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      Corrupted blood. A government conspiracy. Rival vampires unravel a dark truth.

      

      Neve Traxon and her vampire faction keep their heads down in a new city, evading a clandestine organization hellbent on annihilating their kind. But when Neve uncovers a series of sinister abductions by a vicious vampire known only as the Priest, she refuses to sit on the sidelines.

      As the Priest leaves a trail of carnage in his wake, the perilous game of cat and mouse might cost Neve the only true friends she’s ever known. While his rogue actions fuel a vampire society teetering on the edge of exposure, Neve must confront her own desires and loyalties, all while dodging bullets, evading capture, and fighting for survival.

      Battling adversaries on all sides, who will Neve trust in a bloodstained world where alliances shift like shadows?

      This gripping urban fantasy thriller explores the price of power, the nature of humanity, and the thin line between life and death. Prepare for a rollercoaster ride through a hidden world that will keep you guessing until the last page.

      

      Catch Sight is book 2 of the Web of Dwellers series by Tess Manchester.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

          LOS ANGELES

        

      

    

    
      A plane soars overhead. The low flight path crushes down on them. Neve ducks in her seat as if lowering herself a few inches will keep the landing gear from clawing off the roof of the SUV.

      As they pull off the road into an empty parking lot, the headlight beams splash a nondescript warehouse ahead. On the outskirts of the airport, it’s tucked off the freeway behind a fenced-in junkyard. Slivers of the warehouse can be seen from the city street under the yellow glow of the street lights. But the space would be dismissed, appearing chock-full of useless equipment and garbage. No one would suspect it serves as the rendezvous point for all the Los Angeles based Infinity faction members.

      Inez hops out of the passenger seat and unlocks the panel next to the large hangar door. She presses a button, and the door rises, allowing the SUV to drive underneath and into the warehouse. The headlights illuminate a wide-open space with concrete floors.

      Neve watches from the back seat with Marek Kaidan and Gail Lane. It’s an unfamiliar experience for them—a behind the scenes look into the world of dwellers. How they move, how they deal, how they hide. Is any of this legal? Marek and Gail must be climbing out of their skins. They swore oaths to uphold the law, but now they’re breaking it.

      Jack drives the SUV inside. The tires squeal on the slick concrete. Inez walks in behind them. She flips a switch and the space lights up. She lowers the hangar door to ensure their privacy.

      In the far corner, a makeshift lounge with couches, chairs, and tables awaits them. Three black sedans are parked inside the hangar. They’re empty—getaway cars? Neve’s unsure, but the Infinity faction has money and power for intricate escape plans.

      It’s been less than an hour since they fled the Infinity office downtown via helicopter to another building. They took a limousine thirty minutes to this random parking garage where they switched vehicles again, and now they’ve arrived at this warehouse where Neve assumes they’ll switch again. She makes mental notes on how to improve her own escape plans.

      Jack cuts the engine and everyone follows him to the lounge area. He sits down and makes himself comfortable as he scrolls through his phone. Inez does the same. Another plane rumbles above the warehouse.

      “What are we doing here?” Marek looks from Jack to Inez.

      He’s antsy, not used to being forced on the sidelines. From calling the shots in his own life to being stuck on the outside, can’t be easy. Disrupted, his entire life is out of his control, and it’s winding him up.

      “Waiting,” Jack replies.

      “For what?”

      “These plans don’t work if everyone knows the details. Sit back and relax.” Jack returns his attention to his phone.

      “That’s hard to do when you have no idea what’s going on or where you’re going from one minute to the next.”

      “You’re welcome to leave.” Jack says, without looking up from his phone.

      Neve wishes he’d be cordial, at least. She sprung Marek and Gail on him without warning so he deserves to have a period of adjustment.

      “Inez, come on,” Neve begins, knowing she’ll give up some information. “There’s nothing you can tell us?”

      “The faction members disbursed to other cities where we have small groups. They can join us once we’ve setup shop in a new city.”

      “Why wouldn’t we disburse too?”

