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Chapter One




“This is a dead end. Let’s head back to the bike.” Brock projected his thoughts into Dexter’s mind—which wasn’t hard, since they were sharing the same brain at the moment.

“If you’re bored, you can always visit one of your other replicants,” Dexter thought back. “Zach is tracking a kelpie in Europa.”

“No thanks. I’m sure you’ll find a dweller to deal with eventually. Providence is crawling with them. Present company included.”

“Thanks for the reminder.”

Dexter’s thoughts retreated. If Brock didn’t know better, he’d think Dexter was sulking. At least the distance meant he’d stop bugging Brock about going back to his own body for a while. Probably.

Brock wanted to stay near town mentally as well as physically. His family was finally whole again, now that he and his dad had found Tessa. With everyone living at the ranch along with the other Blades of Janus who were assigned to Providence, it felt like home.

He was still a little tempted to hop over to Zach’s body. Watching Zach fight a kelpie would be a lot more interesting than hanging out with Dexter while he patrolled some defunct Redcap tunnels they’d discovered in Greenbriar Park.

The most interesting thing Dexter had done all night was temporarily activate his bike’s flight protocols to avoid running over a possum. Tearing down the road on the alien-tech infused motorcycle was a hell of a lot better than this nighttime stroll.

“Tessa said other dwellers often move into Redcap tunnels,” Brock thought. “But I’m not noticing anything.”

“You shouldn’t be trying to,” Dexter projected. “Eli says you need rest.”

“Rest isn’t going to help me and you know it.”

Brock’s birthday was less than a week away. There was no way he’d survive it. He’d be damned if he was going to spend his last few days on Earth confined to bed in a body that barely functioned, no matter what his dad said. Especially when Brock had eight perfectly healthy replicant bodies whose minds he could piggyback on.

All part of the perks of being not-exactly-human himself.

“You’ve given up already,” Dexter thought.

“Don’t be naïve. We know what’s going to happen. It’s the end of another three-year cycle. The last one.”

“You can’t be sure.”

“Come on, Dexter. I was in a coma for a week last time. Dad barely managed to keep me alive, and you were all basically dead.”

“We weren’t dead.”

“You didn’t have any life signs,” Brock thought. “The only reason Dad knew you were still alive is that none of you vaporized. If he hadn’t called in the other replicant pairs so he could monitor everyone, the Blades at your bases probably would have buried you.”

Brock wondered if his body would disappear in the glowing blue light that consumed dwellers who had died—or been killed by his Blades. After he was gone, they’d finally know once and for all just how much of a dweller he was.

His dad said every test showed that Brock was one-hundred percent human. The tests were wrong. And Brock’s non-human nature was about to kill him.

“The others should be here,” Dexter thought.

“Don’t want them to miss the party?”

“The increase in dweller activity at our other bases is too much of a coincidence,” Dexter projected. “We should all be at the ranch to protect you.”

“You should be at your own bases helping your teams for as long as possible. I’m not worried about my safety.”

“You should be. If Vaughn can finish building the stasis chambers, it’ll give Eli more time to—”

“To do what?” Brock shot back. “Dad can’t fix this. It’s who I am. Who we are. The sooner you can accept that, the sooner we can all have a little fun before—”

“Shh.”

None of Brock’s replicants ever shushed him. Dexter paused, cocking his head to the side as he turned in a slow circle. He stopped, staring back at the bridge they had just crossed.

“We need to gather our resources,” Dexter thought.

Every time a replicant used their weird plural pronoun when talking about themselves, Brock felt a shiver in his mind, like a tuning fork had been struck and then pointed at his soul. He knew that each pair of replicants was a single entity that shared two bodies, like the one that inhabited both Dexter and Porter.

After all these years, it was still surreal to experience their existence along with them—and to know his own body had created them. Eight exact copies of Brock as he’d looked on the birthday when they… emerged. He suppressed a shudder, shielding Dexter from the revulsion Brock always felt when he remembered the process.

The replicants might not process emotions the same way humans did, but that didn’t mean they didn’t feel. Knowing how dedicated his replicants were to him, Brock didn’t want to put that on Dexter, even if his very first copy could be kind of an ass.

Brock pushed closer to Dexter’s senses, feeling a weird pressure as Dexter drew mental power from his other body, Porter, and focused his entire consciousness on this one. Back at the ranch, Brock felt Porter going dormant, frozen over his microscope and not seeing with that set of eyes anymore.

All of their brains’ processing power channeled toward Dexter along the connections Brock could sense between all of them—every single replicant. Brock had to admit, it was an incredible rush.

“Getting kind of crowded in here, DP.” Brock tried to project some humor along with his thought, using the combined name for the consciousness that controlled this pair of replicants—DP. Of course, DP didn’t react.

Brock wasn’t picking up on anything, but the Dexter replicant could detect things Brock couldn’t, especially when he was using both his brains to parse through the data this body’s senses fed him. Now, if Brock decided to take over Dexter’s body, it would be a different matter.

Shortly after arriving at the ranch, Vaughn tried to explain her theory that Brock’s mind was a hub that his replicants communicated through and used to share ‘mental processing power.’ Something about quantum computing. If Brock hadn’t been so exhausted, it probably would have been fascinating. He had fallen asleep a few minutes into the lecture.

