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Chapter One


Rune Alexander commando crawled
closer to the fence. A sharp stick poked her ribs but a little pain was the
least of her worries. It was hard to slide over the frozen, uneven ground when
she had two guns holstered at her hips and a blade in each of the five sheaths
strapped to her body, but she had no choice.


She held up a hand and made a forward
motion, then waited for Jack and Z to move up beside her.


The moon gave enough light to see by—a
very good thing considering she couldn’t stand up and flash a light at the
small group in the middle of the cornfield.


RISC—Spiritgrove’s Regional Investigations
of Supernatural Crimes unit—would demand pictures, and she had to play by the
rules. She gave a quick nod to her left, and Z readied his telescopic camera to
get a couple of shots. There’d be no flash to give them away. The pictures
would be grainy, but they could be enhanced later if there was trouble from one
of the ever-present Other rights and protection groups.


“How many?” she whispered. “Six?”


“Eight,” Jack replied. He tried to
whisper, but it was as though he was just too big to whisper. His voice was a
low rumble. 


Good enough.


Just then someone began to scream,
and she had to force herself to remain calm. She couldn’t afford to fuck up. 


RISC’S captain, Jeremy Cross, had
pulled her into his office before she’d left to have a quick talk. Technically,
she answered to him. RISC trumped SCRU. Shiv Crew was just Spiritgrove’s
criminal recovery unit.


“You get something for me tonight,
Rune, or I’m pulling Shiv Crew off this case and sending someone else out.”


Yeah, he was getting heat from Bill
Rice, the police director, but she was doing everything she could. He knew she
always did.


The murderers could be any one of
the many supernatural groups populating the world, but she’d bet it was either rogue
vamps or wolves. They were the groups with the biggest balls. 


“Z, check the fence.”


He pulled a tiny electric fence
indicator from his many-pocketed vest and tested the fence. “Nope.”


“Awesome.” Now they just had to get
past the fence without anyone noticing them. The same moon that worked for them
was working for the dirtbags on the other side as well.


She was leader of this little crew,
and she’d go first. Always. When she took on new members, she gave them one
chance to get that right. If the words, But you’re a woman. Let me take
point, were ever spoken, that person was history.


“Going through,” she murmured. “You
know what to do.” Of course they did. Neither man was a rookie.


They all stood, carefully, and the
men held the barbed wires apart so she could climb between them. She helped
when it was Z’s turn, but Jack was so big he got stuck on the barbs. They clung
to him like greedy lovers, and she sighed as she waited for him to quietly
extract himself.


Jack was a proud sort. He stared at
her with narrowed eyes as they crept closer to the group, waiting for her to smirk
or be a smartass.


She ignored him and pulled her guns—handguns
loaded with special silver bullets designed to take down the monsters. The
silver exploded within the body, doing horrendous damage as the melting
fragments raced through the bloodstream. Big or small, were or vampire or
shifter, silver kicked paranormal ass.


The screams came again, closer
together and more desperate, and she pushed everything from her mind but
getting those screams to stop.


Fucking Others.


Time was running out for the
tortured human. With the two men right beside her, Rune loped as silently as possible
through the shadows, holding tightly to the lethal guns.


Three people, six guns, and two dozen
shivs against eight Others. Those were not good odds for her crew, but they had
the element of surprise on their side.


They were spotted—or more likely
scented—seconds later, and the Others scattered. From the glimpses Rune got of
their clothing she assumed they were vampires. Black everywhere. Hair,
clothing, everything was black except for the telltale pale skin that gleamed
almost green in the moonlight.


Rune and Jack would just kill
anything living—or dead—that moved. They were the best shooters in the group
and rarely missed anything. Z was the best retriever Rune had ever used. He
would secure the victim while Rune and Jack covered him. No matter what else
was going on, if there was a victim, Z would get him or her out.


She only hired the best.


But these vampires weren’t
interested in fighting. They wanted only to run, which was strange for rogue
vampires. Surely they were rogue. The Spiritgrove vampires answered to master
vampire Nicolas Llodra—and only rogue vampires would dare attack a human.
Unless…


Unless they had his permission. Not
likely. Llodra had been known to deliver his vampires to Spiritgrove Law
Enforcement himself if they committed a crime. He, as well as most vampire
masters, wanted nothing more than to live in the shadows and avoid human
persecution.


One of the vampires was
uncharacteristically slow. Rune pulled an eight-inch shiv from a sheath on her
side and sent it flying through the air to find him.


He screamed as the silver pierced
his body, and fell to the ground. He must have been a new vampire. Older ones
were less vocal and much less clumsy. 


A vampire wouldn’t die unless she
got him through the heart and then took his head, but she didn’t want to kill
him. She’d need at least one of them for questioning.


For good measure and because one
couldn’t be careful enough when it came to the vampires, she aimed her gun and shattered
one of his legs as well.


He’d heal, the son of a bitch, but
because he was shot up with silver he’d heal almost human slow.


She heard a scream as one of her
men managed to shoot a fleeing vampire, heard it with grim satisfaction.


Never panic was the first
rule of Shiv Crew. That rule had saved their lives more than once.


Then suddenly, it was over.


For a long moment there were no
sounds. 


Rune kicked a rock. All the
vampires had escaped but one. “Fuckers.” She glanced over to where Z tended the
human, a girl perhaps nineteen or twenty, who sobbed quietly into Z’s chest. 


The one vampire she’d managed to
catch lay still as death on the ground, his arm and leg destroyed. “Silver the undead
fuck, Jack. I’ll call this in.”


Jack pulled heavy silver wire from
his pocket and wrapped it around the body of the vampire, though it wasn’t
really necessary. With silver drifting through his bloodstream, he wasn’t going
anywhere. 


The skin hissed when the wire
touched it, and the scent of cooking vampire meat drifted through the air. She
could only imagine how the silver must be burning him on the inside.


She shrugged away the uneasiness
that plagued her whenever she had to subdue an Other in such a painful way.
Fucks brought it on themselves.


Paramedics would come get the girl,
and when she was able she’d be questioned by Spiritgrove law enforcement and by
RISC. Rune would sit in with RISC and if need be, ask a few questions of her
own…if Jeremy would allow it.


She had a feeling this wasn’t over.


“They were expecting us,” Jack
said.


But that doesn’t make sense.


Yeah, they could have just been
evil rogues out to stir up some trouble, but she wasn’t feeling it. Rogues
wouldn’t have run—they would have fought like the crazy desperadoes they were.


She called the station and the
paramedics, then strode toward Z and the girl. A shiver of unease ran down her
spine. It didn’t make sense, and she didn’t like it when things didn’t make
sense.


“Z.”


At her voice, he took his arms from
around the girl and stood, flinching when the girl gave a little scream and
launched herself at him. She hugged his legs and trembled, her breathing harsh.


“She’s in shock, Rune. Did you call
it in?”


“Yeah.”


“ETA?”


“Fifteen minutes.”


He shot a worried look down at the
girl. “She’s in a bad way. Fifteen minutes is fucking eternity. Maybe we should
drive her to town.”


She knelt down to look at the girl.
Women were Z’s biggest weakness. He’d been known to lose his easygoing attitude
and go ape shit when a female was hurt. It was one of his best qualities and one
of his biggest flaws.


“I’m going to check her and ask her
a couple questions. See what you can find in the clothes of the vamp and search
the ground before RISC gets here.” It was something Shiv Crew always did. She
wasn’t guaranteed any information from the law enforcement agencies that had
her beneath their thumbs, so she did as much of her own investigation as
possible before they took it out of her hands. Bastards.


“She’s too hurt. You shouldn’t—”


She looked at him. That was all,
just looked at him.


He ran his hands through his
gorgeous dirty-blond hair. “Fuck, Rune.” But he went without another
word.


The girl huddled on the ground. Her
sobs had dwindled and finally stopped. A long fall of dark hair hid her face, and
she didn’t even flinch when Rune knelt down before her.


Rune pushed her hair over her
shoulder. “I’m going to shine a light so I can see you. I want to see how
you’re doing. Okay?”


She fished a small flashlight from
her pocket and gave an experimental flash to the ground before shining it over
the victim. “Shit.”


“Thirsty,” the girl said.


“I know, baby. The paramedics will
be here soon and they’ll take care of you.” The girl had been beaten savagely.
Her face was swollen and seeping blood. Her throat was torn from careless fangs,
her chest covered with cuts and bruises. “Can you tell me your name?”


The girl looked around, her eyes
dazed. “I’m thirsty.”


Jack walked up to stand behind her.
“Anything?”


Rune shrugged off her coat and
after taking a couple of knives from the pockets and slipping them
surreptitiously to him, put the jacket around the girl’s bare shoulders. It was
November, and the girl’s attackers had stripped her naked.


The victim’s skin was cold and
clammy, and the few unmarked parts of her were too pale. She listed suddenly to
the side and vomited.


“Fucking monsters,” Rune muttered.


“She able to give you a name?”


“No.” She tilted her head at the
distant sound of sirens. “See if Z needs help. They’ll be here in a couple
minutes.”


He nodded and walked away, leaving
her alone with the abused girl. She’d stopped heaving but was swaying
precariously on the hard ground, her eyes unfocused.


Too bad my own abuse doesn’t
outrage me as much as a stranger’s does.


But that was totally different. 


“Sweetheart, I’m going to help you
lie down.” The girl was unresisting as Rune pushed her to her back on the
ground. Rune lifted the girl’s battered legs and placed them in her lap.
Getting the feet up and head down was about all she could do. She had enough
trouble packing around two guns and her shivs. There was no room for a first
aid kit.


The girl lay with her eyes closed,
her breathing fast and shallow. Her life was never going to be the same because
the monsters had decided it was a good idea to fuck with her.


Z and Jack gathered at her back. 


“Nothing,” Jack said.


She nodded, and silently, they
waited. The sirens stopped, and she handed Z her flashlight.


He waved it in the air to show the
arrivals where they waited, and the sounds of slamming doors, softly humming
engines, and low voices reached them.


Suddenly the girl spoke, her words
thick. “It’s Preston. He’s killing the other…” She quieted, taking on the
stillness of an unconscious person.


“Did she say Preston?”


Rune nodded. “That’s what she said,
Z. We have a name.”


“But who the fuck is Preston?” Jack
asked.


“I don’t know any. We’ll check the
listings.”


“Are we telling RISC?”


She shrugged and started to speak,
but a smooth voice she knew very well interrupted her.


“Are we telling RISC what,” Jeremy
asked, “and does that question mean you’re in the habit of keeping things from
me?”


The fucking cavalry had arrived.











Chapter Two


Rune tossed her car keys onto her
desk and then began unloading as many of her weapons as she dared. She was
never without a little something. There was even a wicked-looking black shiv
lying across the soap dish when she showered.


The monsters were a pain in the
ass.


“Don’t get too comfy.”


Rune sighed and turned to face the
voice, which came from her diminutive assistant, Ellis. “What is it now?”


Damn, but she was tired. She hadn’t
slept for two nights. All she wanted was an enormous cup of black coffee in her
chipped pink mug, a hot bath, and a soft bed.


Ellis smiled, his dark brown eyes
crinkling at the corners. “I’m sorry, Rune. I know you’re exhausted. But there
are a couple of boys here to see you about joining the team.” He lowered his
voice as though said boys were standing behind him. “They’re very interesting.
And look delicious.”


Rune raised an eyebrow. “Were you
planning on cooking them?”


“Oh no, sweetie. I’d take these
boys raw, just the way the good Lord intended.” He winked. “Shall I send them
in?”


“Yeah, send them in. But one of
them needs to bring a cup of coffee along with him.”


“You got it.” Ellis backed out of
the doorway, his smile never dimming. He was accustomed to Rune’s grumpiness.


She sat down behind her desk,
yawning. If she could stay awake through interviewing the delicious boys, she
was going home before someone else could delay her.


She looked up when she heard footsteps.



Damn.


Ellis was right. These two were hot
enough to set the rug on fire. They were identical twins. Their hair was long
and dark brown, and each man sported a braided ponytail that reached his lower
back.


Matching pairs of jewel-green eyes
stared at her from olive-skinned faces with high cheekbones, full lips, and
brows that slashed with perfect darkness over their hypnotic gazes.


They weren’t huge, bulky, and
muscled like Jack and Raze—they were lean and slender like Z. 


They looked a little too pretty to
be fighting Others, but something deep in their eyes told her not to judge them
by that. Darkness slid through the calm green stares and she recognized it. It
was the same darkness that hid inside her.


She realized she’d been silent a
little too long when Ellis cleared his throat. With a smile, he began the
introductions. “Boys, this is Rune Alexander. Rune, this is Denim and Levi Montrosa.
And from the names alone, you know they belong on Shiv Crew.”


Ellis was always a little too free
with his mouth. And his opinion. Didn’t matter that he was usually right.


She pointed her chin at the cup one
of the twins held. “That for me?”


“Yes, ma’am.” His voice was quiet
and smooth, and he set the cup carefully on her desk.


“Dude.”


He looked up at her tone. “Yes?”


“My name is Rune, not ma’am.”


He nodded. “Got it.”


“Have a seat.” She waited until
they’d lowered themselves into the chairs in front of her desk before
continuing. Ellis slipped from the room, closing the door quietly behind him.
Even through the closed door she could hear him softly singing a song she
didn’t recognize. Ellis sang pretty much every waking hour—everything from
country to metal. Inwardly, she smiled before getting back to business with her
visitors.


“What makes you think you’re
suitable for Shiv Crew?”


“We—”


She held up a hand. “Wait. I’m
going to need a way to tell you two apart.”


The twins looked at each other for
a long moment, and then one of them began to peel a long, skin-colored piece of
tape from the right side of his face.


When it was off he simply looked at
her and waited for her to take it in. He’d revealed an evil-looking red scar
that began at the outer corner of his eye, twisted over his cheekbone, and
ended at his chin. “I’m Denim.”


Shit. She fought to keep her
face expressionless. “I’m sorry. You can cover it back up if you want.”


He shrugged. “It’s fine. I’m used
to it.”


“Did you get that fighting the
monsters?”


“No. My stepfather gave me this when
I was eleven. He was in a bad mood.”


Both twins’ faces remained blank
and cool, waiting for her pity, perhaps, or her judgment.


She simply nodded. “Have either of
you fought an Other?”


They both smiled, their eyes a
little too unreadable for her peace of mind. “Oh yes, we’ve fought Others. We
used to belong to COS. You’ve heard of them.” It wasn’t a question.


She shivered—an involuntary
reaction she hoped the twins hadn’t noticed. 


The Church of Slayers… 


Yeah, she’d heard of them. They’d
been disbanded over five years ago, but rumors persisted that they’d only gone
underground and were still operational. Regrouping.


They were cold-blooded killers.
They didn’t just catch and kill Others, they tortured them. And if a human
happened to have a soft spot for Others, COS considered him or her worse than
an Other. 


Their leader, Karin Love, had been
living on death row for the last five years. She’d gotten into some trouble for
torturing Others, but that wouldn’t have gotten her executed. She was on death
row because she’d killed humans who were allies of Others. She’d be
executed eventually, but Rune wasn’t sure the doomed woman wasn’t still making
plans and running things from her prison cell.


She looked at the two young men.
“Yeah. And I’m not sure I could ever trust an ex-COS.”


They said nothing.


She picked at the old glitter
polish on her thumbnail. If either of them realized she was part Other, they’d
think nothing of ripping her head off and tossing it into the garbage. 


She folded her hands. “Nothing to
say to that?”


“Trust will come if you’ll let it. We
hunt Others. You hunt Others. It’s all good.” This was from Levi, who seemed a
little softer than his brother.


She sighed. God, she was tired.
“You can’t hunt indiscriminately. You can’t torture them. You can’t kill
without provocation. That’s just murder, and you’ll end up sitting on death row
with your former boss. Shiv Crew doesn’t need that kind of trouble. I
don’t need that kind of trouble.” God, no.


She let that sink in before
continuing. “We’re slowly building trust, boys, and that’s because we’re a…mostly
law-abiding organization. We protect humans. It’s what we do. We don’t chase
down the monsters with the sole intention of burning out their eyes, selling
them for lab experiments, or simply killing them. We don’t do that.” Unlike
COS.


She tapped her fingers on her desk,
letting them mull over her words. These were dangerous men with a past she
didn’t want to delve into too deeply. She was a little crazy for even
considering them.


Finally Levi spoke, his words
simple, and they rang completely true. “We want to be the good guys, Rune.”


Something haunted and dark flashed
across Denim’s face. “We were involved in COS from the time we were children
and our mother met our stepfather. It wasn’t…encouraged for a COS member to
leave the church. We got out as soon as we could.”


But not before they’d been damaged
in ways she could only imagine. She felt something for them—some sort of
empathy and connection she wasn’t sure she understood—but it was there and it
was strong.


“You trained with blades?”


“Yes. We trained with many weapons,
but our specialty is blades.” Levi met her eyes. “Shivs.”


She took a drink of her coffee,
then set the mug gently on the desk, giving herself time to think. “You
understand we are not without limitations. We’re under too many thumbs. We get
left out of things, we’re used for dirty jobs, and there is little appreciation
for Shiv Crew.”


“Not for long,” Denim said. “We’ve
been hearing things. SCRU and Shiv Crew are becoming well-known and important.
I’ve seen it happen for lesser groups, and it’ll happen for us. Shiv Crew is
going to be something big.”


He spoke as though he and his
brother already belonged—with pride and confidence. It made her smile.


And as tired as she was, she wasn’t
about to wait until the next day to try them out. She stood, scooped up her car
keys, and gulped down half a cup of lukewarm coffee.


“Then let’s see what you’ve got.”


They followed her from the room,
standing slightly behind her when she stopped in the reception area to speak
with Ellis.


“Call the crew and have them meet
us in the Sandbox.”


“This late?”


“Yup. And tell one of them—”


“Bring you coffee.”


“What would I do without you, Ellie?”


“I don’t know, probably die.”
Though he said it lightly, the look he gave her was anything but. His eyes were
serious—too sad for her to look into for more than a second.


So she ignored him. It wasn’t like
she could suddenly stop doing the bad things. Wasn’t even sure she would if she
could.


Her chuckle was hollow. “Without
you, I probably would.”


As the twins filed past him Ellis
stood and tapped his chest, right over his heart, twice. He then raised his
right hand, his index and middle fingers crossed, and stared at the twins.


“What are you doing?” Levi asked.


Ellis kept his hand raised. “This
is our promise of protection symbol.” He grinned and lowered his hand. “It has
come to mean acceptance as well, and my hope is that someday the Others can
show it to us.” He glanced at Rune. “And that we can show it to them.”


Rune sighed. “Ellis loves the
Others, boys. He wants them to be as accepted and free as the humans. He’s
always been a bleeding heart and a dreamer.” She flashed a grin at them, though
she knew her eyes would be completely devoid of humor. “But no matter, I love
him anyway.” She stared at them for a long moment, making sure they got her meaning.


The twins said nothing, but their
expressions were thoughtful. They needed to know right up front about Ellis,
and they needed to know that she would kill to protect him. And not just
because he’s the only person in the world who knows what I am and accepts me
for it. Not because he’s saved my life too many times to count.


They looked at each other, and then
as one, gently tapped their chests and raised their crossed fingers high.


The sun shone in Ellis’s eyes.


She left headquarters, the gorgeous
twin ex-COS members at her heels.


It was turning out to be a very
long night.


But she had a strong feeling Shiv
Crew had just found two new additions to their group.











Chapter Three


The Sandbox was a gymnasium inside
RISC headquarters and was used mainly for training and intense workouts. It was
only a block away, but Rune didn’t want to waste time walking. She motioned the
twins into her car, a black SUV built to hold big bodies and lots of weapons.


The boys climbed into the backseat
after hesitating for a short moment, both of them looking toward a battered red
Chevy truck with tinted windows.


“Don’t worry, boys. Your truck will
still be here when you get back.” Yeah, it kind of looked like they were thinking
about jumping in that truck and getting the hell out of there, but she ignored
that part. It was natural that they might waver.


No one spoke during the ride, and
that was fine with her. Time for talk was over. Now she just needed to see them
fight. 


She wanted the crew’s input on the
twins as well. Especially Raze’s. He could judge people better than anyone
she’d ever met. It was strange. He was like a big growly bear, but the man had
a crazy sensitive streak a mile wide.


The RISC building was still busy
for this time of night—or morning, she realized, when she glanced at the dash
clock. It was nearly two a.m. but the RISC building never completely shut down.


Darkness brought out most of the
monsters.


Two on-duty cops grinned at her
from their desks when she walked by, but quickly focused on the two strangers at
her back. Not because the boys were hot, but because the men were cops.


She was a little uncomfortable
letting the twins walk behind her but not uncomfortable enough to make them
walk where she could see them. Aggravated by her acceptance of them, she finally
chalked it up to that strange connection and forgot about it.


Because in her mind, they were
already Shiv Crew.


The twins were composed—too
detached—and it was difficult to imagine them waking up enough to become
violent, bloodthirsty little crew members.


She shoved the heavy double doors
open with a little more force than necessary. She didn’t like a lot of quiet,
and the men behind her were eerily so. “Welcome to the Sandbox, boys. When the
rest of the crew arrives, we’ll test you out with rubber blades. Don’t want
anybody getting his head cut off at the first meeting.”


They glanced at each other, then
shrugged. “We’d be careful not to hurt them with real blades if you’d rather
test us on silver.”


She laughed. “I wasn’t worried
about you hurting them. The blades can still cause some damage, but no one will
be getting hurt tonight. My men are very good at what they do. We’ll save the
damage for the monsters.” She folded her arms and stared up at the twins.


At five-four, she was often dwarfed
by the men she dealt with. Denim and Levi were probably around five-ten so they
didn’t make her feel overly small. Her men were going to make the twins look
like delicate little kids.


Even Z, the most height challenged
of the crew—next to her—was six-two. 


Thinking of him must have conjured
him, because he pushed the doors open and slipped into the room. He stopped
beside Rune, staring at the twins.


They stared back, their gazes empty.
Denim’s scar was a harsh rope of pain against his face, but it looked right on
him.


Horrible thing to think, Rune.


But still.


“Z,” she said, “meet Denim and Levi
Montrosa. They want to give Shiv Crew a shot. You up for a little play?”


He grinned and offered the twins
his hand. “Always.”


As affable as he seemed, she knew
him. His face was careful, his eyes guarded. He must have seen something in the
twins too. Something that bothered him.


Jack and Raze arrived, their
entrance as loud and hard as Z’s had been quiet. They brought energy with them.
The air seemed to crackle with it.


Those two were her giants. They
intimidated by size alone. Jack was smaller than Raze, but that wasn’t saying
much. Jack’s muscles bunched as he stood with feet apart, arms akimbo, watching
the twins.


He wore his dark hair short in a
neat buzz cut, and like the other two men had quite an assortment of tattoos on
his body. He wore his weapons like jewelry—belts draped across his massive
chest, knives and guns in holsters and sheaths, silver blades gleaming from
every available space.


Sex oozed from Jack’s pores, and
she’d never known a woman who could resist him. Or who wanted to. Good thing
she had some rules about fucking the men in her crew, or she’d never have
gotten anything done.


Raze, on the other hand, scared the
hell out of women. And men. And small animals. He was nearly six feet six
inches tall and big as a tank. Long, messy, dark red hair made him look like a
wild wolf, but Raze was completely human.


Even his eyes were scary and
strange. They were light gray, surrounded by lashes thick and long enough to make
her jealous. She’d known him for three years and had never seen him smile. Not
once.


He was the one she watched as he
gave the twins a once over. Raze would know if the twins had evil souls.


He always knew.


So when he looked at her, frowning
and puzzled, she threw her hands up in disgust. “Of course,” she said. “Why
not?”


The twins were locked up so well
that not even Raze could read them. Fuck.


“Where’s my coffee?”


“Shit, Rune. I’m sorry. I was
supposed to pick it up and forgot.” Jack looked at her with his limpid, sexy
eyes, trying for apologetic. He failed.


“Dammit, Jack.”


Z pulled an apple from his jacket
and tossed it to her. “Here you go. Better for you anyway.”


She polished the apple on her shirt
and went to sit on the bleachers. “Don’t hurt them, but give them a good test.
Let’s see what they’ve got.”


She had some hopes pinned on those
boys. She wanted them to work out. If they could manage not to let the men run
circles around them, they could be trained into Shiv Crew.


Any other time she might have tried
them out herself, but she wanted to see how they were with her men. Guys who
didn’t know her tended to pull their punches, and she didn’t want to waste time
showing them just why they shouldn’t be doing that.


Jack and Raze circled the twins. Z
grabbed sword-size rubber blades from the cabinet and threw both the new guys a
weapon, then joined Jack and Raze.


The twins stood back-to-back,
rubber-tipped blades touching the floor, and waited for Shiv Crew to make the
first move.


Jack went for Denim, moving his
blade in a quick slashing motion. Had the men been on the battlefield, that
movement would have sliced his opponent from balls to throat. 


Denim blocked the blade with his
own.


Jack grinned. “Good, kid.”


Denim’s face remained blank—no
return smile, no acknowledgment—but Rune was pretty sure she saw a spark of
scorn in his eyes.


Z tried a similar move on Levi, and
once again, it was blocked.


“Okay then,” he said, “we know they
aren’t totally inept.”


“We know what we’re doing,” Levi
said. “It’d save a lot of time if you’d just show us what you’ve got.”


“We’ll try not to kick your asses,”
Denim said. “Let’s do this.”


Raze shrugged. “No sense in wasting
time.”


“Raze,” Rune called, a little
warning in her voice.


The twins, as one, looked at her.
“If you’re not going to fight, and you want to see what we can do, please stay
the fuck out of this.”


Denim was obviously the blunter of
the two boys. “Well okay then.” She took a bite of her apple and motioned at
them. “Carry on.”


The twins woke up.


They moved with a seamlessness that
was impossible not to admire. Each movement by one man was perfectly mirrored
by the other.


Still, her men were careful…for
about two minutes.


That’s all the time it took to
figure out the twins did indeed know what they were doing. They played off each
other. While Jack was still lifting his sword for a painful slash across
Denim’s chest, Denim flipped backward, kicked himself off his brother’s body,
and ended up behind Jack with a sword to his throat. Had it not been a mock
battle, Denim would have just cut Jack’s head off.


The twins woke up, and it was like
a fucking dance.


“Son of a bitch.” Rune
dropped the forgotten apple. She stood and watched the fight, her breath
catching, her heart racing, her entire body covered with gooseflesh.


The twins were magic. Her men were
as astounded as she, and perhaps their surprise made them slower. Or perhaps
the twins were just that good.


When it was over and the twins had
proven themselves, she was disappointed. She could have watched them all night.


Her men were breathing a little
harder and had angry red marks across their faces and throats. She was sure the
skin underneath their clothes was just as abused.


Z stretched out his kinks. Jack
grimaced as he limped toward the bleachers, and Raze, the least marked of all of
them, stared into space, frowning.


The twins had kicked ass. Sure, her
men hadn’t had the desperation of a real fight behind them, but if it came down
to it, she wasn’t sure who would come out on top.


The twins were incredible.


And they’re mine.


She couldn’t help but smirk at Jack
as he sat down. He ignored her and began rubbing out a sore muscle in his leg.


The twins stood in the middle of
the floor, talking quietly. Denim gestured angrily, and when he noticed her
watching he looked away and held up his palm to Levi.


Be quiet. Or maybe later.
Whatever, it was obvious he wanted his brother to hush.


She frowned. Secrets were allowed, but
if those secrets could hurt the crew they were best dragged out of the dark and
destroyed before they became a problem.


She’d deal with it if she took them
on.


If. Right.


“What do you think?” She asked the question
of both men. Their answers were going to be different, but they’d both
basically agree on what she was really asking them. Should the twins stay, or
were they too dangerous? Too risky?


“Where’d they come from?” Jack
asked.


She dreaded telling them, but they
had to know. Deserved to know. “COS.”


Z whipped his head around to stare
at her. “What?”


“They claimed they were pretty much
forced to stay in the church.”


“You believe them?” Jack asked. He
was the most suspicious of her crew, but once you had his trust, you had it.


“Yeah. I do.”


He nodded and got up to pull two bottled
waters from the cooler. He threw one to Z before drinking most of his in one
gulp. 


“Z?” she asked.


“They’re fucking amazing with a
blade. They fight like they’re in each other’s heads.”


“Yes. Like they have one brain but
it’s in two bodies.”


He nodded. “Amazing fighters, but
taking on ex-COS is going to be risky. Can’t trust them.”


“We can trust them eventually,” she
said. “That’s the way it is with every new person.”


He leveled a cool stare at her.
“You think so, Rune?”


She shrugged and snatched his water
from his hand, taking a long drink. “We give them a try.”


There were a hell of lot of secrets
in COS. A lot of very strange rumors. But nothing stayed hidden forever.


“I think those boys can take care
of themselves,” Jack said. “I’m going home.”


“Jack?”


He glanced at her. “I don’t think
we have a choice, Rune. We need them.”


Raze finally walked over. “If they
fuck up, I’ll kill them.” He didn’t lower his voice.


The twins stared at Shiv Crew with
cool eyes. “If we fuck up, you deserve to try.”


Not exactly comforting words, but
what did she expect? “Okay, boys. You’re in. I’ll take you back to the station,
and tomorrow you can come in to fill out paperwork.” She pointed her chin at Z.
“Z will be the one to show you the ropes, give you info you need, and take you
to RISC for badges. Jack will take you to shop for weapons. Anything else you
need, come to me.”


They looked surprisingly grateful.
Levi even put his knuckles to his mouth, as though otherwise he might release a
sob. It was weird.


Maybe they just needed to belong.


“Thank you,” they said, in unison.


She nodded. “Let’s go.”


Raze never said another word but
stared after them with a frown. He wasn’t settled, but then, none of them were.


Only time would tell if taking on
the twins was a good idea.











Chapter Four


During the next two weeks, the
twins settled in as though they’d always been part of Rune’s crew. She could
feel them begin to relax, and better yet, she began to relax.


With the twins, anyway. Jeremy was
giving her trouble. He was stingy with any information he’d retrieved from the vampire,
and his reticence was pissing her off.


She strode into his office,
determined that this was the morning he was either going to be straight with
her, or she was quitting. Only that was a lie she couldn’t entertain for more
than a second. Shiv Crew was all she had.


“Am I part of this team or not?”
She wanted to be calm, but they’d had that argument repeatedly, and she was
getting sick of it. “What the hell is wrong with you, Jeremy? You don’t trust
me? You don’t trust my men? What?”


He leaned back in his chair, his
sigh adding to her anger. “Rune. Do we have to talk about this right now? I
have a meeting in—”


“Does this meeting have anything to
do with the vampire? With the girl? Where is she anyway?” She put her hands on
his desk and leaned forward, her eyes narrowed. She was not letting him put her
off again. “I want to see her.”


He stood, and when he came toward
her, she straightened and held a hand up. Damn him. “Stop, Jeremy.”


But he came on, stepped into her
space, and grabbed her upper arms. “Rune. It’s not up to me. I told you that.”


“You’ve told me a lot of shit. I
want to know what you’re not telling me.”


His face darkened briefly. Whatever
bad thought had crossed his mind was there and gone in a millisecond. Maybe
she’d actually imagined it. “There are two things I can tell you.” He kept his
fingers wrapped around her arms, but his grip eased to a less painful hold.


“What?”


“First, the girl you rescued didn’t
make it.”


She rubbed the bridge of her nose.
“Fuck. Fuck.” God, she hated the monsters.


“Second thing. The director sent orders
for some changes to SCRU. This has been in the works for a few months, from
what I’ve been told.”


Jeremy was handsome. Terribly
handsome with his shiny blond hair and his toned body. His blue eyes were
serious and sensuous and probing, and he knew her better than anyone else on
earth, other than Ellis. Which meant he knew some of her secrets. He had to
know them, because he was the one she’d chosen to deal with them.


But right now, if he opened his
mouth and said what she thought he was going to say, she was going to slug him.


She put her fingertips against his
lips. “No.”


His lips moved against her fingers.
“He’s had a man hired to oversee SCRU. You’re getting a new boss.”


She groaned. “Fuck you!”


His voice softened. “He understands
how valuable Shiv Crew is, Rune. How valuable you are. Without you, even RISC
would be useless. You bring in the fucking monsters.”


She jerked out of his grip. “And
yet you keep everything important from me, and the director has decided to give
my job to some loser who knows nothing about us. About Shiv Crew or the
monsters.” She shook her head, fighting tearless sobs of rage and
disappointment. “This can’t be happening.”


He said nothing.


“Who is it? Do we know the
asshole?”


He cleared his throat, and when she
looked up at him, he looked away. That was not a good sign. “It’s Percell.
Mitch Percell.”


“You’re lying.”


But he wasn’t. Oh, the bastards.
Percell was an idiot, a blowhard, a pompous ass, and he was getting her job?
They’d butted heads more than once when they’d worked together on a couple of
particularly disturbing cases. She was a cop, and he was an attorney who seemed
determined to drive her nuts. The man simply would not listen. No one was right
but him. He knew everything, and everyone else was simply wrong if they
didn’t agree with him.


“I’m sorry, Rune. Listen, just try
to get to know him. Work with him. It’ll be okay.”


She stared. “You fucking
recommended him, didn’t you?”


He spread his hands. “He’ll do a
good job.”


“What am I, then? What the fuck am
I?”


“You knew when we took you from the
PD you being behind a desk was only temporary.”


“I don’t care about a desk. I care
that with someone else running the place it’s going to go to hell. I’m not
going to take shit from him, Jeremy. You know there will be trouble.”


He just stared at her, his gaze
shuttered. Didn’t matter. She knew what he was thinking. She had two choices. Take
it or walk away.


“You’re part of Spiritgrove law
enforcement, Rune. SCRU isn’t a separate entity that can keep doing such
important work unmonitored.”


“RISC monitors the hell out of us,
Jeremy. So does the state. Why the hell do we need that son of a bitch Purcell?
He’s so full of himself it squeezes out his ears.”


“He’s here. You just have to deal
with it.”


“He’s here fucking now?”


“Yes. He’s in that meeting I’m
going to be late for.”


Everyone was in the know but her.
“You people think I’m nothing but a blade, don’t you?”


“I’m sorry. For now, it’s what it
is. Don’t fuck up and maybe…”


He didn’t finish his sentence, and
she didn’t need him to. There was nothing she could do about it. Not yet. But
someday, things were going to change. She had to hang on until then.


Finally she shrugged. “Fine. Let
him deal with all the paperwork. I hate that shit anyway.” But the unfairness
of it was nearly too much. Rage ran in silent rivulets through her body.


His relieved smile came through
like the sun through clouds. “That’s right. And you’ll be freed up to do what
you do best. Bring me the monsters, and…” He slid his fingers over her ribs,
stopping just short of her breast. “Other, better things.”


She shoved him away hard, her hands
clenching into fists.


He hit the wall, his eyes narrowing
in a dark look she knew so very well.


He came at her fast and jerked her
against his chest. His mouth was hot as he opened it over hers, but she kept
her lips shut in angry defiance. She shuddered as a thrill of desire shot
through her and wished like she’d wished a million times before that she was
whole enough to get away from him.


But God, how she craved what he did
for her.


He buried his hands in her too-long
hair, holding her head still as his teeth mashed her tender lips, insistent and
punishing.


He insinuated his knee between her
legs and rammed it up hard against her sex, wringing a small moan of pain from
her.


She opened her mouth to him at last
but only to bite his lip. And the moment she tasted blood, she was his. She
sucked the wetness away and welcomed his invading tongue, digging her
fingernails into his back.


Jeremy Cross was the type of man
more than happy to give her exactly what she needed.


Subconsciously, she’d known what he
was when she’d chosen him to deal with her. With her hated, horrible monster.


After all, Jeremy hated the
monsters—as much as he might try to pretend otherwise. Her monster recognized
that hatred.


Someday he might go too far and
kill her, but that knowledge wasn’t enough to fix her. To make her stop.
Allowing herself to be hurt, to be punished, was the only way she could get
through life. The only way she could deal with the pain and guilt of the past.


Did she need psychiatric help?
Yeah. Would she take it? Not in a million years. A bunch of self-important
assholes couldn’t fix her.


She whimpered beneath his bruising
teeth, leaving the choices to him. He knew she was at work. If he marked her
and her men saw, they’d tear him to pieces.


He tightened his fingers around the
back of her neck, leaving bruises her hair would cover. He was good at knowing
where to leave marks.


Whatever getting hurt did for her,
hurting did the same for him.


She wasn’t sure what that made
either one of them.


He cupped her breast and began
squeezing—slowly, relentlessly, waiting for her sign that it hurt her.


Finally, when she was afraid he was
going to crush it beneath his merciless grip, she screamed into his mouth. Panic
and pain and release. Relief. That’s what he gave her.


He made her okay, at least for a
little while, with who she was, what she was. And most important of all,
with what she’d done.


He pushed her away from him. He was
breathing hard, his face flushed, eyes hot.


“I’m late for my fucking meeting. Maybe
I’ll visit you tonight.”


His words were more of a threat
than a promise, and as she watched him walk out the door she wished for the
millionth time that she could beat the hell out of him and walk away forever.


Jeremy Cross was a monster. Human,
but a monster nonetheless.


But the things he did to her helped
her. If not for him she’d go back to the dangerous encounters with strangers,
and even in her darkest moments she knew that was fucked-up.


Jeremy understood her.


He did.


God knew she didn’t understand
herself.


Fuck me. I’m pitiful. And he’s a
psychopath.


Her cell rang, yanking her out of
her thoughts. “Yeah?” Her hands shook as she held the phone to her ear, and she
realized as she answered that she’d forgotten to look at the display.


“Rune.”


Raze. She took a deep breath
and pushed Jeremy—as well as the worries about how fucked-up she was—to the
back of her mind. Neither was going away completely, and there was always time
for thinking about them both when she lay trying to sleep. “What’s up, Raze?”


“I broke into the twins’ apartment.
You need to get over here.”


“What is it?”


But he’d clicked off. This was not
going to be good. Dread made a fist in the pit of her stomach as she left
Jeremy’s office. She was already becoming attached to those boys but had a
feeling she shouldn’t have let her guard down quite so fast.


She walked quickly down the hall, eager
to get out into fresh, cold air. The sun was hiding, so she didn’t bother with
dark glasses. She and the sun weren’t exactly good friends.


She rounded a corner fast, and
slammed into what felt like a brick wall. She bounced off it and landed on her
ass, skidding back a good six feet before finally coming to a stop. Embarrassed
and pissed off, she jumped to her feet.


“Matheson! Can’t you watch where
you’re going?”


Strad Matheson was Jeremy’s lackey,
although he and Jeremy both argued that point. All she knew was that he skulked
around and did Jeremy’s bidding…if someone as big and freaky as Strad could
actually be described as skulking.


On the outside he seemed calm,
quiet. But when one looked a little deeper, Strad’s energy was almost visible and
just waiting for an opportunity to explode upon the unlucky person standing
close to him.


He wasn’t even human, not
really—not in her eyes—yet had proven himself a faithful addition to law
enforcement. Jeremy relied on him for everything. Jeremy also argued that Strad
was indeed human—he just channeled the bad boys of his ancient ancestry when he
got mad.


Strad was a berserker. When he was
just lurking in dark alleys and the like, he could be as still as a vampire.
But when he got angry…


She’d seen him in a battle only
once, and he’d scared the bejesus right out of her. And she didn’t scare
easily.


He’d seen that fear in her eyes,
and that was just one more thing that made her hate him. We hate what we
fear.


He didn’t like her either. Sometimes
she got the feeling his dislike stemmed from his suspicion of her Otherness.


She wasn’t even sure exactly what
she was. Her adoptive parents hadn’t lived long enough to help her understand.
They’d snatched her from the small River County orphanage where she’d been left
when she was three, and then they’d died and left her an orphan all over again.


God, she still missed them. Missed
that unconditional, all-enveloping love and acceptance.


It was her fault they were dead.
Her monster had killed them.


She nearly moaned aloud as the thought
slid through her mind. Strad stood watching her, his blue eyes contrasting
beautifully with his long black hair, and she grasped gratefully at the
distraction.


“Would you mind moving out of my
way?” She kept her tone even but was sure he could see the contempt in her
eyes. She never tried to hide it from him.


Not a flicker of emotion lit his
gaze. He studied her as though she were a strange animal behind a glass window.


His lips parted in a small smile,
or smirk, rather, and she could happily have pulled a shiv and stuck it into
his heart. “Well? Out of my way, Berserker!”


There, that struck a nerve. He
narrowed his eyes, and it seemed as though the entire building went silent,
holding its breath at her stupidity and Matheson’s famous rage.


He did not like being called Berserker,
and would like it even less when it was said with such derision. Not many would
have dared provoke the giant. He was at least three hundred and fifty pounds of
pure muscle, and taller than Raze by close to an inch. He was a mountain of
intimidation.


And when he was pissed…


She yanked her gun from her side
holster as his big hand moved—she thought he was going for the seven-foot-long
silver spear that rested in a sheath at his back. He merely rubbed his chest,
then raised an eyebrow as she pulled her gun on him.


Fuck him for always making her show
her fear.


From behind her came the sound of
nothing, and she could feel the stares stabbing her in the back. Dammit.
This little scene was going to make the rounds, and by tomorrow, they’d have
her running and screaming. Or shooting him. Probably both.


Jeremy, as usual, would blow a fuse.


She sighed and shoved her gun back
into its bed. “I know you did that on purpose, Berserker. And that just makes
you an asshole.”


She walked around him, because the
son of a bitch would have stood there all day. She had more important things to
deal with than Strad the Lackey.


She had to go find out whether she
could keep the twins, or if she’d have to kill them before the day was over.


Not a pleasant chore.











Chapter Five


The front door was shut but not
locked, so she pushed it open and walked on in. If the twins arrived while she
and Raze were snooping it wouldn’t go well.


She unsnapped the strap on her
holster and thumbed off the safety on her gun. Just in case. “Raze?”


The apartment was neat and
uncluttered, and there were few signs of men as young as Levi and Denim living
there. No video games scattered on the floor, no pizza boxes on the coffee
table, no sixty-inch flat screen on the wall.


Just…quiet and all that neatness.
It made her nervous.


A wide, arched doorway on the other
side of the living room showed her the kitchen, which appeared empty. She put
her hand on her gun and inched her way toward an alcove she assumed led to the
bedrooms.


She stood in a short dark hall. A
white toilet and the corner of a pedestal sink were visible through the one open
door at the end of the hall. The other three doors were closed.


Flipping on the hall light switch
chased back the shadows enough for her to see that nothing hid in a corner or
clung to the ceiling. She’d had a spider the size of a potato fall on her head
once, and that experience had given her a slight phobia about dark ceilings.
And spiders.


“Raze?” Her voice was louder and
impatient, but shit, where the fuck was he?


Finally a door opened and he stuck
his head out. “In here. Hurry.”


Shit. She strode into the
room without hesitation, but her heart was pounding hard enough to hurt.


Raze stepped aside. “I knew they
were keeping something from us. Look.”


The blood drained from her face.
“Fuck no, Raze. No way.”


He crossed his arms, his muscles
bunching. “Good thing I found her instead of Z.”


The bedroom held a dresser, a
rocking chair, and a bed. Tied to the bed was a small black girl, perhaps
twenty years old. Her hair was matted, and though the linens on the bed
appeared clean, they were as rumpled as the simple white dress she wore.


She had her face turned toward
them. She was very obviously blind. Her eyes were pure black, as though the
pupils had enlarged and completely covered the irises. Every few seconds they’d
shake crazily, darting back and forth with a speed nearly impossible to follow.


Then they’d stop, and the girl
would tilt her head, perhaps receiving information through her unusual eyes and
taking time to interpret it.


“Why didn’t you release her?” Rune
wasn’t sure why she whispered, but it seemed like she should.


Raze shook his head. “Every time
I’d get near her she’d…” He gestured helplessly. “Go on, see for yourself.”


“She’s lovely,” Rune said,
flinching in shame when she realized she was stalling.


He pointed to the bed. “Go on.”


Dammit. She swallowed, then took
another step closer to the blind girl, her palms up as though the girl would
see and be calmed. “Hi, baby. We’re not going to hurt you. I just need to make
sure you’re okay.”


Before she’d taken two steps, the
girl in the bed began to…vibrate.


Rune stopped walking and glanced at
Raze, her mouth open. “What the hell?”


He shrugged. “Never seen anything
like it.”


“Did you go closer to see what
would happen?”


“Nope.”


“I guess I will, then.” When he
didn’t argue she took another step toward the girl, who began vibrating so hard
the entire bed shook. Two more steps and Rune was at her side.


The girl’s face was flushed, and
Rune reached out a hand to feel her forehead—the unthinking and natural check
for fever.


But before she lifted her hand, while
the thought was still in her head, the girl flinched away. She couldn’t see,
but somehow she’d known—even before Rune had moved—that Rune was going to touch
her.


Rune frowned, then noticed
something else. “She’s an Other.”


Raze stayed where he was but didn’t
sound surprised. “She’d pretty much have to be. I’ve never seen a human like
her.”


But that wasn’t why Rune realized
the girl was an Other. She’d seen some freaky humans in her lifetime and
sometimes it was difficult to differentiate. But the twins had bound her with
thin silver wire, which they’d threaded through the white strips of fabric to
either ease the sting or provide a padding if the girl struggled.


That was strange. Why would they
hold an Other and then make sure she didn’t hurt herself on the silver they
used to restrain her?


“We should call this in,” she said.


“What about the twins?”


The twins. Little bastards. She
should have known she couldn’t trust ex-COS. She swallowed her disappointment.
“I’ll call them first.”


Raze grunted in agreement, which
surprised her. She should have had the twins picked up, called the paramedics
for the girl, and washed her hands of all of them. But she didn’t.


The girl calmed before Rune pulled
her cell from her pocket. “What’s your name, honey?” She didn’t expect an
answer and was therefore shocked out of her skull when the girl answered.


“Lex.”


Raze stepped closer to the bed.
Rune would have laughed if the situation hadn’t been so terrible. He was afraid
of the little slip of Other on the bed. She’d never seen Raze afraid of
anything.


Completely unintentionally, she
repeated the girl’s name at the exact moment Denim answered his phone.