      “Because Jack leads the entire faction. We like to have our own city with our own group and not move in on someone else’s turf.”

      “It’s why our faction is national, while most others are local,” Jack adds. “We steer the faction from a big picture perspective with some guidelines, but we don’t get involved in the minutia at the micro level.”

      “Okay,” Neve says. “Um, so you’re telling us we’re headed to some random city and you can’t tell us which city, how we’re getting there, or when?”

      Inez nods.

      Jack pipes up again with an edge in his voice as if he’s a school teacher, covering a topic the kids should already know. “This warehouse was burned the second we walked in here. The clock is ticking. Every minute we stay here is dangerous. There is no way I’m telling you where we’re going next. I’ve known you all of five seconds. I don’t trust you. Anyone of you could alert the Infected Response Unit and get us caught here or at our next location. Setting that aside, when we enact the plan, none of these locations, vehicles, people can ever be used again. That’s how you draw suspicion. It’s lazy. That’s how you get caught. If you were a faction member, you’d know all this. Inez would’ve taught it to you. And then you might be knowledgeable on more details of the escape plan.”

      Point taken. Neve doesn’t want to be on the receiving end of any more lectures. Isn’t that one of the reasons she stays unaligned, anyway? So she can do what she wants in her own way and not have to answer to anyone else? She’s starting to second-guess what she’s doing here. Everything’s happening so fast. Infinity has the means to disappear and start anew quicker and easier than she does alone, and having Marek and Gail to plan around makes it even more difficult. Her own escape plans never considered tagalongs.

      “Neve,” Marek says as he takes her aside. He whispers, but she suspects the others can still make out some of what he’s saying with their superior hearing abilities. “How are they funding all of this? You know what kind of people know how to do this? How to arrange all of this? Bad people. Bad people who know other bad people.”

      “Marek, this is the best choice we have. If we go out there on our own, we won’t make it long on limited funds. We’d be snatched up by IRU. We have a better chance if we stick with them for now.”

      He studies her eyes. “Okay.”

      “Let’s go with the flow until we can figure out what to do.”

      They wait around for another hour until Jack gets word that the next phase is ready for them. Jack has everyone get into one of the black sedans. Neve squeezes into the back middle seat, with Marek and Gail on either side. Jack gets in the driver’s seat and meets Inez at the hangar door. She shuts down the lights and raises the door.

      As they drive through, a security vehicle approaches. It’s one in the morning and they have no good excuse for being here at this time of night. Jack rolls the car forward and stops grill to grill. Inez walks to meet them, leaving the hangar door open.

      “Stay in the car,” Jack orders.

      He gets out, as does the security guard. Jack and Inez talk to the man near his driver’s side door. Neve watches them converse, but from inside the car she can’t hear what they’re saying with the engine idling, or even make out words though she tries reading their lips.

      Inez wisps her arm across the air and takes a step toward the junkyard on her right. The security guard turns to follow her motion, and as he does, Jack slips behind him and snaps his neck.

      The guard’s body crumples to the pavement.

      Neve’s hand flies up to cover her gaping mouth. She watches them toss the body in the back of the security vehicle and drive it inside the warehouse. Inez lowers the hangar door.

      Marek tugs at his shirt collar around his neck. Neve wouldn’t be surprised if he tells her later he is not okay with how things are going.

      Gail rubs her forehead as the color drains from her face. If they leave dead bodies everywhere, she won’t remain an ally for long.

      “You can’t kill everyone in your path,” Neve says as Jack and Inez get into the car.

      “What else were we supposed to do? Tie him up?” Jack says it as if it’s the most ridiculous notion he’s ever heard.

      “Yes!”

      “He would escape and could ID us.”

      “At least he’d still be alive.”

      “And we’d all be thrown in the quarantine zone.”

      The statement and the glare Inez sends over her shoulder are enough to make Neve shut up. Now’s not the time. Jack could kick them out of the car anytime he wants to and leave them behind. Ever since Neve met Jack, she’s been testing his patience and understanding. Their relationship teeters on edge. The tension continues to grow and fester.

