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Chapter One




“I don’t like the interface. It’s too distracting.” Marcus blinked repeatedly, trying to adjust to the bright blue gridlines and scrolling data his glasses were projecting onto his field of vision.

The sidewalks and edges of the buildings were mapped out like he was in some sort of 3-D video game. Worse, every person who walked by was briefly covered in a red gridline that changed to green when they were identified as human. Vital statistics flickered around their bodies, disappearing before he could read them. At least there weren’t many people walking around given the late hour.

“It took you a while to get used to the earpiece, but now you never go anywhere without it.” Vaughn sounded as if she was standing right next to Marcus instead of being miles away—and deep underground—monitoring the night’s patrol.

“That was different,” Marcus said. “I was already used to you talking all the time.”

“Are you saying I’m a chatterbox, sir?”

Marcus snorted. “I’m saying these glasses are giving me much more data to process than your voice in my ear. Everything is so bright. It’s overwhelming my natural senses.”

“Your natural senses?”

Marcus didn’t bother to suppress a low growl.

Vaughn only laughed. “Hang on, let me change some settings.”

Marcus heard the unique thumping sound of Vaughn typing on the keyboard that was embedded in her desk back at the ranch. It sounded like someone tapping their fingers on a table, except much faster and with purpose.

The gridlines dimmed to a tolerable level.

“Better?”

Marcus let out a breath. “Much.”

“The readouts were fine at the ranch,” Vaughn said. “I bet it’s because the lights are brighter here. The display matched that level of intensity. I’ll put in a lux detector to match the ambient light and be sure to update the instructions when these are distributed to the other bases.”

“After the bosses clear them for use.”

“Which they will—along with the earpieces. Everyone’s already using my dweller database. They’re even making mini-versions of my operations room in the other headquarters.” Vaughn let out a contented sigh. “How did the Blades of Janus ever manage to help dwellers and humans peacefully coexist without me?”

“Your humility is inspiring,” Marcus said.

Vaughn continued her routine, obviously trying to keep the mood light. “I get how you dealt with the ones who were dangerous. But keeping everything under wraps without my tech helping you had to be difficult.”

“We managed.”

Having her around did make the job easier—especially keeping their altercations off the radar of local law enforcement. Marcus had his own reasons for valuing Vaughn, though. Ones that had a lot more to do with her ability to keep Marcus calm with jokes and banter.

A trio of laughing women walked by, slowing a bit as they passed and casting appreciative stares his way. Their scents changed—a hint of over-sweet honey cloying in his nose… and making his mouth water. It reminded him of the ham his dad used to make every year around the holidays.

Marcus walked a little faster.

“You need to practice subvocalizing,” Vaughn said. “The new earpiece can pick up incredibly small vibrations. And larger ones. I’m waggling my eyebrows, in case you wondered.”

Marcus snorted. He wasn’t sure how he felt about the subvocalization function of the earpiece. It was hard enough to control himself when he was on patrol. If he had to watch out for letting the tiniest thing slip—like monitoring his penchant for growling—it would be another distraction.

“Seriously, if people see you talking to yourself, it won’t matter how hot you look in those hipster glasses,” she said.

“I don’t care what people think. I’m only interested in keeping them safe.”

“All work and no play…”

“Reduces the body count in Providence.”

Vaughn laughed. “Point—Marcus.”

A flashing sentence repeated often enough that Marcus could actually read it. Coordinates and a brief warning that lightning was about to strike overhead. There was even a countdown. The heavy clouds above lit up for a moment, thunder rumbling in approval a few seconds later.

“Your tech really is amazing,” he said.

“Well, it isn’t my tech exactly. I consider what I create adaptations on a masterwork theme. Speaking of which, I think I’ve discovered the main communications relay.”

“You think it’s the communications relay?”

“I’m cannibalizing parts from an alien spaceship. There’s a little guesswork involved.”

Marcus flinched at Vaughn’s choice of words, still working through his reaction to the women who’d just passed. He tried to gloss over it and keep the focus on the alien spaceship—which wasn’t difficult at all.

“That’s unsettling,” Marcus said. “What if it’s the weapons system? Or some kind of self-destruct?”

As good as Vaughn was with technology, the Blades had no idea what the ship was capable of.

Okay, they had some idea. The glasses were a product of the alien tech Vaughn was studying. As were several of their weapons, vehicles, holding cells… Any number of systems the Blades depended on. At least, in the Providence branch.

With everything that Marcus had seen and experienced, the ship was still the hardest thing to wrap his head around—even after exploring it a few times.

“I discovered those systems months ago,” Vaughn said. “If my dad hadn’t been such a control freak, he could have shown me around the place before…”

Her voice trailed off.

Marcus waited a moment before saying, “You’ll figure it out.”

Vaughn’s dad had been a world-class asshole from what Marcus had gathered. He doubted that made it any easier for her to deal with the man’s death. If anything, it probably made things harder. She had confided in Marcus once that she had changed the name of her dad’s company to Vaughn Industries the moment her lawyers finished signing everything over to her, using her mother’s last name and legally changing her own to match. Marcus didn’t even know what Vaughn’s first name was. She said only her mother ever used it and to use her last name instead.

