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For my sister Sara, 

who always knew better than to talk 

when The X-Files was on.
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Fingers clutched tightly to the envelope in Henry Reed’s hand. They grazed the seal decorating the back, which was an image of a man resting under an apple tree with a single object falling from the branches above. 

He didn’t open it—the instructions had been clear. The package had arrived while his mother rested in her room. The treatments had taken their toll on her and her exhaustion stretched longer with each visit to the doctor. Her name was noted on the label. This was her task, but he refused to disturb her slumber. She was sick and needed him, the way he had always needed her.

It was time to return the favor.

Beyond the lone envelope in the shallow box was a handwritten note. Sparse language described the situation, little in the way of details offered besides the time and location.

SHUR-RITE BUILDING

REGINALD KANE

NOW

Downtown Chicago stretched out before him. The drive was lost to the note and the circumstances of the package’s arrival. How often had these deliveries occurred? Had he failed to notice all these years or had his mother hidden them from him? The questions carried him to the Shur-Rite facility. It towered over him and he stood in its shadow for a long moment. The December chill cut through him. He failed to feel it, heat rising along his skin.

Extravagant fixtures showered light from the walls of the extensive lobby. They guided visitors through the revolving door to the waiting security guard within. Henry took the slow walk, swallowing his nerves with each step.

“Courier?” the guard asked upon arriving. 

“Yeah,” Henry mumbled, hand to the back of his neck. He lifted the letter for the man to see, evidence of his intention. “I’m here to see Reginald Kane.”

The guard passed along a sign-in sheet and dropped a pen on top. Henry picked up the instrument, then he paused. He didn’t want his mother in trouble for him taking over her delivery. Using the seal along the back of the envelope as inspiration, Henry played it safe. He scribbled the first name that came to mind.

“Here a little late today,” the guard said. He placed the clipboard aside without looking, the routine of the event clearly mundane to his day.

“Request just came in,” Henry said with a disarming smile, while his stomach managed a triple somersault.

“Mr. Kane and his snail mail,” said the guard, shaking his head.

“Some people don’t like change.”

The guard laughed. He led Henry to the elevator bank at the end of the hall. He inserted his key and the car in the center opened.

“Ain’t that the truth,” he said. “Test drove a new truck the other day and the thing starts blaring like I hit the self-destruct button. They have some new warning about leaving something in the backseat. I damn well thought there was a ghost back there instead of just my jacket.”

Henry smiled as he slipped inside the waiting elevator. “I guess some people don’t like surprises either.”

“Smart kid,” the guard said with a tip of his hat. “I’ll let Mr. Kane know you’re on your way.”

“Thank you.”

The door closed and Henry settled along the back of the rising car. His heart slowed, falling once again into a natural rhythm. Why he was so nervous he had no idea. The delivery of a letter was a simple task. Yet everything about the situation appeared strange to the young man. He was out of his element. He had struggled to make ends meet to take care of his mother’s growing hospital bills. The money at the base of the package helped at a desperate time. He couldn’t risk losing it now.

He arrived at the seventh floor of the Shur-Rite Building without pomp and pageantry. Nothing but darkness lined the hall, offices stretching on both sides. The only light at that late hour beamed from the far end and the lone open door.

Henry took a breath, letter squeezed along his side. He inched down the corridor, where the sound of shouting amplified with each step toward the occupied office.

“I understand the issue,” the voice boomed. A shadow ran along the door, causing Henry to shrink back. A man with a phone to his ear paced the vast space. “I’ve been doing this a long time. No, that wasn’t a comment on your youth, you idiot. When things go wrong, you should learn to take a damn breath before finding someone to blame. The trucks will be found. Whoever diverted them from our South Bend facility will be dealt with. It will be handled. No, I shuttered the operation as a contingency. There are no loose ends to find there.”

Henry stopped outside the office. The name Reginald Kane decorated the door, the title of Chief Operating Officer underneath. Kane stood tall, a drink in his left hand and a phone in his right. His salt-and-pepper hair was perfectly placed, and his suit was snug against his wiry frame.

