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CHAPTER 1
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He was in that dark place again.  It was where he went too often as of late.  Bill and Jessica were there too in this nightmare which took him back to the dark warehouse during that horrible night.  Shots were being fired at him, and he quickly ducked behind a wooden crate.  Sam saw Bill take several rounds and go down before he was able to get off a few more shots.  He knew Jess was behind him somewhere across the room.  He couldn’t see her, but he heard the impact of the bullets hitting her and her grunt as she fell.  Then Sam felt his own pain as he took bullets in his arm and upper shoulder and felt the cold concrete floor as he fell.  His last thoughts before he lost consciousness were that they had been ambushed, and God hadn’t done anything to stop it from happening.

––––––––
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“Sam.”  

Someone had hold of his shoulders and was shaking him.  “Sam, honey.  You have to wake up.  It’s just a dream.  Come on, Sam, wake up.”

He slowly opened his eyes and stared at his wife, Julie, even though in his mind he was still living the nightmare.  After a few seconds, he realized it was the same dream he’d had almost every night for the past two weeks.  He groaned and slowly pulled himself up to sit up on the edge of the bed where he dropped his head into his hands.  

The nightmares.  Would they ever stop?

“Are you okay, Sam?” Julie asked quietly in the dark bedroom.  Sam could feel her hand gently rubbing his back as if to offer him comfort.

He grunted and got out of bed and padded barefoot to the bathroom where he splashed cold water on his face.  He breathed in gulps of air and tried to stop the shakes that always took over his body after one of these spells.  Sam hated this feeling of not being in control.  He loathed reliving the shootout in his dreams practically every night.  Everyone kept telling him he needed to talk more to the shrink at the Bureau about it and that would help, but he’d tried, and so far it hadn’t done any good.  It seemed the more he talked to the psychiatrist, the more it made him feel like the event had just happened.  He didn’t need any help replaying the scene over and over in his head.  His nightly dreams accomplished that just fine.

As he stared at the reflection in the mirror of the man he had become, he closed his eyes in frustration.  He wanted the panic attacks, the anxious feelings, and the nightmares to end, but he didn’t know what to do to make them go away.  He felt like he was losing his mind.

******
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The next morning, Julie Morgan stood in front of the kitchen stove, turning over strips of sizzling bacon in the frying pan while watching almost-two-year-old Samantha nibble on a piece of toast.  In between her tiny bites, the little one chattered practically nonstop.  Too bad Julie a/k/a Mommy didn’t have a clue what she was saying most of the time.  But to Julie, the little voice sounded like music.  She loved to hear her little girl talk—although right now she was supposed to be eating.

Julie looked around their kitchen, enjoying the sight of the abundant sunshine pouring through the sparkling clean windows over the sink.  The first time Sam and she had looked at this house with the realtor, Julie had fallen in love with the little bungalow, particularly the kitchen.  With room enough for a table in the kitchen, shiny hardwood floors, and plenty of windows, it was a joy to spend her days here.  And although this house was much larger, it reminded Julie a great deal of her first little rental house.  She had loved that house too.

“Are you drinking your juice too, Samantha?  Please drink your juice like a good girl.”

“’mantha, good girl,” Samantha parroted back.

Julie looked at her daughter and felt a love in her heart she had never thought she would know—the love of a mother for her child.  What a joy Samantha was!  Sam and Julie knew their little girl was a precious gift from God. She was growing way too fast and was at that age where she repeated everything she heard.   Julie smiled as she watched her daughter take a sip from her cup and look up at her mother and grin.  Julie had so hoped there would be another baby in the Morgan house by now, but so far it hadn’t happened.  She and Sam wanted more children, and she was praying it would become a reality soon.  She couldn’t help but think how wonderful it would be to have a miniature Sam running around the house. 

Turning her attention back to the frying pan full of bacon, her mind drifted to her husband, Sam.  She was worried about him—very worried.  He’d been having nightmares for weeks, ever since the shootout when he and the other members of his team, Jessica Thorne and Bill Parker, were all injured.  Thankfully, Sam hadn’t been injured seriously, but the other two agents hadn’t been as fortunate.  Jess had been shot in the leg in two places and was still in rehab.  Bill had also been shot in the leg and his neck and had almost died.  He was going to be all right, but for a time it was touch and go.  Bill was also going through extensive rehab.  Sam had taken their injuries to heart and for some unknown reason, he seemed to blame himself.  She didn’t know if the powers that be at the Bureau were aware of it, but she knew Sam hadn’t been the same ever since it had happened.