“Something is under the bridge.” Dexter reached over his shoulders to draw both of the swords strapped to his back.

The ground on either side of the paved path had been disturbed in several places. It didn’t seem out of the ordinary to Brock.

“Looks like groundhogs,” Brock thought.

“We’re linking with Bradley.”

Shit. Not groundhogs, then.

The pressure against Brock’s mind vanished in a rush of spectacular mental energy. Dexter’s thoughts surged around Brock’s consciousness, faster than he could track. His vision fractured for a moment into five hexagonal sections, like he imagined a wasp might see.

The Brad replicant was sitting on a veranda going over data on one of the paper-thin tablet PCs Vaughn had designed, sipping coffee as the sun rose over the ocean on the East coast. Lee was in the weapon’s room at the Caiman Beach base, putting away a wicked looking double-headed axe. Both bodies froze in what they were doing, as if someone had hit the pause button on Brock’s view.

Then there were the more familiar views. Brock could see the tiny organisms Porter’s eyes were staring at through his microscope as well as Dexter’s view of the bridge and park.

The fifth view—the one in the middle that bridged them all—was black. Brock’s eyes were closed as his true body lay in bed, a crushing weight no one could explain trapping him there.

He could hear his dad moving around the room and the soft hum of the instruments and machines that Vaughn had coaxed back to life in the ship where Brock was staying. In the crashed alien spaceship buried deep beneath the ranch.

Brock’s life was beyond bizarre.

His vision collapsed into a single view of the park. He felt, saw, and heard so much more than before. He could calculate the temperature by listening to the crickets, see the edges of each leaf with a crispness his own eyes could never perceive—or, rather, his own brain couldn’t process. Everything around them slowed, as if time itself was no match for their combined mental acuity.

I will never get used to this. Brock kept that thought to himself, which was probably why Bradley opened with snark.

“Hey, pretty boy,” Bradley projected. “Need some help keeping that pristine body intact?”

Sometimes, Brock really wanted to punch Bradley in the face. In both his faces.

Yeah, the Dexter and Porter pair were the only replicants who weren’t covered in scars. But that was only because they hadn’t lost a body fighting dwellers. Yet.

Having experienced every single ‘death’ along with the replicant who lost a body, as well as the hell that came afterwards when they re-grew a new one… Brock wouldn’t wish that on anyone, not even the beings that had somehow spawned from him, breaking his own body in the process. He also wouldn’t let his replicants wish that on each other.

They all had cold streaks. Brock did his best to watch out for those thoughts and shut them down.

“Have you ever heard me complain about DP’s appearance?” Brock projected the thought fiercely. They could never forget that Brock didn’t just endure their deaths with them—he also carried the scars of the wounds responsible. Death marks. His body was covered in them. His face…

He couldn’t think about that. No matter how good he was at shielding and filtering his thoughts, he never wanted to risk the more recently created replicants sensing just how repulsed he was by his own appearance. By their appearances, too.

They had to know how he felt. They were too smart not to have figured that out. But they sure as hell didn’t have to share his emotions on top of that.

“Apologies, progenitor,” Bradley projected. “We didn’t know you were visiting DP.”

“That shouldn’t make a difference.” Brock didn’t mind them feeling his displeasure over their comment.

Aside from the small scar that ran along their left cheekbone, the Brad and Lee replicants could easily conceal the rest of their death marks with their clothing. Brock had gained that scar when Lee was killed getting it—before Zachary had emerged, so Zach and Carey had it, too.

Those two sets had split off from Brock’s body before the shit really hit the fan. They all had more scars. So many more.

Malcolm’s first death had left the pair so disfigured, they couldn’t be assigned a base. No amount of makeup could hide their scars, and it would be impossible to explain how the marks on their faces were identical.

Having a set of replicants freed up to travel wherever they were needed was helpful. They’d been all over the world, but Brock almost never visited them. It hurt too much to see how people reacted to them—and knowing he would have to deal with the same gasps and staring eyes if he was capable of travel.

Brock felt the hair on his own body’s arms lift back at the ranch, remembering the last time he’d been brave enough to look at himself in the mirror. Even if his replicants would let him, Brock had given up on walking among humans long ago.

“You okay, Brock?” DP must be picking up on Brock’s emotions. The replicants almost never used Brock’s name.

“Yeah,” Brock thought.

“Good, because we all need to focus.” Dexter stepped off the paved trail.

Brock calmed himself, taking in the surroundings along with all the other consciousnesses linked to the Dexter body in that moment. Wind whispering through the trees, water trickling under the bridge, something moving in the earth. Something… big.

Spindly arms burst through the topsoil and reached for Dexter’s legs. Dexter leapt into the air, swinging his swords as he reached the apex of his flip—upside-down. The blades flashed, reflecting the light from the lampposts along the path. A thick fluid sprayed the ground as he severed the creatures’ arms at their elbows.

Even through the ground, Brock could hear the screeches of the dwellers Dexter had maimed. The loss of a couple of limbs probably wouldn’t stop them. Sure enough, the ground rippled as the things pushed their way closer to the surface.

Dexter spun his swords in graceful arcs as he finished his flip, the tips of both weapons pointing at the ground. He stabbed them through the earth as he landed in a crouch.

A normal person could never have pulled off that maneuver. Dexter was far from normal.