“It would’ve been so much more helpful if he’d told me about the ship while he was still alive.” Vaughn’s fingers struck her keyboard harder.

The ship was buried on land that had been in Vaughn’s family for generations. When they discovered it a century ago, they hadn’t really been able to do anything except keep it secret.

Vaughn’s dad had been the one to finally explore it and start bringing parts to the surface. He’d hired experts to analyze, dissect, and replicate the technology—if on a much lower level—never giving away the source of what they were studying. He’d made a fortune and founded a tech company known for innovations.

Vaughn, though, was a tech expert. Probably the best on the planet. She’d been putting the alien technology to good use since the Blades recruited her, pooling their resources to come up with amazing inventions.

“I thought you were supposed to be looking for anything that could have been used as a med bay,” Marcus said.

“I’m more interested in preventing injuries than treating them. If I can get the communications system back online, I can easily link up all of the satellites orbiting Earth instead of just hacking into them whenever we need to.” Vaughn sounded as excited as ever when talking about the alien tech. “Imagine a system of satellites linked to the Blades’ dweller database and constantly scanning for malicious activity.”

“I have seriously mixed feelings about that.”

“I’ll make sure your entry is flagged as ‘friendly’.” There was a brief pause, then she said, “You’re glaring at me, aren’t you.”

“These glasses really are amazing.”

“Please leave the jokes to the professional,” she said.

“Okay, I’ll keep it serious. You’re talking about linking the satellites that help sustain life as we know it on Earth through an alien spacecraft that you say crashed here millennia ago.”

“Excuse me, the geological context of the site says it crashed here millennia ago.”

Marcus kept on, ignoring her quip. “A ship whose origins we still have no idea about.”

But they did know what originated from it.

The hair on the back of his neck rose. For the thousandth time since the Blades had formed a base in Providence and brought Vaughn on board, Marcus asked, “Are you sure it’s safe to be messing around with this stuff when you’re not entirely sure what it does?”

“It’s not just safe, it’s incredibly lucrative. You should see the new chip my company will be putting out when the timing is feasible. I’ll make enough to fund the Blades for the next century at least.”

Marcus took a deep breath to let out another sigh, but froze with the air still in his lungs. Something about it was off. He slowly exhaled through his mouth, tasting it. A faint hint of death clung to his tongue. He turned and took another breath, hunting for the scent, zeroing in on it.

Oblivious, Vaughn kept talking about her technology.

“And I’m careful when I explore the ship. Dexter or Porter always comes with me. Besides, the implications for this are too beneficial to ignore—not just for the Blades, but for humanity. Which, I suppose is repetitive, since we do what we do in order to help humanity. And dwellers, I guess. Anyway, when I’m done building the new communications network, we’ll be able to link our earpieces to every other Blade in the world. Our earpieces.”

“Again, mixed feelings.” Marcus started walking toward the scent.

Rotting meat. Human.

“Don’t worry,” Vaughn said. “I’ve adjusted the power levels and shielding to make sure nobody gets cancer from their earpiece or has their head explode.”

Marcus slowed briefly, their conversation distracting him from his hunt. “That… actually wasn’t what I was thinking of.” Although now that Vaughn had said it, Marcus was having trouble not thinking about it.

Not much could kill Marcus. He was pretty sure having his head explode was on the shortlist.

“Oh.” Vaughn was uncharacteristically quiet for a few moments.

“We talk about things on patrol,” Marcus said. “Things I don’t want the other Blades to know about.”

“Right.” She drew out the word, undoubtedly filling in the blanks with remembered conversations. “Like when I have to talk you down from a change.”

He sighed. That was exactly the kind of thing he didn’t want any of the other Blades to overhear.

“Relax,” Vaughn said. “It’s just you and me now. Besides, when I have everything set up, you’ll still have to activate the communication system to talk to Blades in other cities.”

“That’s a little reassuring.”

“I always make sure no one listens in on our private conversations. You know I want you all to myself.” Vaughn was really laying it on thick tonight.

Marcus snorted. “I think I can hear you waggling your eyebrows this time.”

“Really?”

“No, not really.” He shook his head.

“How was I supposed to know? I have my super-tech, you have your super-senses.”

“Which isn’t always a good thing.”

The smell was suddenly stronger. Marcus stopped and moved his head around, tasting the air. Two scents crossing paths, which meant whatever he was hunting was mobile—and there might be more than one.

“We have a dweller,” Marcus said. “Some kind of animated corpse.”

Vaughn groaned. “Ugh, I hate those. I’ll put fresh lemons in the infuser unit in your shower to clear the scent from your system when you get back. Make sure you keep your clothes separate from the normal laundry. Just strip in the garage and go through the decon shower. I don’t want you tracking anything into the ranch.”

“We won’t have to worry about that if I can’t figure out where these scents are coming from.”

“Wait, ‘these’ scents? As in plural?” Vaughn was typing again.

“There are two scents that passed this spot recently. Could be the same thing re-crossing its path.”

