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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The man’s hand was sweaty and trembling, never a good combination when holding a bottle of deadly contagion.

      Damien Hill stood in front of the terrified virologist, trying to calm him and convince him to place the lethal liquid back onto the metal table between them.

      Ben Sampson—that was the virologist’s name. He was a big man, tall and heavy, with the physical prowess of a teddy bear. He was all brains, no brawn, which served him well as the head of Sampson Enginetics, his own bio-lab, but all that mental power was locked with blinding terror, reducing him to a sweaty, shaking statue.

      On second thought, maybe a painting. Standing in front of the plate-glass window, surrounded by its aluminum frame and contrasted with the night sky behind him, Damien figured Ben would look better on canvas. His white coat was too small to close around his round belly, which quivered like a crying Santa, while his impressive auburn beard dripped with perspiration and tears.

      Viral Fear.

      That was what Damien would call it, if he were the artist.

      In a way, he was, except his work was rarely appreciated by others.

      It was after eleven at night. Other than Ben and Damien in the middle of the clean room, the lab was empty. It was silent, like a library or a tomb. The only noise came from the hiss of the air filtering system and the whistle coming from Ben’s nose with each of his shallow breaths.

      In an effort to defuse the situation, Damien raised his hands above his head, his elbow resting against his suit coat, shielding the bulge of his shoulder holster, which cradled his Beretta.

      “Take a moment, Ben,” Damien said. “Think about what you’re doing. This is not the way you want this to end. Not with an audience.”

      Ben looked past Damien to another expansive glass window overlooking the rest of the lab. On the other side of the pane stood Jill, Ben’s plump wife of ten years, Sarah, their eight-year-old daughter, and Tommy, their five-year-old son. All bound and gagged, being held at gunpoint by Erica Grant, an impatient beauty who tapped on the thick glass with her long nails, pointing at the watch on her wrist.

      Damien knew they were running behind schedule. Everything on this mission was taking longer than expected. They had forty days to secure the virus, and they’d already burned through thirty. That left ten days, and acquiring the contagion was only part one of the plan.

      Erica was young and ambitious, but Damien didn’t need a novice rushing him. He was a surgeon. Erica, a chainsaw. Precision took time. His partner would have to wait.

      “We don’t want to hurt you, Ben,” Damien said. “Not really.”

      “Then let my family go,” Ben said, his voice trembling.

      “You know, Ben, you remind me of a man I once knew. His name was Jensen. He was a business professional like yourself. Where you dabble in manipulating genetics and viruses, Jensen coerced the law in a way that benefited his clients and his bank account. He specialized in corporate law, and he was a family man, like you. Had three kids. Adorable. Twelve, ten, and seven. Two girls with a boy in the middle. His wife’s name was Lydia. She worked part time for a landscape company in the nursery. Sweet woman with a green thumb.

      “Jensen worked too hard, like you,” Damien continued. “Never spent enough quality time at home with the wife and kids. His work was everything to him, but where you and Jensen diverge is in the area of morals. You’re a good man trying to make the world a better place. Jensen was a thief. He stole secrets from his employer, and he was selling them to a competitor. Bad idea. His employers, much like mine, were less than forgiving.

      “I do my homework, Ben,” he said. “I take pride in what I do. Just as you do. You started as an intern at Hammersten Chemical out of college. Worked for Simon Taggle, a slovenly man with coffee breath and yellow teeth. For all of Taggle’s challenges with hygiene, he was an innovator, a futurist, and he showed you the wonders of bioengineering. Its potential and its dangers. Diseases. Viruses. Contagions. The bleeding edge between healing and killing. But you weren’t afraid, Ben, not like your fellow interns. You gravitated to the field, fearless in the face of microscopic killers. You learned, you excelled, and, thirteen years later, here you are, running a promising biochemical company. Impressive.

