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Book Description


  All the former SEAL shifter Chay wanted was to save Tara from the panther within that threatened to consume her.  But the bargain he strikes sets off a chain of events that threatens the safety of the Earth itself. 


  With the Army at the door of his precious facility and monsters from another world breaking through inside, Chay and Tara must face the challenge of their lives if they hope to ever find peace together.
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Chapter One


  We aren’t going to make it.


  The thought blasted through Chay’s head, louder than his team’s cries or even the blackened monster’s roar that drowned out the shouting.


  Annie had already reached the exit ahead of the lumbering beast, retreating in response to his barked order. Eddie Agosti grabbed the wounded Harveth by the collar and dragged him after them, leaving a wide smear of blood on the white tiles of the floor. But the portal monster now stood between the door and most of Chay’s team. Chay might reach the safety of the exit, and so might Tara—but much of the rest of his team was trapped. Some of his team carried rifles, but they had neither the time nor the space to use them. Everyone was too tightly packed in the room, with too many shifter bodies too close to the monster.


  Chay’s mind raced. Mere seconds had passed since the creature had ripped the portal wide, but everything seemed to be moving in slow motion: his team members, scrambling for the exit or out of the monster’s way; the monster itself, which freed its hind legs from the portal gate as more unspeakable things crowded after it; even the pool of blood where the slain shifter lay, which oozed outward with glacial slowness.


  Why couldn’t they move? He had to save his people, but how? Should he tell them to rush it in the hope that some of them might get through?


  As if it could read his mind, the creature unfolded to its full height, bellowing, its bristling antennae brushing the drop tiles of the ceiling. His eyes seemed not to want to focus on it somehow, as if there was somehow more of it than belonged in a single dimension. It seemed put together wrong, painfully so, with too many joints and too many appendages coming from its blackened body—whether armor or a carapace it was impossible to tell, but where the sections joined it oozed a stinking thick black liquid.


  It made a terrible scream with its inhuman mouth, possibly fury or possibly pain, and lashed out with its articulated tentacles. The closest shifters darted away from the limbs that whistled through the air, and Chay tensed. The body of the werewolf, split in two from shoulder to hip, showed too well what could happen when those whipping limbs struck flesh.


  Next to Chay, Tara reached for the suppressor behind her ear. He grabbed her and pushed her ahead of him toward the door. This was no time for meaningless sacrifices.


  “Run!” he ordered her—he ordered all of them. Maricela was next to him, and he grabbed her and shoved her after Tara before turning back to face the creature.


  He wasn’t the first. In wordless synchronicity, the brothers Liam, Seamus, and Niall were already running for the monster, shifting into their bear forms midstride. Chay flung off his belt and robe and leaped after them.


  The bears struck first, toppling the creature under their weight. They tore at its armored body, their claws scrabbling for purchase and their great jaws snapping at its flailing limbs, as Chay darted in. As it arched its strangely articulated spine, it exposed its throat to Chay’s teeth, and he ended its thrashing as its foul, sticky ichor filled his mouth.


  Or at least he thought he did. Even as its final death throes were stilled, it fell apart into the individual sections of its carapace, which began to move on their own, wriggling across the floor as they grew legs and mouths and even teeth.


  Chay slapped the nearest one away with his paw, sending it skittering across the floor just as the original monster’s breastplate—or rib cage or whatever it was—burst open and spawned a dozen more. Revolted by the unnatural things, the panther inside him wanted to charge in and shred them with its teeth and claws.


  But the rational side of Chay knew better. He forced himself to tear his predator’s gaze away from the creatures long enough to take stock of the rest of the room. He and the three bear shifters were alone—the others had escaped. And more creatures like the first were fighting at what remained of the portal, trying to force it open with hands and tentacles, claws and nightmarish limbs beyond description.


  It was time to get out of there. Chay let out a piercing panther scream, distracting the brothers from their individual battles. They turned and saw him retreating toward the door, and they did likewise, moving backward to fight or swipe at any of the bug-like creatures that came near.


