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Part One


DEVASTATION


 











Chapter
One


There would always be monsters.


Pretty monsters, sad monsters, bad
monsters.


And Rune.


She stayed in the exclusive shrink clinic for eight weeks.
They would have kept her forever if she’d have allowed it. She wouldn’t.


Shiv Crew needed her and she’d been well enough to get the
hell out of New York and back to Ohio. God, she’d missed River County.


As soon as she entered Spiritgrove she called her best
friend and assistant, Ellis. He’d want to know she was back.


“Hi baby,” she said, when he answered.


“Rune! Why are you calling so
early?”


Ellis worried a lot—at least about her. “I’m in town.”


Silence.


“Ellie?”


“You left the clinic?”


“It was time. No lectures, please.”


“Actually…”


“What?”


“Since you’re already in town…”


“Ellis, spit it the fuck out. What’s wrong?”


He sighed. “The crew is in trouble.”


She shifted the phone to her other ear, her heart beginning
to race. “Tell me.”


“They’re in the graveyard. Rock County wolves decided to
take them over—give them an official alpha. One of your wolves called for
help.”


Rock County was a backward, rough county run by a skewed
justice system, dirty cops, and a scary-ass mayor who had the Governor in his
pocket. 


She slammed on her brakes, then
made a U-turn that nearly put her SUV on its side. “I’m headed to Wormwood now.
Shiv Crew can’t handle a few trespassing wolves?”


“Raze is still in jail, Strad is in Pennsylvania, and Z is
in court. It’s just Jack and the twins and they could use the help.”


She grinned. “Happy to be of service.”
Ecstatic.


“They’ll be glad to see you. As will I. Come to the office
as soon as you’ve kicked the wolves into shape, okay?”


“Where is Lex?”


He hesitated. “She’s here with me.”


“Ellis. What aren’t you telling me?”


“Later. When you’re here.”


Fuck. “Okay. Where in Wormwood?”


“East entrance, third gate.”


“See you in a few, baby.” She tossed her cell into the passenger
seat and broke every speed limit posted to get to Wormwood. Her monster was
screaming for a fight. It’d been too long since she’d gotten to kick some ass.
Eagerness nipped at her heels like a dog, urging her along.


Fucking clinic was as tame as a kindergarten class.


Physically, anyway. Mentally,
they’d worn her out.


She stopped outside the gates of the vast graveyard, almost
putting herself through the windshield with her abrupt halt. She grabbed her
gun and a shiv and was inside Wormwood ten seconds later.


She heard the fight before she saw it. Jack roared his fury
and she sprinted toward the sound.


Fucking Others.


The twins fought back to back, slashing any wolf stupid
enough to get near them, and obviously these were some stupid wolves. The Others showed no fear as they leaped and twisted and hurled
their huge furry bodies at her men.


An enormous black wolf flew at Jack, hitting him in the
chest and sending the big man reeling backward into a crumbly old tombstone.


Rune’s wolves fought as well, but there were only eleven of
them and not all of the eleven had shown up for the fight. They weren’t the
toughest wolves she’d ever met. Abused by their former alpha, they were, for
the most part, timid and afraid.


 Some of them had already hit the ground, too injured
to continue fighting. They’d heal but it could take a while, depending on the
damage.


She saw everything in an instant—right before her monster
came and turned her into a bloodthirsty killer.


Dropping her fangs she threw herself into the fight, keeping
her claws inside. They got in the way when she was fighting with shivs and
guns.


She really didn’t want to shoot any of the bastards but when
a few dozen trespassing wolves came to steal her pack and attack three of her
men, fair went out the window.


She shot four of them before anyone realized she was there.
She didn’t shoot to kill, but with explosions of silver wreaking havoc on their
bodies, they’d wish she had.


Getting shot full of silver was fucking agony. She knew from
personal experience.


Levi and Denim—the twins—caught sight of her first. “Rune!” Levi yelled. 


Jack whooped with joy and slung the black wolf halfway
across Wormwood.


Rune immediately recognized the alpha. The huge wolf had
been watching the fight, sitting on a large rock as though it were his throne.


When he saw Rune watching he stood, dropped his head low
between his massive shoulder blades, and roared.


She wasn’t afraid of a fucking alpha. She’d killed the last
one that had messed with River County wolves, and she’d kill this one just as
happily.


But the more logical part of her was cautious. Do you
want to be responsible for more wolves? 


Not so much.


After all, killing the last alpha was why she was now the
reluctant leader of the River County pack.


She tossed the gun to Jack and thumped her chest with the
hand that held the shiv. “Come on!” Her scream echoed through Wormwood, drawing
some new arrivals.


That was okay. She could fight in front of an audience.


The alpha, shaggy, brown, and huge, jumped off the rock.
With an almost lazy stride, he went for Rune.


Rune grinned and dropped her shiv, then sent her claws
bursting through the tips of her fingers. She had fucking built-in
shivs. Not silver—which would mess with an Other in
ways her claws couldn’t—but she could take the alpha down without silver.


Mutant vampire against wolf alpha.


It was a good day.


The alpha’s pack continued occupying Jack and the twins, but
she knew her men would toss worried glances her way when they could. She’d been
out of commission for a while—they were bound to wonder if she was up to speed.


She and the alpha ran at each other. Thanks to the Other within her, Rune had speeds to rival those of a master
vampire. The alpha wolf’s expression suddenly changed—and Rune had a
millisecond to enjoy the dawning realization in his eyes.


Yeah bitch, I’m that Other.


She sidestepped at the last second, dragging her claws
across the alpha’s chest then spinning around to kick him in the back before he
could so much as blink.


She’d fought a lot worse than a pissy
alpha and had come out on top. The wolf didn’t have a chance.


Enjoying herself a little too much, Rune darted away from
the enraged wolf, laughing. Since the Hawthorne Ridge battle, she’d grown in
power.


Sometimes she thought she could do anything. She was
invincible.


But in the next second she found herself flat out on the
ground, staring up at the angry wolf. Someone had ambushed her—had dealt her a solid blow to the back of her head while she’d been
playing with the alpha.


Okay, so maybe not invincible.


Still, she might have been down but she was most definitely
not out.


The alpha took over, shoving the bushwhacker out of the way
and opening his mouth as he went for her throat.


She heard Jack yell as she rolled out of the way and jumped
with wobbly determination to her feet. She could take a little spanking, but
now she was mad. And she was done playing.


The alpha hesitated.


Rune smiled.


She went for the wolf who’d
attacked her from behind first, driving her claws into his chest and dropping
him where he stood.


The alpha could have run, but he didn’t. He stood his ground
and prepared to fight to the death. His death. 


She could see it in his eyes, and that was the only thing
that stopped her from ripping him to pieces. She respected courage.


Panting, she stared at him. “Call off your fucking wolves
and end this now, dude. I’ll let you walk away.”


He did nothing for a long moment, but finally slid into a
shift as seamless and quick as any she’d seen.


He was a smart wolf. 


She fought to keep her stare off his body. When she caught a
gleam of mockery deep inside his brown eyes, she lifted an eyebrow and let her
interested gaze take a leisurely trip over his bare skin.


The man was hot. Pretty much perfect, if one liked long,
lean lines, defined abs, and muscled chests.


He crossed his arms, ignoring the deep slashes left by her
claws. “Pack, over here. Behind me.”


The fight had slowed down considerably. The ground was
littered with dead and injured wolves. The ones who belonged to him wasted no
time in doing as he’d commanded.


“What’s your name?” she asked him.


“I’m Darius Elliot.”


“I am—”


“I know who you are.”


At a touch on her shoulder she turned her head, giving a quick
smile of hello to Jack and the twins. “That was a nice welcome home, boys.”


Jack grinned, adjusting his black eye patch. He’d lost his
eye in the Hawthorne fight, and though a quick thought of guilt and regret
streaked through her it was just that—a quick thought which she acknowledged
and then released.


It wasn’t something for which she should blame herself.


The shrinks really had helped.


Was she cured? No. But she was a lot less likely to pick up
strange men and have them back to her house for a little slash and tickle.


Of course, she hadn’t been tested yet. Time would tell how
well she really was.


The beautiful twins looked a little different, somehow. More…adult. She winked at them and then turned her attention
back to the strange wolves.


“Why the fuck are you in our
territory?” she asked. She nodded at the River County wolves—her
wolves—who’d spread in a semi-circle around Rune and the men. “These wolves
aren’t up for grabs.”


The alpha stared down his nose. “Any pack with no leader is
weak. I will take them.” But despite his arrogance, there was a spark of
something a little more desperate inside his eyes.


“Dude. They have an alpha.”


He frowned, and glanced at his pack. “I was told otherwise.”


“You were misinformed.”


He stared at the River County wolves. “I see no alpha.”


“Look at me,” she told him. “Dude.
Look at me.”


He stopped his study of the River County wolves and put his
sharp stare back on her. “I’m looking at you. Now what?”


“Now, you see an alpha.”


“You don’t mean—”


“Yeah. I do mean.”


And finally, he understood. “They need a wolf to lead them,
not a…” he gestured at her. “Whatever you are.”


“I agree, but until one of them fights his or her way to the
top or I find someone suitable, I’m it.”


He scoffed. “Raggedy bunch of weak pups, they’re not
dominant enough to fight for alpha. I made an offer for them. Give them to me.”


“No. They belong here, not in Rock County. You planning on moving here?”


He actually hesitated, as though thinking it over. Then, “No. Rock County needs me.”


“Then what you’re doing right now is wasting my time.” She
glanced around at the wolves on the ground. “And you wasted a lot of lives.
Pick up your dead and injured and get the fuck out of my city.”


He inclined his head. “As you wish.”


She turned away from him and faced her wolves and her men.
It was going to take half the morning to get everything sorted.


Fucking Others.


It was good to be home.











Chapter
Two


Rune strode into the RISC building, eager to see Ellis and, though
part of her dreaded it, to meet the new Regional Investigations of Supernatural
Crimes boss.


She’d lived through the horror that had been Jeremy Cross,
the former captain of RISC. It was no surprise that there was some anxiety
about the person taking his place. 


Right before she’d gone away, RISC and her old department,
Spiritgrove’s Criminal Recovery Unit—SCRU—had been merged. Now there was only
RISC.


“This place was not the same without you,” Ellis said,
finally letting her out of one of his famous hugs. He handed them out like
cigars at a birth, and she liked them about as much. 


Lex stood by the window of Ellis’s new office, looking out
at the world as though she weren’t blind. Rune sent Ellis a questioning
look—which he answered with a shrug—and walked to stand beside the girl.


“Hello, Lex.”


Lex was an Other, one of the most
unusual Rune knew. She turned toward Rune, her eyes shaking, her body
vibrating. But only a little. “Welcome home, Rune.”


She shot out a hand and grabbed Rune’s arm, then slid her
fingers down to grasp Rune’s wrist. 


Rune withdrew, gently. “You know I don’t like you to read
me.”


“Or touch you,” Lex replied, and there was a hint of smile
at the corners of her mouth. Her eyes picked up speed and her body vibrated
with a little more zeal.


Rune watched the little Other,
waiting for some hint about what was bothering her. “Why weren’t you at
Wormwood helping the crew kick hairy wolf ass?”


“Your head hurts,” Lex said.


“You’re a fast reader.”


Ellis sighed. “You were hurt in the fight?”


Rune smiled, fingering the still-sore spot on the back of
her head. She’d showered away the blood that had made her long hair a sticky
mess, and the wound had closed up. That’s what being half Other
did for her. Still, a bit of a headache lingered. “One of the fuckers hit me
from behind while I was fighting the alpha.”


“You weren’t paying attention,” Z said from the doorway.
“You were busy playing with the alpha—at least that’s what I heard.”


Rune grinned. “Hi, baby.”


He walked toward her. “You’re getting a hug.”


“Fuck me,” she said, groaning. “Shiv Crew is full of
huggers.”


They all laughed and Z pulled her into a bear hug almost
fierce enough to break her ribs. “You look great, Rune.”


“What, you were thinking I’d come back with my hair in my
face, drooling? Wearing a straitjacket, maybe?”


He snorted. “Anyone heard from Strad?”


Rune stiffened at once. Too casually, she picked some
imaginary lint off her shirt sleeve. “Not me. What’s he doing in fucking
Pennsylvania?”


“I don’t know,” Ellis answered. “He just said he was going
and told the crew to look after your wolves. He said he wasn’t sure when he’d
return.”


Or if.


She deliberately ignored Z’s considering look and changed
the subject. “How much longer is Raze in jail?”


“Two days,” Z said. “He’s having a rough time.”


Rune nodded. “Put a man like Raze inside a cell for a
month…”


“He’s lucky he only got a month,” Ellis said. “APRO wanted
him in prison for a couple years.”


American Protection and Rights of Others had gotten involved
when Raze had been sent to oust some trespassing rat shifters and one of them
had bitten him. Raze suffered from musophobia—an extreme fear of rats—and had
julienned the poor son of a bitch. If the rat had shifted back to his human
form Raze would have maintained control, but all he could see were little red
eyes and long front teeth.


Scared the fuck out of him.


Because it was self-defense, kind of, and because it was
only an Other he’d killed—and a rat, at that—Raze had
gotten off lightly. Still, APRO had needed placating and times were changing.


In the last month a law had passed in Ohio allowing humans
to feed vampires if they so wished. Tools, they were called. Bite
junkies.


It was a tricky situation. If a human became pissed at a
vampire he or she could report the vampire bite as an attack and the vampire
was likely to be destroyed.


The masters had taken to requiring notarized signatures from
the humans, proving the vampire in question had the human’s permission.


It was a strange time—but she could see it happening. The Others were becoming more accepted every day.


COS—the Church of Slayers—was surely screaming in rage with
each tiny Other step forward. At the thought of COS,
she glanced at Lex.


Z took a miniature turtle from his pocket and while he was busy
showing it to Lex, Rune pulled Ellis into the hallway.


“Tell me what’s going on with Lexi.”


“I really don’t know. She was like that the entire time you
were gone. If I didn’t know her I’d have said she was withdrawing from drugs.”


Rune pursed her lips, thinking. “We know that’s not it. I’ll
talk to the twins.”


“She seems better now. Now that you’re
back.”


“You think she’s become dependent on me?”


He shrugged, rubbing absentmindedly at his right arm. He’d
had some breaks in that arm during the Hawthorne battle, and the cast had just
come off. “Her anxiety levels went through the roof a few days after you left.
If something else happened, she didn’t tell me.”


Rune studied him. Ellie had changed after the battle. They
all had. She wasn’t sure quite how to take the newly mature, less naive Ellis.
Maybe he just needed more time to get back his joy. His…zest. “I love you,
Ellie.”


He winked, but his eyes remained sad. “I know.”


“What’s wrong?”


He hesitated. “I fell in love.”


“Ellie! But that’s great. Isn’t
it?”


“It is if that love is returned.”


“Who could not love you?”


That brought out a hint of his old grin. “Fishing, are you?”


“Fuck yeah. Who is it?”


But he shook his head and refused to say. 


Dammit. She’d been gone for a few short weeks and her crew
had changed. Ellie was teetering on the edge of a broken heart, Raze was in
fucking jail, and Strad was gone.


“Where did the berserker go?” she asked, even though she’d
asked already…as if Ellis would suddenly have knowledge he didn’t have half an
hour ago. She regretted the question as soon as she spoke it.


“Rune Marie Alexander. You’re—”


She put her fingers against his lips. Hard.
“Do not say whatever it is you’re getting ready to say. Just…don’t.”


He smiled against her fingers, his eyes sparkling.


She glared. “Show me my office, then
point me toward the new captain.”


“You’ll like her, Rune. She’s a little…different, but once
you get used to her—”


Rune groaned. “Fuck me.”


“You’ll like her,” he said again, laughing, and laced his
arm through hers. “I promise. You can trust her.”


“Yeah.” Like she
believed that.


Her new office wasn’t any larger than her old office, but
her old office had been pretty huge. Big enough to hold her
desk, a couple of chairs, and all of Shiv Crew.


This one had a wall of windows, and
someone—probably Ellis—had added a few personal touches. A couple of plants, a
framed photo of Shiv Crew Mitch Percell had presented her with before the
Hawthorne battle. One side wall was taken up with a huge corkboard on which
someone—again, probably Ellis—had pinned a welcome home message.


She took a moment to close her eyes and pull in a deep
breath. She was home—and life was looking up.


Ellis stood in the hall talking with one of RISC’s
employees, and when Rune joined them the guy darted a look at her then away.
Not everyone in River County would accept her. A lot more of them had than
she’d expected, but not all of them.


Ellis noticed and put his hands on his hips. “Of course you
know Rune Alexander, Shiv Crew captain?” he asked the guy.


Inwardly, she grinned. Ellie was protective of those he
loved and no one was going to mess with Rune in his presence. 


She kept her face blank and offered a hand to the guy. “Dale
Royce, right?”


He paused, then took her hand.
“Welcome back, Alexander.”


“Thanks. Let’s go meet the boss, Ellis.”


She hesitated outside Jeremy’s old office, pretending to
read the sign on the door. Honestly, she just needed a minute.


Ellis touched her arm. “Are you okay, sweetheart?”


“Fucking Jeremy Cross,” she murmured. 


Unwilling to let her think about recent pain, Ellis rapped
on the door, then pushed it open. “Ms. Peel?”


A tall woman, around forty, arose from behind her gleaming,
organized desk and motioned them inside. “Please. Come in.”


Her voice was quiet, her eyes peaceful. Her dark hair was
pulled back into a bun at the nape of her neck, but not a severe one. More to
keep her hair out of her face while she worked, the same reason Rune usually
pulled hers back into a ponytail.


Brown eyes stared at Rune from a subtly made-up face. Her
suit was a simple but expensive skirt and jacket, and she wore only a single
pair of gold hoop earrings.


She showed no curiosity—more of a patient knowledge that put
Rune immediately at ease. 


She didn’t look anything like the man whose place she’d taken,
but everyone had the potential to be a killer.


“Ms. Peel,” Rune said, and extended her hand.


Her boss smiled. “Elizabeth, please. May I call you Rune?”


“Yeah.”


“Lovely name.” She glanced at
Ellis. “Thank you, Ellis.”


He nodded and smiled. “I’ll leave you two to get
acquainted.”


When he’d left the room and closed the door behind him,
Elizabeth pointed to a chair. “Would you sit for a moment?”


Rune sat. 


Elizabeth sat as well, then folded
her hands on top of her desk. “I’ve heard nothing but good things about you.
I’m aware of what you’ve recently gone through, and I know it will take time
for trust to develop between us.” She paused, but continued when Rune remained
silent.


“If you have problems, questions, or just need to talk, I
encourage you to come to me. My door is always open.” She smiled a wry smile.
“And I am almost always here.”


“You’ve heard I’m not exactly human,” Rune said. “If you
have issues with that fact we need to discuss them now.”


Elizabeth smiled. “I have no issues with any group—human or Other. I don’t care what you are. If you treat me with
respect, I will treat you with respect. I will trust you unless you prove I
can’t.” She pointed to a plaque hanging on the wall behind Rune. “Those are
words I live by.”


Rune turned in her chair to read the plaque. When someone
shows you who they are, believe them the first time. “Maya
Angelou.”


“Yes.”


Rune nodded slowly and stood. “I’ll start work officially
tomorrow.”


“I heard you’ve already had a busy morning.”


“Yes, but I wasn’t on the clock. That was just for fun.” She
grinned and headed for the door. Her new boss seemed peachy, but she’d been
fooled before. Time. It always took time.


And Elizabeth Peel was probably thinking the same thing
about her. “Rune…”


Rune stopped in the doorway. “Yes?”


“Strad Matheson.”


She stilled. “What about him?”


“I know he was Jeremy Cross’s…confidant, if you will. Do you
trust him?”


Rune nodded slowly. “Yeah. I think
I do.”


“Good. I’ve been waiting for him to make an appearance since
he returned from Pennsylvania, but he has yet to come in.”


The knot inside Rune’s stomach tightened. It was almost
always present, that knot, and depending on the circumstances it could be a
huge, painful knot, or a smaller, less obvious one. And at the RISC captain’s
words it grew and twisted inside her. She had to swallow hard before she could
speak. “He’s back?”


A tiny line appeared between Elizabeth’s eyes. “For four
days.”


Fucking berserker. She
nodded and left the room, thinking hard. Why the fuck had Strad not contacted
his crew? What was he hiding?


But at least the new boss hadn’t sat there with dark, secret
things sliding through her eyes. How refreshing that was.


She’d go to her ugly house and air out the place after one
more stop. She was going to see Raze. She’d been informed that Raze had refused
visitors the entire time he’d been incarcerated, but Rune wasn’t going to let
that stand in her way.


As she neared Ellis’s office thoughts of Raze flew from her
mind. The berserker’s voice rumbled from inside the room and despite her
attempt at nonchalance, her heart went crazy.


Strad Matheson had always made her nervous. Freaked her right the fuck out. She wiped her palms on her
jeans, took a deep breath, and opened the door.


And then wished with everything inside her
that she hadn’t.











Chapter
Three


Please don’t let them read anything in my fucking eyes.
She nodded a hello to Strad, who stood beside a small blonde woman and an
angelic looking boy of around eight years old. The kid had wispy blond hair and
was so little a light wind could have carried him away.


Strad sported dark circles under his eyes and lines she
hadn’t seen before had appeared on his face. He looked like he’d been through
some rough shit in the last few weeks.


Lex immediately left her chair and grabbed Rune’s hand. That
almost made Rune more nervous than the look of total dismay in Ellis’s eyes.


What the fuck?


But somehow, she knew. Just knew. Bad news, that’s what
the fuck.


Strad pinned her with his fierce blue gaze but after a
glance at him she had to look away. She couldn’t stare at him. Couldn’t do it
and nothing short of a bullet could have made her.


The blonde left Strad’s side, her smile guileless, hand
outstretched. “You’re Rune, aren’t you? I’ve seen you on TV, of course. I’ve
heard so much about you, I feel like I already know you.” She stopped in front
of Rune and Lex. “I’m Tina, Strad’s wife, and this is our son Matthew.”


Rune had to pry Lex’s grip from her hand before she could
trade handshakes with the blonde. She muttered something, she must have.


She hoped it wasn’t fuck
me, because that’s all that was running through her head. Not only because
she was dazed, but because she’d figured during her time away that repeating
nonsense might keep Lex from reading her.


Fuck me.


Lex snatched Rune’s hand from the stranger, her body
vibrating wildly. “Go away,” she said, as though she were a scared child.


“Lex,” Rune said, startled. Lex wasn’t usually rude unless
the situation warranted it. 


And it wasn’t the fucking blonde’s fault Strad was a son of
a bitch.


She hadn’t fed for eight weeks. Dreams and thoughts of the
berserker’s blood had kept her going in the clinic. It was the treat at the end
of a long, hard time away.


And he was married.


With a kid.


Fuck me. 


Tina withdrew, paling at Lex’s venom. Or maybe it was
because she’d gotten an up close and personal look at the Other’s
crazy, dancing eyes. “I’m…” she put a hand to her chest and went back to Strad.


Compartmentalize, Rune.


She cleared her throat. “Nice to meet
you.” Then she nodded at the boy. “Hey, kid.” She didn’t really have a
clue how to act with kids so she generally talked to them like she would an
adult and hoped for the best.


So far, none of them had bitten her or kicked her shins or
anything. She must have been doing something right.


The little boy jerked his stare from Lex to Rune. “I saw my
dad give you blood. It’s on YouTube. He has a scar on his wrist.”


He has a scar on his fucking neck, too.


“Matthew,” Tina cautioned. “I asked you not to—”


“Yeah, your dad saved my life,” Rune interrupted. “He’s a
real hero.” Maybe he heard the coldness in her voice or maybe he just knew her.
Whatever, her words made Strad flinch.


She smiled down at the kid. Wasn’t his fault, either, that
his father had hidden an entire family away in Pennsylvania and hadn’t bothered
to tell any-fucking-one. 


The silence came then, awkward and heavy. 


Ellis broke it. “Strad’s…family is in trouble, Rune. He was
just explaining.”


Nice. “Tell me.”


Strad spoke for the first time since she’d entered the room.
“My son is a…” He lifted his big hands helplessly, words eluding him.


“A clairvoyant,” Tina finished for him. “Since
birth.” She leveled a long look at Strad. “A birth defect,
according to some people.”


Trouble in paradise.


Of course, there must have been trouble long before then.
Why else would Strad be living in Ohio while his wife and kid lived in
Pennsylvania?


“It’s dangerous and only hurts him,” Strad said. “I attempted
to keep his gift secret, but somehow…” he threw the look right back at
Mrs. Matheson. An unfriendly look. “It escaped.”


“Nothing stays hidden forever,” Rune murmured.


Ellis hurried over to Matthew. “Let’s go find you a candy
bar, Matthew.” He led the boy from the room after a quick glance of disapproval
at the adults.


Before Strad could continue his story, the office door
opened and Jack and Z entered, followed by the twins.


Jack slapped Strad on the back—next to Raze, Jack had been
the biggest of the Shiv Crew members, until Strad had joined them.


Her giants.


“Guys,” Rune said, “This is Tina Matheson. Tina, this is
Jack, Z, Denim, and Levi. Shiv Crew.”


“Dude,” Jack said. He shook hands with Tina, who stared a
moment too long at his eye patch before transferring her wide-eyed stare to the
scar twisting its way down Denim’s face. Jack grinned at Strad. “You have a sister?”


“No.” Rune smiled, and it stretched across her face in an
almost painful way. “He has a wife.”


She made the mistake of looking at Strad as she said it. He
caught her stare in the snare of his own and refused to let go.


Fuck you, Berserker.


Tina looked from one to the other, frowning. “It’s obvious
you two have some issues with one another, but please, put them aside for now.
Matthew is in danger.”


Rune nodded and managed to drag her stare away from the huge
berserker. “You’re right.” Major issues.


Strad caught the new arrivals up quickly and then picked up
where he’d left off. “Someone attempted to abduct my son a few weeks ago.”


“No leads at all?” Rune folded her arms, wishing she’d
thought to grab a cup of coffee from the break room.


“Not really. Three men broke into my…into Tina’s home and
attacked her. They wanted Matthew. He was sleeping at his grandparents’ that
night—that’s what saved him. Because his gift is not so secret now, everyone
wants to see if he can find their missing people.” 


 No one asked the question on everyone’s mind, so Strad
continued. His expression was cold—he knew they were judging him. “I’ve decided
the best thing for him is to bring him here so I can protect him.”


 “And you guys,” Tina said. She twisted her hands
together and looked with beseeching eyes at Shiv Crew. “You’ll help protect
him, won’t you?”


“Yeah,” Rune said, looking at no one. “We’ll do everything
we can.”


Tina buried her face in her hands and started sobbing, and Z
patted her on the shoulder. Z’s weakness was women—he couldn’t bear to see one
mistreated or unhappy.


She finally regained control and tossed a smile at Z. 


“You okay?” Strad asked her. 


She nodded, but didn’t offer him a smile.


Strad went on. “We’re in the dark. We’ve questioned every
group from wolves to the local Church of Slayers.”


Lex moaned and hid her face behind her hands.


“Fuck,” Rune said. 


Levi and Denim immediately put their arms around Lex and led
her from the room. 


“I’m sorry,” Strad said. He rubbed his eyes. “Fucking mess.”


Tina frowned. “Strad.”


“What, Tina? It is a fucking mess.”


She blushed when the crew looked at her but straightened her
shoulders and changed the subject. “What’s wrong with Lex?”


“Her mother is Karin Love,” Rune explained. “Founder of the Church of Slayers.”


“What? I thought Lex was an…”


“An Other? She is. Her mother was
raped by Others. She made sure Lex paid for that fact
until finally Karin went to prison and the twins got Lex out of the church.
Even the mention of COS sends Lex back into that nightmare world.”


COS had disbanded when Karin Love and half the members had
been sent to prison—but all over the country, small branches continued to pop
up. They all claimed the same thing—they had separated themselves from Karin
Love and they did not harm Others. But they strongly
believed in a world free of monsters—and no one pretended to believe COS wasn’t
still doing terrible, illegal things.


When unlawful activity was proven, the branch in question
would be taken down. Almost immediately another took its place.


“There’s a branch in…” Rune gestured at Tina. She had no
idea where in Pennsylvania Strad’s wife had lived.


“Yeah. Philadelphia. Every inch of
the church has been searched. Those who belong to PCOS have had their
properties searched, been questioned…threatened. Nothing turned up.” He rubbed
his face. “The attempt could have been made by anyone.”


Rune sighed. “You’ll need someone to babysit them when you
can’t be there.”


“I hired a couple of men.”


“You hired werewolves,” Tina said, shuddering. “I can’t
relax with them in the apartment, watching my every move.”


Rune stared at her for a long moment, then
glanced at Strad. “If you need someone else, a floater Shiv Crew uses is a
badass. Her name is Sherry.” She threw a look at Tina. “She’s human.”


“And a woman,” Tina said, eagerly. She pulled a pen and
paper from her purse. “May I get her number?”


“We’re still keeping the wolves, Tina.”


She narrowed her eyes at Strad. “Fine, they can be there
sometimes. But I’d rather have a woman in the house, thank you. Especially when I’m sleeping.”


He shrugged, then nodded at Rune. “If you recommend her.”


Rune gave Tina the floater’s number. Sherry, besides lending
her services to Shiv Crew when they needed an extra hand, was also the sister
of one of Rune’s wolves.


She’d also staked Rune’s mother, but Rune couldn’t really
hold that against her. She’d been doing the job Rune had hired her to do.


Ellis stuck his head into the room. “Can he come back in
now?”


“Yes,” Tina said. 


The boy walked back into the room with Ellis, his candy bar
almost gone. 


Rune addressed her next question to both parents. “Wouldn’t
it be easier to just allow the kid to help find missing people? I know it’d be
impossible for him to help everyone who needs it, but maybe if you took the
most serious cases.”


“No,” Strad said. That was all, just no.


Tina put her arm around Matthew. “Matthew found a missing
child for a family friend fifteen months ago. My fault, I’m aware,” she
snapped, looking at Strad. “It nearly killed him. He still has not recovered.
He—”


As if on cue, Matthew gasped and dropped his candy. His
entire body stiffened and his eyes rolled so far back only the whites were
visible.


His back arched and he fell, but Strad caught him and gently
lowered him to the floor. Tina put her fingers to her mouth, backing away from
the seizing boy.


“That,” she half-screamed, looking
at Rune. “That’s from finding the last child.”


“Z, call 911,” Rune ordered, and dropped to the floor beside
the child and his father. “Jack—”


“No,” Strad interrupted. “Paramedics can’t help. Doctors
can’t help. We’ve had him to the best.”


“His doctor gave me Valium for these episodes, but they
don’t stop them. They only make him sicker.” Tina leaned weakly against the
wall, her face pale, eyes wide. “Oh God please. Please.”


“Tina,” Rune said. “You take the Valium. Jack, get her some
water.” She looked at Strad. “What do we do?”


“We wait,” he said.


Tina huddled in the corner muttering about suppositories,
but she took the water when Jack handed it to her. 


The seizure lasted for nearly five minutes and when he came
out of it, Matthew lay quiet, dazed.


“He’ll sleep now,” Strad said. “I’ll take him home.”


Tina finally pushed away from the wall and leaned over to
smooth her son’s hair over his forehead. “We need a home. He needs a
home.” Her voice was low, angry.


“I’m looking,” Strad answered.


Rune stared at the boy, pretending not to be listening to
the conversation. We need a home. 


“Your apartment is certainly not good enough. There’s not
even a back yard or a place he can safely—”


“He is not the one complaining,” Strad said, “and
will be fine until I find a secure place.” He shot an uncomfortable look at the
others in the room.


If the circumstances hadn’t been so serious, Rune might have
laughed. The berserker doing something as mundane as arguing with his wife…who
would have thought? 


Rune had never been to the berserker’s house and had no idea
where he lived. “I’ll need your address so I can come
check on him or sit with him if you need me to.”


“Thank you,” Tina said, and gave Rune the address.


Rune smiled. “It’s what we do. We protect the humans.” Once
upon a time, they’d protected only the humans. Not so now. Now, they
protected anyone—human or Other—who needed protecting.


She watched as the berserker lifted his son from the floor.
With a tenderness she hadn’t thought the huge, raging
man capable of, he carried the boy from the room.


She sighed. “I’m going to see Raze.” She looked at Jack and
Z, who’d stood quietly during the events of the last few minutes. “Anyone want
to go with me?”


“He won’t see you, Rune,” Ellis said. “Go have some lunch.”


“And coffee,” Jack added. He knew about Rune’s coffee
addiction.


“After. I’m going to see Raze.”


No one mentioned the berserker or his sudden family. 


As she strode down the hall, Z and Jack on either side of
her, Lex and the twins came out of the break room. Lex looked fine—the setbacks,
while sudden and vicious, never kept her down for long.


“You okay, Lex?” she asked.


“I am.”


“Good.”


“Rune—”


“Not right now.” Rune did not want questions about Strad. 


She had no idea how to answer them.


But her body was aching. It was craving blood that had been
withheld for too long. Not long ago she’d have ignored its calling, but things
had changed.


She and her monster had merged, much like RISC and SCRU.


Now, now she wanted to feed.


Would feed.


It was just a question of from whom the blood would flow.











Chapter
Four


“I tried to bring Raze out to see you. He refused to
come.”


She stared up at the young cop, not surprised. “Let me into
his pod.”


“Now you know I can’t do that.” But he picked at his thumbnail,
darting his eyes away from hers.


She just smiled.


“Dammit, Alexander. I can’t just
let you into a pod.”


“He won’t come out so I have no choice. Take me back, Greg.”


“He only has two days left. Come on. You can wait two days
to see him.”


She shook her head. “I need to see him now. It’s RISC business or I wouldn’t insist.”


He believed the lie, or maybe he just wanted to believe it.
“You can’t discuss much in there, you know.”


“We’ll manage. Take me back.”


He sighed. “If I get my ass chewed for this—”


“You won’t.”


He didn’t appear convinced, but did as she asked. It didn’t
hurt that he had a crush on her. Before they got far, though, an older guard
Rune wasn’t as familiar with stopped them.


“He changed his mind. You can see him in a private room.” He
winked.


She lifted an eyebrow. “Raze changed his mind?”


“He said he knew you wouldn’t go away.” Again, he winked.


Asshole. “Just bring him.”


“Already did. Come on, girl. I’ll take you back and we’ll
give you oh…twenty minutes. That should be plenty of time to do what you can’t
wait two days for.”


She sighed. It wouldn’t be the best idea to deck the son of
a bitch, but she was tempted to do it anyway. “Greg will take me back. You need
to get the fuck out of my face.”


He dropped his jolly smile like a hot rock. “Be careful,
Alexander. You don’t scare as many people as you think you do.”


“I don’t want to scare you. But this is the last warning I’m
going to give you to get the fuck out of my face.” She moved her shoulders to
loosen them, then dropped her fangs. They made an
audible click when they popped through her gums.


Shit. Why did I do that?


She was embracing her Other a
little too eagerly. The first part of her life had been spent hiding what she
was, but after the Hawthorne battle and the clinic, she was showing herself all
over the place. Part of her stood and watched in embarrassed horror, but her
fucking Other was strong and unashamed.


Maybe it was a good thing. Maybe it wasn’t.


And in spite of what the guard had said, he was scared. His
eyes widened and he took an involuntary step back. Which, of
course, pissed him off even more.


He clenched his fists, his face reddening. “Fucking monster.”


She hadn’t heard that word for weeks, except in her own
head. “What did you just say to me?” She ignored the old familiar shame
streaking through her. She was past that.


She was.


Greg got between them. “Stop it right the fuck now, both of
you. Alexander, I will put you out of here if I have to.” He glanced at her
mouth and the fangs peeking out. “Put those away.” He looked at the other
guard. “Boyle, shut the fuck up.”


And with Boyle glaring after them, he took Rune to see Raze.



Raze stood in the middle of the smallish room, his hands on
his hips, waiting for her. He wasn’t happy.


It was just her day to piss people off.


“Ten minutes,” Greg said, and shut the door. 


She wasn’t going to argue for more time—neither man would
have appreciated that. 


Raze was huge—the largest member of Shiv Crew next to Strad,
who was the biggest man Rune had ever seen. But somehow, in his too short jail
uniform, he looked smaller.


“You’ve lost weight,” she said. “I’ve heard county food is
pretty awful.”


“Why are you here, Rune?”


She blew out a long breath. “I needed to see for myself that
you were okay. I was gone a long time.”


“About as long as I’ve been in jail.” His voice softened.
“You didn’t abandon us.”


“Two more days. You get out
Friday.”