      “Jensen wasn’t like that, Ben,” Damien said. “Not like you. He wasn’t a leader. He was a coward, driven by the fear of failure and of being trapped without options, which, by the way, I do know quite a bit about… but that’s for another time. One of Jensen’s biggest weaknesses, and my personal favorite, was his fear of heights. So, I escorted Jensen and his family to the top of his five-story parking garage, then held him over the edge while his wife and children watched him turn into a blubbering idiot.

      “Do you want to know what’s terrifying about falling from five stories, Ben?” Damien asked. “There’s a chance, albeit small, that you could actually survive. You’d never be the same, of course, but you’d live on—broken, shattered, malformed, maybe even conscious, a waking vegetable your family would have to visit. They’d talk, read, and act like you’re listening. They’d tell you about their lives, which would go on without you. So, I gave him a choice that night, Ben. A simple choice. Turn over the stolen material and his contacts from the competing firm, and his wife and children would live.”

      “His wife and children?” Ben asked. “What… what about him? Would the lawyer, would he live?”

      “Unfortunately, no. My employers were adamant I was to eliminate him as a future threat. His family, his innocent family, was nothing more than leverage. Triggers to get him to behave in a predictable fashion. Everyone has them. Flaws. Selfish drivers. I find them, I use them, and I get what I want.”

      Damien stood next to the window, motioning to Ben’s cowering wife and children.

      “Love,” Damien said. “That’s the easiest trigger of all. I know you love these people, Ben. It’s a natural thing for a husband and father. All you have to do is give me what I want.”

      “Did the lawyer listen to you?” Ben asked. “Did you let his family go? They’re okay?”

      “I’d like to say yes to you, Ben, I really would, but I can’t. You see, Jensen was one selfish bastard. Narcissists like him are shallow, but they can also sometimes be a bit unstable. You see, Ben, as I threatened to toss each member of his family over the edge, he didn’t budge. The loss of his wife didn’t change his mind. Nor his two daughters. Only when I threatened to throw his boy, Jensen, Jr., to his death, did he break.”

      “You… you killed them?” Ben asked.

      “No,” Damien said. “Ben, you’re not paying attention. I didn’t kill them—he did. Remember that. He held their lives in his hands, watched them beg and scream for mercy, and he did nothing. Imagine, Ben, listening to their poor screams as they fell, their fear, their torment, stopped only by the uncomfortable thud of bone against concrete.”

      Damien leaned forward as if to tell a secret, but Ben stepped back, keeping his distance.

      “Now, if I may confide in you, Ben, I have to warn you of something,” Damien said. “My partner, the one with the gun to your family’s heads, she’s not as patient as me. She’s a bit of a bull in a China shop, if you will. You don’t want her calling the shots. But I can only hold her back so long. Eventually, she becomes quite insistent. Now, I want to help you get out of this alive, Ben. I want you and your family to go home, call the police, and have them try to find me. Honestly, I do. But my partner, she doesn’t like witnesses.

      “So, who runs this show is entirely up to you,” Damien said. “Me or her? Why don’t you put the vial down, so you and I can have a chat? Then you and the missus can celebrate Sarah’s next birthday nine days from now.”

      Damien pulled his arm away from his body. His jacket opened, revealing the Beretta.

      “What do you say, Ben?” Damien asked. “How is this going to play out?”
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      Damien locked the virus in a pressure-sealed metal briefcase. Four vials in all. They were clear as water with only a small amount of pure hydrogen gas at the top, keeping the contagion from multiplying. If exposed to the oxygen and nitrogen in breathable air, the fluid would quickly break down and turn blood red.

      That was when they would need to run.

      At least, according to Ben.

      When given the choice of having his family executed or handing over a fragile, lethal contagion, he’d chosen the latter.

      Damien had expected as much. None of the long hours of research indicated Ben was anything but a decent man. Decent men weren’t used to situations where the only options were bad ones. When given the choice between sacrificing something personal or a potential threat of something greater, they would invariably choose to protect those they cared about the most, because decent men were more terrified of watching their family die than a theoretical threat that may never occur.

      “Did you really toss a family off a parking garage?” Erica asked.

      “Worse,” Damien said.