She could feel his shock through
the cell.


“What did you say?” His voice was
just a murmur. A horrified, guilty murmur.


“We’re at your house, dude. Imagine
our surprise. What the fuck, Denim?”


“I…just…we’ll be there in five
minutes. Please, don’t call anyone. I’ll explain.”


“You come in slow, do you
understand?”


“Yes.”


She and Raze were waiting on either
side of the front door when the boys arrived. Both Denim and Levi had their
hands up, their movements slow and unthreatening. They stopped on the porch.


“Can we come in?” Levi asked.


“Yeah,” she called. “Keep your
hands where we can see them. Don’t move suddenly, don’t do anything stupid. You
may be special with blades but we will take off your heads before you can clear
your sheaths. Got it?”


“Yes.”


“Come on then.”


They filed past her and Raze, their
anxiety levels so high she could taste it, like metal on the back of her tongue.


“Lex,” Denim said. “Is she okay?”


The girl called from the bedroom,
her voice high and thin. “Denim!”


He moved toward the bedroom, but
Rune and Raze immediately pushed their guns to his head.


“Don’t even think about it,” Rune
told him. “You boys better start explaining.”


“Rune, she’s afraid. Can we talk in
her bedroom?”


“No, dude. If this goes bad, I
don’t want you anywhere near the Other.”


He flinched. “She’s not…”


“Not an Other?”


“She’s an Other, but she’s not a
monster.”


“Why do you have her tied up in there?
Who is she?”


“Her name is Alexis Love. Her
mother is…” He gestured helplessly, afraid to say the words.


It took Rune a second. “Karin
Love’s daughter? No. That woman hated Others. She wasn’t going to fuck
one.”


Again, he flinched. “She was raped.
Gang raped. Lex was the result.”


Denim looked at her, his eyes full
of hatred—not for her in particular but maybe for the world in general. “Karin
hated Lex but decided to use her instead of kill her. She tortured the girl. Karin
blinded her when she was six to make her power stronger. It worked. Now she
sees the world better than we do.”


Rune shuddered, and her heart bled
just a little more. So much horror in the world. So much pain. “Why is she tied
up in there?”


“She’s…sick,” Levi said. “She has
spells of some sort. She gets ill and goes a little insane. When no one is here
to watch her she has to be restrained. When she’s out of her head she tends to
get hurt.”


“I’ve never heard of an Other and
human conceiving, let alone the offspring actually surviving.”


Levi nodded. “It’s rare.” 


Rune lowered her gun. Not only did
she believe the boys, but her arm felt like it was going to fall off from
holding the gun up for so long. She nodded at Raze to do the same.


“Put your hands down,” she told
them. “Why didn’t you come to me?”


Denim curled his lip. “We are aware
of how much you hate the monsters, Rune. We couldn’t take the chance that you’d
let us go if we told you about our attachment to one of them.”


“But this is good,” Levi
said, his smile as bright as his brother’s frown was dark. He took Rune’s hands
in his.


Her body stiffened, and she fought
not to pull away. No need to overreact to a little hand-holding. “What is?”


He looked into her eyes, his own as
earnest and serious as she’d ever seen them. His fingers tightened around hers.
“Take her on. Let her into Shiv Crew. She needs it so much. Even more than
Denim and I did.”


She began shaking her head before
he’d finished speaking. “No, dude. I can’t have Others in the Crew.” She looked
at Raze for backup. He looked away.


“One chance,” Levi begged, refusing
to release her hands. “One chance. See what she can do, Rune. She’s had the
fucking worst life of anyone I’ve ever known. And that’s saying a lot. Please. Please.”


Damn, but it was hard to resist
him. “I can’t take on an Other, Levi. And not only is she an Other, but she’s
too damaged to work.”


“Just right now,” Denim said. “She
gets sick, but it doesn’t last over a few days. She’s getting better.”


Expose that little Other to
Jeremy?


“It isn’t possible. If RISC discovered
her—”


“Times are changing, Rune. Not all
the Others are monsters. Let her in. You can help change things for them.” It
was obvious Denim didn’t want to beg. He stared somewhere over her head as he
made a case for the little Other.


She hesitated. He sounded so much
like Ellis. But they didn’t understand. SCRU and RISC were created to keep the
monsters in line and to bring the lawbreakers in. They didn’t hire them.
And why would she want to change things for the fucking monsters, anyway?


“We’re the branch of law
enforcement that hunts the mo…the Others. We can’t have an Other working with
us. Besides, that’d be wrong. Would you really want her to be in on collecting
her own people?”


Denim’s laugh was harsh. “Her
people? Her people?”


Rune tensed and fingered her gun.


Levi squeezed his twin’s arm. “Denim.”
Just that one word and Denim blinked, forcing himself to quiet.


Levi took up the pleading. “Her people
were an auditorium full of Others, captives of Karin’s just like Lex was.
Others she grew up with and considered family. Those Others in the world out
there doing crimes they have to answer for, those aren’t her people. No more
than the human shooting up a school full of children or men who rape women are yours.”


And every man in the house stared
her down. Including Raze.


Confused, she looked away from them
and tried to think. He was right. If she had any family, it was Shiv Crew. “But
that’s the way it is. Jeremy—”


“Shiv Crew is yours, Rune,” Raze
said, finally entering the conversation. “If you want to hire that little girl
in there, do it. If Cross gives you trouble…”


He didn’t have to finish his sentence.
The threat, the promise, was there in his eyes. Funny how none of
her men liked Jeremy Cross.


Hire an Other? That she was even
considering it was outrageous. What was happening to her? One minute everything
was black-and-white and the next…it just wasn’t.


But if SLE discovered she’d added
an Other to her team, they would trump up a reason to fire Lex and Rune.
Others didn’t become teachers, doctors, or law enforcement. Not unless they
could hide what they were, like the shifters.


And me.


“I’ll think about it. Now shut the
fuck up before you piss me off.” She herded them all into the bedroom to free
Lexi Love.


Rune only had to watch them
together for about two seconds before all doubt was erased. Their devotion was
obvious. They moved in tandem, releasing her tenderly from the silver,
smoothing back her hair, murmuring words of comfort.


And the Other smiled like she’d
just been given back her sight.


Raze’s swallow was audible, and she
wondered if he had a lump in his throat anywhere near as big as hers.


“What can we do to help her?”


Levi glanced over his shoulder.
“Nothing helps. We’ve tried everything. We’ve had an Other doctor look at her,
and she could find no reason for the episodes and no way to stop them short of
shooting Lex full of drugs.”


“The drugs stopped helping?”


“We stopped using the drugs. They
made her a different person. They made her…still. And Lexi can’t be still and
be alive.”


“She’s had these spells all her
life?”


Levi hesitated. “No. They started
about five years ago.”


Rune frowned. Around the time COS
was shut down. “So she started when her—”


“Yeah,” Denim interrupted.


Rune could understand the boys not
wanting her to mention the hated mother in front of Lex. “What exactly can she
do?”


Denim and Levi looked at each
other, and some silent communication passed between them. It must have been a
twin thing.


“When she’s better,” Denim said,
“we’ll bring her in and show you.”


She shrugged. “Fair enough. Come
on, Raze, let’s grab some coffee and get back to work.”


Some days it seemed like she had
not one single moment free of drama, and this was one of those days. Before
she’d climbed into her car, her cell rang.


This time she looked at the display.


“What’s up, Jeremy?”


“Rune, we just learned of a vampire
nest in Wormwood. They’re sleeping under the old stone church. I want you to take
your crew in and destroy the motherfuckers.”


She sat in silence for a long
minute, processing what he’d just told her. They could always find some sort of
justification for the cold killing of vampires because the law didn’t see
vampires as living creatures. The shifters, the weres, the trolls…every other
group was given more rights than the undead. 


In her gut, it just didn’t feel
right when she was ordered to kill them while they were unaware and defenseless.
Dead or not, vampires had emotions. They wanted to roam the earth, so who was
she to end them as they slept?


Let her and her crew meet them in a
fair fight, and she’d take every single one of them out. If they were killing
humans, they had to be destroyed.


“A purge? This fast?”


“Rune.”


“I’m not going anywhere until you
explain.”


He sighed, as though disappointed
that she couldn’t just do as she was told and stop with the pesky questions.


But Rune Alexander had never been
one to go on blind faith, and she wasn’t about to start now.


“The vampire you captured. He
talked.”


“And?”


“He told us everything we need to
know to legally take out the vampires. They are abducting and killing the
humans. And according to our friend, they don’t plan on stopping anytime soon.
He said they were all losing their minds.”


“But—”


“No buts, Rune. You know how
vampires tend to go crazy eventually. Nick Llodra has charged his vampires with
killing humans. Now get the fuck over there and take the fuckers out. Do you
understand me?”


“You know how vampires tend to
go crazy eventually…”


“Do you have the order signed?” It
was nothing more than a court order signed by two people. One was a judge who
couldn’t have cared less. The other was the director of River County Vampire Rights
and Protection, a woman who’d been voted into her position seven years ago. She
did seem to care a little and often retracted orders to kill a vampire when
there was insufficient evidence to charge him with death.


But really, was the probably forced
confession of a captured Other enough to kill every vampire in River County?
Sure, she’d caught him right there on the scene, so obviously he was
guilty, but…


She could hear Jeremy grinding his
teeth. “I got the go-ahead from the director, and of course I got the judge and
Karla to sign the fucking order, Rune. Do you think I’m an idiot?”


“It’d be better if you let me talk
to Llodra first. Bring him in. Question him.”


“Rune, your job is to recover
humans and kill monsters. I will worry about the legal shit. Now go before it
gets dark.” His voice was completely flat, the way it got when he was too full
of rage to risk losing control.


“Yeah.” She clicked off, motioning
Raze to her.


“What’s going on?”


“That was Jeremy. We have orders to
take out a nest of vampires in Wormwood.”


His gaze sharpened. “While they’re
sleeping.” He curled his lip in derision. “Llodra?”


“I don’t know if he’s there or not.
I guess we’re about to find out.” The vampires of a city never gathered in the
same place to sleep, at least not if they were being hunted. It wasn’t safe. That
way if one nest was found and destroyed it would give the other vampires a
warning, and they could go so far underground no one would find them. At least
that was their plan. It rarely worked for long. They had to eat.


If Nicolas Llodra was indeed going
insane, then his vampires would follow—and he’d signed their death warrants. It
would take a while, but they would all be hunted down and destroyed. And the
city of Spiritgrove would be vampire free.


She had two vampire kill kits in
her car, so she was ready to go. All Shiv Crew carried kill kits. They never
knew when one would be needed.


As she pulled away from the twins’
house she punched in Levi’s cell number. “We’re about to take out a nest of
vampires. Meet me at Wormwood cemetery…and don’t forget your kill kits.”


He didn’t ask a single question,
just quietly acknowledged her orders and broke the connection. Next she called
Z, then Jack, and hoped like hell the six of them would be enough.


Because sometimes, the vampires
woke up.











Chapter Six


She rethought the numbers before
she reached the cemetery and called in Sherry, one of SCRU’s floaters. Just in
case. When dealing with the vampires, it never hurt to have an extra killer
along.


Wormwood was Spiritgrove’s largest
cemetery—actually it was the largest cemetery in Ohio. It was almost a town. A
town of Others. They would have been happy to exist there if only the humans
would have stayed out.


Most humans did stay out of Wormwood.
The graveyard wasn’t safe. But Spiritgrove law enforcement could go wherever
they pleased in the city, and Wormwood was most definitely not off-limits.


Humans had stopped burying their
dead in the ancient graveyard decades ago and the Others had taken it over,
using it to lay their own dead to rest.


Rune only ever went there to kill
or capture.


Needless to say, most of the
residents of Wormwood didn’t love Shiv Crew.


The huge gates at the entrance of
the cemetery were closed but not locked. The Others had been warned after
they’d locked up once that to do so again would ensure their forced departure
from the graveyard.


Rune and Raze were the first to
arrive, and they took the time to unload their kill kits and arm themselves
appropriately for a vampire purge.


They still would carry one gun as
there were more than just vampires in Wormwood, but they replaced most of their
blades with wood.


Thin and sharp, the wood stakes
were loaded into special shooters called vguns. Each vgun would hold six
stakes. Each Shiv Crew member would push a minimum of twenty-four extra stakes
into belts they’d wind around and buckle to their waists.


If they went through that many
stakes and found themselves lacking, most likely they were dead anyway.


Also contained in kill kits were small
night-vision goggles for when the dead slept in places too dark for humans to
see, and a knife for taking heads—although each Shiv Crew member had his or her
own preferred blade for that, therefore the kill kit knives were usually left
behind.


There were vials of holy water,
cloves of garlic, and silver crosses attached to silver chains. Rune had never
used those little items and had no idea if they would even work for her.


Silver was deadly to Others but
didn’t really bother her. Her monster, though. It bothered her monster.


Ignoring Raze as he armed himself,
she took in the sights. It was a beautiful place. November in Spiritgrove meant
dead grass and leafless trees, but Wormwood was green. Deep, dark greens, vivid
colors, sweet-smelling scents.


Still, the facade of warmth and
peace was just that—a facade. Death lived in the graveyard, and fear. A few
humans had told her Wormwood possessed such an overpowering sense of Otherness
it was often difficult to slog through the graveyard.


But it was a beautiful place.
Eerily so.


Now she was about to take her crew
into that beauty and purge it of vampires. She was going to insult it, violate
it, desecrate it. Wormwood would never accept her.


Levi and Denim arrived, both in the
same vehicle. Usually Denim drove the old red truck and Levi drove a battered
black Cavalier. Maybe now that they were making money they’d get themselves
some decent rides. She’d noticed Levi eyeing her SUV with envy in his green
eyes.


Jack and Z arrived soon after, and
lastly, Sherry. She was a big woman with a shaved head and a dozen painful-looking
piercings. She had a big mouth and not a spot of loyalty to the crew, but she
could shoot and was familiar with staking vamps. She owned a vgun and even had
her own kill kit.


“Okay,” Rune said. She headed
toward the huge old gates, tightening her stake belt as she went. “It will be
dark in two hours. Let’s purge these dudes and get the hell out.”


Sherry strode up beside Rune and cracked
her knuckles. “Yeah! Let’s have some fucking fun, motherfuckers.”


Rune glanced around to check the
twins. She wasn’t sure they were ready for staking vampires, but they said they
were and she’d let them prove it. And if they weren’t… Well, this would be a good
learning experience.


She pushed open the moss-covered
wrought iron gate. “Let’s do this.”


“Be careful, Rune,” Z said, because
he was Z.


She winked at him and pulled her
vgun. If there was any lingering guilt over the cold killings, she ignored it.
There was no room for anything in the field but concentration and skill.


They went through the gates and
fanned out slightly. Z was on her left, Sherry on her right, and they were
followed by the twins. Jack and Raze came last. 


It would take them about ten minutes
to reach the stone church if they jogged, and she didn’t want to waste time.
She set the pace and they followed, alert for attacking Others.


Wormwood was full of them.


They made it to the old stone
church with no attacks, though the air was suddenly full of expectation and
danger. By then, every Other inside Wormwood knew they were there.


The vampires were the least liked
among Others. Master vampires usually dealt with all Others as though they were
his vampire children. That caused a lot of resentment—especially with the
wolves, who hated the vampires anyway.


Because of that, chances were none
of the Others would attack the humans when they discovered that they were there
to purge the vampires.


Too bad for the vampires.


“How do we reach them?” Z asked. 


Rune shrugged. “He didn’t say. Just
that they’re under the church.”


“Tear that bastard down brick by
brick,” Sherry shouted. “Let me at the mother—”


“Shut up, Sherry,” Rune said, her
voice mild but her eyes narrow. She got tired fast of hearing bullshit from the
bald lady. 


Sherry shut up.


Satisfied, Rune looked at Jack.
“You and the twins go inside and see if there’s a way down. Try to radio me if
you find anything.” Cell phones didn’t work inside Wormwood, and the radios
were hit and miss. Usually miss. “Z, Sherry, and I will take the back. Raze,
take the sides.” She hesitated. “Do you want one of the twins?”


Raze snorted. “No.”


Truthfully, he wouldn’t need a
second man with him. He was Raze, after all. 


Jack opened his mouth. “I don’t—”


“Jack, take the twins and go. Raze
is going to end up around back with us anyway.”


Men were such prideful creatures.


Z and Sherry followed her to the
back of the church. Before they were halfway there an Other stepped from the
shadows of the pines.


Sherry pulled her gun and dropped
to one knee, her eagerness to get a kill obvious.


“Put the gun away,” Z said. “It’s
just Gunnar the Ghoul.”


“Gunnar? The ghoul?” Sherry put her
gun away, looking like a kid whose candy had been stolen.


“You haven’t met Gunnar?” Rune
asked. “Come then, I’ll introduce you.”


“No thanks,” Sherry replied.
She actually shuddered. She wanted to kill Others, not talk to them.


Gunnar was the one Other Rune
actually enjoyed. Of course, if he hurt a human, she’d snap his spine, but he
amused her. And he was enamored of her.


“Hello, Your Highness,” he said
when she stood in front of him. “Which beastly beasts are you after this lovely
evening?”


“Vampires, baby.”


He shuddered delicately, putting a
long-fingered hand to his mouth.


She imagined that in another time
he might have been a good-looking man, but now he was just undead hideous. His
hair was black and stringy and fell into his hollow face without hiding a damn
thing. His thin body was long and bony.


She never asked him where he got
his clothing—most likely off the corpses he had for supper—but he seemed fond
of fashion, putting together outfits that complemented his patchy complexion
and what he surely thought of as his tragic circumstances.


Today he wore a long green jacket,
the ends of which trailed nearly to the backs of his knees in tattered tails.
He’d fastened a wide black belt around his middle, and wore dirty yellow
breeches that were three inches too short for him. His footwear consisted of faded
black boots covered with graveyard mud.


“What do you have for me?” she
asked.


“Well, now, Your Invaluableness,
that depends on what you have for Gunnar.”


She rummaged around in one of her
pockets as he waited with clasped hands and an eager, hopeful smile.


“Here you go, sexy,” she told him
and tossed him a king-size Baby Ruth candy bar.


He caught it and held it to the
side of his face, rubbing his cheek over it as though it were a puppy. “Thank
you, Your Semipreciousness.”


She folded her arms. “Talk to me,
Gunnar. The vampires are going to wake up on me. That wouldn’t be good.”


“No, that wouldn’t be good,” he
agreed. He glanced behind her at Z and Sherry, causing Rune to throw a look
over her shoulder. Z appeared calm and slightly amused, but Sherry stared with
her mouth open and her eyes wide.


Rune frowned at her. “I thought you
were a badass, Sherry. Are you scared of Gunnar?”


Sherry shook her head. “No, I guess
you could say I’m more…stunned. I’ve never seen a ghoul. Not one like him,
anyway.”


“What’s that mean?” Z asked.


“I’ve seen pictures of ghouls, and
they all were naked and had rotting skin. They didn’t talk and eat candy bars.”
She seemed almost offended.


Rune laughed, softening just a
little toward the floater. “He’s special, our ghoul.”


“He’s still ugly as fuck, though,”
Sherry added.


Rune sighed. So much for that. She
turned back to Gunnar, whose lips were a tight line, his nose in the air. But
she hadn’t time to pacify him. “Tell me what you got, baby, or I’m going to
take back the chocolate.”


His gaze snapped to her face, and
he hid the candy behind his back. “I will tell you where the vamps rest, Your
Ignoramusness, if that would suit you.”


It would make things a hell of a
lot easier. She nodded. “That would be a big help.”


“You know,” he said, “I am similar
to a vampire. You would never come after me, would you?”


“Only if you gave me a reason to.”


He frowned, not quite satisfied
with her response. But Gunnar was a smart ghoul. He pursed his lips, then gave
her the information she wanted. “Back to the front, dearie. There is a row of
lovely little gold rings under each window. The last window on the right,
middle ring. Pull it and you’ll find your vampires.” He blew her a kiss. “Good
luck, Your Scrumptiousness.” He turned and disappeared back into the trees,
where she imagined he would enjoy his Baby Ruth.


“Let’s go,” she said, and jogged
back around to the front.


Raze rounded the corner just as she
pulled the ring and revealed a small opening into the depths of what could be
called hell.


Killing was killing, and if the
vampires had been awake and able to fight back she would have thought nothing
of it—it was a sanctioned killing to protect humans. Dammit. Gunnar had
put thoughts back into her head that had no business being there. 


The entrance to the nest was a
long, rough climb down. There were small, choppy steps the vampires would have
no trouble with—some of them could probably have dropped down and ignored the
steps. But for a human it was a little tricky. She hoped the crew would give
her ample time to reach the bottom before they plowed into her. Raze could
crush a person.


“Careful, Raze,” she said. “Your
feet are three times bigger than these steps.”


She kept one hand on her gun and the
other trailing the wall for balance. The cold stone was moldy and covered with
damp slime and God knew what else, but it was better than falling into the
vampires below.


It was dark in the nest. When she
finally reached the bottom she felt for her goggles, breathing easier when they
were firmly on and she could see again.


She wasn’t afraid of the dark, but
it did make her claustrophobic.


Z, then Raze, and finally Sherry joined
her. Even though the vampires were asleep, her crew had been trained to keep
the silence. If the master was down here, it wouldn’t have been impossible for
him to smell the humans or hear their voices. Not likely, but not impossible. He
might even feel the threat and rise to greet it.


She backed up, reaching for her
radio to call Jack and the twins. She tripped over a body and down she went,
radio flying from her hand. “Fuck,” she whispered. Are they all just lying
willy-nilly across an open floor?


But no, they weren’t. What she’d
tripped over was a drained, dead human. A familiar fist of rage beat at her
brain.


Now she had her
justification.


Z knelt upon the floor, knowing the
woman was dead but still trying to find a pulse.


They’d carry her up after they’d
destroyed the vampires, and SLE would find her family. Suddenly it was hard for
Rune to breathe. She swallowed past the lump in her throat, forced images she
was not willing to see from her mind, and went with grim determination to kill
some vampires.











Chapter Seven


The ever-eager floater carried out
the first staking of the day. 


“It’s like an Easter egg hunt,”
Sherry whispered.


“Don’t be an idiot.” Rune put her
vgun to a sleeping vampire’s chest and pulled the trigger. She tried to ignore
the eyes that suddenly flipped open as the vampire awakened and realized, in
its last few seconds of what passed for life that its existence was ending.
Quickly she pulled her razor-sharp blade, took the head, and tossed in onto the
growing pile in the middle of the floor.


It took mere seconds to completely
execute a vampire. At least when they were sleeping. When awake, things would
have been a little more…tense.


Most of the vampires they killed
appeared to be starving—barely any blood was released from the decapitations.
Rune remembered conversations in which Llodra was said to be a harsh and cruel
master.


Raze bent down to whisper in her
ear. “There’s another room full of them through that doorway.”


“They’re all starved,” she said,
her voice low. “Why aren’t they feeding?”


He shrugged. “Llodra.”


They’d all heard the stories. “I’m
going to pay him a visit soon.”


“Why?”


She pulled back a little, confused.
Why indeed? Why had her first thought been sympathy for the vampires and anger
toward Llodra? She was there to kill them, not to negotiate a better life with
their master. “I…” She shook her head. “Let’s go end them and get this done.”


He stared at her for a long moment,
and she could practically feel his curiosity. But she couldn’t explain. Deep inside
her, flickers of affinity and a strange reluctance to kill the monsters rose up
to slap her in the face.


“Let’s go,” he finally replied, and
with his light motioned Z and Sherry to join them. Once they’d finished their
work they’d leave the vampires where they lay. The bloodless, headless monsters
would be piles of dust in mere hours.


In the next room the sleeping
vampires lay in hollows in the ground—but these vampires were sleeping in
pairs.


Some of them were spooning, and she
spotted a few couples sleeping with their arms around each other, like lovers.


“That’s weird,” Sherry said,
prodding one of the vampires with her vgun. “They don’t have feelings, but it
looks like—”


“What do you mean they don’t have feelings,
Sherry? You know better than that.” Rune’s heartbeat picked up, and she took a
deep breath as for an instant, the room swam.


“What’s wrong?” Z peered down at
her, adjusting his goggles.


“Fuck,” she whispered. “I don’t
know.”


A wave of dizziness hit her again,
and she doubled over from a sharp pain in her stomach. She gagged, and before
she could slap up the steel walls around her thoughts—those terrifying
thoughts—they burst free.


She cried out in horror, more
afraid than she could ever remember being. She was losing control. Someone was
messing with her—some metaphysical monster—and she couldn’t fight it. Whatever it
was.


“Stop it,” she yelled.


Raze picked her up and threw her to
Z. “Get her the fuck out of here. Send Jack. We’ll finish the rest.”


Before Raze had finished speaking Z
tossed her over his shoulder and began to jog from the room.


But hanging upside down over his
back she caught a glimpse of something, something so wrong, so impossible, she could
barely process it.


She fought her way out of Z’s arms
and fell to the ground, trying to breathe. “Oh my God.”


Z dropped to his knees beside her,
and she vaguely heard Raze muttering almost frantically to Jack on his radio.
Sherry went calmly about her business, staking vampire couples.


Rune looked once again into the
trench holding two vampires.


One was her mother, and the other
was her father.


The adoptive parents she’d murdered
when she was a child were lying in the dark, musty ground in front of her.
Vampires.


She lost it.


Her parents. Her parents.


She’d turned them. She’d
made them vampires.


She’d spent her life taking out her
secret when she could no longer force it to hide, agonizing over it, crying,
hurting herself to ease some of the unimaginable horror and guilt…


She’d taken out their photos as
well, studying the worn pictures, tracing her finger over features she could no
longer recall.


She couldn’t remember their faces,
but she remembered their love.


And she’d not only murdered them—she’d
made them.


Raze now knelt on her other side.
She looked at him and giggled, then moaned.


“My mama,” she said, imploring.
“Raze?”


He thought she’d taken leave of her
senses. They all did. He glanced over her head at Z. “Z is going to take you
out of here, sweetheart. Okay? Go with Z.” His voice hardened as he spoke to Z.
“Get her the fuck out of here.”


Raze and Z knew she’d lost her
parents to a monster. They didn’t know she was the monster. That would go to
the grave with her. Not that she deserved to keep her secret shame to herself.


Sherry appeared suddenly in the
dark of her tunnel vision, pushed her vgun to Rune’s mother’s chest and pulled
the trigger.


Mama’s eyes popped open, and in
that millisecond, she saw Rune.


“Baby,” she said. That one
word was full of torment, full of agony.


Rune felt her mind slip away.


In one quick, smooth flash of
silver, Sherry lifted her shiv to take the female’s head.


Rune didn’t realize she’d pulled
her vgun, but it was suddenly in her hand, and she was frantically pulling the
trigger, over and over. She had to stop Sherry. Sherry was killing her mother.


Sherry leaped out of the way. Dropping
to her knees with a freakish calm, she pulled her gun on Rune.


Z tackled Rune, and Raze went for
Sherry.


All Rune could do was scream. Oh
God, how to make them understand? How to make them stop, just stop. She
fought Z, fought him with skill and desperation. Some cold part of her seemed
to separate from her body and stand with crossed arms and dark eyes, watching.


She didn’t want to hurt Z. She
didn’t.


But they were killing her
parents.


There was no time to calmly explain
to them, to try to regain her authority and forbid them from staking any other
vampires. No. All she could do was fight and watch her mind break a little
more.


But Z was stronger than she was,
and he was terrified. 


He forced her to the floor,
whispering her name even as he held her down.


Her face was turned toward the
hollow in which her parents lay. Even staked, there was still a small chance Llodra
could bring her mother back. But most likely she was too young, too weak, and
he would not care.


Sherry and Raze fought on. Sherry
was raging. “Motherfucker! You fucked-up motherfuckers!”


“Knock her the fuck out and get
over here, Raze,” Z yelled.


Rune struggled harder. She couldn’t
think. She just needed to get up, to go get her parents, to save them.


This was a second chance. Her
second chance.


And deep inside her, her monster stirred.
Maybe that was a good thing because she automatically concentrated on
controlling it, and that forced her to still. To think.


Never after the deaths of her
parents had her monster been so close to taking over. She starved it, beat it
into submission. And usually, she couldn’t have called it had she wanted to.


But now, maybe because of the link
with her parents—her children, essentially—the monster stirred.


Jack and the twins ran into the
room, guns in one hand, silver shivs in the other. They took in the details in
a brief second. “What the fuck,” Jack yelled. “What the fuck?”


The vampires began to rise.


As she watched, her father sat up.
He looked different but somehow the same. He glanced down at his wife and saw
the end of the stake protruding from her bony chest. “What?” he asked. “What?”


“Daddy,” she screamed. Oh my
God. It’s my daddy.


“Rune?
Is that…oh no, oh no.” He lifted his hands, hiding his face. “Oh no.”


Her men went completely silent.
Stunned, no doubt. Even Sherry shut up.


And finally, Rune was able to beat
her monster back with sheer force of will, and she calmed. “Z.” Her throat hurt
from screaming, and her words came out in a hoarse whisper. “I’m okay. Let me
up. We have to get out of here.”


The few vampires that remained were
waking, and she couldn’t kill any more of them. Of course not. She had to get
her crew out of there.


Daddy. Mama. “I’m so sorry,”
she whispered. He’d hear her. 


Z rose cautiously, unsure, as all
the men were. The twins stood with vguns and shivs ready, and she knew their
eyes would be darting between her and the other monsters.


Z put his arm around her.
“Everybody out.”


Sherry opened her mouth. “But—”


Raze pointed his shiv at her. “Shut
the fuck up and move your ass.”


He’d reached his limit, and Sherry
seemed to realize it. She growled but jogged from the room. The rest of the
crew followed—Z and Rune first and the others behind them just in case the
vampires attacked.


Z nearly carried Rune up the crude
steps, his hands firm on her waist. After he tossed her through the opening,
she jumped off the porch and fell to her knees. She couldn’t stop dry heaving.


Finally her stomach settled and she
yanked off her goggles, throwing them as hard as she could at the house. That
was all the energy she had left.


She dragged in deep breaths of the
fresh, fragrant air. How was she going to deal with this fresh new hell?


How?


Her men surrounded her, helpless in
the face of her pain. 


Sherry leaned against the porch
railing, quietly watching them.


Jack was the first to speak. “Fuck,
Rune. What can we do?”


Levi leaned forward and hugged her
hard, ignoring her when she immediately recoiled. “I’m so sorry.”


They all murmured and fidgeted and
wondered what to do to make her better. But they could do nothing. There was no
better, not for her.


They knew nothing other than what
they’d seen. Her parents had somehow been turned, and Rune hadn’t known.


What a fucking shock.


The rest of her secrets were safe.
Her shame was still her own.


Out of the blue, she began to sob.
Tearless sobs. Rune never really cried. She wanted to die. What was she? Was
she some sort of mutated vampire? She pretty much had to be, if she’d managed
to turn her parents.


She was a monster. The question she’d
always struggled with was what flavor of monster.


“I have to go back down there. I
have to tell my father—”


Denim squeezed her shoulder. “He’s
not your father anymore, Rune.”


Damn touchy feely twins. She
shrugged his hand off her shoulder. 


The vampire was still her
father. She’d seen it in his eyes.


And for the second time, she’d
murdered her mother. 











Chapter Eight 


She sat in her office, drinking
coffee strong enough to rust iron, and put her father and mother away in a
little compartment in her mind. Over the years she’d gotten pretty good at
avoidance.


Her men had taken her lead and hadn’t
picked at her. Jack simply told her to let them know when she wanted help
figuring it out.


“I don’t want to think or talk about
it right now,” she’d said. “Not right now.”


They understood.


She hoped Jeremy would come to her
tonight. She needed her fix and needed it badly. If work kept him from her,
she’d snatch someone from the shadows and get what she needed before she lost
her fucking mind.


She looked up when she heard the
reception-area doors open, head cocked as she listened.


“She okay?”


Denim’s voice. She glanced at her
clock and realized she’d lost track of time. She’d told them to bring Lex by.


She stood, happy for the interruption.
Anything to keep the thoughts at bay.


“Come in,” she called.


Lex looked a little weak, but
otherwise fine. She was a stunning girl with her perfect skin and long black
hair. She’d dressed in a simple, loose pair of cotton shorts that hung nearly
to her knees, calf-length boots that looked like they might be useful in
kicking the shit out of a person, and a faded green T-shirt. She held a worn
jacket that seemed better suited for early spring.


She’d covered her crazy black eyes
with a pair of cute sunglasses. Rune wondered who chose her clothes and
accessories. The twins?


Ellis stood beside them, gazing at
the exotic new girl. 


Rune strode to Lex with her hand
out before she realized the girl couldn’t see her. Slightly uncomfortable, she
put her hand down. “I’m glad you’re feeling better, Lexi.”


Lex didn’t smile. She turned her
face toward Rune. “Thank you.”


Rune gestured at the two chairs
positioned in front of her desk. “Ellis can grab another chair if you’d all
like to sit down.”


Before Rune could back away, Lex
shot her hand out and wrapped her fingers around Rune’s wrist. Carefully, she
slid her fingers down until she was holding Rune’s hand, her expression solemn.



Just the tiniest bit, her body
began to vibrate.


“Lex,” Levi said. “Maybe—”


“Quiet,” she said.


Rune frowned at the twins. “What is
she doing?”


Lex tightened her grip. “You can
ask me, Rune. Just because I’m different doesn’t mean I’m an idiot.”


Rune’s face heated. “Sorry. What
are you doing?”


“Reading you.”


“Shit.” Rune twisted her hand
out of the Other’s grip, her heart galloping. “Stay the fuck out of my head,
Lex.”


Ellis gasped. “Rune!”


The twins, as one, sighed.


Lex just shrugged. “I felt
something from you when you touched me that first time. I wanted to follow up.”


“Yeah, well, don’t.” She hesitated.
“You’re a telepath?”


“I am many things. I can
sometimes…sense things from certain types of people.”


Levi shifted his weight and glanced
at Denim. She could almost see the thought passing between them. 


“You don’t want to read me, Lex.
And I really don’t want you to.” She crossed her arms and leaned against her
desk. “So is that the extent of your powers? The boys led me to believe you
would be a good asset to Shiv Crew, but I don’t need anyone to read people. Not
currently.”


Ellis sent her a narrow-eyed,
disapproving look but she ignored him. Like the girl said—being different
didn’t make her an idiot, and Rune wasn’t going to make the mistake of treating
her like one.


“My body wears me down,” Lexi said.
“I see by its vibrations. I don’t see in the literal sense of the word. But
that doesn’t matter. The point is…”


She trailed off, as though she’d
lost her point and couldn’t find it.


Levi stepped in. “She’s a fighter,
Rune. You know what Denim and I can do.” He pointed at Lex, a gleam of pride in
his eyes. “She’s better.”


“Better?” Rune was skeptical. She
knew the twins loved the girl, but it didn’t make sense that they’d lie. Rune
could easily test her.


As though he’d read her mind, Denim
moved to push a chair out of the way. Ellis grabbed the other one. Levi took
Lex’s jacket and tossed it onto Rune’s desk.


“Try her out,” Denim said.


But Rune was hesitant. Try out a
blind girl? What was she supposed to do, exactly, to test her?


Levi shot her a smile and pulled
his shiv. “We’ll do it.” He looked at Rune. “Give us some space. You and Ellis
stand behind the desk.”


Rune looked at him.


“Please,” he added. 


She shrugged. “Come on, Ellis,
let’s get out of the way.” But she glanced at Levi’s shiv before she moved.
“You’re not to risk hurting her.”


Denim flashed one of his rare grins.
“Don’t worry, Rune.” He pulled his own shiv.


“We’ll make it fast,” Levi said.
“She’s still not a hundred percent since her…”


“Episode,” Lex finished, when he
hesitated.


What a strange bunch. Rune
stood beside Ellis against the wall. “Do it.”


Lex began to vibrate.


Rune could understand how the
vibrations would exhaust the girl’s body but still wasn’t clear on why, when
she had her episodes, her mind was affected as well.


Beside her, Ellis watched the trio
with wide eyes. He was always so in awe of everything, always so genuinely
interested. He was like a kid at a circus, except he wasn’t scared of the
clowns.


“She’s just so sad,” he whispered.


Who wasn’t? It was a sad world.


Lexi’s vibrations were
frighteningly intense at first, but then they seemed to ease. Rune realized
that was only because they’d become so fast it was difficult to see that her
body was actually moving.


The girl pulled off her sunglasses and
tossed them to Rune, who automatically shot out a hand to catch them.


Lex smiled.


And then, in an unexpected move,
Denim threw his shiv at the blind girl. He threw it hard, professionally, and
with every intention of driving the thing through her heart.


At least that was what it looked
like to Rune. She stood in stunned silence as Lex not only caught the blade but
sent it flying into a blank space on the wall where it stuck with a solid thud.


Levi didn’t wait for Denim’s shiv
to hit the wall before he threw his own shiv at her. The boys had come loaded with
blades and obvious plans to use them all.


Almost too fast to watch, the twins
hurled lethal knives at a girl who should have been dead. But she kept
snatching the blades out of the air and flinging them at the wall.


It was a perfect, awe-inspiring,
terrifying show. It was even more impressive than the twin’s stunning test at
the Sandbox. 


Every time Levi and Denim had
something new to show her, they shocked the hell out of her. And amazed her. Lex
was beyond extraordinary.


Ellis stood with his hand over his
mouth, squeaking like a trapped rat. If Rune had been less rigid, she might
have done the same thing.


The twins were really trying. After
they ran out of blades Levi yanked two of them from the wall and tossed one to
his brother.


They came at Lex from different sides,
quiet and quick, and if she hadn’t witnessed what happened next Rune simply
wouldn’t have believed it.


Lex jumped into the air and kicked
Denim in the face. Almost before the blow connected, she hit the floor, turned,
kicked the shiv from Levi’s hand and then landed a right uppercut that sent him
reeling into the wall.


There was a small silence in which
Lexi stood, her arms crossed, a tiny smile crossing her face. Her eyes were
vibrating as fast as her body.


Rune parted her hands and started
to bring them together in a clap of admiration.


“Don’t applaud,” Lex said.


She froze in mid clap. “How the
hell did you know I was going to applaud?”


But how the hell had the girl
fought off a dozen knives and two trained men?


“Because, Rune, that is what I do. This
is my power.” She stopped vibrating as suddenly as she’d started.


It was visibly noticeable. When she
wasn’t vibrating, Lex was blind again. She seemed to grow smaller, even, and
the spark that made her shine just…went away.


And she lost her ability to calculate
events, movements, intentions.


It was one of the saddest but one
of the most incredible things Rune had ever witnessed.


The twins, scowling and holding
careful hands over their bruises, looked at Rune. 


“There is more,” Denim said, “but
even she doesn’t know everything she can do. She discovers new things all the
time.”


“She can’t hold the vibrations for
extended periods of time,” Levi added. “Not yet.”


“But I’m doing it longer,” Lex
said.


“And she gets sick,” Denim said.
“In time we’ll figure out why and fix it. We will.” He put his arm around Lexi,
not even flinching when she touched his swollen face.


“I got carried away,” she murmured.



“Yeah,” he agreed. “A little bit.”


Ellis pushed away from the wall and
walked to Lexi, his face set in lines Rune recognized. It was his “I’ve got a
new project and aim to fix everything” face.


“The vibrations are making her
sick,” he said, peering into the girl’s eyes. “And even now, though you can
barely see it, she is still vibrating.”


Lex jerked in surprise. “You can
see that?”


“Yes I can, my sweet, sweet girl.”
He looked at the twins. “You can’t?”


“They’re weak vibrations. Too weak
to make me tired, too weak to give me any power.”


“They’re like little muscle
spasms,” Ellis noted.


The twins just watched the interaction,
interested in what Ellis was saying but not looking hopeful that he’d find a
solution to Lexi’s collapses.


He put a finger on his chin, his
eyes narrowing. “What do you do when you’re not calling your power?”


She shrugged. “I rest. Do quiet
things and try to save my energy.”


“Maybe that’s your problem, dear
heart.”


Denim frowned. “What do you mean?”


Ellis pursed his lips. “It’s just a
thought, but maybe she doesn’t need to rest.” He gestured at the girl.
“Obviously she’s never really resting. She’s always low-level vibrating.”


Rune joined them. She’d seen Ellis
as Mr. Fix-it before. He was good. “So?”


Ellis’s eyes shone. He clasped his
hands together and practically danced in place. “When I was a kid I knew a lady
who had a dog. A huge dog. It never got exercised.” He looked at them
all, his blue eyes bulging. “Mostly it lived in a small kennel. Saddest thing
ever.”


Rune glanced at the twins, as
mystified at they were. “Are you saying we should get her a dog?”


He slapped his thigh. “No,
Rune. We should exercise her! That poor dog never had an outlet for all that
energy building inside him. Bad things happened—not just physically but
mentally.” He grabbed Lex’s arms and shook her gently. “How often do you do
what you just did, baby girl?” Ellis had never met a stranger.


She opened her mouth to reply, but
before she could, Denim spoke. “We don’t think it’s a good idea for her to
vibrate so hard unless it’s an emergency.” He looked at Rune. “Or unless she
needs to audition for someone.”


“Uh-huh,” Ellis said. “Uh-huh. So
basically, never.”


The twins looked at each other.
“Not since…”


Rune understood what he was about
to say. Not since her mother was sentenced to death. So for five or so
years, the girl had been a couch potato.


“Hmmm,” Rune said. “What Ellis is
saying makes sense.” She did like it when things made sense.


They all looked at Lexi. She stood
quietly with a strange little half smile, her unseeing stare on Ellis.


“What do you think, Lex?” Rune
asked.


“Maybe he’s right.” She took his
hand, her head tilting to the side. 


Ellis didn’t seem to care if she
read him. “Can you see into my heart?”


Her smile was gentle. “Yes. I can.”
Then she let go of his hand and gestured at the others in the room. “But so can
they. You are the purest and truest soul I’ve ever met.”


It was true. Ellis was a good guy
all the way to his toes. Too good, really. He believed there was decency to
everyone, and that all beings, whether human or Other, should be equal. He was
a sweet soul, and the world was much too harsh a place for him. He worried her.


Rune sighed, then shook off the
melancholy. “Ellis fixes people, guys. He’s human, but he has a few superpowers
of his own.”


Ellis blushed, his grin wide. “Why,
thank you, my love.”


Rune winked. “Okay then, take her
out and let her get some exercise, boys. Every day. See what happens. Can’t
hurt, right?”


“I don’t know,” Levi said. “Maybe
not. If she exercises and has problems, we’ll just try something else.”


“I want you all to stop talking
like I’m a dog,” Lexi stated, her voice hard. “I don’t appreciate it.”


“Sorry,” they told her. It was easy
to think of Lexi as a helpless little blind girl when she wasn’t kicking the
crap out of people.


“I’d like my glasses back.” Lex
ignored their apologies and stuck her hand out for her sunglasses.


Rune looked down, realizing at just
that moment that she’d crushed the glasses, likely right around the time she
thought the twins were going to kill Lex. “I’ll buy you a new pair. I seem to
have shattered these.”


Lex dropped her hand and turned to
Denim. “I’m tired. Take me home.”


She looked tired, but there was
something more. She was depressed as hell. Rune recognized it. Depression was
an old, familiar acquaintance. Or was she just projecting?


“Rune, before we go. Is she in?”
Levi’s eyes were suddenly shuttered, as though he feared Rune’s answer.


“Well, of course she’s in,” Ellis
said. Then he gave Rune a rueful, apologetic look. “I mean, isn’t she, Rune?”


“I should have called the crew in
to watch that.” They’d never believe it unless they witnessed it. “But yes.
She’s in.”


There was a collective sigh of
relief, then the twins ushered the newest Shiv Crew member out the door.


“Shiv Crew,” Rune muttered, “is
becoming a freak show.”


She and Ellis smiled at each other,
as proud as new parents.


Damn right.











Part Two


MORTIFY











Chapter Nine


In the week after discovering her
parents were not only dead, but vampire dead, Rune took her break. She
locked her door, turned off her phone, and refused to let anyone other than the
pizza guy and Jeremy inside her home.


It was her way of refueling. Because
of all that had happened, if she hadn’t taken a moment to recuperate she might
have lost her mind. Her way of recovering wouldn’t have been understood by the
crew—by anyone, actually—so she just took a little vacation and left things to
Shiv Crew, Jeremy, and Ellis.


Ellie would take care of everything
for her. He’d explain to the new members of the crew that occasionally Rune
took a few days off.


And he’d say it with his cell in
his hand, his gaze constantly wandering to the display to make sure he got no
mysterious texts with a single word on the screen.


Blood.


Jeremy, junk food, and alcohol were
all the stimulation she wanted in that week. She could have spent the time in
some exotic locale but wasn’t willing to go far and didn’t want to leave
Jeremy.


When her doorbell rang at seven
that evening, she frowned. Jeremy should be arriving, but he’d simply have used
his key. Maybe he was carrying something and had no free hands.


Jeremy wasn’t the flowers and candy
type of guy, so if he carried anything it’d be booze and takeout.


She peered through the fisheye on
her door. “Shit.”


“I know you’re in there, Alexander.
Open the door. I have to talk to you. If you’d answer your fucking phone I
wouldn’t be forced to show up at your house.” Then she muttered, “Fucking ugly
house.”


Rune wasn’t offended. Her house was
ugly. But she was pissed. Her night was supposed to be stress free, not full of
the floater, Sherry.


Sherry rattled the doorknob. “Not
going away, so you might as well get this over with.”


Rune thumped her forehead against
the door. “What the fuck do you want that can’t possible wait a few days?”


Sherry lowered her voice. “I saw
you. At the purge.”


“Uh, yeah? I’m aware. I saw you too.”


“Open the door, Rune. You’ve been AWOL
for three days, and your fucking assistant refused to tell me anything.”


“I’m taking a short vacation.”


Dammit. Jeremy was going to
show up any second, and the last thing either of them wanted was fucking Sherry
to see him there.


“I need to talk to you. And believe
me. You don’t want me talking about it out here where anyone can hear.”


“Fuck,” Rune bit out. “I need you
to get away from my house.”


