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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Damien sat in a dimly lit room gripping his Beretta, waiting patiently in the stranger’s home, like death about to cast its shadow over another soul.

      He fidgeted with the pistol in his hand. He missed his police-issued Glock. It had felt more natural, like an extension of his arm, its grip contoured to his palm. The Beretta felt clunky, like an awkward first date, but the Agency didn’t provide Damien any alternatives. They weren’t the most obliging type.

      The Agency, capital A, was his new employer. Their size, unknown. Their influence, also a mystery, but from its extensive access to real-time information, seemingly deep pockets, and its near-imperceptible nature, Damien sensed the company was powerful.

      He’d met his handler, Harold Winniver, and no one else. Damien had been through training alone. Empty gun range. Empty weight room. Empty obstacle course. Hand-to-hand combat was instructed by a man who neither spoke nor revealed his face. Instead, he wore a cloth mask during each of their sessions, teaching through example and expectation.

      It was unclear who was paying Damien’s bills. Whether the Agency was government or a private contractor, Damien had their full attention, or maybe they had his. The Agency was either an army of one or an invisible force of thousands.

      The isolation was to hide their numbers, Winniver explained, and to keep one asset from affecting another. Each member of the Agency was its own individual ripple, which, collectively, guided global forces in directions the Agency felt was in the best interest of the United States.

      That was the spiel, and it flowed from Winniver’s mouth with near-perfect authenticity.

      Damien was new to this autonomous, anonymous life. He felt odd, still pulled between the man he once was and the man he was hired to be. Yet, obscurity suited him. It kept those in his former life from getting hurt, either by him or others.

      No good would come from Damien’s newfound moral ambiguity.

      The Agency hadn’t asked a lot of him yet, but he felt it was only a matter of time before they did. They wouldn’t have recruited him—wouldn’t have hid his past sins—without demanding repayment through obedience.

      He leaned back into an oversized leather chair, staring out at the spacious penthouse apartment. The brown, or maybe black, high-backed armchair was comfortable. He couldn’t tell its color. Not in this light. The leather was worn and soft. The padding, plush yet firm.

      He could sit there all night, if necessary. Tonight, his job was to wait. He wasn’t there on Agency business. That bell hadn’t rung yet.

      His handler didn’t know about his investigation into a case Damien would never let grow cold. If he was aware, Winniver was quiet about it. Probably because he knew they couldn’t stop Damien, not without killing him.

      Damien scanned the room, admiring the open concept and the resident’s design style. Classy, yet functional. Simple. Clean lines. Nothing ostentatious belying the wealth necessary to exist on the highest floor in one of the tallest buildings in the city.

      The penthouse was owned by a ghost. A figment. A shadow. The floor itself didn’t exist. Not in the building plans. Not in the main elevators. It was tucked away, invisible, in plain sight of everyone who looked up. It was the perfect place to disappear.

      Damien might need to do that one day. In his new line of work, getting out was more important than getting in. People like him, people like he had become, didn’t fit in the world others moved through in the daytime. They existed at night in strange rooms, in the dark, waiting.

      He still had dreams about his life before this one. Once pleasant, they had devolved into nightmares of unachievable happiness. He’d learned the hard way that the world didn’t offer second chances. It pushed forward with or without him, giving him opportunities to reinvent himself, but never the ability to forget his prior failings.

      The past was stone, the future like air. He could only wade through the present with the hope to redeem himself through the blood of others.

      Beeps of alarm codes traveled across the room.

      This was it. Showtime.

      He sat up, straightening his tailored vest over his silk shirt, then nudged his tie under his chin. In his opinion, he felt the professional look worked best. It was more intimidating. Indicated he was there on business. He wasn’t there for shock and awe. That was for people less skilled at nuance. He was a closer. The final bell in a fifteen-round bout.

      He’d decided to leave his suit coat in the car. It just got in the way. Small pockets didn’t offer any practical use. Not in moments like this, not in the event things went sideways. Besides, he didn’t want to explain any drops of blood to his dry cleaner.

      The approaching footsteps were steady, unconcerned. Two sets. One heavy, one light. No hesitation. No cautious, measured pace. Just a relaxed stride. Coming home after a long day. Tired. Hungry. No worries.

      Lights brightened, and it took a moment for Damien’s eyes to adjust. He quickly checked the room and smiled, satisfied the decor looked as good in the light as he’d imagined in the dark.

