
  
  
      
        
          The Reckoning

          Book 4: High Flyer

		      
          P. A. Farrell

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
Copyright ©2025 by Patricia A. Farrell, Ph.D. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any form or by any means or stored in a database or retrieval system without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. Making copies of any part of this book for any purpose other than your own personal use is a violation of United States copyright laws. The author does not recognize “fair use” distribution to classes, seminars or any other form of training or information provided to other individuals, institutions or other potential users of this information. For information on rights and permissions requests, address them to Dr. Patricia A. Farrell, Patricia A. Farrell, Ph.D., PO Box 761, Tenafly, NJ 07670. 

This book is sold as is, without warranty of any kind, either express or implied, respecting the contents of this book, including but not limited to implied warranties for the book’s quality, performance, merchantability, or fitness for any particular purpose. Neither the author nor dealers or distributors shall be liable to the purchaser or any other person or entity with respect to any liability, loss, or damage caused or alleged to have been caused directly or indirectly by this book.

Book cover photo: Celine Lityo on Unsplash.com

The Pocket Companion Series contains:

When Your Mind Won't Stop

After the Loss: Finding Your Way Through Grief

You Are Enough: Rebuilding Your Self-Worth

At the Crossroads: Making Decisions When Nothing Feels Clear

When People Hurt: Navigating Difficult Relationships

When You Feel Stuck: Finding Movement in Hard Times

Books by Patricia A. Farrell, Ph.D.

When You Can't Pour From an Empty Glass: CBT Skills for Exhausted Caregivers

The Little Book on Learning Big Critical Thinking Skills

The Smart Kid's Survival Guide: Making Good Choices in a Confusing World

How to Be Your Own Therapist

It's Not All in Your Head: Anxiety, Depression, Mood Swings and Multiple Sclerosis

Unfiltered: Beneath the noise of our thoughts lies the true narrative of our minds

Unfiltered Again: A behind-the-scenes look at healthcare, medicine and mental health

A Social Security Disability Psychological Claims Handbook: A simple guide to understanding your SSD claim for psychological impairments and unraveling the maze of decision-making 

A Social Security Disability Psychological Claims Guidebook for Children's Benefits

The Disability Accessible US Parks in All 50 States: A Comprehensive Guide

Birding in the US NOW!: A birding guide for individuals with disabilities









  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 1: The Call
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 2: The Team
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 3: The Raid
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 4: The Trap
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 5: The Break
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 6: Cooperation
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 7: Recovery
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 8: New Beginning
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 9: The Hunt
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 10: Closure
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue: One Year Later
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Special Request
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Chapter 1: The Call






Six months after Valerie's sentencing, Beth Callahan finally felt like her life was her own again. She moved to a better apartment in Cambridge, took a job with a nonprofit fraud prevention group, and even started dating someone she met at a conference. Robert, a kind accountant, saw her past as impressive instead of frightening.

She was giving a presentation to a group of bank auditors on a Tuesday afternoon when her phone buzzed with a call from Agent Sarah Winters. Beth let it go to voicemail. She'd talk to her after the presentation.

But Agent Winters called a second time. Then a third.

During a break, Beth stepped into the hallway and returned the call.

"Beth, I need you to come to the federal building. Today. As soon as possible."

Beth felt a wave of dread. She had hoped she was finished with federal buildings and investigations. "What's wrong?"

"I can't discuss it over the phone. How soon can you get here?"

"I have a presentation until four."

"Then come at four-thirty. This is important."

Agent Winters hung up before Beth could ask anything else.

Beth finished her presentation on autopilot, her mind racing. What could the FBI want from her now? Valerie was in prison. The case was closed. Beth had moved on.

Or at least she thought she had.

At four-thirty, Beth walked into the federal building and took the elevator to the tenth floor. Agent Winters met her in reception, looking more serious than Beth had ever seen.

"Thank you for coming. We need to talk in a secure room."

