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      A convoy of trucks eased onto the exit ramp at Limon, Colorado, leaving I-70 for US-24 toward Colorado Springs. Traffic was moderate, allowing the assorted trucks to maintain a brisk pace through small and scattered towns. The late evening light threw shadows onto the asphalt; the glow of the full moon transformed the silhouette of the Rocky Mountains into the jagged shoulders of some long-sleeping behemoth. An unmarked road ten miles east of Peterson Air Force Base brought a change in course, guiding the vehicles past little more than scrub brush until a small security booth appeared. Inside stood a lone guard who rubbed his eyes when he saw the approaching headlights.

      As the procession stopped one hundred yards from the shack, a man exited from the lead SUV clutching a rifle. Kneeling, he took a deep breath as he raised the weapon, remaining perfectly still, with a clear view of the doorway leading into the guard hut. The patrolman emerged from the structure, flashlight in hand. He managed two steps before collapsing to the ground. The sniper smirked, returning to his vehicle as the line of trucks resumed their progress, stopping when they reached the shack.

      A man in black tactical gear let himself into the guard station, pressing the button for the front gate. The line entered a compound comprising two drab gray buildings, each standing three stories tall. To an imaginative person, they looked like structures you would find at a prison in some futuristic dystopia. The twelve-foot high razor wire fence that enclosed the site only added to that effect.

      Proudly perched in the center was a seven-story building. Moonlight gleamed off of its glass facade. Lights illuminated a random series of offices, each devoid of movement. The same held true for the other buildings. QNI Research, the company that owned and operated this facility and six others like it across the United States, was currently under a federal investigation focusing on a host of legal and ethical violations. As a result, all of their facilities were inactive until they completed the inquiry. 

      The man made his way to the rear wall of the patrol station. He knelt  down, placing a small toolset on the floor. With the appropriate implement selected, he set to work, opening a circuit board and scanning the labyrinth of wires inside. He clipped, clamped, and rerouted them into a pastiche of bows and loops before walking back to the entryway. Taking care to step over the guard, he took a flashlight from his pocket, issuing three bursts. 

      Drivers began aligning box trucks at their designated targets; one each at the loading docks of the shorter buildings. The third truck sped toward the office building, bounding over a curb and smashing its way into the lobby, creating a blizzard of shards and dust. After killing the engine, the driver stepped out, glass crunching under his boots. He lit a cigarette before strolling out to the courtyard in front of the structure.

      A man stood at the edge of the lawn, a wraith among the shadows, surveying the movements of his crew. He eschewed the tactical outfits of the others. Instead, he wore jeans, a button-down shirt, and a black overcoat. He fixed his eyes on some distant point, a fire burning behind them, fueled by a mix of rage and disgust. With his plan unfolding before him, his lips turned up, baring his teeth aggressively.

      His name is Greg Schultz, and he once worked for the conglomerate that owns this facility. He saw the vicious nature of their actions and was an active participant in a particularly nasty one. For that, he had paid dearly. They had dragged him down to a place darker than he ever imagined existed; It's a place that most never return from. Greg, however, had made it through and came back with a vengeance.

      Tonight was the first major step in that vengeance.

      His gaze shifted as he focused on the approaching driver. “Rendezvous with Thompson, Hodges, and Stroud. Pull up to the gate and load the guard into the rear. We’re rolling out in five.”

      The man nodded and walked away, leaving Schultz alone. The other drivers emerged, throwing quick nods to the man. Respect paid, they marched toward the rest of the group. They moved in lockstep, each stride marked with purpose and conviction. Tiny beads of sweat began peppering their foreheads despite their goosebumps. They all realized what they were doing. They also knew the implications.

      One by one, the SUVs came to life, the harsh glare of their headlights casting an ominous glow across the derelict facility. Three pulled away from where they parked and headed back to the front gate, the foremost stopping at the security booth. A trio of men emerged, two taking possession of the guard, while the third opened the lift-gate. The men returned to their seats after stowing the subdued man in the truck’s rear before awaiting the order to move out.

      The last SUV pulled up behind Schultz, projecting his shadow onto the ruined face of the office building. He raised his arms, slowly bringing his hands together as he watched his silhouette mimic the gesture. If only it were that easy. 