Brock could feel Dexter drawing on all of their bodies—using the mental power of five brains, the muscle memory of five bodies. These dwellers didn’t stand a chance.

More screeches came from below. Thick brown-green blood welled up around the blades as Dexter twisted their hilts. He pulled the swords with him as he stood, flicking them to the side to cut off more arms reaching for him from the ground.

Brock was about to pull back and leave Dexter to his gruesome work when a different type of scream hit his ears. Human.

“Dexter—” Brock thought.

“We know.” Dexter ran toward the sound, hacking at limbs as he did, leaping over forms emerging from the earth. Time slowed again, letting Brock get a good look at the creatures.

Filthy clothes hung from their impossibly thin bodies. Their skin was coated in fine silver fur. As far as dwellers went, that wasn’t so bad. It was their faces that Brock was sure he’d be having nightmares about.

The gray skin that mostly covered their eyes was wrinkled and puckered. It looked like someone had taken two clods of mud and rubbed them into their otherwise empty eye sockets. Their noses were tiny slits and oversized teeth that were jagged triangles filled their mouths, shark-like. Two tiny flaps of skin stuck out from the sides of their heads roughly where their ears should be.

“Trolls,” Bradley projected.

Brock almost wished he had kept his distance from Dexter’s consciousness so these things would be out of focus. He’d studied the entry on trolls in Vaughn’s Dweller’s Database, and knew they were ugly. Seeing them up close and clearly was much worse than the digitized files. No wonder Vaughn called them mole-people.

“Tessa warned us that other dwellers tend to move into Redcap tunnels after an infestation has been cleared,” DP thought. “Trolls were at the top of her watchlist.”

“Great,” Brock projected.

Dexter leapt over a troll and hit the ground in a roll. Brock felt him calculating his inertia against his heightened strength and speed. At the end of the roll, Dexter launched off the ground, practically flying at the mass of trolls surrounding their prey. They had her on the ground and were hunched over her, punching and kicking. The woman’s screams had subsided to low sobs.

“Be careful you don’t hurt her,” Brock thought to Dexter.

“We have done this before,” Dexter replied.

Brock couldn’t keep himself from worrying. The writhing mass of dwellers would make it difficult for Dexter to see where his swords were landing.

A few feet from the group, Dexter skidded to a stop. He shouted, “Hey,” using his voice instead of his mind.

The sound startled Brock. Dexter was one of the least chatty of the replicants. What was he doing?

Brock pushed closer to Dexter’s awareness, feeling the strength in Dexter’s limbs as he held both swords ready at his sides. Half a dozen of the trolls turned, sniffing the air. They stepped away from the woman, collapsing their torsos into short, squat forms rather than the long, thin creatures they’d originally appeared to be.

Dexter launched himself at them. He’d decapitated four before the others even realized what was going on. The other two who had noticed Dexter sprang at him, their bodies distending like macabre accordions.

Dexter shifted his weight to the right, then stabbed up with the sword in his left hand, skewering the troll on that side. He pivoted, pulling the weapon free and using his other blade to slash the throat of the last attacking troll in a move that was as graceful as it was brutal.

The dead dwellers started to glow with a soft blue light. It consumed them, like flame devouring paper. Even without eyes, the other trolls seemed to register it. They all turned, leaving the woman they’d been beating curled in a ball on the ground. As one, they charged at Dexter.

Looking through Dexter’s eyes nearly made Brock seasick. Turns, twirls, leaps, like a violent form of ballet. It hadn’t been too many years ago when Brock could perform those maneuvers himself. He remembered the rush of drawing on all of his replicants at once during battle—before they’d decided it was too dangerous for him to be in the field.

Within seconds, Dexter had killed or incapacitated every single troll. He looked around at the still forms lying on the ground, taking note of which ones weren’t disintegrating yet and finishing them off.

Brock felt a snap in his mind as Bradley’s consciousness disconnected. It took him a moment to adjust to Dexter’s senses being muted—or at least seeming so. This was actually closer to his usual levels of perception. Brock felt Porter begin moving about his lab, working on his latest research project.

“Dexter,” Brock prompted.

“Yes?”

“The woman.”

“She’s fine.”

“Check on her, please.” Brock sent the thought with a little force behind it.

Dexter headed toward her. She was huddled in a ball, arms held defensively in the air. The denim jacket she wore looked ancient and barely fit her. There were stains and tears all over it. Most looked older than this encounter. She was compact and stick-thin. Her dark hair was pulled into a tight bun. Brock caught glimpses of a shining metal collar around her neck.

“Please don’t kill me,” she said, her voice low and raspy.

Dexter cocked his head to the side, saying nothing. He stepped warily around the woman, studying her as if she was a threat.

“Dexter, you need to reassure her,” Brock thought. “She was just attacked.”

“Something isn’t right.”

The only thing Brock could see that was wrong was how Dexter was treating this woman. It was inhumane not to comfort her. Sometimes, he had to remind his replicants of how to at least pretend to be human.

“Talk to her,” Brock projected.

“Who are you?” Dexter spoke in a harsh, commanding voice.

If Brock had been fully occupying a body at that moment, he would have covered his face with his hands. He didn’t bother trying to hide the frustration flooding through him.

“Meg,” the woman said. “I’m Meg. I won’t try to hurt you, I promise. Please don’t kill me.”

Brock’s frustration turned to confusion.

