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The dripping sound woke her. The small pitter-patter falling along the soaked carpet at her feet sent wave after wave of dizzying echoes into her unconscious thoughts until she was snapped awake. Her first thought landed on the sink: a poorly maintained bathroom basin in a two-star motel on a dead-end road. Of course it was the sink. It wasn’t until Morgan Dunleavy licked her lips that she realized it wasn’t water running from the sink, but blood dripping down her face.

“Where?” she asked to the shadows of the room. The small stream ran from the top of her head, down her nose, and over her lips. She spat as the question left her, which interrupted the steady dripping. 

From behind her, light split the dark beige curtains of the motel room. The bed lay upended along the far wall. It matched the state of the rest of the furniture in the cramped space. Morgan fought to breathe, the blood trickling into her mouth and over her tongue. Her eyes struggled to adjust to the moonlight which faded behind the fast moving clouds in the winter sky.

“Zac?” she called out. Her head pounded. Everything hurt. Everything screamed to be noticed and mended. She searched for her medical kit. Her mother had given it to her after Morgan graduated. She always carried it with her. The small bag rested out of sight; it was lost in the darkness, just like everything else. 

“No,” a voice growled in response. Two small pebbles of light flickered from the far side of the room. A tapping returned to the background, this time that of a heavy-soled sneaker—red and white with blue laces. Morgan’s eyes widened. They attempted to refocus despite the swelling along her temples. “Your boy toy isn’t here, Morgan.”

Her mind snapped to attention, and the cloud over her thoughts was gone the second his words cracked the darkness. She reached to wipe away the blood and remove the matted strands of dark hair from her face. Her hands refused to obey her. She pulled again, and the force caused her to cry out. Tied hands strained against the chair beneath her.

“Oh, hell.”

The tapping ended and the figure in the shadows stood. His chair flew across the room. It joined the table, the nightstand, and the bed in a crumpled heap. His eyes remained wide lights, and deep red ran along the edges of his pupils. His jaw was clenched, which kept his voice throaty and guttural. She recognized him anyway by the gun in his hand—the same Ruger he always carried.

“Ben,” she muttered as her partner stepped into view.

“You betrayed me!” Ben Riley’s empty hand rubbed at his neck. The other shook with fury, yet his sidearm remained locked on his captive. Morgan tried to lift her hands, to talk to her partner calmly and casually. Zip ties clacked against the wooden frame of the chair. She recalled the struggle from earlier. She remembered the argument that started it, and the blood that followed. 

Her blood. She bit back the panic creeping into her chest. “This isn’t...” Ben shook his head as soon as she opened her mouth. She spoke louder. “Ben. You need to listen to me.”

“To your lies?” Spit flew across the air between them. “After what you’ve done to me?”

“I haven’t—”

The gun silenced her, now only inches in front of her face. “You stole my life,” Ben cried. His eyes were a deep, dark red that matched his flushed cheeks. Goosebumps ran up his arms, and both were shaking, matching his uncontrolled anger. “You and Metcalf and the rest. You took everything from me! Do you know how that feels? Of course you don’t.”

He was wrong. She understood what it was like to lose a life you worked so hard to create. The DSA was built for people like them. A second and final chance. 

“Ben,” she whispered. “Please...”

The gun cocked loudly. Cold eyes answered her plea. “But you will, Morgan. You will.”

The flare of the muzzle was the last thing Morgan saw. Then the world went dark.
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Chapter Two

Three Days Earlier
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“Here’s something new.”

The DSA briefing room buzzed with personnel. Analysts lined the wall, careful to avoid the swinging door as more shuffled inside. The chairs at the cherry table were occupied, all eyes on the hovering DSA logo projected on the screen in the middle. Ben picked at the paperclip on his briefing summary. Morgan dug into the details while flipping across reports and vital statistics. She had grown into the lead agent role nicely. Zac hovered in front of his chair in the soft glow of the deep blues and golds of the logo.

Metcalf soaked in the atmosphere. This was the DSA, the bustle of an impending operation. Every piece of the department was working as one to close cases and save lives. The feeling had been missed by the director. 

Yet not everything was the same. Analysts filled Lincoln’s and Ruth’s chairs. Their absence had diminished the effectiveness of the unit, though no one wanted to discuss it further. They focused on Zac instead, as his flair for the dramatic always hid his nerves when delivering a case.

“Zac,” she said. The sharpness of her tone caused the Head of Operational Support and Research to wince. His irritation with her was well known, and the number of eyes shifting to the floor surprised no one. 

Many in the room shared his discomfort. Only Morgan appeared unfazed by the rising tension. She had recently sided with Metcalf in an attempt to bring Lincoln in quietly for questioning over the deaths of two Army Intelligence officers. The mission had failed, but it had solidified their bond in some ways.

