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ONE | It Begins
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He insisted on being called Director, a title he never had during his legitimate career, during which he had several titles that most people would rank as higher than Director. But, then again, in Callum Greenway’s mind, it all had to do with whether an article preceded the title.

A Director. Well, that was one thing.

Director. That was quite another.

He reached to his right for his water bottle and took a long drink.

Placing the bottle back on the end table, he resumed thinking about how his all-consuming hunger for revenge had expanded nonstop since his run-in with the law nearly a decade earlier. He frequently wondered, however, why his understanding of those feelings remained stuck in place.

He knew his internal fire would not burn out until his vision of justice, which some might call over-the-top if they understood his full plan, was served. His relentless internal whisper, demanding the satisfaction of retribution for past wrongs, overrode logic and morality.

It wouldn’t be a fair fight.

Cognitive and emotional, destructive yet healing. He insisted there was no anger, only a drum-beating demand to rebalance the scales.

He easily saw it as righteousness or justice, but he knew it was deeply personal, driven by pain, humiliation, and loss. But his focus was clear: inflict suffering and destroy anything – and anyone – responsible for his prior treatment. His feelings did not make him unusual. Similar feelings and actions existed in literature, history, and popular culture.

He understood the concept of collateral damage, but never imagined the impact his desires could have on the uninvolved.

~~~
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HISTORICALLY, CAREFULLY planned out and coordinated death sometimes called ahead with a warning: drunken utterances, formal threats, lengthy manifestos, and typo-filled social media.

Julius Caesar. Nazi Germany. 9/11. COVID-19. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. 

And countless examples before, in between, and still to come.

Then there were the events without warning – sometimes because no one was advertising their intentions, and sometimes because no one was listening.

Revenge more frequently than not was the common denominator in all the instances.

Director tap-danced through esoteric thoughts even as his plan for tonight – and the events meticulously scheduled to follow – came together after all these years. It was his sole focus. Night and day. And he knew he was locked in the entire time.

It would happen just the way he saw it in his mind. He had no doubts.

His reason was compelling, and his objective was clear: He would hit the desired targets, and the impact would be profound.

Director looked at his watch. Had he been a person who ever smiled, this would have been the time.

Counting down.

Project Lex Talionis

An eye for an eye.

~~~
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A DOZEN BEVERAGE DELIVERY trucks pulled away from the QNM loading docks and exited the Albuquerque bottling plant’s parking lot in an orderly, conga-line fashion. Headlights from each truck reflected against the other trucks’ silver exteriors and on the lights rapidly traveling northbound on Interstate 25, a quarter-mile away. 

Nine of the dozen were large beverage trailers, about fifty feet long and almost nine feet high, designed for long-distance deliveries. The others, known as straight trucks, were nearly ten feet tall and twenty-five feet long. All were filled with generic-brand distilled water, energy drinks, soft drinks, and juices.

The three smaller trucks headed south toward Las Cruces near New Mexico’s border with Mexico. Four of the larger trucks drove north and then northwest to Salt Lake City, and five headed directly west to Flagstaff. 

Three of the four unimaginatively shaped square states dumped almost haphazardly into the American Southwest. The ones where four corners – one from each state – met at a single point. And where some geniuses decided that accomplishment deserved a monument.

Making things square and squaring things. Director used both terms when he thought about his pet project.

Over the next thirty-six hours, customers would see these particular bottles displayed on the shelves or in the refrigerated sections of convenience and grocery stores in New Mexico, Arizona, and Utah. The exact delivery process had occurred nightly for nearly eight years since the Albuquerque plant opened and would continue each evening thereafter ... or, maybe not, depending on how law enforcement proceeded. 

Tonight was different, though. Director also assumed it would be memorable. And not just for him.

In less than a week, approximately ten convenience store customers in those states would feel ill. In the week or so following, his plan would ensure some or all of them would be dead.

The next few days would be a significant component of Director’s plan, but not the entire strategy. Just the opening act, one of several catalysts.

