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EVERY TIME SIRENS WAILED into the night, Jill Andersen's heart skipped a beat.

The two weeks since Jill had marched into WJZ’s studios, hacked into the live television feed, and broadcast to all of Baltimore who she really was had crawled by. It was almost reminiscent of when Jill and her younger brother Brian were children, eagerly awaiting Christmas morning. Each day that drew closer to the holiday seemed to drag along slower than the last. The only difference this time was the overwhelming dread that came with waiting. It almost literally pressed down on Jill's shoulders, the bone-chilling and stomach-churning realization that any night could be the night Jill finally lost her freedom.

And in a way, Jill thought she should. After all, every time she donned the black leather, every time she assumed the mantle of Bounty, she broke the law. Her day job had centered on bringing those who broke the law to justice; if Jill broke the law, wasn't she supposed to face the same fate? 

In a perfect world, she would—but then again, that same perfect world would have seen the four officers who tortured and killed Devin Buckner suffer the same fate. Instead, the Baltimore Police Department aided and abetted them, threatening Jill in the process, and it got to the point where those four wound up in a watery grave thanks to a nameless, faceless vigilante. An argument could be made that frontier justice was better than no justice at all, but if the system didn’t do what it was supposed to... what recourse was there?

That ultimately led to Jill turning in her badge. As for the reveal? Well, that was a much more complicated, much more sordid tale – one she wasn’t quite sure how to tell. Jill had kicked herself plenty for her rash decision over the past couple weeks, whenever a close call nearly had her hunched over in the back seat of a squad car with her wrists shackled together behind her back. It was the reason she wore a bulky black overcoat on top of her leather. It was the reason she had chopped much of her hair off and dyed it jet black. It now curled up at the sides around her ears, bangs forming over her forehead. 

It was the reason she abandoned her apartment and hadn't so much as spoken to her brother or her former partner, outside of an untraceable text from a burner phone. It was the reason Jill kept her trademark katana hidden in an abandoned warehouse on the corner of Lee and Charles.

It was the reason Jill's heart just now leapt in her throat and she peered over her shoulder around the corner of the building. The sirens were growing louder, and Jill couldn't help but wonder if this was the night the cops finally cornered her. To her relief, the warehouse in question still had one of those old-style fire escapes. The metal was rusted from lack of care, and it chaffed against the leather on Jill's palms when she jumped to grab it, but her enhanced strength made ascending the warehouse's six stories a relative walk in the park.

As Jill made her way to the roof, she peered over her shoulder again. The police vehicle, which was actually a K-9 SUV, had stopped a block to the north, blue overheads spinning to announce their presence. The light bounced off the buildings in the vicinity, and despite having height to her advantage, Jill crouched down to stare over the ledge. A husky officer named Yancey emerged from the driver's seat, sauntering to the rear of the vehicle and producing two adult German Shepherds. Jill cursed under her breath and pressed her back against the ledge.

Jill knew almost nothing about dogs, aside from her childhood memories of Brian begging for a puppy for his tenth birthday. She had no idea how good their sense of smell really was, if they would be able to sense where she was and when. Perhaps that was a bit paranoid, but it came with being on the run.

A side effect of being with the Homicide unit her entire career, Jill hadn't taken the time to learn how other divisions operated. She wondered if that ignorance would be her undoing, and part of Jill bristled at that. She didn't want Fido to be the reason she wound up behind bars. She was a superhero, a freaking cyborg... she was so much better than that. 

Pushing off the ledge, careful not to let her boots crunch too loudly against the gravel, Jill tried to keep an eye on Yancey's route. He stuck to the sidewalks and lit a cigarette, content to let the dogs lead the way. Their black snouts were pressed to the pavement, their tails remarkably still.

Yancey turned around, giving Jill a full view of his face. He pushed the brim of his cap up, puffing out a drag of his smoke. Even from six stories up, Jill could see the bags under his eyes and the general disinterest on his scruffy features. Pulling the cigarette from his mouth and tapping out a few ashes, Yancey shook his head and glanced toward the sky. His gaze wasn't in Jill's direction, yet she still crouched down further in response. Yancey looked as if he was none too pleased with this particular assignment, and he didn't notice as the two dogs wandered into a nearby alley. Instead, he kept sucking away at his cigarette before finally flicking the spent butt out onto the street without bothering to snuff it out.