“I’m aware.” Finally, a little humor in
his eyes. Raze wasn’t the smiling type.


“I guess you would be.”


“I miss my weapons more than just about anything.”


“I know what that feels like.”


“Anything I need to know?”


“Yeah, actually. Rock County
alpha—”


“Already heard. What else?”


“Want to sit?”


“No. That’s all I do in here.”


She nodded and reached out to squeeze his forearm. He wasn’t
the smiling type and she wasn’t the touchy-feely type. Her touch on his arm
surprised him.


“Are you okay, Rune?”


She grinned. “I’m okay. So anyway, the berserker went away
to Pennsylvania while I was in the clinic. You heard about him leaving?”


Raze nodded. “Didn’t hear why he went, though.”


She forced the words out, hoping her eyes were blank. “He
brought back a wife and a kid.”


His jaw dropped. “The fuck?”


“Yeah. We all were a
little…shocked.”


He ran his hand through his long, dark-red hair. “Dammit, Rune.”


She shrugged. “The kid is in trouble. He’s about eight years
old and get this—he’s clairvoyant.”


Raze sat down at the chipped table. “Strad has a wife and a
psychic kid. Go on.”


She smiled inwardly and sat as well. “Strad and his…wife
tried to keep the secret of what the little boy could do, but it got out. Long
story short, when the kid does his reading, tries to find a person, whatever,
it makes him sick. Worse than sick—does a lot of damage. He’s not recovered
from the last reading he did months ago.


“So a few weeks ago some assholes broke into the Matheson’s
house to kidnap Matthew. There are no leads. If someone succeeds in taking the
boy and forces him to use his gift, it’ll kill him. From what I’ve seen, no way
can Matthew withstand doing another reading.”


“So Strad brought the family here.” He nodded. “Best place
for the kid with Shiv Crew looking out for him.”


“Yes.”


He stood and began pacing. “I need the fuck out of this
hole.”


“I know, baby.”


He stopped pacing and looked at her. “COS
is starting a branch in Spiritgrove.”


She jumped to her feet. “Fuck no.”


He nodded. “It won’t be good when Lex hears.”


“Bastards. Fuck. Where are
they building?”


“I don’t know.”


“I’m going to—”


“No. Wait for me to get out.”


She barely heard him. “They’re already here. Why was
I not told about this?”


“I doubt RISC knows. One of the fucks in my pod was bragging
to his buddy about it. He said signups will begin next week.”


“Fucking signups?”


“Yup. COS wants all the members
they can get, but they check them out pretty thoroughly first.”


“To what? Make sure no vampires are
trying to join?” She half-laughed, but had never been more unamused
in her life.


“I’m worried about Lex.” He studied the wall, which held
nothing more interesting than a faint green paint.


She opened her mouth, then shut it
again. Could it be? “Raze?”


“Just keep an eye on her.” His voice was gruff. “You need to
get going.”


She stood. What a fucking day. “Does she know?”


“There’s nothing to know.” He strode to the door and banged
on it until Greg pulled it open. “I’ll see you Friday.”


And he was gone.


She’d just climbed into her car when her cell rang. She
glanced at the display. Strad. Dammit. “What’s up,
Strad?”


“Just checking on you.”


His voice sent chills down her spine. Married or not, his
blood was inside her. “I’m fine.”


“Rune…” he hesitated. “Are you hungry?”


She knew he didn’t mean for food. Her body tightened, crying
out for what she needed, what she was hungry for. “Are you divorced?”


“We’ve been separated for years. But no, we’re not
divorced.”


“Then fuck off, Berserker.”


“You have to feed.”


“I plan on it. Just not from you.”


“You will not go to someone else.”


“Fuck you!” She hung up and tossed the phone into the
passenger seat as though it hurt to touch it. Fucking
berserker.


And fucking COS. Spiritgrove was the biggest town in River
County, so it made sense they’d start a branch there—but still she wondered if
they were coming to River County because that’s where Lex and the twins were.


Gunnar the Ghoul would know where they were setting up. He
never went outside the gates of Wormwood, at least not as far as she knew, but
still seemed aware of everything that went on in the county. He was her best
informant. 


And all she had to do was give him what he craved.


On her way she called Z to tell him where she’d be. She
couldn’t get a cell signal in Wormwood. “If you need me, leave a message and
I’ll call you as soon as I’m finished with Gunnar.”


“What about lunch?”


“I’ll have something after.”


“Don’t forget to eat, Rune. You’re too skinny as it is.”


“You said I looked great.” She couldn’t help but grin. Z was
almost a bigger worrier than Ellie.


“You always look great, sweet thing. Just
too thin.”


“I’ll eat, I promise. And don’t call me sweet thing.” She
pulled into a drive-through to get a cup of coffee before heading on to the
graveyard.


“How was Raze?”


“Not great. He needs out. But he had some information.”


“What?”


“COS is setting up a church in Spiritgrove.”


“Fuck me!”


“Exactly.”


“Where?”


“Don’t know. I’m hoping Gunnar can tell me.”


“If anyone can…”


“Yeah.”


She hung up.


Part of her wanted to go home and decompress—but mostly she
was just glad to be back, to have a life that kept her so busy she had little
time to think.


Thinking about things got her into trouble.


Sure, the shrinks had helped.


But things had happened that no amount of dredging up could
make go away. They just were.


She’d like to forget them. Bury them with the adoptive
parents she’d killed.


“But I’m better,” she whispered. “I’m so much
better.”


And that was the truth.











Chapter
Five


She entered Wormwood through the main entrance. Wormwood was
vast—the largest cemetery in Ohio—and had evolved into something close to a
town. A town of Others. 


As though he’d been waiting for her, Gunnar the Ghoul stood
just beyond the gates, his long-fingered hands clasped behind his back. A light
wind picked up lank strands of his thin black hair, waving it gently away from
his high forehead and sharp cheekbones.


“Hello, Your Highness,” he said when she reached him.


“Hi, sexy.”


“I knew you’d come.”


“You always do.”


“Yes. I am quite brilliant.”


“For a ghoul.” She grinned.


He looked down his nose. “For anyone, Your
Provocativeness.”


“I have a question.”


“Of course. I will willingly make a
trade.”


She teased a Baby Ruth candy bar from her pocket. “Want some
chocolate, baby?”


He snatched the candy from her, holding it to his nose, his
eyes closed. Finally he put it away and looked at her, his black eyes
attentive. “Ask your question.”


“The Church of Slayers has come to River County. They’ve opened
a branch in Spiritgrove. I need to know exactly where.”


He didn’t look surprised. “They are sneaky, those slayers.”


“I’m aware. The address, Gunnar.”


He gave her the address, adding, “They are not building.
They’ve taken over the big Baptist church that was abandoned three years ago.”


She nodded. “I know where it is.”


He tilted his head, looking like a demented puppy. “You’re
hungry.”


Dammit. “No, I’m not.”


“You are.” He paused, a hint of shyness entering his
bottomless eyes. “I would gladly feed you, Your Highness.”


She fought to keep her face blank. Feed from a ghoul?
No. Just…no. “I—”


“I retract the offer,” he said quickly. 


Fuck me. “Gunnar, I’m not hungry.” As though he
wouldn’t know she was lying.


“Here is a free bit of advice for you, Your Runiverse.”


She lifted an eyebrow. That was a new name. “Yes?”


“You’ve forgotten who you are.” Suddenly he lost his
slightly vacant expression and peered at her through ancient eyes. “Blood and
fire will rain down upon Spiritgrove and you must be prepared. There are
choices to be made…beware you do not make the wrong ones.”


She ground her teeth. “Fuck, Gunnar, you know I hate all
that cryptic shit. Can’t you—”


But he turned and disappeared into the thick copse of trees,
and she hadn’t the heart to chase him. It wouldn’t do any good anyway.


“Fucking ghoul.” She didn’t want to
think about what he’d said. Choices. Had she ever
made the right choices?


She’d chosen Jeremy.


Don’t think about that.


“I got the address,” she told Z once she’d climbed back into
her car. She gave it to him quickly. “I need to go home and weapon up. Call
Jack and both of you meet me at the church in forty-five minutes.”


“You got it,” he replied.


When she arrived home she stood for a few seconds just
staring at her hideous house. Part of her had missed her place, but part of
her, the part that thought about all the horror that’d happened inside it,
wanted to pack up and find somewhere new to start over.


Jeremy had nearly killed her in that house. More than once. 


I’m a psychotic bitch.


No. You’re a damaged girl.


“I’m so much better,” she murmured. It was like a mantra and
she held on to it with everything inside her.


I am my monster and my monster is me.


She climbed the rickety steps to the porch, then hesitated before opening the door. Too
many memories.


Bad memories, guilt, and hunger were not a good combination.
They led to bad, bad things. Hurtful things.


Ellis had taken care of her house while she’d been gone, but
it still had an abandoned air about it. The rooms were hushed and somehow watchful,
and for a second she thought maybe someone had broken in and was even now
hiding under the bed.


She shook off the thoughts and began strapping on her belts
and sticking shivs into the holsters. When she faced down the SCOS leader she
wanted to be as intimidating as possible.


She had to be. The Church of Slayers scared the fuck out of
her. She knew exactly how they felt about Others, and
how destructive, how horrifically damaging that hatred could be.


Not long ago, she’d hated her Other—herself—that
much.


She walked to the mirror and stared at her reflection. She
was wearing nearly every weapon she owned. She’d pulled her hair back into a
long, tight ponytail, its austereness making her delicate features look a
little stronger.


Forgive the child for what she did.


I did forgive her. I did forgive myself.


Really?


Her cell rang, jerking her out of her thoughts. She frowned.
“Levi?”


“Hi Rune. Where are you?”


“Home but leaving now. What’s up?”


“I heard something disturbing.”


Fuck. “I’m sorry. I’m on my way to talk to the
assholes now. You and Denim will be okay, but Lex…”


“I—”


“I know. All we can do is make sure she knows we’ll protect
her. And as soon as COS fucks up—and they will—we can run them the fuck out of
town.”


His shocked silence made her realize she’d made a mistake.


“COS is in fucking River County?”


Fuck me. She sighed. “I just learned of it a little
while ago. I’m taking Jack and Z and going to harass them.”


“I’m going.” But his voice was breathless and she could
almost taste his fear. 


“No, baby. Not yet.”


He didn’t argue and that scared her more than COS. “Levi?”


“I have to go.” He hung up before she could say another
word, and she realized he hadn’t told her why he’d called.


On her way to Spiritgrove, she punched in Denim’s number.


“He just told me,” Denim said.


“Let me deal with them and we’ll figure out what to tell
Lex.”


“I know what to tell her. I just don’t know how to.”


“Wait for me. We’ll tell her together.”


He wasn’t going to reject the offer. “Okay.”


“Levi called to tell me something he’d heard, but didn’t get
around to it. Do you know what he wanted?”


“Yeah. And you’re not going to like
it.”


“What?”


“We heard Elizabeth Peel hired a new member for Shiv Crew.”


“The fuck?” Immediately her
heart began to pound with hard, angry beats. “I hire for Shiv Crew.”


“Better tell her that—from what I heard the deed has already
been done.”


“After COS, I’ll go see her.” Bitch, with her smooth talk
and her trust me shit. “Do you know who?”


“No. Just that it’s a man.”


Compartmentalize.


“Anything from the berserker? Kid
okay?”


“Everything is quiet.”


“I’ll let you know how it goes with fucking COS.”


She hung up, still steaming over the new hire. She
was Shiv Crew captain, not Elizabeth Peel.


By the time she arrived at the church, Jack and Z were
waiting. They leaned against Jack’s big truck, talking. Both men were armed to
the teeth, but that was standard for Shiv Crew.


The Others had, among other things,
outrageous speeds and incredible strength. The humans had badges, guns, and
silver shivs. Lots of silver shivs.


The three of them walked together to the big church. From
the outside the place was quiet—people walked down the sidewalk, not even
glancing at it. There were no signs asking for new recruits. No one stood at
the doors announcing the insidious presence of one of the most horrific groups
in America.


It was just another cold evening in Spiritgrove.


The pedestrians caught sight of the crew and paused, and
Rune picked up her pace. The last thing she wanted right now was a round of
autograph signing.


She pushed at the heavy entrance doors, surprised when they
opened. COS should be hiding their secrets behind padlocks and silver-laced
traps.


Inside, the church was bustling with activity. Women with
their hair tied back cleaned the pews and walls, and men carried out musical
instruments and old carpets. Small children colored and cried, watched over by
older children who texted and glanced up periodically with sullen faces and
dead eyes.


The church was huge. “They could hide anything in this
place,” Rune said. “Wonder how many rooms—”


“Well that didn’t take long!”


She automatically rested her hands on her guns at the loud
voice, which seemed to echo through the room and bounce off the tall ceiling.


A man walked toward them, his smile wide and friendly. He was
average height, short brown hair, brown eyes behind copper-rimmed glasses…there
was nothing striking about him, nothing unusual. He had a forgettable face and
a deferential air, but she knew immediately this was the SCOS leader.


He would have fooled most people but to her his meekness was
as contrived as the jolly smile he wore. 


He wasn’t an idiot, either. He offered none of them a
handshake, knowing they’d refuse it. But still, he peered at them through muddy
eyes and kept the smile on his face. “I’m Tim Emerson,” he said and gestured at
the church. “Leader of this little group. I wondered
when law enforcement would arrive.”


They weren’t in a hurry to talk, just studied him intently,
silently. Their fingers twitched against weapons that could have decimated him
had they decided to use them.


He swallowed. “I can assure you our purpose is not to harm
anyone or make trouble of any sort. COS caught a bad rap because of past
members, but we cannot be held accountable for the horrors perpetrated by Karin
Love.”


Rune moved a step nearer to him, getting a little too close
to his personal space. “Why are you in River County? Are you laboring under the
fucked up assumption that we want you here?”


Those in the church stood silent, watching, as chores were
forgotten and texts went unanswered. A baby’s cry was quickly hushed.


Every member she looked at stared back at her with silently
accusing eyes and carefully blank faces.


As if we’re the bad guys.


“I just realized who you are,” Emerson said, and into the silence
he spat out her name with venom so strong all three of them pulled their guns. “Rune Alexander. You bill yourself as part human, but
really, you’re just one of the monsters, aren’t you?”


Now the faces held something more than accusations. They
held disgust. Contempt. Revulsion.


For a second she faltered. She wanted to cover up her
confusion by dropping her fangs or slicing him with her sharp tongue, but she
faltered.


Jack nudged her aside. While Emerson was still gaping at the
giant one-eyed man, Jack grabbed him by the throat and lifted him off the
floor. “Keep a civil tongue, dude, or I will rip it from your mouth. Got it?”


Emerson’s breath wheezed from his constricted throat and he
pulled helplessly at Jack’s fingers. “Yes, yes,” he whispered.


Jack let him drop. “Good deal.”


They waited quietly, letting the COS leader collect himself.
His fingers fluttered about his tie, wanting to but not touching the red marks
upon his throat. He smiled his wide, fake smile again. “And you say COS
is abusive.” He turned to his people. “You see?”


“You shouldn’t have come here,” Rune said.


He turned to look at her, and for the first time she saw the
glint of rage in his eyes. It was subtle, but there. Maybe rage and malevolence
were prerequisites of being a COS leader.


“We may go where we wish, Alexander. Until you can trump up
some false charges and force us out, we will hold our meetings and bring as
many of your humans to our side as possible. Before it’s too
late.”


One thing about COS, its members honestly thought they were
the good guys. Humanity’s saviors. The zealous,
self-righteous bastards truly believed in their cause. “I’d be happy to leave
you to your idiocy, Emerson, if your church knew how to leave the Others alone. But you—” she glanced around at the COS
members who watched. “All of you are fucking murderers.”


No one said a word and finally, Emerson giggled. “But
Alexander, it’s not murder if you step on a bug. It’s not murder if you swat a
fly or defend yourself against a mad dog. COS doesn’t commit murder.”


She stepped closer to him. “Don’t get too comfortable in
your little church, dude. You won’t be staying long.”


She’d make sure of that.











Chapter
Six


 “Hi Lex.”


She’d put off talking with Lex all day but COS was dangerous
and like it or not, Rune was going to have to tell the blind Other
the news.


Lex pointed to the couch and sat down beside her. “I have
coffee if you’d like a cup. Denim, pour her some.”


Denim shot a look at Rune. Wait until I’m back in here
before you tell her. 


Rune nodded to show she understood. 


Elizabeth Peel had sent Levi off with Jack and Z to a
grocery store to check out a report about a terrified, severely beaten vampire.
The irate manager had called to request RISC get the vampire the hell out of
his store—she was scaring away customers.


Rune looked around the small, neat apartment. Lex could take
care of herself but the twins would never let her live alone. She’d been
attacked once—in that very house—and if it hadn’t been for Rune’s blood she
wouldn’t have survived.


The girl never tried to convince them she should find her
own place. Rune was sure echoes of that beating still lingered in Lex’s mind.
It was better this way.


Rune kept an eye on Lex’s hands—the girl was sneaky and
being something of an empath would read COS all over
Rune if she touched her.


Denim came back with her coffee, finally, and some chocolate
chip cookies. While he was placing them on the little table in front of the
couch, Lex spoke.


“I know you have something bad to tell me, Rune. Is it Raze?
Did something happen to him in jail?”


Hmmm. “Worried about Raze, Lex?” Her voice was so
overly casual even Denim looked at her askance.


Lex frowned. “Of course. I worry
about all of Shiv Crew.”


Rune sighed, her nosiness unsatisfied. “Raze is fine. That’s
not why I’m here.”


Lex was one of the toughest girls Rune had ever met. She’d
had to be. Her life had been complete hell. But some things could still bring
her to her knees.


Spit it out, Rune. “A man named Emerson has started a
COS branch in Spiritgrove, Lexi.”


She was ready when Lex moaned, an eerie, non-human sound
that covered her with gooseflesh and made her heart stutter in horror. She knew
some of what COS—and Karin Love—had put the girl through, but not all of it.
She didn’t want to know.


“Know how I get the silence?”


Rune shuddered. 


Denim knelt and pulled Lex into his arms, and Rune was
pretty sure the girl wasn’t even aware. She wasn’t getting better—on the
contrary, her fear of COS seemed to be growing stronger.


Rune stood and paced the small room, helpless. She was glad
when her cell rang. “Yeah?”


A pause. “Are you okay, Rune?”


Fucking Elizabeth Peel. “Yes.” But
we need to talk, lady. She wasn’t going to explain about Lex to the new
RISC boss. Elizabeth Peel wasn’t one of them.


Elizabeth didn’t pry. “The vampire I sent the crew to get
out of Seeley’s grocery store is here. I have her in protective custody.”


Rune walked into the kitchen. “Why?”


“We do protect the Others now,
Rune.” Peel’s voice was dry.


“Why does she need protection,” Rune asked, impatient.
“I’m aware of our new policies.” I helped implement them.


“That’s why I’m calling. I know you’re not technically on
duty until tomorrow, but I believe this needs taken care of now. Would you be
willing to visit the vampire master tonight?”


Rune shrugged. “Sure. What’s going on?”


“The vampire told me Nicolas Llodra has succumbed to the
insanity that affects so many of them. He’s torturing his people. This
vampire…she’s bad, Rune. I’m not sure how she’s still alive.”


“She’s alive because no one has staked her or taken her
head.” She rubbed the bridge of her nose, trying to force away the cold terror
that gripped her heart. The monster inside her was vampire, among other things.
Her biggest fear was losing her mind—falling into the madness the vampires were
cursed with.


“Visit Nicolas Llodra. Give me your
opinion. Should we merely start an investigation or begin the purge? If he’s
truly insane, I will sanction his death.”


“I’ll let you know.” Rune stuffed her cell back into her
pocket and walked into the living room.


Lex peered up at her through dancing, sightless eyes,
wearing a wry smile. “I’m sorry you had to witness yet another meltdown.”


Rune knelt before her. “Lex, you know we’ll protect you. COS
won’t get near you. As far as I know, Emerson isn’t even aware you and the
twins are in River County.” Fucking liar.


“He knows,” Lex replied, her voice toneless. “They all know.
Every branch of COS in every city knows exactly where the hated daughter of
their queen lives.”


“They’ve distanced themselves from Karin Love,” Rune said,
knowing it wasn’t going to make any difference, but she’d try anything to make
Lex okay. “They can’t possibly be as evil as that fucking bitch.”


Lex smiled, but it was weak. “You’d be surprised. People
enjoy handing out pain. Especially to those they fear.”


Rune stood. “We won’t let them near you. Try not to worry,
baby.” She looked at Denim. “I have to go—Peel wants me to talk to Llodra.
We’ve gotten reports he’s gone insane. It’s not just Jeremy making shit up this
time.”


He stood. “I’ll go with you.”


“No. Stay with Lex. I’ll call one
of the others and have him meet me there.”


He crossed his arms, staring at her. Waiting.


She sighed and dragged her phone out of her pocket. “Fine. I’ll call now. You people have to start trusting me.”


“It’d be easier to believe you had you not ended up facing
down the wolf alpha, Jeremy Cross, and a field full of Dark Others alone.”


“Hey, that wasn’t my fault. Not really.”


He said nothing. Lex reached up and snagged his hand, quiet
and calm. Too calm.


“Levi,” Rune said, when he answered. “I have to visit Nick
Llodra. Meet me there?”


“I’m almost home. Wait for me and I’ll ride with you.”


“Okay.” She clicked off and looked at Denim. “Good enough?”


“Yup. Will Jack and Z get a little
pissed that you didn’t ask them?”


She shook her head. “They went with me to visit…” She looked
at Lex and shut up.


“Got it,” Denim said.


When Levi arrived, he went straight to Lex. “Are you okay?”


“No,” she said. “I’m alive.”


“Lex…” Mournful, he kissed her cheek. 


“Let’s go, Levi.” Rune headed out the door, craving fresh
air. Lex’s sorrow was so thick she couldn’t breathe through it.


She had a bad feeling things were only going to get worse at
Llodra’s lair. After a kill order had been canceled, he’d gathered all his
children in one place—before that they’d slept scattered about the county.


And that might have been what saved the ones still living.


The vampire lair was in the village of Willowburg—the same
village that held the Other clinic to which they’d
taken Lex after her attack. The place was almost as eerie as Wormwood.


When they finally reached the house all she could think
about was how stereotypically vampirish it was. Huge,
crumbling, old…


Yellow light shone from dozens of small windows, placed in
neat rows on three levels. She knew there’d be a basement—in River County, all
the old houses contained basements. Llodra would want a basement, which he’d
have turned into a dungeon and a windowless place to sleep.


Compared with Llodra’s house, hers was a pretty little
dream.


“Fucking spooky,” Levi murmured as they stood staring up at
the yellow windows, their breath puffing in little white clouds.


She shivered. Sometimes she believed she should have made a
different career choice. But even the thought amused her. She was exactly where
she needed to be.


Levi glanced at her. “Cold?”


“No, baby. Not really.” She was
full of nervous energy, and sweat ran in itchy trickles between her shoulder
blades. Cold? No.


She drew the frigid air deeply into her lungs, gagging on
the long fingers of ice that jabbed at the tender flesh. Not cold.


She was fucking terrified.


“Do you feel that?” she asked Levi.


He nodded, and when he turned to look at her she realized
Levi was as freaked out as she was. Something bad was going on inside that
house and the energy reached for them, begging, pleading.


Save us.


“Maybe we shouldn’t have come alone,” Levi suggested.


“I’m as bad as any of those motherfuckers.”


“Oh yes? When is the last time you fed?”


Well fuck. She had no good reply to that question, so
she remained silent.


“We shouldn’t have come alone,” he repeated.


And I should have fed.


Facing the vampires when she was less than she could have
been was a bad idea.


She pulled her cell from her pocket and quickly punched in a
number. “Jack. We’re in Willowburg at Llodra’s. Can you pick up Z and get here
on the fucking double?”


“What’s going on?”


“Nothing yet, but bad shit is going on in there. We can feel
it.”


“Stay outside,” he said. “Wait for us. We’ll be there in
twenty minutes.”


She pushed the phone back into her pocket, nodding in
agreement even as she went toward the front door. Everything inside her was
demanding she stay put but she couldn’t. She wouldn’t.


Levi walked with her, pulling a silver crucifix on a chain
from inside the neck of his shirt. “Do you believe in God?”


She flinched away from the cross before remembering it
wouldn’t hurt her. Not if she refused to let it. She was alive. She was not
evil. 


“Yeah,” she answered. “And I believe in Satan.”


They’d each taken a vgun from their kill kits. Vguns were
created for staking vampires—they shot long, deadly splinters of wood. Silver
bullets hurt vampires. Wooden stakes killed them.


“There’s something wicked evil about this night,” Levi said,
as they slowly climbed the rickety porch steps. 


“No,” she replied, and forced herself to speak above a
whisper. “The night is not evil. The creatures inside the night are.” And
we’re about to face them.


He didn’t even ask her to wait for the backup. She was his
captain. He’d follow where she led. Even into hell.


But they were Shiv Crew. 


It was what they did.











Chapter
Seven


She beat on the door, her entire body reacting to the bad
energy of the house. She clenched her jaw to keep her teeth from clattering
together. Her stomach muscles were so tight it hurt her.


Her gut screamed at her, telling her there was no time to
wait for Jack and Z. Something bad was going on in that house and she had to be
inside. Had to be.


The door was pulled open by a young female vampire who
looked no older than thirteen. Some fucking vampire had turned her young. 


Her eyes were hollow and black and nothing moved behind
them—not surprise, not fear, not life.


“We’re here to see your master,” Rune said, trying not to
feel pity for the girl. Pity would get a human killed.


Even if that human was not quite…human.


The girl backed up, then turned and ran into the dark bowels
of the house, leaving the visitors to follow.


The entrance hall was bare, no coat trees or pictures or rugs.
The plaster was missing in spots, showing old planks of wood beneath. Ahead of
them a thick tapestry hung over a wide doorway. It was through that doorway the
girl had gone.


The tapestry was no barrier to the whispers and voices and
screams that came from behind it. No barrier to the cold, insidious fear that
seeped through it and gripped her heart and refused to let go.


She was part of that darkness. Part of her was vampire. Did
it beckon her or repel her? She could not tell the difference.


The hall was long and skinny and dark, illuminated by a lone
yellow light attached to the wall. Rune was sure the black splotches on the
broken walls were bloodstains, but didn’t stop to find out.


Vampires didn’t need pictures to adorn their walls, not when
they had decorations of blood. 


But as she pushed aside the tapestry and stepped into the
main part of the house, she was forced to rethink that assumption.


Llodra had gutted the main floor—now it was one huge room,
full of vampires and luxurious, thick carpets and ancient tapestries. His
people roamed the room, some feeding from what Rune hoped were willing tools.


Red velvet chairs were scattered with sad abandon throughout
the room, matching the red sofas. In the mess of cold bodies and furniture she
caught sight of a couple of velvet covered beds. 


And at the very end was a throne, carved and gleaming.


Nicolas Llodra sat there, watching the room with an
expression she couldn’t quite read through the hazy shadows. The air was thick
with smoke from the huge fireplace on the left side of the room and candles in
candelabra nearly as tall as she was.


Candlelight flickered upon the walls and the empty faces of
Llodra’s children, and they all watched silently as Rune and Levi walked down
the center of the room toward their master.


Oh God, the pain. The sorrow. It
hurts.


“Stop crying, Rune,” Levi begged, his whisper echoing
through her mind.


She turned toward him in what seemed like slow motion,
surprised.  “I’m not crying.” But when she lifted a finger to her cheeks,
it came away pink. And she had no blood to waste.


“Look,” Levi said.


She saw it. Nailed to the wall beside Llodra’s throne was a
male vampire, the skin flayed from his bones. He was hardly recognizable as
something that had once been a human being.


Now he was just a savaged, brutalized piece of meat. A tormented child of the mad master of Spiritgrove.


She had never seen someone so tortured and could only hope
the man had gone beyond any sort of realization. Dead, no…his heart and head
were still attached to that pitiful body. But surely…


And even as she wished otherwise, the man opened his eyes
and looked at her.


She wanted to scream. She wanted to jump out of the way of
those haunted, burning eyes and hide, to deny that such a thing could exist.


 “No,” Levi whispered, and in that one word lived every
terror they were seeing.


Because the man nailed to the wall, he wasn’t the only
horror they were forced to witness. There were many horrors in that room, in
that house.


Llodra’s eyes were glittering and
hot as he watched her approach. One corner of his red, red lips turned upward
in a half-smile. He said nothing when she and Levi stood in front of his
throne.


She stared up at him and had no idea what to say. What to
say to make everything less of a reality, to take the reins of power from his
strong grip and make him just fucking disappear.


His hand moved and when she followed the movement she
realized he had a dog—or some kind of dog-like animal—tethered by his side.


The animal was enormous and shaggy. Once upon a time it
might have been beautiful. Its dark fur should have been gleaming, healthy, and
black, but it had become matted and patchy.


He noticed her watching. “This is Blood.” He petted the huge
but thin animal on its head, then pointed to his
right. “And this is Fire.”


Shit. There were two of them. The other dog might have had
red fur—it was hard to tell in the flickering light. It was in the same bad
shape as the other one. 


Both dogs eyed her, and Fire half-rose as if taking notice of
her for the first time. In his eyes some emotion sparked—hope,
maybe, or…


Recognition.


In her dreams she’d walked with these dogs. How, why, when…she did not know. Only that somehow, she knew
them.


And they knew her.


She wanted them. More even than she wanted the freedom of
the flayed man on the wall, she wanted the dogs.


They were not meant to be enslaved. They did not belong
here.


It was at that moment she realized all the sorrow, all the
horror she’d felt before entering the house had been arising from those
animals. The evil drifted from the vampires but the sorrow…that was all Blood
and Fire.


Blood and Fire.


They would die, their souls withering and drying up with the
confinement. They were ancient, these animals. Old knowledge lived in those
eyes. And something else. Despair. 


“How did you capture them?” Her voice was barely above a
whisper, but Llodra heard her.


“Capture them,” he said. “I did not capture them.
They were always mine.”


But that was a lie. And he knew she knew it.


He narrowed his eyes at the truth in hers, his long, cruel
fingers tightening in Blood’s fur. The dog merely sighed, but Fire strained
against his tethers, trying without success to reach his mate.


Terrified he’d hurt the dogs, she changed the subject,
buying time until Jack and Z arrived. She would take Llodra down—she had no
choice.


But then, he gave her a choice.


“You’ve come to destroy me,” he said. “But you will not.”


For a moment she couldn’t speak, but finally forced the
words out. “No…” But why lie to a vampire master? He knew.


He knew.


“Yes, Ms. Alexander. Yes. But you will not.”


She wished she didn’t have to. He’d fought with her, back to
back against the Dark Others. If not for him and his children, the battle at
Hawthorne might have gone a different way.


But he had succumbed to the madness that took so many old
vampires.


Her biggest fear was staring her in the face. Madness. Insanity.


Levi asked the question when she could not. “Why not?” He had his vgun pointed at the vampire’s chest,
but it trembled. No one could stand in this house of horrors and not feel fear.


“Because,” Llodra answered, never taking his stare from
Rune, “as with any vampire, something inside you clings to life. You do not
want to die.” He nodded at Levi. “You will not risk your young friend’s life,
either. And if I sense a threat, he will die as you watch. I swear it.”


Her heart stuttered. She’d been stupid. No matter what Peel
had asked of her, Rune knew the vampires. She should have had a plan. “Llodra—”


“I have the answers, Ms. Alexander. I know your deepest
fears. Ask me. Ask me for answers.”


He was offering her a gift. The fear inside her, the fear
she lived and breathed every moment…could his answers ease it?


She couldn’t have resisted the temptation. “Why do we go
insane? What is it? Where is it?” She could not ease the anguish in her
voice. Didn’t even try. “Where?
In our blood, in our brain, in our past? Where?”


He didn’t even hesitate. His voice was sonorous, almost musical
as he answered her. “It is in the rivers of blood that travel through our
veins. In the darkness of a brain too delicate to hold all it must, and in a
soul that cannot exist. It is in a lack of hope and a total absence of faith.
In the memories of those we've lost, of pain so exquisite it is almost life. It
is in the knowledge of what we are. In the wisdom of all we were.” And tracks
of red overflowed from his black eyes, running down his pale cheeks.


Oh God, the grief. The sadness.


“You were meant to die,” she whispered. Not you. We.


“To rest.”


She did not want to be immortal. She did not want to live an
eternity with this…this.


He gestured at the vampire hanging from the wall. “This is
nothing. It is but a speck of sand in all the sand there is and will ever be.”
He bent forward from his throne, his eyes almost hopeless enough to drown her.
“Nothing matters. Do you understand that? Can you grasp that? Nothing
matters and nothing will ever matter.” He smiled and leaned back. “That, Ms. Alexander,
is the cruel truth.”


He was insane, yes, but she could feel his despair. Could feel it twisting and tangling with the strings of the same
baby hopelessness that grew inside her. 


Did she want to live only to come to that? No. Fuck
no.


And she would have to put Llodra down. 


He smiled as though he knew what she was thinking. “You know
what the worst part is?”


She shook her head. “No.” I don’t want to know.


“It is the all-encompassing will to live.” He shrugged.
“There is nothing you can do about that. We struggle to survive even as we wish
someone would sneak up on us some sunny day and drive a stake through our black
hearts.” Again, he leaned forward, as though she would not hear him otherwise.
“That is our punishment for being immortal. We may live forever but it is not a
good life. We may wish to die but something inside us forbids us to do so.”


He beat at his chest. “I want to find death, but I
will destroy anyone who tries to send me there. That darkness, that unknown, it
is so frightening. It is terrifying, Rune.”


She was crying again but didn’t care. She knew what he
meant. It was so scary. Life was scary, dying was a horror full of shadows and
demons and darkness. The unknown.


“And I miss the sun,” he said, his voice plaintive. “I want
the sun like you want…” He shook his head. “There is nothing to compare it to.
The sun would chase away the constant gray winter.” His words came slower,
heavier. “I want the warmth. I want the sun.” His eyes dulled. He knew he would
never have the sun.


“Maybe in death,” she whispered, pity smothering her.


I will have to kill him.


But she couldn’t kill him tonight.


She was in hostile territory and not equipped to deal with a
roomful of vampires with nothing to lose and obedient only to the sorrowful
master who commanded them.


“A death I cannot allow,” he murmured. 


“It won’t come tonight, Llodra.”


But she had the answer to Elizabeth Peel’s question. Was
Llodra insane? 


Yes.


Fuck me. I am doomed.


Life really was a fucking bitch.


“Let’s get out of here,” she said to Levi.


Levi walked with her, turning in circles as he tried to
cover all the threats. “Will he attack?” he asked her, his voice a whisper.


“I don’t think so. He’s afraid of the shit storm that would
follow.”


Or maybe he had secrets inside the house he didn’t want
unearthed. Not just yet.


Despite their whispers, Llodra heard them. “That is not the
reason I don’t kill you where you stand, Ms. Alexander. That is not the reason
at all.”


She stopped walking. “What is?”


“You, of course. You do not fully
realize your power, do you? Yes, my people and I could probably destroy
you—certainly we could the boy. But there is a chance you would pull out the
secrets inside you and…” He smiled. “Give me what I so deserve.


 “You're a dangerous Other,”
he continued, “and you don't even realize it. Beware, Ms. Alexander, of those
who do. I am not the only one you threaten.”


Don’t ask. Don’t ask. Don’t ask. “What am I?”


“At the moment, you are pitiful. Go. I have enough children
to torment. I will not add you to the list. Not yet.”


But as she started to continue on, barely able to breathe,
he reached behind him and pulled a small tapestry from the back of his chair.
“Wait.” He motioned to one of his vampires to give it to her. When she held it
in her hands, he continued. 


“The vampire who wrote this was nine years old when I made
him. He was one hundred and forty when I finally forced myself to give him
death. He wrote this in blood on the wall of his dungeon and as I had a special
fondness for him, I had it embroidered on the cloth you hold. Read it. He,
Ms. Alexander, was insane. By the time he turned fourteen he was mad. Go on.
Read it. 


“His voice still echoes from the walls. And this is what you
have to look forward to.”


She looked at the bit of old cloth she held too tightly. 


I want to live, I want to die


I wish the sea to be the sky


It's all for nothing, do you see?


It's not the life, it's only me.


A child’s words. Only
not really. 


She turned and strode from the room, afraid her heart would
burst before she made it out the door. She met Z and Jack at the door and could
not speak.


Levi motioned them back out. “Don’t go in. Don’t.”


They gathered around her as she fell to her knees on the
hard, unforgiving ground and sat with her head hanging, too despairing to move.


Finally, they helped her stand and she walked, dazed, to her
car. She climbed into the passenger seat, letting Levi drive. She never once
looked back as she left the flayed man behind.