      They drive for ten minutes to what Neve assumes is a private airstrip with a jet waiting. No names. No words exchanged between them and the two pilots. They file into the plane, accepting of their unknown destination.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

          LAS VEGAS, TWO WEEKS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Neve, Inez, and Gail stand before Sven in a hotel conference room ready to change their names and begin new lives. Inez arranged the emergency meeting with Sven, given all the additional identities and documents on order. She already had all the members’ information ready in a go file in preparation for this type of situation. She gives Sven a nod, but a scowl sticks to her face, having to allow Gail, a prior Infect Response Unit agent, to join them. But Neve insists Gail must learn these things. They all have to adapt to their new lives.

      Sven pauses at the door, gives Gail the once-over then sits. His hard expression remains focused on the task. Gail could be playing them and have them captured at any time. Neve and Inez haven’t let her out of their sights since they fled Inez’s mansion. The faction monitors their phones, computers, credit cards, everything as a precaution. The strict monitoring was Inez’s idea and a condition of letting Marek and Gail tag along in their escape and stay with the faction until they figure out what to do.

      His eyes linger for a moment. “Always a pleasure, Inez.” He shifts his attention to Neve. “And a delight to finally meet the mysterious Neve Traxon,” Sven says in his Swedish accent, with intrigue clouding his eyes.

      Neve stares at him with a blank expression. His shaggy, sandy blonde hair flips in every direction. To match his eyes, he wears a light blue button-down collared shirt underneath a gray suit with no tie. Though they’ve done business together, this is the first time he and Neve have met. He looks friendlier than she imagined. Anytime Neve had needed a new identity in the past, she would receive a message with where to pick up the documents when ready. Neve had assumed he didn’t meet in person with any of his clients, but he must give the Infinity faction a higher level of service.

      One by one Sven pulls thick, letter-size manila envelopes out of his briefcase and sets them on the long conference table.

      “Inez Damia, Neve Mercer, Gail Solo, Jack Devore, Marek Drako, Alexandra Woodson.” He slaps a large stack of additional manila envelopes on the table. “The additional names on the list you gave me. Is this right?”

      A pang of guilt hits Neve at hearing Alexandra Woodson’s name, the new identity for Alex Versa. They didn’t think to cancel her documents. Alex is the reason why Neve is alive today. Neve was a prisoner at the quarantine zone where she was subjected to harsh experiments, and Alex was the one who helped her escape. While in hiding at Inez’s mansion, Tony Fuentes, an IRU agent, stormed the place, and Alex was shot in the struggle. Neve and the faction have been on the run ever since.

      Tony Fuentes is the one who Neve blames, along with herself, for getting into this mess. After Neve became a dweller, she traded the police academy for private investigation. And with her abilities—superior strength, hearing, sight, and healing—she used them as aids in her investigations, but also as a vigilante, helping people in trouble. When she accidentally saved a serial killer’s life, she set her mind on atoning for her mistake by hunting him down with help from Marek, a detective at the time. Tony Fuentes was Marek’s partner then, and somewhere along the way, he uncovered Neve was a dweller and had her captured and experimented on in a secret facility known as the quarantine zone. Even after escaping the quarantine zone and fleeing Los Angeles, Tony Fuentes continues the hunt.

      “Perfect.” Inez scans the documents.

      “Payment?”

      “Of course.”

      Inez nods to Neve, who digs her hand into the black satchel swung over her shoulder and pulls out two thick envelopes of cash. She tosses them onto the table towards Sven. The money is courtesy of the faction and Alex Versa. They used the cash she drained from her bank accounts and split it between Marek and Gail, because they had nothing to start over with. Half of their shares are already depleted after establishing new identities. Sven takes the stacks of cash, drops them into his briefcase, and shuts it. Neve slides all the manila envelopes into her satchel.