The main show will be coming later.

~~~
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DIRECTOR LEANED TOWARD his phone on the coffee table. His right knee vibrated as he waited for the confirmation call.

The perfect plan.

Tonight. Next week. Next year.

Everything was in place.

Every piece. 

Locked in.

~  ~
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TWO | History
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Greenway heard it almost daily throughout his lengthy and highly successful FBI career, which he believed would last at least twice as long as it actually did.

“You’re a sure thing. Heads you win, tails you win. Admit it, you have to like those odds.”

He never said it out loud, but he agreed with the assessment. He loved the odds and thought they reflected three factors, namely that he was:


	Strategic: A master planner who anticipated and considered every angle and contingency.

	Charismatic: Regularly commanded respect and loyalty despite what often seemed like dark motives.

	Unique: Possessed unparalleled experience in high-risk situations and an ethical dexterity that enabled him to navigate comfortably on both sides of the right-or-wrong fence.



But then the coin landed on its edge. Shit! And three people – Greenway one of them – were fucked. Accused of bending – well, breaking – the law. 

A unique team. Depending on how you viewed it ... a father, his daughter, and an asshole son-in-law ... or a husband, his wife, and her asshole father ... either way, to law enforcement, it was a criminal conspiracy.

Greenway knew the FBI was using basic Solve-a-Case 101 to get one of the three to flip on the other two. His thirty-three-point-three percent odds hit, and he was given a “non-choice choice.”

The younger, competent FBI agent who did all the work laid out the evidence and the implications. She controlled the interview room; in charge, knowledgeable, polished. Then, the dickhead, smirking and incompetent senior agent entered the room, placed his foot on the table less than a yard from Greenway’s face, in, and attempted to intimate Greenway, a co-worker and superior in the Bureau.

“We want the other guy on this team. Aiden can walk into the sunshine, she doesn’t interest us, and you’ll sit in your house for three years with a high-tech bracelet on your ankle. She does nothing for my scorecard, and when you give Bobby Girt to us, we won’t be interested in you because you’ll be finished anyway ... a dead man walking. Oh, by the way, you have ninety seconds.”

In addition to being strategic, charismatic, and unique, Greenway was pragmatic. He agreed but never forgot how he felt, the look in the eyes of the agent pushing him, or the dogshit on the bottom of that guy’s shoe. His bitterness and disillusionment kicked in when he agreed to the deal and peaked four months later when he was informed that Aiden’s Riviera 465 SUV mid-sized yacht exploded and disappeared between Cuba and the Cayman Islands. 

~~~
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BOOK AND MOVIE FANS could easily have mistaken Girt for the financial wizard role model featured in the stories they read or watched.

A main character.

Expensive haircut and clothes.

Fancy cars.

Multiple country club memberships.

Profitable “friendships.”

But he also was the self-destructive type who had it all but threw it away – and ended up behind bars – because he inexplicably wanted more and got too greedy.

Raised modestly in Indianapolis, Girt’s exceptional academic and financial skills earned him a scholarship to Harvard University, graduating summa cum laude with a degree in Economics. He then got an MBA from the Wharton Business School at the University of Pennsylvania, focusing on private equity and venture capital.

He had one goal: He was going to hit it big. In every aspect of the word.

Girt moved to Manhattan from Philadelphia and joined the top-tier private equity firm OutcomEx. There, he spent just over a decade, becoming a senior partner, purchasing significant real estate in the U.S. and elsewhere, and acquiring a mix of acquaintances and informal business partners.

He quickly built an internal and external reputation as his sharp analytical skills and innovative and aggressive investment strategies stood out in a crowd. However, he also benefited from helpful personality traits: a natural and persuasive charm that enabled him to win over investors and colleagues effortlessly; a sense of invincibility that led him to underestimate risks and overstep legal boundaries; and a finely tuned ability to manipulate.

The various pieces fit together perfectly.

