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      Night belongs to vampires, but dawn ignites war.

      

      Neve Traxon and her vigilante team of vampires race against time to stop the merciless Infected Response Unit from imprisoning their kind in the inescapable quarantine zone. But when a vengeful group called the Followers rises from the ashes of their assassinated leader to turn unprecedented numbers of humans into vampires, they put the blood balance echelon on the brink of collapse.

      Neve must navigate fierce alliances, betrayals, and hidden agendas as she joins forces with rival factions to fight a war brewing on two fronts. When she plans a daring assault on the quarantine zone, the line between friend and foe blurs. Neve questions whether she can trust anyone, even those closest to her. Her deepening bond with Marek faces its ultimate test when he must choose between remaining human or embracing the very thing he once hunted.

      Can Neve stop the losses from piling too high, or will the looming war shatter the delicate balance between humans and vampires?

      In this heart-pounding adventure, Neve faces her toughest challenge yet. As the fate of vampires and humans hangs in the balance, she makes impossible choices that will determine the future of both species. With adrenaline-packed action and shocking twists, Cut Free delivers thrills that will leave you breathless.

      

      Cut Free is book 3 of the Web of Dwellers series by Tess Manchester.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

          LOS ANGELES

        

      

    

    
      A heartbeat fades. He lifts his mouth from the bloody neck and releases his grip on the man’s jacket as the body slumps to the concrete. Deep in the dark alley, no one witnesses the murder. He drags the body a few feet, then tosses it into a trash container. Powerful stenches of rotting food and grime waft into the air, churning his stomach. Inside the trash container, he shuffles the trash bags to hide the body, and closes the lid. Waste collection will take care of the body for him.

      The camera on his phone works well enough to check his appearance at night. He licks the blood from the corner of his mouth. As he leaves the alleyway, he adjusts his blazer and walks one block to a downtown hotel.

      A key card waits for him at the front desk in a sealed envelope labeled: Kent Ainsley. He takes the elevator to level twenty-one and uses the key card to enter a room not far down the hallway. The luxurious suite has a sectional couch in the living room and a dining room table for eight. Everyone has gathered at the table.

      Ainsley is the fourth headhunter to arrive. One more headhunter is yet to join. It’s rarely the same five headhunters in every meeting. They rotate to share the responsibilities and balance the roles they have in their own factions. Some would argue the headhunters should be their own faction with the amount of work they do, and they should monetize recruiting and vetting dwellers. Some say it would eliminate the perceived bias of the headhunters, as they clear anyone they want for their own factions or take all the top recruits. Others claim that if the headhunters were their own faction, it would lead to them being out of touch with the challenges the factions face day to day.

      All the headhunters dress in black suits, white button-downs, and no ties. The dress code facilitates them to play the part. They need to present themselves as a united front, a mysterious yet strong establishment.

      They wait ten minutes, making small talk about their factions, but the fifth headhunter doesn’t show. Ainsley checks his watch, reading after nine in the evening. They decide to begin the meeting without him.

      Ainsley takes a tablet out of his bag and pulls up a few files. He begins with recruitment requests for regulars who have specific skill sets the factions need. The factions want to turn regulars with certain qualifications into dwellers. The top professions in demand are lumberjacks, stuntmen, mercenaries, and software developers. Physically demanding jobs such as lumberjacks are always on the list because dweller abilities such as superior strength and healing make them more effective in those industries over regulars. Any jobs operating in isolation are consistently in demand, given dwellers can work remotely during odd hours and avoid the risk of exposing what they are. The headhunters will take these requests and scout for recruits across the country. Once they have a few promising candidates, they’ll pass them to the factions for consideration. When they decide on final choices, the headhunters will turn the chosen regulars into dwellers. If any of the candidates decide they don’t want to be infected, the headhunters will end their lives to maintain secrecy. After they distribute the recruited roles, Ainsley moves on to faction requests for clearance to turn specific regulars into dwellers.

      “Submitted for clearance, we have Marek Kaidan and Gail Lane. Prior law enforcement, current fugitives, on the run with dwellers being hunted by the Infected Response Unit. The request comes to us from Inez.” He looks up from the tablet, watching the other headhunters share discouraging looks. He knows what they are all thinking.