No, the problem lay elsewhere. With Ben, in particular. The relative newcomer refused to look in her direction. Their snippets of conversation over the past week had barely constituted a full sentence in total. Their shared silence had stemmed from his discovery of the Grissom File: an unflattering look at the death of his predecessor and Metcalf’s former deputy. 

The operation had taken the man’s life, though disagreements existed over the true cause. Few believed Metcalf had made the right call, and the after-action reports reflected their disapproval. She had allowed Grissom to die, left him behind for the safety of the team. It was the right call in her eyes, despite the protests of others. She had tried to inform Ben of her view, attempted to stymie his growing resentment and anger. It wasn’t easy.

Not with another player whispering in his ear. Greg Sullivan’s presence was hardly expected, yet had been consistent of late. He held no seat at the table. Rather, he circled the arena while scanning the crowd with smiles and camaraderie—something Metcalf dismissed as below her station. It was a mistake, and one Sullivan capitalized on in front of her.

He was a damn vulture picking at the refuse of the DSA’s divided loyalties, driving further wedges between her people when she needed them the most. It had to end, and it all started with Ben. If only she could make him see that.

Her momentary thoughts returned to the waiting Zac, who nodded silently. He clicked ahead. The lights dimmed and the logo faded. 

“Right,” he said. Local reports filtered on the screen. They spread across the wall-length display in the back of the room. “Four arrests within the last two weeks. Four murderers.”

“Doesn’t sound so new,” Morgan said. A smile grew along her lips. 

“Well... I... That is...” Zac stammered. 

“Sounds like a closed case,” Ben said.

Zac took a breath and shook his head. “I’m building up to it. Call it dramatic tension.”

“Didn’t know your fan fiction had finally been published,” Ben replied.

“Very funny,” Zac said. “But when the Blade versus Buffy crossover finally happens, you’ll be calling me a forward thinker.”

“No, I will definitely be calling you something else.”

“Gentlemen,” Metcalf said with a roll of her eyes. 

“HA!” Morgan said with a snort, awkward in the silence of the room.

“Agent Dunleavy?”

The lanky black woman shrugged. “Sorry. That was the first funny thing I’ve heard today.”

Metcalf shook her head. “Get us to the point, Zac.”

“I was.” Groans echoed in the room. Everyone joined in, from Ben to the analysts along the wall. Zac waved his hands in the air, trying to get everyone’s attention. “Hey, I was!”

Sullivan grinned as he lapped the space. He said nothing, but his looming continued to distract Metcalf from the briefing. His presence wasn’t required; it never was, according to their division of labor. He handled the politics of the department, while Metcalf handled the day-to-day operations. It was a clear line, and he crossed it—continued to cross it more with each passing day. 

When she returned to the shifting screen, Zac was already moving ahead. “Anyway, this was kicked over to us for standard analysis when local authorities reached out for an assist. It isn’t the victims or the arrests that dinged the weird-o-meter—patent pending. It’s the murderers themselves. Random citizens acting out their bucket-list murder scenarios.”

The display shifted. The first file opened to reveal a man in his mid-forties and balding. Deep, recessed brown eyes and a small goatee offered little in the way of character for the man. 

“Our first one here is Anthony Ritchie,” Zac continued.

Ben stirred, head snapped to attention. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

“Cause I just said it, Riley. Keep up.” Another click, and Zac’s presentation continued. Ritchie’s face shifted to the corner of the wall display. In its place, crime scene photos from a bank filled the wall-to-wall projection. “Ritchie, bank teller for over twenty years, stabbed a client with a letter opener for trying to sneak Canadian coins in with his US deposit.”

“Sounds extreme,” Ben muttered.

“Did I mention he stabbed the woman thirty-three times?”

Morgan closed her briefing packet. Her nails tapped lightly along the top. “Maybe more than extreme.”

“Maybe.” Zac grinned to the woman, but his expression immediately faded when Metcalf signaled for him to proceed. The images changed once more. Another face—this one of a woman restrained by officers in her home. Tattered wallpaper lined her dining room. Crime scene photos ran alongside the depicted arrest. A man sat in his recliner, hunched over the arm rest with a chunk missing from the back of his head. “Crystal Moore bashed her husband’s skull in while he was watching the six-o-clock news.”

“Infidelity?” Metcalf asked.

“N-no... no...” Zac stammered. His cheeks darkened and he let out a long breath. “Not even close, actually. According to the officer on record, the husband’s only sin was that he failed to put his dishes in the sink.”

“I hate that,” Ben scoffed.

Morgan’s eyes thinned as she snapped a finger at her partner. “Knock it off.”

Ben waved his hands in surrender and Zac cleared his throat. “Like I said, two more of a similar type occurred the previous week. Donald Puff ran down his paperboy with his truck for being late. Agnes Welmont smothered her husband for snoring too loud.”