  With his back to the door and the three bears around him, Chay shifted into his human form. He turned the handle and yanked it, grabbing the knob on the other side as he went out. Niall followed first, then Liam.


  But Seamus lunged forward with a deep growl, his jaws snapping shut around the slithering, many-jointed body of one of the creatures.


  “Seamus!” Chay ordered. “Get out of there. Now!”


  But the bear was too deep in the bloodlust of the animal’s mind now, blind and deaf to everything else. Chay reached out to grab a great fistful of brown fur to drag the bear shifter back. But the bear was far too massive to be budged.


  Still in his bear form, Liam shouldered back into the room and in front of Seamus and pushed him back toward the exit with his body weight. As if coming to himself, Seamus shook his shaggy head, dropped the creature’s mangled body, and turned to barrel out into the hallway, Liam on his heels.


  Chay slammed the door shut behind them, his last glimpse of the room burned upon his mind: the appendages at the edges of the portal, ripping and pulling it open to vomit out a mass of new monsters. Never had he been so glad to hear the clunk of the magnetic locks as when they engaged a second before the first sound of a hard, chitinous body striking the other side.


  He spun to face the three brothers, who were back in their human forms—even Seamus, though his eyes were still the bear’s, full of blood thirst and fury. Their bodies were whole but streaked with lines of blood—their blood, because what had come out of the monster was black and tarry. Even then, the corrupt taste lingered on his human tongue. A glance down at his own body showed that he, too, hadn’t escaped without injury.


  “What did you think you were doing in there?” he demanded of the brothers. “You could’ve gotten killed.”


  “So could you,” Liam pointed out reasonably.


  Chay shook his head. It was true enough. And there was no time for argument, especially since their stunt had worked.


  He scanned the corridor. Just beyond the bear shifters stood Tara, the sword and dagger on the belt clutched in her hand and her eyes wide with concern. Beside her was Maricela, with the rest of the team ranged behind. Everyone looked to be in one piece, even the noncombatants—everyone, that was, except for poor Tom, dead on the floor in the spook shop, and Harveth, who looked dangerously gray in Eddie Agosti’s arms.


  Nothing he could do about that now. Chay twisted his wrist to check his smart watch. It hadn’t shown anything of use since he had stepped through the sliding door to the elves’ sector because even the passage of time had been largely meaningless in the Forest of the Fae. The screen appeared to be back online now and no worse for the wear.


  He muttered a brief thanks. He’d take his luck where he could get it.


  “Cortana,” he said aloud. He had no time for menus, and this order required a voice print. “Initiate full lockdown sequence now.”


  “Full lockdown has already been initiated,” the pleasant female voice of his AI said.


  “Flag the spook shop as fully compromised,” Chay said.


  “Spook shop flagged.”


  On the other side of the bear shifters, Annie’s voice came through clearly. “Move your naked, furry asses, Mansfields.” She pushed between them to stop in front of Chay. “I already set the alert at the highest level, and all nonessential personnel have been evacuated from Black Mesa.”


  “Good,” Chay said curtly.


  Annie liked to pretend that her mind was full of nothing but sex, mischief, and violence. But Chay well knew that she had a brilliant mind and split-second decision-making skill like few others under her shallow façade. He’d had no hesitation at making her his third in command, a counterweight to Luke Ford, who had the charisma of a leader and the skills of a SEAL but lacked the sharpness of Annie’s intelligence and her keen instincts. His trust in her had not been misplaced, but perhaps his choice of Luke had led to his friend’s death....


  He shut down that thought. No time for it now.


  “We need to retreat to the bunker,” Chay said—to Annie and to Tara and the rest of his team.


  There was a small stirring among the gathered shifters. They’d held drills in the bunker every few months, but it was only meant to be used in the case of last resort. It was their final refuge against invasion, the backup to the spook shop place where they could have access to Black Mesa’s servers and to a full secondary backup system as well as a complete miniature facility of its own.