      “Inez left Infinity,” one headhunter says with tight lips and a sharp tone. “She doesn’t even have a faction anymore.”

      “Is she starting her own faction?” another headhunter asks.

      The headhunters break off into a conversation about how ridiculous it is to abandon the Infinity faction and try to start one’s own faction. They remark how absurd it is to build a faction when Inez is soon to die from the ancient blood—the deceased blood cocktail she was forced to drink as a consequence for turning Neve into a dweller without permission. The illness will wear down her body and kill her before a new faction would come to fruition. Ainsley forced Inez to drink the ancient blood as her punishment for turning Neve into a dweller without clearance. He’s in a position where he should recuse himself from the decision, or at least stick to the facts and not persuade the headhunters’ decision.

      “The request comes with backing from Sholeh of the Keepers,” Ainsley says in a delicate tone.

      The room quiets with a sharp silence. Sholeh’s ancient blood riddled with diseases courses through Inez’s veins. Is guilt the reason Sholeh backs Inez now? It had to be done. The rules are there to prevent chaos. The blood reserves are already lower than they’ve ever been with the growing numbers of dwellers.

      “It appears Inez and the as yet unaligned dweller Neve may join the Keepers faction.” Ainsley pauses to read the room. Neve is a troublemaker who has made herself a concerning influence over Inez, who used to be in good standing, and a high contributing member of the dweller world. Marek and Gail will bring more trouble. The headhunters could end them all to eliminate the risk.

      “We should grant Inez and Sholeh this wish,” Ainsley says, unable to help himself from speaking up. “It will send a message that Inez has atoned for her mistake. If we clear these two regulars, Neve is likely to join the faction, and we can remove the stigma in the community of her being unaligned. And after all, it’s Sholeh’s last wish. Let her have her legacy.”

      “Having Neve and these two regulars join the Keepers is Sholeh’s legacy?” a headhunter asks with disdain.

      “No, I believe Sholeh wants Neve to lead the Keepers when she’s gone,” Ainsley asserts.

      “Ludicrous,” the headhunter says.

      The headhunter to Ainsley’s left leans forward. “We can’t refuse Sholeh.” 

      “Can’t?” another headhunter questions.

      “Shouldn’t.”

      “If I may,” Ainsley interjects, “Neve, along with the Keepers, stopped the Priest, who was causing massive disruption to the blood balance. We’ve continued dipping into the blood reserve and it’s nearly depleted.”

      “I hear the Priest might still have dwellers out there continuing what he started. The Keepers should have engaged us to take care of it ourselves.”

      Ainsley shakes his head. “No, we all heard about the abductions. We all knew the threat was real. The Priest was out there and we did nothing about it. The Keepers did our job for us. We owe them.”

      “Ainsley is right,” the headhunter to his left says. “We should grant clearance for Marek Kaidan and Gail Lane as a gesture.”

      The energy in the room dissipates with a reluctant acceptance. Ainsley lets the air settle for a moment before declaring the decision.

      “Marek Kaidan and Gail Lane are granted clearance to become dwellers. Yes?” He looks around the room and each headhunter replies with their agreement.

      An explosion erupts.

      A jarring fireball blinds everyone. Debris shred the headhunters with chunks of drywall and sticks of furniture, splintering all over the hotel room. The precision of the blast is calculated.

      The fire alarm blares, making Ainsley’s ears ring. Fire rages on the curtains and the couch.

      Ainsley rolls onto his back and stares at the ceiling, not ready to face his own injuries or the room around him, given his world has fallen apart. He takes a staggered breath and coughs up blood. It’s not something that worries him. He will heal.

      His vision blurs as he scans the room, assessing the damage. The explosion flipped the table on its side and splintered into pieces with a headhunter draped over the jagged edge, piercing his stomach. Blood streams down the table onto the carpet.

      He glances beyond the table, finding another headhunter on the floor, regaining consciousness. The glass door to the balcony shattered with another headhunter half in and half out, and blood soaking into the carpet and pooling on the balcony. Alive or dead, he’s unsure.

      Ainsley sits up and climbs to his feet. Debris, dust, and blood cake his suit. He steps over the headhunter who has gained consciousness and grabs his arm to help him up. Out of the corner of his eye, a figure walks in through the door, which is still intact, being far enough away from the blast radius.