The images filled the display, then split to four respective columns. Crime scenes photos lay atop the victims and their killers. The four murders left the room silent in contemplation.

Ben spoke up first. “Influx of mental patients to the area?”

Zac shook his head. “No history of mental illness for any of them.”

“Drug users?” Morgan said. “Prescription or otherwise?”

“Not from the reports,” Zac answered. “Other than blood-pressure meds for Mrs. Welmont. No priors either. Neighbors described each of them as one of those nice and quiet types until bam.”

“Bam?”

Zac’s shoulders lifted then fell before he collapsed into his waiting chair. The projector dimmed, and the lights returned to the room. Sullivan’s pacing ceased as he took position next to the wall—always watching, always waiting. Metcalf wanted to scream at the man, but she held her tongue as more questions flew across the table.

“Where are we talking about?” Ben was first. He was almost always first, mostly because the man lacked the ability to keep quiet.

“What?” 

“You never said where this was happening?” Ben said, a hand to his bloodstained tie.

“I didn’t?”

“No...”

Zac rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I could have sworn I did.”

Ben’s jaw tightened. “Are we doing shtick now?”

Zac hesitated, then turned to Metcalf. “Director?”

Metcalf set down her glasses. “Buffalo, Agent Riley.”

“New York?” he asked.

“That would be the one.”

Ben stood. “When do we leave?”

All eyes lowered, and all muttering ceased. Silence took hold, the unspoken concerns ripping through each and every member of the department. Everyone knew Ben’s story: where he had come from, and its importance to him. His exposure in Buffalo would also shed light on their agency, and could risk their work both past and future.

Metcalf held the man’s question for a long moment. She was slow to stand, delicate fingers pressed hard along the cherry tabletop. She leaned forward, never blinking, never retreating from the man’s query. He needed an answer. They all did. More than that, though, they needed to have the talk that had been put off for far too long. Metcalf tilted her head for the door.

“A moment of your time, if you please, Agent Riley?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Three


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


Zac stared at the coffee machine. Steam rose from the full cup of bubbling black ooze. Liquid dripped from the corner of his mug. The remnants of his over-sized mug sloshed around like a whirlpool. He eyed the sugar packets and the jar of powdered creamer, contemplating how much would help him at this point of the day. 

Briefings always took their toll on him. They always took hours of prep work. Then there were the questions from the field team to anticipate. Once they understood what the top priority was for the day his work shifted immediately to handing out tasks, building teams within the support staff, and setting up hourly updates to keep Metcalf and Sullivan apprised of any developments. All rested on him. But that wasn’t why he stared blankly at the thick black sludge no one could mistake for coffee in his mug. 

He did it because of the woman by his side.

“That wasn’t awkward,” Morgan breathed, her lips inches from his ear. Her every word sent shivers down his spine. 

Small cliques formed throughout the room. They waited impatiently while Metcalf and Riley had it out in the hallway. Everyone had sensed the conversation coming, though the Buffalo situation had brought it to a head a week sooner than the best predictions in the office pool. Typically, Zac spent these awkward moments alone working through routine assignments, or tracking incoming progress reports from the overnight staffers. 

Having Morgan by his side, having her breath wash over him, made him forget the business casual attire draped over her muscular frame and remember her shadow dancing along her bedroom wall. Her perfume filled his senses, fragrant and intoxicating. He moved the coffee cup closer to his lips to drown the aroma as he sidled away from her.

“Not at all,” he said in a low tone. 

“I’m glad it gives us a minute,” she continued. She reached across him for a stir stick. Her hand grazed his, before she snatched the thin plastic between her fingers. Her smile caught the periphery of his vision, inviting him for a closer inspection. Instead, he turned toward the rest of the room and the dozen unsuspecting staffers not bothering to glance their way. Morgan followed suit. She leaned against the folding table behind them, and sipped at the steamy Styrofoam cup of coffee in her hand. “You’ve been avoiding me.”

“Morgan.” 

Her brown eyes drilled him for answers. “We haven’t talked all week. You also haven’t been over since that night.”

“I’ve been working,” he said, his voice barely a whisper over the mutterings of those around them. 

“Come on, Zac.” 

The lie was weak, but it was all he had to offer. He was avoiding her, avoiding everyone outside of work. After his shift, which extended later and later with each passing night, Zac found himself driving his rust-covered Chevy through the streets of Bethesda for hours. There was nowhere for him to turn, no one to speak to about the thoughts plaguing him. Before Morgan, he had always turned to his wife for support and a sounding board. Though he could never go into details about the work he did at the DSA, Claire’s voice always brought him comfort. Now when she spoke all he imagined was her heart breaking at his betrayal.