“Or it could be more than one of them,” she said. “And in a heavily populated area. That means they can pass for human.”

Which meant they were more of a threat.

Marcus felt a low growl build in his chest. The feeling shifted lower. He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths.

When Vaughn spoke again, there was no trace of playfulness in her tone. “You still with me, Marcus?”

“Yeah.” Marcus opened his eyes, scanning the people across the street. Literally, with the new glasses. “Are you getting the readings you need for the database?”

“The sensor webbing built into the frames is feeding me all kinds of data.”

Most of the people Marcus was staring at flickered to green. Two didn’t. The red gridlines flashed several times, then sentences and words started scrolling through his field of view faster than he could read. Circles appeared around various parts of the two men’s bodies, blinking and rotating as different measurements were taken.

His view switched to an artificial infrared that wasn’t nearly as nuanced as what he perceived while in his other form. Still, the glasses made it clear that the two subjects’ heat signatures were nothing like the people passing them.

More words and numbers flashed in his view. He didn’t know how Vaughn managed so many data streams at once.

“It would be helpful if you slowed down the readouts to the point where I could actually read them,” Marcus said.

“That’s too fast for you? With how often you hang out in the library, I figured you for a speed-reader.”

Marcus snorted. “Nobody’s that fast.”

“Dexter and Porter are. Dexter’s helmet has a similar display. I kept yours minimal, knowing you already have enhanced senses and that it would bug you out in the field.”

“Thanks for that.”

A steady growl filled his mind. Of course Dexter could track that much data.

“And in case you have any doubts about me, I can track that fast as well.” Vaughn’s statement brought Marcus’s focus back from… a very dark place.

“Seriously?”

“Yeah,” she said. “But then, I am a genius.”

Marcus might have laughed, but the two men they were studying turned around to face him.

“Fuck.” He curled his hands into fists and reminded himself that he needed to stay calm.

“Definitely dwellers,” Vaughn said. “Not a type we’ve seen in Providence before.”

“Yeah, they’re new to town. But not to me.”

Marcus had traveled with Dexter and Porter for years and encountered many different dwellers before they decided to settle in Providence and make a Blades base there. Recruiting Vaughn to the cause had been a big factor in the decision—as had the buried ship. It wasn’t like they could move the thing.

Marcus still had trouble believing all of it was real. No matter how many times he walked the eerily quiet corridors of the ship, no matter how many dwellers he encountered. Somehow, it was easier to believe in monsters than aliens. Especially knowing that he was among the earthlings who’d been ‘colonized.’

“Don’t tell me what they are,” Vaughn said. “I want to see if I can figure it out from the data I’m getting.”

Marcus already knew. They were Redcaps.

Fairytales often described them as little creatures who roamed battlefields in the aftermath of conflict, dipping their hats in the blood of the fallen to stain them red. The reality was much, much worse. This pair looked like roughed-up humans who hadn’t seen fresh clothes or a bath in years. Both had long, shaggy beards that grew halfway down their chests and obscured most of their faces. Their beards didn’t just grow down but also out, though the coarse strands were shorter on the sides of their heads. It was still weird to see someone with a circle of hair sticking straight out around their face.

Most humans wouldn’t stop to look too closely at either of them. Marcus supposed that was on purpose. The part of their features that wasn’t covered with hair was blocked by huge wraparound sunglasses—an odd wardrobe choice hours after sunset.

One was dressed in torn up khakis with a polo shirt and business jacket. The other was wearing a dingy suit with a long-sleeved, button down shirt. The jacket on the first man was from the second man’s suit. Their clothes seemed too big on their frames and were stained and… soiled.

There were all sorts of explanations for their appearance. Mundane, logical explanations. Marcus didn’t live in a mundane world.

A third man joined them, then a fourth and fifth. They were all almost identical—not just from the neck up and with their choices in personal hygiene. How they moved, how they stood, how they all turned as one to stare in Marcus’s direction, ignoring the people passing them on the sidewalk.

They wore bandanas that had probably started out as various colors, but were now mostly saturated with a dark red substance. The thin fabric clung to the tops of their heads, as if something wet and sticky was holding them in place.

Definitely Redcaps.

“The sensors are showing that their body temperatures are way below normal,” Vaughn said. “Only slightly above the ambient temperature of the area. Energy signatures flaring in the head and neck, fading into the torso and limbs.”

“Vaughn, use your eyes. Take off the gridlines and just look at them.”

There was a brief pause.

“Oh. Redcaps.” She started typing again, a hail of sound coming over the earpiece. “I will always find it bizarre that some dwellers can be identified most easily based on their wardrobe and personal hygiene. I mean, what is it with these guys? Where do they get the bandanas and sunglasses?”

She sighed, then said, “Logging it in the database. These readings are great. Pretty soon, you’ll be just another Guard among the Blades. Safely ensconced in obscurity.”

“What?”

“Oh. Did I say that out loud?”

“Vaughn…”

There was an unusual pause before she spoke again. “You’re too effective in the field for a Guard working solo.”

“I’m not solo. I have you, Porter, and Dexter.”