“Why is she promising not to hurt you?” Brock sent.

Brock ignored the ripple of smugness that flowed from Dexter as he pointed the tip of one sword at the woman and stepped back, giving himself more room to react.

There was a reason that DP was the only replicant set that had never experienced a death. He was the most paranoid.

“Stand,” Dexter said.

Meg rose on shaking legs. Her eyes were clenched shut and her hands clasped in front of her as she was begging for her life.

“Please don’t kill me,” she said. “I’ve never hurt anyone. I swear it.”

“She’s a dweller,” Brock sent.

“Why were the trolls attacking her then?”

Different types of dwellers seldom interacted with each other at all. The trolls had given this woman a beating. There were bruises marring her face. Blood trickled from her nose and her lip was split.

Except, as Brock observed through Dexter’s eyes, the cut sealed itself. Her bruises faded and her skin absorbed the blood.

“Open your eyes,” Dexter said. His voice wasn’t as dispassionate as usual. He was agitated. That wasn’t good.

“She said she won’t hurt us,” Brock sent. “The trolls might have been attacking her because she doesn’t prey on humans. We’ve seen it happen before.”

Meg let out a whimper. “I won’t hurt you. Please…”

“Open them.”

“Dexter, give her a—”

Brock’s thought cut off as she opened her eyes. Light spilled out of them. They were gleaming bright gold.

Dexter raised his left sword—the one infused with silver—his arm aligned to slash her throat.

“Stop!” Brock pushed the command through their link, holding Dexter in place.

“She’s a werewolf,” Dexter thought. “There must be others. We need to kill her quickly and find them before they find us.”

“I’m the omega.” Meg practically screeched the words. Her hands were shaking. “I’ve never killed anyone. I’ve never even transformed. I thought the Blades only killed monsters who are a threat to humans.”

“Monsters?” Brock thought.

“You’re a werewolf,” Dexter said. “All werewolves are threats.”

Damn, Brock should have made Dexter keep his mouth shut, too.

“What about Marcus?” she said. “He’s a werewolf and a Blade. He protects people.”

Dexter’s voice remained cold. “We’re not recruiting.”

Meg shook her head, her brow furrowed. “I don’t want to be a Blade. I’m not a fighter.”

“Then what do you want?” Dexter said.

“I want to be with Marcus.”

That ship had sailed. Marcus was mated to Tessa, Brock’s foster-sister. Their bond was the only thing keeping Tessa sane after Marcus had been forced to turn her to save her life.

“And Tessa,” Meg said.

Brock’s control slipped. Dexter dropped the sword in his right hand and grabbed Meg by her neck, lifting her from her feet as if she weighed nothing. She grabbed his wrist with both hands, her legs kicking wildly as she sought the ground. The collar seemed to be protecting her throat from being crushed, but it dug into her skin. Fresh blood trickled over Dexter’s fingers.

“How do you know about Tessa?” Dexter said.

Brock was wondering the same. It was what had made him slip and lose control.

Most dwellers were aware of Marcus by now, but Tessa had only been with the Blades for a few weeks. She hadn’t recovered enough control since becoming infected with the werewolf parasite to go on patrol yet. No one should know about her but the Blades stationed in Providence and Brock’s other replicants. How did Meg know?

“Put her down,” Brock sent. “We can find out another way.”

Dexter ignored him.

“Please,” Meg gasped. “They’re my… pack.”

“We destroyed that pack sixteen years ago,” Dexter said.

“Not all of us.” She sucked in a breath, eyes widening as she spoke so fast her words blurred together. “I mean, I survived. And Marcus. I wasn’t there when it happened.”

“Dexter, you’re scaring her,” Brock thought.

“Good.”

The collar around Meg’s neck started to hum and snap. Dexter’s hand tingled as an electric current coursed through him. Meg seemed to be getting the worst of it, though. She yelped, pinching her eyes shut as her body spasmed from the charge.

“What the hell?” Brock thought.

The current stopped, leaving a faint smell of scorched flesh in the air. Meg twitched, tears running down her cheeks.

“Interesting accessory,” Dexter said.

“It helps me… control myself.” Meg had to work to get enough air to speak. Between being electrocuted and Dexter’s grip, it was a wonder she could speak at all.

“Shocks me,” she gasped. “Please. I can’t change.”

Brock tried to push a command through, to get Dexter to put Meg down, but Dexter was fighting back, drawing on Porter’s mind as they combined their willpower in an effort to fend Brock off.

He didn’t give a shit that they were trying to protect him. They were using their link against him—the same link that had trapped Brock in a hospital bed for years.

He snapped.

“Have it your way,” Brock thought.

He blasted his way into Dexter’s body, knocking out the part of DP’s consciousness that had been occupying it. The Porter replicant was going to have a headache for a while.

Brock took a deep breath, filling Dexter’s lungs, reveling in the strength of his body. Steady legs, straight back, strong arms. Arms that were being used to hurt someone he suspected was an innocent.

He quickly lowered Meg to her feet. He kept his grip on her neck, but relaxed it, focusing all of his senses on her to detect any signs that she was about to attack. He also kept the silvered sword handy.

Her skin was warm and softer than he’d expected.

“Brock, what are you doing?” DP shouted in Brock’s head, as frantic as Brock had ever heard him. “She’s dangerous. You can’t let yourself be unprotected. Let me back in.”