Samuel Clement Morgan was a Special Agent in the FBI—the Federal Bureau of Investigation—and had been for almost fifteen years.  He and his field team, Jessica Thorne and Bill Parker, worked together to find and bring to justice criminals that dealt in drug trafficking, money laundering, cybercrime, and a myriad of other crimes.  They took their mission to go after the bad guys very seriously.  Julie had first-hand experience with exactly how earnestly they took their work.

It was through the FBI that Julie and Sam had met four years earlier, although they didn’t share the actual details of their meeting with anyone.  That had been another life and Julie had been another person.  While they were dating, Julie had continued to work at her job at the Bureau a little more than a year, then quit shortly after they married when she found out she was pregnant with little Samantha.  It was hard to believe they had been married for three years and now had little Samantha.  Julie really enjoyed being a stay-at-home mom, and she knew Sam was happy to have both his girls safely at home when he returned from a busy and often dangerous job.

Sam never talked about his work with Julie, which was okay with her.  Julie was well aware of the danger and evil things of the world he had to face every day.  She didn’t need him to remind her.  Her daily prayer was that God would keep him and his team safe, and God had done so until that fateful day two weeks earlier when she had received the phone call telling her Sam had been shot.  The good news had been, it wasn’t critical.  The bad news had been, the other two team members weren’t as fortunate.  And ever since that day, Sam had fallen into a deep dark place.  Even after his arm had healed from having surgery to remove one bullet and stitch up the other spot that had been grazed—even after the good news that both Jess and Bill were going to make it and fully recover—Sam still wasn’t acting the same as he had before the incident.

And she didn’t know what to do to help him, other than pray.

Julie turned as she heard Sam’s footsteps come down the hallway and into the kitchen.  He leaned over Samantha who was sitting in her high chair and kissed her on the top of her curly head.

“Mornin’, sweeties,” he said as he sat down.  He glanced across the room at Julie, and she saw the weariness in his gray eyes.  After his bad dreams the previous night, she didn’t think he had ever gone back to sleep.  He had to be exhausted, and she didn’t think he’d had a full night’s sleep in weeks.

“Morning, Sam,” Julie replied.

Samantha spoke up with something that sounded like, “Morning, Daddy,” but it was hard to tell with her mouth full of toast.  

Julie noticed Samantha was rewarded with a rare smile from her Daddy.  Sam didn’t smile much anymore either, and she missed his handsome smile.

She sighed and dished up the scrambled eggs and bacon and put the platter on the table.  After Sam said grace to bless the food, the two of them ate their meal with little conversation between them.  Julie couldn’t help but notice Sam wasn’t eating much.  She frowned and tried to eat some of her own scrambled eggs.  Her tummy seemed off this morning, and she hoped she wasn’t getting the stomach flu that was going around.

It was only a few minutes later that Sam stood and took his plate and silverware to the sink, then walked over to give Samantha a quick peck on the cheek.  He walked back to Julie, and she quickly stood to tell him goodbye.  She tried to put a brave smile on her face as she gazed into his beautiful gray eyes.  She couldn’t help but notice his dark wavy hair had more gray streaks running through it than it used to have.  The job was really wearing on him.

“I’ll be praying for you, Sam.  Try and have a good day and we’ll see you tonight, okay?”

He gave her a sideways grin, a quick kiss and a hug, and walked out the back door.  She knew from past experience that under his sports coat was his trusty Sig Saur pistol, and in his pocket was his FBI badge.  He was headed back to the trenches, and all she could do was pray for him and hope he came home safely.  It was the same prayer she had said for him every day he’d left to go to his job for the past three years, but this morning it didn’t bring the familiar peace to her it normally did.  For some reason, no matter how hard she prayed, Sam was still deeply troubled, and she didn’t know what to do to help him.

******
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After he left the house, Sam made the trip across town in his government issued unmarked, four-door sedan.  He wasn’t enthusiastic about getting back to work but was trying to convince himself it was just because he was dreading having to go to the office.  Headquarters, the poured concrete structure on Pennsylvania Avenue known as the  J. Edgar Hoover Building—FBI Headquarters—was a busy place, and he wasn’t a man who liked to spend a lot of time behind his desk.  But he’d been told by his supervisor that for at least the next few weeks, he was restricted to desk duty.  He couldn’t go back out into the field until he was cleared by the staff psychologist.

As he pulled into the staff parking lot and found a spot to park his car, he grimaced at the thought of being stuck in the office.  But he had to do what he had to do.  A few minutes later as the elevator doors opened with a ding, Sam went through the open doors and down the familiar carpeted hallway which led to the squad room and his team area.  