They walked to a conference room at the back of the floor. Three people were waiting inside. Two were FBI agents Beth didn’t know. The third was a man in his fifties, dressed in an expensive suit with a grim look on his face.

"Beth Callahan, this is Special Agent Marcus Hill from our financial crimes division, Special Agent Karen Rodriguez from cyber crimes, and Assistant Director Thomas Brennan from the IRS Criminal Investigation Division."

Beth shook hands with each person, feeling more anxious with every introduction.

"Please sit down," Agent Winters said.

Beth sat down. The others stayed standing, making her feel like she was being interrogated again.

Thomas Brennan from the IRS spoke first. "Ms. Callahan, I'm going to share some classified information with you. Before I do, I need you to sign a non-disclosure agreement stating that you will not discuss what we tell you with anyone outside of this investigation."

He slid the papers across the table. Beth read them quickly. It was a standard NDA, nothing unusual. She signed.

"Good. What I'm about to tell you may be disturbing." Brennan opened a laptop and turned it toward Beth. The screen showed a complex diagram with dozens of boxes connected by lines. "Do you know what this is?"

"It looks like an organizational chart."

"It's a network map. After Valerie Hendricks' conviction, the IRS started auditing VLH Consulting's records more closely. We found links to seventeen other companies running similar schemes in twelve states. Same pattern: small withdrawals from customer accounts, money moved through shell companies, and ending up in offshore accounts."

Beth stared at the screen. "Seventeen companies?"

"At least seventeen that we've found. There could be more." Brennan zoomed in on a section of the chart. "Here's VLH Consulting. And here," he pointed to a box at the top, "is the organization we think runs the whole network. It's called Apex Financial Solutions."

Agent Hill leaned forward. "Apex Financial Solutions isn't a real financial company. It's a front for a complex fraud operation that's been running for at least twenty years. We estimate they've stolen over two hundred million dollars."

Beth felt dizzy. "Two hundred million?"

"That's a conservative estimate. It could be even higher." Agent Hill pulled out another document. "Valerie Hendricks wasn't the mastermind, Ms. Callahan. She was just a regional operator. Someone gave her the system, taught her how to use it, and took a cut of her profits."

"Who?"

Agent Winters answered, "We don't know yet. Apex Financial Solutions is registered to someone named Martin Cross. We've been searching for him for three months, but he doesn't exist. It's a fake identity, very well made. We can't find any real person behind it."

Beth tried to process this. "So Valerie was working for someone?"

"Valerie and sixteen other operators across the country. Each one runs a local version of the same theft system and pays a percentage to Apex." Agent Rodriguez pulled up another screen with transaction patterns. "The system is very sophisticated. It coordinates timing so operators never target the same customer at once. It rotates targets, changes amounts, and uses AI to predict which accounts are least likely to notice missing money."

"This is more advanced than anything Valerie could have created," Agent Winters said. "Someone with real technical skill and major resources built this network."

Beth's mind raced. "Why are you telling me this?"

"Because we need your help," Agent Hill said. "You're the only person who has exposed one of these operations. You understand the system on a technical level. You know what to look for."

"I'm not an investigator. I work for a nonprofit now."

"We know. But we're asking you to consult on this investigation. You'd be a paid consultant at federal rates, for whatever time you can give. We need someone who thinks like you and sees patterns others miss."

Beth looked at Agent Winters. "You knew about this when you called me?"

"I've known for two weeks. We've been building the case and trying to understand how big it is. But we keep running into dead ends. The people behind Apex are very good at hiding their tracks."

"Better than Valerie?"

"Much better. Valerie made mistakes. She got arrogant and sloppy. The people running Apex have done this for twenty years without getting caught. Until you exposed Valerie, we didn't even know this network existed."

Thomas Brennan closed his laptop. "Ms. Callahan, we're offering you a choice. You can walk away, go back to your normal life, and leave this investigation to us. Or you can help us take down an organization that's stolen hundreds of millions of dollars from thousands of people. It's up to you."