The dogs barked in unison and Jill flinched. But Yancey merely stuffed a hand into the pocket of his bulky overcoat, producing a flashlight and heaving a sigh before turning around and joining his pooches. It was in the opposite direction of where Jill was, and she released the breath she hadn't even realized she had been holding. Chances were, Yancey was simply following orders—reluctantly so, if Jill had correctly read his demeanor. So if he was the one to catch her, would she really be able to blame him? 

For that matter, was he even looking for her?

For all the bravado Jill tried to pump herself up with, for all the times she would catch a glimpse of herself in the mirror and remind herself that there were those in this town who worshiped her... this was wearing on her. When Jill wasn't actually on the run, she was having trouble eating. She certainly wasn't sleeping. Her titanium skeleton and enhanced strength weren't doing her any good when she was this run down. If only Project Fusion had rid her of the need for food or rest.

The barking in the distance stopped. Jill glanced over the ledge again, but she didn't see Yancey or the dogs emerge from the alley. At first, she didn't think anything of it, but with each second that passed, and as the traffic lights at the intersection of Charles and Hughes went through three cycles, dread built in her gut. Her first instinct was to go investigate; whether as a cop or as Bounty, that was what Jill's body was practically trained to do. Yet she kept still, because there was too much at risk. If someone else saw her, or if Yancey was, in fact, alright... the last thing Jill wanted to do was fall into a trap.

Minutes passed without any sign of Yancey or the dogs. Jill got to her feet, deciding she could no longer ignore the intuition plucking away at her subconscious. One of the first lessons she had learned as a cop was to trust herself when her gut told her something wasn't right. A cop's gut wasn't gospel, despite what a few old-timers had tried to tell her, but Jill had eventually learned that listening to her proverbial spider sense was beneficial more often than not.

But when Jill got to her feet, the sound of gravel scraping behind her gave her pause. Jill held her breath, her hands automatically balling into fists. She held her breath, training all of her senses to hone in for that sound again. She was met with nothing more than the howl of wind off the bay, her hair fluttering in the breeze, but she could feel the presence behind her.

Tightening her fists, Jill turned to regard whoever was now on the roof with her. She wasn't sure what she expected—if it was a cop, chances were they would have already announced themselves, but once Jill caught sight of the lanky man wearing a black and orange overcoat and a matching baseball cap hung low over his forehead, she frowned. 

This was not what she expected.

"Erikson?"

"You're a hard woman to find," the Baltimore Sun's investigative reporter said with a sideways grin. "Though I guess that's by design these days."

Reluctantly, Jill unfurled her fists. "Sneaking up on a paranoid superhero's not a very good idea."

"Even if I have a tip?"

"Please tell me the next words out of your mouth are that the cops aren't after me." Jill shook her head. “How did you find me, anyway?”

Because honestly, the fact that a reporter had an easier time tracking Jill down than the Baltimore police was slightly vexing, if not outright disturbing.

"Not quite, but just as good." Stanley Erikson glanced over his shoulder and tugged on the bill of his cap. His eyes narrowed when the wind picked up. "Tomorrow night, an associate of David Gregor's will be awaiting a shipment at the Port of Baltimore."

Jill's spine stiffened at the sound of that name. "While he's across the Atlantic. The perfect alibi."

"My sources tell me he's resuming the drug trade," Erikson explained. "If you're not too busy playing hide-and-seek with your former employers, might be worth checking out."

“That it? You could’ve just texted me.”

“There’s also this,” Erikson said, producing a black USB drive from his pocket and handing it to Jill.

She took the device with a frown and a quirked brow, shaking her head. It wasn’t like she had ready access to a computer to read whatever was on here, yet her fingers curled around the small stick regardless. “What’s this?”

“Something I have a lot of questions about,” Erikson said, zipping up his coat and stuffing his hands into the pockets. “Questions I know you have answers to.”

Something about the way Erikson said that rubbed Jill the wrong way, yet she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the flash drive... nor could she ignore the intel he had provided just moments before. If she could corner one of Gregor’s associates while he was out of the country... oh, the possibilities were endless.

“I’m guessing you won’t take a ‘no comment’.”

