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Chapter 1
 
   The night air had an odd chill to it, despite the fact that it was still the dead of summer. Captain Dylan Turk attributed the cold to his ship’s occupants. The Egyptian foreigners walked the deck of the ship awkwardly, still without their sea legs. He’d fished the waters off the Eastern Atlantic Seaboard for more than fifteen years, and in all that time he’d never had a crew like this or carried such cargo as what lay in the belly of the ship.
 
   The fish holds that were meant to house tuna had been replaced with bombs and guns. But despite the change of cargo, Dylan still kept the same steady hand on the wheel, as though he were hauling in a full cache of seafood.
 
   It’d taken a few trips, but the terrorists had finally allowed him to stay in the wheelhouse unattended. It was a welcome relief from the constant guarding he’d experienced over the past week. Each ship he’d taken out had been different, but the one commonality had been the fact that they were fishing boats, which was Dylan’s area of expertise. It allowed for inconspicuous travel even in the heightened security that had engulfed the entire country.
 
   But the terrorists who had blackmailed him into running bombs and guns didn’t leave their fate just to the disguise of fishing ships. The technology of the boat allowed them to slide undetected through the waters, dodging the Navy and Coast Guard’s radar and making it to their destinations safely. Still, the dangers of being spotted by line of sight were always present, and they wouldn’t be able to outrun a warship.
 
   Moonlight shone down onto the deck and lit up the unused nets and gear below. Despite whatever cloaking device the ship carried, Dylan still made the transport runs at night and kept the ship lights off. He had more riding on these deliveries than just his own life.
 
   The quiet solitude of the night was only interrupted by the rumble of the boat’s engine and the strikes of doubt that screamed in Dylan’s mind. He knew what the terrorists walking aboard the deck of the ship planned on accomplishing with the cargo. He’d bargained and justified everything he’d done on the simple fact that the one life he wanted to save was worth more than the thousands of others who would die from the instruments of death he helped deliver.
 
   Kasaika, one of the Egyptian radical’s commanding officers, waved from the deck, catching Dylan’s attention, and pointed toward the shoreline. Dylan checked their course heading on his GPS then nodded, turning the ship toward land. The shoreline was as black as the night around them, and Dylan had to rely on Kasaika’s men to help guide him in.
 
   Dylan had never been this far south before. Judging from the maps, he would say that he was only a few miles north of Savannah. He made sure to pay special attention to the depths in the unfamiliar waters; with the cargo stored below, he preferred not to run aground.
 
   Dylan idled the engines as they coasted closer to a dock that jutted out from a cluster of trees on the shore. The ship bumped lightly into one of the dock’s pillars, and ropes were tossed back and forth to be tied down. The terrorists quickly rushed below deck and retrieved their cargo, and Dylan was summoned down to help.
 
   Even under the cover of darkness, Dylan felt the terrorists’ eyes watch him. The crates in the cargo hold ranged from small boxes to six-foot-long refrigerator-like cases that had to be carried out by two men at a time. Dylan hated when he had to help unload. It left a sour taste in his mouth, knowing what these vile men planned to do with the cargo. Those weapons would kill hundreds, thousands even. It would leave sons without fathers, husbands without wives, parents without children, all for the sake of one man’s madness.
 
   When the drop-off for the location was complete, Dylan ascended back into the wheelhouse, wiping the dust and grime from his hands onto his pants. He reached for the engine starter but paused as his eyes caught the picture of his children taped next to the throttle. He peeled the piece of tape that held the two together and ran his finger over the picture’s weathered faces. For them. To keep them alive.
 
   It was a mantra Dylan had grown accustomed to saying over the past week, but the words were like a noose slipping tighter and tighter around his neck. Those words were only keeping him alive long enough to kill him.
 
   “Hey!” Kasaika and the other terrorists gestured impatiently.
 
   Dylan taped the picture back to the console and reversed off the dock, leaving nothing but a wake behind them. The shoreline slowly disappeared behind them in the distance as Dylan piloted back out to sea to begin the next leg of their journey, the deckhands below busy preparing the cargo. It’d been like this for a while now, this routine, and Dylan felt an apathy toward himself grow a little stronger each day. His mind was numb and lost, buried in the seas he had navigated his entire life.
 
   The flash of a spotlight and the shouts of the terrorists down below triggered Dylan out of his stupor. Kasaika burst into the wheelhouse. “Keep heading south.”
 
   Dylan looked to the source of the light. It could be anyone, Coast Guard, Navy, another boat, but if it were the latter and they were spotted, it wouldn’t end well for anyone. “We won’t be able to outrun them,” Dylan said, pressing down the throttle as if he disregarded his own words. He watched Kasaika reach for the rifle hidden under the control dash. Dylan grabbed Kasaika’s wrist. “No!” Kasaika went to raise his hand to strike Dylan for the defiance, but before he had a chance, Dylan pulled the terrorist closer. “The moment you open fire, we lose any element of surprise.”
 
   The pirate puffed up at the authority in Dylan’s voice. Reluctantly, Kasaika jerked his wrist away and left the rifle where it lay. He descended back to the deck, where he echoed Dylan’s orders.
 
   It’d been a dogfight since the beginning with these people, but he’d managed to convince their boss that if they wanted their weapons delivered safely, then Dylan’s word was law on the water. Kasaika, along with the other Egyptians, didn’t agree but begrudgingly listened.
 
   Dylan kept an eye on the flickering spotlights to their east, the boat bouncing against the Atlantic waves more ferociously than before. He gripped the wheel tight, and his eyes squinted into the night’s horizon, and he desperately hoped that it was just another fishing vessel and not the military boats that had thickened the waterways of late.
 
   When Dylan noticed the light growing, he quickly shifted course to move closer to the shoreline, toward the shallows. The radio crackled, and his heart jumped along with the growing noise blowing through the radio’s speakers. “This is Coast Guard Cutter 4152. Cut power to your engines, or prepare to be fired upon.”
 
   The vessel was less than sixty yards from them now, and Dylan didn’t have a choice. He pulled back the throttle, and the engines whined to an idle. Kasaika rushed up the stairs to the wheelhouse and kicked the door open with the heel of his boot. “What are you doing?” His words left his mouth in harsh, thick whispers, his accent apparent in the angry tone.
 
   Dylan reached under the control panel and ripped out the electrical circuits to the lights. Waves rocked the deck from side to side, but Dylan made his way across the wheelhouse effortlessly. “We don’t make a move unless we have to, you understand? We comply with everything they ask.”
 
   Kasaika blocked the exit, and the spotlight from the Coast Guard ship flashed behind him, allowing Dylan to see only his silhouette. “You mean to have us caught.”
 
   “I mean to not have you kill unless we have to.” Dylan was nose to nose with Kasaika, and the Coast Guard continued to boom its warnings through the radio. Finally, Kasaika descended, and Dylan followed. Although he wasn’t sure if Kasaika was going to heed his advice.
 
   Four men lined the side of the Coast Guard ship, one of them manning the fifty-caliber aimed at the deckhands. They tossed lines over, and Kasaika’s men tied off, and the sailors boarded the ship. “Who’s the captain?”
 
   “I am, sir.” Dylan stepped forward, and the spotlight swiveled on him. The sailors’ radios crackled with chatter, radioing their position to another ship in the area. Kasaika’s men shifted uneasily as the sailor stepped forward.
 
   “Your running lights aren’t on.”
 
   Dylan eyed one of the terrorists in his peripheral vision next to one of the nets where they stored their guns. He was too close for Dylan’s comfort. “They malfunctioned on me about an hour ago. I was trying to keep to the shoreline and out of everyone’s way when you radioed.” Dylan extended his license, which was now forged with a fake name.
 
   The sailor handed it to another one of his men, who ran a check with the local authorities, making sure it was legitimate. “How long have you boys been out here?” The words were directed toward Dylan, but the sailor had his eyes on the deckhands.
 
