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Chapter
One


“You got me a present?”


Rune nudged the little envelope with a cautious finger. “The
perfect present for you, baby.”


“The perfect present would be the twins.” He paused, as
though afraid to ask the question that came next. “You heard from them?”


The hope in his voice made her close her eyes and curse
silently. “No. I’m sorry.”


He was quiet for a long moment. “What do you have for me?”


“Something to keep the vampires away. I’ll explain when I
see you.”


“That would be a good present,” he agreed, trying to sound
cheerful.


But she knew him. “I’m so sorry, Ellie.”


“It’s not your fault, Rune. And I know we’ll get them back.
I just wish we would hurry, before…”


Yeah.


Before.


“Get some rest, Rune. You have a lot of recovering to do.”


She sighed. He always worried about her, even though he was
going through his own hell. “I will.”


She clicked off, glanced at the door, then at the bed. But
pacing and worrying would achieve nothing.


So she undressed and climbed under the sheets.


Waiting.


For something. For someone.


She lay in the dark, her fingers touching the sharp, silver
shiv she’d slid under the edge of the mattress. Not that she’d need a blade
with the claws she possessed, but old habits died
hard, and she found comfort in the routine.


She waited.


Her heart fluttered uncertainly, beating rapidly enough to
hurt the recently healed stake wound scarring her chest.


She heard the click when the lock was picked, a tiny click
not as loud as the click her throat made when she swallowed.


She closed her eyes.


Kept them closed as he undressed, as he slid into the bed
beside her.


But she knew who he was. His scent was as intoxicating to
her as the smell of blood, as familiar as the scent of the individual crew
members.


“Berserker,” she whispered.


He pulled the sheet off her and skimmed his fingers over her
belly, her chest, her face.


“Yeah,” he murmured. “Berserker.”


She opened her eyes, catching the white gleam of his teeth
as he smiled down at her.


She forced herself to breathe. “I…”


“You were maybe expecting someone else?” His voice rumbled
in the darkness, covering her with silk and a dark, dark promise.


“No,” she said, gasping as he dipped his fingers between her
thighs. “Not really.”


Fingers still moving, slow and heavy, he leaned over and put
his lips against her cheek. “Let me do what I’m supposed to do.”


She couldn’t speak.


She arched her back, her breath catching in her throat.


“You don’t have to be afraid.” His breath was warm and moist
in her ear. “I’ve got you.”


He did.


God, he did.


She gazed into his glittering eyes, her desire building as he
effortlessly awakened her need. Her need for blood. For him. For sex.


And something more, something she had no name for.


She put her palm against his bicep, barely breathing. His
muscles bunched as he touched her, his fingers moving relentlessly.


She cried out, her grip tightening on his arm, tightening
enough to hurt him.


His expression didn’t change—he watched her, awareness in
his intense stare. He knew what he was doing to her.


Right then, at that second, she was his.


Just his.


And he knew that, as well.


She opened her mouth to reply, maybe, and he covered it with
his. He moved his lips, caressing hers, then slipped his tongue into her mouth.


He stroked her tongue with his, a whisper of a touch.


Nothing hurried, nothing tense.


And in her mind, there was only the berserker.


He overpowered the twins, her father, and COS. He even
forced away Z. He buried her worry for the blind Other who lay in the clinic,
tortured thoughts once again breaking the silence she’d found.


There was only the berserker.


He took his mouth from hers when she shivered.


“Rune.” His voice slid into the darkness the way his tongue
had slid into her mouth.


“Yeah?” The word left her in a breathless, strained rush.


“I wanted to say your name,” he told her. “You know I—”


She put her fingers over his lips. “Shhh.”


His lips moved as he pulled one of her fingers into his
mouth, and then, before she could say another word, he stopped being slow.
Stopped being gentle.


She gasped and suddenly didn’t care what he said. She
wouldn’t have heard him over the blood rushing through her ears.


Strad used his rough fingers to shove her over the edge, and
just as she fell, he forced her mouth against his throat.


He didn’t have to offer twice.


She dropped her fangs and struck, the rush of blood making
her orgasm harder, longer.


More.


She wrapped her arms and legs around him, clinging to his
hard, muscled body as he thrust into her.


And there in the darkness, cut off from the world and all
its trouble, they fed each other.


Much later, she lay wrapped in his arms and realized she’d
never felt more at peace than when she was with the berserker.


It was not a wholly comforting thought.


 


 











Chapter
Two


“She can feel them, I think,” Dr. Haas said. She leaned over
Lex and flashed her light into the Other’s eyes, as though that would tell her
something.


Rune figured it was habit. “If she can feel them, that might
mean they’re nearby.” She squeezed Lex’s hand. “Can you hear me, Lex?”


Raze leaned against the wall. His eyes were bloodshot, and
his face was stubbled with the coming day’s hint of a beard. It’d been his turn
to watch over Lex.


And even when it wasn’t his turn, he stayed away long enough
to grab a couple hours of sleep, and, when called upon, to work. Then he ran
back to Lex.


The strain of worrying about the twins along with Lex’s
unrelenting descent into a darkness they couldn’t chase away was showing. On
all of them.


Abruptly, Lex was back. Kind of.


She clutched at Rune’s hand, her grip desperate. “They’re in
the Moor.”


Raze strode to the bedside. “We checked the Moor.”


“In the Moor,” she repeated.


Her body quivered, but Rune couldn’t tell if she was
shivering or trying to vibrate. “Can you see anything else, Lex?”


But Lex was gone again.


“She’s not getting better,” Rune murmured.


“She’s worse,” Dr. Haas agreed. “You’ve fed her. I’ve done
everything I can think to do but—”


“She’ll get better once the twins are safe.” Raze’s voice
was hoarse. He didn’t look at anyone but Lex. “She’s going there.” He gestured.
“In her mind.”


Rune nodded. He was right.


“God knows where else she’s going,” the doctor said. “If
Karin Love is released—”


“Don’t say that name,” Rune told her.


None of them knew what was happening to Lex. But something
was, and it was something dark. Rune was terrified that eventually the girl
wouldn’t be able to find her way back to them.


“The Moor,” Rune said. “If Lex says the twins are in the
Moor, they’re in the Moor.” She caught Raze’s stare with her own. “We’re going
to have to look harder.”


He nodded. “You go. I’ll—”


Rune cut him off. “No. You’ll come with me. I’ll call Ellie
to sit with Lex.”


Raze needed to be out working or he was going to lose his
mind right along with Lex. He knew that.


His jaw knotted as he thought about it, and finally, he nodded.
“I’ll call him.”


The doctor followed Raze from the room. “I’ll check on her
often,” she threw back over her shoulder. “I’ll let you know if anything
changes.”


Rune hadn’t asked the doctor about Lex’s injuries. She wasn’t
sure she wanted to know. “Please get better,” she whispered.


“They’re in the Moor.”


But where in the Moor? Raze had been right. They’d torn the
Moor apart—had torn the county apart—searching for the twins.


They’d simply disappeared. Right along with COS.


But if they truly were in the Moor, someone there had to
know. And she was going to question every motherfucking one of them.


Lex began screaming, startling Rune so much she stumbled
back, sending the tray table into the wall. “Fuck!”


Raze ran into the room, his eyes wild, shivs in both hands.
“What?”


They strode to the bed where the blind Other continued to
scream. She didn’t thrash, didn’t move, just opened her mouth and screamed.


Not even the expression on her face changed.


Rune shuddered and grabbed Lex’s shoulders. “Lex, wake up,”
she yelled, but still, Lex screamed.


She didn’t even take a breath.


Dr. Haas ran into the room with a nurse, and pushed past
Raze. “What happened?”


“I don’t know. She just started screaming.”


“Lex,” the nurse said. “Alexis?”


Rune couldn’t bear the agony. Lex was in hell, and there was
nothing she could do about it. “Can you knock her out?” She wasn’t sure the
doctor would hear her whispered plea, but somehow, she did.


“I can try,” she replied, her voice grim.


And still Lex screamed.


It took ten minutes to get the girl drugged enough to stop
screaming. To Rune, it took an eternity.


When Lex was silent and still at last, limp beneath the
sheets, Rune grabbed Raze’s arm and they walked from the room. Neither one of
them could have stayed a second longer.


They waited in the hall for Ellis and before Rune had time
to stop trembling, he arrived. He took one look at her and pulled her into his
arms. “What happened?”


“Lex had an episode,” Raze said. “She…screamed.”


Ellis drew back but held onto Rune’s hand. “Why?”


But they had no answer for him.


Rune cleared her throat. “We’re going back to the Moor. Lex
said the twins were in the Moor.”


Ellis’s eyes widened. “They are?” He squeezed Rune’s
fingers, his voice heavy with hope. “They are?”


“She said so, baby.” But she hadn’t, really. She’d said they
were in the Moor. Whoever they were. Maybe the twins. Maybe fictional nightmare
creatures in her mind.


Ellie put a hand to his chest. “Then go get them.”


“We’re going to try,” she said. “If anything happens, call
my cell.”


“Yes, yes.” He shooed them away.
“Go find our boys.”


She called Strad once she was in her SUV, speeding down the
highway. “Lex says we should check the Moor. For the twins, I think. Or maybe
COS. I’m going there right now.”


“Alone?”


She sighed. “Raze is right behind me.”


“I’ll meet you there.” He hung up.


She woke Jack up. “We’re headed for the Moor. Lex is sure
that’s where we need to be.”


“Then we do.”


“I think so, too. Maybe the twins are in the Moor. But
where?”


“That’s the question.”


“Call Owen for me.”


“You got it. See you there.”


She realized she’d forgotten to give Ellis the fang. The
deadly, hideous fang. For him, it would be a lifesaver.


Llodra was dead, but Ellie wasn’t safe. Any vampire could
bite—and turn—him.


The fang Amy had given her, though, that would protect him
when Rune couldn’t. The little bite junkie had done much more for the crew than
they’d ever done for her.


Her cell rang, the display showing RISC. “Bill?”


“Rune, I need you to check out something in the Moor.”


“Then you’re in luck, because I’m almost there. What do you
have?”


“We got a report of a dead female Other. I need you to check
the scene for me.”


“What’s different about this death?”


“Obvious murder. She was tortured and nailed to the side of
the old abandoned slaughterhouse on Timber Road.”


She closed her eyes in a long, slow blink. “Who’s on the
scene?”


“Homicide detectives have come and gone. I was called once
they discovered the victim was Other.”


“Doer might be human.”


“Yes,” he agreed. “And if we find that to be true, River
County humans can take the case.”


“There won’t be much to take if I find the son of a bitch
first.”


“You know the rules, Rune.”


She knew. Didn’t mean she followed them. “I’ll call you when
I have something.”


She clicked off, then called Raze. “We’ll have to split up.
Rice wants me to check out an Other murder on Timber Road.”


“That’s in the Moor,” he replied.


“Yes. I’ll catch up with you after I’m finished. Let me know
if you find anything.”


“I will. Who do you want to take?”


“I’ll call Jack. You and the others concentrate on the
twins.”


If it was an Other against Other crime, she wouldn’t be
looked at too hard if the killer was put down during his capture. The Other
prisons were overflowing. But if she took out a human who’d killed
Others, she could find herself in very hot water.


If, of course, she was caught.


 


 











Chapter
Three


Daylight was appearing when she pulled up to the crime
scene. Yellow tape cordoned off the area, and three cars were parked neatly at
the side of the road.


She got out of her SUV and jumped the ditch separating the
road from the slaughterhouse. One of the people guarding the place walked to
meet her. He was one of RISC’s, a young guy with red hair and a tendency to
blush at the slightest provocation.


“Eric,” she greeted. “Any trouble?”


“Nope, but it’s early. The people of the Moor like to cause
trouble. I’m sure they’ll be showing up soon.”


She smiled back at him, but when she caught a glimpse of the
body hanging from the side of the building, she lost her affability. “Rice said
she’d been tortured.”


He dropped into place beside her as she strode to the
corpse, his voice grim. “Yes. The assholes worked her over pretty good.”


“You think there was more than one killer?”


He shrugged. “RISC is sending transport to take her in, so
we won’t know much until she’s examined. But I don’t see how one person could
have gotten her nailed up there like that. She’s a big woman.”


“A couple of strong men wouldn’t have had much trouble.”


“She’s a bird shifter.”


“Birds are scarce around here.”


“Scarcer, now,” he said.


She nodded a hello to the other two standing guard. They
were RISC cops named Shelly and Aaron.


“It’s bad,” Shelly said. “Whoever did this enjoyed the hell
out of it.”


Rune heard a vehicle arriving and watched with something
close to relief when Jack got out of his truck.


“Wow,” Shelly murmured, a gleam of admiration in her eyes.
It was understandable. Jack’s big, muscled body was crisscrossed with belts
holding his weapons, and the patch over his destroyed eye lent him an extra air
of danger.


His sexiness wasn’t subtle—it beat a woman over the head
until she could only gawk and, in Shelly’s case, forget to close her mouth.


Rune grinned, despite the horror awaiting her.


She waited until he was beside her before she went to
examine the body. The other three stayed put—they’d seen more than they’d ever
wanted to see already.


Rune stared up at the victim, clenching her fists so hard
her nails bloodied her palms. “God, Jack.”


“Somebody hates the Others,” he said, his voice hard and
disgusted.


“Somebody hates…” She gestured helplessly. “Somebody hates.”
If anyone understood hate, it was Rune.


The woman—the bird—hung messily from the wall. Her size was
intimidating, even in death. She was over six feet tall, and her long limbs
were muscled and thick. She’d have been a frightening adversary in life.


She’d been nailed to the building through several places,
including her wrists, her legs, and her feet. One of her enormous wings had
been ripped from her body when she’d been in her shifted form. It was nailed to
the wall beside her.


She’d been stabbed so many times her entire chest was one
raw, choppy wound.


Bloody bones and tendons, stripped of the meat that had once
clung to them, littered the ground below her.


Her eyes were open. Flat, staring eyes, missing the spark of
life. Despite that, the horror imprinted on her face was as stark and recognizable
as the smears of blood on her legs.


“Matheson used to—” Then Jack shut his mouth, avoiding her
stare.


“Strad used to what?”


He gestured at the woman. “He knows the birds. One of us
should call him.”


She remembered the fight at Hawthorne, when the berserker
had flown in on an enormous bird. Maybe this one.


Shit. “I’ll do it.”


He nodded. “Should I take her down?”


She pulled her cell from her pocket. “No. RISC is coming.
They’ll have to catalogue everything.”


He wasn’t going to argue.


“Strad,” she said, once the berserker answered. “I’m at a
crime scene on Timber Road. The old slaughterhouse.”


“You need me?”


She closed her eyes at his dark, smooth voice. “Yes.”


“I’ll be there in ten minutes.”


RISC beat Strad there by five minutes. Rune watched as they
began to photograph the scene and the body, then went to meet the berserker at
his truck.


He climbed out, automatically reaching for the long, silver
spear resting in its bed in the back of his truck. “What is it?” His gaze swept
her face.


She nodded at the slaughterhouse. “A woman was tortured and
murdered. I called you because Jack said you knew the birds.”


“The victim is a bird.”


“Yeah.”


He ran a hand over his face. “Fuck.”


She studied the ground, giving him a moment.


“What color is her hair?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


She looked up at him. “Light brown. Brown eyes. She’s over
six feet tall.”


He nodded, and there was a quick gleam of relief in his
eyes. He said nothing as they walked side by side to the building.


He stared up at the tortured woman, his face blank. The
berserker gave nothing away.


But she knew him.


She could feel the rage radiating from his huge body.


“Was she a friend?” she asked.


“No. Not really.” He took his cell from his pocket and
stepped away to make a phone call.


She heard him anyway.


“Cree,” he said. “Tell the scepters we found Lara. She’s
been murdered.” He gave her directions and then clicked off, pushing his phone
back into his pocket. He didn’t look at Rune.


And she had a bad feeling.


She put a hand to her stomach and watched him as he examined
the body. When she could stand the silence no longer, she spoke. “Berserker?”


But then an enormous form sped toward them, blocking out the
lightening sky.


Rune couldn’t help but gasp and step back at the sight. The
bird was huge and dark and scary as fuck, and she wasn’t sure it could halt its
insane speed before it crashed into the building.


Another bird, smaller but still huge, was behind it.


The world was suddenly full of the whoosh whooshing of
wings as more birds arrived.


Rune hadn’t been aware River County held so many of them,
but there they were.


Strad stood with his arms crossed and his feet apart,
watching them come. Something in his eyes made her stomach hurt a little more,
but she couldn’t figure out why.


What was freakier than the tortured, destroyed body nailed
to the wall? 


Something was. Something sure as hell was.


The arriving shifters weren’t just birds—they were eagles.
Golden eagles. At once majestic and intimidating, they glided and then flapped
their lethal wings, and every person in the town was surely staring into the
heavens with astonishment and wonder.


In the end, six of them dropped to the ground. Almost
immediately she had trouble drawing breath as the birds sucked all the oxygen
from the air.


It was as surreal an encounter as Rune had ever
experienced—not even with Damascus had she felt such awe.


As soon as they landed, they shifted to human form. Huge and
naked, all six were very nearly as intimidating in human form as they’d been in
bird form.


“Holy shit,” one of the RISC workers whispered.


The four males were all somewhat smaller than the two
females. Even the dead female on the side of the slaughterhouse was larger than
any of the male birds who’d gathered in a semicircle around the two females.


Muscles bunching over luminous, golden skin, the Others
walked to the berserker. The bird in the lead was a woman with long hair that
flashed golden one second and dark red the next.


“What color is her hair?”


She was nearly as tall as Strad and every part of her was
carved and defined. She faced him with an obvious familiarity in her eyes—eyes
that matched her hair. Golden, then flashing a strange reddish-brown.


After staring at him silently, she put her hands on his
shoulders and stood on her toes to kiss him, a quick, soft kiss that was almost
over before it had even started.


Rune dropped her fangs and shot out her claws, the sound
loud in the sudden, complete silence.


The berserker and the bird snapped their heads around to
look at her.


She had to forcefully rein in the black anger growing inside
her. She wanted to kill the bird. Kill it, cook it, and eat its fucking guts.


But more than that, she wanted to hurt the berserker.


Jack’s words and his hesitation were making more sense.


“Who the fuck are you?” she asked.


The bird put her hands on her bare hips and stared Rune
down. “I am Cree Stark. Who the fuck are you?”


Rune smiled, and her monster broke free. She forgot the dead
bird, forgot the watching RISC workers, forgot everything.


Her only thought was showing the bird just who the fuck she
was.


 


 











Chapter
Four


“Whoa, whoa,” Jack said, and planted himself between the two
females. “Back away, Rune. There’s a death here.” He glanced pointedly at Cree
Stark. “One of hers was murdered.”


Rune gave her head a hard shake.
He was right. She could feel heat climbing her cheeks and cursed herself
silently for her stupid show of…


Jealousy.


She retracted her claws and fangs.


It was the addiction that linked her to the berserker and
made her possessive. The blood and the bite made her crazy.


Yeah. Sure.


She stomped her monster back into hiding and took a deep
breath. Strad had stepped forward as Jack calmed her down.


The look on his face was both alarmed and proud.


Fucking berserker.


He wrapped his fingers around her arm but she avoided his
gaze and shook off his hand.


She knew one thing for sure. She did not like Cree Stark.
Her gut was telling her the stranger couldn’t be trusted, and Rune’s gut rarely
let her down.


Cree had begun to shift as soon as Rune went after her, but she
let the shift lapse and stood once again as a human. The other birds waited at
her back, not trying to calm her or interfere at all.


They were silent and unmoving, their flat, black eyes
darting with glossy impatience.


“You’ll have to go to RISC,” she told the bird. “My boss
will have some questions for you.”


“The birds handle bird business,” Cree said. “We don’t want
RISC involved.”


Rune shrugged. “Doesn’t matter what you want. We investigate
Other crime in River County. Go talk to Bill Rice.”


“And if I don’t?” Cree’s voice was cold and eager. She
wanted to fight—maybe as much as Rune did.


But Rune had been about to kill the bitch, so she really
couldn’t blame her for being unfriendly. “I’ll come find you. I’ll arrest you
and take you in by force.”


Cree’s lips parted in a smile. And from the sparkle in her
eyes, she was genuinely amused. “You don’t know a lot about the birds, do you?”


“Stop,” Strad said, quietly. He pointed at the sad, hanging body.
“Say your goodbyes to Lara. RISC will expect you before the day is out. Bring
Fin in with you.” He wasn’t asking.


Cree narrowed her eyes at him, but the berserker won the
ensuing staring contest and finally, she nodded. Then, with one last glare at Rune,
she strode to the murdered bird. The other birds swept along behind her like
silent shadows.


Two more cars pulled up. Rice had sent his own
investigators. Now that he’d taken total control of RISC, he was putting
everything he had into it.


And if they discovered who’d tortured the bird to death,
Rune and her crew would be sent after the son of a bitch.


“I’m not sure whether to be relieved or disappointed that
the birds don’t make an appearance more often,” Jack said, staring after the
departing birds.


“Rice has this covered,” Rune said. “Let’s go find the
twins.” She didn’t look at Strad.


She felt him though, walking like a big silent cat behind
her. She walked faster.


Once in her car she slammed the door shut and pulled out her
phone to report to Rice. Not that she had much to report.


As she talked, she watched the berserker in her rearview
mirror. He took his spear from its sheath on his back, then placed it carefully
into his truck.


With long, unhurried steps, he walked relentlessly toward
her.


“Fuck,” she said.


“Rune?” asked Rice. “What is it?”


“Nothing, Bill. If I get anything else, I’ll call.” She
clicked off and started her car. Before she could pull away, Strad opened the
passenger side door and climbed in.


“Fuck,” she said again.


Strad looked at her, one side of his mouth lifting in a
half-smile. “We should talk.”


“No. We really shouldn’t.”


“Rune—” His cell interrupted him. He cursed, then held it to
his ear. “Yeah.”


She stared through her windshield at the slaughterhouse but
didn’t actually see it. She was jealous of the berserker—not just jealous, but
territorial.


She didn’t like it. She didn’t like it at all.


He clicked off, opening his door as he stuffed the cell back
into his pocket. “Follow me.” He climbed from the SUV.


“What is it?”


He leaned down to peer at her through the open door. “One of
my sources. He saw Horner. Some members of COS are having a meeting right now.”


She almost couldn’t grasp what he was telling her. “Where?”


He smiled, and it sent chills down her spine. Chills of
fear. “In the Moor, sweetheart.”


Right where Lex had said. She hadn’t been talking about the
twins. She’d been talking about their abductors.


He slammed the door shut and jogged back to his truck.


Her heart beat almost impossibly fast, hard enough to hurt
the barely healed stake wound. She put a hand to her chest as she sped away
from the slaughterhouse, tailing the berserker.


Bach Horner was in their sights—and if they found Horner,
they’d find Levi and Denim.


 


 











Chapter
Five


Strad turned left at Hook Road and then made a sharp right
into a part of the Moor Rune wasn’t very familiar with. The road she followed
him down was rutted and unused, surrounded by bare trees and dry ditches full
of rubble.


The land was dotted with a few abandoned, rundown houses,
and she could see how COS might find the area an attractive hiding place.


Strad led her through half a mile of swampland that could
have been a scene from a horror movie, even with the sun shining.


Somewhere, maybe somewhere close, were the twins.


But if they were—if COS had stashed the guys somewhere in
the godforsaken Moor—then they’d made huge error.


Surely they’d known that eventually, Rune and the crew would
find them.


Which scared her a little.


They had a reason for staying in River County. That reason,
though, was a big fucking mystery.


She nearly rear-ended Strad when he abruptly stopped his
truck. He got out and motioned for her to do the same.


She left her SUV and eased a gun from its holster. “Where
are they?” She sniffed, catching a whiff of acrid smoke.


And something else.


“Blood,” she muttered.


“This way.” He unholstered both his guns. With COS, a person
couldn’t take chances.


In seconds she saw a thin, lazy line of smoke rising into
the air. “They’re meeting outdoors around a fucking bonfire?”


But no one was there.


Evidence of their grim party remained in the recently
smothered fire, fresh footprints, and litter.


A crudely constructed, bloody altar straddled the embers.
“Oh hell,” she whispered. Singed ropes lay in the ashes, and as she bent
forward to retrieve them, her fingers brushed the hardness of something lying
beneath them.


She scooped it up, showing it to Strad even as she fought
not to let it drop back to the ground in disgust. “An obsidian blade.”


He frowned. “What the hell were they doing?”


“Sacrifices? Maybe they’re trying to placate a spirit or a
demon.”


“Or trying to call one.”


They stared at each other for a long moment. “COS is fucking
with black magic,” she said. “Just what we need.”


He holstered his guns and crossed his arms. “Spiritgrove is
suitably named. This city arose from magic and death.”


“That explains why they’re hanging around here. Why they—”
She cut her words off as a horrifying thought occurred to her. “The twins. Holy
shit. They’re going to sacrifice the twins to…” She gestured at the dying fire.
“To call whatever the fuck entity they want control over.” Sacrifices and
demons were embroiled in their city’s origins.


He looked around the area with narrowed eyes. “We don’t know
what they were doing.”


“I need to talk to Gunnar.”


“Maybe he knows something,” he agreed.


“We found Lex easily, but twins are special. Twins are
magical. That would explain why they’re taking extra trouble to make sure we don’t
find them.” She clasped her trembling hands together. “And why they only tried
to make some cash off Lex. Lex wasn’t the one they really wanted. It was the
twins all along.”


“We need to get her to talk,” he said.


Rune nodded. “It’d be horrible, watching them, unable to
help them…” She shuddered.


“If she’s with them then she knows how we can find them. Why
isn’t she telling us?”


“She can’t. I don’t know why.”


He blew out a hard breath. “At least now we know why COS
isn’t leaving River County.”


“Why can’t we find them, Berserker?”


“We will.”


“The twins think COS still has Lex.”


“Yeah.”


As long as the twins believed Lex was in the hands of the
church, they’d be easier to control. She took a deep breath, then frowned.


“What is it?” Strad asked.


“I smell something.”


“What?”


She held up a hand. “Wait.” She closed her eyes, cleared her
mind, and inhaled. It was there, an elusive, barely familiar scent she couldn’t
quite grasp. But then, she recognized it. “Birds. I smell the birds.”


His stare sharpened. “The shifters?”


“Yes.”


They looked at each other across the altar. “The birds would
have nothing to do with COS,” he said, and there was no doubt in his voice.


But there was plenty of doubt in hers. “They were here.
Right here.” At least one of them had been.


“Just because you picked up their scent doesn’t mean—”


“You think I’m making it up because of your fucking friend?”


He lifted an eyebrow. “No.”


She crossed her arms, then turned away from him. “They were
here. And I’m going to find out why.”


“Rune.”


“What?”


He hesitated. “Don’t fuck with the birds.”


She turned on him, incredulous. “What did you say to me?”


He didn’t back down. “Don’t fuck with them.”


Her laugh was mocking. She hoped he couldn’t hear the tiny
thread of pain running through it. “I promise not to hurt them too badly,
Berserker. Unless I find out they’ve been keeping shit about the twins from me.
Then I’ll hurt them.”


He stared down at her, the first stirrings of anger
beginning to show in his vivid blue eyes. “I’m not afraid for them.”


She could only gape.


Finally, insulted beyond words, she turned and strode back
to her car, the obsidian blade lying in her jacket pocket with an insidious,
hateful weight.


 


 











Chapter
Six


Strad didn’t follow her out.


She figured he’d explore the area more thoroughly. COS
couldn’t have been gone long.


She called Rice. “Cree Stark, one of the birds, is coming in
to see you. I’d like you to call me when she gets there and keep her on ice
until I arrive.”


“Any special reason?”


“I want to hear what she has to say.”


“I’ll question her about the bird’s murder and will keep her
here as long as I can. The birds aren’t exactly a patient bunch.” He hung up.


She stopped next at her house—her new house in the Moor. She
didn’t get out of the car, just sat staring through the windshield. She was
sick of the inn. It was time to move into the new place.


Ellie had managed to have a bed delivered and set up, and
the previous owners had left a couple pieces of furniture.


Everything she had left after her previous house had been
torched would fit in her car. She was suddenly reluctant to move in, but
couldn’t have said why.


Somehow, it felt…lonely.


She glanced into her mirror when a car stopped behind her.
Owen got out and strolled toward her, his customary hat in place. His unhurried
movements and lanky, slender body hid the energy inside him, which exploded
during battles.


The cowboy was deceptive in a lot of ways.


He opened the passenger side door and climbed inside,
shooting her a smile. “Moving in soon?”


She forced herself to look away from him. Owen had a
stealthy, subtle sexuality that crept up on a woman, got her in a stranglehold,
and refused to let go.


There was something dark and enigmatic beneath his
cordiality. Something that beckoned her. Made her want to—


“Rune?”


She swallowed. “Yeah. I’ll move in soon. There’s a bed.
That’s all I need.”


Shit.


He grinned.


She cleared her throat. “Did you find something?”


“No. You?”


“Strad and I went to a place off Hook Road. COS had been
there. They’d built a fire, had a bloody altar…” She shook her head, her voice
tight with disgust. “Bastards killed someone there.”


“Some sort of ritualistic magic.”


“Knowing COS, they’re trying to call a bad motherfucker to
help them in their attempts to rule the world.”


“Or at least River County.”


“It’s a magical place.” Which reminded her—she needed to
talk to Gunnar the Ghoul.


“You think they’re going to sacrifice the twins.”


She lifted an eyebrow. “Well...yes.”


He nodded. “It makes sense.”


They both turned their heads as a car crawled down the
street behind them, its driver tapping the horn once in greeting.


Her breath caught.


Fucking Cruikshank.


She watched the car until it disappeared. When she finally
took her stare from it she found Owen studying her, his eyes shadowed beneath
the brim of his battered hat.


“The reporter,” he said, quietly.


She took in a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah.”


“Cruikshank, right? The man who follows you everywhere.”


Again, she nodded.


“What does he want, Rune?”


“I think he wants to die,” she muttered.


He said nothing, but his eyes narrowed the tiniest bit.


“Owen,” she said, unaware she was even going to ask, “what
did the berserker say? During your talk?”


He knew what she meant. He looked away, and when he looked
back at her his eyes held something dark. “He told me your body is your own and
if you want to fuck me, you’ll fuck me.”


He fell silent, but before she could prod him, he continued.
“He said he wouldn’t control himself if I hurt you. He needed to warn me ahead
of time that if I talked you into my bed, he and I would fight.” He shrugged.


She let out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding. “It
could have been worse.”


Owen smiled, but his stare was distant. “Then you weren’t
listening. You want to know what he said?”


“I said I did.”


“He said if you fucked me, or anyone, it’d tear him apart.
He said if you kissed someone else he’d hide away for a week with a few bottles
of whiskey. He said if you loved someone else his soul would die. That his rage
would overpower him and he’d kill the motherfucker who touched you, and he’d
make it hurt.”


He pushed his hair away from his face, then drummed his
fingers on his leg with an uneasiness she'd never seen in him before. “Strad
Matheson knows how to make it hurt.”


“You’re practically a fucking poet,” she mocked. She
couldn’t meet his gaze. Instead, she watched his mouth.


He didn’t smile.


She pushed a fist against her stake scar. “He didn’t say
that,” she finally whispered.


Owen’s stare was hard. “Yeah,” he said. “He did.”


The heavy silence was blessedly broken when her cell rang.
“Berserker,” she greeted, her voice cool. “Find something?”


“Where are you?”


“Sitting at the new house.”


“I didn’t find anything, but Cree is on her way to meet with
Rice. I’ll be at your house in two minutes.”


“Why?”


“You going to RISC to talk to Cree?”


“Fuck yes.”


“Then I’m following you in.” He hung up.


She glanced at Owen. “Strad is on his way here.”


He made no move to leave her car.


“Have you heard from Elizabeth today?” she asked, when he
said nothing.


“She’s complaining to anyone who’ll listen that she needs to
come home.”


“Soon. Owen, I’m—”


“No. No apologies. You didn’t know what Llodra would do.”


“Still,” she said. “I’m sorry.”


She rested her hand on the steering wheel and he reached
over to cover her fingers with his. He squeezed gently, and made no move to
withdraw when Strad pulled in behind them.


She slipped her hand from his and let down her window as the
berserker strode to her car. 


He leaned down to peer at her through her open window,
ignoring Owen.


“Ready?” he asked.


“You don’t need to stand over me like a fucking nanny,
Berserker. I can take care of myself, even with those feathered beaky
bastards.” Her words were sharper than she meant them. She swallowed, trying to
force away Owen’s words.


He lifted an eyebrow. “Humor me.”


She started her car. “See you later,” she told Owen.


“I’ll keep searching for the twins. I have a couple
acquaintances lined up to answer questions. If I get finished in time, I’ll
join you at RISC. I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting the birds.”


“Not sure you could call it a pleasure,” she grumbled. “Let
me know if your sources pan out.”


“I will.”


Rice called her as she was leaving her house. “I’m on my
way,” she told him.


She drove to RISC with Strad tailing her. Once they arrived,
she sat in her car, watching the berserker climb out of his truck and glance
her way.


She really didn’t like the birds. She was as reluctant to
see Cree again as she’d been to face Damascus, or very nearly.


Not out of fear, but something she wasn’t exactly familiar
with.


Cree Stark made her nervous.


 


 











Chapter
Seven


“You’ve met Rune Alexander, I believe,” Bill said to Cree,
when Rune walked in. “And you know Strad Matheson.”


Cree sprawled in a chair in Rice’s office, a male bird at
her side. The girl didn’t bother acknowledging Rune, but sent the berserker a
bored smile.


“Hey,” she said.


Strad gave her a nod, then shook the male bird’s hand.
“Fin.”


Fin glided to Rune. “I’m Fin Lynch. I’ve heard a lot about
you.” He shot a quick look at Cree.


“Nice to meet you,” Rune said. “I haven’t become acquainted
with the birds.”


Fin was around five feet eleven and slim, with light brown
hair that hung in soft waves below his chin. He used that hair to hide the
right side of his face which, from the glimpse she caught, appeared to be
covered with ridged scars and discolored skin.


He was cute as hell. He flashed a quick grin, his green eyes
bright and friendly. “We don’t come down from the nest often. And when we do,
it’s usually a quick trip.”


“Yeah,” Cree said. “And we’re not here now to socialize with
the humans.” She pointed her chin at Rune. “Or the monsters.”


Rune felt the slow burn of anger, but ignored Cree. “The
nest?” she asked Fin.


He nodded but took a step back, closer to Cree. Obviously he
wasn’t keen on pissing her off. Maybe she’d been the one to give him his scars.
“That’s what we call our land.”


Finally, Rune looked at Cree. “Were you or your birds in the
woods off Hook Road today?”


When she remained stubbornly silent, Fin spoke. “No, I don’t
think any of the birds were out of the nest, except for those who came to view
Lara this morning. But they were all back home when Cree and I left earlier.”


Rune transferred her stare to him.


He took another step back.


“But you weren’t with them this morning, so you can’t be
sure they didn’t make a stop on their way back to the nest.”


He shook his head. “Not really. But—”


“Zip it, Fin,” Cree said. “We don’t have to explain
ourselves to her.”


He surprised Rune by scowling at Cree. “And I don’t need you
speaking for me.”


“Rune,” Rice said, a spark of curiosity in his face,
“exactly what is this about?”


Both birds stared at Rune silently, Cree fidgeting in her
seat. She knew something, of course, but wasn’t going to tell them anything.


“I’ll catch you up later,” Rune replied. After the birds
are gone.


He nodded, but he was finished letting her question the
birds. Cree’s resentment was obvious, and Bill wasn’t going to fuck with the birds
if Rune didn’t have a hell of a reason. “I just have a couple more questions
for you, Ms. Stark,” he said.


“I’m not answering shit with her here,” Cree said.


Rice looked pointedly at Rune. “Excuse us, Rune.”


Cree smirked at Rune before looking at the berserker. “Strad
can stay.”


Strad took Rune’s arm. “Let’s go.”


He didn’t spare Cree so much as a glance.


Once they were in the hall, she grinned up at him. “She’s an
angry bird.”


He sighed and squeezed her arm gently. “She’s also
dangerous.”


“Have you met my monster?”


“One thing you should know about the birds. They don’t play
fair. They don’t fight fair.” He stopped walking and swung her around to
face him. “Don’t trust her, Rune. Don’t ever give her your back.”


Fear brushed her skin like a cold breeze, and that pissed
her off. “I can handle the fucking birds.”


“Be on your guard.” He shook her. “Promise me.”


“Okay, Berserker. Okay.”


He blew out a breath and released her.


She watched him for a long moment. “Tell me about the birds.
About Cree Stark.”


He began walking again, and she fell into place beside him.
He didn’t answer her until they were standing by her car. “They’re antisocial.
They make and follow their own rules. As long as they don’t interfere with
humans, they’re mostly left alone.”


“They have land on Spikemoss Mountain, I know. How many
birds up there?”


“Last check, fifty three.”


“That’s a lot of fucking birds.”


“And you wouldn’t know it. They keep to themselves. They
don’t socialize with humans.”


She gave him a sideways look. “Some of them don’t have a
problem with the humans.”


He grunted. His muscles bunched as he crossed his arms, his
eyes vivid and intense. Eyes that held secrets he wasn’t going to share with
her. “Are you okay?”


She knew what he meant. Her father, Z…those losses she
hadn’t yet dealt with. Wasn’t ready to deal with. “I’m okay.”


Her phone buzzed. “Ellie. How’s Lex?”


“She’s quiet. She hasn’t made a peep since you left.”


“Still out of it?”


“Yes. Maybe even more so. Bill wants me back at the office,
but he’s hired two private nurses to take turns sitting with her. She won’t be
alone even for a second. Is that okay?” He sounded anxious, torn, and tired.


She rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Of course it is, baby. I
wish you’d go home and get some rest.”


“I need to stay busy. You understand that.”


“Yes, I do.”


“I…I just have a bad feeling, Rune. About the twins. About
Levi.”


“We’ll find him. We’ll find both of them. I’m bringing them
back, Ellie.”


But she shuddered as the memory of Lex’s horrifying screams
echoed through her mind.


 


 











Chapter
Eight


The day of Z’s funeral came. The almost teasing warmth and
bright sun was in direct contrast to the cold darkness in her heart.


Spring was evident in the subtle scents of everything green
and flowery, of the birds’ renewed singing, and the hopeful expectation that
hung in the sweet air.


It had been a long, hard winter.


She’d spent the last two nights sleeping in her house in the
Moor, and it was starting to feel more like home. She didn’t miss the inn.


She stared into the mirror above her sink, but she didn’t
see herself.


She saw Z.


“God, Z.”