“Fine. At the purge I saw your
eyes. I saw your eyes go red, and I saw, for one brief tiny second, the cutest
little pair of fangs—”


I will kill her. Rune yanked
the door open so fast and hard that Sherry stumbled back, her eyes wide.


Rune stood in the doorway, aware a
low growl was escaping from between her clenched teeth but too angry to care. Sherry,
of all people, had glimpsed her monster.


Sherry righted herself but moved no
closer to the door. She held a gun in each hand, and they remained aimed at
Rune’s chest. She’d come knowing Rune was going to be pissed and willing to
risk it.


For a long, shocked moment she
stared at Rune’s face. “Fucking hell. Who beat the crap out of you?”


“Tell me what you want and get out
of here. But let me just say, your life is worth shit now.”


Sherry swallowed hard but didn’t
run. “You are a fucked-up bitch, Alexander.”


“And you are just fucked.”


Sherry’s eyes wavered, but her guns
kept her brave. “So I know what you are.” Then she looked at the sun and
frowned. “Somewhat,” she added.


“What. Do. You. Want.” She’d die
before she let Sherry see her shame.


“Five grand to start.”


Money. She’d risked her life for a
few bills. “Not going to do you a whole lot of good in hell, my friend.”


Sherry shrugged. “I don’t plan on
going to hell, at least not right away.”


Of course five grand would keep her
happy for a little while, and then she’d be back with her threats and her guns
and her knowledge. But who would believe her over Rune?


It was a chance she was willing to
take. She wasn’t giving money to the conniving piece of shit. “No.”


“Then I’ll go to Cross.”


“Sweetheart, he’ll kill you faster than
I will.”


“I heard rumors you’re fucking him.
Don’t you think he’d like to know exactly what he’s fucking?”


Rune started to shut the door.
Stupid bitch. She had nothing.


“I’ll tell him about your parents—that
they’re vampires. At least Daddy is. I sent Mommy to hell, didn’t I?”


Rune dug her fingernails into the
door, concentrating on the pain when one of them splintered under the pressure.
She had been doing so much better. Jeremy helped her get rid of the guilt, the
grief, the overflowing, crippling emotions. 


But now here was Sherry, bringing
it all back up.


Sherry’s face was pale, looking odd
in contrast to the tan of her shaved head. And finally, Rune caught a spark of
desperation deep in her brown eyes.


That helped calm her.


“What’s your story, Sherry? Who do
you need to pay off?”


Shockingly, Sherry began to cry.
“Fuck you! Just give me the money. Give it to me, or I swear I’m not going to
stop until you’re tested and killed for being a fucking murderous monster.”


When she’d been too young to argue,
her blood had been drawn and tested innumerable times. Despite her Otherness,
there was no proof of it in her blood. Not that the lab could see, anyway.


And just then, Jeremy’s rented car
purred quietly down the street.


Fuck. Fuck.


“Come back tomorrow and I’ll have
the money.”


Sherry’s eyes widened. “What?”


“You heard me. Now get the fuck out
of here.” She slammed the door in Sherry’s hopeful face.


That girl had shit going on, but
she’d fucked up by threatening Rune instead of asking for help. She’d come back
tomorrow, but she wouldn’t find Rune there with a fistful of cash.


She leaned against the door,
shaking. Images flashed, and she shook her head hard, trying to force them
away. She was sick. Sick.


She should have gone to find her
father. The vampires would flee that nest for a few years. They’d find another,
safer nest. But if she talked to Llodra, she could convince him to hand over
her dad. She needed to talk to him. She needed to know things. To be forgiven
things.


Would it help? Maybe. Maybe for a
little while it would give her some relief, just as the punishments did. Maybe.


I killed them.


I made my parents vampires.


I’m a monster.


Shit.


She sank to the floor and crawled
into a corner, unable to beat back the images any longer. The awful, bloody,
gory images. She remembered her mother screaming. Didn’t she? What was her
father doing while Mama was screaming? The things she couldn’t remember her
mind made up, she was sure. She could no longer tell fact from fiction.


But the screams were real. The
blood was real.


When Jeremy touched her she
screamed. She hadn’t heard him enter the house—had forgotten all about him.


“Baby, baby. What has happened?” He
pulled her into his arms and rose, then carried her to the bedroom.


There were no sounds but the low
keening cries born of a broken mind, and she trembled with terror. She knew
this was going to be the last time she was sane, surely it was.


She was going to break. She was
going insane. And that right there was her deepest, biggest fear.


“You know how vampires tend to
go crazy eventually.”


Jeremy’s thoughtless words echoed,
over and over.


She was a type of vampire, wasn’t
she?


And she was going fucking crazy.
Who had put that in her mind, all those years ago? She couldn’t remember. She
just knew it was so.


“No,” she screamed.


“Open,” Jeremy said, his voice
calm. He flicked a pill into her throat, then another. “Shhh, Rune. Hush now.”


She could barely see. The crazy
always rendered her…crazy. She couldn’t speak coherently. She couldn’t do
anything but lie in the dark as she was attacked by her mind.


“I’ll fix it, baby. Hush now.”


He would. He always did.


In seconds he had her ankles and
wrists in the strong, silver cuffs attached to the metal railings of her bed.


Silver didn’t hurt Rune, but silver
hurt her monster. If her monster fought back, the cuffs would keep it from
escaping and killing Jeremy. Always thinking, was Rune.


Jeremy, her savior. He beat the
monster. He punished it. He controlled it. Though she liked to pretend Jeremy
knew nothing of her monster.


He knew only of her need.


And when she was being beaten and
hurt—because she deserved it for what she’d done, for what she was—she would
awaken tomorrow able to function. Happy, even. Relieved. That was her release.


Until the next time.


Tomorrow, she’d be able to breathe
again. After a week with Jeremy, she’d be a different person for as long as a
few months, maybe.


She’d have paid him if he’d wanted
money, but he didn’t. Jeremy enjoyed his work.


Too bad she had feelings for him,
because sometimes…sometimes part of her resented the hell out of him and what
he was willing and eager to do to her. She wanted to shoot him in the head and
laugh at his pain.


Jeremy grabbed one of her blades
from the dresser and began cutting the clothes off her body. The knife was sharp
and Jeremy was enthusiastic—she felt a searing pain and then the stickiness of
blood when he nicked her thigh.


Those were the only touches
she needed.


Her monster opened its eyes at the
pain and breathed in the familiar scent of blood and the hated scent of Jeremy.
Her weak little monster.


When her clothes lay in shreds
around her, Jeremy placed the shiv on her belly and looked down at her with hot
blue eyes. He undressed quickly, impatiently throwing his things in a single
pile for quick retrieval later.


He grabbed the shiv and breathing
hard as his usual excitement and desire overtook him, lightly trailed the point
of the blade over her right breast.


“This is how I show my love,” he
whispered.


The drugs were working on her now.
They put her in a whole different place. It was just as dark as ever, but she
saw glimmers of hope shining like the sun in this darkness.


Oh yes, yes, she could get better. She
would feel better.


But something was different about
Jeremy this night, and even through the haze of drugs uneasiness crept through
her damaged mind.


She closed her eyes and
concentrated on what she wanted to say. Finally, after three attempts, she got
the words out. “What’s wrong?”


He smiled, pushing his blond locks
back with one hand as he continued caressing her skin with the knife. “Hard
day, baby. Real hard day.”


For both of us. But she
could feel the controlled rage coming from him now, now that the drugs had
managed to stomp down some of her overwhelming fear. She could feel the hate.


“Careful,” she said, or tried to
say. Maybe it came out clearly and maybe it didn’t.


He ignored her.


Did she really want to die?


She flirted with death as though it
were an irresistible man and she wanted his embrace. But when it came down to
it, did she really want to begin her journey into the afterlife? Was she
finished, really finished, with this life?


“Jeremy.” Her mouth was so dry. Her
words were thick and chewy, like taffy. Bad taffy. She tugged at the cuffs.
“Water.”


“Shhhh, Rune. Hush.” With one
casual but quick movement, he slapped her already bruised face. “I’ll take care
of it like I always do. Tie you up and hurt you…makes you feel so fucking good,
doesn’t it, baby?”


Yesssss…


“And that,” he continued, “makes
you a fucked-up little cunt. But me, I aim to please.” He slapped her again,
harder.


The slaps were stirring her anger,
her outrage. Hurting her monster was one thing.  Humiliating her was another.


“Stop.”


“But honey, we always do it your
way. Let’s try something different. For kicks.” His grin stretched across his
flushed face, making him look like the monster he really was.


He slid his fingers between her
legs, rubbing with slow, heavy strokes. 


She was helpless and at that
moment, responsible for nothing. Nothing. God, that felt good. She let go.


Letting go meant the memories would
come, the punishment would come, and she didn’t have to control a damn thing.


“Yes,” she said.


Not that it would have mattered if
she’d said no, not now. She knew that.


If he went too far he’d text the
prearranged word to Ellis, and Ellis would come take care of her. After all,
Jeremy wouldn’t want to lose her. She was his drug.


“Try not to kill me, you piece of
shit,” she whispered, and realized that maybe, just maybe, she was simply not
ready to die.











Chapter Ten


“Rune, Rune, oh God, Rune.”


She tried to open her eyes and
succeeded in getting one of them to open halfway. Just enough to see Ellis
looking down at her, his eyes wet, full of torment.


She did that to him.


I’m sorry. If she could have
spoken, that’s what she would have said.


Half the bag of blood he’d hung had
already flowed into her veins, which was why she’d regained enough life to be
able to see him. To be aware.


Flashes of her experience with
Jeremy struck like lightning, there and gone, and she was aware of the effects
of the beating. Relief.


She could cry, and would, when she
was better. It was so nice to cry. Real tears tinged with pink.


She faded in and out. It was dark,
then light. Quiet, then loud. There was peace, then discord. Ellis leaned over
her, lying with his cheek on her chest. When he finally sat up, the entire side
of his face was covered with blood and gore.


“Who does this, Rune? Who does
this?”


Me, baby. I do this.


“No more,” he whispered.


But she floated, floated on pain
and release and peace.


The next time she awakened, Ellis
sat in the chair he’d pulled next to her bed, his chin on his chest, asleep.


The pain roared over her. Ouch.
She couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, and when panic began to set in, she closed
her eyes and concentrated on controlling it. What the hell, Jeremy?


He hadn’t killed her, but there
were worse things than death. What if she didn’t heal this time? What if the
blood wasn’t enough?


Every time was a new discovery. Her
monster was the reason she was able to come back from Jeremy’s gruesome
ministrations…the monster plus the blood.


The blood made her high, made her
happy. Just like the punishments.


Her eyes shot open. “Ellis,” she
yelled, though what actually came out was a hiss.


Somehow, he heard.


He leaned forward, grimacing. “I’m
here.”


Another hiss.


“Don’t try to talk, sweetie.” He
smoothed her hair back. “Now that you’re…awake, I want you to just
listen.”


Shit.


He moved into the perfect position
for her to see him with her one good eye. The concern was there, in his sweet face.
But that wasn’t all.


He was raging mad.


“I don’t care about your past. I
don’t care that you have a monster inside you that you’re trying to…to torture
away. I don’t care that having the fuck beat out of you makes you find a little
peace.


“I don’t care. I’m way past that
point. See, what you’re doing is selfish. Evil selfish.”


Her heart began beating fast and
hard, and her already compromised vision clouded further with fog from tears
she was so rarely able to shed. Damn it. I’m sorry.


He pressed his lips together and
took a deep breath through his nose. “I know you don’t think so, Rune, but
you’re a wonderful, amazing, beautiful person. I love you. Many people love
you.”


He took her hand, his thumb lightly
rubbing her skin, faster and faster. She doubted he was even aware he was doing
it, and she hadn’t the strength to pull away.


“I took pictures. I took pictures
of what was done to you. If I have to, I’ll show them to the crew and we’ll
force you into a hospital. You either do it voluntarily, or I’m going to make
you do it.


“You need help. That’s the bottom
line. You need a lot of help. And I aim to get it for you. You’ll be pissed at
me for a while, but that’s okay. You couldn’t possibly be angrier at me than I
am at myself. I should never have gone along with this. I should never have
rushed to save you without getting you some help. Yet I did. But what would you
do if I wasn’t here to save you, Rune? No more.


“I thought I owed you this because
you…because you saved me. You saved me. But I’m not saving you. I’m
making it easier for you to hurt yourself.”


He leaned forward, his face filling
her vision. He no longer looked like the sweet-faced little assistant she
trusted with her life.


“You go ahead and blink that one
good eye if you understand me, girl. Because if you don’t, I’ll keep talking
until you do.”


She didn’t want him to keep talking.


She blinked.


Even that exhausted her.


What the hell did Jeremy do to
me?


“Rest, dear. You have three days
before you’re expected back at work. You’re not going to be completely healed,
but you’ll live. Thank your monster for that.”


The next time she woke up she could
talk, and even move. Her first thought was of Ellis and his anger. Then she
thought of Jeremy. He’d nearly killed her. But she couldn’t put the blame on him,
not really. The whole fucked-up mess was her fault.


Dread made her clutch her stomach
when she remembered Ellis’s deadly earnest words. He was going to make her see
a shrink. Going into therapy was right up there with losing her mind.


It terrified her, the very notion.


The needle was no longer in her arm,
and no bags of blood hung beside the bed. She felt the amazing effects of the
blood, though. It was like coming out of darkness and confusion into light and a
curious sense of well-being. She didn’t know why—she only knew it was the
greatest feeling she could ever imagine.


Thank God Ellis’s mother was a
doctor and his father CEO of River County’s hospital. Ellis had ways of getting
blood. And good drugs.


“Ellie?” Her voice was rusty but
strong enough. When Ellis didn’t come into the room she slid her legs out of
the bed, gingerly because she still hurt, and carefully because she had no idea
what was working and what wasn’t.


Ellis had dressed her in a hospital
gown, and it hung precariously from her shoulders. She felt light, as though
she’d dropped fifteen pounds.


Usually after a period with Jeremy she
was stronger than ever the next day, strong and full of life. But now, though
her mood was high, her body was weak.


“Let me ask you something.”


She squealed at the sudden
intrusion of Ellis’s voice, then laughed. 


“You startled me, Ellie.”


“Why are you up?”


“I am tired of lying in bed. I was
coming to find you.”


He pulled her into his arms, gently,
and as always she let him hold her. She rarely had the heart to reject Ellis’s
hugs. She owed him much more than to stand still for a fucking hug.


Tired lines decorated his face and
dark circles lay like half-moons under his sad eyes. “Do you feel up to eating
a little?”


“I could.” Anything to make him
happy.


“Come into the kitchen. But first,
I want to show you something.”


She smiled. “What?”


He led her to the dresser. “Look in
the mirror, Rune.”


“No, thank you.”


“Rune. Look.” His voice was quiet,
but firm.


She sighed, then looked.


Stunned, she gasped. Her legs weakened,
and she grabbed the edge of the dresser to keep from falling.


She was disfigured. Her face was
cut and swollen and black. There were many bruises, and they bled into each
other to make one huge bruise. Her throat bore a ring of colors—purple, blue, red,
yellow.


They disappeared into the top of
her gown, but she didn’t want to see what that bit of fabric covered.


Her arms were more of the
same—bruises and long, healing cuts. Jeremy liked the shiv.


“He carved you up like a roast
chicken.” He shuddered. “Whoever you have doing this to you is full of evil, of
hate, and you let him take that hate out on you, Rune. How could you?”


She started to speak, but he held
his hand up to stop her. 


“This time you nearly died. I think
you did die. I don’t know how you came back. Do you remember what I said to you
about getting help?”


She nodded.


“I found a clinic for you. It’s
exclusive, secluded, and the best in the country. They owe my father a favor.”


“I can’t, Ellis. I can’t tell
people what I am. What I do. How fucked-up—”


“Everything. You will tell them
everything.” 


“Tell them I killed my parents?
Tell them that?”


“Yes, sweetheart.”


“They’ll report me.”


“Not these guys. You know I
wouldn’t recommend a place that wasn’t safe for you.”


She stared at her image, forcing
herself to look. What if they could help her? What if they could help her
accept herself? Not likely, but what choice did she have? Ellis was right. She
was being selfish. He was right about something else too. If she didn’t get
help, she was going to die.


“Okay, Ellie.”


For one second he looked almost
comically surprised. He hadn’t expected it to be that easy. “Oh, Rune. Thank
you.”


“Thank you, baby. You just
keep saving my life, even if I don’t think I want it saved.”


“I want to know his name.”


“Who?” But she knew who he meant.


“The one who does this. I want his
name.”


“I can’t tell you that.” If Ellis
so much as looked at Jeremy the wrong way, Jeremy would destroy him.


Right now she was feeling great, but
she knew the routine. She’d fall back into those lows, into that darkness, and
it would all happen again.


Unless by some miraculous chance,
she really was fixable.


“You have to start feeding, Rune.
That alone might—”


“No.” She went cold. “Do not.”


“I just don’t see the difference
in…” His eyes widened, and he put his fingers over his mouth.


“Don’t, Ellis.”


“Oh my God, why did I never see it
before?”


She didn’t want to know. “What?”
she bit out. “What?”


“Part of the reason you do this is
to get the blood. You can get the blood while you’re out of it, guilt free and
without a choice.”


“That’s crazy.”


“No,” he said, the spark back in
his eyes. Ellis with his projects. He thought he could fix the world. “You
refuse to feed, but your DNA insists that you do. What if most of your…illness,
and these episodes, is because it’s your way of getting to feed?”


“I don’t—”


“You’re starving yourself, sweetie.
You need blood, but you refuse to take it. You refuse to feed. You have to
accept yourself. It’s the only way you’re going to live to see your
twenty-fifth birthday.”


Her birthday was in March. While
the times with Jeremy were coming closer together, they weren’t that close. She
wasn’t declining that fast. She wasn’t.


She turned away from her hideous
image. “Help me get a shower, and then you can catch me up on work.”


He helped her into the bathroom,
talking all the while.


Apparently a hell of a lot had been
happening in her absence.


COS was back in the news.


New branches had suddenly started
popping up all over the country. They were keeping a low profile and had publically
distanced themselves from Karin Love, but it was just a matter of time before
they started doing the two things they were created to do.


Destroying Others and killing the
humans who loved them.


 











Chapter Eleven


Monday morning at eight o’clock
exactly, she walked into the SCRU building.


“Good morning, Ellis.” She winked
at him—not that he’d see her eyes behind the dark sunglasses she was
wearing—and strode into her office.


Her crew waited. The twins stood
together by the window, discussing something quietly. Lex pitched a softball
with Jack, who hooted with glee each time the blind girl caught his toss. Z sat
in her chair behind her desk, and Raze leaned against the wall, reading
something on his phone.


She stood quietly in the doorway
for a long moment, watching them. God, it was good to be back. She missed the
place, the work, her people. She felt like she’d been MIA for much longer than
a week.


Z spotted her. “There she is. Ms.
Slacker herself.”


She grinned and walked into the
room, worried, despite the enormous dark glasses and caked-on makeup, they’d
spot her healing wounds. She dropped her bag on the desk and kicked the chair.
“Out of my chair, dude.”


Once she was ensconced behind her
desk she started talking, all business. “I’ve been brought up to speed, guys.”
She spun in her chair to eye Lexi. “But first, how are you doing, Lex?”


“Great.”


“Ellis has decided to teach her to
dance,” Levi said. “Giving her exercise through training is not the easiest
thing to do.” He pointed to a bruise high on his cheek. “She kicks our asses.”


“Okay. So the vampire who
implicated Llodra and his kiddies in the disappearances of the humans is making
deals, I hear. He’ll give us Llodra if we give him his freedom when the
vampires have all been destroyed.”


“Yup,” Z said. “He doesn’t seem to
understand that he’ll be destroyed right along with them.”


“He’s a new vampire,” Jack said.
“Wandered in from North Carolina.”


“Spiritgrove has more than its
share of vampires,” Rune noted.


“Not for long.” Raze moved out of
his corner at last, slipping his cell into a pocket. “It’s open season on the River
County vampires. Once we’ve purged them we’ll not see another one for a while.”


“Maybe once upon a time,” Rune
argued. “But now they seem to be crawling out of the woodwork, looking for a city
to own.”


“Now, if the shifters and wolves attack,
Spiritgrove could ban the Others completely,” Z said. “The only other city I’ve
known to put that into practice was in Indiana, two years ago.”


They were silent for a moment,
thinking about his words. It was true. The law stated that if a city was attacked
or traumatized by the three major groups—shifters, wolves, and vampires—it
could vote to ban them from the city.


Any Other caught inside city limits
after the ban could be killed immediately, no matter what kind of trouble the
Other rights groups tried to start.


Rune leaned back in her chair,
realizing with some disbelief that the thought of a ban did not appeal to her.
She glanced at Lex, the Other who’d been tormented for most of her life, and
felt a spark of connection.


And she was Other.


She and Jeremy never talked about
her monster. He must have understood that was something she wouldn’t tolerate.
She couldn’t have borne it


Or maybe…maybe he simply didn’t
know.


Thinking about Jeremy was making
her head hurt. She fished in her desk drawer for the pills she’d hidden away
for hard times, swallowing them dry. “Whatever, we now have to take all the
vampires out.” Except for her father. She’d talk to him and try to get him out
of the city before he was killed.


She grieved for her mother’s second
death, but not as much as she’d thought she would. Maybe because she’d come to
terms with Mama’s death years ago—even if she hadn’t come to terms with how it
had happened.


As though they knew where her thoughts
were taking her, her men shuffled uncomfortably, and Z cleared his throat. A
sure sign they had some news they didn’t want to tell her.


“Out with it,” she said.


“Percell has set up his office down
the hall. He wants to see you.” Jack hesitated.


“Go on.” Fucking Percell.


Z took up the story. “He sent out
memos. You’ll see when you log on. From now on, he’ll do the hiring and firing,
and he’s already decided Lex isn’t going to be Shiv Crew.”


She remained calm. “We’ll see about
that. What else?”


“He said all vacation time will go
through him.”


Which meant if she was in need of
some time to get under control, she was out of luck. Might not be a bad thing,
really. That could be her excuse not to go to Ellis’s exclusive clinic. Of
course, if she went crazy on the job, Mitch would be eager enough to toss her
into a nut house.


“Okay,” she said. “So far the worst
thing is that idiot Percell. What’s going on with the monsters?”


“A group of Others have moved into
River County. They say they’re just passing through, not planning on staying
long.” Jack stared down at her, but his gaze was distant, as though he saw
something else. “I don’t like them here, but Cross says to leave them be unless
they start some shit.”


Ellis had already told her. These Others
were random stragglers from various groups, not one vampire among them. “And if
they do, we’ll handle them.”


“Ellis calls them the Dark
Others,” Lex said. “He’s afraid of them.”


Rune spun in her chair to look at
the girl. “What about you, Lex? Are you getting any bad vibes from the Dark
Others?”


“Maybe if I could meet them…”


“Not doing that,” Denim said. 


“We need more people,” Z said. “If
not in Shiv Crew, then in SCRU for emergencies. Last we heard there were an
estimated one hundred Dark Others.”


Rune’s jaw dropped. “Fucking
seriously? Where are they all gathered?”


“In Hawthorne Forest.”


“Cross said he talked to their
leader. They’re made up of outcasts from several groups…no one else will have
them for whatever reasons, so they’ve created a group for themselves.”


“Dark Others,” Levi said. “Good
name for them.”


“I’m sure Percell will take care of
them.” She couldn’t help but sneer when she said his name. Bastard. “Besides,
it’s not like SPD and the rest of SLE couldn’t handle a gun.”


“SLE?” Lex asked.


“Spiritgrove Law Enforcement,”
Denim told her.


“Der,” she said.


Rune wanted to bring up the latest
news about the newly reformed COS but not in front of Lex. Later. She needed to
talk to fucking Percell first anyway, and get all the info he had.


“Rune, what’s up with the shades?”


Casually, she looked at Z. “Light
makes my headache worse. I partied too hard my week away.”


“And the turtleneck,” Jack said.
“I’ve never seen you in a turtleneck. Hell, you’re even wearing gloves.” He
grinned. “It’s not that cold.”


She’d fooled them before, but with
her previous sessions the damage hadn’t been so severe that it’d lingered when
she’d gone back to work. Not past a couple of fading bruises.


Not much showed other than her
mouth, her chin, and part of her cheeks. But so much coverage drew more
attention than if she’d walked in naked. She shrugged. “Hangovers make me
cold.”


She jumped when Lex glided up
behind her and placed her small hands on Rune’s shoulders.


Shit. “Lex, back off.”


Lexi took her hands away, but Rune
had a feeling she’d gotten too much information from her brief touch. She
pushed her chair back and stood. “I’m going to talk to Percell. I’ll get the
schedule from Ellis, and we’ll go to work as soon as Mitch gets tired of
hearing himself talk.”


“I’ll be right back, Ellis,” she
said, and sailed past him. She didn’t look at him but could feel his stare on
her back as she left the reception area.


Percell’s new office was much too
close to her own—only three doors away from hers. Bastard would be listening to
every word she and her crew said.


He already had a large, gaudy sign
on the outside of his closed door.


MITCH
PERCELL


DIRECTOR


SPIRITGROVE
CRIMINAL RECOVERY UNIT


She growled, then tapped on the
door. She’d try to get through the meeting without losing her job. Or tossing
her cookies.


Soon as she got a moment she’d put
up her own sign.


“Come,” he called. Even his voice
grated on her nerves—cheerful and loud and irritating as hell.


She pushed open the door and strode
in, not about to let him see her resentment. That’d make him even happier.
“Percell.”


He stood quickly, his toothy smile
wide and white. He came from behind his desk, freckled hand extended. “Rune! So
nice to see you again.”


Right. Even through her gloves she
could feel his moist warmth. Everything about him repulsed her. Sure, maybe
some of it was just because he was now her boss, but he was a pompous blowhard,
and she’d have taken great pleasure from punching him in the gut. “You wanted
to see me.”


He pursed his lips and ran his hand
over the carefully styled strands of his wheat-colored hair. “Have a seat.”


She sat carefully in one of the two
chairs before his desk, then waited for him to sit before she spoke. “Percell,
you have to know I’m not happy with this change in SCRU. But if you let me do
my job and you do yours, we’ll be fine.”


He nodded. “Sure, sure. Now, Rune,
I don’t plan to deliberately step on your toes or make any abrupt changes
without letting you know.”


“That’s not exactly reassuring.”


He sighed mournfully and steepled
his fingers under his chin. “I’ve been hired to do a job, Rune. I will do this
job to the best of my ability. If I make decisions that you don’t agree with,
we can certainly discuss them.”


“There was a message from COS?”


He blinked at her abrupt change of
subject. “Yes. They wanted to make public the fact that they’re regrouping.
They say they’re not doing anything illegal and only wish to be left alone. With,
of course, their hatred of Others.”


“I don’t trust them. It might take
a while, but they’re going to get right back into the evil.”


He shrugged. “Nothing can be done
about them as long as they’re just forming a group and leaving the Others
alone. Right now they’re just spouting hate messages online and gathering
members.”


“And trying to get laws passed to
take away the couple of puny rights Others have managed to get.”


He inclined his head. “Yes, but
again, not illegal. They’re being watched closely.” 


 “I have a bad feeling about COS.”
Maybe a little of that had to do with Lex and the twins, but COS was bad news.
“We don’t know it yet, but you wait. Soon we’ll find out about shit they’re
doing. By then it’ll be too late for the ones they’ve hurt. Other and human.”


“Yes.” He sighed. “Humans known as
fervent supporters of Others.”


 “Fucking Church of Slayers.” She
shuddered, aware that every time she said the name aloud she had that same
reaction. She could only imagine how this news would affect Lex and the twins.
“What about the Dark Others?”


He slid a pair of bifocals onto his
nose and peered at her. “Beg pardon?”


“That’s the name Ellis has given
the outcast Others who’ve gathered in Hawthorne Forest.” She shrugged. “It
seems fitting.”


He nodded. “RISC is keeping an eye
on them. Cross will let us know if he needs us. They seem to be resting before
traveling on and haven’t caused any trouble.”


She pursed her lips. “Maybe I
should take the crew and go talk to them.”


“No, you shouldn’t. Jeremy
specifically warned against doing so. Leave them alone, Rune.”


Fuck you, Percell. “Seems a
little odd that you guys don’t want the strangers questioned.”


“RISC thinks it’s best not to stir
up trouble. They’ll move on.”


Jeremy thinks it’s best.
That all by itself set off little warning bells in her head. Jeremy didn’t need
much of an excuse to harass Others. Strangers? Not long ago he’d have been all
over them. “Doesn’t make sense,” she murmured.


“What else would you like to
discuss, Rune?” He leaned back and folded his hands over his stomach, but to
give him credit, he didn’t once glance at his watch.


“We need to talk about a decision
you’ve made that I don’t agree with.”


He gave a sharp nod. “Shoot.”


“I’ve hired Alexis Love into Shiv
Crew.”


“Yes, yes, poor thing. I feel sorry
for the child too, Rune, but we can’t have people in law enforcement just
because we pity them. Help her in some other way. She’s not suited for the job
you do.”


“You know nothing about what she
can do.”


“She’s blind, Rune.” He
widened his eyes and looked at her like she’d suddenly gone stupid.


“She can see, just not the way you
and I see. I tested her, Mitch. She’s incredible. Let us show you.” That was a
reasonable request.


“Those rather large sunglasses make
me uncomfortable. Could you take them off?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Light sensitivity.”


He blew air out his nose. “It’s a
no on the sweet blind girl. I’m sorry.”


“You won’t even let her show you
what she’s capable of.”


“It’s not just her handicap.” He
held up one finger. “She’s also the daughter of a death row inmate.” Two
fingers. “She’s an ex-COS member.” Three fingers. “And worst of all, she’s an Other.”
He shook his extended fingers at her. “Come on, Rune. Even you know better than
that.”


So that was the real problem. He
had to have found out by now, the arrogant bastard, that the twins were also ex-COS
members. He didn’t care about that, not enough to fire them. He cared that they
weren’t Others.


“Look, Rune. I’m going to be doing
a lot of publicity for SCRU—and for RISC. Do you think the public would trust
us if we were hiring Others to protect them?”


“You’re worried about how it would make
you look?”


“I assure you I will do what is
best for this organization and for the public we are sworn to protect. You need
to understand something right away, Rune. If you’re to stay on as Shiv Crew
captain, you will have to play by the rules.”


There it was. The threat. She
smiled, gratified when his face paled. She was, after all, part Other. Even if
he didn’t realize it, he’d feel something different. And it would scare him. It
should scare him.


He raised his hands. “Rune. Come
on. I have to play by the rules too. If I thought the public would accept her,
if I thought she wouldn’t get hurt…”


“Or is it just that you hate
Others? Maybe you should join COS.”


“You couldn’t be more wrong. I most
certainly do not hate Others. You and I have had our disagreements in the past,
but you don’t know me.” He tugged on his stiff shirt collar. “I protect Others,
Rune. I don’t hate them.”


She stood and left his office
without another word.


There was nothing more to say.
Maybe he didn’t hate Others, but he was being unfair about Lex.


For now her hands were tied, but
she’d figure something out.


She walked back into her office.
Only the twins and Lex remained. Jack, Z, and Raze shared an office—an enormous
office—and Levi informed her that’s where they’d gone.


She sat down, her head pounding. Shit.
She’d been back to work for less than an hour, and already things were going
badly.


She could have cried when Ellis
swooped into the room with a huge, hot mug of coffee. “Here you go, Rune. I
figured you’d need it after your talk with the new boss.”


“You’re a lifesaver, Ellie.”


“I know,” he said, grinning.


She couldn’t miss his probing,
worried glance, and she grinned up at him to let him know she was okay. Still,
he dropped a tiny pill on the desk. She scooped it up and washed it down with
the coffee. She’d need the pain relief out in the field.


He slapped some papers on her desk.
“For today, my dear. Don’t overdo it.”


“I’ll be fine.”


 It was nine fifteen in the
morning. Time to get to work.











Chapter Twelve


You okay?


Rune glanced down at the text, then
ignored it. Fucking Jeremy. 


Usually he would have left it alone,
but her phone vibrated again. I’m sorry.


She hit reply and punched in the
letters, furiously. Fuck you.


Stuffing the cell in her jeans
pocket, she walked to her car, Lex and the twins at her heels. Denim helped Lex
into the front, and he and Levi started to climb into the back.


“Follow us,” Rune said. “I want
some alone time with Lex.”


They glanced at each other, like
they always did, and in that second of silent communication acknowledged and agreed.
“Okay,” Levi said.


The crew was to meet her at the
first stop of the day. The last stop would be after dark at Nicolas Llodra’s
favorite haunt, a popular nightspot called Club Kiss. If he wasn’t there she’d
leave word she was looking for him, that she wanted his side of the story.


But it was hard to believe he could
be innocent. She’d seen the human body in the nest, and she knew his people
would never take a human without his permission.


Rune had other things to talk to
him about, though. She wanted to find her father. She needed to see him again.
To talk to him. To convince him to flee his master and her city before her crew
was forced to stake him.


While she’d been out of commission,
Jeremy had gotten another tip. He’d sent her crew to the pretty much deserted village
of Blackfire where they’d taken out another nest. Her father, Jack had assured
her, was not among them.


“Am I fired?” Lex asked, startling
Rune from her thoughts.


Her cell vibrated again, and she ignored
it. “Yeah, I’m sorry, Lex. The new boss has forbidden me to hire you. But don’t
worry. I’m far from finished with this. I’ll get you back in.”


The twins were tailgating her,
probably to keep a better eye on the girl. She guessed they didn’t trust her completely.
Not yet. She couldn’t blame them.


Lex shrugged. “When you need help,
I’ll be there. Whether that guy says I am Shiv Crew or not.”


“I wanted to talk to you about
something else.”


“What I saw when I touched you.”


Rune kept her stare on the road.
“Yeah.”


For a long moment there were no
sounds other than the quiet hum of the car heater. Finally Lex spoke, but her
words were nothing close to what Rune expected to hear.


“I don’t trust many people,” Lex
said. “I trust Levi and Denim. Now I trust you.”


Rune didn’t know what to say, so
she said nothing.


“No matter what you think, you’re
not a monster.”


Lex’s words brought her curiously
close to tears. Dammit. Lately she was an emotional mess.


They sank into silence, and neither
one of them seemed inclined to break it. Rune’s headache was gone thanks to Ellis’s
potent little pill.


The first item on the schedule was
another quick trip to Blackfire. After her crew had staked the vampires there,
the captive vampire Rune had captured told them to go back. There was another
nest, he’d said, in the basement of the Blackfire high school.


Maybe they’d find vampires in the
nest there, maybe not. She’d already ordered her crew to silver Llodra but not
to kill him. She wanted to talk to him first.


In an addendum to this morning’s
schedule, Mitch had instructed them not to try to bring Llodra in alive. There
were no good reasons for it, and it was too risky. He was too powerful a vampire.


There were undertones of Jeremy in
Mitch’s order. Whatever. She didn’t care.


She was going to question the
master vampire. If she didn’t find him today, she’d look for him at Club Kiss
tonight. She wouldn’t give up trying to talk to him until she saw the stake in
his heart and his head lying at her feet.


Maybe he’d flee the city, but she
doubted it. It was too difficult for expelled vampires to find free territory. If
a master entered another master’s city, he’d be torn apart.


It was not a kind world for the
monsters. Not kind at all.


Fifteen minutes later she turned
off the highway into Blackfire and followed the bumpy, broken streets to the
old high school.


Jack and Z were already there,
dragging kill kits out of their cars. The twins were right behind Rune. She
spotted Raze’s truck with its overly tinted windows rolling toward the school
from the opposite end of the street.


“Seven Shiv Crew members,” Z said.
“Lucky number.”


“Six,” Lex pointed out. “I’m not
technically Shiv Crew.”


Rune shrugged and opened the hatch
to get her kit. “Fuck him. As far as we’re concerned, you are.”


Denim and Levi grinned and
high-fived each other.


“You’ve got to tell me about these
dance sessions between you and Ellie,” Rune said to Lex. Ellis loved to dance.
He spent most of his nights at clubs getting down with his bad self.


“We’ve only danced twice,” Lex
said, “but he was right. Expelling energy helps. Maybe I do need the outlet.
Whatever, he was right.”


“He usually is,” Rune replied. “But
don’t tell him I said so. Already have trouble finding him a hat that’ll fit.”


Lex smiled. “He deserves every inch
of that big head.”


Raze walked up to Rune’s car, where
the others had gathered. “Ready to find some monsters?”


“If they’re in there, we’ll find
them,” Rune said, and slammed the hatch shut. She was a trained professional,
and the edict had been sent down. Still, tremors of unease trickled through
her.


She was getting soft.


“Remember,” she reiterated, “if you
see my father or Llodra…”


“We got it, Rune,” Z said. 


She noticed that even though he was
snuggled into a warm jacket and black watch cap, he looked askance at her
turtleneck and gloves.


“You know it’ll be too dark for the
shades inside,” he said.


He was suspicious. The rest of them
paused at his words, picking up on his doubt. She sighed. Fine, she’d show them
her battered face. She should have known it wasn’t going to be possible to hide
it from them. The sunglasses were a pain in the ass, and the concealer was
itching like she’d smoothed it on with poison ivy.


She’d think up a lie. Wouldn’t be
hard. She’d been lying her entire life. She reached up and pulled the glasses
off her face. “Fine. Look, laugh, poke fun. I was attacked by a couple of
pissed off, very large ladies at a bar.” She pursed her lips, waiting.


“Hilarious,” Z said. “I just wanted
to make sure you really did have a hangover and not a couple of bruises. I’d
have had to kick some ass if that’d been the case.”


The rest of them laughed—except for
Raze. He never laughed. He never laughed, and she never cried. Well, rarely. Her
men turned away and began walking toward the school.


Confused, she opened her door,
tossed the glasses onto the floor, then looked at her reflection in the
rearview mirror.


What the hell? She had not a
single bruise. The cut on the bridge of her nose was gone. She had no fading
marks, cuts, or anything else that would suggest she’d nearly died at the hands
of her lover.


She’d noticed a lack of pain but
gave that credit to Ellis’s pill.


“Rune,” Z called. “You’re gorgeous.
Let’s get going, sweet thing.”


She shook her head at her image,
totally mystified, then jogged to catch up with her crew. “Don’t call me sweet
thing,” she said to Z, and took her place at the front of the line.


Time to go in and catch some
monsters.


She’d think about her monster
later, when she was alone. She might hate it, but the bastard sure took care of
her. Of course, it was her monster’s fault she needed to be taken care
of. What a vicious cycle.


She led her crew to the basement of
the school. The place had a peculiar smell. If she concentrated, she got whiffs
of a particular odor only schools seem to have, but mixed in with that was a
stronger odor of rot, mold, and blood. 


It was not a soothing bouquet.


The deeper they went, the worse the
smells became.


“If they’re not here now,” she told
her crew, “they sure as hell have been. Do you guys smell that?”


“I smell mildew,” Z said. “But no
dead bodies or anything. What do you smell?”


She kept her mouth shut. Her
monster seemed to be getting stronger, and now it was scenting things the
humans couldn’t. The bastard had remained deep inside her for most of her life,
but had decided it’d been in the dark long enough. 


As long as she could control it,
everything would be okay. She could manage. She could live the lie.


Her monster wasn’t the only thing
in darkness. She halted and slipped on her goggles, waiting for the rest of
them to do the same before she continued down. Darkness was a friend of the
vampire. The human? Not so much.


She almost stepped on the first
vampire before she realized they’d found the nest. And it was full.


“Shit,” she hissed, and held up a
hand letting the others know. Time to go quiet. 


The vampires lay upon the floor in
rows, and she stepped carefully between them looking for Llodra and her father.
Each time she left a section and moved on, her crew stepped in to do the dirty
deed.


She only realized when they were
halfway finished that she hadn’t killed one monster. She looked up at a humming
sound. Lex was standing right beside her.


Lex wouldn’t need goggles. She was
always in the dark. 


She tugged at Rune’s sleeve and
pointed toward the far wall.


Rune hooked her hand around Lex’s
neck and pulled the girl’s mouth to her ear.


“Human female,” Lex whispered.
“Alive.”


Shit.


Rune waved her hand in the air,
getting Jack’s attention. He came immediately, stepping over the vampires.


“Warm one by the wall,” she
whispered, and with Jack beside her, slipped toward the spot Lex had pointed
out.


She heard the crew spreading out
inside the room, the quick thwacks of the vguns, and the slicing of the
big knives. Thwack! One less vampire in Spiritgrove.


Jack saw the human before she did.
He nudged her and pointed his gun to where the human lay.


Lex said she was alive, and Rune
had no reason to doubt her.


Carefully, she and Jack stepped
over sleeping vampire after sleeping vampire until finally they stood over the
girl.


Rune holstered her vgun and then in
one smooth movement straddled the girl and placed her hand over her mouth.


She woke screaming and kicking as
Rune had known she would. Jack lent his strength to control the girl, while
Rune tried to calm her.


“It’s okay, baby. We’re here to
help you.”


The girl shook her head hard,
trying to dislodge Rune’s hand from her face. When that didn’t work, she managed
to open her mouth and take a nice hunk out of Rune’s palm.


“Son of a bitch.” Rune jerked her
hand away and stood. “Pick her up, Jack, and carry her the fuck upstairs.”


The girl screamed, and it was
enough to cause some of the still-living vampires to move restlessly in their
twilight sleep.


“Fuck,” Jack muttered, and
strong-armed her out of there, Rune on his heels.


He dropped the wild girl on the
second-floor landing beneath a dirty window, and he and Rune hunkered down on
either side of her.


She wouldn’t be still. Her red-and-purple
hair stood on end, and mascara smudges stained her pale face. Rune would have
been surprised if she had seen her eighteenth birthday.


She wasn’t very big, but she was a
handful. For some crazy reason, she kept trying to run back down the stairs.


Finally, after she punched Jack in
the throat and caught half of Rune’s face beneath her jagged nails, Rune drew
back and slapped her. Hard.


“Calm the fuck down, you little
idiot. We’re here to save you!”


The girl stopped struggling
suddenly, Rune’s words cutting her off mid-screech. She darted her stare
between Jack and Rune, her lips drawn back from white, even teeth. “Save me? Save
me? Bitch, who said I needed saving?”


Rune exchanged a quick look with
Jack, who raised his eyebrows. The girl hadn’t been entranced by the vampires.
She was much too active and aware for that.


Rune narrowed her eyes. “So you’re
here because…”


“Um, because I want to be
here?”


Disgusted, Rune wished she’d
slapped the silly girl harder. “You want them to turn you.” Sometimes a single
exchange was enough to turn a human. The vampire would bite the human, drain at
least half their blood and then open a vein for the human to drink from the
vampire. This exchange of blood could—and usually did—turn the human. 


But sometimes they could try for
weeks and still not turn a human. Those humans seemed to have a natural
immunity. Scientists were hard at work trying to isolate a gene in the DNA
responsible for the protection, but so far, were having no luck.


There were a few cases of the human
being turned without either party intending for it to happen. After being
brutalized by a vampire, the human’s wounds were contaminated by vampire blood,
causing the human to turn.


The girl shrugged. She was wearing
a stained purple shirt, a torn pair of jeans, and multicolored nails on dirty,
shoeless feet.


She pushed up a sleeve and showed
Rune the punctures and marks on her skinny arm. Many of them. It was like she had
been kissed by a whole lot of high school boys with not one man among them who
knew what he was doing.


Then she turned her face away,
pushed her hair back, and pointed out the marks on her neck. “I have them all
over,” she said, her eyes dark, proud. “I’d rather be undead than anything else
on earth. They rock. And they live forever. Who wouldn’t want to be
turned?”


Rune’s disgusted look must have
egged her on. “I love their bite. Have you ever been bitten by a vampire? It’s
fucking heaven. I could come just thinking about it.”


Rune blew out a tired breath. It
was hard saving the humans from the monsters when the humans didn’t want to be
saved. “It’s against the law, kid.” For now. The vampire bite could be
addictive, and there were a lot of secret human junkies. Getting the junkies
“clean” had proven nearly impossible, especially if the human had been fed from
with any sort of regularity. “Those vampires are going to be destroyed, and you
are in trouble.”


The girl hissed, looking for a
moment as though she’d already been turned. “You’re evil. Both of you.” Then
she spat at Rune.


Rune clenched her fists. She wasn’t
patient with stupidity, and the girl was just plain rude. “I’m going to cuff
you now. When we’ve finished cutting off a few heads, I’ll figure out what to
do with you.” She would probably be transferred to a hospital where they’d tie
her to the bed and try their best to wean her off the drug that was the vampire
bite. 


The girl burst into tears. “How can
you do that to them? How can you sneak in like this and kill them? You’re
the monster. Satan’s spawn.” She cried like a little kid—mouth wide open, eyes
screwed shut, bawling loudly and unashamedly.


Rune pursed her lips and looked at
Jack, who widened his eyes and stepped away from the emotional girl. Crying
girls made Jack uncomfortable.


“They’re abducting and killing
humans,” Rune said, talking loudly to make herself heard over the girl’s
weeping.


She stopped crying and sniffed,
then wiped her nose on the back of her sleeve. “No they’re not. But you and the
other cops don’t care who really is doing it. They tell me things,” she
finished, another note of pride in her voice.


Rune folded her arms. “What
things?”


The girl glanced down the stairs.
“Make them stop killing the vampires and I’ll tell you.”


“No.”


It was suddenly as though an old
woman peeked through the girl’s eyes. “Please,” she whispered. “They’re my
friends. They…” She paused, searching for the right words. “They’re people.”


Dammit. Rune was a sucker for a
person in pain. She was built to protect, not to torment. She nodded at Jack.
“Call them off.”


Shocked, he could only stare at
her. “Rune—”


“You heard her,” the girl snapped.
“Call them the fuck off!”


Rune almost smiled. The girl was a
pain in the ass, but anybody who could shout orders at the huge, frightening
Jack went up a notch in her estimation.


Jack sighed, then went to do their
bidding.


“What’s your name?”


“Amy.”


“Amy…”


“Just Amy. And listen. I know who
you are. You can help them.” 


“I don’t help monsters, kid. I kill
them.”


