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MEGAN

The blood on my scrubs had dried to a rust-brown crust by the time I clocked out.

Twelve hours. A four-car pileup on I-95, two codes, one successful, one not, and a seventeen-year-old who'd swallowed a bottle of her mother's Xanax because a boy named Tyler hadn't texted her back. She'd be forgotten by prom. She'd nearly died for him anyway. Welcome to the St. Catherine's ER on a Friday night.

I shouldered through the staff exit at 3:17 AM, the cold March air biting into my cheeks and down my collar. My feet ached. My lower back screamed. I had a lukewarm cup of vending machine coffee in one hand and my phone in the other, already scrolling through nothing, too tired to process words but too wired to stop.

The parking garage was three blocks away—the closest spot I could find when I'd arrived for my shift yesterday afternoon. Budget cuts meant no security escort after midnight anymore. I'd complained about it once at a staff meeting. Nothing changed.

I took the shortcut.

The alley behind the Moretti Building was narrow and poorly lit, service doors on one side, a loading dock on the other. I'd walked it a hundred times. Maybe two hundred. It shaved four minutes off my route, and at 3 AM after a shift that had hollowed me out, four minutes mattered.

I was thinking about the Xanax girl. Holding her hand after we'd pumped her stomach, telling her it would get better. I hoped I wasn't lying.

That's why I almost didn't notice the service door propped open.

It was never open. The Moretti Building was some kind of private financial firm—the type with no signage and tinted windows. That door was always shut, always locked, always dark.

Tonight, a thin wedge of light spilled out onto the concrete.

I should have kept walking.

Instead, I slowed. Some stupid, exhausted instinct. Maybe I thought someone needed help. Maybe I wasn't thinking at all.

Through the gap, I saw a freight elevator vestibule. Concrete floors, fluorescent lights, a black sedan parked where no car should be. Two figures standing beside it.

One I recognized.

Senator David Silverstein. I'd voted for him two years ago. Healthcare reform, education funding, anti-corruption task forces. His face was on a billboard three blocks from my apartment.

That face was currently twisted in terror, hands raised, mouth forming words I couldn't hear through the heavy door.

The other man stood with his back partially to me. Tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a suit that fit him like a second skin. His posture was relaxed. Casual, even. Like this was routine.

He raised his arm. I saw the gun.

"Please—" The senator's voice was muffled. "I have a family. I have—"

Two soft pops. Suppressed gunfire. Senator Silverstein crumpled, and the man in the suit caught him—actually caught him, almost gently—and lowered him to the ground.

Then he turned toward the door.

Our eyes met through the six-inch gap.

The coffee cup slipped from my fingers. It hit the concrete with a hollow crack that seemed impossibly loud.

His face. Sharp jaw, dark eyes, features that might have been carved from marble—beautiful and just as cold. He looked at me the way a surgeon looks at an X-ray. Assessing. Calculating. Not angry, not panicked. Just... processing.

He took a step toward the door.

My phone. I was still holding my phone. I turned and ran, and somewhere in the first ten feet, it flew out of my grip and skittered across the pavement into the dark. I didn't stop for it.

I don't remember most of the run—just flashes. My sneakers slapping concrete. The burn in my lungs. Knocking into a dumpster, nearly falling, catching myself on a wall that scraped my palm raw. I burst out onto Morrison Street and didn't stop.

I ran past the hospital. Past the bus stop where I sometimes waited when my car wouldn't start. Past the 24-hour bodega on the corner. I ran until I couldn't run anymore, and then I walked fast, looking over my shoulder every few seconds, expecting to see that black sedan pulling up beside me.

It never came.

By the time I reached my apartment building, my hands were shaking so badly it took three tries to get the main door open. Fourth floor, no elevator, and I took the stairs two at a time, my exhausted legs screaming in protest.

I stopped on the third-floor landing.

Just for a minute. Just to breathe. I braced my hands on my knees, gasping, heart slamming against my ribs. The fluorescent light above me buzzed and flickered. I watched a roach crawl along the baseboard and thought, very clearly: I just watched someone get murdered.