As she left the dogs behind.


As she let the mad vampire master live.


“There are choices to be made…beware you do not make the
wrong ones.”


Right or wrong, she’d made her choices.


Now she had to live with them.











Chapter
Eight


Elizabeth was irate but the only sign was a tightening
around her eyes and mouth. Rune stood before her desk the next morning and told
her in a steady, quiet voice exactly what had happened at Nicolas Llodra’s
house.


“He will disappear underground,” Peel said. “The torture
will continue but we won’t be able to find him. You only succeeded in warning him.”


Rune said nothing. It was true.


But Levi wasn’t willing to let the boss blame Rune. “If we’d
have made a move on him, we wouldn’t be standing here this morning. You weren’t
there. Leaving was the only choice we had.”


Elizabeth sighed. “Perhaps. Do either
of you know where he might go, or have any idea how to find him? He’s already
killing humans—it’s what they do. Grab them, bleed them to death.” 


Another truth.


Maybe I’m not immortal. There is a chance I’m not. There
is also a chance I won’t go insane.


“Rune?”


She looked up and found Elizabeth and Levi staring at her.
“What?”


“I said I would like to assign you and Shiv Crew to finding
Llodra. These hunts will occur during the daylight, of course, when they are
not dangerous. I’m afraid I’ll have to start a purge order on the River County
vampires.”


“Why all of them?” Levi asked. “We
can look for Llodra and stake him if we find him, but kill all of them?” Ever
since Jeremy’s order, they were understandably a little hesitant at carrying
out another vampire purge.


“Déjà vu all over again,” Rune murmured.


Elizabeth shook her head. “I’m sorry. I know a purge is the
last resort, but this is it. Llodra’s insanity will pass through his nest like
wildfire. All his vampires will be affected.”


“It’s not a disease,” Levi argued. “It’s not been proven
that a master’s madness—”


“Levi,” Rune interrupted. “She’s right.” She looked at
Elizabeth. “We’ll start now.”


“Thank you. And Rune, about the new hire—”


“You’ll have to assign him to a different department.” Rune
stared at her boss, knowing her eyes were dead but uncaring that the woman see.
She wasn’t in the mood to play nice. “I hire for Shiv Crew and we don’t need
anyone new to train right now.”


“Rune—”


“Not right now.”


And Peel backed down. “All right.
Just until we get this vampire purge behind us. While Shiv Crew—except for
Strad—I’ll put him with the new hire—concentrates on this latest threat, he and
Strad can cover your usual jobs.” She hesitated, then
gave Rune a pointed look. “We will discuss it again another time.”


Good enough. Rune nodded. “Come on Levi. Let’s get to work.”


The berserker had enough to worry about. He didn’t need to
put himself in front of the vampires while his mind was on his son. He’d be
compromised whether he’d admit it or not. Let him babysit the new guy.


“Where are we going first?” Levi asked.


“First? My office. Get the rest of
the crew in here—except Strad.” I don’t want to see him.


COS, the mad vampire, Strad…


Compartmentalize, Rune.


Blood and Fire.


The flayed man.


Fuck. Fuck me. She shut the door to her office and
gave in to her need to moan, to give voice to all the bad stuff going on.


One quick moan. Then she’d put the
emotions away and do her job.


Ellis was the first one into her office. He peered at her
with an anxious frown. At last he sighed and sat down. “You’re not okay. All
this, it’s too soon. Too soon after the clinic and…”


And Jeremy. And even Mitch.


She should have listened to her gut about Mitch to begin
with. She’d known all along she couldn’t trust him.


She changed the subject. “Are things better with you and
your guy?”


He smiled. “Since yesterday? No.
Not really.”


“I’m sorry, Ellie. Want me to kick his ass?”


He laughed. “You wouldn’t even try.”


“For you? I’d kill the world for
you.”


He dashed away quick tears that sprang to his eyes. “We’re
all a little overly emotional right now, aren’t we?”


She nodded. “We went through a lot.”


“I sometimes wonder if it’ll ever end.”


She clenched her fists. “Ellie…”


“I’m just tired. Sleepless nights from…” He motioned helplessly.
“You know.”


“Yeah.” Fuck love, anyway.


Levi came into her office with Denim and Lex. Lex looked
better, but then, she never let shit keep her down for long.


Mitch had refused to allow Lex to remain Shiv Crew after
Rune had hired her, but even before she’d left for the clinic Rune had rehired
her. In a battle, Lex was…spectacular.


Jack came in, followed by Z. She looked at them all for a
moment. “I wish Raze was here.”


“Tomorrow,” Z said. He looked around. “Did someone call in
Strad?”


“No,” Rune told him. “Peel is sticking him with the new
guy.” That wasn’t a reason not to have called him in, but her crew understood.


Jack sat down and stretched his long legs out in front of
him. “Elizabeth is putting us on Llodra?”


“Yes. We have a purge order. Llodra isn’t going to be an
easy catch.”


“Open vampire season,” Levi said. “Once
again.”


Rune didn’t want to kill all the Spiritgrove vampires any
more than Levi did but they didn’t have a choice. “She’s right, baby. The
madness seems to affect them all. I don’t know why it happens that way, but
I’ve seen it too many times to shrug it off.”


If she was somehow connected to his line, she was doomed.
Maybe she was anyway. She didn’t know who she was from. Or
what.


Growing inside her mind was a seed of an idea. If she killed
off the River County vampires, the madness would be halted in its tracks. It
wouldn’t reach her.


All she had to do was kill Llodra and his children. Cut out
the contagious cancer and bury it in the darkness.


It doesn’t make sense.


No. But her fear of madness understood no logic.


“We’ll tear River County apart looking for them. There are
nests all over and we’ll clear the old ones while looking for new ones. This
morning we’ll go to his house in Willowburg. That fucking place needs burned to
the ground.


“But there are things I want you all to look for.” She
hesitated. “First, the two…hybrid dogs, or whatever they are, that Llodra has
captured.”


“Fire and Blood,” Levi murmured. “I think they’re spirits,
or ghosts…something like that. They were the strangest things I’ve ever seen,
and I’ve seen some strange things.”


Rune took a deep breath. Just talking about them made her
anxious. “We have to save them.”


“Noted,” Jack said. “What else?”


“Human bite junkies. Levi and I
spotted a few of them.”


“Tools and dogs,” Jack said. “Speaking of tools, has anyone
heard from Amy?”


Rune sighed. “My inbox was full of emails from her. I didn’t
go online until I came home, so…” She spread her hands. “I still haven’t had a
chance to read them. She’s probably pissed.”


The crew had discovered Amy when they’d gone to purge a nest
from an abandoned high school. Amy had helped save the vampires and had given
them a lot of information they might not otherwise have gotten. At least not that quickly.


“Anything else?” Z asked.


“Yes. Llodra has been torturing his people. I want to end
their suffering as quickly as possible. When you enter a room, check for
tortured vampires. Nailed to the wall, hanging from irons,
whatever. If you can, kill him or her first.”


“Are we taking different locations?” Levi asked. “If we are,
I want to go back to that house with you.”


“The house is huge,” she replied. “We’ll all search it.
After it’s cleared, we’ll spread out to different nests. Everyone
ready? Kill kits stocked?”


Everyone nodded affirmative and they filed out the door,
loaded down with silver.


“Call me if you need anything,” Ellis said, heading back to
his office. “And please, be careful.”


The house was dark and quiet when they finally reached it.
No one was there sleeping, but she hadn’t really expected Llodra to be there.
No, he’d have grabbed his people and gone into hiding.


Maybe the excitement of being hunted was what he needed. If
she caught him, she could give him what he most wanted. Peace.


It would give him something to look forward to in his
madness, his desolation. And she felt for him—the sort of empathy only another
like him could feel. She could stumble into the wasteland of that dark
existence all too easily.


“Ready to go in, Rune?” Z asked, and they all watched her, uncertain.


She shook off her thoughts. “Yes. But…”


Levi frowned. “What’s wrong? Do you feel something?”


God yes. “I need to say
this. If I end up mad, one of you has to end me. Swear it to me now.”


They stared at her, silent.


“You have to,” she told them. “I won’t be capable of doing
it any more than Llodra is.”


“Rune,” Denim said. He looked at her, then away. “Llodra
is…old. If you were to go mad, we’d be long gone by then.”


None of them could look at her. She felt the blood drain
from her face. He was right. Most likely she was fucking immortal—whether she
wanted to be or not. She hefted her vgun. “Let’s go in.”


Jack kicked in the locked door and then stood aside so she
could go in first. If the berserker had been invited to this little event, he’d
have gone in first no matter what she’d said. He seemed to think it was his
duty. His right.


But she didn’t need a guard or a man to shield her from the
evil. Most of her crew knew better than to try.


They went carefully through the long hallway, vguns ready.
It was too dark, the shadows too ominous. “Lights,” she said, and as one they
flipped on the long, thin flashlights they’d attached to the barrels of the
vguns.


They entered the large room where Llodra had sat on his
throne, then spread out. There was a lot of house to clear. 


She went first to the throne. She wanted to be sure Llodra
hadn’t left Blood and Fire. He wouldn’t have—but she had to check.


The spot where the tortured vampire had been nailed to the
wall was empty except for dark stains. Blood. “Fuck you,
Llodra, you crazy son of a bitch.”


She’d destroy him, but the bastard would do more damage
before she could find him. It was true that hurt people hurt other people, and
Llodra was in fucking agony.


She knelt down to peer under his throne but found nothing
more than spider webs and something that looked like old pizza crust.


Food for the tools, most likely.


The vampire bite was addictive, true, but she couldn’t
imagine any human willingly living in the cesspool of Llodra’s household. Maybe
before he’d gone insane… 


But not now.


She stood and started to head up the narrow stairs when
Jack’s familiar roar of rage shook the house. 


Fuck me. This isn’t going to be good.


“Jack,” she yelled. “Where are you?”


Levi ran into the room, his vgun up and ready. “He’s in the
basement, Rune. Come on. I’ll take you.”


Z met them at the bottom of the old wooden stairs. “Rune.”


Shit. She closed her eyes for a long moment. “What is
it?” She didn’t want to know. She really, really didn’t.


It was so bad he couldn’t even say the words. He gestured helplessly, his pale face and wide eyes making her stomach
roll with fear. Yeah, it was bad.


“Show me,” she whispered.


Z simply nodded and turned around,
leading them back through a maze of small rooms with what seemed like packed
dirt floors. The ceiling was so low the men had to duck to walk through.


Their lights weren’t enough to chase all the shadows back
but were enough to see by. It would have to do. Rune wasn’t sure she wanted to
see better, anyway.


“He used these rooms for cells,” Z said, his voice so choked
she could barely understand him.


Her stomach knotted and she clenched her vgun tight enough
to hurt her fingers. “Z. Tell me.”


But he entered another small room and stood to the side to
let her and Levi pass. Jack stood staring at something on the floor, and for a
moment she thought it was the tormented man she’d seen the night before.


Jack turned to look at her. “God, Rune. I’m sorry.”


“What are you sorry for?” But she knew. He was sorry for
having to show her what he’d discovered in the horror of a basement.


She began to shake as her brain screamed at her to get out,
get out while she could. But she was Shiv Crew captain and she did not flinch
away from the bad stuff. 


At first she didn’t understand what she was looking at, but
slowly, her brain made sense of what her eyes were seeing.


A person. A female chained to the
wall. A girl so skeletal and filthy she barely resembled a human. For human it
was—the stench alone was enough to tell her this person had soiled herself
before finally succumbing to what was surely a merciful death.


“My God,” she murmured. “What a horrible way to die.”


“Rune,” Jack said, his voice
hoarse.


And suddenly she understood. “Oh, no.
Oh please, no.”


Llodra had left them a present.


The tortured female.


It was Amy.











Chapter
Nine


She stumbled back so fast she fell,
barely feeling it when one of the men grabbed her arm, yanked her to her feet,
and pulled her from the room.


Someone was moaning and when she realized it was her she
shut her mouth. She shut the fuck up.


Fuck me. Fuck me.


Amy had suffered unimaginable shit. Fucking
little bite junkie, so full of life with her purple hair and her drama.
How eagerly she’d fought to save the vampires. How badly she’d needed to
belong. Just to belong.


“I told my dad all about you and Shiv Crew. He thinks I
could be Shiv Crew material.”


Now she understood Jack’s roar. It hadn’t been rage so much
as anguish.


She tried to shake off the guilt but it wasn’t going
anywhere. None of the crew was going to get out of those shackles anytime soon.


She went outside to get some air and some sunshine and to
call Elizabeth. The boss would want to send some people to get photographic
evidence. She’d have Amy’s remains picked up as soon as possible.


“Did you find anything else in there?” Elizabeth asked.


“No. There was nothing else. He left her there for me and
that was all he needed to do.”


“You have no idea why he would want to hurt you?”


Rune shifted the phone to her other ear. “I don’t know. Because he’s angry, maybe. Angry at what he’s become. He
needs someone to take it out on. I don’t know.” She did not want to have
a connection with Llodra.


“You might need to take the rest of the day off.”


“No. I need to work. But Amy’s father…”


“I’ll find his contact information and send someone to his
house.”


Rune wanted to volunteer to go knock at his door and break
the news to him, but in the end she couldn’t. “Thanks.” She hesitated. “Have
them give him my number.”


“Of course.”


She put her cell back into her pocket and closed her eyes,
letting the sun warm her skin. It was cold in the house—cold and damp and
draining.


Rune wasn’t a sunshine lover, normally, but right then, she
needed it. Her crew was inside, tearing the place apart just in case they’d
missed something the first time.


She stood in the overgrown yard and stared at the house,
shivering despite her jacket. Don’t think about it.


Amy crying, chained on the floor, scared…


Don’t fucking think
about it.


It’s my fault.


No. 


But how could she not feel responsible? She’d taken
off to the clinic with not a word to Amy. No goodbye, no explanation, nothing.


She hadn’t even read the emails. 


Now she would, and it would hurt. But Amy had hurt much
worse. The least Rune could do was read her fucking emails.


The door opened and the crew filed out, quiet and somber. 


She’d given them Jeremy—had owed it to them. He’d hurt them
as much as he’d hurt her and they’d needed a piece of him.


But Llodra was hers and she wasn’t sharing him with anyone.


He was hers to kill.


Amy’s death hit Lex hard. She’d read Amy when they’d first
met and had seemed to take a liking to the girl. But after Amy had gone back
home to her father, the entire crew had just…forgotten about her.


“Do you want to go home, Lex?” Rune asked, as the Other stood shivering between Denim and Levi. 


“No. I don’t want to go home to the quiet. I don’t want to
think about her.”


Rune nodded though Lex couldn’t see her. It was easy to
forget Lex was blind. She took a deep breath. “Okay. There’s nothing we can do
for now. Let’s go to work.”


Goodbye, Amy.


They’d all lose themselves in work but tonight when it was
dark and quiet, the memories would come. And the guilt.


Rune knew she needed to feed. When her body needed
nourishment she was more likely to spiral down into dangerous territory.


“Sometimes it feels like there is something wrong with
Spiritgrove,” Lex said, walking beside Rune.


“Bad shit happens everywhere, baby.”


“I know,” Lex answered, her voice
dry. “I grew up outside River County and lived through some harsh things.”


Harsh things. Yeah.


“But still. Spiritgrove seems to attract more than its share
of nightmares.”


“That it does,” Rune agreed.


“I’ll ride with you.”


“Okay.”


Rune climbed into her SUV, starting up the car and turning
on the heater as Lex buckled herself into the passenger seat. She held her
fingers to the vent. Winter was never going to be over and she was sick of it.


She waved as Jack pulled away from the curb and honked at
her. Levi was with Jack, and Denim was with Z. They’d all meet up at the office
after they’d checked out every vampire haunt they could find before darkness
started to threaten.


“We could use Raze right now,” Rune murmured. 


“Tomorrow,” Lex replied. “He’ll be with us tomorrow.”


“And eager to fight. Cooped up in
that jail all this time…he’s going nuts.”


“He wouldn’t let us visit.”


“I didn’t give him a choice.”


Lex’s smile was faint. “You never do.”


Rune lifted an eyebrow, not sure how to take Lex’s remark.
She shrugged and forgot about it. “Have you ever tried to read Raze?”


“Yes,” Lex said, unashamed. “But I got nothing. I can’t read
Jack, either. But Z…” She smiled, but it wasn’t a happy smile. “You know Z
loves you.”


“Z loves all women,” Rune said, and fiddled with the heater.


“He’s a protector. He cares about women, but you he—”


“Lex. Shut it.”


Lex shrugged. “Sorry.”


“Z is too good for me anyway.”


Lex was quiet for two minutes. “Why did you ask if I could
read Raze? Is there something you need to know?”


But it was not her secret to tell. “No. I just wondered.”


“This summer, when I can put the windows down and feel my
surroundings, will you teach me to drive?”


No one had ever called Rune a coward. “This summer I’ll take
you to a quiet country road and let you get behind the wheel.”


Lex’s jaw dropped. “You will?”


Rune laughed and reached over to give the girl’s arm a quick
squeeze. “Hell yeah!” It wasn’t Lex’s fault she was
blind. If she wanted to drive, she was going to fucking drive.


“You’re a good friend,” Lex said.


“Don’t get all gooey.”


Lex had cheered up. “Where are we headed? I wasn’t paying
attention when you divvied up the county.”


“Z and Denim are going to Blackfire, Jack and Levi to
Hawthorne, and you and I are headed to Wormwood. Tomorrow we’ll try a few other
places if Llodra isn’t found today.”


And he wouldn’t be. It wasn’t going to be that easy to catch
the master. She just hoped he didn’t leave them more “gifts” along the way.


“Rune.”


“Yeah?”


“Tonight, don’t…don’t lose yourself because of Amy.”


“I’ll be fine.”


“Yeah.”


They both knew better.


“That newspaper reporter is following you again.”


Rune glanced in her rearview mirror at the car that had been
tailing them since they’d left Llodra’s house. “I wonder who he found to annoy
while I was gone.”


She’d discovered his name—Sam Cruikshank—before she’d left
for the clinic. She ignored him and let him get his jollies chasing her around
River County, snapping her picture when he could. 


It could have been worse. Somewhere out there was a video in
which she got sliced up like a tomato. If that video surfaced and was leaked to
the media…that would be worse.


As long as he didn’t interfere, there wasn’t much she could
do anyway.


They arrived at Wormwood and slipped inside the gates, not
sparing Cruikshank so much as a glance when he rolled
in and parked behind her car.


“I’ll find Gunnar,” Rune told Lex. “If vampires are inside
Wormwood, he’ll know.”


“Gunnar the Ghoul who eats Baby Ruth candy bars.” Lex
grinned. “He’s an enigma, that ghoul. Someday he’s going to let me touch him
and I’ll get inside that head.”


“I’m not sure reading Gunnar is a good idea, baby.”


“I’m curious about him—about his past, where he came from,
how he died…”


“You can get all that?”


Lex shrugged, carefully sidestepping a small, crumbling
tombstone as though she could actually see it. “Maybe.
It depends.”


They walked down paths made smooth by hundreds of Other feet, finally stepping off the trails and into the
trees.


Lex didn’t arm herself with vguns as Rune did, but she wore
the stakes. If they found the vampires, Lex would stake them the old fashioned
way—by hand.


They’d nearly given up finding Gunnar when he stepped out
from behind a tree. The woods were deep and dark, making the winter day seem
later than it was.


Gunnar’s long face was carefully blank, his hands limply at
his sides. Even if he was disinclined to give information, the scent of the
chocolate would persuade him. It was his drug, and one he could not seem to
resist.


“Give me the treat quickly,” he said, “and leave these woods posthaste. Wormwood is not safe for you
today.” He didn’t look at Lex.


Rune shook her head. “Not so fast, baby. I have a question.”


He held out his hand, frowning. “No, I do not know where the
mad vampire is sleeping.”


“How the hell did you know I was going to ask that?”


“I know many things, Your Highness. I know that you are not
safe.” He shook his hand at her. “I’ll have my sweet now, please.”


But she crossed her arms. “Gunnar, you’re not getting the
candy if you don’t slow down and answer some questions.”


“Some questions, Your Cantankerousness? Have you
brought along some candy bars?”


There were times when she wanted to stuff aforementioned
candy bars up his ass, wrapping and all. This was one of those times. “Fine.” She patted the pocket in which the chocolate rested.
“I’ll leave now and take my candy with me.” And she turned to go.


“No!” He reached for her, pausing just short of actually
touching her.


As far as she could remember, Gunnar had never touched her.


She turned back, eyebrow raised. “Then stop fucking around
and answer my questions. You get one more chance.”


“Ask, then. You must hurry.”


She tapped her thigh with her vgun. “First
question. What’s the rush?”


He threw a glance over his shoulder, and lowered his voice
to a near whisper. “There is mischievousness inside Wormwood. Evil is
stirring.”


“What the fuck, Gunnar?”


He stared at her for a moment. “Pardon?”


“Just tell me what’s going on.”


“There are bad people afoot. They will do you harm if you
are found here.” He pointed his chin at Lex but still didn’t look at her. “And that one, as well.”


She sighed and patted his arm, ignoring his flinch of
surprise. “We can take care of ourselves.” There were always bad people
in Wormwood, but she didn’t have time to discuss them. “I need to know where
Llodra is, baby. If he’s in Wormwood, you will know where he’s sleeping.”


He hesitated. “Then he must not be sleeping here. I am not
aware of the master’s location.” He refused to meet her stare.


“What are you keeping from me, Gunnar?”


“He’s terrified,” Lex said, speaking for the first time. “We
should go now.”


“Yes, yes,” he said. “That one is right. You should go.”


Lex’s vibrations, at times barely noticeable, became
stronger, faster. “Rune…”


Dammit. Even she was starting to pick up a sense of
desperation. “Fine,” she snapped, and threw Gunnar his candy bar.


He snatched it out of the air and almost before it was in
his hand, he was gone.


“What a fucking waste of time,” Rune muttered, but she kept
a careful eye out for ambushers as she and Lex got out of the graveyard.


Something was wrong. She hoped when things calmed down and
the danger had passed, Gunnar would enlighten her.


They’d no sooner shut the gates behind them when her cell
rang. “Hey, Z,” she answered. “Any luck?”


“Rune. I’ve been trying to call
you.”


“Yeah, I’m just getting out of Wormwood. What’s up?”


He didn’t mince words. “Someone decided to burn your house
down. The Fire department is trying to contain it.”


Stunned, she couldn’t speak. Her house?
Her ugly house? “Is it…are you there?”


“I’m here with Denim. It’s pretty much gone, Rune.”


“I’m on my way,” she said.


“What is it? What’s wrong?” Lex buckled herself in, then
grabbed Rune’s wrist.


Rune shook her off. She didn’t want to say who she
suspected—not to Lex—and she didn’t want the girl reading her and finding out
for herself.  “My house, they’ve burned my house.”


Fucking COS.











Chapter
Ten


She had to feed.


Had to.


Her monster wasn’t giving her a choice.


An image flashed through her mind, there
and gone in an instant. An image of her beneath the
sadistic Jeremy as he abused her restrained body. It took her breath.


God, the craving… 


Yeah, she had to feed. Reverting to bad habits was not good.


She and her crew, silent and tired, stood staring at the
smoldering ashes of what once had been her home.


An empty gas can had been found where the porch had been—the
people who’d burned her house hadn’t even tried to cover up the fact that it
was deliberate.


“It’s a warning,” Z had said, and she agreed.


A warning from COS—from Tim Emerson.
But she was sure they’d find no slimy trails leading to him.


A couple of months ago her own neighbors had threatened to
burn her out. Half the population of River County secretly—and some not so
secretly—hated her for being Other. 


Did she have enemies? Were there people who wanted to hurt
her?


Oh hell yeah.


She sighed when Strad’s huge truck rolled to a stop in front
of her destroyed house. His face was grim as he strode toward her, and an old
feeling of uncertainness caused her to briefly caress one of her holstered
shivs.


The berserker had that effect on people. 


But she’d tasted his blood. Had drunk from
his veins.


Had lain in his arms and let him kiss her…


God, that kiss.


He’d saved her life, not once, but twice. Still, he had the
power to scare the fuck out of her.


“Damn you, Rune,” he said, clenching his fists. He shook
with his famous rage and no matter how he controlled it, she could still see
it. She could feel it.


Her fear and caution didn’t stem from worry over physical
pain, either. It was something else. The berserker scared her and she had no
idea why.


She grinned, trying to disperse the tension—beside her Z and
Jack had stiffened, ready for anything.


But he wouldn’t hurt her. They all knew that. It was just
something about him that made people immediately go into defense mode.


“Don’t damn me, Berserker. I didn’t burn my house down.”


He ran a hand over his carved face, visibly trying to calm
himself the fuck down. Finally he let out a deep breath and relaxed his big
body. “Are you okay?”


She let her gaze drift over his face and down to his throat.
She wanted to jump into his arms and wrap her arms and legs around him, slam
her open mouth against his smooth skin and—


“Rune?” Jack frowned and leaned
down to peer into her eyes. “Are you okay?”


Strad watched her, his eyes dark and knowing. Full of promise. He knew what she was thinking. He knew what
she needed.


She cleared her throat. “Yeah. I’m
fine. Berserker, where’s your kid? Shouldn’t you be with him or babysitting the
new hire?”


His lips tightened.  “Matthew is in the truck with
Tina.”


She glanced over his shoulder. His windows were tinted and
it was impossible to see into the truck—where his wife waited.


That thought eased her hunger somewhat.


He looked over her head at the smoldering remains of her
house. It glowed hot and red in the darkness of the winter evening. “I’m sorry
about your house. Any ideas?”


“Yeah,” she said, casting a look to where Lex waited with
the twins. “COS.”


He said nothing about her going to visit COS without him, or
about her not fighting to have him on her vampire purge team, but she could see
him struggling not to. It was understandable—he was, after all, Shiv Crew. 


But he just shrugged his massive shoulders. “Maybe.”


From behind him one of the truck windows slid down. “Strad,”
Tina called. “Matt is hungry. Are you coming?”


Rune met his stare and for a long moment they just looked at
each other. “You should go,” she said, finally.


“Yes,” he agreed.


Still, he didn’t look away. In the dark depths of his eyes
she recognized his own hunger, as well as a sharp despair she did not
understand. “Go,” she said, gently.


He sighed. For a second she panicked as she imagined he
leaned toward her, thinking he was going to kiss her or bare his tempting neck
to her hungry mouth.


But he did none of those things—simply turned and walked
away.


Z watched him go, something in his face she did not want to interpret.
“You can stay with me until you find a new house, Rune. I have an extra
bedroom.” He grinned. “Or you can sleep in mine.”


“If you knew how tempting that was,” she said, throwing him
a bone, “you might not offer.”


Truthfully, it was tempting. Too
tempting. 


Fuck, she was hungry.


“I mean it,” he said.


“I know. Thanks, Z, but I’ll get a room at the River Inn. I
might be there a while.”


He nodded, a slight smile lifting the corners of his lips.
“Okay. But if you change your mind, my door is always open.” His eyes were
completely serious.


“Thanks, baby.” And because there was nothing else to do,
she told them all goodbye and climbed into her car to head to a department
store. She was going to need a few items since nearly everything she’d owned
had been destroyed.


And only then, in the quiet darkness of her car, did she let
herself break down. Just a moment—that’s all she’d allow herself.


She hit the steering wheel with the heel of her hand,
screaming curses and finally, sniffing back a couple of useless tears at what
the fire had devoured.


Pictures, mainly. Pictures of her adoptive parents. Those couldn’t be
replaced. The past was well and truly gone. Except for a few memories, there
was nothing left.


Not even her ugly house.


It was okay. She’d been thinking seriously about starting
over anyway.


Ellis hadn’t called, which meant he’d not heard. She glanced
at her dash clock. Ten o’clock. In the literal heat of the last few hours,
she’d not realized how much time was slipping away.


She frowned and punched in his number. It went to voicemail.
“Ellis, just checking in. Where are you? Before
someone else tells you…my house burned down. It’s gone. I’m fine. Going to get
some clothes and a toothbrush and rent a room at the inn. Call me.”


She stripped off most of her shivs but left her guns and
badge on before she hurried into the store to do her shopping. She ignored the
stares of other shoppers. Her hunger needed appeasing and she hadn’t time to
care about much of anything else.


An hour later she was ensconced in a small room at the inn
and after a quick shower she tied back her still damp hair and pulled on a pair
of new jeans and a black T-shirt. She tossed her badge in a drawer, stuck a
shiv into her jacket pocket, and went out to eat.


To drink. To feed.


She pushed thoughts of Strad from her mind and drove to a
seedy, dark town known as the Moor. She had no idea when or why the area had
developed its nickname—its proper name was Mossville.
The town was a mean, thin strip of badlands on the edge of the city. If you
went to the Moor, you were looking for trouble.


Tomorrow she’d go back to work looking for vampires and
stressing over her house. Right now, she was looking to feed.


She parked along the street in front of the first bar she
came to. If the number of vehicles was any indication, the place was
overflowing with people. 


The hunger grew with each step she took until by the time
she reached the building, she was ravenous. Her heart beat hard and slow,
sending the message feed me to her brain.


“I’ll feed you, you fucking monster,” she muttered, then
shook her head to clear it. No. She was not a fucking monster.


She wasn’t.


But when she didn’t take care of that part of her, it tended
to rise up and kick her ass. To take over.


Because that’s what it had learned to do
to survive.


“You’re thinking of yourself as two separate people.”


“I am my monster and my monster is me.”


“Yes, Rune.”


She shook her head again—there was no room in her mind for
echoes from her shrinks. Not tonight.


She shoved open the door and found herself in a dark
entranceway. It was empty except for a wooden bench that held up a very large
man. 


He stood when she entered, raising a meaty hand. “Hold it,
girl.”


“Hold what, dude? Your fucking
hand?”


He laughed, but it was a mean laugh. “You don’t belong here.
Get your ass back out the door before you—”


She had him by the throat before he even realized she’d
moved. “Don’t fuck with me, baby.”


“Fuck,” he squeaked. “Yeah, yeah.”


Her fingers tightened for just an instant then she let him
drop when she realized how badly she wanted to fuck him up. The monster made
her a mean son of a bitch.


She walked past him and into the crowded room. Sweaty bodies
and desperation made her even hungrier. The humans in the room were all so
weak, so needy.


But she wanted someone special.


No, Rune. No.


“Fuck me,” she whispered.


So maybe she’d left the clinic a little too soon, but she
could handle herself. She wasn’t going to pick up the wrong guy. She was better
than that. Stronger than that.


Her phone rang and she fished it out of her pocket. It was
Ellis, and she didn’t want to answer while inside the bar. He’d freak.


She hit mute, put it back in her pocket, and let it go to
voicemail.


The music was deafening. Hazy red lighting colored the sea
of blank faces with their black spark-less eyes, and made her think of blood.
Everything was making her think of blood.


He wasn’t here, the man she would drink from. 


No one in that room was strong enough to take her. 


Fuck you, Berserker.


She turned to leave and a man started toward her from the
long bar. She held up a hand to halt him and after a tiny hesitation, he
thought better of approaching her. Smart guy.


After the heat and noise of the bar the cold quiet assaulted
her when she stepped outside the door. She remained aware of her surroundings
but her mind was on her need.


A human had a scantily dressed woman pushed up against the
side of a car, and she didn’t seem to mind. A snoring man lay across the
sidewalk on his back, his dirty shirt pulled up to expose his swollen belly.


She stepped over his body and went on to the next bar.


No one waited at the entrance as she strode into the
building—a place, according to the weathered sign on the front, called Toad’s
and Butter’s.


Whatever.


The music was just as loud as in the last bar. People danced
and drank, trying to drown out the voices of their troubles and drink
themselves senseless and maybe for one small minute, to connect to someone. 


“Fucking depressing,” she muttered, and circled the room,
looking for her own connection.


She found him sitting alone at a small table against the
wall. He wore an old cowboy hat, pulled low to shadow his eyes. His hair fell
over his shoulders in an uneven line. Most likely he’d chopped it off himself
when it became an annoyance.


His coat was too thin and would have done little to protect
him against the cold winter. He nursed a beer, and finally, when she’d stood
silent in front of him for about two minutes, he looked up.


His face would hurt her skin if she rubbed against it—he’d
not had a shave for a couple of days. The look in his eyes made her almost, almost
look for someone else, but she was done waiting.


He’d been through some shit. Some bad
shit. He reminded her of someone and it took her all of twenty seconds
to realize who.


Llodra, the mad vampire master.


Not because he was mad, this stranger, but because his eyes
held no hope.


“Fuck me,” she whispered, then leaned across the table so he
could hear her. “Come with me.”


“Why?” His voice was the gravely, rough voice of someone who
didn’t talk a whole lot. 


“Dude,” she said, smiling. “Why not?”


She’d found her dinner.


She walked from the bar, not looking behind her but feeling
him there, following her. A cold, light rain had begun to fall but she didn’t
care—it felt good on her overheated skin.


“Where are we going?” he asked.


“Someplace dark.”


“I get the feeling you mean that in more ways than one.”


“You talk too much, cowboy.” But his observation surprised
her. Dude had a sharp mind and it didn’t seem dulled by alcohol.


If she hadn’t been in such a fucking hurry she’d have driven
to another town, found someone she’d never have to worry about running into
again. But the Moor was as good as she could do.


Her body was aching. Her movements were slow and her
thoughts were sluggish. Fucking
monster.


“You got a name?” she asked, shocked that she even cared.


“Trade you.”


Fine. “You can call me Marie.” Her
middle name was good enough. There wasn’t a soul in the city who
wouldn’t recognize the name Rune, not now. Only a few of them didn’t recognize
her face. She figured the people who lived in the Moor had more pressing things
to do than watch the local news.


“You can call me…John.”


She lifted an eyebrow. “Yeah.”


His arm brushed her shoulder as they walked. He was around
six feet tall, and his body was lean beneath the thin jacket.


She didn’t want to take him back to her room, didn’t want
him seeing her car. She wanted nothing but to feed. 


She shoved him into a dark alley and hated herself a little
for her desperation. A fucking alley?


But it was all she could do.


She pushed him further in, where the streetlights barely
penetrated the black of the night. 


He didn’t resist. He leaned back against the side of the
building and stared down at her. His eyes were dark beneath the brim of his hat
but finally, she saw a spark of curiosity in his gaze.


The rain misted her skin, leaving a cold coat of moisture.
She smiled. Her stomach muscles tightened in anticipation and she could control
herself no longer.


Her fangs dropped and she had a second to see his eyes go
wide before she struck.


But she found only air where a moment before the cowboy had
stood—and because of her slowed reflexes could only stare in shock as the fucking
berserker flung the man into the street.


“Get the fuck out of here,” Strad ordered,
his voice growly and full of doom.


The stranger, after a lingering look at the shocked Rune,
inclined his head and walked away. Smiling.


Freak.


“Fuck you,” she screamed at Strad, when she could speak. She
would have hurt him then, if he hadn’t simply scooped her up and with a big
hand at the back of her head, shoved her mouth against his throat.


“Do it,” he said.


His scent, his warm skin, his deep voice…she could not
resist. Didn’t, at that moment, care if he had three
fucking wives. She had to have his blood.


He groaned as she parted her lips against his neck—his groan
would have been the same if he’d been fucking her, she was sure—it was sexual
and full of a deep, hard desire, and that sound pushed her over the edge.


She took what he offered. She could do nothing else.


He smelled incredible, warm and spicy and male. She
punctured that deliciousness with her little fangs and clenched her fingers
into his shoulders as his hot, sweet blood filled her mouth.


So good, so good…


As she sucked she felt every inch of his hard body, heard
every breath he took. Her senses heightened with each swallow. She was aware
when his hands became caressing.


“Rune,” he murmured, his voice raspy.


As though he’d needed her exactly as much
as she’d needed him.


He slid his hands down her sides and gripped her ass,
squeezing. They’d never had sex, nothing beyond a kiss, but feeding was just as
intimate, just as raw.


And she wanted him.


She wanted—craved—the fucking berserker.


His blood filled her, satisfied her, made
her more than she could ever be without it. As she regretfully retracted her
fangs she left her lips against his neck, her eyes closed, and slipped her
fingers with excruciating slowness over his chest.


His blood sang through her veins, lightened her mood, made her strong. Made her invincible.
Made her body wake up and want…


“More,” she said.


She slid her lips over his jaw, across his cheek, and
finally, to his mouth.


He stayed as still as a stone, rigid and barely breathing.


She moved her lips against his, just slightly, then opened her mouth.


Tasting, testing…


He groaned again, into her mouth. This was not the groan of
passion, but a groan of wretchedness, of regret.


