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The wig sat on Jack Almeida’s head the way a toupee sits on a man who has decided that everyone else is wrong about toupees.

He studied it in the bathroom mirror of a Days Inn on East Van Buren, turning left, turning right, pulling at the part where the synthetic fibers met his actual hairline and finding the junction unconvincing from every angle. The wig was black. It had been displayed on a foam head at the Spirit Halloween in the Fiesta Mall in Mesa between a vampire cape and something involving a scythe, and the foam head had worn it well. The foam head did not have Jack’s jaw, which was the jaw of a man who had spent two Army tours doing things that left marks on a face, or Jack’s neck, which was the neck that went with the jaw, or Jack’s shoulders, which the Loomis uniform was trying to span with the structural optimism of a garment made for a woman of average build and encountering something else entirely.

He pulled at the shoulder seam.

It gave a quarter-inch and held.

The uniform itself he’d sourced three weeks ago — not stolen, purchased, which was the part people always got wrong about how this kind of work operated. A Loomis armored services uniform, women’s XXL, complete with the navy blue pants and the short-sleeved shirt with the gold shoulder patch and the laminated ID badge that said CLARA BOWLES, COURIER, EMPLOYEE 4471, above a photograph of a woman who bore approximately the same relationship to Jack Almeida that a Rand McNally map of Phoenix bears to the actual city of Phoenix: same general territory, different in every specific.

He’d sourced the ID from the Loomis intranet, which had the kind of security architecture that a company builds when it is confident it will not be attacked from the inside, which is the same confidence that produces the most entertaining results when it turns out to be wrong. Clara Bowles was real — she worked the Chandler depot, day shift, seven to three — and her credentials were real, and what Jack had done with them was a temporary loan that Clara Bowles would never know about and that would not affect her employment record or her Tuesday.

He looked at the wig.

He looked at what the wig was sitting on.

The problem with the wig — and there were problems with other things too, but the wig was the main problem — was that black straight synthetic hair against Jack’s brick-red complexion produced a color contrast that nature did not typically arrange. The face below the wig was a face that had been in the Arizona sun for forty-one years, weathered to a shade that suggested adobe and old copper, and the hair above it was the blue-black of a raven’s wing, and the combination communicated something but not femininity.

He tilted the wig two degrees to the left.

He tilted it back.

“You look like a witness,” he told himself.

He meant it as a professional observation.

He picked up the Loomis ID badge from the bathroom counter and clipped it to the shirt pocket and looked at Clara Bowles’s photograph and looked at his own reflection and compared them in the systematic way he compared everything — noting what was the same, noting what was different, and working out what the difference was likely to cost him.

Clara Bowles had brown eyes. Jack had green.

Clara Bowles was five-foot-six. Jack was six-foot-one.

Clara Bowles, according to the Loomis employee database which Jack had accessed through a contact who knew a contact who had once worked IT for a Pinkerton subsidiary, weighed a hundred and forty pounds.

Jack did not weigh a hundred and forty pounds.

He picked up the Motorola logistics tablet from the counter — the real one, not a prop, sourced from the same intranet access that had given him the ID — and checked the day’s run sheet one more time. The tablet showed the van’s manifest, the route, the scheduled stops, and the cargo declaration, which read SECURE DOCUMENT TRANSFER — MERIDIAN LOGISTICS and said nothing about nine hundred thousand dollars in banded twenties in two gray Pelican cases because documents and currency both fit in the category of things that travel better when described as something else.

Twelve minutes to departure.

He put the tablet under his arm, picked up the Loomis-branded canvas tote he’d packed the night before — change of clothes, a Glock 17, two spare magazines, a protein bar he’d been meaning to eat since Monday — and walked out of the Days Inn bathroom into the room and out the room door and down the exterior walkway to the parking lot without looking at anyone, because the first rule of looking like you belong somewhere is behaving like the question has already been answered.


The Loomis depot in Chandler operated out of a low beige building on Germann Road that sat between a self-storage facility and a commercial tire place, the kind of industrial adjacency that makes a city look like it was assembled from a catalog of functions rather than designed. The building had no signage visible from the street except a small logo above the roll-up door, which was deliberate — Loomis did not advertise its presence on blocks where it picked up and delivered things of value, for the same reason that a man carrying cash does not walk around announcing it.

Jack did not go to the depot.

He went to the fuel station on the south end of the lot where the vans staged before the morning runs, and he went there at six-fifty-two, which was thirteen minutes before the I-10 south van’s scheduled departure, which was the window during which the actual Clara Bowles was not yet on site and the morning supervisor — a heavyset man named Dennis who Jack had watched through a pair of Leupold binoculars from the self-storage facility roof across the street on three separate Tuesdays — was in the break room eating a breakfast burrito that came from a foil wrapper and required his full attention.

Van number seven sat at the fuel pump with its engine running.

The driver — Aurelio Reyes, forty-seven, sixteen years with Loomis, the kind of employee whose file said things like reliable and consistent and detail-oriented in the annual reviews, which were all true, but whose file did not say anything about the Red Bull because the Red Bull was not the kind of detail that ended up in annual reviews — sat in the driver’s seat with his phone in his hand and his head down, reading something that absorbed him enough that he did not register the passenger door opening until it had opened and someone had settled into the seat beside him and closed it.