As bizarre as it was that the replicants referred to themselves as ‘we’ when their consciousness was occupying both of their bodies, it was even stranger to hear them use ‘me’ and ‘I’ when they were stuck in one form. None of them understood why their speech patterns changed.

“Calm down,” Brock sent.

“I don’t know what will happen to you if that body is killed while you’re in it. The strain could—”

“Kill me a couple of days early?”

DP didn’t have a response for that.

In three days, Brock would turn thirty. He would complete another three-year cycle. He would split again. And this time, it would kill him. Probably all of them.

“Progenitor…”

“I know you’re scared,” Brock sent. “I am, too. But I can handle this, and—” He sighed. “Can you blame me for wanting to experience more with what time I have left? To be able to feel fresh air and walk around without help?”

He felt DP recede, but it wasn’t enough. Brock put up the mental barrier he’d developed over the years—his only way of getting any privacy with four other consciousnesses tied to his own. Most of the time, he blocked them without even thinking about it. Doing so while borrowing one of their bodies was a bit trickier.

He took another deep breath and let it out slowly, enjoying the moment of quiet and being alone.

Except for the werewolf he had by the throat.

He watched her neck work as she swallowed, lips parted and eyes wide. When he smiled, she flinched.

Whatever DP thought, Brock didn’t sense anything threatening about her. All he felt was the softness of her skin, a slight trembling in her frame.

His fingers—Dexter’s fingers—still tingled from the collar shocking her while she’d been freaking out earlier. She’d said it helped her control herself. Knowing that she’d rather be electrocuted than hurt people, Brock couldn’t bring himself to fear her at all.

“Sorry about that.” He released her, and slowly sheathed his sword in one of the scabbards strapped to his back. He hoped he didn’t nick Dexter’s favorite jacket trying to hit the opening sewn into the black leather.

DP would be having fits if he could perceive Brock. He knew he should step away from Meg to give himself more time to react in case she attacked, but he couldn’t bring himself to do so. If she decided to gut him, she wouldn’t even have to stretch her arm.

“I understand,” Meg said. “You’re a Blade. I’m a werewolf. Of course you took action to defend yourself, but I promise you—I swear to you—I won’t try to hurt you.”

The words poured out of her in a flood. She was trying so hard to put him at ease. Brock reached out to gently grasp her arms, wanting to reassure her as well. The motion had been instinctual—as was her reaction. And it made his blood boil.

Her eyes screwed shut, her jaw clenched, and she turned her head, her entire body stiffening as she waited for the first blow. In that moment, he was certain of one thing. The beating from the trolls wasn’t the first she’d endured.

“Meg…”

She trembled, but didn’t open her eyes. It was too much. He pulled her against his chest and wrapped his arms around her.



















Chapter Two




What was happening? Meg didn’t understand.

One moment, the Blade had been ready to kill her. Now, he had his arms around her. And he wasn’t trying to crush her or control her. He was holding her.

When he’d attacked, she’d been sure that he was Dexter, the coldest, most ruthless killer among the Blades. He’d killed a dozen trolls in seconds. She hadn’t seen any of them land a single blow.

But with this… She wasn’t sure anymore. Even the waves of malice she’d sensed from him seemed to have stopped.

She felt him move and tensed, prepared for whatever he was about to do to her. If she didn’t fight back, maybe he’d take her to Marcus and Tessa.

Who was Meg kidding? She never fought back. That was her job—her place. Her alpha made sure she always remembered that.

She kept her eyes closed. It was better when she didn’t see it coming.

Instead of striking her or cutting her or any number of things he could do to hurt her, he set his hand gently on the back of her head and started stroking her hair. It was kind of awkward with the bun, so he shifted his hand to her neck. What he could reach around her collar, anyway. She remembered her alpha’s warning as he’d snapped it around her neck.

“This collar holds lightning magic. With it, I’ll be able to see and hear everything around you. If you displease me, I’ll punish you.” Roy had demonstrated by activating the spell on the collar and shocking her until she’d writhed on the floor, screaming.

When he was done hurting her, he’d said, “You must find the true head of the hydra. Get close to the Blade named Brock and stay there—by any means necessary. Gather as many of them around you as you can. It should be easy for you. They flock to helpless things. I’ll take care of the rest.”

Her mind raced as she tried to think of a way to use this Blade to reach Brock. She’d already come up with a lie about the collar that would help cover any mistakes she made that Roy considered serious enough to punish her. But she needed… She needed to…

Her thoughts wouldn’t stay focused. The touch of the man’s hands, the warmth, the gentleness sent a tingling wave of sensation over her body unlike anything she’d ever felt. It was… nice.

“It’s okay,” he said. “No one’s going to hurt you anymore. I won’t let them.”

Her stomach felt like it turned to ice at the impossibility of his promise. Her body shook violently. She tried to stop it. He might see it as a threat. He might change his mind and kill her.

But he didn’t. He just held her tighter—still with such care. He pressed her head against his shoulder and whispered reassurances in her ear.

Her teeth were right next to his neck. She wasn’t lying about not being able to transform, but he didn’t know that. Even with human teeth, she could kill him easily with her heightened strength. He was putting himself in danger to help her feel better. No one had ever done anything like that for her before.