A senator. A United States senator.

Call the police. That was the obvious answer. I'd witnessed an assassination. This was the kind of thing you reported immediately, the kind of thing that would be all over the news by morning.

But the man had seen my face. My scrubs—St. Catherine's stitched right over my heart.

If he was connected enough to execute a senator in a private building and walk away calm, he was connected enough to find out which nurse had been in that alley.

I didn't have my phone. I'd dropped it. I needed to get inside, use my landline—did I still have a landline? Had I canceled it? I needed to sit down and figure out what to do.

I climbed the last flight of stairs slowly. My legs felt like wet sand.

At my door, I fished my keys from my pocket and let myself in.

The apartment was dark. I reached for the light switch out of habit.

Nothing happened.

For one long, stupid moment, I thought the bulb had burned out. I flipped the switch again. Nothing. Tried the lamp by the couch. Nothing.

Except—

I could see the glow of my neighbor's TV through the wall. Could hear the hum of their refrigerator through the thin drywall.

Their power was on.

Mine wasn't.

Something else. Something I'd noticed without noticing when I opened the door. A smell. Faint, expensive, wrong. Cologne. Not mine. Not anything I owned.

I should have run. Back into the hallway, screaming, pounding on Mrs. Patterson's door next door.

But my body had locked up, every muscle frozen, because I already knew what it meant. My body understood before my brain caught up.

A floorboard creaked in my bedroom.

"Close the door, Megan."

His voice came from the dark. Low, calm, almost pleasant. Like we were meeting at a party. Like he hadn't followed me home from a murder scene.

I didn't move.

"Close the door," he repeated, "or I'll have to visit the nice older woman in 4C. Patricia Patterson, sixty-eight years old. Hip replacement surgery last March. She's not as fast as you."

I closed the door.

"Lock it."

My hand found the deadbolt. Turned it. The click sounded like a gunshot in the silence.

He stepped out of the hallway and into the thin light bleeding through my window from the street below. The same sharp jaw. The same dark eyes. Up close, I could see more—a small scar through his left eyebrow, the shadow of stubble along his jaw, the way he moved like a man who'd never been surprised by anything in his life.

"Miss Megan Reilly," he said. "Night shift nurse. Employee of St. Catherine's for three years. Twenty-six years old. Lives alone. No security system. No boyfriend. Parents in Delaware, but you only call once a month." A pause. "You should call them more."

My back pressed against the door. "How—"

"I'm very good at my job." He said it without pride. Just fact. "Which brings us to our problem."

"I didn't see anything."

"We both know that's not true."

"I won't tell anyone. I swear to God, I—"

"You dropped your phone in the alley." He reached into his jacket, and I flinched, but he only pulled out my phone. My phone, in his gloved hand. He turned it over, examining it like a curiosity. "No password. Interesting choice for a woman who lives alone."

"Take it. Take whatever you want. I won't—"

"What I want," he said slowly, "is to understand why I'm standing here."

I blinked. "What?"

He tucked my phone back into his pocket and studied me the way he'd studied the phone. "I was supposed to kill you in that alley. Clean up the loose end. It's what I do." His head tilted slightly. "I followed you home instead. I cut your power. I waited in your bedroom for forty-three minutes. And now I'm having a conversation with you instead of doing my job."

My mouth went dry. "I don't—I don't understand."

"Neither do I." He took a step closer. "That's what makes this interesting."

I pressed harder against the door, as if I could phase through it. "Please. I have a life. I have—"

"A job you work too many hours at. An apartment with a leak in the bathroom ceiling you've reported three times. A cat that died last year that you still haven't replaced." His voice softened, just slightly. "I know everything about your life, Megan. I've been standing in it for the last hour."

I was going to throw up. Or pass out. Or both.

"So here's what's going to happen." He closed the distance between us until I could smell that cologne, could see the flecks of amber in his dark eyes. "You're going to come with me. Quietly. And you're going to stay alive for as long as I find you interesting."