      “What an absolute abomination.” He retrieved a two-way radio from his coat and lifted it to his mouth. “Okay boys, the time has come for us to complete our first test.” A shiver ran through him as he returned the device to his pocket, but it wasn’t because of the cold. He was excited, inspired. “Another one bites the dust.” 

      He entered the backseat of the truck as the compound fell silent. Five minutes later, the convoy was back on US-24, heading north. They drove for three miles before pulling into a rundown convenience store, its old and yellowed lights illuminating an empty parking lot. More importantly, there are no surveillance cameras to capture their visit.

      Two men removed the guard, carrying him to the far side of the building, where they placed him against a wall. Any passersby would see a drunkard taking a nap and carry on with their travels. One man produced a cheap flip phone, checked the battery, and dropped it into the guard’s lap. They then joined the others in a huddle next to the vehicles, looking in the facility’s direction.

      Schultz strolled over, a tablet in hand. The screen showed a countdown ticking under the one-minute mark. His chest was tight; acid burned his esophagus. What if this didn’t work? He couldn’t afford to waste the planning and resources, not with everything that was left to be done.

      30 seconds.

      He tried to purge the doubt, reminding himself of why he was doing this. Fury ate away his anxiety; apprehension was giving way to a single-minded purpose.

      10 seconds.

      Faces danced across the stage of his mind. 

      5…

      First was his son, Evan.

      4…

      Then came his daughter, Isabel.

      3…

      Finally, he saw his wife, Elizabeth.

      2…

      He fought back tears, raising his eyes just in time to see a luminous orange glow paint the sky to the Northeast. A smile inched across his lips as a cacophony of explosions touched his ears. The pane glass windows of the old store rattled in their rotting frames. It was the most beautiful thing that Greg had seen since everything in his life had gone to hell. The parking lot filled with a mixture of laughter and celebratory hoots.

      “Each of you did an exceptional job tonight and you should be proud of what we’ve accomplished.” He held his hands in the air, a gesture intended to quiet the group. “Okay, okay, let’s knock off the circle jerk. It is time to leave and catch some rest. We still have a long way to go.”

      He looked at the eager faces of his team; the smile widened across his face. He let his family down, a fact he’d have to carry with him for the remainder of his days. To let down his new family was unacceptable.

      “We’re just getting started.”
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      “Good morning again as we welcome you back this fine Tuesday. One year ago, QNI Research Associates was a billion dollar company that most Americans had never heard of. All of that changed last July after explosions leveled both their primary research facility and an experimental water treatment plant in central Florida. As if that wasn’t enough, a video emerged showing the grizzly murder of one of their employees, followed by a data dump that told a story of widespread corruption that led to allegations of everything from conspiracy to murder.

      “After a seemingly endless parade of arraignments, several QNI executives are now in custody and facing serious charges. Questions abound, not the least of which being just who knew about what was going on in Florida. What makes this story stand out? The fact that QNI’s biggest client is the United States government. Speculation is running rampant regarding the culpability of those handing over hundreds of millions of dollars in contracts each year to a company that was apparently willing to kill its own employees to keep their secrets.

      “Joining us this morning via Skype is Herman Ingram, former reporter at the Washington Daily Record and founder of The Ingram Report, a news website that played an instrumental role in breaking this story. Good morning, Herman, and thank you for joining us.”

      “Good morning, Tom.”

      “First things first, congratulations on breaking such an enormous story, especially one with such far-reaching implications.”

      “Well, thank you, but I honestly did very little. There was a team of people working on this, some of whom lost their lives in order for this information to become public. Truth be told, there are several people who should be here instead of me.”

      “That may be true, Herman, but you are the only one who’s being implicated in committing fraud regarding this story.”

      That sentence got Herman’s blood boiling, manifesting itself as short and dry chuckles. He bit back his anger before responding. “Okay, if you want to go there, let’s look at just who it is that put forth those accusations, shall we?”

      The anchor, sensing Herman’s animosity, attempted to extinguish the fuse that he had just lit. “Perhaps I could have worded that better.”

      “No, no, you want to get into this, so let’s get into it.”