It had to be a trick. A cruel trick. Any second now, he would slap her or punch her or throw her to the ground. She only hoped he wouldn’t laugh. It was always worse when they laughed.

“Meg, it’s okay,” he soothed. “I promise.”

But it wasn’t.

She had a job to do. A mission that would probably end with this Blade dead at her feet, along with the rest of them.

His touch was so gentle. His arms so strong.

When she’d been brought into the pack, she’d thought her wish of being part of a family was finally going to come true. She would be surrounded by people who loved her. They would hold her like this man was holding her. With care.

Fate had a different plan for her. Fate, and a Blade named Dexter.

He had shattered her dreams, slaughtered her new family. Most of them, anyway.

Dexter would pay soon enough. She would make sure of it. All the Blades would pay. She only wished she could save this one.

Her heart started to pound as an idea formed. Maybe she could save him. He worked with Marcus already. After she proved herself to Roy by taking down the Blades and showing Marcus the true path, it might not be too much of a stretch to ask for this one human to be hers. With enough time, she could convince him that the curse was actually a gift. After risking so much to heal her pack, surely, she could ask—

Her collar began to hum and snap, a magical current stinging her skin. The Blade’s fate had been decided. The energy would grow until it let out a shock that killed him. His scent was human, beneath strange layers of decaying leaves and grass clippings. She would survive the spell. He wouldn’t. Because he had spared her, shown her mercy and kindness, he would die.

She could shove him away, tell him to run, but then her mission would be over before it even began. If she couldn’t handle the death of this one man to save her pack, she’d already failed.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I’m not afraid of you. You don’t need the collar to keep from hurting me.”

She grabbed the back of his jacket in her fists and sobbed. No matter how hard she fought it, the tears kept coming. She felt like she was drowning in a huge well of emotion that she’d never been able to look at before. Not while keeping her sanity.

He held her while she cried until she felt hollowed out. Until the world seemed to spin around the two of them, alone in the universe.

Her collar hadn’t built to a fatal level yet. In fact, it seemed to have gone dormant again. Why was he being spared?

Maybe the little jolts she’d received from her collar were meant as a reminder that he was the enemy. She was here to kill him and anyone else that stood in the way of her healing her pack. This man might be the key to getting her the access she needed. Of course Roy wouldn’t let her ruin that chance.

The man nuzzled the side of her head briefly and she tensed again. She swore she felt him press a kiss to the top of her head. A mix of adrenaline and fear and… something else—something molten—flooded her system.

Maybe he wasn’t looking for someone to beat on. Maybe he was looking for another way to use her body as an outlet. She’d done a hell of a lot worse for her pack. Seduction was absolutely on the list of methods she was willing to use to get in with the Blades so that she could take them down.

She reached up and wiped at her eyes and nose, wondering how much of a mess her outburst had made of her face. If she was going to try to seduce him, she needed to pull herself together.

“Come on.” The Blade pulled back from her a bit. Apparently the nuzzling hadn’t been an overture.

She ignored the sliver of herself that was disappointed. He was part of her plan, now. A tool to achieve her goal.

“Don’t be scared,” he said. “But if I leave this here, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

He slowly squatted in front of her, keeping their gazes locked while his hand went to the sharp sword lying on the ground. The blade had a slight curve and only looked like it was sharpened on one side. Her heart rate sped up again as his fingers wrapped around its grip.

“The sheath is on my back.” He stood just as slowly, keeping the sword pointed at the ground. “I promise you, you’re safe with me.”

She nodded, then watched as he lifted the sword to his back and slid it into place.

Before, she’d been too terrified to pay attention to what he was wearing. Now that she wasn’t worried that he was about to decapitate her—or worse, poison her with silver—her attention went to his gear. He was dressed all in black. His shirt and pants fit tight against his form. She doubted he was trying to show off his physique, but the outfit definitely accented his lean, muscular build. Seducing him wouldn’t be a hardship at all.

His pants had several pockets, and she could see a harness under his jacket. He must have slits in the back for him to be able to wear his swords there. His hair was as black as his clothing, short, and styled away from his forehead so that it stood up in spikes. His eyebrows were straighter than she’d seen on most men, which only added to the strength of the lines of his cheekbones and jaw. And his lips… His lips were pulled in a gentle smile as he watched her ogling him.

She met his gaze, her stomach no longer ice, but doing flip-flops in her body as warmth spread through her. His eyes were dark. Darker than his clothing somehow. Darker than a starless night sky. The light from the lamps along the path didn’t reflect in them.

A chill passed down her spine. How could he be so warm, yet have such cold eyes?

“I’m sorry.” Meg lowered her head and looked away as soon as she realized how long she’d been staring. Roy would have back-handed her, seeing it as an assertion of dominance.

“What for?” the man asked.

She risked looking up at the Blade to find that he was still smiling at her. She stammered, trying to think of what she could say that wouldn’t upset him. Coming up with nothing, she lowered her gaze again.

“Oh, right. Werewolves.” He let out a soft laugh. “Don’t worry, I don’t see too much eye contact as a challenge.” He rested his hands on her arms again. “You don’t have to be sorry.”

“Stop.”

The word slipped out. She prayed it had been too quiet for him to hear. Of course, no gods were listening.

“Stop what?” he asked.

She wanted him to stop being kind to her. Stop talking to her in that excruciatingly gentle voice.

“You don’t have to be nice to me,” she said.