Beth thought about the last year and a half: the suspension, the investigation, the trial. The death threats, the lawsuit, the constant fear. She had barely survived exposing Valerie. Did she really want to go through that again?

But she also remembered the letters from victims: the elderly woman who lost hundreds of dollars, the single mother who thought she was losing her mind. If there were seventeen other Valeries out there, stealing from vulnerable people, could Beth really walk away? 

"What would you need me to do?" she asked quietly.

Agent Hill pulled out a folder. "Review transaction data from the seventeen companies we've identified. Look for patterns that connect them. Help us understand the technical architecture of the central system. And most importantly, help us figure out who's running it."

"How long would this take?"

"Months. Maybe longer. This is a complex investigation with multiple jurisdictions involved. But we'd work around your schedule. You'd still have your regular job."

"Would I be in danger?"

"Potentially," Agent Winters said honestly. "If the people running Apex figure out we're investigating them, they might take action. We'd provide protection if necessary."

Beth closed her eyes. She had only just gotten her life back. She was finally starting to feel safe again.

But there were two hundred million dollars, seventeen operations, and thousands of victims.

"I'll do it," she said. "On one condition."

"What's that?"

"When this is over—really over—I want a normal life. No more investigations. No more testifying. I want to be done with all of this."

Agent Hill nodded. "If we take down Apex Financial Solutions, you'll have earned that. You have my word."

They spent the next hour going over what the FBI had found. Beth signed consultant paperwork, got credentials to access secure facilities, and received an encrypted laptop with transaction data from the seventeen companies.

"Start by looking for similarities in the technical implementation," Agent Rodriguez said. "How the systems were set up, what software they used, how the money moved. Anything that suggests they came from the same source."

"And Beth," Agent Winters said as she walked her to the elevator, "be careful. These people are sophisticated and well-funded. They won't give up as easily as Valerie did."

"I know."

"Call me if you see anything concerning. Anything at all."

Beth took the encrypted laptop home and set it up in her apartment. Robert was supposed to come over for dinner, but she texted him to cancel. She needed time to process everything she had just learned.

She opened the first set of transaction files and began reviewing them. The patterns were familiar: small withdrawals, specific timing, money moving through intermediary accounts. But there were subtle differences from Valerie's operation—slightly different amounts, intervals, and account selection algorithms.

Beth made a spreadsheet to compare the seventeen operations. She color-coded similarities, flagged differences, and searched for connections that might not be obvious.

Hours passed. She forgot to eat dinner, and her coffee grew cold.

At 11 PM, she found something.

All seventeen operations used the same database architecture. Not just similar, but identical. The same table structures, field names, and indexing strategies. It was as if they had all been built from a template.

Beth pulled up the technical documentation for each system and compared them. Yes, they definitely had the same underlying architecture. That meant they were all designed by the same person or team. She made notes, created diagrams, documented everything carefully.

Then she found something else: a piece of code embedded in each system. It was a function that ran every night at 2 AM, sending transaction data to an external server. The IP address was different for each operation, but the function itself was identical.

Beth tried to trace where the data was being sent. The IP addresses all pointed to servers in different countries: Romania, Panama, Singapore. They were dead ends, set up to prevent tracking.

But the fact that all seventeen operations were reporting to someone meant there was centralized oversight. Someone was watching all the operations, monitoring their performance, and collecting their data.

Someone running the whole network.

Beth saved her findings and sent an encrypted email to Agent Rodriguez. "Found similarities in technical architecture and evidence of centralized reporting. All seventeen operations are sending data to external servers. Need to discuss implications."

The response came five minutes later. "Can you come in tomorrow at 8 AM? This is significant."

Beth confirmed and closed her laptop. She was exhausted but still alert, her mind racing with possibilities.

She had thought catching Valerie was the end, but it was only the beginning.

Somewhere, someone had built a two hundred million dollar theft operation and had run it successfully for twenty years.

And now Beth had agreed to help hunt them down.








