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The young boy woke with a start and raced for the door. The floor creaked and moaned with his footfalls as the terror of the dream tracked his every movement. Opening the door a crack, he saw a stream of light from the reading lamp in his parents’ room. 

His father read the newspaper, always a day behind thanks to a tireless work schedule. His hair was dotted gray at the temples, receding inch by inch every year. A mark of survival, he joked whenever the comment flew from neighbors and friends. No one understood his life—their lives. Not when the doors closed and the locks were in place.

At the sound of the pattering steps, the middle-aged man wearing horn-rimmed glasses sighed and closed the paper. The shadow of the boy ran in the slit of the doorway.

“Bad dream again?” he grumbled, his voice a whisper to keep his wife from waking. The man staggered from his bed, slippers in place to protect his feet from the cold of the hardwood floors. It also created a buffer from more noise in the room. She needed her sleep. Another illness kept her bedridden. He respected her need just as she had his own over the years. 

The door opened and the man, tall and proud, peered down on the boy. His father was clean-cut and lean, a hidden physicality he attempted to pass along to his waif of a son. The boy’s head nodded, the terror hovering in his eyes. 

“Yes.”

His father guided him back to his room and closed the door behind him. “Come on.”

The boy ran back to the bed and jumped in. He pulled the covers up to his head and settled on the pillow. His father joined him along the edge, following his movements with exacting eyes. It was the same cold stare he carried all day, every day. 

“What was it this time?” he asked the child, hidden under the rocket-ship sheets.

“Ghosts,” the boy mumbled, ashamed and scared to give the nightmare voice. “They came through the window and I tried to run, but the monster in the closet stopped me and I—”

“Hey,” his father stopped him, then lowered his voice. “Hey, now. You know what I’m going to say, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” his son groaned. “Monsters aren’t real. Ghosts don’t exist.”

“Exactly.”

The same cop-out. The nightmares felt real. They took hold and never stopped, trailing his every thought, marking every shadow in the room despite the Superman nightlight his mother had bought him for his birthday.

“But, Dad—”

“No. No more of that,” his father said in a sharp tone. Deep eyes in the dark pierced the young man and silenced the argument before it could occur. There was no point. His father was right, always and completely, no matter the subject. “Listen to me, kiddo. I’m a cop. I know what I’m talking about.”

“This isn’t—”

“Ben,” his father said. “I’ve seen monsters, and they don’t have sharp claws and fangs. They also don’t hang out in closets, especially this one. And ghosts? Ben, it’s time to put away those thoughts. The world doesn’t work on wonder and imagination, but through hard work and determination. You can be so much more. You just have to stop being afraid.”

“I’m not like you,” Ben replied, arms across his chest and lips in a pout. “I don’t know how to be strong like you.”

“You’ll figure it out, Ben. I promise you that.” His father left the comfort of the bed and finished tucking him under the sheets. “I’ll be there to help you become the man I know you can be. The man I hope you’ll be.”

“You think I can?” his son said, his eyes heavy and the pillow welcoming him. “I can be like you someday?”

“You’ll be better than me. I promise.” His father ran his hand through Ben’s hair and smiled—a rare treat, one always hidden away behind responsibility and duty. “Now I need you to get some sleep and remember what I said.”

“Right,” the boy said with a yawn. “Ghosts aren’t real, and monsters don’t exist.”

His father nodded, heading for the door. His words were soft and lost on the wind as Ben Riley drifted off to sleep. “Not here, kiddo. Not while I’m around.”
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Sleep shunned Ben. It taunted him, his eyes heavy from the late hour. Every chance he had, every opportunity to rest, sent his mind reeling. He beat against his pillow, and he screamed into the sheets, begging for a moment’s peace from the long night.

Still, rest eluded him—too many questions plagued Ben, too much second-guessing followed by thirds and fourths like an all-you-can-eat buffet of doubt and recriminations. All were centered on a single event, one he hadn’t taken part in, yet continued to pay for because of his recruitment to the mysterious covert agency known as the DSA.

The death of Jacob Grissom.

He left the comfort of his bed in defeat. The file remained squarely on the desk residing in his spare room. He clicked on the small lamp on the thin tabletop. The file beamed under the spotlight, burning a hole in his mind and begging him for answers.