      Trapped by the inevitable, the anchor sighed. Herman read this as a sign of acquiescence and continued. “Samuel Wright, the CEO of QNI and a man whose name is on ninety percent of the leaked documents, is trying to deflect any attention away from himself that he can. Despite being a deeply flawed human being, I am apparently the biggest name associated with this case, which is good enough to make me a target. Personally, it seems like anyone with a modicum of common sense could see his claim for what it is.”

      “So you’re denying the allegations?”

      Herman rubbed his eyes and let out a sigh of his own. “Tell me, Tom, have you read the documents?”

      The anchor stammered and Herman gave him no quarter, starting back in before the host could gather himself. “Because if you had, you would have seen proof positive that QNI intended to introduce a foreign substance into a water supply that serves millions of Americans, and that was only the first of a dozen planned installations.”

      The anchor tried to counter, but Herman was on cruise control.

      “And if that isn’t enough to raise some very serious questions for you, there’s the fact that QNI sent out hit squads to keep this secret. George Wilman and Edward Marsh, two men who are the only reason that any of this information came out, died because they refused to be involved in this power mad scheme. They refused to sit back and watch, and men like Wright had them murdered.”

      “Calm down, Herman.”

      Herman didn’t listen. “How about Dennis Stroud? Do you know that name, Tom? He was working on the investigation when someone ran his car off of a cliff. But no, you’re right, let’s talk about baseless allegations from a man whose fingerprints are all over this ball of unrepentant corruption. Let’s defend a man so power hungry that he’ll kill anyone who dares oppose him. You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “Herman, you can’t expect me to have all of that information at my fingertips.”

      Herman smelled blood, and he went for the kill. “No, of course not. I mean, you’re just a network news anchor. It’s not like it’s your job to be informed about the things you report on.”

      “Now wait just a minute,” the host said, his anger palpable. “I’ll have you know I take this job seriously.”

      “What about the QNI facility that was annihilated in Colorado last night? Maybe you’d like to check my phone records or ask me to verify my whereabouts. Then again, you’d actually have to be interested in the truth to get to that point.”

      “Do you want to run this show, Herman?”

      “Hell, Tom, my audience is already three times the size of yours, and you want to know why?”

      “Yes, Herman, I’d love to hear why you think that is.”

      “You’re not a journalist, you’re a goddamned talking head, sitting on your fat ass, reading from a TelePrompTer. For all practical purposes, journalism is dead, its corpse bearing the marks of vapid imbeciles such as you and your ilk. If there’s not an angle to exploit, you don’t cover it. Here’s a thought that you’d do well to marinate on: when you infuse every story you run with opinion, it’s no longer news, it’s an editorial.”

      “First, I’m going to ask you to control your emotions, Herman. Please be respectful. Second, do you have an issue with editorializing?”

      “No, I have no issue with it when it’s presented for what it is and not passed off as fact, which it most certainly is not. You’re free to have your own opinions, but your job is to report the news factually. Then again, I’m sure that I owe much of my success to the utterly incompetent way that you do your job, so thank you, I guess.”

      The host, finally realizing his lack of control, elected to do the only thing that he could. “Okay Herman, I think this interview is over.”

      “Yeah, fuck you, Tom.”

      Herman ended the call and stood up abruptly, kicking his chair back as he did. Otis, his blue tick hound who was fast asleep next to the desk, didn’t flinch. He ran his fingers through his hair, frustrated by the sham he had just been a part of. He knelt down, set the chair back up, and took a seat. Exhaustion was visible all over his face, etching new lines as it sank in. 

      There was a bottle of good bourbon in the bottom right-hand drawer of his desk. Just as he removed it and prepared to take a swig, his phone rang. He fought his first instinct, which was to throw the phone full force at the wall. Instead, he picked it up, intending to send the call to voicemail. It was Ray Whitestone. Herman answered silently, knowing what was coming.

      “Well, well, you certainly give one hell of an interview, Herman.”

      “Can you believe the shit they’re trying to push, Ray? Everything they need to know is right there and they’re too damned lazy to read it!”

      “Yeah, I can believe it. You’re talking about a cabal who had their power, influence, and bottom line blown to hell. Like it or not, Herman, you’re the overt face of that; the herald of their downfall. They have friends on high, friends who have a lot of influence in a lot of areas.”