By his mid-thirties, he had orchestrated numerous high-profile and high-return deals, amassed significant wealth, and earned industry-wide and cultural recognition. His success was enhanced by his media-circus marriage to Aiden Greenway, a successful entrepreneur and the daughter of a prominent senior FBI agent who had been profiled in several books and considered for Cabinet positions.

Despite his success, Girt’s drive led him to seek higher returns through increasingly risky and questionable ventures. Eventually, his golden touch disappeared. When it did, he began diverting funds from investors – and from Aiden’s businesses – into unauthorized accounts, engaging in fraudulent schemes to cover his mounting losses. Circumstances worsened, illicit activities expanded into complex money-laundering operations, and misrepresentation of financial statements. As the schemes unraveled, the FBI investigated and eventually added Aiden to its focus. Agents asked difficult questions, most notably whether she was an active participant or a victim. She lied, realized it wasn’t working, and went to her father for a lifeline.

The case was too far gone by that point. The best he could offer was more lies – his own.

Girt received a seventy-two-month sentence in a federal penitentiary and was ordered to repay clients one hundred and eighty-seven million dollars. His real estate holdings, at least the ones that were publicly known, were sufficient to pay the penalty. He initially struggled in prison but, over time, learned how to best present himself, eventually getting an early release. He also became more introspective, claiming that he had confronted the consequences of his actions, his father-in-law's role, and his wife’s apparent death.

Upon release, Girt moved to Maryland’s Eastern Shore, remained out of the spotlight, and reportedly reconnected with some prior colleagues.

From time to time, the media – and even law enforcement – speculated about what he might be up to. But he never tipped his hand.

~  ~
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THREE | Team Building


[image: ]




Greenway’s stroke occurred three weeks after he heard about Aiden’s accident. 

Punishment? Delayed retribution? Harsher-than-hell karma?

Recovery was long and arduous, physically and mentally. But he had several reasons driving his physical therapy, occupational therapy, and speech therapy efforts, and nine months later, he felt he was close to being himself again. His speech was sometimes still affected, but the doctors told him – and he knew they were correct – that he didn’t have any sustaining cognitive problems. In fact, he realized he was bored and would like to get involved in something interesting.

His criminal punishment was eventually downgraded. They said extenuating circumstances. He wasn’t certain how that came about, but he accepted it. He was free and ready to get busy again.

The “REVENGE” light brightened and began flashing.

Not long thereafter, a former associate based overseas told him that the organization he worked with was looking for an experienced “project guy who could maneuver a complicated maze of approvals, borders, and governments to drive high-stakes transactions from Point A to Point Z. That is, if you’re ready to do that type of work.”

Greenway had no idea what the work was, but he clearly understood the lengthy and convoluted message his former colleague was trying to convey.

The legal risk was high. The rewards would be considerable. The experience would expand his base of knowledge.

He didn’t give a shit about the risk. He had hit bottom multiple times in the past years, was now free, but couldn’t travel internationally. The associate said the organization could quickly remedy that. Greenway arrived in Brussels four days later.

It was a staging venue to begin a new career.

He spent the next three years overseas and was exceptional at his job. He made a ton of money, built a phone full of new contacts, developed new and vital supply chains, and thought daily about what he wanted to do when he returned to the U.S. The international gig could go on longer, but – even as he carried out his duties across Europe, Russia, Central America, and Cuba – he never forgot his number one priority: return to the U.S. and exact his pent-up vengeance on the organizations and the people ... who he held responsible for costing him his career, reputation, health, and Aiden.

He also spent time overseas envisioning the team he needed to build in the U.S. to accomplish his goals. His objectives were multi-layered, and his team needed to be, too. Calculating, he planned each step of his revenge years and years ahead of time and built contingency plans for every scenario.