“You wouldn’t if you’d just get to
know them.” She stood and grabbed Rune’s hand. “I’ll tell you, because I think
you will be the one to save them when you know the truth.”


Rune gently extracted her hand and
sat on the steps, motioning the girl to sit beside her. “So what’s the truth?”


Amy sat down, her eyes wide and
determined, but desperation and honesty were there as well. “The vampires
aren’t the ones taking the humans. A human is.”











Chapter Thirteen


“What human?” Despite herself, Rune
was intrigued by the girl’s sincerity. Even if she was full of shit about the
vampires, she had something to tell. 


Amy bit her lip. “I don’t know who,
exactly.”


Rune sighed. Of course you don’t.
But the girl’s next words set her heart pounding and her brain on full alert.


“I just know what he’s called. Preston.”


She flashed back to the injured
girl she and her crew had saved. “It’s Preston. He’s killing the other—”


Had she meant, simply, other? Had
she been going to say Preston was killing the other humans? Or killing the
Others?


One thing was certain—the girl had
her full attention. “Tell me everything, Amy.”


Amy’s face brightened. “You believe
me.”


“Just talk. And I don’t have a lot
of time, so talk fast. Everything you know, I want to know.”


Amy nodded. “You got it.”


The crew was climbing the stairs,
and one look at Rune’s expression had them finding seats as well, all eyes on
the bite junkie.


Lex climbed to join the females,
one hand trailing the wall.


“Oh my God.” Amy had as much
trouble whispering as Jack did. Her voice echoed off the cold walls of the
stairwell. “Is she blind?”


Rune made room for Lex and held out
a hand to help her to sit. Before she’d gotten her hand up, when it was just a
thought in her head, Lex had her own hand out, waiting for it.


Vibrating softly, Lex sat between
Rune and Amy. “Continue.” She felt for Amy’s hand, holding it gently between
hers.


Amy looked startled for a second,
then shrugged and began telling her story.


“I’m telling you exactly what I’ve
heard, guys. There is a man named Preston. His name alone is enough to scare
the Others half to death. He’s in a high position of authority. Nicolas told me
that himself.” Again with the proud smile.


“Nick Llodra?” Rune asked. “The master
is talking to you?” 


Amy lifted her chin, scowling.
“Well I was there, in the room. He said Preston is in a high position of
authority and that’s how he terrorizes the groups.” She glanced around at the
faces watching her. “You know, the Others.”


“We know,” Rune said, gently. “Go
on.”


“The groups have to pay him for
protection. But it’s not really protection. They pay him because if they don’t
he makes bad things happen to them.” Again she looked at the attentive crew.
“Real bad things.”


“Like what?” Z asked.


She blew him a kiss. “You sure are
sexy.”


“Amy.”


Amy frowned at Rune, then
continued, scratching at her scalp with ragged nails. “He does things like hurt
the leaders’ people. A few months ago he had one of the shifters picked up because
they refused to pay him. They just didn’t have the money. Preston is greedy. Nicolas
said so.”


Rune glanced at her crew, trying to
wrap her mind around Amy’s words. She met Raze’s eyes, and waited.


He nodded. She’s telling the
truth.


“What happened to him, the shifter?”


“He came back missing a leg,” Amy
said, loud and defensive. As though it was Shiv Crew’s fault.


Maybe it was.


“It grew back,” Amy continued.
“Because shifters are special. Just like all the Others.” She narrowed her eyes
at Rune, waiting for her to argue.


“When did the extortion begin, Amy?”


The girl wrinkled her nose,
thinking. “About a year and a half ago, I think.”


“Okay. Go on.”


“I can’t believe none of you have a
clue about the shit that goes on around here. Or maybe you do, but you don’t
care. For all I know, you’re in on it.” She sneered. “The amazing humans
against the lowly monsters. You’re all—”


Rune reeled her back in. “Amy. Shiv
Crew is not your enemy. Tell us your story.”


Amy took a deep breath. “Anyway.
The Others pay Preston so basically he’ll allow them to live in the city. He
uses them against each other. He had the bears bring in the shifter. Now they
all hate each other.” Again she paused, lost in some memory. “It’s totally
sad.”


“What about the vampires?”


Amy snapped back to the present.
“Yes! Nicolas refuses to pay Preston for this…protection. Preston is going to
destroy them.” She gestured at all of them, her eyes sad. “Look. It’s already
begun.”


“How much does he take?” Rune
asked, fighting the heat of shame that wanted to wash over her.


“Five thousand a month,” Amy said.
“From each group. Some of the Others have been—” As though realizing she’d
almost said something she hadn’t meant to say, she blanched, and stopped
talking.


Stealing? Robbing banks?
Prostituting themselves?


“Amy, how…” Her words trailed off
as she remembered something. Sherry. Sherry begging for money. For five
thousand dollars.


Oh fuck me.


Was Sherry Other? Or was she
secretly fraternizing with a certain group of Others?


“Rune?” Jack asked. “What is it?”


She shook her head. “Remind me
later. It’s about Sherry and something that happened while I was on vacation.”


“Sherry!” Amy said. “I know a
Sherry.” Once again she realized she might have said more than she should have,
and she stared at her and Lex’s clasped hands, swallowing hard.


“Why didn’t you come to us, Amy? Or
any of the SLE?”


Amy looked up, her eyes hard. “Are
you fucking kidding me?”


Rune shrugged. “You’re talking to
us now.”


“They’re dead anyway. I had no
choice. Maybe…maybe I can help save the last few Spiritgrove vampires. And
Nicolas.”


“You like him.”


Amy lifted her chin. “I love him.”


“He’s an asshole to his people,”
Jack said.


“He’s just strict. He’s only
punishing the ones who went behind his back to gather money for Preston. The
wolf alpha is the asshole.”


Preston, Preston. Who the
fuck are you?


“So you’re saying the vampires are being
set up. They’re not really abducting and killing humans.” Rune leaned back,
suddenly tired. What a mess.


“Yup.”


“What good would that do Preston?
He’s not going to get cash out of dead vampires.”


“I don’t know everything. I just
know it’s true.” She pounded her knee with her fist. “Please, please, stop
killing them. If you only knew them…” She began crying again, the changes in
her mood as melodramatic and fast as only a teen’s could be. “Please.”


Rune forgot to reply when she
noticed that Lex’s face was wet. Her face, at that moment, was the saddest face
Rune had ever seen. “Lex,” she whispered, and took the blind Other’s free hand.


Levi and Denim bounded up the steps
and snatched her up, their eyes dark and accusing.


“I’m sorry,” Rune said, but wasn’t
quite sure what she was sorry for. “Take her to my car. We won’t be staying.”


Amy gasped and put a hand over her
heart. “Really? Really?”


Rune smiled and stood. “Really. And
thank you, Amy.” She hesitated, unsure what to do with the girl. She could
force her out of the nest, but…


“How old are you, kid?” she asked.


“Twenty-two.” She said it with dead
earnestness.


Rune sighed. “I’m doubting that
pretty intensely.”


“My mother is dead. My father is a
drunk who cares only that I cook and buy him whiskey.” Again the old woman
peeked from her eyes. “Leave me alone, Rune.”


But still, Rune hesitated. “Look at
you. It’s wintertime and you’re dressed in next to nothing.”


“I have a coat and shoes
downstairs, dude. I just don’t want to sleep in them.”


Rune pulled a card from one of her
pockets and a pen from another. “This is my card. My office number is on the
front…” She scribbled another number on the back. “And this is my cell. If you
think of anything, if you hear anything, call that number. I don’t care what
time it is. Got it?”


Amy glanced at the card. “Yes.
Thanks. Thanks, guys.”


Shiv Crew walked away, leaving
behind a small human girl and a nest of vampires—many of whom were missing
their heads.


But there was nothing to be done
for it.


“Let’s go talk, boys. We have to
figure this shit out.”


“Couldn’t agree more,” Z said.


They had a hell of a lot to think
about. “We can’t trust anyone,” she said, as they walked soberly to their cars.
“Not anyone.”


“No,” Jack agreed. “But we can’t
stop this on our own.”


“Maybe you should talk to Jeremy,”
Z said. “He’s higher on the food chain than we are.”


“Not yet.” Hell no. She
couldn’t trust Jeremy.


“So we’re going to fix this
ourselves? Shiv Crew?” Jack’s voice was a little too skeptical.


“We’re sure as hell going to dig a
little deeper,” she said, her tone even. “And then we’ll see.”


“I recommend handing this over to
RISC and letting them sort things out,” Jack said.


She reached her car. Lex sat inside
with the twins, her body slumped, her head hanging. Shit. She opened her
door. “Noted.”


He inclined his head. “Okay then.”


Raze spoke, finally. Sometimes he
was so quiet that if he wasn’t so damn big he would be forgotten. “Lunch and
then the next item?”


She rubbed her temples. “The fucking
schedule. I miss the good old days when we sat in our offices drinking coffee
and waiting for emergencies to happen.”


Her men grinned in agreement. 


“We’re supposed to go to Willowburg
and run off some rogue rooks. According to Mitch they’ve half shifted and can’t
change back to human form. Those living in Willowburg are terrified of them.”
She shuddered. “Stuck between forms. That’d be a bad way to live, boys.”


They stood for a moment in silence,
contemplating the condition of the rooks. In the grand scheme of things, they
were all pretty damn lucky.


Even her.


“I’ll take the twins to oust the
rooks, you guys go get lunch and head back to the office.” It wouldn’t take the
whole damn crew to get rid of a couple of unfortunate rooks.


Unless Mitch decided he needed to
send them to exterminate a houseful of termites or something equally
irritating.


She glanced at Lex, unsure how to
make the girl feel better. She didn’t want to pry into something that was none
of her business. Lex would tell her what was wrong if she wanted her to know.


“Where do you want to have lunch,
Lexi?” She realized she rather enjoyed having the other woman for company.


Lex kept her face turned toward her
window, though there was nothing she could see. “It doesn’t matter.”


“I know a little place we can get a
couple of good sandwiches and sit out on benches to eat. It’s not that cold
today. The sun is shining.”


“I feel it.”


“That’s good.”


“Yes.”


So much for small talk.


They didn’t speak again until Rune
pulled into the parking lot of the diner. It wasn’t busy yet, but she knew from
experience that in a half hour or so the place would be crawling with the lunch
crowd. “What do you want to eat?”


“Anything. I’m not picky. Or
hungry.”


Rune sighed. “Fine. I’ll choose
something.”


When the food was done she carried
the bag out to the picnic tables and then went to fetch Lexi from the car. “I
got us a table in the sun.”


Lex said nothing but sat down, her
face lifted to the sun. She ate her lunch quietly, her thoughts turned inward.


“Lex.” Rune had finished her
sandwich and her drink and sat idly watching the parking lot begin to fill up.
For the first time in a while she wasn’t bouncing off the walls, eager to go.
It was good to just sit and relax.


Maybe because she hadn’t had her
usual amount of coffee.


“Yes?”


“What are you thinking? What’s
inside that gorgeous head of yours?”


“You don’t like my silence, my…”


“Sadness,” Rune finished. “I don’t
like your sadness.”


Lex smiled, kind of. “You can’t fix
everyone.”


“So I’ve been told.”


Lex took pity on her. “Sometimes
memories can be overwhelming.” She turned her face toward Rune. “You understand
that.”


Rune swallowed and looked away,
even though Lex couldn’t see her. “Yeah.”


“Sometimes the voices of the past
refuse to be silenced. Then all one can do is sit and listen.”


“I know.”


“Yes. You do know.”


Rune sipped melted ice through her
straw, saying nothing. Did she regret urging Lex to talk? A little bit, yeah.


“It’s almost always noisy in my
head, Rune.”


Rune nodded.


“The silence. It doesn’t happen
very often, but when it comes…it’s like white ash raining down in the dark of
my mind…and that’s all I see, that white ash falling.


“It doesn’t make a sound, not
really. Maybe just a whisper. But then I’ve got to wonder. What burned up in
there? It wasn’t the bad memories—they’re still there.


“So what burned up? What sends down
that ash?”


Words wouldn’t form. Rune started
shaking her head and couldn’t stop.


“Maybe it’s the burning bodies of
my people,” Lex continued. She stared into the distance, seeing things Rune
could only imagine. “Maybe they’re sending down the ash.”


Rune swallowed hard, her mouth dry,
her head aching. Burning bodies…


“You find the silence through
violence and sex, Rune. When your body feels pain, it takes pressure from your
heart, doesn’t it? Know how I get the silence?”


“No,” Rune whispered.


Lex stood, staring for a long
moment toward the wall. “Neither do I.”


Rune was quiet all the way to
Willowburg. It would have been too hard to push words past the huge, horrified
lump in her throat.











Chapter Fourteen


It took her all of five minutes to get
rid of the troubled rooks. They waddled away with ruffled feathers, beaks jagged
and sad under human eyes.


A few offended humans came out to
jeer the birds now that Shiv Crew was there to protect them should the rooks
get angry.


“You might find a home in Blackfire
village,” Rune told them. “Or even Wormwood.”


She’d left Levi to sit with Lex and
had taken Denim with her. “I warned you we got the dirty jobs,” she told him.


He shrugged. “I don’t mind.”


She called the crew. “Go to my
place. I’m having second thoughts about talking in the office.”


She and Lex were on their way to
Rune’s house when Mitch called.


“Great,” she muttered.


“What’s wrong?” Lex seemed to have
cheered up a little, for which Rune was extremely grateful.


“Percell,” she told Lex. She answered,
although she’d rather have let him go to voicemail. “Yeah?”


“Rune! Mitch Percell here. As soon
as you’re finished with Willowburg, come back to the office. I need to meet
with you and your crew.”


She groaned. “What’s going on?”


He ignored her groan. “I’ll explain
when you get here. See you in a few!” He clicked off, so jolly she wanted to
reach through the cell and poke him in the eye just to make him chill the fuck
out. Whatever was making him so happy was pretty much guaranteed to make her mad.


She didn’t bother calling the crew
to tell them the change of plans. Percell would, she was sure, take great
delight in doing that himself.


Having Lex by her side when she
strolled into his office seemed to turn down his happiness dial just a little.
He looked up with a wide smile, lost it for a second, then put it firmly back
in place. But his eyes promised Rune chastisement when the Other was not
present.


She widened her eyes innocently and
shrugged. “Sorry, Mitch.”


All the crew had arrived but Raze,
and he was notoriously late for everything. Mitch was not a patient boss.


“Where is your missing crew member,
Rune? I requested they all be here.”


“Raze. He’s doing perimeter
checks,” she replied, straight-faced. “He’ll be along.”


 Raze chose that moment to stride
in, and though Mitch had met all the employees, he still had trouble keeping
the awe from his face when he looked at the big man.


“I swear,” Mitch said, mollified by
Raze’s timely entrance and Rune’s outright lie. “Per capita, Spiritgrove has to
have more extremely large people than any city in the country.” He looked at
them expectantly.


The men shuffled uncomfortably,
then glanced at each other. Rune grinned. “Per capita, Mitch, I’m sure you’re
right.”


He shuffled some papers and cleared
his throat, and Rune realized he was the uncomfortable one. She almost felt
sorry for him.


But then he made her want to rip
his head off again just by opening his mouth.


“So. I have a couple of reasons for
wanting this meeting. Three, to be exact.” He cleared his throat again, and
Rune started to get nervous. “First of all, RISC has sent over a man to help
out at SCRU for a while. We’re in the process of hiring more law enforcement
workers—Spiritgrove is growing and so is the…er…” He glanced at Lex. “Other
community. To keep things safe for all in this city, we will of course be
looking into bringing more men and women aboard.


“Now, second thing up is—”


Rune raised her hand.


“Er, yes, Rune?”


“I was wondering,” she said, politely,
“who RISC is kind enough to lend us.”


He sniffed, then yanked at his
nose. “Well, I don’t see any reason not to share that information. After all,
he will start tomorrow. It’s, uh, Mr. Strad Matheson.”


Rune jumped to her feet. “The
fucking berserker? Jeremy’s lackey?”


“Now Rune—”


“You realize he is Jeremy’s spy,
don’t you? He’s not going to work for us. He’s going to spy on us. He’s
just Jeremy’s fucking tool, Percell.”


“Sit down, Rune. We can calmly
discuss this.”


She clenched her fists but sat.
“Doesn’t matter how we discuss it. I don’t trust the berserker, and he’s not
coming into Shiv Crew. Take him on as your boy if you want, or give him to one
of the other departments.” She leaned forward and stared him down. “He is not
going to be Shiv Crew.”


“Rune, I—”


“You want to fire Lex, who isn’t
all brawn and no brains like Jeremy’s monstrous minion. She has talent and
skill like you wouldn’t believe, but you refuse to keep her on.”


“Now—”


She stood, unable to sit like a
good girl, and pointed at him. “No. Just, no.”


He stood as well, his face
flushing. Putting his palms on his desk he leaned forward. His carefully coifed
hair never moved. “I am the director of SCRU, missy, and I will not be talked
to by one of my employees as though I am a bug to be stepped upon.”


“Did you just call me missy?”



His jaw dropped. “No. No, certainly
not.”


She saw Z rub his chin from her
peripheral vision and recognized the tell. He was trying not to laugh. Probably
they all were.


She turned to stomp from the room
until she could calm the hell down and almost fell over her own feet when she
spotted him—the berserker—leaning against the doorframe.


Housed in a renovated warehouse, the
SCRU building had enormous doorways. It was a good damn thing. She was pretty
sure she heard an ominous creaking as he leaned there. If Raze impressed Mitch,
Strad must have given him the vapors.


He looked at her, his expression
bland, his eyes calm.


She wasn’t embarrassed. She hadn’t
said anything she wouldn’t say to his face.


Striding up to him, she waited for
him to move. He blocked the entire doorway.


“You always manage to be in my
way,” she said. “I’d like to get some water so you’ll have to move. Or maybe
you’d like to fetch it for me. A guy like you always needs an ass to kiss,
right?”


She disliked him because he did all
Jeremy’s dirty work. Because he allowed himself to be a pawn. But most of all,
she disliked him because he disliked her. It made her all kinds of defensive.


That’s a lie. You hate him
because he’s the one man you’re afraid of.


Well, yeah, there was that.


Jeremy had told her several times
of the berserker’s comments and attitude about her. Of course she’d asked Strad
about it. She was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt, but only once.


He’d shrugged at her accusations,
raising that perpetually arrogant eyebrow, and refused to so much as
acknowledge her words. It’d gone downhill from there.


They rubbed each other the wrong
way. She couldn’t stand him and imagined that when he looked at her, his stare
was full of contempt.


Work together? No way.


“Well?” she bellowed. “Out of my
way, Berserker.” She was getting a sore neck having to look up so far.


“Rune,” Mitch called, “Please
hurry. I have another matter to discuss with you all. You wouldn’t want to miss
this.”


“Oh,” she said, “I’m sure.”


Now she didn’t even want the water.
The berserker finally hauled his body out of her way, but she simply turned and
walked back to her chair. “Let’s just get this over with.”


“Good,” Mitch said. “Great. Okay.
So we’ve established that Strad—Mr. Matheson—is on loan to us from RISC. And
Rune, before you decide this is a terrible thing, let me assure you we have our
reasons for bringing him in.”


“Would you mind letting us in on
those reasons?”


“The Dark Others,” he said, “for
one. The Church of Slayers, for another.”


The words were so abrupt and
ill-omened they sent a chill of fear down her spine.


She shot a worried look at Lex.
“Save that for last, please.”


“Fine,” he said. “Whatever you
want, Rune.”


She lifted an eyebrow at his
sarcastic tone. She hadn’t thought he had it in him. 


He looked around at them all.
“Okay, next item…this one I hope will be greeted with a little more…acceptance
than our borrowing of Mr. Matheson. I plan to create a new department—a new
specialty, if you will—in SCRU.


“I realize Shiv Crew is monsters
and blades.” At Rune’s look of surprise he added, “I read the business card.”
His smile was quick. “Anyway, I’m creating a department for men—and women of
course—who specialize in explosives.”


Rune pursed her lips. “We already have
a bomb department.”


“Yes, but it has two people and
little direction. I’m going to create a large department with approximately
fifteen people. I’ll merge our two specialists right in.”


“That’s fine. Just don’t ever think
about doing that to me, Mitch.”


He held up his palm. “No, no. Shiv
Crew is amazing. I wouldn’t think of changing that. Adding a few more people,
but I wouldn’t change it.”


She didn’t want to waste time
arguing. “What else?”


“Guns,” he said. “I know Shiv Crew
has some of the finest shooters in the country, but I want a department
efficient in not just guns and handguns. I want sharpshooters. Snipers. I want
men I can put on roofs around town and feel secure knowing they can take the
head off a monster a mile away.”


“You’re really worried,” Z said.


Mitch nodded. “I’m worried that if
this county has an emergency, we’ll be sorely lacking in capable…soldiers, if
you will. Before I came in I was blissfully unaware.” We exist to protect our
people. We will protect our people.”


“And our Others,” Rune said, as
surprised as the rest of them that she’d uttered that sentence.


Mitch’s stare was determined.
“Certainly our Others.” He gave them a hard smile. “We will certainly take care
of our Others.”


For the first time since meeting
him, Rune could understand why Mitch Percell had been put in such a position of
authority. He wasn’t as silly and pompous as she’d thought. 


She nodded and grinned at him. “It’s
what we do.”


His eyes crinkled at the corners as
he grinned back. “Damn right it is. Okay, that’s all about the department
changes for now, although there will likely be more in the future. It’s going
to take a while getting the right men, etcetera. But it’ll happen.”


He picked up a pile of papers,
banged them on the desk, then set them back down with a sigh. “Now, this bit is
going to cause an uproar. I can already hear it. But it’s going to happen, and
it’s going to happen next week. So don’t waste time arguing with me about it.”


Rune looked to the heavens. It had
been going so well. “Lovely. Fresh hell.”


“I know we mostly talk in terms of
this city—Spiritgrove—but we’re just headquarters. The county seat. We have an
entire county to care for. And this is for the morale of River County. For the good
of River County.”


The twins, at the same time, shifted
in their chairs, and Jack smothered a yawn. Realizing he was losing them fast,
Mitch continued valiantly on.


“River County is about to get some
movie stars, kiddies. Celebrities.” He beamed.


The crew traded mystified looks. 


“You’re bringing in Brad and
Angelina?” Rune asked.


“No, Rune, but when we’re finished
with you and Shiv Crew, you’re going to be Spiritgrove’s version of Brad and
Angelina.”


For the first time since he’d
entered the room, Raze spoke. “Explain.” He didn’t sound happy.


Mitch’s fingers fluttered nervously
at his tie as he eyed the big man. “Er. Yes. In two weeks TV is coming to film
you as you walk, red-carpet style, into a questions and answers session held at
River Run Hall.”


No one said a word.


“I will be working to build you up
before then. Newspapers, radio, Internet. Your light has been hidden under a
bushel the size of a mountain, and I’m about to blast that bushel to bits.
River County needs to know about each and every one of you and what it is you
do.” He waited, but still got nothing from the crew. “So, there it is. I’m
going to make Spiritgrove, and Shiv Crew, famous.


“Oh, not just Shiv Crew,” he
hurried on, as though they’d argued, “but all of SCRU. I just want to start
with the most together department we’ve got, and that’s you. So. That’s it.
What do you think, people?”


Rune looked at Jack, who looked at
Z, and abruptly they burst into laughter. Raze stood against the wall, a
sparkle in his eye. For Raze that was equal to rolling around on the floor laughing
hysterically. 


Levi and Denim laughed as well—they
knew Shiv Crew. Movie stars? Just…no.


Z stood and high-fived Rune. “Meet
at your place in an hour,” he said, between chuckles. Then he pointed at Mitch.
“Movie stars!”


They broke into fresh laughter and
started to file out the door.


Mitch’s voice brought them back in
a hurry.


“The Church of Slayers,” he said,
and waited for them to once again give him their full attention. He looked at
Rune. “Did you tell them?”


Raze pushed himself away from the
wall and dropped his crossed arms. “Tell us what?”


Shit.


“Not yet. I haven’t had time.” She
looked pointedly at Lex. “I will. Later.”


Mitch glanced at Lex and away just
as quickly.


The twins slid forward in their
chairs, stares suspicious and hard. 


“Tell us, Rune,” Levi said. He nodded
toward Lex. “You can talk in front of her. She’s not a child.”


She sighed. Speaking the word COS
aloud was like deliberately punching Lex in the face. Especially after Lex had sort
of opened up to her earlier. She closed her eyes for a second.


“Rune, you’re scaring the fuck out
of us,” Jack said, his voice harsh. “Out with it.”


She nodded and crossed her arms. “COS
is regrouping. Branches are being started all over, and you know they’re all
connected.”


Lex moaned and even though she’d
been expecting it, the sound sent shockwaves of pain through Rune’s entire
body. The moan was full of a darkness and horror that even Rune had trouble comprehending.


The twins were quick to kneel at
her side, taking her hands. “Lex, nothing will happen to you. We will protect
you,” Denim said.


“Always,” Levi added.


“Not just them,” Raze said. “But
Shiv Crew too. None of them are going to get close to you.”


Lex shaped her hands into claws and
raised them, batting senselessly at something none of them could see. “They’ll
get me,” she cried. “They’ll get me.”


Fuck you, Karin Love. “Get
her out of here, boys.” Rune could barely draw a deep breath, more helpless
than she’d ever been in the face of the little Other’s torment.


Mitch put a fist to his mouth, his
eyes wide and horrified. “Jesus Christ.”


Rune glared at him. “If there is
more, Mitch, we can talk about it later.”


“Yes, yes.” He made a shooing
motion, eager for them to get Lex out of his office.


Quietly, with Lex’s haunted sobs
providing their exit music, they left the room.











Chapter Fifteen


Rune’s house was set back from the
street, had rooms large enough to support the hugeness of her friends, and the
big backyard was surrounded by a privacy fence.


The paint was peeling and faded,
its color a cross between an old lemon peel and a cyanotic toe. There were four
very tall, grim windows at the front, hiding inside the deep shadows of the
porch.


The screen door, a leftover from
another era, hung listlessly from one corner, swaying with precarious abandon
when a good breeze struck.


Neighbors had sworn they’d seen
pale, frightened faces in the high attic window and heard screams coming from
the ancient and rarely used basement. Perhaps they’d only caught sad echoes of
previous and long-dead inhabitants.


The house was hideous, but it was
hers.


The crew knew where she kept the
spare key, and when she arrived Jack and Z were already inside. 


Denim was en route. Levi was
staying behind to care for an upset Lex. Ellis was going to swing by for the
rather impromptu meeting. He might not work the field or know how to wield a
blade, but he was as Shiv Crew as any of them.


 Rune couldn’t shake her worry over
Lex. She had a bad feeling, and her gut was right more times than it was wrong.


Z stood staring at the dust on her
bookshelf when she came in, his normally calm face dark, his eyes worried. She
wanted to wrap her arms around him and feel the warmth of his chest against her
cheek, but Rune wasn’t the hugging kind.


“You okay, Z?”


One of the men had spotted her MP3
player in its dock. It contained a diverse playlist since every single one of
the crew had added a song or ten to it. Right now it was in the middle of some
Metallica. Jack’s music.


“No. Not really.”


“You need to find someone to love.”


He stared down at her, serious. “I
have.”


She withdrew immediately. “Z—”


“Relax, sweet thing. We all love
you.” He grinned at her, but there was a spark of regret in his eyes.


“Don’t call me sweet thing.” She smiled,
then got away from the awkwardness by changing the subject. “I have a bad
feeling about…everything, I think. About every fucking thing.”


“Lex?”


“Definitely. And the Church of
Slayers. Who’s the new captain of that evil ship, I wonder?”


“Even from death row Karin can pull
some strings.”


“Yeah. She needs to die.”


“She’ll probably die of natural
causes before she’s executed,” Jack said from his place on the couch. “Slow
sons of bitches.”


She sat down on the couch beside
Jack. He leaned toward her, his big body dwarfing her furniture. 


“Are you doing okay?” he asked her.


“Yes. Better than I’d expected.”


“You need to talk about your
father, I’m here.” He patted his shoulder. “I have a big one.”


She widened her eyes. “I’m happy
for you, but there’s no need to brag. You might give Z a complex.”


Z snorted. “Not likely. Mine’s as
big as his.”


She pursed her lips. “Are we still
talking about shoulders?”


Z frowned. “Were we ever?”


Jack laughed. “I was.”


She was almost sorry when the door
opened and Raze, followed by Ellis and Denim, walked in. Time to get serious.


“We need to talk,” she began.


Raze shut down the music. After a
doubtful look at the biggest chair in the room he leaned against the wall. She
really did need to get bigger furniture.


“First of all, we need to figure
out who is extorting money from the Others.”


“Preston,” Jack said. “At least we
have a name.”


“Yeah, the name is a clue, but it’s
not going to tell us much. What we need to do is find someone willing to talk.”


“Who?” asked Jack. “One of the
vampires?”


“Llodra. I meant to check out Club Kiss
tonight, but that didn’t work out.”


“I don’t think you’ll find him at
the club,” Denim said. “He’s not going to take a chance we’ll be waiting for
him.”


She nodded. “You’re probably right.
The club is a long shot with a kill order nailed to his forehead.”


“Amy will tell him,” Raze said.


“Maybe,” Jack said, “but she might
be too afraid of Llodra’s wrath when he finds out she talked to humans.”


“Worse, that she talked to law
enforcement,” Z added.


“I think I know someone who can
help us.” Rune hesitated. “Sherry.”


“Sherry the floater?” Jack’s look
of skepticism was totally warranted.


She gave them a condensed version
of Sherry’s unannounced visit. “The five thousand she asked for is what made me
think that she’s involved.”


Raze pushed away from the wall.
“I’ll go pick her up.”


Her crew was not the type to waste
time. She nodded. “Thanks. Be careful. She was messed up when she was here
demanding money.”


“Did she think you were just going
to hand over five thousand dollars for no reason?” Jack frowned. “Did that bald
freak threaten you?”


Rune shrugged. “She threatened to
spread the word about my father. And that I was a vampire as well.” She
laughed, hoping no one noticed the thread of uneasiness in her voice.


Ellis frowned, and Rune looked
away, unable to meet his stare.


“I’ll be back,” Raze said.


“Raze, take one of the guys with
you. I don’t want you facing that sneaky floater alone. She’s not going to want
to come.”


“I don’t—”


“Please. I’d feel better if you
did.”


He thought for a second and then
motioned to Denim. “Come on, kid.”


Denim looked surprised before
climbing to his feet and following Raze out the door.


“While we’re waiting for Sherry,”
Rune said, “you guys want to talk about COS, the Dark Others, or the fact that
Percell wants to dress us up and trot us out to the public?”


“You know,” Ellis said, nibbling a cracker
he’d found in Rune’s woefully bare cupboard, “that idea does not suck.”


They all just looked at him.


“I’m serious,” he went on.
“It could be good for Shiv Crew and good for River County. The world needs
heroes. It needs superheroes. You guys.” He shrugged. “These days the
people seem either ready to fight or to cry. They hide, they’re suspicious and
afraid, and there is so much hate…” He trailed off for a second and then picked
up the dropped thread of his thought. “We could change everything. We could
change how we see the Others and how the Others see us.”


Ellis, the eternal optimist. He would
never give up trying.


“If anyone could do that, Ellis,
you could,” Rune said.


He leaned toward her and squeezed
her hand. “No dearest, no one cares what I have to say. I mean, I know you guys
do,” he corrected hastily, before they all jumped on his words, “but the
county, Spiritgrove, they wouldn’t care. You guys are bigger than life. They’d
want to know you.”


“Ellie—”


“Rune, you all need to give Mitch’s
idea a chance. It can’t hurt, but it could certainly help.”


Dammit, Ellie. She never
could deny him anything. She sighed, and her men knew what she was going to say
before she said it. Maybe Lex was rubbing off on them.


“She’s going to say yes,” Z said,
and laughed. “Movie stars!” He bumped his fist against Jack’s.


“Fucking movie stars,” she agreed.


“Raze is not going to be agreeable
to this notion,” Jack said, smiling.


“No,” Rune said. “No, he is not.”


She lapsed into thought, dreading
Sherry, but looking forward to the light she might shed on the mysterious
Preston. She was pretty sure her men would ignore Sherry’s accusations about
her being an Other now that she’d diluted the allegation.


But she was uneasy.


Raze and Denim were back in forty-five
minutes, an irate and cuffed Sherry between them. Denim’s glare was almost as
strong as Raze’s. Rune knew from experience Sherry could make a person crazy.


Raze strong-armed the floater
toward the one big armchair. When she struggled to rise he pushed her down and
held her there with a hand on her smooth head. “Sit.” He pointed at her with
his free hand. “Stay.”


“I’m not a dog, you fucking ogre.”
Sherry hadn’t lost her feisty attitude. Nor, apparently, her anger. She spotted
Rune and her lip curled in contempt. “Well, hello, Alexander. I see you’ve
recovered nicely.”


Shit. Rune hastened to shut
her up. “We need to ask you some questions, Sherry.”


“Questions about what? About the
fangs you grew when I staked your vampire mother? About who beat the shit out
of you? About—”


“About,” Rune interrupted, ignoring
the thoughtful looks her men were giving her, “a man named Preston.”


The change in Sherry was immediate
and dramatic. She gasped, her mouth opening and closing like a suffocating fish.
Her face paled, contrasting sharply with the weathered skin of her head.


“That answers our question about
whether or not she knows him,” Z said.


Sherry put a hand to her chest.
“Shut up.” But her voice had lost its anger and now held only fear.


Yes, Sherry knew.


Getting her to share her
information might be a problem, though.


“Sherry.” Rune sat on the edge of
the coffee table near the floater and leaned forward. “Why don’t you tell us
about the man who is fucking with the Others?”


“Take off the cuffs,” Sherry
demanded, but her eyes were resigned.


Rune nodded for Raze to release the
floater. “Now talk.”


“You’re all evil,” Sherry said.
“But I guess Shiv Crew is the lesser one.” She stared over Rune’s head,
refusing to meet her eyes. “The fucking wolves made my sister six years ago. No
one knows.” She glared around at each of them. “And no one better find out, or
I’m going to come after you fucks.”


“We all have our secrets,” Jack
said. “No one here will tell yours.”


She ignored him. “A man known as
Preston is taking money from the Others and hurting them if they can’t get the
cash to him. Piece of shit.”


“Is it true that Preston is setting
up the vampires because Llodra won’t pay him?”


Sherry shrugged. “I’d imagine so.
He’s going to make sure the groups understand what’ll happen if they disobey
him, but more than that, he’s a man who wants to rid the world of Others.”
Finally, she looked at Rune. “I heard something else.”


Rune held her breath, knowing it
was going to be something she so didn’t want to hear. “What?”


“I heard he’s using the money to
fund the Church of Slayers—to help do such nice things as hire mercenaries to
annihilate the Others.” In their shocked silence she continued. “It may not be
true. Maybe he just found an easy way to make a ton of cash.”


Jack slapped his leg. “We have to
find this motherfucker.”


Rune nodded, slowly. “He’s making
the Others pay for their own future executions.”


Denim walked into the kitchen, and
she let him go. She could understand his need to be alone to gather himself.


Z wasn’t convinced. “Why would he
spend all that money to get rid of Others in the county? More will come.” He
looked at Rune. “It doesn’t make sense.”


“Why did COS and Karin Love attempt
the very same thing?” Rune shrugged, glad Denim had walked away. “They want a
world without Others.”


Fucking COS. Fucking Karin Love.


“I personally know of two people
who send Karin Love fan mail,” Sherry said. “A lot of people are into that
whole human-supremacy thing. Not that I give a fuck. There’s only one Other I
care about.”


She looked at her crew. “We have to
find and stop Preston.”


“And we have to stop the purges.
The vampires are innocent,” Z said.


“Innocent,” Sherry said, snorting.
“That’s almost funny.”


Z stood, glancing at an old Darth
Vader clock on the bookshelf. “You’re going to have to go to Mitch, Rune. And
Cross.”


“He’ll just order me to stay the
hell out of it and to go on killing vampires. He won’t believe me without
names, and—”


Sherry tensed immediately. “You swore
not to give my sister or me up.” 


“Calm down. I’m not giving him any
names.”


“Talk to the wolves’ alpha,” Sherry
said. “Just don’t tell him you spoke to me. I don’t want that scary fuck on my
sister’s ass.”


Rune nodded. “I’ll talk to him. If
he’ll trust us, we can end this. Get all the Others to stand together—”


“Ha.” Sherry ran a hand over her
bare scalp. “That’ll never happen.”


“Something has to happen.” Rune
sighed, then stood and stretched out her back. “I just realized that my
feelings toward the Others are not as black-and-white as I’d imagined.”


Ellis grinned. “We always realized
it.”


She gave him a mock glare. “Sherry,
you could pass the word to your sister that you overheard us talking about
visiting her alpha. Beldane needs to know we’re coming. I don’t want to freak
him out when we show up at his door.”


Sherry looked surprised that Rune
might care about freaking out the pack leader. “Yeah. I’ll pass it along. But
Marc isn’t going to freak. More likely he’ll try to take your head off. Go in
prepared for some attitude. And take backup.”


“I always do. But if he’s so bad,
why don’t you get your sister away from him?”


Sherry clenched her fists. “You
don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about. I have problems you can’t
imagine, so don’t judge me, bitch.”


In spite of herself, Rune was just
a little ashamed. “Raze, take her home. Thanks for your help,” she added to
Sherry.


Sherry studied Rune for a long
moment. “You know, Alexander, I’ve seen you like this before, all nice and
shit. But in a few weeks you’ll be back to your rude, world-hating self. What
gets into you?”


Rune refused to meet Ellis’s stare.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


Jack shrugged. “She’s not wrong.”


Rune put her hands on her hips and
stared them down. “All of you go home. Get some rest. Bad things are coming
whether I’m nice or not, and we need to be ready.”


What a fucking mess.











Chapter Sixteen


When she finally managed to fall
asleep, her dreams were full of mistreated Others, her parents, and a faceless
man known only as Preston.


Her first text of the day was from
Jeremy. Come to my office. We need to talk.


She tried to deep breathe the knots
of anxiety out of her stomach. It didn’t work. Fucking bastard.


Might as well get it over with. She
couldn’t avoid him forever.


Breakfast was two cups of coffee
and a dozen saltines she covered with grape jelly and ate over the kitchen
sink.


She arrived at RISC and strode
toward Jeremy’s office, determined to tell him it was over between them. “Fuck
off, Jeremy,” she muttered. “Just fuck off.”


She’d said it before. She just had
to stick with it. She didn’t have much faith in her ability to do so.


She had her hand raised to knock
when his heated voice came through the door, making her hesitate. She couldn’t
hear his words, but she knew well his anger.


Furious at herself for the fear
that shot through her, she frowned and fondled her gun—something she always did
when nervous. It wasn’t about her, though, that anger. He had company.


She’d just raised her hand again
when the door was yanked open, and she came face to face with an Other.


She wasn’t sure how she knew he was
an Other, but she knew. Her monster knew. Funny, when short weeks ago she wouldn’t
have been aware that Lex was an Other without the silver binding her. Her
monster was trying to take over, the bastard, and trying hard.


The Other was a slim, dark man with
a faded crescent-shaped scar dissecting his top lip. He stared at her for a
brief moment before murmuring an apology and slipping by her.


It was all she could do not to
sniff at the air like a fucking wolf.


“Look at you,” Jeremy said, when
she walked into his office. “I missed those beautiful blue eyes.”


“Who was that?”


He pushed his chair back and walked
to the doorway, peering out it quickly before pulling it shut. “He’s no one.”
He turned to look at her, smiling. “Come here, baby.”


Like nothing had ever happened. She
narrowed her eyes at him, disgusted with herself because this same scene had
played out so many times before. “I have to get to work. What do you want?”


He pulled her into his arms,
holding her and rocking gently for a second. “I’m sorry, Rune. I didn’t mean to
go that far.”


He tightened his embrace when she instinctively
tried to pull away. His arms were hard bands around her, his chest solid
against her cheek. He didn’t relax his grip but tightened it further when she
struggled.


And part of her stilled immediately,
relaxed in the face of his domination. She was just like fucking Pavlov’s dog.


But she closed her eyes and thought
of Ellis, remembered her reflection when he’d told her to look at herself, and
she stiffened right back up. He wasn’t expecting her to continue to struggle,
and with one good shove, she freed herself from his arms.


It would do no good to tell him she
wasn’t going to see him again. He wouldn’t believe her. “You’re a fucked-up
asshole, Jeremy. Why did you call me in here?”


“I wanted to see you.” His deep
voice rumbled, seductive and enticing, but surprise lingered in his eyes. “I had
to see you.”


She forced herself away from the tempting,
dark place toward which he urged her. As determined as she was to change, she
was still weak and vulnerable when it came to Jeremy and to the relief he gave
her.


She swallowed convulsively and
backed away from him. “No.”


“Baby—”


“Someone is extorting money from
the Others,” she said.


It was gratifying to see his eyes widen.
He forgot to try to convince her to make out in his office. He straightened his
tie and motioned her to a chair, then went to sit behind his desk. “What do you
mean?”


“Just what I said. I don’t know who
he is, only that he’s a powerful man. He set Llodra’s vampires up because they
refused to pay him.” She spread her hands. “That’s all I’ve got.”


He just stared at her, his eyes
dark. Dark meant he was getting angry, usually. His temper wasn’t his most
endearing characteristic. “Where are you getting this idiotic information?”


“Call the vampire purge off until
you figure this thing out.”


“No.”


She stood. “Then I’ll go to someone
else.”


“Sit down.”


She smiled and knew it would not
look pleasant. “No.”


“Rune, please. Sit down. Who…” He
hesitated and ran his hand through his dark blond hair. “Tell me everything.
Start from the beginning.”


“I can’t give you the names of my
sources.”


“Sources?”


“Two of them…so far.”


“If I can’t talk to these people I
can’t get anything done.”


She shrugged. “Sorry, but I’m not giving
them up. It’s dangerous to them, and I gave my word.”


He waved his hands in the air. “Fine,
whatever. Just talk. Tell me everything.”


She told him as much as she could,
and by the end of her account he sat quietly, his stare pinning her to her
chair. But she had a feeling he wasn’t even seeing her.


“Jeremy?”


He gave his head a little shake and
focused on her. “Yes. I’ll see what I can do. It’s probably a good idea to keep
this to yourself until I can find out if it’s even true.” Once again he left his
chair and came to her, but this time to hurry her out.


She shook his hand from her arm. “I
want to be kept updated.”


“Of course.”


“We have to catch this guy. He may
be connected with COS. He and they need to be put down.”


“Don’t be naive, Rune,” he said,
glancing at the big clock on his wall. “People are entitled to their opinions.
Not everyone wants a world full of fucking monsters.”


“The Others would rather not live
in a world full of fucking humans, but there’s not a lot either side can do
about it. We can’t kill each other.”


“We’ll talk about it later.” He
planted a quick kiss on her forehead. “Can I come see you tonight?”


She didn’t waver for a second.
“No.”


“I understand. It’s too soon. But
you look well.”


She frowned. “Jeremy…”


“Yes?” Hand on her arm again,
urging her toward the door.


“You hate the monsters.”


He shifted his eyes away. “I don’t
necessarily hate them.”


Her laugh was hard. “Come on. Don’t
fucking do that.”


He shrugged, then pulled open the
door. “Go away, Rune.”


“I know you’re sadistic, but you
take extra pleasure in hurting me because of…” But she couldn’t say it. “Don’t
you, Jeremy?”


He shot her a quizzical little half
smile. “What is bringing all this on? Go home. Call me when you’re ready for
me.”


“You hate me,” she said, disgusted
that her voice came out in a hoarse whisper. Of course he fucking hated
her. And she let him take all that contempt out on her. To stare at her with it
in his eyes as she lay naked beneath him.


She had to get out of there.


She left the room without another word.
Shamed and humiliated, she stumbled through the building. If someone had tried
to talk to her she wouldn’t have heard the words. Only a loud rush of blood
sounded in her ears, along with the uneven, fast tapping of her heartbeat.


Come on. I knew he hated my
monster.


Yes. But not that he hated me.


Really?


This time when she ran from RISC,
there were no berserkers lurking to trip her up. Might have been better if he had
been there. He could have stopped her panicked rush from the building and given
her a moment to just breathe.


Jeremy didn’t think of her and her
monster as separate. Only she thought that way. Jeremy hated her. He hurt her. She
leaned against the brick building biting a fingernail, a habit she’d managed to
quit years ago.


It took her ten minutes to get
herself under control.


Finally anger took the place of
fear and scorn replaced shame. Fuck you, Jeremy. Who was he to shame
her? He was the true monster.


Whatever came, she’d deal with it.


She and her fucking monster.


As she climbed in her car Mitch
called. “Giving you a heads-up so you can get ready, Rune. In two days we’re
scheduled for the River Run Hall meeting. Get something nice to wear.”


“God,” she said, groaning.


He laughed. “You’ll have fun. I
promise.”


Yeah.


Like she still believed in
promises.











Chapter Seventeen


They met at the office. Rune, the
twins, and Lex would ride to River Run Hall together. Jack, Z, and Raze would
follow in Raze’s truck.


They were dressed up Shiv Crew
style, which meant mostly black with some bright spots of color. Each of them
wore a special silver shiv, ornate and beautiful, which usually hung behind
glass at home for show.


Rune’s had been with her ever since
she could remember—a leftover from a childhood she sometimes saw through a haze
of doubt.


Raze had taken his off the first
man he’d killed in battle—a relic his adversary had stolen from a witch in New
Orleans.


Rune had given Z his for his last
birthday. She’d searched for months for the perfect one before finding it in
the small collection of an ancient Japanese gentleman.


Jack had found his on eBay, or so
he’d said. She didn’t believe him, but it was his secret to keep.


The twins refused to say where
they’d gotten theirs—long, gleaming blades with twisted, elaborate handles that
made Rune’s mouth water. Even Lex boasted a special blade, stolen, she’d told
them, from her mother. But it hadn’t belonged to Karin anyway, she’d added. Not
really.


It was also not silver, which would
have made the Other sick. It was a steel blade in a gorgeous, matching steel sheath.
The handle and sheath both were beautifully designed with vines, heads, and
moons.