      “Jesus, Ray,” Herman said, taking a draft of bourbon. “I think you missed your calling as a poet.” He took another drink before bringing the bottle down hard on his desk.

      “Enjoying a liquid breakfast this morning, are we?”

      “Come on, Ray. Don’t do that.”

      “Look, I know you’re dealing with a lot and I’m the last person to lecture anyone against drinking before noon, but you can’t hide from this and you sure as hell can’t drink it away. The only thing you can do is face it, rise above it.”

      There was a brief pause before a response came. When it did, Herman faltered momentarily. Once he had himself together, he spoke with an anger that Ray hadn’t heard from him in a decade.

      “You know what? Fuck this. I didn’t ask for your advice and I don’t want it. If you want to peddle that shit, call Walt.”

      When Ray replied, he was uncharacteristically calm, Herman’s output having put him on the defensive by. “Okay Herman, have it your⁠—”

      Herman ended the call before his friend could finish, shattering his phone against the wall without thinking. Roused from his slumber, Otis sauntered over and licked Herman’s hand. He reached down to pet the dog, tears rolling down his face without restraint. Whimpering sympathetically, the dog raised a paw and gently placed it on Herman’s knee, an act that calmed him substantially.

      “What the fuck is wrong with me, Otis?”

      The dog cocked his head to the side and issued a single, abrupt bark.

      “Yeah, you’re right, my head’s in my ass, firmly.”

      Another quick bark came, this one louder.

      “All right, all right, you’ve made your point.”

      Satisfied that he had done his job, Otis got up and trotted away, setting off to do whatever dogs do when no one was watching. It left Herman to stew in his malaise, a toxic brew of depression and anger tinged with a feeling of impotence. That’s what troubled him the most. Through all of his successes and failures, he had rarely grappled at the altar of self-doubt. Even when taking a course of action that carried the distinct possibility of blowing up in his face, he always went into everything with conviction. It was the only way he knew.

      Alone at his desk, Herman felt like a clueless passenger tasked with piloting an airplane that had lost its engines and flight crew. Momentum propelled him through the aftermath of what occurred in Florida. It dragged him from interview to interview, pushing words out of his mouth. Most importantly, it prevented him from drowning in his thoughts, thoughts that were becoming darker by the day. At good times, he could function in a semi-normal manner, though he never felt like he was running at anything higher than sixty percent. At bad times, he thought about giving up on his work and living a life of seclusion.

      He probably could have persevered if that was as bad as it got, but things had escalated. There were now days where his despair grew wide enough that he thought it would swallow him whole and pull him into a fathomless pit where no light could penetrate. He was drinking more, smoking more, and sleeping less. Marijuana had become a crutch for him to relax, and it worked until it didn’t. The calming warmth it had once elicited disappeared, violently evicted and replaced by icy paranoia. 

      Of course, he’d be lying to himself if he believed the weed was the only thing making him paranoid. Convinced that he was being watched, Herman bought a Glock 17. He got his North Carolina concealed carry permit and began taking regular trips to a local shooting range. He became proficient with the firearm and planned to add a rifle to an arsenal that also featured a double-barreled shotgun that once belonged to his father. One night, he emptied a magazine into an oak tree in his front yard with the belief that some boogeyman was hiding behind it. That halted his arms race.

      Soon after that incident, he stopped going out after dusk. He rearranged his home office, bringing in a couch, mini fridge, television, and his coffee maker. A reinforced and bulletproof door replaced the old wooden one. He developed a routine of keeping groceries stocked in the fridge. There was a half bathroom attached to the space, further reducing his need to leave the office. As time passed, he took to sleeping on the couch in the office, often going days without a shower. No one, not even Ray, was aware of how unraveled he had become.

      He did any tasks that required him to leave the house during the day. After nightfall he hunkered down, drinking coffee, watching TV, and trying to work. Every hour, he would get up and look out of the window, staring into the darkness. Soon it was every half hour. Before long, he paced nonstop. The carpet showed a circuit of wear from the desk to the window to the couch and back again.

      Now, pacing this familiar circle once more, Herman stopped dead in his tracks. Calmness coursed over him like cool rain, starting at his head and slowly trickling down the entirety of his body before pooling at his feet. He sat down on the edge of the couch, a grave smile wriggling its way across his lips. Less than a half-minute after sitting, he was back on his feet again.