      The footsteps weaved through the kitchen, framed with floor-to-ceiling windows that showcased the impressive skyline, before strolling effortlessly into the living room.

      “Do you know how much money I can get for a cadaver?” Damien asked.

      The woman jolted, instinctively pulling her three-year-old daughter toward her, her keys falling and clanging at her feet. She stepped backward, still clutching her child, and nearly stumbled with her to the floor, eyes wide with terror.

      It was the appropriate response.
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      The woman was a breadcrumb, the lone, faint connection to a man and a movement that turned Damien into all he hated. She would give him the answers he wanted. Her consent wasn’t required.

      He’d spent months squirreled away in his small, nondescript apartment located in the middle of an aging fixed-income housing complex. The Agency offered better accommodations and, with Damien’s growing bank account, he could have afforded one of luxury, if that interested him. Instead, he wanted to master the art of being invisible, of living without existing, the neighbor people never met or couldn’t remember. Stealth was his state of existence now. A mist without form that appeared and dissolved like a morning fog.

      While looking out of his living room window at an empty pool in a constant state of disrepair, Damien used his access to Agency resources to begin his hunt. He searched bank records, aliases, flight information, video surveillance, and any connection to an organization known only as the Cause, also now a capital C.  Yet, none of his work uncovered anything more on their operative, a man he dubbed as Scarman, who wrecked havoc on his small home town.

      The Cause was hidden within the body of society, like a virus, waiting for the right victim, whether that be a person, town, or country, to grow frail from economic and moral decay. It would incite, attack, and let it destroy itself from within. It was almost demonic in its hidden influences, taking those in need of lifting and pushing them down into a pit of rage and despair. Only the strongest survived in their world.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “A thousand bucks,” Damien said. “That’s how much a cadaver is worth on today’s market.”

      Her eyes darted between Damien’s face and the Beretta.

      “You’d think it’d be worth more than that, right?” Damien continued. “That’s about the cost of this lovely chair I’m sitting in, isn’t it? It’s nice,” he said, stroking the smooth, soft leather. “Comfortable. Just think, a person spends all their time building a life. Yet, the moment it ends, its vessel is no more valuable than a piece of furniture.”

      The woman stepped in front of her daughter, shielding her, keeping hold of her hand.

      Damien glanced at the little one peeking around her mother’s leg, frustrated she’d complicated things, but hopeful she wouldn’t affect the outcome.

      The little girl’s name was Chloe. He’d researched her, too. Chloe liked chocolate, had a teddy bear named Chester, and her favorite color was purple. She had dirty blonde hair. Light brown eyes. Chubby cheeks. She was also extremely cute. Could be on television, she was that adorable.

      Damien didn’t want to traumatize her. He’d been a father once. Almost, anyway. He understood the love her mother had for her, as well as the vulnerability she felt at this moment. He’d been there once. Had tried to protect his own child.

      He would attempt to be patient with them, but he wouldn’t let memories from his past interfere with the demands of the present. Damien would get his answers. How that affected Chloe was now in her mother’s hands.

      Colleen was Damien’s real target. Chloe’s mom had entered his crosshairs because of a single frame in a security camera taken eight months earlier at an airport where Scarman had landed.

      “Come,” he said, motioning to the identical leather chair next to him. “Sit.”

      He could tell the woman knew it wasn’t a suggestion.

      “I want to tell you a truth,” Damien said. “And I want you to return the favor.”

      “You have the wrong person. I’m a nobody. I’m—”

      “You used to be a nobody. Now, you’re a somebody. A somebody who can help me. Sit.”

      The woman obeyed, moving into the adjacent chair. She pulled her daughter in her lap and Chloe clung to her, burying her head in her mother’s chest.

      “Your name is Colleen Warner. Or, should I say, it used to be. You’re dead. You’ve been dead for four years. In a former life, you were a computer programmer who worked in the research department of a Fortune 200 company. You spent your off hours bowling and volunteering at a soup kitchen.”

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      “Funny thing is, your version of Colleen Warner never existed, either. Not until January eighteenth, twelve years ago. So, I think the real question is—who are you?”

      “You’re wrong. I am Colleen Warner. I always have been. It’s who I am. That’s my real name. My family is from New Hampshire. They own Warner Pharmaceuticals. Look, if you want money, I’ll give it to you. If you want drugs, I’ll make some calls and see what I can do. If you want—”

      “One hundred and twenty thousand dollars,” Damien interrupted.