      He was lying, of course. He would have said just about anything to keep Erica from killing Ben’s family. He had made mistakes before, which had cost people their lives, mistakes which haunted him most nights, but nothing as cruel as the story he’d used to convince Ben. That’d been for show. And it worked.

      In Damien’s current situation, the less Erica knew about him, the better. He needed her to fear him more than trust him. Trust wasn’t a valuable currency in the life of the Cause. They respected strength over integrity, which was good, because Damien didn’t trust any of them either, especially the cousin Cynthia had assigned to help him secure the virus.

      At worst, she was a plant, a spy for Cynthia’s clan, meant to keep an eye on him. At best, she was an inexperienced partner whose lack of knowledge had a better chance of killing him than the briefcase full of vials.

      “What could be worse than tossing a family to their death?” Erica asked.

      “You’ve grown up in the clan, haven’t you?” Damien asked. “I’m sure you’ve done worse.”

      “No, I haven’t,” she said. “I’ve done some things, but nothing like that. Not yet.”

      “That’s comforting.”

      “Look, I can hold my own, if that’s what you’re worried about. I’m not the one my cousin pulled into the clan from out of nowhere. I’ve earned my place. It wasn’t handed to me, like it was to you.”

      “It wasn’t handed to me either, sweetheart,” Damien said. “If it weren’t for me, Cynthia would be dead. Unless you’d prefer that.”

      “No,” Erica protested. “Of course not.”

      “Of course not,” he repeated. “Then just shut up and do what I say. We’re already up against the wall.”

      “I know. Ten days left. Not much time.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      “If we don’t pull this off, we’re all dead, you know.”

      “I know,” Damien said. “I wish I could say that feeling was new to me.”

      “Good,” Erica said. “Then maybe you’re more suited to the clan than I thought.”

      For over a month, Damien had moved into the hidden world of the Cause, run by a group of clans, mostly family, but sprinkled with a few recruits, like himself. He didn’t have time to get acclimated to life in their world, nor find an opportunity to escape them. He and Erica were immediately given a mission that could allow him to live a bit longer, which was all the motivation he needed.

      The rest of them, including Cynthia, could die, for all he cared.

      He’d once felt something for her, something he’d never thought he would feel again, but once she had returned to her kinfolk, she became someone different. Lost was the woman who needed Damien’s help, who enjoyed their pleasures of the flesh, and who loved a simple man named George. Once she’d reunited to her clan, she’d reverted to what Damien believed must have been her former self. Hard. Calculating. Suspicious. Everything she did was wrapped in secrecy.

      Damien hoped the woman who had stirred his heart was still there, hiding underneath her hard shell, but he didn’t hold out much hope. She’d become everything he feared she would when she came up with the plan to rejoin the Cause.

      Damien didn’t choose to be there, but he had to play along. When given the chance to die or join Cynthia’s Omega clan, he, like Ben, had chosen selfishly.

      Cynthia had some grand plan in her head, something for which she was certain would change everything, but she wouldn’t share it with anyone. Soon after being brought back into the fold, she’d started barking orders—and everyone in her clan listened to her as if she had done it before.

      She probably had, before she escaped and entered witness protection.

      Damien hated every moment he had to live in their presence, working with people he despised, smiling and joking with those responsible for his wife and son’s death. He had never taken acting classes, but he was giving an Oscar-worthy performance.

      If this were an Agency mission, which was his former employer, he would have done things differently. The Cause was highly structured, both internally and between clans. Normally, he’d either enter the organization from a position of strength, backed by an impenetrable digital backstory, or on the lowest rung, because people tended to ignore those they perceived as unimportant.

      Either approach would have allowed him the access and time to map out the infrastructure of the organization, identify its weak spots, people he could turn and others who presented a threat. He’d find linchpins that, when pulled, would force the entire organization to crumble.

      It was what he would have done had he the time and resources. Had the Agency not been infiltrated and brought down by the Cause. Had Cynthia not saved him by vouching for him under his new, undiscovered alias as Joshua Damien Hawk.

