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      Blend in. Stay hidden. Stay dark.

      

      In the darkest corners of Los Angeles, private investigator Neve Traxon guards a deadly secret—she's a vampire, hiding in plain sight, navigating a treacherous path between two worlds. When a chance encounter leads her to save the life of a brutal serial killer, the lines blur between predator and prey.

      In the race to prevent more bloodshed, Neve teams up with the relentless Detective Marek Kaidan. As they hunt for the murderer she unleashed upon the city, they uncover a society of vampires known as the Infinity faction, harboring secrets that could shatter everything Neve thought she knew. With enemies closing in from every direction, the choice of who she trusts could mean the difference between life and death.

      Can Neve catch the killer and evade her enemies, or will they turn her into the next grisly victim?

      Pulse-pounding, Stay Dark will keep you on the edge of your seat with its fresh take on urban fantasy thrillers. With gripping suspense, captivating action, and feisty characters, prepare to immerse yourself in a gritty vampire underworld.

      

      Stay Dark is book 1 of the Web of Dwellers series by Tess Manchester.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

          LOS ANGELES

        

      

    

    
      A bone cracks. Sounds of the city muffle the direction, but it’s coming from nearby. At all times of night, the city rustles with activity. A faint, unmistakable odor wafts in the air. The scent of blood tickles her nose and amplifies her thirst. To her, it’s as appealing as the smell of an apple pie baking in the oven used to be. Blood overpowers the stench from the overflowing trash container on the sidewalk ahead. It lingers in the dim alley ahead to her right.

      She approaches the alley as trepidation creeps in like a chill. Her heart thumps in her ears, drowning out everything except the loud thumping.

      A noise erupts from the alley, like a sack of potatoes smashing onto the ground. The sound freezes her into place. She slides her back against the brick wall of the towering building beside her, listening to fists smack into flesh. She slips the bag off of her shoulder and peeks around the corner.

      Her eyes narrow at the lifeless body on the filthy ground next to a trash container crusted with dirt. Red soaks the concrete. A dark figure presses someone against the brick wall with both hands, while his victim flails his limbs in a pathetic attempt to kick and punch his attacker.

      Neve gets her nerves under control by taking a few deep breaths to calm her pounding heart. Doubt doesn’t stop her. It’s the fear of being seen. They can’t unsee her once she gets involved. Their unwanted eyes will remember.

      Using meticulous stealth and speed, she dashes around the corner and runs deep into the alley.

      The assailant cranes his neck around at the swoosh rushing behind him. Neve lunges at his back. She grabs him and throws him to the ground with seamless effort. The victim slides down the wall, too paralyzed with shock and terror to run. The stunned man watches in horror as his savior and his attacker duel.

      Neve smashes her foot into the assailant’s face. His head rears back from the blow. She studies his features in the dim, yellow glow of the city. His green eyes glisten with fury and rage at this woman who robbed him of his meal. Those green eyes, they’re haunting and yet oddly beautiful, entrancing almost. His messy dark brown hair falls in all directions. As he jumps to his feet, Neve notices a tattoo of an infinity symbol on his wrist as black a void. She knows what it means, but it’s too late now.

      She dives forward, smashing into his chest. She pushes him into the brick wall with a loud thump. The man with the green eyes pushes her away.

      “What are you doing?” he growls as he lifts his hands in the air with palms out to suggest a truce.

      She wishes he would shut up and fight back. She wishes he would attempt to kill her, justifying her desire to kill him. Blows to the face or torso wouldn’t be enough. Taking him down by the knees is the best defensive measure against someone with his build and strength. She refuses to kill anyone not threatening her life. There’s only one exception to the rule, reserved for the one victim she should have let die.

      “Leave now,” she orders.

      He drops his hands to his sides. “What the hell are you trying to do?”

      “I said leave!”

      “I waited hours for this, you leave!” He takes an offensive step forward, imposing his broad shoulders and standing about four inches taller than she. It takes all her will power to hold her ground and resist the reflex to step back.

      Her fists clench. “Leave now or I will kill you.” The words fall out of her mouth before she can stop them. She didn’t mean to escalate the situation. If he calls her bluff, she’ll have to backup her threat.

      The man with the green eyes ignores her words and glances at the man who should have been his meal. He turns back to Neve. “Are you protecting him?”

      “I’m trying to save his life. Now leave!”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You don’t have to,” she spits. “Get out of here.”