A rueful smile crept onto Erikson’s face. “Oh, something tells me you’ll have plenty to say about this.”

“You still haven’t answered my question.”

Erikson stared at the skyline surrounding them. Heights weren’t a friend of his, but the majesty of his hometown’s downtown hub was enough of a distraction that his knees didn’t wobble this high up. He pursed his lips to fight the smirk tugging on his lips before turning his attention back to Jill.

“I’m not tracking you, if that’s what you mean,” Erikson offered. “I just figure someone dedicated enough to helping this city to become a superhero wouldn’t let a little thing like being a fugitive stop her. If you weren’t holed up in some warehouse, it made sense you’d be on the prowl.”

“Cute trick.” Jill’s frown deepened. “But don’t think you know me.”

“Ms. Andersen, I understand your mistrust, but I don’t think you need me to remind you that you’re short on allies right now. Strange as it may seem, I’m probably the closest thing to a friend you’ve got at the moment.”

Erikson turned to walk away, and Jill bit back the number of retorts resting on her tongue. As much as she hated to admit it, the reporter was probably right. She couldn’t rely on her old colleagues at the Seventh anymore, and she had strained things with her brother—again—to the point where he wouldn’t help her, either.

Still, relying on a reporter?

Something about that reality made Jill’s skin crawl. But not nearly as much as the silence that greeted her when she glanced over her shoulder. The dogs were no longer barking, and the blue flashing lights were gone. Chances were, Yancey had simply moved on to his next post, but in an odd way, the silence was more nerve-wracking than having him in her sights.

Jill glanced at the flash drive in her palm with a frown. The last thing she needed was another surprise.
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THERE HAD BEEN A TIME when Daniel Richards envisioned himself going to the Bishop L. Robinson Sr. Police Administrative Building—or The Bishop, as just about everyone in the department called it—every day. A career that once seemed to have him staring at a future in the department's upper administration had stalled at the captaincy of the Seventh Precinct, and Richards found himself making weekly trips to this building that were for nothing more than tedious meetings. Arrest rates, case closure percentages, and other statistics that made his eyes glaze over... that was what The Bishop meant to Richards.

But even as he ascended the stone steps leading to the Bishop on this sunny morning, Richards knew this meeting was going to be different. There was nothing concrete to this feeling, but the phone call earlier that morning from Commissioner Saunders left an unsettled feeling in the pit of the captain's stomach. It was, in all honesty, a call Richards had expected in the last couple weeks. A moment of reckoning was at hand, and this morning was apparently the time. Truth be told, he had expected it to come much sooner.

Working his way past the reception area, with the woman behind the desk ignoring him, Richards took the spiral staircase leading to the second floor. From there, Richards was greeted by a narrow hallway illuminated by nothing more than the morning sun pouring through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Several fresh-faced interns wandered the halls, clutching overstuffed manila folders and hoping the bags under their eyes weren’t too obvious. Richards remembered being that young, and even in the uncertainty of the moment, he allowed himself a lopsided grin.

But that grin disappeared as soon as Richards came to wooden double doors to his right. They led to the only conference room on the floor, the room he had been summoned to just minutes after getting to his office and pouring his first coffee of the day. If this meeting went as expected, Richards would need something stronger than coffee later in the day.

Opening both doors to push his way into the conference room, Richards saw one table along the far wall with five impeccably dressed individuals sitting on the other side. Commissioner Saunders, decked out in a uniform that more closely resembled that of a military general, sat at the center of the table with the American and Maryland flags flanking him over each shoulder. Janet Baldwin, the deputy commissioner, sat to Saunders' right, and to his left was Jeff Downs, the colonel whose help in the Devin Buckner case had eventually led to this mess. Men the captain didn't recognize sat on the ends of the table, and their suits looked like they cost more than Richards made in a month.

Of the five, Baldwin was the only one who wasn't a white male. It was a sight Richards had dealt with throughout his entire career.

Each of the five had a full glass of water in front of them. Saunders grabbed his glass and took a long first sip; when he set the glass back on the table, his fingerprints were visible against the morning sun peering through the windows. Richards swallowed, the tick of the second hand on the clock behind him the only sound in the room for what felt like minutes.

"Sit," the commissioner ordered, pointing to a solitary wooden chair across from the table.