      D2, as Damien called him, passed their scrutiny, so here he was, stealing a deadly virus for the people he hated so the woman who trapped him there could use it for her own lofty purposes.

      Not the way he would have drawn it up.

      Despite living over a month in the Cause, his exposure to its width and breadth was limited. He’d spent his time interacting with Cynthia’s clan and its leadership.

      Her second in command, Dante, was more of a puzzle.

      He hadn’t done or said anything to earn Damien’s ire, but betrayals between clans was common as members vied for their next step up the power structure. As a confidant, Dante seemed like a prime candidate to stab Cynthia in the back and, after doing so, to come after Damien.

      Damien’s gut was about the only thing he could count on, so, when it voiced an opinion, he listened. He’d watch Dante and try to keep Cynthia safe, do everything she asked to help keep her position of power intact. For all of Damien’s mistrust, she was the only person in the Cause who had his back.

      After Damien and Erica hopped into a black Hummer, Damien slid the briefcase between the two front seats.

      “I can hold the case, if you want,” Erica said.

      “No,” Damien said.

      “But—”

      “No.”

      “Are you always this grouchy?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “I’m trying to be nice.”

      “Good for you,” he said.

      A Hummer wasn’t the most inconspicuous vehicle, but it fit perfectly with the machismo of the Cause. Show power, gather power, flex power, abuse power. They almost dared others to confront them, just so they could show their superiority.

      Damien liked being behind the wheel. He never would have been able to afford a truck like this on a small-town police salary. He and his wife used to share a used Crown Victoria that spent its early life patrolling the streets of Hayeston, Florida. By the time it rolled onto their driveway, its better days were far behind it with a history of transporting drug dealers, junkies, and prostitutes to small prison cells located in an old book depository.

      Before the Cause came knocking, nearly all crime in that small town revolved around drugs and drinking. The Cause used Damien’s hometown like a social petri dish, fueling rage and chaos, and took more than just lives and livelihoods. It took Raquel, Damien’s wife, and Nicholas, their unborn son.

      After her death, Raquel still visited Damien occasionally. They would spend time together, like when she was alive. Most people would consider her a hallucination or one of the many side effects of having brain damage. Thanks to a man who grew up in the Cause’s Alpha clan, Damien’s scrambled noggin had left him with two new realities—visitations from his dead wife and psychological instabilities some would deem sociopathic.

      Damien simply called his darker side the beast, and him living in a community of killers made restraining it nearly impossible. Yet, he was determined to do so, because every time he freed it, it took a part of Damien’s soul with it.

      “How long did you know Cynthia while she was on the outside?” Erica asked.

      It was the first time anyone had openly discussed Cynthia’s escape from the Cause. Since her return, the subject had been avoided by her kinsfolk and those in the other clans.

      “Not very,” Damien said. “She ran a daycare. Her husband worked in insurance.”

      “She was married?”

      “Yeah. Great guy.”

      “Wow…” Erica said with youthful enthusiasm. “Was she happy? On the outside, I mean?”

      “It’s hard to tell. When I showed up, someone tried to kill her, so I didn’t have a chance to know her before the other clans started hunting her down.”

      “Oh,” Erica said, slumping in her seat.

      “But for the few moments before her life went to shit, yeah, she seemed happy. She loved the kids she cared for, and she had a man who loved her without conditions… what more could one want?”

      “Love? Like, real love?”

      “Is there more than one kind?” Damien asked.

      Erica rubbed a thin scar on her arm.

      “God, I hope so,” she said.

      Damien thought of Raquel.

      “Well, there is,” he said. “And it’s awesome.”
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      Damien guessed Erica was in her early twenties, a few years younger than him, but it was hard to know for sure. People in the Cause lived hard lives. Those miles were evidenced by the scowls on their faces and the scars on their bodies. Surprisingly, Erica still had an innocence about her, but he wouldn’t let her vulnerability lull him into a false sense of security. Behind her girlish smile was a trained killer.