“You have an IT gal, a doctor, and… a super-freaky assassin. And granted Dexter does account for some of our high numbers, but he’s not designated as a Guard. He’s the boss. And I guess Porter is, too, since, you know… ‘twinsies.’ My point is, every Blades of Janus base has a doctor and a boss. But most also have half a dozen Guards at least. We have one—you.”

“What’s the big deal?”

“The big deal is that our outpost is actually more effective at managing dwellers than most. With one Guard. Anyone who bothers to run the numbers is going to notice the pattern.”

“No one notices patterns like you do.”

“Well, thank you. But in this case, it’s an obvious one. If I can give other Blades tools that make it look like you’re just benefiting from my technical expertise, they’re less likely to figure out what’s really going on.”

Less likely to figure out that Marcus wasn’t human.

The skin between his shoulder blades began to prickle. He felt his chest vibrate with a rumbling growl. The damned earpiece probably caught it.

His voice came out much lower than usual and had a gravely edge to it that he couldn’t mask. “I don’t need you to protect me.”

There was a brief pause. Vaughn spoke carefully when she responded, obviously trying to keep from setting Marcus off.

“I know that. But you and I, we look out for each other. We’re not just colleagues. We’re friends, remember?”

More skin on Marcus’s back started to tingle. He closed his eyes and took several deep breaths.

Yes, he and Vaughn were friends. Partners in their mission to keep the peace between dwellers and humans. Protecting members of either species when it was warranted. Exacting justice when it wasn’t.

Above all, though, Marcus protected Vaughn.

A voice that seemed to echo from the back of Marcus’s mind rumbled, “She is your beta. You protect her.”

“Shut. Up.” Marcus said the words out loud, wanting to give them more impact.

Vaughn didn’t miss a beat. “I’m guessing that wasn’t directed at me.”

Vaughn was the only person Marcus had told about the voice that sometimes popped up in his head. Having that extra bit of support didn’t just preserve their friendship—it helped preserve Marcus’s sanity. And it protected Marcus from Dexter finding out. Marcus was pretty sure it was some sort of manifestation of his dweller. Based on the things it told him to do, he sure as hell hoped so.

“Are you still not recording this?” Marcus said.

“You know, we’ve been having the worst time with our feed tonight. I haven’t been able to get a good enough connection to record any audio since you left the ranch. Wish I had those satellites hooked up.”

Marcus took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Vaughn wasn’t kidding about having Marcus’s back. She’d been protecting him in her own ways ever since they became partners. And that was a good thing.

The voice—his dweller—was silent. For the moment.

“Thanks,” Marcus said.

“I guess it’s hard to find good IT support these days.” Vaughn paused briefly. “Seriously though, are you okay?”

“Yeah. I just need to vent some steam. I have a feeling an opportunity is about to present itself.”

Redcaps had a standing kill order. There was no reasoning with them. No way to even communicate. And they were carnivorous—with very large appetites. Worse, once Redcaps infested a town, it stayed infested.

The Providence base might need to put in a request for more Guards, which meant bringing more Blades in on Marcus’s ‘personal issue.’ If he could root the Redcaps out right away, maybe they wouldn’t be able to get a foothold.

“Let me find you a cozy spot to get to know these guys better,” Vaughn said.

“I’ll try to figure out a way to convince them to follow me.”

“You seem to have already secured their interest.”

“They probably think I’m hunting and are wondering if there’s going to be any kind of territorial issue.”

“I take it you’re using the word think loosely.” She paused for a moment. “Hold on. Who’s that?”

A few people walked along the sidewalks, probably heading home after some happy-hour drinks. There would be even more once the bars closed. One woman in particular looked like she’d had an early start.

Marcus logged details about her quickly. Jeans, knee-high boots, tank top, leather jacket, red hair in long curls trailing down her back. She was stumbling along the street—alone—and heading straight for the Redcaps.

“Easy prey.”

This time, Marcus responded to his dweller internally. Sometimes, its thoughts were too disturbing to share with Vaughn, and he didn’t want to explain this one.

“Not for them.” To make sure he was abundantly clear, he added, “Not for us.”

His dweller had been particularly active lately, though Marcus was doing his best to hide it from his team. Vaughn’s new earpiece was going to make that more difficult.

He shook his head, bringing his thoughts into focus—his own thoughts. This woman wasn’t prey. No human was prey. Not for him, anyway. The Redcaps were another matter. Four of them turned in unison to watch her as she walked past. The fifth kept his focus on Marcus. The woman stumbled past them, walking backwards for a few steps and laughing. 

“Sorry, boys,” she said. “You’re a bit hairy for my tastes.”

“I guess you’re out of the running, too,” Vaughn said. “Sorry. That was—”

“Find me that private spot,” Marcus cut in. “I want to take these things out as quickly as possible.”

Vaughn was typing as she spoke again. “You really need to start carrying a sword like Dexter does. He doesn’t come home smelling rank. I wish we knew why the smell stays even when their bodies disintegrate. I mean, all of their bodily fluids vanish along with the rest of them when they die—or a few minutes after anything is removed from their main body. Why does the smell linger?”