She wanted to ram her fists into the mirror, to shatter it
the way her heart had shattered. She didn’t, though. On this day, she’d control
her rage.


The sadness was mind-numbing. Consuming.


Feel the sadness, sweet thing. Then let it go. Let it go.


She closed her eyes and heard his voice as clearly as if he
were standing beside her, whispering into her ear. But she’d never let the
sadness go. She didn’t know how to.


Her stomach tightened into painful knots and she put a hand
to it, then let a sob escape.


She had to get through his burial and the night ahead. It
would hit her hard, and she wasn’t sure she was prepared for it.


Strad would help her.


The knock on the door startled her. It dragged her out of the
blackness into which she’d been headed, and she left the bathroom gratefully.


She’d become less willing to burn alone in her hell.


She opened the door, not bothering to ask who was on the
other side. She didn’t much care. She was a monster, and monsters could kick
ass.


Jack stood there, his hand raised to knock again.


He studied her, his face somber. Then, he stepped inside the
room and opened his arms. “Come here, sweetheart.”


“I’m okay.” But she started to shake.


He pulled her resisting body into his arms, murmuring
nonsense as he held her.


“I miss him so much,” she whispered, her cheek against his
chest. “I miss him so fucking much.”


His arms tightened. “We all do.”


“He’s never coming back. Z is never coming back.” She
was disbelieving, as the words she’d spoken became reality. “He’s really gone.”


“Yes.”


“I shouldn’t have let him go.”


“Rune. You know better.”


His own voice was full of tears, and she slid her arms
around him, squeezing tightly. “I’m so sorry.”


His breath stirred her hair. “We die, honey. It’s life.”


“No, Jack. I don’t die. Someday I’ll be without all
of you.”


“I know.”


How could a person bear to outlive all those she loved? It
was too much. The future was a grim place, and she didn’t want to live there.


She wouldn’t.


But that was the future, and right then, though she’d lost
her beloved Z, she still had the others.


She straightened and smiled up at him, smiled through the
bloody tears obscuring her vision. “Thank you.”


He returned her smile, wiping self-consciously at his damp
face. “For what?” His voice was hoarse and she cringed at the pain in his eye.


“I can deal with Z’s death, because I have you. I have all
of you. And that’s something to be thankful for.” She nodded, talking more to
herself than to him. “I’ll be okay.”


She would be.


She could live for now, secure in the knowledge that when
she lost them all, and the world was too dark, she would escape it.


And her future no longer looked so terrible.


“I have you,” she said, her voice soft but sure.


“Always, Rune.”


The service was quick, and she barely remembered it. She
remembered the shock, the quiet, the aloneness.


All of RISC was in attendance, and some of the human law
enforcement. She spoke to none of them.


Afterward, she stood at his grave, her crew protectively
around her, and watched as his casket was lowered into the earth.


“Goodbye, Z,” she said, softly, and the crew echoed her
farewell.


Then Z was gone.


But part of him would always be with her. And someday, she
would join him in death. That was her gift to herself.


She might have been born immortal, but no fucking one
could make her stay that way. She was in control of her life. She was in
control of her death.


And just that suddenly, standing there at Z’s grave, she
finally understood why she’d had to let Z go. “Holy…”


“What’s wrong?” Strad asked.


“I get it. I get it.” And somehow, she was free.


Just like that.


Deep inside her, the pressure, the unrelenting pressure she
hadn’t even been aware of, eased.


She leaned back against Strad and let herself feel the
peace. She would grieve, the way they all would.


And she’d deal with her grief the same way they did.


She’d grown, she’d changed, and…


Fuck Cruikshank and his temptations.


If she noticed a thin shred of doubt, she ignored it.


Fuck him.


 


 











Chapter
Nine


Afterward, Ellis followed her to the Moor to fetch his
present. She had no doubt he’d appreciate it. His worry over being bitten was
evident as he flinched away from every sudden movement, every imagined threat.


He was terrified.


Combined with the worry over the twins and the loss of Z,
the fear of vampires was becoming too much for him.


He’d withdrawn from her as well, as though he might be
turned if she touched him—and he didn’t even realize he was doing it.


But she did.


“I’ll make some coffee,” he said, and headed for her
kitchen.


She nodded and went into her bedroom to get the carefully
wrapped fang. She sure as hell didn’t want to touch the toxic tooth. Two days
earlier she’d had a thin but strong silver chain attached so he could wear it
around his neck.


She had a feeling that once he put it on, it was never
coming off.


When they sat at her table, coffee in hand, she gave him the
gift. She’d dropped the paper-wrapped fang into a larger box, covered it with
more paper, and tied it with twine. She really didn’t want to get too
close to it. “Here you go, Ellie,” she told him. “Your protection for when I’m
not there.”


He handled it gingerly. His hands shook the tiniest bit and
his eyes held an eager spark. He beamed at her, gave a mystified smile, then
went back to his present.


“I guess you thought I needed to work for this.” He
struggled with the twine until she fetched him a pair of scissors.


Finally, he poured the fang from its envelope and into his
palm. “Oh my. It’s a…it’s a tooth.”
He glanced at her. “Thank you. It’s lovely.”


She laughed. “It’s a fang.” She pushed back her chair and
stood, then walked casually a few feet away to lean against the sink. The fang
made her physically ill. “Put it on, baby. No vampire will get close to you as
long as you’re wearing that.”


He dropped the chain over his head and smiled up at her. “I
can’t believe it. I’m safe? I’m really safe?”


“I swear it.”


He caressed the fang as it lay against his chest. “But how
can you know for sure?”


She said nothing.


He glanced up at her silence, and finally, he understood.
“No,” he whispered. “Oh, Rune. No.” He started to pull the chain back over his
head.


“Ellis,” she said, gently. “Stop.”


“I won’t wear it if it means I can’t be near you,” he said,
just as gently. “You’re all I have.”


“Put it inside your shirt.”


He covered it immediately, then walked to her. “It’s okay
like this?”


She grabbed him to her in a hug. “It’s perfect. See? Nothing
to worry about. You’re not losing me or your protection. Now get out of
here. I have to check in with Rice.”


He held her hand against his cheek. “I don’t know where you
got this, and I don’t want to know. Just…thank you. Thank you. You’re always
saving me.”


“I’d do anything for you.”


At last, with shining eyes and a smile that was worth the
world, he left.


She groaned and leaned against the sink, her palm to her
stake scar. She ran her fingers over the small bulging blisters that had popped
up beneath her shirt and closed her eyes against the burning pain.


If the fang hadn’t been covered by his shirt, her top might
have burst into flames from the melting heat of her skin. That was an
improvement over holding the tooth against her bare skin, but it was still
painful.


She had no idea how to solve the problem, but she wasn’t
letting him toss away the one item that could guarantee him protection against
turning. She was part vampire. A full vampire would have more trouble with it
than she did, if Ellie wore it outside his shirt.


She hoped they’d never have to test it.


Because of Z’s funeral, Rice had told the crew to take the
day off. None of them had wanted to, and he understood. Work kept them from
thinking too much.


So when her phone rang and Rice was on the other end, she
wasn’t surprised.


“Rune, can you come in? I need to speak with you.”


“I’ll be there in half an hour.”


Twenty five minutes later she sat in the chair in front of
his desk. He avoided her stare by contemplating the obviously fascinating view
outside his window.


“I’m not going to like this, am I?” she asked.


He sighed and sat down. Still, he looked everywhere but at
her. “No. No, you’re not.”


She clenched her fists. “Tell me and get it over with.”


Maybe it was about the birds. Maybe Rice was firing Ellie.
Maybe Elizabeth wasn’t coming back to work, or wasn’t going to get Fie and
George.


Maybe he’d gotten bad news about the twins.


But it was none of those.


“River County is taking a new vampire master.”


Her mouth fell open. “What?”


He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “A master named Simon Kelic
petitioned for our city. I’m approving him.”


She shook her head, unable to believe what he was telling
her. “You’re allowing another master to come into our city. That’s what you’re
fucking telling me.”


“Yes.”


“Why would you do that after everything Llodra put us
through? Elizabeth is still in the hospital from the RISC massacre and
you’re telling me another master is coming.”


“Not all vampires are like Nicolas Llodra. He was mad.”


“Vampires are bloodsucking, murderous bastards.” And Ellie
would be distraught.


“I know it’ll be difficult for you to accept another master,
but it’s for the best. I’ve considered a few of the vampires who’ve petitioned
me, and I feel Kelic—”


“You work fast,” she interrupted. Again, she shook her head,
as though she could dislodge something caught in her brain. It didn’t work.
“Elizabeth will leave Spiritgrove.”


“No, she won’t. Every city has a master. It keeps our lives
balanced. If we can choose the best coven, we’ll stay in control.”


She laughed. “You’ve gone fucking nuts.”


He leaned forward, his lips thinning. “You need to
understand this—you are not in control of RISC. I am.”


“For now.”


“You want to replace me, Rune? Someday, maybe. Someday when
you have no need to fight or shoot or lead your crew in battle. My job is
paper. My job is politics and desks and speeches and overseeing employees.
Keeping the humans happy and trying to make sure they keep their noses out of
Other business. That’s my job. You want it?”


God, no. “You know I don’t.”


He leaned over his desk, his eyes dark. “Then shut the fuck
up about the vampires. I know what I’m doing. You do your job, and I’ll do
mine.”


She studied her folded hands. “I’m worried for Ellis.”


He settled back into his chair, blowing out a breath of
relief. “I was told you’d found some sort of amulet as protection against the
bite.”


“You really do work fast.”


“He’ll be okay, Rune. The world is full of vampires. We
can’t keep them out of River County. We need a master who’ll work with us. I
believe I’ve found one.”


“And I believe it’s going to come back to bite you in the
ass.” She lifted her palms before he could speak. “I can’t stop you. Bring him
in if you must. But I don’t think Elizabeth or Ellis are going to forgive you
anytime soon.”


“Simon spoke with Elizabeth before he petitioned. He wanted
her permission.”


“I don’t believe you. She’d never consent to another
master.”


“But she did. Elizabeth knows what’s best for the city.
She’s not going to let her personal…fears get in the way.” He gestured. “Call
her. Let her explain.”


But she knew he was telling the truth. Elizabeth had thought
creating a center for newly turned humans was a good idea. Rune had believed in
that idea herself, once upon a time.


She stood. “Unless you have a run for me, I’m going to call
Owen. He might have a lead on the twins.”


He looked at her for a long moment. “You should take some
time off. You’ve been through a lot lately.”


“I’m fine. I need to work.”


“Come back at sundown, please. I’d like you to meet the new
master. Give me your opinion.” His voice softened. “I don’t want to argue with
you. RISC needs you.”


Finally, she nodded. “I’ll be here.”


She meant to leave the room, to find and console Ellie, who
was surely devastated by the same news Rice had given her.


Before she could leave, Rice’s office phone buzzed. He held
up a finger indicating she should wait, and answered his phone.


He hung up a few seconds later. “Zombies in the street by
Toad’s and Butter’s. Six people in the bar started shooting them—one was bitten.
I’ll call your crew and—”


She was gone before he finished speaking.


 


 











Chapter
Ten


She was five minutes away from Toad’s and Butter’s when Rice
called.


“There’s a hostage situation in Spiritgrove,” he said. “A
recently turned shifter holding his estranged wife and two children in their
home. You want that or the zombies?”


She wasn’t in the mood to talk a shifter down. She needed
blood and guts and blades. Z would have been the one to send to the hostages,
but Z was gone. “Send Owen and Jack. Have Raze, Strad, and…” But Raze and Strad
were it. Everyone else was out of commission.


Or dead.


“I’ll have Ellis send Raze and Strad to you.” He clicked
off.


Raze was already there. As she drove down the street he
flashed his lights at her, and she parked behind him. “I was in the area,” he
told her, jumping from his truck. “And I’m ready to fight.”


“I hope there are enough of them to go around,” she replied,
as the berserker pulled up. She wasn’t good at sharing.


“The zombie problem is not going away,” Strad said as they
ran toward the fray.


“Take the guns from the humans first,” Rune told them.


The humans, with their carelessness and bloodlust, would
likely shoot the crew as casually as they shot the zombies. Rune doubted it
would be a mistake. A lot of the people of River County were ready to put down
the Others—all Others—and those who were close to them.


And that was thanks in part to COS.


The street in front of Toad’s and Butter’s was filled with
an angry mob and the sporadic sounds of gunfire.


Strad and Raze probably wouldn’t have heard the low moans of
the zombies, covered by the angry, fearful shouts of the humans.


But she heard them. Heard them, acknowledged the slight
empathy that blossomed inside her, then easily shoved it away. She was becoming
hardened to the cries of the hungry dead.


The humans didn’t want the crew interrupting their shooting
frenzy. As they spotted the three RISC fighters, two of them turned their guns
on the new arrivals.


Rune snarled and shot out her silver claws, the red haze of
rage clouding her mind.


“Rune,” Strad said. Maybe he’d meant to calm her, maybe he’d
simply meant to caution her to be careful.


But that was all she heard. Her monster took over, and she
went for the crowd. A bullet whizzed by her ear and she rammed the man holding
the gun just as the other man pulled his trigger.


She was on him before he realized she’d moved, absorbing his
screams as she knocked the gun from his hand and then kicked him in the face,
sending him flying.


Maybe he lived, maybe he didn’t. She didn’t care one way or
the other. Her mind was now on the battle and on the zombies. The other humans,
perhaps realizing the crew was more dangerous to their wellbeing than the
zombies were, scattered.


Most of them ran back inside to watch the ensuing battle
from the relative safety of the bar, and that was fine with her.


Strad had been right. The zombies weren’t going away.


They kept coming. More people got infected every day and the
infection was traveling to all parts of the world.


Zombie apocalypse on the horizon?


It was a distinct possibility.


But she’d made peace with her immortality—made peace with it
by taking control of it. Everything she’d been through was about as bad as it
got. She could handle the rest.


Even zombies taking over the world.


She’d fight as long as her crew fought.


She put down zombie after zombie, Raze and Strad’s gleeful
battle cries lifting her spirits even as she worried they’d be infected.


Spiritgrove police cruisers slid into the street, lights
flashing as they waited inside the cars for Shiv Crew to take care of the
infectious monsters.


Then the cops would tend to the injured people, the illegal
gun possessions, the drunk and disorderly, and whatever else the humans of the
Moor occupied them with.


The humans weren’t Rune’s problem—except for the one who’d
just been infected, and he was ended along with the other zombies.


Rune hoped no one else had been bitten, but wouldn’t have
bet on it.


In minutes the monsters were down, and Rune smiled at her
two men across the piles of rotting dead. “That was fun, but not much of a
challenge.”


“Get off our street or I’ll blow your brains out,” a man
called, his words slurred. He stood in the dark doorway of the bar, his friends
behind him. Other voices rose in a wave of agreement.


Strad waved the cops over. “Deal with your humans before we
do it for you.”


As though he wasn’t human.


Raze growled and wiped his blade on the shirt of a recently
made zombie. “Fucking humans,” he said.


Rune grinned.


But then something happened that gave all three of them
pause.


“We still love you, Shiv Crew,” a female yelled, and her
shout garnered a few supporters. They cheered the crew on, only stopping when
the haters decided to fight them about which group was right.


Rune sobered when she remembered what was waiting for them
at sundown. “Rice is bringing in a new master.”


They stared at her.


“I didn’t think it’d happen for a while,” Strad said.


She blew out a breath. “Me either. I’m worried about how
it’s going to make Ellie feel. And Elizabeth—”


“Alexander!”


She turned at the shout, watching as a young female cop
jogged toward her. “Yeah?”


“You need to come see this.”


Rune didn’t ask questions. She and her crew followed the
uniform. She’d find out soon enough what had gotten the cop so excited.


The woman led them around the side of the bar, where two
other policemen stood. They had two men on the ground in handcuffs, but they
ignored them, their attention on the building.


Rune knew what was waiting there. Somehow, she knew.


“Son of a bitch,” she said, as she joined the cops.


Nailed to the wall was the mutilated, bloody body of an
Other.


And mixing with the smell of blood and vomit and alcohol
was, once again, the sharp, unmistakable scent of birds.


 


 











Chapter
Eleven


“There were some differences between this killing and the
murder of the bird, Lara Book.”


Rune and the crew sat around the long table in the
conference room, listening to Bill Rice. “What differences?” Rune asked. She
took a sip of the hot coffee Jack handed her.


“They were both murdered and nailed to the exterior wall of
buildings in the Moor,” Rice said. “They were both Others. But Lara was
tortured.”


Strad frowned. “The shifter was ripped to pieces. You’re
saying he wasn’t tortured?”


“The shifter’s wounds were inflicted postmortem,” Rice said.
“We think he died before the killer was finished with him.” He shrugged. “So he
went on torturing the body.”


“What was the cause of death?” Rune asked.


“Blow to the back of the head with a blunt object.”


“So the doer got carried away and hit the victim a little
too hard?”


Rice nodded. “I think so.” He took a drink of his own
coffee. “There were other differences and a couple of similarities that may or
may not be significant. The male victim was rumored to be a rapist. He only
raped Others though, so the humans didn’t care and the Others never had any
real evidence.”


“Lara Book wasn’t a criminal,” Strad said.


“Exactly.” Rice nodded and set his mug down gently. “Another
difference. And one was male, one female.”


Rune sighed. “And the other similarities?”


“Both were nailed to a building in the Moor.”


“And something else,” Rune said.


Rice’s stare sharpened. “Yes?”


“There was the distinct scent of birds at both scenes. I
also caught the same scent out on Hook Road when Strad and I were checking out
a reported sighting of COS.”


No one said anything for a long moment, then Rice nodded
slowly. “The first victim was a bird, so of course you caught her scent. As for
the other two places…you think the birds are involved in the murders?”


“Maybe.”


“You’re wrong,” Strad said. “I told you I don’t want you
fucking with the birds.”


A quick spark of anger shot through her. She clenched her
fists and glared at him. “I lead this crew, Berserker. You need to get that
into your brain before Shiv Crew is suddenly short another member.”


He leaned across the table, his stare hard. His voice was
harder. “I know the birds. You don’t. They don’t murder their own.”


“Everybody is capable of killing their own,” she replied.
“The birds can do it just like the humans. Just like the other groups.”


“Not the birds,” he said. “Murdering one of their own is
punishable by banishment. To the birds, exile is worse than death.” His voice
was grim. “Much worse. Killing one of their own is the only taboo the birds
have, and they can barely bring themselves to speak of it.”


“The birds fight and kill each other when they challenge a
scepter,” Owen said.


The berserker glared at him. “That’s not murder. That’s a
fair fight to the death for a position of power.”


The scepters were the leaders of the nest. Owen had told her
there were seven of them, various ages. Once they won their spot they ruled
absolutely. The only way for a scepter to lose his or her spot was if they were
challenged by another bird and lost the ensuing fight.


Those challenges were a way for the birds to kill their own
without it being considered murder.


Yeah. Everyone was capable of killing their own.


Owen shrugged. “So the birds do kill each other.”


“They don’t secretly torture and murder their own,” Strad
said. “I’m not saying it’s logical. I’m saying that’s how they operate.”


Rune folded her arms. “The birds are involved. Maybe they
didn’t kill the two Others, but they know something about the deaths.”


“Just because you got a whiff of birds doesn’t mean
anything, Rune. The birds are everywhere.”


“I know you have a history with the feathered fucks, but
you’ve never let history cloud your judgment before.” She very nearly forgot
anyone else was in the room. The berserker was pushing her buttons, and the
anger was overwhelming. “You fucked her, didn’t you?”


She wanted to snatch the words back before they were out of
her mouth. Fuck me. Fuck. She closed her eyes in the silence, realizing
that her feelings for the berserker had turned her into something of an
emotional idiot.


And she didn’t like it.


Strad was watching her when she opened her eyes, and he saw
something there he didn’t like.


“Rune,” he said. “Don’t.”


Those in the room looked everywhere but at her. Except for
Ellie. He left his chair and hurried to her. He stood behind her, his hands on
her shoulders. “Leave her alone,” he said, as though they were bothering her.


She stiffened immediately as Ellie gave her a quick hug from
behind and the fang pressed against the back of her head. He kept it inside his
shirt, but the fabric was too thin to fully protect her from its effects.


She leaned gently away from him. “Guys. I apologize. I
realize I’m behaving like a…” She shook her head, unable to find the right
word. She reached up to squeeze Ellie’s hands when he rested them once more on
her shoulders. “Bill, I’d like to go to Spikemoss Mountain and question the
birds.” She didn’t look at Strad but heard him blow out a tired breath.


“I’ll go with her,” he said.


Finally, she looked at him. “No. You’re too close to the
birds and can’t be objective.”


He smiled, but it was not a nice smile. “I will go with
you.”


Bill cleared his throat. “Not yet, Rune. I don’t want to
antagonize the scepters when we have nothing more to go on than your sense of
smell.”


 “Then what do you think we should do, Rice? Wait for
the killer to nail another body to a fucking wall?”


“We have to tread carefully with the birds. They live in
their own world. They don’t cause trouble for the humans or the rest of the
Others. They maintain their own law and order. If we change that, we’ll have to
have an extremely good reason to make it worth the trouble that will follow.”


She snorted and sat back in her chair. “There aren’t that
many of them, Bill. And even if there were…they might think they live in
their own world, but they don’t. They live in this world with the rest of us.”


He said nothing.


She shook her head, mystified. “Are you that afraid of them?
I haven’t seen you back down from any group. You’re going to back down from the
birds?”


“You don’t understand.” Bill’s voice was firm but he darted
his eyes, as though unable to find a place to settle his gaze, and his face
reddened.


“No, she doesn’t,” Strad said.


Bill stood. “You need to make her understand.” He started to
stride from the room, but at the door he stopped and turned back. He pointed at
Rune. “Stay away from the fucking birds.”


For a moment she was too stunned to speak. “What the hell is
going on here? I’ve faced Damascus and mad vampires and a fucking bomb
that nearly destroyed me.” She stared at Strad. “You expect me to believe the
birds are more badass than that?”


He stood. “Yes, Rune. That’s exactly what I expect you to
believe.”


 


 











Chapter
Twelve


She held up her hands. “Well, I’m terribly sorry, but that’s
a ridiculous fucking notion.” She looked around at her crew. “Do any of you
know anything about the birds?”


“Only what I told you,” Owen said.


Jack shook his head. “I never felt they were a threat.”


“They keep their secrets,” Ellis said.


Raze stood. “I’m going to call the clinic and check on Lex.”


“If the birds are so mean,” Rune asked, “how did one of them
manage to get tortured and nailed to a wall?”


“I don’t know,” Strad replied.


She stared up at him. “I don’t believe you.”


He softened his voice, despite his obvious and lingering
anger. “I don’t know, Rune.”


“Then why the hell won’t you consider that they know
something about what’s going on with the twins?”


“Because I know them. The scepters won’t keep secrets for
COS.”


For a second, the bleakness overwhelmed her. She wanted life
to go back to the way it was. The crew had taken too many hits.


“You look better.” Ellie pulled her away from Strad,
his gaze going to her growing hair. It hung past her shoulders. Only the ends
remained white as the natural black chased away the snowy color. “How do you
feel? Physically, I mean.”


“I’m fine, baby.” She allowed him to distract her. “I’m
worried about you.”


“Don’t. I’m stronger than people believe.”


“No one knows that better than I do.”


He leaned forward to kiss her cheek. “So stop worrying. I’ll
be okay. We all will.”


“Yeah.”


Raze came back into the room, his cell in his hand. His eyes
were a little too wide. “Lex wants to see you.”


Rune’s heart jumped. “She’s alert?”


“Yes. She is. Let’s go.”


She drove to the clinic with Raze riding her ass, breaking
every speed limit posted. Lex had come back to them. Maybe not for long, but
right then, she was back.


When Rune and Raze arrived at the clinic, they leaped from
their cars.


And just as suddenly, they froze.


Lex waited for them, her hands clasped behind her back. She
wore a hospital gown and a pair of socks, and her wild, black hair lay in sad
tangles around her shoulders.


Her eyes danced, and best of all, her body vibrated.


Lex was back.


“Hello,” she said.


Rune put a hand to her stomach and looked at Raze. “Is she…”


Real, she’d started to say.


Lex laughed. “I’m here. I’m…okay.” She gestured at the two
nurses hovering near her, one of whom rested her hands on the back of a
wheelchair. “It wasn’t easy convincing them to let me come outside, but I had
to have the air. I had to have the sun on my face.”


Rune and Raze walked cautiously toward her. Rune wanted to
run to her, to snatch the girl into her arms, but she was afraid. “Lex?” she
asked.


Raze hung back, and when Rune glanced at him, she saw an
unfamiliar shyness in his face. Raze was more afraid than she was. And maybe
not of the same things.


Lex put her hands on her hips and raised an eyebrow. “Will
you two stop acting like I’m a mirage and get the fuck over here? I need a
hug.”


That was all Rune needed to hear. She rushed to the blind
Other and yanked her into a crushing hug. “Lex, how?”


Lex appeared calm. Too calm. “I was with the twins. I was
right there with my Levi and Denim until I couldn’t be any longer. Then I had
to come back.”


“Lex,” Raze said, still a good six feet away, “where are
they?”


“I don’t know,” Lex whispered, and her too thin body
shivered. “I don’t know.”


Rune closed her eyes in a long, slow blink. “Do you feel
like telling us everything you saw?” She wouldn’t have been too disappointed
had Lex said no.


“Yes,” Lex said. “It’s all I can do.” She took a deep breath
and then swayed, a hand to her chest.


“You,” Raze said, pointing at the nurse with the chair.
“Bring it here.”


Lex didn’t argue, and gingerly lowered herself into the
wheelchair when the nurse had it behind her. “Some privacy,” she said, and the
nurses walked away.


The girl was different. Older. Sadder. The shadows from her
horrible past still lived inside her eyes, but they were even deeper. Darker.
She turned her face to Raze. “Don’t be afraid of me now.”


He swallowed, shifted from foot to foot, and finally crossed
his huge arms. His shivs and guns gleamed against the black of his clothes, and
his dark red hair shone like threads of gold in the sun.


“You’re such a beautiful man,” Lex continued, when he said
nothing. “In every way. Thank you for helping take care of me. Thank you for…”
She paused and turned her face from him, a blush climbing her cheeks. “For
caring.”


“I…” Raze cleared his throat, squinted at Rune, then at the
sky, then pursed his lips and said no more.


Rune took pity on both of them. “Do you want to talk out
here, Lex?”


“Yes,” Lex answered. “I want to stay in the sun forever. I
was in the dark for so long. Where the twins are…” She put the back of her hand
against her mouth, but still a sob escaped. “It’s so hopeless and cold. The
pain is so red. Oh.” She stuffed her fist against her lips, holding up her
other hand when Raze started toward her.


So he and Rune stood silent and agonized, waiting for the
little Other to regain control. Rune shuddered uncontrollably, feeling Lex’s
pain, and fearing what the girl was about to tell her.


Lex lowered her hand. “Do you remember the twins,” she
cried. “Do you remember them?”


“Of course we do, baby. Of course we do.”


“They’re not like that now. Now they’re shattered. They’re
broken.” She bent forward in her chair, clutching at her midsection. “Oh God,
they’re broken.”


Rune threw herself to the ground at Lex’s feet and wrapped her
arms around the girl’s legs. “Help me find them. Help me save them.”


“They’re…” Lex shook her head. “They’re somewhere close. The
twins are together. Sometimes they are not.” She reached a shaky hand out and
ran it over Rune’s hair. “I can tell you what’s being done to them. It’s hard
to explain but I was there, in some way. I felt…sometimes I felt their
emptiness. I had to come back when I was afraid one more second would trap me
forever. They didn’t know I was with them,” she cried. “They couldn’t feel me
and I can’t tell you where they are.” She swallowed hard and her vibrations
became so hard the chair shook. “I couldn’t do anything.”


“Lex,” Rune said. “What does COS want with them?”


“They want to hurt them. But soon, they want to kill them.”


“Sacrifice,” Rune murmured.


Lex didn’t look surprised. “Yes.”


“Why?”


“To call a demon. I remember talk of demons when I was a
child in the church. My mother was trying to find a way to be possessed by one.
I think they found a way. And even if my mother isn’t freed, the slayers will
try to carry the demon to her—I don’t know how. If that happens, Karin Love
will be unstoppable.”


Rune leaned her head against Lex’s knees. “Oh, God.” Karin
Love a demon? Who could take down a demon? No one she’d ever heard of. “When, Lex?”


“The next new moon.” She gave a confused frown. “I think.
Everything is fuzzy. I don’t see like you do, but I heard someone
talking about the new moon. The voices are all jumbled.” She pushed her fingers
against her eyelids. “It hurts to try to make sense of it. I could be wrong.
But I heard new moon. I know I did.”


“Ten days,” Rune said. “It makes sense. The new moon is
often used for ritualistic magic.”


“Why,” Raze asked, stepping closer with a hesitancy not like
him, “must it be our twins? Why haven’t they sacrificed other twins?”


“They have,” Lex answered, continuing to stroke Rune’s hair,
“but the other twins weren’t powerful enough to call even smaller spirits. They
were not magical enough. Levi and Denim are…” She shook her head, looking for
the right word. “Mighty.”


“Tell us everything you heard,” Rune said. She took a deep
breath before continuing. “And everything you saw. In there somewhere are hints
we can use to find them.”


“And they’re alive,” Raze said. “They’re alive.”


But once again, Lex’s eyes overflowed with heartbroken
tears. “They’d be better off dead,” she said, her voice breaking. “No one
should have to bear what is being forced on them.”


Rune stood. “You bore the bad stuff. Our twins can bear it.”
She squeezed Lex’s hand. “They are mighty.”


“Like me,” Lex whispered. And through her tears, she smiled.
“It’s time to get them back.”


Raze spoke into his phone, calling in the crew.


It was time.


 


 











Chapter
Thirteen


By the time Lex finished talking, the sun had gone down.


The crew looked at each other with haunted eyes, their faces
pale, their minds frozen with shock.


She’d given them a horror story.


A story of torture, pain, control. Black despair and torment
and fear.


The sadistic members of COS weren’t happy with merely
torturing the twins physically. They wanted to see them cry, to hear them beg,
to humiliate them. To break them.


“Are they really broken, Lex?” Ellis asked. He stood off to
the side, alone, holding up his palm when one of the crew got too close to him.


“I think so,” she told him, her voice mournful. “Maybe.”


He worked his mouth, trying to speak, but no words would
come.


“Levi loves you,” she said.


Ellis bent forward, sobbing. “Levi,” he cried. “Levi.”


Rune strode to him and pulled him into her arms. She
embraced him and she embraced the pain from the covered fang. Right then, she
needed the pain to keep her mind from exploding.


“He saw me,” he said, his voice thick. “Levi saw me.”


“I see you, baby,” she whispered, but knew it wasn’t enough.
And maybe none of them believed they’d get the twins back, but not one of them
would stop trying.


“There has to be something,” Strad said.


Rune glanced at him. His eyes were full of murder. Before
Lex had finished speaking, he’d reached for his spear, his face blank. She
recognized the killing rage with which he held his favorite weapon.


Yes, there had to be something. Some clue, something they
were missing, that would lead them to the twins.


But if so, they weren’t finding it in Lex’s grim account.
She’d felt emotions. Pain, fear, horror. She’d heard words. Mostly she’d been
somehow inside the twins, had felt what they felt, but there was no way to know
where they were.


COS was hiding, and they were hiding well.


“They could be anywhere,” Owen said. “COS could have them in
a basement in the city, or underground in Hawthorne Forest.”


Rune closed her eyes against the burning pain of the
insidious fang and flinched the tiniest bit from Ellie’s body. When she opened
her eyes, the berserker watched her.


Ellis gently extracted himself and turned his back to wipe
his wet face. “Why can’t we find them?”


“COS had a long time to prepare for this,” Jack said.


“They may not be keeping them in River County,” Raze told
them. “On the night of the new moon, they’ll bring the twins back for the
ritual.”


Rune shook her head. “They’re close.”


Lex agreed. “I couldn’t have found them if they’d been far.
They’re here.” She made a fist and hit her leg. “They’re here.”


“Strad,” Rune said. “Ask the birds. I feel it in my gut.
They know something. Maybe they saw COS on Hook Road. They know something.”


“Any little bit of information can help.” Ellis stared up at
Strad. “Please. Please.”


The berserker’s sharp gaze softened as he looked from Rune
to Ellis. “I’ll talk to them. If the scepters know anything, they’ll tell me.
But they don’t.”


For whatever reason, Strad had no doubt.


Ellis took Strad’s hand. “Thank you. Now help me understand.
Why would a man deliberately torment another person? It can’t just be hatred,
can it?” He peered around at the crew. “COS…they’re people. They were once
children. All of them have brothers or sons or fathers. What makes them want so
badly to hurt another man?”


But the crew had no answers for him.


At least none that would satisfy him or make him understand.
Such brutality would always be beyond Ellis’s comprehension.


He was too good, too pure, to understand the monsters
that lived inside the dark corners of one’s mind.


Rune understood them, though, and she shook with dread and
fear.


No matter when they found the twins, the boys were not
coming out of there the same as when they went in.


If they came out at all.


Stop it. We will save them.


Only what if they didn’t?


Strad handed Ellis off to her. “I’ll contact you after I’ve
talked with the birds.”


“I’ll come with you.”


He shook his head. “If I take you up there, they won’t tell
me anything.” He smiled. “And we’d probably have a full scale battle on our
hands.”


She nodded, then gave him a weak smile. “Don’t look so
shocked, Berserker. I know it’s not a good idea for me to go to Spikemoss
Mountain.”


“I’m used to you arguing,” he said, and leaned down to kiss
her forehead. “I’ll call you as soon as I can.”


“Be careful.”


“Always.”


“Strad,” Lex called.


He went immediately to her side and knelt down beside her
chair.


Her expression was somber, her face gleaming beneath the
tall pole lights. “I need some of your rage.”


He inclined his head. His long, black hair streaked over his
shoulders and down his back, and for an instant Rune had the almost
uncontrollable urge to go to him, wrap her arms around his huge, kneeling body
and hold him.


But she was Rune, and she stood silent and still and did not
move.


“If I could,” Strad said, “I would give it all to you.”


Lex smiled, very slightly, a tired, sad smile that was not
really a smile at all. “It would kill me, Berserker.”


Rune smiled when Lex used her name for Strad.


“What can I do?” he asked.


“Let me touch you.”


He took her hand and put it on his wrist.


The others watched. Rune barely breathed as she waited,
aware something different was about to happen.


Lex wrapped her fingers around the berserker’s wrist and
closed her eyes.


He stiffened, his breath leaving him in a soft grunt. He
looked poised for flight. But in the end he stayed where he was and let Lex do
what she needed to do.


Lex opened her eyes, and even in the relative darkness, Rune
could see a difference. The dullness had been replaced by the spark that had
gone missing the day COS had taken her.


She reached for Rune. “Now you.”


Rune knelt on her other side, mystified as she caught
Strad’s gaze. She gave Lex her arm. “Whatever you need.”


Lex wrapped her fingers around Rune’s arm in a grip tight
enough to hurt. Connected by their addictions and their blood, the three of
them…fed.


Rune stiffened, moaning as a rush of power roared through
her.


“Shit,” someone whispered.


She thought it might have been Owen, and for a brief second
she needed to include him, to include all her crew in the wonder, the bliss,
the protection.


But then, she didn’t think at all.


Just felt.


Blindly, she reached out a hand and when the berserker took
it, something changed. Something completed, shifted, and became…


Right.


They fed from the energy. From the power.


When the zings of power faded, she found Jack leaning over
her, his hand out.


He helped her to her feet, and she shook off the feeling of
cat-like laziness that had overtaken her. She wanted to writhe on the ground
and purr in contentment. But at the same time, she was so full of energy she
could barely stand still.


“You were glowing,” Jack said, a hint of envy in his voice.
“You all were. Or,” he hesitated, shaking his head in confusion, “whatever
surrounded you three was glowing.”


“A circle,” Lex said.


“I don’t know what just happened,” Rune said. “But it was
amazing. I feel almost complete.”


Almost, because still, something was missing.


Strad nodded. “Yeah.”


Lex climbed out of her chair, shoving away the helping hand
Raze offered her. “I’m good now. I’m better than normal. Physically, at least.
When we get the twins, I’ll be perfect.”


Rune shot out her silver claws, because she was unable to
contain them. There was simply too much energy. “I need a battle.”


“There’s a battle coming,” Lex said, her voice grim. She
vibrated forcefully, and then the vibrations became so fast it appeared as
though her body was still. But the crew knew it was not. Her eyes were dancing
crazily.


Lex was right. She was better.


Ellis put his arm around her. “I’m so glad you’re okay,
Lex.” But inside his eyes lurked desperate questions.


“They’re alive, sweet Ellie,” Lex said. “I have no other
answers.”


He nodded and let go of her, his fingers going to the slight
bulge of the hidden fang. “I wish I could fight. All I can do is watch as the
rest of you save the world.”


“Ellie,” Rune said, softly. “You know better. The crew works
because of you.”


He pursed his lips, then sighed. “I don’t want to whine. I
want to matter.”


“As if you don’t,” Raze said, glaring. “You’re the center of
the crew. You hold us together. You’re the…”


“Touchstone,” Rune said. There was no doubt in her mind.
Without Ellis, the crew would be different. Less. As would the world.


“Touchstone,” Lex echoed. “Yes.”


And just that abruptly, as gooseflesh erupted on her skin,
Rune realized what was missing. “We should have included them all in that
circle.”


“And we will,” Strad said.


“Yes. Let’s get our twins. The crew is incomplete.”


“Somebody give me a blade,” Lex said.


Raze grinned. He slid a blade from its sheath, and without
hesitating, threw it.


And though she knew what Lex was capable of, Rune tensed.


Lex snatched the blade from the air. “Now,” she said. “I’m
ready.”


Even the billowy hospital gown couldn’t take away from the
blind Other’s confidence, her strength, her badassery.


Rune high-fived her. “Damn right.”


And the dark, cold winter fled as the bright beginnings of
spring assumed command.


 


 











Chapter
Fourteen


“Raze wanted to know what happened to me,” Lex told Rune
later, as they headed to RISC to meet the new master.


Rune glanced at the girl. “Yeah?”


“I didn’t tell him anything.”


“He can handle it, Lex. If you decide to talk.”


“Maybe,” Lex said. “I know he has a thing for me. Or he
thinks he does. But he doesn’t know what he’d be in for.”


“Yes, he does. He does know.”


“Maybe,” Lex repeated, and finished the ride staring out her
window, silent.


When Rune pulled into the RISC parking lot, she sat for a
long moment watching Lex. “Are you okay?”