Reluctantly, Richards did just that. His hand went to the service piece on his hip; he took it with him every time he left the office. He felt more comfortable with the weight of it on his hip, and if this meeting went the way he feared it would, he would at least be saved another trip before turning in the weapon. But the captain kept his expression neutral, deciding to get a feel for how this was going to unfold. The tension was thick enough to slice through with a knife, and Richards could feel the collective stares burrowing into him.

For the most part, Richards had always been friendly with the people at the table over the years. Seldom did his disputes with downtown, annoying as they often were, ever erupt into anything major. He had a feeling that was about to change.

Saunders waited until Richards was seated before clearing his throat and adjusting the thin black microphone in front of him. "Where's the vigilante?"

And there it was. This was the meeting Richards had expected for the past few weeks. Why did it take so long for the BPD to take him to task over this? Were they too busy trying to ensure there wasn't any egg on their own faces before turning to the all-too-predictable witch hunt? The captain fought the urge to sigh and roll his eyes, instead crossing one leg over the other and running his fingers over his thick black mustache.

"I don't know."

It was actually the truth; despite Richards' best efforts, he’d had no contact since Jill had turned in her badge. He had watched her televised confession with the same slack-jawed surprise that he figured many in the city had, and all of his attempts at communication in the days and weeks since had been for naught. Wherever Jill was, she was in no position to contact anyone who was in her corner—or maybe she had no way of knowing who was in her corner anymore, so she was better off cutting off contact with everyone.

Baldwin squinted. "I don't believe you."

"Well, that's tough shit." Richards was still upset at Baldwin for the way she had acted during the Buckner case, popping up at the Seventh Precinct and roundabout threatening one of his detectives for trying to do her job. Jill had been in line to take the Sergeant's exam, but Baldwin had made it clear that Jill would lose that shot if she kept poking around the four cops who killed Devin Buckner. It reminded Richards of his earlier days on the force, and it was something he had let himself believe no longer happened. Clearly, he had been naive. "I haven't talked to Jill since she turned in her badge."

Downs, who at one point had been the most sympathetic of the five at the table, shook his head. "How long have you known Detective Andersen was actually Bounty?"

Richards opened his mouth, a lie on the tip of his tongue. It was instinct; what was the surest way to protect Jill? How could he make sure she was okay, even if he had no way of getting in touch with her? Lying was certainly an option, but so was telling the truth. And if Richards was being honest with himself, he wasn't sure if he cared enough to hide the truth. They were likely going to try forcing him out regardless of the answer, because it was now abundantly clear where the department's priorities were.

"Do you honestly expect me to help you in this witch hunt?" the captain asked instead.

Downs shook his head. "Detective Andersen has been breaking the law."

"And so did the four cops who killed that boy!" Richards sat up straighter and grabbed the arms of the chair. "Yet I remember some in this room standing in my detectives' way when they were trying to do their jobs!"

The bespectacled man on the far right cleared his throat. "No one was telling them how to do their jo—"

"Bullshit!" Richards sprung from his chair and jabbed his finger at Baldwin. "She came to my precinct and explicitly told my detective that her shot at a promotion was on the line if she didn't stop pursuing our suspects!"

"Your suspects were Baltimore police officers," Baldwin argued. "They were entitled to decency and respect."

"Decency and respect," Richards repeated with a shake of his head. "For the four fuckers who tortured a kid, but not for the woman who devoted almost four years to this force, and then tried to go beyond even that to make this city better."

"Captain," the commissioner interjected, "sit down."

Richards did not sit; instead, he began pacing back and forth in front of the table, glaring at each of the five administrators who were clearly pursuing an agenda. He had half a mind to toss his gun and badge at them and be done with it, but that was probably what they wanted. And Daniel Richards was damned if he would give these people the satisfaction of running him out.

"The truth is," Saunders continued, "we've been concerned about your precinct for a while now, Captain."

Richards frowned, his hands balling into fists. "My precinct has the highest case closure rate in the city."

"Your precinct also has a record of suspects being attacked in interrogation," Downs rattled off, reading from an open manila folder in front of him. "Suspects in Holding either escaping or dying, detectives running off without alerting their partners, your own absence several months back when one of your detectives was injured on duty... what, exactly, is going on at the Seventh, Daniel?"

Richards clenched his jaw. "We're doing our jobs."