      “You wouldn’t get away with this so easily if I was anyone else. You shouldn’t interfere. It’s going to get you killed.” He walks out of the alley and disappears around the corner.

      Neve watches the end of the alley for a few moments to make sure Green Eyes doesn’t return. Her heart rate steadies with each passing second and with more distance between them. She focuses her hearing on the rhythm of his footsteps until they fade away.

      “Please don’t hurt me,” stammers the terrified man as he tries to hide in the shadows on the ground. He cowers between the corner of the bin and the building. His hands cover his head with his knees jammed against his chest, forming into a ball.

      Neve softens her eyes and holds out her hand. “It’s okay now. No one is going to hurt you.” The man refuses to move. No reason for him to trust her. She’s saved enough people to know. But she doesn’t do it for the gratitude or recognition—she does it because she can, because she should. She likes helping people. She has abilities others can only dream about. “You’re in shock, but you’re safe now.”

      The man shakes his head. “Please, get away from me.”

      Neve drops her hand and moves against the wall on the opposite side of the alley. Would everyone always be terrified of her? Is she the menace she sees reflected in his eyes?

      Stumbling, the man jumps to his feet and scurries out of the alley. Neve watches him go. She turns and looks down at the dead man lying at her feet. If only she’d been a minute earlier, she might have been able to save him too. She kneels down and leans in for a better view of the neck of the dead man. The intoxicating smell and being this close to exposed blood with no one around proves challenging. She could refill the bottle of blood in her bag. Would it be wrong to benefit from the murder of this stranger? Is there even time? The man she saved will surely run straight for the police and she needs to be far away before they arrive.

      The dead man’s slit throat appears as a standard cut rather than an entry point for downing blood. At least Green Eyes uses caution, although it’s most likely a requirement of the faction he belongs to. Secrecy is essential for both dwellers and their factions. If discovered, dweller factions would be feared and misunderstood by the public. As long as regulars are their source of sustenance, they will never be accepted. They are careful to keep their numbers low because too many infected could tip the balance of the blood supply.

      She stands and walks slowly out of the alley, looking in all directions for any witnesses. It’s quiet now except for the background buzz of the city. No one watches from the other side of the street and she hasn’t noticed any passersby. Satisfied no one saw the events unfold, she retrieves her bag and swings it over her head onto her shoulder. All she wants to do is go home and relax behind closed doors, but now worry spoils her night. The man with the green eyes—a new enemy?

      Driving home, she scolds herself for not learning the identity and address of the man she saved. She should have taken his driver’s license and put it in the file with all the rest, in case he turned out to be worse than the attacker. It has only happened once, but she must live with that mistake every single day.

      Being shut away and safe behind her own walls releases the tenseness in her body along with the knot in her neck. She treats herself to a long, hot shower and settles into bed with a glass of chilled blood. Her inventory runs low. She’ll soon have to make a trip to restock her supply. It’s what she dreads most, all those eyes watching her draw the blood as it runs lazily through tubes. It’s a lonely chore done in secrecy in the abandon parts of the city, and she’s the unwanted center of attention of her homeless blood donors. Can’t they do something besides stare at her until it’s their turn?

      She finishes the blood, then reviews her latest assignment. Even with the simplest of cases, her unique abilities give her an advantage in the private investigation field. She can hear through walls, follow people by scent, and her impeccable vision helps identify people from a distance.

      The current case is like so many before: a spouse suspected of cheating. Rarely is the suspicion only paranoia.

      The results of her investigations are unpleasant for her clients, almost always resulting in heartbreak. Sometimes clients come to her to help find the children they gave up or to find the mothers they never knew. Occasionally, someone will ask her to find a missing child, spouse, or relative. Neve is exceptionally qualified to find people. Not that her clients will ever know why she’s so good at her job. She’s more successful if the person went missing within a few days. Police officers and their K-9s are no match for her keen sense of smell.

      After reviewing her notes from the earlier meeting with the client, she tosses the tablet onto the other side of the bed. The morning sunlight peeks through the windows, her cue to shut the curtains and go to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

          THE NEXT EVENING

        

      

    

    
      Dusk returns as a burden for Neve. Waking up constantly throughout the day leaves her exhausted. She turns over on her back and sprawls out. She should have expected a day of restless sleep considering last night’s encounter with Green Eyes. He saw her. He knows what she looks like. She can’t shake his piercing gaze. The film of his gaze sticks to her skin and it won’t wipe away.