The corner of his mouth hitched up in a smirk that made him even more handsome. “Maybe I want to be nice to you.”

She recoiled, backing away enough that he had to either let go of her or use force to keep her where she was. If he didn’t let her go, it would prove that he wasn’t as trusting as he seemed.

His hands dropped away from her arms.

She missed his touch instantly, but shoved that longing deep into the pit of her stomach. He had to be taunting her.

Except when she glared up at him, he was still watching her with that soft smile. His eyes had small crinkles at the sides, and there was a deep cleft between his brows. Something was bothering him. Probably this game he was playing with her.

“Nobody wants to be nice to me,” she spat out.

He shrugged. “Sounds like you’ve been hanging out with the wrong people.”

“The wrong monsters, you mean?”

He winced, ever so slightly, but kept smiling at her. “We call them dwellers. And they are people. Well, a lot of them are. Okay, some of them.”

She fought the urge to laugh in his face.

Blades weren’t as bad as hunters. They didn’t kill every monster or fairy they met. Only most of them. The ones they decided deserved it. If this ‘kind and gentle’ man knew about her mission, he’d kill her on the spot.

She needed to use him to get back to their base. Even though he’d been nothing but kind to her, had shown her the first care that she could remember. She had to betray him. The first of many betrayals to come, she was sure.

“I’m sorry about before,” he said. “Those trolls did a number on you, and…” He shook his head. “I wish we’d gotten off to a better start.”

Her heart clenched. He needed to stop being kind. Again, she wondered if there might be a way to spare him. Her hopes were dashed at the next words from the man’s beautiful lips.

“I’m Brock, by the way,” he said.

“Brock.” She forced her face to remain impassive as she swallowed hard, the collar tight around her neck.

“Tessa is my sister.” He shrugged. “Well, foster-sister.”

“Sister?”

Brock winced, pulling Meg from her thoughts. A small trickle of blood ran from his nose. He sniffed, then wiped it on the sleeve of his jacket and laughed.

“Are you okay?” Meg stepped closer, despite the fact that he might see it as an act of aggression. It was instinctive to reach out to him.

“Yeah, just…” He shook his head, wincing again. “Having trouble getting the troops in line. Excuse me for a moment.” He put his finger to his ear and pressed it, staring off to the side. “Hey, Dex…ter. What’s up?”

Dexter was here?

Meg’s mouth went dry. She spun around, looking for the man who had destroyed her pack. There was no way he’d be as kind to her as Brock had been. No way Dexter would show her mercy. She didn’t see, smell, or hear anyone else, though.

Brock clasped her arms firmly, pulling her against his chest. His warmth burned through her terror. He swayed a bit, as if he was having trouble staying on his feet. She crooked her head up to look into his face, just inches from hers.

He pointed at his ear and whispered, “Earpiece.”

Another trickle of blood ran down his nose. Meg turned in his arms, reaching out to cradle his cheek and wipe it away with her thumb. She left her hand there, feeling the prickle of his stubble against her palm, the warmth of his skin. He stood completely still, gazing down at her with those dark eyes. He didn’t even seem to be breathing, but she could feel his heartbeat pick up. Their chests were almost touching.

“By any means necessary.” Roy’s words echoed in her memory. She had to stay close to Brock. That didn’t scare her anymore. What scared her was that she wanted to stay close to him.

Slowly, he reached up and wrapped his hand around her wrist. She expected him to pull her arm away, but instead, he just held on to her. He gently stroked the back of her hand with his thumb. They were standing so close she could feel his breath on her face. She could clearly discern the cinnamon of his toothpaste and the sharp, lingering aroma of his aftershave. He leaned toward her, and she rose on the tips of her toes to meet him.

Their lips were almost brushing when she heard, “Brock? Brock, are you even listening to me? Are you all right?”

The voice was desperate, shouting, and sounded exactly like his. This was Dexter? She blinked, jerking back. Brock let out a sigh as he released her hand. He stayed close enough for her to hear the other side of the conversation through his earpiece.

“I’m fine,” Brock said. “But if you keep pushing me, you’re going to give us both an aneurysm. Neither of us wants that, right?”

“Let. Me. In.” Dexter sounded furious. Terrified, even. What could make him sound so afraid?

“I really want to make a Three Little Pigs joke right now,” Brock said.

A new voice joined them through the earpiece—a woman’s voice. “How about, ‘That’s Marcus’s line?’”

Brock laughed. “Good one.”

“Oh, hey. Ask her if she knows what a ‘curator’ is,” the new voice said.

“Vaughn.” Even through the earpiece, Meg could hear Dexter’s teeth grinding together as he spoke. Whoever Vaughn was, she must not be in the same room as Dexter. Meg couldn’t imagine anyone not freaking out with Dexter sounding so angry.

“You can interview her for your Dwellers Database later,” Brock said.

He lifted his arms around her back. At first, she thought he was embracing her, but when she twisted around to see what he was messing with, she saw that he was tapping on a device attached to his wrist. It looked like one of the latest computer watches. The band was black, but its square face was smooth silver. For some reason, it reminded her of her collar. Brock tapped on it a few times, then put his arm around her shoulders and leaned down so their temples were pressed together. He held up his arm so the watch surface was facing them.

“Do you mind?” he asked.

She didn’t know what he was talking about, but said, “No,” anyway.