None came. What could he think? When he read the pages, the operation detailed the man’s fall so clearly from the perspectives of all involved that only one conclusion could be made: Susan Metcalf had let the man die.

The decision was hers, the choice to leave him behind when the field team had begged for a second chance to save their colleague and friend. She stopped them—the operation had been a success. One man paid the price to save hundreds, possibly thousands from Blake’s virus hitting the streets.

To the rest of the Department of Special Assignments, the cost was too great, as well as unnecessary. Greg Sullivan, the newly installed deputy director, believed it to be the case, going one step further even to call Metcalf a murderer. He claimed that her actions were from jealousy, of a fear of losing her position to Grissom. His death had protected her livelihood.

Ben opened the window to the apartment, the frigid air shocking him awake. He grabbed his button-down shirt, casually discarded to the floor during his late-night reading, and slipped it on. The thin fabric did little to warm him in the winter chill ripping through the seventh-floor apartment. 

Could it have been true? Was Metcalf capable of premeditated murder, sending Grissom to his death with an unnecessary secondary objective? Had she sabotaged the operation from the start, alerting Blake to their presence before the team had made their move? 

Sullivan believed it to be true. His own motivations, however, were suspect. He wanted Metcalf gone, removed from the DSA. He had something to gain by drawing Ben to his side, but how much of the tale was true? Why did Ben still doubt any of his accusations considering what he’d spent the night reading?

Yet doubts remained. Metcalf had recruited Ben, saved him from a jail sentence. The world had buried him in the dark yet she’d offered a fresh start—a second chance to make something of his life. 

Why him? He assumed she’d followed his case and recognized something in him. Now that he knew she had been watching him for years, that assumption rang false. She had followed his career, operatives tracking his every move at times. Why? How far did her involvement go? Was she behind the circumstances of his setup? Had she coerced Horace Waters into ruining his career, exiling him from his home and his friends?

“Dammit!” 

Ben rubbed his eyes, resting along the frame of the open window. Nothing made sense. Every thought blurred, bleeding colors along a canvas of shadow. Sullivan or Metcalf? Who was right? Who was wrong?

Did Ben have a choice in the matter?

Sullivan made it clear he didn’t. The threat layered beneath his subtle manipulations during their impromptu meeting the previous day spoke to the lack of options for Ben. He could either side with Sullivan and spy on Metcalf’s every move, or enjoy a prison sentence. 

Prison wasn’t sounding so bad anymore. 

Maybe he deserved the sentence after all this time. He had never been the best cop, never lived up to the potential his father demanded. When Waters had framed him, when he’d faced a jury of his peers, perhaps they had seen the truth better than he ever could. 

A scream cut across the gap outside. Ben’s bloodshot eyes snapped awake, scanning the adjacent corridors of the Edgemont Apartment building. One floor up, directly overlooking his unit, was an open window. A shadow raced against the glass, and lights flickered in a dim glow.

Ben’s brow creased and he pushed away from the sill. It wasn’t his concern. No, only the file resting on his desk mattered—and the lack of options left to him on both sides of the argument.

He could leave Bethesda and the DSA. Run and never look back. It was a chance to start again, this time making every decision on his own. He could live the life he had always wanted—not that he knew what that might be. Not that he’d ever known what he wanted in life. He had spent so long fighting against the darkness of his father’s incredibly long shadow that Ben had never had the chance to figure out his own path. Maybe it was time to start.

The scream returned, loud and shrill. Pained agony stretched the gap from the single open window across the way. Ben raced from the desk to the sill. What the hell was he thinking? Was he so far gone he could ignore a cry for help? 

Never.

Ben pulled his shirt across his chest and blitzed for the living room. His badge sat on the partition separating the living room from the kitchen, and he slipped it into his pocket without pause. Then he grabbed his sidearm from the holster hanging on the mantel. The cartridge dislodged; there was a full complement ready and waiting. He slammed it back in place, then chambered a round. 

Barefoot and cold while his over-sized pajama bottoms caught against the heels of his feet, Ben started for the door to his apartment. He yanked it from the frame for the shadows of the hall. Ben took a sharp breath, then raced into the darkness once more—hoping it wouldn’t swallow him whole.
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Thought escaped him. Seconds ticked by though it felt like an eternity. The world silenced around him. Ben was grateful for the reprieve, content to have something to do instead of mull over his options, despite the growing weariness in his bones. 