“I’m better than I was before I fed from you.” Lex turned
her face toward Rune and offered her a quick smile. “My body is nearly healed.”


“Nearly?”


But Lex wasn’t ready to talk about it, and it was with
shameful relief that Rune acknowledged that. She wasn’t exactly eager to hear
about Lex’s torment.


“I discovered,” Lex said as they walked to the building, “I
can survive anything that happens to me. I can even handle what the twins are
going through.”


“But?” Rune opened the door.


“I don’t think I can survive losing them. I don’t think I
can.”


“You can,” Rune said. “You won’t want to. But,” she added,
unable not to, “we’ll find the twins. Alive.”


“Not if we don’t hurry,” Lex said, her blunt honesty almost
too much for Rune.


Ten days. They had ten days before the church killed the
twins. And that wasn’t a hell of a lot of time.


When she walked into the conference room with Lex, she
didn’t automatically seek out the vampire master.


Someone else held her immediate attention.


“Elizabeth.” She was a little surprised by how happy she was
to see the woman. “I didn’t know you’d be here.”


Elizabeth Peel still wasn’t healthy, but she no longer
looked like she was about to kiss the grim reaper. She sported half-moons under
her eyes, stark against the pallor of her face. “Rune,” she greeted. “Hello,
Lex. I’m happy to see you’re both well.”


“Are you back?” she asked Elizabeth.


“I’m going to ease into work, but yes. I’m back.”


“Good. How are Fie and George?”


Elizabeth sighed. “George still isn’t conscious. Lane placed
Stefanie in emergency foster care until I can prove myself a worthy mother.
It’s a long process.”


Lane was with River County Children’s Services and one of
the few people Rune would have trusted with Fie and George. “Fie will be okay
for now, then,” she told Elizabeth, who, despite her attempts at remaining
cool, was showing signs of worry. “You can trust Lane.” Still, she was
concerned. The child was a necromancer, and there were those who would be eager
to exploit her.


“Yes,” Elizabeth said. “But Fie needs to be with me. I do
hate delays.”


“Rune,” Bill Rice called.


Raze and Jack walked into the room, followed by Owen and,
though Rune knew what it cost him, Ellis.


She drew in a deep breath and didn’t pull away when Lex took
her hand. It was time to meet the vampire.


With her crew beside her, she walked to Rice, the master,
and the two vampires at Kelic’s back.


“Ah,” said Rice. “Shiv Crew. Meet master vampire Simon
Kelic. Simon, this is Rune Alexander and her crew.”


Before Rune could say anything, Ellis rushed forward. He
yanked the fang from beneath his shirt, then shook it at the vampires. “Back!”


The two vampires with Simon hit the wall with a force almost
strong enough to leave two vampire shaped holes in it. They screamed, covered
their eyes, and then their flesh began to bubble and blacken.


“Ellie,” Rune yelled. “Put it away.”


Simon crouched behind the table, his arms over his head.


“Oh, my goodness,” Ellis said, watching them with part
disbelief, part delight. “It really works.”


Jack grinned.


Rune strode to Ellis. “Put it away, Ellie. Please.” 


But she was glad Ellis had taken the initiative to reassure
himself. And she was overjoyed the tooth only affected her if she touched it.
To the vampires, the mere sight of it was agonizing.


And now they knew.


Half an hour later the vampires were once again
calm—relatively speaking—and their burned flesh had healed. But not one of them
would get near Ellis.


He was thrilled.


Elizabeth and Bill apologized profusely, maybe to make up
for Rune and the crew’s lack of remorse.


Simon spoke only once to Ellis. “What is that?” His voice was hoarse as he darted his stunned gaze from
Ellis’s face to his shirt, where Ellie had finally hidden the fang.


“Something to keep the vampires away,” Ellis answered. He
smiled.


And finally, they got back to business as Rice once more
began to make introductions.


Rune took Simon’s proffered hand.


He was around five feet ten inches tall, maybe closer to
five eleven. His hair was on the short side and dark blond. He must have been
twenty five, thirty at the most, when he’d turned. His eyes were green and
friendly.


Just an ordinary guy.


But Rune knew better than to underestimate the monsters.
Simon’s physical appearance didn’t matter. He was a vampire. A master vampire.


“May I ask,” Simon said, “what you are?”


“No,” she replied. “You may not.” She didn’t want to tell a
fucking vampire master that she wasn’t sure exactly what all she was.


She withdrew her hand and introduced her crew. Simon
appeared sufficiently impressed by them, especially by Raze and Jack. Every new
person they met was impressed by the sizes of Raze and Jack.


Strad was one of the giants as well—the biggest of them all.
But Strad wasn’t there. He was on Spikemoss Mountain with his birds. With Cree
Stark.


Then she forgot about Strad as Simon caught sight of Lex.


If he’d been alive, his breath might have caught. His face
might have paled, his lips tightened.


But he was a vampire, and he’d been schooling his features
for God knew how long.


Rune saw anyway. Maybe because she was a monster herself, or
maybe because she was just that observant.


Lex was introduced to him. She automatically held her hand
out for him to take.


He eyed it with something close to horror.


Simon did not like Alexis Love. And it wasn’t simply that he
didn’t like her—he was repulsed by her. He pulled back, the slightest bit, and
dug his fingers into his thighs.


The room quieted.


“What,” Rune asked, her voice flat, “is the fucking
problem?”


Lex let her hand drop to her side. “Me?” she asked.


Ellis put his arm around her, squeezing the fang with his
free hand.


Raze had stiffened and glared at the vampire. He wasn’t the
only one. The entire crew caressed silver shivs, ready to take Simon out.


The two vampires Simon had brought with him watched
impassively, standing with the characteristic stillness of the vampire.


Elizabeth stood between her people and the vampires. She
never lost her calm expression, and her voice was steady when she spoke. “Mr.
Kelic. Is something wrong?”


He shuttered his eyes and shot a smile at the crew. “I
apologize.” His voice held the slightest hint of a British accent. He glanced
at Lex again. “The last time I was this close to a demon, it nearly destroyed
me.” He studied her intently, appearing not to notice that everyone in the room
was staring at him with disbelief. “Can you tell me,” he said to Rune, “just
what sort of demon it is?”


It.


Lex’s body began to jerk with fast, hard vibrations. “Me?”
she asked again. “Is he talking about me?”


“You’re mistaken, Kelic,” Rune said. “Lex is not a demon.”


“Clearly she is,” he disagreed. “She appears to be a Kourgya. The vibrations…” he frowned. “But the eyes. I’ve
not seen that before in a demon.”


“Are you stupid?” Rune asked him. “Are you a stupid
fucking vampire?”


He focused on Rune. “I do not believe so.” His words were
suddenly stilted. He knew he’d fucked up. He gave an odd little bow. “Again, I
apologize.”


“You’re not very old, are you?” Rune asked, genuinely
curious. He couldn’t have been an old vampire—he was too socially awkward.


“No,” he admitted. “I’m not.”


“What do you mean?” Lex asked. “Why did you call me a
demon?”


The vampire blinked, a spark of confusion in his eyes. And
maybe a touch of fear.


“Lex, he has no idea what he’s talking about.” Rune squeezed
Lex’s hand.


Simon gave a quick nod. “Your mistress is correct, Ms. Love.
I was mistaken.”


“Mistress?” Lex asked. “Mistress?”


“Dude,” Jack said. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”


The vampire ignored Jack and kept his stare on Rune. “I’m
not old, that’s true. But I have the keen senses of any vampire. Are you not
her…” he gestured. “Do you not command her? Call her?”


“But what do you mean?” Lex asked.


Finally, Simon faced Lex. “All demons must be held, for lack
of a better word, or they will grow sick and their power will fade. I sensed a
connection between Rune and you.” He inclined his head. “Unfortunately for me,
I was careless with my words. Perhaps the connection I perceived was nothing
more than the bonds of friendship.”


The crew looked at each other, quick, uneasy glances that
spoke volumes. They all remembered Lex’s episodes. They remembered her getting
better after she met Rune. Maybe Ellis’s exercises and dances had not made her
better. Maybe Rune’s blood had not made her better. Maybe Rune had.


And maybe, just maybe, that was why Rune had been able to
heal her.


Because Lex was a demon—half demon, at least—and she was
Rune’s to call. To hold. To command.


Of course, what Simon sensed could have been Lex’s addiction
to Rune’s blood.


Rune rubbed her temples. Fuck me.


“What does this mean?” Lex asked, her voice a monotone.
“That I’m a slave to someone? Again?”


Rune ground her teeth. “Lex, you know better than that.
You’re not a demon and I’m not your fucking bitch of a mother. We’re exactly
who we were before this dead fuck came in here and opened his mouth.”


Simon sighed. “I’ve made mess of things.” He took
Elizabeth’s hand and looked at Rice. “I will assume this means Spiritgrove is
off the table.”


“Do not assume anything, Simon. Will you excuse us for a
moment?” Elizabeth asked.


“My men and I will wait in the hall,” he said, a hopefulness
in his tone that was impossible to mistake.


Elizabeth nodded and waited until the vampires had cleared
the room before she spoke. “I’m sorry our meeting went so far off track, but
the fact remains that we need a decent master in this city. He’s awkward, but I
like him. He’s the least…vampire-like vampire I’ve ever met.”


“He’s a clumsy moron,” Rune said.


But she knew Rice and Elizabeth had already decided. River
County had a new vampire master, and his name was Simon Kelic.


 


 











Chapter
Fifteen


“You doing okay, Lex?” Lex was dragging, and whether she’d
admit it or not, in need of some rest. Rune was taking the girl to her house,
having already convinced Lex to stay with her until the twins returned home.
But first they were going to check on Gunnar.


Somehow, she’d come to care about a ghoul. A ghoul.


“I guess,” Lex said. Then, “What would it mean to be a
demon?”


 “I don’t know. Maybe we can do some research.”


Lex snorted. “Yeah. I’ll google support groups for demons.”


“Kelic’s an idiot, baby.”


Lex shrugged. “Maybe he’s not. I could be anything.” She
paused. “Or nothing.”


“Doesn’t matter what you label yourself. You’re pretty
amazing.”


“I don’t know one member of Shiv Crew who isn’t special,”
Lex said, smiling. “So I suppose you’re right.”


“I’m glad you’re back, Lex.”


“How are you doing after…” Lex gestured. “Z.”


Rune’s breath caught. “I’m devastated. Full of regret.
Grieving. But I’m dealing with it.”


“You’re getting stronger.”


“I am.”


“When you manage to wade through such deep shit, what choice
do you have, right?”


“If it doesn’t kill you…”


“Yeah.”


When they arrived at Wormwood, Rune pulled three Baby Ruth
candy bars from the glove box. “I’ll be quick,” she told Lex. “You want to come
with me or wait in the car?”


Lex stared through the windshield toward the gated
graveyard, which was lit with infrequently placed lampposts. “I’ll wait. Say hi
to the ghoul for me.”


Gunnar the Ghoul stood just inside the gates, his hands
clasped behind his back.


He was dressed all in black, except for a faded, once white
shirt beneath a tattered vest. His topcoat was long, reaching the tops of his
muddy black boots. He’d even found a battered stovepipe hat somewhere and had
placed it atop his mass of tangled black hair.


As soon as he saw her, he bowed. “Your Highness.”


“Hi, sexy.”


They stood silently, watching each other. She noticed he’d
taken what appeared to be a scrap of white satin and tied it into a bow around
a length of his long, frizzy hair.


It made her smile.


But just for a moment.


“COS is planning to sacrifice the twins to call a demon,
Gunnar. What can you tell me?”


“I know the church is full of trickery, Your Horror, but I
do not believe they are dark enough to call the demons.”


“I’m not worried about their lack of skill. I’m worried
about the twins dying. I need help.”


“I have feelers out. I have heard nothing that will help
you.” He looked at the ground. “I am sorry.”


She sighed. “How are you, Gunnar?”


“I am old, Your Magnanimousness.”


She walked a step away to lean against an old, gnarled tree.
“I brought you some candy, Grandpa.”


His dark eyes gleamed. “I will accept your gifts.”


“You’ve done a lot for me. The least I can do is bring you
chocolate.”


He snatched the bars from her, his fingers trembling with
eagerness. He closed his eyes and took one long sniff of the wrapped bars
before putting them away in his pockets. “You have done much for me as well.”


She folded her arms and grinned. “Like what?”


“You destroyed the mad vampire. He was going to take over
Wormwood and then I—as well as the others who call Wormwood home—would have
been forced to live with torments and tortures as the master slowly took over.”
He shuddered delicately, then pursed his thin lips when she raised an eyebrow
at his melodrama. “Scoff if you must, but I am not an admirer of torture. Not
my own, anyway. People who enjoy it are a touch…demented.” He bowed slightly.
“No offense.”


She put her hands on her hips. “Damn you, Gunnar.”


He placed his long fingers over his heart. “What did I say?”


She rolled her eyes and strode back to the gates. “If you hear
so much as a hint of information about the twins, let me know.”


“Of course.”


She left him with his Baby Ruth candy bars, her heart
lighter because she’d given a dusty old ghoul some joy.


She checked her phone on the way home, her stomach
tightening when she thought of the berserker on the mountain with the birds.


He might trust them, but she didn’t.


Not even a little bit.


When she arrived home his truck was sitting dark and silent
in front of her house, and he was waiting for her.


“Just point me to the spare room and take care of your man,”
Lex said, climbing from the car. “I won’t make a peep.”


Rune led her up the walk to the front door, glancing at
Strad’s truck as he slammed his door and leaned against the hood. She could
feel his stare, heavy and dark, on her body.


“Come in,” she told him. “I need to help Lex get settled.”


He didn’t move. “I’ll wait for you.”


But fifteen minutes later when she came out, he was gone,
and Sam Cruikshank was on her porch.


 


 











Chapter
Sixteen


She pulled her cell from her pocket and read the text Strad
had sent her.


Got emergency call. Be back soon.


Dammit.


She stared at Cruikshank. “Why are you here?”


“You know why, Rune.”


“Do you understand the danger you’re in? Are you really as
stupid as you seem to be?”


He only smiled, his teeth gleaming in the dimness of the
porch light. “I’m not afraid of you.”


“Then you are stupid. Because you should be very
afraid of me.”


He took a step closer. “You’re afraid of you.”


It wasn’t good that she’d been hurt too much in the recent
days. It wasn’t good that she’d managed some sort of control over her monster
and had held him in an unbreakable chokehold. Her monster wanted loose, and
that wasn’t good.


Not for Sam Cruikshank, anyway.


She dropped her fangs.


At that moment, Lex opened the door and stuck her head out.
“Rune?”


“I’m here, Lex.”


“That’s not the berserker, is it?”


“Nope. This is Cruikshank. He was just leaving.”


Lex nodded. “Is Strad coming back?”


“Yes.”


“Come say goodnight when he does. I want to see that you’re
okay.”


“We will.”


Lex shot a frowning glance at the reporter and withdrew,
shutting the door softly.


“Leave,” Rune told him, “while you’re still able to leave.”


He studied her solemnly. “You want what I can give you.”


She shrugged. “Maybe some part of me does. But I’m not
taking it. So get the fuck out of here before I rip your arms off.”


Finally, a glimmer of fear showed in his face. He took a
step back. “You need some time. I expected that. But I will be back.”


If she hadn’t known him, she would have thought him
harmless. His blue dress shirt was tucked neatly into his belted trousers,
everything pressed to within an inch of its life. His hair was perfectly
styled, deliberate in its casual messiness. He looked like he wrote for
a newspaper.


He did not look like he should be naked, passionate, and
handing out pain.


“You don’t want to die, Cruikshank. Please.” She softened
her voice, knowing he heard the threat of menace running through it. “Leave me
alone.”


“No, Rune. I won’t.” He smiled ruefully. “I can’t.”


And he walked away.


“What the fuck?” she murmured.


She never heard a car start up, and had no idea where he’d
parked. Maybe he lived with the rest of the freaks in the Moor. She was going
to have to make it her business to find out more about Sam Cruikshank.


Soon as she got time.


She leaned against the wall, listening to the boisterous
sounds of the drunk and disorderly coming from nearby bars. A few houses down a
woman cursed her man. The sudden, sharp tinkle of breaking glass and the
barking of a dog followed.


“Oh, the sweet music of the Moor,” she muttered, and turned
to go back inside to wait for the berserker.


Then she paused, sniffing as her nose caught the subtle
scent of bird shifters. Her body reacted before her mind did, and she shot out
her claws and dropped her fangs as she spun around to face the threat.


“Whoa,” Cree Stark said, holding up her hands. “I just want
to talk.”


Rune straightened from her crouch but left her fangs and
claws out. “Somehow I doubt that.”


Cree crossed her arms. She was dressed in black. Even her
strange, changing hair was hidden by a black watch cap. Her hands were covered
with black gloves, and Rune caught sight of a sheath buckled at her side.


“I know,” Cree said, “that you don’t like me.”


“I’d like you fine in a nice stir fry with some spicy ginger
sauce.”


A quick gleam of anger, there and gone, showed in Cree’s
dark eyes. “Personally, I don’t like you, either. But I have some information
you need.”


Rune’s stomach knotted. “What information?”


“Can we go inside and talk?”


“No.”


Cree shifted from one foot to the other. “Fine. It’s about
Strad Matheson.”


“Yeah?”


“Can you put those away?” Cree gestured at Rune’s claws. “If
I want to fight, I’ll be sure to let you know. Right now, I need to talk.”


She seemed sincere. Worried, even.


Rune retracted her claws and fangs and took a deep breath.
She really didn’t want bad news about the fucking berserker. “What about
Strad?”


“He’s too good for you,” Cree said, crossing her arms.


“If you’ve got something important to say, spit it out. If
not, get the fuck away from me.”


The tall bird curled her lip. “You’re a real bitch, aren’t
you?”


“Fuck you,” Rune said. She wasn’t in the mood to cater to a
pissy bird. Disgusted, she turned to go inside. To hell with Cree Stark.


The bird was on her in two seconds, her huge body bearing
Rune to the porch floor even as she shoved something sharp and deadly through
Rune’s back.


Into her heart.


Fuck.


Almost immediately, she was incapacitated. It was bad that
she had a weakness. It was worse that the whole fucking world had learned what
that weakness was.


She wanted to cry out, wanted to fight, but she had nothing.


“Don’t ever give her your back, Rune.”


She should have listened to the berserker.


“You staked me,” she whispered.


“I splintered you,” Cree corrected, her breath warm on
Rune’s neck. “A long sliver of obsidian, in case you’re interested. I’ve been
informed that a staking won’t kill you. It will, however, make you weak as a
fucking newborn.”


Rune’s cheekbone scraped painfully on the rough concrete as
Cree grabbed her ankle and dragged her off the porch.


Once at the side of the house, Cree undressed and stuffed
her black clothing and shoes into a mesh bag she’d brought with her. “Strad,”
she said, “thinks he can trust us. He thinks we have honor, at least amongst
ourselves. If you’re one of us, you’re going to be honored—maybe—by us. But
I’ll tell you a little secret. Strad isn’t one of us.”


No shit, Rune wanted to say. But she couldn’t talk.


Cree looped the string of the bag around Rune’s neck, and
then, she shifted.


Sharp talons ripped into her clothes, and then into her
skin, as Cree lifted her from the ground. The almost soothing sounds of her
wings, whoosh whooshing through the air, accompanied the roar of wind
through her ears. The bird soared with her held securely in the grip of her
giant claws, taking her away.


Away.


Far below, she caught the bright shine of headlights on her
street. She imagined the vehicle was being driven by the berserker as he
headed, oblivious and impatient, back to her house.


And then she could think of nothing but pain as the splinter
of obsidian sat solidly in her heart, reminding her with a black sadness of the
mad master, Nicolas Llodra.


 


 











Chapter
Seventeen


Each moment seemed to last for an excruciating hour, but in
reality it wasn’t more than ten minutes before Cree set her down in the nest on
Spikemoss Mountain.


And just that quickly, Rune was in the territory of the
birds.


It was a whole new world.


An inadvertent cry of pain left her as Cree dumped her on
the hard ground. She wouldn’t stay down forever, and when she was able, she was
sending Cree Stark to hell.


“I’m going to tear your wings off and feed them to you,” she
said, as Cree paused to stare down at her. Her voice was rusty and weak, but it
was there.


Birds pressed forward, their eyes glittering with curiosity.
Lights on tall poles tried to push back the gloom, but the area was darkened by
shadows caused by something more sinister than mere night.


She expected at any time the haunting strains of banjos
would begin to duel.


“Who’s that?” a young voice asked.


He was quickly shushed.


Cree ignored them all. “I don’t see you getting out of this
alive, Alexander. I’m sorry for that, but…” She shrugged helplessly. “I don’t
see it.”


“My crew will tear this place apart.”


“Strad was already here. He asked his questions of the
scepters, and he left satisfied. He won’t be coming back.” She crouched down
beside Rune and pulled the bag of clothing over her head.


“This is going to end badly for you,” Rune said. There was
no doubt in her mind that it was true.


Cree hesitated, then she gave a small shrug and stood.
“Maybe. But I can’t do a damn thing about it now.”


Rune managed to turn from her side to her back, a simple enough
action that would have been impossible when her father had staked her. The
splinter wasn’t as incapacitating as the blade had been.


“Wait,” she said, when Cree started to leave. “Why?”


Cree surprised her by actually answering. “I pay what I owe.
I have no choice. Your fate is out of my hands now.”


And after the cryptic words that gave Rune no real answers,
she hurried away.


The place was silent, eerily so. That silence was broken
only by the shuffling feet of the curious shifters and the distant sounds of
animals sharing the woods and hollows with the birds.


She closed her eyes when a wave of pain rushed over her, and
when it receded enough for her to breathe again, she opened her eyes to find
Fin Lynch standing quietly over her.


“Dude,” she murmured. “This is not cool.”


“Some invincible monster,” he said, but his voice was
gentle. “I’m sorry, Rune Alexander. The birds stick together, and Cree…” He
shook his head. “She’s my resp—”


“Step away, Fin,” a male voice interrupted.


Fin stepped away.


Rune knew that voice. Knew it, and hated it. “Bach Horner,”
she said, her voice as full of contempt as the pain would allow. She wasn’t
surprised COS was in cahoots with the birds.


She was furious, though.


But then…


The twins. If the birds were hiding COS, the twins were
there as well. Oh please let me see the twins.


Suddenly, she was grateful as hell that she’d been abducted
by the bird. She was exactly where she needed to be.


But if she didn’t find a way to get the obsidian splinter
out of her heart, she wasn’t going to be worth a damn to anyone.


“Rune Alexander,” Bach Horner, or Black Horror, as she had
nicknamed him, said. “We meet again.” He was dressed in a suit, as he’d been
the last time she’d seen him.


“Asshole.”


“Classy.” He crossed his arms and studied her in silence for
a long, humiliating moment.


She’d survived a lot of shit. She’d made the monsters and
the humans fear her. She had silver claws and fangs, as well as magic and
mystery in the addictive blood running through her veins.


But there she lay, helpless and weak, while her enemy stood
inches from her body.


“It amazes me, really,” he said, as two of his men flanked
him. He paused, and when she remained silent, he continued. “Amazes me that one
such as you could be taken down so easily.”


“It’s because she’s more trusting than she’ll admit to
being,” Cree said, her voice slightly mocking as it floated from the knot of
onlookers. “She gave me her back. I took it.”


“You’re probably wondering what I want with you,” he said,
ignoring Cree.


Yeah, she wondered.


“Ask,” he went on. “Ask, if you want to know. Otherwise, my
men are going to throw you in your cage and you can just wait and see.” He
gestured at her. “So ask.”


She flinched as she tried to pull air into her burning
lungs. A cold sweat popped out on her body, a sweat of not only pain, but fear.


Hateful, fucking fear.


“Fuck you, buddy,” she said.


Someone in the knot of watching birds gave a snorting laugh,
quickly cut off and half disguised as a cough.


Horner glared. “As you wish.” He leaned forward. “I’m going
to enjoy every second of owning you. Every second.”


She stared at him, but didn’t really see him. She went into
the darkness of her mind, then went deeper still, to where her monster lived.


I am my monster and my monster is me.


Come out and play, motherfucker.


She wanted Horner’s throat. She wanted to drop her fangs and
tear into his flesh and feel his hot, evil blood splashing into her mouth.


So with everything she had, everything she was and had ever
been, she fought the obsidian splinter.


She called her monster.


But her monster didn’t answer.


She was well and truly caught, staked and helpless and at
the wicked mercy of COS and the fucking birds.


 


 











Chapter
Eighteen


Horner’s men were not gentle.


She hadn’t expected them to be, so she wasn’t disappointed
when they went out of their way to hurt her.


But she memorized their faces.


Soon after the men began kicking her most of the birds
melted away, throwing furtive, ashamed looks over their shoulders.


Or maybe she imagined those looks.


She dimly heard one of the birds shouting, demanding they
leave her alone. Demanding someone let him go…


And then the cruelty held all her attention.


Horner didn’t kick her—he watched with dark, distant eyes,
only once breaking his silence. “She’s used to pain, boys. Likes it.
Give her want she wants.”


In the end she lay in a daze, unable to so much as spit
blood-filled saliva at her torturers.


She didn’t cry.


Not then.


“What we wanted,” Horner said, his voice soft, “was to take
you out of commission. I’d say we’ve accomplished that goal.”


One of the birds ran toward them, and it wasn’t until he
started speaking that she realized who he was.


Her eyes were almost swollen shut, and her vision, what
little there was of it, was blurry and unfocused.


They’d kicked the hell out of her.


“She’s just a girl,” Fin yelled. “There is no need to
torture her.”


“Bleeding fucking heart,” one of the men muttered, and knelt
beside her to relieve her of her weapons. He tossed her shivs and her gun into
a small pile beside him, then ripped her badge and her cell from her jacket
pocket and tossed them into the pile with the weapons.


“Fin,” Cree said, her fuzzy form appearing briefly in Rune’s
peripheral vision. “Come on. She’s nothing to us.”


He shook her hand off his arm. “Leave me alone.”


He walked away, Cree at his heels.


Left her alone with COS.


“Do you think they’ll turn on us?” one of the men asked
Horner.


“They have no loyalty to us,” came his smooth reply.
“They’re greedy little chickens. Take her to her cage. I need to talk with our
tender Fin.”


“Boss,” the other asked. “Can we…?”


“Do what you want. She’s a piece of meat, boys. In the end,
when I’m finished with her, she’ll be dead.”


“Dead meat,” one of them said, and laughed.


Horner walked away. “Have fun.”


She wanted to pass out, but she couldn’t. She wasn’t dying,
either. She could feel her abused body trying to heal the damage, but knew it
would have trouble succeeding. The splinter made her weak, and it made her slow
to heal. Very slow.


She’s just a girl.


Fin’s words echoed in her damaged mind and for a moment, she
believed him. She was just a girl.


She was just a girl.


“Carry or drag?” one man asked the other.


“Drag. It won’t hurt her.”


They laughed.


She was Other. COS didn’t think of her as an actual person.
She was simply a focus for their hatred and their fear.


Her skin burned and shredded as they dragged her over sharp
stones and broken sticks, dirt mixing with blood spilling from her wounds.


Z, if you’re listening, don’t go far. I might join you
soon. I just might join you soon.


I’ll be waiting, sweet thing.


She knew he would be.


Someone had once argued with her that true evil didn’t
exist.


Maybe he’d never met the slayers.


At last, the men slung her into a large cage. Its floor was
covered with straw, and it smelled clean enough.


But a clean cage was the least of her worries.


She lay on her back, trying to move to her side so she could
curl into a ball…it would have at least been a semblance of protection.


“You want to go first?”


Still able only to make out fuzzy forms, she cried out when
her bleeding ears caught the sneaky, soft sound of fabric whispering over
flesh.


Ah. Ah, no.


They forced her to her belly, handling her like she was
garbage, like she was nothing. Or like she was everything—everything in the
world they hated.


They ripped off her boots, then her jeans, and threw them
against the bars.


As they brutalized her, she thought she heard someone
sobbing. It wasn’t her. She was beyond tears.


She’d grown up in a world of agony, of horror.


But right then, she was not a monster or an experienced
fighter or the leader of Shiv Crew. She was just a girl. Her shocked, agonized
mind tried to hide. She went dark, numb.


She focused on something it took a long time for her to
comprehend. As the men hurt her, she saw tortured, dirty hands reaching through
the bars.


Then a ragged whisper caressed her ears, and she realized
what she was seeing.


“Rune. Rune.”


She couldn’t move her own hands, couldn’t reach out to close
the distance between her fingers and those pleading hands reaching through the
bars of the attached cage.


Twins.


“Rune,” Levi begged.


“Hi baby,” she murmured.


And finally, she cried.
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Chapter
Nineteen


After a time, she was able to push herself far enough for
the twins to grab her arms. They dragged her to the bars separating them, and
for hours, they lay staring and silent.


Denim held her left hand, Levi her right.


“Where is Lex?” Levi asked.


“She’s safe,” Rune managed to say. “We found her.”


And they fell back into silence, broken only by Denim’s
occasional question.


“Rune?” he would ask.


She squeezed his hand—a weak, tiny squeeze but a squeeze
nonetheless—to let him know that yes, she was still there.


She tried to find some gladness inside her. The twins were
alive and they were right there with her.


But she couldn’t save them. She couldn’t even save herself.
She’d allowed herself to be taken by a bird. By COS.


She’d been…they’d…


No. She wouldn’t think about that.


Fin came to the cages, sometime during that long, cold
night.


He wrapped his fingers around the bars and tried to explain
himself. “If I release you, Cree will be banished. They’ll rip off her wings
and send her away. You can’t understand…”


“We are birds. The birds are different. God, I’m so sorry…”


And finally, “I can kill you, to save you.”


Levi, his voice a dull monotone, spoke. “Get away from us.”


So Fin crept away, his guilt unassuaged.


Daylight came.


“Rune?” Denim asked.


And she squeezed his hand.


She couldn’t speak. Not then.


The night’s horror was fuzzy to her. A dream. She had
trouble remembering, and she didn’t try to. She wanted to forget. To bury it.


How else would she ever be able to function?


“Rune?” Denim whispered.


“Z’s dead,” she blurted, and then began to sob. “Oh God, Z’s
dead.”


“Z’s dead,” Levi echoed. “Z’s dead.”


And the three of them cried together.


It was a sort of cleansing cry, washing away something too
terrible to contemplate and leaving something precious in its place.


The will to survive.


The need for revenge.


Rage, rage, rage.


Rune breathed it in, bathed in it, became it.


They would never be the same, Rune and the twins.


“What happened to you?” Levi asked.


“Cree staked me with an obsidian splinter. It makes me so fucking
weak.” She had to pause to regain the strength to continue speaking. “Slow to
heal. I need it out.”


“How?”


“I don’t know.” There were no ends sticking out, no way to
grab the black needle and rip it free. “I don’t know.”


They would kill her as that splinter stayed lodged inside
her heart. They’d take her head and burn her body and go on tormenting the
world of Others.


But first, they’d make her watch as they killed the
beautiful twins.


She had to get it out. Had to.


“If I could release my claws, I could dig it out.”


But she couldn’t release her claws.


“Strad was here,” she murmured. “How could he not have found
some clues? Or seen you?”


“He didn’t search,” Denim said. He was angry. So very angry.
It swirled around him, hard particles of that rage stinging her skin as he held
her hand. “Fin said he simply got an appointment with the scepters, and then he
left. He believed them.”


She closed her eyes. “Fuck him.”


“Rune…” Levi’s voice was hesitant, flinching.


“I’m okay, Levi.”


He smiled, a tiny, tired, smile. “No. But you’re alive.”


“Do you know COS is planning to sacrifice you?” she asked,
and then, she forced herself to really look at them.


It wasn’t easy.


She’d spent one night in hell. They’d been there for many
long, horrifying nights.


It showed. They’d lost weight, and with that weight, muscle.
Gaunt and pale and flinching, they stared back at her with eyes too large and
dark in cavernous faces.


Levi still showed signs of his infection. His hair was
trying to regrow, sprouting uneven and lank against his dirty skull.


They both bore scars. Fresh wounds competed with older ones
for space on their naked bodies. Levi cradled his right hand against his chest.


“Broken fingers,” he said, when he noticed her looking.


She swallowed. “I’m so fucking sorry.”


“Rune,” Denim said, “feed from me.” He slid his free arm
farther into the cage, offering her his wrist. “Maybe feeding will push the
splinter out.” His feverish eyes held a desperate hope.


“I can’t drop my fangs. I may be too weak to even bite you.”


Feeding would help her, but it wouldn’t dislodge the
splinter. It wouldn’t even make her strong enough to fight. But if she fed, she
could feed the twins.


And that might make them strong enough to fight.


“If I can get down some of your blood,” she told him, “I
will feed both of you if you’ll let me. It may heal you. It may make you better
than you’ve ever been.” She hesitated, then continued, her voice a little
stronger. “But it will addict you. Will you have it?”


“Why didn’t it addict me when you healed me?” Levi asked.


“Maybe because of the infection.”


“I was fast becoming a zombie.”


“I think so. Maybe. I don’t know much about it. Every time
is a risk.”


The twins looked at each other.


“Feed us,” they said at the same time.


“In the beginning, they told us stories about Lex,” Denim
said. “They told us if we got out of line, they’d…” He swallowed, hard. “They’d
do unmentionable things to her.”


“And then,” Levi said, picking up the story, “we were too
damaged, too starved, too weak to fight. We…”


“They messed up our minds,” Denim whispered.


She gave a long, slow blink. Fuck me.


“So feed from me,” Denim said, “and we will hope to God it
makes you strong enough to feed us. Because that’s the only fucking way we’re
going to get out of here.”


That was the truth.


She’d have to feed from Denim to be able to withstand the
consuming pain feeding the boys would bring her. Feeding one would be hard.
Feeding both of them would be horrendous.


But she would do it.


She had to.


If the slayers came back to torture her, or forced her to
watch as they tortured the twins, she’d lose her fucking mind. 


And that time, she wouldn’t be able to find it.


 


 











Chapter
Twenty


Denim grabbed the collar of her jacket and hauled her closer
to the bars. He’d need to make sure his blood ran into her mouth if she was too
weak to take it herself.


“If his isn’t enough,” Levi said, “I can donate.”


“Hurry,” she whispered. “Before they come back.”


Levi took Denim’s wrist. “I’ll open your vein.”


It hurt a whole fucking lot to bite open one’s own flesh. It
hurt when someone else did it, too, but somehow it was better.


“Ow,” Denim muttered, as Levi bit
his wrist.


But then there was blood.


And she was starving.


She moaned as the stream of blood hit her tongue, and then,
she clamped her lips around the wound and began to suck.


Weakly at first, but stronger as the seconds ticked by and
the precious, healing blood spread through her system.


Her heartbeat was weak and sluggish, each pulse creating
fresh waves of pain as it struggled against the splinter.


At last, she took her mouth from Denim’s arm. “I feel
better.”


“Strong enough to release your claws?” Levi asked. His voice
was at once so hopeful and so hopeless it broke her heart.


She tried, though she knew she was not strong enough. The
claws stayed put. “No,” she said. “I’m not.”


“It’ll be up to you and me, brother,” Denim said.


“Swear to me right now,” she said, her voice stronger, at
least, “that when you’re free, the first thing one of you will do is cut this
splinter out of me.”


“We swear,” they said, again in unison.


She nodded. She pushed her arm through the bars, gratified
that she didn’t need a lot of help moving it. The splinter was much less
powerful than the entire blade had been. Add in the feeding, and she was no
longer an unmoving lump on the ground.


Teeth cut into her wrist, and without hesitating, one of the
twins started to feed. The pain, that sinister, dreadful pain, was immediate.


Because of the splinter and because of the abuse she’d
already been forced to endure, the pain went beyond the agony she’d known
before.


It took her to hell. Took her to hell, and she was too weak
to pull herself out.


As the boys fed, they overshadowed the pain of the beating
she’d taken. She no longer shrank from the ache between her thighs, and she was
no longer afraid of COS.


There was just that pain. 


“The pain is so red,” Lex had said.


And Rune knew exactly what that meant.


She swam in red rivers of torment. Thin, bloody water
surrounded by darkness too thick for light to penetrate. There was nothing
beyond that drowning pain.


It was unending. Unsurvivable.


And yet, it did end, and she did survive.


When she came out of the darkness, the slayers were beating
the twins. They pistol-whipped them, their lips pulled back over their teeth,
their grunts of effort loud.


“Please, please stop,” she begged.


But while her murmured pleadings did nothing to stop them,
Bach Horner’s command came with a sudden harshness, and to him, they listened.


The twins lay with a deathly stillness upon the bloody floor
of their cage.


Rune’s sobs, for a long moment, were the only sounds in the
world.


“If you’ve killed either of them, I will cut your stupid
hearts out,” Horner said. “Check them.”


His men didn’t move.


“Check them,” he screamed. “Check them!”


But then, without giving them a chance to obey, he wrenched
a gun from one of the men and shot him, then shot him again when he fell. He
kept shooting, emptying the gun into the newly dead body in an insane frenzy of
rage.


The two men still inside the cage backed away and stood
against the bars, their hands in the air, their faces pale.


At last, when the gun was empty, Horner threw the weapon at
one of the cowering men. “You fucking bastard fucks. Check the fucking twins,”
he ordered, his breathing hard, his face suffused with color.


The men leaped forward and fell to the ground beside the
twins.


And finally, finally, one of them spoke the words Rune
waited to hear. “They’re alive.”


Horner’s grin was huge, stretching across his face, showing
large, white teeth. “Oh, they’d better be. They’d better be.”


One of his men turned aside to vomit upon the ground.


Horner found that hilarious and his pleased guffaws lingered
inside her brain.


She huddled on the ground, turning her face into the straw,
hoping they’d ignore her and go away. She was thankful the twins were alive.
Ashamed she hadn’t been able to help them. Even her blood hadn’t been able to
help them.


But then she came back, slowly, to herself. She wasn’t a
coward. If they were going to hurt her, she’d feel it, she’d get over it, and
eventually, she’d rip their fucking heads off.


She had to believe that.


She was a monster.


“I am my monster and my monster is me,” she whispered. “I am
my monster.” And suddenly she was screaming it. Over and over and over. “I am
my monster!”


“She’s gone fucking crazy,” one of them said, his voice
awed.


She’d always been so terrified of inheriting her father’s
madness. But she realized she already had it. She was mad, yes. A little mad.
She just didn’t give much of a fuck anymore.


“Get Johnson up here to patch these boys up,” Horner said,
when at last Rune was quiet. “And one of you drag Boggs out of there. Bastard
shouldn’t have made me so angry. Should he?”


“No, boss,” one of them hastened to answer. “No way.”