"And when you don't?"

Something shifted in his expression. Not quite a smile. Not quite human.

"Let's hope we don't find out."

He reached past me and unlocked the door.

"After you."

I thought about screaming. About fighting. About making him kill me right here in my own apartment rather than following him into the dark.

But Mrs. Patterson was next door. Sixty-eight years old. Bad hip.

I opened the door.

I walked out.

I didn't look back.
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DOMINIC

Senator David Silverstein was supposed to die at 3:15 AM.

He died at 3:14. I've always been ahead of schedule.

The Moretti Building was mine for the night—a favor called in from someone who owed me more than favors could repay. Service entrance, freight elevator vestibule, no cameras, no witnesses, no variables. Silverstein's driver thought he was dropping the senator at a private meeting with a campaign donor. The driver was currently unconscious in his own trunk, parked six blocks away. He'd wake up with a headache and a gap in his memory. He'd never know how close he came to dying too.

Silverstein knew.

I watched him understand. It happened in stages—confusion when I stepped out of the shadows, recognition when he saw the gun, terror when he realized no one was coming to save him. Some men beg at this point. Others try to bargain. A few, the rare ones, accept it with something like dignity.

Silverstein was not one of the rare ones.

"Please." His voice cracked. Sweat beaded at his temples despite the cold. "I have a family. I have children. Whatever they're paying you, I can double it. Triple. Just—"

"Senator." I kept my voice even. "You've been taking money from Victor Laskin for six years."

His face went gray.

"You knew where that money came from," I continued. "You knew what he did with the girls he brought in."

"I didn't—I didn't know at first. I swear I didn't—"

"But you kept taking the money after you found out."

The Moretti Building was soundproof. No one heard the shots.

I caught him as he fell—old habit, bodies make noise when they hit concrete—and lowered him to the ground. Checked his pulse. Gone.

3:14 AM. Efficient. Professional. Done.

I was reaching for my phone to confirm the job when I heard it.

A soft crack. Plastic on concrete. Coming from the service door.

The door that should have been fully closed. The door that was now open six inches—Silverstein's handler must not have pulled it shut when they'd brought him in.

I turned.

She was frozen in the gap, one hand still raised toward the door she'd been about to push open wider—or slam shut. Bloody scrubs, the old brown kind that comes from a long shift rather than fresh violence. Dark hair escaping a messy ponytail. A face that was young but tired, pretty but not trying to be. A hospital logo embroidered over her heart. St. Catherine's.

A coffee cup at her feet, still rolling from the fall.

A witness.

Muscle memory. I was moving before I decided to move, stepping toward the door, hand tightening on the gun.

She ran.

I didn't chase her. That was my first mistake.

I stood there for four seconds—an eternity in my line of work—watching her disappear into the dark. Her footsteps faded, frantic and uneven. I had a clear line of sight. I had a suppressed weapon in my hand.

I didn't raise it.

Something had snagged in my chest when our eyes met. She hadn't screamed. Everyone screams. But she'd just looked at me—really looked, like she was memorizing my face—and then she'd run. Silent. Focused. Like she'd already decided screaming wouldn't save her.

It shouldn't have mattered. It did.

I told myself it was tactical. A shot outside, even suppressed, was a different risk than a shot in a soundproofed building. I needed to know who she was, whether she was already calling the police, whether this was about to become a much larger problem.

None of that explained the four seconds I'd stood there doing nothing.

I looked down at Silverstein's body. Back at the empty doorway. The coffee cup had stopped rolling, lid popped off, and luke-warm liquid pooling on the concrete.

Then I moved.

The alley beyond was narrow, poorly lit, leading out to Morrison Street. I followed her path, scanning the ground. Found her phone twenty feet out, screen still glowing in the shadows. She'd been using it when she ran—the screen was unlocked, her podcast app still open. Careless. Useful.