“I have no idea.”

Marcus started across the street as the last Redcap turned toward the woman. All five of them followed her in their awkward gait. She was stumbling almost as badly.

“I guess it helps you track them at least,” Vaughn said.

“That’s a mixed blessing.”

On this side of the road, the Redcaps’ scent was much stronger. Marcus gave Vaughn’s subvocalization a try—not because he was supposed to be learning it, but because he didn’t want to let the foul stench into his mouth. Bad enough it was sticking in his nose.

“Definitely Redcaps,” Marcus said.

“I feel so bad for you right now.”

“Forget washing these clothes. Just burn them.”

Vaughn laughed right up until the woman turned and disappeared from sight down a dark alley. “What is she… Oh, are you kidding me? She just walked down a dead-end alley.”

Marcus noticed. The Redcaps stopped at the mouth of the alley in a tight cluster. He’d seen groups do this a few times while tracking them. Porter theorized that they were communicating somehow. Apparently, these didn’t have much to say. After a few seconds, they headed down the alley after the woman.

Vaughn let out a heavy sigh. “Sometimes I wonder if humanity deserves saving. It’s past midnight and she just walked into a dimly lit alley. What was she doing drinking alone downtown anyway?”

“Not everyone has someone to drink with.”

The thought made his hackles rise further. No one should be alone. Whoever this woman was, she should have family and friends to drink with.

“You could make sure she always has someone. Turning her would be a kindness, if you bring her into your—”

“No.” Marcus pushed against the voice of his dweller even harder.

His dweller hadn’t just been more active lately, it had been more demanding—with very specific demands. It wanted him to make others like him. To infect them with the same dweller that had changed his body.

The only people Marcus could stand to be around were Porter, Dexter, and Vaughn. For some reason, the thought of changing them never entered Marcus’s mind. Maybe because Dexter could easily kill him, Porter was just so… weird, and Vaughn was… Well, Vaughn was Vaughn.

Marcus felt the skin on his back prickle again. He wasn’t sure what had set it off. He wasn’t angry, wasn’t gearing up to fight—yet. Something about the woman was unsettling.

“A better question is why the hell did she just walk down that alley?” Marcus said.

As if she was answering, he heard the sound of retching.

Vaughn groaned. “You had to ask.”

Marcus headed into the alley. A light bulb in a wire cage fought to push back the dark. He could relate. The woman was bent over, half-hidden by a huge metal garbage bin. She was still coughing and retching. The Redcaps had formed a semi-circle near her, blocking the alley’s exit. They also stood between Marcus and their prey.

“Gross,” she said. She staggered back, nearly bumping into one of the Redcaps. “Oh, sorry about that.”

The Redcap opened its mouth, letting out a high-pitched whistle. Its ‘beard’ twitched to life with erratic movements that were somehow much more graceful than those of its gangly human limbs.

Shiny, stick-like black legs—each equipped with razor-sharp pincers—spread out from the gaping hole in its face. They made clicking sounds as they snapped together over and over. The smell of carrion joined the damp stench of the alley. Marcus shook his head and snorted as he adjusted to the scent.

The fight played out in his mind. As soon as she screamed, the Redcaps would attack. Marcus would grab the two closest to him and hurl them back toward the entrance of the alley. He’d be in range to kick the one on his far right, while also backhanding the one on the far left. One at a time, he’d tear off their heads—the most satisfying way to kill his own prey—and their bodies would vaporize.

Except she didn’t scream.

“Ew, what did you eat?” The woman shook her head. “If you had the shellfish, you should have sent it back.”

Vaughn laughed. Marcus might have joined her, but that nagging feeling of danger was back. Danger centering around the woman, not the dwellers circling her.

“Wow, she must be completely wasted to not be freaking out right now,” Vaughn said.

The woman put her hands in the pockets of her jacket and smiled, apparently not at all concerned that the guy’s beard had come to life and was reaching for her. She cocked her head to the side, staring at the Redcaps surrounding her.

No one could be that drunk.

“Why is she wearing a jacket?” Marcus spoke lower than any human could hear. Vaughn’s earpiece picked up his words fine, though. Then it started emitting a high-pitched thrumming sound. Marcus resisted the urge to pull the thing out and stomp on it.

The Redcap drew its arms back into its face and stood up straighter. They all did—arms clamped at their sides and spines stiff as lightning rods. That was new behavior.

“An innocent civilian is about to be eaten by a bunch of Redcaps, and you’re critiquing her fashion sense?” Vaughn said.

“It’s been in the eighties all week.”

“And it’s only May. The weather ain’t what it used to be,” Vaughn drawled.

“She’s wearing a leather jacket and boots,” Marcus said.

If the woman was really that drunk, she would have taken off her jacket to be more comfortable. Even though she was swaying on her feet, her head cocked to the side as she looked at all the Redcaps in front of her, she had left it on.

She must be roasting. His own ankle-length duster was trapping enough of his body heat to make a normal human uncomfortable. He only wore it to hide his scars and to hold the stingray he carried for stunning dwellers when necessary. And for those times when he transformed faster than he could strip.