Then she discovered part of the reason for Horner’s insane
rage. He grabbed the bars separating her cage from the twins’ and glared down
at her. “Karin’s hearing was a fucking waste,” he said. “The judge didn’t agree
that she should be released.” He put a finger to his temple. “I wonder if that
dusty old bastard is still alive. Somehow, I doubt it.”


He walked away from the bars, laughing. “I blame you for the
denial, and those like you.” He pointed at the twins. “And I blame them.” He
put his hands on his hips. “But all is not lost. You’ll soon find that out.”
Then he turned to his men.


“Two of you stay here and wait for the doctor,” he ordered,
and marched away. 


More slayers, attracted by the gunfire, hastened to scramble
out of his way and follow him from the area.


Rune lay on her side, her unblinking stare fixed on the
twins. She didn’t move when Denim opened his eyes and glued his gaze to hers.


When he winked, she smiled. Smiled even as bright blood
leaked from Levi’s mouth, even as a slayer dragged the bullet riddled body of
one of their own from the cage.


She wasn’t done yet. And neither were the twins.


If not for her blood, they’d have died from the beating.


Could they have taken out the slayers who’d crowded the cage
to rip them from Rune’s wrist?


Not with that many guns trained on them.


But they had the blood, they would heal, and COS would fuck
up. It was just a matter of time.


And Karin Love was still in prison.


Rune groaned as a sudden wave of hunger, thirst, and need
rushed over her. It was a craving so intense she would have begged a slayer for
blood if she’d have thought it’d do any good.


She had to feed.


And even though she’d never admit it aloud, she could almost
understand Llodra’s massacre at RISC. Starve a vampire and he’d go crazy when
the feast was eventually available to him.


Right then, had she been able, she’d have torn them all
apart to get their blood.


So hungry. So hungry.


It consumed her, that hunger, driving out everything else.


And all she could do was wait.


Wait for the doctor. Wait for the twins to bring down their
wrath upon the jailors.


Wait for the reckoning that was coming.


And hope, with everything raging inside her, that she could
get strong enough to be part of it.


 


 











Chapter
Twenty-One


“How are you doing?” she asked the twins, later.


“Shut up,” one of the slayers barked.


“Denim?” she asked. “Levi?”


The slayer strode close to her bars. “I told you to shut
up.”


The other slayer came up behind him. “Hey, Mark. We got time
to grab her for a quickie?”


“I’m not taking a chance pissing the boss off,” the first
one said. “You go ahead if you want to.”


The other man thought about it, then shook his head. “Nah,
I’m good.”


“Denim,” she called. She could no longer see his eyes.


“Here comes the doc,” Mark said.


“Open the door,” the doctor said, a minute later.


Mark opened the cage door and the doctor rushed in, his face
covered with a light sheen of sweat despite the cool morning. He was thirty something,
balding, and when he smiled nervously at her, he revealed a row of discolored
teeth.


He grunted as he heaved his overweight body down beside her.
“This will only take a minute.” He didn’t seem to find it strange or upsetting
that he was tending a caged, beaten woman.


But he was on the payroll of COS. Others were less than
nothing to him.


“One of you take off her jacket. I need her arm,” he told
the slayers.


“You do it,” Mark told his pal. “I’ll cover you.”


“Oh, for God’s sake,” the doctor said. “She’s weak as a baby
and half dead. She’s certainly nothing to be scared of.” He glanced down at
her. “Are you, honey?”


She said nothing.


The COS member pulled a blade and cut the jacket sleeve from
her arm. “That work?”


“Fine, fine,” the doctor said. He put his bag on the ground,
opened it, then handed the slayer some vials. “Hold these.”


In seconds, he had a tourniquet around her upper arm and a
needle sticking a vein. She had no blood to spare.


The hunger was so extreme she did attempt to grab him and
sink her teeth into his arm. All she succeeded in doing was annoying the doctor
when she jerked and twitched enough to displace the needle.


But in the end, he got what he was after.


“Now,” he said, wheezing as he climbed ponderously to his
feet, “let’s fix up the boys and get some more blood from them.”


“What does he want with all the blood?” Mark asked.


“Insurance,” the doctor replied. “And I do what I’m paid to
do.”


They left her and went into the twins’ cage.


One slayer helped the doctor while the other stood at the
door with a gun trained on the prisoners.


Adrenaline came in fits and starts as she watched the
adjoining cage. It wasn’t much, and the splinter jabbed and cut into her as she
moved—but she grabbed the bars and dragged herself up until she was half
sitting.


“You like to watch, huh?” the slayer with the gun said,
grinning. He spat through the bars, just missing her bare leg.


She smiled, ignoring the fresh blood that spilled as her
dry, swollen lips split. “If you’re still alive when I get out of this cage,
you’re the first piece of shit I’m going to tear apart,” she told him.


His grin faltered, but then he curled his lip, and his voice
was filled with contempt. “When you get out of that cage, you’ll be dead and
I’ll be dragging your headless carcass to a hole in the ground.”


But there was fear in his eyes.


There should have been.


“All done,” the doctor said. He walked past the slayer with
the gun and strode away.


The slayer was still staring at Rune when the twins exploded
into action.


Rune gave one unintentional sob as it happened. The twins,
the beautiful, shining twins, naked and bloody and wild, attacked.


“Hurry,” she whispered.


But then one of the guns went off, and she knew the sound
would call the other slayers before the twins could get the splinter out of her
heart.


“Hurry,” she begged, but the fear and urgency made
her voice breathless and squeaky and she doubted the twins even heard her.


But they didn’t need to hear her. They were aware.


The slayer she’d promised to kill was still alive. Barely.
Levi dragged him into her cage and dumped him on the floor, then ripped free
the blade the slayer wore at his side.


“I won’t kill you?” he asked. “Tell me I won’t kill you.”


“No, baby,” she murmured. “Dig it out.”


Denim joined them, helping to turn her gently to her belly
so they could dig through her back. It might be less painful than going through
her chest.


Maybe.


“Do it fast,” she said. “Once you get a grip, don’t hesitate.
Hurry.”


“They’re coming,” Denim said. “COS is coming.”


Without another word, Levi went to work.


She ground her teeth as the blade plunged into the splinter
wound, losing her breath, and for one brief second, losing consciousness.


Too bad she couldn’t stay unconscious.


“I see it,” Levi said, his voice hard. “Grab hold, Denim.”


More pain as Denim dug his fingernails in with the blade and
took the tip of the splinter. The obsidian tried to stay put. Meat and blood
and desperately mending flesh screamed as Denim forced the splinter free.


Finally, it was out.


Levi pulled the blade from her back and then offered her his
wrist. “Feed fast, Rune.”


“No,” she said. “Bring me that bastard.” She turned gingerly
and pointed to the slayer on the ground. “I promised to tear him apart. Might
as well eat him first.”


Denim dragged the slayer to her as Levi helped her pull on
her jeans. He stuffed her feet into her boots, then sat back to wait for her to
feed.


She dropped her fangs, her glorious fangs, and plunged them
into the slayer’s throat. His screams were weak, and she drank with grim
pleasure.


Drank as the slayers ran up the path, their stomping feet
like a thousand drums in her ears, their shouts and even their panting breaths
a hundred times louder as her body began to heal.


There was no time to feed properly as the slayers, armed
with guns and hatred, ran toward them, but that was okay. She shot out her
claws and hacked her tormenter’s head from his body.


She’d feed from the slayers.


She’d feed from the fucking birds.


She would spare no one, not Fin, not the scepters. Not Cree
Stark.


And maybe they realized that, because even as Rune and the
twins left their cold prisons and ran to meet the coming humans, the sky was
filled with birds and dozens of huge, flapping wings.


The birds were fleeing.


She was Death and the twins were her angels. They were not
the same, and she’d known they would not be. But they were not less.


Armed with the blades and guns they’d taken from the two
dead men, the twins, aided by the magic inside them and Rune’s blood in their
veins, went for the slayers.


Rune didn’t fear for them.


They’d been starved, beaten, and dehumanized, but now, they
were free.


And Lex was right.


They were mighty.


 


 











Chapter
Twenty-Two


There were around twenty COS members, but Rune, Denim, and
Levi took them on without hesitation, and without uncertainty.


Rune bathed in the blood of her enemies, drank it as it
spewed from arteries and splashed upon the ground, and roared her glee.


She was the monster.


The world became suffused with more extreme scents, louder
sounds, and colors so vivid they hurt her eyes. The odors mixed and mingled,
and she acknowledged them without letting them distract her from the battle.


From the butchery. She was there to kill and she did it with
a cold savagery she’d somehow lacked before.


She sliced and hacked through warm bodies, her body
rejecting bullets almost as soon as they punched their way into her flesh. And
the entire time, she was on the lookout for one person.


Bach Horner.


She ripped the throat from one slayer as she gutted another.
When she turned to sling away bits of stringy entrails, she caught sight of the
twins, and they stopped her in her tracks.


They flew over the killing ground in their dance of death,
completely in unison, not one motion wasted. Naked and covered in gore, they
were a primitive picture of brutal barbarians, a breathtaking portrait of
vicious beauty, everything wild and agonized and real.


And they were shot.


Levi’s body jerked as a bullet slammed into his shoulder.
But he didn’t stop.


She threw back her head and screamed, because if she hadn’t
she would have shattered into a million pieces.


Finally, the ground was littered with parts of the dead
slayers. The air was silent and heavy, and nothing moved.


She stared across the bodies at the twins.


“We survived,” Levi said. “Didn’t we?”


She ran to them, then, and wrapped her arms around them.
Shuddery and dazed, they held each other.


“Yes,” she said. “We survived.”


“What do we do now?” Denim asked. “Where do we go?”


As if they no longer had a place in the crew. As if they
were too different.


“Home,” she said. “We go home.”


“I don’t think I can,” Levi said.


“You can try.” She lifted her hand to brush back his hair.


Levi nodded once, curtly. “We can try.”


And still they stood in a tight knot of bewilderment,
unsure. When they left that mountain, they’d have to begin to deal with
everything that had happened.


To accept it.


All three of them.


Their dirty bodies expelled bullets and the twins watched it
happen with something close to disbelief, even though they knew what Rune’s
blood was capable of.


Finally, the two men stripped the fallen enemy and dressed
in their bloody clothes, and Rune searched for a cell.


She found it quickly but held it for a long moment. She had
no idea whom to call. She didn’t want to call the crew. She didn’t want them
looking at her. Didn’t want them seeing her. Asking questions.


And she did not want to see the berserker.


She punched in a number. “I’m on Spikemoss Mountain in the
bird’s nest,” she said. “I have the twins.” Then, her voice broke. “Can you
come?”


“I’m on my way,” Elizabeth said.


“The birds are gone,” Rune told her, for no reason.


“Hang on, Rune. I’m coming.”


Rune clicked off.


“Who’s coming?” Denim asked.


“Elizabeth.”


He thought about it, then nodded. “Okay.”


“Horner escaped,” Levi said, coming to stand beside them.
“We have to find him.”


“Yeah,” she replied. “We do.”


Denim blew out a tired breath. The twins were ill, injured,
and near collapse. Her blood made their bodies forget how truly damaged they
were. It had healed them enough to make them fight and function. For a while.


But some injuries were beyond her blood’s ability to repair.


She shivered. “Fucking COS.”


“Fucking birds,” Denim added.


“They’ll come back.” Levi’s voice was grim. “And so will
we.”


Denim pushed his hands into the pockets of the ill-fitting
jeans. “Why the fuck is it so easy for us to be taken? Why the fuck?” His eyes
went a little too wide, a little wild. “We’re not…” He gestured, unsure.


“We’re not safe,” Levi said. “We’re nothing. They can take
us anytime they want us. Any of us.” He looked at Rune. “They even took you.”


Shit. She wished she could tell him that it’d been
her plan to be taken. That’d she’d known the birds held them, and it was her
only way to find them.


But she couldn’t lie to them. They knew better anyway. So
she just nodded. There was nothing to say.


Then Levi grabbed her hand. “We’ll kill them all. We’ll kill
them, and if fucking Karin Love is ever released, we’ll kill her too. We’ll
fight dirty, we’ll ambush them, we’ll shoot them in the back.”


“We’ll become the slayers,” Denim said, a desperate gleam of
hope in his eyes. “And we’ll wipe out every single fucking member of COS.”


They had to feel in control. She understood. The same way
she’d taken control of her hated immortality, they were taking control of their
lives. They would not be victims. Instead, they would become the hunters.


And they’d kill humans. Just like those very humans were
killing Others.


So again, she nodded, her chest hurting when she saw the
frustrated gleam of tears in Levi’s eyes. “We’ll kill them all,” she replied.


She wasn’t sure, but she thought that when those words left
her mouth, something irreversible, and maybe something terrible, shifted in the
universe.


 


 











Chapter
Twenty-Three


She directed Elizabeth to their exact location, then tossed
away the dead slayer’s phone. When Elizabeth arrived, the twins and Rune were
waiting.


Rune still hadn’t called the crew.


The twins climbed into the backseat, and Rune got into the
front with Elizabeth.


 Elizabeth studied them, briefly. “It’s good to see
you,” was all she said, and she drove them back down the mountain.


“We lost Horner,” Rune said, after a long while. “And there
are a lot of dead slayers up there.”


“He can’t escape capture forever,” Elizabeth replied, her
voice even. “And the birds will dispose of the bodies. The last thing they want
is human law enforcement on their land.”


“They welcomed the church with open arms.” Rune heard the
bitterness in her voice, but didn’t try to disguise it. She was bitter.


Fucking Strad Matheson.


Elizabeth didn’t speak again until she pulled up outside
Rune’s house. “Get cleaned up. I’m going to go get you some hot food and
clothing for Levi and Denim. I’ll also tell Bill you’re all safe.” She looked
at Rune. “Do you want to tell the crew, or would you like me to?”


“I will. After I shower, I’ll call them.”


Elizabeth nodded. “Good enough.”


Elizabeth was back with food and clothes before Rune could
force herself out of the shower. She’d scrubbed herself raw with hot water and
soap, but she couldn’t scrub her memory.


But Elizabeth was insistent, and she was stubborn. She
knocked on the bathroom door until Rune left the insulating water for the real
world.


The twins were sitting in the living room on the sofa,
dressed in new clothes and eating the first hot meal they’d had since their
capture, she was sure.


They didn’t eat much. Rune didn’t want anything to eat, but
she did accept the huge mug of hot coffee Elizabeth handed her.


“Elizabeth,” she said. “Thank you.”


The older woman knew Rune’s heartfelt words weren’t about
the coffee. “You’re most welcome. Do you have a spare phone or would you like
to borrow mine?”


Rune drank down half her coffee before answering. “I have an
extra but it’s at work.”


So Elizabeth handed over her phone. Rune called Jack first.


“Elizabeth,” he said. “There’s news?”


“It’s me, Jack. I’m home. Call the others and come over.
You’ll need to pick up Lex.”


“Rune,” he said, his voice raw and strained. “What the fuck?
What the fuck?”


“I’ll explain when you’re all here.”


“You’re okay?”


She hesitated. No, I’m not okay. I’m hurt, I’m shocked,
I’m raped. I’m not okay. “I’m alive.” Then, before he could say anything
else, she said, “The twins are here, Jack. I have the twins.”


He breathed gently into the phone. “They’re alive?” As if he
didn’t dare hope for that much.


“They are,” she murmured.


“I’m on my way.” He hung up.


And finally, she called Ellis. “Ellie. It’s me.”


“Rune,” he screamed. “My God, Rune!”


“I’m okay,” she said, calm. “I’m okay, baby.”


“You were dead,” he said, his voice so thick with tears she
could barely understand him. “I dreamed you were dead. And I was here alone.”


“I’m home. I need you to come here. Are you okay to drive?”
She didn’t dare tell him she had the twins. He’d have wrecked and killed
himself before he got halfway to the Moor.


“Yes, yes.” He sniffed. “I’m on my way. I’m so glad you’re
okay.”


She gave Elizabeth back her phone and turned to the twins.
“The crew is coming.”


They were a mess. It didn’t matter that they’d showered and
dressed in new clothes. They were battered and shrunken and their hands
trembled.


She was healing so much faster, and even she was still
marked with bruises and cuts and…


She shook her head hard as an unacceptable image of the
brutal rape flashed across her mind. Out, you fuckers. Out.


“Rune?” Levi said.


She swallowed. Elizabeth watched her, as did the twins, with
understanding in their eyes.


“Did you kill the ones who hurt you?” Elizabeth asked.


“Yes,” Rune answered. “We did.”


She nodded. “Good. I’m going back to RISC. I want to bring
Bill up to speed. Unless you need me to stay?”


“Go. We’re fine.”


Minutes later, the door flew open and Lex exploded into the
room, her face wet with tears, her lips pulled back in a grimace of part
disbelief, part joy.


Denim and Levy jumped to their feet and opened their arms,
and she nearly knocked them over as she ran into their embrace.


None of them said a word.


They were beyond words.


Lex reached out a searching hand and when Rune took it,
pulled her into the circle.


“Rune,” Jack said.


She pulled away from the others, and they immediately closed
themselves back into their desperate, thankful hold as she went to talk to
Jack.


He stared down at her with a sort of feverish calmness.
“Tell me everything.”


“When everyone is here. I don’t want to repeat myself.”


He jerked her to him then, and she realized as she slid her
arms around his waist that she really no longer cringed away from hugs.


Considering that her crew seemed obsessed with hugging, that
was a damn good thing.


She smiled against his chest. “I’ll be okay.” And she would.


She shuddered as the berserker stepped into the room. She didn’t
see him, didn’t hear him, but his presence sent chills down her spine. Her
heart beat painfully hard and fast against her ribs, and her stomach churned
like a tornado had generated inside her.


Jack hugged her even more tightly when she stiffened against
him.


Fucking berserker.


He waited.


After a few long, anxious moments, she pulled away from Jack
and turned to face Strad.


He wasn’t alone. Owen stood beside him, and both of them
were covered in gore and blood, and their eyes were…


Their eyes were a little monstrous.


“We tortured the fuck out of Cruikshank,” Owen said. “We
thought he had you.”


“COS had me,” she said, and then, she met the berserker’s
gaze. “The birds had me. Just as they had the twins.”


Raze slipped in to stand behind the berserker.


He watched Rune as he slid a blade into his hand.


Strad stiffened, but didn’t turn to look behind him. “I
would never betray you or the crew.”


“You were up there,” she said. “You were on the mountain.
The twins were there. They were right fucking there.”


“You didn’t even try,” Levi said.


Strad closed his eyes. “I fucked up.”


Jack eased his own blade into his hand.


But Owen moved a step closer to the berserker. “He didn’t
know, Rune. If you’d have seen him when you went missing—”


“Maybe,” she said, her voice calm. So calm. “But he’s right.
He fucked up.”


“Rune.” Strad gestured, unable to find words that could
possibly show how tormented he was. How sorry.


“I didn’t need you to save me,” she told him. “I just needed
you to believe me. You didn’t search.” She took a step closer to him. “And the
birds knew you wouldn’t search. They knew you’d believe them over me.” She
smiled as darkness thickened inside her. “Why, Berserker?”


“I trusted them.”


“You told me the birds couldn’t be trusted.”


“Not by you. Not by…” He clenched his fists, his jaws
knotting as he ground his teeth.


And then, he told her something that helped it all make
sense. The berserker had also been betrayed.


“The birds took me in when I was a kid. When I was…they’re
my family.” He shook his head, and the rage he was famous for began to swirl
around him like an almost visible mass of deadly debris. “The scepters were
like parents to me. I thought they were too honorable to betray me.” He smiled,
and it was not a nice smile. “I believed I mattered to them. I will avenge
you.” He looked at the twins. “And you. I will earn back your trust.”


And without another word, he turned, shoved Raze out of his
way, and strode from the house.


She might not see him again.


The part of her that had died up on that mountain wasn’t
sure if she cared, or if she didn’t.


 


 











Chapter
Twenty-Four


The twins had her blood inside them, but that one feeding
wasn’t enough to make them whole.


While Lex was able to feed from Rune’s energy, that didn’t
work for the two men.


So she fed them again.


Because she didn’t want to go through it twice, she fed them
at the same time, one from each wrist.


“Heal,” she told them. “I need you.”


She sent Owen to drop Cruikshank at the hospital, knowing the
reporter wouldn’t talk. She wasn’t sure how she knew that, but she knew.


But if she was wrong, they’d deal with it. They had bigger
problems to work through.


Owen didn’t seem to think Cruikshank would be able to talk
at all.


For the rest of the day and that night, Rune, the twins, and
Lex stayed huddled together, sleeping in fits and starts, with Lex behind Rune
and Ellis behind Levi. They soothed each other when one awakened from a
nightmare, or forgot, for a second, where he was.


Owen, Jack, and Raze had stood guard all night.


“I’m worried about Strad,” Lex whispered once, into her ear.


“Yeah.” Then Rune sighed and admitted the truth, if only to
herself. Me too.


The next morning, they were much closer physically to where
they needed to be. And they all agreed on one thing—they needed to work. They
needed their lives to get back to normal.


Normal.


Right.


They drove to RISC, all of them in their own vehicles.
Coworkers rushed to shake hands and welcome them back, but Rice wasn’t eager to
see them working.


“The three of you need to take some time,” he said. “Go get
checked out, and for God’s sake, give yourselves time to heal. We can handle
things here.”


“We can’t,” Levi said.


“We’ll work,” Rune said. “We have eight days before the new
moon. COS will want to recapture the twins before then.”


Finally, Rice nodded. “Go get equipped, boys. Rune, can I
see you in my office?”


While the twins followed a couple of RISC guards to the
basement weapons room, Rune went with her boss to his office.


He gestured at one of the chairs in front of his desk, and
once she’d sat down, he took the chair beside her. “Are you okay?”


“I’m fine.”


But he was too sharp to believe such a lie. “Anything you
all need, let me know. If you need to work, work. But if you need to take some
time, don’t hesitate.”


She nodded.


He crossed his legs. “Getting this demon is important for
COS. They’re going to come at us with an army. I don’t think we’ll see them
again until the new moon, but when they come back, it’ll be with a hell of a
lot of men.”


“I agree.”


He inclined his head. “So we have to be ready.”


She tilted her head. “What do you have in mind?”


He got up, walked to his desk, and pulled a map from the
drawer. “Come look at this.” He spread the map on his desk and pointed to three
places he’d circled with red. “These are the most…spiritual, magical, whatever
you want to call them, places in Spiritgrove.”


“So they’ll be doing the ritual at one of these spots.” She
studied the map. Rice had circled the area off Hook Road, a hill in Willowburg
close to the Other clinic, and of course, fucking Hawthorne Forest.


“I think so.”


“Shiv Crew won’t be enough.” She hated to say it, but it was
true. If the church put people at each spot to confuse them, the crew would
have to split up.


“Two things,” Rice said. “First, I’m calling in favors from
other cities. On the new moon, I hope to have more people helping us take care
of COS and whatever demon they try to get through.” He held up a finger before
Rune could speak. “And two, the tide is turning where COS is concerned. There
is a movement to ban them—twelve states already have petitions going.”


“They were banned before,” Rune said, unimpressed. “They
never go away for long.”


“Yes.” He crossed his arms and smiled. “But times are
changing, and changing fast. Others are getting more rights, we’re publicly
infiltrating government offices, and the entire population is getting sick of
the trouble COS brings. They’re realizing that the Others aren’t the threat.
COS is the threat.”


She pursed her lips. “Someone is succeeding in making the
humans fear COS.”


“Not just someone, but entire groups of people. Humans. And
when the humans start to fear something…”


“They start to hate it.”


They smiled at each other. It could happen.


He turned his computer monitor toward her.


It was a news website. As he began to scroll through them,
she saw article after article, as well as images, of horrific COS
transgressions. Not only against Others, but against humans.


One article stated that the church was recruiting and
brainwashing children. Another stated that the slayers were devil worshippers.
Another showed a photo of supposed COS members burning a pile of bibles.


Rune smiled. “This is good.”


The humans were getting scared.


Scared of COS.


“There are dozens of websites like this one,” he told her.


She looked at him for a long moment. “You’re doing this.”


His eyes sparkled. “I’ve been helping to do this for
a long, long time. And each time there is a wave of anti-COS, it gets stronger.
This time…” He shrugged.


“This time, it might stick. Keep me updated, will you?”


He nodded. “Of course. And another thing. In Washington this
morning a crowd burned down a COS building. Thirty two members were caught
inside.”


She didn’t speak for a minute. “You’re right. The tide is
turning.”


“The crime is barely being investigated,” he said. “No
arrests yet.”


They both stared at the computer screen. Finally, Rune broke
the silence. “What do you have for us?”


“Are you sure you’re up to working?” He reached out a hand
to pat her shoulder.


She flinched violently, such a sudden, knee jerk reaction
she had no way of controlling it. “Shit.”


Rice frowned, his voice alarmed. “Rune?”


“I’m fine. Just…” She swallowed and waited for her rapidly
beating heart to slow. Her stake wounds hurt, but she didn’t want to touch them
and make Bill more concerned. “Give me some work.”


She needed to work. She needed to fight.


And maybe, she needed to kill.


 


 











Chapter
Twenty-Five


She leaned her head against the cool hallway wall after she
left Rice.


The twins were alive. They were safe.


She pulled desperately from the stockpile of good things,
and it helped lift her mood. Yesterday, life had looked a hell of a lot
bleaker.


Ellis rushed toward her, his shoes squeaking on the floor.
“Rune.”


She took a deep breath and waited. “What is it?”


“The twins,” he said. “They’ve had some sort of breakdown.
I’ve called to have them taken to the hospital.”


“I fed them,” she said, running back down the hall with him.
“I thought…”


“They’ve been through hell, Rune. They’re not like you.
They’re human, honey.”


“But I gave them blood. They were good. You saw.”


“I saw they were healing,” he agreed, his voice jerking as
he ran. “But they are far from better.”


“Son of a bitch,” she said. “What happened?”


He said nothing at first, which let her know he was
wrestling with some giant demons of his own. When they reached the break room,
he said, “I tried to kiss Levi. It went downhill from there.”


Fuck me.


The twins were huddled together against the wall. Lex stood
in front of them, her sightless eyes jerking. “They’re okay.” But her words
were not convincing.


Levi tried to smile. “We’re really tired. And touchy.”


“We need to lie in bed, watch TV, and eat,” Denim said.
“That’s all.”


“Hospital?” Rune asked.


“No,” they both replied. “No hospital.”


“My house is huge.” She turned to Ellis. “And empty. Ellie,
get two guest rooms set up. One for the twins and one for Lex. Shop for
furniture and stock the fridge. Can you get that done quickly?”


He nodded, his face clearing. “Of course I can. In the
meantime, I’ll tuck them into your bed until the rooms are ready.” He pulled
his cell from his pocket. “I’ll cancel the EMTs and then I’ll call Jessica to
help me.”


Jess was a RISC employee and a female version of Ellis.


“Thanks,” Denim said.


“Just for a little while,” Levi added.


But if Rune had her way, the twins and Lex would be moving
in. “Ellie, call Dr. Haas as well. Ask her if she’d be willing to make a home
visit.”


The twins didn’t argue.


She called Rice’s office. “Bill, the twins are going to my
house to rest. They’re not doing well.”


“Good. You should go with them.”


“No. But I’d like you send a team to guard them.” She walked
a few steps away from the twins and lowered her voice. “It won’t be hard for
COS to find them.”


“I’m on it.”


“Thanks.” She clicked off.


Jack came into the room. “Rune. Rice sending us out?”


Shit. She’d forgotten about the run. “Yes. RISC got a call
from Spiritgrove PD. They’re holding three shifters for us. The shifters were
found wandering the streets, naked, no ID, and no memory of who they are or
where they came from.”


“Nice,” Jack said. “Let’s go pick them up.”


“Where are Raze and Owen?”


“Rice sent them to break up a fight in Toad’s and Butter’s.
Four wolves giving the humans a show.”


She turned to the twins. “You need anything, call me.” She’d
grabbed her extra cell from her office to replace the one COS had taken from
her. “Let me know how it goes, Ellie.”


Ellis, talking animatedly into his phone, waved in her
general direction.


He loved shopping almost more than she loved coffee, and he
was happy to be doing something that might help the twins.


She grinned at him before she jogged from the room, Jack on
one side, Lex on the other.


She ignored the pain between her legs and the one throbbing
in her chest. The first one she didn’t want to think about. The other was a
reminder of her weakness. She didn’t figure either of them would ever really go
away.


She thought briefly of calling to check on Strad, but in the
end, she couldn’t bring herself to do it.


Lex buckled herself in. “What could make shifters lose their
memories?”


Rune sped down the highway, happy to be moving. If she was
lucky, maybe she’d run into a zombie or two on her way to the police station.
“No clue. Strange things happen in Spiritgrove.”


“Levi and Denim will be okay,” Lex said.


“Yes. They will. They’re safe.”


“I should have stayed with them. I just…sometimes it’s too
much and I have to take a breath. You know what I mean?”


“I do know, baby.” She reached over to squeeze Lex’s cold
hand. “But we have the twins and Karin Love isn’t getting out of prison.”


“I’m not convinced. She’ll get out. Sooner or later, she’ll
get out.” She brushed her hair out of her face. “I should have gone with the twins.
I want to help you, Rune, but I should have gone with the twins.”


She made a U-turn and called Jack. “I’m taking Lex to my
house. I’ll be at the station in a few.”


“I’ll wait for you,” he replied.


“Thanks,” Lex said.


“I’d rather you be there guarding the twins,” Rune replied.
“And they’ll need someone to make them dinner.”


“That sure as hell won’t be me, but I’m willing to call for
delivery.”


Rune smiled, then repeated the truth like a mantra. “We got
back the twins. They’re safe.”


“Yeah,” Lex whispered. “But they’re so afraid.”


“Slayers hurt them.” Rune squeezed the steering wheel. “But
remember, they’re mighty. They’ll be the twins again.”


Lex wiped at her face. “Yes. Yes, they will be.”


But Rune knew that part of the twins had stayed up on that
mountain. They’d be the twins again, but always, they’d be different.


Just like her.


 


 











Chapter
Twenty-Six


“I want them out of here,” the sheriff said, squinting
through the silver-wrapped cell bars at the three shifters. “Talk about
freaks.”


Rune glared at him. “You cuffed them.”


He held his hands up. “Hey. One of them tried to shift when
they were picked up. My men had no choice but to get them some silver
bracelets.”


The three shifters, one female and two males, sat quietly on
the bench in the one cell in the police station designed to hold Others. They
stared at the floor.


The shifters were underweight, dirty, and pale, but Rune saw
no obvious injuries.


“You didn’t offer them clothes?” Jack asked.


The sheriff shrugged. “Nope.”


“Get them jumpsuits,” Rune said.


The sheriff motioned to one of his people. “Three of them.
Hurry the hell up so we can get them out of here.”


“Have they said anything?” She wrapped her fingers around
the bars, ignoring the sheriff’s astonishment when the silver didn’t deter her.


“The one on the left muttered something about not
remembering anything. The lady said she didn’t know who she was when one of my
men prompted her.”


“Prompted her,” Rune said. “I hope I don’t discover
they were abused.”


Again, he shrugged. “If they were, it wasn’t by us.” His
eyes were unwavering.


A deputy handed her a pile of jumpsuits and she stepped
inside the cell, Jack at her back. The shifters didn’t look up.


One of the deputies followed them in to take off the cuffs.


Even when their arms were released, the shifters continued
staring at the floor. There were no quick glances, no twitching, no rubbing
their raw wrists. They just stared at the floor.


She stood in front of them, holding out the clothes. “Get
dressed, guys. We’re going to take you to RISC so we can sort everything out.”


The deputy left the cell and joined the cops watching from
behind the safety of the bars. Rune didn’t really blame them for their caution.


The shifter on the right took a jumpsuit, still avoiding
Rune’s gaze, and the other two followed his lead.


Rune and Jack turned their backs and made a sort of screen
with their bodies, though both of them knew the shifters were accustomed to
their nudity and weren’t the least bit shy about it.


But the curious stares of the cops made her uncomfortable,
so she gave the shifters what privacy she could.


“I’ll need one of you to sign some forms,” the sheriff said.


“Take care of that, Jack. I’ll bring them out as soon as
they’re ready.”


He hesitated.


She raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”


“Every time you’re left alone you get hurt or stolen.” But
he grinned down at her. “I’ll be in the next room. Yell if you need me.”


She glared at his retreating back. “You do the same. Smart
ass.”


His laugh floated back over his shoulder.


The shifters finished dressing themselves in the ugly
jumpsuits and stood silent and almost too still.


“Let’s go, guys,” Rune said. “We’ll get you some food after
we get you checked out by the doctor.”


The shifters went nuts.


Had they not been controlled by the silver bars of the cell,
she had no doubt they would have shifted. They began screaming and threw
themselves against the wall, fingernails snapping as they dug and clawed at the
rough brick.


“Shit,” Rune yelled, and shot out her claws. “What the
fuck?”


Cops ran into the cell, holding silver loops on long metal
rods. They dropped the loops over the shifters’ heads and jerked on the rods,
bringing the shifters choking and gasping to their knees.


Rune retracted her claws and went for the deputies. “Get
those fucking loops off them.”


“No way,” one of the deputies said. “We’re marching them out
of here with these in place. Once they’re in your vehicle, we’ll take them
off.”


Jack strode back into the hallway. “Rune?”


“Let’s get them out of this place,” Rune said, and followed
the deputies from the cell.


The shifters were controlled once again. They clawed at the
silver collars burning their necks as they were forced from the building.


She opened the back door of her SUV.


“Do you want me to take a couple of them?” Jack asked.


“No, I don’t want to separate them.” She gestured at the
cops and watched as they pushed the confused prisoners into the backseat. They
lifted the loops from the shifters’ necks and backed away from the car.


“They’re all yours,” one of them said, his relief obvious.


“I’m going with you,” Jack said. “I can catch a ride back
here to get my truck.”


She nodded. “Hop in.”


“What happened?” he asked, when they were on their way to
RISC. The shifters sat silently in the backseat, and it was as though their
hysterical outburst had never happened.


“They freaked out,” she told Jack. “I’ll tell you later what
I said to set them off.”


He nodded and turned in his seat to look at the shifters.
“Any of you ready to talk?”


Through her mirror, Rune watched the man behind her as Jack
spoke. The shifter’s stare was downcast, and he never said a word.


“What the fuck,” she murmured.


Jack shook his head. “Something has messed with them in a
big way. Once the doc—”


“No,” she interrupted. “Don’t say that word.”


“Ah,” he said. “Got it.”


Her cell rang, showing Elizabeth’s number on the display.
“Yeah,” Rune said, still darting glances through her mirror. The sheriff had
been right—those shifters were freaky.


“Rune, we got some DNA results back from the murdered bird
shifter found nailed to the slaughterhouse.”


“What did it give us?”


“At least one COS member tortured and killed the bird.”


She frowned. “COS? The birds were hiding COS. Why would the
church kill a bird?”


“I don’t know. But a partial print and skin under her nails
matched a COS member in the system.”


“Let Strad know,” Rune said. “If he has anything helpful to
say, give me a call back.”


“Will do,” Elizabeth said, and ended the call.


Rune repeated to Jack what Elizabeth had said.


He grunted. “Be interesting to see if the birds retaliate
once they find out.”


“If they don’t already know. I never trusted those
psychopathic fucks.”


“Maybe they wanted rid of the bird but couldn’t kill her
themselves, so…”


“So they get COS to do the dirty deed.”


“Could be. The birds don’t strike me as the most logical of
Others.”


“I can see COS as mercenaries. I can also see them nailing
the bodies to walls to thumb their noses at the world. But I can’t really see
them working for Others.”


Jack shrugged. “I think COS would do pretty much anything
for enough money. And they were living with Others on Spikemoss
Mountain.”


She sighed. Damn COS and their never-ending streams of
trouble. “It’s a mystery.”


“Yeah.” He nodded his head toward their eerie passengers.
“So are they.”


One of the shifters picked that moment to speak. He leaned
forward slightly and tapped Rune’s shoulder. “The girl,” he said. “They want
the girl.”


 


 











Chapter
Twenty-Seven


Jack reached back and grabbed the shifter by the shoulder of
his jumpsuit. “What girl? Lex?”


“I don’t know,” the shifter whispered. “But I have been
repeating that phrase ever since I came out of the fog. They want the girl.”


Jack shook him. “You have to know something. Tell me
everything.”


“That’s all I know.” The shifter met Rune’s gaze in the
mirror, his own dark and full of shadows. “That’s all I remember.”


“Jack,” Rune said. “Let go of him.”


The shifter sat back in his seat, staring once more at his
hands.


“What’s your name?” Rune asked.


“I don’t know.”


“When I stood in the cell with you, something I said upset
you all. Why?”


He shook his head. “I don’t remember.” He looked up then,
his face paler than normal. “I barely remember being in the cell. What did you
say?”


But she didn’t want to repeat it until they were safely
behind glass in a RISC holding room, where they couldn’t hurt anyone.


Their long term memory seemed pretty much gone, and their
short term memory was getting worse.


Except somehow, the shifter had held on to one phrase. “They
want the girl.”


What girl? And who the hell were they?


“Is there anything else you can tell us? Scents,
impressions, anything?”


His voice was hollow. “Nothing.”


They were all silent the rest of the way to RISC. The
shifters, she was pretty sure, were lost in the vast emptiness of their minds.


When they arrived at RISC, she opened the car door and urged
them out. “You’ll be safe here,” she told them. “We’re the good guys.”


Kinda.


“Rune,” Jack said, standing beside her.


“What?”


“You’re bleeding.”


“What the fuck?” She glanced down at the blood blossoming in
a bright, splotchy pattern on her shirt. “Well that’s weird.”


“How are you feeling?” He didn’t take her arm or fuss over
her, just waited to see what she needed.


“I’m fine.” The stake wounds always ached and plagued her
like a throbbing toothache might, but she’d thought she was past the bleeding
stage. “I’ll bandage it when I get time.”


He nodded. “Let’s get these three inside to Elizabeth.” But
he eyed her gravely, his tone solemn.


She tossed him a grin. “I’m good, Jack.”


They urged the three shifters inside the building and to a
holding room. “Elizabeth Peel and Bill Rice run this place,” Rune told them.
“You can trust them.”


“You can trust no one,” the male shifter said.


She narrowed her eyes. “Are you remembering something?”


“No.” His smile was slight, and sad. “I suppose it’s a
nugget of truth I picked up along the way.” He tapped his chest. “I feel
something in here. I…I miss something.” Then he once again dropped his gaze and
went silent.


“Maybe if they shift, they’ll heal?” Jack asked.


“Maybe.” But she wasn’t hopeful.