      The drive back to the clan’s safe house was a long one. Damien would have rather found out if Erica were as charming as she appeared, but that would open him up to questions he didn’t want to answer. His survival demanded he remain as much of an enigma as possible. He had Cynthia’s backing and the cache that went with it. He had to protect that as much as he did his own life.

      “You’re too quiet,” Erica said. “I don’t like quiet people.”

      “You don’t say?” Damien said.

      “Worse than that, when you talk, you’re sarcastic.”

      “You don’t like sarcasm?”

      “No,” she said.

      “So, you want me to leave?”

      “You’re driving. Where would you go?”

      “I was being sarcastic.”

      “See? I hate that. What I want is to have a conversation with you.”

      “Do I look like the chatty type?” he asked.

      “You look like a grump, but it doesn’t mean you can’t be pleasant and sociable occasionally. Like right now. You’ve had different experiences than me, lived different places. You’ve seen things, met people. You’ve been outside, in the real world, and… never mind. I could get into trouble just for asking.”

      Other than Cynthia, Damien didn’t have any allies. That was both a good and a bad thing. Allies required trust and mutual goals, but Damien wanted to take them all down, so he was fairly sure no one else would help him do it.

      Still, having Erica on his side wouldn’t hurt. They’d worked together. She’d seen him in action. He could foster that relationship, carefully, in hopes it would bear fruit one day.

      “Three questions,” Damien said. “You can ask me three questions. The length of my answers is entirely up to me.”

      “Really?” Erica hopped up and turned in her seat, leaning forward. “Okay, okay… three questions. Just three?”

      “Three.”

      “Okay. Um… okay. Okay.”

      “There is a time limit,” he said.

      “Okay, don’t rush me. Okay, um… First question, what did you do on the outside?”

      “I was a bodyguard for a tech genius in Silicon Valley.”

      Damien hated his first answer had to be a lie, but he couldn’t veer from his cover story.

      “Okay, second question. Um, where is the best place you’ve ever eaten?”

      “That’s one of your three questions?” he asked, cocking a brow.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, there’s this amazing steakhouse in the middle of rural North Carolina. A small town called Kitsbury. A nothing place right across the border of Georgia. A chef from New York moved there with his wife, missed cooking, and opened a place called The Copper Door in the town square. Amazing food in the most unlikely place. The best steak I’ve ever had. Why is that one of your three questions?”

      “Because I may get to go there someday. You know, if things ever changed and I was allowed to.”

      “Or if you were no longer in the clan?”

      “I didn’t say that,” she said.

      “No, you didn’t. So, what’s your third question?”

      “Um…”

      “Make it count,” he said.

      “Don’t pressure me.”

      “Pressure? You weren’t flustered when you were holding a gun on the virologist’s family?”

      Erica waved her hand in front of her face. “That’s business. These questions, they’re important to me.”

      “Okay,” Damien said. “Then take your time.”

      Erica stewed in her seat, nibbling on her nails as she pondered what to ask next.

      “Can I save it for later?” she asked. “Can I save my last question for when I have something really important to ask?”

      “Sure,” he said. “We wouldn’t want it to go to waste.”

      “No, we wouldn’t,” she said with a smile.

      Erica had a natural beauty that beamed on the rare occasions she was happy. Like Cynthia, Erica was graced with a long, lean body, natural curves, and stunning eyes. Cynthia’s were an alluring brown, while Erica’s were a deep blue. Yet, behind their charms lied a history of brutality that seeped into their gaze.

      Damien looked forward to their brief moments of happiness. It reminded him that they hadn’t chosen this life any more than he had.

      He wanted to believe the best about Erica. She was a victim, and he could see how much she longed to escape her difficult life. Yet, he couldn’t help her. Dreams of a well-cooked steak couldn’t sway a lifetime of training and hardcore indoctrination. When the bullets started flying, Erica and Cynthia would revert to what they knew best, what they were bred to be—fighters for the Cause.

      A more direct route to the safe house would have shaved off two-thirds of their trip, but the mission required a healthy dose of stealth. Apparently, that was the way things worked during the Trial, the forty-day power struggle amongst the clans. When the leader of the Cause died and the elder council was disbanded, they wanted the strongest, most ruthless, to take power from the others.