“She’s wearing a jacket, you’re wearing a duster,” Vaughn said. “Which doesn’t go very well with those particular glasses, but I can fix that. I need to design a pair of frames that can hold the sensors and still look stylish.”

“Vaughn, think about the tech later. And when you do, can you fix my earpiece to get rid of this horrible whine?”

“What horrible whine?”

“The one that’s been rattling in my skull for the last minute. It’s distracting.”

“I’m not picking anything up. The earpiece is working fine.”

“Wait a minute.” Marcus turned his head, zeroing in on the true source of the sound—the woman.

He sighed. “She’s a hunter.”

“Shit.”

Marcus could hear Vaughn’s office chair rolling across the operations room floor. The sound of furious typing pummeled his ears.

“How do you know?” Vaughn asked.

“Instinct.” He could explain the rest later. Right now, he needed his full attention on the situation at hand. “Go silent.”

Finished with assessing the frozen Redcaps, the woman’s gaze finally fixed on Marcus.

“Oh, hey. You didn’t see that, did you?” she said.

Marcus spoke up so Vaughn wouldn’t be the only one who could hear him. “See what?”

She smiled as she approached. His heartbeat picked up when she angled herself to slide between a pair of the stationary Redcaps. She was within inches of two deadly creatures and showed no sign of fear.

“Mmm…” His guts flooded with warmth as his dweller let out a low rumble. “I like her.”

Marcus fought against letting out a growl. He liked her, too.

She kept her gaze locked with his. Only Dexter ever stared Marcus down, and that was about dominance. This was more a playful invitation. The warmth intensified, blood pooling low.

It didn’t matter how hot it was that she was fearless and challenging without threatening violence—yet. Marcus needed to focus on something other than her curves and her smile and her dark gray eyes, the same color as the stormy sky that had been hovering over Providence for the last week.

Her eyes…

His heart hammered in his chest. Vaughn had said the glasses had a special reflective coating that would obscure the gold color to Marcus’s eyes. If they didn’t, the evening was about to become even more dangerous. This hunter had incapacitated five Redcaps without lifting a finger. She must have some sort of weapon or device hidden on her body the likes of which Marcus had never seen. And he was certain it wasn’t the only one.

He should search her body. Thoroughly.

His hands were curling again, but not in fists. He couldn’t keep himself from imagining what it would be like to touch her, to taste her. Marcus took another deep breath of the alley, trying to sort through the scents. Death, rot, and… cut grass. That was unexpected for the middle of downtown. Even stranger, he couldn’t catch her scent at all.

He shifted closer, bending toward her slightly. He wanted her scent. Needed it. For some reason, she didn’t feel like prey. Marcus had to know why.

On some level, all humans felt like prey to him. They had ever since the attack that killed his family and left him changed. Marcus even had to be careful around Vaughn sometimes. The only exceptions were Dexter and Porter, and that was probably because Dexter was the one who had rescued Marcus—killing all of the deadly dwellers involved.

Dexter was definitely not prey. Nor was his identical brother.

The woman brought Marcus back to the moment, reaching out to put her palm on his chest. Her hand was colder than he expected, an odd energy to it.

“You okay there?” she said. “You seem to be listing.”

Marcus wasn’t sure. He reached out and grabbed her shoulders, pretending he needed her help to stay upright, but really only wanting to get closer. She seemed human, but something about her was setting him off in multiple ways.

She smirked up at him and stepped a little closer, letting her hands slide inside his duster and along his ribcage. Marcus sucked in a breath as his nerves lit up brighter than when he was about to change. Her grip was firm, her arms stronger than he would have expected at first.

They were in an alley with five Redcaps. Five weirdly immobile Redcaps, but still… And that sultry smile of hers was all he could think about. He had the strongest urge to lean down and kiss her, but he didn’t think he’d be able to stop there. Scenarios were playing in his head that had nothing to do with patrol or training or anything he’d known for the twenty-some years of his brutal life.

She was a few inches shorter than him. Her hips were round and full—a perfect fit for his hands. The fabric of his cargo pants chafed against him as he hardened for her.

Would it be so bad to let go? He wasn’t thinking about hurting her. If she kept her jacket on, it would protect her skin from the brick walls while he did things he should definitely not be thinking about while on an active patrol.

“Just this once. Just this one.”

What the hell? His dweller asked Marcus to kill people all the time. It had never asked him to fuck someone before.

“You’re just trying to get me to turn her.”

His dweller laughed. “You have other hungers.”

Marcus shook his head, then stood straight again. If he didn’t control himself when he was this worked up, things could go very, very wrong. But he didn’t want her blood. He wanted her body.

Not prey. Not for feeding, anyway.

A new hunger was rising within him. One he hadn’t dealt with before. One he had no idea how to fight against. But he’d be damned if he would let it win.



















Chapter Two




Tall, dark, and derpy was staring at her again. Tessa felt like she was in one of those movies where the main characters kept gazing meaningfully into each other’s eyes.