Jack took the shifters to a holding room while Rune went to
give Elizabeth the meager bit of information she had.


“Their memories are wiped,” she said, as she walked with
Elizabeth back to the shifters. “They can’t remember their names or where they
came from. One of the men somehow kept a phrase inside his head, and he
repeated it to me on the ride over.”


“What phrase?” Elizabeth was still too pale, and dark
circles, though less prominent, lay like bruises under her eyes.


“They want the girl.”


“They? And what girl?”


“Exactly.”


“I’ll see what I can do.”


Rice was waiting outside the holding room, talking with
Jack. Raze and Owen stood there as well, staring through the window at the
shifters.


“Anyone else think this has something to do with COS?” Raze
asked.


“I wouldn’t be at all surprised,” Elizabeth answered.


None of them would have been surprised. When bad shit
happened in River County, COS always managed to be part of it. Or the cause of
it.


Rune’s cell rang. She pulled it from her pocket, then blew
out a shaky breath. “Berserker,” she said. And though she tried to sound
normal, she knew her voice was cold.


“I need you to come back to the nest, Rune.”


She pressed her hand against the seeping stake wound. “Why?”


“The scepters are taking Cree’s wings and banishing her for
bringing you to the mountain. They’re still interrogating her, but so far she
refuses to say why she took you for COS.”


“All the fucking birds knew I was there, Strad. They knew
the twins were there.”


“The scepters didn’t know about you until you were already
there. They were discussing what to do about you when you escaped.”


“They ran when I escaped,” she said. “If they’re so fucking
bad, why’d they run away?”


“They went to a secondary nest. They didn’t want to lend a
hand to COS or fight you. They wanted to be gone in case human law enforcement
came up the mountain.” He sounded calm, patiently explaining the birds’
motives.


“And for hiding the twins?”


“I will make them pay for everything they were part of.” His
voice hardened. “They will get away with nothing. But you need to let me handle
it.”


She disagreed. Strad might think he needed to take the birds
out slowly and sneakily for fear they’d kill the crew, but Rune wasn’t that
patient. Or that forgiving.


And she wasn’t scared of the fucking birds.


She’d go to that mountain, and she was kicking scepter ass.


“I’m bringing the crew. I’ll need someone to have my back.”
Her voice dripped with angry sarcasm, but she didn’t care.


“Rune—”


She clicked off. “Let’s go, boys. We have to visit the
birds.”


“Lex?” Raze asked.


Rune hesitated, then nodded. “Call her and give her the
choice. If she wants to come, pick her up and meet us there. I’ll ride with
Jack.” She looked at Owen. “Ride with us?”


“Yes.”


Her hand shook as she pushed her cell back into her pocket.
Then, surrounded by her crew, she strode from the building.


She might not be able to annihilate COS just yet, but the
scepters were the next best thing.


With or without Strad Matheson, she and the crew would make
sure the birds paid for what they’d helped COS do to her and twins.


 


 











Chapter
Twenty-Eight


Jack and Owen talked all the way up the mountain, but Rune
stayed silent. She stared out her window and watched the scenery flash by.


Too many emotions vied for attention inside her mind, so she
shut them all out. Except for the anger. She let that stay.


Her stomach was in knots and she noticed suddenly that she
was chewing the inside of her mouth. She stopped.


She was acting like an old lady. A human one.


And she was a monster. “It’s all about attitude,” she
murmured.


“What, Rune?” Jack asked.


“Somewhere along the way, I lost myself.”


“Lost your humanity?”


“No. I think I lost part of my monster.”


Owen leaned closer to the front seat. “Then get him the fuck
back.”


She grinned. “Count on it, baby.”


When they pulled into the nest, there were two male birds
waiting for them. Jack stopped the truck and let down his window, and the birds
leaned down to look inside.


Rune’s body stiffened and she dug her nails into her thighs.


The two birds glanced into the backseat at Owen, peered at
Rune, then did a double take and backed away from the truck. “You’re to go two
miles down this road,” one of them told Jack. “Take the left at Ruined Oaks and
go a quarter mile. You’ll know when you’ve reached your destination.”


“Another truck will be coming this way,” Jack said. “Wait
for it.”


“All right.” Then he and his friend turned and melted back
into the trees lining the road.


“You okay?” Jack asked her, as he drove on.


“Yeah.” She wished people would stop asking her that
question.


The male had been right. They knew when they reached their
destination. Every bird in the nest was gathered in a clearing off the side of
the road.


The birds were noisy, and the atmosphere was similar to that
of a county fair. Lawn chairs and blankets dotted the ground, occupied by
laughing, chatting people. Birds.


“Freaks,” Jack growled.


The crew climbed from the truck and watched for a moment.
They were loaded down with weapons, and not one of them expected the encounter
to end well. Not for the birds, anyway.


“Look at that,” Owen said.


Rune shaded her eyes. “What the hell is it?”


A large platform stood around twelve feet off the ground. It
held a large, thick pole, from which thin bits of silver gleamed in the
sunlight.


“I don’t know,” Owen said.


“Here comes Strad.” Jack glanced at Rune but said nothing
more.


The berserker stopped when he was six feet from the truck.
He didn’t look at Jack or Owen. His stare was all for Rune.


“They’re waiting for you,” he told her.


“Why?”


“They want to redeem themselves by allowing you to take
Cree’s wings.” His eyes were dark but noncommittal, his voice without
inflection. His gaze did not waver from hers.


Yet she knew what it cost him.


“They think,” she said, “if they offer me Cree, I’ll let it
go.”


“Yes. That’s what they think.” Then he lowered his voice
further. “Today is not the day to take them on, Rune.”


He was afraid the birds would kill her. Her. A monster.
But the berserker would never think of her that way. To him, she was always
going to be the woman he was afraid of losing. The woman he wanted to protect.


He needed her to feed his addiction.


She saw it in the slight tremor of his fingers when he
brushed the hilt of a blade, in the knot that bulged in his jaw when he
clenched his teeth. A thin sheen of sweat covered his face, and there was a
weary shine to his eyes.


“Take me to them,” she said.


She, Jack, and Owen followed the berserker as he walked them
through the midst of the abruptly silent birds.


She was shocked by the number of children present, and when
she finally stood before the row of seated scepters, she had one non-negotiable
request.


“Send the children away.”


The scepters sat on a carved, wooden bench, hands folded,
faces serene. Seven of them, all huge and somehow alien.


One of the women in the middle leaned forward a tiny bit.
“Don’t worry after our children, Rune Alexander. They are accustomed to brutal
sights.”


“Send them away.”


“Or what?” one of the male scepters asked. “You will decline
to rip the wings from one of our people?”


“I’d rather they didn’t get hurt.”


The female in the middle smiled. It wasn’t even close to
being a real smile. “They won’t.”


“They need to see the punishment of the traitor,” the male
said.


Rune snarled at him, shaking the berserker’s fingers from
her arm. “You’re all a bunch of traitorous fucks and life is about to get real
dangerous for your kind.” She bent forward until she was nose to nose with the
male. “So get those kids the fuck out of here.”


The birds behind her, spread across the grounds and ready
for a good show, didn’t wait for their scepters to make up their minds. Mothers
gathered up children and fled.


And that evened the odds just a little more.


The male stared up at her, his face pale. “We offer you Cree
Stark. After you’ve taken her wings we’ll exile her.”


One of the other scepters, an older but very large woman
with sharp features and a wide mouth, stood. “Do you know what banishment means
to our kind?” She didn’t wait for Rune to answer. “Of course you don’t. We
would rather face death than to lose our wings and be ostracized from our
group. Unless Cree eventually kills herself, which she will most likely do, her
life from this day forth will be an unimaginable horror.”


Rune crossed her arms. “Yet you seem to have no problem
sending her into that horror.”


The bird shrugged. “It’s our way.”


And finally she understood why the berserker was so careful.
Why Rice was so afraid. The birds were like automatons. They had no conscience.
No guilt, no apathy, no remorse.


Along with their talons, size, and ability to fly, they were
sociopathic monsters. They were dangerous.


The other scepters rose to stand behind the one who’d spoken.


“Bring her out,” the scepter said to Strad.


He hesitated. “Loraine. You shouldn’t be here.”


“Bring the traitor out,” the bird said. She didn’t shout,
didn’t change her facial expression. But her voice was steel. “You agreed.”


Strad blew out a hard breath and walked away.


Loraine gave Rune a curt nod. “Come with me.”


They walked to the platform, the other scepters and Rune’s
crew at their backs. Once they reached the strange wooden contraption, Loraine
pointed. “We’ve placed a ladder for you.”


Rune realized the platform was so all the birds could
witness the punished one’s torment.


“Climb up,” Loraine said. “She’s coming.”


Cree was shackled and dirty, her clothes bloody and torn.
She was flanked by the berserker and two female birds. Fin walked behind the
sad procession, his head down.


When they reached the stand, one of the birds shifted, sank
her claws into Cree’s flesh, and flew her to the platform.


“Loraine,” Fin begged. “Please reconsider.”


Loraine glowered at him. “If you wish, you may join her.”


But he wasn’t finished pleading Cree’s case. “Punish her,
but don’t take her wings. She’ll die out there without them.” He turned to
Rune, his long hair covering the ruined half of his face. “Please, please.
Punish her. Don’t take her wings.” He fell to the ground at Rune’s feet. “I beg
you.”


So maybe not all the birds were such coldhearted sons of
bitches. Maybe that was a requirement of being a scepter.


Another bird shifted and flew to the dais to help bind Cree.
When they were finished, Cree was attached to the post by her silver-wrapped
arms, ankles, and throat.


The two birds dropped to the ground, leaving Cree alone.


“When she shifts,” Loraine said, “the silver ropes will
tighten as she struggles. She’ll be unable to escape.”


“She can shift even though she’s covered with silver?” Jack
asked, his voice harsh. He didn’t look at Rune when she glanced at him.


Loraine smiled, and there was something dark and proud in
her eyes. “Not alone, but I can force the shift.”


Rune cleared her throat. “How?”


“All birds can force the shift of their offspring.”


“Cree is your daughter?”


But Loraine didn’t have to answer. Cree did it for her.


“Mother,” she screamed. “Mother, don’t.”


Loraine looked at Rune. “I’m going to force her shift now.
Go stand beside her and prepare to take your revenge. Then the debt will be
paid and you will leave us to our lives.”


And without another word, she turned, stared up at her
child, and began to rip Cree’s bird into existence.


 


 











Chapter
Twenty-Nine


Rune was on the platform with Cree almost before she’d
realized she’d even moved.


The girl screamed and screamed, her body contorting as her
mother forced her into a shift despite the silver fighting it.


Loraine won.


Blood and other fluids, wet and goopy, splattered Rune. She
turned her head in disgust as an ill-smelling glob of mucus landed on her cheek
before sliding off.


Fin was suddenly beside her, his horrified gaze glued to
Cree.


The bird flopped in the silver bonds, unable to adapt to the
forced shift. Huge wings beat weakly at the air, fanning Rune’s face and
blowing through her hair.


The more she struggled, the more her bonds tightened.
Finally, the bird was choked into unconsciousness by the silver cutting into
her throat.


She slumped to the floor, her wet wings covering her.


“Shit,” Rune whispered. She was accustomed to cruelty, but
the bird’s torment was appalling.


Fin leaped the couple of steps to the fallen bird, his face
a mask of pain. He pushed his hair behind his ears, forgetting even to hide his
scars. “Cree. Cree…”


“Take her wings,” Loraine called. “Do it now while she is
unconscious.” There was a note of weariness in her voice, but she didn’t waver.


Fin tried again. “Loraine, please. No more.”


“She can’t be excused simply because she’s my daughter. I
have responsibilities to my people.” Her voice grew weaker and more tired as
she tried, most likely unsuccessfully, to convince herself she had no choice in
Cree’s punishment. “Take her wings.”


The birds were silent, but an air of eagerness and
excitement surrounded them. Had Loraine decided to reverse Cree’s fate, the
birds would have rebelled.


Cree stirred and moaned softly, then opened her black eyes.


“Shhh,” Fin said, and petted her wings. “I know it’s a lot
to ask,” he said to Rune as she crouched beside him. “I know she delivered you
to the men who tortured you. But she thought she had no choice.”


“She had a choice,” Rune replied. “She didn’t have to take
me.” She turned her lip up. “And you. All of you. You knew what was happening
to the twins, and yet you did nothing.” She shot her claws out. “You will all
fucking die.”


“Quickly now,” Loraine called, ignoring her threat.


Rune glanced down at Strad. He stood tall and still,
waiting. Watching her.


“I’ll give you a choice,” she told Fin. “I can take her
wings, or I can kill her. Decide.”


Cree made a sound and Fin lowered his ear close to her face.
Then he straightened. “She says she can give you Bach Horner. She’ll trade you
for her wings.” He held up a hand when Rune started to speak. “She’s banished.
She’ll live the rest of her life trying to find a way to live without her
people. She’ll get away with nothing. But she won’t live through the night
without her wings.” His stare was desperate and hot. He pulled a blade from his
pocket. “If you take her wings, you’ll have to kill me first.”


Rune gave a harsh laugh. “Do you think I won’t?”


“I don’t know what else to do,” he said, his voice so heavy
with pain Rune had to look away. “I love her. She’s more than you know. If not
for her, do it for the location of your enemy. She’ll give him to you.”


“You have one minute,” Loraine said. And maybe, maybe there
was a spark of hope in her voice. Maybe she hoped Rune would take the choice
from her.


Maybe.


Or maybe that was what Rune wanted to believe.


“She’s not being punished for what she did to you,” Fin
said, his voice so low she could barely hear him. He continued as she leaned
closer. “They want to pacify you and the humans. Cree is being punished because
she had Lara killed.”


“What?”


He gestured to the scepters below. “They don’t care about
you, or the twins. They care about rules and power.”


She shook her head and pressed her fingers to her temples.
“She is responsible for the bird being tortured and nailed to the
slaughterhouse?”


“I can’t explain now, but if you let her keep her wings,
I’ll find you tonight. I’ll tell you everything.”


Fuck. She closed her eyes for an instant, and when she
opened them, she’d made her decision. COS’s location was more important than
her need to destroy Cree Stark. She would take care of Cree another time.


“Give me his location.”


Fin stared at her as he fought to absorb her words. Then,
“What?”


“I said, give me fucking Horner’s location.”


“You’re…”


“Yes. Yes. I’ll let the bitch keep her wings. I’ll cut her
loose.” She leaned closer to him. “But if you’re lying to me, I will find you.
Both of you.”


His nod was quick and jerky. “Thank you. Thank you.” He bent
over Cree. “Tell me.”


She must have, though Rune understood nothing she said.


“He’s in Rock County,” Fin said, his voice low and fast. “In
the Camp.”


Rune nodded. Without hesitating, she stood, slid her claws
under the silver around Cree’s throat, and sliced through the rope.


“No,” someone yelled, and the others took up the scream. The
birds began shifting and Rune knew she had maybe ten seconds before they were
on her.


Fin sliced through the silver around Cree’s ankles, and when
she was free, he shifted. He pecked at Cree’s face, leaving wounds that started
bleeding immediately.


Cree got up.


Rune dropped her fangs, welcomed her monster, and jumped
from the platform to the ground below.


The scepters didn’t try hide. They didn’t shift, either, but
stood in a line in front of the platform to watch their birds fight for them.


The birds were huge, with deadly, sharp beaks and blade-like
talons, and they had no fear. They wanted the fight, the blood, the excitement.


“Kill them,” Loraine ordered, and the birds attacked.


“We’re here,” Lex shouted, running to Rune, her face bright
with savage joy.


The berserker didn’t hesitate. Resolute in his loyalty for
Rune and Shiv Crew, he slashed his way through bird after bird, his roar of
rage wrapping Rune in familiarity and comfort.


She threw herself into the midst of the battle, knowing that
with every slash of her claws she was one step closer to Bach Horner.


 


 











Chapter
Thirty


Each member of the crew was a fighter—mean, special,
bloodthirsty.


But they were missing three of their men and the birds were
no less bad than Strad had warned.


The crew, battered and bloody, attacked from the air by
screeching beasts, was losing the battle.


Strad had warned her.


Rune saw him thrust his spear through the wing of a slightly
small male bird, pin him to the ground, and say something she couldn’t begin to
hear, even with her sensitive ears.


She lost track of him as she became occupied with an
enormous bird about to take her head off with talons the size of short swords.
When she managed to look his way once more, both Strad and the pinned bird had
disappeared.


She’d pulled her crew into a battle they simply couldn’t
win. There were too many of the enormous birds, and they torpedoed the crew
from the air as the ones on the ground used beaks and claws to try to rip their
opponents apart.


Then the attacks began to lessen. She understood, even as a
talon shredded her left arm, that the birds were retreating.


“Stand your ground,” Loraine screamed. “Destroy them!”


But the birds deserted their scepters, and they did it in a
hurry. In seconds, they were gone.


As the echoes of their cawing voices faded away, the crew
stared at the line of scepters.


“Shift,” Rune said. “And fight.”


Strad had saved them. What he’d said to the bird he’d pinned
she might never know, but he’d saved them.


And the playing field was a little more level.


Loraine spat at Strad, her eyes narrow. “You. You did this.
You’re more of a traitor than Cree. I should never have taken you in.
This is how you repay me?”


Bloody and huge, the berserker moved one step closer to his
crew. “I trusted you, and that was my mistake. You threw in your lot with COS.
Now shift and fight, or I will cut you down while you stand there making
accusations.”


There was doubt or hesitation in his voice. Still, Rune
understood him. He would be haunted by guilt for the rest of his life—not just
because he’d have to destroy the scepters, but because he’d allowed them to
hurt his crew. To hurt Rune.


But they all had their crosses to bear.


“We’re birds,” Loraine said. “We take care of our own.
Outsiders do not concern us. You do not concern us.”


“I was one of you,” he said.


She released peals of laughter, and the laughter did not
sound forced. She was genuinely amused. “You were never one of us. No matter
that we saved your life and kept you from the ones who abused you, you were
always human.” Her voice softened. “You were never one of us. We are not
obligated to you, Strad.”


Strad paled, but shook off Loraine’s callous blow. “You made
a deal to harbor COS and hide my crew for some land,” Strad said, his voice tight.
The rage was obvious, but he was controlling it.


Loraine shrugged. “We didn’t hurt your people. We needed the
land. The church was generous in their terms. You, of all people, should know
we do what we must to survive in a human’s world.”


Lex, maybe afraid the scepter’s words would sway the
berserker, or make him shoulder even more guilt, stepped up beside him. “You
allowed COS to torture the twins,” she yelled. Then she pointed at Rune.


“Lex, no,” Rune said, but Lex said it anyway.


“They beat Rune. They raped her. And you let them do
it. You’re as guilty as COS. More so. Now shift and fight, motherfuckers.”


Before she’d finished speaking, Strad strode to Rune and
grabbed her arm. “Look at me,” he said, his voice raw.


It was maybe the hardest thing she’d ever done. She looked
at him, and gave him the truth.


The berserker blanched. “Fuck,” he whispered. “No.”


She said nothing. She didn’t have to.


Behind her, someone touched her shoulder. 


“Rune?” Raze asked.


Without waiting for the scepters to shift, Strad roared, his
voice so full of pain Rune flinched, and he went after the birds.


They shifted almost before she could blink—seven scepters
against six Shiv Crew members.


As one, they attacked the man they considered the biggest
threat at that moment—the berserker.


They knew what he could do.


He threw himself at them and they circled him, their wings
beating the crew back as they took on Strad Matheson.


But the crew would not be stayed.


Rune ripped through wings much thicker and stronger than
they looked, her claws slicing through them like a razorblade through cloth.


She had to get to Strad.


The birds backed off the berserker when they were
overwhelmed by the crew, and Rune caught a glimpse of Strad as a bird attacked
him from behind and Loraine, it had to be Loraine, sliced open his face.


He turned to take care of the bird at his back, not even
appearing to notice the blood pouring from his face.


Rune went after Loraine.


No matter how angry he was at the birds, no matter how much
he hated them, he shouldn’t be the one to kill the woman who’d helped raise
him.


So Rune did that for him.


The rest of the fight was a blur. The birds, especially the
scepters, were in no way weak or afraid of a fight. The scepters might think a
common battle was beneath them, but when it came down to it, the birds seemed
unstoppable.


One of them grabbed Jack in its lethal talons and before he
could cut his way loose, the bird flew into the sky with him.


Jack never made a sound.


“No,” Rune yelled, running. There were two other scepters
still fighting, and the crew kept them occupied as Rune called upon everything
inside her to save Jack.


The bird dropped him.


She was a monster, true, but she was pretty sure there was
no way she could catch Jack. No way she’d be able to save him.


Except she had to.


She jumped. She left the ground like she had springs
attached to her feet, and then…


She soared.


But she wasn’t flying, exactly. More like a guided jump. A
hell of jump, straight from the ground twenty feet into the air, and then she
snatched Jack from his rapid descent and into her arms.


They fell, the heaviness of Jack’s limp body forcing her
into a fierce plummet back to the ground.


She was going to collide with the hard earth, and she had a
bad feeling it was going to hurt like a motherfucker.


The impact knocked Jack from her grip, and the world spun
crazily as she tried to climb to her feet. She lurched, then fell to her knees.


“Rune,” Lex said. “Steady.”


“Jack,” Rune gasped.


“He’s good,” Raze said.


She knelt on the ground and grabbed her head, waiting for
her equilibrium to sort itself out, and for the dizziness to subside.


Strad knelt beside her. “I’m here.”


“The scepters?”


“Dead.”


“Somebody get Jack.”


The fight was over.


 


 











Chapter
Thirty-One


“I think we need to let the birds come back,” Rune said.


Strad looked almost comically surprised. “What?”


“The scepters ruled them. The scepters are dead. One thing I
learned is the birds will make better allies than enemies. If we encourage an
alliance…”


“The birds may not honor it even if they agree to it,” Strad
said. “If another group offers them a better deal...”


“It’s something to think about,” Rice said.


“If they think it’s in their best interest, they’ll do it,”
Strad told her. “But you will never be able to fully trust a bird.”


“Me trusting a bird is not something you’ll ever see,
Berserker.”


“What about Cree and Fin?” Ellis asked.


“No. The birds banished Cree Stark. She can stay the fuck
banished.” She put her hands on her hips and stared Strad down. “I hope that
won’t be a problem for you.”


He sighed. “Rune, Cree was like a little cousin to me. She
was a pain in the ass. Not a lover.” He held his hand up as she started to
speak. “I wouldn’t let her come back even if you wanted her to. She’s dead to
the birds, and she’s dead to me.”


But there was a gleam of sadness in his eyes.


It had been two short days since the battle with the birds,
and the crew was still healing. But other than the pain and occasional bleeding
where she’d been twice staked, Rune was already healed.


The wound Loraine had given Strad dissected his left
eyebrow, ran down his cheek, and didn’t stop until it reached his chin.


Rune flinched every time she looked at the raw, healing
wound. She didn’t want to see any of her crew damaged and hurting.


But especially not the berserker.


They hadn’t talked yet, but she knew it was time. And she
dreaded it.


He needed her to feed from him, but he wasn’t going to
relieve his need until they talked. “I want your forgiveness more than I want
to ease my addiction,” he’d said.


“Berserker, I—”


“No,” he said, his gaze tender. “No, sweetheart. When you’re
ready.”


She wanted to bite Strad. Wanted to.


But she couldn’t. Not yet.


She didn’t want to be forced to remember that night on the
mountain. Strad was devastated that the slayers who’d raped her had already
been dealt with.


“Some of the ones who tortured the twins are still out
there, Berserker. Take out your rage on them.”


“Count on it,” he said.


The Church Of Slayers would die.


She and the twins exchanged a long look. She hadn’t
forgotten her promise to them. They’d hunt the slayers, and they’d kill them.


Yes, the church would die.


“Are we ready for Rock County?” Jack asked. The next battle
was yet to come.


“We could wait a day or so,” Rune said.


“We’re good,” Owen said, putting his coffee mug on the
conference room table. “I don’t think Horner has gathered his forces yet.”


“Yeah,” Rune agreed. “And I’d like to find him before they
start trickling in.”


“I’m not taking chances,” Rice said. “Backup crews have
agreed to help us out. My sources tell me COS is calling in slayers from all
over the US. We’ll be ready.”


“Rock County would be a good place for them to hide a COS
army,” Raze said, leaning against the wall. “We have a couple spies there but
it’s a big county.”


Rune swallowed the last of her coffee. “Then let’s go smoke
out the sons of bitches.”


Ellis sat at the table beside Levi. He rose with the rest of
them and didn’t argue once about the twins not being ready to go.


Rune knew they weren’t ready, but it was going to be up to
them to choose to go or stay home. They wouldn’t appreciate her mothering them,
and they damn sure wouldn’t appreciate her ordering them to stay in their beds.


When they were ready to face COS, she had to be ready to let
them.


Even if she didn’t want to.


“I’m going too,” Ellis said.


“Ellie,” Levi said, his voice soft. “You are not.”


But Ellis crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes. “I will
stay in the car with a gun, but I am going. I’m not ready to let you
wander far, Levi. Not ready.”


“Rune,” Levi said. “Tell him.”


She shrugged. “When he gets that look, he’s not backing
down. And I’d rather have him in the car with some of the crew than following
along behind us.”


Levi sighed, and Ellis smiled. He clutched the deadly fang
through the fabric of his shirt, a gesture that was fast becoming a habit.


Join the club, Ellie. She pressed her fist against
her stake wound. They all had their telling tics and mannerisms and habits.


“Be careful,” Rice said, rising as well. “And when you can,
update me.”


Elizabeth wasn’t there—she was undergoing a home visit that
morning. Her dreams of adopting Fie and George were one step closer to becoming
a reality.


They piled into three vehicles and headed to Rock County.


Rune had been eager to search the Camp since Fin had told
her that’s where she’d find them. He might have been lying. But maybe he hadn’t
been.


Still, if she hadn’t taken time to relax and recover for two
days, her crew wouldn’t have either. No matter how injured they were, they’d
have loaded up with weapons and followed her to Rock County.


So she ground her teeth, paced a lot, and waited.


Fin had also promised to find her two nights ago and explain
the circumstances of Lara’s torture and death.


He hadn’t shown up, and she wasn’t surprised.


“Even if Cree Stark had Lara killed,” Rice had said, “it
doesn’t explain the second Other who was nailed to the bar.”


He was right, but she was too preoccupied with finding
Horner to devote a lot of energy to the murders.


“I don’t think they’re in the Camp,” Owen said. He was
riding shotgun. Ellis, Levi, and Lex were in the backseat.


Rune agreed, even if she didn’t want to admit it. “Even if
they’re not in the Camp, they could be in the county.”


“The place is full of Others,” Owen said. “Misfits,
outcasts, fugitives. If they saw COS anywhere near that county, they’d tear
them apart.”


“Horner got the birds on his side,” Lex said. “He could have
bribed Rock County Others.”


“The birds were different,” Levi said. “They don’t care
about the Others, and they don’t care about the humans. They were up for
grabs.”


The crew drove their small caravan toward the Camp, noting
the differences that had happened already. The county had an abandoned, sullen
look to it, and as they drove down roads surrounded by dark woods, they caught
glimpses of darting figures, glowing eyes, and the occasional tall columns of
gray smoke rising into the air.


When they arrived at the Camp, no one moved as they stared
through the windshield at the high fence.


“Let’s go,” Rune said. She ignored her reluctance and
climbed from the car, shaking off, with minimal success, the sense of
foreboding that hit her.


“Nothing good ever happened in the Camp,” she muttered.


“You saved me in the Camp,” Lex said. “That was good.”


Rune grinned at her as Raze pulled his truck in behind her
SUV, Strad right behind him. “Yeah. Yeah, that was good.”


Ellis let down the window of the SUV. “Be careful. I’ll be
right here. If you need anything, call me.” He held his cell up and shook it at
them. “Call.”


She did not want to leave Ellis alone in the car. The last
time she’d done that, he’d been taken by Nicolas Llodra. She squinted at him,
undecided. Finally, she opened the door. “Come on, Ellie. I can’t leave you
here alone.”


“I have a gun,” he said, but hastened to jump from the car.


“You’d be more likely to shoot yourself than the bad guy,
baby.”


And then, with her entire crew at her back, she took a deep
breath and walked into the Camp.


 


 











Chapter
Thirty-Two


The deeper they went into the Camp, the more changes they
noticed. The buildings that remained had become quarters for the homeless, the
outcasts, and the fugitives Owen had mentioned.


Campfires dotted the area. Tents were everywhere, and she
spotted two decrepit campers, both with rusty, overflowing garbage cans beside
them.


There was the distant sound of a barking dog, but other than
that, the area was quiet. Too quiet.


“They’re watching us,” Jack said, his voice a low rumble.


“They’re afraid,” Raze said. “These people aren’t going to
harbor COS.”


“Unless they don’t know that Horner is COS,” Rune said. “He
fled with the doctor and maybe a couple slayers. We killed the rest of the
fucks.” She surveyed the silent area, her senses on high alert. “They might not
know he’s COS.”


“Makes sense,” Owen agreed.


Strad walked up to stand beside her. “Let’s let them know
why we’re here.”


She nodded. “Ellie. You’re the least threatening of all of
us.”


He hurried to her side. “Okay.” He cleared his throat.
“Hello, everyone?” he called. “We don’t want to harm you in any way. We’re
searching for Bach Horner, a human who leads the Church of Slayers.”


They waited.


Ellie opened his mouth to try again when Jack put a hand on
his arm and nodded toward one of the buildings.


A man, around six feet tall, wearing a T-shirt, jeans, and a
bandana wrapped around his head, eased through the door and stood with his arms
at his sides. Both hands held guns, but he kept them close to his legs. “COS
isn’t stupid enough to show their faces around here.”


Rune caught movement behind him as more Others stood ready
to either fight or run. “You wouldn’t know he’s a slayer.”


“Maybe not, but we’d know if he was human. Humans don’t hide
out here.” He smiled. “It’s not safe for them.”


“Shit,” Rune muttered. “COS isn’t here.”


She’d known it was a longshot.


“We’re Shiv Crew,” Ellis said. “We’re on your side.” He
pulled a card from his pocket and headed for the stranger before Raze grabbed
the back of his shirt and hauled him back.


“Ellis,” Strad said. “Stay put.”


“I know who you are, tiny man,” the Other said. “No COS
pieces of shit are here. If they were, we’d have already killed them for you.”


More Others crept from tents and buildings, from behind
trees and piles of junk.


And suddenly, the Camp was teeming with people. They watched
the crew with suspicious stares, some of them holding weapons, some of them
poised to shift.


“They may be hiding somewhere else in the county,” Rune
said. “But we were told they were in the Camp.”


“Then you were lied to,” the man said.


“Yeah,” she agreed. “I get that feeling.”


Strad looked around at the Others. “Any ideas where a few
humans might be hiding?”


No one said a word.


Finally, the man in the doorway joined them. He offered a
hand to Rune, and as soon as she accepted it, the Others relaxed.


“My name is Michael. You freed my brother from the Camp,” he
told her. “I owe you. If I could give you COS, I’d do it in a heartbeat.”


She nodded. “Those bastards are hard to find.”


“We’ve heard some bad shit is coming to River County,” he
said. “We’re willing to fight at your side, time comes for it.”


“That’s so nice,” Ellie exclaimed.


Rune grinned. “We’d appreciate it. We plan to take COS
down.” She held his gaze. “Even if we have to do it one man at a time. COS is
over.”


His eyes sparkled. “Open season on the slayers. Got it.”


Ellis frowned at her, but she ignored him. “If you hear
anything, call me. It’s a big county, and we think Bach Horner and a few of his
men are hiding somewhere, waiting for more COS to arrive. Six days from now,
they’re going to gather in River County.”


“What are they planning?”


“What they’ve always planned,” Lex said, vibrating slightly.
“To take over the world.”


Michael’s stare lingered on Lex. “We can’t let them do that,
little girl.”


Raze took a step closer to the man, his face darkening.


Michael sized him up, then gave a crooked grin and stepped
back.


“We don’t plan to,” Lex replied. “And I’m not a little girl.
I’m Shiv Crew, and I will peel your face off if you fuck with me.”


Raze’s eyes lit up and he smiled his extremely rare smile.
He grunted in satisfaction and crossed his massive arms.


Michael transferred his attention to Rune, sniffing the air.
He tilted his head. “What exactly are you?”


She said nothing.


“Sorry,” he said, palms in the air. “That was rude.” He
turned to walk away, but Ellis hurried to him and handed him a business card.
“The numbers for RISC are on that card, and mine is on the back. Please call if
you get any new information.”


Michael glanced at the card, then slipped it into the font
pocket of his jeans. “You got it. Good luck, Shiv Crew. I hope you find the
bastards.”


“Michael,” Rune said, “if you want to help us with COS, send
some scouts. We need to flush him out before the new moon.”


“Six days,” he said, then nodded. “I’ll do everything I
can.”


“Thanks.” The crew followed her from the Camp. “I didn’t
think they’d be in there,” she said, “but I still believe they’re somewhere in
this county.”


“We could search all day and not find them,” Denim said.


They stood by the cars, and before they could get inside,
three wolves and a shifter streaked from the Camp.


“Scouts,” Rune said. “If Horner is here, the Others will
find him now that they know to look.”


Levi wiped sweat from his forehead. It wasn’t hot out.


“You okay?” Rune asked him.


He nodded, but his face was pale and his eyes were hollow.
“I know he’s here, Rune. I feel him.”


“In the camp?”


“I don’t know. Just here. Somewhere close.”


She frowned. “What do you mean you feel him?”


“I know I’m not Other,” he said, and again, wiped the sweat
from his forehead. “But I…I sense him here.”


“The blood,” Lex said. “Rune fed Levi.”


Not only had she fed him, but she’d fed from him.


“She fed me as well,” Denim said, drawing closer to his
brother. “But I don’t feel anything.”


Levi looked at him, and the dawning realization in Denim’s
eyes made Rune unable to breathe.


“What is it?” she asked, pretty sure she really didn’t want
to know.


But the twins just stared at each other and said nothing.


“Levi feels Horner because Horner…attacked Levi. And when
you gave him your blood, it made him sensitive,” Lex said, her voice wooden.


And then Rune understood what Lex meant by attacked.
“Fuck me,” she whispered.


She hadn’t been the only one raped on that mountain.


 


 











Chapter
Thirty-Three


Ellis clutched his talisman. “Levi. Oh, God, Levi. Can I hug
you?” Then, without waiting for an answer, he ran to his love and threw his
arms around him.


Levi looked at Rune. 


She couldn’t tear herself away from his drowning gaze but
she couldn’t bear the agony, either.


At last, he closed his eyes, freeing her.


“I’m ruined, Ellie,” he said, his body stiff in Ellis’s
embrace.


“No,” Ellis murmured. “You’re Shiv Crew. You’re the love of
my life. And most of all, you’re mighty. Lex was right. You and Denim, you’re
mighty, and COS cannot make you fall. No one can.” He pulled away and
cupped Levi’s thin face. “You hear me?”


But Levi was not convinced.


Jack cleared his throat, clapped Levi on the shoulder, then
got them back to business. “So Horner is here.”


“Somewhere,” Rune said.


“Maybe I can sniff him out.” But Levi’s eyes said he’d much
rather go home. “The closer we got to Rock County, the stronger the feeling.”


It must have been the worst feeling in the world.


Rune shook her head, her insides quaking with rage. “Let’s
go home. Michael will call if they pick up the trail.” She wanted to get the
twins out of there.


But the twins had other ideas. “Rune,” Denim said, his voice
steady. “We want to kill Horner.”


So she capitulated. “I understand.”


Personally, she didn’t care who killed the bastard. She just
wanted him dead.


“Then let’s go see if we can find him,” Levi said.


But the closest they got to Horner that entire day of
searching was to find the house he’d been staying in.


“He was here,” Levi said. “We lost him.”


“If it comes down to it,” Rune said, “we know he’ll be in
River County trying to call a fucking demon in less than a week. We’ll get him
then.”


“He thinks his minions will protect him,” Denim said.


Strad, his scarred, stitched face making Rune flinch with
pain, smiled. “He’s wrong.”


“Let’s go home,” Rune said, checking her phone. She hoped
Michael would hand Horner over. But if the Others found any trace of a COS
member, they’d most likely destroy him themselves.


Tired and hungry, the crew went back to River County. They’d
get COS. It was just a matter of when.


As she pulled into her driveway, her cell rang. She glanced
at the display, and when she saw unknown on the screen, let it go to
voicemail. She was an Other and the leader of Shiv Crew, but she was not immune
from telemarketers.


“I’ll order delivery,” Lex said, and she and the twins
disappeared into the recesses of the house.


Rune made coffee and drank two cups before heading to the
shower. The shower did nothing to settle her nerves, and after she wolfed down
the dinner Lex had waiting, she buckled on some weapons and went for a walk
around the Moor.


As she walked the dark streets she was constantly watchful,
unable to shake the itch between her shoulder blades or the anxiety tying knots
in her stomach.


The longer she walked, the louder a voice inside her mind
screamed at her to run. There was danger near. She was in trouble.


“Fuck,” she muttered. Her capture and time in the cage had
made her paranoid. She didn’t like it.


So she walked more slowly, forcing herself to amble along
like nothing bothered her, nodding hello to the people she passed.


She would not let COS make her afraid.


Even though the world had picked up on her weakness, her
terrible weakness, she would not be afraid.


“Hey, sexy.” The voice, male and thick, came from a darkened
doorway she was walking by.


Suddenly and intensely angry, she stopped and probed the shadows
with her Other gaze, trying to see the man who’d spoken. “What do you want, sexy?”


He took a couple of steps toward her. “I want…” Then he
peered across the sidewalk at her, held up his palms, and melted back into the
darkness. “Nothing,” came his voice. “Nothing at all.”


Feeling somewhat better, she decided to run. Running would
work off some of the nervous energy plaguing her. She needed a fight. A
consuming, bloody fight. That had always been her—


She heard the click and whirr of a vgun a millisecond before
a dead on shot sent a splinter through her back.


Into her heart.


“Once a-fucking-gain,” she muttered, even as the pavement
came up to scrape half the skin off her chin.


She heard the hollow echoes of running feet, and then the
street was silent and empty.


“Sorry,” a smooth male voice said, and her attacker was upon
her.


But something was different this time.


It hurt. Oh, it hurt.


But she could move, think, and…


With a hoarse growl she turned, her crazy vampire speed not
slowed by the splinter. Before he could react, she had him by the throat.


His eyes were like pieces of shining steel through the holes
in the black mask he wore. “I was told staking you would control you,” he
whispered, his voice hoarse and unfamiliar.


She smiled. “Once upon a time.” She pulled him close to her
face, her fingers digging into his throat. “Or maybe someone wanted you dead.”