He peeled her off his body and set her gently on the ground.
“You’ll hate me enough for the blood, Rune. I won’t have you hating me for the
other.” His voice was hoarse and raw and scraped over her nerve endings like a
physical touch.


And the look in his eyes was resolute.


She could hardly hold still. She wanted to run, to fight, to play. She reached up to stroke his face, knowing he was
right but too high on his blood to care. “Damn you, Berserker.”


He grinned, but his eyes were serious. “Hardest thing I ever
did in my life.”


Unable to resist, she trailed her hand over his chest, his
ribs, and to the front of his pants—wondering if he’d stop her, almost hoping
he would.


He didn’t, but he clenched his fists and threw back his head
when she squeezed his erection.


She felt the heat of him through the heavy fabric and closed
her eyes for a second as she let herself imagine that hugeness inside her.


His entire body shook with the effort of holding himself
still as she explored his body. Finally, she took her hand away and stepped
back.


“I’m sorry,” she said, and she was. “I’m kind of a bitch.” But damn, his body. His hardness. His heat.


He’d done what he knew she’d want—in the long run—and had
stood strong as she’d tempted him further.


But what was the difference, really, in feeding in a dark
alley and lying naked in his arms in a soft bed? What?


She swallowed hard and stepped farther away, knowing she had
to leave before she convinced herself.


Because as he’d said, she’d hate him for
it.


So using the speed his blood gave her, she got the hell away
from him.











Chapter
Eleven


She didn’t bother getting into her car. She was too amped
up. Instead she roamed the streets on foot, searching for vampires. They’d be
awake and hungry but afraid and cautious, as well.


This was the second time she’d been ordered to kill Llodra.
This time, she’d do it. She just had to find him.


She sucked the cold air into her lungs, reveling in the icy
burn. She could barely remember the despair she’d felt earlier. Worries over
madness and the depression that hit her hardest when she was hungry had fled,
and all that remained was euphoria.


If she went mad, as vampires tended to do, even blood
wouldn’t restore that elation—the despair would be constant and
all-encompassing.


She ran through the night, her senses on high alert,
listening, looking, and hoping for vampires. She searched Club Kiss, a favorite
nightspot of Llodra’s, and every abandoned house she passed.


There was no sign of the River County vampires. Llodra had
gathered those who remained into a tight little knot of undead and had
disappeared.


And he still had Blood and Fire. She wanted them, wanted
them even more than she wanted Llodra’s head. Not for herself but to free them.
Their captivity was just…wrong. Horribly wrong.


The rain began to come down with a little more force,
plastering her hair to her head and jabbing her face with freezing needles.
Even for a badass half Other who had just fed, it was
uncomfortable.


She’d ended up back in Spiritgrove without even realizing
it. The speed from feeding had slowed but not enough to make her want to get a
cab back to the Moor. As she retraced her steps she continued to watch for the
vampires, but they were well and truly hidden.


But she did see Ellis.


A popular gay bar spat him out onto the sidewalk not twenty
feet in front of her, and he wasn’t alone.


Before she could yell his name the guy with Ellis shoved him
up against the side of an old car and hit him in the face.


Rune dropped her fangs and shot her claws through the tips
of her fingers—a fucking painful thing to do—and started toward them. Her rage
made her forget the rain and the vampires. Her lizard brain took over. She
would kill the asshole who—


But then a man jumped out of a truck parked across the
street from the bar and sprinted toward them. 


Levi?


He didn’t bother to slam the door shut behind him, just
raced toward Ellis and did what Rune had been eager to do—he began to beat the
fuck out of the stranger.


She couldn’t help but wonder why he’d been watching Ellis in
the first place. If Ellis had been in danger and was keeping it from her, there
was going to be trouble. But why else would Levi have been shadowing him?


Rune stood still, allowing her claws and fangs to retract.
Ellis didn’t need her help—Levi was taking care of business.


Ellis leaned over and tugged at the arm of his rescuer, and
Rune slid silently off the sidewalk to watch. The men were spotlighted by the
tall streetlight, and the few pedestrians out that late gave them wide berth.


The rain had slowed, finally, and the pavement gleamed with
a glossy wet shine. If it’d been a few degrees colder, the wet streets would
have iced over.


At last Levi allowed Ellis to pull him from the downed man.
The dude lay like a slug, and Rune didn’t know if he was unconscious or playing
dead. She grinned when Ellis pulled back a booted foot and kicked the guy on
the shoulder.


But her smile disappeared when instead of giving each other
high fives, Levi and Ellis faced each other silently. Levi’s spine was ramrod
straight and even with only streetlights to chase back the shadows, Rune could
see his glare.


He clenched his fists, reminding her of Strad, but she
pushed that man from her mind as quickly as he’d appeared. She did not want to
think about the berserker.


What the fuck is going on here?


Ellis crossed his arms, angry, and turned his back on Levi.


Come on, Ellie. He saved your ass. Don’t be like that.


She could almost see Levi sigh. He said something and walked
away, heading to his truck. But when Ellis didn’t follow, Levi went back and took
his arm. He wasn’t going to let Ellis stay there alone.


Ellis shook off Levi’s hand, his voice not loud, but loud
enough for her to hear.


“Just leave me alone, Levi.”


“You’re being a little stupid, Ellis. I’m not leaving you
here to be picked up by some other fuck.”


“I’ll do what I want.”


“What you want is to pick up strangers and get your ass
kicked? Rune rubbing off on you?”


Hey now. That stung a tad.


Ellis pushed Levi, hard, and Levi stumbled back a couple of
steps. “You don’t know anything.”


Levi held up his hands. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said
that. But fuck, man. Just…come on. I’m not leaving you here.”


“I’m not your concern.” Ellis wrapped his arms around his
shivering body and Rune saw that he was dressed much too lightly for the cold
night. That boy needed a keeper.


She had a feeling those two wouldn’t appreciate her
spying—and it was finally occurring to her what was going on.


“You’ll always be my concern.”


Oh fuck. How could she not have known?


Levi was the man Ellie had fallen in love with.


Levi was the one who couldn’t return Ellie’s love.


She closed her eyes for a second, aching for her best
friend. How terribly painful to love someone who could never be what you needed
them to be.


It was time for her to show herself. She stepped out from the
shadows and strode toward them, thinking only to wrap her arms around Ellis and
somehow comfort him.


But again, Levi did exactly what she’d intended to do.


He wrapped his arms around the smaller man and pulled his
resisting body against his chest. “God, Ellie,” he murmured.


Once again Rune stopped dead in her tracks.


Ellis began to cry and finally, he let Levi lead him to his
truck.


After he put Ellis inside, Levi walked to the driver’s side.
But before he climbed inside he looked over his shoulder, directly at Rune.


He’d been aware of her all along, exactly as a Shiv Crew
member should have been.


They stared across the street at each other for a long,
silent moment. At last, Levi sent her one curt nod, climbed into his truck, and
drove Ellis the fuck out of there.


Love was a cold son of a bitch.


But Ellie was safe.


The dude Levi had fucked up crawled a little way down the
sidewalk before getting to his feet and tottering away. She let him go.


She tried not to think about Strad, but by the time she
finally got back to her room he was all she could think about. 


She couldn’t blame herself for wanting him—that was
understandable. Any woman with a pulse would want him. But she shouldn’t have
let him know she wanted him—how incredibly badly she wanted him.


It would be hard to face him and his knowing gaze.


He belonged to someone else, and Rune Alexander was not a
sharing kind of woman. 


She took a hot, hot shower and fell into bed with wet hair,
remembering to take her phone off vibrate.


She groaned, punched her pillow, and fell asleep.


What seemed like two minutes later, her phone screeched,
dragging her from her dreams. She squinted at the clock. Five a.m. 


“What?” she muttered, too bleary-eyed to actually read the display. This better be good, fuckers.


It was.


“Rune,” Tina Matheson screamed, “they’ve taken Matthew.
They’ve taken my son.”


Fuck me. “I’ll be right there.”


She dressed in record time, grabbed her guns and a handful
of shivs, and went to deal with a horror that wasn’t going to have a good
ending no matter what happened.


She wasn’t being pessimistic—she just had a bad feeling.


Her gut rarely failed her.


And that was just too bad.











Part Two


DESTRUCTION











Chapter
Twelve


In two weeks they’d torn River County apart. They’d swept
the river, combed the woods, and questioned dozens of people.


They got nothing.


The child had simply disappeared.


But no one was going to give up looking. Not Spiritgrove law
enforcement, not the FBI, and most of all, not Shiv Crew.


“Okay, guys. You know the vampires can wake up and if Llodra
is somewhere in this mess…” Rune looked around at the demolished farmhouse and
frowned. “Then we need to be extra cautious.”


Her crew nodded soberly and started digging through the
rubble. There was a basement buried somewhere under the clutter, as well as the
sad remains of an ancient outdoor cellar. They’d search both spots and hope it
netted them some vampires.


Two weeks of no kid and no master vampire was making her
worry. Her stomach roiled and gurgled and her gut screamed at her almost
constantly. She was missing something and didn’t know what the fuck it was.


“You okay, Rune?”


She stopped rubbing her midsection and glanced at Raze. “Yeah. Just…the last few days have been a son of a bitch.”


Raze hadn’t stopped working since he’d left jail. “Being in
county lockup makes a man appreciate his freedom,” he’d told her. “As well as a good steak dinner and a cold beer. I might
have to learn to love the rats.”


She’d laughed but there was no doubt in her mind that he was
completely serious. She also didn’t doubt his feelings for Lex. He might have
hidden it well, but now that she knew, it was so obvious she felt like an idiot
for not realizing it to begin with.


Even now he watched Lex, his brow knitted, as the girl
picked her way carefully through the old boards and glass and garbage.


Rune smirked, but Raze was too busy staring at Lex to
notice. He’d tied his long, dark red hair back into a ponytail, and his big
body was crisscrossed with a dozen belts loaded with stakes, vguns, and shivs.
He’d holstered a semi-automatic at his hip.


They’d all loaded up on extra weapons and ammo.
Llodra’s madness was nothing to take lightly. 


“Found the entrance,” Levi called, and they walked to where
he stood.


“Cellar or basement?” Rune asked.


“Basement.” He peered down into the
hole he’d uncovered. “How are we going to get down there? I don’t see any
steps.”


Rune turned her flashlight toward the hole. Half of the
opening was still covered over by rotting boards and God knew what else, but it
was large enough for even Raze to slip through. She squinted. “Me either.” She
pointed at the case Jack had carried to the site. “Somebody grab a rope.”


Denim opened the case of supplies and brought her the long,
thick rope. She motioned for Z to help her tie it around her waist. “Raze,
lower me down. If there are bloodsuckers down there I’ll send the rope back up
and one of you can join me.”


Z hesitated. “Rune…”


She stared at him. “Yeah?”


He sighed. “Just be fucking careful, will you?”


She raised her eyebrows but gave him a smile. “Of course I
will.”


Lex began vibrating hard, her eyes dancing crazily.
“Something is down there.” She grabbed Rune’s arm. “Send someone else.”


Rune patted Lex’s hand and gently moved her fingers off her
arm. She gave the rope a tug. “I’ll be fine, baby. Do you sense vampires, or
what?” If anything was down there, it had to pretty much be an Other of one flavor or another. If today was her lucky day,
it’d be Llodra, sleeping the sleep of the dead.


Lex shook her head. “I don’t know. Just
something.”


The girl had become clingy since Rune had returned from the
clinic, but Rune didn’t know how to address the issue. Ignoring it and hoping
it’d go away wasn’t doing any good. They were going to have to have a talk.


Raze took Lex’s arm and pulled her away from Rune. “We won’t
let anything happen to our captain,” he told her. 


Lex’s frown stayed in place. “I guess.”


Rune put her night vision goggles on, then
sat at the edge of the gaping black hole of nothingness in front of her.
Mustiness, the scent of a rotting carcass, and earth rose up to greet her
nostrils. 


And something else. Lex was right.


There was something down there. Rune could smell it.


She gave Raze a nod. “I’m ready. Don’t bounce me off any
walls, baby. If they are down there, I don’t want to wake them up.”


He grinned. “I’ll do my best.”


She took a deep breath, trying to ignore the fact that she
was a little on the claustrophobic side.


It was like being lowered on a string into a clogged drain,
looking for a lost ring. She held on to the rope, and the farther she went into
the darkness the more disoriented she became.


“Still good?” Z’s voice floated
down to her and she grasped onto it gratefully.


“Yeah,” she whispered. “Fucking awesome.”


It seemed like she dangled from that rope for a solid hour,
but finally her booted feet touched solid ground. She kept the rope securely
around her and gave her green-tinged surroundings a quick check through the
goggles. They were bulky and ugly, but they let her see better in darkness.


At first she saw nothing other than a half caved-in
basement, full of unidentifiable scents and shapes. Nothing moved, nothing
breathed.


But then…


“Bingo.” She carefully slipped out of the rope and gave it a
tug, and it was pulled noiselessly from the hole.


The place was full of vampires.


Light wouldn’t wake them, so she pushed the goggles to the
top of her head and pulled her flashlight from her belt.


She glanced up. One of the men was being lowered to join
her—probably one of the twins or Z as they were so much smaller than Jack and
Raze. She’d be glad of the company.


The hole in the ground was cold and grim, made worse by the
few sleeping vampires. When she flashed her light over the white faces with
their closed eyes and unmoving chests, she had to force away insidious thoughts
that even now, the insanity Llodra had surely passed on to his children could
be somehow passing to her.


“That’s just fucking stupid,” she muttered, and forced the
fear away.


What was the madness going to do, seep out of the vampires’
brains and crawl across the floor like a crab?


She scoffed.


Moving carefully, she put her vgun to the first vampire she
came to and pulled the trigger. Thwack!


The vampire’s eyes popped open and for a second there was
just a realization of death. And something close to grateful
relief.


Or maybe that was just her imagination.


She pulled a long, razor-sharp knife and took the vampire’s
head, then went on to the next one. She looked up when she felt one of her men
beside her, long enough to give him—Z—a thumbs up.


He nodded and flipped on his own flashlight. Couldn’t have too much light when you were in the dark with the
vampires.


They’d get the job done and take one step closer to Llodra.
She had a feeling he wasn’t in the basement. He wasn’t going to be that easy.


But soon enough, his mad ass would belong to her.


They cleared the basement and were out of the hole in less
than twenty minutes—it had gone so smoothly she was pretty sure that later
there would be hell to pay.


Lex slid close to Rune. She didn’t say anything, just stood
near her and waited for Rune to get the rope off.


Z had gone up first and was busy cleaning his gory blade.
Levi and Denim watched Lex, both with frowns. They didn’t know what was going
on with her either.


“Now,” Rune said, glad to be out of the dank basement,
“let’s see if the cellar holds any surprises.”


Elizabeth had sent them to the farm that morning with little
hope they’d actually find something. The successful mini-purge was going to put
a gleam of joy in her eyes.


The cellar was an ancient root cellar built into the side of
a hill. Jack pulled open the door. Raze, ducking his head, went first into the
room. The rest of the crew followed single file, but there was barely enough
room to hold them all.


There were no more sleeping vampires in this room, but
Llodra had left them a note. They stared at it for a long moment and dread gathered
in the pit of Rune’s stomach. This was not going to be good.


She pointed her chin at Denim. “Read it out loud.”


He nodded and gingerly picked up the paper, an ordinary
piece of lined notebook paper, and began to read the cursive script.


“If you’re reading this I will assume you’ve found my
children. To add to the entertainment, I’ve decided to kill a human for each
vampire you have staked this day. My darling Rune, I hope your doctors have
helped you. The guilt you will carry for murdering the humans will surely
devastate you.


PS: Because you have a softness
for children, a boy child will be the first to die. Can you guess which one?”


“Shit,” Rune whispered. “Shit.”


 It had taken two long weeks, but now they knew.


Llodra had Matthew.


She could only hope the child had died quickly.











Chapter
Thirteen


“How many did you stake?” Elizabeth didn’t even bat an
eyelash but a subtle tic at the corner of her mouth gave her away.


“Fourteen,” Rune answered.


“Fourteen,” Elizabeth repeated, and squeezed the bridge of
her nose. “You know him. Will he attempt fourteen human murders in
retaliation?”


Rune didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”


“As of this moment, the purge is temporarily suspended.”


“Elizabeth, you can’t give in to him. He’ll kill them
anyway. We need to destroy him and we need to do it soon.”


“I will call Shiv Crew to a meeting after I’ve discussed the
issue with Bill Rice—”


“Delays aren’t going to save the kid.”


Elizabeth leveled a long, cool look at her. “Do you really
believe the child is still alive?”


Rune took a gulp of her cooling coffee, then
shook her head. “No. Not really.” But I’d die before I admitted that to
Strad and Tina.


“We have to concentrate on keeping the humans safe from the
master’s retaliation.” Elizabeth stood, signaling an end to her meeting with
Rune. “I’ll let you know the new plan as soon as possible. In the meantime, do
not hunt the vampires.”


Rune shrugged and got to her feet. “Whatever
you say.” Then she left the room and went to find Strad. She had to show
him the note—a copy of the note, as Elizabeth had taken the original—before
someone else blurted out the terrible truth of his son’s capture.


Elizabeth had sent him out with the new hire—whose name,
Rune had discovered was Owen Five. Owen Five. What a shit name.


She walked into Ellis’s office with her cell to her ear,
waiting for the berserker to answer. It went to voicemail. Shocker.


“Strad, I need to talk to you. Call me as soon as you get
this.”


She hung up and leaned against the doorframe, watching
Ellis. He sat behind his desk furiously typing up one report or another, and
she waited quietly until he stopped.


He rubbed his recently broken arm and looked up with a
cheerful smile. “Hi, love!”


She lifted an eyebrow. “You’re feeling better, I take it?”


“I’m tired of moping. I’m making myself sick.” He leaned
back against his chair and stretched out muscles that got too little exercise.
“Move in with me, Rune. Leave that room and come stay with me.”


“Sweetie, your apartment is the size of a closet. I don’t mind
the inn. I’m rarely home anyway.”


He rummaged through his desk drawer and brought out a folded
sheet of paper. “I sent this to your email before remembering your computer was
lost in the fire.”


“I could have gotten it on my phone,” she said, leaving the
doorway. “What is it?”


“A list of things already done and things you need to do. I
rented you a post office box and notified the post office and a few other
places of your temporary new address. The fire marshal wants a meeting—I set up
an appointment. You won’t be allowed a walk-through of the house, there’s too
much damage. And—”


“Ellie. What would I do without
you?”


He grinned and said what he always said when she asked him
that question. “I don’t know, probably die.”


She snatched the paper out of his hand, smiling. “Well, you are
my assistant, after all.”  


“And I’m awesome. Any leads on the fire?”


“No. But it could have been anyone. Spiritgrove is full of
assholes.”


He nodded in agreement. “What’s going on, Rune? You look
upset.”


She sighed. “Bad shit, baby.”


“Oh no.” His face fell. “Tell me.”


She handed him the note and said nothing more as she waited
for him to read it. He skimmed it, then started over,
more slowly. “Oh no,” he said again.


She took the note, folded it neatly, and slid it back into her
pocket. “I’ve told the crew to keep it to themselves until I can tell the
berserker.”


“How horrifying. This will send him
over the edge. He’s already close.”


“I know.”


“What’s the plan to get Matthew back?”


“There is no plan, not yet. Elizabeth has called off the
purge until she meets with the police director and the others.”


“Nicolas will kill the humans?”


“Yes, he will.”


“You have to find him.”


“I will.” Llodra knew her. Somehow, he knew her. She’d carry
the guilt of the murdered humans around like the burden was hers to bear. Hers alone. And really, wasn’t it? Some part of her had
known that in his madness he’d not sit back and let them destroy him and his
coven, not this time. But she hadn’t wanted to think about that. She’d just
wanted to kill vampires, to destroy the madness before it reached her.


She hugged herself, suddenly cold. Could she handle
it?


As though he knew what she was thinking—and why wouldn’t he?
Ellis had brought her back to life when she’d let Jeremy tie her to that bed—he
stood and walked around his desk to pull her into his arms. As usual, he
ignored her immediate knee jerk reaction to affection and held her until she
relaxed.


“It’s not your fault, Rune. You have to know that.” There
was a note of fear in his voice that she didn’t want to hear.


“I’m not going to hurt myself, Ellie.”


“Swear it to me.”


She hoped her hesitation went unnoticed. “I swear it.”


He took a deep breath, his arms tightening. “Thank you.”


Ellis wasn’t much taller than she was and she rested her head
against his shoulder, her lips close to his throat. She shuddered at the sudden
desire to feed from him. She pulled out of his arms, smiling into his worried
eyes.


“Everything will be okay,” she said. “Fucking
Llodra.”


“Maybe he hasn’t killed Matthew. Maybe he’s having too much
fun with him alive. Besides,” Ellis hurried on, when she started to speak, “he
may realize he needs the child for leverage.”


She closed her eyes for a long second. “Ellis, I hope the
boy is dead. Because if Llodra has him, he’s torturing the
fuck out of him.” She blinked away the sting of bloody tears. “I hope
the boy is dead.”


“That’s…you can’t say that, Rune.”


She changed the subject. “Talk to me about you. Tell me
about the guy you’re in love with. How is that going?” She hesitated. “Is he…”
She couldn’t tell Ellis she’d discovered his love interest was Levi. He’d tell
her if he wanted her to know.


He sat back down and motioned her into the chair in front of
his desk. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. We obviously aren’t meant to be
together.” He straightened his shoulders. “I’ll be fine.”


“You will. You’ll find someone else. Fish
in the sea, blah blah and all that.”


He laughed. “You’re messed up, girlfriend.”


She winked at him. “You don’t have—” Her cell phone rang and
interrupted her. “It’s Strad,” she told Ellis, and answered the phone as she
strode from the room.


“Rune? Has he been found?”


Part of her died at the hope in his voice. “No. I’m sorry. I
need to talk to you in person, Strad.”


“I’m on my way back. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”


“I’ll be in my office.”


She clicked off and went to her office. God, I do not
want to fucking do this. But she had to. And if he wanted her to,
she’d tell Tina as well. But he wouldn’t want her to. He’d do that himself.


She paced in her office until the berserker walked into the
room. He shut the door behind him and walked toward her, stopping just short of
touching her.


His face was pale and he had dark circles beneath blue eyes
so stark and hopeless she wanted to cry. Lines of worry and dark stubble didn’t
take away from how striking he was. Perfection in one big
berserker. Dammit.


She was starting to feel a little more for him than she’d
realized. Starting to?


 “Strad—”


But he held a hand up. “Just give me a few minutes before
you break my heart.” He tried for a rueful smile, but couldn’t pull it off.


She swallowed hard. Her emotions were all over the place. Don’t
cry. Don’t you cry.


He opened his arms and she walked into them.


“God, Rune,” he said.


I’m so sorry, so sorry.


He lifted her and she wrapped her arms around his neck and
rested her lips against his throat. Melting heat grew between them but not only
that. She was accustomed to feeling lust.


But there was tenderness.


Fuck me. I’m falling in love with the berserker.


She wanted nothing to do with love.


But there it was.


“Strad,” she whispered, her lips moving against his warm
skin. “Strad.”


She pulled back just enough to look into his eyes, then
fighting it all the while, she kissed him.


It was perfect, that kiss. Just like the berserker. 


Part of her stood back with crossed arms and watched for a
second, then snorted in disgust and gave the hell up. She was too far gone to
listen to logic.


Strad turned to press her against the wall and holding her
there with his body, he touched her in places he’d never touched her.


She held his face between her palms and let him take over.
He kissed her with a passion and desperation she’d never felt, never imagined,
and he made the whole world go away.


There was only his lips, his body, his
need.


His desire fed hers. She shuddered in his arms, hot, cold, breathless.


He deepened his kiss and slid his hand inside her shirt,
over her ribs, and to her breast. She moaned into his mouth, her skin erupting
in gooseflesh, her fingers tightening on his face.


 After an eternity, or a moment, he pulled away, his
breathing ragged, his stare so hot she could physically feel it. He let her
slide down his body until her feet touched the floor, then he turned and ran
trembling fingers through his hair.


She leaned against the wall, fluttering her fingers over her
chest, her throat, her face. What was that?


He took a couple of deep breaths, then
finally faced her. “Tell—” His voice broke and he cleared his throat, then tried again. “Tell me.”


Disoriented, it took her a second to remember what she had
to tell him. Oh fuck. She’d rather have forgotten forever.


She stared up at him. “I’m so sorry, Strad.”


“Fuck.” He closed his eyes. “What?”


She clenched her teeth and pulled the paper from her pocket.
“We found this today at the mini purge.”


He took it, glanced at her, then
read Llodra’s words. 


She’d never seen such desolation on another person’s face.


He stared at her for a long moment, then turned and left the
room without another word.


He took the note with him.


She sank into her chair, her entire body shaking, and let
him go.











Chapter
Fourteen


She drove down her old street on her way to the inn. She
wanted to take another look at the burnt rubble that used to be her house.


“What an eyesore,” she murmured. But that house had always
been an eyesore. Like a lot of the other older houses in River County, it
boasted an attic and a basement. The attic she’d used for storage. The small,
mean basement she’d left alone.


The rest of the house hadn’t been so bad, really. The rooms
had been large, and she’d never once had trouble with frozen water pipes in the
winter. 


But now, it was gone.


She’d have to start looking for another place.


Soon.


Right now finding a house wasn’t first on her list of things
that needed to be done. Finding Matthew, that was first.


 She wanted more than anything else to give him back to
the ones who loved him. Tina was a shell of the person she’d been when Rune had
first met her. 


She’d been visiting Tina, or at least calling her, as often
as she could. The woman was a mess and the thought of her medicated and alone
in Strad’s silent apartment was more than Rune could comfortably stand. So she
did her part.


Strad had given her a key to his place so she could come and
go as she pleased. Tina was sedated and might not hear a knock on the door.


Not a lot made sense. Who had been trying to get Matthew
before he was brought to River County? How had Llodra even known about the boy?
Probably Sherry had opened her big mouth and the vampire had heard. 


She sighed. Thinking about Sherry made her remember she had
a pack of wolves she’d neglected the hell out of. As an alpha she was fucking
lame.


But it was her job. Until she could find someone else to
take her place, she had no choice but to take care of them.


She spoke to one of them once a day if she could find the
time, and if there were emergencies they wouldn’t hesitate to call her. Other
than that, she had little to do with them.


There was just no time.


Therefore she was not really surprised when Amanda called
her that night with a heads-up.


“One of our wolves wants to fight you for alpha.”


“He doesn’t have to fight me, baby. If he’s what you all
want, I’ll gladly hand you over.” And lest Amanda be offended, she added, “You
know I’m not the alpha you guys need.”


“It doesn’t work that way, Rune. You have to fight him. If
you just give him the position, he won’t be respected and the groups will
hassle him—and us. And we need to know he can protect us. You’ll have an
audience of Others and you will have to fight.”


“Fuck me,” Rune said, and groaned. “I don’t have time for
this shit.”


“You’re going to have to make time.”


So she would. “Where and when?”


“Tomorrow night, two a.m., Hawthorne woods.”


“Hawthorne.”


Amanda said nothing for a moment, just breathed gently into
the phone. Then, “I’m sorry. It’s where we go to fight and hunt.”


“Yeah. I’ll be there.”


“Bring a friend, Rune. Just in case.”


“See you then.” Rune hung up. She’d take Ellis and have him
packing a bag of blood. She would have to throw the fight and in order to do it
without people suspecting, she was going to have to get fucked up.


She already knew better than to ask Strad along to feed her.
He wouldn’t stand back and watch a wolf kick her ass—he’d tear the wolf apart.
Anyway, the berserker had enough to worry about. She didn’t want him worrying
about her.


She could have found a stranger to feed from, but when she
was full of blood and thinking straight the thought of sucking a stranger’s
blood down her throat had about as much appeal as sucking a stranger’s dick.


Except the guy she’d met at the bar. The
cowboy. There’d been something about him that even now, when the hunger
wasn’t ruling her, piqued her interest. 


It wasn’t just that he was hot. It was something in his
eyes. Yeah, he was…interesting.


She called Ellis. “Ellie,” she said, when he answered, “I
have to go to Hawthorne tomorrow night and get my ass kicked by an alpha
wannabe. I’ll need some blood.”


“Rune! No. I won’t stand there and
let you—”


“It has to happen so I can get these wolves off my back. I
can’t handle them and they need someone who can.” Into his stubborn silence,
she added, “I need you.”


He sighed. “And I’ll be there like always.”


He didn’t ask her to feed from him, for which she was
grateful.  “Thanks, baby.”


“Pick me up at my place.”


“I will. And Ellie…keep this to yourself.”


She hung up, glad to have that out of the way. It’d gone
better than she’d thought it would, but she was sure he’d nag the hell out of
her all day tomorrow.


The wolves would be better with an actual alpha, and that
was what mattered. She could take a little punishment. She could take a lot of
punishment. She’d make it look good.


Five minutes later she forgot about the wolves as she
spotted a car parked in the middle of the highway, headlights on bright.


The car was surrounded by four people she at first thought
were the passengers, perhaps trying to push the car out of the road.


But she realized in seconds the people were still inside the
car. “Fuck,” she yelled, and slammed on her brakes. She had no time to get her
vgun—her regular gun would have to do. It held silver bullets and would be
enough to damage the vampires hassling the humans.


She jumped from her car, holding her gun in one hand and a
wicked silver shiv in the other. The vampires turned to look at her, and she
could see the exact moment they realized who she was.


She ignored the terrified screams coming from inside the
car. “Isn’t this sweet. Vampires helping stranded
humans.” She smiled and walked slowly toward them. Fucking vampires were
getting braver, thanks to Llodra.


One of the vampires, a male with thin blond hair and wearing
shorts, of all things, smiled back. It wasn’t a pleasant smile. “We do aim to
please.”


The moon was a tiny slice high in the sky and didn’t offer
much light, but the headlights from both cars lit up the night. When she was
ten feet from the vampires, she stopped walking. “I can handle it from here.
Take off.”


The humans, three of them, had finally stopped yelling and
she noticed one of them frantically speaking into a cell.


The vampires noticed as well, and the one who’d spoken
casually hit the car with his fist, destroying the hood. “I told you not to use
your cells, bitches.”


The human dropped the cell and the screams began again.


Rune sighed. “I asked you nicely.” She shot one of the
vampires in the head, almost before she even realized she was going to.


He dropped to the pavement, screaming, pale fingers
scrabbling at the hole in his head. The other vampires crouched and growled
like mad wolves, and the fight was on.


Rune shot another vampire before he rammed her body and
knocked the gun from her hand. She stuck her shiv through the side of his head,
sending it into his brain. “Heal from that, motherfucker.”


He ran screaming into the night, his mind on nothing other
than getting the pain out of his head.


The first one she’d shot still lay on the ground, having no
choice but to wait out the silver. Eventually it would run its course and he’d
heal, but right now he was out of the game.


That left two vampires—the one who’d spoken and a female
with a long black braid and eager fangs.


Those were not bad odds.


Rune grinned and shot her claws through her fingers,
dropping her fangs at the same time. “I’ve got nothing else to do. Let’s play,
motherfuckers.”


The male curled his lip. “If you kill us, Master will make
you pay.” He gestured at the humans in the car. “Leave us to our toys and he
won’t wipe out all the River County humans by morning. Maybe.”


The female giggled. “Maybe,” she echoed.


“Hmmm,” Rune said. “Wow, that’s tempting. But
no. I’d rather rip out your hearts and send your heads back to Llodra.”


He hesitated but only for a second. “Then fuck you, bitch.”


He was a brave vampire, she’d give him that. She didn’t wait
for them to attack. She forced her claws to elongate farther, not realizing
before that moment that she even could, and charged the two vampires.


Some part of her brain comprehended that another vehicle
crept toward them, but then she was lost in the fight and wouldn’t have cared
or noticed if all of America watched. 


One of her claws got stuck on the male’s ribs before she
ripped it loose and with a quick turn, sent it into his heart. It was too easy and
she was flying high. She was born to fight.


But the female screamed when Rune pulled the male’s heart
from his chest—Rune wasn’t one to go back on her word—and with a total absence
of fear or even good sense, went after Rune.


Rune’s good sense had fled as well. She shoved away the
insistent little voice reminding her that Elizabeth had suspended vampire
killings for a reason. This, after all, was self-defense. And she was defending
the humans in the car. 


She and the female clashed, fangs and claws ripping,
tearing, slashing. She felt the damage—the female was
stronger than she’d thought.


Whatever. Rune wasn’t worried.


They separated and circled each other as they both mentally
catalogued injuries and gathered their thoughts. 


“Just so you know,” the female said, “I fucked up your
little friend before she died. I fucked her up a lot.”


Rune frowned, confused for a second before she understood. Amy.
She shook her head to clear it. Rage was great, but if it made her lose her
concentration it would do her no good. “Baby, you just bought yourself some
pain before I finally send you to hell.”


The female lost her smirk. Her eyes widened just the
slightest, as though she realized too late that Rune really would kill
her, and that she would make it hurt.


That was exactly what Rune intended to do.


“Wait,” said the female, and held up her palms. “I give. White flag. Throw in the towel, all that
shit. Let me go.”


Rune laughed. “Oh no. Can’t.” She heard her voice, thick and garbled, and wondered
only for a second why. Then she went for the female.


Bloodlust and revenge clouded her mind. A red haze of rage
covered her vision, and white noise was all she heard.


For Amy.


She forgot about the humans watching, forgot even that
protecting them had started the fight—all she wanted was blood.


Forgot that Llodra held Matthew and that
she should tread carefully.


Sirens screamed as SPD sped toward them, but that meant
nothing to Rune.


She stalked the female. The vampire realized running would
only get her heart ripped out through her back, and she stood her ground.


Rune’s booted foot hit something soft and she glanced down.
The vampire she’d first shot still lay on the ground, trying to heal his
agonizing wound.


Rune snarled and bent forward. She grabbed him by the
throat, burying her claws deep in his flesh, and with a vicious pinch,
separated his head from his body.


Hey. It was the only way to kill the bastards.


She dimly realized the screams from the trapped humans were
louder. Those screams were now because of her.


She tossed the head aside and gave the female vampire all
her attention.


Not good news for the female.


Rune was tired of playing. She ran at the vampire and in a
growling tangle of fangs and claws and blood the two of them fought to the
death.


The female was strong and she was desperate, but she was not
a match for Rune. Rune dragged her sharp claws over the female’s face, taking
half of it with her.


SPD arrived, crouching behind their car doors with guns
drawn.


“Alexander,” one of them called.


“I’ve got this,” she murmured, and sent her nails into the
vampire’s chest. She felt the female’s heart and lingered for a moment, looking
into the girl’s eyes.


“What’d you do to Amy?” she whispered. 


The vampire shook her head once, but hadn’t the strength for
more than that. Her head lolled on her shoulders. “Just kill me, you fucking
monster.”


“No. You’re going to suffer the way she did. I’m sending you
back to Llodra.” She put her lips close to the vampire’s ear. “He’ll be upset
with you, won’t he?”


The vampire would have ended herself if she could have, but
couldn’t very well take off her own head. So she taunted Rune, obviously hoping
Rune’s rage would do it for her.


“I terrified her, the bitch Amy. I made her cry. I found out
her deepest fears and spent many dark nights using them against her. She called
for you. She begged for you. But you never came, did you?”


Rune shuddered and with her free hand ripped out the
female’s eyes. “Now you’re in the dark. And you won’t get the eyes back.
Llodra will have so much fun with you.” She flung the vampire away.


She hung her head, bloody and battered, her mind traumatized
by images of Amy being tortured, calling for her.


And she couldn’t do a fucking thing about it. Not now.


Too late.


The two most horrifying words in the
history of words.


Too late.











Chapter
Fifteen


In the age of technology, it was a given that Rune, gory and
Other, would have been recorded as she put down the
vampires.


Ellis had sent her the link, and she held her phone with a
trembling hand as she waited for the video to load. She watched with dread and
fascination, barely recognizing herself. She was Other.
So fucking Other.


She flinched as she watched herself behead the fallen male
vampire and groaned when she blinded the female.


When she was in the heat of the moment, she didn’t care.


But now it was morning and in the cold light of day, she was
not happy with herself. She should have killed the female—or, as Elizabeth was
sure to tell her—she should have let the vampires go. If they wanted an out,
she should have given it to them.


She’d succeeded in pissing Llodra off even more. God only
knew what he’d do now. No way would he let it go. But he’d already threatened
to kill Matthew and other humans, so what more could he do?


Her phone rang, the display showing RISC. “Hello?”


“Rune,” Elizabeth said.


Rune sighed. “Calling to chew me out?”