Huh, some team.  

The only one that would be there was him, and he wasn’t being allowed out in the field.  And who knew how long it would be before Jess and Bill could return.  

He was greeted by several co-workers in the hall on his way to the squad room, each one taking a moment to shake his hand and welcome him back.  

“Great to have you back in the trenches, old man!” one of the younger agents told him.  Sam tried to return the smile but felt numb.  What was the matter with him?  He should be happy to be back to work.  Right?

Tugging a little at the tie around his neck to loosen it, he entered the noisy squad room.  He detested ties and would always detest ties, but if he was going to be in the office, he had to dress in a suit coat and tie.  It went with the territory.

The squad room was a large open room with several partitioned areas, each housing field teams.  His team area was located near the back of the room; three desks, computers, a television, and a few filing cabinets in their own small area with portable walls surrounding them.  As he walked by the other two desks he couldn’t help notice they were both bare of any case files or paperwork.

He walked resolutely to his desk, sat down and opened the top right desk drawer.  Taking his gun from its holster, he placed it in the drawer.  He glanced up in the direction of Bill’s and Jess’ desks and sat down behind his own desk, feeling the familiar despondency sweep over him.  His team should be here with him.  He’d failed to keep them safe.  It was part of his job to keep them safe.

Sam took a deep breath and tried to focus on the stack of files and case reports in front of him.  He needed to get back to work.  Maybe that would help take his mind off the things that seemed to haunt him.  Somehow he had to prove to Director Roberts that he was ready to go back out into the field, and the best way to do that was to do his job—even if it was behind a desk.

He’d been working for about half an hour when a flurry of activity in the team area next to him drew his attention.  Four agents were readying to leave and were scrambling to holster their weapons and grab their gear in preparation.  Sam’s adrenalin shot up as he observed them leave and he felt his forehead break out in a sweat.  Glancing down at his hands on the desktop, he was startled to see them shaking.

No, Lord.  Not here.  Not now.  

He thought he’d been doing so much better the last few days, and other than the nightmares, he didn’t seem to be having as much trouble with his emotions as he’d had the past week.  What was he going to do if just seeing and hearing another team get ready to go out into the field sent him into panic mode?

Sam quickly left his desk and headed to the nearest restroom where he splashed cold water on his face and tried to steady his breathing while he waited for the shakes to go away.  He gazed at his reflection in the mirror and grunted in disgust.  Thankfully there was no one else in the restroom to see the emotional wreck he had become.

Lord, what am I supposed to do?  I can’t go on like this.

A sense of hopelessness swept over him as the exhaustion of only getting a few hours of sleep every night grabbed hold.  Tugging several paper towels from the metal dispenser on the wall, he wiped the moisture from his face, wondering if any of the wetness was caused by tears.  He couldn’t get control of his reactions recently either.  He groaned in frustration as he realized he wasn’t improving.  He was supposed to meet again with the Bureau’s psychiatrist in an hour.  Maybe there would be some breakthrough this time that would set him free because he didn’t know how much longer he could handle living like this.
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CHAPTER 2
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After Sam left for work, Julie spent a busy morning putting dirty laundry into the washing machine, loading the dishwasher with their dirty breakfast dishes, and cleaning the kitchen.  She spent the rest of the morning playing with Samantha.  Reading books to her and feeling the weight of her little girl sitting in her lap, gave her undeniable comfort.  She loved being a mom.

The morning sped by, and before she knew it, she glanced at her watch and realized it was time to fix lunch for the two of them.  After eating lunch, Julie watched her little girl play on the floor of the family room while she folded towels, snuggly warm from the dryer.  

While she automatically folded the clean clothes, she hummed a little tune and allowed her mind to drift back to Sam and the changes she had seen in him since the shooting.  He was a troubled man.  Something was definitely going on with him, and it scared her.  She wasn’t frightened of him—she could never be afraid of him.  She was scared for Sam.

Samuel Morgan was one of the most fiercely loyal, honest, and caring men she had ever known.  She had fallen in love with him almost immediately upon meeting him and had never known him to be anything other than an emotionally solid-as-a-rock individual.  The only time she had ever seen him come close to crying was when they had first met, and he had to turn her over to the FBI’s Witness Protection Program.  They had both thought they would never see each other again.  Seeing the tears in his eyes that day and walking away from him had almost ripped her heart out.  He had also gotten rather teary-eyed the day Samantha was born.  Other than that, Sam Morgan had always been in control of every situation around him.  He wasn’t cocky about it; as a matter of fact, he was disgustingly humble about the work he did—protecting the people of the United States of America.  But he was a man who liked to know what was going on and would do whatever it took to stop evil.  But since the shooting, it was as if he had lost that drive.  Something had changed.

