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 Chapter
One


Dozens of zombies surrounded them.


“Don’t let any of the fuckers bite you,” Rune said, her
heart racing, “unless you dig that particular rotting skin look.”


“Sexy,” Z replied. He held two long silver blades, his eyes
watchful and his body still as he waited for Rune’s signal.


“Zombies,” Lex muttered. “I hate zombies.”


Lex’s vibrations were so hard Rune could almost feel them.
She glanced at the blind Other. “You
doing okay, baby?”


“She’s fine,” Raze growled. “Now,
Rune?”


Rune grinned and shot her claws through the tips of her
fingers. “Let’s kill some fucking zombies.”


Jack was the only one of the crew missing, and that was
because Rune had sent him back to Spiritgrove for a flamethrower. They’d have
brought the flamethrower with them if everyone they’d talked to in Rock County
hadn’t lied about what was waiting there.


Zombies.


She ignored the screams and the blood and went to work,
doing exactly what she’d told her crew to do—killing the zombies.


Lex fought beside her, mirroring Rune’s movements as though
she were an extension of her captain. It was an oddity Rune didn’t question—it
worked.


Technically, Lex couldn’t see.


At least not with the eyes her mother, the Church of Slayers
founder, had destroyed when Lex had been a child.


But Lex could see.


And she could fight.


The berserker roared his way through the crowd of zombies.
His size and his muscles were intimidating. His rage was legendary.


He wielded his long silver spear the way Rune used her claws—like
it was part of him. Zombies fell beneath the fury that had grown even darker
because of the deaths of his wife and child.


And because of Rune.


Let me in, Rune.


She shoved those thoughts away and focused on the zombies. Killing. Killing was what mattered.


And protecting.


They were Shiv Crew, and that was what they did.


Rune figured the Rock County officials had been too afraid
to report the zombies. After all, the military had been known to destroy entire
cities over an infestation. Even if they controlled the zombies and got the
humans to safety, those humans would endure hell before they were declared
healthy and virus-free and sent out to find new homes in new cities.


But now the zombies were out of control and spreading. Every
graveyard in the county must have been emptied.


How it’d started she didn’t know. 


Yet.


Z plunged his blade into a zombie’s belly and jerked upward,
unzipping the monster like a hideous dress. And when the zombie leaned forward
and put his hands on his ruined midsection, Z took his head.


Rune saw other things in the few seconds it took them to
occur, but mostly she was busy taking zombie heads herself.


And trying not to get bitten.


A few of the zombies seemed almost…alive. They moved with
speeds normal zombies did not possess, and had a spark deep inside their eyes
the other zombies lacked.


Luckily, most of them were lumbering, dull zombies—the kind
that could only overwhelm the humans with sheer numbers or dumb luck.


The air was thick with the strong scent of death and decay.
A curtain of blood hung in the air, shocking Rune almost enough to make her
lose her concentration. The zombies were bleeding. A lot.


She spun and sliced her claws through a monster’s neck. She
had a second to watch, stunned, as blood spouted, a geyser of red that sprayed
her skin and clogged her nostrils.


Blood.


Why were some of the zombies bleeding?


The dead didn’t bleed. Not like that.


She screamed in rage and terror when a zombie latched onto
her with his strong teeth. The strip he took off the back of her shoulder would
have fed half the zombie population for a week.


The pain was immediate and sharp, but she was in full battle
mode and a wound wasn’t going to stop her.


But she’d been bitten.


“Shit, Rune,” Lex yelled. “No!”


They kept fighting, all of them. They could do nothing else.


If anyone could handle a zombie bite, Rune could. She wasn’t
human—not fully human. And Others couldn’t be infected
by zombies.


She hoped.


She decapitated two more zombies before the berserker waded
through the monsters and the blade-wielding crew to reach her.


He slung one monster out of his way then drop kicked an
elderly zombie so hard the white-haired hag nearly broke in half.


“Strad,” Rune warned. “Don’t.” But in the melee, he wouldn’t
have heard her. And he wouldn’t have listened anyway.


Damn the berserker for always treating her like she needed
tending. She was so not a delicate flower.


His eyes blazed blue fire in his pale face. Scared. He was scared for her.


He thrust his spear into the head of a zombie reaching for
her. As it fell, he grabbed her by her good shoulder, ignoring her claws and
fangs, and forcefully turned her around so he could examine her wound.


“She okay?” Denim yelled. He and
his twin brother, Levi, fought back to back in a beautiful, gory dance Rune
would never tire of watching.


But there was no time for watching, or for being pampered.
“Dammit, Berserker, you can check me out after we kill these zombies.” She
jerked out of his grip and turned, just in time to take off the head of a
zombie whose teeth were an inch from Strad’s back. “See that? Pay attention
before you get your own ass nibbled on.”


He narrowed his eyes but went back into the battle.


It wasn’t bad enough they had to worry about whether or not
Ellis was going to turn into a vampire child of the mad master Llodra—now they
would wonder if Rune was going to become a zombie.


Perfect.


Zombies fell, but it was not an easy battle. They were
strong, they had no fear, and they were hungry. So hungry.


Rune could suddenly feel it, and that scared the fuck out of
her.


She knew what hunger could do.


Gathering her fear and her fury to her, she used it to
slaughter the monsters.


Shiv Crew lived for the fight.


Maybe they were all freaks, but that kept them alive.


And they had Rune.


She sliced through zombie after zombie with her built-in
shivs. She was faster than any zombie—her speeds rivaled those of master
vampires.


But the zombies kept coming. Some of them, necks hanging by
a thread, got back up. There were nine Shiv Crew members and eight of them were
fighting. That was a hell of a lot of shivs and fists and muscle.


But the zombies just kept coming.


Rune lost track of time, but even her arms were
burning. The other members, all human but for Lex, would surely be tiring under
the strain.


The monsters surrounded them, corralling the crew into a
tight knot of flashing blades. Zombie voices assaulted Rune’s sensitive ears. A
constant, low moaning in which she imagined she could hear actual words.


Hungry. Hungry.


Long, discolored teeth snapped as the monsters tried to
bite—eat—the crew, and the sounds of groans, slicing blades, and those hideous
chomping teeth filled the air.


“Fuck,” she screamed. “Where the fuck is Jack?”


If they’d had time to prepare for the battle, it would have
been a little more evenly matched. But Rock County hadn’t warned them, and by
the time Rune understood what was really going on, the crew had to move fast
and plan faster.


They’d driven into Rock County in three different vehicles,
Rune leading the way with Lex and Owen.


Strad had been right behind her with Levi and Z. Denim and
Jack had ridden with Raze.


They’d entered Rock County and had been driving down a long,
gravel road, surrounded by woods, when they’d spotted a couple of straggling
zombies.


Stunned, the crew had destroyed those first zombies quickly,
but in moments, more had arrived. Attracted by the scent of
hot blood and warm flesh, no doubt.


Kill the zombies. Don’t get bitten.


That was pretty much the extent of the plan.


She lost sight of the other crew members. Panic began to
beat at her brain like waves of an angry ocean. The berserker’s roar comforted
her and she fought on. Shiv Crew never gave up.


Not ever.


But things had gotten intense in a hurry. They were being
overwhelmed by sheer numbers. The zombies were bad motherfuckers, and they were
there to battle.


A battle Shiv Crew just might lose.


Blood continued to color the air as the crew sliced through
monster necks.


And they roared their glee.


They were Shiv Crew.


And that, right there—the fighting, the killing—that
was what they fucking did.


 


 











 Chapter
Two


Just that morning she’d awakened in the berserker’s arms…


“Open the door, Rune. Let me in.”


She’d let him in. She’d let him in everywhere.


Even through a layer of grief thick enough to be visible,
Strad’s raging energy was evident. And his fear.


Sometimes so much horror could overwhelm a person. She’d
been pulled down into the black depths often enough to know there really wasn’t
a hell of a lot you could do about it.


People had died, and the world was different.


He didn’t ask questions. He stepped inside the room, kicked
the door shut, and pulled her into his arms.


His embrace was unforgiving, angry, hurting. There was nothing
sweet about his kiss. He lifted her and strode to the bed, his mouth opening
over hers.


Some small part of her wanted to make a token show of
resistance, but she couldn’t figure out why so she ignored it and wound her
arms around his neck.


She clung to him, realizing that if she had sex with the
berserker, nothing would ever be the same between them. Always, there’d be…


Something.


She tore her lips from his, gasping beneath the weight of
his passion. “Strad—”


He’d been heading to the point of no return even before
she’d addicted him to her blood, and he was too far gone now to stop.


She didn’t want him to stop. That wasn’t the problem.


But as her lust and her passion for him spilled over, so did
her need to feed. There had been worry about what he might do to her.


She was worried about what she might do to him.


He dropped her to the bed and fell on top of her. He held
her face between his big hands, deepening his kiss. Moans came from deep inside
him, floating into her mouth, into her brain.


“Strad,” she cried again, against his lips.


He dragged his mouth away, his eyes glittering as he stared
down at her. “I want to fuck you, Rune. Just shut up while I fuck you.”


She shivered at his words, at his need. “If I hurt you—”


He laughed. “Honey.” His voice was
tender, finally, as his heart caught up with his black, black despair. “You
can’t.”


He was tireless, and his passion was endless. Hot and hard
and ready, he fucked her with an almost terrifying, mindless hunger, his groans
becoming cries that became moans.


Then whispering as he held her, his hands roaming her body
with a desperation she knew was not only desire, but addiction.


Shhhh. Not yet. Don’t think about that yet.


She resisted running her fingers through the light sheen of
sweat covering his skin. Just as she resisted licking off the little beaded
line of blood sliding slowly down his neck. She closed her eyes, wishing she
could forget everything that made her and the berserker a bad fucking idea.


He turned on his side to face her, bending his elbow and
resting his head on his arm. “Are you hurt?”


She smiled. “I was wondering the same thing about you.”


His teeth gleamed in the semidarkness as he returned her
smile. “It’s a good, tired kind of pain.”


Yeah, it was. Not a bad, secret pain. A
different kind. Neither one of them was a normal person—they fought
hard, played hard, and fucked hard.


“Still,” she said, “you held back.”


He placed his hot palm on her stomach. “I know. And so did
you.”


“You can’t hurt me, you know. Not really.”


“And I want to keep it that way.”


I want all of you, Berserker. Or none
of you. “I have to think about this.”


“Don’t pull away from me.” His voice rumbled quietly into
the darkness.


“I’m in bed with the berserker.” She was suddenly and
slightly amazed.


She’d fed from him as she’d fucked him—fed her need and his
addiction and both their bodies.


It was small wonder the sheets and pillows were no longer on
the bed. She was surprised the bed still stood. That the
floor remained intact.


For a little while, the shadows and darkness had hidden
beneath the onslaught of the berserker's passion.


Still...


Something other than the vision of him in bed with Tina kept
poking at her. Something more than the terrible knowledge of
his addiction.


Maybe just the simple fact that she wasn’t
whole enough to be in a…relationship. Maybe that was the sad
truth of the matter.


She picked up a long strand of his black hair and twisted it
between her fingers. “I have to think about this,” she repeated.


“Take your time. I'm not going anywhere.”


But he'd just lost his wife and his child. How could he be
clear about anything?


He couldn't.


His biceps bunched as he pushed his hair out of his face.
The double bed looked tiny with him in it, but any bed would have. The
berserker was huge.


She sat up and swung her legs off the bed, grimacing at the
soreness between her thighs.


He shot a hand out and wrapped his fingers around her arm.
“Rune—”


She pulled away, not ungently, and
stood. “Go home, Strad. We both need some time to move on from everything.” She
clicked the light on, thinking it would be somehow easier to resist him without
the shadows making everything so…soft and forgiving.


But trickles of remorse became rivers of guilt inside her
and she dug her nails into her bare thighs. She’d addicted the berserker and
she’d addicted Lex, and she had no idea how to fix either one of them. No idea.


She really was a monster.


He stared at her for a moment longer, then left the bed and
began climbing into his clothes. At last, when he was dressed, he spoke. “Being
calm and happy scares the fuck out of you.” He leaned over and kissed her
forehead. “We're all fucked up. Doesn't matter.
We're connected, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”


She shook her head. “I don't know.”


“Whatever else happens, you have to feed, and I need your
bite.”


Gurgle, gurgle. She clutched her stomach.


Yes, she had to feed.


She knew what happened when she starved
her monster.


He hesitated at the door. “We’ll be okay, Rune.”


“Yeah.”


But really, she wasn’t sure they would be.


She wasn’t sure at all.


Was it some kind of demented love she and the berserker felt
for each other? Not the same love she had for her crew, but love love. How the fuck would she know?
How would anyone know?


He closed the door behind him, leaving her to her thoughts.
But she didn't want to think. Not about the berserker and not about what
fucking him might mean. Or change.


She needed to work. She grabbed her phone and a long, silver
shiv, and headed to the bathroom.


Halfway through her shower, which consisted mainly of her
leaning her forehead against the tile and letting the water beat at her back,
her phone rang.


She got out of the stall and grabbed her cell, ignoring the
water pooling at her feet. It was a number she didn’t recognize.


“Hello.”


“Rune Alexander?”


“Who’s this?”


“Roger Wilson.” His voice was full of gravel, old, and
somehow weak. “People call me Mac.”


She frowned, not remembering the name. “I’m sorry, but—”


“Amy’s dad,” he said, and cleared his throat. “I’m Amy’s
daddy.”


Fuck me. She leaned against the sink, her breath
suddenly gone. She opened her mouth, but couldn’t think of one thing to say.


“I saw you,” he went on, when she remained quiet. “I saw you
at the cemetery.”


“I wanted to speak with you,” she whispered, finally. “I’m
so sorry.”


“Sorry won’t bring her back.”


Sorry never did. “Can I do anything for you?”


Again, he cleared his throat. “I have a little box for you.
Amy told me if something happened to her, I should get this box to you. She
made me swear to keep it from the vampires, and I did that. I did that.” He was
silent for a second. “She meant it for you so you should have it.”


Rune nodded, though he couldn’t see her, and held a hand to
her stomach. “Do you want me to pick it up?”


“No, no,” he said, so hastily she was taken aback. “I don’t
want to see you. I might…”


Might hit me? Might shoot me? Might prove you can still
throw a knife? I’d deserve that and more. “Sir?”


“Besides. I haven’t been staying
home. I’ll mail it to your work. I have the address.”


“Are you in trouble? If I can help you—”


He gave a short laugh. “Help me. Yeah. You, Alexander, have
helped enough.”


And before she could say another word, he hung up.


Her hand trembled as she ran it through her wet hair. She
turned on the cold water tap and leaned over to drink, hoping to cool the fire
in her stomach. God, Amy.


She decided right then she would read Amy’s emails as soon
as she had the box. She’d get a bottle of wine—maybe a bottle of gut-rotting
whiskey—and would look in the box and read the emails.


She wasn’t going to let herself hide from the pain. She owed
it to the little bite junkie.


Part of her hoped he’d forget to send the package and she’d
be off the hook.


Yeah, she was that afraid.


It wouldn’t take a whole hell of a lot more to send her
spiraling back down into the bad place.


Even full of the berserker’s blood, she could fall.


Because the relief that came after, that was…


Heaven.


And sometimes she just needed to take a break. To restart.


Jeremy.


For a brief second a spark of desolation at his death lit up
her insides.


Who was going to make her feel better? Who the fuck was
going to make her feel better?


She pushed her fist against her lips and stared into the
mirror at her pale, stark face. Her eyes were full of terror and weakness, and
that brought her back from the edge.


She was better than that. She was stronger than that.


Fuck you.


And who that was directed at, she couldn’t have said.


But then Elizabeth had called. “I don't know what's going on
out there, but it's bad. Some trouble with the Others.
I couldn’t get anything else from anyone. It’s not just Darius Elliot asking
for help now. Call me with reports as soon as you can, and we'll take it from
there.”


And so the crew was off to Rock County.


To the zombies.


 


 











 Chapter
Three


She wished, for a brief second, that she held her silver
shivs. She’d trained with blades long before she was even aware she possessed
claws, and holding a blade in each hand balanced her.


But her claws were extensions of her body and she wielded
them with a natural ease that even the deadly silver blades couldn’t match.


She shoved the claws of her left hand into a zombie’s chest
while she used her right claws to slice through his neck. She was splattered
with blood. Blood that was thick and viscous and fucking…


No, Rune.


Fucking delicious.


Human blood.


These zombies had been busy eating some of the townspeople.


A zombie fell but latched himself onto her leg as he went
down. Because she caught a glimpse of Levi, seemingly unaware a monster was
about to take a bite out of him, she was slow to react.


The zombie chewed on her calf and she screamed with horror
as she bent over to rid him of his head—and just barely turned in time to
destroy another as he bit the air not a half inch from her face.


She was going to be a zombie’s dinner if she didn’t
concentrate.


Looking for and worrying about the crew was only going to
get them killed. She had to shut them out.


She had to become the monster.


She hadn’t even realized she’d been holding him back. Old
habits died hard.


Not him. Me.


I am my monster and my monster is me.


She smiled, acknowledging the not quite empty look in a
zombie’s eyes as he tried to bite her, and then she freed her monster.


It was as though another being, one which shared her body,
rose up and took over. Her monster wanted only blood.


Her claws lengthened even farther. Her fangs cut her lip and
she eagerly lapped up the blood, and then she lost herself in the zombie
battle.


There was nothing else.


She was invincible then, faster than ever, stronger, meaner,
hungrier. She blew through the monsters like an unstoppable tornado.


Blood flew at her from those enemy bodies and she took it
eagerly. She opened her mouth for it and drank it down.


It made her infinitely better.


Infinitely more…monstrous.


She tasted something different in the zombie blood—not all
the zombies, but the different zombies. The new zombies.


They tasted of a strange, powerful magic.


When Jack arrived with his flamethrower, she was
disappointed. She wasn’t ready to give the bastards to the fire. But unless she
wanted to burn, she had to get out of the way.


The crew retreated, zigzagging past zombie bodies, trampling
those that lay still upon the ground, and only when they stood in the clear did
Jack let loose his fire.


And the zombies screamed.


Agonized and aware, they screamed, and she felt each one
like a knife in her brain. Bathed in fire, they tried to run, tried to escape
the second death, but the fiery tongues lashed them, cooked their naked bodies,
destroyed them.


They screamed.


Rune put her fists to her ears, feeling their terror and
their torment, and screamed with them.


These were not normal zombies.


Or maybe she was not a normal monster.


The berserker snatched her off the ground and wrapped her in
his arms.


“Listen to my voice, Rune,” he murmured. “Hush now…”


“Make them stop, Strad,” she begged. “Oh God, make
them stop!”


She couldn’t have said what she wanted stopped. The screams? The fire? The pain? She did not know.


Then suddenly she did.


She’d filled herself with strange zombie blood. She’d been
bitten by the fucks.


She was connected now. Connected to the
zombies.


Connected, even more than she’d been
before, to the dead.


Part of her needed to protect them. To
protect the fucking zombies.


She wanted to bury her face in the berserker’s warm neck and
wait for the waves of misery to recede.


But she was Shiv Crew captain and she would not hide and she
would not break.


“Put me down, Strad.”


The crew sent tense looks her way, and Lex put her palm
against Rune’s back. She might read Rune through the touch, but Rune didn’t
care. The touch comforted her as much as it comforted the little blind Other.


“Are you okay?” Strad asked, his expression worried, his
eyes solemn.


“I am.” I am always okay. I am never okay.


When her feet touched the ground she turned and with silent
determination, watched the field of destruction with her crew.


It seemed to her the fiery purge happened in slow motion. Maybe just to torment her. The zombies burned and fell, some
of them trying to rise and some of them succeeding.


“We have to go around,” Raze said, his voice grim. “A few
are escaping.”


“You go,” Strad answered. “I’ll stay here with Rune.”


She stiffened and once more shot out her claws. “No,” she
said. “You will not.”


She led them around the burning zombies to the edge of the
clearing, beyond which the surviving monsters were crawling and clawing their
way to freedom.


Bastards.


She did not hesitate to slaughter the remaining zombies,
though her heart was bleeding with almost paralyzing empathy. She would kill
them, and she would protect the living.


It was her job and she was not going to fail in it just
because she’d been bitten and her emotions were confused.


Her mind hadn’t lost its logic simply because her heart was
unsure.


Let me in, Rune.


At last it was over. The crew stood silently in the bloody,
burning field. They huddled in a tight knot of weariness, taking a moment to
catalog injuries.


Z gave a sudden grunt of pain, then half-smiled as Lex
grabbed his wrist.


“What’s wrong?” Rune asked.


Lex reached up and hooked a hand around Z’s neck. She pulled
him toward her so she could kiss his cheek. “You’re my favorite.”


Rune grinned as Z winked at her over Lex’s head.


“Am I your favorite too, Rune?” he asked. He smiled,
but his eyes were completely serious.


Owen watched her with an unreadable expression. “I don’t
think Rune does favorites,” he said.


“You don’t really know me, baby.”


He inclined his head. “Not yet.”


Strad said nothing but she could feel the tension radiating
from him.


Her entire body hurt from the bites she’d sustained, but she
could handle the pain. What scared her was becoming one of those rotting,
brainless undead whose only desire was to eat.


Raze helped Jack out of the flamethrower and Rune eyed her
crew, almost afraid to ask the question she had to ask. “Everyone
okay? I was the only one bitten?”


It didn’t seem possible.


It wasn’t.


“No,” Lex answered.


Z’s eyes were full of something close to shame. “I was
bitten, sweet thing.”


Levi gave a sharp nod and stepped forward. “I was bitten as
well.”


Lex fell to the ground, sobbing, her hair hanging in her
face, hiding her unseeing, crazy eyes. “Levi,” she cried. “Levi.” Maybe because
Z had stood so close to her, she’d known he was bitten. But Levi…she hadn’t
known.


The crew remained silent, helpless, letting Lex’s
heartbreaking sobs speak for all of them.


Finally Rune opened her arms and both men walked into her
embrace.


“Where?” she whispered.


“Back of my right arm,” Z replied.


She closed her eyes, realizing his left arm was around her,
but his right was unmoving between her and Levi.


“My thigh,” Levi said.


Fuck me. Fuck me.


Raze helped Lex to her feet and she walked unsteadily to
Rune and the injured men.


“Rune,” she said, her voice hoarse.
“You’ll have to feed them.”


But Z squeezed Rune gently. “No.” He leaned forward to kiss
Lex’s forehead, and then turned away.


“Z,” Rune cried.


He stopped walking, his back straight, determination in
every line of his body. “No, Rune. I was bitten. Whatever happens…” Then he did turn toward her, quickly, and winked. “That’s
just how it’s supposed to go.”


It was his choice.


And he was choosing to die.


 


 











 Chapter
Four


Would her blood heal them anyway?


She had no way to know until she fed them. Z didn’t want to
let her, but Levi was willing to try.


Death and reanimation of a zombie victim usually occurred
twenty minutes to three days after the bite, depending on the person.


Symptoms could begin appearing immediately, but those first
symptoms—body aches, fever—were generally mild.


She started to call Z back, but put a hand to her stomach,
frowning.


She leaned over suddenly as her stomach cramped, and heaved
up a crimson gush of blood.


The sickness was sudden and intense and despite her previous
understanding that she might have gotten infected from the bites, she was
stunned.


As were those around her.


“Rune?” Lex asked. “What?”


“Well fuck.” Rune straightened, wiped her mouth, then leaned
over again as blood spewed from her mouth in a torrent and splashed upon the
ground. The infection was making itself known in a hurry.


And just that suddenly, she lost her thoughts.


Misery. Pain.
Confusion.


Hello, Other.


What? Who are you?


I am waiting for you.


She felt an icy terror then, and more. A
dread, insidious and thick, eating at her insides. Such
a cold, horrifying voice. Did she know that voice? Did she kn—


The next time she became aware she was on her back, staring
up at the sky, as something tried to claw its way from her stomach.


Then blackness.


She heard shouts and the metallic sound of blades, slicing, cutting. The earth vibrated beneath her as people ran,
leaped, fought.


The ground was a cold, hard bed. She smelled old blood
mixing with new blood, a sharp, sour scent. She sensed the determination of
spring as it tried to break through the frozen ground.


Crushed leaves, the dried skeletons of
dozens of tiny animals, birds ruffling their feathers as they watched from
naked trees. A vision of Nicolas Llodra, the mad vampire master, swam
into the murky waters of her mind.


“Destroy the brains,” someone shouted. She didn’t recognize
the voice. Or maybe she did. What was a voice? What was a brain?


Suddenly she was back at the inn, letting Strad into her
room.


He came at her like a bulldozer. A
tornado. A raging man filled with grief and pain and desperation.


His voice echoed in her mind. Rune...


But then he was Jeremy. She was restrained in her bed and
Jeremy was cutting, cutting…


She began to seize, understanding what was happening as her
body convulsed. Not long ago she’d been hit with a vaccinator, an evil
invention of the Church of Slayers. It was like that, only worse. Somehow, it
was worse.


The next time she swam to the surface of awareness her body
was numb, and the berserker was with her.


God, she was sick.


So sick.


Kill me, Berserker. Don’t let me become a zombie.


Kill me.


Maybe he heard her, or maybe he saw it in her eyes. He knelt
beside her and lifted her trembling, freezing body against his chest. “You’ll
survive this.”


Then Lex was there, throwing her blood-spattered body at
both of them and wrapping her arms around Rune. She said nothing.


What would they do if she died?


Both Strad and Lex were addicted to her. They couldn’t be
weaned away from the bite or the blood.


So what would happen to them if she died?


I can’t die. I’m immortal.


Maybe. Maybe not.


But she could suffer a hell of a lot.


Owen was there, then, laconic and calm, but she saw the
horror in his eyes. He couldn’t hide that from her.


She wanted to shrink back, to cover her face.


She felt empty. Her skin seemed to rub against her clothing
like husks rubbed against a dried corncob. She could not close her eyes. Dry
and rubbery, they bulged from sockets too small to hold them.


“What’s this?” Lex asked, pulling away.


Rune couldn’t turn her head to see. She couldn’t move her
eyeballs.


“Hair,” Strad said, his voice curt,
cold. “Her hair is falling out.”


“Is she going to die?” Lex asked. “Don’t let her die.”


Can’t you see me? I’m right here looking at you. I’m
listening. Can’t you see me?


“I’ll feed her,” Lex said. “She needs blood.”


“No,” the berserker said. “That won’t help her now. What
blood she has left is leaking out…everywhere.”


“Still.”


Rune heard rustling, and then Lex leaned over into her field
of vision, baring her neck.


“Lex. I said no.”


“Move out of my way, Berserker!”


Strad stood suddenly, and the world tilted as he shifted Rune
in his arms. “You’ll become infected. Damn you, Lex.” He turned his head. “Denim. Take Lex away.”


Abruptly, Rune came back. At last, she could blink. She
could speak.


“I’m here.” Her voice was weak, but they heard her. She was
as surprised as the crew that she could talk.


“Rune?” Lex asked.


“Can you hear me?”


“Yes,” Lex cried. She wrapped her fingers around Rune’s
wrist. “I can read you now. I can read you. You’re back.”


“She’s not dead?” Jack’s voice was full of disbelief. “She’s
not gone?”


“She was,” Lex said. “She was dead.”


“No,” Strad answered, his blue eyes stark and blazing in his
haggard face. “She’s not gone.”


“I’m fucking immortal,” Rune whispered. “You can’t get rid
of me.”


Raze, his eyes red and swollen, peered at her for a brief second.
Then he turned and roared, shaking his fist at the sky.


Levi and Denim, their faces identical except for the
twisting scar that marred Denim’s perfect features, stood side by side and
smiled. Levi leaned on Denim as his own bite weakened him.


“You’re both so fucking beautiful,” she told them. “Levi.
Hang on until I get better, baby. Don’t…don’t you die on me.” 


Then she remembered Z. “Oh God, where’s Z? Get Z.”


The twins looked at each other, their eyes widening.


“I’ll go after him,” Owen said.


“Bring him back,” Rune begged. “He can’t die alone.” He
can’t die.


“Oh, have no doubt.” Owen’s voice was grim. “I will bring
him back.”


Rune snuggled against the berserker’s huge chest, warm in
his arms. “I feel better.” She did feel better but was still too sick and weak
to move a lot, or to hope for much. Something had happened. Something
bad.


She hadn’t died. 


But she had a sinking feeling that when she found out what
had changed inside her, she might wish, once again, that she had.


 


 











 Chapter
Five


“Tell me what happened.” She heard one of the trucks start
up as Owen took it to search for Z. She gave Strad a quick smile. “I can
stand.”


He let her down, gently. “I could hold you all day.”


She avoided the eyes of her crew, afraid they’d see
something soft in her own gaze.


“More zombies appeared,” Denim said. “We had to take care of
them. Also the zombie heads on the ground reanimated. Beheading them, burning
them…if there is an intact brain left inside the skull, the zombies reanimate.
We had to destroy the brains.”


Rune shuddered. “Where is Rock County law enforcement? Where
are all the people? Are we too late?”


They began walking back to their vehicles, stepping
carefully over destroyed, rotting bodies.


“I saw a few zombies in police uniforms,” Jack replied.


She glanced at him, trying to keep her balance. She felt
stronger by the moment, but her body was still having trouble. “The new zombies?”


He nodded, adjusting his eye patch. “I noticed. They were
different. Not the usual dry, slow zombies.”


“What the hell is going on here?” She frowned, not arguing
when Strad grasped her arm to help her walk. She’d be independent later. Right
then she could use the hand. “If any infected townspeople escaped, they’re out
there spreading the virus as we speak.”


“Something is fucked up,” Levi said, a little breathless.
“It’s not just the zombies.”


“Or,” Lex said, stopping suddenly, “it is.” She pointed to
their right, and automatically, they turned to look.


“Oh shit,” Rune said, spotting the crowd of zombies heading
their way. “Jack, where’s the flamethrower?”


“Out of fuel,” he said. “Owen and Z are gone, you and Levi
are sick. That leaves five of us to fight.”


Rune put a hand to her stomach, trying to breathe. “Too risky.”


“What do you want us do?” Strad asked, bloody spear in hand.


Rune stared in the direction of the road, the long, white
road growing dim in the red evening sun. Zombies crowded it. And
not just a few leftover zombies.


Dozens and dozens of them.


“We run,” she said. “Regroup. Think. Raze, carry Levi.
Strad—”


The berserker thrust his spear back into its sheath and
lifted her into his arms, and Shiv Crew did the only thing they could do if
they wanted to live.


They ran.


“Z and Owen,” Levi said, once Raze had put him into the
backseat of Rune’s SUV. “We have to find them.”


“We’ll find them,” Rune replied.


Strad ran around to the driver’s side and climbed under the
wheel. He was almost too big to fit.


Lex and Denim got into the back with Levi.


“Raze,” the berserker said, “you and Jack take my truck.
Owen took yours.” He tossed Raze his keys.


“Rock County officials knew the town was overrun with the
monsters,” Denim said. “What the fuck were they thinking?”


Rune sighed. “They were afraid.”


“Darius Elliot,” Strad said.


“He’s an asshole,” Rune replied. The wolf alpha had been the
first one to contact them and ask for the crew’s help. He hadn’t mentioned any
zombies.


“We know why they’d hesitate to report it,” Denim said.
“Remember the little town in Arizona that got infested?”


Rune nodded. “They bombed the town with the humans and Others trapped inside, right along with the zombies.”


“And the ones who got out before the military was called
in,” Lex said. “Hunted them down, tested them, then
punished them for running.”


“That was a long time ago,” Levi said.


Rune glanced back in time to see Lex wrap her arms around
him and lay her head on his chest.


Maybe Rune could save him, but she didn’t really believe it.


Spiritgrove COS leader Tim Emerson had forced her to feed
him, yet his brain tumor hadn’t gone away.


How could she rid Levi of a lethal zombie infection?


Or Z.


She wanted to cry. Wanted to scream and throw a tantrum and
shout curses at the sky. Losing any member of Shiv Crew would destroy her.


“Something is going on,” Lex said.


“What do you see, baby?”


“I’m not sure. But…Strad, careful!”


The berserker had driven in the opposite direction of
town—away from the zombies in the road—but at Lex’s warning he stopped the SUV.


“What’s up there?” he asked, and they all stared through the
window at the road ahead of them.


It disappeared around a sharp turn, and Rune watched with
dread and something close to fascination, knowing, just knowing, what waited
around the bend. “Zombies.”


“Lots of zombies,” Lex agreed.


“We are so unprepared.” Rune looked at Levi. “How are you
doing?”


He shrugged and threw her a smile, reminding her of her Z.
“Not sure.”


Shit. That meant he was doing awful.


She needed to feed, and Strad would be willing. But did she
want to chance infecting him?


Maybe she’d already passed the infection out of her system.


Maybe she hadn’t.


A clump of black hair fell into her lap, and she brushed it
into the floor. She couldn’t see all the damage, but she could feel it. It was
bad.


She had to feed.


Strad pointed his chin at the road ahead. “Look.”


Zombies were spilling around the curve. The shuffling ones
fell beneath the rush of the stronger zombies and lay like rotting slugs.


Her cell rang. Some of the crew had developed a habit of
leaving their phones inside the vehicles before they went into battle. She’d
put hers in the glove box when they’d first met up with the zombies. That
seemed like a million years ago.


Strad maneuvered the SUV around and headed back in the
opposite direction, followed closely by Raze and Jack.


“Ellie,” Rune said, after she saw his name on the display.
“God, baby, I miss you.”


“What’s wrong? Are you all okay?” He sounded anxious, even
more so than usual.


“We ran into some strange trouble,” she told him.


“What the hell happened, Rune? I’m not getting an answer
when I call Rock County. Where’s Levi?”


She hesitated. “Ellie…”


“Oh no. He’s hurt. He’s hurt, isn’t
he?”


“Call him. He’s here in the car with me.”


He hung up before she finished talking.


“I didn’t want you to tell him,” Levi said.


“He should know.” She punched in Raze’s number.


“Yeah,” he answered.


“Do you have any grenades with you?”


“I brought one.” Raze almost always carried one for
emergencies.


She’d been counting on it. “We’ll have to blast the fucks
out of our way.” She turned to Strad. “Let Raze by. He’s going to throw a
grenade.”


“You got it.”


After the thick knot of zombies had thinned out, they’d
drive through them into town and get things figured out.


“You don’t want to blast the zombies blocking the road out
of here?”


She glanced back at Levi. Denim was now holding the phone to
his twin’s ear. “No,” she said. “There isn’t time. And we can’t leave Z and
Owen.”


He pulled to the side of the road to let Raze pass them. As
they sat there, he reached over and put a big hand on her leg. “Doing okay?”


Her leg jerked beneath the weight of his heavy, hot hand.


“Let me in, Rune.”


“Rune?”


“Yeah,” she said, and squeezed his hand gently before moving
it off her leg. “I’m okay.”


He frowned but said nothing. He was somehow calmer. But at
the same time, he seemed to radiate more rage than ever.


Did he want her, or did he want her bite? Both, she’d
decided. He wanted both. Talk about fucking complicated.


There was no time to think about her relationship with the
berserker. She couldn’t afford to be distracted.


But images pelted her mind—images so vivid and intense she
could have closed her eyes and been back in that room, that bed.


She shook them off.


Not right now.


She had to help her crew stay alive. All
of them.


Somehow.


They watched Raze drive on up the road, toward the zombies.


“Not too close, Raze,” she murmured.


But he kept going. He’d have to get decently close in order
to toss the grenade into the middle of the monsters and clear out as many as
possible.


Finally, he stopped, left the truck running, and climbed up
onto the hood. The zombies seemed to hesitate, and then with a frightening
speed, some of them ran toward Raze.


“Fuck,” Rune muttered, digging her nails into her thighs.


Jack had gotten out of the truck as well, and stood with his
guns aimed at the zombies’ heads.


He began picking them off one by one, stopping the monsters
from getting too close. But there were too many of them.


Rune jumped out of the car, pulling her own guns.


Strad was standing beside her before she even realized he’d
left the SUV. But when she started to walk forward, toward Raze’s truck, he put
a hand on her shoulder.


“Wait,” he said. “After Raze throws the grenade he’ll have
seconds to back the truck out of there.”


It was true, but hard to stand and watch from a distance.
She should have been up there with them.


Fearing that Raze was going to let the zombies get too close
to him, she held her breath until finally, he threw the grenade.


A couple of zombies reached him but he dispatched them in
seconds and he and Jack jumped back into the truck.


Rune and Strad ran to the SUV and climbed inside, and Strad
made a tight turn, rammed his foot down on the gas pedal, and got them the hell
out of there.


Raze was right behind them.


The explosion sounded after what seemed like five minutes
but had actually been a few seconds. “I hope a lot of the fucking monsters are
missing their heads right about now,” Rune muttered. “Get us to town, Strad.”


Raze and Strad slammed on their brakes, turned the vehicles
around, and headed back toward the blast.


 


 











 Chapter
Six


The town of Shalegrove was eerily silent when they drove
through it. There were no signs of life. The only movement came from a few
scattered zombies roaming the streets.


“There are the townspeople,” Rune said. The new zombies. The lumbering zombies had been called from
their graves, but the new, fast zombies were the fresh kills of old zombies and
something more. They were full of the magic she’d tasted.


She let down her window and aimed her gun, picking off
zombies as Strad drove slowly through the silent town. Denim took the left
side, with Strad’s help.


Because they dealt with the monsters, Shiv Crew guns were
loaded with silver bullets that exploded on contact, sending melting hot silver
into the monsters’ systems.


The bullets might not destroy zombies, but they would slow
them the fuck down. Almost before she’d finished the thought, a zombie she’d
shot fell to the ground, then battled the silver to
regain his feet.


She heard Jack and Raze shooting zombies from behind them. “Might as well save your ammunition, boys.”


Owen and Z...


Where are you guys?


Levi had begun throwing up before they’d entered town. He’d
hung his head out the window behind Rune, and she flinched every time she heard
him expelling what sounded like buckets of blood.


No one, no matter how strong, could battle the zombie
infection and win.


I did.


Yes, she did. But she was…


Different.


Her symptoms were gone. She was weak and tired and her
muscles ached. Maybe her mind was a little sluggish. But she’d perk up once she
fed.


She’d been bitten by zombies.


Maybe she carried the antidote to the bite inside her now. In her blood.


“God,” Levi screamed, his voice
startling and loud in the silence, “I can feel it. I can feel myself rotting.”


Rune pushed her knuckles against her lips, hard. They began
to swell and bleed immediately.


Strad reached over and pulled her hand away from her mouth.
“We’ll fix him.”


But if her blood couldn’t heal him, he was gone. And she
wasn’t confident in her blood.


Z might already be dead. Her Z.


“Fuck,” she said. “Fuck no.”


A zombie ran at the car and she shot it with savage glee.
She shot it again as it fell. It lay twitching but not destroyed. Another
zombie wandered close to examine it.


She shot it, too.


“Should we have Elizabeth report this?” Lex asked.


“No,” Rune answered. “They know about the zombies by now. We
just need to get out before they find out about us, too.”


“As soon as we find Z and Owen,” the berserker said. “We’ll
have RISC contain us until we’re cleared. If we’re lucky, no one will know we
were here.”


Rune wasn’t going to bet their luck was that good, but they
had no choice. The way she figured it, they had a few hours before military
ground troops descended upon the county.


The ones who’d abandoned Rock County would try to keep their
secret—after all, their lives were in danger if they talked.
But probably at least one of them was infected.


Those things happened fast.


“We have to hurry,” she said. “We have to fucking hurry.”


And in order to help her crew, she had to feed.


Not just because she wanted to try saving Levi and Z, but
because…


Her hand shook when she lifted it to her head. She pulled
gently at a lock of hair and it came away easily.


She’d lost her blood. She had to feed. She had to feed her
monster.


Without feeding, she was just another human. A weak, starving, sick human. And without her monster, they
didn’t have as good a chance of getting out of zombie hell.


Her cell rang. “Elizabeth.”


“Ellis was just updating me,” her boss said. “I’ll do what I
can, Rune. Who’s hurt?”


“Z and Levi. Both were bitten.”


“How far along in the disease?”


“Levi is…he’s bad. I can’t find Z. Owen went to look for
him, and now they’re both missing.”


“Owen?” Elizabeth’s voice sharpened.


“We’ll find them. This place was gone by the time we got
here. Taken over. I’m sure some of the people escaped,
and they’ll need to be traced before they do too much damage. But until we can
get out of here…”


“You won’t have much time. Find Owen. I’ll do what I can,”
Elizabeth said again, and hung up.


Owen was Elizabeth’s cousin. She was the one who’d brought
him in and had given him a place in RISC.


Rune knew little about their relationship, but she knew if
Owen died, Elizabeth would blame herself.


And maybe she’d blame Rune, too, but no more than Rune
would. As leader of Shiv Crew, it was her responsibility to keep her people
safe.


“The fucks are hanging around houses,” Denim said. “These
are some freaky zombies.”


“New zombies,” Rune said. “The
townspeople. Those called from the grave are slower, but there are a hell of a lot of them.”


“We have to find a place to regroup,” Lex said. “Levi needs
a bed.”


Strad pulled into the yard of a small yellow house. “This
one is as good as any. I’ll go in and clear it.”


But Rune was already climbing out of the car, gun in one
hand, blade in the other. “You can carry Levi in,” she said, “after I’ve
checked the house.”


“Rune—”


“I’ll be careful.” She waved to Raze and Jack and ran to the
door. It was locked so she knocked out the window beside the door. She hated
making noise and alerting any nearby zombies, but she was in a hurry.


One of the crew could board up the window once they were
inside.


The house was quiet and she ran through the rooms quickly—if
there were any zombies they wouldn’t have been hiding under beds or in closets,
so she didn’t bother doing more than a cursory check of the rooms.


There was no basement and no second floor. The kitchen was
small and clean with what were probably breakfast dishes in the dish drainer.
Whoever had lived there hadn’t been killed there—he’d simply walked out the
door that morning for work and had, most likely, been attacked.


She unlocked the door and after a quick check of the yard,
jogged back to the SUV. Strad stood on guard beside the car, waiting for her.
She hadn’t really expected him to stay inside the vehicle.


The other men and Lex obeyed—usually—a direct order from
her. The berserker did not. It was frustrating, but she couldn’t get too angry.
She’d known what he was when she took him on.


“Someday,” she muttered when she reached him, “I’m going to
fire you.”


He grinned.


Jack and Raze hadn’t remained inside their vehicle either,
but patrolled the street, ready to cut down any zombie that wondered near.


“Come on, you guys. Let’s get into the house.”


Before they reached the porch, they spotted three zombies trying
to get inside a house across the street.


“They’re so fucking fast,” Rune said. “Inside.
Hurry.” For all she knew the fuckers could spit and
infect a human.


Once inside, Strad put Levi down on the couch and went to
find a hammer and some boards to cover the broken window.


Lex and Denim tended to Levi while Strad and Jack secured
the house. Raze stood staring silently down at the twins and Lex,
and Rune went into the kitchen to make them some dinner and a pot of coffee.


Z. Be okay. For me.


The thought of never hearing him say “sweet thing”
again was nearly too much for her. He was one of the original Shiv Crew.


She couldn’t lose him.


Even Owen, though she hadn’t known him long, was special to
her. The cowboy was so insanely calm and laid back she sometimes wondered how
he could move as fast as he did.


And now Levi, former COS member and the
love of Ellie’s life, lay on the couch, infected. Dying.


Before she even realized she was going to, Rune rammed her
face into the refrigerator. Her nose shattered.


The pain was sharp and immediate, but even as her eyes
watered, something inside her sighed with relief.


Because she was half monster, half freak, half who knew
the fuck what, she would heal quickly from such a small injury as a broken
nose.


“Rune.”


She turned quickly at the whispered voice, groaning inwardly
at the horrified look in Jack’s eye. His other eye was covered with an eye
patch. He’d lost that beautiful blue orb when they’d battled the Dark Others in
Hawthorne.


There was nothing to say. She grabbed a dishtowel and held
it to her face, mopping up blood she couldn’t afford to lose.


Yeah, she was fucked up, but since her stay with the shrinks
she was doing a hell of a lot better. So what if she cut herself up once in a
while or rammed her face into the refrigerator or sought out a little danger?


It wasn’t like it would kill her.


Jack didn’t know what to do or say, either. He started to
touch her, then withdrew his tentatively outstretched
hand. He opened his mouth, then closed it.


Finally, he just turned and walked away.


She made sandwiches and hot coffee. They had to eat.


And afterward, they would figure shit out.


 


 











 Chapter
Seven


The zombie bites lay in strips of hot, raw pain upon her
body. Her nose had not quite mended by the time she stuck her head into the
living room to ask for help carrying food and coffee, but she could feel it
trying to right itself.


Strad had busted up a heavy bookshelf and was busy nailing
the pieces over the broken window. He glanced at her, did a double take, then dropped his hammer.


He walked toward her, his tread heavy and deliberate, his
face expressionless.


Jack and Raze stood at the other windows, watching for
zombies. As Strad strode toward her, they left their posts with narrowed eyes,
fingers on the hilts of their shivs.


The berserker had that effect on people. They knew he
wouldn’t try to hurt her. Wouldn’t even threaten her.


Still, Shiv Crew was aware of what Strad Matheson was
capable. They were familiar with the rage inside him, the infamous rage that made
him the berserker.


His long, silver spear peeked at her over his broad
shoulder, and his black hair streaked over his chest. He looked like the
warrior he was. A badass fighter who’d killed more men than even she had.


She held her hands up as he approached, palms toward him, as
if that might halt his long stride. “Berserker.”


He didn’t care that they all watched. Didn’t
care that she flinched from him with memories of Jeremy still too fresh in her
mind. Didn’t care that she had an unyielding distrust
of people, of men, of touch.


He didn’t hesitate.


He pulled her off the floor and into his arms.


“Sweetheart,” he murmured.


She buried her face in his neck, her hands clenching and
unclenching against his chest, her body stiff and tense.


He waited for her to relax, one big arm wrapped around her
waist, his other hand at the back of her delicate skull. His fingers lay
against the strips of naked scalp where her hair had fallen out in clumps. “The
burden is not yours alone. Let your men bear some of it.”


“Her crew,” Lex said, vibrating furiously. Then her
voice broke. “We can’t stand it when you hurt yourself, Rune.”


Sometimes she fucked up.


She was nearly too ashamed to lift her face from the
berserker’s neck.


They’d never understand, but they weren’t required to.


And after all, she’d hidden what she was her entire life.
She could do it again.


If she had to.


At last she pushed away from Strad and he let her down, not,
she was relieved to notice, with extra gentleness or careful eyes. She didn’t
want her crew treating her like she was delicate. Or insane.


But he watched her. The look in his eyes was too intense to
be called tenderness, really, but for the berserker, it was tenderness.


“Let’s eat,” she said.


After the crew had settled in with their food and coffee,
she left them there and locked herself in the bathroom.


She stared into the mirror over the sink for the longest
time, unmoving and blank. Black crescents had formed under her eyes, and her
nose had shifted a little to the side. What hair she had left clung to her
skull in long, dull strands. Her lips were puffy and the stain of blood still
colored her face.


She was hideous.


Suddenly angry, she began pulling out the clinging strands
of hair until her scalp was bare.


It was an improvement.


What the fuck happened to me?