      The sudden noise of footsteps makes both Ainsley and the other headhunter jump. The intruder who enters is a young man in his early thirties.

      The intruder pulls a gun from his jacket and shoots the headhunter once in the head and twice in the chest. His body collapses and slides out of Ainsley’s arms. The intruder levels the gun at Ainsley. He dashes forward and bats the intruder’s arm to the side. When the gun fires, the bullet hits the carpet as Ainsley tackles him and they topple over.

      The headhunter who went through the window crawls over on his hands and knees. He pulls a shard of glass from his arm and stabs the intruder in the back. The intruder yelps, grabs the headhunter by the throat, pulls him closer, and breaks his neck. He looks at Ainsley, who remains still on his back on the floor.

      “Who are you?” Ainsley asks.

      “My name is Holden Wake. I’m a follower of the Priest. And we’re coming for all of you.”

      In a flash, Wake vanishes.

      Sirens carry from the streets to the room through the broken glass door of the balcony. Ainsley needs to disappear before emergency services arrive or the authorities, who would take him to the quarantine zone. He takes a last look at the destruction and his dead friends, and he knows what has to be done.

      He takes his phone from his pocket, dials a number, then waits. The person on the other end of the line picks up after two rings.

      The pit of Ainsley’s stomach churns as he says, “Enact restoration protocols.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

          CHICAGO, MEANWHILE

        

      

    

    
      Neve peers through the windshield, observing a Department of Homeland Security field office across the road. An empty parking lot, save for a security vehicle parked on the side of the building, surrounds the small standalone office with all the lights off inside. Everyone has gone home, and no one is straggling behind working at this late hour.

      Neve turns to Marek in the passenger seat. “This guy ever going on a perimeter check?”

      “Patience,” Marek replies.

      Neve leans back, propping her elbow on the door and resting her head on her palm. Her breath fogs the window. On this stakeout, waiting for an opportunity to gather information on the quarantine zone, gives her a taste of melancholy from her private investigation days before the Infected Response Unit sent them into hiding. Now the Keepers have provided refuge. Day by day, they prove to Neve not all factions are ruthless like Infinity. Some factions strive for communities who do good despite being tangled in this perilous web of dwellers.

      Marek scratches the back of his head, then smooths out his tie. “Once we snatch these blueprints, you know what it’ll show?”

      “What?”

      “We’re going to need help.”

      “We have help from the Keepers.”

      “Ollie and Dalton aren’t enough.”

      “Lynn and Bailey.”

      Marek shakes his head. “They don’t have a clue what they’re doing.”

      “Ollie’s training them.”

      “They won’t be ready in time. Maybe they’ll never be fit. If we bring them on the mission, they’ll put themselves and us in danger. They’ll get in the way.”

      Neve sighs.

      Marek continues, “And Inez will be difficult.”

      “What does that mean?” Neve looks at him, bracing to defend her.

      “It’s a miracle she survived Holden Wake when he shoved her off that roof. She’s trying to mask it, but she’s becoming weaker every day.”

      Neve rolls down the window, letting in crisp, cool air. A chill rushes through her body. Even while Inez struggled to recover from the horrific fall, it was tough getting her to admit the ancient blood was killing her. Neve imagines trying to sideline Inez from rescuing the captured dwellers in the quarantine zone. Even for her own safety, Inez would be offended if they treated her like an incapable regular. The betrayal would be met with rage.

      “No way she’ll sit this out,” Neve claims. “She’ll demand to be there with everyone during the strike.”

      “I know. I’m saying we need a stronger team than what we have.”

      “Okay. What do you suggest?”

      Marek turns to her and locks eyes.

      “No.”

      “They have the skills we need for an assault on the quarantine zone.”

      “No.”

      “The reason you and Inez procured the weapons was because of Infinity’s connections. If we team up with Infinity, we’ll have a better chance.”

      Neve groans. “I thought you hated Infinity and Jack. Besides, Jack will require compensation. He won’t help because it’s the right thing to do.”

      “So what? We see what he wants and decide then. Come on, Neve. We can’t do this alone. We’ll be crushed.”

      Neve leans forward in her seat. A uniformed security guard walks out of the DHS field office and strolls around the building for a perimeter check.