Denim’s voice, wrapped in a blanket
of sorrow and rage, echoed in her mind. “Karin tried to force Lex to develop
a tolerance for silver. It didn’t work, but Karin enjoyed trying.”


Rune looked at them, all brushed
and polished and striking, and could barely breathe. They were simply
beautiful, her crew.


Stunning and dangerous.


She was so proud.


Don’t get all tender, you
fucking marshmallow. She turned away from them and glanced in the hand
mirror she’d taken from her desk drawer. Every strand of her black hair was in
place. Glossy and flowing. She rarely had occasion to dress up and had to admit
part of her was enjoying this moment.


She’d put on some makeup, and the
eye shadow made her blue eyes even more vivid against her pale skin. She’d
stained her lips with a little red lipstick. It matched the single red stone in
the center of the black choker Lex had given her. 


Over a black blouse she wore a red
corset-style vest with matching laces. Soft black leather pants and knee-high
black boots completed the outfit. 


Her special blade went into a
sheath at her back. She also pushed a small blade into her left boot and one
into the sheath around her forearm.


Technically they were not working,
but they never knew when trouble might pop up. They’d have their show blades,
but all of them would be armed with work blades as well.


She took a breath and put the
mirror down, turning to face her crew. “We’re stunning, guys. Now let’s go get
this over with.”


“And remember,” Z said, “Mitch
wants this to be a—”


“Sedate and dignified meeting,”
they all chimed in.


Over the last two days he’d drilled
that into their heads over and over, as though he was afraid the cameras would
start rolling and they’d break into song or start telling jokes.


“We want you to be movie stars of a
sort,” he’d said, putting air quotes around movie stars, “but we want
them to be respectful of you, to know you are warriors, that you can protect
them.”


“We get it, Mitch,” Rune told him.
“We won’t be silly. Relax already.”


As though they’d conjured him,
Mitch stuck his head in the office to look at them. His face was flushed, his
eyes sparking. “Ready, gang? I must say, you all look just wonderful.” He
looked at Rune, hesitated, then asked, “You don’t think that top is a
little…er…showing a bit too much skin in the below the neck area?”


She rolled her eyes and smoothed
her hair one last time. “Stop looking at my boobs, dude.” But then every guy in
the room eyed the aforementioned boobs, and she had to fight to keep from
hiding her chest behind her hands.


The top wasn’t that low, but no one
was used to Rune dressing provocatively. Not even Rune.


Lexi took her arm. “Ignore them,
Rune. You look divine.”


Rune laughed, but she wasn’t so
sure Lex couldn’t see her. The girl was that spooky. Lex had hidden her eyes
behind a pair of black sunglasses. On one lens a sparkly pink heart, dissected
by a silver shiv, stood out against the black. If Lex hadn’t been blind, that
would have annoyed the hell out of her.


“So do you, Lex. Truly beautiful.”


Mitch glanced at his watch. “I’m
heading there now, kids. I’ll be waiting with Jeremy and the director. Just
remember. The chief wasn’t crazy about this idea. No shenanigans. Sedate and
dignified.”


As soon as he withdrew they broke
into laughter, then quieted when Ellis stuck his head into the room. “I’m going
now too, guys. You all look…” He pressed his lips together. “There are no
words.” His gaze lingered on the twins.


The inconceivably gorgeous twins.
Their images belonged on a painting in a museum. They were the only ones not
wearing black, instead sporting deep reds, chocolate browns, and dark greens. 


Denim’s scar twisted down his face,
a cruel reminder of a wicked stepfather. But his masculine beauty was not
dimmed by his scar.


Ellis hadn’t dressed up, despite
Rune’s insistence that he walk through the hall with them. He’d claimed that he
had more interesting things to do.


He blew a kiss into the room and
hurried away, his excitement palpable.


Raze stood looking out her office
window. He had his dark red hair tied back loosely with a thin black cloth. All
that hair cascaded over the black of his shirt, and was his only contrasting
color.


He was the most uncomfortable of
them all. “Trotted out and paraded around like circus freaks,” he’d muttered,
but other than that hadn’t said a word.


“Raze,” she called, suppressing a
smile. He was so enormous, so obviously awkward, and as high on the hotness
meter as the rest of the men. “You doing okay, baby?”


He growled.


And finally, it was time to go.


When they arrived at the hall the
huge parking lot was overflowing with vehicles, and the street was taking the
spillover. Rune and Raze pulled up to the front doors. Valets would drive their
vehicles to the back of the building.


The atmosphere was that of a county
fair. The hall was enormous, but Rune wasn’t sure how it could possibly hold all
those people. It looked like the entire population of River County had turned
out.


Rune would walk in first, followed
by Lex, then Denim and Levi, side by side but spaced apart, and behind them Z.
Behind him would be the two giants, Jack and Raze.


Rune had refused to show up if Lex
wasn’t included.


When they reached the big double
doors, the waiting doormen pushed them open and Shiv Crew strode in. There were
audible gasps as the audience got an up close and personal glimpse of those who
kept them safe from the monsters, all decked out and too pretty for words along
with a good dose of scary as fuck.


The crew began to walk down a red-carpet-covered
aisle. The audience stood on both sides, cordoned off by thick velvet ropes. 


They were watching quietly. The
message was clear. Shiv Crew was to be looked at, not touched. Rune wasn’t
crazy about the separation. Or the quiet.


The people, young and old, male and
female, stood behind the ropes with curious faces, but no one was smiling. No
one looked at ease.


Halfway down the long, long path
that led to the stage, something made her look up. She wasn’t sure what—perhaps
a movement, perhaps a feeling.


In the corner, high up on the wall
was a bank of windows accessible only by stairs backstage. Behind those windows
stood Ellis, his grin wide and white. He waved at her, then held up a finger. Wait
for it.


When he was sure he had her
attention, he looked down and fiddled with something. And suddenly the whole
hall was filled with music, loud and wild, coming out of every speaker set up
in River Run Hall.


At first the audience stood in
stunned silence, unsure, but then Lex began to dance.


A group of teens joined in, and in
seconds the whole atmosphere changed from serious and solemn to just plain fun.


Shiv Crew kept walking, but now
they were smiling as well. Rune glanced behind her at Lex who was dancing to
the irresistible music, framed by the beautiful twins.


Behind Ellis, who’d locked the
large glass doors before he’d hit the music, stood police director Rice, flanked
on either side by Mitch and Jeremy—and they were pissed.


The police director gestured
furiously, his face flushed. Jeremy began beating on the doors, shouting words
she couldn’t hear.


She laughed, and unable to help it,
began dancing as well. Shiv Crew kept on walking toward the stage, the two
girls dancing as they went.


Strad stood against the wall by the
stage, unsmiling and serious.


Watching her.


The audience was thrilled. They
danced, yelled, sang. They began waving, and whistling. 


Z grabbed Rune around the waist and
they grinned at each other as they danced. She glanced up to see Ellis enjoying
his own dance as he completely ignored the men behind the glass at his back,
and the trouble he was almost certainly in.


A boy in the audience, perhaps
trying to impress the girls who surrounded him, grabbed what looked like a
phone case from the girl next to him, drew back his arm, and threw it at Lex.


Obviously word had already spread
about the blind Other.


The object hurtled toward the
dancing girl with ferocious intent, and the absolute millisecond before it hit
her she had it in her hand.


Denim had stepped back out of the way
to let Lex handle it. Rune was relieved he hadn’t snatched it out of the air
and then gone to beat the hell out of the boy.


Lex grinned and hurled it back at
the boy. Hard.


Her attempt was better than his—the
case made it to his head. He dropped like a rock. The girls next to him laughed
and kept right on dancing.


Rune made a mental note to remember
that Lex could take care of herself.


High above, Mitch dropped his face
into his hands.


When Shiv Crew had nearly reached
the stage, the song ended. Still, the people were feeling better, and the hall
had a definite party atmosphere.


All because of one song and Ellis, who
did indeed deserve his big head.


As she passed him, Rune met the
berserker’s gaze. His stare dropped with deliberate intent to her breasts.


She shivered as gooseflesh arose on
her skin.


Fucking berserker.


His muscles bunched as he crossed
his arms, still watching her, his face unreadable. The tip of his silver spear
peeked over his massive shoulder. He wore his usual uniform of black T-shirt,
camouflage pants, and a pair of boots that looked older than Rune.


She forced her attention from the
huge man and along with her crew, climbed the few stairs to the stage.


The officers ran back down the
stairs and Rice, panting and slightly purple in the face, strode onto the stage
with the crew. He was not happy, but wasn’t about to let the audience know
that.


“Well,” he boomed into the mic,
“that was some entrance!” Then he looked over at the crew. “Ladies and
gentlemen, Shiv Crew!”


The audience went nuts, yelling and
clapping, and he had to wait—impatiently if the tapping of his toe was any
indication—a good three minutes for them to calm down.


He introduced them one by one. Rune
got the longest applause, Lex got the loudest. The twins got only scattered
applause because everyone in the audience was too busy snapping pictures of
them to clap.


Z had every girl in the room
hooting and screaming out invitations. He blew them kisses and tossed them a
couple of winks. There would be many dreams about Z that night.


The giants had the girls swooning
and the guys doing mock battles. One lady, at least a hundred years old,
decided she was going up on stage to feel Raze’s and Jack’s muscles.


When it became obvious it would
take her a week to get up there, Raze shocked everyone by jumping off the
stage, picking the old lady up, and carrying her up to the stage. She spent the
remainder of the time going from man to man, feeling him up.


The audience began yelling out
questions. 


“What will you do if the city is
attacked?” 


“Will you take occasional ride-alongs?”



“Does Z have a girlfriend?”


Rune started getting impatient long
before the director was ready to release them. She’d decided to lead the crew
out whether he liked it or not, when Mitch dashed on stage and whispered in the
director’s ear.


Rice held up his hand to halt the
questions. “I apologize, but there is an emergency and Shiv Crew is needed in
the field.”


Before he’d finished speaking Rune
and the others were hurrying out the back door and into the parking lot, the
sound of applause behind them.


Rune took a deep breath of the
fresh, cold air. It was only seven o’clock but already dark. The high
streetlights cast an eerie yellow glow on the parking lot. “What’s going on,
Mitch?”


Jeremy came out to join them, his
stare going immediately to Rune. She looked away, but her heart began to beat
hard and fast. Damn him.


Lex slid her fingers into Rune’s
hand, and though Rune wanted to pull away, she didn’t. Lex probably sensed her
distress and was trying to comfort her. Rune wasn’t going to throw that back in
the girl’s face.


Just please don’t read me.


Strad slipped through the door and
stood in the background, quiet and watchful. As always.


“There’s a battle at the
graveyard.”


“Wormwood?” asked Levi.


“Yes. I really don’t want to send
you in, so I’m giving you a choice. There are two reasons I’m even considering
putting you in such danger.” He gave Jeremy a long, hard look. “One, because
there was a human spotted in their midst, and she may be one of the girls
kidnapped over the last couple of months. The second reason is the purge.”
Again, he leveled a look at Jeremy, and it was not a friendly look.


Rune frowned. What the hell is
going on here?


Jeremy simply shrugged and raised
an eyebrow, not flinching from Mitch’s silent accusations.


Raze crossed his arms. “Vampires
are fighting.”


Ah. Rune understood but
didn’t interrupt or so much as glance at Jeremy as Mitch nodded and continued. 


“The reports we received have the
vampires and the wolves brawling. I don’t know what the fight is about, but
neither side needs much of an excuse.” He looked around at them all, one by
one. “Thing is, I don’t want to send my crew into such danger. I’m going to
leave it up to you to think hard about it and decide. A human’s life may be in
danger, true, and that is the only reason I’m allowing you to risk your own
lives. Even though,” he added, “RISC seems to think it would be a good
opportunity to continue the vampire purge. I do not agree.”


Rune held up a hand. “Mitch. If
you’re going to be SCRU director, you need to understand—this is what we do. We
save humans.” She finally looked at Jeremy, knowing her stare would be as
unfriendly as Mitch’s had been. “If you wanted to send us in simply because the
vampires are there and you wanted an unsubstantiated purge, I’d refuse.”


Jack took up her explanation. “If
there’s the slightest chance there’s a human caught in the middle of that mess,
we’re going in.”


Raze nodded. “It’s what we do. We
protect the humans.”


Mitch had a worried frown, but deep
in his eyes was a proud gleam. He was like a daddy watching his kids do
something awesome.


And that made Rune frown,
suspicious. Mitch was trying a little too hard to prove his loyalty. Or maybe
she was being paranoid.


Maybe.


“I know. But I don’t like giving orders
that could potentially cause one of you not to come back.” He cleared his
throat, then pointed his chin at Lex. “She is not going.”


Rune opened her mouth—not to argue—but
Mitch didn’t know that. He was accustomed to Rune arguing.


“Not a word,” he said to Rune. “You
are not to take that girl.”


Rune inclined her head. “Okay.”


His eyes widened. He pursed his
lips, then frowned. His face was as readable as any book. He continued staring
at her for a few seconds, trying to figure out whether or not she was being a
smart-ass.


She just smiled.


Lex was not happy. Her body
tensing, she started to argue. “I want to—”


“Lex,” Denim interrupted. “No.” His
voice was soft, but there was a thread of steel running through it.


Lex sighed. She pulled her hand
from Rune’s and crossed her arms, anger in every line of her body. She was a
resilient Other, but then she’d had few choices during her life. She either
bounced back or let the horror take her.


They all looked toward the door
when it opened. Ellis, wearing a tentative smile, walked out.


Rune sighed. Mitch and Jeremy were not
going to go easy on him, probably because Rice was going to chew their
asses.


As expected, both men turned on
Ellis.


Strad insinuated his mountain of a
body between Ellis and the two men and just looked at them.


They never said a word.


Seriously? The berserker is
protecting my people now?


Damn him. What the hell was he
trying to do?


Ellie peeked around Strad’s arm,
trying to look apologetic, but his grin kept popping through.


Lex uncrossed her arms. “Ellis?”


“Yes, love.”


“They’re not going to let you fight
the vampires and wolves either, so can you take me home?”


Ellis patted Strad’s big arm in
thanks and stepped around him to take Lex’s hand. He winked at Rune, smiled at
the rest of them, and began to lead Lex away. “Yes, I can. But first I’m going
to take you to dinner.”


Lex didn’t glance back, but her
voice carried. “Be careful, all of you.”


Jeremy’s cold gaze followed Lex and
Ellis, lingering on the Other.


“Okay, guys,” Rune said a little
too loudly. She didn’t want him looking anywhere near Lex. She stared at him in
silence until he finally looked at her, and then she had to look away. “Let’s
get changed out of these ridiculous clothes, grab some extra weapons, and get
to Wormwood.”


Jeremy was no longer staring after the
retreating bodies of Lex and Ellis, but still, a knot of worry grew inside her
stomach. Lex was on his dark radar.


I’m going to develop a fucking
ulcer.


She walked away with her men,
shaking Jeremy from her mind.


“I’ll have paramedics waiting
outside the gates,” Mitch called after them. “For the human. And just in case…”


He didn’t have to finish. They all
knew what he meant to say.











Chapter Eighteen


Shiv Crew stood silent and
watchful, staring up at the gates of Wormwood. From within came the sounds of
battle. The battles of Others were like none other. They brought a certain
level of animal wildness and otherworldliness that no human could understand or
match, no matter how evil he might be.


Finally, Rune spoke. “Ready, guys?”


Raze nodded and hefted his
blades—heavy silver with ornate hilts that would have been too long and heavy
for most men.


“Remember,” she said, knowing she
didn’t have to keep reminding them about her father, but unable to stop.


Once they were inside, the twins pushed
the gates shut behind them.


“Wait,” Levi said. “Look.”


Rune glanced through the bars of
the gates. A man was picking his way quickly but quietly to the fence.


“A fucking reporter?” She hadn’t
even noticed the man following them. “Mitch has created some monsters of his
own.”


The man saw them watching but only
shrugged and lifted the camera hanging around his neck. He was dressed for
winter. His hood and thick coat hid him well.


“You shouldn’t be here,” Rune
called, and without waiting for an answer led her men toward the sounds of
battle. The reporter wasn’t going to get much on camera standing outside the
gates. The battling Others were deep inside the graveyard. But if he came
inside those gates the Others wouldn’t have to get him. She would kick his ass
herself.


Post lights had been placed
sporadically throughout Wormwood, but the place was still too dark. There were
some types of darkness a light couldn’t touch.


Her crew fanned out in an inverted
V, blades in one hand, guns in the other. In seconds, they found the Others.


They didn’t fight in a careful knot
of wolves versus vampires but were spread about Wormwood in a haphazard manner.
Their rules were simple and obvious. The vampires were to kill the wolves, and
the wolves were to kill the vampires.


As she watched, a vampire flew from
a tree and struck a shifter who was fighting another vampire. The ambushed shifter—in
the form of an enormous dog—nonetheless held his own against the two until one
of the vampires struck his chest with stiffened fingers. His hand went into the
furry body like a shiv and came back with a bloody heart. The shifter dropped
and the vampire held the heart to his mouth.


That vampire was her father.


“Already,” she murmured. “Daddy.”


He heard her, or maybe he felt her.
He dropped the messy organ and ran toward her. He was fast, but nothing near as
fast as an older vampire. And he was hungry.


Z and Jack stepped in front of her
with weapons drawn. “Stop,” Jack commanded, and the vampire obeyed him, his
stare on his daughter.


“I would never hurt my baby,” he
said.


Rune pushed her way between her two
men. “Go,” she said. “Do what we’re here to do. I just need a minute with
my…with him.”


Jack nodded to Z. “Look for the
girl. I’ll hang out here.”


Rune didn’t even try to argue with
him. She was compromised with her raw emotions and her mind on her father and
needed someone at her back. She gave Jack a quick nod, grateful.


She turned back to her father.
“Dad.” She spread her hands, unsure, now that she had him. “Daddy. I’m…I didn’t
know.” I wish I still didn’t.


The vampire’s face was sunken and
pale, his eyes as dark and hot as cigarette burns in a dirty white rug. “I
needed to talk to you, darling.” His voice was as deep and comforting as she
remembered. “I’d hoped for a long time you’d never see me, but once you did… Come
here, baby. Come here.” He opened his arms.


Jack walked to her father and put
his gun to the vampire’s head. “Hug your father if you want to, Rune.” He
looked at the vampire. “I’m sure you’ll understand the precaution, sir.”


Rune’s father opened his mouth, his
body shaking in a soundless laugh. “Sir. I haven’t been called sir for many
years.” He turned his face toward Jack, despite the gun pressing into his
skull. “You’re right to take care of her. Don’t ever stop.”


Then he opened his arms once more
to Rune. “Give me one last hug, my darling.”


She couldn’t have refused him for
anything. She walked into his arms, her heart crying, even if her eyes could
not. “I’m so sorry.”


He enveloped her with skinny arms
that had the subtle hint of vampire strength. He smelled different, but she
could pretend, for a few seconds, that he was the same. That she was the same.


“It was never your fault, baby
girl. When—”


“Shhh,” she said. Some things he
could not say in front of Jack.


He glanced at the big man. “It was
never your fault.” He put his fingers beneath her chin and forced her to look
at him. “I swear that to you.”


“My mother…”


“You did her a favor, child. Did
you know we can’t kill ourselves, even if we don’t want to…live?” His smile
hurt her. “Being immortal is living in unimaginable pain and knowing you will
never, ever find peace.”


Her heart broke, broke in ways she
no longer thought it capable of breaking. She’d done that to him.


Jack, his gaze constantly darting,
murmured, “We need to hurry, Rune.”


As though fearing she’d take off
before he was finished, the vampire grabbed her upper arms and held tight. “Child.
End me.”


She tried to jerk out of his grip.
“God, Daddy. No.”


“Do it. I want to find peace. I
want to join your mother. Rune, please.”


She glanced around. The sounds of
the battle greeted her, and she realized just how deeply she’d been
concentrating on her father. Had he tried to mesmerize her? It wouldn’t matter.
She’d been tested by vampires before. Their gazes had no effect on her. “I
can’t,” she whispered. “Don’t ask me. Please, please.”


Another nail in her coffin of
guilt.


“Rune—”


Jack snarled. “Leave her be.”


Her father smiled. “Try to remember
Rune, always, that I love you.” Before she could reply, or think, or move, he
dropped his fangs and went for her throat.


Jack blew his head off.


She screamed, scooping bits of her
father off her face and slinging them onto the ground, fighting the dizziness trying
to overwhelm her. “God, Jack…”


“Sweetheart, I’m sorry.” Jack looked
lost, his eyes clouded with sorrow for her. “I’m so sorry.”


“God,” she repeated. “My
dad…”


Jack fell to his knees, blade at
the vampire’s chest. “I’ll stake him so he can rest the way he wanted, then
I’ll take you home.”


No. She was stronger than
that.


She pulled her blade and knelt on
the other side of her father. A blade of silver would do the work of a wooden
stake, as long as it was left in his heart until he became dust. There was
nothing left of his head to take. “I’ll do it. It’s my job to do.”


With Jack standing guard, keeping
the vampires and wolves at bay, she gave her father his peace.


She could only wish to be so lucky.


“Can I take you home?”


She stood, staring down at a body
that wouldn’t be there when she passed that way again. “No. There is work to
do.”


She felt as though a lifetime had
passed in the last few minutes.


She wasn’t about to antagonize a
graveyard full of vampires, no matter what Jeremy wanted. She would find the
human captive and get the hell out. The Others could continue destroying each
other in peace.


Still, Shiv Crew being inside Wormwood
put a damper on the fighting. She could feel the Others there, watching,
waiting. She motioned for Jack to give her a boost onto a rather tall, lumpy
rock.


“We only want the human,” Rune yelled.
The Others would hear her. “Give the human over, and we’ll leave you to it. Get
in our way, and we’ll butcher every fucking one of you.”


Nothing.


She jumped down from the rock.
“Shit. Stubborn fuckers. We’ll have to flush them out.”


But Jack put a hand on her arm.
“Hold on.”


She looked in the direction of his
stare and watched as a dark figure detached itself from the deeper shadows and
began walking toward them. It wasn’t alone but seemed to be forcing another
figure along with it.


When the two were about twenty feet
away Rune knew exactly who both people were. Llodra, master of the River County
vampires, and Amy, little bite junkie.


She squeezed Jack’s arm. “This
could go badly.”


The twins slid from the shadows,
blades ready, to stand beside Rune. On the other side of Jack, Raze appeared,
so abruptly it was as though he’d always been there but she simply hadn’t seen
him.


Amy began talking to Llodra,
softly, then gave a recognizable cry of pain. “Nick!”


“Be silent,” he said, and continued
dragging her toward the crew.


“Where’s Z?” Rune whispered.


No one spoke, but Raze shrugged. Z
was unaccounted for, and that made her nervous. It was not smart to wander Wormwood
alone, not if you were human. Not even Shiv Crew human.


Z can take care of himself.


Right now she had the vampire
master to worry about. “Hello, Llodra.”


The master’s face was empty, his
eyes dark. He’d been around twenty-five when turned, and his young face didn’t
quite match his status. Or his old eyes.


“Ms. Alexander,” he said, blankly
polite. “Here is the human you seek. I imagine you will keep your word and
leave us to ourselves.”


His voice was as smooth as silk
with just the slightest French accent. Maybe it was affected, maybe not. She’d
heard he was three hundred years old, but wasn’t going to ask him.


She glanced at Amy. The girl stood
with her head down, as dirty as ever, and as yet un-turned. “Amy. Look at me,
baby.”


The girl stared at the ground until
Llodra squeezed her arm, then raised a tearstained, resentful face to Rune.


Rune frowned at Llodra. He reminded
her of Jeremy, the way he used pain to get what he wanted.


“Are you okay?”


“I was,” Amy said. “But if you make
me go back, I swear I’ll kill myself.”


“I’ve been ordered to bring you
out. I have to do that.” She gestured at her men. “It’s why we’re here.”


Nicolas Llodra raised an eyebrow.
“Oh? It is not to kill more vampires?” He lifted his face and sniffed the air,
his gaze slightly more interested when he looked at her again. “The
multilayered Ms. Alexander. What are you, exactly?”


Fucking Others and their freaky
noses. She pretended not to notice her men looking at her—wondering at the
master’s strange words—and got back to business. “I need to talk to you about
the ordered purge. I don’t believe you’re abducting and killing human girls. I
just need a way to prove that to—”


His laugh interrupted her. It was
not an amused laugh, just a way of getting his scornful point across. “There is
no saving the Spiritgrove vampires. It’s too late for us. It is right for you
to take this little fool.” He shook Amy’s arm. “I do not need her to die by my
side.”


“I can’t accept that it’s too late
for you,” Rune said. “You’re being set up. Lie low and let me get this shit cleared
up.”


He stared at her for a long moment.
“I never saw you as naive, Ms. Alexander.”


“Not naive. Determined and
stubborn, maybe. I don’t like when things are unfair.”


He looked tired. Suddenly he shoved
Amy toward Rune. “Take the girl.”


Amy fell to the ground at Rune’s
feet, sobbing.


Rune stared at him. “We are the
ones sent to do the purges. Think about it.”


“They will simply send someone else
eventually if you refuse to do your job.”


“The man who started this. The one
taking money from the groups. I need to know who he is.”


For the first time, she saw a spark
of emotion in his eyes. Surprise. “How…” He narrowed his eyes and looked at
Amy.


Shit.


“I hear things, and not from the
vampires. From the wolves.” Yeah, she was throwing the wolves under the bus,
but the vampires hated them already. Her words wouldn’t make a difference.


He hesitated, then inclined his
head toward Amy. “She knows what I know.” He shrugged. “Ask her. What
difference will it make now?”


“You need to help me, Llodra. Is
this guy involved with COS? Can you describe him to me? ” Fuck. Amy had
already spilled her guts. It wasn’t likely she had anything new to say. 


“I have not seen him,” the vampire
surprised her by admitting. “Only his collector.”


“Who is the collector?”


He shrugged. “A wolf. But that
information would not help you. Now you must excuse me. I have some trespassers
to subdue.”


It finally dawned on her. The
vampires weren’t fighting the Spiritgrove wolves—they were fighting the Dark
Others.


“Llodra!”


He turned back to her, his voice
impatient. “Yes?”


“You’re fighting the Dark Others
tonight. Why?”


“Interesting name for a traitorous
bunch of fugitive shifters, Ms. Alexander. Your idea?”


“No. Answer my question.”


“They wish to kill us. When I find
my peace it will not be at the hands of these traitorous thugs.”


She frowned. “Why would they want
to kill the vampires?”


He smiled, his dark eyes hiding too
many secrets. “Perhaps they believe it will gain them acceptance, doing your
job.”


She motioned to Raze who leaned
over to pull Amy to her feet. “Don’t let a Dark Other kill you tonight, Llodra.”


He turned to walk away, then faced
her once more. “The vampire you killed tonight.”


“He was my father,” she said, her
voice flat. “Not your business.”


“If times were different I would
argue that fact. But as things stand, you did him a favor.”


Yeah I’ve been doing a lot of
fucking favors. She stared at him. “Anything else you want to tell me?”


He smiled. “Good luck, Ms.
Alexander.”


Such an unsatisfying encounter.


Preston was one slippery bastard.


And where the fuck was Z?











Chapter Nineteen


She wanted to leave right then,
just walk out, go home, and sleep for about a month. “We can’t leave without Z.”
She pointed at the twins. “You two get Amy to the gates. Wait for us there. If
she tries to take off, handcuff her. Jack, come with me. Raze…”


Raze didn’t need backup.


Jack frowned after Raze’s departing
figure. “You know, you could send me off alone and take Raze as backup.”


She grinned. “You don’t like my
company?”


She tried getting Z with her radio,
but static was her only reply. Fucking Wormwood was a supernatural dead zone.


She and Jack started walking the
perimeter of the fence, and she hoped her men would stay out of the vampires’
and Dark Others’ way. The Others might wait until Shiv Crew left the graveyard
for a free-for-all, but the bastards were sneaky enough to try to take them out
one by one.


But she didn’t think Llodra would
let his vampires touch her and her crew. She was the only hope he had, even if
he wouldn’t admit it.


She wasn’t sure what the Dark
Others were up to. Normally Others wouldn’t come into strange territory and
pick a fight with the residents. She’d have to delve into that more deeply
later. She wasn’t afraid Llodra couldn’t hold his own against the shifters.
When it came down to a fight, a vampire was always going to kick shifter ass.
In her experience anyway.


“A moment, Your Odoriferousness.”


She stopped at Gunnar’s voice and
immediately patted a vest pocket for a bar of candy. It was a habit. She never
entered Wormwood without the chocolate. Gunnar had no use for cash, but she
could buy nearly anything from him with candy.


She and Jack waited patiently for
the Other to catch up to them. He held a hand to his chest, and when he finally
stood in front of them, he wiped his totally dry brow with a hanky that had
seen better days. Gunnar lived for melodrama.


Jack nodded. “Gunnar.”


Gunnar ignored Jack, his hollow
stare on Rune. “I know some things, Your Highness.”


She pulled the Baby Ruth from her
pocket and tossed it to him. “You always do, sexy.”


He sniffed at the wrapped bar for
only a second before he put it away. “It’s about your man, X. Or is it Y…”


She dropped her smile and shivered
as icy fingers slid down her spine. “Z? What has happened?”


He dropped his voice to a whisper.
“He’s in the north corner. You should hurry, Your—”


She ran, Jack at her side. Terror
lent her extra speed, and it didn’t matter that she was so much smaller than
Jack. He didn’t have to slow his pace. Much.


Still, every second seemed like an
hour as they sprinted past crumbling old headstones and ancient vaults.


“There,” said Jack, pointing with
his shiv toward a copse of trees. It was dark even with the scattered post lights,
but she could make out a shadow different than the others, and it was
struggling hard.


They raced toward him, and Jack was
already cutting through Z’s bonds when Rune reached them.


She threw herself at him and ran
her hands over his body, searching for fatal wounds or broken bones. There was
nothing but a swollen, purple bruise over his left eye that wrapped around to
his temple to disappear into his hair. “What the fuck, Z?”


He was groggy and disoriented, but
he’d live. “I don’t know what the fuck happened. Last thing I remember was
chasing a wolf. He was in human form.” He shrugged, then grimaced at the
movement. “I don’t remember anything else.”


“What made you chase the wolf?”


“He didn’t belong here. Didn’t you
notice, the vampires are fighting the Dark Others, not our wolves.” He
hesitated. “Dude did get my attention, though.”


“He wanted you to follow him,” Jack
said.


“Yeah,” Rune agreed. “I don’t know
why the visitors would pick a fight with vampires and don’t really care. That’s
between the Others and the vampires. But why would someone tie you up and leave
you?”


He started to shake his head, then
stopped, flinching. “Move away, love. I’m feeling the distinct need to—”


She barely had time to leap away
before he threw up. “Paramedics are waiting. You have a concussion most
likely.” She bit her bottom lip. “This does not make sense.”


“And you don’t like when things
don’t make sense,” Z murmured, leaning weakly against the tree. His voice was
becoming weaker. “I feel like shit. That makes sense.”


“Let him lean on you, Jack. Let’s
get the fuck out of here.” What was it? Why would someone…


“They wanted to delay us,” she
said, still frowning. She had to walk fast to keep up as Jack ushered Z along,
half carrying him.


“Brilliant mind at work,” Z said.
His words were slurred, but he didn’t seem overly confused.


“Why would they want to keep us
here?”


“I don’t know, Jack. We’re all
accounted for.” She spotted the twins and Amy by the gate. The twins stood with
her between them, and they’d had to cuff her after all.


It hit her with a suddenness that
nearly knocked her to her knees. She stopped walking. Forgot to walk. “Oh fuck,
no.”


Jack stopped walking, but Z pulled
out of his grasp and went on toward the gate. Jack let him go, his concerned
stare on Rune. “What?”


“Where’s Raze?” she whispered. Her
lips felt numb and made it difficult to speak. 


He looked up and around. “I
don’t—there he is. He’s coming, Rune. He’s okay.”


He thought she was worried for
Raze. “Ellis, Jack. They wanted to delay us because some-fucking-one
wants to mess with us. And the best way to do that is to hurt one of us.
Ellis…”


He grabbed her arm and pulled her
toward the others. “Open the gates.”


Once outside the gate he dug his
cell out of his pocket and punched in Ellis’s number.


It rang, and rang.


“Oh God,” Rune said. No. No,
please no.


Raze joined them. “What’s wrong?”


All her men stared at her with
dread-filled gazes. They knew her. She wasn’t the type to get hysterical over
nothing. “Ellis.” Her words were whispered—she couldn’t seem to make her voice
work. If something happened to Ellis…


But then Jack spoke. “Ellis, are
you—”


Rune snatched the phone from him. “Ellie,
tell me you’re okay.”


“I’m okay. What’s going on?”


She wobbled on her feet and handed
Jack back his phone. He muttered a few words to Ellis and clicked off.


She waved over the paramedics and
pointed at Z. “He was knocked unconscious. Take him in.”


“I’m okay, Rune,” Z said, but his
face was pale and his eyes were slightly unfocused.


“Go to the hospital, Z.”


He sighed but didn’t argue further,
climbing onto the stretcher. 


A sudden flash of light caused her
to jump. “What—”


The fucking reporter was still
there. And taking pictures of them. He snapped another one of Z being hauled
away, then another of the still-dazed Rune. She turned her back, ignoring him.


“I’m sorry, guys. I thought they’d
gone after Ellis.”


“Who, Rune?” asked Denim. He stood
with a hand on Amy’s shoulder, and Rune realized the reporter was going to
write that they’d brought the human out in cuffs. The human they were supposed
to have gone in to rescue.


She didn’t want Amy having to deal
with the scorn of the city. She already had too much on her bony shoulders. “I’m
not really sure, Denim. Put Amy in my car. Levi, walk behind to hide the cuffs
from that annoying bastard.”


She took a deep breath and tried to
make herself relax. But she couldn’t. Something still wasn’t quite right.
“Raze, can you take the twins home? I’ll take Amy to the hospital to be looked
at, and I’ll look in on Z. Jack—”


“I’m coming with you.”


She only nodded. “I’ll check in
with you guys later.”


It had been a long day. Hard to
believe that just a short few hours earlier she’d been standing on stage all
dressed up.


Now she was covered with goo from
her dead father, a cold sheen of nervous sweat, and graveyard mud. “I need
coffee.” Like someone there could conjure her a cup.


She climbed into the driver’s side
of her car, cranking up the heater. Amy wasn’t dressed for winter. Hell, she
was barely dressed.


Jack took the cuffs off Amy, then
jumped into the backseat. “Let’s go get your coffee. I wouldn’t mind having
some dinner.”


“We all should meet somewhere after
we get Amy settled in and check on Z.”


“I’ll call Raze.”


She glanced at Amy while Jack spoke
with Raze. “How are you doing?”


Amy shrugged, but leaned toward the
heat blasting from the vents, shivering. “I’ve been better.”


“Is there anything else you can
tell me about the extorter?”


“No. After you check on Z, take me
to your house. Maybe I’ll remember something.”


Rune frowned. The poor girl’s
desperation was obvious. She needed to belong with—and to—someone. “Jeremy
isn’t going to be finished with you that soon, and I doubt the hospital will be
either.” Amy was probably dehydrated and appeared half starved. Jeremy would be
thrilled about the vampire bites all over her body. Just one more reason for
the purge he’d ordered.


Amy rubbed her face. “Why haven’t I
turned? Why?”


Rune stared straight ahead, silent.
She had no idea why Amy was one of the few people difficult to turn. Usually a
bite was all it took. Amy had been chomped on for weeks and nothing.


“Being immortal is living in
unimaginable pain and knowing you will never, ever find peace.”


Before she pulled away from Wormwood
she sent her father a silent farewell. She wished talking with him that one
last time could have helped settle things within her. But no, that horror wound
around her like a silver coil and refused to loosen.


Jack leaned toward the front seat. “Raze
and the twins will meet us at the steakhouse in an hour. Sound good?”


She nodded. “Amy, it would be
better for you if you told Jeremy the vampires mesmerized you and gave you the
bites.”


Amy’s stare was hard. “So I should
lie and get the vampires in trouble, give the cops another reason to slaughter
them all. That’s what I should do.”


Rune sighed. “It won’t go well for
you if you tell the truth.”


“Fuck you.”


She didn’t blame the girl for being
pissed. “Rest tonight. I’ll come see you tomorrow. Llodra gave you permission
to tell everything. You need to tell me everything you know or have heard.”


Amy sneered. “Oh? Why should I do
that?”


“Because I might be able to save
the vampires.”


Amy said nothing, and Rune knew
she’d dig deep and think hard. The chances were slight but better than nothing.


She asked Jack to call Jeremy. She
couldn’t talk to him. Not yet.


She took Amy into the emergency
department, showing her badge when the doctor on call eyed Amy with a sharp
gleam of contempt in his eyes and refused to admit her. “RISC is coming to
question her. Believe me. You’ll want her hidden away in a quiet room before
they get here.”


As soon as Amy was settled in, Rune
went to find Z. He’d been admitted for observation. 


“Go,” Z said. “They’ve given me
something that will cure my woes. Go eat.” He lifted a hand and brushed back
her hair. “You look like you’ve had a hard night, sweet thing. And not in a
good way.”


Z looked small and pale in his
hideous hospital gown, but he was alive.


“Don’t call me sweet thing.” She leaned
over to kiss his forehead, surprising both of them. Rune had never been the
physically affectionate sort. But when a person came close to losing someone,
she might want a few touches. She pressed her lips against his skin, lingering
on the warmth. Life. Life was warm.


Jack urged her away. “Get better,
faker,” he said to Z. “May your night be filled with enemas and long, fat
catheters.” 


Z’s eyes closed and he grinned.
“Get out.”


They met RISC coming in as they
were leaving. When her cell rang, Rune was happy for the excuse to ignore
Jeremy as he marched before his team. “Yeah.”


“Rune. It’s Raze. Something…”


She strode to her car, Jack beside
her. Her mind was still on Jeremy. “Raze? You cut out. What?”


She unlocked the car door and was
in her seat before Raze spoke again.


“It’s Lex, Rune.”


Tremors started in her hands, and
she nearly dropped the phone. “No.”


“What now?” Jack asked.


“Tell me.”


“She’s alive. The twins are taking
her to a clinic for Others.”


“Where?”


“Twenty-one Rue Canyon Road. In
Willowburg.”


“What happened?”


Jack stayed silent, knowing she’d
tell him when she could.


“While we were in Wormwood, she was
attacked.” 


It wasn’t Ellis. It was Lex.


She could barely force the words
past her numb lips. “How is she?”


He hesitated. “She’s bad, Rune.”


“Fuck,” she whispered, and handed
her phone to Jack. “Someone attacked Lex. She’s hurt badly.” She repeated the
address of the clinic. “Call Ellie.”


“What did—”


“That’s all I know.”


Jack punched in Ellis’s number.
“You think someone delayed us at Wormwood just so he could attack Lex? What the
fuck?”


She shook her head, muttering words
she wanted to scream. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore. It’s fucked-up.”
Jack didn’t even hear her. He was on the phone dealing with Ellis.


She heard Ellis shouting and
understood his panic. 


Lex, little Lex. What kind
of monster could hurt the girl?


When she found out, he was dead.
But first she would make him suffer.


If, of course, she got to him
before the twins did.


“Rune,” Jack said, his voice
emotionless.


“What?”


“Someone is playing with us. If you
don’t want to go to Cross with this, you have to take it to Rice.”


Yes. She did. Should have already.
Maybe it wouldn’t have saved Lex, but maybe it would have. “Fuck me,” she whispered.


She wanted to close her eyes and
hide, just for a moment. Just reset her mind. But she couldn’t.


She stared straight ahead, her eyes
burning.


Just let her be okay.











Chapter Twenty


She thought she had the wrong
address. The place on Rue Canyon Road was a ramshackle house squatting on a
tall black hill at the edge of the town. It looked like a scene from a horror
movie instead of a clinic.


Jack shrugged and stepped out of
the car, his hand on his gun. 


The area was so Other she
could feel it, like a clammy second skin. That hill was not a place for humans.


One smallish, thin tree stood like
a sentinel in the yard. Its branches were bare, skinny arms that reached
imploringly for visitors.


She shivered. “Do you feel that?”


Jack kept his hand on his gun, his
gaze sharp and constantly moving. “Feel what?”


The small hairs stood up on her
arms like needles. “Draw your gun, Jack. The monsters are watching.”


He didn’t ask questions, just drew
his gun and walked with her, slowly, toward the front of the house. There were
no sounds.


It was spooky as hell. That hill,
that tree, that house…none of it belonged in a human’s world.


“Eerie,” Jack murmured.


The front of the house boasted a
rickety porch on which sat an ancient rocking chair. A weak yellow light
screwed into the porch ceiling was of little help in chasing back the shadows. 


Raze’s truck was sitting in the
gravel drive. Neither of the twins’ cars was there, so Raze must have brought
them all in. She punched Raze’s number into her cell, relieved when he answered.
It was as though she’d traveled into another universe. She hadn’t really
expected to hear his voice.


“We’re here, but I don’t see a
clinic. House on a hill?”


“Yes. Knock on the door. I’ve let
them know you’re coming.”


She banged on the door, a cop’s knock
she’d picked up years ago. She eased to one side of the door, Jack to the
other.


Before she could knock again it was
pulled open by a calm older man wearing a black suit. His hair was silvering,
his eyes bright blue in the wrinkles of a not unfriendly face. “Hello.”


She gave him a quick nod. “My name
is Rune Alexander and this is Jack Slaughter. I was told you were expecting
us.”


He stepped back, pulling the door
open wider. “Please.”


It was just rude to have their guns
out when Raze had assured them they were welcome. She slid her gun back into
its bed and heard Jack do the same.


When she stepped over the
threshold, a little prickle of unease hit the back of her neck. She resisted
pulling one of her shivs, although holding a bit of sharp silver in her hand
would have made her feel immeasurably more confident.


“Follow me,” he said.


“What’s your name, sir?”


“William.”


He wasn’t going to volunteer any
information, and she didn’t think William was anyone she needed to worry about.
“Can you take us to our friends?”


“Yes.”


Talky sort.


The living room was minimally
furnished and clean. A few touches had been added in an attempt to make the
space look cozy, but there was an abandoned air about it that the little vase
of fake flowers and the doilies couldn’t obscure.


William led them through a small
kitchen equally as bland as the living room. In the kitchen were two doors. One
led to the back of the house and one opened up into a large elevator.


William motioned them inside,
pushed a button, and withdrew before the doors shut. 


When the elevator stopped seconds
later and the doors opened, she stood for a moment, gaping. “What the fuck?”


They were in a fresh, clean,
well-lit…hospital. Sort of. The rickety old house sat on top of a perfectly
functional clinic. She guessed the house was a smokescreen to divert nosy
humans.


The place was quiet, but a series
of familiar dings came from a room down the long white hall. Someone coughed.
Someone else cried out in pain. Everything was hushed.


“I guess we follow the sounds,” she
said.


Across from them were brown double
doors with an EMPLOYEES ONLY sign. Behind them was the elevator they’d ridden,
and to the left was another hall.


“Does it seem like a week since we
left the car?” she asked, her voice quiet.


“Yup.”


A nurse stepped out of a room and
spotted them. “Hello. Rune and Jack?”


“Yes.” Rune shook the woman’s hand
quickly. “How is Lex?”


“Come with me. The doctor will
speak with you about the patient.” She marched down the hall, wasting no time.
“Here you go.” The door made no sound when she pushed it open.


“Thank you.”


The nurse nodded and offered a
quick smile, then pulled the door shut behind them.


Raze stuck his head around the
curtain. His face was pale and his eyes bloodshot. He slipped toward them, his
stare going to Rune.


“Lex?” she asked.


“She’s asleep. The doctor gave her
something that knocked her out not long after we got here. Denim and Levi are
with her.”


She pushed back the curtain, her
gaze going automatically to the twins. They looked up at her at the same time.
Denim’s scar stood out vividly, his eyes liquid green fire in a face that had
gone two shades paler since the last time she’d seen him.


Levi looked confused. “Why,
Rune?”


She closed her eyes for a long
moment, gathering her courage, then looked at Lex. The girl’s body seemed
shrunken, barely making a lump beneath the sheets.


“He’s mocking us,” she said, when
she could talk. Whoever he was.


Lex was covered with bites and cuts.
Her flesh was jagged and torn, bruised and swollen, her features misshapen. Silver
restraints had melted into her skin, leaving deep burn furrows behind once
they’d been removed.


Her attackers had been ready for
her and no matter how good a fighter Lex was, silver made her just another
woman, vulnerable to evil.


Look familiar, Rune?


Bags hung on poles at the head of
her bed. One of them contained blood.


“She lost so much blood,” Raze said,
watching her. He was too controlled, his voice flat. Rune recognized the signs.
He was beyond rage.


All of them were going to need a
piece of Lex’s attackers.


She walked to Lex’s side and stared
down at her, forcing herself to look at the battered girl. She wanted to hold
her hand or stroke her hair but was afraid to touch her.


“I’m sorry, Lex,” she whispered. They’d
all promised to protect her. They’d failed.


She didn’t realize Ellis had
entered the room until she heard sobbing and looked up to find him huddling
against the wall, his fists to his eyes.


“Ellie…” She went to him, pulling
him into her arms. “We’ll get the fucking monsters, baby. I swear.”


He looked at her. “It’s my fault. I
should never have left her.”


“You couldn’t have known. No one
could have.” Except her, maybe. She’d had the clues.


But he shook his head. “No. When I
was leaving her house I saw a strange car go slowly by. I knew there was
something off about that car. I felt it. I even made a joke about it.” The
expression in his eyes was one she was familiar with. Unbelievable guilt. “But
I left. Just fucking left.”


She didn’t want to see him that
way. Not Ellis. He couldn’t lose the part of himself that made him better than
the rest of them. “Don’t, Ellie.”


He walked to the bed, his hand too
tight around hers. He forced himself to look, and though she wanted to pull him
back she knew better. He began shaking the moment he saw her battered face. “Oh
no. Oh God, no.”


She’d never been so helpless in her
life. She couldn’t fix Lexi, couldn’t help the twins, couldn’t take away
Ellis’s guilt and pain.