And she couldn’t help but worry about what was going on in his head.

Julie glanced over and saw Samantha yawn and rub her eyes with her balled up fists.  It was definitely time for a certain little girl to take a nap.

“Sleepy time, wee one.”  Samantha grinned up at her and lifted her arms to be picked up.  Other than when she was sleepy, she was one independent toddler, constantly on the move and busy, busy, busy.  But when she was sleepy, she wanted to cuddle.  Julie gave her a smile of love and snuggled her close.  She grinned as she wondered where she had inherited the independent streak from.  Knowing Samantha’s father like she did, Julie was confident it had come from the Morgan side of the family.

Half an hour later, Julie sat in the wooden swing on the back deck and sipped hot tea from the mug in her hand.  She spent a few minutes gazing out over the back yard, enjoying the beauty of late May in Washington D.C.—the green grass and her roses, just beginning to bloom along the back edge of the yard.  Memorial Day Weekend was just a week away.

Julie had discovered that Samantha’s nap time was a good opportunity to get outside for time of relaxation and fresh air.  The baby monitor on the nearby table offered her a relaxing time outside without worrying about the little girl who was fast asleep in her crib.  She set the mug down and picked up her well-worn Bible.  Turning to the book of Hebrews, she began to read at the spot she had stopped the day before in Chapter 4:  

For the word of God is quick, and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit, and of the joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart.

As her eyes re-read verse twelve of the fourth chapter, her mind turned again to Sam.  She finally replaced the bookmark, closed the book and put it back on the table next to her chair.  There was no sense trying to continue reading right now.  Her stressed mind wasn’t allowing her to concentrate.  She was so worried about Sam, she couldn’t pay attention long enough to grasp what she was reading.  Julie hoped and prayed God was a discerner of what was going on in Sam’s head and heart because he wasn’t sharing any of it with her.

It had been so different between Sam and her in the early days of their relationship.  Julie closed her eyes and pushed the wooden swing back and forth with her tennis shoe-clad toes as she remembered...

It had been four years earlier during another month of May on a day much like today.   Sam Morgan had been the FBI agent in charge of the investigation of a bombing at the offices of Brown and Associates in the small town of Herbert, Ohio.  Julie had been an employee of the law firm and was the only survivor of the explosion that had killed all nine of her co-workers.  She had been at lunch and had come back to discover the building on fire and all her friends dead.  Other than the day her parents had both been killed in a car accident, it had been the most terrible day of her life.

The FBI team, consisting of Sam Morgan, Jessica Thorne, and Bill Parker, had arrived in Herbert the morning following the explosion, and Julie had suddenly found herself involved in something she had never envisioned.  They had come to her house and taken her to the police station for questioning.  Shortly after they left her house, the house and all her belongings, including her little dog, Sparky, had also been destroyed by the same man in a similar explosion.  Because she was the only one who could recognize the man responsible, she was being hunted by him, who was a member of a Mexican drug cartel.  Sam and the others had taken her to a safe house to hide and protect her.  The man, Paolu Manuel Manaquez, had eventually found her and tried to kill her, but the agents had killed him.  But Julie had never been able to go back to her old life in fear the Cartel would still hunt her down and kill her.

During the days spent together in the safe house though, she had come to know the team quite well, particularly Sam Morgan.  And he had made a huge impression on her life, and her heart.  When the team’s assignment was over, and he had turned her over to one of his fellow agents with the Witness Protection Program, she had thought her heart was going to break.  She had been positive she would never see him again but knew if she wanted to stay alive, she didn’t have any choice but to walk away from him and her old life.

So, she had started over with the name Julie Henderson.  It had been one of the most difficult things she had ever done—leaving her past behind and beginning a new life.  Fortunately, the FBI Witness Protection Program had helped her deal with the many changes in her life.  She had been offered a job by the FBI in the digital archives, and because she was working in the same building as him, she had met up with Special Agent Sam Morgan again, and they had dated, fell in love, and married.  

Sam and she weren’t just husband and wife.  They were best friends.  They had taken their time getting to know each other during the year they dated.  Attending church functions together and talking most evenings for hours on the phone had helped them learn all about the other person long before marriage was even discussed.  But Julie had known from almost the first time she had seen him standing outside her front door that Sam Morgan was the only man for her.  He was the kindest, gentlest, and the most loving man she had ever known.  Even though Sam was a big tough FBI Agent, he had surprised her with his care and concern. He’d brought flowers and chicken soup to her when she was sick with a bad head cold; had taken her to a National Symphony Orchestra concert at the Kennedy Center. He was always coming up with special things for them to do.  