   “Headed out this morning. Afraid we haven’t had much luck.” Truth was, Dylan had been out here for the better part of a week, but the moment they saw there were no fish in the holds, that alibi would be out the window.
 
   One of the sailors handed Dylan’s license back to the commanding officer and whispered something in his ear. The CO extended the papers to Dylan. “We’ll be taking a look around your vessel and citing you for having the busted lights.”
 
   Before Dylan or Kasaika had time to object, the rest of the sailors piled into their boat and started inspecting the fishing gear, poles, and buoys, slowly and meticulously making their way to the cargo hold. And each moment the sailors moved closer to discovering the bombs, Dylan’s eyes darted back and forth between Kasaika’s men’s hands twitching nervously at their sides and the sailors’ hands searching the boat. Both were dangerous.
 
   Dylan was stuck on a tightrope, with winds gusting from both sides. Any way he fell he was a dead man. And he wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to stay balanced.
 
   One of the terrorists inched closer to the net hiding the guns, and Dylan watched his fingers graze the cover of the automatic rifles that lay just underneath. A bead of sweat rolled down Dylan’s temple, and he noticed the commanding officer shoot him a glance then step closer. “Anything you want to tell me, Captain?”
 
   All it would take would be one word. That’s it, nothing more. But even if Dylan did tell the sailor what was happening, and even if he survived the shootout that would follow, he wouldn’t be able to get to his son in time. He wouldn’t be able to stop the lunatics who had kidnaped Sean from killing him. “No.”
 
   “Commander?” The voice was echoed and muffled from below deck. The sailor rushed back onto the main deck and immediately found the CO. Dylan couldn’t hear what the two were saying, and the lights had cast the commander’s face in shadows.
 
   Hands reaching for the guns underneath the nets were all Dylan saw in his peripherals. After that, the deck of the ship and the night air exploded with gunfire. Dylan’s boots skidded across the wet floor as he dashed for cover. He turned quick enough to see the commander fly backward, with three rounds flying into his life vest.
 
   The fifty-caliber on the deck of the Coast Guard cruiser blasted holes into the hull of their vessel. Each shot thundered across the open waters as Dylan scrambled to the stern. He couldn’t tell if Kasaika was still alive or not from the screams as the terrorists barked back and forth at each other between the gunshots.
 
   Dylan went to grab the pistol out of the wheelhouse, but before he made it out, the sailor turned the fifty-caliber in his direction, and Dylan hit the floor, covering the back of his head as fiberglass exploded all around him. With debris raining down on him, Dylan crawled back to the stairs, a few bullets punching holes in the deck just inches from his body.
 
   When Dylan looked down from the wheelhouse, Kasaika was below, using the cabin for cover as he fired back at the sailors. The AK-47 dripped dispensed shell casings on the deck, which rolled back and forth with the motion of the sea. Dylan had a clear line of sight on the man. All he had to do was aim and squeeze the trigger, and the terrorist would be dead.
 
   The fifty-caliber’s thunder boomed again, but this time in Kasaika’s direction. Before Dylan had a chance to aim, the pirate sprinted toward the stern and away from Dylan’s pistol. Dylan swung himself down onto the ladder, and the Coast Guard’s boat revved its engines, jerking Dylan’s ship with the lines still attached.
 
   The sudden jolt caused Dylan’s foot to slip against the wet steps of the ladder as he hurried down, the pistol still clutched in his right hand. He landed next to a cluster of bullet holes and tried listening for the thump of feet or the screams of the men around him, but all he heard was the high pitched whine the gunfire had left in his ears. 
 
   One of the sailors rushed around the corner. Dylan collided with him, and the two men crashed to the deck. The sailor immediately went for his rifle, and Dylan smacked it away. “Stop! You don’t understand!” The two men grappled on the floor, sliding on the slick metal surface of the ship’s deck, both pairs of hands struggling to keep hold of the rifle between them.
 
   The sailor lifted his knee into Dylan’s stomach, repeatedly slamming into his gut. Dylan smacked his forehead into the sailor’s nose and felt the sailor loosen his grip around the rifle’s stock. Dylan ripped it away and scrambled to his feet. The sailor put his hands in the air.
 
   “Call them off!” Dylan held his finger on the trigger, but the sailor said nothing. Dylan edged to the corner of the wheelhouse, keeping the rifle aimed at his defenseless captive. “I have one of your men! Drop your weapons!”
 
   “Cease fire!” The orders were barked down the chain of command, and the firing stopped, along with the throaty hum of the boat’s engines. All Dylan heard was the lap of the waves against the hull and the fading ringing in his ears.
 
   “You won’t win,” the sailor said.
 
   Dylan watched the sailor’s eyes, the mix of anger and fear staring back at him. These soldiers thought that he was a part of the attacks. In the sailor’s mind, Dylan was just as low as the scum around him. “I didn’t ask for this. You hear me? I DIDN’T ASK FOR TH—”
 
   The bullets cut into the sailor and disfigured him to nothing more than a bloody stump, meat bathed in crimson. Similar shots echoed through the night air, but Dylan couldn’t peel his gaze away from the mutilated piece of flesh in front of him until Kasaika’s boots stepped over the piece of dead meat and snatched the rifle from Dylan’s hands.
 
   The bow of the ship was filled with the dead bodies of the sailors, along with two of the terrorists. Dylan held what was left of the wheelhouse for support as they started throwing the bodies overboard and untied the ropes holding the two vessels together. Kasaika shoved Dylan, making sure he saw the rifle in his hands. “Start the boat, Captain.”
 
   “They threw down their weapons,” Dylan said. “They were going to surrender!”
 
   “And they dropped their weapons because of you.” The words escaped Kasaika like a snarl. “Now, start the boat.”
 
   Spittle flew onto Dylan’s cheek from the last syllable Kasaika uttered. He wiped the saliva from his skin and felt the burn of heat flush through his body. He tackled Kasaika to the deck, and the two men toppled over one another, sliding across the blood and saltwater. Dylan squeezed Kasaika’s throat until he felt Kasaika’s pulse beat against the palm of his hand.
 
   A blow to Dylan’s temple knocked him to the floor. He stumbled on his hands and knees, the floor wavering like the ship in the middle of a storm, the ringing in his ears reaching a fever pitch. He looked to his left and saw Kasaika hovering above him.
 
   Kasaika slammed the tip of his boot into Dylan’s ribs, sending him flat onto his back. Dylan straightened and felt the sharp pain from his side radiate through the rest of his body. Kasaika picked him up by the collar and slammed him against the side of the wheelhouse then jammed the pistol into his temple. “When we get back to the mainland, we’ll pay a little visit to your son. How does that sound? You can sit there and watch us beat your boy for every time you struck one of us.”
 
   “You touch him and—”
 
   “You’ll what? There’s nothing you can do but what we tell you to. And after we kill your son, we’ll go after your daughter and chop down every single member of your family until you’re the only branch left on your family tree. Then, after you’ve watched them all die, we’ll kill you.”
 
   The pressure from the barrel’s pistol against Dylan’s temple drilled into his skull. Just before Dylan thought the barrel would punch a hole in his head, Kasaika lowered the gun, and Dylan slid to the floor, his head still ringing.
 
   “We need to get out of here before more show up,” Kasaika said.
 
   With the rest of the bodies stripped of their life vests and dumped into the ocean, Dylan climbed the shambled steps of the ladder to what was left of the wheelhouse. The windows were shattered and splintered with bullet holes.
 
   Dylan’s hands started the engine and found the throttle absentmindedly. His mind was drowning along with the sailors facedown in the ocean. He reached into his pocket for the picture and looked down at his son. That was his life raft. And he’d hold onto it for as long as he could.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   The plans were spread out on the table, and Richard Perry squinted at the drawing in the dim lighting the warehouse provided. The generators were already running low on fuel, and he wouldn’t be able to risk another shipment until next week, not with the amount of heat Kasaika and his men were pulling. Each day there was a new report about an incident with one of the operations. He couldn’t afford another slipup, not with what was coming.
 