      She packs a duffle bag with plastic pint bags, tubes, needles, bandages, and latex gloves. On the way downtown, she stops at a deli and purchases ten sandwiches, ten water bottles, and ten bags of chips. She stuffs each sandwich bag with a few dollars and packs everything into another duffle bag in the back seat of her car.

      She parks and walks the rest of the way. Tents line the street near some abandoned buildings. These streets are too high profile for what she needs to do. Her mom would be furious if she knew Neve walked alone downtown in these dangerous parts in the middle of the night. “Stay alert. Watch your surroundings,” is what she’d always tell Neve. Her mom is long dead. She misses the way her mom was overprotective, though it could get annoying, she knew her mom cared for her.

      Neve continues on. The heavy duffle bags would be problematic for a regular person, but she carries them for six more blocks, oblivious to the weight of the straps digging into her shoulders.

      At the corner, she turns left and walks up the steps of an abandoned building. She opens the door and a rancid stench fills her nostrils. She pushes it out of her mind by focusing on the scent of blood. Flyers, cups, and rubbish litter the floor. Fewer than ten homeless men and women loiter in the building now. They huddle near trashcan fires, arms outstretched to capture the warmth from the flames. Others bunch together under ragged blankets to keep the chilly air at bay.

      Eight people tonight. They recognize her, and they know the routine. They step closer and sit on the dirty floor. Eight pints of blood will suffice until she finds time to make the next trip. There are three other buildings where she collects blood. If any of the squatters talk, spread the word about what she’s doing, it could ruin this area for her, force her to find another spot to collect blood. She makes it a point to come at random times to avoid a swarm of homeless. It’s one reason she stays clear of Sixth and San Pedro.

      She tells them her usual lie: she’s collecting blood illegally for those who can’t afford health insurance. Her clinic gives blood transfusions to those in need. It’s unlikely they believe her, but they don’t care anyway. They may see her as a kind soul, but if they knew the truth, they’d run for their lives.

      She sets the duffle bags down on the floor and hands out the sandwiches, chips, and water. They dig for the money first, less enthused about the food and drink. They know where to find food on the streets. Sometimes she wonders why she even bothers, but at least they have a fresh meal not fished out of a bin or scraps served from a soup kitchen.

      One by one, she sticks the men and women with needles. She has no desire to suck on someone’s neck, especially not one caked in filth. Not to mention it would expose her lie. She needs the blood, but killing for it isn’t worth it. She’s not a murderer. At least not anymore. Too much risk and too much cleanup associated with leaving dead bodies lying around. She used to kill, thinking it was the only way to survive. But it was too hard to live with the guilt. She had to find another way.

      After the pint bags fill with blood, she places them in one duffle, the medical supplies in the other, and leaves without a word. Not being one for small talk, she doesn’t engage the homeless in conversation, and she wouldn’t know what to say, anyway. When they try to speak with her, she smiles and nods, trying everything she can not to seem rude. The exchange is awkward enough and adding conversation to the mix would bring it to another level of strange.

      Back at her car, she tosses the bag of medical supplies on the back seat and pops the trunk. She transfers the pints of blood from the duffle bag to a cooler inside. Next to the cooler, organized into sections, are cameras, listening and recording devices, a laptop, spare notebooks, along with some items used to alter her appearance, hats, eyeglasses, and a couple of jackets. Everything she needs to investigate cases fits inside her trunk. She keeps a box of business cards in the trunk too, but tucked away. The only thing printed on them is an email address. She communicates with her clients by email primarily, or in person, if she must. For new business, Neve relies on word-of-mouth references from her previous clients. Sometimes, though, a case will come to her by pure happenstance.

      She grabs a camera and shuts the trunk. She drives to her client’s husband’s office and, spotting his car, parks down the street from it. So many excuses to pull from, she wonders which one the sleazeball will conjure up as a reason to cheat on his wife.

      She turns on the police scanner to pass the time. Every night, she listens to it for any clues leading her to the man she should have let die.

      After an hour or so, a red car pulls up next to the husband’s car. Neve snaps pictures as the husband emerges from the office building two minutes later. He gets into the waiting red car, and as the car drives away, Neve notices the driver is a woman. She follows them to a hotel. The couple enters the lobby and approaches the front desk, while Neve snaps more photos. When satisfied, Neve sets the camera on the passenger seat, glances around to make sure no one’s watching, and dashes across the parking lot with super speed. She bends down, pretending to tie her shoe as she watches the couple through the glass door of the hotel. She focuses her hearing to discern the room number the adulterers are staying in. The husband and mystery woman walk from the front desk to the elevator, and the doors close behind them.