      “What does that mean?” she asked. “Is that a ransom demand?”

      “No. That’s how much a heart is worth on the black market. Your intestines? Twenty-five hundred. Your eyes, fifteen hundred.”

      “Are you listening to me?” she asked. “I can offer you—”

      “Your blood, three hundred dollars a pint. One hundred and sixty thousand for your liver. And nearly three hundred thousand for one of your kidneys. You’re worth substantially more to me pieced out like a junkyard car than as a single dead corpse.”

      “Listen, Mister…” She paused, waiting for him to cut her off again.

      He remained silent.

      “You’re scaring my daughter,” she said.

      “She should be scared. I don’t want to sell you off for parts, Ms. Warner. Or your daughter. What I want is for you to answer my questions honestly. If you do that, you will tuck your child into bed and enjoy the rest of your evening. Don’t… and I’ll make sure yours and your daughter’s organs go to a good home.”

      “Look, I don’t know where you got your information, but… Okay, my boyfriend—well, ex-boyfriend—he was abusive. Dangerous. My family thought it would be best if I disappeared, so they helped me get a new identity for me and another for my daughter by taking a dead woman’s information. My father was very thorough. You know how parents can be. I’m not part of the Warner Pharmaceutical fortune, but my family is well off and bought this place using some of my father’s off-shore companies to keep it under wraps.”

      She paused, tilting her head.

      “Are you here because of my ex-boyfriend?” she asked.

      “I’m here because of this,” Damien said, sliding a picture of a screen capture from his pocket onto the side table between them.

      She picked up the picture and studied it, her eyes revealing neither recognition nor confusion. They were uncharacteristically controlled.

      “Is this supposed to be me?” she asked.

      “It is you. Newark airport. Eight months ago. Next to the coffee stand.”

      “Newark…” she said quietly. “Eight months ago… Yes, I was there. I was coming back from the Caribbean. My family owns an island there. I sometimes like to escape all the watchful eyes in the city.”

      “That’s true,” Damien said. “Well, mostly, but we’ll get back to that later. Who is this man you are speaking with?”

      She leaned forward, squinting at the pixelated image.

      “Who? Him?” she asked, pointing to a man standing next to her. “Who is he?”

      “You tell me.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t remember him. I was in line for coffee. He was in front of me, I guess, but I don’t remember talking to him.”

      “You’re lying,” Damien said.

      “How could you know that?” she said. “You give me a picture from months ago, asking about a guy I met at a coffee stand in an airport? Are you kidding me? I don’t remember,” she said, waving the picture in his face. “His name is Santa Claus. Elvis. D.B. Cooper.” She threw the picture in his lap. “Pick one.”

      “He’s a terrorist,” Damien said, sliding the picture into his pocket. “You talked to him. What did you discuss?”

      “I don’t know. The weather. Where are you headed? Don’t you hate airport coffee?” She sounded frustrated.

      “So you did talk to him?”

      “No, I mean, I don’t know. I don’t remember!”

      Damien placed the gun on the table with a thump, keeping his finger poised on the trigger, the barrel pointed at Colleen.

      “Try again,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite Damien’s interrogation, Colleen’s grip on her daughter never tightened. A gun was pointed at her. The bullet would have to pass through her child to reach its intended target. Yet, she didn’t show tension in her forearms, neck, or forehead. Her eyes relayed concern, but she didn’t panic.

      This wasn’t her first time facing down a barrel.

      Colleen had been living in the shadows for a long time. That much Damien knew. She’d done it well. Made a new life. New friends, without being too friendly. Living in society without being social. It was difficult, remaining unnoticed when she had skills others didn’t possess. Hard to disappear into the crowd when she was standing above them.

      Yet, she had done it. Colleen was cool. Controlled. Unflappable. That hadn’t come by accident. No one could stare down a Beretta with such calm unless they’d done it before, maybe even several times. She was more than an abused girlfriend on the run who had deep pockets.

      Much more.

      “Let’s talk about your life before you became Colleen,” Damien said.

      “You’d have to ask my parents about that,” she said.

      “Who were you four years ago, on January seventeenth, the day before you became Colleen Warner?”