The zombie bites had infected her, an infection she’d healed
from…sort of. The devastation had left her different. Inside
and out.


She wouldn’t have looked out of place in a graveyard, eating
flesh alongside Gunnar the Ghoul.


But her hair would grow back.


“Z.” She put her fingertips against the glass. “I need you.”


But he didn’t answer.


When she reentered the living room, she knelt beside Levi.


None of the crew mentioned her hairless state, and neither
did she. “Levi?”


He opened his eyes for a moment.


They were empty. Levi wasn’t in there, not really. His eyes
were black and feverish and his skin had taken on a grayish cast. His hair was
also falling out, but at a slower rate than her’s
had.


Denim’s face was pale, his stare almost as empty as his
twin’s. His hand trembled when he lifted his coffee cup to his lips.


“He’s going to die.” Lex’s body was no longer vibrating, and
her wild, dancing eyes had stopped moving. “He’s going to die.”


“No,” Denim said, his voice harsh. “Rune will save him.” He
looked at her. “You need to do it soon.”


She saw the anguish in his face. And the
lack of faith. He knew his brother was dying, but he wasn’t anywhere
near accepting it.


She stood. “No one is dying. We’ve already lost too many. No
one is dying.”


Denim nodded almost mechanically. “No one is dying.”


“Can your blood can save him?” Raze asked.


“You’re not strong enough to feed him.” Strad glared down at
her. “You’ve just been—”


“Berserker, will you let me feed from you?” She stood in
front of him, staring up into his eyes, resolute. She didn’t think she’d
infect him. She wasn’t completely sure but the odds were she would not.


But there were no doubts at all that Levi would die without
her blood. Maybe even with her blood, but she had to try.


Then she would find Z and do the same for him. If she had to
force feed him, she would.


Something hit the door. Lex began vibrating the tiniest bit.


Rune ignored it.


“Strad?”


He stared down at her, silent, but finally he nodded. His
nod was reluctant, and she understood. He wasn’t worried about her infecting
him.


He was worried about her being strong enough to feed Levi.
Feedings were, to put it mildly, agonizing for her.


But he also knew she’d happily die if it meant saving her
men.


So he nodded.


And if there was the smallest gleam of eagerness in his
eyes, she couldn’t blame him. He was about to feed his addiction.


“Then let’s do this,” she said, and because it suddenly
seemed too personal to share, she led him into the bedroom.


 


 











 Chapter
Eight


With a self-consciousness she was not accustomed to, she ran
her palm over her scalp and avoided the intenseness of his steady gaze.


Immediately, he pulled her hand away from her head. He
caressed her palm with his thumb. “You hide from no one.”


Yes I do, Berserker. I hide from everyone.


She straightened her spine and made herself forget the
foolishness of caring about how she looked. There was no room for pretty in her
life.


He started to pull weapons from the belts crisscrossing his
big body, but she stopped him. “There’s no time for foreplay.”


She jumped, and he caught her against his chest. With an
almost audible click, she dropped her fangs.


But when he bared his neck, she hesitated. “Berserker—”


“Shhh,” he said. “Do it.” He
caught her gaze and smiled. “You can’t hurt me, Rune. Not with your teeth.”


It lay unspoken between them, the question she had no answer
for. Yes, she could hurt him. She could shatter his heart.


She had no reassurances for him, either, but he’d deal with
it. It wasn’t like he didn’t know her. Everyone around her realized she was
fucked up.


Relationship material? Not so much.


So she was bound to hurt him.


She sank her fangs into his neck almost angrily, but her
anger was forgotten at his groan of relief and the taste of his blood.


Her need for blood was becoming more intense. Her monster
would no longer be kept down, would no longer wait patiently, or let her
command him. It.


Me.


His blood spurted down her throat in a strong, hard rush, as
though it knew her urgency.


Maybe it did.


Her monster sighed.


The berserker muttered something. Maybe it was her name,
maybe God’s, but she was so lost in the moment she didn’t care. She was getting
what she needed.


So was Strad.


His skin was warm against her lips. She got a sudden image
of him in her bed, on top of her, his hands hard on her body.


It was a vivid image, so real and colorful that she cried
out even as she pulled more of his blood into her.


The blood bond between them was growing stronger.


That might not be a good thing. But she pushed the
thought out of her uneasy mind. Right then there was only the blood, the power,
and the ecstasy.


At last she forced herself to pull away from his neck. His
blood wanted to keep her there—it seemed to stretch between them, urging her
back, urging her to feed.


But she would kill him if she kept drinking. He, in his
bliss, would fall happily into that bloody abyss.


So she forced herself away.


“Berserker,” she said, her voice
soft and thick. “I feel better.”


He stared. “You look better, too.” He kissed her then,
before she could leave him to go find a mirror.


She always looked better after a feeding. Healthier,
anyway.


But she had a feeling that wasn’t what he meant.


The berserker’s kiss melted her, though, and she forgot
about mirrors as she wrapped her arms around his neck and opened her mouth
beneath his.


She gave herself, high and full of life and the berserker’s
blood, a moment to feel his kiss. To lean into it, to allow
herself the joy of it.


Then she pushed away from him. “I have men to feed,
Berserker. We have to find Z.”


He stepped away from her, his hand slightly unsteady as he
ran it through his hair. He swallowed, hard. “I’ll take Jack and search for Z.”


“And Owen.”


He glared. “Yeah.”


She didn’t push it. “While you’re gone I’ll take care of
Levi. If my blood doesn’t heal him…”


He reached out to squeeze her shoulder. “Feed him, Rune. The
rest is not up to you.”


She nodded. “Be careful.”


He followed her back to the living room. She ran a hand over
her scalp. It was itching, and as she touched her head she realized new hair
had begun to grow.


It sprouted up in an almost sharp growth, and suddenly she
understood the berserker’s look. Her hair was growing back. Already.


That was what her monster did for her.


She heard Levi’s moans as she walked down the hall, and she
broke into a run. The crew gathered around the couch on which he lay.


Raze leaned over the infected twin, holding him down.


“What’s going on?” Rune asked.


Raze glanced at her, his gaze going immediately to her hair.
“He’s hallucinating.”


“He’s back in COS,” Lex said, her voice full of tears.


Denim knelt beside the couch, murmuring in his brother’s
ear.


“Fuck,” Rune said. The twins and Lex had grown up in the
church—the COS founder was Karin Love. Lex’s mother.
To say Karin had abused Lex was an understatement. “Move over, Denim,” she
said, gently. “Let me feed him.”


Something thumped against the door.


“The zombies know we’re in here,” Lex said, shuddering. “I
hate the fucking zombies.”


“They smell us,” Rune said.


“We have to clear a path,” Strad told Jack. “Let’s go find
Z.”


“And Owen,” Rune reminded.


Once again he glared at the mention of Owen’s name. It
didn’t matter that he was a little jealous of the cowboy. Owen was Shiv Crew,
and Strad would not abandon him. “Yeah.”


“You two be careful. I don’t want
to lose you.” She met the berserker’s gaze. “Either of you.”


He grinned.


She was not accustomed to the berserker smiling so much. It
was fucked up. He and Jack went into the kitchen to try sneaking out the back
way. The fewer zombies they had to fight, the faster they could track Z and
Owen.


Levi screamed and struggled beneath Raze’s hands. “God, no. God, no, no.”


His face was a mask of horror, his eyes wide, peering into a
past no one could see but him. 


And maybe Lex and Denim. She
glanced at them.


Denim’s face was carefully blank but he couldn’t keep the
terror and grief out of his blazing eyes. “Fuck, Rune,” he said, his voice so
hoarse she could barely understand him. “Help him.”


“I’ll do my best, baby.” She pulled a shiv from its sheath
and sliced a line across her wrist. She had a scar there where a COS leader had
fed.


Sometimes her monster wiped out all traces of injury, but
sometimes the scars remained. She was amassing quite the collection.


She could feel Denim holding his breath as she held her
wrist above Levi’s lips. But the sick twin thrashed against Raze’s restraining
hands, and the blood splashed onto his cheek.


“Lex—”


“I’ve got him.” Lex grabbed Levi’s head. She held him still
with a grip that proved her strength. Lex was not as fragile as she looked.


Rune drew in a deep breath and pushed her bloody wrist
against Levi’s mouth. “Drink, love,” she begged.


But he didn’t drink—and why would he? He was not aware that
he needed to. He was lost somewhere in the terror of his past.


The blood ran inside his mouth anyway and down his throat.
In the end, he didn’t need to suck. The blood went where he needed it to go.


Rune was beginning to think she would escape the pain when
it hit her with brutal force. Agony roared, ferocious and hateful, and attacked
her.


Ah, fuck.


Then she was lost in overwhelming pain. Some part of her was
aware, briefly, of Denim catching her as she fell. Someone, probably Raze, held
her wrist firmly to Levi’s mouth.


If not for that, she would have run screaming from the room.


The pain was not a sensation any person—no matter how strong
or how familiar with pain—could handle. Or comprehend.


It kicked her ass.


In the darkness of agony, there was nothing else. Only pain.


Except suddenly there was something
else.


She screamed, maybe. She meant to.


Screamed as something came out of the
darkness to join her in her misery.


“Hello, Rune,” said the mad master vampire, Nicolas Llodra.


You’re not real. Get out of my head.


Oh God, the pain.


She was going to die. If her heart didn’t burst from the
strain, if her mind didn’t break, Llodra would kill her.


You’re immortal, Rune.


Fuck me, fuck me—


They’re killing me here.


Fuck—


Don’t let them kill me. You need me. He pulled back a
little, his smile hideous in his thin, tormented face. You just don’t know
it yet.


And he was gone, just like that.


If he’d ever really been there.


But he had. He had.


And because he’d been inside her mind, she knew without a
single doubt that she and Llodra were connected.


They were connected, and she would not escape the madness.


She just had to accept it.


 


 











 Chapter
Nine


“Rune, Rune,” Lex called. “Wake up.”


And the blind Other reached into
the dark fog and pulled her into the light.


“Know how I find the silence?” Rune muttered.


“What is she saying?” Raze asked.


“Nothing.” Lex’s voice was brusque.
“She may have given Levi too much.”


Levi. Levi…who is Le—


Abruptly her mind settled inside her body with a dizzying
finality, and she was Rune again.


She opened her eyes. The pain was gone. The crew stood above
her, staring down with varying expressions of worry.


She frowned as an image of Llodra swam into her mind. Llodra
was back in River County being…cared for by RISC. Soon he’d be dead and
she…


Again, she frowned, uneasy.


“Rune?” Lex knelt beside her and
took her hand. “Are you okay?”


She shook off thoughts of Llodra and sat up, shaky and weak.
“How is Levi?”


Lex shrugged. “He’s quiet. But he’s still…” She shook her
head.


“Fuck,” Rune said. “Fuck!”


Her blood decided whom to heal. It had healed Lex, but
refused to heal Tim Emerson, the man who’d tried to burn her and the
berserker’s child to death.


He languished in prison, tormented beyond belief because he
was addicted to her blood and could not feed. But his brain tumor would kill
him long before his cravings did.


She sat beside Levi, resting her hand on his chest. Please.
Heal. Heal.


His dry skin was pitted and dotted with oozing sores. They
were visible through the thin, lank strips of hair that remained on his skull,
and were thick on his hands. Even between his fingers.


She leaned over and pressed her lips to his. “I’m sorry,
Levi,” she whispered. So sorry.


“Don’t give up yet,” Denim said, but his voice was lifeless.


Levi’s cell began to ring.


“It’s Ellis,” Lex said, as though she could see the display.


Thankful Ellis wasn’t there to witness Levi’s suffering,
Rune took the call. “Ellie.”


“No,” Ellis begged. “No, Rune.”


“He’s still alive.” Barely.


“Did you feed him?”


“Just now.”


“And you didn’t heal him? You didn’t heal him, Rune?”


God. “I’m sorry.”


He sniffed. “Put the phone on speaker, please.”


“Ellie…”


“Put it on speaker so he can hear me, Rune.”


What a fucking terrible way to say goodbye. She put the
phone on speaker, then wiped a bloody tear from her cheek and laid the cell on
Levi’s chest.


But she was getting physically stronger.


The feeding had been awful…terrible. Still, she sat there, a
little weak but okay. Maybe eventually the pain would be less, as well.


Maybe.


“Levi,” Ellis said.


Rune closed her eyes, not sure she could handle Ellis’s
pain, his pleas, his torment. He was her Ellie, and
she could not bear for him to hurt. God knew she’d caused him enough pain.


She stood and turned to walk away.


“Levi,” Ellis repeated. “If you die on me I will never
forgive you.”


Rune lifted an eyebrow.


“You have Rune’s blood,” Ellis continued, “and you have my
love. All you need is the will. Do it, Levi.”


Willing it for him, Rune clenched her fists. “Heal, Levi. Heal.”


Levi moved restlessly. His eyes flickered open, then closed
again.


Denim straightened slowly. “I feel him in there. I feel
him.”


Gooseflesh erupted on Rune’s skin and she rubbed her arms,
shivering. “Keep talking, Ellie.” Were his sores looking a little less…sore?


She sat back down and once again, put her palm on his chest.
He felt warmer. And it wasn’t her imagination. “Levi,” she demanded. “Wake the
fuck up, baby. Come back to us.”


He opened his eyes.


But that was not a good thing.


His eyes were dilated and feverish. He skimmed over Denim
and Lex until he found her, then pinned her with his stare.


His zombie stare.


“Ah fuck no,” she shouted, then
wished she could grab the words back when Ellis’s screams came out of the
phone.


She jumped to her feet and backed away, away from the
horror.


“God,” Ellis yelled. “What is it, Rune?” But he knew.


Denim stumbled away so fast he fell, then scrambled up again
and ran for the door.


“Denim,” Lex cried. “Don’t you leave me, too!”


But not even Lex could make him stop. He fought with the
door locks, not appearing to have even heard her, and flung open the door. He
slammed it behind him with an awful finality.


Then he was gone.


Once again, Raze put a hand on Levi’s shoulder, holding him
down. “Rune. What do you need me to do? Should I...”
He couldn’t say the words.


But he was horrified. They all were.


Ellie’s sobs came through the cell, loud and heartrending.


Levi began to struggle and the phone fell to the floor. No
one picked it up. Lex was frozen in place, her hands to her mouth, her
sightless eyes wide.


“I don’t know.” Rune fingered the hilt of a shiv. “I don’t
know, Raze.”


Levi, his eerie stare still on her, wanted to rise. He
struggled harder and then reached up to try and pry Raze’s hand off his
shoulder.


“Let me up, Raze,” he said suddenly, angry. “I have to go to
Rune.” He blinked, and suddenly his eyes were…they were normal.


No one moved, no one even breathed. Ellis’s crying stopped
abruptly.


Raze, his eyes a little too wide,
looked at her.


Finally, Rune found her voice. “Levi?”


He frowned and grabbed Raze’s hand. “Get off me, man. What
the fuck?”


But still, they were afraid. Afraid to believe, afraid they
were dreaming. Afraid.


Lex eased toward him. “Levi,” she said, her voice broken.
“Please?”


Raze, watching Lex, let Levi go.


He sat up and Lex threw herself against him. He wrapped his
arms around her but never once stopped watching Rune. “I’m okay, Lex. What’s
going on?”


He didn’t know. He didn’t remember.


And he was alive.


But…


He gently pushed the sobbing Lex off him and stood, walking
with shaky determination to Rune.


She stared up at him. “Levi?” It seemed to be the only thing
she could say.


“I heard you calling me,” he said, frowning even as he spoke
the words, “and I had to come.”


Rune put her fist to her mouth, horror in her heart. “My God.”


What the fuck had she done?


 


 











 Chapter
Ten


Anxiety filled him. It oozed from him, that anxiety, like
noxious, bubbling water from a toxic spring.


Lex slid up beside him and grabbed his hand.


He glanced down at her. “What’s wrong, honey? Was I hit on
the head? I can’t remember anything. We were fighting the zombies and I…” He trailed off, then his eyes widened. “I was bitten.”


“Yes,” Rune said.


“What happened to your hair?”


“I was bitten as well. Yours…”


He slapped a hand to his head, suddenly realizing. “I was
bitten. I was infected. You fed me?”


“Yes.”


“You healed me from a zombie infection.”


“I…”


Raze stepped up beside them, Levi’s cell in hand. “Ellis is
having trouble.”


Levi shook his head once, hard, as if trying to shake
something loose that didn’t belong there. “Ellis?” He listened, staring at Rune
as though she was his lifeline and he would die if he stopped looking at her.


She turned away, unable to bear the weight of his stare.


What was he? What had she made him? A…living
zombie? That wasn’t even possible. Was it?


When he figured it out, he was not going to forgive her.


She was not going to forgive her.


“I…I don’t know,” he was saying to Ellis. “I feel fucked up.
I don’t know anything.” He paused. “Yes. I’m alive.”


Rune shut her eyes and clenched her fists so hard she broke
the skin. Raze was suddenly beside her.


He pulled her to his chest. “Don’t.”


She laughed, a harsh barking sound
that held absolutely no amusement. “Oh Raze. What the fuck have I done?”


He took her by the shoulders and shook her. “He’s alive. You
saved him, is what the fuck you’ve done.” He shook her again. “Now snap out of
it. We have work to do and this shit will sort itself
out.”


“How can it?” she asked.


“It has no choice, does it?”


“I guess it doesn’t.”


“I feel like I need to sleep,” Levi interrupted. “I feel
like…”


“You’re confused,” Lex said, her vibrations strong. “You’re
walking through a fog and it has grabby hands.”


Rune nodded. “Go lie down, Levi. Sleep. I’ll wake you in a
bit and you’ll feel better.”


He didn’t say a word—simply turned and walked away. They
watched him in silence as he lay down on the couch and immediately went to
sleep.


And she knew that when he woke up, he’d feel better.


Lex was staring in Rune’s direction, her dancing eyes dark.
“You…” she said. Nothing more. Just “You…”


“Yeah,” Rune said. She started to bite her fingernail,
realized what she was doing, and stopped. Me. And my
monster.


“What…” Lex held out her hand.


Raze took it.


Lex shuddered, then tried again.
“What is he?”


Rune shook her head. “I’m not sure.”


“But what do you think?” Raze asked.


She pressed her lips together. “I think he’s something I’ve
never seen before.”


“You command him,” Lex said. “You’ve made him your…slave.”
She curled her lip and put her free hand to her chest. Despite her disgust and
anger, her face was stark and full of desperation.


“Would you rather he’d died?” Rune closed her eyes in a slow
blink, wishing she could retract the words. “I’m sorry, baby.” She gestured
helplessly at the peacefully sleeping Levi. “I’m sorry.”


“Do not tell Denim,” Lex said. “And try to refrain
from ordering Levi directly. Maybe it will wear off. Maybe he won’t notice.”


“He’s alive,” Raze told the angry Other,
his voice soft.


“Maybe,” was all Lex would say.


“I’m better,” Rune said. She had to get out of the stifling
room. “But I may need to feed again to help Z. Lex, guard Levi. Raze and I will
go help the crew.”


“Rune—”


Rune cut her off. “I’ll bring Denim back. I’ll bring them
all back. And everything will be okay.”


“Do you have your cell?” Lex asked. “Just
in case?”


Rune hesitated, understanding suddenly that Lex was afraid.
She glanced up at Raze. “Raze…”


“I’ll stay with her,” he said. “Be careful.”


She stopped at the door, unsettled, and put her cell on
vibrate before stuffing it back into her pocket. “I will. Try to call the crew.
If you get any of them, text me their locations.” She
had no idea if they’d collected their phones or not. She could only hope they
had.


She pulled the door open the slightest bit and peered
through.


She saw no movement, no zombies, no
people. It was just dead quiet and eerie as fuck. The sky was overcast but the
sun peeked through some clouds, lighting the area in a colorful, strange way.


From the moment they’d entered Rock County, nothing had been
right. She had a feeling things were going to get worse.


She jogged down the street, alert for any movement or sound.
The weird light combined with the dead quiet to make Rock County seem like a
different planet.


She didn’t like it.


And now she was out alone with a town full of zombies. Well,
not really alone. She had her monster.


Up ahead she spotted three zombies. Chunks of their
deformed, rotting bodies broke off and splattered the pavement as they shuffled
toward her.


She dropped her fangs and sent her lethal claws out. Where
the fuck were the rest of the bastards?


Probably battling her crew.


She ran toward the zombies. She dropped the first one quickly,
but zombies had no fear. As she was killing the first one, the other two came
right on, craving her living flesh.


She didn’t have to work hard to destroy them. She’d fed Levi
and was still strong enough to kill without breaking a sweat.


She was growing in strength. Soon, she might have no real
weaknesses.


Not if she fed—and the days of denying her monster were
over.


Zombie body parts littered the street around her almost
before she realized she had nothing left to kill.


Night would come soon. She wondered if the vampires would
come with it. They could help the crew, if she could convince them to do so.


If any humans remained in Rock County they were hiding. Most
of them appeared to have become zombies—strange, somehow altered zombies.


But where were the Others? Where
were the wolves and shifters?


At that exact second, she spotted a wolf crossing the street
a half a block away.


The wolf was bony. His swaying head hung low between sharp
shoulder blades. As she watched, he listed to the side and fell over.


His paws scrabbled against the pavement. Finally, he climbed
with torturous slowness back to his feet and continued on his way with drunken,
weaving steps.


She jogged toward him. That he was injured was obvious, but
she needed some answers. If she could get him to shift and talk to her…


She was about fifteen feet from him when the wolf heard her,
stopped his rambling walk, and turned around.


It was then she realized what had happened to the Others.


They’d been infected. The wolf looking at her now was not
just a wolf, he was a zombie wolf.


“No fucking way.” Weres couldn’t be made into zombies. They couldn’t.


Yet there he was.


And if the new zombie humans were faster and stronger, what
would a zombie wolf be like?


Slow at first, until they got their first sniff or taste of
human flesh? Or blood?


He growled, then opened his
misshapen mouth to show broken, sharp teeth. His eyes were black, pure black,
except for a sudden bright spark of joy.


And like the starving, desperate zombie he was, the wolf went
for her.


 


 











 Chapter
Eleven


He was no match for Rune, despite his hunger and lack of
fear. She moved to the side as he leaped at her, and drove her heavy, razor
claws into his skull.


As he lay on the ground, she pulled one of her longer shivs
and took his head. Just in case.


If she’d been less alert, the next wolf would probably have
torn her head off, but she was Shiv Crew.


Shiv Crew barely relaxed when off duty. No one was
going to sneak up on them. She whirled around and drove a claw through his eye
and into his brain with almost perfect precision.


She knelt to clean the blade and her claws on the downed
wolf’s fur. Zombie fucking wolves. Unbelievable.


When she saw movement from the corner of her eye she shot to
her feet, a gun in one hand and a silver blade as long as her forearm in the
other.


She’d dropped her fangs, as well. It was good to cover all
bases.


Another wolf crept down the street toward her, but that
wasn’t what caused her to back up a step. “Oh, shit.”


Behind the creeping wolf were what appeared to be at least
fifty Others. Other zombies. New zombies.


She holstered the gun and the blade and shot her claws back
out, forcing them to lengthen.


The zombies caught her scent.


It was as if the smell of living flesh gave them energy and
a spark that was almost life. Their ears perked up, their faces lifted as they
sniffed the air, and then, they saw her.


It never occurred to her to run. She wasn’t going to turn
her back on a pack of zombie Others.


Not yet.


She’d do what she did best.


Fight.


Then they were upon her.


After that, she didn’t stop moving, not for a millisecond.
If she had, they would have torn her to pieces.


They piled on top of each other in their eagerness to reach
the scent driving them crazy, and that slowed them down.


Still, it wasn’t enough that she was a super monster. Didn’t matter that she used her built-in shivs to slice the zombies
up.


There were simply too many of them.


Because even as she kicked and sliced and
punched, she spotted more of them coming to join the fun.


She thrust the claws of her left hand into the wide open
mouth of a particularly large St. Bernard and as the claws exited through the
back of his throat, he clamped his teeth down, trying to eat the tempting flesh
right there in his mouth.


He took off half her hand.


When she managed to pull free she was missing three fingers,
with only her first finger and thumb remaining.


She screamed, though in her shock she barely felt any pain.


Time to run.


With the haunting zombie moans and clicking teeth assaulting
her ears, she turned to run for her life.


The ground was littered with pieces of the zombies she’d
destroyed, but with a mangled hand and no one to help her, she wasn’t feeling
too confident.


The pavement was a blur beneath her feet as adrenaline and
her monster propelled her onward. But she wasn’t running at full speed—feeding
Levi had taken that from her.


She could feel them there, right at her back. One misstep
and they’d mow her down like tall grass. And no matter how immortal a girl was, if a zombie was eating her heart and munching on her
brain, she was just dead.


Across the street she spotted movement. A young man stood on
the edge of a porch, waving. “Here,” he yelled.


She veered off the street immediately and ran toward him.
Leaping up the steps to the porch, she streaked past him and into the house.


As soon as she was inside he slammed the door shut, bolting
it behind him. They listened quietly as zombies rammed themselves against the
house.


She stood in the middle of a nice size living room, which
contained small pieces of furniture and an enormous flat screen TV. She cradled
her injured hand to her chest, her gaze on the stranger.


He had straw colored hair and shy blue eyes. He wore a pair of
faded overalls, his feet stuck into boots almost big enough for her to sleep
in. But she was accustomed to big men.


He smiled a little vacantly and twisted his hands together.
“Hi.” The zombies continued to torpedo themselves against the exterior of the
house, but he no longer seemed to notice. “My name is Benjamin David Arco.
Everyone calls me George.”


She was unable to contain a groan when she glanced down at
the bloody stumps where her fingers had once been. Now that there was no
immediate danger, the pain roared over her. Nausea rose when she saw the tiny,
bloody bones standing sharply at attention.


The fingers would regrow, and so would the claws.


They would.


“George, I need some ice and bandages. And
coffee, if you’ve got it.” Coffee made everything better.


“What happened to your hand?” He walked a little closer and
peered down at her, his eyes wide.


She showed him. “There are zombie
Others out there. I was fighting them when one—”


He wobbled back a few steps then crashed to the floor, out
cold.


She sighed. “For fuck’s sake, dude.
It’s just a little blood and gore.” She guessed she’d have to go find her own
damn ice.


But he’d know how the whole mess had started. Once she took
care of her hand she’d get his story.


As she headed for the bathroom George moaned, then called
weakly, “Lady?”


“I’m here.” She could see a bathroom at the end of the
hallway. “Can you make some coffee?”


There was an open door on her right and as she started to
walk by, she glanced into a small bedroom.


“Fuck me,” she whispered. She pulled a shiv with her right
hand and stepped into the room.


On the bed sat a very large female zombie, holding the hand
of a very little girl.


 


 











 Chapter
Twelve


The child’s face was slack, her brown eyes unaware, but
suddenly she focused on Rune and gave a startled scream.


The zombie lurched toward Rune, teeth snapping.


Rune was so focused on the kid and the zombie she was slow
to react when she heard George behind her.


He rammed her, his big body knocking the breath from her.
She lost the shiv but immediately shot her claws out. Her damaged left hand
screamed with agony.


“Fie,” George yelled. “Steffie!”


Rune shoved the young man away and went for the zombie when
once again George grabbed her. Kid was a pain in the ass.


She snarled and turned on him, but the look in his wide eyes
made her hesitate. She knew that look. It was the look a parent had for a child
who was in danger.


“Wait,” he begged, holding up his hands. “Just watch.”


The little girl—Fie—had already regained control. She stared
at the zombie with such concentration there was no room in her head for
anything else. Her eyes were blank, unaware.


But she controlled the zombie.


Once again, the two sat on the bed, side by side, hand in
hand.


“What the hell?” Rune looked at George. “Dude.
Explain.”


He twisted his hands together, his face screwed into lines
of remorse. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


She withdrew her claws, her entire body throbbing with pain
as the jagged claws scraped against her raw, bloody flesh. “You didn’t.” She
gestured at the bed. “What’s going on?”


“Stefanie is my little sister. She’s special. Everyone calls
her Fie.”


He was probably around nineteen, but seemed a little closer
to seven, mentally. She patted his arm with her good hand, hoping he’d relax
before he burst into tears. “Go on.” She stood beside him and watched the
zombie, just in case it moved.


“Fie brought mother out of the graveyard,” he whispered, as
though the girl didn’t already know and he didn’t want to be the one to tell
her.


“I see that.” Fie had called the zombies and started the
whole disaster. When the wolf alpha had asked her for help, he’d said there
were two children in trouble.


Why he hadn’t told the truth she couldn’t have said. She’d
been given nothing but lies the entire time.


“She’s a necromancer?” she asked George. “Can you call the
dead as well?”


He frowned then went silent and blank for a second, like he
was trying hard to figure out her questions. “Mother died,” he said, finally.
“She died and we needed her back. Fie brought back our dog when he died, so she
brought back mother. They were going to take us away from each other.”


She softened. “How old are you, George?”


“Fourteen. Fie is six.”


She was small, even for a six year old. George didn’t have
that problem. He was big—he took after his mother.


“Do you understand the zombie is not really your mother?”
She flashed suddenly to the day she’d discovered her own mother was a vampire. Her adoptive mother. The mother she’d thought dead, the
mother she’d killed…


The mother she’d turned.


She shook off those grim memories and concentrated on George
and Fie.


“She is, too,” he shouted. “Fie says she is.”


“This zombie will kill your sister if it gets the chance.
You have to be the big brother now, George, and help me protect her.”


The only thing Shiv Crew could do was get the children out
of town, to safety, and let the military clear Rock County.


If they could get out of town.


She pulled her cell out of her pocket then realized she’d
missed some calls. She was standing in a bedroom with two kids and a zombie.
She was pretty sure that was a good enough excuse.


Raze had called twice. She called him back, wincing when he
roared her name. “Calm down, baby. I had my phone on vibrate and didn’t hear
it.”


“We’ve been looking everywhere for you, Rune. Where the hell
are you?”


“I’m a few blocks from the yellow house. I fought some
zombies and ended up having to run from the sons of bitches.”


“We just saw where you’d fought them.” He paused, and when
he spoke again, his voice was hoarse. “I thought you were dead.”


She looked at her hand. “I’m fine. Did Strad and Jack find
our boys?”


“They found Z and Owen. Owen is okay.”


“Z?” She held her breath.


“He wouldn’t come back.”


“Owen promised he’d bring him back,” she said, like a child
would.


“Z said the last thing he wanted was for you to see him like
that. Owen is staying with him to destroy him when he…”


“No,” she said. “I can heal him. Just like
I did Levi.”


“Probably,” he agreed. “Just like you did
Levi.”


He said it like healing Levi was a bad thing. 


Oh hell, she knew it was.


If she did that to Z, he’d hate her.


She leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. “Where are
the berserker and Jack now? Denim? You?”


“I’m heading back to the house to check on Levi and Lex. I
left them to search for you when I couldn’t get you on your cell. Denim still
isn’t back. Strad and Jack have gone to search for you.”


“Did you try to call Denim?”


“Lex tried. He won’t answer.”


Fuck. She turned to George, who’d become bored with
the conversation and was tracing patterns on the wall, humming quietly.
“George, do you know this address?”


“1143 Cedar Street,” he said proudly.


She repeated it to Raze. “I need you to put Lex and Levi
into the car, find Jack and Strad, and come to this house.”


“What’s going on, Rune?”


“I’ll explain everything when you get here.”


“We’re on our way.”


He called back in two minutes. “We can’t get Levi to wake
up. I’ll put the phone to his ear.”


“Dammit.” Levi just needed some time. She hoped. God, she
hoped. “Levi, wake the fuck up.”


“What’s wrong?” he asked immediately.


“Raze is bringing you and Lex to me.”


“Okay,” he agreed.


“How do you feel?”


He thought about it. “Better. I feel better.”


Yeah. “See you in a while.” She hung up. “George, I
need you to get me a big bowl of ice and some bandages while I watch your
sister. Can you do that?”


“Yes. I used to help Mother all the time. She was a vet.”


“Good. Find me what I need. And when you hear my crew at the
door, let them in.” She wasn’t about to leave Fie alone with the zombie. One
lapse in concentration and the child would be dead.


She kept her post, watchful and ready for anything.


When she heard George opening the door for her crew, she sighed
with relief. She was part monster, but she was also part human.


And the human part was in need of some major attention.


 


 











 Chapter
Thirteen


The crew gathered around, staring at the child and the
zombie she controlled. George pushed his way through them, his arms full of ice
and first aid supplies.


He was slow getting what she needed, but he was thorough,
and he did indeed know what he was doing. He wrapped her mangled hand, stuck it
into a bucket of ice, then handed her two white pills.


“Aspirin,” he said. “It’ll make you feel better.”


She grinned and swallowed the pills. “You fainted when you
saw my hand a little while ago, George. How are you able to doctor me up now?”


He frowned at her and then put his nose into the air. “I
didn’t faint, I went to sleep for a minute, and it wasn’t because of your hand.
It’s because my brain has to have a break when it gets too excited.”


He sounded like he was repeating something he’d heard his
whole life. Rune believed him. He’d been too matter-of-fact as he’d tended her
hand to faint at the sight of blood.


“What,” Jack asked, staring at the zombie,
“is going on here?”


“Are you okay?” Strad asked her.


“Where’s Denim?” asked Levi.


“Denim took off when he thought you were…gone, Levi. I’m
fine, Strad. And that is a little girl controlling her zombie mother.”


“That kid started it all?” Jack asked, trying to whisper. He
didn’t whisper very well and got a baleful look from George.


“It would appear so,” Rune replied. “She’s a baby
necromancer. She went to the graveyard to call her mother, and must have
called…all of them. She’s barely able to control this one.” She shook her head.
“She’s too young.”


“What are you going to do to our mother?” George’s eyes were
too wide. He knew what they were going to do.


“George, I need you to take your sister out of here.” She
softened her voice. “Your mother wants to go back into the earth and rest.” She
didn’t bother telling him again the zombie wasn’t his mother.


“Fie will be mad.”


“She’ll be upset,” Rune agreed. “But it’s the right thing to
do. Will you help us?”


He nodded, but a big fat tear ran down his cheek. He walked
to Fie and the zombie. “Goodbye again, Mother.”


“Grab her and run, George,” Rune told him. “I’ll be right
behind you.”


Her crew would destroy the zombie and get the body out of
the house. That was as far ahead as she could think at the moment.


The boy looked at her and she gave him a nod. “Do it.”


The very second he grabbed Fie, she
began to scream and struggle. He folded her into his big arms and ran out of
the room, Rune on his heels.


She heard the door slam behind them.


George carried his sister to the living room and sat down on
the couch, still holding her. Her arms were restrained but it didn’t stop her
from biting him.


Rune sat down beside them and took the girl’s face between
her hands. “Fie. Listen to me.”


But the child just screamed.


“She wants our mother.” George looked at Rune, silently
begging her to make it right.


“I know, baby.”


“That zombie would eat you, Fie,” George said, surprising
Rune. “Mother wouldn’t have hurt you, not ever.”


Fie buried her face against her brother’s chest and began to
sob.


“I helped,” he said.


“You did great.” Rune stood and blocked his view as her crew
came into the room. Jack was carrying a sheet wrapped package. Strad opened the
door for him and they hurried outside to dispose of it.


“We have to find Denim,” Levi said, standing beside Rune. He
put his hand on her shoulder and it took everything she had not to shrug him
off.


Let’s tally this up. I’ve addicted Strad to my bite, Lex
to my blood, and made Levi a mutated zombie slave—who may also be addicted to
my blood. Way to go, Rune!


“We’ll find him,” she replied.


Denim needed to see that his brother was still alive.


“What can we do with the children?” Lex asked. “We can’t
haul them around while we search for the crew and destroy the zombies.”


Rune sighed. “Lex, would you stay here and—”


“Nope. I’m not a babysitter.”


Rune didn’t argue. “We’ll find the crew and work our way out
of town. The military can deal with the rest of the zombies.”


Fie and George were quiet. Fie still hid her face, but
George watched them with his wide-eyed stare. Rune had no idea what would
happen to them. She’d give them to Elizabeth once she got them to River County.
Elizabeth would contact Children’s Services.


But when the wrong people got wind of what little Fie could
do—and they would—the child would be in demand. And not in a
good way.


Necromancers weren’t exactly common.


Strad and Jack reentered the house, and Strad went straight
to Rune. “How is your hand?”


She ground her teeth. “Don’t baby me, Berserker.”


He ignored her and lifted her throbbing hand, as though he
could see through the bandages. “You fed Levi and you’ve been hurt. You need
blood.”


“I’m not going to feed from you twice in one day. It’d kill
you.” She pulled her hand out of his grasp and turned to the crew. “Strad, you
and Levi—”


“I’m going with you,” Levi interrupted, then frowned and
glanced uneasily at the others. “Forget I said that. I don’t care who I ride
with, as long as we find my brother.”


“Fuck,” Rune said, under her breath.


The berserker squeezed her arm, his face expressionless.
“We’ll find Denim. But I can’t take you to Z. I gave him my word.”


She pulled out of his grip, narrowing her eyes. “I don’t
give a fuck what promises you made, Berserker—”


“F word,” George said.


Rune rubbed her good hand over her face. “Sorry, kid.”


“I’m going with you,” Strad said. “Just in
case you need to feed.”


“She can feed from me,” Lex told him. “She’s right. It’ll
kill you if she takes blood from you again.”


Rune nodded. “Lex can come with me. Raze, you go with Strad
in his truck.” She didn’t want him tempted. If things got desperate, she’d have
a hard time resisting him when he offered up his blood.


In the end, Raze, Strad, and Levi climbed into Strad’s
truck, and Jack drove Rune, Lex, and the children in Rune’s SUV.


Rune knew she’d never get Z’s location out of Strad, but she
didn’t need him. She had Jack, and he knew where Z and Owen were. He’d tell
her.


Only he wouldn’t.


“Rune, he doesn’t want you to see him. He doesn’t want you
to try and save him, either.”


She hit the dashboard, hard enough to dent it. “Why the fuck
not, Jack?”


“He didn’t tell me that.”


“He thinks it’s unnatural,” Lex said. “Being brought back
from death is horrifying to him.”


“God. I have to try to save him. I
have to.” Her voice was hoarse and desperate but she didn’t care. Let them see
her pain. She needed Z.


And he needed to live.


“He would never forgive you if he ended up like Levi,” Jack
said. His face was pale. He hated to go against her wishes, but he wouldn’t
back down. Just like Strad, he’d given his word.


“Levi will come out of it,” she said.


“I’m sorry, Rune. I can’t.”


“Jack—”


Lex growled and reached around the seat to grab Jack’s arm.


“Lex,” he yelled, and jerked his arm out of her grip.


But not fast enough.


Rune looked at Lex. “Did you get it?”


“He’s in Shalegrove high school.” She shuddered and sat
back, saying no more. She didn’t have to. The horror on her face as she’d read
Jack told Rune all she needed to know.


Z was fading fast.


Jack sighed. “I can’t take you there.”


“Then stop the car and get the fuck out. I’ll drive.”


“F word,” George yelled.


Lex calmed him. Rune heard the blind Other
murmuring to him, but she couldn’t worry about George being upset. She had to
get to Z.


“Take me to him, Jack.”


“Rune, I—”


Tired of wasting time, she yanked her door open and without
hesitating, jumped out of the moving car.


“Dammit, Rune,” Jack yelled.


She heard George shout and Fie break into fresh sobs, and
held her good hand to her stomach. She had to get away from all of them, and
she had to get to Z.


But then she heard the sound of a car engine.


It was Owen, driving Raze’s truck.


Oh no. Z.


He slammed on the brakes, jumped out, and pulled someone
from the truck.


As she stood there, frozen in dread and fear, he jogged
toward her.


And Z was in his arms.


 


 











 Chapter
Fourteen


“Hurry,” Owen panted. He gently laid Z—or something that
resembled Z—on the ground. “I don’t know if even you can save him now, Rune,
but if you can…”


She met his shuttered gaze. “Thank you. I won’t forget
this.”


“I couldn’t let him die. Not if there was a chance you could
save him.” He gave a tight smile. “I tried.”


He glanced behind her and she turned to watch Jack as he
walked up to stand beside her. “Are we going to fight?” she asked.


“No, Rune.”


“I have to try.”


“I know.”


But she wasn’t sure she even could try. She’d fed Levi,
she’d lost half her hand, and now she was running on fumes. She wasn’t sure she
had the blood to save Z. But she was sure as hell going to give it a shot.


Z lay unmoving on the cold pavement, his skin greenish and
covered with sores. His hair was gone, all but a few stubborn strands. He
smelled like infection and death.


“What can I do to help?” Jack asked, kneeling beside her.


“I might pass out. I might try to run.” Yeah, the pain was
that bad. “I need you to hold my wrist to his mouth.” Then she transferred her
stare to Owen. “And if he can’t keep me there, I need you to.”


He nodded. “You got it.”


She dropped her fangs and lifted her wrist to her mouth,
slicing open a vein. She began to bleed at once.


Taking a deep breath, she pushed her wrist against Z’s lips.
“Drink, Z,” she ordered. “Drink.”


Of course he couldn’t hear her, but the blood ran into his
mouth anyway, just as it had with Levi.


But there was no pain.


Terror squeezed her lungs and she couldn’t breathe. It wasn’t
working. She needed to feed in order to heal him. It wasn’t going to work.


“God,” she cried. “I have nothing left to give him.” And
weeping, she took her wrist away. He’d taken some of her blood, but it was as
though she’d given him a drink of water.


She couldn’t feel it working.


There was no fucking pain.


“Get Lex,” she said. “I’ll feed and—”


“He’s too far gone,” Jack said, gently.


And she knew he was right.


She stretched out beside Z, wrapping her good arm around him
and burying her face against his chest. She didn’t care that his shirt had been
splashed with vomit and blood, didn’t care that the stench of him was enough to
make a person sick.


“You know Z loves you.” Lex’s voice echoed in her
mind.


Yes, she knew.


He was her Z, and she couldn’t save him.


“Don’t call me sweet thing,” she whispered.


Her cell began to ring, and one of the guys, Jack, most
likely, pulled it from her pocket.


“Yeah?” Jack was quiet for a
minute. “Owen brought Z in. She fed him. We’ll be there as soon as we can.”


She forced herself away from Z, flinching as her half-eaten
hand hit the pavement. Out of habit she lifted her right hand to push her hair
out of her face, then remembered her hair was gone.
“Tell me,” she said to Jack.


“That was Strad. They’re surrounded by zombies and could use
some help.”


She nodded. “We’ll have to…” She gestured at Z, unable to
finish the sentence.


Jack stood and drew a long blade. “I’ll do it.”


She wanted to be strong. She wanted to do the right thing,
to take the blade from Jack and say no, no. It’s my responsibility and I
will do it.


“Okay,” she said.


“Wait.” Owen held up a finger, his voice sharp.


Desperate for anything, any small hope, Rune looked at Owen.
“What?”


Owen pointed at Z’s face. “He looks better. You might not
have healed him, Rune, but you might have. I’m going to put him in the house
across the street.” He met her hopeful gaze. “We can’t take a chance on killing
him if he’s going to heal.”


“I’m not going to let him become a fucking zombie,” Jack
said, and lifted his blade.


“Jack. No.” She gave Owen a nod. “Take him in and leave him.
Be quick.”


When things went wrong, they went wrong in a hurry.


Jack didn’t say a word.


He might live, was all Rune could think. He might.
He could.


They waited impatiently until Owen completed his task and
climbed into the back with Lex and the children. “What’s this?”


Lex began explaining. Rune stared out the window as Jack
sped them away from the site, from Z.


The daylight faded into a cold darkness. It’d been winter forever.
Cold, weak sunlight, gray days, frigid nights. Summer
was a distant memory and every single part of her longed for it.


Jack’s stomach growled and it took her half a minute to
figure out what she’d heard. She rummaged in the glove compartment until she
found what she was looking for. “Eat this.”


He smiled. “Gunnar’s Baby Ruth?”


She nodded but couldn’t bring herself to smile. “I remember
a time when I was a hard ass, Jack.”


“You’re still a hard ass, honey, but you love your crew.”


“Yeah,” she said, almost afraid to say more. Even she could
hear the tears in her voice. “But so do you and you didn’t fall apart.”


He raised an eyebrow. “You call that falling apart? When
this is over, Rune, I’ll grieve for the ones we lose. I’ll grieve hard.” He
reached over to pat her leg, then took the candy. “If
any one of us had to deal with half the shit you’ve dealt with, we’d be insane.
Or dead. So yeah.” He ripped
the packaging off the candy and took a gigantic bite. “You’re a hard ass.”


“I’d like a burger,” Lex said.


“As soon as we get a chance, we’ll raid a grocery,” Rune
promised.


“Want a bite?” Jack asked, waving the candy over his
shoulder.


“No, thanks,” Lex answered.


Owen grabbed the candy and finished it off. “Got any more of
those?”


“Sorry, baby.” Rune stared out the window once more. Her
hand was feeling a little better but she left the bandages on. Her claws would
rip right through the gauze when she needed them. It might hurt to use them,
but to fight the zombies she’d need all the claws she had left.


Z. Get up.


“Did Strad say anything about Denim?” she asked Jack.


“No.”


Even if Denim noticed that Levi was a little different, he’d
be overjoyed his brother lived. Surely.


But there was no more time to worry about it.


“We have to put the kids into a secure house while we’re
fighting,” she told Jack. “Let’s try one of those.”


He pulled into the yard and right up to the front door of a
small white house, then jumped out of the car and went to break in and make
sure it was clear.


But when he came back, his face was pale and he drove them
away from the little house as though monsters were hanging from the ceiling.
“I’ll find another one. Can’t go in there.”


“Why not?”


“I’ll find another.” And that was all he’d say.


He didn’t have to explain. She had a good idea of what he’d
found inside the house.


He found another one and went to clear it.


“I know this house,” George said. “My mom’s friend lives
here.”


But Fie wouldn’t get out of the car. She hung on to the back
of Rune’s seat and screamed.


“Fie, come on,” George said. “They’re going to fight
zombies. They might get in the car.” And finally, he was able to pull Fie from
the SUV.


They left the children there with promises to return as soon
as they could.


“There they are,” Jack said, five minutes later.


Up ahead, tall pole lights shone down on what looked like a
hundred zombies. They blocked the street, an undulating mass of rotting flesh
and eerie moans. They spilled into yards and lurched into trees, trampling each
other in their desperate attempts to find living food.


In the middle of that mess were her men.


Tremors of excitement unfurled inside her belly as she
jumped from the truck. If there was anything that would take her mind off Z and
Levi and Denim and fucking hell, it was killing the enemy.


They cut their way through the zombies, desperation riding
them as they tried to reach Raze, Levi, and Strad.


Despite her attempts to shut off her thoughts, worry that
another of the crew would be infected stayed on her mind.


What if Strad got bitten? He’d decapitate himself before she
had a chance to heal him.


Her injured hand screamed with hot agony and the recent,
barely healing wound broke open and began to bleed. Not only could she not
afford to lose more blood, but the scent of it was sending the zombies into a frenzy.


Their moans and eerie vocalizations were haunting and
horrifying. Even as she rid them of their heads she shuddered with a strange
empathy and something close to reluctance.


It was like they were all trapped in an ancient insane
asylum.