He looked up.

He looked at the ID badge.

“Clara,” Jack said. He kept the voice at the register he’d been practicing for a week in the Days Inn bathroom, which sat somewhere between a woman with a head cold and a man pretending not to have one. “Dennis said I’m riding second today. Somebody called out.”

Aurelio looked at him the way a man looks at something that doesn’t immediately resolve — not suspicious, not convinced, just processing. He was a man whose sixteen years on the job had taught him to notice things that were off and to not say so until he was sure, which was a quality that served him well in most circumstances and would serve him poorly in this one.

He looked at the ID.

He looked at Jack.

He looked at the tablet under Jack’s arm, which was a real Loomis tablet running real Loomis software displaying real Loomis route data, because the thing that makes a prop convincing is not how it looks but what it does.

“Dennis text you?” Aurelio said.

“Called,” Jack said. “I was already in the lot.”

Aurelio looked at his phone. He looked at the time. He had a run to make and a schedule to keep and a Red Bull in the cup holder and the focused attention of a man who needs to be moving.

“You certified on the Pelican protocol?” he said.

“Chandler orientation, March,” Jack said.

Aurelio put the van in drive.


I-10 south out of Chandler ran flat and straight toward Tucson through the kind of landscape that people from other parts of the country describe as nothing and people from Arizona describe as everything, depending on what they’ve learned to look at. The saguaros stood back from the highway on both sides with their arms up, casting short shadows in the early-morning sun. The Estrella Mountains sat low and blue to the southwest, a line of teeth along the horizon that the October light was still deciding what color to make them.

Aurelio drove in the left lane at seventy-three miles an hour, which was four over the limit and the exact speed he drove every run, not because he was reckless but because he had calculated, over sixteen years, that four over was the speed at which you moved through traffic without being noticed in either direction. Jack noted this and filed it in the category of things that confirmed what his research had told him: Aurelio Reyes was a professional. He did his job the way a professional does it — not brilliantly, not badly, but with the steady competence of a man who has removed as many variables as possible and eliminated surprise.

The wig was sweating.

Jack did not touch it.

The van’s cab smelled of Red Bull and the specific synthetic-pine odor of air fresheners that have been in a vehicle long enough to become part of its climate rather than a corrective to it. A photograph was taped to the instrument panel, lower right corner — a woman and two kids at what looked like a backyard birthday party, the kids in those pointy paper hats, the woman squinting into the sun with a cake knife in her hand. Aurelio’s family, Jack made them. He looked at the photograph for a moment and looked at the road.

“You work the morning run usually?” Aurelio said.

“Afternoons, mostly.”

“You know Deb Martinez?”

“Sure,” Jack said, because agreeing with the general outline of a question is always safer than answering the specific one.

Aurelio nodded. “Good people.” He picked up the Red Bull, drank, set it back. “This run’s clean today. Meridian transfer, two cases, hand to hand in Tucson. Ninety minutes if the border traffic’s off the highway.”

“Should be fine,” Jack said.

“Always fine until it’s not.” Aurelio said this without inflection, the observation of a man who has driven enough miles to know that the runs that feel routine are the same runs that aren’t, and who has made his peace with the fact that there is no way to tell the difference in advance.

Jack looked at the tablet. He looked at the route display, which showed the I-10 south corridor with their current position as a blue dot moving steadily toward the Chandler rest stop icon, which was a small gray square on the map that meant nothing to anyone except Jack, for whom it meant everything.

Twenty-two minutes.

He set the tablet on the console between them and looked out at the highway and let the miles go under them and thought about the two Pelican cases in the back of the van, which he had not yet seen but had verified through the manifest: two units, gray, sealed, Meridian Logistics transaction reference ML-4419-C, declared value fourteen thousand dollars, actual value nine hundred thousand, the difference being a matter of what paperwork you were looking at and who had written it.

The declared value was Walter Garnett’s number.

The actual value was the cartel’s number.

Jack’s number was nine hundred thousand, because Jack read the actual paperwork, which he had obtained from a source inside Meridian Logistics who had her own reasons for sharing it and who Jack had paid three thousand dollars and would pay three thousand more when the job was done, and who had no knowledge of what the job was because Jack had described it to her as a compliance audit.

She believed him.

People believed what they were given room to believe, which was a principle Jack had operated on for twenty years and which had never failed him in the way that principles generally fail, which is slowly and then completely.


The government-gray Ford Fusion was twelve years old and smelled of the previous agent who had used it, which was a man named Doherty who had left behind a McDonald’s bag under the passenger seat and a pine tree air freshener on the rearview mirror that had given up emitting pine tree approximately six months ago and now just hung there as a reminder of a fresher time.

Nick Tolliver drove it south on I-10 at sixty-nine miles an hour with a podcast playing through the dash speaker, a basketball analytics show he’d been following for two years and which was discussing defensive rotations in a way that required more attention than he could give it right now, which meant he was half-listening with the distracted focus of a
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