   Perry leaned against the edge of the table for support. His spine seemed to twist and curve like a deformed sapling, even when he stood upright. He flipped through one of the schematics, and Sefkh burst through the door, panting and out of breath and bringing a burst of heat that filled the rest of the warehouse. “Kasaika was just boarded by the Coast Guard.”
 
   But Perry had already known what happened before the words left his tongue. “And now the Coast Guard is dead, along with two of your brother-in-law’s men, for his stupidity.” Perry gave the table a shove, which more pushed him off it than shook the table itself. “Tell them to finish the deliveries. I won’t be able to get him another ship until I get the captain a new set of papers. The ones handed over to the Coast Guard were recorded and compromised.”
 
   “Sir, the—”
 
   Perry took a quick step toward the door, and Sefkh backed away. “Need I remind you of what we’re trying to accomplish? Of what you and your men are risking their lives for? Of what I’m risking mine?” Drops of saliva flew from his mouth, his cheeks flushed red, and he shoved Sefkh out of reach.
 
   “Yes, sir.” Sefkh turned on his heel and headed back through the warehouse, his head lowered. Perry walked back to the map on his desk and planted his finger over Washington, DC, then dragged it west across the rest of the country until it landed in San Francisco. “Sea to shining sea.” He muttered the words mockingly and then rolled up the sleeves of his dress shirt.
 
   Scars and disfigurements covered what remained of his skin. Perry ran his hands along the grooves and misshapen patterns and grimaced. He rolled the sleeves back down and buttoned the cuffs. He marched out of the office and through the warehouse.
 
   Tanned Egyptians worked alongside a small group of Americans that Perry recruited, all dripping the same sweat, all bleeding the same blood. Perry knew almost all of it would be spilt, and he’d gladly spill as much as necessary. “Sefkh!”
 
   The Egyptian turned around sheepishly and met Perry in the middle of the floor, the rest of the warehouse casting a watchful eye over their commanders. “Have you been in contact with the West Coast?”
 
   “The missions in Los Angeles and Seattle were successful, but we had an issue with San Francisco. We’re still waiting on the rest,” Sefkh answered.
 
   The terrorists working on their rifles and projects slowly stepped away as Perry glowered at Sefkh. “What happened?”
 
   “One of our men tripped an alarm at the factory. We didn’t have time to grab all of the supplies.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   Sefkh shifted his eyes to a young Egyptian, deconstructing and cleaning his rifle, then nodded.
 
   With the number of issues the operation had been running into, they were already behind schedule. While his position at Homeland afforded him high-level security clearance, all of it was rendered useless by incompetent hands. “Shift half of our men from the Midwest to California,” Perry said. “Funnel whatever weapons and resources we have left there. I do not want to lose our chance for this. Understand?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Perry walked over to the young Egyptian, who was oblivious to Perry until he hovered right on top of him. He couldn’t have been older than nineteen, the spots still not fully faded from his hide. “Do you speak English?” The boy shook his head. Sefkh walked up behind the boy and rested his hands on his shoulders. “What is his name?” Perry asked.
 
   “Amarah,” Sefkh answered.
 
   Perry knelt down to one knee, so he and the young man were eye to eye. Amarah scooted back on the crate he sat on once the two were close. “Do you know your mission?”
 
   Amarah looked up to Sefkh, who translated in Arabic, then nodded. Only two pieces of the rifle remained unconnected. Perry picked both of them up and locked them into place. He pushed himself off his knee and aimed the rifle at the young man’s head. The rest of the warehouse fell silent, and Sefkh tried to step between them, but Perry ordered him back.
 
   Amarah held his hands in the air, his head on a swivel, looking between Sefkh and Perry. He mumbled in Arabic, the panic in his eyes growing. Perry took a step forward until the metal tip grazed the skin on Amarah’s forehead. “Are you willing to die for us, Amarah?”
 
   Sefkh translated, and Amarah nodded, but the shivers running through his body told Perry another story. Perry tilted his head to the side, his eyes paralyzing the boy. “Then would you care to tell me why our men didn’t get the necessary equipment needed to complete our mission? The mission that failed due to your stupidity?”
 
   Amarah screamed, waved his arms, and shouted to both Perry and Sefkh, who translated as fast as he could. “Enough!” Perry jammed the end of the barrel into Amarah’s head, putting an end to the rambling. “Get up.”
 
   Sefkh repeated the words, and a glimmer of wetness appeared in Amarah’s eyes as he rose. Perry kept the rifle at Amarah’s head the entire time. Each time the boy shook, Perry felt it vibrate through the rifle’s barrel. The rest of the men in the warehouse had gathered around, keeping their distance, and Perry felt their eyes on him. “Weakness is a disease.”
 
   Amarah shuddered and mumbled prayers, Sefkh no longer translating. Perry scraped the end of the barrel along Amarah’s skin down to his cheek, where he blocked a tear from falling. “It latches on to a host and drains it until it’s dead.” Perry’s words echoed through the warehouse and filled the silent void that had once been the clank of machinery. “And like all diseases, it must be cut out.”
 
   Amarah clasped his hands together, his prayers and tears flowing together in a last attempt to save his life, but unlike the devout Muslims around him, Perry understood that neither the tears nor prayers would reach the ghosts of their Quran.
 
   The bullet sliced through Amarah’s cheek, and the boy crumpled to the floor. Blood pooled around Amarah’s head, and the rest of the men in the warehouse muttered silent prayers to themselves. Perry took a good look at what he saw and made sure the men had a clear view of the boy’s dead body. “This is the price for incompetence. We will not fail.”
 
   The overhead lighting had cast the men around Perry in shadows. Half-visible faces, limbs, and bodies looked at him. It was an army of shadows, shifting between the light and darkness. “Do you hear me?” Perry’s voice boomed through the hot warehouse air. “We will not fail!”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   The harbor parking lot was already full by the time Agent Adila Cooper made it to the port. She roamed the gravel lot, searching for a space, and finally pulled her Crown Victoria between two trucks that barely left her enough space to squeeze out of her vehicle. The pistol on the inside of her jacket scraped against the truck’s panel as she shimmied her way out.
 
   Dark circles rested beneath Cooper’s eyes as she tried rubbing away the fatigue that had pestered her since her “administrative leave” started a week ago. It circled her mind like a fly buzzing around a piece of rotten meat.
 
   Even in the morning, the air was already warm, and Cooper could smell the mixture of salt, fish, and fuel that stained the harbor like a scar. She was amazed at how many boats were still going out to fish in the current climate. But just because the country was plagued with terrorists didn’t mean the bills stopped coming. Rent, water, and food still had to be paid for. And just because Cooper wasn’t officially with the DEA didn’t mean she stopped being an agent.
 
   The wooden planks and boards that composed the harbormaster’s building were covered in bird shit and smelled as bad as they looked. Inside was a small convenience store where snacks, bait, and tackle were sold to those who were caught in a pinch before heading out to sea, and charged an arm and a leg for their trouble.
 
   The cash register was unmanned, and Cooper made her way to the staircase. She was halfway up the steps when she heard the raspy voice of the harbormaster, accompanied by the creak of the steps. “Hold on, I’m coming.”
 
   Cooper descended back to the floor as she watched the harbormaster waddle down. His breathing was labored by the time he made it to the bottom. He leaned up against the wall, and sweat rolled down the front of his neck, leaking from his face. “What do you want?”
 
   “I’m looking for Dayton Clowdy.”
 
   The harbormaster didn’t answer immediately, giving Cooper a look up and down. “Who the hell are you?”
 
   Cooper kept a watchful eye on his chubby fingers as he moved toward the register. She followed casually. “I need some details of what happened on the night of August sixth.”
 
   The harbormaster waved his hands then reached underneath the counter, hidden from Cooper’s vision. “You some sort of cop?”
 
   “I need to see the radio transmission logs from that night.” Cooper felt the weight of her pistol underneath her jacket, firmly aware of its presence as the harbormaster kept his hands concealed behind the counter. She took a step forward. “It’s part of the investigation of the attacks that have been happening along the coast.”
 