It was like the zombies were her children.


She fought harder.


Dark splashes of blood flew through the air to land in
unseen splats, converging with shadows neither the streetlights nor the moon
could illuminate.


But the blood was less than it had been when the crew had
first fought the zombies. The zombies hadn’t eaten for a while—a little fact
they hoped to rectify as they went for Rune and her people.


Still, there was blood—and she needed it. She opened her
mouth for it, drank it down, and sighed with delight at the potent mix of magic
and life.


And because she drank, her monster woke up.


Suddenly she was Rune the Invincible again.


And that made her ecstatic.


Nothing could touch her. She flung herself into the crowd of
zombies with screaming glee, slashing her way to the center. To
her men.


She saw Strad thrust his spear into a zombie’s head. He
turned to get the one behind him and spotted her.


She winked at him, acknowledging the beauty of his white
smile, then she annihilated three zombies in as many
seconds.


She was fast, faster even than she’d been before. She didn’t
question it. She was somehow better, and she used that speed to thin the
zombies.


Her hand was healed.


She hadn’t noticed when all five claws regenerated, but
there they were, as strong as ever. Stronger.


She threw her head back and screamed, daring fate, maybe, to
take her crew. You won’t get them. You won’t get any of them.


And in that second, once again, something changed inside
her. Something big.


“Z,” she cried. She sliced neatly through the neck of a
female zombie who possessed some of the longest teeth she’d ever seen, then
yelled his name again as she whirled around and took out two males. “Z!”


She could feel him coming toward her, running like a dark,
unstoppable force, and she didn’t care that he might be a zombie, might be her
slave, might be pissed.


She just didn’t give a fuck.


He slung zombies out of his way as he came for her, came to
her, his perfect green eyes bright with life and hate and knowledge.


He might have hurt her then, if he’d been anyone but Z.


But Z did not hurt women. And he especially did not hurt
Rune.


His maker, his mistress.


She grinned, could feel it stretching across her face like a
hideous mask. “Welcome back, baby.”


He fought with his crew, his cuts as neat and quick and
amazing as they’d ever been.


Z.


As though drawn to him, Levi muscled his way through the
remaining zombies until he reached Z, and shot out a hand to clap him on the
shoulder.


She would swear later she saw a spark fly from his touch.
Later, when she had time to recall the events of that moment,
that fight.


She’d brought them both back. They were hers now, hers in
ways the others were not.


Was she a god?


Fuck no.


She was a goddess.


And as she threw herself back into the battle, she thought
she heard the mad master Llodra’s laughter, chilling her to her very bones.


 


 











 Chapter
Fifteen


She couldn’t stay high forever, and when she came down, she
came down hard.


The area was ominously quiet once the crowd of zombies had
been destroyed. The crew regrouped silently, waiting for Rune to tell them what
to do.


Z stood off to himself, his back turned, and no one
approached him except Levi. Z had glowered at Levi, told him to get the fuck
away from him, and hadn’t said a word since.


The crew would give him his space.


For a while.


“Should we get some food then do a search and destroy?” Jack
asked.


“No,” she decided. “We try to get the kids out of town.”


They’d been lucky so far. No one had died. She glanced at Z
and amended that thought. No one had stayed dead.


“We can’t leave until we find Denim,” Levi said.


Rune nodded. Levi seemed more like his old self. He’d hugged
Lex and kissed her forehead, smiling when she’d grabbed him to her and wrapped
her arms around him. But even though she’d refused to let him go for ten
minutes, her anger was palpable. The twins, her guardians, the two people in
the world she could count on, had left her.


Every so often Levi would peer at Rune and frown, but he didn’t
ask any questions. He’d squeezed her shoulder once and said, “Thanks for saving
my life.”


And that was all.


In the end they split up—Strad drove Raze to get his truck
where Owen had abandoned it, and Rune took the others with her to look for
Denim. Raze was going to pick up Fie and George as well. If they couldn’t find
Denim soon, one of the men would have to take the kids to River County.


She was worried about Denim, but she didn’t share her
uneasiness with Lex and Levi. They were worried enough all on their own.


Her cell rang and even before she saw RISC on the display
she knew it was bad news. “Elizabeth?”


“They know, Rune. The military is being sent in. You have to
get out now. If they find you there—”


“I understand. But first we have to find Denim.”


“There is no time. Don’t take a chance with the crew. Get
them out of there.”


“As soon as we can.” She hung up.


“What is it?” Jack asked.


“Elizabeth ordered us out. The military is coming.”


“Not without Denim,” Levi said.


“Fuck.” She hit the steering wheel. Where are you, Denim?


She tossed her cell to Jack. “Let Strad and Raze know.”


Denim was probably already dead. One man alone in a town of
zombies, especially zombie Others, was not going to
survive long.


She listened to Jack talking to Strad and wished for one
weak moment she was back in River County. Back in her bed
with the berserker.


“Rune,” Lex said, leaning up from the backseat. “There’s
something here. Stop the car.”


Rune stopped immediately. No one made a sound as they
listened, searching the night outside the windows for whatever it was Lex had
sensed.


And then Rune saw a movement from the corner of her eye. “Vampires.” She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a
very bad thing. Her fangs dropped in response. “I’ll talk to them.”


She climbed out, eager. Eager for what, she couldn’t have
said. Fighting? Being close to those who were almost her own kind?


But then a vision of Llodra swam into her mind.


Get out of my head, Nick.


She held a gun in one hand and a silver blade in the other.


She felt her crew at her back and her stomach tossed with
anxiety. She’d become terrified of losing them, and she was going to have to
get over it. It was a dangerous job. She had to stop thinking like an
overprotective mother.


But she didn’t know how many vampires were lurking or what
they had on their dark minds. She could handle whatever they dished out. Her
crew might not be able to.


“Do you think they’re infected?” Jack asked.


“The wolves and shifters were,” she said. “But
the vampires? I doubt it.”


But she had been infected—she’d just managed to fight
it off. If she could get infected, so could the other bloodsuckers.


It was the most fucked up zombie infection she’d ever heard
of.


“We have no time,” Lex whispered.


Rune nodded and stood still, staring into a blackness barely
illuminated by the moon, the streetlights, or her headlights. “I need to talk
to you,” she called. “We’re not going to hurt you.”


Laughter floated from the shadows. “I’ll try to control my
terror.”


It was a soft, feminine voice, musical and full of sunshine.


“Who are you?” Rune asked, and held her gun a little
tighter. There was something about that voice. It was too…sweet. That made her
cautious.


Then the woman materialized. It was as though she’d been
there all along but Rune hadn’t been able to see her until the woman—the
vampire—had allowed it.


Rune brought her gun up. The lady vampire was the most
beautiful woman Rune had ever seen. And judging from the
indrawn breaths at her back, the crew agreed.


The vampire looked at Rune’s gun. “Please. If you lower your
weapon, I will love you forever.” She smiled, and her eyes smiled with her. “It
makes me nervous.”


“I’ll keep it where it is. I’ll only use it if you or your
people come too close.” Rune smiled back at the lady, pretty sure her eyes
did not smile with her. “I promise.”


“I completely understand,” the vampire said, nodding. Silky
black hair slid over her shoulders to her waist. “My name is Marta, and I am
the vampire mistress of Rock County.”


“I’m—”


“Rune Alexander of River County’s Shiv Crew.” She kept her
smile. “You are very well known. Unlike my poor worthless
self.” She motioned at something behind her. “My people and I prefer to
remain as inconspicuous as possible.”


It was as though they were having tea and cookies. “Marta,
we need to get out of this city. The military is coming in and they won’t leave
one fucking thing standing—including us if we’re caught here. I suggest you and
your children take off.”


Marta widened her eyes. “How awful.
We will leave soon, of course.”


“Answer some quick questions first.”


“Happily.”


“How is it the Others are infected?
Can the vampires be infected? And where are the rest of the Others?
I’ve seen only a few, and they were all zombies.”


Finally, a spark of something other than amiability flashed
through the vampire’s eyes. “Dead, zombies, and in the Camp.”


Rune shivered. “Tell me.”


“We were overrun by corrupt, greedy, sadistic men. They
loaded the Others into the Camp for the slightest
infringements—most of the charges were fabricated by law enforcement. To keep
free Others in line, their loved ones were hurt.” The
vampire held a hand to her chest. “Darkness has covered Rock County like a
blanket, and no one knew. No one cared.”


“What’d they do in the Camp?”


She pursed her lips, then shrugged.
“Among other things, they fight the Others for money.”


“Fuck.” It was a big money maker, fighting Others. Like cockfights and dogfights, Otherfights were
illegal but that didn’t stop them from happening.


“The Camp is not a pleasant place.”


“I don’t understand. Vampires are powerful. Why didn’t you—”


“My responsibility is to my coven. The Others
would have rebelled eventually and all hell, as they say, would have broken
loose. But then, someone worse came, and the zombies came, and Rock County has
already become a ghost town.” Marta motioned to something behind her. “Beside me, children.”


Rune watched, breath held, as small black cats began
slinking from the shadows, curling themselves around Marta’s legs, trying to
get as close to her as possible.


“Cats?” Rune asked. “Your children
are cats?”


“What the fuck?” Jack muttered.


“They are now. Most of them. There
is a being. A witch, if you will,” Marta said. “She goes by the name Damascus.
She’s…unimaginable.” She paused, her eyes shining like
pieces of glitter had been caught inside the black orbs. “She did this to my
vampires. We need you to send her away.”


“Me?”


“The witch has to die or be sent back to her world. No one
else we know has a chance against her—but then, no one else we know is brave
enough to try.”


Rune raised an eyebrow, unimpressed with the flattery.


Marta continued when Rune remained silent. “The vampires,
the Others, the humans…we are powerless against her.
But you are more than vampire. You are more than anything I’ve ever seen,
second to Damascus.” She stepped closer, despite the gun Rune continued to
point at her heart. “You must save us.”


“There is no time,” Levi said. “They are coming to level the
place.”


“Let them destroy the witch,” Jack said. “We can’t.”


“No,” Marta said. “Guns or blades or bombs cannot destroy
Damascus. Her parts will knit back together and she will be better than ever.
This is what she does. She is not exactly…physical. It will take a special kind
of magic to stand against the witch. To defeat her.”
She looked once more at Rune. “You have that power inside you. Nicolas Llodra
assured me of this.”


Rune’s legs weakened and she forced herself not to tremble.
“How do you know Llodra?”


Marta smiled gently, almost pityingly. “We are vampires,
Rune. We know each other.”


“What does he have to do with all of this?”


“Nicolas knows the witch and knows her well. He knows her
weaknesses and her strengths.”


“How?”


Marta leaned over to stroke one of her cats. “She is his
maker.”


Rune couldn’t breathe.


She frowned as a memory, just out of reach, swam through her
mind. “He’s mad. And probably already dead. My
people—”


“Nicolas lives,” Marta interrupted. “But not for long. He is
being starved and tortured. Your people are not much different from the Rock
County humans. They are slowly killing him, and you must not let that happen.”


And suddenly she remembered. Remembered
Llodra in her head, telling her to save him.


“Nicolas is a bit mad,” Marta continued. “He has made
mistakes. But he is not an…evil vampire,
really. He needs help.”


“I don’t get it.”


“The witch Damascus terrifies him. Nicolas escaped her. He
had another witch surround him with a…scrambling spell, if you will, in the
very distant past. Damascus could not find him until a few days ago. She was
off by a few miles and landed here thanks to...” She shook her head
impatiently. “That doesn’t matter. But she didn’t believe he wasn’t here hiding
or that we weren’t hiding him.” She gestured at the cats. “Her excuse for
tormenting our Others.”


“She created the zombies,” Jack guessed.


“It’s a complicated story,” Marta said.


“Then condense it for us,” Rune suggested. “Please.”


“The child Stefanie brought forth the first zombies,” Marta
said, “before Damascus even arrived. Stefanie’s mother had died. The children
were devastated.


“The authorities discovered her…gift and were going
to sell her to the highest bidder. But then Damascus came.” She shrugged.
“Stefanie was partly responsible for the witch arriving here. Princess of the dead calling to the queen of the dead, perhaps.
If not for the child, I’m sure the witch would have appeared closer to your
town.”


“Because she finally tracked Llodra.”


“Yes.”


“Tell me about the zombies.”


“Damascus is controlling the newly infected dead. She is animating
them with her filthy magic. That is why the Others are
being infected—because of her. If you send her back to her world, those
animated with her magic will end.”


“How do you know so much about the witch?” Jack asked,
mistrust evident in his voice.


“I know because we are connected. Damascus is Nicolas
Llodra’s maker. And he is mine.”


 She gazed steadily at Rune, her eyes glittering in the
darkness. “If you send the witch away, the new zombies will be destroyed. If
you don’t, they will infest the world. You will have a zombie apocalypse.”


“What about the regular zombies?”


Marta’s smile was wide and a little superior. “You and the
humans will manage to put them down. They are easier to deal with, are they
not?” Then she dropped her smile. “But I care little for that. The witch wants
Nicolas. And she will find him. If she reaches him, everyone in your RISC
building will die, and she will take the master.” For the first time, Marta’s
voice broke and the jolly façade began to crack.


“How can I kill her?”


Marta shook her head. “I do not have much faith in your
ability to kill her, but I do believe you can send her back. If you make her
fear you, she will go. You have to try. But first, you have to make your people
release my maker.”


“I don’t have to do anything,” Rune said.


Her cell rang, the sudden sound causing her to jerk. She
holstered her gun and pulled the cell from her pocket. “Raze?”


“Rune, Fie is gone.”


“What?”


“I found George unconscious on the floor. When I got him to
wake up…” His swallow was loud. “His eyes are empty. He’s awake but can’t talk.
Doesn’t even acknowledge me. He’s not a zombie.
Just…it’s like something terrible happened and he withdrew into himself. Like
that.”


“The witch has the child,” Marta said.


Lex took the phone from Rune’s numb hand. Rune heard her
talking to Raze, but had no idea what she was saying. Inside her head was just
white noise.


Damascus.


“She’s here,” Rune whispered.


Marta glided closer, close enough to touch. She peered down
into Rune’s eyes, then shook her head. “No, darling. She’s not here.” She gestured at the area, then put her fingers against Rune’s scalp. “She’s in there.”


“What do you mean?” Jack asked. “What the fuck do you mean?”


“She’s aware of Rune. She’s welcoming the challenge. She
came for Nicolas Llodra, but you have caught her interest.”


Rune realized she was nodding. “God, yes.
Oh, God.” She put her hand to her mouth. I feel
her. Why do I feel her?


Marta’s voice was as caressing as her fingers had been
against Rune’s head. “Now you have to try. Save us, Rune. Save Nicolas.
And most of all, save the little girl.”


“How does she know me?” Rune asked, breathless.


Marta’s eyes were full of ancient knowledge. “Because you are like her, Rune. And she recognizes a
kindred spirit.”


But deep inside, Rune knew it was something more. Just as
with Blood and Fire, she knew the witch, somehow.


Maybe in her dreams.


Or, more likely, in her nightmares.
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 Chapter
Sixteen


Yes, she was changed.


Her world was changed.


Every step closer to her true self,
to what—and who—she really was, changed her.


Suddenly the berserker was there, behind her. He pulled her
unresponsive body back against him and wrapped his arms around her.


“All of you must leave,” Marta said. Her red, full lips
looked soft, ornamental, almost, but the authority in her voice was
unmistakable. “Rune will have to do this on her own, and staying will only
ensure your deaths. The humans are coming to turn Rock County into a
wasteland.” She stared down into Rune’s face. “Order them away, darling.”


It always came down to being alone.


She wet her dry, dry lips. “Leave me, guys.”


Marta nodded at Jack. “Return her phone so she can give the
order to release Nicolas. Once your people release him and he feeds, he will
fly through the night to reach us.”


“What’s to keep the witch from coming back for him, if I
send her away?”


“There are no guarantees. But maybe next time, he will be
ready for her.”


“I’m not leaving you here,” Strad said. His breath warmed
her scalp. “I will not leave you.”


She took a deep breath, straightened, and stepped out of his
arms. “You will, Berserker. All of you will. And I swear to you I will not be
defeated. I’ll join you as soon as I can.” Do I really believe that?


Marta nodded approvingly. “She will save the world,
children.”


“Denim,” Z said. His despair and depression were almost
visible. He still refused to look at Rune.


She couldn’t blame him.


“Shit,” she said.


“I will find him,” Marta said. “And I’ll send him on his
way. Come with me now. The witch is waiting and time is running out for the
child.”


“Rune,” Jack said. “No.”


But what choice did she have? Rune wanted to smile, to be
reassuring, to be confident. “I—” Her voice broke. “Get out of the county. Take George.” She straightened her spine. “I’ll fetch
Stefanie and join you soon.”


But the berserker folded his arms. He towered over her.
Before Strad, Raze had been the tallest of Shiv Crew at almost six feet five
inches tall. Strad had at least an inch on him. “I’m not leaving Rock County
until you leave Rock County.”


“Strad, the military can hurt me in only one way—by hurting
my crew. If you stay here, I won’t be able to concentrate on the wicked witch
of the Midwest.” She put her fingers against his chest. “Please, Berserker. Go
away.”


Raze stopped his truck in the middle of the street and
joined them. “I have the boy in my truck,” he said. “He hasn’t come out of
his…” He motioned helplessly. “Daze.”


“Time is running out,” Jack said.


“Tick tock,” Lex said, her voice so
low Rune could barely hear her. But when Rune glanced at her, Lex’s smile shone
brightly against the smooth blackness of her skin. “Don’t worry about us, Rune.
The only thing on your mind should be the witch, and how quickly you can kill
her.”


Lex knew about evil.


Rune nodded. “I’ll—” She cocked her head, fear squeezing her
throat. “I hear a car.”


As one, the crew drew shivs, guns, and in Rune’s case,
claws. The cats disappeared, but Marta stood her ground, fangs peeking from her
mouth.


Rune shuddered, imagining helicopters suddenly appearing and
wiping out her crew. “Run, you guys.”


But then the car careened into view, going much too fast. It
swerved and jumped a curb, then drove down a sidewalk
as its driver tried to regain control.


“Fuck me,” Rune breathed, and retracted her claws. “It’s Ellie.”


His pale, determined face barely rose over the steering
wheel, where both hands were firmly planted. His shoulders were hunched and he
drove like the hounds of hell were riding his ass.


“Uh-oh,” Lex said. “Zombies are chasing our boy.”


She was right. A crowd of zombies chased the car. They
chased the fucking car.


“What the hell?” Rune said, and then she ran for Ellie, Levi
right beside her.


She could hear Ellis screaming, his voice high and warbling.


Lex ran at her other side. “He’d make a hell of a yodeler.”


And despite everything, Rune began laughing and couldn’t
stop. Levi chortled, Lex giggled, and Rune was pretty sure the entire crew wore
grins that would light up the whole world. With the
exception, maybe, of Z.


Finally Ellis rolled to a stop and put his hands to his
face, still screaming. When Rune nearly yanked the door off its hinges in her
hurry to get it open, he screamed even louder.


“Ellie,” she yelled. “Shut the hell up.”


She had no time to coddle him, not right then. The zombies
were upon them. He lowered his hands, his mouth falling open. “Rune? Levi!”


“Watch your hands.” She slammed the door. “Stay put, baby.
We have to kill some monsters.”


Levi put his palm against the window. Ellis, teary, lifted
his hand to do the same. Touching through the glass, they smiled at each other.


Rune shot her claws back out, dropped her fangs, and threw
herself into the crowd of zombies.


She needed some mindless fighting. Dread smothered her. She
did not want to fight the witch. She did not want to be alone. She did not
want to meet the one who might be responsible for bringing about the end of the
world.


Did not.


But she would.


Most of the zombies were Others.
Others in animal form, and Others in human form. Rune
ignored the fact that she still felt something for the zombies and concentrated
only on destroying them.


Blood flew, drenching her, coating her, seeping into her
pores. It was magical.


After all, the witch had helped make those zombies. It was
only logical that some of the power would be inside them—and Rune was going to
get as much of it as she could.


And in the end, when the battle was nearly won, she grabbed
a zombie, ripped off his lower jaw, then punctured his
neck with her fangs.


She fed.


Part of her was disgusted and ashamed.


Not only because she was so savage, so barbaric…she was an Other. She did what she had to do and had almost come to
terms with it.


No. She was ashamed because she enjoyed it so. She drank
down the taste of the witch’s magic, her power, and wanted to writhe on
the ground and bathe in it.


The taste of evil.


Worse than anything was the fear that she would not beat the
witch.


That instead, she would join her.


 


 











 Chapter
Seventeen


“Elizabeth,” she greeted, holding her cell to her ear with
bloody fingers.


The zombies lay strewn across the pavement like so many torn
and battered dolls, and she watched as Ellis picked his way toward her, Levi at
his side.


“Rune,” Elizabeth said. “Are you out?”


“No. I’m sending the crew home, but I have to stay. I don’t
have time to explain, but I need you to go right now and release Llodra. He’ll
come to me.”


“Surely you know I can’t do that. Even if I could, he’s
not…well enough to be released.”


“I’m telling you there is some bad shit here and if you keep
Llodra, you will all die.” She squeezed the phone. “Please. Release him.
Someone is coming for him and you can’t stop her.” She lowered her voice, as
though that would keep Marta from hearing her. “After this is over, I’ll go
pick him up.”


Elizabeth’s tone was heavy with sarcasm. “Because
it was so easy the first time. Don’t forget what he did, Rune.”


“I will never forget what he did. But if you don’t let him
go now, you’re all in danger. I may not be able to defeat the monster who wants
him. His punishment is not as important as your lives.”


“I’ll talk to Bill Rice—”


“There’s no time. Talk to Rice after, if you must. I need
Llodra out right fucking now.”


Elizabeth was a smart woman. She would help if she could.
And she could. “I’ll do it. But Rune, be prepared to—”


Rune stuffed her cell into her pocket just as Ellis reached
her. She pulled him into her arms, her lips at his cheek. He wasn’t much taller
than she was. She inhaled his scent, the scent of life and vitality and all
that was right in the world.


Ellis was pure and kind and though Llodra had either set out
to turn him or just to mess with Rune’s head, Ellis remained Ellis.


And she would be thankful for the rest of her life. Her
world, without Ellie, would be too damn dark.


“Hi baby,” she said.


He peered into her eyes. “You can’t stay, Rune.” His
voice was thick with tears. He knew she’d have to stay.


She raised her gaze to Levi. “Take care of him.” It was a
direct order—not just from his Shiv Crew captain, but from his mistress. From
the woman who had brought him back from death.


He nodded. “Always.”


Ellis wiped his eyes and stepped away, his body stiff with
determination. “Can we…” He tapped his chest, right
over his heart, and lifted his hand, first and middle fingers crossed. 


She smiled. “Yes.” Maybe for the last
time. She mimicked Ellis’s gesture, and the crew did the same. Silent
and solemn, cloaked in a circle of closeness and strength, they gave Ellie’s
sign.


It was their promise of protection. 


They were Shiv Crew, and that was what they did.


Marta watched them, mild curiosity in her gaze. Her cats had
once again shown themselves. “Rune,” she said, gently. “We must go.”


Rune lowered her hand and glanced at Z. His beauty was gone,
ravaged by the disease that no longer lived inside him. He stood at the edge of
the group, staring into the darkness. He looked lost.


She also recognized the look of self-loathing on his face.
She knew it well—it was an old, old friend to Rune Alexander.


But Z…no. She couldn’t leave him
that way. Couldn’t.


“Z,” she begged, and held her hand out to him.


He looked at her then.


Looked at her with rage and distrust.
And hatred.


“You shouldn’t have brought me back,” he said. “Fuck you for
the evil that made you bring me back.”


Z, whose weakness was women. Who would never have hurt any female. For Rune, he would happily have died. But now, he
looked at her with hatred.


She pulled back in shock. “Z.”


The crew’s sadness was so thick she could have taken a bite
from it.


“What has happened?” Ellis asked softly, confused,
disbelieving.


Rune swallowed and turned away. “Go home.” There were no
guarantees Rune could defeat the witch. No guarantees Damascus might not decide
to invade River County even if Nicolas was no longer there. “Go home and
protect the city.”


Marta took her hand. “It is time.”


“Rune,” Strad roared, and strode toward her. He yanked her
away from Marta, pulled her into his arms, and held her like he’d never let her
go.


Not ever.


She kissed him, gently. “I won’t be long, Berserker.” I
swear it. I swear it.


I will not leave my crew.


“Take care of Z,” she whispered, her lips touching the soft
warmth of his ear.


And she pushed out of his arms.


She’d rather have stayed there forever than face whatever
hell was waiting for her.


Once again, Marta took her hand. Eagerly.
“Come, darling. Do not worry,” she told the crew. “It is not yet her time to
die.”


But no one believed her. Not even Rune.


She would change, she knew it. Change in unimaginable ways.


And wasn’t change a form of death?


Wasn’t it?


She felt them behind her, watching her as she walked away.
She had to put them from her mind and trust that they’d drive the fuck out of
Rock County, rejoin the humans, and leave the Others
to their battles.


She put her free hand to her stomach, trying to caress away
the anxiety. But that wasn’t ever going to happen.


Too bad the zombies couldn’t eat her fucking memory.


“Where is the witch?” she asked Marta.


Marta held Rune’s hand as if she might run away should she
let her go. “She waits in the Camp.”


“This is not going to be fun, is it?”


Marta half smiled. “I don’t believe so.”


“Yeah.”


“Let’s run.”


She didn’t want to use her speed to get to hell quicker, to
leave her crew behind. But she nodded, and with the strange vampire woman
guiding her, sprinted toward the Camp.


The ground flew by in dizzying flashes of darkness. Marta
led her out of the town, out to where the woods were deep and dotted with trees
skinny and starving for color.


The limbs reached for her, as did the arms of zombies they
flashed by, but nothing could stop the run of a vampire in full speed.


Or whatever she was.


And finally, they reached the Camp.


She stared up at the high fence, curled on top with razor
wire and laced with silver. Through the wire she spotted small, squat
buildings, arranged haphazardly around a tall, dark structure.


The tall building was where the witch waited.


Rune could feel her there, could smell her.


The Camp smelled like rotten boiled eggs.


The area inside the fence was barren and bleak, with no
trees or plants to soften the sterile landscape. Tall pole lights bathed the
ground with a cold illumination. Nothing moved, breathed, or cried.


“Is it abandoned except for the witch?”


Marta’s voice was grim. “No. No, it is not.”


“Why hasn’t she taken you?”


Marta pressed her lips together and was silent for so long
Rune thought she might not answer her. But finally, she spoke. “Damascus is not
interested in me. I am nothing to her.”


“What will she do if she gets Llodra?”


“She loved him, as much as one like her can love. She was—is—obsessed
with him. He was her entire world, and he ran away.  If she manages to
find him, she’ll take him back and for eternity, he will be her animal.” She
glanced at Rune. “You hate Nicolas, but if you knew what he had lived through,
and what his life would be like if the witch took him again, you would feel
only horror and pity.”


Rune’s body began to shake with cold reaction. Fear,
insidious and strong, streaked through her.


She remembered when fear for herself rarely touched her—back
when she wanted so badly to die.


Where was that girl now?


Maybe she was hidden beneath the crew’s devotion, Jeremy’s
absence, and the berserker’s regard.


Maybe. But if she tried, she was
pretty sure she could bring her back.


She needed her anger and her hatred. She needed her monster.


Ignoring the vampire, she wrapped her fingers around the
electric fence.


“No,” Marta cried.


The shock sat Rune on fire. It started in her hands and shot
through her arms to her body and into her mind that, for one second, ceased to
exist.


For a second, there was just…nothing.


Then there was pain.


She accepted the pain, embraced it, and gathered it into a
ball of power. And then, she shot it back out.


Sparks flew.


Marta screamed, shielded her face, and backed away.


The silver fence melted beneath Rune’s hands and ran in hot
rivulets over her skin, up her arms, burning, burning.


Silver and electricity.


The Spiritgrove COS leader had attacked her with silver and
electricity once, and it had incapacitated her.


No more.


The silver coated her fingers, melting into the delicate
skin as it slid up over her hands, her wrists, her forearms.


It sank with a sizzle into her skin and she could feel it
there, a thin, greasy layer of molten silver.


“You continue to amaze.”


The voice was male, slightly mocking, but also tinged with
admiration.


Llodra had arrived.


 


 











 Chapter
Eighteen


She pulled the fence apart as though it were melted taffy,
and without looking back, stepped inside the Camp.


When she turned around, Llodra, ravaged and ill, watched
her.


He quivered—not small shivers but strong
tremors that jerked his entire body. Despite his cool voice, terror lit
his face. He had one hand glued to the dead fence and one hand wrapped around
Marta’s arm.


He was fighting with everything he had not to go to the
witch.


Even Rune could feel her call. And if she could feel it,
what must that pull be like for Nick Llodra?


Marta stood quietly, her raw gaze eating up the master’s
face.


She loves him.


That made her think of Amy, which
was good. She needed pain, she needed guilt. She needed black.


It would make her strong enough to handle what was to come.


She and Llodra stared at each other.


He was a ghost of the Llodra she’d known before his madness,
before his capture. His face was all sharp angles and hollows filled with
shadows. Pale, dry skin stretched tightly over the prominent bones beneath it.


His black eyes were so bright with pain she found it
difficult to look at them. He was thin and scarred, bruised and broken.


But she could not care. He’d killed Amy. He’d tortured the
little bite junkie who had loved him. He’d taken her Ellis.


He’d fucked with her.


Llodra was mad, and he was evil.


And now he stood before her, shattered and damaged.


But he would heal. He was a vampire.


He was covered with blood. “You fed.”


“Oh, yes. I fed.”


“You’re a messy eater, Llodra.” She could only imagine how
horrific had been his damage before he’d fed. He looked like death.


He is death.


“Why are you here? If you’re so terrified of Damascus,
aren’t you afraid she’s going to come out and get you?”


He shivered harder. “If I did not give in to the call, just
for an instant, my heart would have exploded.” He glanced down at his bloody
shirt. “Some of this is from me.”


“Tell me what to do.”


He smiled, a little. “I do not know. I know only that you
are as strong as she is. There is magic inside you. Send her away, Rune. Save
me.”


“I am not doing this for you.” She was suddenly furious.
Furious that he could believe she cared about him after everything he’d done.
“You are not worth saving.”


“Then do it to stop the monsters.”


“I’m not sure…”


“You do not have to be sure. You just have to fight, because
fighting is what you do.” His silky voice slid over her skin like melting ice.
“It is not the time to talk. Now, you must do what you were born to do. Destroy
the evil.


“For that,” he whispered, “is why you exist.”


She shivered and without warning, her fangs dropped. Tremors
of electric power still shook her body.


That moment was all that mattered.


Nothing came before, and nothing would come after.


There was only that moment.


And the witch was calling her.


Fie was calling her.


Llodra shuddered harder. He clenched his fists and closed his
eyes, a high-pitched wheeze wafting past his lips.


She turned to go.


“Wait,” Marta said.


She stopped. “What?”


“Nicolas,” Marta said. “Do it.”


“Do what?” Rune asked.


Nicolas didn’t move.


“Protect yourself,” Marta cried,
and shoved him toward Rune. “You must.”


Before she could react, Nicolas was upon her, his fangs
buried deep in the side of her throat.


She stood frozen with disbelief beneath his bite.


As he drank from her, he pushed the jagged edge of his torn
wrist to her mouth. She had no idea how or when he’d opened his own vein, but
the blood exchange was happening and there was not one fucking thing she could
do to stop it.


Flashing images bombarded her damaged mind. The berserker, his lips at her breast. Denim,
lost and alone. Levi and Z.


Z…


The only parents she’d known. Drinking
down their blood, the joy almost too much to contain. The first time she
could remember realizing she was different.


Different. Special.


She was strong, and fucking Llodra would not control her.


Her monster wouldn’t let him.


She screamed and shoved him away, shoved him so hard he flew
into the air, hit the fence, and then bounced off it to land face down upon the
ground.


But it was too late. His blood was inside her, and her blood
was inside him.


“Why?” she cried, digging her nails into the small wounds
left by his teeth. “Why?”


Marta stared at Rune with careful, terrified eyes, and
grasping Llodra’s ankles, began to pull him through the break in the fence.


“Why?” Rune screamed. She was suddenly full of rage and
desire—the desire to kill. One second she was standing fifteen feet from the
downed vampire, and the next she had Llodra by the throat, tearing him from
Marta’s grip.


She ripped out his throat almost before she realized she was
going to.


“No,” Marta screamed. “Your blood is his protection. He had
to!”


Rune didn’t care. She slung bloody bits of him away and shot
the claws of her free hand out. She was going to take his heart, eat the
fucking thing, and then tear his head off. God, the rage.


The madness.


That thought saved Llodra’s life.


She paused, and as she did, Marta slashed her eyes, blinding
her.


She dropped Llodra.


The last thing she heard as she stumbled away, her fists to
her eyes, was Marta’s voice, echoing inside her mind.


“The blood he gave you will help you defeat Damascus. It is
the blood of your father!”


Your father.


Your father.


And then Nicolas Llodra and Marta were gone, and there was
only Rune.


She fell to the ground, scrubbing at her sightless, agonized
eyes, and began to giggle.


Her father was there?


And Llodra knew. Of course he did. Her gut had told her all
along that Llodra knew more about her than he’d pretended.


Her father was there.


Where was her mother?


Why did they hide from her? Why did they reject her?


Because she was a monster?


They were monsters.


She had parents. And they’d left her to strangers—strangers
she’d killed.


Her eyes burned, burned as though fire ants bored into them
as they carried bits of food into her brain.


She howled with laughter, thin blood and gore mixing with
the earth to make a bloody soup in which she writhed, full of agony and
madness.


 


 











 Chapter
Nineteen


It was the captive Others who
roused her.


Specifically, Darius Elliot and his
wolves.


He knelt beside her and pulled her back to reality. “Rune. Rune Alexander.” His voice
was almost chiding.


She opened her watery eyes, surprised when she could see.
They stung, and felt as though a few dozen stray eyelashes were clinging to
them. But she could see.


Darius had been through his own hell. His body was thinner
and his face was cut and bruised. He touched his swollen lip a little
self-consciously. “The witch’s magic keeps us from shifting while we’re this
close to her.” He stood then, and offered her a hand up.


But when she stood, shaky and somewhat numb, he stared over
her head. “I’m sorry.”


“I should kill you,” she said tonelessly.


“We were afraid you wouldn’t come if you knew the truth.”


“You’re idiots.” But she could think again. “Go, before the
witch comes to stop you.”


“She can’t leave the tower,” he told her. “She spawned there
and she can’t leave that spot.”


Rune frowned. “Then how the fuck does she cause
so much damage? The zombies, you?” She rubbed her
eyes. “How did she get the kid?”


He shook his head. “She can’t leave. Someone brought her the
child. The rest she does because she’s just that powerful. Her magic…I’ve never
felt anything like it.”


Llodra and Marta had lied to her. The witch couldn’t destroy
RISC. She couldn’t have gone to get Llodra. True, her call might have ripped
him apart as the RISC bars held him captive, but he and Marta had known Rune
would have him released. They’d seized the chance to give him his freedom.


And Rune had fallen for it.


When she found them…


Then she closed her eyes, thankful her spirit had not been
broken, after all. Was she mad? Perhaps a little. Perhaps a lot.


But she was still the person she’d always been, and she had
a reason to live.


Someone had to help save the fucking world.


“Why are you smiling?” Darius asked.


She shook her head, then glanced around the area at the Others gathering there. Large eyes stared back at her from
thin faces. “The military is coming. There is an opening in the fence.” She
pointed. “Get out of here.” She met the wolf alpha’s gaze. “Run.”


“I’m sorry,” he said again.


“Darius,” she called, as he was about to climb through the
fence. “The Others can be infected. I saw some of your
wolves. They’re zombies now.”


He nodded, and then he was gone.


They were all gone.


And she was alone with the witch.


Every light in the yard went out.


“Bring it, bitch,” she muttered. She dropped her fangs and
lifted her hands, ready to shoot out her claws.


But her claws wouldn’t come.


“The hell?” she said. She could feel them in there. She
tried again. “Now that can’t be good.”


It was almost like they’d been sealed inside by—


The fence.


The hot melted metal and silver had covered her skin. Had
sunk into her pores, coating her bones, her claws…


She would just have to try a little harder. She’d break the
bastards loose.


Grinding her teeth against the pain, she concentrated on
nothing but the claws and pushed with everything inside her.


They burst free with a sound like a sword being ripped from
its sheath, but still it took her a few seconds to understand what the gleam of
her claws meant.


The moonlight bounced off a metallic glare so bright she had
to squint against it, but even as she watched, the brightness slowly dimmed.


Until she waved them through the air, then once more they
brightened…waking up.


“Son of a bitch,” she murmured.


She had silver claws. And they responded to movement…to thought.


It was like Christmas.


Magic. She was full of magic. What
was it Llodra had once told her?


“You do not fully realize your power, do you? There is a
chance you would pull out the secrets inside you and give me what I so
deserve.”


Yes, Llodra knew things.


And she was still learning. Growing.


She had a father.


But she couldn’t let that distract her. Not yet.


She looked up at the tall building. The witch watched and
waited there. She could feel her the same way she felt impending storms—heavy
pressure in her chest and a tickle of unease in her throat.


At a sound behind her she whirled around, and saw a zombie
pushing its way through the gap in the fence.


But she couldn’t be bothered with the zombies. The humans
would take care of them. Or she would, if she…


When she got rid of the witch.


Ignoring the zombies now piling into the Camp, she jogged to
the tall building—the witch’s tower—retracted her claws, and slipped inside.


There was an elevator in the lobby, but she wasn’t getting
on it. She found the stairwell and began climbing the steps, slowly at first,
then running up them.


It wasn’t that she was in a hurry to meet the monster
waiting for her. She was reluctant. She wasn’t eager to meet the new threat.
Thoughts of the witch scared the hell out of her.


And that was why she ran.


She’d never hidden from a monster—other than her own. She
wasn’t going to start now.


She reached the top floor and stopped to listen. There were
no sounds. No whispers, no cries.


The air was thick and heavy with expectation, making it hard
to breathe.


Funny, considering how innocuous the hallway was. Carpets and small pictures, the occasional plastic plant.


At the end of the hall she saw a set of double doors, and
realized suddenly where the witch waited. She was on the roof. Witches didn’t
like closed in, airless places. They liked nature. The outdoors, storms, air…


Beneath the sky was where the witch would caw her spells,
would chant her words, would spew her curses.


Where she would use everything she had to destroy Rune.


Rune swallowed hard and sent out her claws, flinching at the
sound of them filling the silence. But the witch would be aware of Rune’s
location.


Maybe they really were alike. Kindred spirits, as
Marta had said.


Whatever, Rune felt a certain familiarity she didn’t
question. It just was.


And then the door to the roof was before her and though she
silently lamented her hesitation, she paused. Just for a second, but she
paused.


The door opened on its own, eagerly.


Rune walked out.


It was time to meet the witch.


 


 











 Chapter
Twenty


The witch stood at the edge of the roof, her hands on her
hips, bouncing gently on her toes.


Rune battled a bit with claustrophobia, but she had no fear
of heights. Still, the sight made her stomach clench just a little.


At the witch’s feet, Fie sat hunched and silent, her chin on
her chest. She didn’t look up at Rune’s entrance. She didn’t so
much as twitch.


Damascus didn’t resemble the stereotypical witch.


She had her straight, white-blonde hair in a ponytail. She’d
dressed her slightly plump body in a too short black skirt, a blood-red blouse,
and a pair of black heels. Jewelry glittered at her throat, her ears, and her
fingers.


Her lips, thick with red lipstick, were black in the
moonlight. She smiled. “How do I look?”


“You don’t look evil,” Rune said, surprised that her voice
was calm. “But I can feel it coming from you.”


Damascus tilted her head. “What does it feel like?”


“Like a hazy, green bog full of troll shit and bubbling
poison.” Rune returned the smile, hoping no fear showed. “Something like that.”


“That’s not very nice,” Damascus murmured. She leaned over
slightly to caress Fie’s head. “Is it, Stefanie?”


Rune kept her stare on the witch. She couldn’t let her know
she was terrified for the kid. As if she doesn’t already know that.
“What do you want?”


“Oh, I’m sure the deceptive little Marta told you exactly
what I came for.” Again, she tilted her head. “But I have failed. I must settle
for getting this tiny necromancer and you, instead.”


“You—” Rune swallowed. “You don’t get us.”


“Oh, but I do.” She put a finger to her chin. “And I get
your power as well.” She clapped her hands, laughing. “You will be a wonderful
addition to the others.”


Others…


Damascus sniffed the air. “From whom did you feed?”


“I was force fed by Llodra, your little runaway.”


At Llodra’s name, Damascus sank her teeth into her bottom
lip, and to Rune’s horror, began chewing through it like a juicy piece of meat.
“He was almost mine again.” The mangled, bloody lip
flapped as she spoke. “I was so happy. He was right here, in my hands. I could
feel him. I called with everything I had but he got away. Because
of you.”


 She tilted her head, her gaze distant. “Why would my
Nicolas feed you?” She held up a hand as though Rune was about to interrupt
her. Then she once again speared Rune with her bottomless stare. “Bloody protection. Such bloody
protection. Bloody, bloody, bloody—”


“Fie,” Rune said. “I need you to move away from the lady.”


The witch covered her mouth and giggled. “That’s precious.”


Rune shot out her claws and dropped her fangs. “I like a lot
of space when I kill.”


Damascus lifted her eyebrows. “Oh. I can certainly accommodate
you there.” She buried her fingers into Fie’s hair, jerked the child into the
air, and slung her over the edge of the building. Fie never made a sound.
“You’re welcome.”


“No,” Rune screamed, and didn’t even realize she’d moved
until her claws sliced empty air where the witch had stood a second before.


Damascus laughed, the underlay of malevolence so strong it
pierced Rune’s eardrums, filling her head with pain.


“She gone,” Damascus cried. “She dead!” But then she closed her mouth, held a hand to
her head, and frowned. “That’s different. She’s a strong little thing.”


Rune threw herself to her knees at the roof’s edge. Roaming
zombies moaned and lurched over the dark ground, converging, Rune was sure,
upon Fie’s broken little body.


She couldn’t see the child, could only silently acknowledge
her regret and horror as she turned once more to face the witch. Llodra’s maker.


It was his fault. Fie was dead because of Nicolas Llodra and
his fucking girlfriend.


There was little time for anything else—not even
self-recrimination. That would come later. 


If she survived the witch.


“That’s a disappointment,” Damascus said. “I could have
trained her. Used her.”


Rune lifted her stare from the floor and looked at the
witch.


“Oh,” Damascus said. “There it is. Death
in your pretty blue eyes.” Her own eyes flashed red, then
went black. “But it’s your death I see there.”


“You talk too damn much.” Rune forced her silver claws to
elongate even more. They lengthened until finally she had to rein them in. They
were becoming too unwieldy. 


“Hideous,” Damascus said, and dropped the blonde façade.


The blonde’s body seemed to implode, then
peeled in layers to fall upon the roof before turning to a foul smelling gray
ash.


Rune stood frozen as she beheld the witch. The true witch.


“I stole that body from a whore on the second floor,”
Damascus said. “She came up for a smoke and I fancied her. But I much prefer my
body.”


Rune heard distant cawing, and crying, and the long dead
echoes of tortured screams. Hot, putrid wind stirred the growing tufts of her
hair. She shivered as gooseflesh erupted on her skin and she started to touch
her groaning belly before she remembered her claws were out.


The witch smiled.


In that smile was every terror ever imagined, every black
thing ever thought, every depravity ever invented.


The witch wasn’t a woman, not really. She was evil wrapped
in horror, tied neatly with a bow of rancid blood and sour anguish.


Her skin was partly translucent. Made up of twisted, knotty
veins and arteries, swollen, pulsating organs, and splashes of blood and rot,
she was something caught between life and death, something created in the
darkest depths of hell.


As Rune watched, faces of others—victims, they had to be the
witch’s victims—flashed over the witch’s skeletal face as though she wore
layers of masks that blinked into existence sporadically.


Like her body was a world, and those people were caught
inside, forever.


Screaming frozen faces with eyes that were still alive. Still aware.


Rune wobbled as her knees weakened. “Oh,
God.” Her eyes hurt. She couldn’t force breath past the fear clogging
her throat. She could feel her heart beating, throbbing, hard and fast. Too fast.


“God can’t help you now,” Damascus said.


Rune wanted to jump off the roof, to run screaming from the horror
before her—she knew, just knew the woman was going to reach out and drag
her inside that nightmare with the others.


The witch was a concoction of all the power she’d stolen and
sucked inside herself. She was everyone she’d ever destroyed.


And she wanted to add Rune to that nasty, bloody mix.


Rune had been afraid in her life, but never like she was
right then. All the self-hatred, all the pain…it was gone. In its place was
sheer terror.


Death didn’t scare her.


Being one of the people caught inside the disturbing
landscape Damascus called a body—that scared her.


She didn’t care about saving the world. The zombies were far
away, a dream, and they were not as important as her need to stay free of the
witch.


But she was not created to hide, shaking as her fear choked
her.


That left her one option.


She would kill the witch.


There were no other choices.


The witch watched her, exposed eyeballs glittering. She wore
a knowing smile, somehow, though there were no real lips to prove it.


But it was there.


“I do like a challenge,” she said.


“Then you’re going to love me.”


And Rune became her monster.


 


 











 Chapter
Twenty-One


Would her monster be enough this time?


No.


She would have to become something more, something she’d
never been. It was inside her. She just had to figure out how to drag it
screaming from the shadows of her psyche.


She could.


Llodra had said so. And if he knew her father, he knew her.


The witch came at her, her freaky, fucked up face changing
every couple of seconds.


She was fast—faster than anyone Rune had ever seen.


Rune flew through the air and had her claws reaching for the
woman before she was near her. She forced them longer and they blasted from her
fingers, right into the witch’s head.


And there they stuck.


Damascus howled with laughter, shaking her head from side to
side like a crazed bull. “Fun,” she shrieked. “Fun!”


Rune tried to wrench her claws free, yanking desperately in
a frenzy of horror and disbelief.


But Damascus held her soundly and began to slowly reel her closer,
her monstrous head gulping at Rune’s claws like a snake swallowing a deer.


She was a hideous sponge, and she was absorbing Rune, her
monster, and her power.


Did that mean the witch would be Rune?


Rune forced herself calm. She found the darkness inside her
and embraced it greedily.


And then, instead of fighting to free herself, she began
stuffing her claws, her hands, even her arms, deeper into Damascus. “Eat this,
bitch.”


Damascus stopped laughing.


Rune was up to her elbows inside the witch’s head. She swam
in there, exploring, gathering information. “I see you,” she said, her
voice a singsongy whisper.


The witch didn’t like that. She didn’t like it at all.


“Get out,” she screamed, and began frantically trying to
dislodge Rune. “Out!”


Rune was powerful and full of a strange magic the witch had
wanted to taste, to steal. But she was no longer eager to do anything more than
survive.


Rune smiled into the bulging, glistening eyes. “Got you. Now what will happen to you when I take your
power?”


But Damascus wasn’t going to be that easy.


She gathered her own darkness and desperation and fought
back, as Rune had known she would.