In another world, she would have been absolutely down with that. Barring his strange fashion sense, this guy was just the type to get her motor revving. But this was the world she was stuck in. She couldn’t afford to get sidetracked by… cosplaying hipster hotties? She hadn’t quite figured him out, with his nerdy glasses, long black duster, and muscled physique.

“You have any drinks tonight?” she said.

“No.”

She shook her head. “That’s too bad. The first time you see something you can’t explain, it really pisses off your brain. I was hoping you could rationalize it away with alcohol.”

“I don’t need to rationalize anything.”

“Okay. The denial route is a popular choice.”

Plenty of people refused to believe their senses when they saw their first dweller. After a while, they could come up with explanations for what they had ‘really seen.’ It used to be that people would tell stories about demons and monsters. Nowadays, it was usually just stress or weirdoes running around on the streets.

If only they knew the truth…

This guy was taking what he’d seen a little too calmly. He might be bottling things up, only to freak out later. Sometimes people developed a nervous tic or habit. Sometimes they lashed out at others. If that was the case, Tessa wouldn’t be around long enough to do damage control. She did what she could in the moment.

“I think you might be in shock,” she said.

“I’m not in shock.”

“Everybody thinks that when they see a monster for the first time. But trust me, you are. Do you have someone you can call?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

She didn’t have to feign her smile. She was glad to be reminded that people were still helping each other out. Not everyone was alone. Part of why she was a hunter was to help preserve that life for others.

Sir Hipster Derpalot needed a plausible lie for a completely implausible situation. She looked him up and down again, and came up with just the thing.

“You can regale them with your story of getting caught up in somebody else’s cosplay that was so realistic it freaked you out a little. If you repeat it often enough, you’ll even start to believe it.”

She pulled away from him—more reluctantly than she cared to admit—then cupped his elbow, hoping to gently lead him to the entrance of the alley. He wouldn’t budge.

“Look, things are about to get really weird here,” she said. “Denial can only go so far and the human psyche is more fragile than you think. I need you elsewhere.”

“I’m not leaving you alone with…”

He glanced over her shoulder at the five paralyzed Redcaps. The five temporarily paralyzed Redcaps. She wasn’t sure how long the battery would last on the device that was keeping them immobilized, and she had a lot of work ahead of her.

“It’s okay,” she said, even though it wasn’t. “And who says I’m going to be alone?”

She craned her arm up behind her so she could reach one of the weapons she kept hidden beneath her jacket and pulled out a shortened baseball bat made of ash wood. She had sharpened the handle to a point and added electrical tape to improve the grip. It made a pretty good stake for vampires or she could go all cavewoman on things that needed squishing.

In the end, Redcaps were just giant bugs. Giant space bugs.

That was the punchline to the joke that was her life. Humans told stories about scary monsters as if they had evolved in parallel with them. They had no idea the monsters under the bed or lurking in the closet were aliens.

She spun the weapon like a baton, ending with the bludgeoning side at the ready. If Derpy saw that she could handle herself, maybe he’d go away.

“Not many people would keep it together as well as you’re doing,” she said. “I appreciate you wanting to help.” When he didn’t say anything, she asked, “What’s your name?”

“Marcus.”

“I’m Tessa.”

She switched her bat to her off hand and reached out to him in greeting. He stared at her hand for a moment before grasping it. His skin was warm and much smoother than she’d expected. He stepped closer again.

The light was glinting off of his glasses, making it hard to see his eyes. She could tell his lashes were as dark and thick as his hair. The color of his eyes was hard to make out. A pale amber. Almost… gold.

Her skin prickled as adrenaline flowed through her system, priming her body for action. She pulled her hand back, but didn’t step away.

Maybe he was wearing contacts. Maybe he was deep into playing dress-up superhero. If his mind was rationalizing what he’d seen by telling him this was all part of some game, that would explain why he was refusing to leave. After seeing a Redcap open its mouth, anybody would have trouble figuring out what was real. He still should be freaking out a little. She didn’t get how he could seem so calm.

Unless he’d encountered a monster before. Maybe something worse than Redcaps.

If Marcus had… she wasn’t sure if he’d made it out human. Gold eyes—if his eyes were gold—only belonged to a few types of dwellers. Including one of the most dangerous.

Werewolves.

They were the result of yet another microscopic parasite that spread through the human body after it was bitten while the alien DNA was fully activated. Or, in layman’s terms, when the werewolf was in its hybrid form. The parasite would infect human cells at an incredible rate, transforming their DNA into something… else.

Tessa wasn’t sure if the parasites knew what they were creating or it was just random chance that they made human-alien hybrids that resembled wolves. Maybe they came from a planet of wolf-people? It didn’t matter. What concerned her was the fact that the end results were utterly deadly. Werewolves were violent killing machines whose primary prey was humans.

Marcus had said he had someone he could call. If he was a werewolf, he wouldn’t need a phone. All of his packmates would be able to communicate telepathically. But he couldn’t be a werewolf. If he was, she’d be dead already. And then he’d be in for a real surprise.

Her right wrist began to itch. Squirming, wriggling, just beneath her skin. She could feel the disgusting things that infested her arm poking against the elastic of the wristband she always wore to keep them trapped.

Not all alien parasites were microscopic.