“Maybe.” His voice was even. He didn’t sound remotely
scared, and only a little resigned.


“The church send you?”


“Church?”


He wasn’t even Other. She could smell everything that made
him human, and he smelled delicious.


She dropped her fangs and went for his throat.


Just as she sank her teeth into him and the sweet rush of
blood gushed into her mouth, he put a gun under her chin and blew half her head
off.


It took her and her monster a few short minutes to halfway
heal the gunshot wound, and seconds more to shake off the fog.


By then he was gone.


She got to her feet and felt for the splinter he’d shot into
her, grunting with relief when the tip of it jabbed her searching finger.


She took a deep breath, clenched her teeth, and pulled the
thin stake from her body.


She’d been splintered, and there she stood, holding the
wooden spike in her hand.


Wooden.


“I’ll be damned.” She stared into space, ignoring the
curious faces that peered from the shadows. She’d been staked and it hadn’t
hurt her.


Because the splinter hadn’t been obsidian.


Word would spread quickly. Those who thought they’d found
Rune Alexander’s weakness would now assume she’d become immune to staking, and that,
by God, would make the sons of bitches stop trying.


COS had likely hired the would-be assassin to take her out.
And when the thought entered her mind, she realized they wouldn’t have stopped
with her.


“Fuck,” she yelled, and though she needed badly to feed and
had been injured, it didn’t slow her down.


She reached her house in two minutes. “Lex,” she yelled,
barreling through the front door. “Lex?”


Lex ran from her bedroom, her hair standing up in a dozen
different directions. “What? What?”


Rune put a hand to her chest. “You’re okay. Twins?”


Lex ran, Rune at her heels, to the twins’ room. They pushed
open the door and the twins sat up at once.


“What’s wrong?” Denim asked.


Rune swallowed and took a moment to calm her racing heart.
The abused organ beat fast and hard, and it hurt.


Despite that, she grinned. “I was attacked on the street a
few minutes ago, and I was afraid COS had sent—”


“What?” Ellis popped up like a jack-in-the-box. “Oh my God,
you’re covered with blood.”


She frowned and peered at him. “Ellie, what are you doing on
the floor?” At least he’d thought to bring a thick sleeping bag.


“He wouldn’t listen to me,” Levi said, rubbing his eyes. “I
told him to go home.”


“You also told me I could get into bed,” Ellis said. He
stood and studied Rune. “Where are you hurt?”


“I was shot,” she told them. “And staked.”


“But you’re…” Lex gestured.


“Yeah. I was staked with wood. Obviously the only thing I’m
sensitive to is obsidian. And that’s a secret we need to keep.”


“But the birds knew to use obsidian,” Denim said. “Didn’t
they?”


She shook her head. “The birds use obsidian for everything.
It was my bad luck they used it to make a splinter.”


“And Llodra?”


“Llodra just knew.” She didn’t look at Ellis. She still
hadn’t told him that Nicolas Llodra had been her father.


Levi patted the bed. “You need to feed.”


But she backed away. “I want to clean up. Go back to sleep.”


She was going to call the berserker.


It was time.


 


 











Chapter
Thirty-Four


She showered, put on a clean T-shirt, then paced her room.


She wanted to call Strad. Needed to call him—not only
for her, but for him. He had to be in agony as the addiction, unsatisfied and
unrelenting, ripped its way through his body and brain.


“Shit.” She tossed the cell on her bed, stared at it for a
minute, then snatched it back. “Dammit.” She pushed her fist into her abdomen.
Could she do it? Could she?


She punched in his number.


“Rune?” he said.


She blew out a breath. “Yeah.”


“I’m on my way,” he said, and hung up.


When he pulled up in front of her house, she opened the door
and stood in the doorway, waiting.


She folded her arms and leaned against the doorframe, hoping
he wouldn’t notice that she was a raw bundle of nerves.


He stood in front of her, finally. He watched her, his eyes
glittering, his hair unbound and messy, streaming over his massive chest.


“I’m sorry,” he said.


She opened her mouth, but nothing came out.


“I hurt you. I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to make
it up to you.” His voice was deep and soft, drifting into the cool air, into
her mind, into her heart.


“Berserker. We’re not even—”


“Yes, sweetheart. Yes, we are.”


She closed her eyes for a long moment. “Fuck.”


He waited.


She opened her eyes, and then, she opened her arms.


He didn’t hesitate. He pulled her to him and wrapped her in
his arms, his breath leaving him in one long sigh.


At last, she stepped away from him, took his hand, and led
him into her bedroom. She slid into bed and under the sheets, watching him as
he undressed.


He left his boxers on, then got into bed beside her. He slid
his arm under her head and pulled her against his warm chest.


The trembling started inside her, spreading outward until
her entire body was shuddering against him.


He said nothing, just held her.


And gradually, the trembling stopped.


“Berserker,” she whispered, her lips touching the softness
of his throat.


“I’ll always be here, Rune. I swear it.” He touched her
cheek, caressing. “I’ll never hurt you intentionally, and I will never leave
you.”


She smiled, a little. “Not even if I want you to?”


“Not even then,” he promised.


And she didn’t care if it didn’t make sense, didn’t care if
it wasn’t right. Didn’t care.


She dropped her fangs.


His blood sang through her and as she drank, she swallowed
hope and life and belief that the world could be less dark.


That she could be okay.


That she could trust the berserker.


Completely.


Could he trust her?


Maybe.


But maybe he shouldn’t.


Finally, replete and buzzing with the sort of high she would
only ever be able to get from blood, she retracted her fangs.


Heavy-limbed and tired, she fell asleep with her lips
pressed against the stickiness of his wound.


She awakened immediately—how much later she couldn’t have
said, but it felt much, much later—at the tapping on the front door.


Strad stiffened and she knew he was aware.


Carefully, they slid from the bed. She scooped a gun off the
dresser and tossed it to the berserker, then released her claws.


If it’d been one of her people, they’d have called first.


Lex appeared from the dark recesses of the house. The twins
and Lex’s bedrooms were at the back of the house, and it would have been nearly
impossible for them to hear the tapping.


Lex’s hearing had become extra sensitive, but most likely
she’d been roaming the house. Rune had discovered that the little Other didn’t
require a lot of sleep.


The tapping came again.


“Who is it?” Rune asked.


“It’s Fin. Can I talk to you?”


Strad pulled open the door, and Fin’s eyes widened. “Strad.”


“I didn’t think you were going to show,” Rune said.


“Yeah, imagine,” Fin replied. “A bird with some honor.”


She retracted her claws. “Who wants coffee?”


“I’ll make some,” Lex said.


Strad leaned against the counter, not bothered in the least
by the fact that he wore only boxers, or that an angry red wound and traces of
blood marred his neck.


“Cree is okay,” Fin said, as though someone had asked him.
He sat stiffly in his chair, his gaze darting and nervous. “It’s not easy for
us to live outside the family, but we’ll survive.”


Rune lifted an eyebrow. “Too bad. You have some information
for me?”


He flushed and tugged at his hair, as though making sure it
covered his scars. “Yes. I promised to tell you everything about the dead
Others. You can tell Bill Rice what you like.”


“Let’s hear it,” Rune said.


Fin nodded. “Lara wanted to be a scepter, and she wanted it
in a hurry. She was…bad.” He looked at Strad. “You know that.”


“Go on,” Rune said.


“Lara was planning to fight Loraine for her spot. She would
have killed Loraine, or at least, that’s what Cree feared. So once COS was
hiding on the mountain, Cree approached Bach Horner. She asked him to kill
Lara.”


Strad took a drink of the coffee Lex handed him. “Little
idiot,” he muttered.


“You know how Cree is. Impulsive. Immature. She wanted Lara
out of the way. If Lara had killed Loraine, she’d have been Cree’s superior.”


Strad sighed. “Cree didn’t have Lara killed because she was
afraid Loraine would die. She and Lara were in constant competition.”


Fin nodded. “They hated each other. Lara as a scepter?” He
shook his head, his face paling. “Not good for any of us. We can’t kill each
other, so she asked COS to do it for her.” He shrugged. “It’s almost
understandable. But she never thought this far ahead. She never thought her
actions would be discovered and get her banished. Never thought COS would force
her to abduct you, Rune.”


“There was no force,” Rune said.


“She knows Loraine is dead?” Strad asked.


“Thank you,” he said to Lex, when she gave him his coffee.
“Yes, Strad. And she knows who killed her.”


Rune smiled. “We can have a discussion about it anytime she
wants.”


Fin placed his mug carefully on the table. “What she wants,”
he said, “is to join your crew.”


 


 











Chapter
Thirty-Five


No one said a word.


Then the berserker strode to Fin. “Look at me.”


Fin did. “I know,” he said, holding up his hands. “I know.”


“No. You don’t know, or you wouldn’t have said such a stupid
fucking thing.” Strad was getting angrier by the second. “Go back to wherever
the two of you are holed up, and tell Cree that if I catch her anywhere near
Rune, anywhere near the crew, I will kill her.” He clenched his fists. “And
then I will kill you, because God knows the two of you can’t bear to be
separated and I am just that fucking generous.”


Fin paled. “I’ll tell her.”


Strad gave a sharp nod and moved away from the bird. “Finish
your story.”


“Once COS killed Lara for Cree, they owned her. That’s why
she took you, of course.” He waved his hand impatiently at Rune. “And that
doesn’t make it okay, I know. Anyway, COS wasn’t supposed to make Lara’s
killing public. They promised to kill her, bury her somewhere, and that would
have been the end of it.”


“But COS tortured Lara and nailed her to a wall,” Rune said.


“Yes. And that started the humans—and you—scrutinizing the
birds a little too closely. Cree was terrified the scepters would discover what
she’d done.”


“Ah,” Rune said. “So she killed the second Other to take
suspicion off the birds.”


He nodded. “I didn’t say it was smart. She was desperate.”


“Did you know what she was doing?” Strad asked.


“No, I swear. Not until it was too late.”


Rune stood. “I’ll tell my boss. He’ll send people after
Cree. And you.”


Fin took the hint and stood as well. “She has her wings,
thanks to you. They won’t find us.”


“You lied about COS being in the Camp,” Rune said. “We were
there.”


He shook his head. “It’s what Cree told me.”


“Before you go,” Rune said. “COS hired a mercenary to take
me out. Who is he?”


“What mercenary?” the berserker asked.


Fin frowned. “If COS hired someone, the birds know nothing
about it. If there had been even a hint of an assassin, I’d have known. Nothing
stays secret on our mountain. Not for long.”


“Rune,” Strad said. “What fucking mercenary?”


“Let’s see Fin out and I’ll tell you all about it,” she
said.


“Wait,” Lex said. “I remember. Fin’s voice echoed in my head
but I couldn’t figure it out until now.”


“What, Lex?” Rune asked.


“I…I think I remember Fin’s voice when I was with the twins.
He talked to them. Or…he talked near them.”


Fin’s eyes widened and with a habitual movement, he flicked
his hair to cover his scarred face. He glanced at Rune, then Strad. “I gave
them food sometimes. I never wanted the twins hurt.”


“You tried to stand up for me against Horner,” Rune said.
“That’s the only reason I’m letting you walk out of here right now.”


Strad wasn’t mollified. He stared down at Fin. “You didn’t
tell me the twins were there. You didn’t tell me Rune was there. You’ll answer
to me for that.”


But Rune put a hand on his arm. “But not right now.” Why she
was protecting the bird she couldn’t have said. He was as guilty as any of
them.


She was getting soft.


Maybe it was because Fin hid his scarred face. Or because
he’d grown up knowing nothing but the birds and their ways.


Or it could have been because something about him reminded
her just slightly of the little bite junkie, Amy.


The girl her father had killed.


Strad’s forearm bulged beneath her fingers as he clenched
his fists. “How about an exact location of the coming ritual? COS tell you
that?”


He shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I wish I had
grown a backbone and told you everything. And no, I don’t know the location.”


“But you did hear Horner’s plans. He is carrying out the sacrifice on the night of the new moon?” Rune
asked.


Fin hesitated, his eyes darting from Strad to her. “Yes,” he
said, finally. “That’s right.”


She watched him for a moment longer. Something wasn’t right,
but she couldn’t figure out what. “Go away, Fin. If I were you, I’d leave the
city.”


As the door closed behind Fin, the berserker leaned down to
kiss Lex on the cheek. “Goodnight, Lex.”


She grinned and turned away. “I can take a hint.”


“I’m not sure I believe him,” Rune said. “He’s holding
something back. Question is, what?”


“You can never trust the birds.”


“You can’t either,
Berserker. Don’t forget that.”


He followed her back to the kitchen, watching as she rinsed
out the coffee mugs. “What happened? And when?”


“Tonight I was attacked by a man wearing a mask.” She
paused, reliving the moment, the dawning shock that the splinter wasn’t going
to incapacitate her. “He staked me.”


Strad’s eyes narrowed. “Go on.”


“He staked me with wood. It did nothing to me. Oh, it hurt,
but no differently than any severe wound. He also shot me.” She pointed to
beneath her chin. “But both wounds healed super fast.”


“So you’re sensitive to the obsidian,” Strad said.


She nodded. “Yeah.” She grinned up at him. “Fucking
obsidian. That’s my weakness. Stake me with that shit and I’m useless. Stake me
with anything else, I’m fine.”


“If we can keep that secret…”


“Exactly.”


“Did he say anything?”


She pursed her lips, remembering. “He said he’d been told
staking would incapacitate me. I told him he’d been misinformed and asked him
about COS.” She met Strad’s angry stare. “He seemed genuinely clueless about
the church. Then he blew half my head off and disappeared.”


Strad pinched the bridge of his nose. “You think it’s
someone else. Some fuck has taken out a hit on you.”


She thought for a second, then nodded. “I don’t think he was
from COS.”


“And if they believe staking you is useless, they’re going
to try something else.”


“They can’t bomb me, or stake me, or shoot me.”


They were silent as they thought about it.


“Fire,” they both said at once.


“That’s what he’ll try,” Strad said.


“Shit. I really don’t like being burned.” Then she clutched
her stomach as she realized what else they might do. “Decapitation.”


Strad shuddered. “I’ll see what I can find out.”


“He was human.”


He lifted an eyebrow. “Must be a human with a death wish, to
take you on.”


She grinned. “You took me on.”


“Not as an enemy.” He held out his hand. “Let’s go back to
bed. We have a couple hours before daylight.”


She hesitated.


A spark of rage lit up his eyes before he could control it. “COS
is dead. They don’t know it yet, but they’re dead. Let me hold you while you
sleep, Rune.”


Fucking slayers.


And right before dawn, when she woke up thrashing with
memories of being paralyzed and helpless while slayers brutalized her, the
berserker drew her close and murmured in her ear until she drifted off once
more into an uneasy sleep.


 


 











Chapter
Thirty-Six


“Holy shit,” Rune yelled, and jumped from the bed.


“The fuck?” Strad muttered, his voice thick. He shot from
the bed, grabbed Rune by the arm, and shoved her behind him.


“Dude.” Rune frowned. “First lesson of the morning. Even if
there is danger, you don’t push me behind you like I’m some fucking distressed
damsel.”


He rubbed his face. “Sorry. I was half asleep.”


“Yeah. That’s it.” She glared.


“What were you screeching about?”


It had hardly been a screech, but she let it go. “I just
realized that last night, I bit the fucking hit man. I bit him,
Berserker.”


He stretched, drawing her gaze to his outrageous six pack.
He could have caused a person’s eyes to burst into flames, standing there half
naked, his long hair snaking like black silk over his shoulders.


She knew exactly how his smooth skin tasted when she touched
it with her tongue, how hard and defined his muscles were beneath her caressing
fingertips.


How hot his vivid blue eyes grew when she—


“Rune.”


She shook her head hard, trying to chase away the images
that caused all her spit to dry up, that made her forget to close her mouth.


That made her lose track of the conversation.


“I…”


He grinned. “Yes?”


She glared, then shrugged and tossed him a smile. “You’d
make the dead drool, Berserker.”


“Oh, how I wish I could see,” Lex said, coming into the
room.


“Hey,” Rune said, smiling. “You stay away from him. He’s
mine.” As soon as the words left her mouth her mortified gaze flew to the
berserker, who looked almost as shocked as she felt.


Lex grinned. “About time.”


Rune strode to the closet, yanked it open, and grabbed a
change of clothes for the day. “I only meant—”


“Hush,” Lex said. “Don’t ruin it. He knows exactly what you
meant. Don’t you, Strad?”


Lex was enjoying herself a little too much. Rune glared at
the shirt she held, seeing nothing but the berserker’s surprised face.


Ellis stuck his head into the room. “Owen’s here. He asked me
if I’d make breakfast. Can you believe his nerve?” Then he peered around at all
their faces. “What?”


“Come on, Ellis,” Lex said, and hooked her arm through his.
“Let’s go make breakfast.”


He let her distract him. “You make breakfast?”


“No, but you can and I’ll supervise.”


He tossed a look back at Rune as they exited the room.
Whatever he saw must not have worried him too much, because he walked away
smiling.


Rune avoided Strad’s eyes. “I’m going to take a shower
before Rice calls us in.”


He never said a word.


She shut herself inside the bathroom and showered for a good
forty-five minutes before she could force herself to leave the room and face
the others.


She was pretty sure she’d have to kick someone’s ass before
the morning was over.


“Anyway,” she said, as she walked into the kitchen, “yes. I
bit the assassin.” As though the conversation hadn’t been interrupted.


Jack and Raze had arrived during her drawn-out shower and
sat around the huge table, forking down eggs and bacon.


Strad leaned back in his chair, holding a cup of coffee.


All her crew was there in her kitchen. All of them but Z.


It was almost perfect.


“When he discovers he is now addicted to the one he was sent
to kill, he’s going to be pissed off,” Owen said.


“He probably won’t know he’s addicted. He’ll drive himself
nuts agonizing over the fact that he suddenly can’t get me out of his mind.”
She grinned.


“I know that feeling,” Owen said.


She lifted an eyebrow and went to pour herself a cup of
coffee.


Finally, she looked at the berserker.


At that moment, her cell rang.


She dug it out of her pocket. “Hi, Bill.”


“Rune, Elizabeth isn’t in yet and I wanted to let you know
another tortured, murdered victim has been found. Another male, nailed to the
exterior wall of a building.”


She frowned. “But…that doesn’t make sense.”


“What do you mean?”


“I know the story of the first two Others, why they were
killed, who killed them…”


“And you’re just now telling me?”


“Sorry. I was going to explain everything when I came in.”


“Come in now,” he said. “Send two of your crew to Piper’s
Bakery to check out the crime scene.” He clicked off.


“What’s going on?” Jack asked.


“Another victim murdered and nailed to the side of a
building. This one is at Piper’s Bakery.”


“In the Moor,” Raze said. “Like the other two.”


She nodded. “I have to run to the office and talk to Rice.
Raze, you and Strad take the bakery. The rest of you, let’s head to RISC.”


She drove to work, her mind on the latest killing. If COS
had killed Lara, and Cree was claiming responsibility for the second victim,
who the fuck had killed number three?


“I thought we had a serial killer,” Rice said, after she
told him Fin’s story. He sounded just the tiniest bit disappointed.


“Give it time, Bill. It’ll happen for you.”


His phone rang. “What? Are you sure? Yes. Okay. I’ll let
them know.” He hung up. “That was Strad. He said the scene is almost exactly
like the first murder.” He leaned over his desk, his stare intense. “Except
this vic is human.”


“What the fuck is going on?”


“I don’t know, but we’ll have to hand this over to the
humans.” He picked up his phone, then pointed it at her. “I’ll tell you what I
think. I think COS is playing their manipulative games again. They know human
opinion is turning against them, and what better way to turn it back than to kill
humans and pin it on the Others?”


She inclined her head. “You could be right. They can get
their warped enjoyment out of torturing and killing, and send the entire
community into a panic at the same time.”


“Yes,” he agreed. “Times are changing and COS is getting
desperate. Proof of that is in their planned attempt to bring a demon in to
help them out. All that’ll do is get the bastards killed. Maybe we should leave
them to it.” He stood. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to call the humans.
They’ll send a forensics team to the scene. We’ll see if they can tease some
COS evidence out of this one.”


“Let me know.”


“Of course.”


Ellis met her in the hall. “See Elizabeth.”


“I’m headed to her office now. You doing okay?”


He smiled, but clutched at the fang. “You, Levi, and Denim
are going to be fine. That makes me more than okay.”


She walked to Elizabeth’s office, wishing for another cup of
coffee. Just as she reached the door, her cell rang.


She didn’t recognize the number. “Rune Alexander.” She stuck
her head into Elizabeth’s office and held up a finger, then leaned against the
hallway wall after Elizabeth nodded.


“Rune,” Cree Stark said. “Fin is in trouble. We need your
help.”


 


 











Chapter
Thirty-Seven


Rune took the phone away from her ear and squinted at it.
The bird had delivered her to COS to be tortured. She’d watched as the twins
were beaten day after day. She’d murdered an Other to take suspicion off the
birds. Off her.


And she was asking for Rune’s help.


“I’m going to help you into your grave if I see you again,”
Rune said, her voice flat. She shook her head, still unable to believe Cree’s
balls. “You guys really are fucking psychopaths.”


“Please,” Cree said. “Fin is dying. I’ll do anything you
want. I’ll turn myself in. I’ll kill myself. Use me. I’m a great fighter, you
know I am. I’ll help you, I promise.”


“Yeah. You promised me Horner if I let you keep your wings,
but I don’t have him, do I?”


“Horner? What?”


“Fuck you.” Rune clicked off, barely restraining herself from
throwing her phone against the wall.


She took a deep breath, stuffed her phone back into her
pocket, and strode into Elizabeth’s office. “What do you have for me?”


Elizabeth frowned. “What’s wrong?”


Rune sat down. “Nothing I can’t handle.”


“All right.” Elizabeth peered into her computer screen.
“River County is reasonably quiet this morning, but I got a call earlier about
a situation I’d like you to check out.”


“Sure.”


“A witness claimed to have spotted a dead bird last night.
The bird was still shifted, and the caller said he looked like a pile of bloody
feathers.” She met Rune’s stare. “I can send someone else, if you’d rather not
go.”


Rune stood. “I’ll get it. The birds are fucked up, but I
don’t hold Cree and the scepters’ actions against all of them. Location?”


“Creeper’s Point. The caller said she was there with her
boyfriend. They spotted the bird around four o’clock this morning.”


“What time did she call to report it?”


Elizabeth made a wry face. “Seven.”


Rune shook her head. “Nice. She was sure the bird was dead?”


“No. She said it looked dead, but she didn’t want to get too
close.”


“I’m on it. I’ll take one of the crew with me. Anything
else?”


“Yes, but you check the bird out and I’ll send Owen out on
the other run. Call me when you find the bird. Oh, and Rune,” she called, when
Rune was in the hall.


Rune went back into the office. “Yes?”


“Bill and I have been making some plans, and I’d like to
discuss them with you and the crew tonight.”


“What plans?”


Elizabeth smiled. “Tonight. Go take care of that bird.”


She took Jack with her to Creeper’s Point. “Elizabeth said
she and Rice have been making plans. She wants us there tonight to discuss
them.”


Jack snorted. “Last time the bosses made plans, we had to
dress up and prance down the aisle of River Run Hall.”


“Yeah. God, that seems like a million years ago.”


“A lot has happened since then.”


Lost in their thoughts, they were silent the rest of the
drive to Creeper’s Point.


“If a bird was here,” Jack said, when they stood on
Creeper’s Point, “He’s gone now.”


Rune walked a few steps away, sniffing the air. “Birds were
here. I smell them. And I smell blood.” She followed her nose until she was
almost to the edge of the thick woods. “There.”


Jack whistled. “That’s a lot of blood.”


The ground was soaked with blood, the short tufts of grass
bent and broken where the huge body had lain.


“So where is he now?”


“With that much blood loss, I don’t see him getting up and
flying away,” Jack said.


“I don’t see him getting up at all, let alone flying. So where
the fuck is he?”


“There are no blood trails leading away.”


She nodded. “Another bird came and carried him off.”


“That’s what I’m thinking.”


“It might have been Fin.” She told him about Cree’s
desperate phone call.


“The birds…” He shook his head. “They’re a little strange.”


“Understatement.”


“Did she say where she and Fin are?”


“You’re not seriously thinking we should help those
motherfuckers, Jack.”


“If she’d keep her word, we could use her and Fin against
COS on the night of the new moon.”


She crossed her arms. “I don’t think she knows how to
keep her word.”


“To save Fin, she just might. And he’s the least…birdlike of
all the birds. I think if Cree made a deal with us, Fin would make sure she saw
it through.”


“Fuck.” But he was right. On the night of the new moon, the
birds could help them destroy COS. And no matter that she hated them, the birds
were almost matchless fighters.


“We have the new master and his vampires as well. Add in the
birds…”


“Two birds,” she said. “Cree and Fin might help, but creating
an alliance with the entire convocation will take a while. If it’s possible at
all.”


“Yeah,” he agreed. “Also, we couldn’t put Cree and Fin
together with the birds who banished them.”


“The birds must have been the ones who attacked Fin. No
other group could have taken him from the sky.”


“Strad will kill them both, eventually.”


“Another positive,” she said.


He laughed. “So call her back.”


Cree answered on the first ring. “Rune? Are you coming?”


“One condition. On the night of the new moon, you and Fin fight
for us against COS.”


Silence.


“You have five seconds before I hang up.”


“We’ll do it. Doctor Fin up and if he lives, we’re yours.”


“Where are you?”


Cree stepped out of the woods. “Follow me.”


Rune put her phone away and walked to the bird, Jack at her
side.


“You have any food on you?” Cree asked. “I’m really hungry.”


“No. You’ll have to catch a mouse or something.”


Cree was splattered with blood and covered with grime, and
her hair hung limp and lusterless. It changed colors as Rune watched, but slowly
and less obviously. “I’m really hungry,” she repeated.


“You have no idea how to take care of yourself, do you?”
Rune asked.


“I’ve never been without my convocation.” Even her voice was
dull. “Fin is better at it than I am, but Fin is useless right now.”


“What happened to him?” Rune forced herself to remain civil,
though she wanted nothing more than to rip the bird’s head off.


Cree led them deeper into the woods, then started up a hill,
toward the caves. “He went to ask the birds to reconsider, now that the old
scepters are gone. But the birds are confused and disorganized. They’re
fighting each other, each of them trying to claw his way to the top. They
attacked Fin.”


“You sent him into danger while you stayed hidden?” Rune
curled her lip, disgusted.


“Fin takes care of me,” Cree said. She didn’t seem even a
little ashamed. She glanced over her shoulder at Rune. “You have to heal him. I
can’t do this on my own.”


Rune was pretty sure the girl had no idea how utterly
self-centered and selfish she was. Maybe it was simply immaturity, but Rune
doubted it. Cree Stark was about as caring as cardboard. Just like all the
birds. “How much farther?”


“Just up there. I put in him the cave on the left.”


Once they reached the entrance to the cave, Cree grabbed
Jack’s arm. “After you’ve made sure this isn’t a trick, I’d like you to do some
shopping for me. I need food and clothes.”


“Lady, I’m fucking Shiv Crew, not a personal shopper.” He
shook her hand off his arm and strode into the cave, about as insulted as Rune
had ever seen him.


Rune motioned Cree ahead of her—she didn’t trust the bird at
her back—and followed them into the cave.


Fin lay on the cold floor, unmoving and colorless. He’d
half-shifted, his human body nestled in his huge wings.


As Jack stood guard, Rune knelt beside Fin and placed her
palm against his colorless, icy flesh. Blood covered him, matting his wings and
hair. Gashes and torn skin and deep wounds decorated nearly every part of his
body.


The birds hadn’t been trying to wound him. They’d been trying
to kill him.


And as she pressed her fingers against his throat, searching
for a pulse, she wasn’t sure they hadn’t succeeded.


 


 











Chapter
Thirty-Eight


“You need to hurry,” Cree said, kneeling beside Rune.


“Jack,” Rune said. “Take the car and see if Dr. Haas will
let you bring her here. We can’t move him. It’s like he…exploded.”


“The doctor won’t be enough,” Cree said. “He’s dying. Feed
him. I know what your blood can do. Feed him, or he’s dead.”


“I’m not feeding him. My blood might help him, but it will
also addict him.”


“Fuck you,” Cree said, clenching her fists. “Better an
addict than a corpse.”


“That’s easy for you to say,” Jack told her. “But it’s not
your decision.”


“Hurry, Jack,” Rune said, sure the doubt was in her face.
Fin wasn’t going to make it.


Still, he hesitated. He looked at Cree, then back at Rune.
“I don’t like leaving you alone with her.”


“I can handle her,” Rune said. “Go.”


Cree turned up her nose. “Don’t worry. I won’t hurt your
mistress.”


Jack snorted, then strode from the cave. He pulled his cell
as he walked. “Put Dr. Haas on the phone,” he said.


“You should have taken him to the clinic when you found him
like this,” Rune told Cree.


“The doctor wouldn’t take him. I called her. And she won’t
come unless your man forces her to. She hates the birds. You’re wasting time.”


“She’ll come.”


But she wouldn’t.


“I’d have to hold a gun to her head,” Jack said, walking
back into the cave. “She said she’d kill him if we needed him out of his
misery, but she won’t fix him up.”


“She’s an Other doctor,” Rune said, confused. “How can she
not help him?”


“She didn’t even hesitate. She won’t help him. She asked
where we were but I didn’t tell her. She’d have turned the birds in.”


Rune sat back on her heels. “That’s that, then. We can get
some supplies and patch him up. Maybe he’ll pull through.” But even if Haas had
agreed to come, she doubted Fin would have lived. He was too far gone.


“No,” Cree said. “No, you can’t let him die. You can’t walk
away and let him die.”


“She can’t save the world, either,” Jack said. “Let’s go,
Rune.”


“We can’t fight COS if we’re dead,” Cree whispered. “Please.
I’m begging you. Save him. Save him and we’ll defeat the church. I swear it.”


“He walked away from me,” Rune said. “He walked away from me
and the twins and you put me on that mountain. I’m not playing doctor
with this one and I’m not addicting him to my blood.” She hesitated. “I’m
sorry.”


And she really sort of was.


Jack pulled his gun, ready to blast the bird out of
existence if she attacked. But Cree simply squatted on the cave floor. She
began to pet Fin’s wings, slowly, carefully.


As Rune and Jack walked from the cave and down the hill,
they could hear her humming to her friend.


“Dammit, Jack,” Rune murmured.


“There’s no guarantee they’d keep their word and help us.”


“I know.”


But what if they did?


They were almost to the bottom of the hill, but Rune
imagined she could still hear Cree’s humming, haunting and sad. “Son of a bitch,
Jack.”


“You’re going to feed him, aren’t you?”


“I don’t want to. But everything inside me is screaming for
me to save him. What if there’s a reason? What if without him and Cree, COS
wins a couple nights from now when we have to fight them?”


He stopped walking and stared down at her, then adjusted his
eye patch. “You’re going to feed him.”


“I guess I am.” And just like that, she decided. She ran
with all the speed being part vampire afforded her, and was back inside the
cave in seconds.


She’d heal those she needed to heal, but she’d never bring
another person back from death. Never.


Cree jumped to her feet. “You’re going to heal him?”


“I’m going to try. Move out of my way.”


Cree stood against the wall, trembling and sobbing. “Hurry,
Rune.”


“You’d better deserve this,” Rune muttered, and sliced her
wrist. She’d give him enough to get him started healing. No more.


That was good, because when she put her wrist to Fin’s
mouth, the pain hit her and her mind blanked.


When Jack pulled her back to awareness she was on the cave
floor and Cree was crouched once more at Fin’s side.


“Did it work?” Rune asked, her voice thick and her mind
groggy.


“What happened?” Fin asked.


“He’s conscious,” Cree told her.


Jack helped Rune to her feet. “Let’s go home, Rune. If the
bird heals,” he said, looking at Cree, “you two are to meet us on the night of
the new moon. Be ready.”


“Then you better keep the humans away from us,” Cree
answered. “I don’t want to be arrested.”


“Take care not to be,” Rune said, her voice hard. “We’re
going to have our hands full trying to keep the twins away from Horner.”


“He would like to have had the twins,” Cree said. “But he
won’t need them.”


Rune let herself lean against Jack for a moment. “What do
you mean?”


“He has your blood. He has the twins’ blood. He started
collecting their blood the day he got those boys.”


“Oh fuck me,” Rune whispered. “I’d forgotten.”


“Won’t he need to actually sacrifice the twins? I wouldn’t
think the blood would be enough.”


Cree shrugged. “He seemed to think it will be.”


“Either way, we have to stop him,” Rune said. “We can’t let
him call that demon.”


“At least,” Cree said, “you don’t have to worry that he
might snatch your boys again.”


Rune wasn’t convinced.


“What?” Fin asked, weakly.


“I’ll explain later,” Cree told him.


Rune put thoughts of the stolen blood away for later and
leaned over Fin. “Cree has agreed that you both will fight for us on the night
of the new moon. In return, I fed you. You’ll heal. Don’t let us down, bird.”


She drove back to RISC, an uneasy feeling in the pit of her
stomach. She wasn’t sure she’d done what was right. But if it’d benefit the
county, the Others, and the crew, it had to be the right thing.


“The birds are amazing fighters,” she said. “Against the COS
army sure to come and the fucking guns, they’ll be our greatest assets.”


“That’s true,” Jack agreed. “And that’s not even counting
the demon. You did the right thing, Rune.”


“Yeah.” But she didn’t have the greatest track record when
it came to making good choices. “I fed a fucking bird. What’s the worst that
can happen?”


Jack nodded. “They might not show. They didn’t deserve your
help, and they know that. You’re doing your duty despite the shit they helped
put you through. That makes you a great leader. Don’t doubt yourself.”


“When Rice finds out we saw Cree Stark and didn’t bring her
in, he’s going to be pissed.”


“No he won’t. Bill wants all the help he can get against
COS.”


Her cell rang, and she glanced at the display before
answering.


And somehow, she knew it wasn’t good news.


“Elizabeth?” Her stomach began to knot with the familiar
response to anxiety.


“Rune, the governor has commuted Karin Love’s sentence from
death row to life in prison. And I think this is just what the church has been
waiting for.”
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Chapter
Thirty-Nine


“It’s not like they can just go in there and take her out,”
Rune said, pacing Rice’s office. “It’s not easy to escape from a maximum
security prison.”


“Unless you’re the leader of COS,” Lex said. Her voice was
lackluster but when she met Rune’s gaze, her eyes were full of fire. “That
might make it a little easier.”


“This is bullshit,” Denim said. “Fucking governor. I knew he
was a friend to the church.”


“He’s corrupt,” Rice agreed. “That’s no secret.” Then his
phone rang. “Excuse me.”


“If they plan to break her out for the ceremony, they only
have a couple of days left to do it,” Levi said.


The new moon loomed over them like a mountain of death.


“Crews will be coming in the day of the new moon,” Elizabeth
said. “We’ll have a lot of help.”


“I hope it’s enough,” Jack said, adjusting his eye patch.
“Personally, I’d rather not meet a demon.”


Lex looked down at her hands.


“Dammit.” Jack put a hand on her shoulder. “You’re not a
demon, Lex.”


She shrugged. “Who knows what all is swirling around inside
me? I’m not worried.”


But if anyone could understand what she was feeling, it was
Rune, and she knew Lex was unsure.


Strad watched them all—especially Rune. She felt the touch
of his stare all the way to her toes.


“I might as well tell you about my encounter with Cree and
Fin now,” she told them.


Strad narrowed his eyes. “What encounter?”


Jack cleared his throat. “Elizabeth sent us on a run to
Creeper’s Point. The birds were there.”


“Did they attack?” Strad asked.


“No. Cree begged for help. Fin had been attacked and was in
bad shape,” Rune told him. “I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t have survived. Jack
called Dr. Haas, but she wasn’t inclined to do anything other than kill him.
She wouldn’t come.”


“I’m sure she had her reasons,” Elizabeth said.


Raze saluted them with his coffee cup. “I wouldn’t help the bastards
either.”


Rune took a deep breath. “I did help them.” She raised a
hand as everyone started to speak at once. “It was a good trade. They’re going
to help us fight COS when they attempt to call the demon.”


“What was the trade?” Strad asked. “What did you do, Rune?”


“I fed him.”


He closed his eyes and when he opened them again, they were
full of thunderclouds. “The birds shouldn’t have your blood.”


“It was what I needed to do. They can help us defeat COS.
You know they’re great fighters.”


He strode to her and grabbed her shoulders. “But what they
did to you. What they did to the twins. You can’t…” He let her go and ran his
hand over his still healing face. “I’ll kill them.”


“It was the right thing to do,” she said. “We need them.”


“She’s right,” Elizabeth said. “We do what we have to do, no
matter our personal feelings.”


Strad stepped away, but he didn’t soften. Rune figured if
the coming fight didn’t kill the two birds, the berserker would.


“We have four nights to find Horner,” Owen said, “or another
slayer who can give him to us.”


Rice hung up his phone. “There was another murder. A human
male, nailed to the wall—inside, this time—of an abandoned warehouse.”


“In the Moor?” Rune asked.


“Right outside it. And the murder before this one, the
detectives found a single fingerprint belonging to a COS member who disappeared
three months ago. Guy’s wife claimed he’d left the church, and she thinks COS
killed him for defecting. But this fingerprint would show otherwise. The guy is
alive, in hiding, and helping COS murder not only Others, but humans.”


“Whoever the murderers are, they’re escalating,” Owen said.


“So now,” Rice continued, “we’re not alone in our search for
COS and Bach Horner. The humans want him, and want him badly. With our combined
information and resources…”


“We may have a chance at finding them before the new moon,”
Elizabeth said.


“Yes.”


Something dark and secret flashed between Rice and
Elizabeth, so quick and subtle Rune thought she might have imagined it.


She took a deep, cleansing breath. “With the world hunting
the slayers, they’ll soon run out of places to hide.” Then, she smiled. “How
the hell did we get here so fast?”


“Oh, my dear,” Rice said. “Ask the Others who’ve been
persecuted for centuries how fast we got here.”


“We’re not anywhere,” Denim said. “We’ll be there
when COS is dead. Not just when the world is beginning to fear them.”


“To hate them,” Levi added.


“It’s a good fucking start,” Rune said.


“I’ll ask Elizabeth to keep you all updated on the investigation
into the murders, as well as on any COS sightings,” Rice said. “And while I
have you all here, I wanted to talk with you about some plans for improvements
Elizabeth and I have been discussing.”


No one said a word.


“For the crew,” Rice elaborated. “For you.”


They groaned.


“Why screw with a good thing?” Rune asked.


“To make better things,” Ellis said, smiling.