      He knew what he needed to do.

      Instinctively, he reached for his cell phone before remembering that he destroyed it. With a sigh, he made his way to the kitchen downstairs, the linoleum-clad refuge of his only landline. Receiver in hand, he dialed up Karl Peterson. Karl and his wife Annette ran a veterinary practice for three decades before retiring two years ago. The couple often took care of Otis when Herman was out of town. As the line rang, he scrambled to think of a cover story.

      “Hello?” Karl said. His voice was stern yet warm.

      “Morning, Karl, it’s Herman.”

      “Hey Herman,” the older man said. A thimble of vibrancy rose in his voice. “Me and the missus were just discussing your interview. You doing okay?”

      The reminder of that damned interview made Herman’s blood boil, but he wouldn’t direct any of that at Karl. He knew the man to have a good heart and his words and tone had been free of malice.

      “Yeah,” Herman said. “They’ll let any jackass in a suit and tie host a show these days. I think there’s a factory somewhere that hollows them out and fills them with bullshit.” Karl chuckled at this, and Herman relaxed. “That’s actually why I’m calling you this morning.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah.” Herman worked to align the lie in his mind. “I just got a call from a contact in DC; seems he has some big tip and wants to relay everything in person, wanted to know if I could get up there Thursday evening.”

      Karl answered before Herman could ask. “We’ll be glad to keep Otis for you. How’s the old boy doing?”

      “He’s good. Sat right by my feet during that interview. If I’m honest, I think it bothered him more than it did me. Anyway, I should be back after a day or two.”

      “No worries, I’ll be around all week, just swing by whenever you’re heading out.”

      “Thanks, Karl. I’ll see you Thursday.”

      “Uh huh,” Karl said with a grunt.

      Herman returned the receiver to its cradle and turned to look out of a window that faced his side yard. The morning sunlight brought peace to his enervated mind, lessening the weight of the task ahead. He grabbed his keys and made his way out of the back door and toward his car, running his index finger gently along the vehicle’s roof. A wan smile touched his lips as he felt the warmth from the aluminum bodywork. He stepped back to admire the beauty of the car, every curve and line that inspired him to drop a small fortune buying and maintaining it. 

      Now, after years of careful preservation, the old car would have to serve one final and undignified purpose.
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      A cracked and faded two-lane cut a meandering north-south line through a rural area of southern Colorado. Twin HID beams cut through the pitch-black night, scattering deer and casting an eerie glow on every surface they touched. The headlights crested a small hill before turning sharply onto a loosely packed gravel road. For a quarter mile, hills rose and fell before the roadway evened out, the loose gravel surface giving way to a carefully manicured dirt and rock mixture. Finally, the path began a slow and steady descent, ending at a single-story cabin that sat alongside a narrow creek. Smoke was coming out of its lone chimney.

      Three black SUVs sat silently at the rear. Light splashed them as a fourth vehicle pulled around and parked alongside. The passenger door opened, spilling out a trench coat that was followed by a pair of black boots. A tall man emerged, placed a black cowboy hat on his head, and turned toward the driver. “Say Chief, you need to escort me in there?”

      “Nope.”

      The tall man issued a closed-mouth smile accompanied by a quick nod. “A man of few words. I can respect that.” He tipped his hat and made his way to the back door of the cabin. The entryway led into a small, sparsely appointed kitchen, inside which a woman prepared a cup of coffee.

      “Well, now,” the tall man said. “I will be good and goddamned if that coffee doesn’t smell good enough to wake the dead.”

      “That’s because I’m the only one in this entire outfit who knows how to make a proper pot of coffee.” She held out a hand. “Name’s Melanie Stroud, and I hope you like your coffee strong.”

      “The powers of a man’s mind are directly proportional to the quantity of coffee he drank,” he said as he shook her hand. “Sir James Mackintosh.”

      “I rarely come across aristocrats in trench coats and cowboy hats, at least not in this line of work.” She offered a wry smile. “How do you take it?”

      “Black will do just fine, thank you.”

      She opened a cabinet above the coffeemaker and took out a two-tone white and blue mug bearing the QNI logo. The tall man noticed with a chuckle.