“An explanation?” Kane exclaimed, nearly spilling his drink. He finished it and slammed the glass against the mantel before resuming his trek through the office. “I was out of the country, you smug piece of... Listen to me. I have responsibilities outside of the group. We all do. But I have been in this for decades. I know the importance of what has happened, and the study we could have accomplished with the Spring Hill incident. I wasn’t the one who insisted on incinerating the rest of the specimens. No... I have never seen this nut with the glasses before, but if you think that means you can pin this at my doorstep, you can forget it.”

Kane circled his desk. He stopped at the intercom near the edge. A red light flashed and the man’s eyes snapped toward the door and his waiting visitor. 

“Find the drivers,” Kane barked into the phone. “Find something. Then you can scream at me.”

The phone clicked and he dropped the device upon the chair on his way to the door. He pulled it open and Henry stood, an awkward and nervous look on his face.

“What the hell is this now?”

“Sorry to interr—”

“Shut it,” Kane snapped. He returned to the mantel and poured a new drink. “How long have you been at the door?”

“I just—”

“Speak up.”

Henry entered the office warily. He extended the letter. “I was asked to deliver this.”

Kane snatched the envelope from the young man even as he winced at the burning liquor slipping down his throat. He lowered the glass. His eyes widened at sight of the seal on the back. 

“I wasn’t expecting anything,” Kane said. “And you’re not my usual courier.”

Henry stayed quiet, unsure what to say. Kane returned to his desk, where he opened the top drawer. His hand hovered over the contents within the deep nook then removed a letter opener. After tearing through the thin paper, Kane retrieved the note.

“What the hell is this? Some kind of joke?”

“I don’t—”

Kane flipped the paper around. It contained one word. 

GOODBYE.

“You think this is funny?” Kane yelled. He tore the letter, dropping the pieces into the waiting trash. “Who the hell are you?”

“I have no—”

Kane reached into the drawer once again. He snatched a metallic device from inside, and immediately leveled it at Henry. A revolver.

“Who are you?” he repeated.

“H... Henry,” the young man stammered. He backed away, blocked by the various furniture spread throughout the office. He kept his hands open and wide. Terror caused him to sweat. “Please, I don’t—”

“First Weingard pulls this crap on the phone and now this?” Kane seethed. “Those damn trucks.”

“Listen,” Henry pleaded. “I delivered whatever it was I was supposed to deliver, so I’d like to—”

“What?” Kane said. “What would you like, Henry? You know what I would like?”

Henry tripped over the leg of the chair and fell to the floor. He rolled with the impact, then worked his way to his knees. The gun was waiting for him, inches from his scalp.

“Two decades in this endeavor,” Kane continued. “I have made the Trust more money than anyone. And this is it? Some fluke mistake and they send you? Not going to happen.”

“Listen. Please, listen. I don’t know what you think this is, but—”

“I know exactly what this is,” Kane said, a wry smirk forming. He cocked the hammer back on his weapon. “And here’s my rebuttal. Make sure they get the message.”

Heat surged through his chest. “Please—”

“Begging?” Kane condemned. “Man up, Henry.”

The young man closed his eyes. “I wasn’t...”

The gun pressed tight to his forehead. “Enough with the mumbling!”

“Please, I...” Henry took a long breath. It did little to stem the heat coursing through his terrified body. He reached up and grabbed the man’s arm. The heat grew along with the terrified eyes of Henry Reed. “I wasn’t begging for me.”

“What?” Kane staggered back. Flames sparked up his sleeve. He dropped the revolver, and the weapon discharged violently when it hit the floor. The crack of the gun forced Henry to the ground to avoid the bullet as it slammed into the mantel behind him. “It can’t be...”

The flames engulfed Kane’s torso. Screams of pain echoed along the seventh floor. The panicked executive collapsed on the carpet. The fire spread down his legs. The terror in his eyes was lost to the flames.