A power like Damascus would never be easily defeated—but it
was enough that she understood Rune was just as strong.


And then Fie flashed across the witch’s face.


Rune moaned. “You fucking…”


“She tasted sweet,” Damascus crooned.


Damascus had already taken Fie before she tossed her shell
of a body off the roof. Most likely she’d killed her long before Rune had even
stepped inside the building.


They both began to fight in earnest. No hesitations, no
talking.


Rune dug her claws inside the witch, trying to scoop out
something vital.


Damascus ran her fingers over Rune’s arms, and where she
touched, she left chaos. Rune’s skin began to crack, like mud left to dry in
the hot sun.


Her claws, deep inside the repulsive witch, began to peel
and snap. Once again, fear lit her mind and she pulled away, slicing at
Damascus as she fought to drag her claws free.


This time, Damascus didn’t try to stop her. She pushed as
Rune pulled. Finally Rune popped free with a savagery that propelled her across
the floor, where she lay dazed as she tried to reclaim her mind without the
connection to the witch.


She shuddered, sloughing off the invisible fingers of the witch’s
vast and dark mind. Her skin began to repair immediately. Her claws zipped back
inside her, and she felt them healing as well.


Something brushed her cheek and she reached up to shove her
hair out of her face. There was no time to be shocked about something so mundane as hair.


The witch was coming. She glided toward Rune, her face full
of determination.


Rune jumped to her feet, shooting out her claws. “I’m not
getting trapped inside that darkness,” she murmured.


But Damascus believed otherwise. She lifted her hands, her
lipless mouth moving as she muttered words Rune couldn’t understand.


A green-tinged fog appeared, swirling between her palms.
Then she blew, gently.


The fog or gas or whatever it was whooshed toward Rune, and she
barely had time to get her claws up to block it before the witch released
another round.


“Fie,” she yelled, as she blocked another ball of the
noxious green gas. “Can you hear me?”


Damascus stood still suddenly and tilted her head. “Of
course she can hear you. They all can.” She giggled, then
stopped abruptly. “I tire of play. I’ll have you now.”


“How romantic.” But her voice
shook. She ignored her fear. She wasn’t ready to give the child up, not yet.
“Stefanie!”


There was, of course, no answer.


And Damascus hadn’t lied. She was done playing. Her next
ball of fog was larger and faster, and broke open to splash upon Rune’s arm
when she blocked it.


It sizzled on her skin and the pain was so intense she
couldn’t help but scream. The fog, like acid, began to eat away her flesh.


She slashed at the witch, gratified when her long, silver
claws sliced off one of Damascus’s arms.


But it didn’t matter. The arm fell to the floor and began to
shrivel, crawling across the roof. The blood congealed and turned black, the
bones belching little puffs of smoke before turning to ash.


The witch regrew her arm. In seconds.


Llodra and Marta had been wrong. Rune couldn’t defeat
Llodra’s maker, and she couldn’t send her away. No one could.


The witch lifted her newly formed arm, pointed her fingers
at Rune, and began to make a stirring motion.


The air itself became the green acid fog.


“Fuck,” Rune shrieked, and ran. She ran with every bit of
the speed being an Other gave her. If the fog
enveloped her, it’d devour her skin and meat and leave only the clean bones to
drop to the floor.


And she could only hope if that happened, somehow she’d be
dead, not a part of the witch’s horrible little internal commune.


So she left Damascus behind. Fie and the others souls were
lost to her. She couldn’t save them, and she couldn’t defeat the witch. She
didn’t know how to.


She ran toward the edge of the roof, acid mist sizzling at
her back, and prepared to jump.


But at the last second, she threw herself to the side, let
the fog roll over her, and turned to drive her claws through the witch’s eyes.


Right into her brain.


It wouldn’t kill her, but it would slow her
the hell down.


And as Damascus screamed and scratched furrows into Rune’s
arms, trying to dislodge the silver claws, Rune did the unthinkable.


She began to feed from the witch.


 


 











 Chapter
Twenty-Two


It was like drinking poison.


Damascus tasted of madness, depravity, and a killing rage
worse even than the berserker’s.


Those inside her tasted of deadly sorrow, and pain, and
overwhelming depression. Despair was so sharp it was smothering, and Rune
couldn’t stand it.


Nothing matters. She remembered. Nothing mattered.
Life was a joke.


Feeding had been an impulse, and it had been a big fucking
mistake.


She could have handled the witch’s taste, but the broken,
grieving sadness of those trapped inside her was too much.


Their reality was too much.


And Rune could not handle it.


She gagged on tears and yanked her fangs from Damascus’s
thinned-skinned throat. She’d punctured the visible, pulsating artery, not even
thinking about it—it’d been the simple reflex action of a vampire.


The blood had squirted down her throat in strong splashes,
and it didn’t matter that she stopped feeding. She couldn’t get the taste from
her mind. The horror inside the witch was something she’d never known existed.
Something she’d never imagined.


She’d been through shit. She’d been hurt, and she’d
experienced horror.


But not like that.


Not even from Llodra. Not even living with the knowledge
that she’d slaughtered her adoptive parents was as unspeakable as what was
inside the witch.


And that changed her mind about everything. She wasn’t
leaving until Damascus was dead or gone.


She couldn’t.


Nicolas Llodra was right. That was why she existed.


She destroyed the monsters—true monsters.


Damascus pinched her artery and it sealed off with a hiss.
She stared at Rune with curiosity and satisfaction, which quickly turned to
shock, and then hatred.


“It’s not possible. You cannot live with my blood inside
you.”


Rune wiped her mouth on the back of her hand. “It would
appear that I can.”


Her stomach heaved, trying to dislodge the revolting blood,
but she swallowed hard and forced herself not to vomit.


And for the first time, doubt showed in Damascus’s monstrous
eyes.


Rune backed away. Her sensitive ears caught the sounds of
engines. Ground troops were coming to kill Rock County.


Damascus smiled. “I came here to take back what belongs to
me. To call him into my presence and spirit him back to my world. Back into my loving arms.”


“Believe me, lady, I regret not handing him over to you.”
Something had changed, and Rune was pretty sure she knew what it was. The witch
was giving up. She wanted to go back to her world.


But Rune didn’t want to let her go. Not alive.


“I cannot defeat you,” Damascus continued. “Especially not with my blood inside you. Do you know that
you are truly immortal?”


“I’ve had my suspicions.”


“My blood will not make you happy, my dear. But you have
your greedy self to blame for that.” She took one step back, away from Rune.
“You cannot defeat me, either. So to stand here and battle is a waste of time.


“And I am a woman in love.” She grimaced, and for one brief
second looked almost human. She sounded human. She tilted her head and
was silent for a long moment. Calling Nicolas.


“He does not answer. He has escaped me. Again.”
She started to turn away, but hesitated. “Marta had the child delivered to me.
So when you go on your hunt for Nicky, don’t neglect to punish Marta.” She
giggled. It sounded more like a sob.


Rune advanced on the witch, slowly, carefully. “I won’t let
you take Stefanie. If you want to leave, you have to release her first.”


The witch slid farther away, laughing as she went. “You
can’t stop me from going.”


But Rune, who had been inside the witch’s mind, knew
otherwise. She grinned and leaped at Damascus. Before the witch could move, she
forced her fingers through the sludge in her chest and grabbed her heart. Her black, swollen heart.


And then she squeezed.


Damascus screamed.


“Your weak spot,” Rune said. “Release the child or I will
burst your fucking heart.”


She knew also if she killed the witch, Fie would die with
her—but she’d kill them both if she had to. Better Fie die than to exist inside
Damascus.


She squeezed harder.


“Oh,” the witch cried. “It hurts.”


“Yeah. That’s always what
hurts the most—someone fucking with your heart. Release her and I’ll let you
go.”


She didn’t want to, but she would.


Damascus opened her mouth, her teeth parting as she dropped
her lower jaw. And from the opening, a light started to shine.


The witch’s body began to heave, as though she were going to
vomit. And then she did—she vomited up the spirit of the child.


Rune thought she might pass out. Dark spots grew and danced
in her field of vision as she strained to follow the light, the light that was
Stefanie Arco.


She couldn’t breathe as the power grew, dimmed, then grew again.


“Go,” she cried, and pulled her fingers away from the
witch’s chest. “Go!” Please.


“I know you,” Damascus whispered suddenly, her face
filled with shock. “How did I forget?”


Then the witch was gone.


She did pass out then, and when she came to seconds or hours
or decades later, the witch was gone and the world was full of sounds she
didn’t at first understand.


Motors and staccato gunfire, shouts and
cries.


Finally, she remembered where she was.


Fie. She had to find Fie.


She climbed groggily to her feet and looked around, but the
light was no longer there. Maybe Damascus had lied, but she didn’t think so.
She’d seen the light leaving her mouth.


She’d seen the fear in the witch’s eyes.


Maybe Fie had gone to find her body. Her
broken body.


Rune stumbled down the stairs, each stumbling, lurching step
seeming to take an eternity.


She flung open the doors and ran with a bit more strength to
the side of the building where Fie had lain.


But when she got there, Fie’s body was gone.


There was only one small shoe, lying with sad abandon in the
dirt, surrounded by the prone bodies of five motionless, rotting zombies.


She had to accept the fact that Fie was gone. But her
spirit, that lived on. Somewhere.


 











 Chapter
Twenty-Three


The sounds of screaming hit her brain, and she realized it
was a sound she’d been hearing for a while—she just hadn’t processed it.


She forced herself into a jog, her body groaning with pain,
and headed toward the screams.


Fucking Llodra.


She would find him.


It was just a matter of time.


The screams faded and she ran faster, finally bursting
through an open door in one of the squat, mustard-colored buildings to the left
of the tower.


Inside, the floor was littered with rotting bodies of
zombies. Marta hadn’t lied about that—when the witch had gone, the zombies had
crumbled to the ground and…died. The new zombies.


The old zombies were still very much animated, and were
eating cheerfully of the Others chained with silver to
the walls.


Stunned, Rune stood still for the second it took her to
understand what she was seeing.


Others.


Chained to the walls.


The Others who still lived seemed
too weak to put up much resistance, but there were some who fought to shift
even as they were being bitten.


But the silver kept the Others from
shifting, melting into flesh as they struggled.


She didn’t see one wolf among them. Elliot was just like
Marta. They couldn’t be bothered to help anyone who wasn’t pack or coven.


Rune shot her claws out, destroying
zombie brains before anyone even realized she was in the room.


She started to kill the bitten Others
before she realized that with the witch and her strange magic gone, the Others
would not be infected. They’d heal.


Except for the ones the zombies had injured beyond repair.
Those she could not help except by finishing off.


With the arrival of help, of hope, the Others
who weren’t too far gone began to scream once more. The room became a thick,
muddy mix of screams, pleas, and cries, and worst of all, the clacking teeth
and sorrowful moans of the zombies.


“Please,” a man begged. That was all. Just please.


She pulled apart the blood-spattered chains, freeing the Others even as she continued to decapitate the few zombies
that remained.


“Is there a back door?” she asked, calmly.


One of the Others, a woman with
rusty red hair and half her face missing, nodded. She wasn’t capable of opening
her mouth to talk, but pointed to the left.


“Run,” Rune said. She raised her voice. “As soon as I free
you, go out the back and don’t stop for anything. The military is here, and
they’ll destroy you faster than the zombies will.”


She drove her claws through a zombie’s brain and with her
other hand, freed the last prisoner. Then the room was empty but for blood and
rot and Rune.


She heard the soldiers converging upon the building as she
ran down the long hall and out the back, following the Others
she’d freed.


There were more buildings, and maybe there were more captive
Others inside them. But she couldn’t allow herself to
get caught by the military.


That wouldn’t help anybody.


She passed a huge, crudely built cage, set on a platform and
wrapped in silver-laced screen. She knew immediately it’d been used for
Otherfights.


Fucking Camp. Fucking
humans.


She ran to the woods at the back of the compound, pacing
herself to stay behind the Others. She herded them
into the deep woods, where everyone split up at once. There were no words, just
terrorized, injured people hoping like hell they could find a safe place to
exist.


It was there in the woods, as she closed her eyes and hid
her face against the rough bark of a tree, that she remembered her cell.


She ripped it from her tattered pocket, staring in disbelief
when she realized it was dead. “Fuck!”


The crew might have gotten out before the military came in,
but where was Denim?


She slid the useless phone back into her pocket and wrapped
her arms around herself. She was cold. Her mind wanted to shut down and take a
break from all it had witnessed.


But she didn’t remember a time when she wasn’t cold. Or
hurt. Or so alone she wanted to burst into tears like a fucking girl.


With dry leaves and forest floor debris crunching under her
boots, she began to walk. She was going home.


Overhead, helicopters swooped, and she flinched each time
one’s light grazed the area near her.


But finally, the sounds of engines and machine gunfire and
curses began to fade as she left the zombies to the military.


The woods were vast and empty, filled with nothing but bare,
shivering trees. The moon shone brightly down on the chaotic night, lighting
her way.


Her right arm continued to drip blood, slow to heal from the
witch’s desperate scratches. The scent would most likely attract any zombies in
the area.


She almost hoped it would. The woods were too dead.


She came upon a small, old graveyard. Even here, the earth
was churned and disturbed where ancient dead had climbed free.


George…she’d have to explain to Fie’s big brother that she’d
lost the girl—if he came out of his stupor, or whatever it was.


He’d be devastated. And alone.


And that just sucked.


“Your Highness.”


She walked right by him before she realized he wasn’t a
mirage. He was as real as she was, and he was standing in the middle of the
woods talking to her.


Gunnar the Ghoul.


She stopped and stared, finally, still disbelieving. “You
can’t leave Wormwood.”


He gestured at the ground. “I can appear in any graveyard.”


“You never told me,” she murmured. She reached out, ignoring
the way he cringed as she touched him.


She understood. She did the same thing when someone wanted
to touch her—unless it was done in anger or with the intent to hurt her. That, she didn’t recoil from.


He was real. Gunnar the Ghoul was there in those strange,
too quiet woods, and he was as familiar to her as her own face.


“I do not volunteer information about myself,” he said.


They stared at each other for a long moment. She kept her
hand on his arm, afraid he would disappear if she let go of him. “I was alone,”
she said, for no reason.


His sharp-featured face softened. Or maybe it was only a
trick of the moonlight. “You are never alone, Your Desolateness.”


“How did you do this?” At last, she let go of him. He didn’t
disappear.


“As I said. I can…materialize in
any graveyard.”


She sighed. “It’s good to see you, baby. You have something
to tell me?”


He nodded, and his long black hair slid over his bony
shoulder. “But you will not like it.”


Yeah. She hadn’t really figured she would. “I have no Baby
Ruth candy bars. You’re not going to like that. But we deal with our little
disappointments and move on, don’t we?” Maybe if she kept talking, she’d never
find out what Gunnar had to tell her.


“It’s about Llodra,” he said, his face carefully blank. “As
you know, RISC freed him.”


“No.” Her voice was hoarse. “I freed him. What did he
do, Gunnar?”


“He fed in a frenzy of madness before he left the—”


“No. No.”


“—building. I’m sorry, Your Horror. He slaughtered your people.”


 


 











 Chapter
Twenty-Four


Rune had fled Gunnar and his bad news before he could tell
her what else he’d wanted to tell her. He’d held up a finger and said “Wait,
Rune,” as if she would. As if she could.


She barely remembered the run back to River County.


She’d left Rock County and its zombies and machine guns and
had sprinted through the night like a shadow. Like a master vampire.


Sheer hatred pushed her on, gave her the wings she needed. And for what? They were dead. They were all dead.


Fuck me.


The RISC parking lot was alive with cops and the media and
angry, grieving, terrified people.


Once again, she’d made a choice, and it had been the wrong
one.


Daylight came.


The RISC building was a slaughterhouse.


She’d slipped inside and when a cop had tried to stop her,
she’d looked at him. Just once, silently. Recognition
had lit his eyes and he’d backed away and left her alone.


The walls were splashed with blood, the floors slippery with
gore. Dark smears where Llodra had fed and then flung the bodies away.


All dead.


The bodies were gone but the spirit of horror lingered. She
could feel it in the heavy air. Smell it in the coppery, overpowering stench of
blood and vomit and shit.


What have I done?


She needed her crew.


She leaned against a wall and put her fists to her eyes,
trying to block out the sights of murder and pain. It wasn’t possible.


Elizabeth. God, Elizabeth. Don’t be dead.


“Rune!”


She felt them coming, the two she’d made, and realized she’d
unintentionally called to them in her need. I should have done it sooner.


Levi, his eyes jubilant and grateful,
followed reluctantly by Z, who could not help himself. She needed him.
He had to come.


Levi pulled her away from the wall and into his arms. “God,
Rune. God,” he kept repeating.


“Hi baby.”


His arms tightened. She would have been forced to hurt him
if she’d wanted to withdraw.


“I told them you were alive,” he said, finally letting her
out of his embrace. He smiled, a little embarrassed as he blinked away a tear.
“I’m not sure they believed me.”


“Where’s George? How is he?”


He shook his head. “Still out of it.
He’s in the hospital.”


Z stared at the wall, his arms
crossed, and refused to meet her gaze. “Z.” She heard the plea in her voice and
winced, but there it was.


He looked at her then, his lip curling. “What? What,
Rune? Do you want me to kneel down and kiss your boots?” He gestured, his smile
mocking, his eyes full of grief and rage. “Say the words. I must obey.”


Levi shoved him. “Shut the fuck up, motherfucker. She saved
your life. She didn’t set out to make you a fucking slave.”


Rune rubbed her eyes. “Listen to me, both of you.”


Immediately they stilled and stared at her.


Shit.


“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I made you…” She motioned
helplessly. “But I’m not sorry you’re standing here with me, alive.” She looked
at Z. “So you deal with it, Zeveriah Kader. When everything calms down, we’ll
figure shit out. But right now, I need you to be Shiv Crew. I need you to—”
Fuck if her voice didn’t break. “I need you to be my Z.”


He spoke as though every word were a splinter stabbing his
throat. “I don’t know how to be the man I was. But I must obey.” He clenched
his fists. “You should have let me die. I can’t forgive you for forcing me
back. For changing my fate. It was mine, not
yours. I won’t forgive you for that.”


“I couldn’t let you die.”


He grimaced. “I was dead, Rune. I was already fucking
dead.”


Later, she would give in to the need to feel sorry for
herself. She closed her eyes in a long, slow blink, then shook off the guilt
and did not reply. He was right. “Levi. Where are the others?” She gestured at
the blood decorating the floors and wall. “Who…who did Llodra kill?” She
couldn’t come right out and ask if Elizabeth was dead. She couldn’t.


He took her arm and urged her down the hall.


Z followed behind them, and for the first time since she’d
known him Rune felt a little thrill of fear with him at her back.


“Almost everyone in the building was killed,” Levi said. “A
few of them lived but are in pretty terrible shape. Jack, Ellie, and Raze are
in the break room.”


“The rest of the crew?” Then
finally, she forced out the words. She had to. “Elizabeth?”


“She’s in the hospital,” he said.


She stopped and grabbed his arm. “She lived?”


He nodded, but his face was grim. “So far.
But…”


“It’s enough. She’s alive.” She put a fist to her mouth and
pushed down the cries that wanted to escape. She hadn’t killed Elizabeth.


Not yet. They continued walking.


“Owen and Lex are with her,” he said.


His eyes were too sad for her to look into. She watched her
feet instead.


“You didn’t find Denim,” she stated.


“No.” He shuddered.


“I’m going back, Levi. I have to find Llodra and Marta. And
I will find your brother. I swear it.”


He nodded, but looked away. “Strad wouldn’t come back with
us, Rune. He’s patrolling the borders of Rock County, waiting for you.”


She thought her heart would explode with the effort it took
her to control her emotions. “Give me your cell.”


Strad answered on the first ring, his voice tight when he
spat out one agonized sentence. “Did you hear from her?”


She smiled, even though a quick sob managed to escape her
control. “It is her, Berserker.”


His silence hurt her ears, it was so heavy. Finally, “Rune.”


She nodded. She couldn’t speak, not then.


He understood. “You’re in River County?”


His voice was shaky and she knew it was because he was
running. Running back to his truck. Running
to her. “Yes,” she whispered, cursing the changes in her, the
vulnerability, the fucking need. “Hurry, Strad.”


“I’m on my way, sweetheart.”


Wordlessly, she handed Levi back his phone.


At last she stood in the break room doorway. Jack, Raze, and
Ellie sat at one of the tables, huddled in a little circle of grief and rage,
staring quietly down into the black depths of cold coffee.


“Somebody grab me a cup,” she said.


Ellis yelled something unintelligible and climbed across the
table, throwing himself against her so hard she would have been knocked into
the hall had Z not been at her back to catch her.


It was reflex—he just as quickly pushed her away.


But she let it go and stood still for Ellie’s hug, winking
at Jack who stared at her somberly as he waited for his turn.


“You look like hell,” Raze said, and dragged Ellis off her. Raze wasn’t the patient sort. He yanked her into
the air and held her against his chest in a bone crushing hug. “You look like
fucking hell.”


Rune smiled against his warm neck. “Smooth talker. It’s no
wonder you have such a way with the ladies.”


Her crew laughed, and it was good. The darkness had been
nearly unbearable.


At last she gave Jack a quick hug, then stepped away and
accepted the coffee Ellis handed her. “I lost Fie.” She told them everything
that had happened with the witch, Llodra, and the child. “Tell me exactly what
happened here.”


They did. Twenty seven RISC employees had been attacked.
Four of them were alive—though it was doubtful they’d remain that way.


Elizabeth and four guards had gone to release Llodra. The
cameras showed him waiting at the door, already aware they were coming.


He attacked Elizabeth first, which might have been what
saved her. The guards had started to pull guns from their holsters, and he had
turned his attention from her to them.


Then others came…the ones who had locked themselves inside their
rooms had been pulled screaming into the halls where he’d savagely fed and then
flung their drained bodies against the wall.


The entire slaughter had last only a few minutes, then Llodra was gone. He had gone to Rune, had exchanged
blood with her…


And now he was gone.


But not for long. She’d find him.


“It doesn’t make sense,” she murmured. “Why would he kill
these people?”


“Because he’s mad,” Raze said. “And he’s a killer.”


“Yeah. I guess.” She swallowed half
her coffee. “He said…” How could she say it so it wouldn’t sound ridiculous? “I
have a dad. Llodra force fed me blood he’d supposedly carried from my father to
protect me from the witch.” Yeah. It sounded ridiculous. She took another gulp
of coffee, avoiding their stares. “Not that I believe it.”


Right.


Ellis took pity on her. “Why would he do something to
protect you if he’s such a coldblooded killer?”


“Exactly,” she said.


“Rune.” Jack’s voice was gentle.
“We have him on camera killing our people.”


“No, I know. I know. And we’ll make sure he pays for that.
It just doesn’t make sense, that’s all.”


“And you don’t like it when things don’t make sense,” Lex
said.


“Lex!” Rune turned and grinned at
the blind Other. “Are you okay?”


“Am I okay?” Lex walked unerringly to Rune, shot a
hand out and wrapped her fingers around Rune’s wrist. “How are you?”


Rune gently extracted her wrist. “I’m okay. Where’s Owen?”


“Still at the hospital with Elizabeth.
I called a cab. I felt you were near.” Lex could feed her addiction simply by
being close to Rune. Feed, as she put it, from Rune’s energy. She didn’t have
to have her blood.


But Rune was pretty sure the blood would have been much,
much better.


“Is Elizabeth…?”


Lex shook her head. “She hasn’t regained consciousness.”


“Rune.” Levi squeezed her shoulder.
“Let me go now. I need to search for my brother.”


“Not alone,” Lex said, her dancing
eyes fierce. “I’m going with you.”


“As soon as we get things sorted out here,” Rune said,
“we’re all going to search for Denim.” She brushed a hand over her face. “We
have to avoid the soldiers.”


“They’re going to bomb Rock County,” Raze said. “We can’t go
back in.”


“You know that for sure?”


He shrugged. “That’s what I heard.”


She straightened her spine. “Then I go back alone.”


“We left you there once,” Jack said. “We won’t do it again.”


“You can’t go. I’ll be okay.”


“He’s right,” Raze said. “We’re not leaving you there alone
again.”


“I can’t risk your lives,” she said, her voice barely loud
enough for them to hear. “Don’t make me force you.”


“You’re the boss,” Jack said. “You can order us to stay
behind and sit on our asses while you go in and risk your life.”


“But this time,” Raze said. “We won’t listen to you. When
you go back, we go back.”


She clenched her fists so hard her nails cut into her palms.
She clenched harder. “Bombs might not kill me, dude. But they’ll kill you.”


“Denim is in there,” Levi said. “You have to let me go find
him.”


She was glad Levi seemed to be getting back to normal.
Before he’d been bitten, he wouldn’t have stopped searching for Denim in the
first place. Now, he did what she told him to do—but he was starting to argue.
“We’re going to find Denim. No matter what. And we’ll
find Llodra and Marta.” She took a deep breath. “We—”


But she cut off her words when Raze’s cell began to ring.


They all watched him with dread as he answered. “Yeah?” He listened for a second, his eyes widening.


“What, Raze?” Rune asked. “What is it?”


He smiled slightly. It was maybe the second time she’d ever
seen him smile.


“That was Strad,” he told them. “And he has Denim. He’s
unhurt.”


“God,” Rune said, and let the relief pour over her. Ellis
grabbed Levi and whispered words she couldn’t understand, over and over.


Then, he left Levi and flung his arms around her. “You see?
It’s all going to be fine. Right, Rune?”


“Yes.” She kissed his cheek. “It will.”


“And,” Raze said, then waited for them all to pay attention.


“What?” Rune asked. Please don’t be bad news.


It wasn’t.


“Denim found the little girl. She’s hurt, but she’s alive.”


 


 











 Chapter
Twenty-Five


The relief was overwhelming.


She hadn’t realized exactly how wound up and worried she’d
been until Strad called. She really hadn’t believed Denim or Fie were alive.


With that relief came utter
exhaustion. It had been a hard couple of days, and she was running on fumes.
Being so fatigued and depleted was dangerous for her.


“I’m going to go eat and sleep,” she said, after Lex, Levi,
and Raze agreed to get Fie settled in at the hospital. They’d make sure she was
next to George.


Rune had phoned one of the only women she’d trust with Fie—a
woman named Lane who seemed like the grandmotherly type until you saw the steel
beneath her smile. She’d been with River County Children Services for fifteen
years, and Rune didn’t know anyone who was better suited to see to Fie and
George. “Tell them…”


“We will,” said Jack. “Come on, honey. I’ll drive you to the
inn.”


But she shook her head. “My car out
front?”


Raze tossed her the keys. “In your usual
spot.”


“All of you get some rest after you see Denim and Fie. This
is not even close to over.”


Ellis took her hand, his face pale. Dark blotches lay under
his eyes like thumbprints, and the spark that made him Ellis was dim. “I’m
coming with you.”


“No, baby. Go home. Sleep.” She squeezed his fingers and handed him off to Levi.


But Ellis wasn’t finished. He took her hand again, and with
his other, caressed her battered face. “Don’t ever forget that I love you,
Rune.”


He was always so afraid for her.


But then, he knew her. He knew he had reason to be afraid.


She left them there and stumbled to her car, ignoring calls
from the media. She couldn’t talk to them. She had to eat, shower, and sleep.


And then she’d deal with Llodra.


As she started her car, Bill Rice, the police director,
pulled in beside her. She groaned, but put down her window to talk to him.


“I’ve got to go for a while,” she told him. “We’ll talk
later.”


To her surprise, he didn’t try to stop her. He looked long
and hard at her regrowing hair and her wounds, peered
into her eyes, and simply said, “Call me when you wake up. I want you to get
that bastard.” Then he strode away and into the building of blood.


She plugged her phone into her car charger, gave it a few
minutes, then called Owen as she drove. “How is she?”
Her hands were shaking, and she clenched the wheel so hard she heard a creak.


“The same.” He paused. “It’s good
to hear your voice.”


He didn’t blame her. Not yet. Or maybe he just wasn’t ready
to show it.


“Strad is on his way back. He found Denim and the kid.” She
shivered beneath the blast of hot air coming from the vents, pretty sure she’d
never be warm enough again.


“Great news.”


“I’m going to get some sleep. In a few hours we’re going to
find Llodra. I’ll explain everything to you then. You should stay with
Elizabeth.”


“No. I need to work. I need to find that fuck.”


She understood. “Okay.”


She clicked off, grabbed a bag of greasy burgers and a large
coffee, and finally, she was home.


The inn wasn’t really home, but it was a warm place to stay
until she could get moved into the house she’d just bought. The way things were
going, that was going to be a while.


She wolfed down the food and coffee and stumbled to the
bathroom. She had to shower, as tired as she was, but first she needed to find
a mirror.


She didn’t look as messed up as she’d thought she would.
There was only one thing that caused her to stare in shock.


Her hair had grown a couple of inches, and it was no longer
black. At least, not all of it was. It was white, with rapidly growing black
roots.


But her eyes were different. Not in color or shape, but
they’d developed a new flinch, as though shrinking back from all they’d
witnessed.


From the new things they knew.


Father. Who was he?


She didn’t cry, or mourn the changes that had come, or
curse. Not then.


She climbed quietly into the shower. The water, hot and
clean and washing away every bad thing, was heaven. Heaven.


But the bad things, they came anyway.


Sometimes, she had to cave. She had to let life crush her so
she could reach the bottom and either die or stand the fuck back up and walk
through the dark with her spine stiff and her fists ready.


So there in the insulated waterfall of her steamy shower,
she let herself cave.


When she lay on the bottom, where familiar despair and
filthy guilt and shameful fear grabbed her by the throat and held her under
black, putrid water, only then could she admit one thing to herself.


She missed Jeremy.


She missed what he’d done for her.


She needed him.


But he had gone and there was no one to help her. No one to make her feel better. No fucking one at all.


And masquerading as a sane person was exhausting.


So she had to let herself fall to the bottom. She licked the
wicked floor with a greedy, wounded tongue, and cried for herself even as she
gently embraced the darkness that lived inside her.


She was alone, and she was mad.


She held her hands under the stinging spray of water, a
futile attempt at cleansing them of the blood she’d shed.


She did good things, but the good would never make up for
the bad. Never.


Would they punish her for demanding Llodra’s release? Would
they do anything other than refuse to meet her stare when she stood before
them?


No.


“Then fuck you,” she muttered. “Fuck you.”


She didn’t react when she was plucked from her wet hell. The
berserker cradled her in his arms and carried her to the bed, laying her upon
it and then straightening to stare down at her.


She looked at the ceiling.


“Come back to me,” he said.


Unaware she was even going to, she
sat up and shot out her claws. “Make it stop,” she screamed. “Make me stop!”


“Sweetheart,” he whispered. He drew his spear and tossed it
aside, then ignored her claws and knelt down beside the bed.


She held up a hand, threatening, but he didn’t move.


“Cut me if you need to,” he said, “but I’m not going
anywhere.”


“I don’t want to cut you,” she said, and that was
partly a lie. Her voice was so thick she wasn’t sure he’d understand her words.
“I want to cut me. It helps. It helps, Berserker.” But she retracted her
claws.


He grasped her arm and pulled her hand toward his chest. He
placed her palm above his heart. “I can’t be that kind of help, Rune.”


“Ah,” she cried. “Ah, God.”


He had no words to change what had happened or make her
okay. Such words did not exist. So he did what he could do.


Pushing her back, not gently, he climbed to his feet. He
never took his stare from her as he tore off his belts and holsters and
sheaths, then rid himself of his clothes and boots.


She watched him with a ferocious desperation, and began to
calm. “Hurry, Berserker.” She scraped her nails along her bare thigh, drawing
blood, but he didn’t try to stop her.


The berserker was fierce. His energy attacked her, taking up
all the space in her mind. It squeezed out the bad shit until there was little
room for anything but him.


Because whether he understood it or not,
he would hurt her. There was no evil attached to his gift, no
deliberate attempts to crush a girl whose issues were overwhelming. He was
simply that fierce.


She trembled with eagerness. “Do not hold back, Berserker.
Not this time.”


His cock stiffened and grew to almost alarming proportions,
but that was not frightening to her. It was what he held inside himself that
frightened her.


And that was exactly what she needed.


She wrapped her fingers around his hardness, the heat of him
enough to warm her cold palm.


He shuddered beneath her touch.


He shook his head, his long, black hair streaming over his
bare, muscular chest, and smiled. His eyes shot sparks of internal rage and
controlled passion about to be unleashed. “No,” he agreed. “Not this fucking
time.”


 


 











 Chapter
Twenty-Six


He kept his word. He did not hold back.


And neither did she.


Afterward, she lay on the floor, her mind empty and her
spirit numb. Her body, the shell that held her, was throbbing with pain in
every spot, every orifice, every nerve.


It was good.


She didn’t even have to beg Ellie to bring blood, did not
have to pull him into her warped world and cause him pain.


The berserker was full of blood.


Or he had been, before she’d gone a little crazy beneath his
rage and his addiction and had nearly drained him.


He lay beside her, still and pale, one arm flung over her
belly.


She didn’t care.


The berserker could take it.


She smiled, or meant to. “Thank you.”


His finger twitched against her skin and she knew he heard
her. And as soon as she could force herself from the near coma of bliss and
begin to worry again, she’d feed him.


Now, she could deal with Llodra, and with the possibility
that her father was alive and well and knew who the fuck she was.


Could deal with the dead RISC workers.


Maybe she could even deal with Z and Levi.


She could deal with life.


Curled against the berserker, she slept.


And in her dreams, Nicolas Llodra told her how to find him.


Not deliberately, but she saw his secrets.


When she jerked awake and sat up, gasping, Strad didn’t
move. She pushed the dream of Llodra away and opened a vein for the berserker,
forcing blood back into his drained body.


“Strad,” she demanded. “Now you come back to me.”


She’d taken too much. She’d done the very thing she’d been
terrified of doing, and had hurt him.


“You can’t hurt me, Rune. Not that way.”


But she could. She had.


Fuck.


“Strad,” she whispered, as she fed him. His mouth had begun
to move, to suck at her wrist, to take the medicine he needed to live. “I think
I know how to find Llodra.” She hesitated. It didn’t matter that he might not
hear her. She’d just needed to say the words aloud. To admit
that she…


She was of the dead.


“You do not fully realize your power, do you? There is a
chance you would pull out the secrets inside you and give me what I so
deserve.”


She shivered as she remembered Llodra’s words. Her blood
brought Strad back from the brink, and at her shiver, he opened his swollen
eyes.


Everything that had happened—feeding from the witch, her
bites from the zombies, the forced exchange of blood from Llodra, bringing back
her boys…


All of it had changed her. She’d known it would.


She hadn’t realized what bringing back Levi and Z had actually
meant.


But she was terribly, terribly afraid she did now.


She was of the dead in ways she hadn’t comprehended.


That wasn’t what caused her the most distress. Because in her dreams, she’d discovered something else.


Something worse.


Her father. She knew her father.


He turned his face from her wrist. “You can find him?” His
voice was rough and hoarse and barely there, but she heard him.


She squeezed her wrist to stop the bleeding, and shook her
head. She wasn’t ready. Not yet. “I hurt you.”


“Yeah.” He tried for a wry smile.
“I didn’t think you could. I was wrong.”


She stretched out on top of him and put her lips to his ear.
“I’m so sorry.”


“No. It was the best thing I’ve ever gone through.” He ran a
hand over her back. “I’m not afraid of hurting you anymore.”


“I told you.” The words rang with pride.


“Did it quit?” he asked quietly.


Quick tears sprang to her eyes and she pushed her lips
against his throat, waiting for the spout of emotion to pass so she could
speak. “You made it quit, Strad.”


And that was the fucking truth.


His voice was stronger. “Tell me about Llodra.”


She swallowed convulsively.


Maybe she was mistaken after all. Maybe it had just been a
dream. “I dreamed…” But she couldn’t talk about what else she’d seen as she’d
slept. Couldn’t. “It was just a dream. Are you able to
get up?”


“Yeah. But Rune…”


“What?”


“Your claws. Were they silver or
did I imagine it?”


She smiled. “I have silver fucking claws.”


Later, in the shower, as she leaned her forehead against the
wet wall and let him cleanse her of lingering blood and cold semen, she thought
maybe she understood what love was.


And she would be okay.


She’d learned to live with her pain. Lex was right. She did
find the silence through sex and violence.


Forty-five minutes later she and Strad climbed into their
respective rides, and she called the crew.


It was time to get to work.


It had snowed, and a couple inches of the frozen white stuff
decorated naked tree branches and the sidewalks, and it seemed as though the
world was asleep.


The sadness lingered—a depression she wasn’t sure she’d ever
lose. Maybe because of everything, maybe because of nothing.
It was just who she was, and when it became too harsh, she would do what she
had to do to ease it. To beat it back so she could function.


And she knew one thing without a doubt.


If Strad and the crew hadn’t been in her life, she would
have run screaming and naked into the dark, as insane as the mad master
vampire, Nicolas Llodra.


She was, after all, her father’s daughter.


 


 











 Chapter
Twenty-Seven


They met at Wormwood, except for Ellis, who’d returned to
the RISC building.


“I don’t think we’ll need to go back to Rock County,” Rune
said.


“We won’t? How will we find Llodra, then?” Levi asked. He
stood beside his brother, and Rune had a feeling he wasn’t going to let him out
of his sight for a while.


Lex stood off to the side, not looking at either of them.
They’d both hurt her, and she wasn’t ready to forgive them. At
least not now that they were safe.


Rune smiled as Denim caught her staring. He grinned and sent
her a wink. He’d apologized a hundred times for running away.


“I’m glad you did,” Rune had told him. “If you hadn’t, you
wouldn’t have found little Fie.”


 He’d found her wandering the woods, her body damaged
but not broken.


She’d never said a word.


Rune believed she’d called on the zombies to shield her
fall. That was the only explanation. She had controlled her zombie mother,
after all.


Denim was so damn grateful to Rune for saving Levi’s life. He
didn’t care if Levi was inclined to obey Rune’s every command—and that had
surprised even Lex.


“He’s alive,” Denim had said, finally letting Rune out of
his embrace. “I can never repay you for that.”


Marta had lied about finding him and sending him home. He’d
never seen the vampires.


Big shock.


“Rune,” Levi prompted. “How can we find him?”


Rune shifted from foot to foot, uncomfortable with Levi’s
question.


“He could be anywhere.” Jack leaned against the fence and
watched her.


They hadn’t yet entered the gates of the vast graveyard, but
Gunnar stood silently just beyond them, waiting.


She closed her eyes as she inhaled the heady scent of the
hot coffee Jack had brought her, then took a sip
before she spoke. “I think I can…”


“What?” Raze asked, frowning. He stood protectively behind
Lex, and Rune knew it was to make the Other feel less
abandoned. Raze was not happy with her pain.


“I think I can call him,” Rune said. She went on when no one
said a word. “I fed from Damascus. It was fucking disgusting but I think that
gave me some of the knowledge she has. And power. Or maybe because Llodra
forced some of his blood into me.” She waved her hands impatiently. “Whatever
the reason, I think I can—”


“Fuck me,” Z said, his eyes wide
and horrified. “You can control him because he’s dead. Just like me and Levi.
That’s why you control us.” He started toward her.


Jack put a hand out and stopped him. “Don’t, dude.”


Z ran his fingers through his dirty blond hair, then over
his face. “We are dead, then. The two of us.”
He nodded at Levi. “We’re fucking dead. She just won’t let us lie down.”


She flinched at his caustic laugh, wishing with everything
inside her that she could make it right. But she couldn’t. “I can’t let you
die, Z.”


“Then you’re a selfish bitch,” he said. “You’re a selfish
fucking bitch.”


“I love you,” she said, her voice cracking.


He snorted, and the tears standing in his eyes spilled over.
“If you loved me, you’d let me go.”


She realized right then that her Z, the Z she’d known, he was already gone. Already dead.
He was right.


And she needed to let him lie down.


She sobbed then, and pushing away Levi’s consoling hand, ran
for Z. She fell to the ground at his feet and wrapped her arms around his legs.
“I’m so sorry,” she cried. “You have to forgive me, Z. You have to forgive me.”


He stood stiff and silent, as did the entire crew.


“I’m so sorry. Oh God, I’m so sorry.”


And at last, he rested his hand on her head. “Rune…”


She stared up at him, drowning in her tears, in her heartache.
“Don’t leave me, Z. Don’t leave me. Don’t make me let you go.”


“Sweet thing,” he whispered, his fingers gentle in her
white, white hair. “I have to.”


She broke then. Just broke.


But she understood the truth. She had to let him go. She had
to let him lie down.


Because it was his life, his death, and
his choice.


He was not hers to keep.


Heartbroken, she hugged his legs and cried, hoping he’d
change his mind. Maybe, he’d change his mind.


In the end he knelt beside her on the cold ground and at
last, she got her Z back. If only for a moment.


She wrapped her arms around his neck and murmured for only
him to hear, “I did love you. I loved you the most.”


He nodded, wiping away her tears. “I know. I know, sweet
thing.”


“The crew will be broken without you, Z. I will be
broken without you.”


But she was already broken. And Z couldn’t live as he was
now, not even for his crew. Not even for her.


His death was his, between him and his God.


He said his goodbyes then, embracing each of the crew,
before taking Rune’s hand and leading her into Wormwood.


They left the crew there and walked alone.


When she passed Gunnar, a lone tear traced a track down his
dirty cheek. He bowed, just the slightest, and backed away.


She couldn’t breathe, but that didn’t really seem to matter.
She still lived. She still walked hand in hand with her Z, walked to where
she’d give him his death.


It was the right thing to do.


And finally, in the fresh snow beneath a small tree, its
limbs reaching beseechingly toward the sun, she let him lie down.


Her tears flowed with his blood, scarlet upon the pristine
snow.


“I’ll never stop crying for you, Z.”


But Z was gone.


Her crew found her there later, sitting in the snow. Z lay
on the ground, his head in her lap and a smile frozen on his lips.


Z had found his peace.


Rune never would.


 


 











 Chapter
Twenty-Eight


“Elizabeth is good,” Owen said, putting away his phone.
“She’s going to make it.”


Rune nodded. “I’m glad.” But she wasn’t sure she’d ever
really be glad again.


The crew curled in on themselves, each grieving in his own
way for Z.


Levi had gone to find Ellie. “He’s the only person who can
make me believe I’m still alive.”


Raze walked toward them, returning from an errand Rune had
sent him on.


“Did you get them?” she asked.


He held up dozens of thin, long chains of silver. “I did.”


Strad stood at her back. “You need to fight, Rune. Try to
call Llodra. Let’s get this over with so you can go fight.”


The daylight had been chased away and they hadn’t left the
graveyard. Jack had called to have Z’s body taken out. The crew was his family,
and they’d give him a proper burial.


So much death.


So much loss, and pain, and fucking death.


Strad was right. She needed to fight. She needed to give the
pain a release before she drove her claws through her own brain.


They walked deep into Wormwood, away from any humans who
might be close enough to get decimated by a mad vampire.


Strad took her shaking hand and the crew circled around her.


“We’re right here,” Raze said. “Let the fuckers make one
wrong move, and they’re dead.”


“I want to take him alive,” Rune said. “If he comes, don’t
kill him.” This time, Nicolas Llodra was hers—and in the end, forcing him to
live was the worst punishment he could get.


Denim looked at Lex. “I’m sorry I let you down, Lexi.”


Lex nodded.


“I’m going to try to call him,” Rune said, and closed her
eyes.


She pictured his face, and silently called his name.


Nothing happened.


She had to mean it.


An image of Stefanie’s little face floated into her mind. An image of the bloody walls of RISC, of Elizabeth going to answer
an order that Rune hadn’t even had the right or authority to give.


Of Amy, chained in the darkness where no one could hear her
crying.


And of Ellie, blind and deaf and
terrified, stuffed under a table in her ruined basement.


She breathed out, the sound too loud in her ears, like a
waterfall rushing over a cliff. She opened her eyes but saw none of her crew.


She saw him. Saw his face, his haunted, crazed eyes.


Come to me, Nicolas.


She felt him running through the night to reach her, felt
his torment, his fear, and his dread. His knowledge.


He’d saved himself from the witch, but he could not save
himself from Rune. And before it was over, he was going to wonder if he wouldn’t
have been better off with Damascus.


Marta and her children were at his back.


The female vampire quaked behind Llodra, her face buried in
his shirt.


“For what you did to the girl,” Rune told her, “you’ll die.”
She was cold and hot at once. She felt them, the vampires, fighting her command
but eager to please her.


She did not want to be queen of the dead.


When she was finished with Llodra she was going to find a
way to scrape the power out of herself like the fucking tumor it was.


But then, much like her monster did, it woke up inside her
and rubbed sensuously against her body.


It seduced her, that power, that dark, heady magic.


It grew stronger.


“On your knees,” she told the vampire.


She felt the power, but still, she was shocked when Marta
fell to her knees. Even though she held the power to command those she’d
brought back, she was shocked.


“Please,” the beautiful vampire begged. “I had to save
Nicolas.”


“You can’t trade an innocent for evil.” Rune walked to her
and without hesitating, shot her claws into Marta’s heart. When she fell, Rune
took her head.


“See what you’ve become,” Llodra accused. “Kill me, then.
You’re a mad, coldblooded killer just like me.” He smiled. “Just like your—”


“Shut up. I don’t mean to kill you. That would be rewarding
you for everything you’ve done. You’re going to exist, Llodra. But you will
never be free.” She stood in front of him, Marta’s blood dripping from her
claws onto the frozen ground. “You will never have peace.”


He shuddered, his black eyes sparkling in the moonlight.
“You will want to reconsider. You will want to release me.”


She smiled. “I’m going to put you in a silver wrapped box
and let you lie forever in the dark where you can’t hurt anyone else. But you
will have plenty of time to think.”


“I have a trade to make with you.”


“On your knees before me, Llodra.”


He tried to disobey her. His face tightened, his lip curled
over his teeth. He stiffened and tried to command his own body, but it was no
longer his. He fell to his knees.


“Good,” she said. She glanced at his face and then looked
away. “Raze, give me the silver.”


Her crew stood ready with silver shivs in one hand and guns
loaded with silver bullets in the other.


Marta’s vampires moved with restless terror. They had no
master now, but that wasn’t Rune’s problem.


“Go,” she told them.


They stared, their eyes wide and disbelieving.


“Go,” she screamed.


They went. One minute they were standing in a tight knot of
fear and the next they had fled.


And Llodra was alone with the humans.


Alone with her.


He stared up at her with bottomless dark eyes. “Answer me
this, Rune. When the choice is the life of your Ellis or my freedom, which will
you choose?”


She shuddered as a cold chill snaked down her spine. “What
the fuck are you talking about?” She’d known it wasn’t going to be easy. She’d
known.


“I knew this day would come, and I have taken steps to
protect myself.”


She didn’t want to know what steps. Did
not want to hear. “Tell me.”


“One more bite will make him turn. One more bite and he will
become the thing he most fears.” His eyes glittered. “You did not know he was
horrified with the thought of becoming like you, did you?”


His smile froze her soul. She couldn’t speak.


“I have vampires waiting. Ellis is my insurance. Will you
let him turn so you might punish me, Rune?”