   “Look, lady, unless you have a warrant or I see some kind of badge, I don’t have to tell you shit. So if you’re not buying anything, then get the hell out of my shop. I’ve got work to do.”
 
   Cooper nodded slowly then looked around the store. A cluster of handled fishing nets jutted up from a series of PVC piping. She pulled one out and set it on the counter. Cigarettes lined the wall behind the harbormaster, and she pointed to the case. “I’ll take a pack of Marlboro Lights. Filtered.”
 
   The harbormaster turned his back, and the moment he did, Cooper grabbed the net and slammed it over the harbormaster’s face and yanked him backward with the handle. Cooper kept pressure on the fat man as he squirmed on his back on the counter. She pulled the gun from her holster and jammed it into the side of his face. “So let’s start over. Are you Dayton Clowdy?”
 
   The man answered with a gargled yes as he struggled to breathe. Cooper released some of the pressure choking him, and Dayton gasped. “Fucking Christ! What the hell is the matter with you?”
 
   Cooper added pressure, and dug the pistol into Dayton’s temple. “I want to know why Captain Turk’s ship wasn’t on the log for departure the day he was boarded by the terrorists.”
 
   “Some guy came to me a month ago, asked if I wanted to earn some money. He paid cash, up front.”
 
   “What was his name?”
 
   “No name. Just phone calls. He always called on a different number.”
 
   “How’d you get the money?”
 
   “He dropped it off for me to pick up. He wasn’t there when I went, but the money was, so I did the job. I didn’t know what was going to happen, and I didn’t want to know.”
 
   “Negligent homicide is still homicide, Dayton.” Cooper gave the net another pull. Dayton clawed at the aluminum rim, struggling to breathe from the increased pressure. “You better have something more than just some burner cell number that isn’t good anymore.”
 
   “The place. Where I picked up the money. It was specific coordinates. I still have them.” Dayton’s face turned a nice shade of purple, his throat gargling and his chubby fingers trying to stop the net from choking him. “I swear that’s all I know.”
 
   Cooper finally released the pressure and flung the net from his head. She gave him a shove, and he collapsed behind the counter, knocking over the racks of smokes and tobacco above him. Cooper made her way around the counter and saw the shotgun lying underneath the bottom shelf. She snatched it before he had a chance to think about it. “I hope you have a permit for this.”
 
   “Fuck you.” The words came out weak and breathless. Dayton wallowed in the cartons, sweat dripping from his massive body.
 
   Cooper aimed the shotgun’s barrel down at his face. “What are the coordinates?”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   Dylan watched from the docks as the ship sank into the waters. The terrorists had done that with every vessel they’d used so far. They refused to leave any trace for the authorities to find, and having the ocean consume the evidence seemed to be the most efficient way to accomplish it.
 
   As had become customary, Dylan was blindfolded and thrown into the back of a vehicle, where he was driven to another location that would have a car waiting for him so he could drive home. Once they’d reached their destination, Kasaika shoved Dylan out of the van, tore off the blindfold, then chucked the keys at him. “Red sedan.” He shut the door, and the van peeled off, leaving Dylan alone in the abandoned parking lot.
 
   The drives back were usually quick, and Dylan spent the time listening to the news. The bombs he’d helped deliver were being detonated at ports, businesses, gas stations, power stations, and public transportation. Each new report made him cringe, but he needed to hear it.
 
   Fathers lost sons, sons lost fathers, and families were being torn apart. One by one, these terrorists were slowly crippling the country. Fear now governed people’s actions, and the boarded-up windows and closed signs of businesses Dylan saw on the drive back to Boston only solidified that fear was winning.
 
   It was nearly noon when Dylan pulled into the driveway of Mark’s small, one-bedroom house. The surrounding neighborhood was nothing more than a collection of sagging roofs and weed-infested lawns overgrowing and spilling onto the sidewalk. While the accommodations weren’t ideal, Dylan was thankful to have a friend. 
 
   When Dylan stepped inside, the heat was just as intense in the house as it was outside. Mark was sprawled out on the couch and drinking out of a gallon water jug with a straw fashioned from a cluster of other straws. “Looks like you’ve been busy.”
 
   Mark shifted on the couch, clutching the bandages around his stomach. “Goddamn medicine keeps drying me out. It’s like I’ve got salt in my stomach.” His shirt was open, exposing the grey hairs on his chest and the bandages over the stitches on his gut. Mark had spent most of his time on the island that was the couch. When Dylan left, he was there, and when Dylan came home, he looked as though he’d never even moved.
 
   “You change that bandage yet today?” Dylan pointed to the discolored white and set his bag next to his pile of things he’d brought over after Homeland Security had confiscated his house when Perry took his son.
 
   “Not yet,” Mark answered, gingerly shifting himself to a sitting position, groaning the entire way. Dylan helped pull Mark up, and he fell against the back cushions with a grunt. “It was too hot to do anything.”
 
   Even with the windows open, the heat inside the house was sweltering. It’d been almost three days without power and no sign of it coming back on anytime soon. Red Cross trucks roamed the neighborhoods with food rations, water, and medical supplies. Even if some people wanted to go to work, most couldn’t. Fuel was dwindling, and the attacks on transportation routes were clogging up what streets hadn’t been torn up. It wasn’t like anything Dylan had ever seen in his lifetime. “C’mon, let’s get you cleaned up.”
 
   Mark snatched the battery-powered radio he kept by the couch. It was his one connection to the outside world. The two men leaned on each other, and once they made it into the bathroom, Dylan helped Mark sit on the edge of the bathtub. The radio channel was turned to the news, which spit a constant flow of information in a seamless fashion.
 
   “Another attack just south of Washington, DC, has left over twenty thousand without power, as one of the substations was bombed last night. Authorities have frozen any and all devices and materials used to make such weapons, but the attacks still keep coming. It is believed by the president’s administration that the terrorists are using a stockpile of previously assembled weapons to continue their reign of destruction.”
 
   Dylan peeled the bandage off and tossed it in the trash. The wound was wet with slime, and Dylan used gloved hands to clean around the stitches. Mark winced a few times, the bruising around the stomach still healing.
 
   “Ports along the East Coast have been under the most scrutiny lately, as the transportation of these devices is believed to be accomplished by sea. The Navy, Coast Guard, and reserves have been called in full force to patrol the waterways, but the sheer number of square miles has made it difficult to capture the terrorists, and the increased security has left millions of imports from other countries to be backed up, affecting businesses all around the country. Bodies were recovered from a Coast Guard unit that was believed to have been attacked last night by the terrorist organization. Three bodies have been recovered, and the two missing are also believed to be dead.”
 
   Mark glanced at Dylan, and the two made eye contact. “Christ.” Mark shook his head. His jaw was clenched, and his face scrunched in preparation of pain as Dylan gently applied the disinfectant over and around the stitches. “That you?”
 
   Mark was the only one who knew the truth about what Dylan was doing and how Perry was blackmailing him with his own son. His daughter, his ex-wife, the authorities, everyone else was in the dark. “Yeah.” Dylan dumped the cleaning tools and applied the fresh bandage over the stitches, doing his best to keep the sweat off the area until it was sealed tight. He wiped his brow and sat on the closed toilet lid.
 
   Mark rolled his T-shirt down and shifted uncomfortably on the narrow edge. “It’s for your boy, Dylan. Any good father who gave a damn about his family would do the same. But you need to start thinking of an exit strategy. This can’t go on forever.”
 
   “I know.” Getting out had plagued Dylan’s mind since the moment they were first boarded, when Mark was shot by the very terrorists Dylan was now helping. He’d looked at it from every angle he could, but the only way he was going to get out of this was either in cuffs or in a box six feet under. Both would devastate his kids, and neither was preferable. “I didn’t ask for this.”
 
   “Hey.” Mark’s words snapped him out of his daze. The old man had the same look in his eyes as they did when he was chewing out a greenhorn on his first trip out to sea. “You’re past asking, needing, or wanting, Captain. You’re in the storm now, and the swells are only going to get higher.”
 