Megan Reilly. Twenty-six years old. Emergency room nurse, St. Catherine's Hospital, night shift. Her recent calls were mostly to the hospital and a contact labeled "Mom." Her photos were mundane—a gray cat in several of them, a birthday cake with twenty-five candles, a selfie with an older woman who shared her eyes. Her texts were sparse and practical.

Her address was in her medical app. Her driver's license smiled up at me from her insurance card.

I should have sent the information to my handler and let someone else handle this. That was protocol. That was simple.

Instead, I got in my car and drove to her apartment.

The building was old, poorly secured. The main door lock gave way with a credit card and thirty seconds of pressure. No doorman. No cameras in the stairwell. A stack of mail sat on a radiator by the entrance—bills, mostly. A large-print notice from a medical supply company addressed to:P. Patterson in 4C.

Her unit was 4B. Corner apartment.

She wasn't home yet.

I could have waited in the hallway. Taken her before she got her keys out—quick, efficient, done.

I picked her lock and went inside.

Her apartment was small. One bedroom, a cramped bathroom with a water stain on the ceiling, a kitchen that was really just a corner of the living room. It smelled like her—something floral beneath the antiseptic hospital scent that clung to everything. Lavender, maybe. Dryer sheets.

I found the circuit breaker in a closet and killed the power.

Then I moved through her space without touching anything.

Then I moved through it again, touching everything.

The cat in the photos was memorialized in a small urn on her bookshelf, a collar looped around it. The books were mostly paperbacks—thrillers, romance novels with shirtless men on the covers, a few nursing textbooks with cracked spines. Her refrigerator held leftover Thai food, a bottle of cheap wine, and not much else.

No photos with men. No second toothbrush. No men's jacket on the coat rack. No reason for anyone to come looking.

I stood in her bedroom and waited. Twenty-three minutes. I counted them.

Twenty-three minutes to think about what I was doing. To run through every possible explanation for why I was standing in a stranger's bedroom instead of reporting a compromised job and letting my handler send someone competent to fix it.

I came up with nothing.

The lock turned at 4:22 AM.

I heard her come in. Heard her hit the light switch once, twice. Heard the soft, confused pause as she processed the darkness.

I could have taken her then. Quick, silent, before she understood what was happening. She'd wake up somewhere else, and this would all be simpler.

But I wanted to see her face again. I wanted to understand what had made me hesitate in that alley.

The floorboard under my foot creaked.

"Close the door, Megan."

She froze. I couldn't see her expression from the bedroom, but I could hear her breathing change. Fast, shallow, afraid. A woman calculating her odds in real time. Finding none.

She didn't close the door.

I gave her a reason.

"Close the door, or I'll have to visit the woman in 4C. Patricia Patterson. Sixty-eight, from the look of her mail. I heard her moving around earlier, walker and all. She won't be hard to catch."

The door closed. The deadbolt clicked.

I stepped into the living room, into the thin light from the street, and watched her process me. Recognition first—she knew my face, would probably see it every time she closed her eyes for the rest of her life. Then fear, the animal kind.

But underneath that, something harder. Defiance she probably couldn't afford.

"Miss Megan Reilly," I said. "Night shift nurse. Employee of St. Catherine's for three years. Twenty-six years old. Lives alone. No security system. No boyfriend. Parents in Delaware, but you only call once a month." I paused. "You should call them more."

"How—" she started.

"I'm very good at my job."

Which brought me to the problem. The job I was very good at was the one I hadn't done. The one I was actively sabotaging by standing here, having a conversation, when I should be making her disappear.

"Which brings us to our problem," I said.

She tried to lie. Told me she hadn't seen anything, wouldn't tell anyone. Her voice shook, but her eyes stayed fixed on mine. Still defiant. Even now.

I pulled out her phone and showed it to her. Told her the truth—that I didn't understand why she was still breathing.

Her brow furrowed. Not relief. Something more like confusion. Like I'd handed her a puzzle she couldn't solve.

"So here's what's going to happen." I stepped closer. Close enough to see the pulse
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