“No. Just to give you the decision. The FBI is handling
Matthew’s abduction, as you know. They don’t see the point in waiting and have
teams tearing River County apart. We have to catch Llodra. You and Shiv Crew
are cleared to hunt.”


“Awesome.”


“And Rune…”


Here it comes. “Yes?”


“Good work protecting the humans last night.”


Her jaw dropped. “Thanks,” she finally mumbled. 


When she walked into the RISC building an hour later, Strad
was there, and he was raging. “We have to do what he wants. He has my son.”


Elizabeth and two RISC security guards surrounded him. He
was loaded down with weapons and twice as big as any of the three people trying
to reason with him. His long silver spear was in its customary sheath on his
back.


“Try to calm down,” Elizabeth said, causing Rune to groan.
“We understand how you feel, but allowing Llodra to dictate rules will not
bring your son back.”


Elizabeth was making it worse, but Rune didn’t blame her.
The berserker was mad with grief and worry and in his mind,
obeying Llodra might keep his child safe.


The child the rest of them believed was already dead.


She edged her way between the guards and took Strad’s arm.
“Come on, Berserker. Let’s go talk.”


He ran his hand over his face. “I know everyone thinks I’m
not thinking clearly, Rune. Maybe I’m not. But a full out hunt on Llodra is not
the right thing to do.”


Elizabeth sent Rune a grateful look and sent the guards away
with a nod. Rune led Strad toward her office, her heart breaking a little more
for the big man.


“How is Tina?”


He sighed but said nothing. What could he say to such a
question? 


She stopped in the hallway and took his hand. “Strad, what
can I do? Tell me what I can do to help you.”


“Find my kid. Find him alive. That’s what you can do to help
me.”


“I’ll try with everything I’ve got.” And she would try
harder.


She thought he would walk away then, but he snatched her off
the floor and hugged her against him, hard. Every weapon and belt she had on
dug into her flesh but she didn’t care.


“I saw you on the news this morning,” he murmured into her
ear. “You make me fucking crazy.”


“It’s what I do.” Her voice was breathless and she shivered
as he held her.


“You take too many risks.”


She heard footsteps and struggled against him until he
lowered her to the floor. “I do what needs to be done.” She stared up at him,
frowning. The berserker was getting some freebies because he was so tormented,
but if he—


“Next time you go out, call me. I want to…” He trailed off
as though he knew he was about to cross a line.


She put her hands on her hips. “Dude.
You want to what? Protect me?”


He didn’t backtrack like she thought he would. “Yeah, Rune. Yeah, I want to fucking protect you.” He
didn’t waver, just held her stare with his own and waited.


“I am as bad as you or any guy in Shiv Crew, Berserker. Do
you even realize how incredibly insulting you just were?”


“That’s how I feel. Want me to lie to you?”


“Yeah, sometimes I do. Fake it until you make it, Strad,
because I’m not changing.”


 A ghost of a smile flittered across his face. “I
didn’t think you would.”


“Hello,” someone greeted, and the low voice sent shivers
down her spine even before she turned around and saw who it belonged to.


She stared in shock at the cowboy she’d picked up in the
Moor.


“John?” she asked. “What are you doing here?” Maybe he’d
seen her on that morning’s news and decided to chase her down. She touched one
of her holstered shivs, an almost subconscious gesture to any perceived threat,
real or otherwise.


Strad didn’t look happy. He wrapped his fingers around her
upper arm, his hold clearly territorial. “Rune, this is Owen Five. The new
hire.”


She looked from one to the other, half-smiling. “Is this a
fucking joke?”


John—Owen—lowered his stare to the berserker’s
fingers encircling her arm, his stare dark but amused. He actually touched the
brim of his battered hat. “Ms. Alexander.”


“Fuck you,” she said, humiliated and not liking it. “Why didn’t
you tell me who you were?”


He shrugged. Then, as if he had all the time in the world,
he leaned against the wall and crossed one ankle over the other. “Maybe the
same reason you didn’t tell me who you were…Marie.”


“So you were just going to let me…” Dammit. No matter how
much she fought it, she was still, deep down, ashamed of what she was. Of her need.


Strad’s fingers tightened and he stared the other man down.
“Don’t.”


Just that one word, but the warning was clear. Owen
straightened slowly, watching the berserker. “Do you want to make this into
something, Matheson?”


Rune sighed. “Owen. If you’re going to be Shiv Crew, I’m
your boss. Here’s the first of many pieces of advice you’re going to get from
me. Don’t fucking challenge the berserker.”


She had his attention. “Lizzy
wasn’t sure you were going to take me on.”


“Lizzy?”


“Elizabeth Peel,” Strad said. “Owen is her cousin.”


Ah. It made sense now. She lifted an eyebrow at the cowboy.
“I see.”


His grin was white and somehow contagious. “I doubt you do,”
he said. “She didn’t bring me in because she knows me. She brought me in
because she needs me.”


She crossed her arms. “RISC has a lot of crews, main one
being Shiv Crew. She doesn’t need anyone else. If she brought you in, it’s
because you’re related.” He started to speak and she lifted a hand. “Doesn’t mean I won’t try you out. Just means if you fuck
up, you’re out—no matter what Lizzy says. Got
it?”


He inclined his head and his uneven, long hair slid over
slim shoulders. “Yes, ma’am.” And he was still amused.


“Dude.”


“Yes.”


“Don’t call me ma’am. My name is Rune.” Without waiting for
a reply, she nodded a goodbye to a scowling Strad and strode away, uncertain
about taking on the lanky cowboy. But that’s what her gut told her she should
do.


Owen Five. She scoffed, but was uncomfortably aware of how
close she’d come to feeding from him, and how that memory caused her mouth to
dry up and her hunger to get a little closer to the surface.











Chapter
Sixteen


All eight members of Shiv Crew lined the hall, waiting for
her. They’d strapped on more weapons than usual—Even Lex, who always carried
light. Owen and Strad stood at opposite ends of that line.


Raze stood beside Lex, and when Lex heard Rune coming she
must have remembered their talk about reading Raze—she shot out a small hand
and wrapped her fingers around Raze’s wrist. She grinned in Rune’s direction
and Rune couldn’t help but grin back.


Raze looked startled, and when he noticed Rune watching him,
his face reddened. Raze blushing? She shook her head. The whole world
had gone crazy.


“Okay, everybody. We’ve got our
locations, and we’re going to stick together until fucking Llodra is captured.
There’s only one rule. If you see a vampire, kill its ass.”


“And,” Strad added, “keep an eye out for my son. If you find
Llodra, don’t kill him. We’ll need to question him.”


They all looked at Rune. “Yes, he’s right.” But Llodra would
never talk. Strad knew that, they all knew that, but he was desperate.
The same way she’d been desperate a few weeks ago when she’d needed her father
alive.


She led her crew to the exit doors but just as they reached
them her phone rang. Eager to be off, she answered impatiently.


“Rune,” Elizabeth said. “Have you left the building?”


“Just heading out. What’s up?”


“Three dead humans were found on Creeper’s Point. Obvious vampire killings. I need you to change your location
and go there as quickly as you can.”


Rune clenched her teeth, furious. “He’s fucking killing
humans.”


“You’re not surprised.”


“No, just pissed. We’ll head to the Point, but I doubt
they’d have left the humans anywhere near their nest.”


“Llodra likes playing games.”


“I’ll let you know what we find.”


“Please do.”


Rune hung up and told the crew what Elizabeth had reported.
“Let’s go find the bastards.”


She could feel Strad’s contained rage as she walked beside
him to her car. “You want to leave your truck and ride with me?” she asked him.


But he strode on toward his truck. “No,” was all he said.


“I’ll catch a ride with you,” Owen said.


Strad stopped in his tracks.


Shit, Rune thought. 


But the berserker clenched his fists and stomped away.


Rune let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been
holding. Trying to stop a fight between Strad and Owen wasn’t something she
wanted to attempt.


“I heard,” Lex murmured, as Owen ambled to the back driver’s
side of Rune’s SUV and climbed in, “that those two hated each other almost from
the very moment Elizabeth stuck them together.”


Yeah. Ever since the berserker yanked
Owen away from my fangs in the Moor. She was not happy. The last
thing she wanted was a couple of dick measuring men clashing every time they
got near each other.


But she had more important things to worry about. Llodra was
keeping his promise. Three dead humans—and if Rune hadn’t stopped the vampires
last night, there would have been three more added to that count.


If she had time before she had to fight the wolf, she’d have
a chat with Gunnar the Ghoul. Maybe he’d heard something through the Other grapevine and would share his knowledge.


“I’ll ride with you, too,” Lex said.


“Okay, baby.”


Creeper’s Point was a high, wooded hill north of Spiritgrove
where kids sometimes went to make out or ride four-wheelers. Now, it was also
where vampires went to kill.


She felt Owen watching her all the way there. Once she
looked into the mirror and met his stare, and wondered what secrets those eyes
held. What had happened to Owen Five?


They all had a story to tell. But even after working with
her men for years and later, with the twins and Lex, she still didn’t know
everything about them. Maybe she never would.


She did know they could be trusted. She’d trust any one of
them with her life.


Except Owen.


She was going to have a talk with Elizabeth at the first
opportunity.


 Owen’s cell rang. “Hey, Lizzy.” He listened for a couple of minutes. “I’ll
tell her.” He hung up without so much as a goodbye.


“What?” Rune asked.


“Sherry’s body was found in Texas.”


“Fuck,” Rune muttered. She wouldn’t miss the traitorous
bitch, but she felt for Amanda.


And now Sherry could never answer their questions. The
secret of who had taken Matthew had died with her.


Lex turned halfway in her seat and reached a hand back to
Owen. “Hold my hand.”


He laughed. “No, kid. You don’t
want to read me. Your head would explode.”


Somehow, Rune didn’t doubt it.


She made an emergency stop for coffee which Lex and Owen
both declined, and arrived at Creeper’s Point twenty minutes later.


The crew was already there, milling about with the SPD. The
media had arrived as well, and SPD had posted cops to keep them back and away
from the crime scene.


“Cruikshank is here,” Lex murmured.


“I saw.”


“Who is he?” Owen asked.


“Newspaper reporter who follows me
everywhere. Doesn’t talk much, doesn’t get in my way. Just follows me
around.” Rune shrugged. “I have no idea why.”


“Maybe he finds you interesting,” Owen replied, his eyes
steady.


“Yeah, and maybe he’s bored.” Rune climbed out of the car.
“Vguns loaded, guys?”


Her day would be made if they could find a nest and destroy
some vampires before nightfall. 


Z and Jack came to meet her.


“It’s fucked up,” Jack said, adjusting his eye patch. “The
vampires bled them out, torturing them first.”


Were the undead mad or just evil? Rune stood at the edge of
the police tape. In the center of the large square lay the three bodies. They’d
been arranged in a circle, feet touching, arms spread out.


She knew immediately that Llodra himself had committed these
murders, or at least helped. The victims had no faces. It was the work of a
mad, enraged vampire.


She motioned an officer to her. “Were they killed here, or
killed somewhere else and brought here?”


“They were killed here,” he said, his young face pale. “I
hope you find the fucking bloodsuckers, Alexander. I wouldn’t mind having a
minute alone with them.”


She looked up, studying the area. To the north of the Point
was nothing but deep woods. About fifty feet in front of the victims was a drop
off—you could stand at the edge and watch the tiny cars far below on the
highway.


There were caves, too, deep into woods that seemed to go on
forever. “This is going to take a while. Let’s get started. I want to clear as
many caves as we can before it gets too dark.” She paused, looking around.
“Where’s Strad?”


“He glanced at the bodies and disappeared into the woods,”
Denim said. 


Rune sighed. The berserker was not a team player. But she’d
never met anyone more capable of handling trouble. “He’ll be okay. Let’s go.”


With vguns out and ready, Shiv Crew trekked into the woods
of Creeper’s Point. Please God let us find a nest.


They all needed a kill. Not just Shiv Crew but the people of
River County. Tremors of fear had started shaking the entire county. What if
the vampires couldn’t be put down? What if the vampires—the Others—took
over?


If that fear became stronger, chaos would ensue. People
would panic. What people feared they hated—and then they went out and started
killing. Others, people, animals. Themselves.


So it was with a feeling of desperation the crew began
combing the woods for mad, sleeping vampires. Time was running out.


They found nothing except for a single note from the master,
and it was again addressed to Rune.


Maybe I will take everyone you love, Rune. Why? Because misery loves company, or so it is said. I do enjoy
your company and would even were you not miserable. But misery lives inside
you, doesn’t it? Just as it lives inside me. We are
alike, though you will not want to admit that. But you know the truth. I am not
alone in my madness.


And that terrifies you.


I will leave you more dead humans tomorrow.


She avoided the eyes of her crew as Z read aloud the new
note.


“What he does is not because of you,” Jack said, watching
her. “Don’t get that shit into your head.”


“He’s fucking insane,” Z agreed. “It’s not your fault,
Rune.”


Right. “You all have to be
super vigilant. If he can hurt me through you, he will.”


“You be careful,” Lex said,
vibrating slightly. “You’re the one he’s going to want. In the end, you’re the
one he’s going to take.”


They were all silent as they absorbed the truth of her
words. Chilled, Rune trembled and rubbed her arms. Even a jacket wasn’t enough
to warm her as she was caught in the mad master’s radar.


“Let’s get out of here,” she said. “We’ll check the
remaining caves and the rest of the woods in the morning.” She nearly groaned
when she realized she still had to meet the wolves later that night.


She hadn’t seen Strad in the woods, but Raze said he had.
The berserker was doing things his own way and that was fine with her. For now.


Lost in her thoughts, she ignored both Lex and Owen all the
way back to RISC. She left them to find their rides and their dinners and went
to report to Elizabeth.


She handed over the note. “He’s going to kill more humans.
You need to encourage a curfew until we find him.”


Elizabeth nodded. “Already in place.
The news will run a segment tonight and the papers will have pieces as well.
Everyone who doesn’t have to be out after dark is urged to stay inside. And if
they’re driving, not to stop their vehicles for any reason.”


“That part doesn’t really matter,” Rune said. “Vampires can
stop a car.”


“Only if it’s a small, slow car.”


“It depends on the vampire. One as old—and mad—as Llodra
could stop a bus. And I—” She cut herself off, horrified by her close
admission. Sure, she could cause some damage to a moving car, but she didn’t
want to put herself in the same sentence with fucking Llodra.


“I want you to choose some of Shiv Crew to take the night
search, Rune. Then they can sleep while the others take the day search.”


Rune nodded. “I was going to suggest that myself. I’ll divvy
up the crew tonight.” They could no longer afford to search only when the
vampires slept.


Elizabeth stood with the note in her hand. “I’ll get this
logged into evidence. You should have some dinner and relax. You’ve earned a
rest.”


Rune wanted to laugh. Rest wasn’t an option. She needed to
visit Tina, Gunnar the Ghoul, and meet with the wolves. There would be little
resting.


She stopped by Ellis’s desk to remind him about the coming
night. “Hi baby.”


“Hey Rune.” He held up a hand
before she could say anything else. “I haven’t forgotten. I don’t like it, but
I haven’t forgotten.”


She grinned. “It’ll be good to get that behind me. I can’t
carry the wolves.”


“I know. I just don’t like that you’re going to get hurt.”


“It has to be real for the new alpha’s sake.”


“Have you met him?”


She shook her head. “Nope. But if
he can take care of the pack and I can give up the title, I’m happy. I need you
to call Denim, Levi, Raze, and Owen. We’re starting a night search. I’d like
them to take tonight. I’ll do the wolves tonight and take Lex, Z, Jack, and
Strad with me to search in the morning.”


“You got it. Back to the Point?”


“Yes. Thanks, Ellie.”


As she left RISC to visit Gunnar and Tina, she realized happy
might have been a reach. After all, as Nick Llodra had written, misery had
taken up residence inside her soul and didn’t seem to be in a hurry to move
out.


But she saw Strad as she was walking out and when she met
his gaze, a seed of hope began to sprout.


She could stomp the melancholy down.


Fuck Nicolas Llodra.











Chapter
Seventeen


She let herself into Strad’s apartment after her knocking
failed to summon Tina. She worried Tina might overdose on the sedatives she’d
been given or open a vein.


But Tina was in bed—Strad’s bed—the shades pulled and not a
single light on in the entire apartment. 


Rune sat down on the edge of the bed and shook the woman’s
shoulder. “Tina.”


Tina finally sat up, pushed her hair out of her face, and
stared blankly at Rune. “What is it? Is…did you—”


“No, no.” Dammit. “Not yet. I just wanted to check on
you. Have you eaten?”


Tina lay back down. “I’m not hungry. You should be out
searching for my son, not sitting here with me. Go. Please.”


Tina’s grief was overwhelming and Rune stood, pacing the
room. “We’ll find him, baby. I promise.”


“I shouldn’t have brought him here.”


Rune pulled one of the shades and stared out the window. It
was nearly full dark but even the night was better than the stifling room. She
breathed a little easier once she could see the streetlights and the world
outside the window.


“Get dressed and I’ll make you some dinner.”


“I couldn’t eat, Rune. I want to be left alone.”


Rune grabbed the remote and flipped on the little TV in the
corner of the room. The sound of canned laughter filled the room. It was better
than nothing. “I’ll be right back.”


She ran down the stairs and into the kitchen, putting
together a sandwich while coffee brewed. Coffee made everything a little
better.


She loaded a tray and carried it upstairs. “Tina, sit up.
Don’t make me drag your ass out of that bed.”


Tina sighed but sat up, pushing herself back against the
headboard. Her hair was a bristly mess, tangled and matted, and her eyes were
large, dark pools of despair in her pale face. “I know you think you’re being
helpful but—”


“I’ll leave after you’ve had a cup of coffee and eaten at
least half this sandwich. Otherwise, I’ll stay here. All
night if I have to.” She was bluffing, but Tina didn’t know her well
enough to be sure.


Tina grudgingly picked up the sandwich, took a bite, and
then swallowed it down with a gulp of too hot coffee.


“Good,” Rune said.


Tina didn’t speak until she’d eaten the entire sandwich.
“Where’s Strad?”


“Still at work.”


“Will he be home soon? I really don’t want to be here alone,
now that you’ve forced me awake.”


Rune took the tray and set it on the nightstand. “I don’t
know. I can call him…”


“No, I will if he’s not back in a while. Are you going to
look for Matthew tonight?”


Rune hesitated. “I have a meeting tonight, but I will first
thing in the morning.”


“Do you think you’ll find him?”


“Yes.”


“Alive?”


Again, Rune hesitated. “I hope so, baby.”


Tina patted the bed. “Talk with me for a few minutes before
you go.”


Rune sat. “Do you want to take a ride with me tomorrow, get
out of this apartment for a while?”


Tina plucked at the sheets. “No. Not really. I’m afraid to
leave. The kidnappers might bring him back here.” She looked at Rune. “They might.”
As though Rune had argued.


“Okay. Whatever you need.”


“When I first heard about you and saw you on the news, I
thought…” Tina pressed her lips together, then hurried
on. “I thought of you as an Other. You looked so
terrible. Terrifying. And I…” She blushed, then dropped her gaze before continuing. “I was disgusted
that Strad let you drink his blood. I got so angry at him.”


Rune stared at the wall. “I am Other.”


“Yes. But now that I know you, I don’t think of you as a
monster. You’re everything I wish I could be. You know, brave, confident, in
control. Badass.”


Rune looked at her, surprised.


Tina threw her a quick, wan smile. “I think we can be
friends.”


“Okay.” Rune cleared her throat. Damn. She was not good with
the whole girl talk, BFF shit. “Sure.”


“But Alexis Love—Lexi—frightens me. There’s something about
her.”


“She lived through hell.”


“Yes, I’m sure.” She grabbed Rune’s arm. “Rune, I was once
involved with a man who was a zealous member of the Church of Slayers. I was in
love with him.”


Rune forced herself not to pull away. “Fucking
COS?”


Tina started nodding and couldn’t seem to stop. “Because of
our relationship, I got involved with the church as well.” Tears welled up and
spilled over, but she gazed steadily into Rune’s eyes. “I needed you to know,
but I’m afraid if Lex finds out she might…” She gestured wildly. “Do something.”


Rune finally and gently extracted her arm from Tina’s grip
and stood. “Lex won’t hurt you.”


“You don’t see it, but I do. I’m sure I’m not the only one.
Lex is not soft. She is very protective of you. She’d hurt me over you. Imagine
what she’d do if she found out I was ex COS.”


“Does Strad know?”


Tina nodded. “But I got out of COS after I met him.”


Rune thought her head might explode. “Strad knew you were
COS and he still hooked up with you?”


“He knew I was trying to get out, and he helped me. The
Church does not relinquish its hold easily. At least not the
branch in Philadelphia.”


Rune clenched her fists to keep them from trembling. “When?”


“Nearly nine years ago. I got pregnant and…we got married.
After Matthew was born we just drifted apart. Strad was always out doing what
he does, coming home hurt. I resented him.” She twisted her fingers together.
“I made a mistake.”


“What do you mean?”


“I want him back. I want our family back,” Tina whispered.
“I need him now more than ever.”


Rune picked up the glass of water she’d brought upstairs for
Tina and downed it in one long drink. Fuck me.


Tina climbed from the bed and walked unsteadily into the
bathroom. “I know you have things to do. I didn’t mean to unload like that, but
thank you for listening. Nothing really matters except getting Matthew back.”
She shut the door gently.


Rune left the house, locking the door behind her. “Shit,”
she whispered. “Things just keep getting better.”


She got a burger and a milkshake and ate as she drove to
Wormwood. She’d have a talk with Gunnar and if he shed some light on Llodra or
Matthew’s kidnapping, she’d kiss the ghoul. Right on the
lips.


She was captain of Shiv Crew. She was Other.
She for damn sure should have found Llodra by now. “Where are you hiding,
Nicolas? Where?”


But he didn’t answer.


The streets were empty, which was a good sign. There were
going to be some humans out—it couldn’t be avoided. But SPD was patrolling,
RISC had crews out other than Shiv Crew, and the humans had been warned.


It was all they could do.


Z called her five minutes before she reached the cemetery.
“People are getting scared. SPD just informed us a man shot a teenager half an
hour ago. Thought the kid was a vampire because he was dressed in black.”


“Fucking Llodra,” she said. “It’s going to get a lot worse
if we don’t get him soon.”


“The crew might find something tonight. Ellis told us you’d
started a night search.”


“Yes. We’ll trade off. I would go tonight, get a couple
hours sleep and do tomorrow too, but…”


“But what? Got a date?”


“Right. Like I’d
go out instead of searching for Llodra.”


“Just be careful, sweet thing.”


“Back at you. And don’t call me
sweet thing.”


She hung up and stopped the car in front of Wormwood’s
gates, full of nervous energy. It was a good time to fight the wolf. She needed
to burn off some rage. Some fear. No better way to do that than kick a wolf’s
ass.


Or get her ass kicked.


Almost like old times.


She fished a Baby Ruth from the glove box. Gunnar the Ghoul
should be hungry for chocolate by now. The ghoul had grown on her. She wouldn’t
admit it to him but not only was he her best informant,
he was one of her favorite “people.”


And he was spooky as hell.


When she opened the gates and stepped inside the vast
graveyard, he was waiting for her.


“Quickly,” he said, motioning her farther inside with his
long fingers. “Make haste, Your Ponderousness.”


“Gunnar, why are you in such a hurry lately?” She looked
around at the deserted area, frowning. “Are you in danger?”


He laughed. It was the first time since she’d known him that
she’d heard him really laugh. “Oh, Your Majesty. Am I
in danger.” He chuckled and dabbed at the corner of
his eye with a dirty handkerchief.


She failed to see the humor. “Are you?”


He ignored her question and asked one of his own. “You have
brought my treat?”


“Of course.”


“Then ask your question.”


“I need Llodra’s location. I need it badly. Give me
something, sexy.”


“He is well and truly hidden and I do not know where. But I can
tell you this—the master will hide where you will not expect him to hide. In
the open, in the last place you would think to look. Now that I’ve informed you
of this, you must think hard.”


He leaned toward her, the fuzzy strands of his lank black
hair drifting over his face. His cheekbones were even more pronounced than
usual, sharp cliffs above which gleamed his deep-set eyes. They burned with
intensity. “You must find him before he finds you, Your Preciousness.”


“But where, Gunnar? Do you
have an idea? A hint? I’ll take anything.”


“I have nothing more.” He hid his face behind his hair, as
though ashamed he kept failing her.


Llodra was not inside the gates of Wormwood—Gunnar would
have known, and he would have told her.


“Here, baby,” she said, and tossed him the candy. “One more
question.”


He glanced around. “The graveyard is not safe right now. You
must not visit me so often.”


“I can take care of myself. Do you know anything of Matthew,
the berserker’s child?”


He shook his head. “I do not know where he is,
either. I am sorry, Your Highness.”


She closed her eyes and sighed. “I’ve been useless. There
are no traces of him. If I can’t find the vampire, I won’t find the boy. His
parents need an end to this. I can’t figure out why Llodra won’t leave
Matthew’s body somewhere for me to find. Fucker would enjoy the pain that would
cause.”


Gunnar widened his eyes. “But there is no body.”


“What do you mean? Did the son of a bitch burn the child’s
body?”


“The child is not dead.”


Her heart stopped beating for one long pause. When she could
breathe again she grabbed Gunnar’s bony shoulders, shaking him. “Is that true?
Do you know that for sure? How would you know?”


“Some things I just know. When these things are close to
you, I know.”


“Gunnar—” 


“And I know the boy child Matthew is alive.”











Chapter
Eighteen


Back in her car she punched in the berserker’s number, then held the phone to her ear with a shaking hand.


“News?” he asked.


“I’ve just visited Gunnar the Ghoul, Strad. He knows things.
He told me Matthew is alive. I believe him.”


He said nothing but the silence was as thick as the tears
standing in her eyes.


She’d thought death was Matthew’s best hope. Alive, he would
surely be tortured and terrorized and chained in the dark as Amy had been. But
hearing that he was alive sent her heart soaring.


He was alive. She could save him. She would save him.


Somehow.


“Did you hear me, Berserker?” she whispered. “He’s alive.”


 “Anything else?” His voice
was so low and gravely she could barely understand him.


“Gunnar said Llodra will hide in the open, in the last place
we would think to look. I have to give this some thought.” She paused. “We’ll
save Matthew, Strad. I fucking swear it.” And she meant it.


He hung up, and she understood.


Tomorrow, she’d visit Tina and tell her face to face that
Matthew was still alive. She’d make Tina believe it, because it was true. If
Gunnar knew it, it was true.


She slept for a couple of hours before her alarm told her it
was time to meet the wolves. She dressed lightly in clothes that would allow
her to move, leaving most of her weapons and her jacket behind.


In her car was a kill kit containing her vgun, and she had a
few shivs in various places inside the car as well. Just in case.


After she picked Ellis up, she sat for a long moment
watching him buckle himself in and chatter incessant nonsense, and realized
she’d been stupid.


She couldn’t take Ellis without also taking backup—it was
simply too dangerous for him. With Llodra’s vampires lurking around, she
couldn’t take chances with Ellis’s safety. She was certain Llodra himself
wouldn’t show up. He wasn’t that mad.
But he might send some of his children.


She sighed and called Z. “I want you to listen and not
argue. Okay?”


“Oh boy. Continue.”


“I need you to get Jack and meet me in Hawthorne forest. A
wolf is going to fight me for alpha. I have to throw the fight and make it look
good, so I’m going to get hurt. Ellis is with me…” She hesitated before
continuing on. “He has blood. I need you guys to keep watch in case the
vampires decide to make an appearance. Protect Ellie while I’m distracted.”


He breathed a gentle sigh, but understood arguing was
pointless. “We’ll be there.”


“Thanks, baby.”


Ellis approved. “I’m proud of you, Rune. Not
long ago you wouldn’t have asked for help.”


“If I would have risked your life because of my pride, then
I’m sorry I was ever such an idiot.”


He grinned and squeezed her hand. “Let’s get this over
with.”


“I shouldn’t drag you into this.”


“Hey, someone has to keep you alive.” But his hands
fluttered nervously over the bag in his lap.


“I won’t let anything happen to you.”


“I know. Just worry about yourself.”


They arrived at Hawthorne Ridge and she parked her car at
the edge of the woods so Z and Jack would see it…not that they’d need much
direction. She could see flames from a bonfire flickering through the trees and
knew that’s where the wolves waited. 


“Wait, Rune,” Ellis said when she climbed out. “How will I know when to bring you blood?”


“You’ll see the wolves leaving, or hear the end of the
battle. And if that fails, send one of the guys to check in a while. You’ll
know.”


He clutched the bag. “I don’t like this.”


“I know baby, but it’s too late now.” She glanced over her
shoulder. “I have to go.”


“Rune!”


But she shut the door firmly and walked away. She didn’t
want the pack getting impatient and coming to find her. If they saw Ellis with
the bag, it would clue them in on her plans and the wannabe alpha’s chances
would be gone.


Fucking wolves.


She jogged toward the fire, dodging tree limbs and jumping
over logs and stones. The moon was cooperating a little, shedding a nice glow
over the area, but the fire would add enough light to see by.


She could see better than humans at night—and the wolves
could see better than she could—but she appreciated the extra light. Z and Jack
would need it, especially if the vampires attacked.


The wolves sat silent around the fire, and she stopped in
her tracks just to watch them. The scene was eerie and beautiful—a shifted pack
around a bright fire, faces raised to the slice of
moon.


Finally one of them stood, sniffing the air, and then looked
right at her.


She stepped from the trees and went to them, her skin
prickling with the heavy expectation in the air.


The other wolves stayed as they were but the one who’d
scented her shifted to his human form. He was a lean man of average height,
young and eager.


She stopped a few paces from him. “I’m Rune. Let’s do this.”


He nodded. “I’m Chris, the challenger. Do you need the rules
recited?”


“No, dude. I know the rules.”


He nodded his close-shaven head, not even remotely concerned
that he stood before her and the pack bare and vulnerable.


But shifters were accustomed to being naked. They couldn’t
very well shift back into their clothes.


She held a hand out, and surprised, he took it. “If you win
this, and ever need my help with anything, call me.”


He studied her for a second before nodding. “I will.” He
knew. He knew she was going to throw the fight. He also understood—perhaps even
better than she did—what that was going to take.


A new look of respect gleamed from his eyes and he gave her
fingers a quick squeeze before releasing them.


She liked him. If she’d hated him it would have been harder
to let him half kill her. 


He backed off and shifted, his
shift a little slower but nearly as seamless as a wolf a hell of a lot older
than he was.


She dropped her fangs.


Strad’s blood was going to carry her through this. She could
feel his presence as surely as if he’d been standing there, his arms around
her.


Chris growled, his hot breath sending plumes of white steam
into the frigid night. He leaped at her, his big body flying through the air.
His teeth were long, sharp, and deadly, and he went for her throat.


She shot her claws through the tips of her fingers and
twisted to the side at the last moment, her claws raking the big wolf’s chest
as he passed her.


At the first scent of blood she woke up, sniffing the air
like a starving person catching the aroma of cooking meat. This.
This was what she needed.


The pack scattered, watching from a safe distance, their
howls and growls adding a strange music to the fight.


Chris skidded through old leaves and dry earth and turned
back around, not even hesitating before he went at her again.


Fucking wolf was fast, and he was hungry. Hungry
for power. 


Rune just wanted to fight.


She wasn’t ready to let him hurt her, not yet. Not this
early in the game. This time she hit his massive chest with the palm of her
hand—she couldn’t make a fist with nails the length of a forearm coming out of
her fingers.


But it was a solid blow and the wolf’s breath left him with
a wheezy moan. It didn’t stop him, though.


She’d already begun thinking he was too weak for alpha when
he absorbed her blow, turned, and kicked her in the midsection.


Hard.


She skidded across the ground, her back burning, even
through her shirt, as some of her skin was scraped off. She jumped to her feet
and dusted off her ass, smiling. Not bad.


Her smile seemed to infuriate him. He roared and loped
across the ground, but this time she knew better than to underestimate him.


She was finding it harder to hold back as the fight
progressed—the bloodthirsty part of her nature wanted to take over and destroy
the wolf.


He practically flew through the air, giving her little time
to think before he landed the full weight of his body on her. She went down,
crushed between the heavy, furry wolf and the hard, frozen ground. An
immediate, sharp pain grew in her chest, making it hard to breathe.


“Fuck,” she muttered, wheezing. It felt like one of her ribs
had broken and had punctured a lung.


Her hands were pinned, but not for long. With a charge of
adrenaline she forced them free, slicing his underbelly with her claws.


He yelped and rolled off her, but now she was pissed.


She followed him, arms at her sides, claws almost raking the
ground as she bent her knees and jumped. She realized then that she meant to
kill him. She saw the night through a haze of red rage, and she meant to kill
him.


Fuck him. If he couldn’t defeat her, he didn’t deserve to be
alpha.


No, Rune. No.


The vampires saved him.


Not on purpose, of course, but they entered the clearing
like huge killer bats and she forgot about fucking up the wolf.


It had just gotten serious.


And she was still alpha. 


She drew in a deep breath, grimacing in pain, and screamed,
“Kill the fucking vampires!”


They didn’t even hesitate.


She took her rage out on the vampires and didn’t have to
worry about holding back. A vampire ran at her so fast a human would have had
trouble tracking him—but she saw him fine.


She sliced through his throat like her claws were shivs, as
truthfully, they were, and his head parted company with his body.


The vampires outnumbered the wolves. She’d never known a battle
between wolves and vampires to go in the wolves’ favor, but the wolves had her.
That’d change things up a little fucking bit.


But she didn’t want her pack to die and even with her on
their side, some of them were going to. As she watched, a vampire tore out a
wolf’s throat.


“No,” she screamed, and went after him. She didn’t remember
running, but suddenly she was in front of the son of a bitch, holding his heart
in her hand.


He dropped like a stone and she went on to the next vampire.


One of them grabbed Chris by the throat and hefted him into
the air, holding his struggling body aloft as another vampire drew back a hand,
then shot his nails into the wolf’s belly. Before he could disembowel Chris,
Rune flew at the vampire and sent him tumbling through the air.


She followed him, hoping Chris could handle the other
vampire.


She glanced back long enough to see Chris toss the vampire
into the fire, and then her attention was occupied by the vampire she’d
attacked.


The world was frenzied and bloody but she caught the welcome
sight of Z and Jack wading into the sea of chaos, long silver shivs in each
hand.


They evened the odds a little more.


She had no idea how long the fight went on but in the end
those vampires that could escape ran for their lives, and the ground was
littered with the familiar sight of death.


The ground was gory and black with blood in the moonlight.
As she looked around the clearing, she realized she’d been there a thousand
times before.


There, after a battle, the ground slippery with blood,
the air thick with red mist. Dead and dying lying in a
jumbled mess. Survivors staring with wide, shocked
eyes. Moans and cries and howls of grief and pain.


Jack and Z stood on either side of her as they gathered
their thoughts, shook off the horror, and sent up the invisible walls that
helped their minds stay strong beneath the weight of everything they’d done,
everything they’d witnessed.


They were Shiv Crew.


It was what they did.


The wolves that hadn’t been severely injured shifted to human
form to carry their wounded to cars they’d parked near the area.


But Rune held up a hand to halt them. When they all gave her
their attention she grabbed Chris’s arm and pulled him to her side. “This man
is your alpha. He has proven himself this night.” She turned to Chris. “They’re
yours.”


He swallowed, then nodded. “Do you
agree with her?” he asked the wolves.


Finally, they murmured assent.


“If you need me, any of you, ever, I will be there for you.
Just because I’m not your alpha doesn’t mean I’m not your friend.” She waited
until they nodded, then turned away. 


It was over.


“Drag that piece of shit to your truck, Jack. I’ll follow
you to RISC to turn him over to Elizabeth. She’ll know how to get information
from him.”


“Elizabeth Peel?” Z asked, grabbing one of the vampire’s
legs to help Jack drag him from the clearing. “She’s a desk lady.”


Rune wiped gore from her face. “No. No, she’s not. Inside her chest beats a heart of stone, boys.”


“What makes you think so?” Jack asked. 


He looked tired. She couldn’t help but wonder if every time
he fought he feared the loss of his remaining eye. “I don’t know,” she finally
answered. And she didn’t. It was just a feeling. Elizabeth Peel wouldn’t flinch
when she needed to get her hands dirty.


Jack’s truck was parked near her car and she let them worry
about loading the vampire into the back while she went to console Ellis. He’d
be worried sick and scared out of his mind.


But when she opened her door and peered inside, she
couldn’t, for one moment, speak.


Ellis wasn’t there.


But in his seat was a note.


Llodra had Ellis.