   Dylan knew he was right. Things were going to get worse before they got better. If he wanted to make it out alive and not end up in a jail cell, then he’d have to get something that both parties wanted. He knew the government wouldn’t pardon him for his involvement just because of his son. “They’re running with some high-tech gear on the boats. Radar jamming, cloaking. It looks like military grade. I might be able to—”
 
   “Local authorities believe that the death of veteran harbormaster Dayton Clowdy was suicide, and no foul play is suspected.”
 
   The news caught both Dylan and Mark by surprise. Dayton Clowdy had been the harbormaster at their docks for twenty years. When Dylan gave his report to the agent who was on scene, she had asked about him, told him that he hadn’t reported their trip the day they were boarded by the terrorists at sea. Cooper said she thought he was working with the terrorists, but what she didn’t know was who the terrorists were working for. Perry.
 
   Dylan shot up from his seat. His chest felt tight. He sprinted into the living room then out into the front yard. He hunched over, resting his palms just above his knees. A sour pit churned in his stomach, and he fought to keep it down. Was this his fate? Just waiting for Perry to finish him off whenever he didn’t need him anymore? Maybe. All he knew was if he didn’t do something soon, then his fate would be like that of Dayton Clowdy. Just another disguised suicide and a name in the obituaries.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Kasaika rose from his prayers and rolled up his mat and tucked it in the corner with his other belongings. The one window in his room bathed everything in orange as the sun showered its fading light into the sky outside. Looking out into the trees and wilderness of this country had caused him to long for home. He never thought he’d miss the rolling hills of sand, but here in the noisy warehouse where there was little rest, it was all he could think about.
 
   The death of Amarah had hit him harder than he thought. Kasaika barely knew the boy, but he was still just that, a boy. His detestation for Perry had only grown since then, but the rest of the organization allowed Perry to keep his seat at the head of the table, so long as he was able to deliver. And even Kasaika had to concede that their operations had run efficiently smooth with the intelligence that Perry provided. In the end, Kasaika justified his relationship with the devil to help his kingdom of heaven. And every news feed that he saw, telling him of their crippling of this nation, only fueled his desires.
 
   The warehouse was busy as usual, men rushing back and forth, loading rifles, guns, bombs, whatever was required for the next attack. The massive floor was broken down into units, each dealing with a section of the country and each group boasting to their neighbors how many they’d killed. It was a game Kasaika didn’t take part in. It didn’t matter the individual number, only the total. He’d watched thousands of his own people die at the hands of tyrant rulers, foreign armies, and skirmishes amongst themselves. All Kasaika cared about was paying back that number two-fold.
 
   Kasaika picked up a ration meal and a bottle of water and made his way to the far corner of the warehouse. A large metal shipping container had been placed there in which Dylan’s son was kept. Kasaika pulled at the heavy door, and the metal cringed as it opened.
 
   The fluorescent lights from the warehouse flooded the darkened tomb up until the last ten feet of the container, which was where Sean lay hidden. “Food, boy.” Kasaika tossed the box of rations, and it skidded across the rusted floor. The water bottle he tossed rolled a little farther. The waste bucket was already by the door, filled. Kasaika grabbed it and went to shut the door when the boy appeared from the shadows.
 
   “My dad.” Sean stood half bathed in light and half in darkness. His hair was oily and messy, and his clothes were soiled. “Tell me.”
 
   “He’s still alive, boy.” Kasaika had told the boy about his father, how they were using him. Sean took a few more steps into the light, his face twisted in the effort of relief and grief. “You want me to tell you how many people he helped kill today?” The boy’s fists clenched at his sides, and Kasaika smiled.
 
   “My dad will come and get me. He’ll do whatever it takes.” Sean was as thin as a rail, no older than Kasaika’s own nephews and nieces.
 
   Kasaika set the bucket of waste down and stepped inside the metal tomb, his heavy feet ringing through the container with each step. To the boy’s credit, he did not back down. “Your father will die by our hands or the hands of your government. Either way, you will not make it out alive.”
 
   “Then why are you taking care of me?”
 
   Kasaika knelt down to meet the boy at eye level. The smell stung his nostrils and eyes, and up close he could see the resemblance of the boy’s father in him. The look of wild fear in his eyes, held together with a quiet reserve. “Leverage. You’re alive so your father can die.”
 
   Sean shoved Kasaika hard with both arms, but the boy’s weight and force weren’t enough to throw Kasaika off kilter. Kasaika palmed the side of the boy’s head and knocked him to the ground. “But remember that we don’t have to keep you in one piece to keep you alive.”
 
   Kasaika shut the door, and once against sentenced the boy to darkness. He tossed the waste bucket outside and did not return it. He found his brother-in-law, Sefkh, and joined him in a meeting with Perry.
 
   “Shut the door,” Perry said.
 
   Sefkh locked the three of them in the room. Kasaika stood opposite Perry and glanced down at the papers under the glow of the lamp. He picked one of them up, his jaw dropping slightly in awe. “This is it?” He looked to both Perry and Sefkh.
 
   Perry reached over and snatched the paper from Kasaika’s hands. “Yes.” Perry placed the paper back into the pile with the rest and adjusted the watch on his wrist. “Sefkh will fill you in on the details, but the shipment we need is coming in less than three days. There are no others. If we want to finish this strike, then we will need this device.”
 
   “Tell the captain he will be needed,” Sefkh said. “We’ll be using the river as the main escape route.”
 
   Perry meandered over to Kasaika, his hands running along the edges of the table. “You’ve been taking care of his boy?” Perry stopped once he reached the other side. His body leaned against the table, his arms and legs slanted at an angle that Kasaika would have believed would snap his bones in half.
 
   “I have,” Kasaika answered.
 
   Perry stepped around Kasaika, moving toward the front of the room. He shifted his head from side to side then abruptly turned. “I understand that you had a problem with the way I handled Amarah.”
 
   “I may not agree with your methods, but I cannot argue with your results.”
 
   Perry laughed and clutched his stomach, waving a finger at Kasaika. “It sounds like Western capitalism is growing on you. Thinking about buying some stocks, Kasaika? I can guarantee that right now everything is cheap. The financial markets are in ruin, and people are selling whatever they can just to make ends meet, and how long have we been at it? A week? And we haven’t even begun to show them what we are able to do.” Perry squeezed his fist so hard the large, lumpy knuckles on his hand cracked from the pressure. “This is our time. And I need men who are willing to do what needs to be done.”
 
   Kasaika looked from Perry to Sefkh, his brow furrowed. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “The boy will have to die eventually,” Sefkh said.
 
   “And I want you to be the one who does it.”
 
   Kasaika had killed men, dozens. His country had been so ravaged by war and conflict that it was the only thing he’d known for most of his life. When he was a boy, he watched soldiers, grown men, mow down women and children in villages. He hid under the ruins of an old building where his father had put him when the war factions came. But in all the wars he’d fought, in all his fights, he’d never killed a child. He wavered slightly, shifting uncomfortably with Perry so close to him, watching him with those eyes. Kasaika had never seen anything so alive and dead as Perry’s eyes. “What good will the boy’s death bring us?”
 
   “There will come a time when I need the captain to lose all hope in his life, to break him. Right now he’s holding onto the belief that he can somehow get his son back. It’s his last shred of hope, a connection to a life he still thinks he can have. We need him to believe that. And one day soon, that same hope will strangle what life is left in him. He’s justifying everything he’s doing in the name of his family,” Perry said.
 
   “Why don’t we just kill the captain?” Kasaika asked.
 
   Perry cocked his head to the side then quickly rolled up the shirt sleeve of his left arm and thrust the scarred and disfigured flesh in front of Kasaika’s face. “Pain,” Perry said. “It’s what all of this is about. People don’t understand why we suffer, why we bleed, why we have spent our lives washing ourselves in the blood of revenge. It is pain, Kasaika. The same pain that you witnessed in your country, the same that I have in my own. It has controlled us, and we will control it!”
 