      Neve enters the lobby and finds the stairwell. She listens. It’s quiet. She speeds up the steps to the fourth floor. She finds an ice bin in the vending machine area and fills a bucket with ice. She waits.

      After a moment, the elevator dings and the doors slide open. Neve slips a pen out of her pocket. She looks down at a pin on her shirt, checking that it’s secured properly. She strolls down the hallway. As she walks past the husband and mystery woman, she clicks the pen in her hand a few times. It snaps photographs with the camera hidden in her shirt pin. Behind her, the door shuts as they go inside their room. She rides the elevator to the lobby. The front desk attendant accepts her bribe for a copy of the hotel’s guest registry.

      Now that she’s confirmed her client’s husband is having an affair, she’ll gather the rest of the facts, learn the woman’s identity and gain access to their credit card statements. Photographs alone can be misconstrued. Clients want to know how often they’ve been betrayed and, depending on the client, who with. Some want dirt for the divorce they plan on filing because of the suspicions they’ve had confirmed.

      Back in the car, she listens to the police scanner and waits for the couple to leave to document the full encounter for the case file. After listening to the scanner so often, she’s committed many police codes to memory. Some of them she learned when she attended the police academy, before she became a dweller. Neve goes to every murder scene that could have something to do with the man she’s searching for, the one that got away because of her. The crime scene description blaring out of her speakers right now fits. Neve pushes her foot down on the pedal, speeding to the address of a murdered young woman with a missing left hand.

      She arrives at the crime scene minutes later, even though the drive dragged like hours. The police have already taped off the house to hold back the curious neighbors. She parks down the street and walks the rest of the way. A handful of police cars, an ambulance, and a fire truck stagger along the street.

      She finds a spot outside the yellow police tape where she can stand away from the chatty spectators and focus on listening to the police officers discuss the situation. A pair of detectives arrive on scene, but she doesn’t recognize either of them. They’re not the same detectives who’ve been working the serial killer’s case. They must have brought in fresh detectives to get results.

      It had been a year since Neve learned the truth of the man plaguing her thoughts. She’d been following a lawyer suspected of passing information to prosecutors. She was sitting alone at a bar downtown, sipping on a Shirley Temple for the sake of appearances, waiting for her target to do something unethical. The soda was bland. She wished she could remember the sweet taste from before. Being a dweller herself, it takes a significant amount of stimulates to impact her. No sense in paying for alcohol when it does nothing to her.

      A breaking news report on the TV above the bar caught her eye. Anchor Sandy Dawn described a murder in gruesome detail. A chain of murders, in fact, murders the police suspected to be the work of a serial killer. The assumption was based on the commonalities of the victims, all married women with their left hands cut off. There was a witness for the first time in the case, someone who saw a stranger on the street nearby during the estimated time of attack. A sketch of this person of interest appeared on the screen, and Sandy Dawn warned viewers to notify the police if they spotted him.

      Neve still remembers how her body went numb, how the blood drained from her face when she saw the sketch. She had saved the same man from a mugging months earlier. She didn’t notice the glass had slipped from her fingers and fallen onto the bar, spilling all over. The chubby bartender glared at her. The news said that the victim had been a young woman with hopes of becoming a doctor, maybe even running her own hospital one day. Her dreams had been cut short like her life. The devastated husband couldn’t speak a word to the reporters through his tears of anger and sorrow. The young woman had been brutally stabbed thirteen times in the stomach, chest, arms, legs, and her left hand had been cut off at the wrist. The hand was taken by the killer as a memento. The same tragedy had befallen both of the previous victims of the same suspected serial killer.

      In that moment, Neve set her mind on killing the man she once saved.

      At the present crime scene, she concentrates on everything the police officers say, but their conversations yield nothing of importance. After twenty minutes, the detectives finally come back outside. The two detectives stop to speak with a few police officers huddled in a circle.

      Neve moves closer. She stares at them and listens intently to every word exchanged. She needs to know what they know, and follow their leads herself to find the killer first.

      “Has anyone come forward as a witness?” the detective with the gray shirt asks.