Levi stood and strode around the
bed, snatching Ellis away from Lex. “I’ll take him into the hall so he can…”
His voice broke and he said no more, just took the distressed Ellis away.


“What did the doctor say?” Rune
found a clear spot on Lex’s forehead and caressed it for a second with a gentle
finger.


The doctor chose that second to walk
in. She was dressed in street clothes but had a stethoscope around her neck.
She also had the same tired lines on her face Rune had seen on a lot of
doctors. She gave them all a terse nod and got straight to the point.


“I’m Dr. Haas. I don’t know if
she’ll live.” She glanced at Denim. “I told you that earlier. I still don’t
know. She’s declining despite the blood.” She looked at the clipboard she
carried. “It’s as though her body is fighting the blood.”


“What type of blood is it?” Rune
asked.


“Human, of course.” She waited for
a second, and when Rune said nothing more, she continued. “If I could get her
to vibrate, she might be able to help herself, to at least try to heal.
Right now…”


Raze shifted his weight from one
foot to the other and his hand went to one of his shivs. “You will help her.”


The doctor crossed her arms and
stared him down. “Don’t threaten me, big man. I’ve known Lexi since she was a
child. Tended to her when her mother devised new ways of torturing the girl. I
will do what I can.”


“You should have taken her from her
mother,” Jack said.


Finally a sign of emotion in the
doctor’s eyes. Misery flashed for a second, then was extinguished. “I wish it
had been that easy.”


“Don’t judge,” Denim said. His
voice was grim, his eyes dull.


Rune clenched her teeth. “And don’t
you give up on her. Don’t you dare give up on her.”


He looked away, ashamed. “Never.”


“You all should go home.” The
doctor looked at Denim. “I have your numbers. I’ll call if there are any
changes.”


“Denim’s stare was hard. “I won’t
leave her.”


“But—”


“No.”


The doctor shrugged. “Everyone
else, out. I need to examine her.”


Rune went to Denim. “I’ll get some
food and coffee for you and Levi before I go.”


He shook his head, watching Lex.
“The nurses bring us coffee, and neither one of us can eat.”


There was nothing else she could
do. “Call me if anything changes. I don’t care what time it is.”


“I will.”


She left the room, Jack and Raze on
her heels. In the hall, Levi and Ellis stood against the wall. Ellis’s face was
buried in his hands, and Levi had his arm around the smaller man, offering what
comfort he could.


She took Ellis’s hand, urging him
away. “Come on, love. We’re going home.”


Levi’s smile was tired. “She’ll be
okay, Rune.”


“I know. I know she will.”


God, please.


After a quick ride up the elevator
and a nod good-bye to William, Jack and Raze climbed into their cars for the
drive home.


Ellis had taken a cab to the
clinic. “I didn’t trust myself to drive,” he’d told her.


He climbed into Rune’s car, and she
had to remind him to put his seat belt on. He fumbled with it until she finally
reached over and snapped it in for him. 


“Can I stay with you tonight,
Rune?”


“Of course.”


“I just really don’t want to be
alone.”


“I know, baby. Me neither.”


“I keep thinking how if I hadn’t
walked away—”


“Stop it, Ellie. This is in no way
your fault.” And if you hadn’t walked away, you might be lying there with
her.


“No? Whose fault is it then?” He
held his hands to the warm air coming from the vents, reminding her of Amy.


“I don’t think the attack was random.
It all goes straight to the man who’s tormenting the Others.”


He grabbed on to the distraction.
“Tell me everything.”


She told him what he didn’t already
know, about the attempt to delay them at the graveyard, Z’s concussion, Amy’s
capture. “Llodra gave Amy permission to tell us everything she knows, not
realizing she already had. So that’s disappointing. He had nothing to tell me.”
Then she remembered one thing. “Except he knows I’m not…”


Ellis looked at her. “Human? I’m
only surprised it’s as big a secret as it is. My guess is because you’ve buried
that part of you so deeply even the Others have trouble sensing you.”


“Not me. My monster.” A familiar
feeling unfurled inside her stomach. Shame, anxiety, and dread, all mixed into
one soupy mess. “I keep thinking I can force it out of me. Kill it. But that
never happens.”


“Because it’s not some physical
being inside you, Rune. It is you.”


“I killed my father tonight. Well,
Jack blew his head off, but I took his heart.” She kept her voice flat and
tried to ignore the jabs of pain the memory brought. “He forgave me.”


“Now if you could only forgive
yourself.”


She drove in silence for a few
minutes. It began to rain, a cold, thin rain that made her shiver to see it. “Could
COS be at the root of everything that’s happening?”


“If the Church of Slayers is
directing Preston, they’re going to do everything they can to destroy the
Others as well as anyone getting in their way.” He looked at her. “You’re an
Other and you’re getting in their way.” He grabbed her arm, his eyes a little
too wide. “You be careful, Rune. You be careful.” 


“Don’t worry about me, Ellie. Maybe
Lex was a warning to us. Nothing happened until we started looking into this
shit with Preston.” She squeezed the steering wheel. Who the fuck are
you, Preston?


As soon as they arrived at Rune’s
house she went to shower while Ellis put on a pot of coffee. The scents of
frying bacon and eggs tempted her to cut her shower short.


For a few minutes as she drank her
coffee and ate the meal Ellis had cooked, she could almost pretend Lex wasn’t hovering
near death.


“Eat something, Ellie.”


“I had a big dinner with Lex.” He
took a drink of his coffee, then grimaced. “I don’t know how you drink this
stuff.”


“Why did Sherry see my monster? Why
was I able to keep it hidden for so long and now suddenly I can’t control it?”


Ellis didn’t bat an eye at her
abrupt subject change. “Usually when you have trouble controlling yourself,
it’s soon after you’ve fed.”


She dropped her fork. “I do not feed,
Ellis.”


“When I’m forced to give you blood.
Through a bag. Into your veins. That’s not feeding, of course. No, sir.”


She stared at him with narrowed eyes.
“It’s not the same thing. Even humans get blood when they have trauma. I just—”


He interrupted her. He’d heard her excuses
a dozen times. “When you…get blood, it makes you stronger. Makes your monster
stronger.”


One more reason to deny myself.


She stood and scraped the little
bit of leftover food into the garbage disposal before tossing the dishes into
the dishwasher. “Come on, Ellie, let’s get some sleep.” She was running on
fumes.


She had nearly drifted off when he
brought her back from the edge with a question.


“Do you know how you felt when you
looked at Lex, saw her lying there like that?”


She shuddered. “Yes.”


His voice was soft, thick with
tears. “Multiply that by a hundred. You might get close to how I feel when I
have to stand at this very bed, looking down at you.”


“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.


He turned toward her, his face
close to hers. “Swear to me you’ll never do that again. You’ll never let some
monster hurt you.”


“I…”


“Please, Rune. Please.”


“I swear. For you, Ellie.”


“No, no. Not for me. For you.”


“For me,” she lied.











Chapter Twenty-One


“Levi. How is Lex?”


She held her cell to her ear as she
drove to the hospital to see Z and Amy. The early morning was cold and gray,
and she had a sudden craving for summer color and heat.


She’d dropped Ellis off at his
house and promised to keep him updated on Lex. He would be at the office all
day, but most likely he’d be there without her. There were too many things
going on for her to consider sitting behind her desk.


“She’s not doing well, Rune.” 


Shit. “The same?”


He hesitated. “She’s worse.”


“Fuck. Fuck.”


“Yeah.”


“I’m heading to check on Z and Amy.
As soon as I’m finished, I’ll head to the clinic.”


She clicked off, her gaze going
again to hear rearview mirror. She recognized Strad Matheson’s enormous black
GMC truck. He’d been tailing her ever since she’d left her house. Obviously he
didn’t care that she knew he was following her, or else he’d have found
something a little less conspicuous to drive.


The son of a bitch needed to back
off. The last thing she wanted was the berserker reporting her every move to
fucking Jeremy.


Why Jeremy had decided Shiv Crew
needed to be spied upon was a mystery. It didn’t make sense, but she had other,
bigger things to sort out. She put that one in a compartment for later.


Most likely it was just Jeremy
being an asshole. He was so good at it.


She ignored Strad when she locked
her car and strode into the hospital. Well, almost. She took a moment to salute
him with her middle finger. Childish, yes, but she wasn’t worried about what he
thought of her.


He waved at her, his white grin
flashing.


Hoping Amy would be in a helpful
mood, she went to her room first. She’d visit Z on her way out.


Amy was in more than a good mood.
“Rune.” She waved Rune over, her face animated.


She had a visitor, an older man
with sad eyes and gray hair. Amy had his chin and mouth, and Rune knew at once
this was the alcoholic father.


He stood when she entered, and she shook
his hand. “Good to meet you, sir. You must be Amy’s father.”


Amy squealed. “How’d you know?”


“You have the same mouth,” Rune
said. “How are you doing, baby?”


Amy’s multicolored hair seemed to
have brightened, probably due to the fact that she’d washed it for the first
time since she’d taken up with the vampires. She looked twelve years old.


“I told my dad all about you and
Shiv Crew. He thinks I could be Shiv Crew material.” Her tone was light, but
her eyes, when she looked at Rune, were completely serious. Hopeful.


Shit.


“Well, baby, you never know. You
just let them take care of you for a while and relax.”


“I’m going back home.” She blushed
and looked away from Rune, as if her confession was an embarrassing development.


Rune took her hand and squeezed.
“That is the best news I’ve heard in a long time.”


“I’ve straightened up,” her father
said. “I’m going to do better by my girl.” He glanced at Rune’s shivs. “There
isn’t a better knife thrower than me. I wouldn’t mind taking a practice throw
at Nurse Sharon’s big ole—”


“Dad!” Amy looked at Rune and
rolled her eyes.


Rune smiled, winking at Amy. “Sir,
if you wouldn’t mind, I have some police business to discuss with Amy.”


“Well,” he said, grimacing as he
got to his feet, “I’ll just go find some coffee.”


“Are you coming back?” Amy’s voice
was heartbreakingly eager. “Come back in a few.”


He hesitated, then went to her
bedside to kiss her forehead. “Yes, honey. I’ll be right back. You want
anything?”


“A Mountain Dew?”


Rune got to the point as soon as he
left the room, hoping to be finished before he found his way back. He’d better
come the fuck back. “Did you think of anything new?”


Amy leaned back against her pillows
and began plucking idly at her sheet. “I’m bored out of my mind, Rune. When are
they going to let me out of here?”


“It won’t be long. I imagine
they’re waiting for some test results. Amy…”


“Yeah, okay. But once you have
everything you need, you’ll probably never talk to me again.”


Rune smiled. “I wouldn’t count on
that. Shiv Crew isn’t finished with you yet.”


The girl brightened. “Promise?”


Rune hesitated. “Sure. Promise. Now
talk to me, baby.”


“I thought of one thing that might
help. You know where you found me in Blackfire?”


“The school. Of course.”


Amy lowered her voice. “There’s a
field behind the school, and on the other side is an old bridge. I saw a man
there once, fucking a wolf.”


Rune narrowed her eyes, drawing
back. “How’d you know it was a wolf and what does this have to do with—”


“I know because she half shifted
right in the middle of the sex. It was gross. The dude was hurting her.” Her
face dropped. “If you don’t trust me, I’m not telling you anything else.”


“I’m sorry. I know I can trust
you.”


Amy shrugged. “I guess.”


“Go on.”


“RISC came in to question me.”


“Yes.”


“The one dude, Cross.”


Rune suddenly found it difficult to
take in enough air. She cleared her throat and dug her nails into her palms.
“Jeremy Cross, yes.”


“I’m pretty sure he was the guy
fucking the wolf.”


She could only stare at Amy for a
minute, hoping rage wasn’t showing in her face. Calm, Rune. Calm the fuck
down. “Pretty sure?”


“Well, it was at a distance,” Amy
said, frowning. “It looked like him. But here’s the part I wanted to tell you.”


Rune shifted from one foot to the
other, her hands shaking. “Okay.”


“It’s pretty well known that
there’s a man abusing the Other women. He likes to tie them up and beat the
fuck out of them. Does terrible things to them. When he’s finished he lets them
shift so they can heal.” She shrugged. “He gets off on it. Maybe Cross isn’t
this guy.” She looked at Rune, her eyes steady. “But maybe he is. You should
check it out.”


Rune could have easily broken down
right there on the spot. “He likes to tie them up and beat the fuck out of
them.”


Compartmentalize, Rune. Save it
for later.


She cleared her throat. “That’s
very helpful. The other thing I need to talk to you about. Lex was attacked.”


In one of her lightning-fast mood
changes, Amy gasped and put her hands to her cheeks. “Oh my God! That blind
girl? Who did it?”


Her reaction was sincere. She
hadn’t known or heard anything about it, which probably meant Llodra wasn’t
responsible. Not that Rune had really suspected him in the first place. “She
was attacked while we were in Wormwood, talking to Llodra and getting you out.”


Amy’s eyes darkened, and she
started to climb from the bed. “No.”


“Amy—”


“You’re going to kill him, aren’t
you? After you get everything you need from him, you’re going to kill him.” Amy
drew back her fist, thought better of it, then looked toward the closet. “I
need my fucking clothes.”


Rune grabbed her shoulders. “Calm
down. I’m not going after Llodra. I don’t believe he had anything to do with
Lex’s attack. I just need to know if you’ve heard anything about…” She
hesitated, not wanting to put ideas in the girl’s head. “COS?”


Amy opened her mouth, then snapped
her now tear-filled eyes to something behind Rune.


Sure Amy’s father had returned,
Rune let go of the girl and turned to ask him for a minute more. But it wasn’t
Amy’s father.


It was the berserker.


He had slipped into the room and
leaned against the wall, his face blank. 


How much did you hear, you
fucking bastard? Oh shit, if he told Jeremy…


“Get the fuck out, Matheson.”


“I have a question for the girl.”


“Again?” Amy wailed. “I already
told you everything.”


He smiled. “Oh, I doubt that.”


“If you don’t want to talk to him,
tell him to fuck off. You’re not under arrest, Amy.”


“I’ve been cooperating,” Amy said,
climbing back into bed. “I like Strad. I don’t like Cross. He’s not a good person
even if he’s not…” She looked knowingly at Rune. “You know. Besides, they need
to know the vampires aren’t the ones killing the humans.”


Rune could have explained to her
that it didn’t matter. Jeremy was determined to purge the vampires. But she
didn’t. Let Amy think she was making a difference. “You have my cell number.
Call me if you think of anything else.”


She threw Strad a cool look and
sauntered past him. She was ready for it when he shot a hand out and grabbed
her arm—so ready that before he could complete his grasp she had a shiv to his
chest, right above his heart.


“Whoa,” Amy said.


She didn’t think he’d be too quick
to move, especially since she had another shiv pressing into his balls.


“I don’t like when people grab me,
Berserker. This is the only warning I’m going to give you. Next time, I’ll take
one of your nuts. Understand?”


Fucker didn’t look scared. That
made her mad, so she pressed the shiv into his chest just enough to draw blood.


He narrowed his eyes. “I, too, have
a warning. When a woman is this close to my cock, one of two things is going to
happen. I’m going to whip her ass, or I’m going to consider it foreplay.” He
put his hands on his hips, insultingly unconcerned. “Which do you prefer, Ms.
Alexander?”


Amy clapped her hands, laughing.
“He won’t hurt you, Rune. I’ve talked to him before. He just likes to pretend
he’s all mean and shit. But oh my God.”


Both Rune and Strad looked at the
girl to see what she was so excited about.


She pointed at them. “You two…you
kind of look alike. All that wavy black hair, big blue eyes…you look the
same, in a different way.”


Rune gaped.


“Oh not like family, or anything,”
Amy continued, “but like…warriors from the same village. Imagine if you had
babies. They’d be gorgeous.”


It wasn’t bad enough that Strad
insulted her with pretty much every word he’d spoken, but Amy just made it
worse. As she debated the merits of explaining to Amy that she wasn’t worried
about Strad hurting her—he should have been worried about her hurting him—Amy’s
father ambled back into the room.


Or tried to. Rune and the berserker
were blocking his entrance. And he had a nurse right behind him.


Rune sighed and put her shivs away.
“Another time, Berserker.”


“Looking forward to it.” His voice
was a deep rumble, and now that Amy had mentioned it, he really wasn’t a bad-looking
man. Just…she didn’t like him.


She carried her anger to Z’s room.
Everyone she passed hugged the wall and stared at her with cautious eyes. She
was not displeased. Amy’s “he won’t hurt you” still echoed in her mind. 


Little bitch.


Z’s bed was empty.


She went to the nurse’s station,
grabbing the arm of a busy guy in scrubs. “Where’s Z?”


“Pardon?”


“Zeveriah Kader. Where the f—” She
bit the word off and started over. “Where is he?”


He looked regretful. “He signed out
two hours ago.”


Dammit. “Thanks.”


She strode toward the exit,
punching in his number as she walked.


He answered on the first ring and
didn’t wait for her to speak. “I am too fine to be lying there in that ugly-ass
hospital gown, sweet thing. I had to get out of there.”


She sighed. “Where are you?”


“Heading home to clean up, get a
few things done, then to the clinic to see Lex and make those boys take a
break.”


“They won’t leave her, Z.”


“You headed that way?”


“Soon as I check in with Mitch.”


“Okay.” He clicked off.


Her phone buzzed. “Mitch. I was
just calling you.”


“Can you stop in at the office for
a few minutes? I know you’re anxious to visit little Lexi.”


She was surprised by his
magnanimity. “I can swing by. How are things?”


“There have been a couple calls,
but RISC took care of them. Nothing major, except…”


“What?”


“I’ll talk to you when you get
here.”


“See you in a few.”


She had a bad feeling.


But then, where was the unusual in
that?


The automatic doors opened and she
walked through, sliding her phone into her pocket. 


“Oh my God!”


She twirled around at the loud
voice, a hand on the shiv at her side. Only a woman and small boy stood behind
her, and neither of them looked especially dangerous.


Staring with wide eyes, the woman
dug into her handbag and came out with a pen and a second later, a piece of
paper. “You’re Rune from Shiv Crew!”


Mystified, Rune glanced around as
the doors slid open and a couple walked in. “Is something wrong?” she asked the
lady.


“Can I have your autograph? Oh, and
can I have a picture with you?” The woman shook her cell at the couple. “Can
one of you take a picture of me and Rune?”


The man took her cell. “Sure, sure.
If you’ll return the favor.”


Fucking what? Rune, still
trying to wrap her mind around what was happening, stood with the woman and let
the man take her picture.


Then the couple put their arms
around her and waited for the lady to take a picture of them with Rune as well.


It was at that moment the berserker
chose to make an appearance. She groaned, understanding what would happen
before it actually did.


“My autograph,” the lady with the
kid cried when Rune turned to run.


Fuck me. Rune ground her
teeth. She was blushing furiously. She could feel it, and that made her blush
harder. Strad stood with his arms crossed, a half smile on his hateful face.


Four new people, one of them a
nurse, joined the crowd.


“Oh my God,” the woman
screamed again, catching sight of Strad. “It’s another one of them! Please, let
me get a picture of you and Rune together? Oh, and then me with you?”


“I have to get to work. But I’m
sure Mr. Matheson will be more than happy to take care of you.”


He met her gaze. His own was dark,
but amused.


She took a quick second to gloat as
the little knot of people converged on Strad, then got the hell out of there.











Chapter Twenty-Two


She arrived at the office, still
smiling over the berserker getting stuck with the autograph seekers, and reeling
over the fact that people wanted their autographs.


Mitch had been busy making them
some sort of dark celebrities, and he was pretty damn good at it.


She sat on the corner of Ellis’s
neat desk. “Lex is worse, baby. Mitch asked me to come by, and then I’m going
to see her.”


He turned away from his monitor,
his unsmiling face lined with worry. “I’ll go too.”


“Do you want a ride?”


“If you don’t mind. Seeing her like
that…”


“I know. I’ll be back.”


At the door she stopped and told
him about the incident at the hospital. “I still can’t believe it.”


He grinned, his eyes a little
brighter than before. “That’s fabulous!”


“Yeah. Right. Wait until they’re
asking you for photos and autographs.”


“They won’t want mine. I’m not like
the rest of you.” He didn’t seem envious, just matter-of-fact.


“You’re better than the rest of
us,” she said, and went to talk with Mitch.


Mitch pointed to a chair when she
entered his office. “Have a seat, Rune. First of all I want to let you know
we’re doing everything we can to find the man who attacked Alexis.” He shook
his head, his face mournful. “Terrible thing, that. Just terrible”


He’d hung a couple of new pictures.
One was a photo of him shaking hands with the governor. Jeremy stood on one
side of them, the police director on the other.


The other was an enlarged, framed
photo of Shiv Crew, standing onstage at River Run Hall.


“Like it?” His smile was proud.


She really did. “Yeah. It’s great.
It’d be better if Ellis had been in the picture, but it’s awesome.”


“I’m glad you think so.” Still
smiling, he opened a large envelope and pulled out a photo. “I had one made for
each of you.”


She took the photo, staring down at
a moment captured about a million years ago. Things could change in an instant.
Lex had looked so happy, so vital. And now…


He must have seen the change in her
expression. “I’ll catch you up and let you visit Alexis.” He cleared his
throat. “There is some evidence that the Dark Others have been brought here.”


She shivered, just the slightest
bit, as a cold chill ran down her spine. “For what?” Fucking Dark Others,
adding to the already overwhelming shit going on in River County.


And even before he opened his
mouth, she knew what he was going to say.


“To destroy our Others,” he said.


Suddenly it all made sense. “COS is
behind it all. They have to be.”


“We don’t know that.”


“What makes you think they’re here
to take out the River County Others?”


“The fight at Wormwood, for one.
After you left, the vampires who didn’t run were wiped out.”


She frowned. “Shifters can’t kill
vampires in a fight.”


“Maybe not in a fair fight.”


She clasped her photo with shaking
hands. “What the fuck did they do?”


“The shifters had guns hidden in
Wormwood. Once the vampires were deep inside, the shifters took human form and
shot them full of silver.”


Others killing Others.
“Why?” she asked. “Why would Others let humans hire them to kill their own
kind?”


“Same reason humans kill their own
kind,” he said. “Greed. Evil.” He shrugged. “Because they can.”


She sat down. “I have to tell you
something.”


For some reason, he didn’t look
surprised. “I’m listening.”


“I think I know who hired the Dark
Others.” It took her only a few minutes to tell him everything she knew about
Preston. She rubbed her temples when she was finished and gave him time to
absorb the information.


“You kept a lot from me,” he said
at last.


“Yes. I wasn’t sure I could trust
you.”


“Now you are?”


She shrugged. “Now I have no
choice.”


He let it go. “Preston. You have no
idea who he might be?”


“No.”


“Not even a suspicion?”


She frowned and stared at him for a
long moment. “I said I didn’t. If I knew who the bastard was I’d have him in
custody.”


He stood. “Go check on Alexis. I’ll
update you when I can.”


She stood, feeling lighter after
sharing the burden. At the door she turned back to him. “You’d better not be
Preston, dude.”


He crossed his arms. “Ditto.”


Touché, Mitch. Touché. But
she said only, “Karin Love…”


He nodded, slowly, and leaned back
in his chair. “She’s being questioned.”


“Like that will do any good.”


“You never know.”


“Seems like a stretch to think she’s
running them from death row but not impossible.”


He shrugged. “Stranger things have
certainly happened. It could be…” He hesitated, as though afraid of saying
something that was mere conjecture.


“Go on.” She leaned against the
doorframe.


“She could have groomed one of her
followers. Prepared them for this. They want to rid the world of Others and…”
Again, he shrugged. “Karin Love is nothing if not determined. And smart.”


“Oh my God.” She clutched her
photo, hard. “Please tell me you don’t suspect the twins.”


They stared at each other for a
long, silent moment. Finally, he dropped his gaze, tapping his desk with
nervous fingers. “No, not really.” He looked at her once again. “But it’s not
outside the realm of possibility.”


“Yes, Mitch, it is.”


He sighed. “We have to consider
everything, Rune. That Karin might somehow conduct the Dark Others from death
row seems pretty damn improbable too.”


“You have to trust me now.
The twins are not involved with COS. I don’t know who the fuck is or why the
Others she spent her life tormenting would be deliberately involved with her.”
She shook her head. “That’s just…crazy.”


He smiled. “I know you need
everything make sense, Rune, but sometimes…” He shrugged. “Sometimes it’s just
not going to.”


“Fuck them. After I check on Lex
I’m taking the crew and hunting the sons of bitches down.” She smiled and felt
it like a block of ice upon her face. “I’ll keep some of them alive for
questioning.”


But Mitch was already shaking his
head. “You’re to wait for the orders, Rune. I have to speak with Rice and
Jeremy. I’ll call you and let you know what to do.”


She turned away. “Later, Mitch.”


“Rune—”


But she ignored him and strode down
the hall to fetch Ellis.


Her phone buzzed just as she
reached his desk. “Yeah?”


It was Denim. “Lex is bad, Rune,
but she’s awake. And she’s asking for you.”


“On my way, baby.”


“Hurry.”


She drove like a maniac, terrified
she wouldn’t make it in time.


Ellis held on to the edge of his
seat, his face pale. “Let her be okay,” he said, over and over.


“She’ll be okay, Ellie.”


He nodded, then pulled his cell
from his pocket. “Levi.”


Rune glanced at him, surprised. She
hadn’t realized Ellis had become close with the twins. But then, Levi had
comforted him the clinic hall. The twins were good men. Her earlier worries
about their association with COS had floated away before she’d even understood they
were there. Fucking Mitch, putting shit in her head.


“How about you?” Ellis asked, his
voice low. “How are you? And Denim.”


Ellis was a little mother hen. As
soon as he’d hung up with Levi she murmured, “I love you, Ellie.”


His face was not quite so pale. “I
know. I love you too.”


“How are they doing?”


“You know.”


“Yeah.”


When they arrived, Ellis barely
waited for her to stop the car before he was out and running to the door. She
followed him, her heart beating harder and faster with each step. The closer
she got to Lex, the more desperate she felt. It hummed through her veins,
thundered through her bloodstream.


She had to save the girl.


Lex couldn’t die.


Fuck no.


So she did what she always did when
terrified out of her mind. She got mad.


Denim was pacing the hall in front
of her room. “Come. Hurry.”


She jogged into the room and went
straight to the bed, ignoring everyone but Lex. The blind girl lay like a faded
rose upon her pillow.


As though she sensed Rune beside
her, she opened her eyes. Her black, crazy eyes. When she’d been healthy, her
eyes had been shiny and glasslike, but now they were dull and somehow hot. And
the crazy was gone—her eyes barely moved.


She was a child, a mysterious
Other, a girl who’d known too much pain and too little happiness.


And she was dying.


Rune took her hands, flinching when
a tear slid with tormenting slowness down Lex’s face. “Damn you, Lex. I won’t
let you die.”


“I need to know you’ll take care of
them,” the girl whispered.


“No,” Rune said, her voice harsh.
“No, I won’t. I’ll throw them to the wolves. I’ll kill them myself. I’ll…”


Lex’s lips twitched as she tried to
smile. Even that small movement had to have hurt her. One of the bites on her
face cracked and began to seep a pink, watery fluid. “Shhh, Rune. Everyone has
to die.”


“Not you. Not now.” Behind her
someone sobbed, but she couldn’t stop staring into Lex’s eyes. Couldn’t look
away, because if she did, Lex would slip out of her grasp. She made her live by
sheer will alone.


“Promise…”


Rune shook her head, her throat too
thick to allow words.


“Promise her,” one of the
twins yelled. “Tell her what she wants.”


“Hush, Levi,” Lex said in her weak,
tiny voice. “Give me and Rune a moment alone.”


They wouldn’t go against her wishes
for anything, and in seconds, Rune heard the door swish shut behind them.


“I’m going to die, Rune. You can’t
save everyone.” Again, Lex smiled, her wounds protesting the movement. 


Rune’s heart was going to explode. The
pain was too much. Moaning, she lifted her hands and raked her nails down her
face.


“You find the silence through
violence and sex, Rune. Know how I get the silence?”


“God,” she screamed. “God.”


“Rune.”


She forced herself to look down at
Lex, forced herself to say the words that she feared would release the girl.
“I’ll take care of them. Forever.”


Her blood ran like teardrops from
her deep scratches, and fell upon Lex’s ravaged face.


“Oh,” Lex whispered. “That feels
like ice. Rune, what did you do?”


Her blood. Her blood…


As she watched, her blood puddled
in one of the craters of Lex’s face, then was forced out to slip down her face
as the wound closed.


As the wound healed.


Rune gasped.


Ellis leaned around her, staring
down at Lex. “Rune, your precious, magical blood. She couldn’t take the human
blood, couldn’t take the Other blood…but your blood…”


He was right.


“Guard the door,” she whispered.


He didn’t question her, just ran
for the door.


“Rune?”


“Hang on, baby. I might not be able
to save everyone, but I can save you.”


She pulled a shiv and without
hesitation, sliced open her wrist. Fuck trickles of blood falling into wounds.
Lex needed a truckload.


“Lex, you said you trusted me.”


“Yes.”


“Open your mouth.”


“What—”


As soon as her lips parted Rune
pressed her wrist, slippery with blood, against the girl’s mouth.


Lex was an Other, but a type of
Other no one seemed to understand. Just like Rune. She didn’t fight the blood
but let Rune feed her without a whimper of distaste. And after a few seconds,
Lex reached up to hold Rune’s arm steady and sucked with hunger and returning
strength.


But for Rune each draw of blood from
her wrist was agony.


Can’t anything ever just be
easy?


She ground her teeth, then called
for help. “Ellie…”


She heard his quick footsteps but
was finding it difficult to see. The room was dimming and swaying…or maybe she
was swaying. Nausea hit her at the same time dizziness struck.


But none of that was anything. That
shit she could have borne. She was saving a life. Lex’s life.


The pain was something more. She
could handle pain. She needed pain. Just not this kind of pain.


It grew bigger with each suck of
Lex’s eager mouth. There was nothing she could compare it to. It consumed her,
like a fire burning her from the inside out, burning through her flesh.


If she could have, she would have
taken her wrist from Lex, would have run from the room.


But she couldn’t speak, couldn’t
see, couldn’t move.


She screamed. Inside, she screamed.


She dimly heard Ellis’s voice,
coaxing and firm, but couldn’t comprehend actual words. Finally, before the
pain could either send her into insanity or kill her, Lex released her.


The agonizing pain eased, slipped
away, leaving in its wake some sort of internal devastation Rune could only
imagine. She could feel it, as though she were a forest and had been hacked and
chopped and burned.


Ellie knelt at her side. “Are you
okay? Can you stand?”


She realized she was on the floor.


“Rune,” Lex called. “Rune?”


Shit. She grabbed on to
Ellis, forcing herself to her feet. “Fuck, Ellie.”


“Baby, you don’t look so good.”


“Yeah? I bet I look better than I
feel.” She leaned against him and nodded at Lex. “But look at her.”


Lex was no longer dying. She still
wasn’t completely well, but she was a different person than she’d been just
moments earlier. She was vibrating, and her eyes, like antennae, danced for a
moment then stopped, gathering and absorbing information.


Ellis had dug some gauze and tape
out of a cabinet and bandaged her still-bleeding wrist, his movements fast and
sure, but as soon as he had taken care of her wounds he threw himself at Lex
and lay with his face on her chest, sobbing. 


Lex grabbed for Rune’s hand. “I’m
sorry.”


“Why?”


“I took too much. But you need to
know. There’s so much you need to know.”


“Like what?”


“I don’t know. I couldn’t grasp it.
But it was there, floating by in your blood. I knew it all for a moment.” She cocked
her head. “I think. You’re something unimaginable. That’s all I know for
sure. And you’re not from here.”


Rune’s legs were shaking. She had
to rest and recover. She couldn’t think.


“You’ll be fine now,” she told Lex.
Her voice was hoarse and hurt her throat. She needed something to drink. “I
have to go home.”


Lex tightened her grip. “Wait.
You’re wandering in the darkness. Lost and hurt. I saw you there.”


“I’m right here.” She sent a
pleading look to Ellis, who’d lifted himself off Lex and stood mopping at his
wet face with his shirt hem.


“Not all of you. Not even most of
you.”


Ellis gently extracted Rune’s hand
from Lex. “Let me take her home, sweetheart.” He leaned over and planted a
gentle kiss on Lex’s lips. “I’ll send in your boys.”


“Rune.”


She stopped when Lex called her,
looking at the girl over her shoulder. “Yeah?”


“I…I found the silence. When I
drank, I found the silence.”


If she could have cried, Rune’s
eyes would have filled at that moment. “I’m glad.”


“Rune!”


Rune wobbled on her feet. “Yes,
Lexi?”


“I’m healed.”


“I know, baby.”


“No, I mean from the episodes. You
fixed me.”


She hoped with everything inside
her that Lex was right.


Ellis put his arm around Rune and
helped her from the room. Levi and Denim ran to them, their already pale faces
draining completely of blood. “Oh God, is she—”


“She is healed,” Ellis said. 


They gaped at Rune, at her wounded
face and her bandaged wrist, then with wide eyes full of hope they were afraid
to acknowledge, sprinted away to find their Lexi.


Their jubilant cries followed Rune
all the way home.
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Chapter Twenty-Three


She slept until dark, when Ellis
reluctantly shook her awake. She had seventeen missed calls and eight messages
on her cell.


Mitch, Denim, Levi, Jack, Raze, Z,
and even Jeremy had left voicemails. They’d all called Ellis too, who had
explained that she had “taken ill” and was asleep.


Ellis peered into her eyes and felt
her forehead. “How are you feeling? You saved Lexi’s life, Rune.” He voice was
light, his eyes filled with wonder. And maybe a little something more.


“Don’t be getting all freaky on me,
Ellie.”


“I’m sorry. But think about what
you did. You saved her life.”


She frowned, not at all
comfortable. “Monsters can heal with blood. Not a big deal. Think of how fast…”
She stopped talking, reluctant to finish her sentence.


“How fast you heal yourself?”


She nodded. “And it’s getting
stronger.” She felt the blood drain from her face as she had a sudden thought.
“I do not want to be fucking immortal.”


He hugged her. “Get over it.
Whatever you are, you are. No sense in crying about it. Now let me catch you
up.”


She wasn’t feeling terrible, but
she recognized the signs of a downward spiral. Tired, emotional…pretty soon the
anger would rise up, join the guilt, and start to choke her. And the hunger
would begin. Hunger for exactly what she couldn’t have said. Or wouldn’t
admit.


And she’d call Jeremy.


Jeremy.


No, no. Not this time.


She’d promised Ellis. God, how
depressing was that?


She shook off thoughts of Jeremy
and listened to Ellis.


Mitch had sent Raze and Jack to a
village complaining of rats. Not your regular garden variety rats but rat
shifters. Some humans found shifters—any Others, really—romantic and
mysterious. But no one loved the rats.


Raze, Ellis reported, had been
bitten trying to get one of them out of a shed full of junk. It was well known
that Raze had a rat phobia, and in his terror, masked as rage, he’d taken a
shiv to the rat and killed it.


The rats were numerous and used
Other rights groups routinely. The dreaded APRO was already involved in the
case. “Raze might go to jail,” Ellis finished.


Rune groaned. “Fucking Raze. He knows
how the rats are with the rights groups.”


Ellis checked his watch as he
headed out the door and home. “And you know how Raze is with the rats. Mitch
should have sent Z and Jack, not Raze.”


“He won’t send Raze again, not
after APRO kicks his ass. Ellis?”


He stuck his head around her front
room door. “Yes?”


“Where the hell are you going in
such a hurry?”


He answered her question with one
of his own. “Don’t you have to visit the wolves?”


She’d told him earlier about Amy’s
words. Damn right, she was visiting the wolves. And Sherry. The floater
should have told her about the human abusing the females. Why the hell had she
held that information back? “Yes.”


“I’m just getting out of your
hair.” He looked everywhere but at her. “Gotta go.”


Very interesting. “Ellis.”


He’d almost made it out her door.
“Damn it, Rune.”


She grinned. “Do you have a date?”


“Yes, if you must know.”


“You always tell me about your
dates. What’s different about this one?”


“Can’t a guy have a secret?” He
sounded almost offended. “I’ll call you later. And be careful tonight.” He
pointed his finger at her. “Take Z.”


She got dressed and strapped on her
weapons, musing over Ellis’s strange evasiveness. Not her business, maybe, but he
always told her about his dates. Told her too much, usually.


After calling to check on an irate,
slightly abashed Raze, she called Z. She’d take him with her to meet with the
wolf alpha Marc Beldane, because backup when one paid any of the wolves a
surprise visit was always smart.


But Z was at the clinic, marveling
with the rest of them over Lex’s miraculous recovery. Rune didn’t ask him to
accompany her.


“What did she say happened?” she
asked Z.


“She has no idea.”


Only the twins would have an
inkling, and they’d never tell.


But she had a feeling they were
going to nag her and Lex until they got some answers. She wasn’t even sure what
she could tell them.


Jack had been sent to a little town
on the outskirts of the city and wasn’t available, so she loaded up with extra
silver and went to meet Marc on her own.


Maybe—maybe if she hadn’t
been feeling off she would have waited for someone to go with her.


She pulled into a fast-food place to
grab a couple of burgers and a large coffee. A familiar hunger gnawed at her
insides. She knew from experience that she could eat and eat but that hunger
would only grow stronger.


Until one of her encounters took
care of it.


She was so fucked.


Hello, old friend.


Feeding Lex had accelerated the
process. “Whatever, you fucker. It was worth it.”


Her monster did not answer.


It always surprised her that
Beldane chose to live in the center of Spiritgrove instead of finding a quiet,
wooded area somewhere in River County the way most of the Others did.


It also surprised her that he was a
CPA.


But humans were as strange as the
monsters, and some of them liked telling their friends they had a werewolf
doing their taxes. He could never doctor them or teach their children or work
in the food service industry, but being their accountant was totally cool.


He was more accepted socially by
the adults than any of the Others. Maybe because he was so charming and funny
and handsome. Or maybe because he’d never even attempted to hide what he was.
Whatever the reason, they’d taken him into the community—not all of them but a
big chunk—some of them claiming he kept the neighborhood safer than the cops
could.


Doubtless none of them had ever
seen him shift, though. They hadn’t seen him all furry and bloody. They hadn’t
seen him eat someone.


Stuff like that might have cooled
their enthusiasm just a little.


She parked on the street in front
of his house, listening to the ticking of the cooling engine as she surveyed
the place. There were other cars along the street, and she had no idea if
Beldane had company.


Not that it mattered. She was
talking to him regardless. She climbed out of her car and walked to his house.
No neighbors peeked out their windows, but a few houses up the street a dog
barked. Sounded like an ankle biter.


The burgers sat uneasily in her stomach.
Food never made her sick. The queasiness was a result of her earlier blood
loss.


She didn’t bother ringing the
doorbell but let loose with her customary hard knocking. Though the street was
lined with lights, the porch light came on at her thumps. She was pretty sure
Beldane was standing on the other side of the door either trying to get a whiff
of her or trying, as Nicolas had done, to figure out what she was.


If they found out, they were more
than welcome to clue her in.


Because he was taking too long, she
punched the door again. “Beldane. It’s Rune Alexander with SCRU. I want to talk
to you.”


He pulled the door open. “I have
visitors, Alexander. Call and make an appointment.”


“I don’t need my fucking taxes
done. Either let me in or we can have this conversation out here. We have to
talk about a man named Preston.”


Everyone she mentioned that name to
had a reaction—except Beldane. But really, his obviously contrived lack of
reaction was more telling than if he’d fainted dead away.


He spoke over his shoulder. “We can
finish this later. I’ll call.” He opened the door farther and his visitor,
flushed and frowning, rushed out.


He brushed past her without a word
and climbed into a dented Oldsmobile parked on the opposite side of the street.


She knew him. She’d seen him
recently but couldn’t remember where. Her senses, stronger than ever after her
last encounter with Jeremy, had weakened considerably. She had no idea if the
man who’d just left Beldane was a human or a wolf.


She shivered, suddenly cold. Where
had she seen him? And why did it suddenly seem so important?


Beldane stepped back and motioned
her in, his movements jerky and impatient.


“Who was that?” she asked him.


“He’s no one.”


And just like that she remembered.
She’d had that exact exchange of words with Jeremy about that same man. He’d
been the Other she’d heard Jeremy yelling at inside his office.


Another link.


Beldane lowered himself into an
overstuffed chair and stared at her, the mask he wore to court the humans gone.
He didn’t ask her to sit.


She sat anyway. “Nice place.”


“What do you want, Alexander? I
don’t have time to entertain nosy hum—” Abruptly he cut himself off, and
sniffed the air.


Fuck.


He frowned, tilted his head at her
like a curious puppy, and sniffed the air again. He didn’t even try to be
subtle about it. His apple-cider colored eyes brightened with interest. “Might
I ask, Alexander, just what the fuck you are?”


Why was her monster so easily
noticed now when a mere week ago none of the Others would have caught her
scent? Her monster was up to something, the bastard. It was like he was leaking
out of her pores, and the Others could smell him.


She could have made something up,
said she’d been up close and personal with a whole lot of stinky Others that
day, but she didn’t.


She gave him a cold stare,
realizing that she really, really didn’t like the were. Funny. She would have
thought Llodra would have drawn her dislike, not the wolf.


“As I said, I have some questions
about a man named Preston. Also, I’ve gotten word that the females of your pack
are being abused by a human. First thing I want you to do is give me a simple
yes or no to this next question. Is Preston the one abusing the women?”


“I don’t see that—”


She held her palm up. “Yes or no.”


He narrowed his eyes and smiled.
“Alexander. You’re the human Cross is fucking, aren’t you?”


Her hand wobbled and she put it
down. “Answer my question. Or would you rather I take you in and ask my
questions there?” She shouldn’t have come. Not until she’d had a chance to
recover from Lex’s feeding. She was sick and weak and her mind was cloudy.


Which meant she was no match for
the alpha.


He crossed his legs, carefully
smoothing a crease in his perfectly pressed trousers. He wore his power like a
suit, and she could understand how he handled an entire pack of wolves with
total authority.


“You’re not accustomed to those of
us who aren’t cowed by you, are you, Alexander?”


She hated the way he said her name,
drawing it out and then spitting it at her with contempt. But he was right, the
son of a bitch. Most of the Others were at worst obsequious and at best
respectful. She’d grown used to that.


Some of them wouldn’t hesitate to
sneak up on a human law enforcer in the dark of night and tear her to pieces,
but face-to-face they were careful.


It was, after all, a human’s world.


But then, she wasn’t really human,
was she?


She slid her hand down to her gun,
unsnapping the sheath. He watched her, amused, saying nothing.


“Beldane—”


He ran his hand through his thick
hair and slid his tongue over his bottom lip. “No wonder Cross wants you. You’d
be a tasty little bitch. So determined, so fearless. It would be…interesting to
break you.”


“I came here tonight to help you
and your pack. But you’re making it pretty fucking hard.”


“I don’t believe Cross would back
you up on this visit.” He smiled. “As a matter of fact—”


His smile disappeared when they
both caught the faint sound of a tormented howl. It came from inside the house,
no doubt about it, but sounded far away with its faintness. She was certain the
house wasn’t all that big. Maybe it had come from the basement.


She slid her gun from its holster.
“What’s going on?”


“You need to leave.” He stood
quickly, ignoring the gun she’d aimed at his head. “You cannot come into a
man’s house uninvited and start harassing him. I will get APRO
involved.”


She stood, gun steady in her hand.
“And I will relieve you of your head, motherfucker. Sit down.”


He stood for a moment, undecided,
but good sense or maybe the look in her eyes made him cautious. He sat.


It stunned her that he was so
antagonistic. He hadn’t even pretended to be friendly or helpful. “You don’t
give a fuck about your pack, do you?”


He shrugged. “My pack is my
business, not yours.”


She wasn’t going to get anything
out of him. It’d been a complete waste of time to try. “Have it your way. But I
will find out what your part in all this is. I’m guessing it’s pretty fucking
big.”


She was going to leave. She had it
in her head to do so—to just walk out the door. She was already thinking of the
next two on her list to visit. First Sherry, then Jeremy.


Gun still firmly in her grip, she
turned to leave.


But the haunting, anguished howl
came again, and it changed everything.











Chapter Twenty-Four


She couldn’t help but react to the sound.
Something primal within her woke up roaring in answer to the fading wolf
screams.


Beldane was in no way stupid or
weak. He knew the second cry of the wolf would make it a choice. She could
leave, or she could investigate that agonized howl. And he knew which one she’d
choose.


He began his shift before the howls
had subsided and rammed into her as she swung her gun around. The gun flew out
of her grasp, hitting the wall with a crack.


Fuck me for being off my game.


But she had her silver. Beldane
struck again, and instinct took over.


She was good—that was why she led
Shiv Crew. She thrust one shiv between his ribs and twisted even as she pushed
another into his stomach.


He’d landed on top of her, and as
the blades hit home, he twisted his head to the side and yipped in pain. He bit
the air, trying to reach her neck.


She heard a dim scream as he dug
his claws into her neck and realized it came from her. Her monster couldn’t
save her, or even heal her—she’d starved the fucking thing almost to death.


It was just her and the wolf.


And he was pissed.


Never panic.


Blood she couldn’t afford to lose
ran from her neck in a hot rush as she struggled to get out from under him. She
pulled one of the shivs from his ribs and sent it flying into a vulnerable part
of his face that he had left unprotected. His eye.


He screamed and shook his head,
trying to dislodge the silver she’d pushed halfway into his skull.


She scrambled out from under his
huge, hot body, rolling away as she pulled another shiv, this one a little longer
and curved at the tip.


That he was still fighting was a
testament not only to the strength of the wolf, but of its ability to take
damage it couldn’t when in human form.


She was in trouble.


There was no time to glance around
for her gun. The wolf jumped her, his hot breath burning her eyes as the knife-sharp
edge of his teeth grazed her cheekbone. Even that graze would slice her face
like a fucking razor blade.


She was good, but he was a
werewolf. And she’d given to Lex what her monster needed to make her more than
human.


Even refusing to take blood had
still made her better, stronger than a human. But she hadn’t just refused to…to
feed. She’d pretty much killed her monster.