   Both Perry and Sefkh smiled. Kasaika took a step back. “Control? The only control is with Allah. He decides who will suffer and who will be granted entry into his kingdom. Not us. This is folly, Sefkh. We may be winning the war, but we are losing our souls!” Kasaika’s body shook. His feet kept the pace of retreat until he backed into the wall, into the shadows of the room. Perry and Sefkh still remained in the light, their faces twisted in the yellow of the lamp above.
 
   “Souls?” Perry asked, taking a step out of the light and joining Kasaika in the darkness. “Your soul, like that of every other man in this fight, is poisoned. Tainted by the very same men who proclaimed love for another god, and as such marked me as the claimer of souls.” Perry was covered in shadows and had pinned Kasaika against the wall. “And I will take your soul when it is time, just like the others.”
 
   The moments when Kasaika was a boy, when soldiers had come to his village, when he first experienced the horrors of war, had always caused a chill to ripple down his back. It was a shaking that plagued him through most of his childhood, because his young mind saw nothing but the devil. As he grew older, he understood that the men he saw were only instruments of the devil, sent to do his work. But standing there in the hot dark, his back against the wall, staring into Perry’s face, the chills returned. This man was no instrument. Kasaika was present with the devil himself.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   Dust kicked up from the tires of Cooper’s vehicle. The road she’d traveled had turned from paved to dirt more than two miles back. Telephone lines and light posts had been replaced by trees and shrubs. She kept the car slow and looked around, searching for the marker that the harbormaster had told her about. She reached for her cell. No signal. The GPS coordinates on her phone had stopped working, and she was left with nothing but her own two eyes.
 
   The trail continued for another few miles then opened up into a small field. She saw the old bench that the harbormaster had told her about. She parked the car then shut the door behind her. The field was nothing but grass with a few trees jutting up in the middle. “Like a needle in a haystack.”
 
   Cooper dusted the bench for prints, finding more than she expected, and took as many samples as she could. She looked for footprints, tire tracks in the area, something left behind, anything that would give her a hint as to who had made the drop.
 
   And whoever had done it knew what they were doing. Once Cooper made it out of the city, there weren’t any traffic cameras for the last ten miles to the site. Even if she obtained the video files, she wouldn’t know what type of car to look for or what traffic cameras to check.
 
   A cluster of leaves from a bush rustled to her left, and Cooper unholstered her pistol. The shrubs and trees that circled the field were thick, and she squinted to try and get a better look. She was deep enough in the woods for it to be anything. But if it was a bear, she didn’t think her 9mm would be enough to bring the beast down.
 
   The leaves rustled harder, and Cooper had her finger on the trigger when a pair of hands revealed themselves, palms facing her. “Come on out. Keep your hands where I can see them.”
 
   What parts of the man’s face that weren’t covered with a thick beard were covered with dirt. The man had wild hair matted on the top of his head, and the clothes were tattered and soiled. A breeze rolled by, and Cooper wrinkled her nose from the sour stench of the man’s odor but took her finger off the trigger. “You alone out here?”
 
   The man, keeping his hands in the air, gave a nod. Cooper holstered the weapon, and the man lowered his hands. He stood there sheepishly, slowly rocking from side to side. He was rail thin, his bony fingers rubbing the dirty soot from his arm. “Have any food?” He gaped at her, hoping for a handout; what teeth remained in his mouth were stained yellow.
 
   “Yeah.” Cooper nodded. “I think I’ve got some granola bars in the car.” She searched the glove compartment and found the box, still almost full. She took the box with her but only tossed the man one of the bars. He ripped it open so fast that Cooper thought he was going to eat the wrapping along with it. When he was done, he licked the inside of the wrapper, crumbs dotted around his mouth. “You live out here?”
 
   “Yeah.” The man let the wrapper fall to the ground then eyed the box in Cooper’s hand eagerly. He didn’t look like he’d been out here because of the attacks. The man had been homeless for a long time.
 
   “Have you seen anyone come out here lately?” Cooper tucked the box back behind her, and the man’s eyes tried to stare through her, but when that didn’t work, he looked up at her face.
 
   “Someone was out here. Two men.”
 
   That was a start. Cooper took a step forward, trying to ignore the growing stink the man emitted. “What did they look like?”
 
   The man held out his arms in a circle around his stomach. “One was big. Fat. Old looking. He was the one who came here last.”
 
   Dayton. “And the other?”
 
   “Skinny. But dressed really nice. Had a suit, nice car. Looked rich.”
 
   It was more than Cooper had started with before, but looking for a rich man with a nice suit and car didn’t exactly narrow her search field. “Can you remember anything else about him? The type of car he drove? Hair color, skin color, anything?”
 
   “It was a black car. New. Looked brand new. Not sure what kind.” The man wrinkled his forehead; no doubt using his brain was something he hadn’t done in a long time. “White guy. Bald.” He tapped his finger on his lips. “And he had a pin on his jacket.”
 
   “A pin? What kind of pin?” Cooper asked.
 
   “It was a flag.”
 
   The box of granola that Cooper had behind her back dropped to the dirt, and she almost fell with it. A black Crown Vic, white guy, rich, flag pin. There was only one type of individual who fit that description. The terrorists destroying the country had someone inside the United States government helping them. And Cooper had an idea who it might be.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   The elevator was full of Homeland, FBI, CIA, and other government officials. Perry was crammed in the back corner, watching the floor numbers change. It pinged on the seventh floor, and the elevator slowly emptied. Perry adjusted the flag pin on his lapel and followed the others down the hall.
 
   Every top-level government official was in attendance, and the president himself was on the video screen along with the joint chiefs. Ever since the attacks, the president had gone mobile on Air Force One, operating the entire country from the plane. “Gentlemen, we’ve received intelligence that the terrorists have information regarding some of our nuclear components. We’ll be relocating those resources we have to a remote facility in the Midwest. We’ll need the coordinated efforts of all your departments to ensure that everything runs smoothly.”
 
   The director of the FBI, sitting at the front of the table by the screens, swiveled around to address the rest of the group once the president was finished. “With local law enforcement so backed up handling the chaos in the cities, we’ll only be using federal employees and military troops. Deputy Director Perry, can you bring us up to speed on the transportation?”
 
   Perry buttoned his jacket and cleared his throat, rising to address the others. “We’ll have six armed escorts, as well as a chopper crew in the sky above. The route itself isn’t challenging, but the distance is. At over six hundred miles, there will be plenty of opportunities for the terrorist group to try and pin us down, but the CIA has helped us fortify those locations with undercover agents, scoping the area to make sure it’s clear. If any of those points become compromised, we’ll use one of our alternative routes, which are listed in the dossier.”
 
   Perry seated and waited for the others to go over their assignments. He resigned himself for the rest of the meeting, making sure to nod on the proper cues, comment when needed. He’d made a career of blending in, molding himself into the masses, while gaining the trust of those around him. Fools. He would have pitied them if he didn’t enjoy pulling their strings so much. He had to make a concentrated effort not to look as though he was reveling in his own pleasures, watching those around him squirm and fidget. They were bugs, waiting to be squashed under the pressure of his boot.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Mark’s snoring had been relentless for the past several hours, keeping Dylan awake on the couch in the living room. Not that the snoring contributed to Dylan’s insomnia; the fact that it was still blazing hot even in the night, along with his restless mind, didn’t make for the best sleeping conditions. He’d lain there staring at the ceiling since he’d set down for bed and hadn’t received a wink of sleep.
 
   Dylan pushed himself from the couch, the springs squeaking but not enough to cut through the logs being sawed in the bedroom. He stepped out onto the front porch and pressed his palms into the peeling paint of the rail that flaked off from his touch.
 
   It had to have been close to three o’clock in the morning. The moans and cries that had plagued the cities and towns during the day seemed to stop only for these few hours. He supposed that even grief and pain needed to rest.
 