Chapter
Nineteen


Thank you, he’d written, for making it so easy for
me.


That was all.


He’d found the paper and pen in her glove box, and the note
screamed with evil glee. Llodra was having fun.


And she was fucking tired of it.


She punched the hood of her car until Z pulled her into his
arms, then she shoved him away and screamed curses at the sky.


“Rune,” Jack said. “Calm the fuck down.”


“Oh God,” she cried. “Ellis can’t take that vampire shit. We
have to find him.” She grabbed Jack’s arm. “We have to find him, Jack.”


His face was stony. “We’ll fucking find him.” But the look
in his eye said he didn’t believe it.


She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. She heard an insistent
buzzing as though a hundred bees had built nests inside her skull. She shook
her head, trying to make it stop.


She should never have brought Ellis here…she should have
just kept the wolves. 


Too late. Once again she’d
made the wrong decision.


Now Llodra had Matthew and Ellis.


She spotted the bag of blood in the floor, where, obviously,
Ellis had dropped it in his terror.


Tearing it open, she held the bag to her lips and downed the
blood. When it was empty she wiped her mouth on the back of her hand and turned
to Jack and Z, who were staring into the darkness. 


“Okay, boys. We have a vampire.
Let’s see what we can get out of him.” They followed her to Jack’s truck where
the vampire lay, silvered. 


Llodra could be anywhere and she knew how slim the chances
were of finding him. But he had Matthew, and he had her Ellie. She was not
going to give up.


Ellis wouldn’t have given up on her.


“What would I do without you, Ellie?”


“I don’t know, probably die.”


She grabbed the vampire by his foot and dragged him out of
the truck bed, grim with determination. And she was not in the mood to waste
time.


Jack draped silver wire back over the vampire’s arms and
legs and that bastard wasn’t going anywhere.


She pulled a silver shiv from its sheath and without a word,
plunged it into his throat. “I will make you want to die,” she said, talking
loudly to be heard over his shrieks, “but I won’t take your head and give you
death. I want to know where Llodra is. You have five seconds to tell me.”


He only screamed.


She pulled the shiv from his throat to let the wound close
and slid the blade into his right eye. “Five seconds.”


He continued to scream.


She pulled the knife from his eye. “The next one is going
into your dick. You have five seconds.” She scraped the blade over his ribs,
down his stomach, and to his genitals.


“Shit,” Z whispered, and backed a couple of steps away.


“I don’t know,” the vampire shrieked, his skin smoking from
the silver melting into it. “I don’t know.”


She unbuttoned his fly and pulled out his penis, holding it
with one hand as she put the point of the shiv at the head. “I’m going to slice
your cock in half, dude. You have five seconds.” She began to cut, slowly,
gently, giving him time to reconsider his answer. “Three seconds.”


“I’ll tell,” he screamed. “Oh please, stop, I’ll tell.”


She pulled the knife away from his bleeding genitals. Her
mind was numb. “Tell me.”


Even later, when she thought about it, she didn’t know how
he moved. Fear of the master must have given him super strength and speed. He
jerked the blade from her hand and plunged it into his heart, staking himself.


Then there was just silence.


Rune stared sightlessly into the dark. “I don’t know what
else to do.”


Sure, he could come back, in days or weeks, if they didn’t
take his head. If they buried him in the ground. But there
was no time to wait for him to heal.


“I don’t know what else to do,” she repeated.


Z, his face pale in the moonlight, pulled Rune’s shiv from
the vampire’s chest. He pulled the strands of silver wire from the body. Last,
he took the vampire’s head.


No one said a word.


There was nothing to say.


She finally noticed the glowing eyes of the wolves as they
watched from the edge of the trees. In seconds, they melted away, going to tend
to their dead and injured. They couldn’t help her.


She’d lost her control, her reason for being Shiv Crew
leader. She was only a woman who had lost her way, who had failed her people.


And the old Rune took hold. She forgot the doctors, the
promises, and the changes. If she’d been alone she would have hurt herself. But
she wasn’t alone.


Jack and Z stood on either side of her, silent but watchful,
no idea of the turmoil inside her mind.


“We have to do something,” Jack said.


“Split up?” asked Z.


“Yes,” Rune answered. “Split up. Search. Find me fucking
Llodra.” She took off, her booted feet kicking up clumps of dirt and leaves as
she ran into the night.


“But I can tell you this—the master will hide where you
will not expect him to hide. In the open, in the last place you would think to
look.” 


The trees of Hawthorne were blurs as she ran past them,
deeper and deeper into the forest. Hold on, boys. I will save you.


Somehow.


But hours later she dragged herself back to her truck,
despair exhausting her. She had found no trace of the master. Neither had her men.


They’d questioned at least one member of every group in
River County, but no one could tell them anything.


But the vampires had to come out at night to feed. They had
to feed. Why, then, were they not being seen by someone?


Elizabeth called as Rune was leaving Hawthorne Ridge. The
woman got less sleep than Rune did.


“Rune,” she said. “Three humans have gone missing—the first
one disappeared the night I sanctioned the purge. I just got the report.”


“That’s how Llodra is feeding his coven.”


“Yes, I think so.”


“Of course it is. He sent his people to the fight tonight. I
never thought he’d show himself but he was there while I was occupied.”


“I’m so sorry about Ellis.”


“Yeah.”


“He’s here somewhere. He can’t just disappear.”


But Rune was beginning to wonder. 


“Go home, Rune. Get some sleep.”


The worst thing she could have done was go home. Being alone
with her thoughts was a nightmare she wasn’t willing to face.


She hung up and thought about calling Strad, but changed her
mind. Strad was mad at the world right then, and whether he wanted to admit it
or not—even to himself—part of him blamed her because Llodra had taken his son.


She should have killed Llodra when she had the chance.
Gunnar had warned her about choices.


As usual, she’d made the wrong ones.


Who else would the vampire take before she caught him?


The night had come and gone, the search netting her only
more frustration. She got a large coffee and sat in a deserted parking lot
drinking it. 


Hawthorne was cursed.


Or she was.


Her house had burned to the ground, but she wished that fire
was the only thing she had to worry about. Funny how life had
a way of putting things in perspective.


There was nothing from the house that would have survived
the fire. No treasure lying charred and pathetic among the ashes—


And it hit her, just that quickly, where Llodra was hiding.


“Oh fuck me.”


Hands shaking, she started the engine and broke every speed
limit posted as she drove to her destroyed house. Please, please, let them
be there.


She parked across the street, jumping out almost before the
car completely stopped, neglecting to shut her door behind her.


 She picked her way hurriedly over unrecognizable heaps
of burned wood and rubble. The back of the house still stood, listing
dangerously, a hollowed out skeleton beneath which, she hoped, lay Ellis and Matthew.


There were no scents of vampires that she caught, but then
she realized that would have been another reason for Llodra choosing this spot.
It would have been nearly impossible for her or any of the Others
to catch his scent with the soot, ash, and chemicals overpowering everything
else.


She slipped and went down, hard. She held her breath as she
listened for stirring vampires. A piece of glass had sliced into her palm but
she barely felt the pain.


 Her lungs wanted to expel the chemicals and soot she
inhaled, but she forced herself not to cough. Would a cough wake Llodra? Probably not.


But she wasn’t taking any fucking chances.


She heard a car start as one of the neighbors left for work.
The world outside the burnt haven for vampires began to wake up.


She felt them now.


Their scents might have been smothered by the charred
remains of her house, but the feel of them, they couldn’t hide that. Not from
her.


She wiped her bloody palm on her pants and pulled her cell
from her jacket pocket. Her vgun was still holstered and she planned on using
the fuck out of the weapon that morning.


She called Raze, knowing he was probably just going to sleep
but she needed her crew. Llodra was mad and he was old, and he wasn’t going to
behave like a normal vampire.


If a young vampire woke up, he or she would be sluggish and
most likely easily staked. If Llodra woke up, there could be trouble. He might
also rouse his children.


She wasn’t taking any chances.


“Yeah,” Raze answered.


“I’m at my house,” she replied, her voice low. “I think—I’m sure—the
vampires are in the basement. I need you. Grab a couple of the guys and—”


“On it.” He hung up.


She couldn’t wait for them, and Raze knew that. He would
tear up the highway getting to her.


Carefully she climbed to her feet, then
unholstered her vgun. Time to play.


“I’m coming for you, Llodra,” she whispered. If Ellie and
Matthew were in the basement with the vampires, she was bringing them out. No matter what.


Her basement was an ancient half-basement, full of darkness
and crawling things and spider webs. The door had been in the floor. 


Finally, she stood where the basement door had once been. It
was half covered by a pile of boards. She grasped a thick canvas they’d pulled
over the door and pulled it back. She peered into the gaping blackness and the
presence of the undead seeped into her pores and covered her mind with a slimy,
oily film.


They were there.


Barely breathing, she eased her flashlight from her pocket
and clicked it on, then shined it into the hole.


The old wooden stairs looked even more dangerous than usual,
but she didn’t hesitate. Those stairs were the only way into the basement.


She hoped they would hold as she crept down them. Falling into
a nest of vampires was not on her bucket list.


Trying to ignore the ominous creaking, she kept her light on
and went alone into the black basement. She could smell them now, amid the
dampness and mold, the animal droppings and old blood. The lingering fragrance
of the fire was merely an accompaniment to the strong scent of vampire.


Her fangs dropped in response, but she held back her claws.
She wanted the feel of her deadly vgun in her grip.


An eternity later she stepped off the bottom step. She
restrained herself from calling Ellie’s name. The first thing she had to do was
see if Llodra slept in the basement.


She flashed her light over the unmoving forms of the
vampires. They lay in uniform lines with no spaces between them, spreading like
giant, malignant tumors across the floor.


In the darkness, broken only by the thin beam of her
flashlight, one lump was indistinguishable from the other. Any one of them
could have been the child or Ellis.


The stench was almost unmanageable. Something had died down
here, and she had no doubts about what that something had been.


From above came the welcome sounds of car doors slamming.
Her crew had arrived. They were not rookies and knew enough to be quiet when
they entered—but even as she thought it she heard the sound of footsteps
running with reckless abandon through her ruined house.


Not Strad. If he’d have been running what remained of the
house would probably have collapsed beneath him.


She stayed still, waiting, but continued to shine her light
across the bodies. Llodra, because he was master, would have placed himself
apart from his children if the level of danger hadn’t been so high. Maybe he
would have slept with a favorite curled against him, but he wouldn’t be lying
with the others.


Now, however, he would most likely be lying in the center
with the bodies of his vampires giving him some sort of meager protection.


She cringed when one of the men clattered down the delicate
stairs. She clenched her teeth and turned toward the offender.


Levi stepped into the basement, a hand to his chest. His
face was so pale it gleamed in the darkness.


She frowned and motioned him toward her with her light. When
he stood beside her she whispered, “Too much fucking noise.”


His hands trembled when he held his vgun toward the slumbering
vampires. He nodded. “Sorry. Ellis?”


Then she understood his panic and lack of caution. She stuck
her light in a loop on her belt, then squeezed his
arm. “Look for Llodra first. He’ll control the others and we need to secure
him.”


Again, he nodded, and they began moving slowly, methodically
searching. And that restraint was hard on both of them.


The other men entered the basement silently, but she could
feel their energy—hope, eagerness, and the desire to kill the fucking vampires.


She looked up when one of the men flashed his light, off and
on in quick succession. Llodra had been found.


Her heart beat with painful thuds as she picked her way
toward the corner. Llodra lay with a vampire on either side of him, still as
death.


Could it really be that easy?


Was it over?


She gave a nod to Z, who quickly silvered Llodra with enough
of the stuff to deep even the strongest vampire from breaking free.


And just like that, Llodra was theirs.











Chapter
Twenty


The pain must have awakened him, but his thin howls of agony
did nothing to stir his children as Shiv Crew quietly and quickly slew them.


Strad, tearing the place apart in his search for Matthew,
was the one who found Ellis.


Llodra had tied and gagged Ellis and turned him on his
stomach. Ellis was under a table in the darkest corner of the basement, a
filthy rag tied around his eyes.


When Strad pulled him into his arms Ellis began struggling
and trying to scream, until Rune ripped the blindfold off so he could see her.


“It’s us, baby,” she whispered, and wrapped her arms around
both Ellis and Strad. He was alive.


Levi tugged her away. “Let me…” He flipped his long braid
over his shoulder and pulled Ellis out of Strad’s arms.


After Strad handed Ellis over, he continued silently on his
desperate search for Matthew.


From behind her came the sounds of the crew staking
vampires. The thwack! of the vguns, followed by
the thick slicing sounds of blades cutting through delicate necks.


 Levi lowered himself to the floor and cradled Ellis,
whose strangled voice broke through the gag. Rune gently cut it from his mouth
and discovered that Llodra had stuffed a ball of cloth into Ellis’s mouth
before tying the dirty rag over his lips and securing it behind his head.


Levi pulled the cloth from his mouth as Rune freed his
hands. Ellis groaned. “I can’t move my arms,” he mumbled, his voice still oddly
muffled. “My ears, Rune.”


Llodra had stuffed thick, twisted bits of what looked like
sponge deep into Ellis’s ear canals. Rune gently pulled them out, grinding her
teeth.


Bound, blind, and deaf, Ellis had been shoved terrified into
the dark and…


“Oh fuck me,” Rune whispered, getting Levi’s attention. She
dropped her gaze to Ellis’s neck where her light had picked up three sets of
fang marks. They’d fed on him.


Llodra hadn’t meant to kill Ellis.


She glanced at the restrained vampire, who had been silently
watching them. 


He smiled.


She was on her feet and walking toward him before she
realized she’d even risen. 


Llodra had given her yet another present. He’d attempted to
turn Ellis.


He’d fed from Ellis, and if he’d forced Ellie to drink his
blood, the chances were good that Ellis would turn. 


Unless he was very, very lucky, Ellis would turn.


He would become a child of Llodra’s.


A vampire.


Jack stopped her before she reached the mad master. “You
can’t kill him, sweetheart.”


She wrapped her fingers around his wrists. “Did you see what
he did, Jack? Did you see?”


He pulled her against his chest and for once she didn’t
stiffen or try to pull away. She was devastated. If Ellie
turned…


If only she hadn’t forced him to go with her, carrying the
fucking blood.


But she had, and regret wasn’t going to change a damn thing.


Jack took her shoulders and shook her lightly. “He’s alive,
Rune.”


“Is he, Jack?”


“The vampires are dead—every last fucking one of them,” Raze
called. 


Rune took little pleasure in Llodra’s moan. “My children,”
he cried.


She pulled out of Jack’s arms, wiped her eyes, and
straightened her spine. “Let’s get Llodra to RISC and Ellis to the hospital.”
She looked around for Strad, saw him standing silently
against the far wall.


“There was no sign of Matthew,” Jack murmured.


Rune strode to Ellis and gently took his hand. “Did you hear
or see anything of Matthew, baby?”


Ellis shook his head, then grimaced.
“I’m sorry. He was not here.”


“What about…” she hesitated. “Blood and
Fire, the two animals.”


“No.”


Levi tightened his arms around Ellis. “No more questions.” 


Rune nodded. “Strad, carry Ellie up.” She pointed at Llodra.
“I’ll call RISC to transport this fucking piece of trash out of here. Z, call
the paramedics for Ellis.”


The likelihood of Llodra giving them Matthew’s location was
slim, but RISC would give it everything they had.


She watched Strad as he lifted Ellis from Levi’s arms. The
berserker would be in on the questioning. Llodra was going to suffer.


But the master was familiar with suffering. He would not
talk if he didn’t want to talk.


Simple as that.


She left Jack to babysit Llodra until he could be
transported out. RISC would bring a lightweight but sun-proof coffin-like
container. They’d lock Llodra into it, still silvered, and then would wrap the
entire vessel with silver.


Levi sat in her SUV with Ellis, waiting for the paramedics.
A couple of neighbors had gathered together and stood watching the scene.


“It never ends, does it?” called one of them when she caught
sight of Rune. “Even with your house burned down, you still bring the
monsters.”


Rune ignored the humans and looked around for Strad. He
walked around her house, staring at the ground, and she realized he was
searching for freshly turned earth. For a grave.


Her heart broke for him. She walked toward him. “Strad.”


He glanced up. “Where the fuck is he, Rune?” He went back to
searching, not expecting an answer.


She grabbed his forearm. “Strad.”


He sighed and stared down at her for a long moment, then
finally leaned toward her and kissed her forehead. “Go to the hospital with
Ellis.”


There was nothing she could do.


She turned to leave, and before the thought had fully formed
in her mind she turned back, pulled his face down to hers and kissed him on the
mouth, hard. “Berserker, I know there’s a lot going on right now.” All she
wanted to do was kiss him again but she stepped back. If she didn’t say what
was on her mind right then, she never would. “The two of us…we have to work
this out. I…” She darted her gaze away from him and could feel heat climbing
her face. “I feel something for you.” Great Rune.
Smooth. 


She took a deep breath and tried again. “What I mean is, I think the two of us should give whatever is between us a
chance.” Dammit.


And as uncomfortable as she had ever been in her life, she
turned and walked quickly away. She’d just let him know she was willing to be
with him, and the thought scared her.


An image of Tina’s face swam in her mind but she pushed it
away. She’d feel like shit tomorrow. Right now she was a little occupied with
guilt over Ellie. Tina would have to wait.


The paramedics arrived and just as they lifted Ellis inside,
the RISC van rolled down the street. 


It had been a productive morning.


Levi stood beside her, staring forlornly after the departing
ambulance. He and Denim looked so much alike she’d had trouble telling them
apart until she got to know them. Or maybe it was the fact that Denim’s face
had been marked by his stepfather, and Levi’s had not. That made identification
a little easier.


“You going to the hospital, baby?” she asked him.


“I am so fucked up,” he murmured, and she was pretty sure he
hadn’t even heard her.


“Dude, I know the feeling.” She clapped him on the back.
“I’ll see you there.”


She glanced back at the desolate berserker as she walked to
her car. He stood with his back to her, his long spear shining in the weak
sunlight of the cold morning.


He looked more alone than anyone she’d ever seen. 


And he’s mine.


Maybe, just maybe, that would help her get through the days
to come.


She drove to the hospital, Levi following her.


Ellis smiled weakly when she and Levi were finally allowed
to see him. “Hi.”


Rune smoothed his hair off his forehead. “Hi, baby.”


Levi shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “You
okay?”


“I’ll be fine.”


She didn’t want to ask him, but she had to know. “Ellie…did
Llodra make you feed from him?”


He frowned. “No. I…I don’t think so. I don’t remember much.
Why?”


“Ellie—”


His eyes widened and he slapped a hand to his neck where a
bandage hid the fang marks. “Oh, no. You think…” He
couldn’t even say it. 


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


Ellis horrified gaze flew to the man standing beside her.
“Levi?”


Rune muttered an excuse and backed away, giving the two men
some privacy. Ellis was going to have a hard few days—they all
were—while they waited to see if he would turn.


If he did, he would change. He wouldn’t be Ellie anymore, not
really. Vampires lost a lot of what had made them human. Empathy, sympathy,
respect for human life, morals…


It was too much for her to think about. 


Ellis as a bloodthirsty, vicious monster?


No. 


It couldn’t happen.


She waited for nearly an hour before checking on Ellis once
more. Levi still stood at Ellie’s bedside and looked
no less relaxed than he’d appeared earlier.


“Call me if you need anything,” she told Ellis, then glanced
at Levi. “You too, Levi.”


She grabbed a coffee and cheeseburger from the cafeteria and
after eating she left the hospital. First she would visit Tina and hope her
guilt wouldn’t show in her eyes. After that, she was going to RISC. 


They would question Llodra and she wanted to be there when
they tore the vampire apart.


She parked along the street and sat for a moment, staring up
at Strad’s apartment. Beneath the apartment was a two car garage, its doors
hiding Tina’s car. Strad would have parked inside as well, had he been home,
but he would be at RISC waiting for his chance with Llodra.


Unless RISC restrained the berserker, she didn’t believe
Llodra would survive the questioning. Strad was full of desperation and agony.
Add to that cocktail the rage always swirling inside him, and Strad was going
to hurt someone.


The insidious fear she’d always had of him was fading, but
she still carried a healthy respect for the dangerous man.


Now that fear was tempered by…softer
feelings.


She sighed and climbed from her SUV. Tina was going to be devastated
that Matthew hadn’t been found. Surely Strad had already informed her, so Rune
wouldn’t have to do that, but the woman would need a shoulder. Strad and Tina
didn’t seem to get along well enough to lean on each other.


She hadn’t been keeping an eye on the new COS church or Tim
Emerson—and he was due for a visit. She added that to the long list of things
she needed to do.


She knocked once before using her key to open the door. She
hadn’t expected Tina, usually sedated and unable to drag herself from bed, to
answer the knock.


She walked through the silent living room and into the
kitchen, shaking her head at the overly loud television coming from upstairs.
Tina probably hadn’t turned it off since Rune’s last visit. At least the noise
was some sort of company for her.


After she’d brewed some coffee and made Tina a sandwich, she
carried the tray up the stairs. When she reached the closed door she balanced
the tray with one hand and began to turn the doorknob.


Her heartbeat picked up speed and for a second she felt
dizzy. She grimaced as the knots in her stomach twisted viciously.


Fuck.


Inside that room, something was wrong.


Something was terribly wrong.











Chapter
Twenty-One


Hands shaking, she managed to hold the tray while shoving
the door open, hard and fast.


“Tina,” she called, hearing the breathless panic in
her own voice, expecting to find the woman dead of an overdose on the bed.


But that wasn’t what she found.


Tina squealed and grabbed for the sheets, which had ended up
twisted and in a heap at the foot of the bed.


She yanked the sheets to her nude body.


Rune began backing from the room. “Oh shit, Tina, I’m sor—”


But then Tina, her cheeks a little less pale than they’d
been the last time Rune had seen her, rolled off the man she’d been fucking.


Strad swung his bare legs off the bed and stood, unconcerned
with his own nudity. He started toward her, his hand out. “Rune, it’s not—”


Numb, she dropped the tray. Its clatter jerked her from her
frozen surprise and she yanked one of her shivs from a sheath. “You need to
stay where you are, Berserker, because if you come one step closer I will cut
you.”


Her fangs dropped and her claws fought to break free, but
with her entire body shaking from the effort, she forced herself not to attack
him.


She’d been such a fucking idiot.


“Rune, you have to listen.”


She smiled. “You’re wrong about that. All I have to do is
leave.” She nodded at Tina, who stared at both of them with slowly dawning
realization, and left the room.


She didn’t remember getting in her car, didn’t remember
driving away, but somehow she made it to the RISC building.


And suddenly every little bit of joy she’d felt when
thinking of Strad was gone. She was empty.


The brutal images of him standing before her naked and
pleading began to hit her brain, unrelenting in their cruel intensity.


His eyes, as blue as hers but dark with
agony and regret. His long, black hair, covering
massive shoulders. His erection, hard and glistening, that he’d just
pulled from his wife.


She’d been an idiot.


Fucking berserker.


Stiff with determination and pain she left her car, pushing
Strad deep into a dark corner of her mind. She abandoned him there and strode
into RISC.


Jeremy, I need you, you fucking bastard.


Stop it. Stop it.


There was work to do.


Lex was sitting in Rune’s office, staring listlessly at
nothing, when Rune walked in. Z was there as well, talking in a low voice to
Raze.


“Hi guys,” she said.


They turned to greet her, faces somber. 


“How is Ellis?” Raze asked.


“Don’t know, yet. It could be days before…” She gestured. “Or if.”


Lex frowned and stood, walking unerringly toward Rune.
“Something else has happened. You’re hurt.”


Raze crossed his arms and glared. “Whose ass do I need to
kick?”


Lex grabbed Rune’s hand.


“Lex, fucking stop that.” Rune snatched her fingers out of
Lex’s grip. 


But Lex had gotten enough from that brief touch. “The
fucking berserker,” she said, surely mimicking what she’d picked up inside
Rune’s head. She turned to Z and Raze. “The fucking berserker has betrayed
her.”


“God,” Rune said, and burst into tears. Helpless to stop,
she stood there and bawled as her crew looked on in open-mouthed shock.


She was sure she couldn’t have possibly been more humiliated
than she was at that moment.


She was wrong.


Owen stepped into the room, followed by Denim. The only ones
missing were Levi, who was with Ellis, and Jack. And she was sure he’d be along
any minute. Even as she thought it, he walked in.


Fuck me.


And then, it got worse again.


Strad pushed his way through her men and stood in front of
her. “Rune. Don’t.”


“What the fuck did you do to her?” Raze asked, his voice low
and gritty.


 Lex, as though unable to resist, reached out and
touched the berserker’s arm. She immediately gave a short yelp and snatched her
hand back, holding it to her chest. Then she began crying as well.


“Well, fuck,” said Jack. “What…”


Rune, disgusted with herself,
scrubbed the bloody tears from her cheeks and took a deep breath. “Lex. Lex, what is it?”


Lex’s lips quivered as she tried to force back her own
tears. “I…” She looked toward Strad. “What’s that inside you?”


“I can answer that,” Rune said. “It’s rage inside him. Isn’t
it, Berserker?”


He simply stared at her, frustration in every line of his
body.


“I apologize for my little meltdown,” Rune said. If she didn’t
diffuse the situation her men were going to end up in a battle she did not want
to see.


“Rune,” Z said, “What—”


“Nothing, Z. Guys, go home and get some sleep. Llodra is in
custody and that’s something to be happy about. Take the rest of the day off and
in the morning we’ll get an early start on the search for Matthew. I’ll keep
you updated on Ellie.” Her voice caught when she said his name, but she paused
for a second and continued. “I also want to visit SCOS, see what they’re up to.
And…” she looked at Strad. “Let me know how it goes with Llodra. I don’t think
I’ll sit in after all.”


God, she was tired. Her mind was exhausted as well as her
body, and if she didn’t get some sleep she was going to collapse.


Strad clenched his fists, never once taking his stare off
her.


She headed for the door, needing to get away from him. She
was too close to breaking down again. Food, coffee, and bed.
That was all she’d allow herself to think about for the next few hours.


“Rune,” Lex called, a desperation
in her voice Rune hadn’t heard before.


She stopped at the doorway. “Yes?”


Lex walked closer, reaching her hand out, then
retracting it. “Can I stay with you?”


Rune looked at Denim, surprised. He shrugged, as clueless as
she was. “Lexi, of course you can stay with me.”


Lex shuddered, then whispered a
quick thanks.


Something had been off with her since Rune had left for the
clinic, according to Ellis, and Rune hadn’t had time to talk to her about it.
That night, she would get to the bottom of what was bothering Lex.


Ignoring Strad’s fierce, hungry stare, she took Lex’s arm
and walked from the building. Time to recharge. She
was drained.


Owen followed her out, but waited until Lex had shut her
door before he spoke. He leaned against the car, his battered hat firmly in
place. He wore the same long, thin coat she’d first seen him in. “Rune.”


She put her hand on her door handle but didn’t open it.
“What do you need?”


“You’re busy tonight,” he said, pointing his chin toward
Lex, “but tomorrow night I want to cook you dinner.”


She stared. “You want to cook me dinner,” she parroted.


He gave a crooked half smile and nodded. “Yup.”


“Dude, I don’t need your kind of trouble. And you for damn
sure don’t need mine.”


He crossed his arms and stared her down, then gave her his
address. “Eight o’clock. If you can’t make it, call me.” And without another
word he walked away.


She got in the car and turned to Lex, shaking her head.
“That cowboy is…”


“Weird,” Lex said, smiling.


“A little bit, yeah.” She started the car and drove out of
the parking lot, her thoughts on Owen. She was interested but mostly because
she was nosy as hell. He had a story she wanted to hear.


She would need someone new to feed from.


And she wanted sex.


She sighed. 


“Sometimes I wish I had a guy,” Lex said.


“Anyone in particular?”


Lex’s eyes jerked crazily, her body vibrating the tiniest
bit. “Who do you have in mind? And don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m
talking about. You’ve been hiding something for a while now.”


Rune bit her lip. Dammit Raze, you need to take care of
business. “Oh, you know. One of the crew, maybe.”


Lex snorted. “No one wants me.”


“You’re wrong about that. You’re beautiful, smart, and one
of the best fighters I’ve ever known. Anyone would want you. But that’s not the
point. You have to find someone worthy of you.”


“You’re biased.”


“Yeah. So?
It’s still the truth.”


Lex was silent for so long Rune thought the conversation was
ended. “When my mother had control of me, she…”


God. No more pain. Don’t
tell me. “What?”


“She sold me by the hour,” Lex answered, her voice a
monotone. “I’m not sure I could be with a man now.”


“Fuck, Lex.” Rune hit the steering wheel. “Fuck.”


Lex nodded. “Yeah.”


Karin Love was human, but the worst monster Rune had ever
heard of. She wanted to break the woman out of prison just so she could kill
her.


“I’m sorry you were ever hurt, baby. I hate that fucking
bitch.” She hesitated. “Is that what’s been on your mind lately?”


“What?”


“Ellis said you were not yourself while I was gone, and I’ve
noticed a change in you. What’s bothering you?”


Lex sighed. “Oh.”


“Talk to me.”


“You’ve had about as much as you can take for one day. We’ll
talk about it tomorrow.”


“I can be here for you now just as well as tomorrow. I’ve
neglected you long enough.” She tried for a smile, and failed.


Lex remained silent but Rune could almost feel her need to
unload.


She pulled into a fast food drive-through. “Burgers and
fries good?”


Lex nodded. “I’ll have a chocolate shake, too.”


The silence was thick and tense as they waited for their
order. Rune was sure she was not going to like what Lex had to tell her.
“Something happened while I was gone. Didn’t it?”


“Sort of.”


“Look, Lex. Just tell me.”


“Drop it until we’ve eaten. I will tell you because
I…I don’t know what else to do. But let’s get to your room and eat first. Trust
me. It can wait.”


Once they were inside her room Lex flipped on the TV for
background noise as they ate, then Rune took a long, hot shower.


She didn’t want to delay whatever Lex had to tell her, she
really didn’t. But at the same time, she so did.


Sometimes a person just needed a break from bad shit
happening—it just didn’t seem like she was going to get one. Ever.


She leaned her head against the shower wall as hot water
pounded her back, trying to keep thoughts of Strad from intruding upon her
watery serenity.


But the berserker wasn’t going to leave her in peace.


She let the water run over her face, washing away any
remaining stain from her earlier pink-tinged tears. She’d never been one to cry
over a fucking man, but one hard blow after the other had made her vulnerable.


Yeah, that was it.


She still had to read Amy’s emails and deal with her
emotions over that horror. And wait impatiently to see if Ellie was going to
become a vampire.


And find Matthew…


One bad thing on top of the other.


And now Lex waited in the other room.


But at least Llodra had been captured. He couldn’t kill any
more humans. Or turn them.


She sighed and shut the water off. No sense in delaying
further. Maybe soon she could lie down and sleep for a few hours.


Rune walked out of the bathroom, towel-drying her hair. Lex
was already in the bed. If she was lucky, the girl would be asleep and—


“Come lie down, Rune. I’ll tell you my…news and we can get
some sleep.”


Her eyes heavy, Rune pulled the window shades, shut off the
TV, and got into bed beside Lex. She stared up at the ceiling. “Okay, Lex. Tell
me what’s wrong.”


Lex’s soft breathing was the only sound in the room.
Finally, she put the back of her hand against Rune’s arm and started talking.


Rune didn’t pull away. Lex needed human contact and from
what Lex had told her, any thoughts she plucked from another person’s head was
jumbled and unclear if she didn’t actually make contact with her palm—which was
why, when she wanted to read someone, she wrapped her fingers around the wrist,
or arm.


Maybe Lex had lied about that to relax the crew. Whatever,
Rune wasn’t going to shove her away.


“You saved my life when you fed me,” Lex began. “I drank
your blood. I’m stronger now. I can read easier, I can tolerate silver…” She
took a deep breath. “I am less weak emotionally.”


“But,” Rune said.


Lex nodded. “But. It seems as
though your blood is addictive.”


At first Rune didn’t understand. “I—” And then it hit her
like a bus. “Oh, God,” she said, groaning. “I’ve addicted you to my fucking
blood.”


She should have known. She was some kind of freaking fucked
up mutant vampire. She should have known. But with just one
feeding?


“But,” Lex said again.


She couldn’t even look at the Other,
whose hell she had unintentionally made hotter. “But?”


“It seems I am satisfied by drinking, you could say, of your
energy. It helps me to just be near you. When you were gone, I thought…”


She didn’t have to finish her sentence. “I’m so sorry,
baby,” Rune whispered. “You should have told someone. I would have left the
fucking clinic…”


Lex shook her head. “You needed to get help for the hatred
inside you. Did it help, Rune?”


Maybe the self-hatred was still there, but the doctors had
helped her deal with it in better ways than hurting herself. They’d taught her
to deal with her pain in ways that weren’t likely to kill her. “Yes.”


“Then it was worth the…” she shrugged.


“The withdrawals?”


“Yeah.”


Rune closed her eyes. My blood is addictive. She just
kept hurting the ones she cared about. And then it got worse.


“Rune.”


“God, Lex. I’m not sure I can hear any more right now.”


But Lex went stubbornly on. “It’s not just your blood that’s
addictive.”


“What?” Confused, she stared at Lex, frowning.


“Your bite,” Lex whispered. “Your bite is addictive as
well.”


“But how would you know th—”


And then she remembered Lex grabbing Strad’s arm, remembered
her yanking her fingers away as though his skin had burned her…


And she knew.


She’d addicted the berserker to her bite.











Chapter
Twenty-Two


Her blood and bite were addictive. She’d fucked up both
Strad and Lex by feeding one and feeding from the other.


She was horrified—not just at what she’d done but at what
she was.


But at last, she was lulled into an uneasy sleep by Lex’s
soft, even breathing. 


When her phone rang, she peered at the display clock and
realized she’d slept the whole night through. Groggy, she put the phone to her
ear. “Elizabeth?”


“I’m sorry to wake you. I waited as long as possible, but we
have something of a quandary.”


“Go on.” She put the phone on speaker then jumped from the
bed, dragging clothes out of a suitcase. She dressed as Elizabeth continued.


“Strad Matheson’s questioning of Llodra got out of hand. He
had no answers to give us about Matthew. I really don’t think the master ever
had the child. He may or may not know who does have the boy but questioning him
did no good. I think he wants to die.”


“He does and he doesn’t,” Rune murmured.


“Pardon?”


“Nothing. What’s the problem?”


“During the master’s interrogation...”


“Yes?”


Elizabeth’s strange hesitancy was making Rune nervous. “When
he had taken nearly all he could stand and had no strength to control himself, he released two dogs. Strad informed me that you
are familiar with them.”


Rune held a hand to her chest. “Blood and
Fire. But what do you mean Llodra released them?”


“The only explanation is that they were somehow inside
Llodra. During the torture, the animals escaped. They aren’t exactly…they don’t
seem purely flesh and blood.”


“They aren’t. I’ll be right there.” She put her phone in her
pocket, eager to get to the dogs.


“Rune?” Lex said, pushing herself
up on her elbows. “What is it?”


“I have to go to work. Do you want to come?”


Lex sank back down into the bed and pulled the sheets to her
chin. “I want to sleep.”


Rune left her there and hurried to RISC, to Blood and Fire.
She had no idea what to do with them—she only knew she had to help them. They
hadn’t left her mind since she’d first seen them in Llodra’s evil grip.


She called Ellis’s room on the way to RISC. “How are you?”


He sounded happy. “I’m good. Did you get some sleep?”


“Yeah, I slept all night. I’m on my way to RISC now. Blood
and Fire have appeared.”


“Appeared?”


“I’ll explain when I visit you. Ellie…”


“No news yet. No manifestations of
fangs or cravings for blood.” 


She regretted bringing it up. “Do you need me to bring you
anything?”


“No. Levi has been taking care of me.” A
definite smile in his voice.


“I’m glad for you, sugar.”


Ellis was a born optimist. Even the horror he’d experienced
wouldn’t keep him down for long. She loved that about him. Now if he could just
remain human…


She hung up and pulled into RISC, eager to see the spirit
dogs, or whatever the hell they were.


Elizabeth was waiting for her. “Follow me.”


There was no sign of the berserker and when she caught
herself looking for him, she immediately stopped.


She walked with Elizabeth down the long, branching hall
until finally they reached one of the interrogation rooms used for vampires. It
was sunlight proof, soundproof, and equipped with a number of devices—most of
them used for torture.


A single large desk was positioned near the door and was
crowded with a panel of switches and blinking blue lights. They operated, among
other things, the currently shielded window high on the wall.


The hard floor contained a large drain, down which the blood
and gore would be washed when an interrogation was over.