"And aiding and abetting a vigilante," Saunders added.

"You wanna fire me? Fire me." Richards approached the table, flattening his palms on the surface and getting in the commissioner's face. Saunders had a close-cropped cut, his features chiseled and screaming every bit the military career he had before transitioning to law enforcement. "But you will not run me out, you will not touch my people, and you damn sure will not be bringing Jill in while I'm around."

"No one here's looking for a firing," Saunders said, his right eye twitching. "We just want to know where the vigilante is."

"Well, you won't be getting that from me." Richards stood upright again. "And no one from my unit will be helping, either. Now, if we're done here, I've got a precinct to run."

Turning on the balls of his feet, the captain stormed out of the conference room before anyone at the table could respond. He let the heavy doors slam shut behind him, and as he marched toward the staircase, Richards pulled a gray flip phone from his back pocket. It hadn't worked yet in the weeks following Jill's resignation, but after this meeting, he had to at least send her a warning. Even if she didn't get it, or ignored it, Richards couldn't let this slide without at least sending up the flare.

Bishop asking about you - be careful

Pocketing the phone and descending the staircase, Richards sucked in a deep breath. He had survived the first blow, but something told him the fight was just starting.
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AS MUCH AS JILL WISHED she could completely devote herself to hiding from the police and being on the run, the fact was her sense of duty stuck with her even after she had turned in her badge. As a result, she was still prowling the city as Bounty whenever she felt comfortable in evading any prying eyes. She understood the risk she was taking every time she devoted any time to her vigilante endeavors—though truth be told, there wasn't much else for her to do these days. Being Bounty wasn't going to pay the bills—unless Jill wanted to really push into the proverbial gray area—but it was something she still felt obligated to do.

Partly because she couldn't ignore Erikson's tip. Partly because she still wanted to bring down David Gregor once and for all. The chess match he had played with her in the aftermath of Devin Buckner's murder had been for a specific purpose, which was what had led to Jill to turn in her badge and admit her truth to the city in the first place. 

But even with the billionaire out of the country, she knew his less savory exploits were likely continuing—possibly even increasing in activity since he had a rock-solid alibi in the unlikely event the authorities came calling. As it often did when Gregor came up, Jill thought back to the FBI agent she had met months ago, the one who had cornered her in a hospital elevator and offered his assistance in bringing Gregor to justice.

But if the FBI was that capable, why not handle it themselves? Why did they need a Baltimore homicide cop's help?

Check that: former homicide cop.

Unless Agent McDermott knew Jill's secret. Which was entirely possible, and yet the FBI had not yet come calling for her. The Baltimore Police Department would have been well within its rights to seek federal assistance with its manhunt, and the fact that Uncle Sam's alphabet soup of agencies weren’t yet on Jill's tail was both a relief and a source of confusion. The media made it seem like Jill had done nothing but evade law enforcement in the weeks since her revelation, but the fact was, her encounters with the police were few and far between.

How much longer would that last?

Instead of worrying, she chose to devote her energies to determining what scheme Gregor was plotting this time. Given the area in which Jill was camped out—near the Seagirt Marine Terminal in the Port of Baltimore just south of the Inner Harbor, where Narcotics often caught deals about to go down—Erikson's theory was that the cocaine ring feeding into the northwest portion of the city was kicking back up again. Of all the cops on Gregor's payroll, most of them came from Narcotics. They were among Baltimore's most overworked and underpaid officers, leaving them particularly susceptible to Gregor's prodding; the fact that they oversaw the one area of law enforcement the mogul hoped to circumvent was an added bonus.

Gregor's greatest coup might have been a homicide cop, but he had more than enough narcs in his back pocket to pad his bottom line.

As Jill's intel had suggested, a hefty man wearing a black sweater, black jeans, and a black toboggan emerged from behind a line of multi-colored storage crates when the clock struck midnight. The man, who Jill had never seen before, glanced over his shoulder before checking his watch. Whoever this was, he was clearly new at this. He moved far too much for someone used to clandestine meetings. His fingers twitched, his eyes kept dancing back and forth. He wore a scraggly red beard that he scratched as he paced back and forth, clearly muttering something even though Jill was too far away to hear it.