      All of this illegal activity must be driving Gail bananas. Overnight, Gail has destroyed her career as an agent with IRU and became a criminal. Neve doesn’t trust her yet, but she’s giving her a chance to prove herself. An obligation tugs at her to protect Gail from the same fate Alex Versa suffered.

      “I make many aliases for you over many years and never there is an order of this magnitude so fast. Tell me, Inez, what trouble it is you are in?”

      Neve and Inez share a glance. “We have a situation.”

      “Well, that’s an understatement,” Gail chimes in.

      Sven raises one eyebrow as Inez and Neve look at Gail over their shoulders.

      “Sorry,” she whispers.

      Neve and Inez return their attention to Sven.

      “The government knows about dwellers,” Inez begins. “Neve was captured and tortured by the Department of Homeland Security. They created a special unit to track us down called the Infected Response Unit. We had to run.”

      Sven rubs his chin. His accent grows stronger as he says, “For dwellers, what plans they have?”

      “Quarantine us, experiment on us, and eliminate us, according to Secretary Kidman,” Neve explains. “The advantage we have is they want to keep the public in the dark. If that ever changes, if they ever decide to alert the public, things will get ugly.”

      “I see. All of us must be cautious, it seems.”

      “Yes,” Inez agrees. “You have a vast network and could spread the word to other factions.”

      “I will. You know how to reach me when you next require my services.” He grabs his briefcase and walks around the table to stand in front of Inez. He tilts his head. “Your hair, is it different?”

      “It’s shorter than when you saw last.” She glances off to the side before looking him in the eye.

      “Is that all?” He studies her.

      “And maybe a shade darker.”

      “That’s it.”

      Neve turns to study Inez herself. He’s right. Her hair is shorter and darker. How could she not notice? Between the chaos of breaking out of the quarantine zone and the emergency escape, everything has been a blur. Plus, she hasn’t expressed her appreciation for Inez and Jack letting her, Marek, and Gail follow them into hiding.

      “Why?”

      “I needed a change.”

      “Your world has been turned upside down. Isn’t that enough change?” Sven asks.

      She doesn’t answer him.

      “I’m not sorry to hear about Raf.”

      Inez tilts her chin up and stares him hard in the eye.

      “I would have killed him for you, if you’d asked.”

      Her eyes soften. It’s a romantic, yet disturbing gesture.

      “I had help.”

      “Yes, indeed. I hope to see you again soon, but under different circumstances.” He leans in and kisses her on the cheek. “You look beautiful.”

      Inez’s lips part. She watches him stride out of the conference room.

      “What’s his story?” Neve asks.

      “Sven is a mystery. He has many years on me. Supposedly, he’s one of the oldest living dwellers. Rumor has it there was once a man who traveled around impersonating a priest and offering communal wine to church goers. The wine he served was his own corrupted blood. By the time they realized they were tasting blood, it was too late. Once it’s in you, it can’t be reversed. Who knows how many he infected? They say Sven was a victim of the Priest.”

      “That’s terrible. Is the Priest still around?”

      “I doubt it. Who knows if he ever existed in the first place? The headhunters wouldn’t allow for it today. It risks exposure for everyone.”

      Inez leaves the room, and Neve and Gail follow. Neve glances at Gail, who still looks pale. It must be hard to abandon your ideals and break the law nonstop after a life in law enforcement. Neve had the same concerns when she was first infected. In the beginning, guilt plagued her with every secret, every broken law. But survival changed her mind. Walking out of the conference room with her new identity in hand gives her a sense of exhilaration. She gets to wipe out her old self and start fresh once more. No one knows her. She can be invisible and anonymous again. Almost. There’s still the faction to deal with and her regulars, Marek and Gail, to get used to. And when the DHS threats are over, she can break from the faction and go back to how things were. Except now, she has regulars under her wing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

          MEANWHILE

        

      

    

    
      The elevator slows to a stop and Jack and Marek step out. The new office is dark and empty, but desks and furniture are in place, ready and waiting. Large windows overlook the dim glow of the North Las Vegas cityscape, pocketed with vast dirt, empty gravel lots, and abandoned buildings. Homeless roam the streets as common as pedestrians. A new entertainment complex is the cornerstone of a costly attempt to revitalize the area. Marek contemplates the strange mix of being a human fugitive in the dweller world.