“Selfie!” he said.

For a brief moment, she saw their faces on the screen, cheeks nearly touching, and Brock sporting a huge grin. To her amazement, she saw that she had a bit of a smile on her lips as well. The screen turned white, and then blanked out again. Brock straightened, but didn’t step away from her.

“Check your inbox, bro,” he said. “Meg and I are really hitting it off.”

He winked at her and she felt herself smile even more. Her cheeks felt stiff and awkward. She looked away, pressing at her cheekbone to try to relax the muscles there. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d smiled, and now Brock had made it happen twice in as many minutes.

She heard Dexter’s tinny voice coming from Brock’s ear. “I’m getting Eli.”

“Oh, come on. Don’t bring him in on this.” He let out a huge sigh, his smile vanishing. This time, he did take a few steps away. He braced his hands on his hips and now he was the one staring at the ground. His entire demeanor changed.

Who is Eli? She remembered Roy mentioning ‘the true head of the hydra.’ Whoever this was, it was someone Brock showed deference to.

“Yeah,” he said. “No. Only a little.”

She couldn’t hear the other voice anymore. If she stepped closer, it might raise Brock’s suspicions.

He snorted briefly, then grinned. “I wiped it on Dexter’s favorite jacket, but it had to have—” His smile immediately vanished again. He started to pace, running one hand through his hair. “Give me a break, Dad.”

Eli was his dad? Meg’s stomach clenched. She was walking into what could have been her lifelong dream—but it had taken the form of a nightmare. Tessa was part of Meg’s pack, and she had a family. Meg had never heard of a werewolf with living human relatives. Tessa had a brother and a father. And Meg was supposed to walk into that and destroy it.

What did Marcus think of Tessa having a family? Werewolves were supposed to only be loyal to their pack. Maybe they were planning to turn everyone?

Meg’s heart began to pound. If they were already planning to turn Brock, that meant he would become part of their pack. And this time, it would be a real pack. No more beatings. No more rants that left her feeling like she was a worm beneath her human skin.

I was supposed to be a wolf…

She was supposed to be a lot of things. She shook herself and steeled her heart. Thinking of Brock like that wasn’t going to help her mission. He was a Blade. He worked with Dexter. They were the enemy. Meg would infiltrate their base. She’d keep herself close to Brock, just as she’d been ordered. Roy would take care of the rest. Marcus would understand and forgive her once he saw how loyal Meg was to him. She would win him and Tessa over, one way or another.

“Yeah,” Brock said. “Okay.”

He turned back to Meg, tapping on his ear again. For a moment, his features seemed haunted by a shadow of despair that she could relate to all too well. But then he smiled, and everything else seemed to fall away around him. She wanted to smile back at him, could feel the corners of her lips start to curve. Even with everything going on around them, with the way this would most likely play out, she couldn’t stop her instinctive reactions to him.

“I know it’s a little soon, but my dad would like to meet you.” He nodded his head in the direction of the walking trail. “I’m sure Marcus and Tessa would like to meet you, as well.”

This was too perfect. Brock already trusted her enough to take her to his home. He offered her his arm, that gorgeous smile gracing his face. A surge of guilt hit her as she looped her arm into his elbow. She shook off the unwelcome feeling and focused on how to get even further past his defenses.

“I should also warn you that I have an identical brother,” Brock said, leading her down the path. “He can be kind of an asshole, but… I want to say something to ameliorate that, but he’s just an asshole.”

Meg let out a little laugh. “I’m sure he’s not that bad.”

“Nine out of ten dwellers would disagree.”

She froze as things clicked into place, a terrible idea taking shape. “Wait… You’re not talking about Dexter, are you?”

“You’ve heard of him?” Brock sighed. “Of course you have. Every dweller has.” He urged her to start walking again.

Dexter and Brock were brothers. Twin brothers. How the hell was she going to stay close to Brock if Dexter was involved?

“He’s not always that bad,” Brock said. “Okay, usually he is, but don’t worry. I’ve got your back.” He winked at her.

“Thanks.” The fear turning her stomach to ice was almost displaced by another wave of guilt.

Brock had her back. Now she just had to figure out how to get close enough to stab him in his own.



















Chapter Three




The dark road sped by as Brock drove toward the ranch. He thought about kicking in his bike’s hovering capabilities, but Meg was already clinging to him with a near-painful grip. He doubted she’d be more relaxed if the hubcaps suddenly spread out from the tires and started emitting the weird blue light that somehow made the bike fly.

Vaughn had tried to explain how that worked as well, but Brock had fallen asleep. Again. He had a good excuse for it that time, though. He’d been in his actual body.

Borrowing Dexter, not just piggybacking on his consciousness and observing things… Brock had energy. He could breathe without pressure, could move around with ease. He felt good for the first time in weeks. Who could blame him for wanting more of that?

He could almost pretend that he was normal. Just him on his motorcycle with his gorgeous girl pressed to his back, her arms tight around his waist.

“Brock.” Vaughn’s voice echoed inside Brock’s helmet.

Maybe not just Brock and his bike and the woman who wasn’t really his girl.

He focused his gaze for a few moments on the section of his visor that activated the privacy controls for the comm system. Meg wouldn’t be able to hear anything, even snugged up against him like she was.

“What do you need, Vaughn?” Brock said.
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