      Each of the clans worked in this tight window to strengthen their case as to why they should be crowned the Alphas, the top clan, who, by such recognition, would elect new elders, who, in turn, would select their leader, to rule until their death.

      In ten days, Damien, Cynthia, Erica, and the rest of their small clan would have to stand at the Tribunal amongst the other four clans—that were stronger, better equipped, and more talented—and prove why they should be considered as a candidate.

      At the end of the process, the last clan, the one deemed most unworthy, were labeled Omegas and given the dishonor of a public execution in front of the surviving families. Between Tribunals, the clans would grow and split, creating new families to fill the void left by the Omega’s corpses, but now, Cynthia’s clan currently held that lowest distinction, so was, by default, sentenced to death.

      It was why the vials in the pressure-sealed briefcase were so important. They were the last gasp for their own survival, and, after delivery, perhaps a ticket to Damien’s freedom.

      He was counting on it.
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      The safe house was not a house at all, but a basement under an apartment complex. It was a small, dank, dark, musty room that smelled like old cat urine. To call it safe was more of a suggestion than a promise, but that was where Damien and Erica were directed to go.

      Ignoring Erica’s offer to help, Damien carried the briefcase down the thin cement stairs into the basement, using his free hand to feel the damp wall for a light switch.

      “I don’t like it,” Damien said, pausing on the last step. “Walking into a dark room under a building holding hundreds of potential witnesses is insane. What kind of crew is your clan running?”

      “This isn’t a safe house, per se,” Erica said.

      “You don’t say.”

      “It’s the only place we could get, considering everything.”

      Erica stepped into the darkness, her footsteps growing fainter.

      Anything could be waiting for Damien down there. Members of the Cause hadn’t exactly welcomed him with opened arms. They were suspicious, cautious, and some were even hostile to his presence.

      It was like marrying into Raquel’s family.

      Damien pulled the Beretta from his shoulder holster, waited, and listened, remembering the path from the basement to the Hummer.

      Twelve steps down meant twelve steps up to the door, which opened into a laundry room. Metal appliances. Not bad to hide behind if bullets were in play.

      After a quick sprint through the laundry room, he would end up in a long hall where he would be the most vulnerable. Nowhere to hide. It was another ten yards or so to the glass door with an electric lock that led outside. He’d be a sitting duck until he exited the building.

      If the electric lock wouldn’t open, a few shots from his Beretta would shatter the glass. Ducking outside, he’d have twelve more shots in his clip to clear the way between the apartment and the Hummer.

      He rubbed his wrist against his pants. No keys.

      Shit.

      Erica had taken them when she offered to carry the briefcase. Sly. He hadn’t even noticed it.

      Okay. Not a showstopper. There were other cars out there. It’d just take another minute to break in and hot wire one.

      Still, doable. Dangerous, but doable.

      There was a click of a switch, then the basement flooded with light. Damien squinted momentarily as he raised his gun. When his vision cleared, he found two figures standing across the room.

      Erica and Cynthia.

      He’d never seen them in such close proximity before. He was surprised at how much they looked alike. Nearly mirror images, except Erica’s hair was darker, and she reflected a younger version of her cousin. Erica still had a twinkle of excitement in her. Maybe it was her smooth skin that hadn’t carried the burden of being on the run, like Cynthia had, or the scars Cynthia bore that came along with more years in the Cause.

      Premature wrinkles stretched from Cynthia’s eyes and her body slouched, as if the invisible weight of her new life in the clan was pushing her down.

      “I almost shot you,” Damien said.

      “Well, that would have sucked,” Cynthia said.

      “I’m on your side, remember? Why didn’t you tell me you were meeting us?”

      “No one knew, except Erica. Hell, no one knows about this mission. They can’t. If the other clans find out what we have and what it would mean at the Tribunal… well, none of us would live long enough to present it.”

      “I thought killing competitors during the Trial was forbidden.”

      “It is, technically,” Erica said.

      “Technically?” Damien asked.