      “Four years ago, I was in college, a freshman at Stanford.”

      “No, four years ago, you claimed you were Sandra Emen, but you never went to Stanford. Oh, there was a Sandra Emen at that college, and you did a lot of hacking to change her records into yours. However, some places still print things on paper. Files. Backups. Archives. The real Sandra Emen is African-American. Tall. Five feet eleven inches. Her parents are from Uganda. Local missionaries. That Sandra was the first generation in her family born in the United States. She’s a dental hygienist now, living happily in Southern California with her husband and three children. She loves semi-sweet chocolate and Mountain Dew, which seems odd for someone who cleans teeth for a living.”

      Damien stared at Colleen, searching for hints of deception, signs of weakness. She expressed neither.

      “You were Sandra, then Colleen, but I want to know who you really are.”

      “I don’t know where you got your information, but it’s wrong,” she said. “I’ve been patient with you, but I think it’s time you left before I call the police.”

      “You won’t do that,” he said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because of the one thing the human body possesses that is far more valuable than your heart, liver, or kidney.”

      “And what would that be?” she asked.

      “DNA.”

      For the first time, Colleen’s body betrayed her.
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      Colleen’s right hand twitched toward her hip, as if reaching for a gun that wasn’t there.

      Damien had her.

      “DNA?” she asked, licking her lips, acting as if her mouth had suddenly gone dry. “Good, then it will show you that my parents are Jean and Marty Emen, who live in Hampton Falls, New Hampshire. That you’re delusional. That you broke into my house with the intent to extort money or worse.”

      “Or worse,” Damien confirmed. “If you continue to lie to me.”

      She glanced away, a hint of moisture pooling in the corner of her eyes. Trapped.

      “No, Colleen,” he said. “Your DNA tells a vastly different story. It proves, with ninety-nine-point-nine-nine percent certainty, that you are related to the man you met while getting coffee, the terrorist you met in Newark. You’re probably his sister, which is surprising considering how adamant he was he cared for no one. Yet, eight months ago, there you were, talking with him in the Newark airport. A family reunion of sorts. Both of you living lives that aren’t your own and whose true identities continue to remain a mystery. A near impossibility in an online, digital world where every face, fingerprint, voice, blood type, and, yes, DNA, are tracked and catalogued. How is it possible to live decades without leaving an authentic imprint anywhere in the world?”

      Colleen flicked her gaze around the room, her eyes shifting from light fixtures to doorjambs to furniture, as if she had awoken in a home she didn’t recognize, searching for something she had suddenly lost.

      “Where did you get my—” she started.

      “You were so careful, Colleen. Your discipline is astounding. But you have a weakness. Boca Moca on Seventh Avenue. You’re fond of their unique coffee brew, namely the Sunrise Latte. Who wouldn’t be? It’s delicious. Rich. Thick. Three weeks ago, on a Wednesday morning, you got your daily cup and took a sip, its intense heat surprising you and burning your lips. You instinctively dropped the cup, causing scalding hot liquid to spray across your navy-blue pants. You cursed, then apologized, and Juan, the manager, cleaned it up and offered you another cup, which you accepted, leaving behind the one that touched your lips on the floor. I would know. I was there, just a few feet behind you, as close to you as you were to your brother in the airport. In that moment, flustered by the stains on your clothes and the pain on your skin, you left the dropped cup behind, the one with your DNA.”

      “I see,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “And you ran my DNA through the system?”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Damien said. “So, let’s try this from the top. Who are you? And what is your brother’s real name?”

      “You’re with them, aren’t you?” she said. “Do you and I share the same DNA?”

      “What? No, I—”

      “Damn it. They’re dead. Or dying. Either way, it’s starting.”

      “What’s starting?”

      “The gathering. I knew they wouldn’t let me go. They never let anyone go.”

      Colleen clutched her daughter like a life preserver, her pretense of control devolving into fear.

      “I’m sorry, baby,” she said to her daughter. “I’m so sorry. I’ll protect you. I won’t let them take you. I won’t.”

      “Look, I’m not part of some family gathering,” Damien said. “I just want to know the name of the man in the picture.”

      “If you’ve found me, they’ll find me. It’s in the system now. No one escapes them. No one survives on the outside. They won’t allow it. They can’t.”

      “Who are you talking about?” Damien asked.

      Colleen stood, holding her daughter’s hand.

