concerned whether the blood on the Stones would work. That was a small, insignificant matter in comparison to Carter bleeding out and me, a prisoner, helpless to stop it.

      It wasn’t until I heard the cop next to me gasp that my attention was finally diverted.

      “Ellie,” she breathed, and her voice was full of dread and awe, “look.”

      Reluctantly, I dragged my gaze from my husband’s and towards the Stones themselves. I felt my jaw drop. Whereas before cold, uneven lines of crudely etched runes had marched across the faces of the Stone tablets, now lines of fire had appeared. The runes themselves, the words, the letters, had burst into life. Nosizwe had been right. Carter’s blood was doing something. There were only sparks at first, but the sparks kindled into a stream of flame that raced from one Stone to the next to the next until all four were ablaze. The glow lit up the night. Some shifters fell forward, some fell back as the Stones of Fire abruptly erupted into actual Stones of Fire, sheathed in a flaming halo. There were outcries, excited exclamations.

      “It’s working!” someone shouted.

      I tore my gaze from the Stones and back to Carter, the Talos. He’d been all but forgotten and still knelt there, so weakened by the loss of his magical blood that he’d swayed forward, using both hands to hold himself up. His head hung down. He wasn’t even able to look at me anymore.

      In the legend, the loss of his blood had killed the original Talos. Fear gripped my throat.

      I tugged at the cop’s dress and nodded towards him.

      “We have to do something,” I begged.

      She scowled. “I know, but I don’t know what to do. They won’t let us drag him out of here. I can’t take on all of them with one weapon. He wants me to get you out of here safely, Ellie. That’s what I’m going to do.”

      Frustration filled me. “I’m not going to stand here and watch him die like this, and I’m not going to run off like a coward and leave him!”

      “What do you think you can do against all of them?” Detective Ewing challenged, sweeping out her free arm towards Nosizwe’s hoard.

      “I don’t know, but the Stones have quickened. They’re awake. If they really can steal their magic…”

      My sentence trailed off as the blunt truth hit me in the face. This wasn’t merely about Carter dying or my peril or even the cop’s. This was about all of those people back at the Country Club, partying it up unsuspectingly. This was about the war that could erupt tonight between Sean and Nosizwe, should she return there with magic and Sean contested her. Sean didn’t have sufficient people here to stop her, not if she gained the power of the Stones. She’d hold those people hostage. She’d implement her plan to move shifters out of the shadows and to the forefront. Who knew how the world would respond? How many innocent people and shifters might ultimately be harmed by this? What could I do? How could I stop her? How could I stop her and save Carter?

      Before I could formulate any kind of plan, screams and shouts caught my attention, drawing it back to the Stones and the crowd surrounding them. As the last rune on the final Stone lit up, fire erupted, a ball of flames, as if somebody had thrown gasoline onto a bonfire. I heard the whoosh, heard the explosion. Everyone fell back. Some not quickly enough. I saw people running with fire singeing their clothing and hair, others dashing to help them put it out. Some were down on the ground, writhing, moaning, injured. Fire from the midst of the circle of Stones had detonated, a conflagration that lit up the entire area around us. Even Carter, the Talos, weak as he was, managed to raise his head to stare at the strange sight.

      The fire burned red-orange in the center, but green and blue on the edges. I knew next to nothing about magic, but I could smell a different smell, feel a different type of electricity flicker against my skin. I knew this was no ordinary flame. This was magic in front of me, unfurling with each flicker of the flame. Sparks of gold sprayed in a fountain, eliciting more cries from the onlookers. And then…

      And then…

      Was it my imagination, or…

      I squinted, peering into the depths of the blaze.

      Was that…a doorway? Did I see a portal, a hole, a small pool of darkness in the center of the magical inferno? I could’ve sworn that I did. It wasn’t large, but, considering the size of the fire, a person could potentially squeeze through. The question was, where did it go? Where did it lead?

      A crazy, insane notion filled my head. I looked at the Talos, dying alone and basically forgotten. His blood spent, they’d gotten what they wanted from him. He couldn’t fight. He wasn’t a threat. No one cared about him anymore.

      Except me.