He carefully and purposefully arranged a plan to recruit a team for highly complex and specialized assignments, delivering significant upfront money, promising extravagant end-of-project rewards, and keeping his involvement and ultimate goal a secret. Each person would know some of the pieces, but no one else would know the totality of the idea. The team would never meet in person; real names would not be shared or used. Recruitment would be achieved through referrals, encrypted Signal communications, and voice-disguising technology on the few actual calls that took place.

~~~

[image: ]


GREENWAY STOOD SILENTLY and stared at Girt leaning against the railing just outside his front door.

“Been a long time, Callum. You must be all recovered from your health issues.”

“That was a long time ago, Bobby. Didn’t you still have a government address when that happened?”

Girt smiled and nodded.

Greenway asked him why he was standing at his front door.

“Well, I was hoping to get invited in. I think we have some things to discuss.”

Greenway shook his head. “Not interested in discussing what happened. Your fuck up pulled in both Aiden and me. I don’t know what would be worth rehashing about all that.”

“Fair enough. I agree. How about ten minutes focused on the here and now, and the future?”

“Bobby, we don’t have a shared present, and we sure as hell don’t have a shared future.”

Girt said he thought he could change Greenway’s mind with two words.

“And what would those words be, ‘more money’?”

Girt smiled and held his arms out to the side, palms up. “No, Callum. How does ‘Aiden’s alive’ sound?”

Aiden exited Girt’s car and started walking toward the front of the house.

~~~

[image: ]


FIVE HOURS LATER, FOLLOWING tentative discussions at first but relaxed ones as they spent more time together, they had agreed on a preliminary plan. It very much resembled what Greenway had been envisioning for years; the only variable was the people Girt and Aiden recommended be included on the team.

Girt would finance the activity and be uninvolved with the strategy or implementation.

Aiden would run the team day-to-day and be known to the others as Apple; Greenway insisted on nicknames and would be referred to as Director. She would implement Greenway’s plan the same way he would. She said she knew what was in his mind and could run the team.

She said she was happy to step in, but had limited availability. For the past few years, she had run a cybercrime operation that she built into one of the largest in the world. She had delegated her hands-on responsibility for managing it and could run this new project for three months, which seemed sufficient. Greenway knew she would be fiercely loyal and believed she would keep operations running smoothly while maintaining an air of authority among the team. Most importantly, he knew she was calm and cautious under pressure, rarely rattled, even when things went sideways. 

Aiden said she had two people she wanted to include, but with the same restraints – no names and no in-person meetings.

The first person she recommended – she said he was known as Juice – was a stealth specialist with a mysterious past. Many of his characteristics and actions suggested he was ex-military, but Aiden said she believed he had been a hitman or intelligence operative. Greenway didn’t require clarity; it didn’t matter to him. What was clear from her explanation was that he was an expert in what he did. He was in.

Zeek, her next choice, was formerly a mathematician or cryptographer. Aiden envisioned him as the team’s puzzle solver, decoding patterns and devising intricate plans. She said his mind worked at lightning speed, but his cryptic communication often frustrated others, who often thought he was eccentric. But she said he was solid and would be valued for his focus on intellectual challenges rather than emotional connections.

Finally, she said she could fill out the remainder of the team with a half dozen or so part-timers – jobbers nationwide able to step in and support initiatives requiring bigger teams or geographic expansion. Greenway also asked her to build a “shadow” East Coast team of the main team.

At one point, when Girt left the room, Greenway told her something critical about the assignment. 

“You and I will be the only survivors at the end of this.”

Apple wanted to laugh in his face, but instead said she wasn’t surprised and understood.

Director lied and replied, “Good.”

Aiden smiled.

~  ~
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FOUR | Garrett Archer
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Soft-spoken and occasionally hesitant, Garrett Archer had worked on the line at the bottling plant for four years, the last year on the second shift to increase his take-home pay. Tonight, as he repeatedly looked at the digital clock on the wall, he realized he had never been this anxious for a shift to end. This night was special: Months of plans and work, new plans and more work, and sometimes, killing the plan altogether only for it to resurface a week or so later. It was a long haul. A marathon. But the payoff, now that he saw the trucks leave the parking lot, would make a significant personal difference for him, Nora, and the kids.

Pay off some credit cards, clean up the loan from his uncle, and pay the taxes on and replace the withdrawal he took from his 401(k)... the one he didn’t tell Nora about.