      “Mommy, you’re hurting me,” Chloe whined, trying to loosen Colleen’s grip.

      Damien stood with them, unsure if continuing to point the gun at them would restrain Colleen or push her over the edge.

      Colleen backed into the kitchen, keeping her gaze locked on Damien, but moving with determination through the room as if she had eyes in the back of her head.

      “You’ve ruined everything,” she said. “Do you know how hard I tried to hide from their reach? Do you know how impossible it is to live a life that isn’t yours? To raise a child alone, truly alone? She couldn’t celebrate birthday parties with classmates. She wasn’t allowed to sleep over at a friend’s house or share play dates. Alone. But it was worth it. I had done it. At first, just for me, but after she came into my life, I’d knew I’d gladly sacrifice mine for hers,” she said, stroking Chloe’s hair. “I’d sacrifice everything.”

      “You’re a good mother,” Damien said, tucking the Beretta into his belt. “You love her.”

      “I do.”

      “You’d do anything for her.”

      “I would.”

      “I understand,” Damien said. “I had a child once. I would have died to save him.”

      “Would have died?” she asked. “Past tense?”

      “Sometimes, our sacrifices don’t reward us the way we expect. I’m not here for you. Nor your daughter. The name of your brother… That’s all I want. What is it? Where did you come from?”

      “That’s all?” she scoffed. “You open the door to hell and expect me to close it as you leave?”

      “I’m offering you another chance to survive. I know people. Powerful people who can protect you. They can hide you again, offer you a new identity, another life.”

      “Please, whoever you work for, they’re nothing,” she said. “Not compared to them. I thought I had beaten them. I had hope, stupid hope, that I could live the rest of my life on my terms. I wasn’t asking for much. Just the opportunity to love my child. A boring, simple life.” She shook her head with sad resignation. “I should have known better. Now that you’ve found me, they’ll follow. They’re watching you. They’re watching everyone. They’re everywhere and nowhere, and they never stop. They’re relentless.”

      “I can stop them,” Damien said. “I can. If you help me. I just need a name.”

      “You’re as foolish as I am. Telling you anything would be like signing your death warrant, as well as those you love. I’ve seen what they can do. Even someone as despicable as you doesn’t deserve that. They don’t take prisoners. They reward survivors and kill the rest. “

      “I know. I’ve seen it firsthand.”

      “If you had, you wouldn’t be talking to me right now. You’d be dead.”

      “I survived. Others didn’t.”

      “Your child?” she asked.

      “And my wife. And me, for all intents and purposes.”

      “Then why do you keep fighting?”

      “For the same reason you do. Hope. And vengeance.”

      “They aren’t exactly good bedfellows.”

      “No, they’re not. Please, Colleen. For your child, for your life, help me.”

      Colleen leaned against her kitchen counter and opened a drawer, pulling out a revolver.

      Damien immediately drew his Beretta.

      “The moment you entered my home,” she said, “you killed us.”

      Colleen spun, then shot out one of the tall windows. The glass shattered, spraying into the kitchen as gusts of wind rushed into the room.

      “Do you ever wish you had died that day with your wife and child?” she asked as she moved with Chloe toward the shattered window.

      “Stop,” he said.

      “You want truth? So do I. Please, did you?”

      Damien wanted to lie, but he’d been in her position, felt her pain, and knew she’d already made up her mind.

      “Every day,” he said.

      She tossed the gun on the floor before lifting Chloe into her arms.

      “Do you think God will forgive me?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      Colleen offered a grateful smile. “Thank you for being honest.”

      She leaned back through the shattered window… and she and Chloe disappeared into the darkness.
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      Damien stood in the hallway leading to his apartment. The air was stale, devoid of movement for what seemed like years. The worn red carpet had long since lost its sheen, and a healthy layer of dust covered it and the floorboards surrounding it.

      At some point, pride of ownership had devolved into the necessity of maintenance. Running a vacuum or using a duster appeared to have dropped from the list of daily, weekly, or monthly tasks.

      Most would find it an annoyance, but Damien saw it as an advantage. It was how he knew something was wrong. He wasn’t alone. Someone was waiting for him. Out of sight, but there.

      Damien employed a few low-tech ways to alert him of uninvited visitors. He preferred it to cameras and sensors. Today, nearly every electronic device could be hacked, breached, and controlled. Having the ability to see through the lens of a hidden camera meant others, with the right access, could do the same. The watchers become the watched. The more convenient the recent technology became, the easier it was to be seized by those he tried to avoid.