      After he’s out of sight, Neve taps Marek’s leg. “Go, go.”

      Marek puts in earbuds, gets out of the car, and sprints across the street.

      Neve gets a three-way call going with Marek and Dalton. Dalton dials in remotely.

      “Get ready,” Neve says.

      Marek steps up to the main entrance of the DHS field office. “Now,” he whispers into his earpiece.

      “Any second,” Dalton’s voice replies.

      The security guard comes into view, striding to the front of the building.

      “Dalton, we need that door open now,” Neve growls.

      The red light on the security panel goes green. Marek pulls the door handle and disappears inside the building.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      Marek sneaks into the lobby and slinks by a bay of desks with offices lining the walls. He kneels to pick the lock of an individual office. Once he gets it unlocked, he shuts the door behind him and sits at the desk. He turns on the monitor. The light from the screen stings his eyes in the dark. He dims it to the lowest setting.

      “I’m at the computer.”

      “Just a minute. I’m hacking it,” Dalton says over the earbuds.

      Moments drag by. Marek looks out the glass wall, expecting the security guard to return any second.

      Dalton reads off a username and password. Marek types them in and unlocks the account. The desktop loads. He launches the IRU database and records system. If it wasn’t for Amelia Collins quizzing Tony Fuentes while she shadowed him at his job for a few days, they never would have gotten this far. Fuentes promised to endorse her if she applies as an IRU agent. He didn’t know she was using him for information.

      After a quick search, Marek finds blueprint files for the quarantine zone. It’s what they need to plan an assault. He takes a flash drive from his pocket and inserts it into the USB port. The computer doesn’t recognize it. He tries another port. Nothing. He pulls a backup flash drive out of his pocket and tries it. It doesn’t work either.

      “It’s not working. Looks like they disabled the USB ports.”

      Neve sighs over the comms. “Probably so employees can’t take records out.”

      Marek tries email, but they’ve blocked all the standard sites too. The blueprint file sizes are too big to email, anyway. Cloud storage sites prove inaccessible. FTP is a bust. He slams his fist on the desk.

      “I’m out of options here.”

      “Maybe use your phone to take photos of the blueprints on the computer screen?”

      “That will take too long.”

      A shadow spills across the floor outside the office.

      Marek ducks under the desk.

      “Marek?” Neve says in his ear.

      He stays low and glances around the corner of the desk. There’s no more movement. The security guard must have gone back to the lobby. He waits for a few more moments to be sure. The shadows on the carpet around the bay of desks stay motionless.

      “Marek?”

      “I’m here,” he whispers. “We have to move fast.”

      “Let Dalton take over the computer. He needs the computer name and IP address.”

      “On it.”

      In properties, he finds the computer name and reads it in a low voice. He opens a cmd prompt to grab IP configuration. He relates the IP address it returns. A few moments later, the mouse starts moving around on screen. Dalton goes into the settings but they are grayed out, preventing modification. He goes into user permissions and forces his way into write access to change the settings and enable the USB ports.

      “Try now,” Dalton says.

      Marek inserts a flash drive, and this time the computer recognizes the device. He exhales. The mouse is back in his control. He drags the blueprint files onto the flash drive. While he waits for the files to transfer, he pokes around in the database and skims various records, looking for anything else useful. He opens a personnel folder. Dr. Bertrand’s name sends a jolt reverberating through his limbs. Payback is welcome for the torture Dr. Bertrand put Neve through.

      A message pops up on-screen alerting him the files have finished copying. Now he has to figure a way out with a security guard hanging around.

      As he’s about to snag the flash drive, another folder captures his attention. He clicks inside. It’s a list of cured dwellers and their profiles. Better still, it provides their current addresses and contact information. These dwellers could add a layer of intel to their assault plans on the quarantine zone. They could describe the security and other personnel along with what they do when and what weapons they have.

      “Marek, did you get the blueprints?” Neve asks.

      “Yes. There’s more here, though. I’m going to copy a few more files.”

      “Hurry,” she warns.

      Marek copies the files over until the flash drive runs out of space. Good thing he brought the backup flash drive. The personnel files containing background information on the security personnel are too valuable to leave behind. He snags the flash drive from the side of the monitor and his hand knocks over a coffee mug, spilling pens sitting in it.