He had betrayed Claire with the beautiful woman that sent his heart racing with a single touch and drowned him in ecstasy with only a word spoken. Morgan supplied Zac with a confidence he had never known in all his years with his wife. She inspired him with nothing but a smile. She wanted him on a level no one else ever had. He never wanted to lose that feeling. Yet there was Claire to consider. Always Claire.

Morgan reached for Zac’s shoulder, and he shifted farther away. “I have been working, Morgan. And please, let’s announce to the room we slept together.”

“Whoa,” Morgan replied. Her face sunk. “What’s wrong?”

Zac bit his lip. “It’s nothing. I’m just tired.”

“I can tell,” she said with soft words. Her hand rubbed his back and he let her fingertips knead into the mounting tension buried beneath his skin. 

“Morgan,” he said, though his voice was distant. It was a weak appeal for her to stop. His eyes closed at her touch. “Please.”

She smiled, inching closer. Those around them continued to gab without care. “I’m trying to help,” she whispered. “I’m a very good helper.”

“I know.” His eyes snapped open. Then, he took her hand and let it fall away. Holding tight to his mug, he stood in front of her. “I know you are. That’s just not what I need right now.”

“Oh,” she said with a nod. “Of course.”

Zac peered around the room, surprised at the lack of stares—at least on one level. On another, he was not surprised at all. Even though he had hired most of them to fill positions on the research floor—with Metcalf’s approval of course—he still remained completely isolated from them. Invisible—like he had always been.

Except with Morgan. 

“You’ll be heading out with Riley?” he asked. He kept the conversation focused on work as much as possible. Both glanced across the room while Metcalf and the agent from Buffalo continued their less-than-cordial discussion.

Morgan shrugged. “If Metcalf gives him the green light. There’s no one else around for field work.” 

She took a long sip to cut off a follow-up question. Her eyes flitted to the cup and then the ground. Zac understood the statement on multiple levels. Abigail Winslow, their latest recruit, had been found dead in her apartment the day after she signed on to the job. Then there was Lincoln MacKenzie to consider. 

Zac still didn’t understand the circumstances behind Lincoln’s absence. Only one truth remained about the situation pertaining to their wayward colleague: Morgan was holding secrets back from him. She was well aware of what happened in Des Moines, an incident he had discovered but was asked to bury by the ever-commanding Director of the DSA. What truly happened at the Savery Hotel remained hidden from him.

He believed Morgan was different. That she trusted him, that it was more than a physical attraction. Both served the DSA, he thought, yet with each passing day the silence between them on the subject gnawed at him; the divide grew thanks to Deputy Director Sullivan’s knowledge of the incident.

Finally the question broke to the surface. “No word from Lincoln?”

Deep brown eyes widened, then cooled. “None,” she said. “I wish I knew what happened.”

Zac’s hands tightened on the mug. He bit the inside of his lip, but he refused to press. Lincoln was in the wind because of her actions and those of Metcalf. The pair had conspired to help Lincoln despite his complicity in two murders in Des Moines. Zac had heard the audio, thanks to Sullivan’s growing surveillance operation. 

Where was Morgan’s loyalty? To a killer like Lincoln? To the DSA? Or to Zac, the man she appeared to pursue at every turn? Was that the truth, or was she using him, seducing him with her body, toying with his desire just so she could further manipulate the situation? Did she actually care about him at all?

His doubts surged, begging to be released in a scream. He buried them with the growing questions, and was thankful when Morgan pointed to the bright display of the current operation on the back wall. 

“Any clue what this could be?”

“None,” Zac said. “Local medical examiner came back with overwhelmed adrenal gland. A big burst of adrenaline triggered the rage, then the collapse.”

Morgan looked puzzled. “Collapse? You said they were arrested.”

Zac’s hand shot to his forehead, which nearly spilled the remnants of his beverage. He attempted to rub away the exhaustion and massaged the outside of his bloodshot eyes. The long hours were starting to affect him more than he wanted to admit, especially when it came to briefing the team on items they needed to hear. 

“They were.” He recalled the lost details he had failed to mention. “Once they were in holding, though, they simply collapsed. Some even in transit.”

“How severe?” Morgan asked, staring at the screen.

“As severe as it gets,” Zac muttered. “I can’t believe I... I...”

“Zac.” 

He should have included it in the briefing. All four killers, the nice and quiet people living their small lives, had died from whatever had caused their uncontrollable rage. He should have mentioned it, instead of thinking about the woman in front of him. The woman with the soft eyes comforting him, excusing his mistake with a simple smile. It was one he fell for every time, when every shred of evidence told him to run away and reclaim the life he’d avoided for the last week. 

Zac turned away, sullen and much more alone than he had been all morning. “Be careful, Morgan.”

“Always.” 

He refused to look back, wishing he had been careful. He should have known better than to sleep with Morgan, known better than to fall for her so completely. But that was the thing, wasn’t it? Zac didn’t have a single clue what he wanted anymore.
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