Rune hated the interrogation rooms. They echoed with the
screams of agony of those who had the misfortune to end up there. Energy from
long dead beings seemed to swim through the air, clogging her throat with
horror.


In the middle of the large, cold room sat Blood and Fire.
They dogs were huge. Even sitting, their heads would reach her chest. Their
eyes were watchful, ears stiff.


She shivered as gooseflesh erupted on her skin. There was a
connection. She knew it, and they knew it.


Elizabeth felt no such connection. “Will you be all right?”


“Yes,” Rune answered. She’d forgotten the woman had entered
the room with her. “I’ll bring them out when they’re ready.”


Elizabeth nodded and hurried from the room, her clicking
heels the only sound in the room. And then it was just Rune, Blood, and Fire.


Rune took a step toward them. “This room is not a good place
for you. Or for me. Will you follow me out?”


She had no idea if they’d understand her. Carefully, she
walked closer. At last she stood before them, and they stared up at her with
eyes that were eerily human.


They didn’t flinch when she held out a hand. She caressed
Fire’s head, nearly jerking away in surprise at the heat emanating from his
skin.


“I won’t hurt you.” She petted Blood with her free hand and
smiled when the two dogs finally relaxed. “I will never hurt you.”


Fire began to pant, gently.


“You’re thirsty, aren’t you?” Did ghost dogs even drink?
They didn’t feel like ghosts. No, they were something else.


She continued petting them, running her fingers through the matted
fur. They’d leaned against her stroking fingers, eyes half closed.


They clearly liked affection. As soon as she stopped petting
them they sat once more at attention, all signs of relaxation gone.


“What the hell am I going to do with you?” But she had an
idea. She’d take them to Wormwood. 


She walked away, then looked back
when they didn’t follow her. “Come on, guys.”


Immediately they arose and padded to her, then stared up at
her as though awaiting further instructions. Their eyes were limpid and dark,
like pools of melted chocolate.


“Follow me,” she told them, and walked out of the room.


They followed her with no hesitation at all. She glanced
through the window of the “watch” room as she passed it. The room was for those
who wished to be in on the questioning without actually entering the
interrogation room. Against the large one way mirror stood
Strad.


She met his stare for a second, then
continued on her way with the dogs at her side. Strad was a problem she had no
idea how to fix.


But she’d be okay. Besides, he wasn’t hers to fix. His son
was her mission. The father could kiss her ass.


Elizabeth waited down the hall. “Where will you take them?”


“Wormwood,” Rune answered, and led the dogs into the early
morning sunlight.


Getting them into her SUV was harder than she’d thought it
would be. They did not want to climb inside the hunk of metal, and she couldn’t
blame them. At last, after their balking had wasted a good half hour, she had
to order them inside.


And as though she was their new master, they obeyed without
hesitation.


But no one should master these creatures. It wasn’t right. 


“I don’t know what else to do with you, or what you need me
to do. I’m taking you to Wormwood.” She glanced into the rearview mirror and
found Fire staring back at her, his eyes intense.


“Fucking creepy,” she murmured, but she hadn’t meant it. She
felt like she’d known them forever.


Five minutes before she reached Wormwood they both began an
extremely high pitched keening. The sounds shot needles of pain into her brain
and she let down her window to get some of the cold, fresh air.


The whining wasn’t loud. But something about it, the high
pitch, the hurt, the feeling that she needed to help them…she couldn’t handle
it.


“Stop it, you two. We’re almost there.”


They hushed, but when she finally parked in front of
Wormwood they were both pushing against the doors in their eagerness to get
out.


They did not enjoy a car ride. 


She opened the doors and followed them to the gates. Gunnar
stood on the other side, his long fingers wrapped around the bars.


“Gunnar,” she greeted.


“Your Highness. How did you free
them?”


“I didn’t. They managed to escape Llodra.” She led the dogs
inside. “I don’t know what to do with them or how to get them back where they
belong.” She shrugged. “I’m going to leave them here.”


Gunnar laughed. “They will come and go as they please. The
only walls they know are the walls of capture from those such as the vampire.”


“How did he do it, Gunnar? Capture them?”


“I do not know the process. It is said there are ancient,
guarded words that can control the spirits. Llodra has obviously obtained the
knowledge.”


She and the ghoul stared at the dogs and the dogs stared
back. “What do they need?”


“I cannot know that. Only they and those who have charged them
with their mission have those answers.”


“But what are they? Why are they here?”


He sighed. “Things are as they are, Your Inquisitiveness.”


“What does that mean?” 


“I cannot enlighten you.”


She put a hand on her hip. “You’re pissing me off.”


“That causes me no end of distress.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Uh-huh.”


Blood and Fire sat on either side of the tall ghoul, their
solemn but curious gazes going back and forth between her and Gunnar.


 Rune sighed. “I’ll leave them here and walk away.
They’re free to do whatever they want to do.”


He nodded. “They are aware.”


She rubbed her temples, hoping the headache beginning to
throb wouldn’t turn into a migraine. “Do you want candy?”


His eyes brightened at once. “Of course I would not
disrespect you by turning down such a gift, Your Highness.”


“Of course not.” She pulled two
Baby Ruth candy bars from her pockets. King size.
“These should hold you for a while. We couldn’t find the berserker’s son. I
need some answers. Do you still feel he is alive, or… ” 


He dragged his gaze away from the candy. “The boy’s spark is
still there. He lives.”


“I need to know where he is.” She tried not to sound too
desperate, but was pretty sure she failed in that attempt.


He put a long finger to his chin and his gaze grew distant.
“His mother knows where he is,” he said finally.


Rune’s legs weakened as horror shot through her. “What
did you just say?”


“Talk to her, Your Meticulousness. She knows, but she is not
aware that she knows.”


“Okay, how the fuck would you know that?” She wondered if
the ghoul wasn’t blowing smoke up her ass.


“I get sensations from those you have touched in your daily
life. That is all.” 


She shook her head. “Whatever. If this pans out I’m going to
be forever in your debt.” She tossed him the candy. “Here you go, sexy. Enjoy.”


He stopped her as she turned to go. “One
more thing.”


“Yes?”


But he changed his mind. “It is not important. Go to work,
Your Horror.”


She left Wormwood, the gazes of Blood and Fire heavy on her
back. But she knew Wormwood wouldn’t hold them if they needed to leave.


And somehow, that made her feel safe.
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She didn’t want to talk to Tina.


Nothing that had happened was Tina’s fault, but still little
sparks of rage jabbed at Rune’s brain every time she looked at Strad’s wife.


And if the other woman’s angry face was any indication, the
feeling was mutual. She motioned Rune into a chair and sat down on the couch.


Rune sat, then got to the point. “I
need to ask you some questions.”


Tina shrugged. “I’ve told you everything I know about that
night. Unless you mean you want to ask questions about Strad and me?”


Rune ground her teeth. “I know a…sensitive person. His name
is Gunnar. He told me you know where Matthew is, but you don’t realize you
know.”


Tina frowned. “What does that mean?”


“I’m not sure, but I think you hold the answers. I just have
to dig them out of your mind.”


“Then please, dig away. Anything to find
my son.” She hesitated, her eyes darkening. “Is this the ghoul who said
Matthew is still alive?”


“Yes. And he still believes it’s true.”


Tina nodded and blinked back sudden tears. “Then ask your
questions.”


Rune had no idea what to ask. She blew out a quick breath
and plunged in. “Did you notice anyone following you or watching Matthew? Did
you ignore something that seemed too silly or benign to make you suspicious,
but still gave you a little gut warning? Anything or anyone
that seemed a little off?”


Tina closed her eyes and thought, saying nothing for a
couple of minutes. Finally she opened her eyes. “I can’t think of anything at
all.” Her voice was soft. Hopeless.


Rune noticed lines around her eyes that hadn’t been there
the first time they’d met. Losing a kid would do that to a person. “Any strange calls to your cell? Did Sherry say anything at
all that didn’t make sense, or that sounded suspicious?”


“No. No.”


Dammit. “Has anyone you didn’t know been inside this
apartment?”


“Besides the woman you recommended to take care of us?”


Rune flinched. “Yes. Other than Sherry, anyone you didn’t
know?”


“Not really. FBI. Policemen.”


“Maybe we need to go farther back.”


“Look. I’m sure it’s the same people who tried to take him
in Philadelphia. But I don’t know them.” She clenched her fists. “I don’t know anything.
Your ghoul is wrong.”


“I don’t think he is. We just have to find the thread.”


“Strad is afraid he’ll hurt you, you know,” Tina said.


Rune stared. “What?”


“I love Strad, I do, but—”


“Tina. I don’t want to talk about that.”


Tina went on as though Rune hadn’t spoken. “But we are so
tame together. There is no amazing spark that will send Strad into his…rage, or whatever the hell it is, and make it dangerous for
me.” She met Rune’s stare. “Sex, I mean.”


Rune swallowed. “I really don’t want to fucking talk
about that.”


Tina smiled, but it was not a pretty smile. “Strad told me
yesterday he’s filing for divorce. Even if he can’t fuck you, he can’t stand to
be without you.”


He’s addicted to my bite. Not me. Rune stood,
refusing to think about Tina’s words. The woman was mad with pain. “You’re not making
any sense. I should go. If you think of—”


“Sit down, Rune. I’ve lost my child and my husband.” She
tilted her head and looked up at Rune through bloodshot eyes. “And yes, I sort
of blame you for both of those losses. The least you can do is sit down and let
me talk.”


Rune sat down. 


“You should have told me, you know,” Tina said. “About your feelings for him.”


“There wasn’t anything to tell.”


“Obviously there was, but whatever. When Strad and I met, I
was working as a waitress in a diner beside a hospital. I may have told you.”
She paused. “Strad had been in a fight and was pretty messed up. He’d gone to
the hospital for stitches.” She pointed to her head. “You know how badly he has
to be hurt to go to a hospital.”


Rune nodded. She’d seen the scars on Strad’s head, starting
high on his forehead, wrapping around his temple and disappearing into his
hair.


“Anyway, he went in, got stitched up and came into the
restaurant for some dinner.” Tina smiled. “He was all enormous and bloody and…”
She shuddered. “Who would have thought I’d end up with someone like that? Certainly not I. Not my parents.


“But I was vulnerable.” She darted her gaze at Rune. “I told
you about the COS man I was seeing.”


“Yeah.”


Again, Tina smiled, as though those troubled times escaping
COS were bittersweet. Perhaps they were. “My ex got one good look at Strad and
it didn’t take him all day to leave me alone.” She paused. “You know, he really
did love me. My ex, I mean.”


“But he was bat shit crazy.”


Tina inclined her head. “A little.
He was so zealous he was dangerous. All that really mattered to him was getting
the approval of his superiors.”


Rune shifted impatiently. “What does that have to do with—”


“I’m trying to explain to you about Strad. Maybe you don’t
know him as well as you think you do.”


Rune’s mouth was as dry as old carpet. “Meaning?”


“You’ve seen Strad fight.”


“Yeah.”


“He’s different then. You know…”


“All his suppressed rage comes out.”


“It’s frightening.”


“It’s fucking terrifying.”


“If he loses control during sex and all that passion come
out…”


“Oh shit,” Rune whispered.


“Exactly.”


“But?”


Tina shrugged and made a wry face. “Maybe you’re better off
staying out of his bed. I know you addicted him to your blood.”


“You say that the same way you’d say I got pregnant to trap
him.”


“He wants to be with you so badly because he’s addicted to
your blood. It’s not like he loves you.”


Rune drew back, a little shocked at Tina’s viciousness. “I’m
staying out of his bed because he isn’t finished with you.” She shook off the sudden
image of him in bed with Tina. “The addiction, our feelings for each other,
anything else is not your fucking business.”


“He’s dangerous. Dangerous especially to
you. You two let off sparks I can almost see when you’re together.” She
clenched her fists. “I thought it was aversion. That you two
rubbed each other the wrong way. Boy, was I
ever wrong.” She didn’t even try to make her laugh sound anything other than
bitter. “But those sparks…if you’re not careful, they’re going to cause a fire
that will destroy you both.”


She remembered the insidious fear she’d always had of the
berserker and knew she’d sensed something. Deep down, she’d known he was
a danger to her. “Tina—”


“Imagine all that rage coming out when he’s on top of you.”


Rune shuddered. Yeah. Scary as fuck.
“He wouldn’t hurt me. He’s stronger than that.”


“Would you be willing to take that chance? To test it?”


Rune hesitated, flashing back on the amazing kiss in her
office. Yeah, she’d test it. Had tested it. The
passion was there but Strad hadn’t gone nuts and fucked her into a coma.


Once more, she stood. “I’m not testing anything. The
berserker is not mine to test. I have to go to work. You’ve reminded me that I
need to pay SCOS a visit. Let me know if you think of anything you might have
forgotten to tell me.”


Tina twisted her hands. “Find my kid and I’ll forgive you
everything.”


Rune wasn’t going to try to make excuses or argue that none
of it was really her fault. It was. She nodded once, then
strode from the room.


She believed Gunnar. Tina knew something, but understanding
just what that was would be a problem.


She sped away from Strad’s apartment, needing to put some
distance between herself and the hurting blonde.


She refused to think about Strad. She needed to think about
finding Matthew, not how having sex with Strad might
put her in the ground. It wasn’t death that scared her. It was what came
before. For all she knew she might be immortal, as terrible as that was. Yes,
there were worse things than death. 


Before she could lose herself in those thoughts, her cell
rang. She glanced at the display before putting it to her ear. “Elizabeth.
What’s up?”


“I’m sending you and your crew to Willowburg. Rue Canyon
Road. There’s a clinic there—”


“I know it.” Lex had nearly died there. That clinic was
where Rune had fed her to save her life. It was where Lex had become addicted
to Rune’s blood.


“Others have stormed the clinic and are refusing to let Dr.
Haas do her work. Now they are threatening to destroy the place. I have a
feeling things are going to escalate quickly.”


“Why?”


“Dr. Haas is taking care of a human patient in the clinic.
The Others are furious that one of their own would
allow a human inside their clinic, let alone take care of him.”


“What human would want to be a patient in an Other clinic?”


 Elizabeth paused. “I should have started with that.”


A familiar knot began to twist inside Rune’s stomach. “Who?”


“Ellis. I’m sorry I didn’t handle this well. My excuse is
that I have a lot on my mind.”


Fuck me. “I’ll call him. Thanks.” She hung up, taking
a deep breath before calling Ellis. She’d neglected him. Now he was in the
middle of a clinic seized by Others and she had no
idea what the fuck was going on.


Levi answered Ellis’s phone. “Rune, I’m sorry.”


“I’ll deal with you later. Tell me what’s going on.”


“It got out of hand fast. I was getting ready to call you.”


“Explain, Levi.”


“Ellis is afraid he’s going to turn. Is
certain of it. I can’t deny the hospital personnel treated him
differently. Ellis got upset. I took him out of there. I brought him here
because I know this place. I trust Haas.” Levi was talking fast, as though he
was going to lose his phone, and the background noise, while muted, was
frantic.


“How is Ellie?”


“Scared.”


“I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


“Which of the crew are you bringing?”


“How many Others are there?”


“A lot, Rune. Better bring—”


“Give me the fucking phone!”


Rune heard a struggle as someone fought with Levi for the
phone, heard Ellie’s panic as he yelled Levi’s name, and then there was only
silence.


If a crowd of Others had forced
their way into the clinic, Levi alone couldn’t handle them. He needed his crew.


She called Raze. “I need you at Rue Canyon Road in
Willowburg. The clinic is under attack by Others.
Ellie and Levi are there and in trouble.”


“On my way.”


She called the rest of the crew in as quickly, then concentrated on getting to Willowburg as fast as she
could.


But two minutes later, her phone rang again.


She answered, afraid the call would
bring more bad news. Ellie, hang on until I get there. “Hello?”


There was only dead air for a few seconds. Finally a man
spoke, his voice soft. “Rune Alexander.” He drew her
name out in a vaguely familiar—and irritating—way.


She frowned, darting between a minivan and an old truck.
“Who is this?”


“This is Tim Emerson. I thought it was time we talked.
Honestly, Alexander, I expected you to pay me another visit. You’ve been
very…slow. In more ways than one.”


“What the fuck do you want?”


“You, Alexander,” he said, after a pause. “I want you.”


“Sorry, dude. I’ve cut back recently.”


“On?”


“On dating pieces of shit.”


She could almost see him shudder. When he spoke, his voice
was high and offended. “You really think I’d want to date you?”


She sighed. “No, dude. Not really.
Why don’t you tell me what you do want before I end this fucking call?”


Now it was his turn to sigh. “So
antagonistic. I need you to come to the church. Now.
Is that clear enough for you?”


“Why?”


“Let’s just say I believe you can do something wonderful for
me.”


“You’re wrong. I might, however, do something painful to
you.”


“That’s a chance I’m willing to take.”


“Dude, I’m on my way to an emergency. Whatever crazy shit is
in your head right now, you hang on to that. My crew and I will be in to see you
soon. Count on it.” And she started to take the phone from her ear.


“I have the child.”


And just like that, she got it. She finally got it. She
began to shiver. “You’re Tina’s ex.”


“I knew she wouldn’t keep her mouth shut about her sordid
past.” His tone was mild, as though they were just a couple of people talking
about a boring television show. “Here is my warning to you. If you call anyone,
if you let anyone know what I’ve told you, I won’t hesitate to finish him off.
We’ve gotten everything we’re going to get from the kid. I’ll trade him for
you.”


“How’d you do it?”


“What?”


“Take him. How did you take Matthew?”


He laughed. “It was easy, Alexander. The big bald babysitter
was most helpful when I showed her cash.”


“You had Sherry killed in Texas.” It wasn’t a question. She
knew he had. Tim Emerson had reached out to his slayer connections and they’d
snuffed out that girl’s life like it was a dim candle flame.


“Sherry doesn’t matter. The question is, do you want to give
the boy back to his mama, or do you want him to die?”


“I’m on my way.”


“Oh, and Rune. Leave your weapons
and cell in the car. I will search you.”


He clicked off and she listened to dead air for several long
moments before she remembered to pull the phone from her ear. Emerson had
Matthew. COS had Matthew. All along.


It was almost impossible not to call Strad.


But she didn’t. 


Emerson wasn’t lying. Even if he was, she wasn’t taking a
chance with Matthew’s life.


Choices, choices. 


She’d go in and get the kid. She would make Tim Emerson cry
for death long before she gave it to him.


Yeah. Because her life was always that
easy.


The crew would take care of Ellie. She put him in a corner
of her mind for later. Right now, she had to concentrate on helping a little
boy. 


And destroying an evil man.











Chapter
Twenty-Four


She cursed her trembling hands as she rid herself of her
weapons, haphazardly tossing belts, guns, and shivs into her car.


She might find Matthew alive and well inside that church,
but where COS was concerned, she couldn’t get too optimistic.


The outside of the building looked so benign, giving no hint
of the bleak darkness inside. Her walk from the car to the front doors seemed
to take an eternity, each step an effort. Her gut was screaming for her to run
back to the car and get the hell out of there—to call in reinforcements.


It was every horror movie she’d ever seen, scoffing at the
stupid heroine for going into the house, the basement, the
woods. Alone. 


She knew bad things were about to happen, but she kept right
on walking.


There was nothing else she could do.


Not really.


She pushed the door open and went inside, her senses on full
alert.


The room was large and dim, as though sunlight couldn’t
possibly penetrate the stained glass windows. She caught a certain scent she’d smelled
only in churches, one she’d never really been able to identify.


And another scent, weak, but there. The
scent of disease. One of the people standing there was ill.


Emerson waited, but he wasn’t the only one.


“Cuff her,” he said, nodding to a man standing behind her.
He looked at someone else, a tall redhead who glared at Rune as though Rune had
somehow managed to offend her. “Mare. Hide her car.”


The man behind Rune grabbed her arm and she heard the chain
of handcuffs rattle as he started to follow his boss’s orders.


Rune turned, almost casually, and punched him in the throat.


He gagged, eyes bulging, and fell to the floor trying to
breathe.


She turned back to Emerson, who watched her with a gleam of
amusement—and no surprise.


“I saw that coming,” he said, smiling.


“Where’s the kid?”


“Rune,” he said, his voice soft, “I appreciate your bad ass,
truly I do. But you’re in my house now. And nothing that happens from
here on out is going to be good for you. I can promise you that.” He walked
closer to her, unafraid. 


“I want to see the kid, Emerson.”


He ignored her words. “We’re going to do this again and if
you don’t behave, the kid will be hurt. Nod if you understand.”


Fuck you, asshole. “Yeah, I get it.”


He looked down at the man she’d punched. He still knelt on
the floor with his fingers to his throat. “Corbin. Get up. If you let her punch
you again, the kid isn’t the only one who will suffer for it.”


Corbin got to his feet. Rune didn’t flinch as he bruised her
arms with his angry grip. He tightened the cuffs too much, on purpose, she was
sure.


She was also sure the tight cuffs were just a drop of
annoyance in what would soon become a river of pain. Before this was over,
Emerson was going to hurt her, and he was going to enjoy it.


“Are you immortal, Alexander?” the COS leader asked, genuine
curiosity in his eyes.


“I don’t know.”


He nodded. “You’re like a baby. I’ll tell you what. When
you’ve done what I need you to do, I’ll help you find out. Deal?”


He and Jeremy Cross could have been brothers. They had the
same soullessness in their eyes, the same desperate evil in their smiles.


She sneered. “You know what, Emerson? I’ll be the one
walking away from this. In the end, you’ll just be dead.”


For one millisecond, before he could control it, she saw his
fear. His eyes dilated and his lips parted, a quick breath of terror escaping
into the still, musty church air.


He was afraid of her. And he knew she knew.


She sighed, waiting for it, and he didn’t disappoint her.


He doubled his fist and hit her, smiling with grim
satisfaction when she spat blood. And then he hit her again.


Corbin held her against him, his hands steadying her.
“Hurt?” he asked.


I’m surrounded by sadistic bastards. Was she
surprised? Not even a little bit. She pushed away from Corbin, her attention on
the SCOS leader.


Her lips numb, swollen, and bloody, she spread her feet to
balance herself. “Fuck you, Emerson. You’re shit, hitting a restrained woman.”


He threw back his head and laughed, then stopped as abruptly
as he’d started. “You’re not a woman, Alexander. You’re a monster.” He eyed her
mouth. “You’re healing as I watch.”


“Jealous?” she asked, knowing better than to push him,
unable to stop.


“Oh no. I’m grateful you’re a
monster. That’s why you’re here, actually.”


“You said you’d trade the boy for me.”


He shrugged. “I lied. I can’t let him go.”


“So your plan is to kill us both.”


“Did you really think I wouldn’t?”


“I had a chance to save the kid, Emerson. I took it.”


“Yes,” he replied. “Such a brave soul.
Or you would be, if monsters had souls.”


“I’m not the soulless one here, dude.”


He gestured impatiently. “I’m tired of your mouth, so shut
it. Corbin, search her. She’s not going to hurt you.”


Corbin started at her back, his hands wandering to places no
weapon could hide. She bore it stoically, knowing to
do otherwise might get the kid hurt. But when he finally walked to the front of
her to finish his search, she caught his cruel stare with hers.


“Before this is over, I’m going to kill you, Corbin. And I’m
going to make it hurt.” She knew her face was calm and her eyes empty except
for the truth of her words.


He faltered. “Shut up.” But his voice was hoarse and the
scent of his fear filled her nostrils.


She smiled.


They didn’t know her, not really, or they’d have taken a lot
more precautions than fucking cuffs. She’d break the chain that connected the
restraints when she was ready, and these men would witness just what her
monster could do.


She almost felt sorry for them. Almost.


Corbin released the straps that held her protective vest
closed and pushed it off her shoulders. Slowly, while the redhead and Emerson
watched, he slid his fingers under the hem of her shirt.


He groped her breasts, squeezing and pinching, his touch
angrier because of his fear. “Should I strip her?” he asked Emerson, his voice
breathless.


Emerson pursed his lips. “She should be humiliated. Do it.”


Only the thought of Matthew kept her still. Her body
vibrated with fury, and despite her control she was unable to keep her fangs
from dropping as she submitted to Corbin’s eager fingers.


But when she stood before them naked, shuddering with rage,
and Corbin ran his meaty fingers over her belly and lower, not even her fear
for the boy could keep her controlled.


She struck like a snake, her fangs raking furrows in
Corbin’s neck. The taste of blood stoked the fury and before he could react,
she took out half his throat.


He fell to the floor, clamping his fingers to his wounds,
unable to scream. He writhed in agony, his mouth wide, his
eyes bulging.


“I told you I’d fucking kill you,” she said. “And I told you
I’d make it hurt.” She leaned over him, her voice soft. “Does it hurt?”


But Emerson wasn’t stupid and had come prepared. She looked
up from the downed man, but she was too late to do anything as Emerson rammed a
long metal object into her side.


She had no idea where it had come from, and seconds later,
didn’t care.


The shock went through her, short circuiting her brain,
sending a terrible, confusing pain into her system. 


And worse than the dose of electricity she’d been hit with
were the long strands of silver the object shot into her bloodstream. She
recognized them immediately. Silver, to an Other, was
an unmistakable agony.


She could fight with silver. She could wear silver. But when
the deadly stuff got inside her, she was fucked.


For a second she forgot where she was. She was back in her
house with Jeremy Cross shooting her full of silver, his familiar face lined
with rage and what he thought of as love.


But no, this wasn’t Jeremy.


And she wasn’t home.


She wasn’t familiar with the object Emerson held—had never
seen anything like it. It looked like a cattle prod and delivered a hell of a
shock, but the business end seemed full of tiny needles, each
one driving liquid silver into her body when he hit her with it.


“Rune, meet the vaccinator,” Emerson said, breathing hard.
“Say howdy.”


He drew back the vaccinator, holding it like a fat spear.
“It has various settings. I have it set to deliver tiny little drips of silver
into you, but those shocks are set on motherfucking high.” He rammed it into
her chest.


She lost her breath, her words, her
ability to even think. There was nothing but pain and hot, suffocating terror.


“Look,” the woman screamed. “She’s pissed herself!”


Rune’s body curled into a tight knot and began to spasm. Hate, hate, hate.


But finally her brain started working again, slowly,
sluggishly, and she pushed her mind into the darkness so she could think. There
was nothing else. No sensation, no body, no people.


In the dark, there was only Rune.


And her monster.


But her monster was as hurt as she was, and could not help.


She slid inexorably into death’s open arms, ready for the
sweet peace the reaper could give her.


Emerson wrenched her out of the darkness. “Don’t die on me,
you fucking beast. I’m not finished with you yet.”


Could she die?


Her lips, her eyes…they sat heavily and almost numbly upon
her face, and she couldn’t make her fingers work. She wanted to touch her face,
to see if it was still there, but she couldn’t lift her arms.


Then she remembered why. They were cuffed behind her back.


You’re okay, Rune. You’re okay.


“I thought for a moment I’d lost you,” Emerson said, leaning
over her. “I thought for a moment you weren’t immortal after all.” He laughed
soundlessly, sending out little puffs of air that covered her skin like moist,
repulsive plastic wrap. He wiped a finger through the sweat on his forehead.
“Whew!”


He handed the vaccinator to the redhead. Her name was gone
from Rune’s memory as though it’d never even been there. Perhaps it never had
been.


“Can I shock her?” the redhead asked. “Just
once?”


Emerson glared at her. “Are you fucking stupid? Didn’t you
see I almost killed her?”


“Yes, but she’s okay now. You hit her too many times.” Her
knuckles whitened from her tight grip. “Let me, one time.”


Emerson snatched it out of her hands. “I told you to hide
her fucking car. Go, now, before I hit you with it.”


The hatred, the cruelty. It was as
familiar to Rune as breathing, but she never ceased to be surprised by it.


She thought maybe mankind was doomed.


And in the end, there would only be the monsters.











Chapter
Twenty-Five


He jerked her to her feet, cursing when her legs wouldn’t
support her and she fell to her knees. “Get up, Rune. Get the fuck up!”


She closed her eyes and gathered her strength. She was Rune
Alexander. She was fucking super Other. Emerson and
his torture devices weren’t going to keep her down.


Not ever.


She got to her feet, but the effort that cost her weakened
body was nearly all she had. She shivered as coldness seeped into her bones.


“The silver will kick your tail for a while,” Tim said, “but
if you’ll stop being such a pussy I’m sure you’ll find it in you to walk the
fuck out of this room.” He pushed her, sighing when she swayed drunkenly. Like
it was her fault and she was sorely testing his patience.


When he lifted the vaccinator and pointed it at her, she
forced herself to take a step. Where the hell am I walking? She tried to
say the words, but her mouth wasn’t working. Not yet.


“Keep going,” he urged, poking her spine with his evil,
silver-filled stick. “There’s a door in the back. I want you to go through it.”


His stare was an icy assault on her body, heavy and
invasive. She was nearly certain he wouldn’t try to touch her, as the now dead
Corbin had done. Something inside his eyes made her believe he would allow
others to degrade her in that way, but that he would not.


Maybe he couldn’t. Whatever his reasons, she was thankful.


She stepped carefully through the doorway, stopping when she
saw stairs leading down. No way would she be able to navigate stairs without
falling.


But he grasped her upper arm and guided her away from the
stairs, to her right, and down a long, skinny hallway with doors on either
side. 


After a quiet walk down the hallway that seemed to take
forever, he took a ring of keys from his pocket and unlocked the door at the
end.


“Matthew?” she managed to ask. Her lips felt oversized and
alien, but the feeling was coming back into them. It was hard to force the word
past the dryness in her throat. She’d have killed for a drink of water.


He shoved her inside.


The windowless room was illuminated only by the light coming
in from the hallway. It would be filled with shadows when he shut the door, but
she’d be able to see better in that dimness than Emerson, or any human, could.
But there was nothing to see.


The room was empty.


“Matthew,” she said again.


Emerson stood in the doorway. “He’s in that corner.” He
pointed to the far side of the room. “I’ll be back as soon as I get things
squared away. You’re here because…” He paused before continuing, his voice
stronger. “Because I need a favor from you. Of course
you’ll do what I need in order to save that child, won’t you? Anything I want.”


The bastard had her right where he wanted her.


She didn’t wait for him to shut the door but walked toward
the corner, sniffing the air for the elusive scent she finally caught. It was
the odor of sickness, but it was weak, even to her hypersensitive nose.


Sickness was easy to trace for an Other.
It stank of dark, slithery things. Of shiny green goo and thick, slimy pools
atop which stirred bloated insect bodies. Of steaming piles of bloody rot.


All that was there, in the air, becoming
stronger the closer she got to him.


The kid was dying.


Tim gently closed the door and she heard the click as he
locked it. The room was dark but in seconds her eyes had adjusted and she could
see clearly enough to pick out the tiny, unmoving bundle in the corner.


She dropped to her knees beside him. “Matthew? Can you hear
me?” She pulled experimentally at the cuffs but realized quickly she was too
weak to break the chain connecting them.


Emerson had known what to do. If she got her strength back
without feeding, she’d be surprised. Right then she was almost human weak.


The boy was unconscious and zipped up into a sleeping bag.
He was turned to the wall and she couldn’t see his face, but when she
concentrated, she could hear his breathing. Barely.


“Kid?”


He groaned.


Her heart fluttered and for a second, she forgot to breathe.
I’ll take care of him, Berserker. He’s alive. He’s alive. “Matthew.
Come on, baby. Wake up.”


His sluggish turn toward her was agonizing to watch and once
again she gave a tug at the cuffs. 


In the dimness of the room his face was a pale moon, full of
sunken craters, and he stared out at her from huge, fevered eyes.


Her stomach knotting with anxiety, she leaned closer. “Hi,
baby. Do you remember me?”


“Want to go home now,” he whispered.


“Soon, Matthew. I promise.”


“I want my mother.”


“I know, baby.”


Already tiny, the child had become gaunt and wasted during
his time with Emerson. His lips were dry and cracked,
his skin paper thin. Even in the darkness she could see the branching blue
veins beneath his skin.


If she didn’t get him out soon…


“What did they do to you?” she asked him.


He pushed his tongue out to wet his lips and for a second it
hung there, as though he was too weak to withdraw it. He whimpered, then closed his eyes.


Her heart was breaking. “They made you read, didn’t they?”


“Promised to take me home,” he replied. “He lied.”


Emerson had dangled promises before the boy and had drained
him dry. “What reading did he want from you?”


Matthew sighed. “When would he die.”


Rune frowned. “Did you tell him you couldn’t do that?” The
kid could find lost people, not predict the fucking future.


“He’s going to die.”


“You can tell that?”


“I told him you can save him. Like you did
that girl.”


Oh shit. “What girl?” she whispered. “Lex?”


“I saw it in my head when my dad came to get me.” He closed
his eyes, and this time didn’t open them. “I want my dad.”


“Rest, baby. I’ll get you home.” It
wasn’t a promise she was going to go back on.


Matthew wasn’t Other, but he was as
enigmatic a human as Rune was an Other. The boy had some impressive power. That
power, given a chance, would only grow.


But now she knew why Tim Emerson wanted her. He wanted to
feed from her, wanted her to heal whatever sickness was growing inside him.


When she’d fed Lex she’d healed her, but had no idea if her
blood would affect everyone the way it had the Other.


Probably not. But her blood would
make him an addict.


The man had no idea what he was asking for. Regardless, she wasn’t
planning on letting him live long whether he forced her to feed him or not.


She was getting stronger by the minute. She wouldn’t be
monster strong, but she was still Shiv Crew. She wasn’t helpless. But she had
to get the cuffs off.


She crouched beside the fading child. She closed her eyes,
ignoring the lingering effects of the silver still floating through her
bloodstream.  The weakness and pain from not only the silver but the jolts
of electricity continued to make her brain stutter and her hands tremble.
Spasms of pain poked at her, almost teasingly. The bastard had scrambled her
thoughts and devastated her body, but she was no stranger to violence. Definitely no stranger to pain.


So she knelt beside Matthew and closed her eyes, gathering
that agony to her. Eagerly. It would make her strong.


She hadn’t forgotten how to use pain. Hadn’t
lost that part of herself despite the doctors’ best attempts at making her
better.


So she embraced it, enjoyed it, used it.


Her fangs dropped. The tips of her fingers ached with the
need to release the sharp claws, but she controlled it. Kept
them in. That in itself was a victory.


She stood in one fluid motion and with her eyes still
closed, held on to the big ball of blackness inside her. She clenched her teeth
and forced her arms apart.


The cuffs cut into her flesh and the warm stickiness of
blood covered her skin. She kept pulling, pulling, her
body filling up with agony.


She threw her head back and howled, but silently, and with a
crack! loud enough to make the boy stir, the
chain broke. She’d done it.


Who cared that she’d cut her wrists to the bone? She would
heal. And now she had her hands.


She sank to the floor and rocked back and forth, humming in
pain. Her hands were slippery with blood that leaked onto her legs as she
cradled her injured arms in her lap.


She kept her eyes closed for a long moment, almost afraid to
look at her wrists. She might see that she’d cut her hands off. And seeing the
injury always made it hurt more.


Her reserves were low and her body would not heal quickly
from the abuse it had been dealt. But that was okay. It would heal.


She wiped her hands on the boy’s sleeping bag and at last
was able to touch him. She smoothed back his baby-fine hair, gently, over and
over.


Her touch seemed to comfort him. It comforted her.


Once, she stumbled to the door and tried to batter it down,
but she couldn’t budge it. She was too weak. The silver and the shocks had
weakened her, and she’d used up the last of her reserves getting out of the
cuffs. She was going to need more time. And blood.


She had no idea how much time passed. It seemed like many
hours later when she finally heard footsteps approaching and the key turning in
the lock. Emerson was returning. She wasn’t exactly ready for him, but her
hands were free.


Battered and bloody, she stood and faced the door.


It was time to fight.


Or die.


Emerson wasn’t alone. He came in with ten people at his
back, and every single one of them was packing a vaccinator.


She stood in front of the boy, shielding him with her battered
body. Her hair, lank and bloody, hung in her face. She imagined she looked like
the monster they believed her to be.


They fanned out, the wicked prods held out before them.
“Where’s the fucking light switch?” one of the men asked.


Someone else flipped a switch and the room was illuminated
by a rather dim set of lights in the ceiling.


“I expect you’ll want to fight me, but there are eleven of
us and we have these.” Emerson hefted his vaccinator. “We will take you
down. You’re too weak to defeat us. So what’s it to be? Will you help me, or
will I force you?”


Rune sniffed the air, trying to get a whiff of the sickness
inside him. He must have been in the early stages of his disease, because the
scent was very weak—almost buried beneath the scents of the slayers surrounding
him. “What’s wrong with you? Cancer?”