      “Nice touch.”

      She cut her eyes up at him as she filled the cup. “It’s good to have that extra reminder every day. It keeps the fires stoked.”

      “I’m the last man to stand in judgment of anyone’s motivations. I’ve done far worse for far less.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she handed over the warm mug. “You certainly have a reputation. I think you spook some of the guys here.”

      “You don’t seem too concerned.”

      “I never show my cards, always play it close to the vest. Come on, time for you to meet the boss man.”

      “Lead the way.”

      They walked out of the kitchen, turning left down a narrow hallway, passing a pair of closed doors before reaching an open room on the right. Inside was a desk, a few chairs, and a fireplace. Greg Schultz was leaning on the desk, facing the hearth, and flipping through a binder. Melanie was about to knock on the doorframe when the man spoke.

      “Come on in.” His tone was calm and even as he took a sip from his own cup of coffee. “Have a seat if you’d like.” Schultz left his perch, closing the binder and handing it to Melanie. “Get with the rest of the team and double-check the points of entry. Make sure that we’re set with the best routes in and out. We can’t afford to lose focus now.”

      She nodded, took the binder, and set off to complete her assignment, closing the door as she went.

      Schultz pulled a chair behind the desk and sat down, repeating his offer. The tall man obliged, easing into a chair facing the desk.

      “So, you’re the man who brought down Bermuda.” A smile crept across Schultz’s face.

      “Oh, I was just one small cog.”

      “Come now, there’s no need for modesty, mister—” Schultz ended the sentence as a question, unsure of what to call the man.

      “Mister works just fine.”

      “Okay then, what do your friends call you?”

      “Don’t really have any,” the tall man said. He gave Schultz a sly grin.

      “What about Herman Ingram? Would you consider him a friend?”

      “Let’s call him an acquaintance.”

      “Timothy Hanford, my deceased former boss, hired you to eliminate Mr. Ingram, did he not?”

      The tall man nodded, taking a sip from his mug as Schultz continued.

      “As you can probably tell from what we’ve been up to, I admire the work you did in bringing that place to the ground.”

      “What about your former boss?”

      “Hanford?” A sneer crossed Schultz’s face. “The only thing that bothers me is that I wasn’t the one to put that bastard out of his misery. The world is better off with him in the ground.”

      Schultz’s demeanor changed. It was subtle, like a stiff wind coming through a crack in a wall, but it was there. Something festered beneath his calm exterior; the only question was what would happen when the rotting was complete. There was a blaze of madness in his eyes. When he continued, it evaporated. It was like watching a magician work.

      “What you did inspired the work that we’re doing. I spent a lot of time thinking about everything. I realized they would never stop; they would never quit unless something forced them to. I was sitting in a bar in Miami when the news broke about Bermuda. I have never sobered up as quick as I did when I saw the images of what you did. In that instant, I knew what I had to do and I have you to thank for that.”

      The tall man finished his coffee, licking the back of his teeth before speaking. “That’s all good and well, but you didn’t bring me out here to tongue polish my asshole.”

      “No,” Schultz said with a laugh. “I know a fair amount about your track record, your reputation. I know you’re a gifted tactician and that’s something that we could dearly use. This team has heart and they have determination, but they don’t have experience with this type of thing. These people are teachers, farmers, office workers; their fortitude is strong but they need someone like you.”

      The tall man eased back in his chair with his hands clasped together, index fingers rubbing his chin. “You seemed to have that Colorado Springs job sealed up nice and tight.”

      Schultz leveled his eyes at his guest, intensity radiating from every square inch of his body. “That one was easy. After Bermuda, all the bigwigs found themselves subpoenaed and tied up in litigation. It became a clusterfuck of them turning on each other, issuing denials, or committing suicide. For them, the other research centers being put on ice meant nothing more than lost revenue. After all, the project that landed them on the firing line had no ties to any other facility. They removed and destroyed any material deemed questionable once the shit hit the fan.”

      The tall man leaned forward, placing his right hand on the edge of the desk as he met Schultz’s gaze. “I hate to be rude Greg, surely I do, but I’m just not seeing your point.”