“No, I didn’t mean to...” Henry reached for him, far too late to do any good.

“Promethean...” Kane muttered. His skin bubbled, his body breaking down from the intense heat consuming him.

“Oh, God.” Henry stared deep into the flames as Kane met his end. Tears streamed along his cheeks. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
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Ben Riley raced along Greentree Road toward Ashburton. The digital clock over the neighborhood pharmacy inched toward ten in the morning. The snow in the greater Bethesda area had departed earlier in the week, bringing a warm front and unusually mild mornings. Still, mid-to-high thirties made for a somewhat frigid jog. The wind was just the cherry on top as far as Ben was concerned, smiling and waving at a group of power walkers before making the turn to Fernwood.

He’d taken the same route all week—an early-morning bus trip from his apartment to a stop on Bradmoor. From there, he started his trek north, taking the bridge over the Beltway. A number of residential neighborhoods offered a distraction from the bitter temperatures. The beautiful homes marking the sides of the trail also gave Ben something else, something much needed during his jog. 

Windows.

Large picture windows dotted the homes that stretched along Inglemere and Greyswood. They allowed him tiny glances at the passing traffic, while he toyed with his shoelaces. Ben counted the seconds, his breath wafting against the cold. Five seconds and then he saw it.

The gray sedan.

Blacked-out windows, no visible plates, and the quick turn after passing made it clear that they were not in the area for the scenery.

The same occurred on Fernwood. He allowed a short pause in front of a coffee shop, this time under the guise of an untied sneaker. The day before, it had been to stretch while waiting for the light at the corner to change in his favor. A count of five and another sedan, this one lighter in color but carrying the same blacked-out windows. Not wanting to draw unnecessary attention, he smiled politely to a woman exiting the cafe, finished fiddling with his red-and-white-striped sneakers, and started north once more.

Ben continued along Fernwood toward the Westfield Montgomery Mall. A black sedan picked up where their companion left off. He noted the change as the door closed and he entered the food court.

“Thanks,” Ben replied with a smile, beaming at the mango peach smoothie handed his way. The woman behind the counter offered a wide grin with his purchase. Over the course of the week Ben had discovered how truly personable his new friend Tamara—definitely not Tammy or Mara—was, learning about her current enrollment at a community college before she hoped to make the leap to a four-year school out of state and away from her overprotective and dismally boring parents. Communications, whatever that actually meant, was her major, though she liked to focus in what she labeled as more interesting areas. Ben fought back all follow-up questions to the twenty-year-old brunette, keeping his responses firmly on the smoothie business.

It was a tough fight to win.

Beverage in hand, Ben found a table waiting for him in the center of the bustling food court. Around him, people swarmed the mall in a ravenous spree that could only mean the holidays were in full swing. 

December had snuck up on him. As a kid it had always been a time for family. As an adult it became a time of laughter and companionship. The loss of his former life in Buffalo, where he’d been framed for crimes he never committed, left him with no friends and no family. Suffice it to say, he found the holidays to be less than a priority. Not that he needed another one.

Since Bellbrook, his nights had been spent dreaming of his last moments with Ruth Heller, the lead field agent in his unit at the Department of Special Assignments. He had done everything in his power to save her yet could not help but feel guilty for her passing. The blame, however, lay with another face from his nightmares.

The Witness.

“I am not your enemy. When this ends, when all this finally ends, I will be your only hope for survival. Remember that, Benjamin Riley.”

The man’s last words echoed in Ben’s brain like a catchy pop song on repeat. He had known about Ben. He had known about Ben’s recruitment to the DSA. All of which had taken place mere days before the Bellbrook incident. Most of the department still had not learned his name. The Witness had known that and more.

“There is a reason you are here. A reason you have been chosen by them...”

Ben blew off the claim. He refused to believe there was anything behind it except the hope for self-doubt and fear in the small clearing outside Bellbrook, Ohio. He refused to carry any notion that the move to the DSA was anything more than what it was.