The crackle of the two-way on the man's right shoulder made him jump. He rolled his eyes, seemingly annoyed with himself, before grabbing the device and barking something in a language Jill didn't understand. It was likely a Slavic tongue, if Gregor's past associations were any hint, but that was all Jill could deduce from it. The man stopped in his tracks, folded his arms over his chest, and stared straight ahead. His eyes were focused in Jill's direction, but the dead of night, and the crate she used as cover, kept Jill from being spotted.

Sirens whined to life several blocks away. The sound only seemed to fuel the man's impatience; he checked his watch again and shook his head. One more glance over his shoulder, and the man unfolded his arms to take a step—which was when a flash of black streaked across the night. As quickly as the streak appeared, it vanished... leaving behind a spray of red as the man in the toboggan clutched at his throat with both hands. 

His eyes were wide as he tumbled to the ground, rolling onto his back before his right arm fell to his side. The last of his blood spilled onto the railroad tracks. Before long, his final gargled breaths gave way to silence.

Covering her mouth over the shock of it all, Jill studied her surroundings again. Nothing else caught her attention in the dead of night. With a tap of her left temple, Jill activated the infrared sight in her left eye, connected to the supercomputer embedded in her brain. The left side of Jill's face was covered in titanium, the silver plate the only outer hint of what happened to her all those years ago when she volunteered to be Project Fusion's first American test subject. 

What was then considered a huge step in human cybernetics, Project Fusion had provided Jill with an indestructible titanium skeleton, enhanced strength, speed, and constitution, as well as her infrared sight. Those enhancements, courtesy of the late Dr. Trent Roberts, helped lead to Jill's decision to become a costumed vigilante. They had even helped solve the occasional murder, though her former partner would teasingly accuse her of cheating on the rare occasion he caught her in the act.

But right now, they told Jill nothing. The infrared vision didn't reveal anything Jill didn't already know.

Lowering into an even deeper crouch, Jill clicked off the infrared sight and bit her lower lip. A man who had fit the description of Gregor's latest BPD-sanctioned drug mule had just been murdered in cold blood... and Jill never once caught a glimpse of who or what did the deed. A gnawing certainty churned in the pit of her stomach, but Jill pushed that thought aside. She didn't care to consider that possibility at the moment, even if doing so was likely prudent. Instead, she did what came naturally to her:

She focused on the victim.

Emerging from her hiding spot, Jill fished for the flip phone tucked away in her left boot. She was kneeling by the body before she really understood what she was doing. She might not have been a cop anymore, but certain habits were so engrained in Jill that she did them without thinking. A quick glance at her surroundings told Jill the assailant had left, and she was alone with the body. Reaching out with her free hand, Jill stopped herself. Gloves or no, the last thing she needed to do was touch the body before the police got to it.

Glancing at the device's meager contact list—there were only three numbers stored—Jill stared at the first contact. Time was, she would call or text that number without any hesitation, eager to talk to the recipient whether it was about business or anything else. But her recent choices had left a strain between Jill and Ramon. She couldn't tell if Ramon was furious with her, but she knew something had been off the last time they had contact. Ramon was too kind a soul to actually have an outburst or a tantrum, but there was something in the way he had carried himself around her, something in his voice, that had given her pause.

So for as much as Jill wanted to call Ramon to report this murder, she decided a text message was likely better.

Dead body at the docks - do your thing

By the time the message was sent and Jill had stuffed the phone back in its hiding spot, she found herself hovering over the body. The man was no less a mystery up close than he had been from afar. The frightened look frozen onto his face was unnerving, even for a woman who had made this sort of thing her life's work for the past four years. Besides, the longer Jill stayed, the more she risked leaving behind some sort of evidence—and the last thing she needed was to become a murder suspect. If the cops weren't truly after her now, linking her to a dead body would certainly do the trick.

So as the sirens in the distance grew louder, she slipped into the shadows and made herself scarce.
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HITORI WATSON'S LEAST favorite part of being a homicide cop, by far, was whenever a body dropped between the hours of midnight and six in the morning. All the coffee in the world couldn't help Watson on days that started before the sun rose, a reality of which he was all too aware as he gulped down his first steaming cup of the day. His partner, Whitney Blankenship, had brought them to-go cups when she picked him up, a rare peace offering after a couple weeks of silent animosity between the two. Watson had thought he and Blankenship were tight, but Jill Andersen's recent resignation and public reveal had proven otherwise.