Their wedding had been a small but beautiful affair, held at the local church they both attended.  Bill Parker, Sam’s coworker had acted as Sam’s best man, and Jessica Thorne, Sam’s other coworker, had been Julie’s maid-of-honor.  Between Sam’s family and their friends from the church and the Bureau, both sides of the church had been packed when Julie had walked down the aisle by herself.

She’d had no one to give her away to her groom, and the pews on her side of the church would have been totally empty if not for her church friends and co-workers.  She had never been more painfully aware of her lack of family than she had that day.  Standing at the door to the sanctuary, she had momentarily felt completely alone in the world until she had looked down the aisle to see Sam’s gentle gray eyes looking at her with love.  From that day on, she’d become Mrs. Samuel Morgan, and was no longer alone.  They were a team.

She loved the large but gentle man more than she had ever believed she could love anyone.  God had brought them together during a time of turmoil and sadness in Julie’s life, and they had become closer and closer every month of their marriage.  She had now been blessed to be married to him for three years; and of course, they had little Samantha, who was the joy of their lives.

That was why this abrupt change in Sam’s personality had her so upset.  After everything they had gone through to get together, what had recently happened made Julie feel like he was pulling away from her.  Sam wouldn’t talk to her about what was bothering him, and it was tearing her apart inside.  When he was hurting, she was hurting.  And he was definitely hurting about something.  He wasn’t sleeping, and he wasn’t happy.  She just prayed he would talk with the psychiatrist the Bureau was forcing him to see.  Maybe he could help Sam deal with whatever was haunting his thoughts throughout his days and his dreams at night.

After spending a few minutes talking to her Heavenly Father about her worries, Julie picked up the baby monitor, her Bible, and the mug of now tepid tea and headed back into the house to figure out what she was going to make for dinner.  
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[image: image]


Sam sat in the uncomfortable tan colored plastic-covered armchair in Dr. Riley’s office and wondered why the Bureau was putting him through this misery.  He glanced nervously around the room, noting all the diplomas and plaques plastering the paneled walls.  Evidently, the man felt it necessary to prove he was really qualified to delve into the brains and psyches of people.  And Sam had to admit, he was very good at it.

The good doctor kept asking him the same questions he had asked their last session as if he wasn’t content with the answers Sam had given him before.

Was he still having nightmares?  Yes, and yes, they were pretty much the same—over and over. 

How was his appetite?  He ate, what more did they want out of him?  Food just didn’t taste all that great right now.

How was he getting along with his family?  Fine, just fine, although he knew he and Julie weren’t very close right now.  No, he wasn’t really talking with Julie about what had happened.  Why in the world would he want to do that and make her go through the same nightmare of memories he was dealing with?  

Did he feel he was ready to go back out into the field?  That question caused Sam to pause before answering as he remembered his panic attack earlier in the day.  

Was he ready?  

When he finally answered the Doctor, it was with an ‘I don’t know’ answer—not what he wanted to be able to say, but he couldn’t lie.

Sam knew he wasn’t ready to go back on the street—back out into the real world.  He hoped the Bureau would be patient with him while he tried to get back on his feet emotionally.  He didn’t know if it mattered since Jess and Bill were still on medical leave, and until they returned to duty, he didn’t have a team to go back out with anyway.  He did want to work on cases outside the office again, but he worried he was going to react badly the first time there was gunfire.  Was he going to freeze up or go into a panic attack?   Would he ever be able to do his job again?  Worrying about it consumed most of his days anymore.

Sam watched Doctor Riley make more notes on his yellow legal pad and thought about how it felt to be on the other side of the interrogation.  He had always been the one asking questions and demanding answers from the bad guys.  Now suddenly he was the one being questioned, and he didn’t much like it.

The doctor looked up from his scribbling and pierced Sam with his eyes.

“Time’s up for today, Agent Morgan.  I would still like to put you on some antidepressants as I think that would help with the sleep problems.  Have you reconsidered your decision to not take any medication?”

Sam shook his head.  “No.  I don’t want to take anti-depressants.  You had me on them for a week right after I was shot and they just upset me worse.  I felt like I was going to jump out of my skin and they made my heart race like it was going to fly out of my chest.  I really think I can get through this without drugs.”

The doctor pursed his lips and tapped the end of his pen on the pad of paper in his lap.

“Okay then.  I will meet with you again next week, and we’ll see how you are progressing.  But if your sleep problems don’t improve, we
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