Strad roared and grabbed the vampire by his throat. A long
silver blade flashed as he twisted it into Llodra’s chest.


“Strad, no,” Rune yelled.


“We can’t let him live, Rune.”


“Not even for Ellis? Let him go, Berserker.”


The effort it cost him to drop the vampire and back away was
extreme, but he did it. And Llodra never once lost his smile.


“That’s why you took him,” Rune said, trying not to whimper.
And now, for the rest of his life, Ellis would be one bite away from turning.
“I can order you not to call your vampire.” But she knew even as she said it
that Llodra would have been smarter than that.


“Rune,” he said, the look on his face almost pitying. “You
might kill me now, but one day, Ellis will be turned because of it.”


Llodra would not suffer for his crimes. “But you will—”


“No,” he snapped. “You will no longer command me. Release
me. Release me now or Ellis will become one of the undead before the sound of
my voice fades from your nightmares. I swear that to you. Release me.”


She could not even cry. “I don’t know how,” she whispered.


“Say the words, if that will make it real to you. Say the
words and set me free.”


She gave up.


Llodra was not hers to command.


No more than Z had been. No more than Levi was.


And just like that, Llodra was free.


He stood, no longer smiling. “I am free,” he muttered. “Only not really. Oh, if only you’d killed me, Rune. Then I
would truly be free. Do not hunt me again. Ever.”


She shook her head, unable to speak. But then, a terrible
thought, a horrifying realization leaped into her mind. “I could have released
Z? I could have saved him?”


Llodra sighed, and then, he was gone. But his words floated
back, hung in the air, and choked the life out of her. “You have the power of
Damascus. You may release anyone you do not wish to hold.”


Her legs gave out and she fell to the ground, her horrified
stare pinned to her crew. She could simply have released Z and he would not
have been hers to command. He could have lived.


She had killed him when she could have released him.


She moaned. There was no energy for anything else.


The crew knelt beside her. They said nothing. There was
nothing they could say.


“I don’t want it,” she said. “I don’t want it.”


She didn’t want anything. Not the power, not the grief, not the
knowledge that it was too late.


She felt a touch on her shoulder and glanced around to find
Gunnar the Ghoul staring back at her with wide eyes and frozen features.


“Your Highness.” He stepped away
and held his hand up, palm toward her, as if to ward off a killing blow. “I can
take the power.”


“Gunnar?” She couldn’t think. Couldn’t imagine what he was
saying to her. “What, Gunnar?”


She’d killed Z, right there in the snow. Killed
him. All she wanted was to go back to that moment. He hadn’t needed to
die.


She hadn’t needed to kill him.


Gunnar twisted his fingers. “It is what I do. I cannot leave
the graveyards, but I can absorb power. All you have to do is give it to me.”


 


 











 Chapter
Twenty-Nine


Still staring at Gunnar, she nodded, but didn’t comprehend
what he was saying. She heard a buzzing, like a bee had gotten trapped inside
her skull. A dozen bees.


“Not now, Gunnar,” Strad said.


She whipped her head around to stare at him. “What did I do,
Strad? What did I do? I could have released him. He could have lived.”


“He was dead after the zombie bit him, Rune. Even if you’d
released him, it wouldn’t have mattered.” He squeezed her shoulder. “He didn’t
want to come back.”


Levi sprinted to the group, his face pale and covered with a sheen of sweat despite the cold. “What’s wrong?” he cried.
“Rune, I can’t read what you’re telling me.” He fell to his knees in front of
her and put his fingers to his temples. “My head is…I can’t…”


She forced herself to focus on his face. “Shhh. You’re not mine, Levi. You’re free. I didn’t
realize I could let you go.”


And she released him.


He got slowly to his feet. “Holy shit.”
His voice was quiet. “Holy fucking shit.” He stared at her, then at the crew, then shook his head. “I feel it. I feel the…” He tapped his
head. “I’m alone in here again. I’m fucking…I’m me again.” He stared down at
her, his fists clenched, his eyes wild. “Fuck you, fucking monster
cunt!”


Lex reached him before any of the others could so much as
twitch. She slapped his face, hard, then began beating
him with her fists. “Don’t you dare,” she screamed. “Don’t you dare,
Levi-fucking-Montrosa.”


He held his hands up to fend her off, backing away, his eyes
wide and horrified. “God, Rune. I didn’t mean it.”


Ellis, out of breath, a hand to his chest, ran into the clearing.
“Here,” he yelled. “What? What?”


Gunnar knelt beside Rune. “Give it to me. Let me take it all
away.”


“Back off, Gunnar,” Jack yelled.


Rune put her hands over her too sensitive ears. “Shut up.
Everybody just shut the fuck up.”


Into the sudden silence she climbed to her feet. “I want to
walk for a while.” She held up her hand when Strad stood. “Alone. I just need
to be alone for a little while. I’ll meet you all back at RISC in a couple
hours. We need to get back to work.”


Then she walked away. She let the thoughts come, the grief,
the worry. It wasn’t as good a purge as getting fucked up, but it was all she
had.


She was too exhausted to even hurt herself.


So she walked, deep into Wormwood, alone but for a few
watchful Others hiding in the shadows.


She didn’t care if there was danger. Her mind was numb and
she was full of confusion. The witch’s magic was inside her, and she didn’t
want it. She didn’t want to rule the dead. God, no.


Did she?


Gunnar might take it, but she couldn’t hand such power over to
a ghoul. That’d be like handing a loaded gun to a kid.


It was her responsibility.


Maybe she did want it, if she could be honest with
herself. She wanted to rule, to be queen, to put down the zombies and the
vampires and to learn how to harness her stolen power into something fucking great.
Yeah. Maybe she wanted it.


She put the back of hand to her mouth to keep in a sob. Or a laugh. She wasn’t sure which. “Something is wrong with
me,” she muttered.


As if that was news.


When the attack came, it came with such force and suddenness
that her mind went blank and her body tried to curl into a tight knot of
protection.


She scrabbled at the hard earth as her claws managed to
fight their way a couple of inches from her fingers. She couldn’t breathe. She
couldn’t think.


Lying on her side she saw the end of a long, black blade
erupting from her chest. Her heart. She’d been stabbed
through the heart.


Staked.


Hadn’t someone asked her what her weakness was, once? She
hadn’t known what that weakness was.


She did now.


She fought to see in the darkness, a
darkness the moon did little to brighten. There were few lights that
deep in the cemetery.


Someone stood above her, and just as it occurred to her who
had attacked her, he drove his fangs into her neck.


Nicolas Llodra.


He sucked hard and fast, and she could feel the blood
leaving her body. And something else. He’s taking
the magic.


The thought of the witch’s magic in Llodra’s hands made her
struggle, but it was a pathetic struggle. He’d known what to do to incapacitate
her.


He’d known everything.


Had he counted on her feeding from the witch? Had he been
planning this even before he’d taken Ellis?


Nicolas Llodra was mad, but he’d been incredibly smart.


And he was draining her. She could die with a blade in her
heart and a bloodless body. She could.


Peace? Peace for me?


She stopped struggling.


Peace.


Really, that was all anybody ever wanted.


But Gunnar wasn’t ready to let her go.


She heard him calling, his voice high and terrified, as he
ran into the dark to save her.


Leave me alone, Gunnar.


Llodra pulled his fangs from her neck, his chin glistening
with fresh blood, and stared down at her. “Your blood is spectacular,” he
whispered. “Not just hers, but yours. Not even
Damascus can rule me. I’m going to find her, and kill her, and it’s all because
of you. No one else could have done it.” And gently, he kissed her cheek.


“Rune,” Gunnar called, and like a skinny torpedo, he flew at
Llodra, a silver blade flashing in the scanty moonlight.


“Ah,” Nicolas said. “Your knight comes. But he is too late,
isn’t he?” There was no fear in his eyes. Absolutely no fear.


Gunnar rammed the vampire, his fury and fear tangible and
thick.


“Stop,” Llodra said, casually. 


But Gunnar the Ghoul did not stop. “I cannot be ruled by
such as you,” he said, his voice full of contempt.


Rune lay unmoving, drained and dying. The blade in her heart
sat solidly, a block of ice she could not budge.


Llodra leaped off her, deflecting Gunnar’s blade with his
arm. He screamed with shock when the blade sliced through his flesh.


“I have the magic of Damascus,” he screeched. “I rule the
dead.”


“Not this dead, you mad fool,” Gunnar said calmly. “Not this
dead.”


He threw the blade with force and precision, and Rune
watched from her bed on the ground as it buried to the hilt into Llodra’s face.


Damascus’s magic might have given him power over the dead,
just as it had her, but it did not make him immune to pain.


And it would not make him immune from staking.


Rune wondered vaguely how Gunnar could handle silver. He was
carrying it—had thrown it at Llodra, whose face was even now smoking and
melting before he finally pulled the blade free and flung it away in disgust.


Silver did not seem to affect Gunnar, just as it did not
affect her. Or her monster.


The vampire had not staked her with silver, but a black
blade. Maybe obsidian.


Llodra slammed Gunnar into a crumbling old tombstone and
Gunnar rolled away immediately, barely avoiding Llodra’s stiffened fingers as
they attempted to pierce his chest.


Rune felt like she moved through thick, sticky tar as she
turned to her head to watch the two battling Others.


She caught misty glimpses of other vampires—Marta’s
children. They now belonged to Llodra.


They would die with Llodra.


Tottering precariously on the thin edge between life and
death, between chaos and peace, she let herself wish for darkness to come claim
her.


But only for a moment.


Llodra might have sucked most of the life out of her, but
there was something left that he couldn’t touch. That something, that spark, wasn’t in her blood, wasn’t in the
magic.


It was her. Rune Alexander.


And she would never give up.


Not really.


 


 











 Chapter
Thirty


Gunnar was giving her all the help he could by keeping the
bastard vampire away from her. 


She would save herself.


The men struggled on, the sounds of their battle continuing
to rage through the night. Wormwood watched balefully, and she could feel Others creeping closer, like buzzards awaiting their turn at
the spoils.


The blade in her heart held her paralyzed and frozen.


Llodra has staked me.


But she was not dead, likely because she wasn’t a vampire.
Not only a vampire, anyway.


But Llodra had staked her.


Yes, that was the only way he could control her, could get
at the magic that would free him forever from those such as Damascus and even
Rune.


But…


And she let herself think it once. Just once, she let the
child inside her, the needy little kid who cried and begged for someone, anyone,
murmur the word…


Daddy.


Her daddy had staked her.


Then she stomped it into the ground, beat it ferociously,
and left it there in the graveyard of her mind.


She was not a child. She was Rune Alexander, super monster,
and she needed no one.


Gunnar was holding his own against the master vampire,
somehow, but if she didn’t help him Llodra would surely destroy him.


She could no longer see them as they tumbled and streaked
through the graveyard, locked in a battle they couldn’t win, should only run
away from.


But neither one of them seemed willing to
do that.


From the darkness something crept closer to her—she could
feel its heat and hear its quiet panting. A dog, then, or a
wolf.


Well, fuck.


She closed her eyes and concentrated on her hand, trying to
will the frozen flesh to move. A finger might have twitched. She thought it
did.


But she opened her eyes when she felt the wolf’s warm breath
upon her skin. The beast licked carefully around the wound in her chest, then
drew back to stare at her with glowing eyes.


She couldn’t talk, couldn’t make her mouth move to form the
words. Don’t fucking eat me, you son of a bitch.


But then, she recognized it.


This wolf had once belonged to her.


Sherry’s sister. Sherry the murderer, the
betrayer, the dead bald girl who had allowed COS to steal Strad’s son.


Amanda. The wolf’s name was Amanda.


Rune hadn’t checked on the wolf pack since she’d handed them
over to a man better suited to lead them, a man she’d fought in the woods of
Hawthorne.


A million years ago.


Amanda once more began licking, loosening up dried blood and
gore around the knife blade, before finally grasping the hilt with her teeth.


Rune would have screamed if she could have, but it wasn’t
Amanda’s fault. If she was going to get the stake out, there was nothing else
she could do.


So the wolf took the hilt into her mouth, and began to pull.


Because she healed quickly, her flesh had begun to knit
around the blade, trying to mend the damage. It held on to the knife, and with
each pull, Rune screamed in silent agony.


The wolf couldn’t pull it free, not without doing damage
that may have been irreparable, even for Rune.


Amanda wasn’t a big girl, but she was a big wolf. And strong. She did the only thing left to her—she sank her
teeth into the back of Rune’s pants and began to drag her through Wormwood.


Rune lost consciousness after the third time her chest
scraped over the ground. When she came to, she had no idea how close to the
gates Amanda had managed to drag her.


But she heard something, something so sweet and familiar she
knew she was going to survive the night.


Ellis singing.


He’d waited for her. For whatever reason, her crew had gone
but Ellis had stayed. Stayed there to wait for her.


His voice rose into the darkness, guiding the wolf and
giving Rune comfort. She didn’t need a father, she didn’t need a mother, and
she didn’t need to know why they’d abandoned her


It no longer mattered.


She had Ellie and her crew, and that was more than enough.


And she had this wolf, this girl Amanda who risked herself
to get Rune away from the vampire.


She couldn’t see him, but she knew the exact moment Ellis
saw the wolf bringing her to him.


His song faltered, then stopped, and then he screamed.


Inside, she smiled.


He gently pulled her around when the wolf released her, his
face pale in the cold lights of the graveyard. “Oh Rune, oh, Rune,” he kept
repeating.


Amanda shifted. “Get her out of here. The vampire is still
fighting the ghoul, but…” She shook her head. “Get her out of here.”


“Vampire,” Ellis said. “A vampire did this?”


“The mad master. Maybe
for her blood. He staked her, then nearly
drained her. I got a taste. It’s like…it’s like nothing else. I have to go
before he comes.” And without waiting for Ellis to say another word, she
shifted and fled so quickly it was almost as though she’d never been there.


Ellis tried to lift her into his arms, but he wasn’t much
bigger than she was and nowhere near as strong. “I’m not going to drag you.”
Then, “Hang on, Rune. Hang on, honey.” He ran to the gates, slipped outside,
and punched in a number on his cell.


“Hurry,” she heard him say. “She’s been staked.” Then he
sprinted back to her and gently eased his legs under her head. As they sat
there, he pulled her gun from its holster. “He’s coming, Rune. It’ll just be
few minutes.” His voice was thick with tears.


She wanted to reassure him, to let him know that she was
going to be fine. That she was better than ever. That she no longer had the
poisonous magic inside her.


That she loved him.


But she couldn’t speak and it wouldn’t have mattered anyway.
In the next second Llodra was there, and he was ready for dessert.


 


 











 Chapter
Thirty-One


“Rune,” he screamed, “I couldn’t find you.”


As though he’d lost his kid in a shopping
mall.


He grabbed Ellie’s shoulder, jerked him into the air, then tossed him away.


“No,” Ellis screamed, and she could only pray he’d lost the
gun. If he shot Llodra, the vampire would kill him without a second thought.


God, Ellie. Stay the fuck down. Please. Stay the fuck
down.


Llodra squatted beside her and lifted her upper body off the
ground. “The blade shouldn’t have stayed in so long,” he chided.


He turned suddenly at a noise and dropped her back to the
ground, then left her in a blur of motion. She heard a sound like a sledge
hammer hitting a melon.


Then Llodra was back with her.


Ellie.


“This is going to hurt,” Llodra said. There was nothing
tentative about his pull, nothing hesitant. He simply grabbed the hilt and
yanked the knife from her back.


She felt her insides sticking to and sliding out with the
blade. Her heart stuttered, then began to beat
uncertainly.


Each beat sent a throbbing pain through her entire body,
until her body was the heartbeat.


She moaned, surprising herself.


“Oh you’re fine,” Llodra said.


“Fuck you, buddy,” she whispered.


“I had to do it.”


“Ellis.” She still couldn’t move well, but she could move.
She lifted her fingers to her chest, holding her palm over the wound. Her back
felt like an elephant had stomped on it.


“First things first.” He lifted his
wrist to his mouth and opened a vein. “Drink before you make liars of all those
who believe you immortal.”


She turned her face away. “Get away from me.”


He grabbed her chin and jerked her face toward him, then
pressed his bleeding wrist to her lips. When she refused to open he squeezed
harder, and then harder. She heard her jaw crack and too weak to fight him,
opened her mouth.


At the first taste, she slapped her shame into the shadows
and drank eagerly. No matter what, she had to have blood. Even
if it was fucking Llodra’s. It slid into her system, into her very soul.


But he didn’t let her feed long. Just long enough to ensure
that she’d be able to get her ass off the ground.


“You’ll be addicted and I’ll get the witch’s power,” she
said, half believing it.


“Don’t be ridiculous. The dead cannot be addicted and the magic
of Damascus is secure.” He tapped his chest. “In here.”


“Ellis,” she said. She really didn’t care if Llodra did or
did not become addicted. She didn’t even care if some magic seeped back into
her body. “Where is Ellis?”


The master stood, a pale monster covered with blood and
gore. “I must say goodbye. The sun comes.” He glanced over his shoulder. “I do
not know if your friend lives, but if he does I will keep my word. As long as you keep yours.”


Then he was gone.


Terrified, she struggled to sit up. “Ellis,” she called, but
no one would have heard her croaky voice. “Ellie!”


She dragged herself to her feet, stood with her hand over
her heart, and began searching. She found him in seconds—not by sight but by
scent. Ellis smelled of vanilla and warmth and when she concentrated, her nose
led her to him.


He lay sprawled against a tree. The entire left side of his
face was swollen and bloody, extending over his temple. Using every single bit
of her growing strength, she lifted him into her arms.


Strad’s truck roared up to the gates just as she stepped
through. He was at her side in seconds, his face grim.


“Take him,” Rune said, perhaps reminding them both of a time
not long before when she’d carried his son out of the burning COS church.


He gently gathered Ellis to him, holding him with one arm,
guiding Rune to his truck with the other. “Ellis called me. I thought you…”


“Llodra staked me. He and Gunnar…Oh fuck me. Gunnar!”


He held on to her. “No, Rune. Whatever happened has happened.
You’re not going back in there. Come on,” he urged, when she resisted. “We have
to take care of Ellis.”


She could barely move. Her body groaned in agony with each
step. Llodra had taken the blade out, but her back didn’t seem to know that.


But she was healing. Healing from a
staking.


She stood by the truck as Strad put Ellis into the seat and
buckled him in. Ellis moaned and stirred, and the berserker backed away so Rune
could reach her injured friend. 


His eyes were glassy and unfocused when he opened them.


“Thank you,” she said. “Thank you for not leaving me.” But
really, there were no words.


He threw up suddenly, and she backed away to look at Strad.
“Get him to the hospital.”


“Rune. No.”


She moved into his arms and flinched when her wound pressed
against him. “You know I have to go back, Berserker.”


“Llodra—”


“Is gone.


“You take Ellis, I’ll find the ghoul.”


She drew away. “Go. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” She
didn’t wait for him to argue further—Ellis needed the hospital and Gunnar
needed her.


Jogging back into the graveyard, she forced her moans to
stay inside where they belonged. But fuck, she hurt.


She realized she hadn’t asked Strad where he and the crew
had gone. The world didn’t stop just because she had personal demons to fight,
and likely they’d been called to fight the city’s monsters.


When she was inside Wormwood and safely out of Strad’s
sight, she slowed to a walk and pushed her palm against her chest.


“Gunnar,” she called.


There was no answer. No skinny ghoul appeared suddenly from
the shadows to bow and say, “Your Highness.”


If he lived, she was going to fetch him an entire case of
Baby Ruth candy bars.


She couldn’t bear another death. She really couldn’t.


Z’s death left a gaping wound in her chest, much like the
one she bore from Llodra’s staking. Only the one left by Z would not heal.


“Gunnar,” she screamed, trying to drown out thoughts of Z.
“Gunnar!”


He appeared then, a pale, slight form, and shambled toward
her.


She closed her eyes in a long, slow blink of relief. Not everything
always went wrong. “Hi sexy.”


But the ghoul was not happy. He fell to his knees in front
of her, his face hidden behind his long, black hair.


She knelt with him, crossing her arms over her chest as
though the pressure might ease the pain. “Gunnar, you saved my life.”


“He would have torn me to pieces, in the end.” He wouldn’t
look at her. “I fled to where he could not follow.”


“Fuck that. You saved my fucking life. You have nothing to
apologize for. Now help me up. I have to drive to the hospital and also see
what’s happening outside the world of Wormwood.”


He peeked at her, opened his mouth, and let out a small
squeak. “I…”


“You,” she said. “You are my hero.”


He snorted, but his eyes were flinching and swimming in
bloody tears. “You should go home and heal.”


“I will. After I visit Ellie, I’ll just go…decompress.”


“And I will just go…decompose.”


Then, wearing tiny smiles, they leaned on each other as Rune
made her way back out into the world.


A chapter had ended with a sigh.


But something fluttered inside her, something unsettled and
vague. Outside Wormwood was trouble. She felt it when she left the gates.


Something was happening, and it wasn’t anything good.
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Chapter
Thirty-Two


On her way to the hospital she called Strad. “How is he?”


“He’ll be fine.” His rough voice rumbled in her ear. “I hate
fucking leaving you like that.”


“I’m a monster, Strad,” she replied. “They can’t keep me
down.”


“I don’t want my woman hurt. No matter how tough she is.”


She shivered suddenly and her body tightened. “I’ll be there
in a few.” She clicked off. Fucking caveman.


The emergency department parking lot was packed with cars,
and it took her so long to find a parking place that she very nearly abandoned her
car in the center of the lot. But finally, she found one.


The first fingers of daylight pointed across the sky. She
needed coffee. Hot, black, and strong. But later. After she checked on Ellis.


She jogged into the waiting area. Two women sat behind the
long partition at the back of the room, and a nurse spoke quietly into a phone.
They all looked up at her arrival.


“Oh my goodness,” one of the women said, as they gaped at
her.


Rune frowned. She and her crew were used to looking banged
up and bloody. They sometimes forgot regular people might be shocked. “I’m
fine. I need to see a man who was brought in a little while ago. Ellis—”


“Rune?”


She glanced up, right into the irate eyes of Ellis’s mother.
“Dr. Abbot.” Her stomach muscles tightened and she fought not to avoid the
doctor’s stare. It was no shock that Ellie’s mom wasn’t thrilled about the
relationship he had with Rune, especially since she kept getting him hurt.


And the stern, unsmiling woman had always had a way of
making Rune feel about six years old.


“Come with me,” the doctor said. “I need to speak with you
before you see him.”


Lovely. “How’s he doing?”


“He has a concussion. He’ll be okay. This
time.”


“Look, I know this is my fault. I’ll be more careful with
him from now on. I should have told the crew to make him go home.” She shook
her head. “Honestly, I never thought he’d wait for me.”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about. I don’t know the
specifics of what happened to Ellis, only that it
involved you, as it usually does when he is hurt.” She held up a hand when Rune
started to speak, never once slowing her rapid stride down the hallway. “And I
don’t want to know. His father and I believe you understand the danger you’re
putting our son in by associating with him.” Finally she stopped walking,
leaned against the wall, and stared at Rune. “I’d like you to stop.”


Rune frowned. “I said I’d be more careful.”


“That’s not what I mean.”


Rune put her hands on her hips, feeling the first stirrings
of anger. “I don’t know what you mean.”


“I want you to stay away from him.”


Rune smiled and raised an eyebrow. “Ellis isn’t a kid, Dr.
Abbot. I’ll take more care to keep him out of trouble. I’m not cutting him out
of my life.”


“Not even to save his?”


“You’re exaggerating.” But she wasn’t.


“I know you and my son have a special bond, Rune. I know
he’s done things for you that…” She shook her head. “That I really don’t
want to know about. But quite simply, you’re going to get him killed.”


Rune tried swallowing past the dryness in her throat. She
half succeeded. “I’ll watch over him.”


“Just think about it. Ellis doesn’t belong in your world.”
She raked Rune from head to toe with a sharp glance. “Look at you. You’re…how
are you even alive? Look at you.” Then, almost imperceptibly, she
softened. “Let me take care of that wound.” She nodded at Rune’s chest.


Rune stared down at the gaping hole in her shirt. Her top
was covered with blood. She put a hand to her chest, trying to cover the
damage. It didn’t work. “I’ll be okay.”


“You probably will,” the doctor agreed. “But Ellis will not.
Don’t be selfish about this. You can’t play with his life.” Then she
straightened and pointed her chin at a room down the hall. “He’s being
admitted, so we’ll move him in a little while. Don’t stay too long.” Then, with
another look at Rune’s bloodied and battered body, she walked away.


Rune stared after her, too tired to even sigh. When she
turned back toward Ellis’s room, Strad was standing in the doorway watching
her.


“Berserker,” she murmured, and started toward him.


He met her halfway. “He’s fine, Rune.”


“Yeah. Concussion.
His mother told me.”


“How’d that go?” He took her arm.


She pulled away. She wasn’t really angry at him, but he was
there in the path of it. “I guess it’s about time she started showing some concern.”


Ellis’s relationship with his parents was usually strained.
Ellis was the total opposite of his parents. He was affectionate and dramatic
and full of love. They were chilly and distant. They tried to keep the peace,
to keep Ellie calm, but there had been no real concern.


Strad walked beside her, his expression not changing at her
grumpiness. “I’m going to get you a cup of coffee and make a few phone calls
while you’re with him.”


“Thanks. I could use some coffee.”


But he paused, looking at her chest. He reached out to pull
the neck of her shirt down and bent forward to examine the wound. “It’s
healing, but slowly.”


“It hurts like a motherfucker.”


“You were staked, Rune.” He met her gaze. “And you’re
walking around like you were only punched in the face.”


She was aware of the enormity of the situation. Who walked
away from a staking? “I know.”


“I’ll be back in a few minutes.” And before she realized
what he was going to do, he leaned forward and gave her a hard kiss. Then he
strode out of the room and left her staring after him.


“That is one sexy boy,” Ellis said.


She jumped at his voice. “I thought you were asleep, baby.
How are you feeling?”


“I want to go home, but mother insisted I stay.”


“You need to let them keep an eye on you.” She smoothed back
his hair. “I’m sorry, Ellie.” Would she ever be able to tell him he was one
bite away from becoming a monster?


He studied her for a long moment. “Rune, have I ever
neglected to tell you when you need to apologize?”


She lifted an eyebrow. “No. Not so much.”


He didn’t smile. “And I wouldn’t now. If you had something
to own up to, I’d be the first one to let you know.”


“Just rest and get better.”


“Rune.” He grasped her hand. “You
look like death.”


She touched her face with her free hand, then
dropped it almost self-consciously to her chest. “I’m aware.”


“I don’t think you are. Your face is sunken and your eyes
are…” He pressed his lips together as his eyes moistened. “I know you’re
insanely powerful. I know you can take damage others can’t. But you need a
break. Maybe not even from the physical stuff. Maybe just
from the mental stuff.” He hesitated before charging on. “Z is dead.”


And I killed him.


She couldn’t help but shudder, but said nothing as she
leaned over to kiss his forehead. Later, when those thoughts took over, she was
going to be in trouble. “I just need some fucking coffee.”


He blinked and looked away. 


“Uh-oh,” she said. “I knew something was up. I haven’t had a
chance to question anyone. What’s going on, Ellie?”


“I heard Strad talking on his phone.”


She pushed her hand into her stomach. “Yeah?”


“Two things. One,
the bloodbath at RISC. The news is full of it. And all of River County
is turning on the Others.”


She sighed. “I’m not surprised. But they’ll calm down in a
few days.”


He started to shake his head, then grimaced and cut the
movement short. He tightened his fingers on hers. “COS is here, and they’re
making it worse. The humans are scared, and they have opened their arms to the
slayers.”


A cold finger of unease slid over her spine. “What?”


“Llodra has ruined life for the Others.
At least in this city.”


“He doesn’t care,” she snarled, and then forced
herself to calm down. Ellis didn’t need her rage. “I’ll call Bill Rice. We’ll
keep an eye on the slayers and things will settle down with the fucking
humans.”


Strad slipped noiselessly back into the room and handed her
a cup of coffee.


“What else?” She took a gulp of the coffee, wishing she
could just close her eyes, forget the world, and enjoy her caffeine.


“Rune,” Ellis said, “they will come after you. The humans. COS.”


“Let them come.” Fuckers. Let them
come.


A nurse swept into the room, her bright smile faltering when
she caught sight of Rune. “We’re going to move him now.”


“I’ll be safe. You have to…” He glanced at the nurse. He
beckoned Rune closer, and when she leaned over he whispered in her ear. “Hide.”


And because she wouldn’t have him worrying, she agreed. “I
will, sugar. You just get better. I’ll call you tomorrow.” She frowned. “Or today. What time is it?”


“It’s six in the morning,” Strad said. “Let’s go, Rune.”


How could so many things happen in so little time? She
followed Strad from the room, her hand protectively over her still healing
wound. “Where’s the crew?”


“Out trying to protect Others.”


“Law enforcement?”


“Most of them are doing what they can,” he said, his voice
grim. “But some of them have always been against the Others.
Now they feel they have an excuse to abuse them.”


“Assholes.”


“Yeah.” He took her arm when she
headed for her car. “Ride with me, Rune.”


“I don’t want to leave my car.”


He ran his hand over his face. “I’d feel better. We can get
your car later.”


“No.”


“We need to stay together right now. All of us.”


“They’re not after you, Berserker. You’ll be okay. And I
will fight anyone who tries to take me.”


He gave her a tiny, tired smile. “Including
me.”


“I’m so cold,” she said. “I just want to go to the inn and
crawl under a mountain of blankets. Three hours. That’s all I need, then I’ll
come help you guys.”


“I can take care of you.”


“I can take care of myself.” She was carrying so much rage
and agony because of Z, but she was powerless to stop it. There were only so
many things she could shove away. What had happened with Z was always going to
be there. That was the grim truth.


“Am I your favorite too, Rune?”


She shook it off.


Strad sighed at her fierceness. “Then I’ll let you go.”


But at her car he stopped her again. “You should feed.”


She shuddered at the image of Llodra forcing his blood into
her mouth. “I don’t have to. Not yet. I just need sleep. Sleep heals me.”


He nodded, then waited until she’d
gotten behind the wheel before he walked away. Driving through town, she
glanced back to see him riding her ass. He sat in the parking lot of the inn,
motor idling, as she stumbled into her room and closed the door firmly behind
her.


She managed a ten minute shower, bandaged the slowly healing
wound on her chest—she couldn’t reach her back—then slept exactly three hours
and seven minutes.


That was the last peace she would have for a very, very long
time.


 


 











 Chapter
Thirty-Three


When she left her room at the inn, the humans who had
gathered quietly in the parking lot erupted.


“Monster! Leader of the monster
squad,” someone yelled.


A few eggs splatted as they hit her, but
most of the delicate torpedoes fell to the pavement around her. The eggs
were harmless. The humiliation was not. The humans were pushing her when she
should not be pushed, but she grabbed her anger with a desperate fist and
refused to let it loose.


If she lost control, the humans were dead.


And she wanted to think she wasn’t there yet. She wasn’t
that much of a monster.


Not yet.


For a second she was frozen, but when an egg hit her injured
chest with particular viciousness, she cried out in pain and rage and started
toward the small crowd.


Some of them screamed and backed away. A few held their
phones high as they concentrated on recording her, and still others continued
to launch eggs with self-righteous anger.


She couldn’t hurt the ignorant sons of bitches, but she
could scare the fuck out of them. She shot her silver claws out and dropped her
fangs.


One of the people recording her was a boy who couldn’t have
been much older than fifteen. She sped toward him and knocked his phone from
his hand before he was aware she’d moved.


More screams as the humans witnessed her crazy fast speed,
but as though aware she wouldn’t really hurt them, they mostly held their
ground.


But then she spotted a big dude in a black leather vest hurl
a short silver blade.


That, she’d hurt them over.


From her peripheral vision, she caught a glimpse of someone
running toward her.


“Rune,” Lex called.


And she snatched the blade out of the air.


Lex was covered with weapons, her usually emotionless face
held in tight lines of rage. “Fuck you,” she screamed to the small mob. “Get
the fuck out of here.”


She was terrified.


She tried to disguise it, to hide it beneath her anger—but
Rune felt it. She tasted it, smelled it.


Lex was terrified.


COS.


Rune groaned. COS was in the city to help the humans with
the monsters. If she hadn’t been so exhausted she’d have realized what that
meant to Lex and the twins.


Especially Lex. She’d been
conditioned from the day she was born to fear COS, to fear her mother. The Other was a badass, but the slayers turned her into a pile
of trembling sludge. They shut her brain right the fuck down.


“Shit, Lex,” she murmured.


Levi and Denim scattered the humans as they went for the
knife-thrower. He saw them coming, started to run, then
changed his mind.


He pulled a gun.


“Fuck,” Rune screamed. She retracted her claws and was at
his back in seconds, but still, he’d managed to fire the weapon. And though
he’d fired at the twins, he hit one of his fellow protesters.


She flew into him and knocked him to the ground, but the
damage had been done.


Rune let Levi and Denim handle him as she knelt beside the
shot human. The crowd grew quiet and watched with wide eyes and pale faces. Two
women murmured into phones, calling, Rune assumed,
911.


But it was too late for the human, a fifty-something man
with a furry hat and a sticker pasted to his overcoat: Death to the
monsters!


Indeed.


She climbed to her feet and walked toward the twins, who
were keeping the shooter down.


Lex joined her, her body vibrating. “We took a room close to
yours so we’d be here when you woke up. Didn’t turn out the way we’d hoped.”


“It rarely does.” Rune sighed. “The man he shot is dead. I
don’t want to be here when the cops show up. Pile into my car and let’s get the
fuck out of here.” The berserker was right. They needed to stick together.


The shooter lay on his belly. One of the twins had
restrained his hands behind his back with nylon cuffs. “Just leave him?” Levi
asked.


Rune nodded. “He’s not going anywhere.” She pointed at the
little knot of humans, now huddled together in shock and silence. “They won’t
let him.” The humans might have hated her and the Others,
but they hadn’t come prepared to watch one of their own die.


They still stared at Rune with hatred and fear, but they
stared at the shooter the same way—minus the fear.


Even as she watched, a tall, dark-haired woman separated
from the crowd and strode toward the shooter, her face shuttered and dark.


When she began kicking him in the head, Rune looked at her
crew. “Let’s go.” The sound of sirens filled the air. They’d get there in time
to save the shooter from a concussion. Maybe.


She handed her keys to Levi. His fingers brushed hers as he
took the keys, and then he reached out to grab her wrist with his free hand.


They stared at each other for a long, quiet moment.


“We okay?” she asked.


“Yes.” He smiled, and there were no lingering grudges or
regrets in his eyes. “We are good.”


She nodded. “Then let’s get out of here.”


“Raze, Jack, and Owen went to help some Others
a couple hours ago,” Lex told her, once they were headed down the highway. “The
shifters were shot up with silver and buried alive by a mob of fucking humans.”


“Scared humans,” Denim said. He was sitting in the front
with Levi, and glanced back at Lex as he spoke.


“Doesn’t excuse them,” she snapped.


“No, it doesn’t. Lex—”


“Not right now,” she said.


The blind Other was still hurt over
the twins abandoning her, but Rune doubted she’d stay angry for much longer.
With the appearance of COS, she and the twins would soon close ranks.


“Where’s Strad?” Rune asked.


Before any of them could answer, her cell buzzed. It was the
berserker.


“Rune. I’m at Toad’s and Butter’s
in the Moor. I need you here.”


“I’m with the twins and Lex. We’ll be there in fifteen
minutes. Need me to call the others?”


“I’ll do it.” He clicked off.


“What’s up?” Levi asked.


“Something at Toad’s and Butter’s.
He didn’t specify.”


“I can feed you,” Lex offered.


“I’m okay for now.”


But as they hurtled down the highway toward the Moor, she
knew she was lying.


She’d never really been okay, and she wasn’t going to start
now.


 


 











 Chapter
Thirty-Four


The few customers and employees at Toad’s and Butter’s were busy taking pictures of a dead, bloody bear
sprawled out on the dirty wood floor.


There would soon be pictures and videos all over YouTube and
Facebook of the crew examining the half-shifted bear.


Jack and Raze were already there, standing with Strad over
the body. Owen walked in just seconds after Rune.


Rune knelt to examine the bear. “Jack, you and Raze move
these people back. Owen, help me look over the body. Lex, if you get a reading
let me know. Denim and Levi, one of you question the customers and the other
talk to the wait staff.”


“Rune,” Lex said, “I’m getting a strange feeling.”


“What?” Rune asked.


The Other vibrated gently, her
sightless eyes dancing. “Just strange.”


Rune frowned and studied the shifter. The bear was naked and
grotesque in death, more so because he wasn’t completely shifted than because
of the deep wounds on his body.


Patches of fur competed for space with the bloody, jagged
wounds. His mouth was open, showing long, sharp teeth crowding a mostly human
face. His torso was bear, his arms and legs human. He looked like a mutant
spider.


She leaned over him. “Guys. These
wounds aren’t from a blade.”


Strad knelt down, ignoring Owen but nodding a hello to the
others. He studied the wounds. “You’re right.” He leaned closer, his eyes
narrowed. “These are from teeth.”


“Holy fuck,” someone yelled. “They just said those are teeth
marks. Someone tried to eat the fucking bear!”


“I heard bear meat is tasty,” someone else said, causing
those near him to break out into laughter.


As though a man had not just been killed.


Rune growled. “Jack.”


“On it.” He pushed the humans back
farther, ignoring their complaints. “Go sit the fuck down or I’m going to clear
this room.”


No one argued with him and at last, the customers drifted
back to their tables and to the long bar, leaving the crew to their
investigation.


“What the hell are people doing at a bar this early in the
morning?” Rune muttered. But this place was in the Moor—her new home. Nothing
was normal in the Moor.


Lex put her hand on Rune’s shoulder and leaned down to
whisper in her ear. She said only one word, and that one word filled Rune with
dread.


“Zombies.”


Strad and Owen looked at her quizzically.


“What is it?” Owen asked, kneeling on her other side.


She swallowed. “Rock County shit has found us.”


It only took them a second.


“Fuck,” Strad said.


A vivid image of Z hit her mind’s eye like a bomb. She
grabbed her head and groaned.


“Rune,” Strad said. “What?”


“Sadness,” Lex murmured. “Part zillion.”


Rune lowered her hands and shook her head, hard, forcing out
thoughts of Z. “I’m okay.” She took a deep breath, got her emotions under
control, then motioned Strad closer. “I doubt the bear
came far with injuries like these.”


He nodded. “Before I called you, I called for the RISC bus
to take him to the lab. We’ll need to get him away from these people.”


“Do we know if we can be infected by a body?”


“There have been some cases.”


She wiped her hands on her jeans and stood. “Let’s not take
any chances. Just keep the people away from him until RISC arrives.”


Owen stood as well, his arm brushing Rune’s shoulder. Strad
stared at him with narrowed eyes.


“Owen,” Rune said. “Call Bill Rice.”


He nodded and pulled his cell phone from his pocket, walking
a few steps away to make the call.


Denim and Levi joined them. “I got nothing,” Denim said.
“The bear apparently walked in, fell to the floor, and died.” He shrugged. “There
was nothing else.”


Levi nodded. “Same here. He never
said anything at all, just…died.”


Rune motioned them to her. “Zombies,” she said, quietly.


“That is not good,” Jack said, trying to whisper. His voice
rumbled with a low, gritty darkness that echoed throughout the room. “Fucking
zombies?”


“Jack,” Rune said. She shook her head, frowning.


“Sorry.”


But he was right. It was not good.


Not good at all.


She glanced toward the door and rested her fingers on her
sheathed silver blades, willing RISC to appear and cart off the bear.


“Oh no.” Lex pointed. “Look.”


The bear had begun to twitch. And change. His eyes opened.


Empty eyes.


The crew stared, disbelief on their faces.


“How is this happening?” Rune asked. “Damascus is gone. The
Other zombies went with her. I saw them lying in piles upon the ground. How is
this possible?”


“Maybe she’s back,” Lex said.


“I don’t think so,” Rune said. She didn’t feel the witch.
But how the hell else were the Others being infected?


“What should we do?” Levi asked.


Rune slid two silver shivs from their sheaths. “Gather
around me, guys.”


They shielded her body immediately.


She knelt. Without hesitation, she plunged her blades into
the bear’s eyes and with little effort, into the brain.


“There,” she said, and left the knives where they were. She
didn’t want the diseased pieces of metal back. She dusted her hands as she
arose. It amused her that in the heat of battle, she got zombie bits all over
her—yet there she was, wiping her hands like a fussy old lady.


“Uh,” said Denim. “Rune?”


“Yeah?” She looked at her palms.
“What?”


“Oops,” Lex murmured. “Zombie movement at
floor o’clock.”


“The fuck?” Rune whipped around to
stare at the zombie, and sure enough, the bastard was still twitching. It
didn’t seem to notice that it had two blades protruding from its eye sockets.


“It doesn’t want to stay dead,” Lex said.


“Customer alert.” Levi pointed. “They’re heading this way.”


“Shit,” Rune said. “One of you head
them off.” She pulled another blade, a long one. “I’ll—”


“Never mind,” Raze said, and yanked a mini scythe from a
holster at his hip. “I’ll get it.” Before anyone could move, he lifted the
curved blade and cut through the bear zombie’s thick neck. The head and the
body parted company without much trouble. “Twitch now, motherfucker.”


There was surprisingly little mess. Rune glared at the RISC
workers as they hurried into the bar with a stretcher. “Take him to RISC. And
this time, hurry the fuck up.”


The zombie was deprived of its head and had two silver blades
in its brain, but the bastard hadn’t wanted to stay down. “Wait,” Rune said, as
the transporters approached.


She took off her jacket and spread it out on the floor, then
rolled the bear’s head into it. Strad helped her tie it into a neat bundle for
the puzzled RISC workers. “Take it to the lab,” she said. “And don’t touch it
with your bare skin.”


“What’s it contaminated with?” one of them asked.


She hesitated. “Something you don’t want touching you.” Or biting you.


He shrugged, and then they loaded the bear onto the
stretcher. And necessary or not, they covered the body with a silver-lined
sheet.


Rune put a hand to her stomach, massaging away the dread
that had gathered there to keep the anxiety company.


Fucking zombies were in River County, and if Shiv Crew
didn’t contain the threat quickly and quietly, the military would come to make
life even more of a hell than it usually was.


But worse than that, the new zombies were back. And if she
didn’t figure out how to make them disappear for good, the world wasn’t going
to have a chance.


 


 











 Chapter
Thirty-Five


“We have to find them,” she told the crew as they left the
bar.


“They could be anywhere,” Jack replied, “so that might be a
little difficult.”


She glanced at Owen. “How is Elizabeth?”


“Doing better. She’s strong.”


Her phone buzzed. “Ellie?”


“Are you okay, Rune?”


“I’m fine. You?”


“I’m staying for a few more hours then I’m getting out of
here.” He hesitated, and when he continued, it was with a deep tone of pride.
“Bill Rice has asked me to cover for Elizabeth until she’s better.”


“No, Ellie. I don’t think—”


“It’s what I’m doing.” His voice was soft, but firm. “I’m
going to do my part.”


“Your mother will not be happy.”


“My mother has never been happy, and nothing I do or don’t
do will change that. I’m coming to help. You just be careful.” Again, he
hesitated. “I wouldn’t want to live in a world without you, Rune.”


She blinked away quick tears. “Okay,” she managed, and put
her cell back into her pocket.


“What did he say?” Levi asked. “Is he all right?”


“He’s breaking out of the hospital in a few hours. Rice has
asked him to take over for Elizabeth until she’s back.”


Levi sighed but didn’t argue.


They stood in the dirty snow around Rune’s car. Every single
one of them looked slightly shell-shocked and tired in the cold light of the
morning.


“Before we go zombie hunting,” she said, “let’s find a
restaurant. Have a hot breakfast and some—”


“Coffee.” They all said the word at
the exact same time, smiling slightly.


“Yes,” she agreed. “Fucking coffee.”


Ten minutes later she pulled into the parking lot of a small
diner, the others right behind her. The scents of hot coffee and cooking meat
made her stomach groan as she started toward a table against the far wall.


The place was crowded with other patrons grabbing a hot
meal, and Rune didn’t at first pay attention to the sudden silence.


But as she pulled out a chair and started to sit down, it
hit her, that silence.


She and the crew stared at the roomful of humans, and the
humans stared back with sullen faces and angry eyes.


“Can’t we even eat our breakfast without being exposed to
the fucking monsters?”


Rune looked at the speaker, a small man in a suit. He sat at
a table with two other suited guys, and as with pretty much the entire room,
not one of them had friendly faces. “If you see a monster here, sir, be sure to
let us know. We’ll protect you from them as we always do.”


“Who will protect us from your fucking ugly face?” This was
from a man in the back. He wore a motorcycle jacket and a ponytail.


“You’d think they’d be a little too scared to fuck with us,”
Rune said. “Something’s up.”


After all, she was known to be a stone-cold killer, and the
men at her back were large enough to give any normal person pause.


But then, Lex stepped up beside her, her body vibrating.
Fear came off her in waves, no matter how hard she tried to hide it. “COS,” she whispered, and put a hand to her chest.


Rune nodded. “Yeah.” And then she
spotted them.


The slayers, six of them, sat at a corner table in the back,
right next to motorcycle dude. When they noticed her watching, they smiled.


“Bastards,” she said.


Raze started toward them and as one, they got to their feet.


Each slayer held a handgun.


“Raze,” Rune said. “Not worth it. We’ll find another place.”


“Good idea,” one of the COS members said. He was a tall man
in a gray suit and a tie, unremarkable and bland. Except for
his eyes.


They shone with hatred so dark she almost took a step back. Almost.


“Walk away,” she told her crew. “I’ll be right behind you.”
There were too many humans in the room. If COS started
shooting, half of them would probably end up dead. She didn’t want to
risk the crew, either.


“The men can stay,” Gray Suit said, “but you need to go
somewhere and eat with the other dogs. This place doesn’t allow animals.” He
pointed to the door. “There’s a sign outside that says so.” His lips twitched.


“You’re hilarious,” she said. “But you need to shut the fuck
up before I change my mind and let my crew tear you to pieces.”


His cold stare raked Lex, who stood her ground beside Rune,
despite the fact that her body was racked with shivers stronger than the
vibrations.


Then Lex moaned, swaying gently.


The twins and Raze gathered around her, gently easing her
back. Strad and Jack slid up to stand beside Rune. Owen stood at her back.


“Those guns,” Rune told the COS members, “won’t stop me.
While shooting me is still a thought in your minds I’ll have ripped them from
your hands and shoved them down your throats.” She tried to calm herself—the
rage was there, and it was overwhelming. She wanted to hurt them. She wanted to
fucking hurt them. She shook with the powerfulness of her emotions, of
reaction. She wanted to kill. She wanted to taste blood. She wanted someone to
suffer.


She heard a phone ringing, and realized only when she heard
Jack muttering tersely into it that it was his phone.


Owen squeezed her shoulder and she felt his breath in her
hair. “Anyone not wanting to die should leave the room.” His voice was calm,
but full of steel. “Now.”


Chairs scraped the floor and the customers tripped over each
other running for the exit.


And for a second, Rune saw doubt in the slayers’ eyes.


“What about you,” she murmured. “Do you want to die?”