He didn’t look surprised that she knew. “Yes. Brain cancer. It’s inoperable.” He paused, as though waiting
for some sign of sympathy from her.


“I hope you die a terrible death,” she said.


“Yes, well, I didn’t expect you’d wish otherwise.” He moved
a little closer. “But how ironic is it, my dear monster, that you will be the
one to save me?”


She spread her feet and glanced around at the crowd of
slayers. She could take out a few of them before they started shooting silver
and shocks into her, but would it be worth it? The extra damage to her body was
going to extreme. Did she want to fight something that was most likely going to
happen anyway?


Fuck yeah.


She dropped her fangs, shot out her claws, and smiled. “Who
wants to die first?”











Chapter
Twenty-Six


She didn’t wait for an answer.


Acknowledging the look of astonishment on Emerson’s face,
she ran toward the small crowd of slayers. Screaming, she leaped into their
midst, slashing as she went. They scattered like bowling pins, vaccinators, for
one moment, forgotten.


More than anything, she wanted to kill them. Wanted to feel flesh give beneath her claws, wanted to taste their
blood as it splashed from fatal wounds. Blood would help her heal.


She wanted to hear screams of agony.


But in the back of her mind the entire time was the boy, and
how she needed, despite the bloodlust that made her very nearly an unthinking
killing machine, to protect him.


She navigated her way to the open door and they turned from
Matthew’s direction to face her. And then with desperation and rage guiding
her, she fought the men.


Her claws were deadly, sharp blades and she ducked, slashed,
and decapitated with venomous joy. She ceased to believe that even in her
weakened condition they could take her.


She drank quickly of slayer blood, and even the small
amounts she managed to get inside her made her almost immediately stronger.


That was what she’d been born to do.


Emerson backed away and she raked her claws across one of his
men, turning to stab another, desperate to get to the one man who really
mattered. Emerson.


And she may have. His men littered the floor. The three
remaining stood with fear in their eyes, prods held like baseball bats.


But Emerson knew how to stop her. “Alexander,” he screamed.


She looked toward him, knowing immediately what was going to
happen.


He crouched over Matthew, vaccinator pushed against the
boy’s head. “Stop or I will kill him.”


Immediately she retracted her claws and fangs and dropped
her hands to her sides. She was breathing hard, her body still too hurt to be
in top shape. “Okay.”


The three men who yet lived converged upon her, beating her
with their fists, their boots, and finally, their vaccinators.


“No silver,” Emerson yelled. “She has to feed me.”


She fell to her knees and one of them swung his prod at her
face. She hit the floor, her cheekbone shattered, her
entire body one soft ball of misery. Her claws slid out again, but slowly.


She heard buzzing inside her head as the room began to spin,
her fingers scrabbling at the hard floor.


And as she lay dazed, one of the men lifted a vaccinator and
slammed it against one of her claws. It shattered and seemed to scream, as
though it’d been an actual living thing. Or maybe the screams were hers.


“Enough,” Emerson roared. He waded into their midst and
shoved the men away from her. “Sean, hold your prod to the boy’s head. If she
refuses to feed me, kill him.”


He buried his fingers into her hair and jerked her to her
knees. She hung from his grip, her battered body unable, for a moment, to
function.


He knelt and grabbed her right arm. When she listed to the
side he yelled at another of his men to hold her up, and he stared into her
eyes. “Is there anything special you have to do to heal me? Or do I just…” he
hesitated, shuddering with disgust. “Or do I just drink your blood?”


She didn’t fucking know. “Drink,” she managed.


He nodded. “Good.” He pulled a small folding knife from his pocket
and handed it to the one man left who had nothing to do. “Cut her wrist.”


“Fucking coward,” she murmured. “Can’t
even use a knife.” But her mouth didn’t move the way she meant it to and
her voice was too thick for him to understand her.


The man bent down, grabbed her arm, and sliced her wrist
with Emerson’s knife. Too deeply.


Emerson took a deep breath and pulling her bleeding wrist to
his mouth, began to drink.


She had little to give.


If I can die, it’ll be now.


He was draining her.


The agony was immediate, just as it had been with Lex. Pain
like nothing she’d ever imagined grew inside her when she fed a dying person.
The world went dark and silent, and the pain ruled her.


Seconds or hours later—she had no concept of time—he finally
pulled his sucking mouth from her wrist and released her.


She lay on the floor, unable to move.


“Is she dead?” someone asked.


“I don’t know,” Emerson replied, “but oh my, I feel so…so good.”
He was crying. She heard the tears in his voice. “Oh, so
good. So good.”


“What do you want us to do with her and the kid?”


“You go push the magic button. The case is in the hall.
You’ll have ten minutes to get out before the church explodes. Everything is in
place.” He giggled, giddy with the ecstasy her blood gave him. “I’m not even here.
Burn it down!”


One of the remaining men held his vaccinator to her hip and
sent silver into her body. One last act of hatred.
“Just in case,” he murmured.


They left the room, running, in a hurry to torch the church
and escape before the blast either trapped them inside or brought the
authorities too close.


Finally, all was quiet.


She grabbed at the slippery floor and dragged herself to
Matthew. He hadn’t moved, as far as she knew, the entire time. If he still
lived, she’d be surprised.


The finger with the destroyed claw was shrieking with
red-hot, excruciating agony and the strands of silver exploded inside her, but
after the feeding, any pain would have seemed tolerable. Why had she been given
the ability to heal people when doing so was unbearable?


“Matthew,” she tried to say. She had to get him out of
there. They were going to blast the church and according to Emerson, there was
only a ten minute window to get out.


Ten minutes for her to heal enough to carry a small boy from
the building. She gave herself a few short moments to simply lie on the floor
and do nothing. She had not the energy to even close her mouth.


Those moments would not be enough, but it was all she had.


God, she hurt.


“Matthew.” Her voice was a raspy whisper, barely loud enough
for her to hear, let alone the boy. She slid her hand across the bag to shake
his shoulder. “Wake up, baby. We’re going home now.”


He looked worse in the light than he had in the shadows. His
little chest barely moved with shallow breaths. Otherwise he was still as
death.


She forced herself to her knees, allowing groans to escape
between clenched teeth. She deserved to fucking groan. 


She had to get Matthew up. Letting him die was not an
option. Hands trembling, she unzipped the bag. It seemed to take hours. Inside
her head, the clock was ticking the short minutes away. Ticks
of doom.


When he was free of the bag she climbed to her feet, her
screaming body resisting every move. Adrenaline fueled her, helped her shove
through the agony. Part of her would have liked nothing better than to lie down
beside him and give in.


She leaned over him and slipped her broken hands beneath
him, ignoring the pain. She pulled, trying to lift the small child from the
floor, but only managed to fall on top of him.


“Shit,” she cried, and tried again. She could feel him
fading, almost see his life force dimming, leaving her staring at only a shell
of flesh and bones.


And somehow, she stood, cradling him against her chest. She
swayed on her feet and cackled, for a moment nothing more than a deranged, half
dead girl.


“I got him. By God, I got him.”


The door was a million miles away. She slid one foot
forward, then the other. She wasn’t walking, exactly, but she was moving.


He was only a tiny, thin child, but to her tortured body,
she might well have been carrying a car. Her arms shook with the effort of
holding him and her legs buckled. 


But on she went, nearly crying when she stepped out the door
and into the hallway. How long had it been since Emerson had left her there?
Three minutes? Eight minutes?


She had no way of knowing, but the urgency inside her pushed
her on and she carried her treasure down the hall.


The hall was carpeted, unlike the room she’d just left. That
floor had been tiled and slippery with blood, which had made it easier for her
to slide her feet across.


The carpeting in the hall seemed to grasp at her soles with
fingers of harsh wool, trying to make her fall.


Careful, Rune. Walk the
fuck out of here.


 Matthew’s little face was the face of an angel. She
kept glancing down at him, maybe to reassure herself that she truly held him,
maybe to remind herself why she must keep going.


The hall stretched out before her, seemingly endless, but
she saw the doorway at the end. Through that doorway was the room she’d first
entered, and then freedom.


She kept her stare on the doorway, that distant doorway, and
put one foot in front of the other. One slow, tortured step at a time, she
neared the end of the hall.


But then the world exploded.


She fell to the floor, her precious bundle spilling from her
arms, and was plunged suddenly into total darkness. Another blast shook the
building, and she smelled the sharp, acrid scent of smoke.


“Matthew,” she screamed hoarsely, crawling on the floor, her
hands out before her.


A sudden whoosh! and the
room lit up, scorching the skin from her naked, bloody body. 


But she saw the child in the sudden light and snatched him
to her once more. She struggled to get her feet beneath her, wondering for a
moment why she even tried.


Flames surrounded them.


Disoriented she walked aimlessly on, unsure. Was she headed
back, or was she going to the doorway?


She had nothing with which to cover the child’s face, but
bent over him as best she could, trying to see through
the smoke and fire. Trying to see something that would let her know where she
was.


But there was nothing. Nothing but smoke
and fire. She was trapped.


She threw back her head and howled, rage overflowing.


And terror. There was that.


She had failed a child.


Even over the roar of flames and her screams of fury, she
heard sirens. But they were too late, the sons of bitches. Too
late.


She stood with the child in her arms, lost, surrounded by
scorching fire, and finally, she gave up.


She dropped to her knees, whispering nonsense to the boy. Thankful that at least he slept, unaware.


The smoke would kill him before the fire did.


But then, two shapes rushed out of the flames, mouths open,
roaring, and as though they were made of smoke themselves, impenetrable smoke, they
wrapped her and the boy in a circle of space. Cool space. There was no heat, no
singeing flesh in that space.


Blood and Fire.


She sobbed as she was lifted on invisible wings and set on
her feet, the now formless shapes pushing her onward.


Inside the silence of Blood and Fire she stumbled on, sure
they would lead her in the right direction. There was nothing to see but the
slow motion dancing of yellow and red flames and the thick waving wall of gray
smoke.


Her earlier dejection was forgotten. She and the wild,
beautiful spirit beasts would save the boy. And she knew—that moment right
there was why the dogs had come to Spiritgrove.


The smoke cleared enough for her to see the great gaping
exit doors of the church, beckoning her into the cold, soothing dark of the
outside.


Through the flicker of flames she saw the outside as if it
were a different world and she was about to step through a portal, spat out
into that dark, icy beauty.


It was a chaotic world. Men running,
sirens blasting, lights turning. Screams, yells,
desperation.


She saw her Shiv Crew among them, her vision as clear and
bright as though there was no smoke, no fire. The night was tinged red from the
burning building, confusing her for a second. She’d expected to see daylight.


“We’re coming,” she said, and squeezed Matthew tightly
against her. 


And wrapped securely in the mysterious arms of the invisible
dogs, she strode through the doorway. 











Chapter
Twenty-Seven


She walked out of the fire with Matthew in her arms, and
everyone outside the burning building was stunned into silence.


At first no one moved, no one spoke, no one so much as
blinked.


Blood and Fire withdrew. Just melted away.
One minute they were there, and the next, they were gone.


“Thank you,” she whispered, and then every injury, every
pain she’d lived through came roaring back. She began to fall as her legs gave
out, and her arms bent beneath the weight of the child. “Take him,” she begged.
“Take him.”


The berserker was there, his arms around her, supporting
both her and Matthew. His eyes were wet and filled with disbelief. “Rune. Rune.”


“He’s alive,” she whispered, smiling. “He’s alive, Strad.”


He took Matthew from her, stepping back to allow her crew to
take his place. They surrounded her, protecting her beaten, bloody body from the
flashing cameras.


“Get the fucking EMTs over here,” Z screamed. 


She was dizzy. The sounds and sights became blurred and
confusing, melding together in a frenzied mess that made no sense. Nothing was
clear.


Raze picked her up and cradled her in his arms, and Jack
shrugged off his coat to cover her.


“What’d they do to you,” Lex murmured. “Oh,
evil fucking COS.”


Owen and the twins ran up to the small group, closely
followed by EMTs hurrying along with a gurney.


Levi’s eyes widened when he got a look at her. “God,
Rune.”


Denim turned away, but not before she saw the look of
murderous rage in his eyes.


Owen just grinned. “I’ll let you off the hook for dinner,
Alexander.”


She couldn’t help but smile back, at least inside. Fading in
and out of consciousness, she caught snatches of their conversations, heard
them discussing where to take her. Levi convinced them to drive her to the Other clinic to be with Ellis. It was the right thing to do.


Raze lowered her to the cot. It was cold. She began to
shiver as the EMTs belted her into the small bed.


I need to feed.


If she could manage to get some blood into her, she’d feel
better and would heal a hundred times faster.


But her eyelids were so heavy, her brain so tired. She
couldn’t make herself form the words.


I need to feed.


Levi answered his ringing cell. “She’s…she’s not good,
Ellie.”


Then he listened, nodded, and clicked off. “Ellis says to
give her blood.” He glanced at Rune. “His exact words were, one of you
motherfuckers feed her, and feed her fucking now.”


Again, Rune grinned.


Ellie was a force to be reckoned with when he was pissed.


Later she’d want to hear about their battle with the Others at the clinic. Right then, it was
enough to know they were all safe and accounted for. Ellis was safe.


But was he turned?


That was a question for another time.


“I’ll feed her,” Denim said, and every one of her crew
offered as well.


But she wasn’t about to addict any more of her people to her
blood.


Lex took her hand. “I will be the one to feed Rune.
You guys don’t need to know the reason why it has to be me. It just does. Get
the strangers out of here and let me help our captain heal.”


They sent the medics away and formed a protective circle
around her, and Lex climbed up on the cot. She didn’t hesitate to lie down on top
of Rune’s ruined body and bare her neck.


“Drop those fangs, honey,” Lex whispered, “and take your medicine.”


Her first attempt to drop her fangs failed, as did her
second. But finally, she gathered enough strength to send them through her
gums, and right into Lex’s neck.


Thank you, baby.


She felt Lex smile. No problem.


For one startled second she realized that not only could Lex
hear her thoughts, but she could hear Lex’s as well. Maybe
not real words, but the feelings. A knowing of
thoughts.


It was fucking freaky to be so connected to another person.
The line of blood from Lex to Rune was a strong link.


She was bathed in the blood, the magical, healing blood.
Each time she swallowed a mouthful it coated her inside, flowed through her
veins, made her heart beat.


It made her high.


But she’d been devastated, and it would take her longer to
recuperate. The blood hurried things along.


She took only what she absolutely needed, then reluctantly
released the Other. Now, she could rest.


Her burns, cuts, and bruises were less painful, no longer
flooding her with agony. Yes, she still hurt, but it was bearable. She could
think.


When Lex climbed off the gurney, Owen leaned over and took
her hand, gently. His eyes, once hopeless and full of secrets, were now bright
and full of promise. Maybe he’d just needed Shiv Crew. They were awesome, after
all.


She smiled at the thought.


“We got the fucker, Rune,” he said. “We got Emerson.”


She blinked back tears. Emerson was going to prison. He was going
to have to live with an addiction worse than anything he’d ever known or
imagined, with no access to the drug he needed.


“A cruel and unusual punishment,” she murmured. “Way to
fucking go.”


Jack was next to lean over her. He kissed her on her forehead,
his one visible eye gleaming with relief. “You’ll be all right, sweetheart.”


She wanted to touch his eye patch, and was shocked when she
found she could actually raise her hand to his face. “I’m so sorry about your
eye.”


He grasped her hand and turned his face into it, kissing her
palm. “There’s nothing to be sorry about. It makes me irresistible to the
ladies.”


“You were always irresistible.”


“True,” he said, smiling.


“Let’s get her to the clinic,” Z said.


She closed her eyes and spiraled down into a dark and
dreamless sleep. Her crew would take care of her, and Matthew was safe.


So she slept.


When sleep released her and she swam through the murky
depths to awareness, she knew a lot of time had passed.


Hours, many hours.


She opened her eyes and found Ellis staring down at her, his
eyes cloudy and sad. But when he saw her watching him his face immediately
changed.


“Rune,” he yelled, and started raining kisses onto her face.


She grinned. “Hey baby. How are you doing?”


“I’m doing great. Now.”


She studied his dear face. “Did you…?”


“No. Not yet.” He squeezed her hand. “Maybe
not ever.”


Please God. “How is Matthew?”


A quick frown, there and gone.
“He’s doing better.”


“Don’t lie to me, Ellie.”


He sighed. “He’s not great, Rune. But there’s nothing else
you can do for him. He’s being cared for.” Again, he squeezed her hand. “You
just concentrate on getting better, my love.”


It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. She’d dragged the boy out
of bloody hell only to have him die in a hospital? He’d been born for
greatness. She knew it.


Blood and Fire hadn’t been there for her.


They’d been there for him. 


Just as she’d been there for him.


“How long have I been here?”


He crinkled his nose, thinking. “Nearly sixty hours.”


A large cart rattled to a stop in the hall outside her room
and a uniformed woman distributed breakfast trays to the patients.


Scents of cooked meat drifted to her nose and her appetite
woke up with a roar. Her stomach growled loudly enough for Ellis to hear. 


“Want some breakfast?” he asked, smiling.


“I really do, baby.”


She felt pretty damn good. But it had taken her sixty hours
and she was still not back to top shape. Ellis had gone into the hall to score
her a tray, and when he came back she sat up in the bed, frowning. “I must have
been in bad shape.” She flexed her left hand. She couldn’t feel a hint of the
shattered claw inside as she could the others, but it didn’t hurt, either.
She’d test it later.


Ellis sat the tray on a tray table and pushed it to the bed.
“I don’t know how you were alive, honey.” He met her stare. “I think you’re
immortal. It’s the only way to explain how you lived through that.”


She lifted the dome off a plate of bacon and eggs. “In the end, when the fire might have been too much for me—and
would have for damn sure been too much for Matthew—Blood and Fire came.
They wrapped us in a circle of protection and nothing could touch us. Boosted me out the door.”


He frowned. “I saw the news footage. There was only you, carrying the child. You looked…” He put his
fist to his mouth as his eyes misted. “It was so terrible, Rune.” He cleared
his throat. “But there were no dogs. Just you, carrying that
poor child out of hell.”


“I can’t escape TV,” she said, and forked up a bite of egg.
“But Blood and Fire were there. You just couldn’t see them. I have a
feeling they’ve done what they came to do and will leave now. If they haven’t already.” Strange, the sadness that overtook
her at the thought. She had a definite connection to the beasts, but might
never know what it was. “I think their purpose here was to save Matthew.”


“You saved Matthew.” Ellis folded his arms.


“I did help save him,” she agreed, and dropped the subject
of the dogs. “Tell me about the battle. I was on my way here when Emerson
called. Kinda changed my plans for me.”


“They hurt my feelings.” He stuck out his bottom lip. “I
couldn’t believe the Others turned on me like that.”


“I’m glad only your feelings were hurt.”


“But listen, Rune. In the end, I showed them the sign, and
they returned it. All is forgiven and they—I think—have truly accepted me.”


Ellie tapped his chest, over his heart, twice. He then
raised his right hand high, his index and middle fingers crossed. He stared at
her, waiting.


She grinned and mimicked the gesture. This was their symbol
of protection to the Others. When the Others gave it back to them, they were showing acceptance.


Ellis had always been optimistic that someday the Others and humans would be equals. Rune didn’t think it’d
happen in their lifetimes, but the Others were already
much more accepted than they’d been a mere few months ago.


It could happen.


Now that she’d been yanked kicking and screaming from the
monster closet, Ellis was even more intent upon equality.


She knew she was fortunate. She hadn’t been chased from
River County by a mob with torches, hadn’t lost her job, hadn’t
been jailed for her lie.


A lot of Others weren’t that lucky.


“Anyway,” Ellis continued, “the crew and I handled it. Levi
was spectacular.” He grinned at her.


“So.” She casually poked at her
food with her fork. “About you and Levi.”


He laughed. “I’m happy, Rune.”


“I see that. Are you and he—” 


But her question was cut off as Tina rushed into the room.
Her eyes were red and swollen, the only color in her deathly pale face. “Rune. You’ve got to come.” Her tears spilled over and she
grabbed Rune’s hand. “You have to feed my son.”











Chapter
Twenty-Eight


Jack drove Rune to the hospital, following behind Tina as
the woman zigzagged in and out of traffic. 


She’d made Ellis stay at the clinic. He’d argued, but in the
end had been satisfied with Jack going along to keep an eye on her.


Tina told her the doctors had done all they could for
Matthew. The first day, they’d actually seen a bit of improvement, but then
he’d backslid into a greedy, dark abyss that Rune wasn’t going to let claim him.


The kid had to live.


“You can’t save everyone, Rune,” Ellis had said. “I
don’t want the child to die, either. But sweetheart, you can’t interfere like
this. You’re not…”


Not God.


No, she wasn’t, but she had a gift. She had it for a reason.


She didn’t look forward to the pain that came with feeding,
but would handle it. Matthew had to live.


“It may not save him,” she told Tina, striding into the
hospital. “It may make him feel good for a while, but may not save his life. I
don’t know much about how it works.”


“You brought Lex back from death.” Tina’s face was grim, set
in determined lines Rune had never seen before. And lurking deep in the depths
of her eyes was dread. Fear.


Rune frowned but asked no questions. Something was going on
and she’d find out soon enough. 


She just had to reach Matthew.


The nurses on the boy’s floor stared at them silently,
exchanging confused, sad looks.


“He’s in here,” Tina said, ignoring them. She pushed open
the door and urged Rune and Jack inside. “He’s here.”


Strad stood at the window, his big body held in such a
straight, tight line that Rune knew he was hurting in a way few people hurt. He
was in pain. Deep, deep pain.


Rune recognized the look. “Strad?”


He turned to look at her, startled. “What are you—” Then he
glanced at Tina and a terrible understanding dawned. “Tina,
no.”


Tina stood at Matthew’s bedside, her face calm. “Feed him,
Rune. Save him.”


Rune swallowed, understanding immediately that it was too
late for Matthew. He was dead. She fought back tears and rage. Why? 


He’d been meant for greatness. He had been.


She put a hand to her stomach—her constantly churning
stomach—and tried to compose herself. She had no right to devastation. She had
to be strong. Had to be.


Fuck me.


“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, aching for the huge berserker
and the little blonde.


Tina shook her head. “Don’t be sorry. Heal him. You saved
him. You brought him back to us once. Do it again, Rune.”


Rune wrapped her arms around Tina. “I can’t raise the dead,
Tina.”


“How do you know? You don’t know. Just try. That’s
all I ask. Try.”


Rune felt a presence and looked toward the door,
understanding what she would see before she actually saw it. Her skin erupted
with gooseflesh and her mind seemed to shiver.


Blood and Fire. They came into the
room silently, faces calm. They glanced at Rune and then their stares went to
the boy’s still form.


He’s ours now.


She didn’t understand. Probably never would.


But a thought slid through her mind, there
and gone. Maybe he was theirs because they’d saved him. Maybe if he’d
died in the COS inferno, he’d have been lost to them.


The dogs might have planted the thought there. A sort of parting gift. Anything was possible. She’d
witnessed enough of the impossible to know that.


“Jack. Do you see Blood and Fire?”


He stared down at her, then glanced around the room,
frowning. “What?”


Strad took Tina from her. “I’ll take care of her.”


Rune nodded. “I’m sorry.”


But Tina wasn’t going to give up. She shoved away from the
berserker and grabbed Rune’s neck, forcing her toward the boy. “Just try,” she
begged. “Try.”


Strad pulled her off. “Tina! Enough.
He’s gone. He’s gone.”


The big man’s voice broke, and it took everything Rune had
not to throw herself into his arms and try to comfort him. But there was no
making it better. Time was all they had. Time might make the loss a little more
bearable. Rune could not.


Tina hit Rune’s face, gently, not to hurt her but to gather
some of the red tears escaping her eyes.


She put her wet fingers to her son’s mouth, wiping his lips,
begging him to drink.


Rune couldn’t take anymore.


“Jack,” she whispered. “I need to go.”


Blood and Fire waited. Watched.


As Rune turned away, she glanced at them and then stared,
frozen to the spot.


Matthew waited with them.


He stared at her, and then he smiled.


“Tina,” Rune cried. “Strad!”


Strad strode to her, pulling Tina’s resisting body with him.
“What is it?”


Rune pointed to where Matthew stood smiling between the two
dogs. He and the animals looked as solid and clear to her as Jack did.


“He’s there with Blood and Fire,” she said. “He’s smiling.”
She turned to look at Strad and Tina. “He is meant for great things.
Just not here.”


But they couldn’t see him. They couldn’t believe something
they couldn’t see. Not really.


“Rune.” Jack took her arm, his
voice soft. He thought she’d lost her mind.


Maybe she had.


But as she watched, Matthew left his spot and walked to her.
He pulled her head down, his touch as real as any she’d ever felt, and
whispered into her ear.


“No,” she said. “No.”


He just looked at her, then stood
once more between the animals. He hadn’t moved, just was suddenly there. He
nodded, lifted his hand, and was gone.


On to great things.


She realized she was sobbing and felt the heaviness of
Jack’s arm around her shoulders. “He’s gone.”


“Stop it,” Tina cried. “Stop it!”


Rune turned to face her. “I swear it, Tina. He’s okay. He…”
she glanced at Strad, Matthew’s whisper still echoing in her mind. She did not
want to share that secret, though Matthew had insisted.


It would make them believe. It would comfort Tina. 


But it would devastate Strad.


Tina went back to the body on the bed, the vessel that no
longer held her child. She began smoothing back the hair from his forehead,
murmuring words Rune didn’t want to hear.


Her heart shattered.


“Tina. He was here. He spoke to me—”


Strad ran a hand over his face. “Be quiet, Rune.”


God, she wanted to. “I can’t, baby. He wanted me to tell you
both something. Something Tina knows but you don’t. He said you both needed to
hear it.”


She had their attention.


“What then,” Tina asked. “What?” She had a look in her eyes
that said she wanted to hurt Rune, wanted to hurt somebody to see if it would
take some of her pain away.


Rune swallowed, then forced the
words through a desert-dry throat. She glanced at Strad, but had to look away.
“He said that Tim Emerson was his father. He said no one on earth knew that
truth but Tina.”


At first no one moved, no one breathed. Then Tina began to
shake as Rune’s words sank in. She grabbed Rune’s shoulders, squeezing hard
enough to bruise. Her face was a grimacing mask of disbelief, then hope so
bright it hurt Rune’s eyes.


“He told you? My child really…you did see him? Tell me
everything. Tell me where he was going. Tell me everything.”


She believed.


She believed and was comforted.


Strad believed as well. Rune saw it in his eyes, in the way
he held himself so still and stiff he might have shattered into a million
pieces if someone had touched him.


“Tina?” he asked.


Tina glanced at him. “Yes, it’s true. I was pregnant when I
met you.” But she turned back to Rune, uncaring how that might affect Strad.
She’d lost her baby. She couldn’t worry about Strad. She needed to save
herself. “Where did he go?”


Rune kissed her cheek. “He went to a wonderful place. Blood
and Fire were special. Guardians, maybe. I don’t know
what Matthew will be in that world, only that he will be. He’s not
dead.” She looked at Strad. “He’s just not here.”


And because Strad’s eyes were so flinching, so filled with
anguish, she lied. “Berserker, he said you would always be his daddy.”


Strad moaned, then fled the room.
He wouldn’t want anyone to see him break. She understood that.


She spent the next hour with Tina, explaining over and over
what Matthew had said, how he’d looked, how he’d smiled.


She talked about Blood and Fire, about Gunnar—who Tina
wanted to question as well—and about possibilities.


But in the end, when Jack left to get some coffee and Rune
slipped into the bathroom, Tina left a scribbled note and went to find her son.


He’s out there. I want to be with him. I’m going to find
my baby.


They found her hours later, sitting behind a pipe in a small
basement room, her wrists cut and a smile on her face.


Maybe it was what Matthew had wanted.


Or maybe that was just what Rune needed to believe.











Chapter
Twenty-Nine


The world was full of grief and pain, but it was tempered by
love and joy and a deep-seated desire, by those who inhabited it, to survive.
Such was life.


And no matter what happened, it went on.


Alone, Rune forced herself to go to the graveyard in which
Amy was being buried, to stand at the edge and watch as a pathetically small
crowd of people said their final goodbyes to the girl.


Amy’s father looked up once, toward Rune, and she thought he
might have seen her. But then he looked down again.


Her eyes filling, Rune murmured a silent goodbye to the
little bite junkie and slipped away. She should have talked with Amy’s father. Should have.


And three days after Tina and Matthew’s deaths, Rune and Shiv
Crew attended the difficult double funeral. Rune walked away from the cemetery
in which Strad had laid his wife and child to rest, digging deep to find a
bright spot to latch on to. Anything to keep the darkness at
bay.


It couldn’t win, that darkness.


She’d been fighting it for too long to give up now.


Ellis found her a house.


“Not just any house,” he’d said, “but the house.”


It belonged to relatives of his, and the owner, a
thirty-something with a need for adventure, was eager to sell. Very eager.


The relatives were leaving the country and needed to show
her the house that day, so she picked up Ellis and headed to see it. She wasn’t
particular. She needed a place to live and it if even remotely suited her, she
was buying.


The only downside was its location.


“The Moor, Ellie? It’s like moving from a garden to the
wastelands.”


“I know. It’s perfect for you. You’ll see. I have a feeling
about this place. And you need to live where the neighbors won’t blink an eye
if you stumble home with a bullet wound and a pack of ghouls chasing you.”


“I see your point. Why did your cousins build there? That’s
a little weird.”


He grinned. “My cousins are a little weird.”


And Ellis still hadn’t turned. Despite the nagging worry,
she let herself believe that if he hadn’t turned by now, he wasn’t going to.


The house looked odd in the Moor. Most of the houses were
broken and old. Dark, mean, and ugly.


But her house was all clean lines and landscaped property.
It was only one level—no upstairs, no attic, no
basement—but that one level was nearly three thousand square feet of hardwood
floors and sunny rooms. It contained three bathrooms, one with a sunken tub
large enough to fit two big men at once—were she so
inclined to have them there.


It also had a fully functioning panic room. Living in the
Moor, one might find it handy. Not her, of course, she’d never hide from a
threat. She’d shoot a motherfucking threat.


There was furniture in the house, but not a lot. An enormous kitchen table, the appliances, a couch in the living
room. They owners were leaving them there.


Rune had a feeling there was more to the cousins packing up
and leaving the country in such a hurry, but no one was talking.


“I’ll take it,” she said.


And just like that, she had a house.


In the Moor.


Living in the Moor might not have been the smartest thing to
do, but it felt right. In a few days, it’d be her new home.


And Ellie hadn’t fucking turned.


There was her bright spot, her light of hope.


That night at the inn she stood naked before the full-length
door mirror and catalogued her scars.


She had no idea why some of them disappeared when she healed
and some of them lingered, but she was amassing a hell of a collection.


It was almost as though her body needed at least one memento
from all the shit she’d been through, all the battles she’d fought. Some lost,
some won. All of them changing her.


She sighed and turned from her reflection in the rickety
door mirror, grabbing her cell with something close to relief when it rang.


She no longer craved silence. Or solitude.


Yeah, she’d changed.


She glanced at the display. “Hey Z.”


“Hi, sweet thing. How’re you
doing?”


She hesitated. “I’m all right.” Restless,
anxious, unsettled…but all right.


He knew her, no matter what she said. “You need to work.”


“Always,” she answered. “What do we have?”


“Nothing tonight, Rune. I’m sorry.
I’m still at RISC. Elizabeth asked me to call you. There are a few things I
need to tell you.”


“Go.”


“First, RISC was contacted by a master vampire looking for a
city. He wants to apply for Spiritgrove. Elizabeth would like you to talk to
him.”


“Apply? Have we started handing out applications?”


She could almost hear him shrug. “It’s not a bad idea. The
bigger cities are being courted by vampires looking for a place to live. She
said he’s very courteous, this vampire, and because of the trouble we’ve had
with Llodra, is asking permission.”


“Bad news travels fast.”


“Yes. And he sounded desperate.”


“Did you find out what his circumstances were?”


“Vampires are the most secretive group on earth. But he did
tell her he’d been forced out of his coven by his former master. He and those
now under his command are looking to for a city to claim. He chose ours.”


She frowned. “I still don’t see the advantages for us,
bringing in another master.”


Llodra wasn’t even dead yet. But now that his children were
dead, Matthew was…gone, and RISC had no more questions for him, he wasn’t long
for the world.


Z hesitated. “I might see one.”


“Tell me.”


“I read that a couple cities have created centers for humans
who have been turned against their will and need some help dealing with it.
They’ve actually hired Others—vampires, wolves,
shifters—to teach the new Others. Parent them, in a way. You know what I’m
saying?”


Ellis.


“Yeah. I do.” She rubbed her temple,
thinking. It was a good idea. Some newly turned humans lost control, went nuts,
or simply lay down and died. They needed help getting through their first weeks
and especially that first night.


Centers for turned humans.


Times were changing.


“Okay, I’ll talk to this master.”


“Let Elizabeth know and she’ll hook you up. Now, the second thing.”


“Give it to me.”


“Emerson’s brain cancer is still there.”


“Good.” But her blood hadn’t healed him. She couldn’t heal everybody.
Even if she’d reached Matthew in time, she probably couldn’t have saved him.


She dug her nails into her bare thigh, concentrating on that
pain. It was better than the pain of Matthew and Tina.


Oh, Berserker.


“But,” Z continued, “he’s so
addicted to your blood he’s going crazy. They have him under suicide watch.
From the information I got, even the coldest of the guards are having a problem
watching him. They said they’ve never seen anyone suffer so much.”


Funny how that didn’t bring her any real satisfaction.
“Good,” she said again.


Lex and Strad were also addicted to her, but it appeared
there were varying degrees of addiction, just as she appeared to be able to
heal some people and not others.


Or maybe it was only Others that
she could heal. She sighed. “Everything is fucking complicated.”


“I figured you’d want to know.”


“Thanks. What else?”


“This is about work. The wolf alpha you fought when you
first came home—”


“Darius Elliot.”


“He’s asking for our help.”


She lifted an eyebrow. “Seriously?”


“Yeah. Some bad shit happening in
his county.”


“What’s going on?”


“I don’t know much. He told Elizabeth the Others
are being fucked with. All of them.”


“Dirty county. And they have yet to
come out of the Dark Ages.”


“That would be correct.”


“So what does he want us to do?”


“He said something about Others
going missing and that those who disobey—his word—are being sent to the Camp.”


Fuck. The Rock County Department of Other
Corrections—the Camp—was whispered about by outsiders who had heard the
stories. “We shouldn’t get involved.”


“He was terrified.”


“Still. Not up to us. We can’t do
it. Not our problem. Besides. We have no jurisdiction
over there.”


Z blew out a breath. “He believes COS may be connected.
And…” He hesitated, as though reluctant to tell her anything that might hurt
her. “He said a couple of kids were being hurt.”


Well son of a bitch. 


“Okay then,” she said. “I’ll talk to Elizabeth about lending
them a hand.”


She could almost feel his smile.


They were Shiv Crew. 


It’s what they did.


“What is RISC saying about Llodra, Z? Why are they keeping
him alive?”


“They’re keeping that to themselves. Elizabeth didn’t really
say—she just said he was being dealt with.”


As tired as she was of the violence, of the nearly constant
emotional agony, Rune wanted Llodra’s death. She wanted revenge.


He was hers to kill.


Let RISC keep him alive. The longer they kept him, the
better her chances of getting to him and taking what was hers. He had to die.


Maybe his madness would die with him.


Llodra had admitted to knowing that SCOS was going to take
Matthew. Little went on in the Other community he
didn’t know about. He’d used that knowledge to fuck with Rune. An amusing
little game that kept him occupied in his madness.


“There’s nothing going on tonight, Z? I need to do
something. I’m climbing the walls.”


Restlessness grew inside her like a malignancy. She needed
to do something. Something to make her not have time to think.


Maybe she just wanted an excuse not to read Amy’s emails.
She’d hidden that grief inside her and knew that someday it was going to mess
her up. But not right then. She couldn’t handle it.


“I’m sure we could find something. Want me to come pick you
up?” 


“Maybe. I—”


A knock on her door, insistent and hard, cut her off. “I’ll
call you back.” She hung up, hopping into a pair of jeans and pulling on a
T-shirt before going to the door.


She tapped her gun against her thigh. “Who is it?” The doors
of the inn had no fisheyes.


“It’s me.”


She leaned her forehead against the cool hardness of the
door, her heartbeat suddenly quick and unsteady. Fuck me.


“Rune.” His calm, determined voice
seeped through the wood. “Open the door. Let me in.”


She slid her hand to the doorknob, unsure, tempted. 


Don’t do it, Rune.


She opened the door.


“Hello, Berserker,” she said, and let him in. 
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