The flight of stairs to the eighth floor of the Edgemont faded behind him. His bare feet slid along the stained carpet of the corridor. Dim lights ran along the center of the ceiling. Ben blinked rapidly, resisting the heaviness of his eyes. The cold metal of the Ruger sent a chill along his arm. He held the weapon tight to his side. Despite the emptiness of the hall, Ben took each step slower than the last. Each door remained closed and each shadow caught on his periphery was his own. 

When a door opened to his left he nearly opened fire on instinct. An elderly woman with rollers in her hair and thick glasses staggered from her apartment. Her eyes thinned at the sight of him and his weapon. Never stopping, never backing away, the woman raised a frying pan at him, ready to swing. 

Ben lowered the gun and tucked it in his waistband. He opened his badge for her, though her attention was elsewhere. Her gaze trailed down from his awkward smile to his bare chest.

“Great,” Ben muttered, attempting to close his shirt. He continued down the hall. As he passed her, a needy paw pinched his ass. “Hey!”

The woman chuckled, the pan holstered under her arm. She licked her lips slowly, hand to the frame of her apartment. Her words were rapid mumbles, the language foreign and incomprehensible to the exhausted agent. 

Ben nodded politely as he backed away from her creeping hand. Before he could respond, a wrenching sound echoed down the corridor. Wood cracked, once then twice in quick succession, before shattering. When he turned back to the woman, her door was closed and the chain lock was sliding into place. 

Swiping at his eyes, Ben rounded the corner for the far side of the building. The third door on the left was exposed. The heavy oak had been snapped at the lock. It hammered against the back wall, unable to make the return trip to the frame. Splinters were scattered inside the hall of the apartment and right outside. The intruder’s footprints were clearly marked through the debris.

Hand to the door to keep it in place, Ben entered the apartment. His gun led the way. No more screams guided him. The aid was no longer necessary to track its origin point. 

The domicile matched his own, reversed because of its location in the building. Just inside the entrance was a small hallway. Green carpeting ran throughout. The bathroom was tucked on the right and the door was open a crack. Ben edged the door back. He caught his reflection in the mirror. 

I look like crap.

He cleared the room quickly, then wheeled down the hall for the rest of the apartment. Opposite the bathroom was the kitchen, which bled into the main living space of the two-bedroom unit.

Dishes were stacked in the sink, one plate, a coffee cup, silverware, and a wine glass. The wrapper of the microwave meal peeked from the lidless trash in the corner. It looked like a lonely night in, matching most of his when not in the field for the DSA. 

A single occupant clearly lived there. Female, from what he could tell from the decorations. Candles sat along the counter. A bright pink sweatshirt hung over the lounger in the corner of the living room. 

The place looked newly furnished, the couches factory fresh. Someone new to the area? Their first apartment?

Speculation fell behind the sound of heavy breathing in the living room. Away from the couches dotting the space on the left-hand side lay a woman along the carpet. She stared up at the ceiling. Gaping lips of ruby red and deep, recessed green eyes welcomed him to their emptiness. Thin, black locks of hair were scattered underneath her, spreading like a fan along the ground. 

No wounds were visible, and no blood spread beneath her along the recently installed carpet. At least not that Ben noticed. His focus was locked on the pair of hands pressing with all their might between her breasts.

A figure knelt close to her body. His wrinkled shirt and moppy brown hair obscured Ben’s view of the victim.

“Don’t move!” Ben shouted, awake to the situation at last. He raised his sidearm, maintaining a safe distance from the man looming over the deceased in the room. “Hands where I can see them!”

The man’s arms fell limply to his sides, the heavy breathing from the act of supplying CPR to the dead woman slowly fading. He turned to face Ben, hands spread to show their emptiness. 

“This looks kinda bad, doesn’t it?”
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This is bad, isn’t it? 

Zac Modine leaned along the edge of the bed and ran his hand through his hair. His eyes refused to focus, and the shadows in the room were thick like tar—surrounding him in the unfamiliar space. The phone rattled in his hand, though he wasn’t sure if it was nerves or exhaustion as he held it tight to his ear.