Working the second shift for a slightly higher hourly wage was better, but it still didn’t help. 

Coffee money. Not that he could afford to waste money on coffee.

His trailer was still narrow and claustrophobic; wife still petrified; two kids still small, and two cars still pieces of shit and undependable. When he started talking with the woman in the bar a year ago and thought about the possibilities of some extra cash, he didn’t have to feign interest – he was very interested. She said another woman would contact him, but he needed to get a Signal account first.

It wasn’t as if he had an option. Besides, as he understood it, it would just be a publicity stunt kind of thing. Some companies might be embarrassed, and maybe some government inspectors, too. Trolling; that’s all. His conscience could deal with that. But no one was going to be at risk of getting hurt physically. If they were, he would have said “no.”

Easy money addressing complex problems.

And then he and the second woman, Apple – he didn’t know if it was her real name, nickname, or some goofy alias – exchanged messages over Signal. They never messaged again or met, but he liked her confidence and what she had to say. He thought she was a straight shooter, and for the first time, he saw financial solutions. There was a future.

Garrett’s drive home to the Balloon View Homes and RV Park on Tyler Road NE usually took about twenty-five minutes, half on the interstate and half on back roads. He was supposed to call a guy called Zeek, whom he also hadn’t met, when he was halfway home – probably just exiting the interstate – to let him know the trucks were on their way. At first, he thought that sounded odd, but what did he know? Maybe he was getting the final payment and could buy something small this weekend for the kids.

He saw the exit about a half-mile ahead on the right and reached for his phone to make the call.

The phone flew out of his hand as another vehicle surprisingly rammed his car’s rear. And then a second time ... with even more force. Garrett searched in the rear-view mirror. Nothing. As he shifted his head to see the side-view mirror, he felt the third hit – a sideswipe from the left. Garrett’s hands flew off the steering wheel, he was catapulted toward the passenger seat, and his head burst through the passenger door window. His arm, which had been reaching up to protect his face, fell limp under his chest.

The car jumped the curb, scraped and screeched along the steel barrier for fifteen yards, sounded like a wounded animal, and halted as its front wheels locked.

Zeek slowly pulled his rental vehicle over the curb and pinned it alongside Garrett’s car, matching the front of his car with the midpoint of Garrett’s car, so Garrett’s door was still accessible. He exited, walked around to the back of his car, and opened the trunk. Reaching in, he lifted an unconscious male, walked to the driver’s door of the rental, and clumsily placed the man in the driver’s seat. Walking back to Garrett’s car, he needed to get Garrett’s wallet, car registration, and any other items that would make him easily identifiable. The positioning of Garrett’s body made it problematic, but Zeek finally maneuvered to the glove compartment and Garrett’s pockets and then opened the trunk. He also removed the license plates and VIN plates from both cars. He knelt and pierced the gasoline tank with a long, sharpened metal broom handle.

Fuel began to pour out.

He lit a box of wooden matches and tossed it under Garrett’s car. His right hand felt as if it had gasoline on it, so he wiped it upward along the pocket of his pants and walked toward the main road directly ahead. He carried the metal broom with him.

“It’s going to get noisy in a few seconds,” he said out loud as he quickened his steps.