      “What’s that? What happened?” Neve asks.

      Marek scoops the pens back into the coffee mug. The lights outside the office turn on. He grabs the flash drives, signs out of the computer, then ducks under the desk.

      The door opens.

      Footsteps come closer.

      Marek hears clothes ruffling, and the sound of a pen drops into the mug on the desk. A pen must have fallen on the floor, the noise causing him to investigate.

      Silence. The guard must suspect an intruder. Marek doesn’t want to hurt him. He’s just a guy doing his job. He also doesn’t want DHS to find out someone hacked their system and stole their files. This stealth mission can’t become compromised. Now they might piece together they are targeting the quarantine zone.

      Marek slides his hand into his pocket and pulls out a pen. As he climbs out from under the desk, he bumps his head on the desk on purpose.

      “Ouch!”

      The security guard jumps back. “Whoa!”

      “Oh!” Marek says with a gasp. “You startled me.” He puts a hand on his chest across his heart and takes a breath. “Whew.”

      “You almost gave me a heart attack. What are you doing in here?”

      “Just wrapping up some late-night work. I’m backed up from being on vacation.” Marek reaches over and drops the pen in the cup. The guard’s eyes trace his movement. Conclusions draw across his face with suspicion lingering. He hasn’t bought the story.

      If he worked security during the day, he would recognize everyone in this office and everyone would know him. But he’s working the night shift. It stands to reason he would know the night owls. That he hasn’t reached for his phone or his sidearm is encouraging.

      “I didn’t see you come in,” he says.

      “Didn’t see you either. I was getting tired, but I’m wide awake now.” Marek adds a hearty laugh.

      “You’re telling me!”

      “Well, I’m all finished. Time to go get some rest.”

      The security guard nods. He turns to walk out and stops. He studies the picture on the sidewall of an older, white-haired man with a medal around his neck. Marek watches him study the photo. The gears start turning. The man in the photo is not Marek. Will he go for his gun first or his radio?

      “That’s Dad.” Marek looks at the photo with admiration. The guard’s eyes shift to him. “Following in his footsteps, you know?”

      The guard nods and walks to the lobby. Marek follows behind. He pulls out his phone and orders a luxury ride share so it doesn’t look suspicious getting picked up in a rental car by some random woman at another business across the street.

      “Where’d you park?” the guard asks over his shoulder. “I didn’t see your car out there.”

      “My driver should be here any minute.”

      “Oh,” he replies in a higher pitch. “Fancy.”

      “Don’t want to fall asleep driving this late.” Marek refrains from watching the status of the car on his phone as they wait to avoid small talk. At last, headlights drive up the parking lot. “Have a good night.”

      Marek walks outside, relieved to see the driver open the door for him. It’s a detail that would have otherwise been a red flag. He asks the driver to take him to a random house a couple of blocks away, then calls Neve to pick him up.
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          THE NEXT EVENING

        

      

    

    
      Inez lathers on expensive lotions, hyaluronic serums, and potent creams when she wakes and before she sleeps to fight against deterioration and tighten her skin. It’s a rigorous routine keeping her from showing the rapid age and deterioration caused by the ancient blood attacking her system. Once per week, she sneaks away for a professional facial and various treatments such as oxygen, LED, radio frequency, and microdermabrasion to maintain her appearance.

      Sometimes she slips to the gym, struggling to keep herself in shape as her body becomes feeble. The ongoing blood transfusions give her short-lived energy boosts. The routine diminishes the fine lines, wrinkles, and evens her skin tone. At least she hopes it has, and it’s not all in her head.

      Holden Wake pushing her off that roof was the closest she’s come to death. Smashing onto the concrete plagues her like a phantom. She remembers how her bones shattered, and how her body deflated as the blood poured out.

      The terror in Neve’s eyes shook her the most. It’s shameful having Neve and the Keepers see her vulnerable in shambles on the sidewalk. She’s supposed to be experienced, strong, and capable.

      What kind of dweller can’t take care of herself?

      After the encounter with Holden Wake, it took several days to heal. No one asked questions at first, not even Neve, as puzzling as it was. Ollie had kept her promise of not telling anyone about Inez’s ancient blood infection. Neve confronted Inez once she was back to whatever normal is fighting with a terminal disease.
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