She could admit that, now that she
was about to die.


She didn’t like the feeling of
being less than she usually was. Weak. Vulnerable. Human.


For the first time in her life, she
ran.


He caught her though—flung her
across the room and stood staring at her, his little yellow eye glowing,
terrifying with the blade protruding from his other eye. He was weakened by the
silver inside him, but fuck, that bastard was strong.


Her left wrist snapped when she hit
the wall and began to swell immediately. Glad it was her left instead of her
right, she pulled her last shiv and waited for him to come.


He stood across the room, head low,
panting.


If she’d found his heart, he’d be
dead now. She couldn’t have missed it by much.


Maybe the bastard didn’t have a
heart.


“Come on,” she screamed.


He tossed his enormous head, and
came.


Her only chance was to make her
last shiv count. She was a drained, sick half human, but she was fucking
awesome with a shiv.


His teeth closed around her throat.
She shut her eyes and thrust upward, not seeing the spot she needed, but
feeling it.


Never panic.


She might die, but she was taking
him to hell with her.


He collapsed on top of her, his
weight enough to crush her, his teeth still half buried in her neck. She
couldn’t move.


But the bastard was dead.


She’d done that all on her own. No
monster needed.


Above her the ceiling began to
spin, slowly, and she would have vomited if she’d had the strength.


Was she dying? Maybe.


She wasn’t sure as she’d never done
it before.


Far below the house, the wolf
howled.


Hang on, baby.


She’d killed the wolf king.


Long live the…


Something was bothering her, urging
her out of her nice, comfy sleep. She finally figured out what it was—someone
was beating on the front door.


A cop’s knock.


She smiled.


“Alexander,” someone yelled, and it
took her a good half minute to recognize his voice.


Hard thumps sounded as he kicked
the heavy door, and in seconds it gave, splintering beneath the weight of a
berserker.


She heard his heavy footsteps as he
ran toward her. He plucked the wolf off her like so much garbage and slung it
against the far wall.


He didn’t speak, just knelt down,
slid his hands beneath her, and lifted her to his chest.


She opened her eyes once, found him
staring down at her with the oddest look on his face.


He balanced her easily with one
hand while he found his cell with the other.


“No,” she whispered. “No hospital.”


“Hush, girl.”


“Ellis saves me.” God, it was hard
to talk.


But he heard her. Hesitating for a
second, he told the operator he’d made a mistake, then gently laid her on the
couch.


She thought he was feeling her up
until it finally occurred to her that he was searching for her cell. Right
pocket. She wasn’t sure she was even speaking. Something awful was wrong
with her throat. With all of her. If Ellis would hurry…


He cocked his head as the distant
sound of a tortured howl drifted to them.


“Save her,” Rune whispered. “Save
her.”


The next time she woke up she was
in her own bed with a bag of blood bringing her back to life.


Not just her, but her monster.


She’d missed the fucker.


“Ellie?”


“Déjà vu all over again,” he said,
smiling down at her.


“No, not really.” But she smiled
back at him, reaching for his hand before she realized her wrist was no longer
broken. “My monster is…”


“Fucking amazing,” he finished.
“And you’re to stop abusing the poor thing.”


She grinned.


“I mean it, Rune.”


“I feel pretty good. How long…”
Then she remembered the wolf. She began to pull the needle from her arm,
heaving her legs over the side of the bed. “Oh fuck!”


“What is it?” He knew better than
to try stopping her, so he began helping her.


“The wolf. The wolf in the
basement. Did they find it?”


He frowned. “What wolf?”


“Who was on the scene? I need to
talk to them.”


“Jeremy was the first one there,
then his crew followed him in. Strad said—”


“Oh God.” She dropped her head into
her hands. Jeremy.


“Rune, what?”


“Everything is so complicated.”


He knelt down in front of her and
took her hands. “Tell me what you need.”


It was too late to go back to the
alpha’s house and save the basement wolf. Jeremy would have taken care of that.
Whether he’d saved it or killed it was something she’d probably never know.


Still, she had to try. “Get Jeremy
on the phone.” Then she thought of something else. “Wait. How did you explain”—she
motioned at the blood—“not taking me to the hospital?”


He stood, turning away from her.
“Rune…”


“Ah, fuck. Fuck, no.”


“I’m sorry, sweetheart.”


“Who knows?”


“Jeremy. Strad knows something is
up but wouldn’t pry. He’s a classy guy, Rune.”


But really, Jeremy already knew. If
no one else had discovered her secret, then nothing had changed. “The
berserker—he didn’t ask? Didn’t see me like this?”


Again he looked away.


“Ellis!”


“I’m sorry! He insisted. He was
coming in to check on you, and if I hadn’t opened the door he’d have kicked it
in. He was coming in no matter what I said.”


“He saw me like this? Healing and
with the blood?”


“He came in early. You were stabilizing
and still looked like death.” He smiled, and there was a spark of admiration in
his eyes. “Maybe he knows, maybe he doesn’t. But he…”


“What?” Despite herself, she was
interested.


“He has a thing for you.”


Her eyes widened. “You’ve lost your
mind. The berserker and I hate each other.”


“Uh-huh.”


“We do! Fuck you anyway.”


He laughed. “There’s also the
crew.”


She sighed. “Tell me.”


“They’re…well, pissed would be an
understatement.”


She wasn’t surprised. “What did you
tell them about this setup?”


“I told them the reports were
exaggerated, that my mother had visited you, and that you were doing great. But
they’ve been working with you for years, honey. They know there is something
different about you.”


She closed her eyes. Things were
changing too fast. “Get me Jeremy, then call the crew in. I have to catch them
up.” She hesitated. “I still don’t trust Strad, but I need to ask him what
happened there after I was taken out.”


“You want me to have him come over
with the gang?”


“No, no. Just…forget calling
Jeremy. Get Matheson on the phone.”


Ellis grinned. “Yesterday you were
hurt severely. Maybe even fatally. Today you’re sitting up on the bed wanting
to bark orders at everyone. You rock, Rune.”


“Yeah. Back to normal.” But she
winced as she touched her throbbing throat.


“How are you feeling?”


“Not the best, but give it a few
hours. Considering I was nearly decapitated by a wolf, I’m doing pretty damn
great.”


He called Strad and handed her the
phone. “Be nice.”


“You mean be myself?”


“No,” he said. “Not so much.”


She grinned.


The berserker answered on the first
ring, his voice tense. “Is she worse?”


She took the phone from her ear and
stared at it for a minute, confused until she realized she was on Ellis’s phone,
and he’d have seen that name on his display.


“Oh. No, it’s Rune. I…I’m fine.” She
cleared her throat. “I wanted to thank you for saving my life.”


He remained silent.


“Anyway, I need to know exactly
what happened in Beldane’s house after I was taken out. What did RISC do in
there?”


He sounded calm, polite. “I wasn’t
there for most of it.”


Of course not. He’d been at her
house peeking at her as she lay wounded and unconscious with Ellis’s stash of
blood running into her veins. “But Jeremy must have updated you.”


“What exactly are you trying to
find out?”


He was a smart berserker. She
sighed. “Before Beldane attacked me, there were howls coming from somewhere in
the house. A basement, I think. Did they find a wolf?”


“You asked me to save her.”


She frowned. “I did?”


“Yes.”


“And did you?” She glared at
the wall. Why did he make her drag every little piece of information from him?


She could almost hear his smile. “I
did.”


“Yes! Who is she? Is she all right?
What the fuck had that son of a bitch been doing to her?”


“I’ll come to visit you soon and
will explain.”


She groaned. “Fuck me.”


He sounded shocked. “What?”


“It’s an expression. Like, oh
shit.”


“Hmmm.”


She took a deep breath and tried to
ignore that she was as awkward as hell when having an actual conversation with
him. “I’ve been hearing some bad shit about Jeremy. You’re his lac—on his team.
I don’t suppose you’d be willing to talk about him when you get here?” She was
not up for a visit from the berserker.


His hesitation was almost audible.
“No.”


“Yeah. I didn’t think so.”


“Some things you need to stay away
from, Rune. Just do your job.”


She could taste her disappointment.
“That’s bullshit. Even you have to realize that.”


“The community would be better
served with you alive.”


“I don’t plan on dying. But I’m not
going to sit on my ass and let things happen I know are wrong.” She shifted the
phone to her other ear, her hands shaking. “We swear to protect, and I’ll be
damned if I’m going to treat that like it’s an option.”


His voice was soft. “You’re sworn
to protect the humans, Alexander.”


That was when she began to remember
she hated him. “That won’t change. But not all humans deserve protection,
Berserker, and I’m going to destroy the motherfuckers.”


She hung up before he could say
another word, furious with him for proving he was still Jeremy’s man and even
more furious with herself for thinking, for one unguarded moment, that he might
be one of the good guys.











Chapter Twenty-Five


Shiv Crew was at her door not an
hour later.


“Let us in, Ellis,” Jack said.


“I will break the door down,” Raze
added.


Rune stood beside Ellis in the
middle of the living room, her fingers pressed against her lips. Dammit, they would
break the door down.


“Give me time to get back in bed,
then let them in,” she whispered, as though her crew might hear her through the
door.


Still sore, she sprinted into the
bedroom and climbed into bed, pulling the sheets up to her chin and turning to
the wall.


In a few moments she heard them
tiptoeing into her bedroom, whispering back and forth as though their yelling
and banging on the door earlier had never happened. Her crew—noisy? No way.


Z leaned over the bed and put a big
warm hand on her shoulder. “Sweet thing?”


She fought to keep her eyes closed
and her breathing even. Don’t call me sweet thing.


“How is she doing, Ellis? Has she
spoken?”


“We heard Beldane nearly took her
head off,” Raze said.


“Is that true?” Jack asked.


“Listen, guys, it’s like I told you
already—a hundred times. He did a number on her, but he’s the one who’s dead.
Rune will be fine. She just has to rest and recuperate.”


“Yeah,” Levi said, and she realized
she’d come to know the twins well enough so that finally she could tell which
one was speaking. “She’ll be fine. She does seem to do a great job at healing
herself. And others.”


Sarcasm from Levi? The little shit.


“Okay, guys. You came, you saw, you
spoke. Now get the hell out before you wake her.”


Inwardly she grinned. Ellis could
be bossy when he needed to be.


They filed out of the room
obediently. She thought about throwing off the sheet and coming clean, but in
the end couldn’t bear to. She’d hidden her monster for too long.


The only way her monster was coming
out from under the bed was if someone dragged it out using chains and whips and
lots of coffee.


She must have been weaker than
she’d thought because she drifted off when the boys left and didn’t wake up
again for five hours.


She yawned and climbed out of bed,
disoriented but determined to get dressed and get something done. “Ellis?”


He’d left a note stuck to the
dresser mirror, letting her know he’d be back later that night and for her to
call him when she woke up. He’d left her some dinner in the fridge.


She tossed the note on the dresser
and started to head for the shower, but she got a glimpse of herself in the
mirror.


Pushing her hair away from the left
side of her neck she frowned as she examined the teeth marks still remaining.
The alpha had scarred her.


She had other scars, but lately her
monster had seemed to wipe the slate clean when he healed her. But not this
time.


After she’d showered and wolfed
down the dinner Ellis had left her, she finally did the one thing she’d been
putting off. She called Jeremy.


He answered on the first ring.
“Rune. How are you?”


“I need to talk to you. It’s
important.”


He was silent for a moment. “What
about?”


“About the Dark Others. About this
Preston dude. You did promise to keep me updated. And…” She hesitated. “Someone
saw you having sex with a wolf. And told me you’re abusing female Others.”


It was harder than she’d thought it
would be, accusing him. She was almost positive he was abusing the female
Others. Look at what he’d eagerly done to her.


When he fucked her, when he cut her
up, he was just taking out his hatred on one more Other.


Her heart thumped in her chest with
a beat that was heavy and painful. She had fresh blood in her and though that
usually put her on top of the world, all the blood in the world wasn’t going to
be enough to compete with the stress she’d lived through recently.


She’d let him abuse her because she
was a fucked-up mental mess. And as shameful as it was, she still craved it.
Not the abuse, maybe, but how she felt afterward. God, the relief. She grabbed
a bottle of water from the fridge and drank half of it, waiting for him to say
something. Anything.


Finally he did speak. “Rune, I am
so sorry you’ve been dealing with shit like this alone. You should have come to
me.”


“What do you mean?”


He sighed. “Come in. Talk to me.”


“Are you the abuser?”


“Of course I’m not.” He sounded so
hurt, offended.


She closed her eyes. If he was the
abuser, he wasn’t going to tell her. But Amy hadn’t been sure. “I’ll come in.”


She loaded up with silver and a gun,
grabbed her keys, and headed out the door. Almost surprised to find it dark,
she took a moment to breathe deeply of the cold night air before walking to her
car.


She noticed an unfamiliar car parked
directly across from her house. She stood at her car, fiddling with her boot
while surreptitiously checking out the vehicle.


There was a glow of red from a
cigarette. One occupant for sure, maybe more. And they were watching her house.
Fuck it.


She drew her gun with one hand and
a shiv as long as her forearm with the other, and marched toward the car. She
wasn’t in the mood to be screwed with.


She reached the car and beat on the
window with her gun, a little surprised—and disappointed—when the glass didn’t
break.


The windows were tinted. She knew
she was being reckless and idiotic, making herself an easy target for whatever
lurked behind the dark glass. She recognized her post-injury, post-blood
attitude.


She really didn’t give a fuck.


She put the gun to the window when
it remained up, and reached for the door handle. It wasn’t locked. She yanked
it open.


Gun ready, she peered into the car
as smoke rolled out into the open air. It wasn’t tobacco smoke. “Who the fuck
are you?”


Two women in the front and a man in
the back. All were relatively young, the driver around thirty.


“I’m sorry,” the driver said,
holding up her hands. “We didn’t mean to scare you.”


Rune raised an eyebrow. “Lady, do I
look scared?”


“No,” the man in the back said,
“and you don’t smell scared either.”


The girl nearest Rune was scared,
though. She had wispy blonde hair and large eyes that looked gray in the light
from the pole lamps. Her lips pressed together in a tight, straight line, and
her hands shook as she held them up. She flinched away from Rune’s gun.


Rune pushed the gun a little farther
into the car. “Somebody better start talking.” Before she’d finished speaking a
scent hit her brain, and she barely refrained from sniffing the air. “You’re
wolves.”


The wolves traded looks. “Yes,” the
driver said. “We are. Marc Beldane was our alpha.”


“Ah,” Rune said. “So you’re here to
what, get revenge?” She almost smiled. The wolves smelled weak. Weak and puny.


Her thoughts threw her when she
realized what she was thinking. Fucking monster. And for the first time
in her life that silent, familiar refrain was said with the tiniest bit
of…affection.


“No,” the man in the backseat said.
“We want no revenge. Marc was a cruel and terrible master.”


“Kiddies, I’m in a hurry. Just tell
me what you want.” Sensing no threat, she holstered the gun and the shiv.


The blonde girl’s voice was light
and breathless. “You took our leader. We’re unprotected and at the mercy of
every group in River County.”


“And outside River County,”
the driver added.


“Got it. Tell me who’s bothering
you, and I’ll pay them a visit in the morning.” She motioned for the joint, and
when the blonde hesitantly handed it over, put it to her lips.


Again the little group exchanged
looks but not because she was smoking their weed. “You don’t understand, and
you’re not going to be thrilled when you do,” the man said. “But you killed our
leader. You’re responsible for us now.”


“You’re our new alpha,” the driver,
sounding almost apologetic.


Rune gaped. “Yeah…no.” She
handed the weed back and took a step away from the car.


“But you—”


“Yeah, I know. I killed your daddy,
etcetera. But I’m not a wolf.”


“That doesn’t matter as much as
you’d think,” the blonde said. “We can’t be left unprotected. It’s your fault
we are.”


“At least,” the driver said,
perhaps trying to be a little more diplomatic, “lead us until we get a new
alpha.”


“You’ll need time to get used to
the idea,” the dude said. “Can we come back in a few hours and discuss it further?”


He leaned forward, out of the
shadows, and met her gaze. “It’s only a matter of time before bad shit starts
to happen.” He hesitated, then continued bravely on. His voice was firm, but desperation
lit his eyes. “We need you, Rune.”


Fuck. I don’t help monsters. I
kill them. Right. Why did it suddenly seem like the humans were now the
monsters? She sighed. “Come back later. We’ll see what we can work out.”


Their relief was palpable. She
wondered, as she watched the taillights disappear down the street, what the
hell she’d gotten herself into.


Rune Alexander, half-human Shiv
Crew leader and werewolf alpha. It was funny.


Only not really.











Chapter Twenty-Six


She did not want to walk into his
office.


For two minutes she stood with her
forehead pressed again his closed door, dread coating her stomach like sour
milk.


She ignored the footsteps that
slowed behind her as RISC employees hesitated then hurried on, their heels
clicking on the hard floor.


They knew she was freaky.


Finally, she went inside.


Jeremy was sitting on the edge of
his desk with his arms crossed, waiting for her. He looked so normal and
familiar that for a moment she could only stare at him, trying to remember what
it was she suspected him of in the first place.


He opened his arms and it took
everything she had not to go to him. She clenched her fists and stared him
down.


“No, dude. None of that. Let’s
talk.”


He shrugged and put his arms down.
“You look well. All better.”


“And you’re not at all surprised by
that, are you?”


He went behind his desk and sat
down. “Sometimes, Rune, you are just…”


“What? Clueless? Stupid?” She
walked closer to his desk. “Slow?”


He steepled his fingers. “There is
no reason for you to beat yourself up.”


She sneered. “Of course not. That’s
your job, isn’t it?”


“Don’t blame me. You asked for it.
You wanted it.”


“You could have said no,” she
whispered, and only at that moment did she realize it was true. “None of my
crew would have hurt me no matter how much I might have asked them to.”


“It’s what we do, Rune. Take responsibility
for it. Running from shit is one reason you’re so fucked-up.”


“You don’t know anything about it.
Or about me. I thought you wanted to help make my pain go away.” She thumped
her chest. “The pain here. But that wasn’t true, was it?”


“Sweetheart, we’re both fucked-up.
We like a little pain. You like to get it, and I like to give it. No need to—”


“Shut up, Jeremy. Just…shut the
fuck up.”


“You can take anything I can give
you. You proved that last time, and we both know it’s because—”


“Stop it.”


“—you’re a monster.”


She shook her head. Coldness
settled into her heart and numbed her brain. She did not want that word to come
from his mouth. Not about her. “No.”


“Of course you are. But I fucked
you anyway. I made you feel good, didn’t I?”


“No.”


He laughed. “Oh baby. I made you
feel so good. Now let me ask you this. Why the fuck do you want to ruin
everything?”


Do not back down. Do not back
down. “You’re a very bad person.” Shit.


“You’re a very bad person,” he
mimicked.


She swallowed hard. “It isn’t
right, Jeremy. What you’re doing to the Others.”


“Let me ask you. Why is okay if I
do it to you, but when I do it to the other monsters, you get all bent out of
shape?”


She fondled the familiar handle of
one of her shivs and didn’t answer.


He leaned back in his chair, his
eyes cold. “I am very disappointed in you.”


“And I think you’re a psychotic
piece of garbage. So?” Good. Better.


“You’re not going to let this go,
are you?”


“No. I can’t. You’re abusing
innocent women, aren’t you?”


Now the denial would begin. The
pleas for her to keep her mouth shut and he’d stop. The hurt feelings.


“Yes,” he said. “But I would never
refer to the monsters as innocent.”


She stepped back, her hand going to
her chest. “What?”


He smiled. “You’re not really
surprised, are you?”


For a moment she couldn’t speak.
“I’m surprised you’d admit it.”


“Why? You’re a little speck of
fluff, Rune. Nothing you can say to anyone will affect me in any way. And do you
want to know why it won’t?”


“You’re delusional.”


“Because you’re an Other.”


She wanted to pull her monster to
her and raise her chin with pride. She wanted to laugh in his face and scream Yes,
I’m an Other.


But she stood before him while each
word he spoke wove a tapestry of shame and hatred so tightly around her she was
sure she’d never, ever break free.


I am an Other.


“And,” he went on, “because you
have no proof. Do you think the groups will admit to anything? Hell no,
they won’t!” His grin was spiked with madness. “Oh, but there is a bigger
reason.


“Go on—ask me what the big reason
is.” He waited.


She said nothing.


“Fine. I’ll tell you anyway.”


God, he was enjoying himself.


“The biggest reason why is because
you’re going to say nothing. You’re going to turn around and walk your
fine little ass out of my office, and we’re going to pretend this conversation
never happened. And I’ll go on enjoying my girls—and even you, if you’re
lucky enough for me to want you after this.”


“I don’t think so.” She ground her
teeth when her voice broke. Why the fuck did he scare her so much? And why was
her monster hiding? Maybe her monster was smarter than she was. Maybe because
he knew, as she should have known, that things were about to get worse. So much
worse.


“Come here,” he said.


“I’m reporting you, Jeremy.”


“Come here, Rune.” His voice
was gentle. So gentle. “Come on.”


She had to get a grip. “No. But let
me tell you what’s going to happen now. I’m going to walk my fine little
ass out of your office and take it straight to the director. He doesn’t want
this shit and you know it. Once the Other rights groups catch on to this…” She
smiled. “You’re in so much trouble. You’re a fucking Other rapist.” She turned
and headed for the door, shaking. “It’s over, Jeremy.”


“Fine. But I do have something you
need to see. Please.”


She knew better than to look. Knew
better. But she turned and walked back to the desk. “Show me.” She was
terrified he’d show her pictures of the Others being abused, and didn’t want to
look. But she would.


He clicked a mouse button and
turned his monitor toward her. “Watch.”


A video began to play—shaky and
blurry at first, but then it stabilized and sharpened. It was her, lying
spread-eagle on her bed, her wrists and ankles fitted into thin silver cuffs.


Oh God.


The girl on the bed was screaming,
but there was no sound, just her wide-open mouth and pain, so much pain.


Horror slid through her. And pity, pity
for the girl on the bed and her brokenness.


Jeremy wielded his knife with enthusiasm,
cutting, slicing, carving.


Oh God that hurts.


Someone else was in the room,
recording the video. That he’d let someone else watch and record the horror was
something she could hardly believe even Jeremy would do, but there it was.


Her monster came to the surface. It
was there in her eyes. Their vivid blue was covered with crimson blood, hot
fire. And the girl just screamed.


Little white fangs dropped, but the
monster was as helpless as an infant.


She’d done that. She’d hurt her
monster, starved him, hated him. And when that wasn’t enough, she’d let Jeremy cut
him. Torture him.


The camera followed the knife as it
sliced into her pale, small body, doing things to her no human could ever have
survived. Then the man she could not see zoomed in on her eyes, where the
monster lived.


She couldn’t bear to look but
couldn’t turn away.


Your monster is you, Rune.


She grabbed the monitor, ripped it
free from the computer, and flung it into the wall.


Finally, her monster joined her. And
both of them went after Jeremy.


He jumped to his feet, a handgun in
his fist, aimed at her. He squeezed the trigger, and she felt the air move as
the bullet whizzed by her head.


She didn’t care. She should
die, and she wanted to take him into death’s darkness with her. She prayed
there were demons in the afterlife to give them both what they deserved.


Dimly, she was aware of the office
door bursting open, of running feet and loud yells, but her focus was on
Jeremy. The blood had drained from his face, leaving him pasty white beneath
his artificial tan.


The next bullet found her.


She nearly fell as the bullet went
through her arm. She forced herself steady, shaking off the pain. She was
flying high on adrenaline and didn’t care about the pain. Not her. She embraced
it.


Two uniforms tackled her as the
berserker rammed his huge body into Jeremy, knocking the gun out of his grip
and sending the RISC captain into the wall.


There was only white noise in her
head. White noise and bloodlust.


Until the berserker turned to look
at her.


“Strad,” she cried.


He reached her numb, shaking body
in two seconds and snatched her into his arms. His eyes were shooting blue fire
but were steady, and deep inside them she found the only harbor she’d ever
known. In his eyes and in his arms. Safe. He was safe.


“I’ve got you,” he murmured.


“I need something for the pain,”
she whispered.


He didn’t even pretend to think she
meant for her arm. “I’ll take you home.”


The pain roared over her then,
burning a hole through her arm. It was as though someone pushed burning sticks
through her flesh, and she couldn’t shake it off.


“Fuck, that hurts,” she
wailed, and for a second was surprised she was being a girl. A normal, hurt
girl.


She was too tired, and her monster
wasn’t helping. But he would.


Jeremy’s two men were at his side,
helping him to his feet, their faces carefully blank. Other employees crowded
the door.


Jeremy pointed his finger at her.
“Open your mouth, and I’ll make you a famous monster.”


Strad carried her to the door, and
the people gathered there scattered before he reached it. He let her down, and
she stood there, frozen, as he strode back to Jeremy.


Jeremy continued, his voice growing
louder with each word. “Remember, or everyone will see. Everyone!”


She had no doubt.


Ignoring the two cops by Jeremy’s
side, Strad grabbed him by the throat and shoved him against the wall. “I will
deal with you later.” His voice held a dark promise.


For a moment, she thought—hoped—Strad
would choke the life out of him right then and there. But at last he let his
captain drop to the floor and walked back to Rune.


Jeremy wouldn’t wait to see if she
turned him in or not. He would discredit her as quickly and as irreversibly as
possible.


In hours the video would be on the
news, and life as she knew it would be over.











Chapter Twenty-Seven


Strad carried her to his truck and
belted her in, his movements sure and quick. For once she was thankful he was
so big. His body hid her from prying eyes. She needed a moment to gather
herself, to regroup.


To scrub away the red-tinged tears
making gruesome tracks down her cheeks.


“God,” she said. “I’m such a…such a
big fucking mess.”


He lingered, pulling her hair from
under the seat belt and smoothing it over her shoulder. “Yeah. You are.” But he
said it gently. So gently. “You won’t want the hospital?”


She knew it wasn’t really a
question. She shook her head. “I’ll heal.” But fuck. Getting shot hurt
like a son of a bitch.


Her entire arm was useless at the
moment, but her monster would take care of her. He always did, when she gave
him half a chance.


The berserker climbed in under the
wheel and drove out of the parking lot, eyeing her with some concern but not
bothering her with questions.


She was grateful. Most people would
have been unable to keep quiet. But maybe Ellis was right—maybe Strad was a
classy guy. Maybe.


He pushed some numbers into his
phone as she stared out the window. “She’s okay,” he told the other party. “Had
a run in with Cross. Got shot.” His voice was even and impersonal, as though he
were telling a story.


She looked at him, smiling despite
the last hour of hell. The berserker was one strange fuck. “Who are you talking
to?”


He pulled the phone away from his
ear and stared at it, then held it out to her. “He’s hysterical. You’d better
take this.”


“Who?” she asked, taking the phone.
“Hello?”


“Rune,” Ellis yelled. “What the
blasted hell?”


She sighed. “Next time let me break
the news of my close calls, okay, Berserker?”


He stared straight ahead, but she
saw his perpetually raised eyebrow go up an inch. “I told him I’d let him know
the next time you were hurt.”


“I’m fine, Ellie.”


“Tell me what happened. Do you need
a bag?”


“No, baby. It’s just a little
wound. I’ll tell you about it when I see you. I don’t want to talk about it
right now.”


“I’m coming over. I’ll be there in
twenty minutes.”


“Ellis, don’t—”


He hung up.


They drove the rest of the way in
peaceful silence, the only sound coming from the truck’s heater. She didn’t
want to go home. It was peaceful in the truck. No one needed her, and there
were no worries about an unforgiving world catching sight of a horrible,
horrible part of her life. No one was bombarding her with questions…


“You’re going to need to tell me
what that was about back there.”


She groaned.


He relented. “Tell me later. But
Jeremy Cross shot you. That’s not going to be something you can hide,
Alexander.”


“What’s going to happen?”


He smiled. The evenly spaced
streetlights highlighted his face for brief intervals as he drove toward her
street. His smile was not kind.


She could feel the controlled
violence coming from him and was sure if she reached out a finger to touch his
arm the shock might have shoved her through the door.


She shivered, remembering her
deep-seated fear of the berserker. He could be a scary man, and she was happy
not to be on the receiving end of that blackness.


Her fear was not unwarranted.


When he pulled into her driveway
she automatically released her belt and reached for the door handle.


“Don’t,” he said.


She paused and grasped for a remark
to put him in his place, but by then he’d already marched around the truck and
was lifting her from her seat.


“I can walk, Berserker.”


“I can carry you, Alexander.”


His scent was crisp and clean and
male and wrapped around her like a warm blanket. But there was something
else—something besides warmth.


His muscles moved against her body,
his chest hard against her palm. As though sensing the difference in her
thoughts he looked down at her, his face close enough to touch.


His eyes were…hot. Hot and dark.


The thought slid through her mind
with a black quickness that left her reeling. What would it be like if the
berserker took away my pain?


But he would never. Strad
was not Jeremy.


She closed her eyes and took her
hand from his chest.


Fucking Jeremy.


She castigated herself all the way
into the house, and by the time he placed her on her feet she was full of self-loathing
and confusion and only wanted him to go away.


“I left my car,” she said.


“I’ll drive it to your house later.”
She’d already given him her keys to open the front door. She watched as he
stuck them into his pocket.


When he came toward her she backed
away, holding up her palms. “No.” Fuck me for still having my mind in bad
places. Fuck me.


He frowned. “I need to check your
wound, Rune.” And the rage inside him colored his eyes a deeper blue. “You will
not be afraid of me.”


Her voice came out in a whisper so
full of tears she could barely force it past her lips. “I’m not.” But she was
afraid. Afraid of something she could not name. She was fucking afraid of him.
And she had no idea why. He wouldn’t hurt her. No. You’d like that.


“I’m not afraid,” she said,
her attempts at scorn failing miserably. “I’m just tired. Ellis is coming and
will tend me. Go do your business.”


He stared down at her for what
seemed like hours before finally nodding. “I’ll go as soon as he gets here.”


Before Jeremy has a chance to
run. He didn’t have to say it. It was there in his eyes.


At that moment Ellis burst through
the door. He ran to Rune and jerked her into his arms, and she saw the
berserker narrow his eyes at her immediate involuntary stiffening at the
contact.


Ellis simply held her tighter. Her
reflexive reaction to touches that weren’t going to hurt her was nothing new to
him. He ignored it.


She couldn’t meet Strad’s eyes.
“Go, Strad. And please…”


“I’ll let you know,” he said, and
strode out the door.


Ellis led her to the bathroom and helped
her off with her weapons and jacket before checking her wound. By that time her
flesh was already mending and the pain, thank God, was less.


“Damn it, Rune.”


“I know. I seem to be inclined
toward violent incidences.” She smiled, trying to ease the look in his eyes.


He washed her arm and began to bandage
it. His eyes were shiny with unshed tears. “Tell me.”


She did. His fingers stilled as she
told him about the video, then without warning he began crying, hard and loud.


“Fuck, Ellie. Don’t do that.”


Someone knocked on the front door,
the thumps tentative. Ellis stared at her, his sobs lessening.


“Probably one of the crew,” she
said, and grimaced as Ellis helped her put her shirt back on. Maybe it was
Strad returning. The thought didn’t exactly displease her. Still, she grabbed a
shiv and stuck it into her pocket, just in case it was someone looking for
trouble—like Jeremy.


But when she flipped the porch
light on and stared out the fisheye, she groaned. It was the three wolves from
earlier. Impatient little bastards.


They hadn’t bothered with coats
despite the sunless cold of the night. Wolves ran hot and didn’t feel the cold
the way humans did.


She’d forgotten about them.


Sherry climbed the steps to the
porch to join them, her face pale. “Alexander.”


Rune nodded and held the door open.
“Come in.”


“There’s a man across the street,”
Sherry told her. “He’s watching the house. Probably because it’s so fucking
ugly, but you never know.” She glanced at the bandage peeking out beneath
Rune’s sleeve but didn’t comment.


Rune shook her arm. It was almost
back to normal. Already.


A subdued Ellis came into the room.
He nodded hello to the wolves, then turned to Rune. “Call me if you need me.”
He kissed her forehead and left.


Rune walked to the edge of the
porch. “I see him.” He leaned against a streetlight, and was holding something
she couldn’t quite make out. She walked down the steps, Sherry at her back.


“Dude,” she called. “What do you
want?”


He straightened up and began
lifting his hands, and her first thought was that he had a gun. She dove to the
side and came up with a blade in her hand, wishing she’d taken time to buckle
on her guns.


There was no gunfire—the man held
up a camera as she knelt in her yard, her senses on full alert.


“Sorry,” he called. “Just getting a
picture.”


Fucking reporter. She growled and pushed
her blade back into its sheath, tempted to run across the street and scare the
asshole. But she didn’t need to give Spiritgrove another reason to turn against
her.


Not that they were going to need another
reason. By now Jeremy might have shared the video. Dread slid through her body,
settling in its usual, familiar place in the pit of her stomach.


The minute she thought it, a white
news van rolled down the street and came to rest in front of her house. Either
the local news station was bored, or they’d gotten the video. But she really
didn’t think that was it. When that video hit the public, there would be one
hell of an uproar. Not just a single quiet van.


“Better get inside,” Sherry said,
her gaze questioning. “You’re a popular girl, Alexander.”


Rune sighed and went back in. The
three wolves sat around her table, not in the least bit curious about whatever
Rune and Sherry had been wrestling with outside.


The two women had their hands
folded and studied them as though they contained the secrets of the universe.


The man looked at Rune, but his
gaze slid away in seconds. She could smell submission all over them.


Sherry leaned against the wall.
“You have coffee?”


Rune pointed her chin toward the giant
coffeemaker on her countertop. “Help yourselves.”


Sherry pulled a mug off the coffee
tree and glanced at the others. “You guys want coffee?”


“Yeah,” the man said. “We’ll have
some.”


“Okay,” Rune said, when everyone
was settled in with coffee. “Who are you?”


Sherry pointed them out. “Dave
Varn, Anita Dalton, and my sister Amanda.”


Rune studied the little group.
Amanda looked nothing like Sherry and seemed to have none of the other woman’s
audacity. Or maybe she did, in a quieter way. She was the blonde who’d told
Rune it was her fault they were unprotected.


“First,” Rune said, “I need to know
about the wolf Beldane had in his basement. I heard howls…they sounded
tortured.”


“She is healing,” Anita said. “And
alive, thanks to you and Strad Matheson.”


Grateful there was at least some
good news, Rune nodded. “Good. Explain to me what you need.”


“We need an alpha,” Dave said. “You
killed our alpha. That means you get the job.”


“Yeah. Exactly what you said before.
I thought maybe I’d dreamed such an idiotic notion.”


Sherry shrugged. “Not so crazy. You
did knock off Beldane…a little thing I’ll be forever grateful to you for.”


Rune raised an eyebrow. “Are you
turning into a big marshmallow?”


Sherry snorted. “That’ll be the
fucking day.”


“Can we focus?” Anita asked, but
when Rune looked at her she immediately dropped her gaze. “I’m sorry.”


Rune frowned. “For what?”


“Beldane didn’t
allow…insubordination,” Sherry said. “If Anita had been mouthy like that with
him, she’d have been picking up her teeth right about now.”


Rune looked at the three wolves.
“Your alpha was a bully and a piece of shit. Now that he’s gone things will
change for you.”


They said nothing, just shot each
other uneasy glances and refused to look at her.


It pissed her off. “I’m nothing
like Beldane. Why would you be afraid of me?”


Dave finally looked up. “You have
dark things in your eyes, Rune. Dead things. We understand that you wouldn’t
hesitate to kill us.” He shook his head, then shrugged. “And that it wouldn’t
really bother you all that much. Scary? Yeah. You’re fucking scary.”


“You don’t know me.” But even to
her ears, her voice lacked conviction. “So if I’m so evil, why would you want
me to be your alpha?”


“Because you’re a scary fuck to the
other groups as well,” Amanda said. “And we need a scary fuck.”


She realized the wolves were
already thinking of her as their alpha, their protector. That was why they were
being so damn submissive. “I’m not your alpha. I’ll protect you and negotiate
on your behalf, and I’ll kick the ass of anyone who fucks with you. But that’s
it. I can’t be your alpha.”


“But Rune,” Sherry said, as the
wolves looked on with bright eyes and smiles. “That’s exactly what an alpha
does.”


Rune narrowed her eyes. “I’ll do
what I can until you find an actual alpha.” She put her hands on her hips and
stared them down. “Which you’d better do in a fucking hurry.”


The wolves stood. “Thank you,” Dave
said. “Thank you.”


She nodded. “Not long ago I only
protected humans from Others. Now I guess I protect Others from Others. And,”
she added, after thinking about it, “from humans.”


“You protect, period,” Anita said,
and smiled.


“This means a lot to us.” Amanda
walked to Sherry, and again Rune was amazed by their differences. Sherry would
make three of the little wolf.


“Careful of the reporters on your
way out.”


“Why are they harassing you?” Dave
asked.


“My boss decided to make Shiv Crew
celebrities.” I hope that’s the reason. Please, let that be the
reason.


Sherry pushed the little group out
the door before turning back to Rune. “I’m sorry about trying to blackmail
you.” She paused, then hurried on. “And I’m sorry about your fucking mom.” She
turned and rushed out the door before Rune could say a word.


Rune shut the door before the
reporters could get her on film. There was too much of her on film already. She’d
been the opposite of careful but had learned a valuable lesson.


Fuck you, Jeremy.


She phoned Z. “I miss you,” she
said when he answered. “How did it go last night?”


He yawned. “We got home three hours
ago, sweet thing.”


“Dammit. Sorry, Z.”


“Come cuddle with me.”


She snorted. “Go back to sleep. Call
me when you wake up.”


“What are you doing?”


She sighed. “I’m going to get some
sleep as well. I’ll see you guys in the morning.”


Unless the video aired.


Yeah. She needed to hide, just for
a little while.


It was only ten o’clock at night,
but she crawled under her soft sheets. With a mind exhausted from trauma, she fell
into a sleep almost deep enough to be death.











Chapter Twenty-Eight


She forced her eyes open and looked
at the clock, shocked when she saw it was almost noon. Groggy from too much
sleep, she stumbled into her shower, standing for ten minutes under a stinging
spray of icy water.


Sometime during the night Strad had
returned her car and pushed the keys through the mail slot. They’d fallen to
the floor, leaving her undisturbed despite the racket they must have made.


Two hot cups of coffee later she
was ready to face the world. She buckled on nearly every blade she had, shoved
a gun in a holster, then called Mitch.


“I’m going in to give my statement
to Rice. Do you have anything for me?”


He hesitated. “Rune, you were shot.
Stay home. Rest.”


She frowned. “It was a tiny graze,
and I’m fine.” She realized she was biting her nail and forced her fingers away
from her mouth. “So what’s going to happen, Mitch? With the whole Jeremy
shooting me thing?”


He laughed, but more from disbelief
than anything. “Rune, you were shot.”


“Yes.”


He sighed. “Jeremy said you
attacked him, and it was an accident that the gun went off. Two witnesses inside
the office agreed with him. Jeremy was eager to drop the matter, and Rice is
willing to sweep it all under the rug.”


“But?”


“But Strad Matheson is not. He’s
gone after Jeremy, but no one has any idea where Jeremy is.”


“He’s hiding from the berserker, is
where he is. The bastard.” Worry shot through her, and it took her a second to
understand what it was. She was worried for the berserker? Really?


“If you’re truly up for it, come
in. Give your statement to Rice. And Rune…”


“Yeah?”


“What are you keeping from us?”


“I’ll tell you when I get there,
Mitch. It’s about Jeremy, of course. It’s why I confronted him.”


“He was raping and beating Others.”


She gasped. “How’d you find out?”


“Some of the wolves came in once
Beldane was out of the picture. They were terrified, though.”


“When?”


“This morning.”


“Good for them. Mitch…”


“Yes?”


“The video?”


“Pardon?”


She almost cried, right then and
there. Jeremy hadn’t made the video public. She hoped like hell Strad found him
before he had a chance to hand it over to the media.


“Never mind. I’ll be there in a few
minutes to talk to Rice. Afterward, I want you to send me out.”


“Most people would be in a
hospital, not begging for work.”


“Come on, Mitch. I can’t sit here.
It’ll kill me.”


He cleared his throat. “Go see Bill,
then stop by the office. I have a little something.”


She grinned. “Thanks, Mitch.” Sure,
he wouldn’t be sending her on anything major, but she didn’t care. Downtime and
Rune Alexander were uneasy acquaintances, and she for damn sure didn’t want it
to turn into a deeper relationship.


For a second, she wished she’d
taken more of the blood Ellis had hung for her. After feeding Lex, fighting
Beldane, and taking a bullet from Jeremy, she was in dire need. Her monster
wasn’t even bugging her. And that wasn’t really a good thing.


Later. She’d deal with it later.


After all, she was accustomed to
starving her monster.


But a long, sharp icicle slid down
her spine. Something wasn’t right. It hummed through her body, a low-level
anxiety she’d tried ignoring since she woke up.


She forgot the feeling of urgency
when she stepped out onto her porch and was immediately besieged by reporters,
flashing cameras, and hate.


She batted them out of her way like
flies, ignoring their questions and the eager hatred they spewed with greedy
zeal.


They’d gotten the video after
all?


But no. It wasn’t the video that
had them all stirred up—it was a rumor.


“One of our sources tells us you’re
actually an Other, Ms. Alexander. Is that true?”


Fuck me.


One of Jeremy’s employees hadn’t
been able to keep his mouth shut. She shouldn’t have been surprised.


But they didn’t have the video. She
could handle anything else with ease.


“I’m the same as I’ve always been,
lady. Now get out of my way.”


Some of her neighbors stood in
little knots, and when they saw her held up quickly drawn signs sporting such
catchy little phrases such as GO LIVE IN WORMWOOD WITH THE OTHER MONSTERS and NO
OTHERS ALLOWED.


She might have laughed if it hadn’t
cut just a little too deeply.


A reporter stuck a microphone in
her face. “Ms. Alexander, could you really have hidden your status from the
city all this time? Are you one of the monsters? What are your first
words to us as an Other?”


“Fuck you.”


Mitch would be appalled but not
surprised. Rune was not the most diplomatic of people. She took shit from no
one.


And she had a temper.


“So you don’t deny you’re an
Other?”


“What type of Other are you, Ms.
Alexander?”


“Tell us, are you an Other?”


The reporters stumbled back as she
pulled two shivs. “Get the fuck off my porch and out of my yard before I take
your fucking heads.”


She caught a glimpse of the same reporter
who’d been following her for days, standing at his favorite spot across the
street. Quiet, watchful.


At least he wasn’t shouting
questions at her.


One of the neighbors, a robust
woman around fifty with whom Rune had only a nodding acquaintance, stepped
closer and lifted her bible. “My church will pray for you.”


Rune glared. “Tell the church not
to waste its time, lady.”


“The neighborhood can’t accept you
if it’s true,” another neighbor called. He was too afraid of Rune’s wrath to
come closer. “You will have to move, or you may find your house burned to the
ground.”


They looked at her like she was a
monster. Pretty much the way she’d looked at herself since…since forever.


She drove away with tires
squealing, half amazed she’d generated so much attention because of a simple
rumor. They probably didn’t even believe it, but people were eager for drama.


God help her if she had to come out
of the monster closet. If they got Jeremy’s video, it was over.


The best thing she could do was go
to work. The interest would fade. They would accept her once again.


And if they didn’t, if the people
of River County refused to let her do her job…she’d move. Start over.


She’d take Shiv Crew with her. They
had no families. They would go with her. Except for Ellis, maybe. He did have
family here. His mother and father, some aunts and uncles.


But she couldn’t go without Ellie.


Suddenly she missed her crew with a
painful intensity. She missed working with them, laughing with them. Hurting
with them.


Shiv Crew was her family.


Don’t take them from me.


Her meeting with Rice and a couple
of his men took a little over an hour, but he was kind. While she was there she
learned something about Rice—something she would take to the grave with her.


He was an Other.


He didn’t tell her, but he didn’t
have to. She saw his Other lurking behind his light blue eyes.


She understood then why he was so
gentle with her. He would have scented or sensed something different about her,
would have suspected all along.


And somehow she felt less alone and
a little less gloomy, despite the fact that Rice asked for her badge. “Temporary.
Just until we get to the bottom of the attack on Jeremy and straighten out
this mess with the media.”


She’d shrugged and handed over her
badge. What else could she do?


Ellis jumped up when she walked
into SCRU and pulled her to him for one of his exasperating hugs. “The news—”


She smiled and winked. “I know,
baby. But soon everything will go back to normal.”


“Did you see the reporters out
front?”


“See them? I had to shoot a
couple of them.”


“Rune!”


“I’m kidding.” Not that she hadn’t
been tempted. One of them had asked her why she was going into SCRU. “You were
fired, of course?”


Ellis didn’t look convinced. “They
have people out there from all over the state.”


“I saw.”


He patted her back. “You know how
it is when they discover an Other has been fooling them.”


“Yeah. They go ape shit for a
while, then something more interesting comes along to distract them.”


“It’ll be okay, sweetness.”


“It’s not as bad as it could be.” If
they get that video… “I’d always thought if anyone even suspected I’d just
lie down and die from the shame.”


“When you accept yourself it’s not
going to matter at all what they think.”


I wouldn’t go that far. “So.
Mitch reluctantly agreed to send me out.”


He grinned. “We got a call a couple
hours ago about an abduction. Mother claimed her teenager was taken by wolves.
False alarm.”


“Dammit.”


“Don’t be too disappointed. Half an
hour ago Mitch told me we got another call. It may be a false alarm as well,
but we can go check it out.”


“What was it? And what we?”


“Caller said someone hung a wolf
from a tree on Hawthorne Ridge.”


“Shit,” she muttered. “Okay, I’ll
call you when I’m—”


“I’m going with you. That’s what I
meant by we.”


“No, Ellie. You don’t belong in the
field.”


“Hush your mouth, girl. I’m going.
Even Mitch thought it was a good idea.”


That surprised her. “Why the fuck
would he think that?”


He shrugged. “You’d need some
company right now, honey.”


She knew he wasn’t crazy about her
facing the world alone while those in it were determined to hound her, so she
let him be.