      “The Alpha clan, the one in power, they sometimes bend the rules if they think they’ll be able to remain in charge. It’s not like they’d prosecute themselves if they retained control.”

      “But you said murdering fellow clan members was punishable by death. Not just the death of the killer, but of the entire clan that perpetrated it.”

      “That’s right.”

      “So, they’d risk the execution of their entire family to stay in power?” Damien asked.

      “If they think they have the numbers, yes.”

      “So, if you’re the Alpha, and, during the Trial, you kill your competitors and lose, you all die. And, at the end of this Trial period, after the Tribunal, if you’re the Omega, the weakest clan, you all die.”

      “That about covers it,” Erica said.

      “Well, that’s a wrinkle you should have mentioned earlier.”

      “It didn’t seem important at the time,” Cynthia said. “If you didn’t get this virus, we were all dead anyway.” She held out her hands. “May I see the virus?”

      “You have one fucked-up family,” Damien said.

      “Why do you think I got out?”

      Damien holstered his weapon, then crossed the room. Holding his hands like a table, he spun the briefcase so the front faced Cynthia.

      Her fingers pressed the latches. Two clicks and the pressurized seal released from the case with a pft, the rush of air blowing against her shirt.

      Her eyes grew wide as she lifted the lid, her beautiful gaze suddenly intense.

      “You did it,” she said. “These are… these are everything to us.”

      “They’re dangerous as hell,” Damien said. “Wouldn’t take but a few drops, and we’d be dead. If one vial hits the floor, this entire apartment complex is dead within an hour. Maybe even the block.”

      “Perfect.”

      “Yeah, if you want to commit mass murder. Is that your plan, Cynthia?” he asked. “Because I’ll put a bullet through both of you and hand these back to the virologist, if that’s what you have in mind.”

      Cynthia closed the lid, then the briefcase resealed with a hiss and a click.

      “Of course not,” she said, wrapping her fingers around the handle and gently sliding the case from his hands. “What kind of monster do you think I am?”

      “I don’t know,” Damien said. “I barely know you. And the woman I met at the daycare hasn’t been around since we joined your merry band.”

      “I’m trying to stay alive, Damien. I’m trying to save us all.”

      “You have one screwed up way of showing it.”

      “Welcome to my world,” she said.

      Damien glanced at Erica, who stood a step behind Cynthia, and thought he spotted a hint of concern on her face.

      “What do you think?” Damien asked Erica. “Has your cousin gone off the reservation?”

      “I think Cynthia knows what she’s doing,” Erica said. “And I think you need to start trusting her or—”

      “Or what?” Damien interrupted.

      “Or you’ll be guaranteeing our deaths. We’re the Omega clan right now. Without this…”

      “Part of me wonders if that wouldn’t be such a bad thing.”

      “I don’t understand you,” Erica said. “Why did you join our clan if you hated us so much?”

      “I don’t hate you…. not all of you.”

      “But the others?”

      “You don’t fit the clan profile if you’re the forgiving type, do you?” Damien asked.

      “I guess not,” Erica said.

      “Then what’s your problem?”

      “I just thought, well, I hoped you were different, being from the outside and all.”

      “There are plenty of bad apples in the real world, too,” Damien said. “And those are the ones the Cause harvests. If you want a knight in shining armor, you’ll have to look somewhere else.”

      “That’s good to know,” Erica said with angered disappointment. She pulled a black hood from her back pocket, then held it out to him. “Now, put this on.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Damien asked. “After all I’ve done, you still don’t trust me?”

      “You’re still a recruit,” Erica said. “We don’t trust recruits.”

      “Well, the feeling is mutual,” Damien said.

      “I’m sorry,” Cynthia offered.