      Jack walks forward, his eyes bouncing around the room, then with a shake of his hands says, “Dust off the place.”

      He walks to the only office and claims it for himself. Marek watches him through the glass wall. Jack takes off his blazer and looks around. There’s no closet and no coat rack, so he folds the blazer and lay it on the desktop.

      Marek shakes his head. Getting ordered around like an assistant gets old fast. He’s an experienced detective. His skills are valuable if Jack would trust him with more than general purpose cleaner. He finds a break room in the back with cleaning supplies stored in a cabinet under the sink. He wipes down all the desks and tables and makes his way back to Jack.

      “Excuse me, sir, may I clean your office?” Marek squeezes the trigger and a burst of mist sprays into the air. Jack stares at him as the chemicals float downward and dissipate. Marek realizes his attempt at levity has fallen flat. “What else can I help with?”

      “What do you think you can possibly do here?” Jack asks.

      Marek would punch him if he thought it would do any good. Maybe that would earn him some respect. More likely, he’d end up with a broken hand.

      “You’re a regular. Just looking at you makes me want to rip your neck open and drain you of every drop of blood in your body. And now you’re a fugitive, with no network and nothing to offer. You have one foot in both worlds. And until you become a dweller, there’s no reason to invest in you.”

      The harshness alarms him. Jack makes light digs at him when others are in the room. Marek sets down the spray bottle and paper towels on Jack’s desk. It buys him a moment to think of what to do. He won’t keep taking this abuse.

      He swings fast, hitting Jack in the jaw from across the desk. Jack’s head snaps sideways, but he recovers from the blow in an instant. He flips the table, and Marek jumps back. The edge of the desk misses his feet by an inch as in crashes on the floor.

      Jack walks around the fallen desk and pushes Marek hard in the chest, sending him stumbling back into the glass wall with a thud. Marek glances over his shoulder, shocked that the glass wall withstood the pressure. Marek takes another swing, and Jack blocks it with his left forearm. He punches Marek with his right fist, then takes a step back. The hit dazes Marek, and his whole face stings. His tooth has cut him on the inside of his lip. He licks the blood off his gums and teeth.

      “Do you see? You can’t defend yourself. Not because you don’t have the will. Not because you don’t have the determination. Not because you don’t have the training. You’re up against an opponent who is many times faster and stronger than you.”

      “You have me wasting away here. I’m quite capable without your abilities.”

      “You’re here as a courtesy to Inez, who’s responsible for Neve, who has you tagging along. Do you see how far removed you are?”

      “I can help with private investigation,” Marek offers.

      “Any dweller can do that.”

      “I can help find the quarantine zone.”

      Jack crosses his arms. “How?”

      “There’s one detective I can reach out to. She’s trustworthy.”

      “Can you contact her discretely?”

      Marek nods.

      “Why wouldn’t she turn you in?”

      “We’re close. We were engaged to be married for a few years. We’re better as friends than spouses.”

      He hasn’t told Neve about his relationship with Amelia Collins yet. They had split up almost a year before he met Neve. He’d met Amelia at the police academy and they’d been friends ever since. The attraction was gradual. Working together at the precinct made it easy for them to be together. It was a relationship of convenience. Cops understand the job, the hours, the expectations, while civilians lose their patience after time. When everything became a routine, popping the question seemed the next logical step. So he did, and she said yes. They were in no rush to set a date, and instead they worked on saving up vacation days and money for a honeymoon. But they broke off the engagement when they realized their relationship only worked because it was comfortable.

      “And how can she help?”

      “Her brother works for Homeland Security. She can keep tabs on the Infected Response Unit. We can use their intel to track Tony Fuentes’s movements. We can learn their tactics and maybe even warn dwellers in danger of being captured.”

      “Fine. Do it.”