The three men that followed him into the mall made Ben reconsider.

Never standing together, yet always within view of the others, each one used a different door. They surrounded the food court and took up positions throughout the area. One sat at a table with a newspaper and a cup of coffee, which were conspicuously not from one of the shops in the mall. Another stood near the condiments outside the Charley’s eatery, without any food or tray in sight. The third stretched lightly, pretending to gear up for some heavy-duty mall walking. 

There were others. The obvious couple that seemed overly jovial, making their conversation heard when they passed by, yet never saying a word after they sat on the other side of the court. The impromptu business meeting that never made it past the introductions, and always kept Ben in sight. The faces changed daily, but the gimmicks continued.

Ben had to smile at the effort. For all their work—and it was top-notch surveillance—they simply forgot who they were monitoring. He made the surveillance as easily as the sedans outside. Earpieces just out of view. Staggered glances in his direction. Even with the Christmas rush they stood out to the former beat cop. In truth, however, they might have had a fighting chance against him had his internal alert status not been at a standing red.

Had he not found the bugs in his apartment.

His DSA-appointed apartment.

Discovering the first had been strictly an accident. A broken lamp in the fully furnished two-bedroom unit displayed the device in all its glory. The eleven that followed had taken the rest of the day to locate. It wasn’t a stretch to see the lengths someone was willing to go to keep tabs on him. The jogging in December certainly made that clear. And calling them someone wasn’t exactly accurate. He knew who the bugs belonged to. 

He just didn’t know why.

The morning food-court ritual with Tamara and the mango peach smoothie of his dreams had begun as a ploy to draw out any other surveillance. Ben, however, saw it as something more when he viewed the onslaught of shoppers amid those labeled as regulars.

It was an opportunity. 

Mall walkers roamed the halls. Older couples did their daily regimented exercises. Shopaholics, if that was still something to be called, visited daily. Parents with strollers tried to escape the confines of their homes during the winter months. All were routinely visible throughout the mall—like clockwork.

Ben had spent the week watching them just as clearly as he was being watched by the surveillance team that swarmed the food court. He waited for an opening: an opportunity to get in touch with someone that could help shed some light on his current situation. He needed to contact someone outside his current life with the DSA—someone he could trust.

A young mother carted her navy-blue stroller toward the restrooms, the same act he’d witnessed to the minute over the last three days. Ben started to stand to follow. As his foot hit the tiled floor, he stopped.

His phone was ringing in his pocket.

Head slumping, Ben sat back at the table in the food court. His chance faded down the restroom corridor. The phone continued to ring incessantly as his hand struggled to release it from his pocket. The delay caused an older woman at an adjacent table to throw a dirty look for interrupting her morning fiber intake.

Ben accepted the call. He kept his eyes low and away from both the curious stares of his neighbor and the individuals being paid to glare at him.

“Leave a message after the beep,” he chimed. “BEEEEEEEEEEP.”

“Where are you?” the whine of Zac Modine’s voice buzzed in his ear. 

Ben pulled the phone away and lowered the volume, while reaching for his smoothie. He took a long, drawn-out sip. It echoed into the receiver. Smacking his lips, he let the cup hit the surface of the table before bringing the phone back to his ear.

“At home watching cartoons. Want to ask what I’m wearing?” The older woman’s eyes bulged at the question. Ben smiled. He covered the phone’s speaker, leaning toward the busybody. “It’s my mom. We have a loving relationship.”

The woman huffed and immediately left. Ben chuckled, happy to call it a win for privacy.

The Head of Operational Support and Research coughed into the line. “Finish your shopping and head to the airport.”

“How did you—?” Ben fought to keep his eyes on the smoothie and away from the men and women circling his position. He flitted between them, curious to their reaction. Was Zac involved in his surveillance? 

“GPS on your phone,” Zac answered. “Nothing magical.”

Ben tapped the table, beads of sweat forming on his forehead. “You take away the sense of wonder, Modine.”