He walked for ten minutes, entered a motel parking lot, and went behind a dumpster at the edge of the property. He threw the metal broom in the dumpster. After relieving himself, he walked one hundred feet to where his small truck was parked. He got in and drove away.

~~~
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DIRECTOR STARED AT the midnight sky from his backyard deck and, despite knowing the Signal alert was coming, didn’t immediately react when it did. He finished his glass of Chardonnay and set the glass down on the table to his right. Recognizing Apple’s number, he picked it up, put it on speaker, and retrieved his e-cigarette from his shirt pocket. 

“Yes or no? Tell me it’s a yes.” He took a drag and leaned forward.

“It’s yes. He’s in his truck. Made the transfer.”

Director nodded and held up his index finger. “Where did it occur?”

“Where he put the truck ... as discussed.”

“Fire on exit ramp?”

“Yes. Will be both cars.”

“No cameras ... security videos, right?”

“Zero. Same as when I checked the other day. And he rechecked earlier in the evening.”

“Go through his pockets and wallet ... glove box ... trunk?”

“Yes. He did. Nothing, zip. Chump change in his wallet. Thirty-two bucks. Regular shit everywhere else. Car and insurance documents, paper towels, a couple of tools. Nothing that we should care about. Took it all.”

“When did he start walking?”

“As he lit the matches.”

“Grade it.”

“I think it was an A-plus, sir. But you’ll tell me nothing is, so I’ll just go for an A.”

Director grunted. “You’re learning. Okay, head to your base and sit tight. I’ll call you when we’re ready for the next steps. Also, call Juice ... let him know we’re good on the timetable. No internet.”

“Got it,” she said.

“Lots of work still to do,” Director said. “But we’re on our way.”

~  ~
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FIVE | The Scene
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Albuquerque Police Detective Jorge Gutiérrez didn’t want to be there. He was twenty-five minutes removed from what had been his best night’s sleep in weeks. A quick call, two Mountain Dews, and a middle-of-the-night drive ... and he was standing there on a cool Albuquerque night watching emergency personnel remove the two bodies from the fire-scarred cars. The Fire Department had extinguished the flames reasonably quickly, so the visible damage was less than it might have been: still, two deceased victims and two dented and smoking automobiles provided vivid human and metal monuments to death.

Gutiérrez looked at his watch. One-forty-five a.m.? The accident an hour or so earlier? On an exit ramp, when cars usually slow down? Perfect weather?

Are you freaking kidding me?

His partner, Sergeant Zuri Meehan, walked over from her conversation with the crime scene technicians and stared at him. “You okay, Jory? Don’t look too happy. Not that you do very often, of course.”

Gutiérrez faked a smile and raised his hand. “No, I’m fine. Just zoned out. Still half asleep.”

“Anyway ... right now, skid marks aren’t telling us anything useful. Even with the floodlights on. Seems like there’s not much there. Sunshine in a couple of hours might help.”

Gutiérrez nodded, and they both stepped toward the cars. He glanced at the bodies. Two males. Burned terribly. Apparently white. Medium size.

I don’t want this case.

He glanced at Meehan and grimaced. “Tox screens might tell us more than skid marks. Idiots don’t have to be speeding to end up dead. They die in bigger numbers driving slowly but being incapacitated.”

Meehan said, “In this state – definitely. Maybe some second-shifters with too much shit up their noses, huh?”

“Good chance, yes. Or maybe just old school and drunk.”

Meehan laughed. “That would be a change of pace.”

Gutiérrez moaned and complained that fires always complicate the C.O.D. – was the cause of death the fire or the accident? “Pick your poison. The ME office will know the second they see their lungs and test the blood, and we’ll know almost as quickly. And then maybe we can quickly close this thing, right?”

“Probably. You in more of a hurry than usual, partner?”

“No. Just two strangers, both dead in either case. Doesn’t make any difference to me. Get it. Close it. Move on to the next set of idiots. Are we anywhere on IDs?”

“No IDs on either of them. Nothing in the glove departments. License plates removed.”

“VIN plates?”

“Gone, too. We’ll also see if we can get prints or anything from dental records.”

Meehan crossed her arms, shook her head, and slowly surveyed the scene.

“Jory, do you see what I see?

Gutiérrez laughed. “Rarely, Zuri, rarely. What do you see? And do I want to know?”

“Not really sure, but what I don’t see is a car accident.”

Gutiérrez pointed at the cars. “God, here we go. Okay. Keep talking.”

“Let’s say the guy in car number one was a target. Not just a stranger. What was person two’s role?”

“The executioner, obviously.”

Meehan said, “Not necessarily.”

“How’s that?”

“Executioner might have been person number three.”

“Three? There are only two.”

“The person who took the IDs, documents, and plates.”

Gutiérrez slapped his hip. “Fuck, Zuri, you’re two steps ahead of me. Par for the course.”

Meehan walked around to the back of the cars. “Let’s make sure the tech guys get a lot of photos of the concluding position of the two cars. He was either ramming from behind or sideswiping. Can’t imagine why he would be doing both. Why, after popping the gas tank with the ramming, did he pull up neatly alongside the driver? Shit, Jory, we don’t even know if the ramming is what pierced the gas tank.”

Gutiérrez said the techs were shooting photos from multiple angles, and they would be available back at the office.

Meehan knelt to view what was left of the gas tank. “They also need to take a good look at the tank. That could tell us something, too. They don’t always blow up in fires like they do in movies and on TV. It didn’t in this instance.”

“Okay.”

Meehan shrugged. “All very strange. Hopefully, we’ll have a better sense in a few hours.”