      “We have men questioning the residents of the surrounding houses,” the officer replies as he motions to the neighborhood with his hand. “But nothing solid yet.”

      “What about anyone over there standing around? Anyone come forward? Did anyone see anything?” the detective probes.

      He looks at the spectators beyond the police tape and scans the crowd. His eyes pause on Neve, or so it seems to her. Is he looking at her? She can’t tell even with her enhanced vision because of the way the street light casts a dark shadow over his eyes. He steps forward, and the light reveals the rest of him. His eyebrows arch and his eyes narrow, accenting his square face and smooth chin.

      His blue eyes fix on hers.

      Her skin tingles. She never intended to be noticed. If she didn’t know better, she’d swear ants crawl all over her body. It takes all the willpower she has not to shake off the sensation. Neve shifts her gaze away and turns her head to the right, pretending to look at something else. She’s not used to being noticed and she doesn’t like it. She has always tried to blend in and remain invisible. Even before she became a dweller, she always hated being the center of attention. She refused to participate in school plays and dreaded classroom speeches and presentation assignments. As the detective continues to stare at her, she grows more agitated. Get out of sight. She looks back at him and their eyes lock again.

      “Have you talked to her?” the detective asks the police officer, still maintaining eye contact with Neve. The officer turns in the direction of the detective’s gaze. Neve sways back, wanting to retreat, but she hesitates for fear of looking suspicious.

      The officer shrugs. “I’m not sure. I can ask her if she’s been questioned.”

      Neve flinches, and takes a few steps backward, spins around, and walks away from the scene. Their eyes crawl all over her back.

      “Do you think she heard us?” the police officer asks.

      “From there?” the detective asks. “She couldn’t have.” He dips under the police tape.

      “Kaidan, come on, she’s a random passerby,” his partner calls after him.

      Hearing all of this, Neve picks up the pace, almost running. She has to hide before her heart beats out of her chest and her nerves tear through her skin. Kaidan chases after her.

      “Excuse me! Miss?”

      Neve keeps moving. She turns a corner to evade the detective’s sight, runs in a flash down the street, and sidesteps for cover behind the side of a house.

      Kaidan whips around the corner and slows to a walk as the elusive woman vanishes. He continues walking down the empty street, glancing around at the tiny yards for any signs. The soles of his shoes scrape against the pavement as he closes in. He passes three houses and stops. Neve waits, watching him through the sounds he makes. He scratches the back of his neck, then turns back to the crime scene.

      Neve listens to his movements fade away and exhales her relief. Had he walked any farther down the street, he would have found her pressed against the siding of the fourth house. She sneaks back to her car and drives home. Her knuckles bulge as her fingers grip the wheel. She leans forward the entire drive back, unable to curtail her adrenaline. The car windows act as a magnifying glass, circling her. The transparency looms, as if exposing all her secrets. Her fingers twist into nervous knots as energy pulses through her limbs.

      As soon as she gets inside and locks the door, relief blankets her body. Hidden away from the unwanted attention once more. She flips on the television, hoping for news about the murder, but it offers fewer details about what happened than what she uncovered at the scene. Disappointed, she turns off Sandy Dawn and snags some blood from the refrigerator. She gulps it down fast. This latest young woman’s murder is her fault and there’s nothing she can do about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

          ONE DAY LATER

        

      

    

    
      A few years ago, the local neighborhood watch had pooled cash to purchase some cameras and mounted them on street lamps. They went for the cheapest ones they could find—black and white, no motion sensors, no audio. More of a preventative measure than an investigative one. Detective Marek Kaidan skims through the footage of the night of the murder, watching for the killer. The angle isn’t great, but he can see down the street a ways. The front of the house and a partial view of the left side are visible in the frame. Tony Fuentes, his partner, rolls his chair up next to him. Marek can hear the man’s stomach growling every couple minutes over the hustle and bustle of the precinct. Never a question whether it’s lunch time with Fuentes around.

      As every car drives by, they record the make, model, license plate and time stamp. It’s impossible to know the color of the car, but they can at least tell whether the paint is dark or light. A few people go in and out of the frame, but they appear to live in the neighborhood, people walking their dogs or going for a jog. They make a note of them, anyway.

      Irritation builds as they near the end of the window of opportunity. No one approaches the house. No one even pays attention to it. It’s as if they were surveilling the wrong location. But somehow, the killer got in and murdered the woman inside the house.