      A dash of excitement hits him. It’s a small step, but it’s something. But now he has to follow through and capitalize on this chance to prove himself. He checks his watch. It’s ten, eight Amelia’s time. He takes the elevator to the ground floor so he can have the call without Jack listening in. He walks outside and paces the sidewalk.

      “Hello?”

      “Amelia.”

      “Yes?”

      “It’s me.”

      Her breath catches. Silence. He waits.

      “Marek?”

      “Amelia. It’s good to hear your voice.”

      “What’s happening? Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” He leans against the building and taps his nervous foot on the sidewalk. The moonlight mixes with the street lights, casting him in a pale glow.

      “Where are you?”

      “I can’t say. I need your help.”

      She gasps. “Are you kidding? You’re a fugitive—you even calling me is dangerous!”

      “I know. I wouldn’t put you at risk if there were any other option.”

      “What do you need? Money?”

      “No. I need information. There’s a new group within Homeland Security called the Infected Response Unit. They’re tasked with finding people infected with…well, I don’t know what. They have a mutation which enhances their physicality and prolongs their life.”

      “Marek, what in the world are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about dwellers.”

      “What? What do you mean, dwellers? What does this have to do with why you’re on the run?”

      “Everything.”

      “Okay, just wait. We can’t talk about this on the phone. They could be listening.”

      “Let’s meet.” The words stumble out of his mouth before he even thinks it through. He’s not in the same city anymore, but traveling back to Los Angeles might be worth the risk. And a welcome escape from the faction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 4

          ONE WEEK LATER

        

      

    

    
      Lynn Casey went missing seven days ago.

      They say after twenty-four hours, the chances of finding a victim of abduction drops drastically. Neve knows it’s true. She learned it at the police academy back when she was still a regular, and has seen it play out in real life through her work as a private investigator.

      Leads for Lynn Casey run scarce, and the police assume the worst—her mutilated body will turn up deep in the woods, a swamp, a trash container, somewhere eventually. Neve takes the case, and her unique abilities might be Lynn’s last hope.

      Lynn had gone to church with her friends but never made it home. She didn’t turn up to work the next day. Her aunt called a few times with no replies and when she found her niece’s apartment empty, she went to the police. They didn’t get far except for coming to the conclusion she was taken from the church. Her car was left abandoned in the parking lot. But there were no witnesses and no camera coverage to confirm. They haven’t found a shred of forensic evidence or anything to aid in their search.

      Carletta, Lynn’s aunt and Neve’s new client, sent her everything she knows about what happened to her twenty-four-year-old niece. Carletta has been networking with family, friends, and neighboring churches to build awareness and get as many eyes as possible looking out for her niece. She’d begun to fall into a conspiracy theory mindset when she found another missing persons case at a church a little over an hour away that had similar, mysterious circumstances. That’s when she contacted Neve at her friend’s suggestion. Neve had helped a friend of Carletta’s a couple of years ago, and word of mouth and referrals is how Neve gets most of her business. By keeping her identity anonymous to her clients, Neve can continue working after changing identities.

      It was a missing person’s case where her client’s brother resigned from work, removed himself from social media, and ceased all communication with friends and family. He went off the grid. Neve tracked him down and discovered he was living with a cult in the middle of nowhere on a large plot of land in the Midwest. After some convincing from Neve and his sister, he came home a few months after being found.

      The Lynn Casey case is out of Orange County. It’s a hassle, and risky to return so close to Los Angeles, but there are ways to keep a low profile. Seeing the churches and questioning the church staff in person will yield better clues than phone interviews where she can’t read body language or facial expressions. After Marek is finished meeting with Amelia Collins, Neve will fly out so they can work on the case together.

      Neve leans back in her chair and rubs her eyes. The television plays in the background. The new office is much smaller and less extravagant than Jack’s last office suite, but it’s more modern. Their new floor has one office, a few conference rooms, and an open floor plan with eight desks. There’s a spacious lounge at the front. Mini refrigerators full of blood bottles are kept out of sight in the small break room at the back. Neve collects blood for everyone now, something she sees as of life and death importance. If she doesn’t do it, Jack and Inez will feed off regulars the old fashioned way, leaving a trail of dead bodies behind.