      Damien preferred simple, unhackable solutions.

      Before leaving, he’d use a small plastic rake hidden behind the fire extinguisher to fluff up the hall carpet outside his apartment door. The old, matted fibers didn’t have much lift left in them, but with his trained eye, Damien could see faint indentations leading to and stopping at the entrance to his home.

      On the floor, leaning against the doorframe, was a scrap of white paper he had lodged above the door, carefully placed to fall if someone went inside. Imperceptible to most, resembling any of the similar-colored paint flakes that covered the frame, but a foolproof way to know if his door was opened while he was away.

      Someone was inside, and it was too late in the day for a social call.

      It couldn’t have been the manager of the complex or any of the maintenance crew. Days after moving in, Damien had changed his locks without their knowledge. The person in his apartment had picks, and they knew how to use them.

      Damien slid the Beretta from his pocket and approached the door, avoiding the squeaky floorboards he had identified after he moved in. He’d even loosened some himself for another low-tech way to hear someone’s approach. Damien was the only one who knew the silent path to his door, and he took it with cautious steps.

      Before heading home, Damien’s morbid curiosity led him to the street where a growing crowd had formed around the mangled bodies of Colleen and Chloe. Impact from that height hadn’t left much that resembled the people he’d spoken to moments earlier, yet onlookers snapped pictures and took selfies next to their shattered remains, the spectacle more powerful than compassion.

      What sort of world had Colleen grown up in that made a horrific death a more favorable outcome than taking another chance at survival? How was escorting her daughter to the other side a more loving act than protecting the years she had left?

      Damien had prepared for any number of challenges Colleen might have thrown at him. Emotional pleas. Physical confrontation. Attempts to connect with his humanity. Everything he had done when the tables had once turned against him.

      Her choosing to take her life and that of her daughter’s wasn’t something he’d anticipated. Damien wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      As unfortunate and, coldly, inconvenient Colleen’s death may have been, it hadn’t changed the facts. She was related to Scarman, and that connection terrified her. Their past together, or the people her brother had joined, were a force Colleen could no longer fight. Her long struggle ended with a scenic and fatal drop from her penthouse apartment as she succumbed to the fight on her terms, not theirs.

      Damien had considered a similar end for himself, months earlier, and once that door was opened, if even for a moment, it was difficult to close again. It was always there, tempting him to take that last and final way out. The easy way.

      End the pain. End it.

      No one will miss you when you’re gone. You’re a drop in an ocean of insignificance.

      Yet, he was able to stave off the urge to clock out. Damien still had the one thing Colleen had lost the minute he entered her life. Hope. That vague notion of belief was all that tethered Damien to this world. The belief in love, though now gone, still gave him fuel to move forward each day. The thoughts and visions of his dead wife, as painful now as they’d once been joyful, were enough to let him look in the mirror and see a hint of the man she’d once adored. Her memory reminded him of his true self, reinforcing the idea that righting his wrongs would somehow make up for failing her. Otherwise, injustice and loss would prevail, and that was something Damien couldn’t stomach.

      Not when the people responsible, and their hidden relatives, were still alive. Connections were still out there, somewhere, and Damien wasn’t going to stop until he’d uncovered them all and brought the Cause to its knees.

      He paused at his door and closed his eyes, taking a moment to inhale, finding the light remnants of a familiar scent.

      He gripped his pistol, placed his hand on the cold and worn metal knob, and turned.
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      There was no way to surprise the person waiting on the other side.

      Months earlier, Damien had removed the hinge pins, stripped them of all lubricating oils, soaked them in water, let them air dry, and placed them back into their metal housing. This simple tactic created a screeching noise more appropriate for a haunted house than a forty-year-old apartment.

      It was another effective low-tech alert, one that would announce his entrance with the subtly of an air horn.

      Still, he couldn’t wait in the hall all night.

      Damien flung the door open, slamming it against the inside wall, then waited in the hall, gun poised. He stayed just out of sight, listening for movement to indicate where he should point his pistol.

      The person inside didn’t react.

      He didn’t hear surprised gasps or panicked breaths, the rustle of clothes or movement of footsteps. Nor did the furniture creak from a body shifting positions.