“No,” Gray Suit answered. “But we want the Other you’re protecting. We want Karin Love’s daughter. Give
her to us and no one from the church will ever set foot in your city again.”


Lex began screaming, tormented and terrified. Rune realized all
over again that what COS had put her through, what her mother had put
her through, was never going to leave the girl.


“Know how I find the silence?”


“Get her the fuck out of here,” she said.


Because she would always protect Lex, and because she was so
full of rage and torment and the need to kill, she started toward the men.


She was going to destroy them.


And those killings would be fucking justified.


 


 











 Chapter
Thirty-Six


How Jack stopped her, she’d never know. Just suddenly he was
there, his nose against hers, his voice bringing her back from a killing edge.


“Rune. Not yet.”


“One good reason,” she said, realizing she’d shot out her
silver claws and that her fangs were cutting into her lip. It’d been an
automatic response to the bloodlust, and she hadn’t even been aware.


God, she hated COS.


“I’ll give you two,” Jack replied. “You’ll go to jail, Rune.
And…” he hesitated and lowered his voice. “Rice has located the items we were
wondering about earlier.”


At last, she focused on his face, his words. “Items? You mean…?”


“Yes. At the hospital.”


Shit. The hospital—where Fie was.


She retracted her claws and fangs and turned with her crew
to walk away, but turned back for one last warning. “If I see any of you so
much as look at Lex, I will rip your throats out. And I’ll enjoy the fuck out
of it.” She waited, but no one replied. They stood still and uncertain with
their guns pointed and their faces pale.


“Just give me an excuse,” she said, then
strode with her men from the diner.


The twins had put Lex in the backseat of Rune’s SUV and sat
on either side of her, their arms around her.


They looked at Rune with identical hopeless gazes when she
opened the door and climbed under the wheel.


“You didn’t kill them?” Denim asked, slightly accusing.


“No. How is Lex?”


He met her stare in the mirror. “She’ll be okay.”


“Lex?”


“I’m okay, Rune.” But her voice was flat, devoid of hope. As
though she knew that someday she’d be once again in the cruel grasp of COS and
there wasn’t one fucking thing she could do about it.


Owen pulled open the passenger side door and climbed inside.
He said nothing, but his stare lingered on her torn lip.


She licked the blood from it, a little self-conscious under
his regard. He closed his door and she waited for him to buckle up before
speeding out of the parking lot.


“What’s going on?” Levi asked. “Where are we headed?”


“Zombies have been sighted,” Owen answered. “By the hospital.”


“Think they’re the new zombies?” asked Denim.


“Don’t know,” Rune said, “but I look forward to kicking some
ass. I have to get this fucking energy out and that’s as good a way as any.”


“I know a better way,” Owen said.


She didn’t look at him. Fucking cowboy was trouble. She’d
known it all along.


“Dude,” Lex said, a little stronger. “I like you so I’m
going to give you some advice. Don’t fuck with Rune. The berserker will tear
you apart.”


Owen glanced back at her.


“I’m afraid for you,” she continued. “I read him. I know
what’s in there. He will kill you over her, and he will make it hurt.”


“Fuck, Lex,” Rune said.


“I saw into that blackness. You should know, Owen. You too,
Rune, if you didn’t already.”


Rune couldn’t help but look at Owen.


He was watching her, a slight smile on his lips. “I’m
willing to take the chance.” He shrugged. “And that’s just something else you
should know.”


Shit. She put her stare back on the road. She didn’t
need that kind of trouble. And the berserker couldn’t think beating the shit
out of an interested guy was an option.


But Strad Matheson did whatever the fuck he wanted. And she
didn’t see that changing anytime soon. No matter what she said.


Lex leaned up to peer at Rune. “He will not beat the shit
out of him, Rune. He will kill him.”


“Dammit, Lex.” The blind Other hadn’t even touched her, had just plucked the thought
right out of her head.


Lex snorted. “I didn’t do anything anyone in this car
couldn’t have done. You don’t take the berserker seriously enough. I know what
you’re thinking.” She leaned back and continued, her
voice grim. “But you need to do some rethinking. Strad Matheson used to scare
you. He still should.”


Rune grunted. She and the berserker were going to have a
long fucking talk.


Just not right then. Right then, there were zombies to
destroy.


When they arrived at the hospital, there were people all
along the front holding crude and hastily made signs, and it took her a few
seconds to realize the signs were not about her or monsters in general.


They were about Fie.


The humans, probably guided by COS, had decided the child
was a monster.


Rune snatched a cardboard sign out of a startled woman’s
hands and tore it into pieces before glaring at the others. “She’s a little
kid, you fucking idiots. She’s just lived through shit you cannot even imagine.
And you’re out here holding signs demanding the hospital what, put her down?”
She sneered, angry and a little alarmed. “You’re the monsters.”


The sign holders backed away carefully, eyes wide, a little
shamefaced. But she knew as soon as she and the crew were
out of sight, they’d start again with their chants and their hatred.


“Where are the zombies?” she asked Jack. “Call
Rice.”


He was off the cell in moments. “One caller said he saw one
around back by the loading dock. Another caller reported two of them headed
toward the front. We need to find them before someone is bitten.”


“Spread out,” she said.


But they were too late.


As they jogged across the pavement, the screams began.


She felt the zombies before she saw them.


The bond was still there.


The fucking bond was still there.


 


 











 Chapter
Thirty-Seven


There were only six of them, but she had no doubt that more
would follow. And keeping it quiet was no longer a possibility.


The zombies lurched with single-minded determination toward
the small knot of sign-holders, who scattered with horrified screams when they
caught sight of the rotting monsters.


The zombies weren’t the new zombies, so the crew had that to
be thankful for. Still, zombies were dangerous—no matter what flavor they were.


Rune shot out her claws and ran toward the zombies, her crew
at her back. It took them less than five minutes to dispatch the monsters.


When the zombies lay at their feet, various body parts
scattered across the pavement, she retracted her claws. “So
much for keeping the military out.”


“They’ll send in a few people to scout the area,” Strad
said. 


“Yeah,” Jack agreed. He adjusted his eye patch. “With only a
couple of zombies here, they won’t do anything drastic.”


“You know these can’t be the only ones,” Levi said.


“Nope.” Rune surveyed the area. Two
cars from the police department cruised toward them. “But all we can do is wait for reports and take them out when they pay us a
visit.”


Her phone buzzed. “Yeah.”


“Rune, it’s Ellis. Where are you?”


“At the hospital, baby. We’ll be in
to see you in a minute.”


“Fie is missing.”


She frowned and clutched at her stomach. “Since
when?”


“I don’t know. At least for a couple of
hours. I came to her room to visit with her and the nurses were in a
panic. She’s just…gone.”


“She’s here somewhere. We’ll start searching right now.”


“What’s wrong?” Lex asked. “The little
girl?”


“The hospital seems to have lost her.”


“I’ll take care of the police and the zombies,” Strad said.
“Start looking for the kid.”


She gave him a cool look. “I’d planned on it.” She didn’t
take well to anyone giving her orders, and after Lex’s talk, she was less
inclined than usual to take the berserker’s. He was slowly insinuating himself
as a man who thought he had the right to tell her what to do, and that was not
a good thing.


Or maybe she was being overly sensitive.


He lifted an eyebrow but said nothing as he watched the cops
making their way cautiously toward the downed zombies.


She walked toward the hospital, the rest of the crew beside
her. “Lex, do you want to come with me? You guys take a floor and start
searching.”


“What about out here? She might have left the building,”
Denim said.


“Strad will search after he’s taken care of the zombies and
spoken with the cops.” She knew the berserker. He did better with the outdoors
than in. He’d search outside.


Lex stopped walking. “Rune…”


Rune stopped, as did the others, and turned toward her.
“What’s wrong, Lex?”


“I’m going to stay out here with Strad. I’ll help him search
outside the building.”


Rune wasn’t sure what to say, except, “Sure.”


Raze narrowed his eyes at the little Other,
though she couldn’t see him. “Why?” His voice was growly and low,
and Rune watched as expressions of slowly dawning understanding grew in the
twins’ eyes.


They glanced at each other, then at Rune.


She looked away. It was not her secret to tell.


Only now, it wasn’t much of a secret.


Lex shrugged. “I’d rather be out here. I don’t like
hospitals. I don’t like the scents, the…” she gestured. “Sometimes the emotions
of the sick are overwhelming. I’d rather stay outside.”


Raze nodded, satisfied, then took her arm. “I’ll walk you
back to Matheson.”


She grinned, vibrating slightly. “I can find my way to him,
Raze. Somehow. He’s what…twelve feet behind me?” Her
voice was slightly dry.


Raze dropped her arm and avoided everyone’s stares. He
cleared his throat, then turned and strode away.


Rune hadn’t the heart to grin.


Lex made a wry face and shook her head, then went to the
berserker. Rune watched him for a moment. He looked down at Lex, and didn’t
seem at all surprised by her company.


He glanced up, straight at Rune, silently holding her gaze
as the cops talked on.


His stare was like a physical touch, hot and hard, and she
felt it penetrate every single part of her body.


And her mind.


Owen took her arm. “Let’s get to work.”


The berserker transferred his stare from Rune to Owen. The
expression on his face darkened immediately as he took in the cowboy’s grip on
her arm.


But Lex wrapped her hands around his big forearm.


He stared for a second longer,
promise in his blue eyes, then let Lex calm him.


Shit.


The berserker and his possessiveness were getting out of
hand.


And fuck if it didn’t excite the hell out of her.


She shuddered. “Yeah. Let’s get to
work.”


Owen grinned.


“You shouldn’t push him, Cowboy.”


“I’m pushing you,” he replied. “Just you.
If Strad Matheson gets in my way…” He lowered his voice, though the others were
trying hard not to listen. “If he gets in my way, we will fight.” He slid his
fingers down her arm before finally releasing her from his hot, tight grip.
“And that’s not your problem.”


“Fuck you,” she whispered, her heart beating like she’d just
fought a pack of wolves.


But he only smiled.


“How was Ellis?” Levi interrupted, and she’d never been so
grateful for anything in her life.


She cleared her throat. “Fine. He
sounded strong.”


I’ll take the basement,” Owen said, once they were inside
the hospital.


She watched him walk away. She watched his slouchy, casual
walk, his long, too stringy hair flopping with uncared-for abandon over his
shoulders. Watched his fingers as they caressed the hilts of his holstered
blades…


And for one brief, hot second, imagined
him naked on top of her.


Fuck. No.


Just no.


But still, her gaze lingered.


“Rune,” Jack said, a tone of
sympathy in his voice, “I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes right now.”


“I might,” Levi said, and grinned.


They couldn’t help but grin back at him.


“Let’s find the kid,” she said. “I’ll take the third floor.”


She smiled as she climbed the stairs. It felt damn good to
smile after all the horror. Sometimes a person just had to take a smile when it
offered itself.


That made her think of Z, and her smile dropped as though
it’d never even been there.


Maybe it never had.


But lingering in her mind was an image of the cowboy and the
berserker, and she felt something tighten inside her.


Something hot and dangerous.


Something fucking delicious.


 


 











 Chapter
Thirty-Eight


Strad called her before she’d covered half the third floor.
“You found her?”


“She’s in the wooded area across from the emergency
department.”


“I’m coming.”


She was careful until she left the floor, then
she streaked down the stairs like lava from a volcano. Urgency made her heart
beat hard and fast, and familiar dread curled inside her stomach.


Little Stefanie was Amy all over again, and she wasn’t
letting anything happen. Not this time. Not to this kid.


Raze met her as she ran across the floor toward the exit
doors. “I called the others.”


“Good.” She hadn’t wanted to take the time.


Once outside, she left Raze behind as she ran almost full
out to where Strad waited. It was only then, when she stood beside him and he
ran searching fingers over the bandage on her chest that she realized her stake
wound was practically healed. It no longer hurt.


“Where is she?” She pulled away from the berserker’s touch,
impatient. She looked around. “And where is Lex?”


“Come with me.” He guided her with a hand to her back,
deeper into the small wooded area.


She spotted Lex. The Other vibrated
gently, her eyes dancing and her head slightly tilted. Watching,
in her own mysterious way, the little girl.


Stefanie crouched upon the cold ground, her back to them.


She was dressed only in a tiny pair of pink pajamas. Her
feet were bare. She appeared not to notice as the crew gathered a short
distance behind her.


All her attention was on the small crowd of zombies standing
before her.


“Shit,” Rune murmured. “What is she doing?”


“Sometimes she whispers,” Lex said. “She’s talking to them.
She’s talking to the zombies.”


“Holy fuck,” Denim said, his voice
low. “What do you want us to do, Rune?”


“We can’t kill them while she watches.” She chewed on a
fingernail for a few seconds. “I’m going to talk to her. As soon as I get her
away, destroy them.”


She ignored the streams of empathy running through her. She
wanted to join Fie on the ground and stare at the zombies, who stood swaying
and quiet.


She could only imagine how the child felt. She wouldn’t be
able to force her emotions away. Wouldn’t even want to.
In her little heart, she loved the zombies.


“They’re my friends,” she said softly, as Rune knelt beside
her. “Don’t take them.”


Rune ran a hand over Fie’s long hair, gently. “Oh, sweetheart. You have George. A lot of people care about
you.”


Fie looked at her then, taking her solemn gaze from the
zombies. The zombies stayed put. Not long ago she had trouble controlling one
zombie. Now she talked with Rune while controlling eleven of them. 


“George won’t wake up.”


“I’m sorry, baby.”


Fie pointed at the zombies. “I want to go with them. I want
to live with my zombies.”


“You can’t do that, Fie.”


“They saved me. They saved me when the lady threw me away.”


Rune closed her eyes for a long, painful second. She had no
idea what to say. Not an inkling. She wanted to snatch
the child off the ground and run with her, run until the girl forgot her pain.


Kids were resilient, sure, but there had to be a limit to
what they could witness and experience and remain sane. There had to be.


She swallowed past the lump in her throat and said nothing.
She just didn’t know what to say.


Strad knelt on the other side of the child, his eyes holding
the same torment Rune felt. “Fie, I have a present for you.”


She looked at him quickly, interested. “What is it?”


Rune waited, as curious as the child.


“When I was chasing bad guys through the woods, I found a
little lost puppy. It was all alone, with no one to take care of it.”


“Just like me,” Fie said.


“The puppy needs you, sweetheart.” He held out a big hand.
“And you need the puppy. Can I bring him to you?”


She studied his hand for a long moment. Finally, she put her
hand in his. “Can we take the zombies, too?”


“No, little one.”


He stood, and she allowed him to lift her into his arms. 


“Where is the puppy?” she asked.


Rune stood with them and took off her jacket, then wrapped
it around Fie’s cold body. As she and the berserker walked past the others, she
gave them a nod.


They’d get rid of the monsters.


“She’s so much stronger.” She looked at Strad as he carried
the child back into the hospital. “Incredibly strong.”


“Because of the witch,” he replied. “Just
as you were.”


Rune nodded. The child was a necromancer, and having been
inside and then spit out of the witch, she’d absorbed some of her power.


“I’ll bring you the puppy,” Strad told the child, when she
was once again ensconced in her room, surrounded by nurses and a woman from
social services.


“Where’s Lane?” Rune asked.


“On her way,” someone answered.


“I want my puppy.”


“I’ll bring it soon,” Strad promised.


One of the nurses was an older, frowning woman with short
gray hair and cold eyes.  She put her hands on her hips and shook her
head, not intimidated by the berserker. “You can’t bring pets in here, sir.”


Strad ignored her. He leaned down, murmuring something into
Fie’s ear that only she heard. Whatever it was, it made her eyes light up.


Rune had no doubt he’d sneak a puppy in to visit with the
girl. She also knew he hadn’t actually found a dog, but he would buy the cutest
puppy River County had to offer.


Following Strad’s lead, Rune leaned down to whisper in the
kid’s ear. “Baby, are you calling the zombies?”


Fie smoothed down the hair of her doll and refused to
answer.


Rune tried again. “We’re not angry with you. I just need to
know if you’ve brought them here.”


Fie sucked in her lower lip, but at last she turned to her
head to stare into Rune’s eyes. Then, slowly, she nodded.


Rune winked at her, then straightened to look at the
berserker. “Let’s go.”


Out in the hall, she told him what Fie had said. “I’m not
sure if she’s still bringing them from their graves or calling the ones that
are already here.”


He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall, ignoring
the people who stared at him as they walked by. “And we need to figure out how
to get her to stop.”


Rune rubbed a hand across her face and sighed. “She needs someone
to…train her, I guess.”


“How do you keep from calling them?”


Shame slapped her in the face. Hard.
“Because I can’t call them. Llodra took that
power.”


“There’s something still inside you. I saw you out there.
You felt it.”


The panic was immediate. “It was the fucking witch. I can’t
call the dead.”


“I think the witch’s magic sparked something already inside
you.”


Fuck if he wasn’t right. What did it mean? That she, too,
was a necromancer? She couldn’t control the vampires—that power had gone when
Llodra had sucked it out of her. But whatever the fuck magic made her master
the zombies, that was still there.


Strad was right. She still felt them. She put the back of
her hand to her mouth. “I don’t want it.”


“It’s who you are, sweetheart. It doesn’t make you evil.”


But it did.


And she was no longer able to sort out what had been the
witch, what was the zombies, and what was just…Rune
Alexander.


Super fucking monster.


 


 











 Chapter
Thirty-Nine


“We have to concentrate on taking the zombies out,” Rune
said.


“More will come.” Raze folded his arms and stared at her,
waiting. Just as they all were.


She had no real answers. “Until the zombie threat is
neutralized, we have to do what we can. When they come in, we destroy them.”
But she knew as well as they did that was not going to solve the problem.


The zombies were spreading.


Everywhere.


Sure, Shiv Crew could put them down as they arrived, but it
was only a matter of time before someone was bitten.


Then he would bite someone else.


At least they no longer had to worry about the military
focusing on River County. The news was full of the new zombie infestation.


What had begun with little Fie and the witch was now
spreading out in a pulsating radius of horror.


No one wanted to state the obvious.


No one wanted to whisper words too terrible to give voice
to.


Zombie apocalypse.


It could happen. It could happen easily.


And if it did, the humans would be wiped out, leaving only
the Others.


A world of Others.


But now, the Others were being
infected again.


Everyone would die, except for those like her.


And what the fuck would the world become then?


Rune shivered with dread and glanced around at her crew. She
could barely function after the death of Z—the black depression and fear lurked
inside her, just waiting for a chance to grab her by the throat and make her
remember how she hated her immortality.


She couldn’t even imagine how much worse life would become
if she lost them all. No. She could not let that happen.


She and the crew had finally gotten a meal. Ellis, who’d
left the hospital and was even now ensconced with Rice in the boardroom, had
called three different restaurants before he’d found one willing to deliver
food to the RISC building.


Sitting around the break room tables relaxing and eating
with the crew would have been heaven if not for one thing.


The lack of activity, the quiet eating,
the relative and momentary peace—that made it harder for her to keep out the
bad shit.


Especially Z.


Lex stared down at her food as though she could see the
leafy greens and the meat sitting in a quickly congealing puddle of gravy.


She’d ridden back to RISC with Rune, had sat silently in her
darkness until Rune had forcibly yanked her out. “Talk to me Lex,” she’d
insisted.


“Every time COS makes an appearance, my brain shuts down,”
Lex finally said. “I can’t control my reactions. They control me.”


Rune nodded. “I know.”


“You don’t know some things.”


“I’m not sure I could handle knowing more,” Rune admitted.
The thought of what COS had done to Lex, what her own mother had done to her,
was enough to make Rune fly into a rage of bloodlust that was almost more
frustrating than anything she’d ever felt.


Because she couldn’t get to Karin Love.
She couldn’t get revenge for Lex. She couldn’t kill the bitch.


And she wanted to. God, how she wanted to.


But no, Lex’s mother was in prison, eating and shitting and
fucking breathing and it made Rune crazy.


“I wish I could get to her,” Rune said. “I wish I could take
you to her and let you—”


“But I don’t want to,” Lex suddenly screamed, her fists
knotted at her chest. “I don’t want to. I want…I want her to care. I
want her to be sorry. I want her to love me.” She laughed, but then her
laughter turned to sobs as she stared in Rune’s direction.


Her words were covered with despair. “It’s so stupid. I know
it. But I can’t stop it. I want my mother. I want her to want me.” She
hugged herself. “The more she hurt me, the more I wanted to be better. The more
I wanted her to love me, to be proud of me.” Then she turned away and buried
her face in her hands. “Even though she scares the fuck out
of me.” Her voice was thick and muffled. “I’m so sorry.”


For the rest of the ride to RISC she refused to speak again,
but she reached a hand out to Rune, blindly, timidly.


Rune held her hand all the way to RISC.


The sun set as they finished eating, and when her phone
sounded she grabbed it with desperate relief.


“Yeah?”


“Rune, Bill Rice wants to see you when you’re finished with
dinner.” Ellis hesitated. “Alone.”


“Be right there.” She stood and stuffed her cell into her
pocket.


“What’s up?” Jack asked.


“I’m going to see Rice. I’ll let you know.”


Lex got up as well. “Bathroom,” she said, when Rune paused.


RISC was not close to being back to normal, but people still
walked the halls. Cleaning teams had come and gone. The area in which Llodra
had gone on his rampage was being repainted, the floors retiled. But nothing
would ever take away the echoes of screams that bounced off the walls.


She and Lex parted ways at the restroom, but before she
slipped inside Lex turned and hugged her. Hard.


For a second a feeling of desolation rose up to smother
Rune. She shook it off as the door closed behind the Other,
and went on alone to meet with Rice.


Ellis stood and squeezed her arm when she entered the room,
but Bill Rice remained seated at the long table. He’d become sterner and more
solemn since Llodra’s attack on RISC.


“Rune,” he said, once Ellis had released her. “Sit.”


She sat, surprised when Ellis pulled out a chair next to her.
Not long ago, he’d have been sent from a meeting such as that one.


Rice didn’t waste time. “I’m almost certain the city is
going to push me out soon. And if they get rid of me, you’ll be next. Maybe not
until they’ve used you against the current zombie threat, but soon.”


It took half a minute for his words to sink in. “You’re
kidding me.”


He shook his head and met her shocked stare. “I’m not.”


“That can’t happen.”


“Every official in River County wants me gone.”


“Why?” She tried to make her voice strong and angry, but it
sounded too soft and puzzled for her liking. She tried again. “Fucking why?”


“Because of COS. COS is influencing the humans,” Ellis said.


Rune laughed and pushed her chair back. She couldn’t sit
with shit like that in the room. She paced. “I will not believe you’ve let COS
take over. Not you, Bill.”


“No,” he said, slowly. “I don’t want COS to have that kind
of authority. And I’d fight it harder if…”


“If I hadn’t caused RISC to become a
slaughterhouse.”


Ellis stood. “That was not your fault, Rune.”


“Of course it was, Ellie. It was my fault. I insisted
Llodra be released. For RISC’s safety. What a fucking
laugh.” She clenched her fists, then forced herself to
relax. “But you can’t let them muscle you out right now, Bill. I’m not going
anywhere, no matter what they say. Let them take my badge. I’ll fight on. But
you can’t let COS take over.”


“COS is arming citizens,” Ellis said, his voice grim. “Arming them with silver and fear and hate.” There was a
look in his eyes she’d never seen before. Not even when she’d forced him to
bring her blood after allowing Jeremy to abuse her had she seen such a look of…


Bitterness.


Ellis was losing his hope, his belief. His
fucking innocence.


How much would he hate her when he found out that Llodra was
her father? That he was one bite away from becoming a monster himself? Because of her.


“Arming them with silver,” she echoed. She turned to Rice.
“Bill. You have to force them out of this city.”


“I wish I could.”


“You can. Just fucking do it!”


He stood, pushing his chair back so hard it fell over. “I
can’t make them leave, Rune! It’s just me. I’m just me. A fucking Other.”


As far as she knew, it was the first time Rice had admitted
what he was. The first time he’d said the words aloud.


He stared down at the table, his shoulders slumping. “COS is
behind this,” he murmured. “And there is nothing I can do about it.” His face
was lined and haggard. His suit hung on his gaunt body, which appeared to have
been reduced by at least fifteen pounds since the RISC massacre. “Honestly, I
expect to be arrested at any time.”


Rune took a deep breath and rubbed the bridge of her nose.
“Do they understand that if the zombies take over, they’ll die? The humans will
be wiped out?” She glanced at Ellis. She didn’t want to add to his depression
but it was the truth.


Bill sighed. “They only think about destroying Others. That’s all they’ve ever wanted. COS believes they’re
close to getting exactly what they’ve worked so hard for. They think they’ll
eventually rule the world. An Otherless
world.” He caught her stare. “Utopia.”


For a moment they just looked at each other. Utopia, maybe. But it would be utopia for the Others, not the idiot humans.


“It’s not just River County,” Ellis said. “They’re in every
city in the US, and the humans are being seduced by their words, by their
protection. It’s the perfect time. They’re so scared. The zombies…”


“The media is making it worse,” Rice said. “Reporting
constantly on Other crime. There has been a huge
increase in Other violence. Murders,
tortures, kidnappings. Others are committing more crimes against humans
than ever before.”


“And this sudden turn of events isn’t making the humans
realize COS is behind it? They’ve done it before, Bill.” Suddenly she was
tired. So tired. There was no end to the fighting. No
end to fucking COS. And in the ongoing battle of the world against COS, COS was
winning.


She was tempted to go home and let the zombies wipe them
out. It wasn’t like she could make a big difference anyway. Like Ellis had
said, it wasn’t just River County.


And honestly, if it hadn’t been for her crew, she just might
have.


But then her cell rang again, and even before she answered
she had a bad feeling it wasn’t good news.


Her gut had never failed her.


“Ms. Alexander,” a man said. “My name is Bach Horner. We met
at the diner.”


Gray Suit. “COS,” she muttered, and
clutched her stomach.


“Yes, ma’am. COS.”


“What the fuck do you want?”


“This is just a courtesy call.”


“What the fuck,” she said again, “do you want?”


“I wanted to let you know that I have Karin Love’s daughter.
I have Alexis.”


 


 











 Chapter
Forty


She couldn’t breathe. She grabbed on to the back of a chair,
swaying, as Ellis and Rice stared at her in alarm.


“I have our little princess,” he continued, “just as our
leader has requested. Do you understand now, Ms. Alexander?”


“Rune,” Ellis cried. “What has happened?”


She shoved her phone into her pocket. “COS has Lex.” She ran
from the room, leaving both Rice and Ellis behind.


She stopped at the restroom first and charged into it. “Lex!”


But the large room was empty.


She ran back to the break room.


The crew jumped up at her entrance, hands reaching for
silver blades. “What?” Strad said, his voice hard.


Raze came toward her, a blade in each hand, looking for a threat
that wasn’t there.


“God,” she cried. Lex wasn’t there. COS hadn’t lied. “COS
has Lex. COS has Lex.”


It seemed as though she could form no other words. COS. Lex.


She’d just spoken to Lex. Just left her in the bathroom
where COS had stolen her boldly and with no hesitation.


Her cell rang. She ripped it from her pocket. “Where is
Lex?” she screamed.


“I wanted to give you time to search for her, to see we’re
not lying. Lex is with us now.”


“I will find you,” she said, “and I will get her back.”


He didn’t sound afraid. “Be quiet and listen, Ms.
Alexander.”


He paused, then continued when she
did as he demanded. “Good. Now. Turn on your TV. I’ll
call you back.”


She pointed at the small television high on the break room
wall. “Turn it on,” she said to Jack.


He clicked through the channels, and then they saw exactly
what COS wanted them to see.


A reporter stared out at them. The penitentiary in which
Karin Love was confined loomed in the background. The reporter’s eyes were wide
and bright as she spoke with excited glee into her microphone. “…of Judge
Randolph Parker. Parker resided over her first trial, and due to new evidence
and prosecutorial misconduct, believes the woman might not belong on death row.
Might, in fact, belong back in the arms of her church…”


The reporter kept talking. Her lips moved, but Rune had no
idea what she was saying. White noise filled her head.


Lex.


She watched, frozen with disbelief, until Levi and Denim
broke from the small, stunned group and ran for the door.


“Wait,” she called. “Levi!”


The twins stopped and turned back to face her, their eyes
holding identical expressions of shock. Of horror. Of guilt. “What?” Levi asked. “What can you do?”


She didn’t know. She opened her mouth to speak but Ellis and
Rice hurried into the room. Ellis went immediately to Levi and wrapped his arms
around him. “We’ll get her back,” he said. “The crew will get her back.”


“Ellie,” Levi whispered. “They’re turning Karin loose. Karin
is coming, and she’s taking us back.”


Rune closed her eyes. God, the horror in
his voice, the conviction in his words. The twins believed it was
inevitable. Karin would once again get them all.


Her cell rang. She held it to her ear, her heart beating so
hard it hurt her chest. “I’m listening, you bastard.”


“We want the twins,” he said. “Tell them to go home. They’ll
be contacted. Keep your crew out of this. If we see you, if you interfere, Lex
will be tortured. You believe me, don’t you, Alexander?”


Oh yes, she believed. She nodded, numb, and turned to look
at the twins. “He said for you to go home and wait to be contacted.”


They were gone before she’d even finished speaking.


“How did you do it? How did you take her?”


“We have people everywhere. You passed three of them when
you left Lex alone and hurried on to your meeting with Bill Rice.” His voice
was full of something close to pride. And contempt.


“She didn’t fight,” Rune said.


“She is too afraid to fight us, Alexander. We know how to
handle Alexis Love. We’ve been doing it since she ripped her way from her mother’s
body.” He hung up.


She stared at Rice. “What can we do?”


“They’ve done nothing illegal. Law enforcement won’t touch
them.”


She laughed, then cut it off when
she heard a note of hysteria. “Nothing illegal? Since when is abduction not illegal?”


He held his phone out to her. “I received a call, informing
me to hang up and let it go to voicemail.”


She hit speaker, and she and the crew listened to yet
another horrific development.


“This is Alexis Love,” Lex said. Her voice came out of the
phone with a tinny desperation, a quiet knowledge, and a hurt so vast it left
Rune breathless and ill. “I am with the Church of Slayers…” She stumbled, then continued. “I’m with them of my own free will. I want
to be with…”


She stopped speaking, but after a quickly indrawn breath,
she went on. “With my mother.” Then she spoke in a
monotone, and didn’t sound like Lex at all. “My mother will be freed, and my
place is at her side. I am the leader’s child. I am Alexis Love, and I belong
with my mother.”


Lex hesitated, and when she spoke again, her voice was hard.
“Take care of Levi and Denim. No matter what, do not let—” Then there was
nothing. Nothing but dead air.


The silence was heavy and oppressive. Lex was gone.


Gone.


“She’s gone,” Rune said. Her mind was barely working,
paralyzed beneath the fear.


“Not for long,” Raze said, his face
pale. “We’ll get her back if I have to tear the world apart to find her.”


“By the time you do, it’ll be too late,” Owen said. “The
queen bitch is going to kill that little girl.”


“Not right away. She’ll want to take her time. She enjoys
punishing her daughter too much to kill her—even if she has to do it through
her slayers.” Rune looked at Rice. “You can’t believe that phone call was
anything but forced.”


He shook his head. “I don’t. But everyone else…” He spread
his hands helplessly. “They’ll believe because they want to. No one will go
after the church. No one will go after Lex and those boys.”


“Oh, someone will,” Rune said. “We will.”


She’d thought Lex and the twins were safe with her and the
crew.


They hadn’t even been close.


COS had them, and that meant they had the
entire crew.


And COS might not kill Lex, but they would
kill the twins.


“No,” Raze said, as though he knew exactly what she was
thinking. “They won’t kill them. They want to use them. To
reconvert them. The boys are valuable.”


But she wasn’t convinced. The twins were dangerous to COS,
so they were disposable. But COS could control Lex by using the twins. Maybe
that would save them.


She glanced at the TV. Someone had muted the sound, but a
picture of Karin Love filled the screen, and no sound was necessary.


The face of evil stared back at her. Her smooth, black skin
was dotted with endearing freckles. Her lips were full and slightly tilted, as
though she was always on the verge of sharing a secret joke.


Rune could see bits of Lex in her face. The
forehead, cheekbones, mouth.


But Rune knew Karin Love, and to her, the evil was obvious.
It was there in her bottomless, cold eyes.


She knew suddenly and without question that Karin was going
to be freed, and she was going to hurt Lex.


Something Lex had known all along.


“Let’s go,” Raze said.


“Where, Raze? Go where?” Rune caressed the hilts of her
shivs, tempted to plunge one of them into the healing stake wound on her chest.


“Surround the house. Follow COS when they take the twins.
Get Lex the fuck back.”


“COS will hurt her if we do.”


He curled his lip. “They’ll hurt her anyway, Rune.”


But she’d made so many wrong decisions. “I’m afraid I’ll
fuck up again,” she said, looking from one to the other. “I’m afraid I’ll get
her killed.”


That was an understatement.


She was fucking terrified.


“I can’t do this, guys. I can’t do this anymore.”


“You’re the only one who can do this,” Jack said, his
voice harsh. “You want to sit back and let COS have them? Or do you want to
take them the fuck down?”


“I want Lex and the twins to be okay. That’s what I want.”


“Well, they’re not okay. We have to make them okay.
You know that, Rune.”


She did. She took a deep breath and clutched at Owen’s hand
when he offered it to her. In the back of her mind she noted the berserker’s
immediate reaction to the contact, but it was a niggling thought she barely
comprehended. Not then.


Rice’s phone rang. She stared at him, willing him to hang up
and tell her that Lex and the twins had overpowered COS and were on their way
back to the crew.


But he didn’t tell her that. He clenched his phone, his face
pale. “Zombies, Rune. And not just a few. They’re in
Spiritgrove, and they’re attacking.”


He held up his palm as she opened her mouth to speak. “Every
available cop is on the scene, and they’re blowing the zombies’ heads off. But
it’s not enough. They’re spreading out, and they have to be contained now.” He
pointed at her. “Take the crew and do your job. Protect the city.”


But he knew what she’d say. The knowledge was there in his
eyes. And he didn’t blame her, not really. The city hadn’t been kind to her, or
him, or to any of the Others.


She smiled. “Fuck the city, Bill. I’m going after Lex and
the twins.”


With any luck, the zombies would make their way to those who
held part of her crew. She’d urge them on as they munched on the malevolent
brains of the wicked slayers who held Lex, and eventually, on fucking Karin
Love.


 


 











 Chapter
Forty-One


But Rice shot out a hand as she started past him. “Rune. You can’t ignore the zombies. Especially
not these. They’re the new zombies you were worried about. You have to
help protect the city.”


“No. I have to wipe out COS. I have to get to Lex.”


He softened his voice. “Think of little Stefanie…of all the
innocents of River County. They depend on us to protect them. I want Lex to be
okay. But Lex and the twins are Shiv Crew. They will deal with it. Do your job,
Rune.”


Ellis had sat down after Levi left, his face in his hands.
But now, he climbed to his feet and joined her. “He’s right.”


“Ellie!”


“It’s the right thing to do.” He said nothing more, and
though stark terror was in his eyes, in the lines of his face, pale beneath the
recent injuries dealt him by the mad master, he was sure. Ellis had always been
one to do the right thing.


“Take the crew and destroy the zombies,” Rice urged. “COS
will still be here, playing their games.”


Finally, she relented. Sort of.
“Raze, take one of the guys and stake out the twins’ house. The rest of you,
come with me. As soon as we get the zombies under control, we’ll deal with
COS.”


“Owen,” Raze said. “Come with me.”


“Fuck you,” Owen replied. 


The insult was obvious. Raze wanted to take the person he
thought had the least ability to help Rune.


“I’ll go alone,” Raze told her. “I’m going to watch. You’re
going to fight. You need them.” Without waiting for her approval, he strode
from the room.


“Be careful,” she said, but he wouldn’t have heard her.


Four of them against a sudden horde of new
zombies.


“We’ll be in more danger from the cops and their guns than
from the zombies,” Jack said.


Rune nodded. “Grab some vests.” What he said was true.
People facing down monsters tended to get itchy trigger fingers.


Ten minutes later they were following Rune deeper into the
city. The streets were eerily quiet and empty, the darkness chased back by the
tall street lights.


“I hear guns, but I don’t see—” Rune started, then suddenly she caught sight of pulsating lights from cop
cars, lighting up the night. “There they are.” She dug out her cell and tossed
it into the glove compartment.


The police cars sat in the middle of the street, doors open
with cops crouched behind them, guns aimed.


Even as she stopped her own car and jumped out, the sound of
gunfire filled the night. But the monsters were not discouraged.


They came on in their unhurried, hungry way.


When she ran forward, she released her claws and called out
to the police. Some of them acknowledged her with a nod, but mostly they
ignored her and watched the zombies.


“There are so many of them,” a young cop said. She couldn’t
remember his name. David, maybe, or Danny. “They keep
coming. We blast out their brains and the others just walk over them. They want
us.” His face was pale, his eyes a little too wide.


An older cop joined her, a man named Tom Peyton. “Glad to
see you, Alexander.” He scratched his head. “I can’t figure out where they’re
coming from. But they keep coming.”


She glanced around at her crew. “We’re going to take them
out, but you guys have to stop shooting. We can’t be in the middle of that with
guns blazing.”


He nodded, and a gleam of relief lit his eyes. “Rice let us
know you were coming. If you think you can destroy the motherfuckers, be my
guest. We need more men, more guns. But right now I’ll be happy with you and
the guys.” He nodded a hello to Strad, who came to stand at her back. “If you
need us, get the hell out of that mess and we’ll start shooting again.”


The zombies were taking over the city—at least that part of
it. She nodded in the direction of the hospital. “You have some men stationed
at the hospital?”


“We do. We have men stationed all over. Got
rid of a few stragglers over there. But these ones, they seem to be
following a path straight into the city. That make any
kind of sense to you?”


She shook her head, but was afraid it did make sense.
They were following an invisible trail left by Fie,
and maybe, by Rune herself.


“Flamethrower?” she asked the cop.


“We had two. Used them up and started shooting. Barely slowed them down.”


Rune looked around at her crew. “Do not get bitten.”
If they’d have listened, she’d gladly have ordered them to stay the fuck away.


Owen grinned. “We’ll do our best. And after this, Rune, you
and I are going to—”


“After this,” the berserker interrupted,
his voice soft and even, “you and I will need to talk.”


Owen inclined his head. “I guess we will.”


“Get rid of them, Alexander,” Peyton said. “Because if the military comes in, it’s over for all of us.”


Without waiting for either one of them to say another word,
Rune ran at a car and leaped over it, landing on the other side with the coming
zombies.


Then with a niggling, confusing reluctance, she shoved all
her worries away and began to do her best to thin out the monsters.


There was no scent of tempting, fresh blood this time. These
zombies had not fed—a little fact she was extremely grateful for. But it wasn’t
for lack of trying. The bastards came at her, disregarding her slashing claws,
their teeth snapping eagerly.


But there was a whiff of magic. She caught the strong,
familiar scent of Damascus. Damascus was gone. Why did her scent linger?


Rune slashed throats and drove her claws into cavernous eye
sockets, and it was like slicing dehydrated meat.


They were hungry. So hungry. Their
moans beat at her brain, begging her for something. Anything.


Each time one fell, she felt it tug at her heart. Like she was killing innocents. But they were zombies. They
couldn’t think, or feel, or reason.


They couldn’t.


And she wasn’t their fucking mother.


She fought harder, angry now, and let herself do what she
did best. She couldn’t worry about the three men with her, couldn’t worry about
anything other than stopping the zombies.


Occasionally she heard a gunshot, and figured one of the
zombies had wandered close enough for the cops to put it down without risking
the crew.


She stumbled only once, when her concentration was broken by
Owen.


It was the first time she realized he was truly one of them.
He was Shiv Crew.


And it wasn’t because of his flawless execution as he
wielded his silver, wasn’t the way he danced with fearless finesse through the
throngs of zombies. Wasn’t even the way his straight-as-sticks hair flew out
behind him as he turned to slice a zombie neck at the exact moment he drop
kicked another.


It was the look in his eyes.


She recognized it, though she couldn’t name it. It was the
look all of Shiv Crew had.


It was the look that told her she could trust him. The one
that told her he’d give his life for the innocents, for the crew, for her.


Just as she’d give hers.


So she stumbled, because right then, Owen became one of
them.


She didn’t know, with the thick soup of magic and mayhem and
mystery, with all the pain and death and torment, why they were.


But she realized without a single doubt they’d been brought
together for a reason.


They’d been born for Shiv Crew.


And while she might be damaged and broken and a little
fucking crazy, she had a purpose.


That somehow made it okay, to know it was out of her hands.


She had no control over any of it—over life, or
circumstances, or death.


She let it go, and she not only accepted Owen, but she got a
hell of a lot closer to accepting Rune.


She might never know exactly who she was, but that was okay.


She was…


She was.


 


 











 Chapter
Forty-Two


Rune and the crew cut through the zombies in a way the
bullets couldn’t. They mowed them down, stepped on their decapitated bodies,
fought and hacked and sliced and didn’t quit until they stood unchallenged on
dark hill of dust and bones.


But she knew it was a temporary victory.


The zombies had been awakened, and there were worlds of dead
beneath the ground. Death, jealous and hungry, was coming to claim the living,
and who could be sure death wouldn’t win?


In the end, death always won.


“But this is not the end,” she muttered. Not yet.


The older cop she’d spoken with earlier picked his way over
the carnage until he stood beside her. His eyes gleamed with admiration. “You
people sure are something to watch. Especially you,
Alexander. I’ve never seen anything move that fast.”


“Anyone,” Jack correctly, gently.


Red climbed the man’s face. “Well sure, of course. That’s
what I meant.” But he didn’t look at Rune. “Some are saying that little girl is
responsible. That’s why River County is the only place with the new zombies.”
He looked at her then. “You believe that?”


“No,” she answered. “I don’t.”


He shrugged. “I hope not. For her sake.”


“What are you going to do?” Owen asked, as they walked back
to their cars.


She was silent until they reached the vehicles, then she
leaned against her car and stared at all of them. “I have to talk to Llodra.”


The berserker, his big arms splattered with bits of the
zombies, watched her. “Why?”


“I need to find out what he knows. What if I’m the one
making the new zombies because I drank the witch’s blood? Am I calling them? I
need to find out how to stop. And I don’t have a clue.”


“Why would he know?”


“It’s just a thought. I don’t know who else to ask.” Llodra
had told her she could release the dead once she held them. Llodra always knew
more than he should have.


He fucking owed her that much. But the chances of finding
him to ask were slim. Llodra held the threat of Ellis over her head, sure, but
he wasn’t going to take a chance that she or the crew might change their minds.


She was his daughter, and they would always be connected.
She could call him, but he wouldn’t answer.


She climbed into her car and pulled her cell from the glove
box. As she was punching in Raze’s number, Owen started to walk around the hood
to get in the car with her.


“No,” Strad said. “You’ll ride with me. It’s time for that
talk.”


Rune hesitated. “Berserker—”


“We’ll meet you at the twins’ house,” Strad said, and turned
to stride toward his truck.


“Strad.”


He stopped, but didn’t turn back to face her. “What, Rune?”


“He’s one of us. Just remember that. He’s Shiv Crew.”


Owen tossed her a smile. “I really can take care of myself.”
And he joined the berserker.


She sighed and lifted her phone to her ear as Jack climbed
in beside her. He’d ridden over with Strad, but the berserker wasn’t going to
want company when he had his talk with Owen.


“Raze,” she said, and started her car. “Tell me.”


“They picked up the twins,” he said. His voice was careful.
“They picked them up and drove half a mile out of town before they spotted me.”


“And?” She didn’t like the way he
was speaking, like he was hurting and each word he spoke made it worse.


“I had to let them go. One of them called me from Denim’s
cell. He told me to back the fuck off.”


She pinched the bridge of her nose. “What aren’t you telling
me?”


She heard a click as he swallowed. “I heard one of the boys
screaming,” he whispered. “And I backed the fuck off.”


It shouldn’t have been a shock, but it was. She began
sobbing, and dimly realized Jack was pulling her from the car. He carried her
to the passenger side, tucked her in, and climbed under the wheel. “Fucking
motherfuckers,” he muttered. “Fucking motherfuckers.”


He hadn’t heard Raze’s words, but he knew. Just as they all
did.


“I’m lost,” she said. Then, “Take me to Wormwood.”


He didn’t question her, just turned them in the direction of
the big graveyard.


She had him make one stop so she could run inside a minimart
and pick up half a dozen Baby Ruth candy bars.


Surprisingly, no zombies were rising from the many, many
graves at Wormwood. She was thankful, because she
wasn’t sure she could have battled them. She was too…dark.


Too fucking sad.


“Wormwood is protected, Your Highness.” Gunnar told her. “Those
buried here will stay buried.”


His eyes lit up when she handed him all six candy bars, and
she felt a slight easing to her depression. “I need to find Llodra,” she said.


He frowned. “Might I ask why?” He held a bar of candy to his
nose and inhaled gently.


“I think I’m creating the new zombies. I think I’ve awakened
them somehow, and I don’t know how to stop. I don’t know how to make them…” she
gestured, frustrated. “I don’t know how to make them go back to sleep.”


He tilted his head, the look in his eyes soft. “It is not
you, Rune. It is the mad master. Surely you knew this?”


“Llodra?” But then suddenly she did
know. “Oh, fuck me. Fuck me.”


Jack leaned toward her. “What? How is Llodra waking them?”


“He took the power of Damascus from me. He’s calling them on
purpose.” She laughed and shoved her knuckles against her mouth, cutting her
lips as she smashed them against her teeth. “He’s calling them with the witch’s
power. With my power. He wants a zombie apocalypse,
and why wouldn’t he?”


Jack nodded. “That makes sense. Now we just have to hunt the
fucker down, kill him, and this will be over.” He nodded at Gunnar. “Thanks,
dude. Come on, Rune.”


But she shook her head. “We can’t. We can’t hunt him.”


He adjusted his eye patch. “Why the fuck
not?”


She blew out a tired breath. “You know why. The same reason
we let him go to begin with. Because he’ll turn Ellis if he even suspects a
threat.”


“Doesn’t matter,” Jack said, shrugging off her concern.


“It doesn’t matter if Llodra turns Ellie, Jack? Really?”


“It doesn’t matter that Llodra has the power to call one of
his vampires to deliver the last bite. We’ll put Ellis somewhere safe,
somewhere silver, at night. Just until Llodra is dead.”


He started to stride away, then
turned back. “We know what we’re up against now, Rune, and we’ll handle it. We
can’t let the evil win just because it holds shit over our heads. You’re just…”
He ran his hand through his hair, his entire body stiff. “You’re afraid. But
you’ll fight past the fear, and we’ll hunt the fucker down.”


He walked to her, leaned down, and put his forehead against
hers. “We will win, sweetheart. We will win for one simple reason.”


“Why?” She grabbed with both hands on to his hope. His belief. “What reason?”


“Because we can’t let them win.”


But she wasn’t convinced. “No matter what?
No matter that Lex, the twins, and Ellie might be casualties of this war?”


He straightened and stared down at her, his eye glittering.
“No matter that we all might be. This is what we do.”


He was right. People would die. People they loved.


But they would keep fighting.


Gunnar backed away with his candy. “You’ll fight the evil no
matter the cost to you, because it’s what you were born to do.”