      “I’m sure you are,” Damien replied, snatching the hood from Erica’s hand. “Just stop at a drive-thru on the way back. I’m starving.”
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      Talia sat behind her mahogany desk in her luxurious cabin overlooking the Cause compound. Her desk was ordered, everything in its place. To her right set two pens, in case one ran out of ink. Next to it, a pad of lined notebook paper. She had a stapler, a tape dispenser, and a magnetic cup for metal paper clips. Three inch-square packs of post-it-notes—one blue, one green, and one yellow—were placed in a line to her right. In a coffee mug never used for drinking was a pair of scissors and three colored highlighters—again, one blue, one green, and one yellow. In the right-hand corner of her desk, there was an old rotary phone connected to a landline, in case their cell towers were disabled.

      Her desk held three drawers to her right and a single door to her left. Behind the door was a working typewriter with a fresh ink ribbon, in case an electromagnetic pulse disabled her computer. In the three drawers to her right were a five-pack of lined notebooks, a box of paper clips, a box of pens, a collection of pencils, a bag of rubber bands in a variety of sizes and thicknesses, and linen typing paper.

      In the middle of her desk was her closed laptop, and, on top of that, a thick folder stuffed with papers, both handwritten and typed.

      In many ways, her desk represented her life. Every key element included back-up plans and redundancies. She’d learned her preparation from her father, who had run the Cause for the last eighteen years. He would tell her that every day should build upon the next—that the Cause was a generational effort. What he’d done in his lifetime had been to prepare those who came after him.

      No one else had known her father was the wizard behind the curtain. There was a secret group of elders who were supposed to steer the Cause toward its ultimate goal, but her father had held the most power. He’d gathered influence through anticipation and preparation, always ready to take advantage of the next opportunity to increase his standing.

      For all his planning and forethought, Talia had watched him face the one thing for which he had no backup or redundancy… his death.

      There was no escaping the black angel, and, as Talia’s father stared into the abyss, she’d seen, for the first time, panic wash over him.

      All he’d been as a man, all he had dreamt, all he had planned, was taken from him by the inevitable hands of time.

      His reaction surprised her. Death was a friend of the Cause. They were raised to neither fear it nor tempt it, but to accept it for what it was—the end of one life so it could be replaced by someone stronger.

      Talia normally avoided thinking of her father in his final, weakened state, but the contents of the folder in front of her brought those memories back.

      She slipped her finger under the folder’s edge and opened the file, scanning its papers one more time. In it were reports from the field. Her younger brothers, Archie and Checkers, had joined Cynthia’s uncle in an attempt to bring Cynthia back home before her clan could protect her.

      Uncle’s typed communications were brief and concise, speaking of their strategies, successes, and the challenges of working with the weak soldiers he was assigned.

      Archie’s handwritten notes expressed dismay at Uncle’s skills, and stated, without regret, about the day Archie killed his twin brother in order to secure his seat of power within the family.

      Talia leaned down toward Archie’s journal, drawn by his inner thoughts, and took special interest in the next two pages, where he explained his ultimate plan to kill Talia upon his return and take her place as the next leader of the Cause.

      She slammed the folder closed, then leaned back in her seat.

      Talia had doubted Archie’s loyalty to the family for some time, but she hadn’t expected him to be so brazen in his plans. Together, they could have made a powerful team. Yet, he was lost in the field before he could return and assassinate her.

      It was probably better that way. The Tribunal was coming, and Talia had her hands full trying to contain the clans vying for the designation of Alpha. Having to fend off Archie’s attacks would have grown tiresome.

      Talia wasn’t too concerned about the leaders of the other clans. She had known them most of her life. She knew their tendencies and strengths. They were a threat, but predictable.

      Cynthia was the one who kept her up at night. She had spent time on the outside, seeing how the world worked by different rules. She had insight into the workings of a government agency, where she’d learned there could be things more important than sacrifice and domination. Things like love and marriage.

      She knew Cynthia was up to something, but her time away from the Cause kept her ultimate goal hidden from Talia’s view.

      Talia would have to remain diligent. She couldn’t let a coward who ran away from the Cause become its leader.

      It would shame her father’s name forever.

      More than that, it would steal the power Talia had craved for over a decade.

      She was too close. No one was going to take that power from her.

      If she had to, she’d kill Cynthia’s entire clan before she’d let that happen.
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