“I’m sure you’ll always be a Toys R Us kid, Riley. Flight for Chicago leaves in two hours.”

The phone clicked before Ben could reply. He let the warm device sit in his hands for a long moment, then stood. The woman with the stroller was already on her way back down the long corridor of the mall. Ben checked his watch, his opportunity shot for the day. 

The DSA, the organization following him, needed him again. It was another case without a soul to rely on—without one person to trust. He lifted his smoothie cup and drained it with a long, satisfied sip. “Peachy.”
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Morgan Dunleavy waited for the call to end. She paced through the seventh-floor office of Reginald Kane. She tried not to listen, hoping the response would be favorable—knowing it wouldn’t be.

“Riley’s on his way,” Zac said from the hall. He refused to enter the crime scene, where the smell had immediately sent him reeling for the restroom near the elevators. As long as he kept his eyes locked on her and never on the surrounding area, the out-of-his-element tech appeared stable. Or as stable as Zac could be given his current assignment. 

Morgan nodded without a glance in his direction. She circled the large black dot eclipsing the pristine carpet of the office: the very spot where Kane’s remains had been found mere hours earlier by security.

Local authorities still held jurisdiction, though that would change when the FBI arrived. Kane’s murder had made the morning news, and the pissing contest to see who would get the glory for solving the case was going to be more engrossing than anything gleaned from the victim.

Morgan fought for access, the field office for the Bureau giving the DSA a chance to close the case before more bodies hit the floor. Or burned to death, as was the situation at Shur-Rite.

There were no clear markings on the rug other than the lone circle, almost like a campfire had been set up in the center of the office building. Controlled and contained. Fire didn’t work that way, not out in the open. And not with the damage found on Kane’s body.

Closing the case slipped further away with each question raised. Still, Morgan shot back at her colleague in irritation. “I didn’t ask you to call him.”

Zac turned, his eyes wandering toward the ceiling. “I was following procedure.”

“I can handle this,” Morgan reiterated. The words sounded better, almost confident, especially compared to the pit growing in her stomach over the case. Kane’s death made no sense in the conventional sense. There was no ignition source from the blaze that had cooked him alive. The only residue captured for evidence came from a missing firearm, the .45 caliber slug embedded in the wall next to the mantel. 

“Lincoln wasn’t available?”

“He’s been pulled from active,” Zac said, happy to tap away at his laptop. When he glanced at her, he realized she waited for more. His hands flew up. “No idea why. I’m clueless.”

“Well, if anyone can suss it out...”

“Better that than, well... I’m not a CSI, Morgan.”

Zac’s trepidation over the crime scene, the refuse left in the wake of Kane’s demise, made her glad to have the room. Local PD had fought her on the case, heated words elevating to the point of fisticuffs until Morgan connected with the FBI for approval. 

All the argument had cost her was access to the body, though the autopsy was already scheduled for the following day at the medical examiner’s office. She understood the need for a quick turnaround given the prominence of the victim. Plus, she didn’t want anyone else’s blood on the floor from a fight she could win with her eyes closed.

“Don’t worry, Zac,” Morgan started. She crouched beside the stained carpet. “I’ve got this covered.”

“I figured since Riley found the lead on this Kane guy he should be involved as well.”

“Is that all?” She hadn’t spoken to the latest member of the field team in over a week. There had been no need for any interaction. Ever since Bellbrook the team had been in disarray. Lincoln had recovered slowly, but remained silent on the subject of Ruth Heller’s death. Morgan had tried to be around for him, yet failed on every level. Ben, though, was another matter. He’d tried approaching her multiple times while hunting down leads in the follow-up to their previous assignment. Each time she had rebuffed him, pushed away just at the sight of him. She didn’t see him at all, only Bellbrook and what happened. 

Only his failure. 

She couldn’t let that happen again. Not after being put in charge of the case. There was a murder and she was going to solve it. No complications necessary. 

“Do you have a problem with Riley being here?” Zac’s presence alone took away the simplicity of the case before them. Rather than take the bait
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