She got it.


Everything she’d realized while fighting the zombies,
looking at Owen…she got it. It solidified in her mind, and at last, she got it.


She looked at Jack, and parted her split lips in a smile.
“Then let’s get to it. It’s time to make things right.”


Past time.


 


 











 Chapter
Forty-Three


“This room is safe,” she told Ellis.


“Oh,” he whispered, his hand over
his heart. “I can’t—”


“Only for a little while. I won’t
leave him alive, baby.”


“You won’t be able to find him,” Ellis said. “And I’ll have
to live in fear for the rest of my life.”


“This will not last forever.”


“Even if you get him, there are vampires everywhere. I might
get bitten. Someday, I might get bitten.”


She put her fingers over his lips. “Someday you could wreck
your car or have a stroke.”


They stared at each other, and finally, the calm sureness in
her face must have soothed him. He nodded, catching her fingers with his as she
moved them from his lips. “Something is different.”


She smiled. “I am different.”


“Why?”


“Because there is less doubt.”


“I don’t know what that means.”


She kissed his cheek, then nodded
toward the door to the silver-laced holding room. In the last few hours she’d
had it rigged so no one could use the keypad to get inside. Ellis could come
out once it was daylight and she didn’t have to worry that Llodra’s vampires
might force a RISC employee to drag Ellis out.


She’d told Rice what she needed and why, and he’d had the
room stocked with a cot, water, and a TV, among other things.


“If you need me,” she said, “if you just need to hear my
voice, you call me.”


“And if…”


She nodded. “When I have the twins and Lex, I’ll let
you know.”


“I’ll be out as soon as it’s dawn,” he told her.


“And unless I call to tell you Llodra is dead, you get into
this room at least half an hour before dark. Promise me.” She ushered him into
the room.


Somehow, somewhere, Llodra would know she was coming for
him. He’d feel it. They were connected.


And he’d come sneaking in.


Ellie must be kept safe. No matter how long it took, she
wasn’t letting Llodra get to her boy.


She’d called Strad three hours earlier, as soon as she and
Jack had left the graveyard, and told him to get a couple hours of sleep. He
was going to need them. She told him to pass the request on to Owen, and hadn’t
even thought to ask how their talk had gone. 


He hadn’t offered the information.


It hadn’t really mattered.


She needed to feed. That was what mattered.


In her car, she headed to Strad’s apartment, ridding herself
of silver blades as she drove. Five minutes from his place, she called his
cell.


He answered immediately, his voice as clear as if he hadn’t
been asleep. “Yeah?”


“Open your door for me.”


He clicked off.


She pulled into his driveway and jumped out of the car. She
slammed her door shut and when she turned around he was there, barefoot and
shirtless in the cold predawn, his hair flowing messily over his massive
shoulders.


They stared at each other across the few feet separating
them, and her hunger, her need for not only his blood but for him, rose
up and took over.


“Don’t put a claim on me,” she said. “That will only get you
hurt.”


“Shut up, Rune,” he said, softly, tenderly, and in the next
second, he lifted her into his arms and carried her into his house.


Just like a fucking caveman.


She lay against the solid smoothness of his chest, her
fingers entwined in his long hair, staring up into his carved, wild face.


He let her down once they reached his bedroom, but pulled
her against his body and held her, for five long minutes, without saying a
word. Without moving.


Letting the hunger build.


Finally, she lifted her hands to his back and held him to
her. She ran her tongue over his chest, her body tightening when he shivered.


“Strad,” she murmured. “Just for a
minute.”


But it would be longer than that.


The world outside didn’t exist right then, didn’t exist as they
took time to refuel, recharge.


She pushed his jeans over his hips, impatient to feel him,
all of him, against her.


He stood quietly as she slid her hands over his taut
stomach, and lower.


She wrapped her fingers around his hardness, closing her
eyes at his indrawn breath. Then she stepped back, leaned over, and took him
into her mouth.


He tasted like life.


She pulled that life into herself eagerly, and felt his
fingers in her short hair as she sucked him.


His fingers tightened against her scalp when she moaned,
tightened hard enough to hurt. That was all it took—she lost her patience.


He was ready for her. He caught her when she tore her mouth
from his cock and jumped into his arms, ready when she dropped her fangs and
drove them into his throat.


She sucked in his blood a different way than she’d sucked
his dick—that she’d done with deep, slow strokes, enjoying the moment, savoring
the feeling.


His blood she took with eagerness and overpowering hunger.


To him there might have been little difference.


He lowered her to the bed while she clung to him, her fangs
buried in the side of his neck, and with hurried desperation, he managed to
push her pants to her ankles.


Neither one of them cared that it was rough and barbaric,
that the coupling was an animalistic, rushed act. He squeezed himself inside
her, fucked her as she fed, and that was all they needed.


For a while.


 


 











 Chapter
Forty-Four


Llodra could have been anywhere, but she believed he’d gone
to regroup in the destroyed, human-free Rock County.


She knew him. She felt him. And Rock County would
have been a perfect place for the vampires to start over, if not for one thing.


Rune.


Finding an empty city would have taken time. Even traveling
through strange cities to find one that would accommodate him would have been
risky. Nicolas Llodra was strong, but there were other masters as strong—even
stronger—than he was.


With Rune’s promise not to hunt him, he might have settled
into the newly emptied city. It was, after all, closest to the curtain behind
which his maker had disappeared, and if she came again, he’d be ready for her.
He had her magic, her power, inside him.


At least, that’s what Rune believed.


It would take everything she had to fight COS and rescue Lex
and the twins. She couldn’t have Llodra hanging over her head. She couldn’t
worry about Ellis while she fought the church.


“One day,” she told what was left of her crew. “Let’s find
him in one day, because that’s all the time we can spare. Then we’ll take on
COS.”


Was it the right thing to do?


It felt right to her and the crew didn’t argue, so that was
the plan.


And she was not going to second guess herself.


She called Ellis. “If I don’t contact you with news of
Llodra’s death by dusk, don’t delay. Get back into the room.”


“I will.” He was subdued, but that wasn’t surprising. The
man he loved was in the hands of a sadistic enemy. He was forced to hide from
the dark to be sure the mad master wouldn’t take revenge and turn him.


He was going through shit. Being subdued was understandable.


It didn’t stop her from trying to coax him out of it,
though. “It’ll be okay, Ellie. We’ll find Llodra, and we’ll find Levi.”


“Just please don’t die on me, Rune,” he said. “Don’t leave
me here alone.”


“Oh, baby. No. I would never.”


“Promise me,” he said, insistently. “Give me your word right
now. It’ll mean more if you ever…when you’re in the dark place and want to go.”


“I swear. I will never leave you. God, Ellie. Especially not on purpose.” She was a little ashamed she had
the balls for such a boldfaced lie. Because she had
wanted to die. Had wanted it badly.


“You mean it until you’re there,” he murmured. Then
he hung up.


And there’d been absolutely no belief in his voice.


She sighed and looked at her crew. “Ready?”


They all nodded, except for Owen. His gaze lingered on the
scratch that marred the berserker’s face, and on the puncture marks revealed
when Strad clubbed his hair back in a careless ponytail.


The berserker didn’t care that the marks were visible.


“Then let’s go. We need to find him today.”


“If he’s in Rock County,” Raze said, “we’ll find him.” Raze
wanted to find Llodra as badly and as quickly as Rune did. Little else was as
important to him as saving Lex.


But of them all, Ellis was the innocent. He was the one
who’d been forced into a dark, silver wrapped cave while his tormentor walked
free.


Without the crew killing Llodra, he hadn’t a chance. Lex and
the twins, they had a chance.


She opened her car door, but as she started to climb in, her
cell rang. “This is Rune.”


“I’m a friend of Gunnar’s,” a soft voice said. “He said to
tell you it is of the utmost importance that you come to see him immediately.”


“Tell him I’ll see him as soon as I get a free minute. I
can’t right now.”


Before she could hang up, Gunnar’s friend spoke again. And
this time, she sounded furtive. Afraid. “He said to
tell you he knows where the mad master is, and that you are to come to him. Now.” Then there was only silence.


“Shit,” Rune said. “Gunnar says he knows where Llodra is.
Let’s head to Wormwood and check it out.” Gunnar had never let her down before.


She pressed a hand to her stomach, then
got into her car. Please. Please.


Still, a sinister voice inside her mind asked quietly, “Can
you kill him? Can you kill your own father?”


“Shut up,” she muttered, and drove too fast through town.
There were no zombies, at least not that she could see, but she could feel
them. They were there, somewhere.


People who were out dashed from cars into
buildings as fast as they could, throwing fearful glances over their shoulders
as they went.


River County was not safe for the humans.


It wasn’t safe for the Others,
either.


“Not yet,” she whispered. But it would be, once she killed
Llodra and ran COS the fuck out of town.


And she would do both those things. She would.


But just in case she faltered…


“Make sure he’s dead,” she told the crew, once they gathered
at the gates of Wormwood. “If I can’t end the bastard, one of you do it. No matter what I say.”


Strad frowned. “He slaughtered RISC and threatened Ellis. We
will end him. Why would you say otherwise?”


Because he’s my father.


When he’d given her the excuse not to kill him, when he’d
blatantly forced her to make the choice between his death and Ellie’s life,
hadn’t there been a spark of relief? If she was being honest, hadn’t
there?


She shook her head and looked away. “I don’t know.”


But no one believed her. They understood she was keeping
something from them. None of them would have guessed what that secret was,
though. Hell, they might not have believed her had she told them.


Uncomfortable beneath Owen’s considering regard, she pushed
through the gates of the graveyard, behind which Gunnar the Ghoul waited.


“Your Horror,” he said, bowing
slightly.


“The mad master,” she said, fingers lightly touching her
shivs. “Where is he?”


He motioned her closer. “He is here. I discovered he cannot
leave Wormwood once he stole his maker’s power from you.”


She opened her mouth, but nothing came out.


“Yes,” he said, nodding solemnly. “The master did not
foresee every possibility.” He leaned over her, his fuzzy hair drifting in a
wind she couldn’t feel. “He cannot be permitted to take over Wormwood. We wish
him out.”


“And we wish to take him out,” she said. He was
there. Right there.


“Then make haste,” he said, and pointed to his left. “The
vampires are sleeping in the ground behind the old caretaker’s cottage.”


“In the ground? How can we find—”


“I have placed a marker. The master lies with the black
blade at his head. Find his heart with it.”


She shivered, remembering the black blade he’d staked her
with. Gunnar had found that same knife. The daughter would now return the favor
and stake the father.


She hoped.


“Take us there.”


But he stepped farther back, shaking his head. “I cannot.”


“Why can’t you?” She frowned. Gunnar wasn’t one to shrink
from danger. He’d fought Llodra to protect her.


“When he is dead, the power might release. I do not want it
to find a home inside me.”


“Gunnar, you offered to take it when I held it.”


“For you, Your Loveliness. For you,
I would absorb the power.”


That was too fucking sweet. She pursed her lips, unsure of
what to say. Finally, she nodded. “Stay away, then, baby.”


And with the crew at her side, she ran toward the cottage,
where the mad master, the vampire, the father, lay sleeping.


The time of Nicolas Llodra would soon be over.


 


 











 Chapter
Forty-Five


They found Llodra’s resting place—his hiding place—with no
trouble.


She knelt beside the black obsidian blade and closed her
eyes. She could feel them there, the vampires. She felt them much the same way
she felt the zombies. With empathy, and familiarity and
fucking tenderness.


No.


Opening her eyes, she stared up at her men. They’d gathered
around her in a semicircle of concern.


She grasped the blade and pulled, and it came out of the
earth with a sucking sound, as though the ground were hesitant to let it go.


Because it knew what she would do with it, perhaps. Maybe the ground did not want Nicolas Llodra,
either.


She swallowed past the tight thickness in her throat,
willing herself not to cry. It was just…


She’d killed too many parents.


“Rune,” Raze urged, gently. “Do it.”


The blade lay in her palm, innocuous and plain, patient and
deadly. Once she shoved that blade into his heart, it was over.


Maybe he would have told her the story of her past. But she
couldn’t have trusted his words. Nicolas Llodra was created from lies and
madness.


As was she.


But maybe he had loved her, as much as a vampire could love.
He might have taken her into his coven and make her his favorite. She could
have ruled by his side, once the zombies—


“Fuck,” she said, then groaned. “Fuck.”


She put her palm on the ground and traced it slowly toward
where his chest would be. His heart.


How deep in the ground was he? It didn’t matter. The blade
would find him.


She would find him.


The end of Llodra.


God, how fucking sad that was.


The end.


She felt him there. A line connected them, like a bloody,
black umbilical cord. She followed that cord, raised the blade high, and
plunged it into the ground.


Into his heart.


He screamed, screamed as the power of Damascus made him
more, made him stronger.


She lifted her face to the sun and screamed with him.


He thrashed and the ground churned in response, opening
enough to show her his face, his eyes.


The pain they held was almost too much for her.


He caught her stare with his and she couldn’t look away. Didn’t really want to. She was killing her father, and it
didn’t matter that he was an almost unmatched evil.


He was hers.


The least she could do was watch him as he died. She’d give
him that small comforting touch.


He would not die alone.


She pressed harder on the blade, willing him to die, to just
die.


To die before she gave in to the useless
need to ask him who she was. What she was. How she was.


The sun burned away his skin, searing and blackening his
flesh as she shoved the blade more deeply into his heart, begging him silently
to stop struggling and find peace.


And finally, after an eternity, he stopped screaming.


Blood leaked from the corners of his ruined mouth. It
covered her hands as she held the knife in his heart.


“Not yet,” he begged. “Not yet, my sweet
child.”


“Find your peace.” Then, she whispered, “I’m sorry. I’m
sorry.”


She was always sorry.


She was never sure.


“God,” she cried. “I’m sorry.”


But she did not remove the blade.


At last, Strad pulled her from the ground, pried her frozen,
bloody fingers one by one from the handle, and forced her to let the blade go.


She might have held it forever.


“Why, Rune?” Owen asked, peering into her face. “Why
was it so hard?”


Did she not owe them that much?


Did she not, maybe, owe herself that much?


“He was my father,” she murmured.


And then, it was real.


She sobbed, staring at them beseechingly, as though somehow,
they could make it okay.


They didn’t move for a long moment, disbelief in their eyes.


Then, finally, Strad groaned, and lifted her into his arms.
“Fuck,” he said. “Fuck, sweetheart.”


But there was more work to be done. She would leave none of
the vampires alive.


Ellie couldn’t be protected from all vampires for all time,
but she could protect him from these.


And after killing Llodra, the others would not be so hard.


She squeezed the berserker’s neck, then
nodded for him to let her down. “Don’t tell Ellie,” she said.


“Never,” someone promised. She wasn’t sure who.


She wiped her eyes, smearing blood across her face, then took a deep breath. Whatever the fuck she was, wherever
the fuck she’d come from, that information had died with Llodra.


And she would go on.


“Let’s put the rest of them down,” she said, her spine
stiff. “So we can do the same to COS.”


Something inside her had hardened with Llodra’s death. With her killing of him.


She was different, and the world was different.


And she would go on.


A small part of her didn’t really believe it was over. The
new zombies, the mad master…


They couldn’t be over, not just like that.


But COS was still to come, and she knew defeating them would
not be easy. It was a fight that would never end, because COS did not end.


So maybe with Llodra, fate was just giving
her a fucking break.


It hadn’t been easy—but it could have been worse.


They made short work of the other vampires, who never
stirred when they were staked. Nor did they struggle when they were burned by
an unforgiving sun, or when they finally, silently, dissolved into sad little
piles of dust.


 


 











 Chapter
Forty-Six


Rice called her as she drove back to town.


“You killed Llodra,” he said.


“How’d you know?”


“The new zombies are gone. All over the county, they lay
back down. Some of it was caught on film.”


“Awesome,” she replied, her voice dull.


He paused. “Are you okay?”


“Will you tell Ellie he doesn’t have to go back into the
room?”


“Gladly.”


“And also…”


“Yes?”


“Tell him we’re on our way to get Levi and the others.”


“I’ll tell him.” He made no attempt to caution her to watch
herself—COS had covered their tracks. Rune could be the one to end up in legal
trouble.


She clicked off and tossed her phone into the passenger
seat. The sadness—the sadness of Amy and Llodra and the COS
abductions and Z, oh God, Z—all that was cementing into a hard, black
ball of rage.


Rage she could handle. She needed rage to destroy the
fucking slayers. To free Lex and the twins.


To make everything okay if just for one
fucking minute.


Her cell rang again. “Did you find the location?” she asked
Strad.


“I did. They’re in the Moor.”


“Because in the Moor, no one cares.”


“Yes.”


He gave her the address and she headed to the Moor, the bad
place at the edge of the city where desperate humans seemed to congregate in
large numbers.


The place in which she would soon be
living.


She’d fit right in.


Even though they parked a couple of streets away from the
address, Rune wasn’t sure COS and their greasy ringleader, Bach Horner, weren’t
already aware of their presence.


They hadn’t even taken much trouble to conceal themselves.
Either they were that arrogant, or they had a plan.


She was betting on the plan.


It was the middle of the morning. Somehow it didn’t seem
right. Battling COS was a nighttime kind of act.


She put her cell in the glove box and left her car as the
men parked behind her.


Across the street a half-lit bar sign flashed. A man lurked
in the bar’s doorway, watching them. Two doors down a thin woman in a black
coat and a knit hat stood poised to go inside a decrepit sex shop. She spit in
their direction and then disappeared into the dark depths of the store.


“Welcome to the Moor,” Rune muttered, and pulled her guns.


When they reached the house inside which COS had planted
themselves, Rune, Owen, and Jack went to the front, while Raze and Strad
covered the back.


It was a white, two-story house, not in bad shape
comparatively speaking. In the Moor, most of the houses were ramshackle and the
buildings were crumbling.


Except for her new house. It was
like a diamond sparkling amidst the ruins. Probably not for long, but so far it
hadn’t been burned or otherwise destroyed.


“We knocking?” Jack asked.


She shook her head. “We’re kicking. Take the fucking door
out, Jack, and let’s go in blazing. I want Lex and the twins.”


She stood at the side with her guns ready as Jack kicked in
the door. In seconds, they were inside.


But no one else was.


“What the fuck?” she said. “Strad was told they were here.”


“Somebody lied,” Owen answered.


They looked up when Strad and Raze walked into the living
room.


“I’ll check the basement,” Strad said.


She hugged her arms against a sudden chill, pacing the
floor. “Something isn’t right.”


Jack nodded. “Even I feel it. And you all know I’m not the
most sensitive of individuals.”


The landline inside the house began ringing. Rune lunged
toward it, nearly ripping it from the wall in her hurry to answer. “This is
Rune.”


“And this is Bach Horner,” he said.


“Black Horror,” she murmured, forced to lean close to the
phone. The phone was an old one, and the curly cord connecting the earpiece to
the base was short.


“Pardon?”


She cleared her throat and wished her heart wasn’t beating
quite so hard. After the staking, that was a little painful. “Nothing.
Where is my crew?”


“I’ve talked with our leaders,” he said, not answering her
question. “And we’ve come to a decision.”


“Why don’t you tell me this decision,
asshole?” She didn’t want to antagonize him, she really didn’t. But she
was so angry. So afraid.


“That’s uncalled for. I’ve been nothing but courteous to
you.”


“You took Lex and the twins. God knows what you’ve been
doing to them. In my book, that’s not being courteous. That’s being a piece of
shit and will get you killed.”


He sighed. “I’m being nice, Ms. Alexander, by bothering to
explain to you that the three we’ve taken are back where they belong. You will
have to stop.”


For a second she couldn’t speak. Strad had come back up from
the basement and stood staring at her. Waiting.


“I will never stop,” she said, finally.


“Lex and the twins are COS—a fact you should have accepted
by now. Why, Lex doesn’t even want to leave.”


It was a trap. A fucking trap in the Moor, and she’d walked
right into it.


She swayed on her feet as spots began to dance before her
eyes. Get out, she mouthed to Strad. Out. Now.


“She would rather die than be in the church,” she said,
hoping her voice was calm.


The men headed quietly for the front door.


No doubt it was a bomb—COS loved blowing shit up. She darted
her gaze frantically around the room.


What would trigger it?


Hanging up the phone? Walking across a certain spot?


What?


The crew eased out the door, and once they were outside,
Rune breathed a little easier. “So what have you planned for me? You rigged
this house with explosives?”


“I knew you were sharp.” He paused. “Did you warn your men?
I’d rather have taken you all out, but you’ll do, Ms. Alexander. You’ll do.”


“Why?”


“Karin hates you. The church hates you. You’ve insulted her.
You addicted one of our men to your filthy blood and sent him to prison to
suffer. You’re our enemy and you’ll hunt COS until you die. So we’ve decided
you need to die soon.”


“I’m immortal,” she said.


“Likely you are,” he agreed. “But there are some things even
the immortal can’t come back from.”


So a bomb.


She looked up and realized her men hadn’t left the porch.
Strad stuck his head back into the room. “Let’s go, Rune. Come on. Now.”


“Don’t fight me on this, Berserker. Get the fuck away from
this house.” She glanced down at her feet. “Am I standing on the trigger?” she
asked Bach.


“Maybe you are. Maybe you aren’t. But you will not escape
the house.”


She closed her eyes and listened to the sounds coming from
the phone. She heard the call of a Blue Jay, and finally, the lonely, eerie
whistle of a distant train.


She put her fingers over the mouthpiece. “I think they’re in
Hawthorne Forest,” she told Strad. She wasn’t afraid—not for herself. “When I
move, I’m going to trigger a bomb. I need you not to argue with me. Get away
from this house.”


Raze, Owen, and Jack walked up to stand beside Strad. “We’ll
leave when you leave,” Strad said.


“I might die,” she said. “I’m not taking you with me.
Standing there is stupid. If we all die, Lex and the twins are lost.”


She gave them a minute to think about it.


“Boys, you know I’m fast.”


“Not that fast,” Raze said. “Why is it we’re always on the
verge of losing you?”


She shrugged. “Just lucky, I guess.”


Jack adjusted his eye patch nervously. “Fuck, Rune.”


She smiled. “If I’m blown to bits, don’t stop until you have
Lex and the twins. And destroy COS. Every time you see a new branch, destroy
it.”


“You know we will,” Strad said, his voice hoarse. “Be fast,
Rune. Faster than you’ve ever been.”


“I’ll give it my best shot. You guys take off.” She grinned.
“Go on, now.”


Owen was the only one who returned her smile. “See you on
the other side.”


They lingered, lingered just long enough to make her afraid
they’d refuse to see reason and would be killed with her.


But then, finally, they melted away and left her alone.


Alone with the bomb.


 


 











 Chapter
Forty-Seven


She stood frozen when they were gone, afraid to move. She
didn’t hang up the phone but let it dangle against the wall. Just in case
hanging up would be the trigger.


But beneath her feet she saw the line where the floor had
been cut. The explosive was right below her.


Maybe.


It didn’t really matter.


It would go off and if she could move faster than she’d ever
moved, there was a chance she would live.


The house was silent and watchful. She heard nothing but her
own breath, rushing through her ears as adrenaline built.


Fast. Faster than I’ve ever been.


Faster than a bomb.


She didn’t want to try for the door—even though it was only
a few feet away, it was still too far. There was a window to her left, and it
was closer.


Even if she’d wanted to follow Z from the world, she wasn’t
going to let COS be responsible for her departure.


She inhaled life, pulled it deep, and as her lungs expanded
as far as they could, she vaulted off the floor, her stare on the window.


Faster than she’d ever been.


Faster, maybe, than anyone had ever been.


The house exploded.


It was something she’d never felt—it was as if in half a
second, her body was ripped apart and various parts of her violently swirled in
space before ramming forcefully back together again.


She was the blast. She was the heat and the energy
and the force, and she exploded through the window, her body battered as it was
flung into the side of a neighboring building.


She lay in a boneless heap, blind,
deaf, and so disoriented she had no idea where she was or what had happened.


Then red, licking flames appeared in the blackness.
Scorching wind whooshed around her, cradling her in a burning bed of chaos.


She was alive.


Wasn’t she?


She cackled, half-crazed but joyful, and fought her way back
to the daylight.


The crew needed to know she was still there.


Still fucking there.


As she crawled away, trying to stand, a burning board hit
the side of her head. Blood, hot and angry, gushed down her face.


“Son of a bitch,” she muttered, and climbed to her feet.


She heard sirens in the distance. Even in the Moor, a place
in dire need of a cleansing fire, the firefighters would rush to the rescue.


It was what they did.


Rune tottered in the direction of the destroyed house.


The crew would be watching for her. Hoping.


The street churned with people. “Bring on the zombies,” one
of them yelled. “We’ll have us a barbecue.”


And in a line, as close as they could get
to the burning house, stood her men.


She kept her stare on their backs as she made her way toward
them, ignoring the shock of those who caught sight of her as she pushed through
the crowd.


“Watch it,” a man said, when she bumped into him, and turned
with aggressive anger toward her. His yell of terror caused those near him to
turn around to look.


A woman screamed.


Rune walked on.


Ordinarily she would have been more concerned about their
reactions, but her mind was on only one thing. Letting Strad, Jack, Raze, and
Owen know she was alive.


They’d been through enough—she didn’t want them thinking they’d
lost her, as well.


She wasn’t in any pain. Her body was numb. She realized she
probably looked like death, burnt and broken with seared skin and a bloody
face.


But she had no idea how bad she actually looked until Owen
turned and saw her.


She grinned, but his immediate shock and the horror in his
eyes made her smile disappear.


Her crew, alerted by Owen, spotted her then.


The crowd quieted as they watched.


“Unreal,” someone said. “Is that Rune Alexander?” The voice
echoed inside her skull, coming from far away and yet, right
there, right beside her.


Maybe inside her. She didn’t know.


She stood still then, letting her men come to her.


“I’m alive,” she said, when they reached her. “I’m alive.”


Strad reached out, then withdrew
his hand. “Fuck, sweetheart.”


Jack murmured, “Rune,” then turned away. It was the first
time she saw him cry.


“But I’m alive,” she whispered, a little confused.


Owen crossed his arms, then swallowed, and also turned away.
“If you can,” he said to Strad, “you need to fix this.”


“How can that be alive,” someone called. “How can that be
walking?”


Rune sighed, fed up. She didn’t need another fucking
delay—COS waited in Hawthorne and it was time for retribution.


She lifted a hand to Strad. “Feed me,” she said, then fell
silent as she realized, finally, what all the shock was about.


Her clothes had been burned away, as had much of her skin.
She was a walking skeleton. Bits of scorched flesh clung to the bones of her
hand and arm as she reached out to the berserker.


 Unable to help herself, she looked down at her ruined
body.


Many of her bones were visible. Skin had been melted away by
the blast, and the bones gleamed through gaping wounds.


And when she saw it…


She screamed and stumbled back, unable to process it.
“What?” she asked.


But she knew. She could live with damage like this, because
she was immortal. An immortal monster.


Shamed, she hid her chest with her crossed, bony arms.
“Cover me,” she begged.


They moved fast then, competent but shamefaced, awkward as
they tried to touch her without hurting her.


They surrounded her and walked her gently toward the
arriving EMTs. When the emergency workers backed away with horror-filled eyes,
her men ignored them and loaded her into the back of the vehicle.


Strad climbed inside with her.


“Fix her,” Jack demanded, before he slammed the doors shut.


She sat on the edge of the cot and then leaned back
gingerly, her gaze glued to the berserker’s face. He barely fit inside the
vehicle.


She didn’t want to feed, but knew she had to. “I feel different.”


Strad leaned over her. “I know, sweetheart. I’m afraid to
touch you. Can you drop your fangs?”


She tried three times before she gave up.


“No matter.” Strad pulled a shiv
and sliced through his wrist. “Drink.”


She closed her eyes and ignoring her protesting stomach,
drew his blood inside her.


And when, with each suck, the pain became more and more
real, she kept Lex’s tragic image in her mind, and that gave her strength.


She concentrated on the twins’ faces, on their smiles.


She thought of Ellie and his devastation.


And COS…


She would annihilate them.


Nothing else mattered.


But then, she realized why she felt different.


Her monster was no longer inside her.


And quite suddenly, something else did matter.


It mattered a lot.


 


 











 Chapter
Forty-Eight


She pushed Strad’s arm away, feeling infinitely better, but
strangely empty. She held up her hand and stared at the bones still visible
through the slowly knitting flesh.


“How do I look? Better, Strad? At all?”


“You’re not dead.” His voice was gruff, and he refused to
let her see what was in his eyes. “You’ll heal. You just have to give it some
time, like you always do.”


“Not this time. It’s different. I don’t…my monster. He’s
missing.”


He met her gaze, finally. “Your monster is you, Rune.”


“No. It’s something else. He’s gone.” She shook her head,
whether in denial or slowly dawning horror or an almost overwhelming relief,
she couldn’t have said. “I can’t fight without my monster.”


“You fought before. You’ll fight again.” He smoothed back
her hair. Despite the damage to her body, her hair, she realized, was still
there. “I’m taking you to Willowburg, to Dr. Haas. She’ll take care of you
until you’re better.”


“No.” She sat up. “We’re going to Hawthorne. Move over, Berserker.”
She waited until he had awkwardly moved his big body out of her way before she
held her hands in front of her and tried to shoot out her claws.


They wouldn’t come.


“Gone. My monster is gone.”


She looked at Strad and silently dared him to argue.


He didn’t say a word, but the flinching sympathy in his eyes
was nearly too much for her.


She stared at her hands, watching as slowly, the flesh began
to mend, trying to repair the damage it had sustained.


Regrowing.


She blew out a tired breath, a puff of air that burned her
throat. “I was mistaken. I’m always going to be a monster. For a second, I
thought…”


But still.


She felt empty. Something was different, less.


Something…


“I feel almost human,” she said, suddenly. “I feel like I
did before I recognized my monster. Before I let him out.
Before the claws and fangs. Back when I was letting
Jeremy tie me to a bed and beat the shit out of me.”


The berserker growled.


She looked at him. “What does this mean? My monster was
always there. I just refused to acknowledge him.”


“Maybe now he is the one hiding,” Strad said.


She knew he was managing her, humoring her. Knew, but didn’t
care. Because he was right.


“How do I look now?”


“Like you’ll heal. How bad is the
pain?”


She’d always healed after Ellie brought her blood. But she’d
never been as damaged as she was right then, not even when she’d carried the
berserker’s child through the burning church. Not when a COS member had hit her
with the evil vaccinator. Not even when Jeremy Cross had sliced her up and left
her to die.


“I feel less numb,” she told him. “There’s pain but it’s as
though my nerve endings have been burnt away.”


“A gift,” he said. “We’ll take it.”


She held out a hand for him to take. “I’m ready now. Let’s
go to Hawthorne and end this thing.”


He caressed her hand with his thumb. “Okay.”


“I need clothes.”


He dragged the sheet off the gurney and wrapped it around
her. “We’ll get you some clothes.”


“And some coffee.”


He laughed. “Yeah.”


He stepped out and helped her down. When her feet touched
the cold pavement her legs gave out.


“Shit,” she said. She was too weak to fight fucking COS.
“It’s going to take a little while.”


“You’ve been through some shit,” Owen said. “You take all
the time you need.”


Her crew gathered around her, keeping back the crowd, the cops,
the media.


She spotted the reporter, Sam Cruikshank. She ignored them
all.


“Where do we take her?” Jack asked. “The
clinic?”


“She wants to go to Hawthorne,” Strad said.


“Like this? Not possible.” Raze crossed his big arms and
stared down at her.


“I just need a minute. I fed. I may have to feed again.
Ellie can…” She had to pause to get her breath. “Ellie can get me more blood.”


No one answered.


She stared them all down. “I’m going to fucking Hawthorne.
You don’t want to try to stop me.”


“Well okay then,” Jack said. “Okay.”


“Call Ellis.”


“I already did,” Strad answered. “He said he’d have a bag at
RISC in less than half an hour.”


They arrived at RISC in twenty-five minutes—she asked Strad
to stop for a coffee. She couldn’t drink it, the one sip she tried burned all
the way down. Still, the scent of it was enough. It brought her comfort.


And she needed all the comfort she could get.


Raze would meet up with them later. He’d stayed in the Moor
to talk to the cops. It wouldn’t take long.


She walked into RISC unaided, but it was an effort. “One
more bag of blood,” she kept murmuring. “One more bag.”


It would heal her. It had to. She wasn’t sending her crew to
Hawthorne without her. Unless she had to. Unless she absolutely had to.


Ellie waited in one of the employee overnight rooms—sort of
an “on call” room. She suspected Elizabeth had spent a lot of her nights in
those very rooms. She rarely went home. Maybe there was nothing to go home to.


Ellis stood stiff and expressionless, the bag clutched to
his chest.


Strad urged her into the room, his arm protectively at her
back.


Ellis’s expression didn’t change when he saw her, but his
eyes did.


She glanced at him and then had to look away.


“Someday,” she told him, trying to keep her voice light,
“I’ll stop tormenting you.”


“No,” he said. “You won’t.”


Then, his face bright with shame, he ran to her and threw
his arms around her, still holding tightly to the bag.


“Easy,” Strad said. “She’s—”


“I can see what she is, Berserker,” Ellis snapped. “Now move
aside and let me take care of her. I’ve been doing that a lot longer than you
have.”


Strad lifted an eyebrow but said nothing.


Rune grinned. Ellie sounded more like his old self than he
had in a long, long time. “I’ll be okay.”


“You always are. Do you want to drink this, or…?”


She shook her head, stopping when the movement made her
dizzy. “No. I don’t think I could keep it down.”


He moved brusquely, ordering Strad to hold the bag while he
pushed the needle into her arm.


“You’re becoming less and less human,” he said suddenly.


He clamped a hand over his mouth and stared down at her, his
eyes wide with horror. “What’s wrong with me?” he whispered between his
fingers. “You know I adore you. Why am I so angry?”


“You’ve reached your limit. Give me the blood. I’ll go get
your love back.”


He nodded wordlessly and blinked tears from his eyes.


He was a mess. They all were.


As she lay there, piping blood into her system, Ellis’s
brutal words echoed through her mind like ominous bells of doom.


“Less and less human…”


The thought was terrible.


But he was not wrong.


 


 











 Chapter
Forty-Nine


While the blood was flowing, Ellis slipped away to the inn
to fetch her some clothes.


“And any weapons you see lying around,” she’d told him.


Owen came into the room. He looked her over, nodded
approvingly, and then dropped a shitload of blades, guns, and holsters on the
table. “Figured you’d need these.”


She smiled. “I knew there was a reason I liked you. As soon
as Ellis is back with my clothes, we’ll head to Hawthorne.”


He winked. “We’re ready when you are.”


She watched him as he left the room, her gaze lingering.
When she looked up, she found Strad leaning silently against the wall, watching
her, his face unreadable.


Neither of them said a word.


She put her arm over her eyes, finally, and lay in silence
until Ellie came back with her clothes.


“How do you feel?” he asked, kissing her cheek.


“Great. Almost myself again.” She
didn’t feel normal, but she felt…capable. Her body was slowly waking up, and
the first tingles of real pain had begun to ripple across her skin.


Ellis tossed a smile at the berserker, perhaps to make up
for snapping at him earlier, and left her to dress. She stood, a little wobbly
but nothing major. She held the sheet around her with one hand and studied her
other arm.


Her skin was bluish in places, with dim red lines where it’d
knitted back together, but there were no gaping holes showing the bones
beneath.


She was a fucking cyborg.


Less and less human.


Blowing out a tired, but not quite as painful breath, she
started to drop the sheet.


The berserker still leaned against the wall, and his stare
was as hot and heavy as a physical touch.


She shivered as gooseflesh dotted her sensitive skin. She
clutched at the sheet, suddenly hesitant to expose herself to Strad’s probing
gaze.


“What time is it?” she asked, silently cursing herself.
She’d never been overly modest, and Strad Matheson had been inside her. It made
no sense to be shy now.


But there it was.


He glanced at the clock on the wall. “Noon.”


“Only noon. It seems like weeks
since this morning.”


He said nothing.


The longer she waited to drop the sheet, the harder it
became.


Dammit. What the fuck is wrong with me?


Finally, she glared at the man across from her and let go of
the sheet. She put her hands on her hips, glaring harder when one corner of his
mouth rose in a slight smile.


“Well,” she bellowed. “Got your fill yet?”


“Never.” His voice was as soft as
cotton.


Owen chose that moment to step inside the room. “Elizabeth
said—”


He froze, watching her as she stood angry and naked, her
stare on the berserker.


“Shit,” she whispered.


“Holy fuck,” Owen murmured.


“Out.” Strad’s voice was mild. The
look in his eyes was not.


It was then she realized why she’d turned suddenly shy
before the berserker. It was because he saw her. All of her.
Her secrets and…


She dropped her arms to her side and unable to stop, looked
at Owen.


…her desires.


“You look…” he swallowed, hard. “You look well.”


She pursed her lips to keep from grinning, but wasn’t sure
she succeeded. “Get out.”


After a last, lingering look, he went.


She hurried into her clothes, looking everywhere but at the
berserker. She said nothing, and breathed a sigh of relief when neither did he.


Once upon a time she’d had a rule about not fucking the men
she worked with. That might have been a smart rule to keep.


She slid the last shiv into its sheath and finally, glanced
at Strad. “I’m ready.”


He was smiling. A tiny smile, but a smile.


It took her breath, that smile. “What?”


He walked to her and took her by the shoulders. “Don’t worry
so much.”


She started to reply but he leaned over and pressed his lips
against hers.


His lips were soft. And very, very warm.


She opened her mouth to him and he slid his tongue between
her lips, brushing hers with a slow, hot touch that made her forget, once
again, to breathe.


But he pulled away. He stared down at her, his eyes full of
promise and heat. So much fucking heat. “Tonight.”


She nodded.


Tonight.


But first…


She took a deep breath, trying to sharpen a brain that had
gone dull and heavy with thoughts of sex. “Let’s go get the twins and Lex.”


Ellis waited by the exit doors with Jack, Owen, and Raze. He
squeezed Raze’s arm when she and Strad walked toward them.


Raze didn’t smile—Raze rarely smiled—but there was a
softness in his eyes when he looked down at Ellis.


She pulled Ellis into a quick hug, surprising him. “We’ll be
back soon, baby.”


He nodded, smiling as he swiped at his eyes. “I need him,
Rune.”


“We’ll make sure you get him.”


“Yes. You will. You will.”


Maybe he was trying to convince himself, but it didn’t
matter. They would bring the rest of their crew back.


In her mind, there was no doubt. There was no room for
doubt.


The berserker and Owen were staring at each other, a long,
hard stare that finally ended in some sort of silent communication the others
were not privy to.


Rune pushed through the exit doors, her mind on the battle
to come. Once outside, she tried again, and again failed, to send out her
claws.


But she had her blades.


Her silver was all she needed to cut out COS like the
malignant growths they were.


She fished her cell out of her car. One of the men had
driven it from the Moor earlier.


“I’ll ride with you,” she told Raze. “I don’t want to
drive.”


The drive to Hawthorne seemed to take hours. With each mile,
thoughts of what might be happening to the twins and Lex bombarded her mind.


She couldn’t shut them out, not anymore.


She punched in Jack’s number, drumming her fingers on her
thigh as she waited for him to answer. “What’s the word?” 


Jack had a contact in the forest. After Rune had told them
she believed COS was in Hawthorne, Jack had made a quick call. She was right.


“My guy checked an hour ago. They hadn’t left the house.”


“What the fuck are they doing in there, Jack? Why are they
hanging around?” Not that she wasn’t grateful. It’d
have been tougher to track them if they’d left the county.


“They think you’re dead and we’re occupied with zombies.
They’ve found a lot of willing humans here. Why would they want to leave?”


“Fucking Bach Horner,” she said. “He wants to own our city.”


“He thinks he already does,” Jack said, and hung up.


No matter what they did in Hawthorne that day, COS was never
disappearing. Not for long. They were fucking cockroaches.


That was one reason they wanted to get rid of her. She was
going to be around to fight them. Forever.


To Karin Love, Rune was her most dangerous enemy—because
long after Karin was dead, Rune would still be there.


And most likely, that just pissed the bitch off.


A distant sound of sirens drew closer and louder, shrieking
like banshees in the quiet afternoon and jerking her from her thoughts. 


“Rune,” Raze said. “Call Rice.”


She twisted around to look out the back window. Three police
cars streaked toward them. “I’m only surprised they didn’t try to stop us
sooner.”


Raze pulled the truck over. Behind them Strad did the same.
Jack and Owen had ridden with the berserker, and as she peered through the back
glass, she willed them to be calm.


But when the cops poured from their cars, guns drawn, she
had a feeling no one was going to remain calm for long.


 


 











 Chapter
Fifty


“Out of the vehicle,” one of them called. “Hands
where we can see them.”


Rune got out of the car, phone to her ear as she waited for
Rice to answer. When it went to voicemail, she quickly punched in Ellis’s
number.


“Ellie, we’re surrounded by fucking River County cops. I
can’t get Rice on his cell.”


“They took him in, Rune,” Ellie said. “I heard he’s been
forced out as police director.”


“He’ll be okay if they don’t arrest him. He still has RISC.”


“I thought you were finally dead, Alexander,” one of the
cops said, gun out and ready. “Put the phone away.”


Like a gun would stop her if she decided to kick some ass.


“Gotta go, baby.
I’ll call you when I can.” She put her phone back in her pocket. “What’s going
on?”


“Where are you headed?”


The cop speaking was a thirty-something redhead who’d
cheered her and the crew on when they’d wiped out the zombies. Samantha. Rune
couldn’t remember her last name.


Rune crossed her arms. “I’m pretty sure you already know the
answer to that, officer.”


“We’ve been ordered to turn you around. Mr. Horner filed a
restraining order against every member of your crew. Including
you, of course.” Samantha nodded toward one of the other cops, who
rushed forward to hand Rune an envelope.


Rune tapped it on her thigh, not bothering to look at it.
“Horner has three of my crew. We’re going in to get them.”


Samantha shook her head. “I’m afraid not.”


“I wasn’t asking permission.”


“Rune,” Strad said, stepping closer.


“Back off, big guy,” Samantha ordered, turning her gun from
Rune to the berserker.


He put his hands up, trying to look unthreatening. He didn’t
succeed. “Go with us, if you want. But don’t try to stop us.”


Samantha pointed her chin at the two cops standing slightly
behind Strad. “Cuff him.”


“Don’t do that,” Rune warned.


Strad didn’t have his lethal silver spear—he couldn’t wear
it while driving. But it didn’t matter. Before anyone could blink, he had
silver shivs in both hands. “You’ll want to get the fuck out of here,” he said,
“before you get hurt.”


“Shoot him,” Samantha yelled, at the exact moment she turned
her gun back to Rune and pulled the trigger.


There were eight cops, and all eight were armed.


But against the crew, they had no chance. They had to know
that.


She’d seen the spark of rabid fanaticism deep in the cops’
eyes, and knew exactly what the crew was facing.


These cops belonged to Karin Love. They belonged to the
Church of Slayers. To the bastards hiding in the house in
Hawthorne, torturing Lex and the twins.


And not one of them was thinking logically. They simply
wanted to bag the crew for their church.


Rune was sure fucking Horner was secure in his belief that
the city would protect him.


She’d lost her claws, her fangs, and now, she realized, her speed. She was just another crew member
fighting the bad guys. 


But that was enough.


They’d been expecting the cops to shoot them, so they were
prepared.


“Don’t kill them,” Rune yelled. She knocked the gun out of
Samantha’s hand then punched her in the temple—a blow extra hard because her
fist was weighted with the heavy silver of a shiv.


Samantha went down like a rock.


Her men already had the other cops under control. Guns were
on the ground, and the policemen stood silent and blank faced with their hands
in the air.


Before the blast, Rune would have mowed most of the cops
down before they’d so much as moved. She had a quick flash of fear. She wasn’t
going to be worth shit when it came to fighting COS.


“Cuff them all,” Rune said, silently cursing the quiver in
her voice. “Take their keys and guns and lock the sons of bitches in the
backseats of their cars. That’ll buy us some time.” She leaned over Samantha,
who was still on the ground, groggily caressing her head. “Now, we’re going in
to get our crew.”


Samantha spit at her. “Fucking monster.
Your fucking traitor friends are already dead.” She smiled a cold, cold smile.
“Or wishing they were.”


It took them ten minutes to clean up the area and secure the
cops. Rune called Ellie back. “Any news on Rice?”


“No. What happened there?”


“A little run-in with some COS supporters.
We handled it.”


“Rune, I have a bad feeling. Please hurry.”


“I will.”


And once more, they were on the road to Hawthorne. If
nothing more happened to delay them, they’d be near the house within the next
fifteen minutes.


Raze waved Strad around. “Take the lead. You know the area
better than I do.”


“I don’t have my speed,” she told Raze, just needing to say
the words. “Or my strength. I can’t do much.”


“Keep your confidence, Rune. That’s the one thing you can’t
let yourself lose.”


“I took out one fucking cop. You guys…”


“You’re one of the best fighters I’ve ever known. Speed and claws or not.” He winked at her. “You just got
spoiled by all that vampire shit.”


She wanted to believe it. Wanted it badly.
“I don’t know,” she said. “I just don’t know.”


“None of the crew has those abilities. That doesn’t make us
ordinary, does it?”


She shook her head, smiling. “No.”


Satisfied, he reached over to pat her leg. “Damn right.” He
glanced at her face, her body. “You look almost healed from the blast. Is that
because of the witch’s power, or all you?”


She shrugged. “Either that or I’m…” She closed her mouth,
unsure how to finish that sentence. Invincible?


“Raze.”


“Yeah?”


“Did you ever tell Lex how you feel about her?”


He cleared his throat. “Nah. Talk
about beauty and the beast. I’m not right for her.”


Rune lifted an eyebrow. “There’s no one more right for her.
After we get her back, you should…” She gestured. “You know. Take her out.”


Again, he cleared his throat. After a moment, he said,
gruffly, “We’ll see.”


She stared out the side window and smiled.


But soon, her smile fell away and worry crowded her mind.


Lex and the twins had been in the sadistic hands of COS for
too long. 


The crew would bring them back.


She just hoped they didn’t have to bring them back in
pieces.


 


 











 Chapter
Fifty-One


They parked nearly half a mile from the house, hoping to
sneak in take COS by surprise. Unlikely, as Bach would have been keeping close
tabs, but worth a shot.


If not for the fight that had scarred Ellie and cost Jack
his eye, Hawthorne Forest would have held an attraction for Rune. She had a
feeling the bad memories associated with it were about to get worse.


They stayed off the paved road, walking instead through the
deeply wooded areas, slipping from tree to tree.


She had both guns out and ready, and tried not to think about
the fact that she wasn’t as good. Ellie might think she was less human, but
right now she was human weak and human slow.


“You okay?” Owen asked, dropping into place beside her.


“Yes.”


She kept her eyes darting, her ears tuned for any sounds. If
she got her crew killed because her fucking monster was pissed or hiding or dead,
she would never be able to get past it.


“Just be careful,” she said, said it to them all. “Please.”


“There it is.” Strad’s voice was barely above a whisper. He
pointed. “Beyond those trees.”


Her heart thudded painfully against her ribs. It was time.