      The current setup works for the time being while they are still a small group getting things sorted. They haven’t recruited anyone new or brought in legacy members from other cities. Jack doesn’t think it’s worth causing unrest in the faction at such a delicate time and when they are keeping regulars around. Marek and Gail post problems on every front. The faction can’t weather more discord or another mutiny—Inez put the faction in a fragile state when she killed Raf Damico, the prior leader, to save Neve, as yet an unaligned dweller. Jack was the one who took over the faction afterwards, trying to keep everything running without a hitch.

      Things start to fall into a routine. Jack and Inez run around, constantly busy. They come and go, not telling anyone where they’re going unless asked. Even still, sometimes they can be vague. Gail and Marek appear to be getting into the flow of private investigation. But she can tell they both get a little bored with the casework the faction has been drip feeding them until they get the new operations setup proper.

      Coming into an office most days of the week, working with other people, and having to deal with walk-ins or in-person meetings wears her out. Neve longs to lock herself away behind her own walls, work from behind a computer screen and in the field alone. Will she be able to return to her old lifestyle? As she and Marek become more entrenched in the faction world, the less likely it seems. She’s not so sure she’s okay with that.

      “Brilliant,” Gail says from behind her desk, breaking Neve’s bouncing thoughts.

      “What are you working on, Gail?”

      Gail straightens up from hunching over her desk, covered in a haphazard mess of documents. “The stalker case we picked up a couple of days ago. It’s quite fascinating, but it’s all over. I have it figured out—I know who the stalker is and when he’s likely to show his face again. And I’ll be there to scare him straight.”

      “Well done. Another one down.”

      How long would it be before Gail becomes a dweller? The group must be wondering why she hasn’t committed herself. Neve’s not sure how much longer the faction will have patience. Gail and Marek will have to become dwellers if they want to stay much longer. It’s telling that Inez hadn’t submitted either of them yet to the headhunters for vetting and clearance. Maybe she doesn’t want to waste their time unless they’re becoming dwellers.

      Neve finds it strange to think that Alex Versa, had she not been gunned down, could’ve been here instead of Gail. She dismisses the thoughts of Alex before they bring her down. Inez always scolds her for torturing herself with things that can never change.

      Neve rolls over in her chair and stops in front of Gail’s desk. “It’s dead around here. Where are Inez and Jack?”

      “Blood dealing.” Gail glances up from her work. Neve rolls her eyes. “They were trying to work out a few of your concerns, actually. It’s not a bad idea, Neve.”

      “Blood dealing is a bad idea.”

      “There’s a demand. We can be the supply.”

      Neve shakes her head. “Do you want to sell blood? You used to work for DHS.”

      “Ouch,” Gail replies with her eyes scrunched together, pretending the jab hurt. She leans back in her chair. Neve knows she misses the work she used to do, but she doesn’t miss DHS itself. Gail has expressed her discontent after what they did to Neve and to Alex Versa. “Jack and Inez will have people doing the actual dealing. He wants you to lead the project.”

      “If Inez is so passionate about it, she can have the project.”

      “Did it ever occur to you she’s doing this to get you to stay with the faction? She doesn’t want you retreating on your own, never to be heard from again.”

      “I never wanted to be in a faction or deal blood from the first time they asked me.”

      “Right.”

      “Well, I’ve got my own case to get started on.”

      Neve wheels back to her desk, contemplating the realization that the others were reading her lack of commitment to the faction as signs of leaving. Maybe stubbornness. She observes the empty lobby lounge with its potted plants and the sleek chairs and coffee table. It won’t last. Time here will be a fleeting moment in her many years of life. Emergency evacuation plans, not the kind involving fire, are set in place from day one. Tony Fuentes will locate them, and if not him, other IRU agents will. But they have the upper hand, knowing the enemy will come for them.
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