   Growing up, his family had never been religious. The only times he’d ever been to church were on holidays, and even then it seemed it was only to save face in the neighborhood. One of those “everyone else goes so I guess we will too” families. But with his son somewhere out there in the night, he’d found himself praying a lot. It felt more like he was just talking out loud, but it seemed to help. There were moments when he felt he was crazy, especially when he desperately wanted to hear something back.
 
   On those sporadic occasions when Dylan actually went to church, he’d heard the priests speak of miracles, of men who faced dire odds and circumstances but still managed to make it through alive and even stronger. It sounded like the work of fairy tales, but never in his life had he wanted those tales to be true as much as he did right now.
 
   The phone in his pocket buzzed. Dylan flipped it open. Another time and location for tomorrow. He snapped it shut and clutched it in his hand, his knuckles turning white. They weren’t going to give him his son no matter how many missions the terrorists gave him. If Dylan was going to do something, it needed to happen soon.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   The parking garage was empty on the fourth floor, and with the power out, the security cameras were no longer operational. Cooper waited in her car, the engine shut off and her driver-side window rolled down. She checked her watch. Diaz was supposed to have arrived eight minutes ago. It wasn’t like him to be late, and the fact that she couldn’t call him made the waiting even worse.
 
   Finally, the screech of tires sounded as Diaz’s car pulled up then into the spot next to hers. The two got out, and Diaz wrapped her up in a hug. “How are you holding up, partner?”
 
   “I’ve been all right,” Cooper answered. She leaned back onto the car and folded her arms. “What have they got you working on?”
 
   “Homeland pretty much pulled everything we had on the Dylan Turk case. The higher-ups were pissed about it, but with all the shit that’s going down, they’ve got other problems to worry about. A lot of the cartels are using the opportunity to sell product wholesale within the borders.” Diaz shook his head and mirrored Cooper’s stance. “Whatever you have, I hope it’s good.”
 
   “You’ve got to speak with the director. There is a mole helping the terrorists, feeding them info. It has to be a high-level official with either Homeland or CIA. They’re the only ones who could pull off a move and stay hidden for this long.”
 
   “You’re going to have to give me more than that, Coop. The boys upstairs are still reeling about what happened with the harbor.”
 
   “Remember how there was no record of Dylan Turk in the harbor logs the day he was boarded by the terrorists? I went to speak with the harbormaster who was on duty that night, and he said some guy called him and offered him cash to keep the trip off the books. I went to the drop site, and a homeless man who’d been living in the area described two men. One of them was Dayton Clowdy, the harbormaster, and I think the other was Homeland Deputy Director Richard Perry.”
 
   Diaz shook his head. “If all you got is some homeless guy’s word, that won’t be enough to stir up the pot. If Perry really is the mole, then don’t you think he has a backup plan? The man is involved with the highest security clearance in the nation. He has access to anything he wants, Coop! If I go to Moringer with this, he’ll put me on leave with you!”
 
   “Just tell them it was me, okay?” Cooper walked over to Diaz and shoved her finger into his chest. “You tell them that it all falls on me. If I’m right, we take the bastard down; if I’m wrong, the DEA has a scapegoat to pin their follies on. Winner’s choice.”
 
   “All right, Coop.” The two shook hands, and Diaz opened his driver-side door. “Anything particular they should be looking for if they even go for it?”
 
   “Check for any movement of high-security items. If the president wants to move any of them to a secure area, then you can bet Perry most likely had a hand in the decision-making process, and that’ll allow him to manipulate what he wants done. You can bet Perry is moving them for a reason.”
 
   Diaz nodded then drove away. Cooper lingered in the parking garage for a moment, listening to the sounds of the city outside. They were agonizing cries, and they only seemed to grow as the days passed. If this continued for much longer, she knew the authorities wouldn’t be able to handle the pressure. The whole country, especially the cities, were holding on by a thread. Any more weight, and the thin strand would snap.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   It took Dylan twice as long to get anywhere now, and with the coordinates he’d received last night taking him into the city, he knew he’d have to leave early, and he was glad he did. Road closures, fires, small riots, and police blockades had choked out the city’s traffic flow. He parked the car in the river harbor’s lot and looked around for Kasaika, but the place was a ghost town.
 
   Fifteen minutes passed before a van pulled in, black with no windows except the front windshield, which was tinted dark. Three men piled out of the back, one of them carrying a box and all of them heading for Dylan. The man shoved the box into Dylan’s chest. “Change. Now.”
 
   A grey jumpsuit was inside, along with identification tags and a key ring with three keys on it. He changed, pocketed the keys, and clipped the ID onto the front of the shirt. The lack of details on his job wasn’t anything new. He was just given a boat and coordinates and was charged with getting to their destination as quickly as possible.
 
   One of the terrorists pointed down to the docks, where the boat was tied off. Dylan made his way down and started getting the ship ready. He noticed the boat was decked out with the same radar-jamming gear as usual and a larger cargo hold than normal.
 
   Dylan took some time getting familiar with the controls when he heard the roar of a truck engine, the screeching of tires, and then the thick-accented screams of the terrorists. He stood on the port-side railing to get a better look and saw a semi-truck riddled with bullet holes and the engine smoking. The terrorists scrambled around to the back of the semi, unloading large metal crates and rushing them down the dock, screaming back and forth at each other in the thick, hurried tongue of their country.
 
   A few of the terrorists pulled out bodies and attached rocks to them then flung them into the river to sink. Kasaika shoved Dylan on his way past him. “Start the engines. Now!”
 
   Dylan rushed to the wheel, putting the engines through their startup sequences. The water near the stern bubbled as the engines revved, and the terrorists loaded the last of the gear below deck. He rushed over to the cleats and was pulling the corded rope off when another caravan of military Humvees and trucks sped into the small river harbor parking lot.
 
   The terrorists blasted gunfire into the approaching caravan, and Dylan slammed the throttles down, jolting the boat forward as the military returned fire. Fifty-caliber machine guns boomed, tearing into the boat and the men on board.
 
   Dylan felt the vibrations from each bullet penetrate the hull as he sped down the river. The channel was a thousand feet across, and Dylan aimed for the middle, trying to avoid the gunfire echoing over the water. Kasaika joined him at the wheel. The wind howled, and Dylan had to shout in order to be heard. “What the hell happened?”
 
   “They knew we were coming. There was a team. They killed a lot of our men.” Kasaika glanced to the riverbank, where their pursuers still followed by road. The numbers were growing on either side, along with the guns aimed at them.
 
   “There are two bridges we have to pass,” Dylan said. “You can bet your ass they’ll have air support here and men on the bridges looking to take us out. It’s half a mile to the Atlantic. We won’t make it, even at this speed.”
 
   “Drive the boat. We’ll take care of the rest.” Kasaika headed back down to the deck, stepping over bullet holes and bloodstains from the wounded. Dylan glanced down at the crimson stains against the bleached-white bottom as they slowly trickled to the back of the hull, where they collected against the wall.
 
   The first bridge was just ahead, and Dylan already saw the military vehicles turning onto it. More gunfire blasted and hit the wake on the starboard side. Kasaika and two men rushed to the boat’s bow, wielding two rocket launchers, which rocked back and forth as the boat bounced along the choppy river waters. Kasaika turned back to him and screamed, “Keep it steady!”
 
   Dylan gripped the wheel, doing his best to keep the vessel calm. He checked the fuel gauge along with the GPS, searching for any alternative path on their way to the drop-off, if they even made it that far.
 
   The rockets launched from the bow, a twisting tail of smoke and fire trailing them as they headed for the bridge. The first rocket blasted into the pillars on the left side of the bridge, crumbling the road above it into the river, while the second detonated to the right, bringing down a Humvee and the men inside to the waters below.
 
   Smoke and fire smoldered as the bridge was now blocked from crossing on either side. Dylan lined up the ship to pass beneath the middle of the bridge, where the path was still clear. The closer the ship moved, the more gunfire ripped through the air. Dylan ducked below the windows as the bullets pierced the side of the wheelhouse. Bits of fiberglass and wood rained over the back of his head. He jumped back up to make sure they were still on target, and he watched Kasaika shoot one of the rockets toward the riverbank, turning a unit of soldiers to dust.
 