As they began to walk closer, Rune heard the sound of a car
engine start up. She peered around the trees and the house rose like a dream
out of the forest floor, huge even from the distance, white and tall and
somehow majestic.


A long, shadowed porch extended across the front, partly
hidden from her view by a truck that had stopped mere inches from the house.


An unpaved lane led up to the house, stopping at a yard
filled with automobiles. There were five trucks, three small cars, and two
SUVs. A motorcycle lay on its side in the dirt, as though its driver had been
in one hell of a hurry when he’d jumped off it.


The house was huge, but it would have to have been, to hold
all those humans. Three floors, a basement, an attic…


She narrowed her eyes, sure she saw
movement at one of the third floor windows. “I think he’s posted guards on the
third floor. See the windows?”


They nodded. “Probably rifles,” Jack murmured. “We should
walk around. The back might not be as guarded.”


“Jack, you and Owen go around, take the back.”


The SUV that had started up made a sharp turn and sped down
the lane to the main road.


“Those men,” Strad said, “will see our trucks. They’ll alert
the house.”


She wished for darkness, but darkness wouldn’t come for
another few hours. She nodded. “Let’s move.”


Strad glanced down at her, his face softening. “You’re Rune
Alexander. Don’t forget that.”


“Yeah,” Jack said, smiling. “You’re fucking amazing with
silver. You’re not our captain because you’re weak, sweet thing.”


For a second she couldn’t breathe, and they were all silent
as Z’s pet name for her echoed through their memories. She wanted to fall to
the ground and cry and puke like a fucking sissy, but
she let the pain of Z slip away and she stiffened her spine.


Yeah, she was afraid. She was terrified. But that came with
the job, and she wasn’t letting her monster throw a hissy and get her crew
killed. Fuck him.


She was good enough without the bastard.


But God, did she miss him.


Somewhere inside the house was Lex, blind and broken,
wondering if the crew was ever coming. Surely, she
wondered that.


And the twins.


Rune shuddered. The beautiful twins.


“Go,” she told Jack.


He and Owen slipped away.


Just like that, they disappeared through the trees.


She turned her attention to the house. “Ready,
guys?”


Strad and Raze nodded and started forward.


“Wait,” she said.


They stopped and turned back to look at her questioningly.


“I always take point,” she said.


It was hard for them to do—she saw it in their hesitation,
in the quick glance they shot each other, but then they stepped aside to let
her by.


She couldn’t get angry. Once she would have, but now, she
couldn’t very well blame them for doubting her. She doubted herself.


She was a chaotic mess of magic and mundane, human and Other, and she had no idea what the hell was going on inside
her.


But she figured she was still immortal, and she was still
captain of Shiv Crew. She would take point.


When they got closer, they stopped to take stock. The woods
were about to end, and in moments she and her crew would step out from the
cover of trees and be exposed to the enemy. To COS.


The place was bustling with quiet activity. Men jogged from
the house to outbuildings. She heard the muted sound of voices, and a sudden,
discordant laugh. Someone coughed.


“They’re expecting us,” she said. She clenched her guns and
longed for the weight of her silver shivs—but these were humans. She’d need
guns, at least at first.


“We can’t sneak in,” Strad said. “We’re going to have to go
in making some noise.”


She froze in mid-nod when Raze pointed his gun and
whispered, “Twins.”


Four men with rifles strapped to their backs hurried the
twins down the porch steps. The boys’ hands were cuffed behind them but their
feet were unfettered.


Spots of dark red decorated their shirts, patterns of
obvious and almost identical violence, as though everything done to one was
immediately repeated on the other.


Hoods covered their heads.


But they were alive.


They were alive.


The men in charge of them weren’t overly large. Their
movements were jerky and nervous. They looked from side to side, yanking the
silent twins along with them.


“They’re not professionals,” Rune noted. “And they’re
scared.”


“They should be,” Raze said, and there was death in his
voice. Death and promise.


“The boys are drugged,” Strad murmured.


One of the twins slumped and was dragged along impatiently
by his guards, their hands under his arms keeping him semi-upright. His feet
cut a path through the dead leaves as they hauled him into the yard and toward
one of the cars parked there.


“They’re taking them away,” Rune said. “Maybe they got word
that their cop lackeys were unable to stop us.”


“I don’t think they wanted us stopped,” Strad said. “Only delayed.”


“We can’t let them go. Let’s move.” Rune led them across the
side yard, running in a zigzag pattern until they finally stopped against the
side of the house.


She leaned against the house, hoping the guys didn’t notice
she was trying to catch her breath. Fucking blast had kicked her ass.


Sweat covered her face, though the day wasn’t going to get
warmer than forty degrees. It was the sweat of a weak, sick person.


“Rune?”


She took a deep breath and nodded at Strad. “I’m good.
Ready?”


“Ready,” he said.


They blasted from the side of the house like raging
torpedoes, Raze and Rune charging toward the twins while Strad covered them.


She heard shots behind her but didn’t stop to look. Strad
was taking care of business.


The two men holding the twins released them, trampling them
as the boys fell to the ground in boneless heaps and the guards took on the
threat of Rune and Raze.


They didn’t try to jerk their rifles free but grabbed
instead for the handguns holstered at their sides.


Rune shot three of them almost before she realized she’d
fired. Raze took out the last one.


A bullet had skimmed her upper left bicep, leaving a trail
of burning pain, but it was a scratch compared with the other wounds she’d
sustained.


She glanced at Raze, who appeared unhurt. They turned back
to help Strad.


Everything happened in seconds. Adrenaline hit her like a
bus, but still, it wasn’t her monster. She needed her fucking monster.


Two men on the porch fell, one tumbling
over the side and landing on the ground below. Glass shattered as the
third floor windows she’d pointed out earlier were broken.


She didn’t have to warn her men—they noticed the threat when
she did and all three dove behind whatever cover they could find—she and Raze
behind a truck. She lost sight of Strad but because he was closer to the house,
she figured he’d taken shelter against it.


Two men ran from the other side of the house, but not toward
the crew. They ran to a large building sitting a short distance from the house.
A shed with high windows.


They were trying to surround the crew, and it occurred to
her that COS wanted her and her men alive.


Bastards would love that—not just this branch, not just
Horner, but Karin Love. They would have been ordered, these men who were haters
and torturers, to try to take Shiv Crew alive. But she also knew they’d rather
kill the crew than let them escape.


Bullets rained down on the truck, keeping her and Raze
pinned. She pushed her back against the vehicle and ground her teeth. Fucking COS. “The twins are exposed. We have to get them out
of the yard before they’re shot.”


“I’m going to get the twins. Cover me.”


“No. You try to get inside the house. I’ll get the twins. If
I’m hit, it won’t kill me.”


“Can you drag two unconscious men to safety before you’re
hit? Before they are?” His eyes were dark, dark and cold. That coldness wasn’t
directed at her. Raze was simply in the zone.


Could she? Her strength had melted away with her speed.
Going for the twins might only get them killed.


“Cover me, and then get to Strad,” he told her.


And before she could order him to stay the hell put, he was
gone.


 


 











 Chapter
Fifty-Two


When Raze ran for the twins, drawing gunfire away from her
and onto him, she leaped up and started shooting. She heard a scream with grim
satisfaction but didn’t stop shooting.


Seeing his chance, Strad snaked his way to her. They both
covered Raze, who grabbed the boys and began to drag them across the yard.


Let them be okay.


Occupied with Rune and Strad, the two men in the shed ignored
Raze as he rescued the twins.


It was a full thirty seconds before Rune realized there were
no shots coming from inside the house.


She hoped it was because Jack and Owen had killed the
bastards inside.


“Something’s off,” Strad said. “Horner knew we’d be coming.”


Rune nodded. “Why doesn’t he have more men? Why didn’t he
take Lex and the twins and run for it?”


“Maybe he’s just that arrogant.”


But neither of them believed it.


“The house is—”


Quiet, she’d started to say, but before she could finish her
words, gunfire broke out once more. And shouts, screams,
thumps.


“Jack and Owen are in there,” she said instead.


“I’m going for the shed,” Strad said. “I’ll shut down the
shooters inside.”


“I’ll cover you.”


He nodded once, then shot to his feet and ran full out
toward the shed. Rune started shooting as soon as he took off, keeping the men
away from the windows. She had no idea how many were in the building, but was
pretty sure at least one of them had been hit. Maybe more.


It was a little too easy. Sure, they’d been shot at. But
Horner should have fortified the place. He should have had it crawling with
armed men, and he should have made the crew work a little harder.


So until she had the twins and Lex heading back down the
highway and out of Hawthorne, she wasn’t going to relax.


Something wasn’t right.


And she didn’t want to think about what that something might
be.


As soon as the berserker hit the shed door, she ran to the
house. No one shot at her.


She jumped onto the porch and threw herself against the wall,
guns up and ready. But no one was there.


Raze strode across the yard toward the porch, his head
swiveling from side to side. 


“Rune,” he called. “Wait.”


“Twins?” she asked, as he climbed the steps.


The look in his eyes let her know he had bad news. Very bad news.


Strad left the shed and jogged toward them, and Raze waited
until the berserker had joined them before he continued speaking.


“That wasn’t the twins,” he said.


“What?” She shook her head, as though by denying it, she
could make it untrue.


“The men I hauled from the yard. I took off their hoods. Two strangers.” He ran a hand over his face. “They’d been
drugged and cut up a little. They couldn’t answer my questions.”


“Maybe the twins are inside,” she said.


More screams, loud and long, came from somewhere deep inside
the house. Strad kicked open the door and they strode cautiously but quickly
through the living room, furnished only with a couch, a coffee table, a large
desk, and a pile of sleeping bags.


A dead man lay sprawled and bloody before one of the
shattered windows.


The hoarse screams stuttered to a stop.


Rune’s stomach was a tight, roiling mess, and there was a
single phrase repeating over and over inside her mind. Don’t let it be one
of mine.


They found Jack and Owen in the large kitchen. Jack was
kneeling beside a COS member who was either dead or dying, and Owen stood above
them. He motioned them inside.


“Place is secure,” he said. “But Lex and the twins aren’t
here.”


Jack cleaned his blade on the stranger’s clothes before
standing and sliding it back into its sheath. “Bad fucking
news.”


Rune let out a breath. “Tell me.”


“Otherfights.”


“Son of a bitch. They’re fighting
Lex and the twins.”


Jack nudged the prone man with his boot. “Only
Lex, according to this piece of shit. The fights are one way they fund
the church. Lex will be a big fucking draw.”


Raze turned his back and punched the wall, his fury enough
to rival the berserker’s.


“Do we know where they have her?” Rune shuddered as
gooseflesh erupted on her newly healed skin. She didn’t object when Strad
wrapped his fingers around her arm and squeezed gently, trying to comfort her,
to ground her. To calm her.


“Rock County,” Jack said, his voice
dull.


“Shit.” Her body shook with reaction as she realized Jack
believed Lex was already dead. “What else?”


“He told me they’d forced sharp silver plugs into her ears
so not only is she blind, but deaf, as well. They’re making her fight that way
because when they trialed her, she killed everyone in the fucking room.”


For a long moment, no one could speak.


“There’s more?” Strad asked, finally.


He nodded, but wouldn’t look at her. Not a good sign.


“She’s in deep withdrawal from her addiction to you. She’s
not…well.” He stared, instead of at her, at the man on the floor. “He said
she’d lost her mind.”


The slayer had begun to stir. He was bloody and broken from
Jack’s torture, but when he opened his eyes, they were still full of hate.


When he spotted Rune, his swollen lips curled in disgust.
“Animal,” he said.


“He laughed,” Jack said, his voice quiet, almost reflective.
“When I forced him to talk about little Lex, he laughed.” Finally he lifted his
gaze to her. “There was joy in his eyes and so much conviction. I knew COS was
full of some bad fucking people, but…” He shook his head. “What kind of people
are they?”


Raze pulled a long, sharp shiv and knelt beside the man. He
didn’t say a word, just cut the slayer’s throat. Then he cleaned the blade on
the slayer’s pants, got to his feet, and looked at Rune.


“Rock County is too far,” Rune whispered. “We’ll never make
it in time to save them.”


Raze grabbed her arm and pulled her to face him. “You can
get there fast if you fucking run.”


“I can’t. My monster is gone. I’m just like you.”


He shook her. “You can.”


“Easy, buddy,” Jack said.


“I can’t,” she said, her eyes overflowing. “Fuck you. I
can’t!”


“So you want Lex to die,” Raze said, and released her.
“You’re just going to leave her and the twins there to die.”


She shuddered, wanting to hit him, to scream at him, but she
couldn’t. “You know that’s not true.”


He curled his lip, his stare flat, accusing. “Look at you,”
he said. “Who the fuck are you?”


Strad stepped toward Raze. “That’s enough.”


“This is not Rune,” Raze roared, and shoved the berserker.


Oh fuck. Fuck me.


They’d kill each other.


The berserker and Raze, right then, went a little fucking crazy.
Not using weapons, but fists, and surrounded in a swirling, almost visible aura
of rage, they began to fight.


“Fuck you,” she screamed, and finally, finally, she
got mad.


And she went after her monster.


 


 











 Chapter
Fifty-Three


The world was bleak and terrible, chaotic and scary, but
nothing compared with the black world inside her mind.


That was where she had to go.


She found her monster, found him lying upon a bloody floor,
bound and gagged, with the ghost of Jeremy slicing into him with savage glee.


Jeremy sneered when he saw her, his eyes gleaming with
madness. “You think you can take him from me?” He straightened, his hands
holding blades, his arms scarlet to the shoulders.


Her monster struggled against his bonds, and when he looked
at her, his eyes were red and tormented. “Why did you leave me here so
long?” he seemed to say.


“This is who you are,” Jeremy screamed. “This is what you
want!” And just as abruptly, his smile became crafty and his voice softened.
“Come here, baby. Let me make it all better.”


Then Jeremy became Llodra. “Daddy loves you,” the vampire
said. “Daddy loves his little girl.”


She flinched away from him, and realized right then she was
more hurt by Llodra than she’d ever been by Jeremy.


“You’re nothing to me,” she said, and strode toward her
monster.


Her adoptive mother appeared, her
smile sad, her eyes sadder. “You should hide, honey. The monster will get you.”


“I’m the monster,” Rune replied, and reached down to
grab her monster by the throat. “Don’t you understand? It’s always been me. I’m
the monster.”


Her monster smiled.


“Ready?” he asked. “Are you really ready for me?”


“Fuck yeah,” she said. “Don’t leave me again, you bastard.”


“What will you do,” he whispered. “Hurt me?”


It didn’t matter. She was fucked. She might have been mad,
might have carried her father’s genes like pieces of broken glass that stabbed
into her heart, over and over and fucking over, but she needed her
monster, and she meant to have him. No matter what.


“I thought I’d accepted you,” she murmured. And maybe she
had. Maybe hiding him had simply been a subconscious, last ditch effort to be
normal. To be human.


Then it was a mere second later and she was back inside the
COS kitchen, the sounds of flesh upon flesh beating at her brain as her men
tried to kill each other.


She shook off Owen’s hand when he cautioned her to be
careful. She wasn’t worried. She waded into the fight.


Strad hit Raze in the face, sending him reeling into her—if
he’d have hit the wall as hard as he hit her, there would have been a
Raze-shaped hole in the side of the house.


The force of it caused her to move back a step as she caught
him against her. That was all. She caught him, shoved him away, gently, and
stepped between the two men.


“Enough.” Her voice was low, guttural, and full of command.
She figured her eyes would be glowing with the soft red of her monster. She’d
seen his eyes once, on the torturous recording Jeremy had shown her.


Her fangs cut into her lips, and with a nearly orgasmic
release, she sent out her claws.


Then she grinned at them.


“You’re back,” Raze said, wiping his bloody nose. His eyes
sparkled, and that was as close to returning her smile as he was going to get. “About time.”


“It’s only been a few hours.”


“Seemed like an eternity,” Strad said. He leaned against the
wall, then straightened and walked to Raze. He clapped him on the shoulder and
the two of them clutched each other in a brief, manly hug.


“Men are crazy,” Rune said, then
added, “You two did that on purpose.”


Strad shrugged, but there was a gleam of pride in his eyes.


Jack stepped over the dead slayer and walked toward them. “Rune. Go.”


She was gone before he’d finished speaking.


Running toward Rock County, to Lex and the twins, unable to
breathe but not really needing to as the wind snatched the air from her lungs
and propelled her ever onward.


Fast, faster.


Maybe her monster had needed the fucking rest, because he
was faster than ever.


She didn’t even try to remind herself that she was her
monster. She thought of him as him, as separate, and that was okay.


She did what she needed to do to make it right.


And in time, who knew?


Lex’s scent was there in the air—the closer she got to the
city the stronger the scent. She and the Other had a
bond, through blood or more she didn’t know and didn’t care. It was there, and
it was strong.


“I’m coming, baby,” she whispered, and knew that somehow,
Lex heard her. Lex was not dead. “I’m coming.”


 


 











 Chapter
Fifty-Four


She didn’t need directions to the fight. She found it by
following the link stretching between her and the blind Other.


But if she hadn’t had that link, she could simply have
followed the voices.


She took everything in with a glance. Humans crowded into the
Camp, which was still surrounded by a silver-laced fence, razor wire curling on
the top.


Rune realized immediately this fight was no secret to law
enforcement. There were too many people attending.


Games this size would have been impossible to keep hidden
for long.


Bastards.


The fence appeared to have been repaired. She spotted no
damaged parts that might allow Others to slip inside
and try to help the ones forced to fight, if they’d been so inclined.


She hoped she’d made it in time to save Lex. It was too late
for the others who had been fought that day, but Lex…


Let her be okay.


The crowd screamed and cheered, frenzied and crazed by pain
not their own, the horrible, horrible pain. The air was thick and hazy with
spilled blood.


And despair.


Maybe they couldn’t feel it, but it was there. Despair and desolation.


And something else.


It was as though Damascus lingered—as though her essence
still colored the area and maybe, maybe, that was why the humans were
so…eager. Because of the witch’s wicked influence.


She needed to believe that.


She pushed past the throngs of people, looking for what held
their attention. 


And then, she saw it.


The huge cage she’d spotted after she fought the witch was
once again occupied—by Lex.


The little Other stood silent and somehow resigned, her head
cocked and her hands open at her sides—trying, perhaps, to absorb through her
palms information she could no longer hear.


Her hair had been torn from its braids and hung in messy
disarray around her shoulders.


And even though her tormentors had punctured and plugged her
ears with God only knew what, perhaps she could still absorb
information.


For her face lit with terror and she stumbled back suddenly,
seeming to realize what new nightmare COS had pitted her against.


Likely she smelled them.


Zombies.


They advanced on Lex, moaning as they lurched toward her.


These were zombies created by Fie. Zombies she’d called from
the grave.


Not magical, not different, not fast. Just your regular,
garden variety zombies, and Lex had been shoved into a
cage with them.


Apparently, COS could do anything—including corralling a
bunch of zombies for Otherfights.


Guards, five that she could see, had been evenly spaced
along the front of the crowd. They were armed and stood with their arms
crossed, wearing smug looks of superiority.


Lex backed away, her voice blending with the moans of the
zombies and the shouts of the crowd. When her back hit the wall she slid down
and wrapped her arms around her knees, burying her face against them.


She had given up. Alone in the dark, with
only the scent of the zombies.


COS was her second greatest fear. Her mother was her first.


Zombies came in third.


And now, she was being terrorized by them all.


Rune felt Lex’s despair. For a second, she was the
one huddling blind on the floor, and it snatched the air from her lungs.


Feel me, Lex. I'm coming.


Lex lifted her face from her knees. “Rune,” she screamed.


Rune shot her claws out with a painful force. The silver
claws brightened and undulated before her, slashing any human stupid enough or
slow enough to stay in her path. She charged the cage.


Only one of the guards pulled a gun. The other four, perhaps
figuring—and rightly so—that they weren't getting paid enough to take on an
enraged monster, ran for cover.


The one remaining guard dropped his gun and held up his
hands, and that saved his life. She kicked him into the crowd of overly-excited
onlookers and didn't give him another thought.


Thin, silver netting wrapped the cage and it parted like
butter beneath her claws. And then, she was inside the gory arena.


Suddenly the only sounds were the zombies’ low, incessant
moaning and their shuffling feet.


The crowd had been shocked into silence as they surely
wondered if this was part of the game or a new development that was about to
get them killed.


"I'm here," Rune said. And maybe Lex couldn't hear
her, but she quieted as though she could. And Rune went after the zombies.


And because she needed to know, had to know, for one
tiny second she concentrated on making them turn away from Lex and toward her.
She had to know if she could still control the zombies.


As one, they turned toward her.


Fuck me.


She could have controlled them, could have ordered them to
hold still for her blade, could have slaughtered them as they stood in a line
and waited for it.


But she didn't. If she was going to kill something, she was
going to let it have half a chance at defending itself.


So she didn’t even try.


There were close to twenty of the monsters, and Rune flung
herself into the middle of them with an almost surprising savageness.


She'd destroyed nearly half of them before she realized the
crowd was once again cheering, their voices loud with the hysterical thrill of
fear.


Lex didn't move, not even when one of the zombie heads
landed with a splat beside her.


Rune yanked the zombies into her dark, eager embrace, and
when the cage was littered with rotting, stinking body parts, she went to Lex.


 


 


 











 Chapter
Fifty-Five


Rune knelt beside the girl, eyes darting as she watched for the
threat of slayers. She touched Lex's shoulder. "Lex?"


Lex screamed and jerked away, her hands in front of her.
Deaf, blind, and locked inside a world of quiet terror, the Other
was expecting only more pain.


Then her head lolled on her neck and she mumbled something.
There, then gone, then back again.


"God, baby." Rune pulled
Lex against her chest, wrapping her securely in her arms. "It's me. Shhh."


Lex was sluggish and slow, as drugged as the fake twins had
been. But on an Other the drugs would have a different
effect. They were just enough to make her vulnerable and weak.


Just enough to be sure she was down, but
not out. COS had wanted her to know exactly what was happening to her.
Or at least to have snatches of reality mixed in with the chaotic blackness
inside her mind.


They’d wanted her to fight.


And Karin Love would want to see it.


Through the back screen, she spotted two men with video
cameras, and had no doubt they'd been sent to film Lex's terror for the monster
Lex called Mother.


Lex shuddered, understanding at last that Rune held her. She
grabbed Rune with a desperate hold and buried her bruised face against her,
humming softly.


Rune shook with rage. They'd pushed the little Other too far
this time, and Rune was terrified she wasn't getting her mind back. Terrified that finally, even after years in the cruel grip of Karin
Love, Lex had broken.


“What’d they do to you?”


But Lex couldn’t answer.


She clung tightly as Rune stood, trying to burrow through
her side, to safety. And trying, whether she realized it or
not, to feed her addiction.


Rune held a gun in one hand and with her left arm around
Lex, walked from the cage and down the ramp.


The humans tripped over each other trying to back out of the
way.


Three of them, right in front of her, stumbled and fell to
the ground. The one closest was a stern man in a business suit. His glasses
askew, he tried to scoot back away from her, but couldn’t get through the
crowd.


She leaned over and put her gun to his forehead. "Point
out a slayer."


He pointed to the man next to him, who scrambled up and
tried to lose himself in the crowd.


Even with Lex holding onto her, she had no trouble. She
holstered her gun and grabbed him by the back of his neck before he could
manage to extricate himself from the crowd. She yanked him to her.


"He's a fucking liar," the man screamed.
"He's the slayer. I'm not COS!"


Lex moaned, as though she could smell the word COS.


"Take me to Horner."


"He'll kill me!"


She dropped her fangs. “I’ll kill you worse.”


He held his hands up. "Wait! Okay."


The crowd thinned as most people finally managed to fight
their way to the gates.


She didn't care about the crowd. She wanted Horner.


The slayer led her behind the cage and pointed toward a
large tent. "He was in there." Then he backed away, his hands in the
air. “Can I…” Then he gave her a terrified but hopeful
look, turned, and ran away.


She let him go. As much as she wanted to slash his throat
and leave him to bleed out on the ground, she let him go.


She knew before she stepped into the tent, almost fully
supporting Lex, that Horner was gone.


He'd left hastily—a few trampled bills lay on the ground,
most likely dropped as he'd grabbed the money and split.


But though he'd fled like a frightened child, he'd left men
behind to see to her.


When she headed back out, a dozen of them were waiting for
her.


They stood in a line, rifles pointed, and it was Lex who
saved them both.


The slayers must have had orders to try taking their little
money maker alive, because they hesitated.


Even Horner wouldn’t have wanted his slayers shooting close
to the crowd of humans. But there were no humans near the tent.


She turned and ran back inside the meager shelter, her arm
around Lex’s waist, carrying the little Other along
with her. At the back of the tent, she shot out the claws of her free hand and
sliced through the wall.


They were surrounded by slayers with guns.


“Son of a bitch,” she muttered. If she left Lex inside the
tent and went to kick slayer ass, someone would take the girl.


As fast as she was, and as strong, outside the tent waited a
hell of a lot of guns. They wouldn’t kill her, but they could stop her long
enough for COS to get Lex.


And she wasn’t willing to let that happen. Not again.


 “Send the girl out,” a man yelled. “Or she’ll die
along with you.”


“Okay,” Rune called. “Just don’t shoot.”


Lex mumbled something.


Rune squeezed her shoulder. “I’ve got you.” Then suddenly,
she had an idea of how to help Lex come out of the darkness.


She pried Lex’s arm away from her waist and clamped the
Other’s cold fingers around her wrist. “Read me, baby. I could use your help.”


Lex tightened her fingers around Rune’s wrist, and that’s
when Rune knew the girl was still there.


Lex began vibrating, just a tiny bit.


“Send her now,” the man screamed, and started shooting. He
shot high to scare her, ripping the top of the tent to shreds. 


The slayers at the back of the tent heard gunfire. They
began shooting as well, and they did not aim high.


“Fuck,” she screamed, and pushed Lex to the ground. She threw
herself on top of the Other. Lex couldn’t take a
bullet.


Lex shook her head violently. “Take them out,” she cried.


“Lexi…” Rune tightened her grip. “I’ve got you.”


But Lex would not be still. She pulled her arm from under
Rune and slapped at her ear. “Take them out, please, take them out.”


God. Rune closed her eyes.
Lex wanted the plugs out of her ears. “I can’t, baby.”


The gunfire stuttered to a stop.


“He wants her alive, you stupid fucks,”
a man screeched.


“You started shooting,” another man yelled. “What the fuck
was I sup—” Then there was one more shot, and the man arguing didn’t say
another word.


The slayers were afraid to come inside the tent. They knew
what Rune could do.


“Is Alexis alive?” the first man called. “Is she alive?”


“Take them out,” Lex screamed.


“I hear her,” the man said. “Send her out, Alexander.”


“They hurt so much,” Lex whimpered. “It’s too dark. I can’t
feel. I can’t think. I can’t see.” She started digging for the plugs
while she struggled to get out from under Rune. 


“Okay,” Rune said. She pulled Lex’s fingers away from her
ears. “Let me try.”


As though she understood Rune was going to help her, Lex
went still and silent.


“We’re coming in,” the man yelled.


“I’m sending her out,” Rune called. “Just give me a fucking
minute to tell her goodbye.” Maybe it’d buy her a few seconds, maybe not. But
it was all she had.


She closed her eyes, felt for the end of one of the plugs,
and finally, got a grip on it. There was no easing it free. She took a deep
breath and dug the plug out, then flung it across the tent. “Lex?”


But Lex had gone boneless and quiet.


Rune left the other plug where it was. One out would have to
be enough, because not even Lex could get her to do that again.


She jerked, startled, when gunfire began again. But this
time, it wasn’t aimed at the tent. “What the hell?”


Lex moaned. “Rune,” she whispered. “Rune?”


“I’m here, baby.”


“Promise me,” Lex said suddenly, “that when my mother gets
out of prison, you will hunt her down and kill her. Promise me.”


But before Rune could promise, before she could say a word,
her crew was there. They charged into the tattered tent and yanked Rune and Lex
from the floor. Lex continued to cling to Rune, unwilling to leave the security
she’d found there.


“Promise me you’ll kill her,” Lex cried.


“She will die,” Raze answered, his
deep voice full of something that was part relief, and part darkness. “I swear
it.”


Finally, Lex backed out of Rune’s arms. “Raze,” she cried,
like a bewildered child. “They hurt me.”


And with that, the little Other
broke down. She sobbed, and held her arms out to Raze.


As her legs gave out and she started to fall, Raze caught
her. Holding her to his chest, he ignored the others and carried Lex out of the
Camp.


Staring after them, Rune tried to shake off the feeling of
desolation that overtook her. Until Karin Love was dead, Lex and the twins
would never be free.


Let her out of prison, you fucks. Let her out.


Because when they did, Shiv Crew would be waiting.


 


 











 Chapter
Fifty-Six


Rune stood at the foot of the hospital bed, watching as
Elizabeth read to the child from an enormous, brightly illustrated book.


Fie leaned against Elizabeth’s chest, occasionally giggling
as a particular passage amused her.


Elizabeth still looked like death, with her white-as-paper
face, sunken cheeks, and haunted eyes, but she was recovering.


Fie was helping that along.


“You want her,” Rune said.


Elizabeth glanced up. “I’m taking both children. Just as
soon as George wakes up, he’s coming home with us, isn’t he, Stefanie?”


The little girl nodded solemnly. “He’s still asleep.”


Elizabeth’s smile was rueful. “She’s complete charmed me,
I’m afraid.”


“That’s okay. You needed a reason to go home at night.”


A cloud passed through Elizabeth’s eyes. “I’ll be fine,” she
murmured, as though Rune had suggested otherwise.


“Yeah.”


“Ellis has agreed to help Bill out until I’m ready to
return.”


Rune nodded. Ellie was ensconced in his new position. Even
knowing he would live his life always one bite away from turning was something,
he’d said, he could handle.


Rune didn’t believe him.


What he couldn’t handle, he’d told her, was not getting the
twins back. Not getting Levi back.


That, she believed. “We’ll get them back, Ellie.” But she
was sick of speaking those empty words. Time was running out for the twins, if
it hadn’t already. She had to find them.


Bill Rice had settled firmly on the RISC throne. It was all his baby now. The humans wouldn’t have him back as
police director, and he didn’t want to go back.


One of the things he promised her was to use every available
resource to track Horner and find the twins. Sooner or later, the slayer would
surface, and RISC would be waiting for him. But Rune didn’t really care about
Horner any longer.


Nothing mattered but finding the twins.


And they had no idea where the boys were. They’d torn the
Camp apart—torn the county apart. The twins were not there.


Rice seemed to think COS would contact RISC and the crew
soon. They’d want something in return for the twins.


Rune had a feeling that something was going to be
Lex, but that wasn’t a trade the crew was willing to make. They had to find
another way.


When she’d gone to the RISC building to pick up her package
from Amy, Rice had stopped her in the hall.


He’d seemed content. “I belong right here.” His eyes were
still haunted by the horror he’d witnessed, but he managed a smile.


“Yeah,” she said. “This is where I belong as well.”


He stared at her for a long moment, and just as she’d started
to feel uncomfortable under his serious regard, he’d spoken. “You’re mentally
ill, Rune.”


It was the last thing she’d expected him to say. She’d
stepped back and dropped her fangs without meaning to. “Fuck you!”


But he reached out and patted her shoulder. “It doesn’t mean
you don’t belong here. You’re my best operative—maybe because of your
illness. I just want you to know I’m aware.”


“Why?” She tried not to whisper, but that’s how the word
came out.


He shook his head. “I don’t know. I…maybe
because it doesn’t matter. I accept you. I admire you. I want you to
feel less alone. And maybe because I worry that you haven’t accepted yourself.”


“I have.”


“Don’t self-destruct, Rune. If you feel in need of anything,
come to me.” His eyes had been intense, and something lurked there that made
her mumble some excuse and run away from him.


What the hell?


She hadn’t a clue.


She had no idea who Rice really was.


Strad slipped into the hospital room, amazing her anew at
how quietly he could move.


Fie’s eyes lit up. “Did you bring it?”


He grinned and pushed the door shut. “Of
course.”


Fie squealed and bounced in Elizabeth’s arms, causing the
woman to flinch with pain. But she stared at Fie adoringly. “Quietly,
darling. The nurses wouldn’t be happy with Mr. Matheson’s gift.” She
tentatively moved away from Fie and looked at Rune. “May I use your cell to
call Owen?”


“Sure,” Rune said, and handed her the cell.


Elizabeth smiled her thanks and slid off the bed. She
carried the cell into the bathroom. “I’ll just be a minute.”


Rune frowned. Elizabeth’s walk was slow and careful, and she
appeared to have lost weight. She was no longer slim. She was skinny and frail.


But she was alive, and she would be okay.


Strad went to the bed and carefully withdrew the smallest
puppy Rune had ever seen from inside his coat. “Be gentle, Fie.
He’s a baby.”


Fie’s eyes grew huge and her lips formed a perfect O
as she carefully took the animal. “It’s adorable.”


“I have to take him back,” he told her, “but he’s yours as
soon as you’re home.”


“I’m going to live with Elizabeth,” she said. “And Rune will
visit. And George will live with us when he wakes up.”


“What will you name your puppy?” Rune asked.


“Hmmm. I don’t know.” She laughed
as the puppy squirmed in her arms, but then she scrunched up her face and
squealed. “It peed on me!”


“Time to take the puppy home,” Strad said. He looked at
Rune. “Walk out?”


Elizabeth opened the bathroom door and joined them,
returning Rune’s cell. “Thank you.”


She nodded. “Goodbye for now, Fie.
Elizabeth, do you need anything?”


“Yes,” Elizabeth said. “But nothing you can give me.”


Rune nodded. “Call me if you need me.”


“How is Lex?” Strad asked, trying to look innocent as he
walked down the hall with a wiggling dog under his coat.


Rune touched her stomach. “Not good. She’s going out of her
mind with worry about the twins. Plus…” She hesitated. “They hurt her. I’m not
sure—”


“She’ll recover,” Strad said, his
tone even. “But she needs to learn how to deal with the threat of COS.”


Rune nodded. “She needs reconditioned. Rice is going to find
someone to help her.”


“And physically?”


“Doctor says she’ll heal.” Lex had been tortured by the
bastards, but Rune didn’t know exactly what had been done to her. When—if—Lex
wanted to talk about it, Rune would grind her teeth and listen.


She was safe in the clinic in Willowburg, with the crew
taking turns watching over her. She cried for the twins, almost the entire time
she was awake.


“They’re not dead, Lex,” Rune had said. “They’re not dead
and we will find them.”


But Lex could not be consoled.


“Go get some sleep,” Strad said, his arm brushing hers.


“I will.”


“And when you’re ready for me, let me know.”


She knew he needed her bite. For the last three nights,
since they’d rescued Lex, she’d wanted only to sleep and eat.


“I will,” she said, again. But she’d addicted the berserker,
and feeding the addiction was her responsibility. “Soon.
Are you okay right now?”


“Yeah.” He opened his truck door
and put the puppy in a little carrier. “I’ll wait.” He leaned against the side
of his truck and stared down at her. “For soon.”


She had to get through the hell to come first. He knew that,
and understood. He just didn’t want her to do it alone.


“I got the box Amy left me. I have to open it tonight.”


He nodded.


“But when I…when I think of Z, when I let those thoughts
out, I’m going to need you.”


“I’ll be there.”


And she knew he would be.


She watched him drive away, then
went to find her car. She was not looking forward to opening the package Amy
had left her. It scared the fuck out of her. Probably it was no more than a
note and a keepsake, but those items were going to bring her to her knees.


She narrowed her eyes when she saw a tall, slender man
leaning against her car, scribbling furiously into a notebook. It took her a few
seconds to recognize him.


Sam Cruikshank, the reporter. He’d been following her,
quietly and reasonably unobtrusively, for months.


“What are you doing here?” she asked.


He straightened and pushed himself away from her SUV, then
stuffed the notebook into the pocket of his long coat. “I came to see you.”


She gestured at her car. “I figured that out.”


“Have dinner with me.”


“Dude. I don’t think so.”


He studied her. “I have the recording.”


“Pardon?” She massaged her stomach.
“What recording?”


But she knew. Fuck if she didn’t know.


Her first thought was how to find out where he’d hidden it
before she killed him.


Maybe he saw it in her eyes. He glanced around at the
parking lot, full of cars but empty of people. The setting sun lent a soft,
rosy glow to his face and glinted off the dark blond of his hair.


Something about the way he was staring at her was vaguely
familiar. He looked like someone.


Someone…


She frowned and closed her eyes, trying to think of who he
reminded her of and why the hell it would make her want to throw up.


Then she snapped her eyes open and took a step back. “What
was he to you?”


He shrugged. “Jeremy? Jeremy was my half-brother. And I’m
pretty sure you and your crew know exactly what happened to him.”


Suddenly cold, she forced herself not to shiver. “I have no
idea where he is. You saw what the world saw—one minute he was in Hawthorne
sending the Dark Others after me and my crew, and the next he was just…gone.”
She didn’t give a fuck if he believed her or not.


He smiled. “My brother and I weren’t close, Rune. He
tortured me from the day I was born until I got old enough to fight back.
Eventually we formed a truce, but we never pretended to feel any sort of
brotherly love.”


“Why don’t you tell me what you want from me so we can get
this shit over with?” Oh yes. She was going to have to kill him.


Fucking Jeremy.


She did shiver then.


He slid his fingers into his coat pocket, stopping suddenly
when she shot her claws out. “Easy, Rune. It’s just
his phone.”


She retracted her claws as he tossed her the phone.


“He showed me the video on his computer,” she said.


“The only copy of that video is on this phone. He connected
the phone to his computer to…” He paused, then went
on. “To watch. That’s how he showed it to you.”


“How do you know?”


“He told me. He had no reason to lie.”


She clenched the cell so hard it creaked. “What do you
want?”


“My brother and I had something in common besides our
father. I can give you what you want. What you need. And I can do it so much
better than he ever could.”


“You…” She cleared her throat. “You want to hurt me?”


He tilted his head, his rather unremarkable face shadowed in
the late evening darkness. “I want to help you.” His voice was gentle. So gentle.


“Get away from me.”


“Take all the time you need to think about it. I know you.
I’ve been watching you, studying you, learning about you. I can make you
better.”


The phone cracked then, cutting her palm. “Get away from
me,” she screamed.


He wasn’t afraid. He nodded, the look in his eyes soft, yet
commanding. And so fucking knowing. “When you
need me, come find me.”


And before she could even imagine he’d be brave enough,
right there in the parking lot, right there with her rage and her fear and her sickness,
he grabbed her by the throat and dragged her to him.


As she stood frozen and off balance, her mind blank, he
stared into her eyes. “I can make you better.”


Then, he let her go, left her with her fingers caressing her
throat, and strode away.


She’d have to kill him.


Wouldn’t she?


To save herself, wouldn’t she have to kill him?


Because fuck her for the crazy bitch she
was, but she wanted that. What he promised, what he could do, what he
knew.


She wanted it.


She moaned and climbed into her car, where she sat for two
black hours before she was finally able to start her car and drive home.


 


 











 Chapter
Fifty-Seven


That terror, that deep, awful fear, fear of what she was and
what she’d always been and what she might do, helped her open Amy’s package.


Because horrible though it was, what had happened to Amy was
somehow more manageable than what had happened to her in the hospital parking
lot.


She couldn’t forget about it, but she could resist it.


She could.


For now.


When she slid into the dark place, she’d call Strad. He was
enough.


“I can’t be that kind of help, Rune.”


Fuck.


She slit the tape wound messily around Amy’s box and
finally, she looked inside.


There was a lined piece of notebook paper, a small envelope
with something hard inside, and a small diary in the shape, of all things, a
fang.


The stake wound on her chest was completely healed, but as
she stared into the box, the wound began to throb hard enough to make her gasp.


This is going to be bad.


She read the note first.


The handwriting was printed and rather childish, and the
image of Amy was suddenly so vivid she had to close her eyes and breathe away
the pain. Amy hadn’t been angry that Rune had deserted her. The note was simply
a couple of sentences explaining why she was going back to Nicolas. She
understood Rune and the crew would be unhappy about it, but she missed the
vampires. She missed the bite.


Rune opened her computer and read the emails, as well. They
were more of the same. The knot inside her stomach began to slowly loosen.


One of the emails made her cry, just a little. I’m not
much, Amy had typed, but I’ll always be proud because I helped Shiv
Crew. I did that. Then she’d added, I wish I
could be you.


The envelope held a tiny slip of paper and…


“What is that?” Rune murmured, as she poured the item from the
envelope and into her left hand. “Is that a fucking tooth?”


It was. And not just a tooth, but a fang.
Not a vampire fang. A wolf’s fang, maybe. It had a
small hole through the top.


The tooth was…revolting.


Her hand began to itch and she tossed the tooth on the bed,
staring at it with distaste. She looked at her palm. Red blisters started to
appear and as she watched they grew, broke open, and seeped a clear, thick
liquid.


They spread from her palm to her wrist, then
crawled up her arm.


“Oh, Amy, what have you done to me?”


She ran into the bathroom, and turned on the hot water. The
blisters hurt, and hurt even more when she held them under the spray of water.


“What the fuck did you do to me?” She realized she held the
tiny paper, and as the blisters climbed her arm, she read the note.


Nicolas will kill me if he finds out I stole this. He’s
going to hurt you. This won’t let him. A present from your BFF, Amy.


“Shit, Amy,” Rune whispered.


The tooth was some kind of vampire repellant—not just a
repellant, but seemed to be lethal to them.


Amy hadn’t known what Rune was. Hadn’t known Llodra was her
father, hadn’t known Rune was part…vampire.


Fuck me. Ended by a well-meaning bite
junkie and a fucking tooth.


Maybe that was why Llodra had tortured Amy. Maybe he’d
suspected her of taking the deadly fang.


Most likely, Rune would never know.


The water wasn’t helping. The painful blisters continued to
slide up her arm. It felt as though someone pushed burning sticks into the ends
of her fingers. Like her claws and her bones were on fire. Like her blood was
beginning to boil.


She yelped and held her arm out to the side, staring at it
with horror. Her hand had turned black, and the blackness chased the blisters
up her arm.


And oh God, the pain.


The strap of the top she wore burst into flames when the
blisters grew beneath it, and she beat them out with her right hand, staring in
horror as the blisters and black began to spread across her chest.


What a fucking horrible way to die.


And she was alone.


Why was she always alone?


She stumbled out of the bathroom and grabbed her cell off
the dresser—she hit redial, not remembering or caring who she’d talked to last.
She needed to tell them what had happened to her.


She needed not to be alone in her last few moments of life.


Because she was surely dying.


“Fuck,” she screamed, and heard a tinny voice yelling at her
through the phone. She dropped the cell as the blisters spread to her chest and
her top caught on fire.


She ran to the shower and it took seconds for the water to
destroy the flames. But the water wouldn’t save her.


She ripped loose the remaining threads of her top and
watched in helpless horror as the blisters popped up and burst across her
chest. Watched as long fingers of black spread in an
unwavering pool to the outside edge of her stake wound.


And then…


Everything stopped.


The blackness receded, sliding back down her arm a hell of a
lot faster than it’d climbed it, and the blisters began to fade.


The stake wound.


Nicolas Llodra, by staking her, had somehow saved her.


She turned off the water and climbed out of the shower.
Walking to her bed, she stared with a healthy dose of respect and a shitload of
fear at the tiny, innocuous looking fang.


“What the fuck is that?”


It was a vampire killer, that’s what it was.


Someone began beating at her door and without waiting for
her to answer, started kicking it in.


“Hang on,” she yelled, and strode toward the door before it
was completely destroyed. She yanked it open, then stared
in confusion.


“Owen?”


He pushed past her, a gun in one hand and shiv in the other.
“You’re okay? What the fuck is going on?”


“Oh hell. I called you, didn’t I?”


He lowered the gun and slid the silver back into its sheath.
“You were screaming.” He swallowed, and visibly tried to regain his usual
control. “What happened?”


“It’s a long story. But I’m okay now.”


His stare probed her face, her eyes, and finally, when he
believed she was truly okay, he dropped his stare to her breasts.


She glanced down, realizing she was without her shirt but
too amazed by the healthy pink glow of her skin to care. The scar where she’d
been staked had faded, but she didn’t think it’d ever go completely away.


Owen wasn’t interested in the scar.


She pointed to the fang. “Amy sent me a gift. When I touched
it…” She shook her head. “It attacked me. It was like holding the sun. I
started blistering. My clothes lit on fire. I was dying.”


He put his gun away. “There are no marks.”


“No. As if it never happened.” She
looked up at him. “Get that thing off the bed for me. There’s an envelope there
to put it in.”


He picked it up, holding it between his fingers, studying
it. “A wolf’s fang.”


“That’s what I thought.”


He slid the tooth into the envelope and tossed it onto the
dresser. She felt better with it hidden once more from her sight.


Owen walked closer, until he stood only a few inches from
her. “You called me.”


She wanted to tell him she’d only redialed, but as she
opened her mouth, he slid his palm over her breast.


She forgot what she’d been about to say. She stood there
beneath his caress, unable to simply turn and walk away. 


She swallowed, then reached up to
grab his wrist.


He stopped moving his fingers, waiting.


Strad had messed her up when she’d caught him in bed with
Tina, and though he had no real claims on her, she didn’t want to do the same
to him. Didn’t want to.


“Fuck,” she said. She rammed her palms into Owen’s chest,
sending him flying backward and onto the bed.


She couldn’t bite him. Could not addict him the way she’d
addicted Strad and Lex. But she could do other things.


She could.


He rose up on his elbows, smiling slightly. “Do you want to
know what he said?”


“Who?” She snatched a shirt from a
half-opened suitcase, turning her back on him as she pulled it on.


“Strad Matheson. Do you want to
know what he told me?”


Yeah. She wanted to know. “No.”


She heard a noise behind her and whirled around, reflexively
dropping her fangs.


The berserker stood in the doorway.


He didn't move, didn’t even twitch,
and she wondered how he could possibly contain so much rage. How he could keep
that swirling, black mass inside without exploding. 


He glanced at her, but then his stare, full of death, went
to Owen.


She shuddered, watching him. Strad Matheson used to scare
you. He still should.


The berserker had put a claim on her.


She'd addicted him, and she'd fucked him.


And now, he'd put a claim on her.


She looked from the berserker to the cowboy. The room was
completely silent as the two men stared at each other.


Owen slid off the bed, his fingers resting near his shivs.


Her need was strong. Lust beat at her brain, tightened her
belly, made her want to throw off her clothes and demand they both satisfy her.


Lust and fear and promise.


She closed her eyes and concentrated on breathing. In and out, slowly, deeply…


And finally she regained control. “I can’t take another
loss,” she said, and looked at the berserker. Don’t kill him, Strad.


She knew he read what was in her eyes, because he stared at
her for a moment longer, then gave a terse nod. 


“Go away,” she whispered, and turned her back on both of
them.


They didn’t argue.


She heard the door close with a gentle click, and when she
turned around, they were gone.


But she knew without a single doubt that before the night
was over, one of them was coming back.


She just wasn’t sure which one it’d be.


She looked at the envelope holding the fang and scooped her
cell out of the floor. Ellis answered on the second ring.


“Ellie,” she said, “I have a present for you.”
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