      Before I could stop to consider my actions or my options, I found myself moving towards him. Detective Ewing was so shocked and entranced by the sight of the Stones, the magical fire, that she didn’t react fast enough to catch me. I dashed to Carter’s side, knelt next to him, grabbed his bronze arm.

      “Get up,” I pleaded. “Get up, Carter. I know how to save you.”

      The Talos lifted its head, its dark eyes peering into mine. Its jaw moved as if it tried to speak, tried to say my name.

      “No, don’t argue,” I begged, desperate. “Get up, Carter. I know how we stop this. I know how to save your life and get you out of here, but you have to get up. I can’t carry you. You’re too heavy.”

      I was filled with terror that he might refuse, that he might refuse to comply. Instead, to my vast relief, he used his hands to push himself up a little. I slid my shoulder under his bronze armpit, lifting with my legs, taking all of his weight that I could. Together, we succeeded in getting him upright. Mostly upright. He was hunched over, weak, dying.

      “Walk with me,” I urged. “Towards the fire. It’s just a few steps. We can do this, Carter.”

      We had to do this. Things were happening around us. The detective had noticed my absence. She glanced around, called out to me. Simultaneously, Nosizwe and her people were getting up their nerves to approach the inferno. I could hear spatters of communication. They were debating what to do, how to use this. I don’t know what they’d expected from quickening the Stones. For magic to come pouring out like water? Magic they could catch and collect in a cup, the way they had the Talos’ blood? The gigantic tablets were called the Stones of Fire for a reason. Surely they’d considered this. Or perhaps they’d acted impulsively with the theory they had like as I was doing now, stumbling towards the blaze with Carter.

      I had no clue if this would actually work; if I was saving his life or consigning him to a fiery death. All I knew was something was telling me this was his only chance. I had to make it to that doorway. I had to get him through it. I had to do it before anyone else stepped through. If his blood had opened the doorway, then his blood would protect him as he passed through. That was my notion, my theory, and the hope that spurred me on. A final, beyond desperate attempt to save his life.

      And if he dies, so do I, I thought grimly, as we staggered the few steps towards the Stones’ blaze.

      He wasn’t doing this alone. He might go through first, but he wasn’t going alone. He’d given his life to save me. Now I would risk mine to save his.

      Mere paces away, the heat from the fire was terrific, scorching my skin. This close, I could see the doorway clearly defined. It held its shape in the fire, a blue-pink-green rectangle that glowed. Beckoning, welcoming. A couple of shifters edged toward it, getting up their courage to brave the terrible heat.

      “Stop!” I shouted.

      They were so taken by surprise that they halted, turned to see who had shouted.

      Behind me, I heard the detective echo my cry. “Stop!” But whether she was talking to me or to them, I didn’t know. I didn’t care.

      The Talos lifted its chin, saw the doorway. I felt its steps slow, felt its bronze body tense as it tried to halt, but I wasn’t having it. I put every bit of strength and willpower I had into my muscles, driving them forward, driving us both forward.

      “Ellie!” I heard someone cry out. The cop? Mrs. Costas?

      It didn’t matter. We were there. I jumped, leapt—whatever you want to call it—using every bit of strength in my body, from my feet to my calves to my thighs and upward. I practically flung—as well as someone like me could fling—the Talos off my shoulder and forward. He stumbled, toppled, and as he did I whirled, placing both of my palms in the middle of his back, shoving him.

      “No! Stop her!”

      I thought that was Nosizwe. Her orders came too late. Carter, the Talos, lurched headfirst into the fire from the midst of the Stones. As the upper half of his body disappeared into the portal, I felt a great sucking, like a whirlpool. A blast of wind caught him, dragging him eagerly into the flames. He let out a strange sound, half moan, half shout, as the wind drew him into the unknown.

      Hands reached for me, trying to draw me back, but at the very last second I made my choice.

      Wherever this leads, he’s not facing it alone.

      I dove forward, wrapping my arms around his vanishing legs. Together, we fell into the fire, into the portal, and into the unknown, leaving our world behind.

      

      Watch for Book 4, Repairer of the Breach.

      Add it on Goodreads now!
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