“No... Listen,” he whispered into the phone. Water ran in the background and he tossed the comforter aside, then dangled his legs along the side of the mattress. “I’m the one who should be apologizing. It’s been... it’s been busy at work. I keep losing track of the time.”

He covered the speaker and let out a long breath. His heart pounded in his ears. The clock beamed 5:23 in bright red letters. Each incessant tick condemned him for his betrayal of the woman on the other end of the call.

Her words were quiet and accepting—questioning, yet patient. More patient than he deserved, considering the sharpness of his own tone. 

“You know I can’t talk about work,” he replied, sweaty fingers slipping from the cell phone speaker. “It’s nothing, Claire. No, I know. I said I would, so I—”

The water turned off and he could hear the pitter-patter of footsteps from the door behind him. Humming from inside the bathroom boomed in his ears. He tucked the phone closer. His forehead was drenched.

“What?” His voice cracked at the question. He didn’t hear her, couldn’t make out the sound of her words. Each inflection caught in his thoughts, accusing him without saying a single thing.

“They’re coming for dinner?” His in-laws. He hadn’t made the time to see them in weeks, even though they lived five minutes away from Zac’s small home outside the city. He hadn’t made the time to see anyone other than those at work. The DSA acted both as a home and place of employment with each passing day. It still felt that way despite his questioning attitude and his growing doubts thanks to Metcalf’s actions. 

He loved his work. He loved... well, that was the question, wasn’t it?

“I’ll be there,” he lied, wondering how long he had left on the call. There was a lack of movement beneath the frame of the bathroom door. “I’ll talk to my boss about it.”

Zac swiped at his forehead, trying to mop up the layers of sweat. He ran his hands through the sheets, twisted and unraveled at the corners of the bed. His mind flashed, lost to the night.

“Zac? Are you okay?” Claire’s voice called to him, begged for him to return to the conversation. He heard someone else calling his name, repeating the word louder and louder. “Zac?”

“Huh?” he responded, blinking away the memory. “Did you say something?”

“I said I love you, goof,” his wife declared. 

“Yeah, I... Yeah...” Zac muttered. “I have to go, Claire. Tell Alex I... Right. When he gets up. I’ll be home when I can.”

The phone fell silent, dropped from his slick palm to the ground below. He had almost said it, the instinct taking over all common sense. I love you too. Such a simple phrase, one used daily over the course of their six years together. He had almost said it again, as if it was all the same, as if he hadn’t changed everything in their dynamic.

As if his clothes were not lying in a pile at the side of someone else’s bed.

What was I thinking? The clock continued to tick away the minutes loudly. He hadn’t been home in two days. The call was as much routine as the phrase that repeated itself in the back of his mind. It was one he couldn’t say, not without more regret—not without the guilt that came from staring at the pile of discarded clothes or his naked body reflected in the mirror.

Steps slid closer. A shadow slipped from the adjacent bathroom. Steam billowed against her ebony frame. She melded with the darkness and her soft flesh danced to the mattress like a cat. Hands ran along his back and over his shoulders, nails digging playfully into his skin. 

Zac kicked at the phone to hide it under his clothing. He buried it as easily as his conversation with Claire so he could focus on the room for the first time since his companion left for the shower. 

Morgan Dunleavy grinned devilishly behind him, her teeth beaming in the mirror. Her body was like a furnace against his back. It burned him to the core. He didn’t move, letting it happen. 

Her lips caressed his neck. She nibbled at his ear. “We still have some time.”

He turned in surprise, meeting her kiss. Zac melted in her arms. “Morgan...”

“Shhh. Isn’t this what you want?”

He had never expected this. When he’d assisted in reconnecting her with her family, ending her self-exile, Zac had never wanted anything in return. He had merely been looking out for a co-worker, as he would anyone in the agency, wasn’t he? 

No, Morgan was more than a colleague in his eyes and she recognized it in his actions. In her thank you, the kiss that took his breath away. And in her offer later that night.

He had meant to say no. He wanted to walk away, to be the dutiful husband and dedicated father. Instead, he had accepted the invitation to her place, where he’d gotten lost in her eyes, her hands, her body.

“Zac?” she asked, the question on her lips once more. “Isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

Her smile grew. She pulled him close and her heat swallowed him whole. He burned with her and for her all in one. He tried to resist, tried to fight
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