Rune glared. “Ellis, you knew about this and didn’t give me
a heads up?”


He winked. “They’re all good, I promise.”


She sighed. “Okay. Out with it.”


Rice stood and clasped his hands behind his back. “You’re
getting fully equipped vehicles. SUVs with lights, sirens, radios, computers.
The design will be unique to Shiv Crew, as far as paint colors, door lettering,
interiors. The cars will be black and silver.” He looked at Rune. “Except for
yours. Yours will be pink and gold.”


She gaped. “Fuck you.”


He laughed, and the entire crew broke into guffaws. “I’m
kidding, Rune.”


She cleared her throat. “Asshole.” But she grinned.


“Crew cars,” Jack said, nodding. “I can live with that.”


Denim and Levi high-fived each other, like old times, and
Rune’s spirits lifted. They were going to be okay.


“Good deal, you guys,” she said to Bill and Elizabeth. “When
do we get them? Tomorrow?”


Elizabeth smiled. “I’m happy to see your enthusiasm, Rune,
but it’s going to be a few months. And there’s more.”


“I knew it,” Raze said.


Owen leaned against the wall, his hands in his pockets. When
he caught her gaze he shrugged and winked. “The cars will make up for the
uniforms.”


“Uniforms,” Rune exclaimed. “Are you kidding me?”


Elizabeth and Rice looked at Owen. “How did you know we were
doing uniforms?” Elizabeth asked.


Rice folded his arms and stared her down.


“I never said a word,” she said.


“It was just a guess,” Owen said. “I figured if you were
putting us into crew cars, you’d be putting us into crew uniforms as well.”


“Seriously, though? You expect us to wear fucking uniforms?”
Rune asked.


“Not until we get the cars,” Rice said. “And along with the
other changes, it’s going to be a while.”


“But we do have pictures of the uniforms,” Elizabeth said.


“I can do uniforms,” Lex said.


“They’re not fancy,” Bill said. “Black pants and pullover
tops, Shiv Crew written on the front left breast and across the back of the
shirts. Many loops and pockets. Boots. Hooded jackets for cold weather. Also
caps with Shiv Crew written on them, which you may wear or not as you choose.”


“And I’ll need all your sizes,” Ellis said.


“How can RISC afford all this?” Rune asked.


“Tell them, Bill.” Ellis clapped his hands, his eyes
sparkling.


Rune lifted an eyebrow. Uniforms and cars. They already had
a weapons room at RISC. What else was there?


“Soon RISC may no longer be a branch of the River County
Sheriff’s Department. We’re being taken under the command of a government
agency known as the Annex. Maybe you’ve heard of them.”


“Yeah,” said Strad. “Whispers. Gossip, mainly. I’ve heard
it’s an offshoot organization made up of people from different government
agencies. They’re taking control of Other management?”


Rice nodded. “They have been for some time. Others are
moving up the food chain, and the Annex is all over it. I will answer to them. We
will answer to them. And they are powerful. We’ll have jurisdiction in all the
United States—not just River County.”


He glanced around at them, but when no one said anything, he
continued. “The changes will be gradual as the talks continue and the kinks are
worked out. But local law enforcement won’t be able to keep us out of human
cases if those cases have any bearing on ours. We’ll no longer be under their
thumbs. That’s not to say we won’t butt heads with them, or that they won’t
try—at least at first—to flex their muscle. Hell, we’ll be flexing our own
muscle. The director of the Annex reports directly to the president. And fools
don’t want to screw with us.” He smiled. “Not anymore.”


 


 











Chapter
Forty


“Levi and I knew before you took us on that the crew was
going to be something big.” Denim picked up a forkful of food and studied it
absently.


Rune smiled at him. “I remember.”


“Are we sure this is a good change?” Lex asked. She sat
beside Levi at Rune’s kitchen table, her dinner of Chinese takeout untouched.


“No,” Rune said. “We’re not sure of anything.”


“Does it piss anyone else off that Rice and Elizabeth didn’t
bother getting our opinions about any of this? Changing hands, new cars,
uniforms…they planned everything without giving any of us information.” Levi
eyed Ellis. “Most of us, anyway.”


Ellis dropped his gaze. “I’m sorry, Levi. I apologize to all
of you. I haven’t known for very long. I overheard Bill talking after he
brought me in to take over for Elizabeth, and—”


“You didn’t do anything wrong, Ellie,” Rune said.


“I thought it would be a great surprise,” he murmured. “The
Annex is powerful. Now we are powerful.”


“We are still tools,” Rune said, gently. “Used by the higher
ups.”


“But more powerful tools.” Ellie could be stubborn when he
needed to be.


She took a sip of her coffee. “I guess we are.” 


Strad wasn’t the only one who’d heard whispers. She’d heard
those same speculations. About how the Annex controlled their people—especially
their field ops—through fear. How the Annex was above the law. How no one
really knew what went on within the Annex because the employees weren’t talking
and outsiders were never allowed inside any of the Annex buildings.


It made her worry that the Annex was the Other version of
COS.


But maybe that was all just gossip. Maybe.


“You get new crew cars,” Lex said. “That’s pretty sweet.”


Cars or not, if they came under control of the Annex, that
would mean new people coming into River County. New bosses.


“It’s good the humans are helping us search for COS,” Rune
said. “I hope that means that when the bastards gather for their ritual, the
humans will help us fight them.”


“Karin is no longer on death row. COS can get to her. Anyone
want to talk about that?” Levi’s voice was bitter, angry.


Rune couldn’t blame him. Karin seemed destined to stay the
nightmare that plagued them with unrelenting regularity. Just like fucking COS.
“Slayers aren’t the only ones who can get to her, baby.”


They all looked at her, silent, allowing her words to sink
in.


“Yeah,” Denim said, slowly nodding. “That’s right.”


They said nothing more, but the seed had been planted. It
began to germinate into hope.


COS didn’t play fair. Neither would Shiv Crew.


“There will always be bad guys,” Lex said. “The world is
full of evil. Eventually COS might become hunted, scared men living on the
fringe of society. Eventually Karin Love will be dead. But there will be others
to take their places.”


“And we’ll fight them, too,” Ellis said. He smiled at the
others. “Remember—we’re Shiv Crew. It’s what we do.”


Rune’s cell rang. She glanced at the display, and when she
didn’t recognize the number, almost let it go to voicemail. But she didn’t.
“This is Rune Alexander.”


“Rune.”


She frowned. The voice was familiar, but rusty and strained.
“Who is this?”


“Sam Cruikshank. The man your crew almost murdered.”


“Who is it?” Ellis asked.


She stood and left the kitchen. “What do you want? An
apology? I’m sorry you were hurt. I did warn you.”


“I need to warn you before your dog succeeds in
killing me.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Are you still in
the hospital?”


He laughed, or tried to. “I was never in the hospital.”


“I sent Owen to take you in. He painted you with some pretty
grim colors. He didn’t expect you to live.”


“And I wouldn’t have, if I hadn’t managed to escape when he
and that brute Matheson left me for a while.”


She took a breath and rubbed her temple with her free hand.
“Why don’t you start from the beginning?”


“Your two men came to my house and knocked me out when I
answered the door. They dragged me back inside and tortured the hell out of me.
All night long.” He paused and took a shaky breath. “They left me when they got
a phone call. I guess it was because you were found. Owen told me he was coming
back to finish me off.”


“They won’t bother you now.”


“Owen will. He wants me dead.”


“Why?”


“Maybe he knows what I want from you. What you want.
He came back but it wasn’t to take me to a hospital. I was waiting in a house
across the street and I watched him. I have pictures if you want to see.” He
hesitated. “He has a killer’s eyes.”


“Sounds like you need to find a new city,” she said, but she
was uneasy. “I’ll talk to him.”


“I’m not calling for you to make him back off. He won’t care
about your orders. I’m calling to warn you about him. I started digging into
the crew members’ backgrounds when I first got interested in you. I know more
about their pasts than you do.”


“You need to back off, dude.”


He ignored her words. “I couldn’t find anything on Owen
Five. It’s like he never existed. There was nothing. Whoever he is, he’s not
who you think. Don’t trust him.”


She swallowed as the sudden metallic taste of fear coated her
tongue. “I don’t trust you, Cruikshank. Don’t call me again. I’ll make
sure Owen stays away from you, but you need to get the fuck out of Dodge.” And
not just because of her crew. Because of her.


All she heard was the sound of his breathing, gentle, soft.
Then, “I can’t, Rune.” He hung up.


She closed her eyes. What the fuck was wrong with him?


“Rune?”


“Shit!” She swung around, her fangs dropping before she
could control them, and stared into Ellie’s wide eyes.


He held a hand to his chest. “Are you okay?”


“You startled me, baby.”


“What’s wrong?” His worried expression changed to one of
suspicion. “What is it?”


“It’s nothing. I got a call from Cruikshank, that fucking
reporter. He’s trying to stir up trouble.” She hooked her arm through his and
walked him back to the kitchen. “Are you spending the night?”


Ellis tightened his lips. “I don’t think I’d better.”


“Is there anything I can do to help?”


He shook his head. “It’s going to take time. I’m okay, but
Levi…it’s going to take time.”


“Yeah. Don’t give up, Ellie. He needs you now more than
ever. Even if he doesn’t realize it.”


“We need each other. It all just went so wrong, so quickly.”


“Let me know if there is anything I can do.”


“What you can do is be careful. No more wandering the
streets alone, looking for trouble. I swear, Rune, you need a keeper.”


She grinned and headed back to the kitchen to finish her
meal. A growing monster had to eat.


And she was growing. In every way.


She’d actually begun to think that she and her crew would
get a quiet evening when her cell rang, and at that exact moment the night
outside her house came alive with screams, gunshots, and blasts.


She answered her phone as she ran to the door and yanked it
open. “Hello?”


“Rune,” Rice said, his voice grimmer than she’d ever heard
it. “The slayers have arrived, and they are early. Weapon up, and try to stay
alive. I need you.”


 


 











Chapter
Forty-One


Outside was chaos.


The night lit up with fire, smoke, and disorienting shrieks
that sounded like missiles coming from the sky.


People ran, and fell, and scrambled to get up again before
their heads were sliced off or the constantly fired bullets found their brains.


The slayers, dressed in matching blood-red uniforms, cut
people down as they ran. As they stumbled and fell and held up pleading palms
against the sudden invasion.


The slayers kicked doors in and pulled people from their
homes, executing some of them in the streets.


Rune watched it with horror, her body frozen, her mind
unable to contemplate what was actually happening.


“We were lied to,” Lex said, snapping her out of it. “They
weren’t waiting for the new moon.”


Rune turned to face the twins and Lex. “Are you ready for
this?”


“More than ready,” Denim said.


“Eager,” Levi said, and smiled. It was maybe the first real
smile she’d seen on him since his capture.


“Hell yes,” Lex said.


“Then go get every weapon you own. It’s going to be a long,
hard night.”


Rune couldn’t wait for them. She released her claws, dropped
her fangs, and shot out her doorway. She threw herself into the fray, targeting
red-dressed slayers.


She cut through them like a slicing tornado, having little
time to think as COS attacked the city.


Hundreds of slayers surprising the unprepared.


RISC and the River County Sheriff’s Department shouldn’t
have been unprepared, but there it was.


COS had been smarter than those they sought to destroy. They
were pretty sure they’d have a demon to control soon, and no matter what they
did that night, they wouldn’t be punished. Their master would soon be a
demon-possessed Karin Love. This was their last stand.


And it was fucking incredible.


A blonde woman with a handbag squashed protectively against
her chest caught Rune’s gaze, just for a second.


She was mowed down, abruptly and in such surreal dramatic
fashion that Rune never batted an eye. The blonde’s grip on her purse didn’t
appear to loosen, even as her head went rolling down the sidewalk.


COS wasn’t only targeting Others—they were killing humans.


The city was on fire.


Rune battled her way through the sudden throngs of people,
trying to guide her killing rage to the red-uniformed slayers. There were a few
plainly dressed men shouting their allegiance to COS as they shot down ordinary
citizens.


She went after them, too.


A few slayers came out of the shadowy, flickering flames
riding horses, swords and guns given equal time, depending, most likely, on the
slayer’s preference.


And it was then that she spotted the COS doctor who’d stolen
her blood. He rode a huge, white horse, and there was no mistaking him, though
he looked harder in the hazy smoke and moonlit shadows.


He forced his screaming mount to a halt as he squeezed his
dick with his left hand and the trigger of a gun with his right.


Long, stringy streams of semen arced from his body as he
killed and masturbated, surrounded by murderous men.


He gave a last look around, then turned his horse and
sprinted away, other mounted men at his back.


His face was frozen in cruel lines, COS depravity stamped on
his features. She was sure if she followed him, she’d find Horner.


But she lost sight of the doctor as she continued to fight
the slayers, unsure if she made a dent in the packed, heaving streets. She
killed one slayer and another took his place.


That so many of them had managed to sneak into River County
was staggering. That so many had managed to keep such a secret was impossible.


Yet they had.


She fought back to back with the county’s human law
enforcement, with the Moor’s armed citizens, and though she didn’t spot them,
with her crew.


They were there.


But the slayers…there were just so many of them.


Then, the Others came.


The vampires came.


A wolf streaked past her, then leaped and sank his fangs
into the throat of a slayer whose eyes were red and wild, his lips pulled back
to bare his teeth. They appeared mad, the slayers, every single one of them, as
though they’d taken drugs to gear up for the fight.


When a vampire dropped a slayer who was inches away from
slicing off her head, she realized she might not mind the vampires so much,
after all.


And how could she? She was one of them.


She drove her claws through the chest of one of the few
female slayers and worked her way to where the doctor had disappeared.


Rice had shown her three likely places from which the church
would call their demon, and she was going for the closest one.


She couldn’t let her county birth a COS-controlled demon.
Zombies still roamed the countryside and the cities, searching for living food,
but they were babies compared to COS and their threat.


A zombie apocalypse seemed far, far away.


The demon invasion, that was close.


She ran through the streets, and they thinned out as she
headed for the less populated part of town.


Bones and flesh and jellied blood crunched and squished
beneath her boots but finally, the screams faded as she sprinted toward Hook
Road. Please, please let them be there.


She ran with crazy speed, and when that wasn’t good enough,
she ran faster. 


But the area off Hook Road was empty.


“Fuck,” she screamed, and her voice echoed through the
woods, bounced off the trees, and streaked off to join the screams of the
besieged city.


She had to decide then—Willowburg or Hawthorne.


And though Hawthorne continued to be a troublesome place,
she chose Willowburg. It was so much more…Otherly.


So she ran.


The streets were clogged with humans and Others and stalled,
burning vehicles. There were houses aflame as well. And trees, and…


People.


She dodged a burning car with a screaming man trapped
inside—he was trapped not by the flames but by four slayers who brandished guns
and leaped at the car, laughing at the victim as he watched them through the
windshield.


“Assholes,” she growled, and delayed her run to Willowburg
long enough to send the four COS members to hell.


She yanked open the car door and pulled the man out. “Run,”
she said, but he fell to his knees, staring at her with wide, shocked eyes.


She left him kneeling on the road, his face stark with
terror, hoping he’d find his way, somehow, to safety.


When she found Horner, she’d need her crew to help her fight
him. And it, if he called the motherfucking demon.


COS had planned carefully for this night and her crew was
otherwise engaged.


But there were two others she could use.


She reduced her speed and pulled out her cell to call Cree.
With the two birds, she could manage.


Cree answered after three rings. “Rune, I can’t—”


“Shut up and listen,” Rune said, her voice uneven as she
jogged. “There’s a hill close to the clinic in Willowburg. I think Horner is
there now trying to call his demon. Grab Fin and meet me.”


Cree was silent.


“Cree, do not betray me. You swore you’d help with COS.”


Cree sighed. “We’re not in River County.”


“What?” She sprinted through the woods, which appeared to be
the only quiet place in the entire county. There was no screaming, no burning,
no explosions. But that peace wouldn’t last. As soon as she came out on the
other side, she was sure she’d find more mayhem.


“We left the county.”


“Where’s Fin?”


Cree’s voice went tight and unsure. “I don’t know. He left a
few hours ago to get some supplies and hasn’t returned.”


“Cree, shift and get your ass back here. Call fucking Fin
first. I swear to you—”


“I know, I know,” Cree muttered. “All right. But Horner
isn’t—”


“Hurry the hell up,” Rune interrupted, and shoved her phone
back into her pocket. Cree had left the county, which meant she’d never had any
intentions of helping with the fight against COS.


Fucking birds.


The sounds of fighting came to her before she ran from the
woods, jumped a ditch, and ran down the road leading to the Other clinic.


As she turned a bend in the road she spotted a lumbering
truck ahead of her, its bed full of red-clothed slayers.


She looked up when she heard the distinct beating of wings
in the air, the whoosh, whooshing as an uneasy ally came to help the
good guys. But it wasn’t Cree.


Zooming toward the slayers like a deadly, golden angel, his
wings darkly outlined against the moon, was Fin Lynch.


Rune shot her claws back out and went to help him kick ass,
silently cursing Cree Stark for her totally predictable betrayal.


 


 











Chapter
Forty-Two


Wolves streaked from the woods at the side of the road,
joining Rune as she headed for the truck, the bird, and the fight ahead.


She recognized Amanda, the wolf who’d helped her when Llodra
had staked her, and Chris, the one who’d fought her to become the wolves’
alpha.


The truck with the slayers was all that stood between her
and the real target—Horner and his demon. She had to be right. Horner was in
Willowburg.


An engine roared and a long, dark car careened around the
curve ahead, tires squealing as its driver tried to maintain control. The car
was fishtailing straight into a collision with the truck.


A slight breeze picked up and tossed a gamy, rich scent of
cooking meat at her. It was only after her brain recoiled that she recognized the
agonized smell of burning flesh and the acrid scent of singed hair.


Horrified screams drifted to her as well, and the closer she
got to the small town the hazier the air became.


Willowburg was on fire.


She ignored the oncoming car and the truck of slayers as she
quickly surveyed the area. The hill where Horner would be prepping for his
gruesome ceremony should be just about…


“There,” she whispered, and leaving the slayers to Fin, the
wolves, and the crazed car driver, she streaked up the magical hill.


She glanced behind her once when she heard someone crashing
along in her wake, and caught a flash of three large, shaggy shifters running
behind her. She didn’t recognize them.


She faced forward once again and gasped as she nearly lost
her face to a tree. She sidestepped it at the last second and picked up her
speed even more, until she was flying over the ground.


She started up the hill, not slowing. Be there, be there.
Be there, you motherfucker.


And along with that, don’t let me be too late.


There were people on the hilltop—dark figures danced and
twirled around a smoky fire, a mix of male and female voices discordant and
gleeful as pale faces lifted to the moon.


Time slowed down to a crawl. It was as though no matter how
fast she was, it wasn’t fast enough. All she heard was her breath, loud and
strained, and the cool air whistling past her ears.


And on the hill, fuzzy, dancing figures, beckoning her on.


The slayers didn’t run when they saw her coming, but they
scrambled for a small pile of weapons. Before even one of them could aim and
shoot, Rune was upon them.


She’d shot her claws out and slashed the life from half of
them before the shifters arrive to finish off the rest.


Then she dropped to her knees. One of the slayers lay with
his right arm in the fire, and once again she breathed in the scent of cooking
flesh. “He’s not here. He’s not here.”


She’d gambled on Horner choosing Willowburg, and she’d lost.
The slayers on the hill were either placed there for a distraction or were some
part of the ceremony to call the demon, but Horner was not there.


He was in Hawthorne. Fucking Hawthorne.


One of the shifters regained his human form and knelt down
beside her. “Tell us what you need.”


She looked at him, slightly dazed. It was Michael from the
Camp. “I thought Horner would be here, calling his demon. The only place left
is in Hawthorne.” But even as she said it, she didn’t believe it.


He could be anywhere in River County. Rice’s circles on the
map had been guesses. She stood, and Michael stood with her.


Slayer blood gleamed in the firelight, covering his face,
his chest. “Tell me what you need,” he said, again.


“I need Levi.” She pushed a fist to her mouth. “I need
fucking Levi. He can find Horner.” Maybe.


“Where did you see him last?”


“In the Moor. I have to get back to the Moor. And there’s
just not enough time.” It seemed like hours since the street outside her house
had erupted in violence and flames.


What if he’d already called his demon? What if, somehow, the
vessel used to contain it was on its way to Karin Love?


Knowing it was a useless attempt but trying anyway, she
called Levi’s cell. It went to voicemail. “Levi, I need you. I can’t find
Horner. Please, if you get this, fucking call me.”


But COS was keeping her crew well occupied.


She heard the strident call of a bird and remembered Fin. He
could fly her to Hawthorne in a few short minutes. “Fuck me,” she exclaimed,
and left the wolves staring after her as she ran to Fin.


Once more on the road, she found the car in a ditch, still
running. No one was inside. The truck was gone.


The white road leading to Willowburg was empty.


“Fin,” she screamed. “Fin Lynch!”


It wasn’t Fin who answered her call, but Cree.


She loomed in the sky like a dark, feathered monster, her
wings batting the air as she came.


Rune ran to meet her. “Take me to Hawthorne, Cree. I have to
find Horner.”


But Cree shifted and stood in her human form, hands on her
hips. “Fin was here. I followed his scent.”


“Yeah, he was here. Last I saw, he was getting ready to take
out a truck full of slayers. Now get me to Hawthorne. I’m sure that’s where
Horner is.”


But Cree shook her head. “I can take you there, but Horner
isn’t in Hawthorne.”


“How do you know?” Then she gestured impatiently. There
wasn’t time for those kinds of questions. Not yet. “Where the fuck is he?”


Cree smiled. “He’s on Spikemoss Mountain, sugar. Land of
obsidian, realm of wings. If you’re ready to face him, I’m ready to take you
there.”


 


 











Chapter
Forty-Three


But when it came down to it, Rune hesitated. She knew better
than to trust the birds—especially Cree. But the bird could get her to Horner a
lot faster than she could drive or even run there.


She also needed to save her reserves for the battle—unless
she fed. But there was no time. No time.


“Shift then, and get me to the mountain,” she said. She
didn’t bother threatening Cree with death if the bird lied to her. That would
have been a waste of breath.


Rune backed away as Cree shifted, then took a deep breath
before climbing onto the bird’s back. It was like riding a horse with wings,
only not as comfortable.


Or maybe like riding a dragon.


She leaned forward and dug her hands into whatever she could
grab on to. She hoped like hell she wouldn’t fall off.


Somehow, riding the bird was more alarming than being held
in those huge talons.


“Giddy-up, horsey,” she said, then her breath wheezed from
her tight throat as Cree obeyed.


She couldn’t see anything below as she lay with the side of
her face against the bird’s flesh and her eyes screwed shut, and maybe that was
just as well. Cree’s vast wings cut through the air in a heavy, dreamy way, but
propelled them onward with an unimaginable speed.


Smooth, silent, surreal.


When Cree had splintered her and delivered her to Horner,
it’d been different. Her mind had been dark and filled with pain and fog.


Now…


She sat up, her breath leaving her as she surveyed the world
around, ahead, and below her.


It was spectacular.


“God,” she whispered, but only to herself. The wind snatched
the breath from her lungs and whipped her eyes, ran cold fingers through her
growing hair, and slapped her face with icy disregard.


But the world was serene, the sky was quiet, and she was
flying.


It was spectacular.


Cree’s zooming freefall was as unexpected as it was exhilarating.
Maybe Cree meant to scare her, to make her cry out and beg for mercy, but Rune
slapped the bird’s back and laughed with unbridled elation.


All too quickly the ride was over. Cree dumped her
unceremoniously on the ground, then shifted to her human form.


She stood with her hands on her hips, grinning as Rune
struggled to reacquaint herself with her legs.


“Enjoy the ride?” Cree asked, her voice mocking, her stare
was full of arrogance.


“I did,” Rune said, jubilant. “It was almost as good as
feeding.” She giggled.


“You’re fucking high,” Cree said, lowering her hands
to her sides.


Rune stood, finally, and shrugged. She wanted to grin, but
forced herself to calm down. There were demons to fight. “Let’s find Horner.
Where exactly is he?”


“I have to find Fin,” Cree said. “But after I do we’ll come
help you fight.”


Rune shook her head. “There’s no time. Until Fin joins us,
I’ll have to settle for you.”


“So very flattering. That’ll get you what you want.”


“You want to live, don’t you? If Horner has his way, the
Others, all Others, will be annihilated as soon as possible. You have to
know that.”


“He can’t defeat the birds,” Cree said, looking down her
nose.


“His demon can.”


And even the arrogant Cree knew that was the truth. “Fine.
Somebody has to save the world. It might as well be me.”


Rune curled her lip and bit back words of derision as she
walked beside the bird. “How’d you know he’d be here?”


“Stuff I heard. Once he told the scepters that everything
about Spikemoss was magical—enchanted, something like that. That was when he
first began negotiations about some attached land COS owns.”


“The scepters actually thought he’d stick to his word and
give them the land?”


“Not give, sell. And cheaply. The birds aren’t rich, you
know. And we…” She frowned, hesitating over her choice of words, before
continuing. “They already got the land. There were lawyers on both sides
involved from the very beginning. The scepters wouldn’t have agreed otherwise.
We trust no one.”


“Do you know the COS attorney’s name?”


“No.”


From far below came the faint sounds of the battles between
River County and COS. She shivered as an image of her crew flashed through her
mind. They were down there, fighting, getting wounded almost certainly, trying
to save the county from the church. She should have been with them, but there
was no help for it. She’d just have to trust in their abilities.


They were Shiv Crew, and they could take out fucking COS, no
matter how large the church’s numbers.


They could.


“Where the cages are,” Cree said, interrupting her thoughts.
“There’s a trail behind them that leads to a clearing. There’s a pond, a circle
of weeping willow trees, and a depression in the ground. It’s like a shallow
bowl, about six feet in diameter. I think that’s where he’ll be.”


Rune nodded. “I can find it. I’m going to run.” She looked
at the bird. “Meet me there, Cree. Do not take off.”


Cree’s eyes glittered in the moonlight. She said nothing.


“Cree.”


The bird rubbed her arms. “I can kick a lot of ass, but I can’t
defeat all my people. If they see me here, no matter who I’m fighting, they’ll
kill me.”


“That’s a chance I’ll have to take.”


“Fuck you.” But her words were halfhearted. “Fin can’t take
another attack, not so soon after his last one. He won’t come.”


“If the fucking demon is called, the birds are going to be
too preoccupied with it to mess with you. I need you to take out as many
slayers as you can. But I have to keep Horner alive.”


Cree remained silent. Her hesitancy was uncharacteristic and
Rune was quite sure the bird was going to shift and run for cover. Cree was
afraid—not of COS, not even of the demon—but of the birds.


“I’ll protect you,” she promised. “You can’t back out of
this.”


Cree snorted. “You can’t protect me from the birds.” Then
she sighed. “I’ll give it a try.”


“You’re an asshole. If I see you when this is all over, I
might hurt you for the shit you’ve pulled. But thanks. Thanks for braving the
birds to help me kick COS ass.”


Cree threw her a tight smile. “I’m doing it because helping
you might be the only way Strad will forgive me.”


Rune shrugged. “As long as the job gets done.” And she
tensed her body to run.


“It may,” came a voice from the shadows, “but not if you
don’t get Alexis Love up here to take on the demon.” The new master Simon Kelic
stepped into their path, his children at his back. “The church is calling the
demon as we speak. And it is answering.”


 


 











Chapter
Forty-Four


She shot her claws out and dropped her fangs, startled by
his silent approach.


One of his vampires stepped up beside him and put his hands
on his hips. “Don’t you hiss at my master, girl. He came to help your sorry
ass.”


“Hush, Iker,” Simon said.


Iker had been around twenty or so when he’d turned. His skin
was as smooth and rich as dark chocolate. His hair hung in wild, colorful
dreadlocks—red, purple, green, and yellow. Every inch of exposed skin appeared
either tattooed, pierced, or both, and his darkly lined eyes were light green,
standing out like sparkling jewels in his intriguing face.


Rune tore her stare away from the fascinating vampire and
eyed the master. “Lead the way, Kelic. I need to stop Horner.”


“Pay attention,” Iker said. “You can’t do this without your
little girl demon.”


“Iker,” Kelic snapped. He turned his head and scowled at the
young vampire.


Iker licked his lips, swallowed hard, and then stepped back.


“He’s right,” Simon said. “You’ll need your own demon to
send the church’s demon back to hell.”


“Lex isn’t a demon, Kelic. I told you that.”


“You’re wrong.” He didn’t look quite as harmless or young as
he’d looked when she’d first met him. “Question is, are you going to waste time
arguing about it, or are you going to take a chance that maybe, just maybe, I
know what I’m talking about and get Alexis Love up here?”


Rune waved her claws in the air. “Fuck me! Cree—”


“Yeah, yeah. I’ll go fetch your demon bitch.”


She started to turn away, but Rune had her claws at Cree’s
delicate throat before she could move. “Do not fuck this up, bitch. I
will kill you if you hurt her.”


Cree glared and shoved Rune’s hand away, though Rune could
easily have slid her claws through Cree’s thin skin. Cree might have been a
motherfucking selfish piece of entitled shit, but she wasn’t a coward.


Then she ran, jumped, and shifted, the air from her huge
wings fanning Rune’s face as the bird shot through the darkness.


“Let’s go,” Rune said to the vampires.


Kelic nodded, and without another word, took off.


She was right behind him. He was fast, fast as a vampire
should be, but so was she. Faster. But she didn’t pull ahead of him—instead ran
side by side as the lesser vampires were sucked along in their wake.


Her feet skimmed the ground, flying over rocks and holes and
debris, her strong legs carrying her closer and closer to the demon, to Horner.


“Ravine coming up,” Simon said, his voice carried by the
wind to slide into her ears, into her mind. “Jump.”


She jumped without question, glancing once to see the dark
emptiness below her, wondering what bodies had been lost to the chasm that
yawned without warning like a great, gaping wound.


Wondering, as well, why Cree hadn’t bothered to warn her
about that abyss.


Then her feet hit earth and she was once more rocketing over
ground turned silver and black by a watching moon.


Simon stopped so abruptly she was a few feet past him before
she realized he was no longer running.


She jogged back to him. “What are you doing?”


“The ones you want are just ahead. Will you charge in or
tiptoe?”


She blew out a hard breath. “Let’s go in heavy and kill
anything that moves.”


His smile was wide and happy. “My kind of attack. Ready?”


She tilted her head. “Do you know any special way to kill a
demon—or to send it back to wherever it came from?”


“No. No, I don’t. The demon I had contact with was not dealt
with by me, I’m sorry to say.”


“Then we’ll have to wing it,” she said.


“Ms. Alexander…”


“Yeah?”


He glanced at her top. “You’re bleeding.”


Shit. She shoved her palm against her chest. “Nothing I can
do about it right now. Let’s go.” And she released the claws she’d retracted
before running, dropping her fangs so fast they cut her lip.


No more talking, no more delays. It was time to leap blindly
into the fierce battle waiting around the corner. When it was over…


They’d find that out soon enough.


She closed her eyes, drawing the faces of her crew to her,
whispering silently the name of the man whose image lingered when the others
faded away.


Berserker.


She was running almost before she realized it, her claws
out, her body hurtling through space toward the chants, the fire, the slayers.


The demon.


She and the vampires burst onto a tableau that wasn’t
totally unexpected, but still bizarre enough to give her pause.


The slayers stood around a fire in the bowl-like depression,
their backs to the flames as they guarded Horner.


Horner was on his knees before a bench on which a bloody
victim lay. A black blade protruded from the corpse’s chest.


The fire shot high into the night, competing with the moon
to light the area. Sparks dropped from the flames that licked the darkness with
eager blue tongues, and the sharp scents of fresh blood and fear hung in the
air.


More slayers poured from behind the trees surrounding the
pit, guns up and ready. COS went to work, methodically cutting down vampires
with silver bullets to keep them from reaching Horner.


It took the vampires a few precious seconds to regroup and
target the ones protecting the ceremony, but the guns were lethal and the
vampires were not many.


Still, the vampires were
vampires and they would use their insane speeds and extraordinary strength to
take care of business.


And Rune had one job—to stop the demon’s entrance into the
world.


She ignored the battle going on around her and went for the
inner circle. She went for Bach Horner.


If she ever needed her monster, it was then.


The air was changing, growing heavy with expectation, thick
with an insidious presence that waited just beyond an invisible veil. Rune
could feel the demon looming. Her heart beat impossibly fast, fear and dread
choking her with something too vast and horrible to comprehend.


The demon was coming.


She leaped over the heads of the slayers circling Horner’s
fire, tumbling through the air, grunting as bullets ripped through her flesh.


Everything seemed to move in slow motion and she could see
and feel and smell the world with an overwhelming clarity. The colors of
the night were too intense, the sounds painfully loud, the scents pungent and
somehow sinister.


But her body was almost numb. She didn’t feel any pain, and
she knew she should have. The slayers targeted her as the biggest threat, and
their aims, for the most part, were true.


Horner was waiting for her. He was expecting her.


She landed hard enough to slam her teeth together and bruise
her bones, but was up before he could even acknowledge that she was there.


He glanced at her, and then, as though she was of no
consequence at all, turned back to his fire and his sacrifice.


Empty vials that had once held her and the twins’ blood lay
atop the body, a corpse that had been donated to the demon, a man who had most
likely been force fed her blood.


All Horner had needed once he lost the twins was the blood
and a human to contain them. He’d found that.


The body on the altar began to undulate forcefully. She drew
back her hand and leaped at Horner, poised to take off his head.


But she was snatched from the ground and dragged through the
air, talons piercing her skin as they took hold.


It happened with shocking, perplexing quickness—one second
she was leaping at Horner, sure for a moment that yes, it really would
be that easy. The next she was flying with uncomprehending powerlessness
through the air, dangling a mile above the ground, caught in a bird’s claws.


“Cree,” she groaned. “Why?”


But she knew why.


The birds were for sale, with their blank, black minds and
their hard, greedy hearts. They were for sale.


COS had lined their pockets, whispered promises in their
ears, and swore they’d rule side by side with the church. COS had bought them.


And no matter that she’d been exiled, that her convocation
had tried to kill Fin and would surely try to kill her, Cree had allowed COS to
buy her, as well.


It was only when Rune saw another bird flying through the
sky, a familiar figure sitting atop feathers as shiny as fish scales, that she
realized she’d gotten it all wrong.


Cree hadn’t sold herself to COS.


Fin had.


 


 











Chapter
Forty-Five


Perhaps catching sight of Fin circling high above the pit
with Rune in his talons, Cree screamed.


A golden eagle bird shifter screaming was a sound like none
Rune had ever heard—the sound itself was a weapon, assaulting the ears of those
who heard it, scrambling thoughts, battering hearts.


It was a battle cry, a cry of death.


Cree had recognized Fin’s betrayal, and she was pissed.


Fin’s entire body shook beneath the rage in that scream, and
he returned the cry, his talons opening to release Rune.


She was too high and her fall would not be gentle. She’d
survive it, because she was just that sort of monster, but she would be unable
to function until her body knitted the broken bones and crushed organs.


And while her body was busy trying to heal, COS would take
her head. That, she wouldn’t come
back from.


But Cree caught her.


Rune gave her own scream when the sharp talons pierced her
flesh like giant needles, but those wounds she could heal.


That pain she could use.


Cree dropped her, dropped her back into the circle almost on
top of fucking Horner, but her attention was no longer on Rune. It was all for
Fin.


She screamed again and Rune’s insides trembled and loosened.
If she’d been anyone else she might have fallen to her knees and covered her
ears like a child.


Her sensitive vampire hearing must have made it worse,
because none of the humans on the ground seemed to be having trouble with the
eagles’ cries.


She spotted Simon Kelic shaking his head, hard, before he
became a blur of movement as he ran to destroy a slayer.


The birds’ cries weren’t just affecting her, and for
some reason that helped her relax.


“Rune,” Lex yelled, grabbing her arm. “You sent for me.”


The slayers not occupied with vampires converged on Rune and
Lex and there was no time to talk, no time to tell Lex that yes, she’d sent for
her because Kelic had convinced her that Lex was a demon and their only chance
of defeating the monster Horner was calling.


She had a feeling Lex was not going to deal well.


But Lex surprised her.


“I don’t know how to be the demon,” she said, twirling
around to drop kick a knife-wielding slayer.


“We have to get to Horner,” Rune said. “But if he calls the
monster, you need to figure it out fast.”


The fucking slayers were trying to delay and distract them,
and they were doing a damn good job of it.


And where were the birds? Rune didn’t expect them to join
the fight, but surely one or two of them would have been curious enough to drift
overhead to watch.


But the sky, except for the moon, Cree, and Fin, was empty.


It appeared that the birds were going to do what they always
did when the fight wouldn’t benefit them. Take off until it was over.


She felt them before she saw them—her crew—coming to help.
They’d likely followed Cree and Lex, and she’d never been so happy to see them
in her life.


They threw themselves into the thick of the battle, even as
more slayers poured into the area like BBs from an open box.


Horner’s voice drifted to her over the shouts, grunts, and
screams as he continued to chant in a deep monotone.


The air changed. It grew heavy and dim, and a breeze began
to blow. On that dark, spring night the air was cool, but the breeze was hot.


Lex stumbled, her usual grace giving way to an
uncharacteristic clumsiness. Rune shot her claws into a man’s chest and then
yanked Lex off the ground. “You okay?” she shouted.


Someone hit her from behind, a blow to the head that sent
her crashing away from Lex and into a knot of slayers trying to stand between
her and Horner—and that was the first time that night she heard the berserker’s
familiar roar.


Blood, hot and sticky, oozed down her neck and over her
back, but she shook off the pain and fought her way through that last line of
defense.


And finally, she stood at the stone altar, staring across it
at Bach Horner.


Behind him rose the fire, shooting angry blue sparks into
the sky. The man on the bench was long dead, his mouth gaping hideously, his
arms and legs restrained.


They stared at each other, frozen, as the fight raged around
them. It was time. Before that night was over, the church would stand
victorious, or the crew would.


It all came down to that moment.


And COS had to lose. They had to.


Overhead the two birds screamed and battled while she and
Horner stood wrapped in their own invisible, smoky circle, and the vampires
fought side by side with the crew.


Rune’s silver claws undulated before her, reaching,
reaching…


But then something came out of the fire, a hulking, alien
body, huge and shadowy and burning, and it grew taller and bigger as she
watched.


Horner gave a shout of triumph, and the demon stepped
through its fiery gateway.


 


 











Chapter
Forty-Six


COS had fucked up. They would never be able to control the
demon. They could never find a living, breathing vessel that could contain it.
And they could never, ever transport it to Karin Love.