Her mouth went dry, heart pounding against her rib cage. She wanted to pull off her jacket and check her arm, to make sure nothing had escaped her makeshift containment system. But before she could do that, he needed to leave.

“Make that call, Marcus.” She summoned her most commanding tone, let the threat of violence seep into her words. “Somewhere else. Now.”

His shoulders hunched and his lips twitched away from his teeth as he bit out each word. “Don’t challenge me.”

Shit, could he be a werewolf? Why would he be hunting alone? And in that ridiculous outfit.

A werewolf wouldn’t need glasses. Or a duster. Their dweller nature would keep them comfortable in a huge range of temperatures and would have fixed any issues their human host had with their eyesight right after they were infected.

She had a silver-infused knife in her left boot. Whatever planet werewolves were originally from, their parasites couldn’t handle any amount of exposure to silver. If Marcus was a werewolf, she’d only need to nick him to take him out. It sounded easy on paper but was much more difficult to manage in reality. There was no way she’d reach the knife in time if Marcus went for her. But he was holding himself perfectly still. He seemed rooted in place.

She’d given him an order. There was no way a werewolf would have accepted that sort of challenge without doing something about it. Human, then. But messed up.

We should start a club.

She couldn’t cut him loose. He seemed more and more the type to go ballistic after being shaken up, and she wouldn’t have that on her conscience. The whole point of what she did was to protect people. It didn’t matter if the threat came from dwellers or a fellow human. She still counted herself as one of them. For the moment.

They were standing close enough that she could easily reach out and touch him again. She tapped the pocket she had sewn into her jacket’s cuff to make a tracker fall into her hand. After activating it with a squeeze, she tacked it onto his arm as she grasped his bicep. His muscles were bigger than she expected. She could feel their tone and strength through his sleeve.

Focus, Tessa.

“I’m not trying to challenge you,” she said. “I’m trying to keep you safe.”

He sucked in a breath through his nose. His lips were pressed together so tight, they were bloodless. She could feel him trembling beneath her hand and she upped her assessment to ‘severely messed up.’

“You don’t need to protect me.” He managed the whole sentence through teeth that never once parted. A muscle on his cheek twitched. But he had given her the opening she needed.

“Okay. I get that. You’re a… really big guy.” She looked him over again. Damn—it was true. If he wasn’t some kind of basket case, she’d enjoy their proximity.

“You want to help me?” she asked.

His head bobbed in a brisk nod.

“Okay,” she said. “Then stand outside the alley and don’t let anyone in. Can you do that?”

“Yes.”

She didn’t dare allow herself to show her relief. If he thought she was manipulating him, she’d have five Redcaps plus an unhinged human to deal with. And the things living in her arm. She couldn’t think about that right now. She gave Marcus another order instead.

“No peeking. I need some privacy to take care of these things. We’ll talk after, okay?”

He nodded again, then stalked down the alley. As soon as he turned the corner and disappeared, she dropped her bat and tore off her jacket so she could look at her arm. The skin was smooth. She couldn’t feel the bastards wriggling under her skin anymore either. Whatever had set them off, they seemed to be calm now. Dormant.

She took a deep, shaky breath, and let it out slowly. Her heart kept pounding. There was too much going on for her to calm herself down more. She didn’t know how long the battery would last on her sonic bug repeller, and she still had a Redcap nest to clear.

“Get it together, Tessa.”

She pulled her jacket back on and picked up her bat. Her hands were shaking. She took another deep breath and blew it out.

This part she knew. This was her life. Tracking down dwellers and ending them before they could end others—or worse. Leave them with shattered lives like her own.

Infect them.

The familiar hate rose up in her. She used it. Fed on it. Her hands steadied. She checked her grip on the bat and took a few warm-up swings, humming the song her dad had taught her during family outings to baseball games. Hauling back the bat, she swung hard at the face of the nearest Redcap. The wood connected with a satisfying crunch.

Its face caved in as the creature that was basically sitting on the corpse’s neck and driving it around was crushed under the blow. Tendrils that had connected to long-dead nerves and moved the body like a puppet streamed behind the thing as it fell to the ground. She stepped clear as the human body it had been using glowed with a pretty blue light. Like paper being consumed by a flame, it vanished, clothes and all.

Not everything about dwellers made sense.

Tessa waited, staring at the quivering thing left behind on the ground. Its sunglasses and bandana had been knocked off, revealing what was nothing like a human head.

Two black globes protruded from its arachnid body. The feelers and limbs hidden in the hair of its ‘beard twitched in its death throes. Its back was wrinkled and covered in a viscous red slime that made it look like a bloody brain.

“Fucking Redcaps.”

It was taking too long to die, so Tessa helped it along. Two more swings, and it stopped moving. The same blue light flowed over its body, leaving nothing behind.

The best part about these things was their self-cleaning systems. Humans didn’t usually find out about dwellers because they self-destructed when they were killed. Even the ichor on her bat glowed and then vanished as she swung it around a few more times.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
= USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

CASS5ANDRA CHANDLER





OEBPS/images/PastedGraphic1.png
\ §