      “So he knew the cameras were there,” Marek says.

      “He does his homework. He selects his victims and stalks them. It’s what we expected.”

      “Yeah, I was hoping for a lucky break. He must’ve approached the house from behind or from the right side.”

      No broken windows. No picked locks. The killer either had a key or he got his victim to open the door somehow. The backdoor, which is even more unsettling. Why would the victim open her backdoor at night? She didn’t have pets to let out. She would have taken the garbage out of the front door because the bin is on the side of the house toward the front yard. Maybe he’s looking at it wrong. Maybe the killer was already waiting inside the house somehow?

      The camera didn’t capture the killer leaving the scene either. A woman murdered inside her own home while her husband went on a business trip, with no witnesses and no leads. The last pair of detectives got pulled off the case because they were getting nowhere. And here Marek and Fuentes are, stuck banging their own heads against the wall. If they don’t make any progress soon, they’re bound to get reamed. The public is only a couple of murders away from declaring the police incompetent.

      “Why don’t you go get lunch before your stomach bursts my eardrums?”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Fuentes gets up and meanders out of the room, headed for the food trucks parked outside. He doesn’t bother asking Marek if he wants anything, knowing the food trucks make him nauseous.

      Marek takes another look at the footage after the police arrived to work the crime scene. He eyes the spectators outside the police tape. There she is, the mystery woman he chased down. He sees himself and Fuentes walk outside and start chatting with the police officers. The woman steps closer with intent. It’s obvious she’s watching them.

      She steps back, spins around and walks out of frame in a hurry. Marek pulls up footage from another camera angle, covering an intersection. She turns the corner to another street, but something strange happens. Her image goes blurry, and she vanishes. He rewatches it several times. It’s like the camera glitches and a few frames go missing because she jumps from the top of the camera angle to out of it. No camera coverage down the road. He watches himself search for her and give up.

      She knows something about the case somehow, otherwise she wouldn’t have gotten so skittish and run off. Her body frame doesn’t suggest she’d have the power to cut through bone, as all the victims’ autopsies showed. Maybe she’s an accomplice?

      The distorted image won’t work running her through facial recognition. He can’t trace her back to her car to get the license plate. Searching through the victim’s information and social media, he finds nothing. The mystery woman isn’t a friend or relative, from what he can see. She’s a ghost. If he can’t find her, he’ll have to draw her out.

      “What are you doing?” Fuentes’s voice booms from over his shoulder.

      “Combing through the records to see if there’s anything we missed. Any connections. Being thorough.”

      “Uh-huh.” Fuentes tosses a brown bag onto his own desk.

      Marek groans. “Did you have to get the smelliest thing on the menu?”

      “It’s curry.”

      “Eat it in the break room.”

      “Don’t change the subject.”

      “Huh?”

      Fuentes walks over to Marek’s desk and leans his butt against it. He crosses his arms over his chest. “You’re chasing that girl.”

      “She could know something.” Marek says it with a sharp voice. If he’s not careful, curiosity will distract him from the more important details of the case. And Fuentes knows it.

      “She’s a red herring.”

      “You don’t know that. She ran for a reason.”

      “And that reason could be meaningless.”

      “We don’t have other leads. It’s worth following this one.”

      “Fine. Have you tracked her down?”

      “No.”

      “Well, then, I guess that lead didn’t pan out. Let’s move on.”

      “Wait. I have an idea.”

      Fuentes sighs.

      Sometimes Marek’s creativity can be a real pain. He has the enthusiasm of a five-year-old, and when others reject his ideas, his crushed spirit plays hard on his face. He always hated about himself. There have been a few awkward meetings where he left disappointed, and his lieutenant could read it all over him. It makes him seem petty, like a poor sport.

      “What this time?” Fuentes looks up at the ceiling, only half paying attention, ready to poke holes in Marek’s plans. That’s not to say Fuentes is an unsupportive partner. He knows when Marek gets that look in his eye and an eager tone in his voice, he’s about to get roped into a hairbrained plan.

      “At the next crime scene, we watch for her. If she shows, we corner her.”

      “Wow, so you’ve already given up on us catching the murderer before he kills again?”

      “Come on, Fuentes.”

      “Okay, I’ll give this to you. But you’re not dragging me into it. You go chase this girl while I catch the killer.”

      Marek nudges him away from his desk, refusing to entertain the doubt. There’s something more to this mystery woman. His gut stirs.
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