The idiots had simply opened a portal and welcomed the demon
into their world, and it would destroy them all.


The fighting stopped as the humans and Others forgot they’d
been trying to kill each other and stood frozen in terror.


It wasn’t the sight of the demon that caused such fear, it
was the feel of the demon.


It cast horror and numbing despair like heavy shadows,
covering them all with a sort of bleak hopelessness that even Rune had never
imagined.


Although pain was coming—she was sure of it—the monster
wouldn’t need to physically hurt them. It attacked their minds, crushed their
will, and made their souls shrivel and crawl away to die.


Just by its presence.


Horner had stumbled back until he stood side by side with a
vampire. “You fucking idiot,” she murmured.


He turned his head slowly to meet her gaze, his eyes wide,
and he did not disagree.


The demon seemed to affect people in different ways—a deep,
lethal depression smothered Rune. It sucked the meaning out of everything. Out
of life, out of reason, out of caring. It made her realize that despite
humanity’s coping skills, despite the survival instinct kicking in and hiding
the truth, nothing really mattered.


A slayer beside her cut his own throat. The others glanced
at him as he lay on the ground bleeding out, then went back to gaping at the
demon.


Another slayer giggled, then covered his mouth as his
giggles became full out laughter. In the same way Rune couldn’t control the
bleakness that had overtaken her, the slayer couldn’t control his amusement.


“Shut up,” another slayer said, and shot him in the head.


And the demon looked at Rune.


“It knows your blood,” Horner said, his voice breathless and
soft. Excited. “It’s a tracker demon.” He smiled. “It’ll go for you and the
twins first.”


Rune forced away the demon-induced apathy. “Lex,” she
screamed.


And as though her scream woke them up, everyone started
moving again. Regaining control of their minds. In seconds, her crew surrounded
her, and Lex was at her side.


“I’m fucking terrified,” Lex said. “I’m so fucking
terrified.”


“We can’t kill it,” Rune told her. “You’re the only one who
can.”


“How do you know?” Lex asked.


“Because I know,” Simon Kelic said, slipping up
behind her, still careful not to touch her. The revulsion in his eyes was
impossible to mistake. “I know what you are, kid. I’ve faced down one of yours.
You can send that one—”


“Fin,” Horner screamed. “Get down here.”


But Cree wasn’t done with the traitor yet, and Fin did not
come. 


Fin wasn’t attacking Cree—he was trying to escape her, as
though he didn’t want to hurt her.


If Horner had figured out some way of getting the demon
inside Fin, of using Fin as a vessel, he was out of luck.


Fin wasn’t coming.


Thick red droplets of blood rained from the sky, splattering
slayers and COS alike as the birds’ brutal fight continued.


The demon roared and went for Rune, then turned at the last
minute toward the twins. The crew scattered, shivs in hand, but there was
nothing they could do with mere blades.


“Lex,” the new master yelled.


“I don’t know what to do,” she said, her voice calm and
breathless at the same time.


Rune charged the twins, knocking them out of the demon’s
path. She was fast, but so was the demon.


He came at them again like a rabid dog, his flaming arms
outstretched as though he wanted to take them into his burning embrace.


At his core was something black, something the fire didn’t touch.
As it—he—moved, the fire around him swayed and leaped, trying to stay
attached to that black, rotten core.


“Rune,” Strad yelled, and threw his spear. The spear that
had been with him for as long as Rune had known him stuck the demon like metal
hitting electricity. It shook and buzzed and finally, it disappeared somewhere
in the depths of the demon.


But it bought them enough time to dodge out of the demon’s
way. And just as they moved, a bloody and battered Fin fell from the sky to
land with a sickening thump right at the demon’s feet, crushing two motionless
slayers beneath his huge, heavy body.


Horner leaped at Fin and yanked a vial from his pocket.
Then, throwing fearful glances at the demon, he poured blood into Fin’s mouth.
Chanting gibberish, he gained the demon’s attention.


The berserker grabbed Rune’s arm. “I’m getting you out of
here.”


“We’re not leaving until we take care of the demon.”


“And Horner,” Levi said, his voice grim. “Don’t kill him. I
need to.”


“Yes,” Rune agreed, but they didn’t move toward the COS
leader. The demon’s power was making them indecisive and full of self-doubt.


They watched Horner as his words reeled the demon in, and
Rune started to believe that maybe he really could control it. If the demon was
inside a man, the crew had a better chance at defeating it.


But then it roared, shook its huge, misshapen head, and
grabbed Fin off the ground.


“Not yet,” Horner said. “He’s not ready.”


Horner was so calm, so sure of himself. He knew what he was
doing. And he truly thought he could handle the demon.


Smoke poured from Fin’s body as the demon held him, and the
sharp scent of singed feathers mingled with the copper scent of fresh blood.


Fin awakened with a howl, a sound so full of shock and agony
that gooseflesh arose on Rune’s skin.


“Shit,” she whispered.


She ran at the beast before she was even aware she was going
to. The berserker yelled and grabbed the back of her shirt, but he was too
slow. She slipped free of his grasp and leaped for the demon, her claws
slashing.


Honestly, she had no idea what she was doing. She didn’t
want to save the traitorous Fin—she just wanted to stop his pain.


 


 











Chapter
Forty-Seven


She dimly heard the shouts of her crew as she flew at the
demon. She was intent on one thing—piercing the monster’s heart.


It had worked with Damascus. Sort of.


Fin started flopping in the demon’s hot grip like a frantic
fish, his screams becoming weak and wheezing.


Her claws entered the demon, slipping easily through the
fiery crust, but then she hit the black core and it stopped her with a force
that bent her claws.


She yelped in pain as the shock of the impact traveled up
her arms and shook her entire body. Her brain quivered, hitting her skull with
a jolt that made the world tilt.


The demon’s core repelled her like a force field and she
fell hard, sure her spine was crushed.


Lex knelt beside her, her face stark with terror. “Rune.
Rune?”


“I’m okay.”


Then Strad reached down and helped her up, his stare on the
demon. “What can we do?”


“Nothing.” She was aware most of the vampires had melted
away and the only COS members remaining were Horner and a few pale guards with
terror-filled eyes and slack jaws.


Even the crew might have split then, had not the demon
reached out with his free hand and plucked Raze off the ground.


Raze dropped his blade and grabbed automatically for the
demon’s hand, grunting in pain. For Raze, that was a scream of pure agony.


“Oh God, Oh God,” Lex chanted. “No. No way.”


There was time for the terrible thought to flash through
Rune’s mind—if any of her crew died, she could not feed them to bring them
back. Would not.


They would just be gone.


“No,” she screamed, and sprang once more for the demon. She
ran, then jumped—flying, almost—to where the demon held Raze high above the
ground. The demon was growing taller. Bigger.


She wrapped one burning arm around Raze’s neck and held on
with everything she had, using her free hand to hack at the demon. She tried to
cut through the monster’s arm, screaming the entire time, barely hearing
herself. She had to free Raze. Had to.


The demon contemplated her, his scorched face holding black
eyes that looked like cigarette burns in vinyl.


And then, her earlier overwhelming black despair came back,
bigger than ever. She ground her teeth as Rune the monster fought with Rune the
girl, the girl who was predisposed to depression with a fucked up brain that
had tried its hardest to destroy her.


But it hadn’t succeeded then and it wasn’t going to succeed
now.


A bird screeched, but it wasn’t Fin. He continued to
struggle silently in the demon’s grip, his glossy eyes showing no clues to the
particular thoughts or fears the demon might have been calling forth in him.


Cree appeared in the dark sky, then dive-bombed the demon
like a living torpedo. Why she continued to fight, Rune could not imagine. The
Cree she knew would have fled long ago.


So she fought her personal demons and hacked at the
monster’s arm, desperate to save Raze.


But it was as though the demon had no real flesh—just a sort
of dense liquid fire that bathed her bent claws in heat, a fire that could not
be smothered.


Raze stared at her with a quiet resignation, the flesh of
his arm bubbling and blackening as she watched.


“Fuck no,” she said. “Raze…”


Then she understood why Cree continued to fight. It wasn’t
to destroy the demon or help the crew or save the world, it was to punish Fin.
She was raging, scorned because of Fin’s deceit, and she was going to kill him.
The demon was intensifying those feelings.


Horner’s voice drifted to her as he continued to chant,
hardly taking a breath. Her crew should have killed him, but maybe they feared,
as she did, that he was the only one who knew for sure how to defeat the
fucking demon.


Fin jerked and his eyes widened. He opened his sharp, curved
beak and screamed, and that scream knocked Rune from her tentative perch. Her
entire body went numb and her arm slid away from Raze’s neck, and once again,
she fell.


“Damn you, Rune,” the berserker said, bending over her
singed, aching body.


Rune opened her mouth and screamed the name of the one
person who had a chance in hell at conquering the demon. “Lex!”


Jack hauled her to her feet. “Lex can’t help, Rune. She’s…”
He hesitated, then tapped his head. “She’s not in there anymore.”


“The fuck she’s not. Bring her to me.”


Strad shook his head. “The demon is fucking with our minds.”


“I know,” she snapped. “I am aware of that. Now go fetch Lex
from whatever fucking corner she’s hiding in and bring her to me.”


Jack was back quickly, Lex slung over his shoulder. He
hadn’t been exaggerating. Lex’s eyes were empty, her body still. She’d fled the
demon and whatever hell he dragged her into.


“Lex,” Rune said, her voice gentle. But there was no time
for gentle. High above, the demon moved. He took a step, like a nightmare
giant, and began to…solidify.


To become something other than licking flames and black
core.


Horner’s voice deepened, his drone becoming one long,
uninterrupted vocalization. He didn’t breathe, or change inflections, and it
was one of the scariest, strangest sounds Rune had ever heard. It compared to
the horror of Lex’s continuous scream when she’d seen the twins brutalized.


Rune shivered as her flesh shrank against her bones, trying
to retreat from the demon, from Horner.


From death, from terror.


She looked around, dazed, and saw that the twins were lying
side by side on the ground, completely still and bone-white. Their skin gleamed
like pearls in the moonlight, bloodless and plastic.


“Look,” Strad said, his stare on the demon.


“Oh my God,” she whispered.


Fin hadn’t stopped screeching, but his beak opened, opened
impossibly wide, and he started to suck in the demon.


The vessel was doing exactly what he was meant to do.


If he succeeded, he’d carry that demon straight to Karin
Love.


And then the real nightmare would begin.


 


 











Chapter
Forty-Eight


“Lex,” Rune yelled, and tried to shake the emptiness from
the girl’s eyes. “The demon is killing Raze.” She softened her voice and put
her lips against Lex’s ear. “Hear me, Lex. He’s killing Raze.”


Lex turned her head with an abrupt and shocking quickness
and buried her teeth in the side of Rune’s neck.


The bite hurt, but the feeding did not.


The agonizing, overpowering pain of feeding didn’t appear.


Rune held still, letting Lex take what she needed. Lex was
their only hope. She could eat all of them if she wanted to.


And then Rune realized that Lex hadn’t been hiding—she’d
simply disappeared into the depths of her mind to find her demon.


Rune had done the same thing countless times, and she
recognized it. Maybe because they were connected by Lex feeding, or maybe
because she was so familiar with the internal search for monsters.


Lex had gone looking for her demon.


And when she pulled her mouth from Rune’s flesh and shoved
herself out of Jack’s arms, Rune knew she’d found it.


“I’ll need your help,” Lex told Rune, her chin covered with
blood. “Take out Fin so I can concentrate on the demon.”


“Whatever you need,” Rune replied. Then she looked at Strad.
“Kill Horner’s guards and shut him the fuck up. Keep him alive.” She’d promised
the twins.


Lex took her hand, and Rune suddenly understood how Lex had
managed to mirror her movements when they fought.


They were connected by something so strong, so solid, it was
almost as though they were one person. And as Lex had surely felt Rune’s
darkness, now Rune felt Lex’s.


And it was dark.


“We are not afraid,” Lex said. “Let’s go destroy that
motherfucker.”


Or maybe Lex hadn’t said a word.


It didn’t matter.


They jumped, the monster and demon, and let go of each other
as soon as they made contact with the roaring, flaming demon.


Rune grabbed onto Fin’s wings and held on while burying the
claws of her free hand into the bird’s heart. They all had a job to do. Her
crew would take care of Horner and the remaining slayers protecting him, she’d
chop Fin into hamburger, and Lex would free Raze.


Then they’d stand back and let Lex fight the demon.


It was a good plan.


But Cree got in the way.


She wanted Fin and she wasn’t about to let anyone take him
from her. After all, if he died, she couldn’t punish him for hurting her.


And that was just Cree.


Long streams of fire and essence and blood continued
to flow into Fin’s open mouth as Cree dive-bombed Rune and hit her face with a
sharp, lethal beak.


Hot blood poured from the deep gash, but her hands were
occupied and she couldn’t wipe it from her eyes. She blinked, ignoring the pain
as she pulled her claws free and sent them once more, slashing and hard, into
Fin’s chest.


But the demon had made Fin something more, and the bird
continued to suck the demon into his body.


Lex gave a scream of fury and jerked Raze free, then dropped
him into the midst of the crew battling on the ground.


Rune didn’t understand how Fin continued to live. His chest
was a raw, gaping wound, his jagged heart lifeless and bloody in the open
cavity.


But he lived on.


She’d have to decapitate the bastard. He couldn’t do
anything if his head was lying on the ground.


But again, Cree went for Rune. The bird screamed, her voice
full of fury. Had Rune not jumped free, Cree would have taken her head off with
her enormous, snapping beak.


She hit the ground with a bone crunching thump, but jumped
back up immediately, not understanding at first that Strad held her arm.


“Horner is contained,” he told her.


She nodded, then ran, jumped, and grabbed onto Cree.


The bird was making a sound almost like a human sobbing as
she tried to wrench Fin from the demon’s grip.


Maybe she didn’t want to kill him after all. Maybe she
wanted to save him.


It made little difference.


Rune ripped through Cree’s wings with her razor-sharp claws,
and when the bird let go of Fin, screaming in horror, Rune grabbed him.


She brought her claws down to take his head, but Cree
slapped her in the face with the strong edge of her burning wings.


The hit sent Rune slamming into the demon’s chest, and
before she could fling herself back at Fin, she caught sight of the berserker’s
spear.


Without hesitation she dove into the demon’s vast center,
concentrating on one irresistible objective—getting Strad back the weapon that
was as much a part of him as his very skin.


If the berserker lost his spear, he’d be different. And
there were already too many changes. She had to give him back his
weapon.


Maybe it was stupid, maybe it wasn’t.


It was something she had to do.


The demon was being pulled two ways and his mind was not on
Rune. Fin continued to inhale, but that wasn’t the biggest threat to the demon.


Lex was.


Now the demon’s roar was one of fear.


Rune swam in a lake of liquid fire, and her skin began to
melt—but that didn’t matter. It wouldn’t stay melted for long. Her monster
would see to that.


She’d been bathed in fire before.


She wrapped her desperate fingers around the berserker’s spear
and then flipped her body and pushed her way back to the air. Back to the
world. She’d have time to analyze the horror inside the demon later.


Her clothes and weapons were lost somewhere inside the
demon, but she had her claws and fangs and that’s all she needed anyway.


“Strad,” she screamed, and threw his spear.


His face lit with shock and a sort of joy she would have
felt if she’d lost and then been returned her claws.


Cree gave up on Fin and went after Rune—perhaps realizing
she’d never be able to free him if Rune kept getting in her way.


“Shit,” Rune yelled, and threw herself from the demon.


Cree’s snapping beak bit the air exactly where Rune’s face
had been a millisecond before. She followed Rune to the ground in a
single-minded attempt to destroy the one person keeping her from the scorched
male bird.


But Cree had forgotten about the crew and they—especially
one enraged, spear carrying berserker—were waiting for her.


 


 











Chapter
Forty-Nine


Jack and Strad sprinted toward Cree, but at a look from
Strad, Jack backed off. “Help with the demon,” Strad said. “I’ll deal with
Cree.”


As Cree dove for Rune, Strad gave a battle cry as
frightening as any scream the birds could give.


His voice seemed to cut through the fog of rage controlling
Cree, and she turned her head to watch him.


The twins now stood side by side over the fallen Horner.
They were still pale but they held bloody blades and she knew they’d had a hand
in taking out the remaining COS members.


Raze struggled to his feet, his face lined with pain. The
fall had hurt him, but he wouldn’t have been Raze if he’d let it keep him down.


He started for the demon and Lex.


Owen ran to Rune. “What do you need?”


“Fin,” she answered. “And with Strad taking care of Cree,
I’ll have a good chance at getting him.”


“Wait,” Levi yelled, pointing at the demon. “Rune, look.”


Lex had sunk her hands into the demon’s skull, and suddenly
the monster wasn’t thinking about anything other than Lex.


He dropped Fin.


Right at Rune’s feet.


The unconscious bird appeared shrunken, little more than
ashy, tattered feathers, delicate bones, and broken, dark wings.


The demon screamed.


Not in rage or even fear but in pain.


Rune lost her breath as the demon wrapped Lex in his fiery
embrace, but Lex didn’t seem to notice.


She began to change.


Black wings unfurled, cutting through her clothes and waving
uncertainly in the air. She became surrounded, just as the demon was, with
flickering flames. The blue flames clung to her body, burning through her
clothes but leaving her skin untouched.


And then, it was demon against demon.


“My God,” Rune whispered.


Cree screeched loud enough to hurt Rune’s ears and she
turned to watch as the berserker and the bird fought.


Then she looked back at the demon and Lex as the demon gave
another scream of pain.


She had no idea which one of them to help—Lex or Strad.


Or if they even needed her help.


But then Cree ripped her wing free from the berserker’s
silver spear and flew into the sky.


She would come back. There was no way the crazed bird was giving
up Fin.


Rune had to make sure he was no longer there for Cree to
fight for, and no longer a viable vessel for the demon. Horner was out of
commission and couldn’t do his part to help Fin contain the demon, but it made
little difference. She would kill Fin anyway.


She raised her claws. But then, as though he somehow knew
what was coming, he shifted to his human form.


He opened his eyes and stared up at her, his face filled
with stark terror and confusion. “I had no choice. Tell Cree I loved her. I did
it all for her.”


“There’s always a choice,” she said, and fell to the ground
beside him, going for his throat.


He moved, faster than she would have thought possible in his
pitiful condition, and her claws cut into the side of his neck.


Blood spurted in a pulsating arc, splattering Rune, and for
a second there was nothing but the blood.


Her hungry monster reared up, took control, and she leaned
over to slam her open mouth against his wound.


The blood tasted different, but oddly familiar. It was as
repulsive as it was delicious, as satisfying as it was inadequate.


And then, she realized what it tasted like. Who it
tasted like.


The demons blood, the small amount Fin had managed to suck
inside, tasted like the twins, and the birds…


And Damascus.


The demon and Damascus came from the same world.


“Rune,” Jack yelled, and jerked her away from Fin.


She was high and slightly dazed. “What the fuck?”


But the demon roared as Lex’s sudden scream lit up the
night, and the little Other dropped from the sky like a rock.


Her wings were still out, but she had no idea how to use
them.


The solid crunch of bones as she hit the ground was not
encouraging.


“The demon is retreating,” Owen called.


Rune pushed past the twins and dragged Lex into her arms.
The Other was back to normal. Her wings were gone and no fire surrounded her
body. “Lex?”


“Holy shit,” Denim murmured, causing Rune to look away from
Lex.


“What?”


“It’s…”


But he didn’t have to continue. Rune watched as the demon
snatched Fin off the ground. It had come for the twins’ blood inside him, and
it was going to get it.


Cree came out of the sky as Lex had, fast and screaming, but
she didn’t hit the ground. She hit the demon, then sunk her talons into
Fin as she tried to drag him from the flaming hands that held him.


But the demon stepped back into the fire, became the
fire, and disappeared.


He took Cree and Fin with him.


The last sound Rune heard before the night went eerily
silent was Cree’s horrified screams. She was in the demon’s world.


And she was never coming back.


 


 











Chapter
Fifty


They were a little shell shocked, more than a little
injured, but they were all alive.


They were alive.


Lex wasn’t broken, but she was bruised. Mentally as well as
physically. She’d have to come to terms with her new status as a demon, and
that wouldn’t be easy. She would have a thousand questions and no one to answer
them.


Just as Rune had.


Across the littered ground, marred by blood and slayers and
small, sporadic fires, the berserker stood holding his recovered spear, his
legs slightly spread, staring at her.


He’d lost his shirt sometime during the fight, as had Raze.
Raze had peeled the remains of his off after the demon had caused most of the
fabric to melt into his skin.


She finally realized Strad had his shirt wrapped around his
left forearm but before she could wonder what new wound was hidden there, her
gaze drifted once more to his face, to his eyes, and she couldn’t look away.


“Here,” Owen said, and tossed her his shirt.


She put it on and gave him a grateful nod, unable, despite
the bloody horror they’d lived through, not to smile at the bevy of
bare-chested men around her.


She gave Lex over to Levi, and Owen held out a hand to help
her to her feet. He kept her fingers in his even after she’d stood.


The berserker walked to them. His big body was crisscrossed
with deep, jagged wounds, his face torn open anew by Cree’s talons.


He looked at Owen.


Owen stared back at him.


“I don’t want to hurt you,” Strad told him. “You stood by me
when the crew doubted my intentions. You helped me with Cruikshank. You’ve
fought by my side. I don’t want to hurt you.”


The rest of the crew grew still and silent, watching.


Owen’s smile was crooked, but his eyes were completely serious.
“But you will. And also…” He squeezed Rune’s hand and inclined his head at her.
“You understand.”


Strad nodded. “Yeah.”


They both looked at Rune.


Owen’s face was calm and a little sad, full of mystery. And
she wasn’t going to lie, not to herself.


Something about him pulled at her. Made her want to see
where he’d take her, what he’d make her feel.


He was vulnerable despite his toughness, passionate despite
his laidback cool façade.


She turned to him, brushed his lanky, straight hair over his
shoulder, then raised on tiptoe to plant a kiss on his cheek. “Sorry,” she
murmured.


His eyes crinkled as he smiled down at her. “I’ll always be
chasing after you. I’m not one to give up.”


And he let her go.


Then it was just her and Strad.


The big man waited, silent. Waited for her.


They stared at each other for a long, long moment, and in
the depths of his eyes she saw something surprising.


Uncertainty. Worry.


She didn’t like seeing him that way.


“It was always you, Berserker,” she said, and walked into
his arms.


“Woohoo,” Lex said, her voice
weak. “You guys are so cute.”


Rune snorted, then slipped her arms around Strad’s waist,
uncaring that her cheek rested against bloody skin.


“Rune,” Denim said.


She drew regretfully away from Strad. The twins stood once
again over Horner, who lay like a trussed turkey, gagged and blindfolded.


She didn’t know who’d bound him and didn’t care enough to
ask.


“What do you need?” she asked the twins.


“Him,” Levi said, nodding at the man on the ground.


Rune knew she should have turned Horner over to Rice. He
would have met with human law enforcement to figure things out. Eventually
Horner would get his punishment—he’d end up sitting in prison for years,
wasting space and air just as Karin Love was doing.


None of them wanted that.


She exhaled, then nodded. “He’s yours.”


Horner began struggling, his screams muffled behind the gag.
He was in for a bad time, and he knew it. Horner was the master of bad times,
and everything he’d handed out over the years was about to come back to haunt
him.


She needed to know one thing. She yanked Horner’s gag away
from his mouth. “Why didn’t you sneak in to call your demon? Why attack the
city and give us the chance to defeat you?”


The whites of his eyes showed as he stared at her. “Keep the
twins away from me and I’ll tell you.”


“No deal,” she said, turning to walk away. “You’ll go down
in history as the stupid COS leader.”


“The demon would not have come for blood alone,” he yelled.
Then he calmed and continued. “It would come for the blood along with total
destruction, agony, depravity. I gave it that.” He smiled, proud. “I called the
demon.”


“Congratulations,” she said. “And now you’re dead.” She
punched him in the face, watching him choke and gag on the blood from his
broken nose before she turned away.


She hugged Denim, then Levi. “Do what you need to do. Let’s
get back down the mountain,” she said to the others. “The demon may be gone but
slayers are still alive.”


“Not for long,” Jack said, massaging his shoulder.


“Let’s go,” Raze said.


Rune shook her head. “Raze, you’re badly burned. We’re
taking you to the hospital. Don’t argue with me.”


He lifted an eyebrow. “You could always feed me.” And when
she frowned and opened her mouth, he raised his hands, palms facing out. “I
kid, I kid.”


But she wasn’t so sure.


The twins helped Lex up and she walked gingerly to Rune,
Denim’s shirt around her thin body. She put her hand on Raze’s arm. “I’ll go to
the hospital with you.”


Rune nodded. “You need tending, too.”


“Let’s go to Willowburg,” she said. “If COS hasn’t destroyed
the clinic, Dr. Haas will take care of both of us.”


“I’ll drive you,” Rune said. Her phone had disappeared with
her clothes. “Anyone have a cell I can use?”


Strad tossed her his cell. She was glad the crew seemed to
have given up their habit of leaving their cells in the vehicles during
battles.


“Bill,” she said, when Rice answered.


“Update me.” His voice was sharp and jerky, as though he was
running.


“We’re alive. The demon is gone, and Horner is…” She glanced
at Horner, then at the twins. “Horner is dead.” It wasn’t a lie, not exactly.
“Where do you need us?”


“Pick a spot,” he said. “Not much left but a few straggling
slayers trying to escape or give up. You see one, you shoot it.”


Her jaw dropped and for a moment she said nothing. Then,
“Shoot it?”


“Yes.” His voice was hard and impatient. “Don’t talk, just
shoot. Kill the bastards. And when the rest of the motherfuckers escape and the
county is clear, I’ll call you to the office.” He clicked off.


“What’d he say?” Jack asked.


“He said to pick a spot.” She looked at Jack, then Strad.
“He said if you see a slayer, kill it,
even if it is asking for mercy.”


Owen was the first to grin. “Rice has come over to the dark
side.”


Jack whistled. “No shit.”


“Strad, you, Jack, and Owen go see where you’re needed in
town. I’ll call you as soon as I’ve dropped Raze and Lex at the clinic.” She
looked at the twins. “Levi—”


“We’ll find you soon,” he said, his voice distant.


“We’ll become the slayers.”


She hesitated as those earlier words echoed in her mind, but
Strad took her arm. “Leave them to it, Rune.”


“I am,” she replied. “I was just wondering if maybe I should
help.”


“We’ll hurt him for you,” Denim said. He didn’t smile.


Owen pointed. “I drove your car up. Keys are in it.” The he gave
her a quick but somehow lingering glance and jogged away to catch up with Jack.


Strad walked with her, Lex, and Raze, in case one of them
needed a hand getting to the SUV. “Keep my cell,” he told Rune. “I have another
in the truck.”


“Thanks.” She helped Lex into the car then got under the
wheel as Raze climbed into the back.


And the crew went their separate ways to help quiet the
chaos that had broken loose in River County.


 


 











Chapter
Fifty-One


After she dropped Lex and Raze at the clinic, Rune stopped
by her house to shower, pick up a gun, and call Ellie.


River County looked like a different place. It’d been
ransacked, burned, and broken, its streets littered with the dead and dying.


Houses still smoked, and sirens shrilled constantly as
firefighters and policemen did their best to control the fights and fires.


The identically dressed slayers were a rare sighting now,
but the damage had been done. The citizens of River County stumbled down the
streets with blank, soot covered faces and bloody bodies, some of the calling
desperately for lost family members.


News vans roamed the city, filming the destruction.


Looters were carrying goods from destroyed shops, cars were
stalled and burning in yards and streets, and the intermittent, haunting cries
of children could be heard echoing from newly parentless homes.


She changed clothes and grabbed a gun, then called Ellie as
she left her house. Her new home, amazingly enough, was not on fire, though it
seemed like every window it possessed had been shattered.


“Ellis,” she said, when he answered his phone, “it’s me.”


As she started to get in her car, four red-clothed slayers
ran down the street.


“Rune,” Ellie cried, his voice tinny. “Are you okay? Where’s
Levi? Is he—”


“One second, baby,” she said, and slid Strad’s phone into
her pocket. She aimed her gun and shot one of the coming slayers between the
eyes. As his friends turned their guns on her, she shot another one.


Bullets whizzed by her as she holstered her gun, shot out
her claws, and used the speed her monster gave her to drop the other two where
they stood.


Then she retracted her claws, wiped the slayers blood from
her hands to her jeans, and took her phone from her pocket. “I’m fine,” she
said, as though their conversation had never been interrupted. “Levi and Denim
are on the mountain tying up some loose ends.” She paused. “It’s good to hear
your voice.”


“Backup came in from other counties,” he said. “We wiped out
the slayers, didn’t we?”


“Looks like it,” she said. “At least the ones who made the
mistake of attacking us. We’re going to have a lot of cleanup ahead.”


“The hospitals are overflowing. They’re flying people to
different cities.” His voice was tearful and he sounded close to the breaking
point. “So many people hurt, and killed…”


“I know. We’ll get everything sorted out, Ellie. I’ll be by
the office as soon as I can.”


“I’ll have coffee waiting,” he said, and sniffed. “Love
you.” She could almost see him wiping his eyes.


She smiled and put the phone back into her pocket, surveying
the area to make sure there were no more slayers lurking.


An ambulance, lights whirling and sirens blaring, flew down
the street and stopped a half a block from where she stood.


As she walked back to her house a woman darted from behind a
bar and ran screaming for the paramedics.


Order would be restored, but it was going to take a while. A
long fucking while. COS had ruined themselves—at least in River County. Horner
had bet everything on his demon, and he’d lost.


She gave her jeans a disgusted glare. She had slayer blood on
her and would need to change clothes. Again.


She put her key into the lock and then pushed open the door
to her house. She sighed as a piece of broken glass jarred loose from one of
the windows and hit the floor.


The house was quiet and empty, but traces of those who lived
there lingered, making it feel alive and…homey. For the first time in forever
she found herself looking forward to settling in for a quiet night at home with
those she loved. Then she snorted and grabbed a change of clothes from the closet.


If she wasn’t careful, she’d end up gardening and baking
cookies and shit.


Finally dressed, hands scrubbed clean of all traces of
blood, she hurried back down the hall and into the living room.


“Son of a bitch,” she muttered as her phone flew out of her
hand to land with a clatter upon the floor.


She leaned over to grab it. At that exact moment she heard a
click and a strange whirr, and a draft of air brushed her hair as something
whooshed over her head.


She didn’t think about it. She dropped to the floor and
rolled, her claws already out.


Strad’s cell had saved her life—if she hadn’t dropped it,
the blade her would-be assassin had sent her way would have taken her head.


The attacker was already gone as she jumped to her feet,
crouching, looking wildly around the room for the danger.


He was gone.


“What the fuck?” she said. Then, louder, “What the fuck?”


The only place he could have thrown the blade from was the
broken living room window.


She yanked open her door, then loped around the house. She
saw no one.


She walked the street, searching for the person who’d tried
to kill her.


But he wasn’t there.


Then, something light and somewhat familiar wafted by, a
smell so delicate and faint she shouldn’t have caught it at all. But she did,
and she recognized the scent.


It was the scent of the man who’d attacked her before—the
scent of a human.


A human.


How could a human dare attack her from so close? More
importantly than that, how could he just disappear? It was as though he’d never
been there at all.


But that elusive, teasing scent lingered, and she pulled it
deep into her brain, memorizing it.


The scent of a human, but some kind of fucking…super
human.


She went back inside and stared at the blade he’d left. The
strength of the throw had embedded it in her wall.


She grasped the part sticking out, avoiding the sharp edges,
and forced it free. Had she been anyone else, a pair of pliers and a lot of
muscle would have been required to work it free.


The weapon looked like a long, skinny razorblade. There were
no dull edges on it—all four were razor sharp.


He couldn’t have thrown it. He’d shot it.


Every day, new weapons and ways to execute them were
created. Every single day.


This was one she hadn’t seen before…and one she wouldn’t
mind getting her hands on. Her crew could use this type of weapon.


She had her very own assassin. “Sweet,” she said.


Later, she’d discuss her hit man with the crew, Rice, and
Elizabeth, and they’d figure shit out.


She wasn’t worried. She was curious.


And a niggling thought kept occurring to her. That somehow,
the memory-wiped shifters and her assassin were connected. After all, they’d
both started around the same time.


Maybe they were connected to the church, but she doubted it.
She didn’t get a COS feeling from either one of them.


She dropped the blade into a leather bag, draped it over her
shoulder, and went out to lend a hand to the people of River County. And, if
she had a chance, kill any slayers who remained.


The night seemed to last an eternity, but as the sun rose to
cast a weak light over the city, Rice called her in.


She walked into the building, the scent of coffee hitting
her even before Ellie ran around the corner to meet her, a huge mug in his
hand.


“Bill said you were on your way.” He gave her the coffee,
then wrapped his arms around her.


She didn’t mind the pain from the fang inside his shirt—she
was simply too tired to care. As soon as he released her she turned up the cup
and gulped down half the coffee. “Good,” she groaned. “So good.”


Ellis updated her as they walked to Rice’s office. “Raze
will be okay. I feel so badly for him. All those burns.” Ellis shook his head,
then shuddered before continuing. “Lex is doing great. When I called to check,
the nurse said Lex was telling Raze jokes to see if she could get him to
smile.” He grinned at her. “I know
what would make him smile.”


Rune winked at him. “And the others?”


“Jack and Owen are here—they’re in with Bill drinking
gallons of coffee.”


“Strad?”


He shook his head. “I’m not sure where he is.”


“Here’s what we know,” Rice said, when Rune and Ellis walked
into his office. He ran a hand over his face. His eyes were bloodshot, the
circles underneath them so dark they made him look like he’d been punched.
Maybe he had. “Slayers are dead, dying, or escaped, but they are no longer in
River County. We did it, despite our governor’s refusal to send in the National
Guard.” He smiled at each of them.


“What about the slayer’s doctor?” Rune asked. “Johnson. Any
sign of him?”


Rice pursed his lips and shook his head. “It’s going to be a
good while before I have a tally of every person affected by this attack.”


Elizabeth walked into the room. “I apologize for being
late.”


Rice’s phone rang and he excused himself to answer.


“Fie okay?” Rune asked Elizabeth.


“Yes, thank you.”


“George?”


Elizabeth’s smile lit up her face. “That’s why I’m late.
George woke up.”


“That’s great,” Rune said.


“He went back under.” She accepted the cup of coffee Ellis
handed her, taking a sip before continuing. “But I’m optimistic.”


“Did he say anything?”


“He asked for his mother.” Elizabeth’s smile dropped. “Then
he seemed to remember what happened.”


“Poor little boy,” Ellis said.


They were all silent.


“What about the memory-wiped shifters?” Rune asked, finally.
“Anything new with them?”


Elizabeth shook her head. “They remember nothing about their
pasts or what happened to them. One of them did remember his first name though.
That’s a start. Maybe their memories will come back and we can figure out what
happened to them.”


“Any signs of abuse?”


“Needle marks,” Elizabeth said. “But their lab work came
back clean. No drugs that we could find.” She frowned. “We still have to order
more tests. Some scans. The female had a burn mark behind her left ear.”


“And you can’t say doctor without them going nuts,”
Rune said.


Strad walked in, and the tightness in her chest eased.


Bill hung up his phone. “I just got word there was another
murder. A couple of cops found a body tortured and nailed to the back of an old
gas station.”


“In the Moor?” Owen asked.


“Nope,” Bill answered. “This one is right in the middle of
Spiritgrove.”


“When?” Strad asked.


Rune looked at him and found him watching her. He winked,
and she smiled slightly, unable to help herself. Then she cleared her throat and
studied her hands.


“I don’t know,” Bill said. “With the chaos in this city,
it’s amazing the body was noticed at all. Our people are a little busy right
now, but we’ll put him on ice until we get a chance to look at him.”


“Maybe COS did it before the attack,” Rune said, “and it’s
just now being discovered.”


Rice’s eyes were bright. “I’ll tell you this. COS is done.
They might not know it yet, but they’re done—and not just in our city.” He
beamed. “In our world.”


“I’m not convinced the church is ever going to die out
completely,” Rune said.


“Right now, you don’t need to worry about anything other
than going to sleep. Go home, get some rest. All of you. I’ll see you back here
in the morning.” He looked around at all of them. “Good work, Shiv Crew. Good
work. You have my thanks.”


But they didn’t need any special thanks.


They were Shiv Crew.


It was what they did.


 


 











Epilogue


“I don’t see you for years,” the man said, his grim,
tattooed face unmoving. His brown eyes were emotionless, with not so much as a
tiny gleam to make them look anything but dead.


“I need a favor,” Rune said, quietly.


“Why should I do you any favors? You the bitch help put me
here.”


She smiled. “Are you going to hold a grudge, Leon? You may
get out someday. You’ll need a friend.”


He snorted and looked down his nose at her. “You no friend
of mine, Alexander.”


“Think about it, dude. I’ll owe you one. And I always pay
what I owe.” The words made her think of Cree Stark, and she wondered for a moment
if she wasn’t selling her soul to the devil—or Leon Lafitte—just as Cree had
sold hers to COS.


“I see you on TV,” he said, slowly. “I hear bad, bad things
about you.”


“No doubt they’re all true.”


He contemplated her for two long minutes without speaking.


She waited silently, letting him think.


Finally, he ran his hand over his bald, inked head. “What
you want?”


She glanced around, meeting the cold gaze of one of the
guards. He held her stare for a second before looking away.


She leaned forward. “Come closer, Leon.”


He slid closer, a light of curiosity in his eyes. “What?”


“You’re still in contact with Annie.”


“Yeah. So? She never getting out. At least you don’t put her
in prison—she have killed your ass by now.”


Again, Rune smiled. “Does she still think you’re the center
of the universe?” Knowing she did.


“Always will,” he said, leaning back and crossing his arms.
“Me and Annie…” He trailed off and looked away from her, as though she might
see the truth of his feelings in his eyes.


She didn’t need to see. Leon and Annie’s obsession for each
other was legendary. For them, there was nothing else. “I need you to convince
her to do something for me.”


Then it was his turn to smile. It wasn’t a nice smile. “If I
do this thing for you, you owe me for the rest of your life.”


“I’ll owe you,” she said, “for the rest of your
life.”


He frowned.


“Well?” she asked.


He stood, and two guards started toward him, almost too
casually. They knew what Leon was capable of—maybe even more than Rune did.


Just as the guards reached him, he leaned over to murmur, “I
get it done.”


Yeah, she’d sold her soul to the devil.


But in the next few days, or weeks, or maybe even months,
she’d get a phone call telling her the deed had been done.


And she’d have sold her soul twice for that.
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