      Greg smiled, the expression somehow mean and cold. “I like to plan several steps ahead. I didn’t do that in Colorado Springs. See, I had this nervous energy driving me, like a kid on Christmas Eve. I wanted to get it done and move on to the next one and then the next until they were all gone. Now, we weren’t careless, I don’t want to give that impression. A lot of work and planning went into that job and we pulled it off, but only by the skin of our teeth.” He sipped his coffee and resumed.

      “I carefully constructed this team, looking not only for talent but for motivation. Take Melanie, for example. Her brother was one of those who received a package from George Wilman. He would have helped break the story, but someone ran him off a two-lane highway and over a cliff. Make no mistake, she is an extremely capable and driven woman, but she would never have considered joining up with this cause were it not for the motivation of her brother’s murder. The story is the same for every person on this crew. They’ve lost spouses, siblings, and children; they all want to see QNI fall and fall hard. With that level of care and commitment, we succeeded, but only just.”

      The tall man ran his tongue along the inside of his lower lip as the pieces fell into place. He shifted in the chair, removing his hat and scratching his head. “And your concern is now that a second facility has fallen, they’ll start guarding the remaining ones, maybe even setting a trap for the saboteurs.” There was no question in his words. He knew that this was precisely what Schultz was driving at just as sure as he knew he wanted to chase the coffee with a shot of whiskey.

      Schultz pointed at his guest. “That’s where you come in, my friend. It’s the one thing I overlooked in my haste. These people are here because of a deep sense of justice⁠—”

      “Vengeance,” the tall man said.

      “Vengeance is probably an apt word. Regardless of how you choose to define it, they would not be here had I not brought them here and I owe it to them to be as thorough as is possible. A man with your talents could attend to those details, should they arise, with little trouble. Even in a limited capacity, your help can ensure our continued success.”

      “And just what makes you think that I’d be interested in this job?”

      Schultz sat back in his chair, looking distractedly toward the ceiling. “I have a hunch.”

      “Please,” the tall man said. He held his hands out, palms up. “Do tell.”

      Schultz dropped his eyes back to his guest, a much kinder grin on his face. “They hired you to kill George Wilman and Herman Ingram, yet you didn’t. Instead, you killed the man who hired you and you blew his campus to Kingdom Come. I don’t know exactly why that is. I can only surmise that you had a crisis of conscience. Then again, Hanford was an asshole, so maybe he just rubbed you the wrong way. That seems unlikely for a man in your line of work, but it’s the only thing I can think of that even remotely makes sense.”

      The tall man fell silent, his mind racing across faded mental images of his family and the ruination that had befallen everyone he loved. White-hot anger flowed out from his chest and into his hands, which he clenched into fists in his lap. “Where does Herman fit into all this?”

      Schultz sat forward, leaning on his arms against the desk. His eyes fixed on some distant point, staring down buried demons. “You aren’t the only one seeking to atone for past sins.” His voice became melancholy and distant. “For too long, I was a willing participant, fucking over every person who dared stand in my way. In the end, it cost the lives of my wife and my children.”

      His voice cracked as his eyes welled up. The icy chill that had earlier visited itself upon the room returned tenfold. “I led a dear friend to his death because he had the audacity to stand up against what he knew was evil. I did it because I was afraid to stand up, afraid of what would happen to me. I was a coward, and it cost me everything.”

      Self-loathing dripped from the man’s lips. The tall man pitied him on some level. On another, it disturbed him to think what this man might be capable of.

      “I can never walk back the consequences of my actions, but I can do everything in my power to make sure that this ends. I want the full story to be told, for the entire ugly saga to be laid out for the world to see.”

      “So you want Herman to serve as a what, a documentarian for this?”

      Schultz snapped his fingers. “You got it.”

      The tall man took his hat off again, placing it on the desk before running his fingers through his hair. “And you have a hunch that he’ll be game?”

      “I think there’s an excellent possibility.” Schultz paused for a moment before continuing. “Even better if the proposition comes from you.”

      The tall man nodded, pursing his lips. “You know, if anyone gets killed because of your little crusade, he’s going to disappear and he won’t forget about it when it’s time to tell the story.”

      A rapid twitch struck just below Schultz’s left eye. It was only there for a split second, but it did not go unnoticed. “I’m counting on his journalistic integrity. That said, we have a very strict rule and a very simple one: we do not, under
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