Humans catching and hanging Others
wasn’t as rare as one would think. Terrible for the Others but it wasn’t likely
any danger or excitement waited for her and Ellis in Hawthorne.


Mitch stuck his head out his office
door and waved her inside. “I just…”


She frowned, confused by his
obvious awkwardness. “What is it?”


He couldn’t look at her. “I have to
take the guns, Rune.”


Ellis put a comforting hand on her
shoulder. “You’ll get them back.”


“Of course,” Mitch agreed. “Of
course you will.”


Rice had been as awkward when he’d
asked for her badge. Now she had to give up her guns.


She wasn’t worried. They weren’t
getting rid of her. It was just a matter of lying low for a little while. She
could do that. Maybe.


She shrugged and put both her guns
on his desk. “You’re not getting my shivs.”


He held up a hand. “Don’t want
them. Not at all. I’m sorry about this. If Rice finds out I’m letting you check
out Hawthorne he’ll have my job.”


“I’ll be sure not to tattle,” she
told him, only a little peeved but a lot sarcastic. She didn’t want to mention
that he was taking away a lot of her protection—forcing her to hand over her
guns while letting her go out. Still, she’d asked to go, and if she argued he’d
force her to go home. “Thanks, Mitch.” 


Ellis urged her from the room.


“Terribly sorry,” Mitch called
after them.


She and Ellis headed toward the
ridge. Too bad Z and the others were asleep. If someone really had hung a wolf
on Hawthorne Ridge, she’d need to discuss with the crew. Sooner rather than
later.


Hell, if there was a hanging wolf
on the ridge, she’d call the crew in anyway. It wasn’t like they weren’t used
to missing a little sleep.


If she knew Raze, he wouldn’t have
slept more than a couple of hours anyway.


She stopped only to grab a coffee
from a fast-food restaurant before driving on, happy to be heading out of the
city.


It was pretty this time of year,
decorated to within an inch of its life for the holidays, but it was still the
city. At times the ugly buildings, bustle, and concrete of the city drained
her. She craved the woods and the soothing quietness of the more rural parts of
River County.


Hawthorne Ridge was beautiful.
“Maybe I’ll buy a house out there,” she told Ellis, “and give up my ugly house
in the city.”


“Get a big one and we can be
roomies.”


“Really?”


“Sure, why not?”


“I’d like that.”


“Maybe we can buy up the old Wilson
place and move all the crew in.” He grinned, but she had a feeling he was
completely serious. Ellis did not seek solitude. For him, solitude was locking
your bedroom door for an hour or so.


“Hmmm,” was all she said, but she
was not against moving to Hawthorne. And having those she loved near her? Hmmm.
She’d been shifted from home to home after she’d been introduced into
foster care. The idea of a steady, happy family was very appealing.


It was less than a half hour from
the office if she drove slowly—and she was not a slow driver.


Maybe a new beginning.


“What are you thinking so hard
about?” Ellis asked her.


“Oh, stuff. Starting over, shit
like that.” She avoided looking at him as her cheeks heated. “The crew living
together…”


He reached over to pat her hand.
“Awwww.”


“Shut up.”


He giggled, then hid his mouth
behind his fingers when she glared at him. “Sorry.”


She glanced in her rearview mirror.
“We’re being followed.”


“Reporter?”


“Yup. He seems to have taken a
liking to me.” She was only half joking.


“Stop the car. I’ll go back and
tell him to get lost.”


She laughed.


“What?” He stuck his bottom lip
out. “Do you think I wouldn’t?”


“Sing us the rest of the way to
Hawthorne, love.”


He did, his soft, melodious voice
filling the car, soothing her even as it somehow saddened her. That probably
had a lot to do with the fact that he was singing a haunting old bluegrass
song.


“Bluegrass, Ellie? Seriously?”


He just winked and kept on singing.


She drove onto the ridge and
straight through the little village. The wolf had been spotted on the edge of
the town in a huge abandoned pasture adjoined on two sides by woods.


The reporter didn’t seem to care
that she knew he was tailing her.


Fuck him. If he wanted to waste his
time, that was his business. But if he interfered with hers, she would hurt
him.


She parked at the edge of the
field, shielding her eyes as she studied the trees. The day was cold but sunny,
and the sun sent little needles of pain into her eyeballs.


For a moment she paused. Was it
getting more uncomfortable for her, the sun?


“Stay here, Ellie. I’ll be back in
a few.”


He snorted, reached behind her seat,
and pulled out a sword. “No way, lady.” And as though afraid she might really
force him to stay behind, he jumped out of the SUV and trotted away from the
car.


Afraid he’d accidentally cut his—or
her—head off, she pulled one of her smaller shivs and traded him.


“If anything happens here, Ellie,
promise me you’ll go back to the car.”


“I promise.”


She sighed, then concentrated on
finding the wolf. They’d walked through the meadow and were just inside the
woods without sighting anything. There were occasional trees dotting the field,
but no wolves were hanging from any of them.


Behind them the rise of the ridge
rose in a gentle reminder of how far they’d gone.


“Rune,” Ellis said.


She glanced at him. His expression
solemn, he pointed toward his right.


Half hidden by other trees, a dark
shape could just be made out between the branches. “Damn. You have some amazing
eyes.”


The wolf was half shifted, as
though he’d been hung as a human and was trying his hardest to call his shift
so he could save himself. If he’d been strung up with silver, even a half shift
would have been almost impossible—yet there he was.


She felt a chill of unease before
she actually saw the second wolf, in his human form, hanging in a different
tree behind the first.


Then she saw the third, and the
fourth.


“Fuck me,” she whispered.


Bad, bad things were about to
happen.


And she was not even close to being
ready.











Chapter Twenty-Nine


“Rune?” Ellis’s whisper was filled
with terror and dread. “Are they all dead?”


Chills ran like lightning streaks
down her spine. “What the fuck?” Suddenly she wished she hadn’t
arrived without backup.


She dug into her jacket pocket for
her cell. Her men weren’t far, and if they hurried they could be here in half
an hour, forty-five minutes at the most.


Ellis’s voice was full of panic.
“Behind you.”


She dropped the cell as she spun,
pulling a wicked, nine-inch shiv with her left hand and bringing up the sword with
her right.


“Run, Ellis.”


Her cell rang, and she heard
Ellis’s agitation when he answered.


On the hill behind her they waited,
a huge band of Dark Others. Shifters of all types, even a couple of trolls.


The Dark Others had come to River
County with a plan.


The way she figured it, she was
dead.


She didn’t want Ellis to join her. God
please no.


They were spread out on the hill
with the sun above them, and she made a quick guess that they numbered around
fifty. Her against fifty Others. She did not like those odds.


Was it just coincidence and bad
luck that she’d ended up facing them, and worse, facing them alone? She didn’t
think so.


As if on cue, Ellis pulled at her
sleeve. “That was Strad. He said don’t go near Hawthorne. Jeremy hired the
shifters to destroy the Others. Mercenaries.” His voice came out in a
squeaky, terrified whisper.


She could relate.


It all made sense now.


Jeremy would have known chances
were good she’d come check out the hanging wolves. He’d set her up. He’d
planned on destroying the Others, and she was one of them.


Did Jeremy have ties to COS?


Without a doubt.


“Don’t be naive, Rune. Not
everyone wants a world full of fucking monsters.”


“Fuck me,” she whispered.


“Strad’s coming,” Ellis whispered.
“The crew is coming.”


They’d better hurry the fuck up.


If she fell, so would the city.


And she was going to fall.


Dammit Rune, don’t forget who
you are.


Abruptly a man separated himself
from the line of supernaturals and walked forward just a little.


He pulled something from his pocket,
and she realized he had a cell phone when he held it to his ear.


Her phone began to ring.


“Fuck you,” she muttered, and took
her cell from Ellis.


“Hello, Rune,” Jeremy said. From
his place on the ridge he sent her a mocking wave.


“You piece of garbage.” Her throat
was so thick it was hard to push the words through. “Let Ellis go back to the
car.”


She felt a touch on her sleeve.
Ellis stood beside her, deathly pale, but his face was set in familiar lines.


“Ellis, go to the car. You
promised.”


But he looked at her, his brown
eyes too wide and too calm, and shook his head. “I won’t leave you.”


“Your little gay buddy is a monster
lover, Rune. He’s going to share your fate. Sorry.”


“Why, Jeremy?” As if she didn’t
know.


“I told you not everyone wants to
live with monsters. They don’t belong here. You don’t belong here.”


He sounded so calm, so reasonable.


“Please let Ellis go.”


“I don’t think so.” He was enjoying
himself.


“Backup is coming. You’re not
getting away with this, Jeremy. Mitch will—”


His laughter rang loudly enough for
her to have heard it without the phone. He turned and motioned to someone
behind him. “Mitch will what?”


“No,” she said. “No.”


Jeremy handed him the phone. “Say
hello.”


Mitch walked up to stand beside
Jeremy. She couldn’t see his eyes but could tell he was staring at the ground. How
the fuck did you fool me, Mitch?


But she knew. He’d fooled her
because he wasn’t really an evil man. In his mind what he was doing was right.
Best for mankind.


He cleared his throat. “Rune. I’m
really sorry about this, but Jeremy is right. The monsters don’t belong in our
world. Sacrifices have to be made. I’m so sorry.”


Thing was, he sounded sorry.


“No fucking way,” Ellis murmured.
“No fucking way.”


One of the hanging wolves howled.
The wolves. Obviously some of them were still alive. If she could cut
them down, they’d help her. She hoped.


She turned and ran for the wolves.


With screams, howls, and voices
filled with bloodlust, the Dark Others went for her. She could feel their rotten
breath on her neck. Her skin crawled and her flesh shrank away as they reached
for her. She could feel them right there.


She glanced over her shoulder. The
Others had not moved.


She raised her sword and brought it
down on the rope dangling a wolf from the tree. When he fell she sliced through
the silver around his neck and in seconds, he had shifted.


He rose unsteadily and with a quick
look toward the Dark Others, ran the fuck out of there.


“Wait!” But her cries went
unheeded. The wolf was terrified and wasn’t going to stick around for certain
death.


From the ridge behind her came
laughter, boisterous and wicked. They’d known the hanging wolves would be too
traumatized to help her.


The second wolf she cut down was
dead, and the third ran after the first.


“Fuck,” she yelled. “Fucking
wolves.”


“They’re moving, Rune,” Ellis
called.


There was no more time to seek help
from the wolves. She stood beside Ellis, her blades ready. He shook with fear,
but his face was determined. He wasn’t going anywhere. Even if he decided to
run for the car now, it was too late.


The Dark Others came down the hill
slowly, inexorably, deliberately. Her only hope was that they’d ignore Ellis
and go after her. But she knew better.


They’d destroy Ellis and
her, and then they’d go after the town.


And finally, in her desperation,
her monster came.


Ellis stumbled backward and hit the
ground hard, his eyes wide and filled with terrified disbelief as he stared up at
her.


“Ellie?” she frowned. “It’s me.”


“God. Rune?”


As though it wasn’t really her at
all.


Shit.


Her heart broke. “Ellie?”


Shame clouded his eyes as he
climbed to his feet. “I didn’t mean it.” His gaze went to the killers behind
her.


His face was pale, full of a
resignation she’d never before seen in him. Ellis was the ultimate optimist.


But it was as if he knew they were going
to die and had accepted it.


He held his little blade out before
him.


The image of him resolute before
the oncoming Dark Others with his blade out, that image would never leave her.


She would protect him.


Her monster would protect them
both.


Rage covered her brain, spreading
to her very soul, and she turned away from Ellis eagerly. To fight. To kill.
That was the Other in her.


He’d been suppressed for such a
very, very long time.


She smiled. Not he. Referring to
her monster as “he” had been only another subconscious attempt to distance
herself from it, to separate the girl Rune from the monster…Rune.


Her.


I am my monster and my monster
is me.


She turned to face the Dark Others
and didn’t wait for them to reach her—she ran to meet them.


She was bursting out of her skin
with energy and eagerness. One of her fangs ripped into her bottom lip, and she
licked the blood away, unable to stop the smile of…


The smile of death.


Hello, baby.


Delight filled her as the Dark
Others slowed, bloodlust changing to hesitation, to fear. They were afraid of
her.


They fucking should be.


“Not in my city,” she
screamed, and with speeds she’d only ever seen in vampires, she ran.


And in the midst of a few dozen
Dark Others, she fought the way she’d been born to fight.


Flesh and bone gave beneath the
lethal strength of her claws, teeth, and fists, and she realized vaguely that
her shivs were gone. That was okay. She didn’t need them.


She was not afraid.


Each kick didn’t just send an Other
flying—her kick exploded the Other as it connected. She was strong, she
was incredible, she was invincible.


She wasn’t just Other. She was
Other supercharged.


She could save everyone.


And she wanted Jeremy. He was hers
to kill.


Pain registered, but she was too
deep into the fight to care. They outnumbered her. There was going to be some
damage.


Sounds intruded from above and she
glanced up, her eyes unblinking against the harshness of the sun. There was a
monster in the sky.


Not a monster.


A helicopter.


Then there was nothing else. No
sound, no pain, no thought. Just the slashing and cutting and the scent of
blood in the air.


“You get the silence through
violence and sex, Rune…”


She fought like she’d never fought,
with speed and skill and pure unadulterated enjoyment. But she was still
laughably outnumbered.


They fell beneath her power. She
ducked and twirled and leaped, devouring the softness of Dark Other flesh.


She may have laughed. Someone did.
It must have been her, for surely no one else could have held so much elation.


The world was crimson and stank of
supernatural blood. She was coated with it. The heavy stickiness covered her
face, sank into her pores, lingered bitterly on the back of her tongue.


It is not Other blood I
want.


That thought was enough to cause
her, for one millisecond, to stumble.


To pause. To doubt.


And that was all they needed.


She fought on, but they overwhelmed
her with sheer crushing numbers.


She thought she heard Ellis scream.


The shifters leaped at her, tearing
her flesh, shredding her skin, but not doing damage enough to kill her all at
once.


Sharp teeth sank into her arm,
biting to the bone.


Swinging her left hand, she decapitated
him with her claws. But as soon as she killed one, another took his place. She
lost count of how many Others she killed, but they weren’t slowing down.


More Dark Others arrived.


And they were systematically
tearing her to pieces.


She fell to her knees. Her vision
was dimming, her blood draining from a thousand different claw and teeth marks.


I’m dying. It was a thought
tinged with wonder. Could she die? Could she?


They backed off, backed off just a
little…as though wanting to watch her suffer through the last moments of her
life. To watch her struggle.


She would fight to the end. That’s
who she was.


She climbed laboriously to her
feet, unwilling to die before them on her knees.


I should have cut my hair.
It swung into her eyes and clung to the blood on her face. Should have cut
it.


Then, I’m dying.


They might have already killed
Ellie, but she couldn’t allow that thought to linger.


Jeremy yelled, his voice splitting
the air from his safe place on the ridge. “Kill her.”


Above, the helicopter hung in the
air, watching, recording.


That was what Jeremy wanted. What
COS wanted. To show the world what they could do.


She was dying.


But a long, slow moment later, the
Others still had not moved—instead had their stares pinned on something behind
her. Their eyes were filled with surprise and terror. Yes, there was terror.


She turned to look, and her
shattered legs gave out. She began to fall as if in slow motion and knew, just knew
that if she touched the ground, if she lay on that cold, unforgiving ground,
she was never getting back up.


She fell.


There was only blackness, and
thirst, and so very much pain. Grief, there was that as well. Plenty of it.


Ellie…


Her end shouldn’t have come yet.
She wasn’t ready.


She needed…she needed to do
something.


Slowly, she turned her face to her
right hand, the hand closest to her, and kissed it. I forgive you. I forgive
you, little Rune.


Now, she could die.


But as she settled into the
blackness, she was snatched off the ground and against a hard chest. Bits of
reality intruded upon her dying brain, her barely conscious brain.


Monsters shrieked.


Through swollen eyelids she caught
glimpses of images she didn’t understand. Maybe she was already gone and this
was the afterlife. Was there an afterlife for monsters?


A huge black bird screamed as it
dive-bombed the Others like a fucking torpedo.


Seconds, minutes, or hours later
she got another glimpse of Dark Others being flung through the air, of Jeremy
running, and of the eyes of the man who held her.


But I’m dying.


She must have spoken the words
aloud.


“No. I won’t let you die, Rune.”
His voice was a deep, low rumble.


Images. Pain.


He bit his own wrist, opening a
vein.


His eyes and something inside them
she’d never seen before.


Who are you?


But she knew him. She knew
him.


Blood, human blood, at her mouth.
She tightened her lips against it, but he was too strong. He forced the blood
into her mouth, down her throat.


Suddenly she grabbed his wrist and
held it to her mouth, and with every suck, she came back.


She lived.


Oh fuck, she lived.


No, she screamed. But her
screams were silent.


It was the first blood she’d taken
from a body since she’d been a murderous little child. After that, she hadn’t
seemed to need the blood—until she’d gotten older. Then the need had nearly
killed her. She just hadn’t recognized it for what it was. Until Ellie…


She was her monster, and her
monster was her.


She cried, cried as he fed her, and
the heavy tears ran down her face.


They’d be scarlet.


Stop wasting the blood.


Oh God.


She forced his arm away and met his
eyes for one long second. “Fight,” she said.


His eyes might have softened just a
bit, and then he gave a sharp nod and threw her into what seemed like a
never-ending crowd of Dark Others.


There was no need to think. Just
fight.


And find Jeremy.


He was hers to kill.


The enormous bird used claws and
sheer size to fight the Others.


But still more came.


She didn’t know where they were
coming from. The sons of bitches must have been planning this day for a long
time.


Fucking Jeremy.


The lone helicopter had attracted a
mate and the two of them sat above the danger, and she realized they’d be
showing the horrific battle on live TV.


And finally, finally she saw her
crew. Had they caught this hell on the screen and thought she was dead? Dead
like—


Ellis.


Lex split off from Levi and Denim
and sprinted toward the restrained wolves, her blindness once again something
incomprehensible. Blind? No.


Then Rune had time for nothing more
than trying once again to cheat death. But she was full of his blood—yes, she
could see him, she could admit it—full of the berserker’s blood.


He’d saved her life again.


And somehow, he’d known how to save
her. He knew she was a vampire. A fucking mutated vampire.


She screamed in denial even as she
sank her fangs into the throat of a wolf and tore his jugular from his body.


She threw her head back and
screamed at the sky.


Then Z was there, his eyes swimming
with tears. Nice, clear tears, not the bloody tears of a monster. “Rune,” he
whispered, and tossed her a blade.


Maybe he thought she needed one.


She couldn’t reassure him, couldn’t
smile. All she could do was slash enemies into bits of nothing and wait for the
horror to end.


Raze threw her another blade, and
though she might not really need them, she was happy to have both hands full of
silver. It balanced her.


It was what she did. She was Shiv
Crew and Shiv Crew fought with fucking silver blades.


Lex pulled her around, but there
was no time for words, no time to take the blind girl to safety. But then…


Safety was something the Dark
Others should have sought.


Lexi and Rune fought together. Lex
mirrored her every movement, her vibrations hard enough to hear. Together, she
and Rune danced a killing dance, both of them using blades and fists and feet
to destroy the Dark Others.


And Lex was fighting with silver.


Rune wanted to stop and watch the
gory, incredibly beautiful picture the two of them must surely have made.


Catching sight of Strad was almost
enough to make her lose her concentration. The berserker roared his wildness to
the world as he cut down any Dark Other unlucky enough to come close to his
spear, to his fury.


She and her crew were unstoppable.


The twins fought back-to-back,
playing off each other to defeat their foes. Ponytails flying, they yelled with
excitement, and she realized that every single one of her crew enjoyed the
fight.


Lived for it.


Z fought almost like a gentleman,
his cuts neat and quick, silent and strong, dripping with finesse. Jack and
Raze, her giants, roared as they took off heads and slaughtered their attackers
with a rage that rivaled the berserker’s.


She caught everything in glances,
in bits and pieces. Blood lent the air a haze of scarlet and the scent of
death.


Death had already claimed too many
innocents. No more.


No more.


She screamed her rage and pain.


“Fuck,” Jack yelled, his hand over
his eye. He grinned when she glanced at him, but his face was covered with
blood, his clothes splattered with gore. He knelt on the ground as if his legs
would no longer support him.


She turned to help her crew as a
fresh wave of Dark Others topped the hill, and the unwelcome question flashed
into her mind. Could these Others be beaten by just her people and the silver
of their shivs? Could they?


There were so many of them. They
spilled over the hill like water from a hose, fast and thick and constant.


Then the moon chased the sun into
hiding and when that happened, the vampires came.


Vampires feared no fucking
one.


The vampire master fought beside her
and Lex for a while, and because of him and his children, the tides of the
fight turned even more against the Dark Others—though there were far fewer of
them since the Dark Others had shot them full of silver in Wormwood.


Her men fought on, but Raze broke
from the knot of fighters and sprinted right toward the new Dark Others.


“Raze,” she screamed, and her heart
froze in her chest. He was running toward certain death.


Desperation lent her even more
speed, and she ran toward him.


She realized with horror what he
was doing when he pulled something from one of his pockets and threw the object
with all his strength into the midst of the new Dark Others.


Grenade.


To be sure of getting them all,
he’d gotten too close before throwing the grenade.


He’d be blown to bits with them.


Raze.


Fuck no.


She wasn’t a monster for nothing.


Someone screamed her name but she
ignored it and ran on across the field, intent only on getting to Raze.


She reached him a couple of seconds
after he’d released the grenade, then had no idea what to do.


His eyes widened when he saw her
beside him, realization and regret showing in his striking gray eyes.


High above, the noisy helicopters
spotlighted the bloody, moon-bathed field, and for a second Rune the girl was
concerned the world would see the Dark Others victorious and she and her crew
defeated.


But her monster was more confident.
She would save Raze.


There was no way she could pick him
up. Raze was a mountain and she was small. Surely, it was not possible.


But fuck if she didn’t do it
anyway.


His grenade went off, but the hot
wind from the explosion only served to push her farther away. By then, she’d wrapped
her arms around as much of the big man as possible and she and Raze were out of
reach of the blast.


She ran so fast she couldn’t
breathe—pushing Raze along with her.


Fucking monster.


She was amazing.


Raze fell to the ground when she
stopped, but he would be okay. What had just happened would disorient anyone.


Except her.


She threw herself back into the
fight. She’d lost her blades again, but it didn’t matter. She fought with a
mindless rage, barely seeing the furry bodies that fell beneath her blows.


She straddled the body of a fallen
half-shifted bear and nearly decapitated him with a slash of her claws. They’d
grown even more with the arrival of the vampires and were now shivs in their
own right.


Shivs that were extensions of her
body, and God, did they feel right.


Maybe the proximity of the undead
had something to do with it, but that was a question for a quieter time.


“Rune.”


She looked up at Z’s voice.


The ground was littered with dead
Others, and blood seemed to hang in the air.


The battle was over.


Her monster sighed with tired
satisfaction and slid into a dark nest to sleep, leaving her to face them
alone.


Always alone.


Her crew stared at her with varying
expressions. She was too bewildered to read their faces. At last Z stepped
forward and pulled her into his arms.


“God, Rune.”


She could almost hear the beads of
blood falling from her fingers and hitting the earth. There was a coldness
inside her she’d never noticed before. Not a calmness, not an indifference. Just
a coldness.


She was changed.


All of them had witnessed the
monster. Not just her crew but all of River County. Anyone who turned on a TV
would see.


Afraid she’d see disgust in her
crew’s eyes. She leaned limply against Z, the one man in her crew who couldn’t
bear to see a female suffer. No matter what she’d done.


Everyone would know now that she’d
turned her own parents. How long would it take them to put it together? Not
long.


An image flashed into her mind. She
sat in the middle of a floor slippery with blood, the lacerated bodies of her
parents around her. She licked her lips, wet and juicy with the exotic,
delightful taste of blood, her parents’ blood.


She never remembered how it
happened. Never remembered slaying them, just remembered the taste of them, and
how her nine-year-old monster mind had craved that taste, had wanted her to
lean over and sink her teeth into her father’s throat and pull out some more of
that blood.


She remembered climbing to her
feet, remembered the stickiness, remembered sliding in that blood and falling.
She’d hit her temple on the corner of a table going down, hit it hard.


Then blackness and shadows. Someone
was talking to her…


“Rune?” Z had his hands around her
upper arms and was shaking her, his eyes worried and scared.


She wanted to cry, to sink into the
dark, crumbly earth and never come to the surface again. “Ellis?” Her words
came out in a breathless half scream of shock, of fear.


“What would I do without you,
Ellie?”


“I don’t know, probably die.”


But Z smiled. “He’s okay, baby. He’s
wounded but alive.”


“Rice came in himself,” Levi said,
a little awe in his voice. “Came in and got him.”


Now the world would know Rice was
an Other, but he’d cared too much to hide in the shadows when he was needed.


“It was Jeremy,” she said. “And…”


“Mitch.” Z said it for her. “Fuck
him. Mitch is dead.” He pointed his shiv toward the ridge, but she didn’t look.


“Jeremy?”


He shook his head. “We lost him.”


She covered her mouth as a sob
escaped. “Oh God. Oh God.”


Overhead the news helicopters
lingered, wanting to get every bit of the gruesome scene. The moon was full and
bright, but now that the Other inside her was sleeping, the night was a much
darker place.


She finally gathered her courage
and stepped away from Z, forcing herself to meet the eyes of her crew.


The berserker stood a distance away
with his back to them, as though he didn’t want to intrude upon their circle.
But she’d taken blood from his veins.


He’d saved her life.


And she couldn’t help but cry,
right there in front of them all. She put a hand to her cheek and it came away
with fresh blood. The berserker’s blood.


She could only stare at them,
helpless, full of sorrow and shame.


Z stepped toward her, and before
she understood what he was going to do, he ran his fingertip through a track of
her red tears. He stared at her, lifting her chin when she dropped her gaze to
the ground. As she watched, he drew his blade in a small, quick line under his
eye. A drop of rich, red blood beaded there, spilled over, and ran down his
cheek like the scarlet pain of her tears.


“Z,” she cried. “Z.”


Lex finally broke the frozen
silence. “So broken.” She moved forward, her unseeing yet all-seeing eyes wet
with tears, and pulled Rune into her arms.


Then the men lined up and one by
one they hugged her, each one kissing her cheek or whispering words of comfort
into her ear, squeezing her gently.


Not once did she try to pull away.


It was at that moment she realized
they truly loved her. All of them. They thought she was worthy of love.


Despite the fact that she was an
Other.


Jack had tied a long shred of cloth
over his eye. As she watched, it blossomed with blood, the spot growing larger
with each passing second.


“Jack?”


“Paramedics are coming in now,”
Denim said. He touched Jack’s shoulder. “Hang on, man.”


Everyone had their injuries and would
need to be checked out, but she had a bad feeling about Jack’s eye.


He swayed on his feet, and Raze
shot out an arm to steady him.


She didn’t know what would come.
Right now, all that mattered were her men, her city, and her responsibility to
them all.


She stepped back and tapped her
chest with her crossed fingers, then raised her hand to the sky.


“For the city,” she whispered. “And
all those inside, human and Other. For Shiv Crew. And most especially, for
Ellis.”


Her crew, wounded and tired, raised
their crossed fingers as well.


“Human and Other,” they echoed. “Shiv
Crew. And Ellis.”


They had stopped this batch of Dark
Others, but there would be more. There would always be more. She had no way of
knowing where Jeremy was. Not that it mattered. She would find him.


Sooner or later she would find him,
and she would cut out his fucking black heart.


High above, the helicopters began
to move away, their occupants having seen all they needed to see.











Chapter Thirty


Rune sat on the hospital bed beside
Ellis, watching the television replay the toughest battle of her life. She
squeezed his left hand gently, looking at him every few moments.


She’d almost lost him.


His right arm had been broken in
three places and she’d signed his cast three times. One for each break.


Her entire crew had managed to
stuff themselves into the room as well, making it seem about the size of a
closet.


“Turn it off,” Z said, when the
video began to play.


But she wanted to watch. “No. Leave
it.”


“I heard some guys on YouTube have
edited it and have it set to music,” Ellis said, his voice weak but his smile
strong.


“Crazy,” Rune replied, her
attention on the TV.


“It’s been a week,” Jack rumbled,
rubbing a fingertip over the patch that covered the spot where his left eye
once resided.


He stopped when he noticed her
watching him.


She looked away, her heart heavy.
His beautiful eye, gone.


Fucking Jeremy. Fucking Church of
Slayers.


They’d refused to take credit for
the Hawthorne Ridge battle. No one believed them. And Karin Love still sat in
her cell, more protected than ever. The world was fucked-up when someone that
evil was given more rights than her victims.


There were still unanswered
questions, and most of them centered around the Church of Slayers.


Rune believed COS was going to
concentrate on Spiritgrove for three reasons.


Levi, Denim, and Lex.


Let them come. They’d had an ass
kicking once and if—when—more killers came, Shiv Crew would annihilate
them too.


But she and her crew lived, and for
the first time she watched the battle as it’d looked from above, the quality
grainy but clear enough.


Clear enough to see her facing down
the Others, to see the dark splotches of blood as she ripped them to shreds.
Clear enough to watch as she fell beneath their numbers.


“That’s what we saw,” Z whispered. “That’s
what we saw before we got to you. We thought…”


But he didn’t have to finish.


They’d thought she was dead.


Hell, she’d thought she was
dead.


Ellis had made the crew promise
that as soon as he was released from the hospital they’d take him to Wormwood.
He wanted to talk to the residents, wanted the crew to talk to them, to wrap
things up, he’d said.


To start the changes.


He was desperate to make sure the
city—Other and human—accepted Rune. Rune the Other.


“They weren’t invited to the River
Run Hall meeting,” he’d said. “This is one just for them. We’ll make sure they
know us, make sure they feel they’re part of this city.” He’d looked at Rune
with hopeful eyes, and she’d agreed.


“It’s only fair,” she’d said,
smiling when his eyes lit up.


His doctor said he would release
him on Christmas Eve, and that’s when Ellis scheduled the Wormwood meeting.


Rune was not looking forward to it.


Christmas Eve morning dawned cold
and gray, matching her mood perfectly. The skies had been spewing fluffy snow
for the last two days, and though she loved the fresh beauty, even new snow
couldn’t lift her spirits that morning.


They’d decided to enter Wormwood in
the evening so the vampires could make an appearance after the sun went down.
So she had all day long to wait and worry.


She wasn’t ready to face them
yet—not the humans or the Others—but she’d be damned if she’d hide in a
corner because the world might look down on her.


She armed herself with special
care, weighing her body down with perhaps too many shivs as well as her deadly
guns. She’d breathed a sigh of relief at getting them back. Her badge she’d
pinned to her vest where everyone would see.


She was Other, but she was still
Shiv Crew.


And she was not taking Ellis into
Wormwood unprepared.


There was the little matter of all
the people who would look at this as a perfect opportunity to cause some
trouble. Both sides were going to protest this meeting. The humans because
Ellis was human, and because of Mitch, they now believed Shiv Crew was theirs
to command. The Others because they’d been persecuted by law enforcement for
decades. And they didn’t want the humans infiltrating the one place that
belonged only to them.


Finally, it was time to go.


She drove alone. The twins and Lex
were picking up Ellis, and Rune would meet them all at the graveyard. When she
arrived, she stared in shock at all the vehicles already there. Dozens of them.


She’d figured she and her men would
be yelled at by a few angry people and that the usual residents of Wormwood
would come see them out of sheer curiosity.


But it looked like half of River
County was attending.


Ellis was still not in the best
shape and walked slowly between the supportive arms of Levi and Denim. He
smiled and waved when he saw her.


“So many people,” he said, but
missed the worried looks the twins and Rune exchanged.


The path leading to the graveyard
was nothing but hard, frozen earth, rubbed bare by hundreds of feet. She led
her quiet crew to the gates and could sense those inside waiting. Waiting for
them.


“Rune.”


She stopped walking at Jack’s tone,
the fine hairs on the back of her neck rising. Dammit, not trouble already.


She turned to look.


The berserker strode toward them,
his shiny hair and huge body lending him an especially terrifying air this
close to the cemetery.


“Fuck,” she whispered.


She had seen nothing of Strad since
the battle. He’d simply disappeared, and she couldn’t bring herself to ask
about him. She didn’t care where he was.


She didn’t.


Lex’s movements picked up speed,
her crazy blind eyes dancing in time with her body. The men looked at Rune.
Should they go to meet the berserker or wait?


“Wait,” she said.


She’d avoid a confrontation at all
costs. Her men were still recovering from the last encounter. Not that Strad
had ever done anything but help them.


Still, he was the berserker
and he’d once worked for Jeremy. And Mitch’s betrayal had made all of them just
a little more careful about whom they trusted.


Strad’s boots kicked up a trail of
new snow as he neared, his steely cold gaze on hers. She didn’t look away but
rested her hands on her shivs, waiting.


He strode right up to her, into her
space.


And then he dropped to his knees
before her.


The ground seemed to shake when he
fell, fluffy snow flying up as his huge body displaced it.


Stunned, she looked up at her crew,
her mouth open in shock. What the fuck?


He kept his head bowed and stayed
silent on his knees, his long hair hanging loosely over his big shoulders. Even
kneeling he was almost as tall as she was.


He was throwing in his lot with
Shiv Crew. He was giving her his loyalty.


She touched his shoulder and at
last, he lifted his face and looked at her. There was only calm acceptance in
his eyes. No hint at anything other than a late-in-coming realization that he’d
been with the wrong people all along.


He’d opened a vein for her.


She gave him a nod. “Okay.” She
paused, forcing the word through the dry cotton in her mouth. “Thank you.”


Jack and Z looked at her, patiently
waiting for her signal. They could wait all day.


Levi and Denim crowded around
Ellis, making sure that if there was trouble, he was protected.


Their faces were closed off, almost
as closed off as they’d been when she’d first met them. They blamed themselves.
She wasn’t the only one who believed Karin Love was behind Jeremy and the Dark
Others. She was evil, and she was also a bitch with a grudge. Her daughter and
two of her former men, men who’d grown up in her church, were now fighting
against her and her plans for a monster-less future.


Strad nodded back, his face
expressionless. When he stood, he automatically took the position in front of
her, his body her shield.


Rune shrugged and let him take
point.


Z’s jaw dropped in amazement.


The berserker pushed open the gates
and they filed into Wormwood. First Strad, followed by Rune, then Jack, Z, Levi
and Denim with Ellis between them, the unassailable Lexi behind them, and Raze
bringing up the rear.


The graveyard overflowed with
people. Humans on one side, nonhumans on the other. They’d left a twelve-foot-wide
path right down the middle, at the end of which stood the little podium Ellis
had requested.


Would they make it there without
mishap? Not a chance.


Fuck them.


She pulled her shivs and walked in,
the blades ready. Don’t fuck with me on this day. Just don’t.


If they caused Ellis one second of
pain, she’d cut every last one of them. All he wanted—all he’d ever wanted—was
for the Others and the humans of Spiritgrove to pull together. To accept each
other. To be equals.


The visitors were eerily silent,
but Wormwood screamed with expectation.


Something was going to happen. Anticipation
rippled across her skin, raising gooseflesh and cold chills even as sweat
trickled down her spine.


Every step seemed to take forever,
like when she tried to run from something in her nightmares. In front of her,
Strad swiveled his head from left to right. He didn’t pull his weapons, but he
had his hands on the grips.


Lex’s vibrations, buzzing like the
bees from a thousand hornets’ nests, hummed loudly enough to assault Rune’s
sensitive ears.


It pissed her off that these people
would have so little respect for the ones charged with protecting them.


But then…


At very nearly the same time, every
person in the graveyard thumped his chest and raised crossed fingers of
acceptance and honor. Every person in Wormwood raised a hand.


Every single fucking one of them.


“Oh,” Ellis cried. “Oh my.”


Her heart burst with undiluted joy,
and her eyes filled with bloody tears.


Her crew watched her. Waited to see
if she would return the sign.


She gave it, thumping her own chest
and raising her crossed fingers to the silent crowd.


As one, her crew did the same.


It was so perfect it hurt her.


She sobbed. She hadn’t until that
very moment realized how tormented she’d been by the hatred and contempt, both
imagined and real. Something the Others lived with every day of their lives.


And now those same people were
honoring Ellis and acknowledging Shiv Crew.


Gunnar the Ghoul stood with his
people, his long fingers in the air. When he caught her gaze he bowed, and
mouthed, Your Highness.


“Rune, Rune,” Amy called, and when
Rune glanced at her the girl waved frantically from her place beside her
father.


Suddenly, the world seemed a little
less dark.


“For you, Ellis,” she whispered.


Finally. Fucking finally.


She let the cleansing tears flow
and walked with her head high beside the best friend she’d ever had, and the
greatest man she’d ever known.


Every person in Spiritgrove honored
him right along with her.


In one week she would say a
temporary good-bye to her crew and do one more thing Ellis had asked her to do—but
she’d be doing it for herself.


She was going away to get some
fucking help.


Help for her.


Help for her monster.











Chapter Thirty-One


Two nights later she hung up with
Rice, smiling. Things were changing, and everyone had a part in those changes.
Rice was still police director, and she was still captain of Shiv Crew, but
SCRU had been merged with RISC. Now there was only the Regional Investigations
of Supernatural Crime, of which her crew was a huge part.


RISC was getting a new boss, but
after the Dark Others’ defeat at Hawthorne Ridge, she would gain a hell of a
lot more freedom and authority. Rice had promised her that.


And with two Others in law
enforcement in River County…


Yes, things were changing.


Ellis was thrilled she’d decided to
go to the clinic. It could only help her, even though the battle at Hawthorne
had gone a long way in changing how she saw herself.


She’d forgiven little Rune, the
child who’d only done what was her nature to do.


Even if she wasn’t sure what her
nature was. She might have begun to forgive and accept, but just what the fuck
was she? Where had she come from? No one seemed to know. And if they did, they
weren’t talking.


Jeremy had disappeared.


She paced around her ugly house,
anxiety coating her stomach like old milk.


It was two in the morning, not too
late to find some trouble in the city. Restless, she punched in Ellis’s number,
ready to apologize if she woke him.


He answered on the second ring.
“You okay, Rune?”


“Yeah. You weren’t sleeping. What’s
up?”


He paused. “You know.”


“Oh.” He was on a date. “Just be
careful. I have a bad feeling tonight.”


“Want me to come over?”


“No, baby. Enjoy your night.”


She hung up and immediately called
Z. The call went to voicemail. Shit, what could she say? “Um. Just checking
in.” Lame, Rune.


Fuck it. The whole business with
Jeremy missing and her imminent departure to the land of the shrinks had messed
her up.


She stared out one of the tall
living room windows. It was too quiet. The streetlights lent a gloomy, eerie
glow to the silent street. The sidewalks were covered with the pale gleam of a
light snow, scattered by the icy fingers of wind.


When she came back from the clinic,
she was getting a dog. She didn’t enjoy her solitude the way she once had.


The way she had before the battle.
There’d always been her monster keeping her company. Now her monster was
just…her.


And she was alone.


 She stared at her cell, her finger
poised to punch in the one number she wanted to call. The one number she
shouldn’t call.


Strad Matheson, the berserker.


“Fuck,” she whispered. She couldn’t
call him. Her life was already too complicated. Reaching out to the berserker?
No. Just no.


She hit the number almost before
she realized she was going to do it.


“You okay, Rune?”


She closed her eyes at his voice,
so deep and dark. It slid into her ear, into her brain, like wicked chocolate.
Chocolate she should not eat.


“I…”


“What’s wrong?”


“Nothing. Nothing is wrong.”


She could almost see his
hesitation. “Rune…”


“I shouldn’t have called.” She
clicked off, furious with herself. What the fuck had she been thinking?


The cell rang as she held it, and
she jumped at the sudden sound. She let it ring.


“Leave me alone, Strad,” she
whispered.


It stopped ringing as it went to
voicemail, and then there was only the heavy quiet. Once upon a time, she’d
wanted the silence. Just maybe not this silence.


She put the cell on the windowsill
and continued staring out into the darkness. It was snowing again, harder,
isolating her even more.


Fuck it. She’d grab some shivs and
her coat and go to RISC. Her job was good for working off anxiety and excess
energy.


She turned away from the window,
and ran straight into Jeremy Cross.


In the millisecond before he shot
her she dropped her fangs and reached for him, but it was too late.


The silver bullet entered her
abdomen and exploded, sending melting silver into her bloodstream.


“Well, fuck,” she said.


He held her up when she would have
fallen, cradling her against his chest. He dragged her to the couch and sat
with her across his lap. “I saw you feed, my little monster. I saw you feed
from the man who used to be under my command.”


She opened her mouth but nothing
came out—it was impossible to breathe. There was nothing but pain. Agony.


He smoothed a strand of hair out of
her eyes. “I’m glad, though. You should feed. Because in the end, it
doesn’t matter, does it?”


Oh God, it hurts.


Fight it, fight it.


“I could have disappeared forever,
but I couldn’t seem to leave you. Not here, alive.” He frowned, angry, a little
confused. “Why is that, Rune?”


The silver traveled throughout her
body, destroying her. Not even when she’d fed Lex had the pain been so bad. And
she hadn’t thought it could be worse than that.


But it could be.


So much worse.


“You’re going to die,” he said, his
voice low, calm. “The question is, how much pain can you take before you go?”
He licked her face, his tongue leaving damp evil like a second skin. “I bet you
can take a whole fucking lot more now that you’re so full of human blood. Nasty,
beautiful fucking bitch.”


She gasped for air that would not
come. Her body was stiffening, going cold. I should’ve talked to you,
Berserker. I should have talked to you.


“Why couldn’t I leave you?” He
shook her a little, wearing an angry, almost embarrassed half smile. “Why
couldn’t I leave you?”


Blood ran from the wound in her
stomach, leaving silver in her veins. She could barely coax her arm to move but
forced herself to lift her hand to his throat.


Too incapacitated to do anything
once she got it there, she could only rest her fingertips against his warm skin.
Like a lover’s touch.


He lifted her and carried her to
her bed, laying her gently across it. “I missed us. I missed what we do. You
were good for me, Rune.”


Standing back, he stared at her,
his eyes almost…normal. Sad. “After this night, you will no longer exist. Then
I can leave you.”


She must have been breathing,
though she could not taste the air. But she remained aware, and slowly, so
slowly, the shock of the silver fled, leaving devastation in its wake.


Unbearable pain, weakness, and
terror.


But she could move, at least a
little.


“Jeremy,” she whispered, when she
could talk again. “I will end you.”


His eyes widened. “Whatever you
are, you’re a strong one. I admire that in a woman.”


He pulled a shiv from her dresser,
holding it to his lips for a brief moment. Like Gunnar with his Baby Ruth.


The shiv cut into his lip and a
drop of blood beaded and slid down his chin.


He leaned over and kissed her.


And as his lips moved tenderly
against hers, he sliced her face with the blade. “I love you, Rune.” He
straightened, breathing hard, his face flushed.


In a lightning quick slash he dragged
the knife across her chest, resting the point at her throat. “See how much I
love you?”


Use the pain. It’s what I do.


She forced her terror away, forced
herself calm.


It’s what I do.


She closed her eyes and
concentrated on that agony. She took it apart, then began to put it back together
into a pain she could endure.


She took the fear and wrapped it in
rage, rage she’d been born with.


Then she looked at him.


“Hello, monster,” he said. “It’s
been too long.”


She smiled.


“Fuck you,” Jeremy murmured.


“No, baby. Fuck you.”


She grabbed his throat. She didn’t
need a fucking shiv.


The living room door splintered and
burst inward. She heard it, felt it.


The berserker was coming.


Her crew was coming.


But she didn’t need them.


They exploded into the room, her
men, ready to tear Jeremy apart. 


She sat up, holding him by the
throat in a grip he’d never escape. Ellis screamed when he saw her face and ran
mindlessly for her, but Jack grabbed him and tossed him away.


“Do not take my kill,” she said,
recognizing that her voice was different, but unsure how. She didn’t care.
“I’ve got this.”


But they were men who loved her,
and they all wanted a piece of the evil.


And they deserved it.


She acquiesced.


A girl made sacrifices for those
she loved.


She lessened her grip on his
throat.


He was too mad—too insane—to be as
afraid as he should have been. “I’ll die,” he whispered, his words just for
her, “but you’ll spend eternity with me.” He brought the shiv up, preparing to
take her to hell with him.


Her men snatched him away then,
none of them willing to sacrifice. As they hacked him to pieces, Ellis
leaped onto the bed with her, covering her bloody body with his.


She was fading from the blood loss,
devastated by the silver, in agony from the cuts.


Ellis held his wrist to her little
fangs. “Take the blood, Rune. Take the blood.”


But the berserker pulled her out
from under Ellie, his face covered with blood not his own.


Jeremy’s malevolent blood decorated
the walls of her bedroom, his howls of agony fading to sighs of death.


Strad looked at Ellis. “I will feed
her.”


“Okay,” Ellis said. “Okay.”


Levi stood beside Ellis, his eyes
fierce, bright. “Thank you, Rune, for allowing us to avenge you. To avenge Lex.”


She smiled. “Thank you,
baby.”


Or that’s what she meant to say.
Maybe she spoke, or maybe she didn’t.


But she forgot him as Strad carried
her to the living room where things were less bloody and crowded. Her men would
deal with Jeremy’s body and the mess they’d left behind.


He sat in the big armchair and
cradled her in his arms, his embrace so different from Jeremy’s she didn’t know
how to take it.


He stared down at her, his eyes as
fierce as Levi’s had been, as dark as the night outside her window. “You will
feed from me. But first I will take the taste of that bastard from your mouth.”


He lowered his lips to hers,
snatching the breath from her lungs, the thoughts from her head. There was only
the feeling of his kiss, his mouth, his body.


The pain was chased away by his
kiss, and she gladly drowned in the embrace from a man who would never hurt
her.


He finally dragged his mouth from
hers, his eyes hot. When he held his wrist to her mouth, she shoved it away.


Shoved it away and dropped her
fangs, then went for his throat.


Fuck a wrist. His throat was so
much more…appetizing.


“Oh fuck,” he whispered.


I am my monster.


My monster is me.


And they both smiled as they fed on
the blood of a berserker.
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