      Silence.

      Had Colleen been correct? Was someone watching them? Was the Cause and those she’d feared waiting inside to exact a similar form of justice on Damien?

      He’d seen them in action before. Merciless. Brutal. He’d watched what they did to his hometown, the buildings they destroyed, and the lives that were lost. Hayeston was the first salvo in their revolution.

      Damien had kept tabs with his brother Jacob on the city’s recovery, saddened by how long it would take for it to be rebuilt. Repairs and new paint would eventually hide its painful history, but the scars left on the soul of the town would never completely fade.

      Colleen had chosen to die rather than face the Cause again. Damien wanted to kill them all, and tonight was as good of a night as any to start.

      He inhaled and held his breath, ready to charge inside, when a voice pierced the darkness.

      “Do you know how much money I can get for a cadaver?” the voice asked.

      Sighing, Damien lowered his gun.

      “Winniver,” he said.

      “I love that line. So shit-your-pants effective.”

      Damien reached in and flipped on the lights, finding his boss sitting in his recliner. The man was even eating Damien’s leftovers.

      “Chicken fingers are a kid’s meal, aren’t they?” Winniver asked, suddenly noticing a splatter of honey mustard on his shirt. “Damn it. I knew I should have waited until the lights were back on.” He licked his fingers before wiping them on a soiled napkin. “Still, they are tasty.”

      “I was saving them for later,” Damien said.

      “Sorry. Came straight from the office. How was your field trip?”

      “Field trip?”

      “Please, Damien,” Winniver said, placing the Styrofoam container of chicken remnants on the coffee table in front of him. “You think we didn’t know of your little Q&A with Ms. Warner? We watch people for a living, anticipate their movements, study their motivations, and predict their behavior. You really think you could hide your unapproved escapade from us?”

      “It crossed my mind,” Damien said, closing the creaking door. “Am I in trouble?”

      “No. Not this time, but in the future, just clear it with me first. We’re on the same team, working toward the same end. Your cause is our Cause, if you know what I mean.”

      “Clever.” Damien entered the kitchen, moving to open the refrigerator. “You drank my last beer.”

      Winniver burped. “Couldn’t eat cold chicken without a little help. Besides, I’ll make it up to you.”

      “How?”

      “By forgiving you for tossing Warner and her kid off the building.”

      “I didn’t,” Damien said.

      “Pretty heartless. The kid? Was that really necessary?”

      “I said I didn’t. The woman jumped on her own, while holding her daughter in her arms.”

      “Really? Well, I see your interrogation techniques still need some work.”

      “It wasn’t like that. “

      “Warner could have been a valuable source of information for us. Hard to glean intel from a bloodstain on the sidewalk.”

      “About as hard as sitting on my ass waiting for you to give me something else to do.”

      “Look, I get it. You’re frustrated. To be honest, your actions weren’t entirely unexpected. We know why you went to see her. We read your psyche eval, the one your police department shrink filed before firing you. She said the severe beating inflicted on you during the riot resulted in substantial brain damage. Motor skills unaffected. Verbal skills slightly diminished. The areas controlling emotion suffered significant scarring. Trauma. Subject would struggle to find empathy or compassion for others. Sympathy would seem like a foreign concept, even though the subject once relied on it. That’s what the shrink said. She ended her report with a warning… Retribution will be hard for him to avoid. He may exhibit sociopathic tendencies, especially in moments of high stress.”

      “Well, she’s wrong.”

      “You know she isn’t. Tell me, those tendencies hadn’t propelled Warner into an invisible elevator, had they?”

      Damien gritted his teeth. “I told you I didn’t kill her. If you insinuate it one more time, I’ll express a sociopathic tendency on your face.”

      “Relax. I have to ask.”

      “Not more than once.”

      Damien stared at Winniver, wondering what other information he’d compiled on him. If Damien was as predictable as Winniver had insinuated, then how could he take down the Cause without them knowing he was coming? He’d have to work on that. If he couldn’t surprise Winniver, he’d never be able to shock the Cause.

      “My psyche report,” Damien started. “I didn’t think the psychologist had time to submit it before…”

      “Before Scarman blew up your police station?” Winniver asked. “She did, but don’t worry. It’s been scrubbed from the system, as were all your other sociopathic actions that day. Though, I don’t think anyone could explain your hallucinations. The whole seeing-your-dead-wife thing.”