  To their credit, there were no cries of dismay. After the initial shock of the reaction wore off, those at the back of the group turned and led the way down the narrow corridor. They knew where they were going. Chay hoped it would prove strong enough to bear the weight of all their hopes.


  As they started off, Tara reached out and grabbed his hand with her free one. She looked up at him, her bright green eyes full of concern. He knew why. She had feared that when he’d pushed her out, it would be the last time she’d ever see him. Hell, if he’d had time to think, he would’ve thought the same.


  She kept her silence, though, and Chay led her between the Mansfield brothers to draw even with Eddie, who was holding the elf cradled like a child in his arms.


  “Were you in there with those things?” Eddie asked softly.


  Chay raised his eyebrows. “Not that I knew about. But that’s one of the things I want to ask our friend there. How’s he doing?”


  “Well, he’s still breathing. For now, at least.”


  “Let’s hope we can keep him that way.” There were two doctors in the group, a tiger shifter and a coyote. But no one knew more about healing than elves. Certainly not more about healing an elf—and if it wasn’t the same as patching up a shifter or a human, Chay well knew their chances of keeping him alive would be painfully low.


  Chay just hoped the elf would regain consciousness in time to heal himself.


  Eddie’s question was a valid one. How had those creatures gotten to Black Mesa? Had they been in the world with the black sand? He hadn’t seen or felt anything strange there. But the monsters had come from somewhere, and since they’d come through the portal, where else could they have come from?


  Chay wanted to know if Harveth had known that the monsters were there or if he’d known that they were coming. But the elf was still out cold and still bleeding freely. He was in no condition to tell Chay anything.


  A great groaning noise ran through the facility, and the floor and walls shuddered around them. Chay’s heart shuddered with them, and he tightened his grip on Tara’s hand. Black Mesa was his baby, the only thing he’d ever truly owned since he was a child. He’d made it his own home and a refuge for those who had no other place to go, and he’d be damned if he would give it up without a fight.


  As if to mock him, another tremor shot through the facility, and this time the lights flickered. They weren’t far now. The lead team member had reached the ladder to the bunker, descending through a shaft piercing the floor.


  Chay turned to Eddie to ask if he needed help with the elf’s slim body.


  “Don’t worry about me, Beane,” the grizzled older man said before he could speak. “If I could carry a two-hundred-pound man for six hours in Mogadishu, I can carry one skinny elf down a ladder.”


  Chay didn’t say that he was more worried about the elf than he was about Eddie’s ability to carry him. But he stood aside silently and waited for his turn, handing Tara down first before following. Eddie came next with the elf slung around his neck like an oversized scarf, and the Mansfield brothers followed.


  The emergency lights faintly illuminated his hands on the steel rungs of the ladder. The shaft echoed with the sounds of two dozen people moving through it, and the smell of their sweat and their fear filled his nostrils. After they passed the final main level of the facility, the shaft closed in around him, his world shrinking to the narrow tunnel that dove through the layers of earth and rock. He could lean back and see Tara between the toes of his bare feet, and above him was the burly form of Eddie with the elf.


  They reached the bottom in near-silence, the team spreading out down the hall that led in either direction from the shaft. The corridor here wandered through the rock, meeting up with other emergency ladders that led to this level from around the facility. On this level were only two destinations: a long escape tunnel barely wide enough for a single person that opened far outside Black Mesa’s perimeter, and the bunker itself. Ophelia called the level “Ultima Thule”—the last place, like the end of the world—and that was how it had become marked on their maps.


  Chay stepped down from the last rung and moved aside to make room for Eddie and the Mansfields. As Seamus stepped back from the ladder, Chay said, “Cortana, secure all entrances to the Ultima Thule.”


  “Securing,” Cortana replied calmly.


  There was a clank in the shaft, and the lowest section of the ladder disengaged from the wall and rattled upwards. A moment later, a hatch swung down, and the solid sound of its edges meeting its frame seemed to shudder with finality.
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