Blankenship had yet to touch her coffee, intent on keeping both hands on the steering wheel at all times. Her police-issued Dodge Charger was among the department's oldest, but she took such good care of it that it required far less maintenance than most of the BPD's other vehicles. After Watson had mumbled his thanks for the coffee, the rest of their drive had passed in silence. Blankenship wouldn't even turn the radio on to provide Watson with a constant source of sound to keep him awake. As powerful as the Charger was, the purr of the motor nearly lulled him back to sleep.

Thankfully, they reached the port before drowsiness could take full effect, the jostling of the car coming to a stop snapping Watson from his stupor. He downed the rest of his cup, cringing when the heat seared against his tongue. On a normal morning, he would let the black liquid cool slightly before downing it, but as the car mockingly reminded him that it wasn't even five in the morning, he was willing to risk a burnt tongue.

Juanita Gutierrez, the city's chief medical examiner, was already at the scene with the other CSU technicians. Her brother, Detective Ramon Gutierrez, was also on the scene—as was Detective Earl Stevens, a fifteen-year veteran of the department who in recent months had developed a relationship with Juanita. She was crouched over the body, of which Watson and Blankenship could only see the legs from their car. One of the CSU techs also hovered over the body, the flash of his high-end digital camera far more light than should have been allowed at this early hour.

"What do we have?" Blankenship asked before taking her first sip.

"My guess?" Juanita marked on her metal clipboard. "The sort of guy we're not sorry to lose."

Watson cocked his head to the side, taking in the dead man's black garb. He was dressed from head to toe in black, complete with the ski cap lying next to his face. His beard was stained in blood under the chin, what was once the man's neck now a sloppy red line that splattered several feet along the ground. Were it not for the hot lamps strewn throughout the crime scene, the splatter would be invisible until sunrise.

"Guy dressed all in black, hanging out in the abandoned dock at night." Watson shook his head and stuffed his hands in the pockets of his overcoat. "Something bad gone wrong?"

Ramon kept his distance from the body; though he had shaken his habit of getting sick at crime scenes, he still didn't care for the sight of a dead body. It was an interesting tic for a man who made his living investigating the dead, a point his sister was never shy about highlighting. "No ID on him, not that we expected one."

Blankenship crouched down beside Juanita, getting a closer look at the gash along the man's neck. "Who called it in?"

"Um," Ramon swallowed, "I did. Got an anonymous tip."

The other three detectives stared at each other for a few silent moments; they all knew what Ramon had left unsaid. They all knew where the tip had come from, and at this hour, the tension between them all borne from Jill's disappearance—for lack of a better term—threatened to spill over. Instead, Stevens cleared his throat and pulled a small notepad from his back pocket, thumbing to an empty page and jotting down some notes.

"Our gal Friday didn't happen to see the assailant, did she?" he asked.

"More black." Ramon shook his head. "Head to toe. Wore a mask, moved quick as she did."

"We thinkin' it's the other vigilante?" Watson asked.

Blankenship shook her head, her upper lip curling into a sneer as she downed half of the coffee left in her cup. The scalding heat was actually welcoming at this hour; if nothing else, it helped keep her awake. Still, she felt the urge to roll her eyes, taking a step back toward her car. She didn't want to get into yet another argument with her partner, but if the vigilante—either of them—was going to become an issue, it might be inevitable.

"Can we really trust anything she told Ramon?" she blurted out before downing the rest of her coffee. "We know how dark this port is in the middle of the night. If everyone was wearing black, and the only lights here are the ones CSU brought, how the hell does she know she saw what she saw? And for that matter, how do we know she's not using that to her advantage to steer us somewhere else?"

"What?" Watson shook his head. "Are you trying to insinuate Jill had something to do with this? Are you really hinting at that?"

"C'mon," Ramon interjected, sidestepping his sister and joining the other two detectives. "We all know I'm not exactly Jill's biggest fan lately, but... she would never do this. She would never kill. Not on purpose."

Blankenship straightened her posture and yanked open the door to her black Charger. "Time was, people said the same about her father."

With that, she sank herself into the driver's seat and slammed the door shut as her phone buzzed. She knew who it was at this
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