      “The police psychologist didn’t know about that,” Damien said.

      “We have other assets. You talk to your dead wife, too?”

      “It’s called brain trauma for a reason,” Damien said.

      “Is she here right now?”

      “No,” Damien lied.

      Raquel, his former bride, was sitting on the kitchen counter next to him, her feet dangling over the edge.

      “He’s an ass,” she said.

      Smiling, Damien nodded.

      “What’s so funny?” Winniver asked.

      “Are you here to scold me?” Damien asked. “Fire me? Or just steal my food?”

      “Better than that. I’m here to give you your first assignment.”
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      Winniver’s news would have been more exciting had the meeting with Colleen gone better. No matter how much Damien tried to focus on his boss’ enthusiasm, he couldn’t get Chloe’s eyes out of his mind. They’d been confused, but still comforted by the loving embrace of her mother.

      What had crossed her mind as she and her mom fell into the abyss? Had she been scared during the fall or had she thought it was some sort of game?

      He wondered what kind of life she would have had if he hadn’t visited their home? Would her childhood beauty have traveled with her into adulthood? If she had the strength of her mother and was able to escape her mother’s hidden life, would she had become famous by curing cancer or infamous by turning into the next great serial killer?

      Probably neither. Her life would have more than likely fallen somewhere toward mediocrity. Probably would have gotten married, maybe more than once, had kids, and spent most of her life at a job she neither loved nor hated. She would have had a mortgage, bills, a car, gone to school recitals with her kids, and spent holidays with Colleen, hidden away in some mountain cabin no one else knew existed.

      That was what could have been. Instead, she’d moved from this life to the next, if there was actually one waiting for her.

      It hadn’t had to be that way. She could have celebrated her next birthday if Colleen had just answered one damn question. A name. It was all he’d wanted. One fucking name. One more lead he could follow. One stupid, fucking lead.

      Damien hated being the reason for Chloe’s death. As written in his psyche report, he was driven by emotions he often couldn’t control, missing the mental guardrails to contain them. He’d brought a gun to the meeting for more than show. He’d been prepared to use it, even against Chloe as a bargaining chip, but he’d never expected to have to pull the trigger. Not unless his life was threatened.

      Two lives lost over a single name.

      Damien would have to add them to his list, and Chloe would continue to haunt him.

      “Are you listening to me?” Winniver said.

      “Of course,” Damien said. “Identity theft. Stolen IDs. Got it.”

      “More than just a few. I’m talking millions. Someone has been hacking into systems all over the world. Banks, social media accounts, credit bureaus, businesses, and charities. Breaching every level of security and stealing people’s digital lives.”

      “So?” Damien said. “Happens every day. Probably Russia, China, maybe North Korea, and they sell them on the dark web. This isn’t new. Why is this Agency business?”

      “Because they’re not selling them,” Winniver said. “They’re keeping them. Saving them.”

      “For what?” Damien asked. “You think this has something to do with the Cause?”

      Winniver squirmed in his seat. “The Cause,” he grumbled. Suddenly appearing uncomfortable, he stood and moved into the kitchen, tossing the empty beer bottle in the garbage.

      “She mentioned something about a family gathering,” Damien said. “Does that mean anything?”

      “A family gathering or the gathering?” Winniver asked.

      “She called it the gathering.”

      “Shit.”

      “What is it?” Damien asked.

      “Do you know what makes America great?”

      “Capitalism? The Bill of Rights? Drive-thrus?”

      “The transition of power. Rarely has the most powerful country in the world transitioned from one leader, one president, to the next so peaceably. Every four years, we do this without war or conflict. Sure, half the country isn’t happy about the outcome, but rarely does it end in violence. We’re a nation of laws with people who, for the most part, obey those laws. The Cause, on the other hand, is a freak show. When their leader dies, they come together and fight for control.”

      “The gathering.”

      “Our intel is weak on what happens after that. Even their internal structure is more conjecture than intelligence. Truth is, leaders of the Cause rarely change. It happens every twenty years or so. Maybe longer. And we have no idea where this gathering is supposed to occur. We’ve examined satellite images, heat signatures, and travel data. Nothing is quantifiable. Hell, we don’t know if the gathering is the same place every time or a new place when leadership changes.”

      “How long have they been around?”

      “Our guess is since the mid-twentieth
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