~~~
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A SENIOR MEMBER OF the Medical Examiner’s team called Meehan at eight a.m. Gutiérrez’s desk was next to hers, so she put the call on speaker. She said there was still a long way to go, but she had two key findings. The driver of the target car died when his head went through the passenger window. No smoke in his lungs. Driver number two died from the fire and the smoke. Strange, but not the only weird things.”

Meehan had been taking notes. She put her pen down. “And the others were what?”

“Trace amounts of fabric in his teeth, like maybe he had been gagged earlier.”

Meehan rearranged a few books on her desk and held up three fingers. “You need to keep talking, Doc, because so far, you’re just hurting my head.”

Gutiérrez’s cell phone vibrated. He answered, stood, and walked away. Meehan watched, noticed how slow he was moving, and shook her head.

Meehan continued. “Think about this, too. If number one didn’t have any smoke in his lungs and died from going through the window, it means the fire didn’t immediately start. They – whoever they were – had to place person number two into the second car before the fire started. He was a prop.”

“Sure seems like it.”

“Anything else from the tox screen?”

“Not beyond what I just told you.”

“Doc?”

“Yes?”

“Given this was technically on the interstate, we probably need to consider notifying other agencies.”

“Agree. Give me the rest of the day, okay?”

“You got it.”

Meehan saw Gutiérrez approaching. “What’s with the disappearing act, Jory?”

He sat down, but didn’t look at Meehan. “Had a call I needed to take. I’m sure you were fine.”

“You’re sure, huh? Important call, Detective?”

“Zuri. Don’t do that.”

“Back at you, partner.” 

Meehan got up from her chair, slammed it against the desk, and walked away.

~  ~
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SIX | Trey Harger
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Greenway had anticipated this day for years, with great expectations. Even back when he was being questioned and accused, and when it all came to a head, he envisioned this day. He knew it would happen. The first two steps were complete – check and check. Long-overdue retribution was underway, with more to come. He wanted to feel initial satisfaction, a preliminary sense of accomplishment.

The feelings eluded him.

Maybe it was just too soon. This was just the preliminary stuff, the setup. He would feel differently when it touched the real targets. He could be patient; he had been for a long time already.

His legs were elevated, resting on an ottoman. He looked across the room and saw photos of a smiling Aiden on the shelf.

He quickly turned away. He didn’t remember many smiles.

Odd. So she was happy. Why don’t I remember accurately?

Instead, he focused again on the accomplishment. New Mexico had two million-plus residents, Arizona seven million, and Utah three million, for a total of thirteen million people.

Less than ten people in each state – probably less than five – would be affected by what he was doing.

Sharpshooter hitting unimaginably small bull’s-eyes. One for the case studies. Targeted revenge. The public might not even be aware. True-crime books. Screenplays.

The pitch and the sell were perfect: Impact far in excess of the actual numbers. Brilliant.

State lines were crossed.

Local and state police would be baffled.

Terrorism would be suspected.

The federal government would wedge its way in and take over. It’s what always happens. It’s what he wanted. When it did, Greenway would manipulate how the events were investigated and who managed the efforts. He had the levers. They were in his hands.

Feds won’t know how to deal when I take away their control.
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