   Once they cleared the bridge, their pursuers kept pace on both sides of the river, while Dylan kept as close to the middle of the river as he could. The search for some alcove along the map to their destination, some place they could run, had turned fruitless. But even if they made it out of the river and into the Atlantic, he knew there would be Navy and Coast Guard boats waiting for them.
 
   The second bridge came into view, and the military escorts on either side of them quickly sped up, racing to the bridge before the terrorists could dismantle it. Gunfire continued to Ping-Pong back and forth along the river, but the river had widened enough to put some distance between them.
 
   Kasaika loaded another rocket into the launcher and aimed for the second bridge. The rocket jettisoned, white smoke twisting and curling through the air behind it, and connected to the concrete pillar on the far left of the riverbank. Concrete and steel erupted into the air in mangled chunks and then splashed into the river below. But the bridge ahead was larger than the one before. While the pillar crumbled, its neighbors held the rest of the bridge intact.
 
   The military caravan drew closer to the bridge’s entrance, now at least sixty yards ahead of the ship. The Humvees swerved onto the bridge, using the position to blanket fire across the entire river. The heavy pieces of lead crippled the ship’s hull.
 
   Dylan dropped to the deck, covering the back of his head and burying his face into the floor. The engine continued to whine, and the boat lurched its way forward as bits of fiberglass, plastic, and metals blanketed his back, legs, and head. His ears thundered with the explosions tearing through the boat, and Dylan waited for the hot singe of metal that would eventually maim or kill him.
 
   Another whine of a rocket sounded, accompanied by an explosion. Dylan felt the speed of the boat slow but along with it the sound of gunfire. Dylan pushed himself off the deck, splinters of fiberglass falling off him.
 
   The bridge was near collapsing along with everyone not burning on top with it. Huge chunks of concrete and metal splashed into the river. And ahead, on the other side of the bridge, Dylan saw a cluster of ships, mounted with men and rifles. But they wore no colors of the United States military, no camouflage, and they picked off the surviving members of the military convoy that had chased them.
 
   Dylan was trying to make sense of it when Kasaika and the rest of the terrorists on board rushed to the wheelhouse, pointing to the bridge ahead of them. Dylan looked and saw the boat had shifted course to collide with one of the bridge’s only remaining pillars.
 
   Dylan hastily grabbed the steering wheel, turning the ship right, veering away from the treacherous pillar. The ship pivoted slowly, the engines straining to keep the sinking vessel afloat. The pillar was less than twenty yards away when Dylan finally managed to get the bow of the ship to turn, the side of the hull scraping against the concrete as they barely made it through.
 
   Water sloshed onto the deck and bubbled up from the cargo hold, where the terrorists had rushed down to bring up whatever they’d stolen. Once clear on the opposite side of the bridge, Kasaika hurried to the wheelhouse, his boots crunching over the debris on the deck. The ship sped through the cluster of boats near the mouth of the river, and they were flanked on either side by their new protective escorts. Dylan looked to Kasaika, confused. “Friends of yours?”
 
   “Mercenaries.” Kasaika spat at the ground after the words left his mouth. “The Homeland agent hired them as a precaution. Another group has kept the Coast Guard and Navy occupied out at sea.”
 
   More military vehicles pulled up to the wreckage on land behind them as Dylan made his way south, the pillars of fire and smoke growing smaller with the distance he put between them. The ship’s engines struggled. Dylan felt the strain as they limped along. “We’re not going to make it much farther. We’re taking on too much water. The engines could shut off any minute.”
 
   Kasaika cursed then shouted to his men below, or what was left of them. While they had managed to escape with their lives, the boat was littered with just as much blood as debris. Dylan looked up into the sky, searching for the planes and air support surely looking for them. “We’re sitting ducks out here right now. The sun’s only going to get brighter, and the waterways are only going to get busier. We need to move, and we need to do it quickly.”
 
   But Kasaika wasn’t listening, and Dylan saw the man’s hand keeping pressure on a bloody wound near his lower left abdomen. Kasaika gently peeled his palm off, and the sunlight caused the blood to shimmer across his stomach and fingers. “The mercenaries will give us one of their boats. My men will transport the materials on board.” Kasaika forced himself to descend from the wheelhouse, his face wincing with each step.
 
   Dylan cut the engines and was about to join him when he remembered the radar gear. They’re just going to sink it. Dylan quickly took apart the radar-jamming devices the ship had been fitted with, tucked them in the bag he used to keep his clothes, then made his way down to the rest of the terrorists.
 
   The sight of so much death triggered mixed emotions. He found himself glad that so many of the terrorists had been killed and that Kasaika was injured, but the price of his survival had cost the lives of soldiers and civilians. It was a debt charged to his life that he knew he wouldn’t ever be able to repay, and he wasn’t sure how many more lives he could bear.
 
   The cargo was transferred over to the mercenaries’ boat as quickly as it had been loaded into the first ship, and they sped off toward the rendezvous point down the coast, hoping that the mercenaries’ colleagues were able to keep the sailors off the eastern seaboard busy enough for them to make the journey.
 
   The small fleet of four boats made its way down the winding coast, putting some distance between itself and the shore but still keeping close enough in case any of them had to make an impromptu docking.
 
   It was less than an hour before they made it to their destination, and judging by how quickly they arrived, it was a completely different location from the one that Dylan had been told. The boats came to an idle and coasted into the narrow mouth of a small river, barely wide enough for two boats to travel at the same time.
 
   A cluster of men met them on a small dock as the mercenaries tied off and the terrorists unloaded their stolen cargo. Dylan noticed that the crates they lugged off from their heist were being handled more delicately than the others he’d seen. Everything he’d seen them loot so far had been tossed around with the recklessness of a bagger at the grocery store handling canned goods. But these were different.
 
   Kasaika had one of his men zip-tie Dylan while the ship was unloaded and his gunshot wound was attended to. Once everything was moved, the mercenaries paid, and Kasaika patched up, all that was left to deal with was Dylan. He watched Kasaika and his men whisper to each other, gesturing over to him then shouting at one another. Finally, with Kasaika raising his voice, the discussion ended, and one of the terrorists stomped over, wielding a knife.
 
   Dylan recoiled the closer the terrorist moved but was unable to escape from the restraints around his wrists. The terrorist lunged with the knife, and Dylan stiffened his body, but when the pirate was done, the only thing Dylan felt was the release of his hands. The zip ties had been cut off, and the pirate pulled Dylan to his feet then shoved him into the back of a van.
 
   Kasaika climbed into the passenger seat while another got behind the wheel, and the rest joined Dylan in the back. Kasaika turned to him from the front. “You move... you speak... you try and do anything without me telling you, and I will kill you. Understand?”
 
   Dylan gave a light nod, and the van lurched forward. A crowbar rolled with the momentum, and Dylan braced himself. The entire trip, Dylan stared at the barrel of the pistol. Everyone in the van was silent, and not a word was spoken until Kasaika turned to the man watching Dylan, and then a blindfold was tossed over his head.
 
   Dylan rocked back and forth as the van weaved in and out of whatever back roads they were on. He had no sense of time with the blindfold over his face. The entire trip, all Dylan felt was the cold, bare sheet metal that composed the van’s floor and the bumps and divots the van mowed over. Maybe they were done with him? Maybe they were going to use him as some sort of scapegoat to offer Perry to save themselves, sacrificing him for whatever blunder caused the authorities to chase them?
 
   Unanswered questions flew through Dylan’s mind, and when the van came to a squeaking halt, he heard the voices of his captors murmur back and forth, and then a hand grabbed his arm and lifted him off the floor. Dylan swayed wildly as he heard the van’s doors slide open, and he took a wobbly step onto the earth below. He jerked forward from a shove, stumbling a few feet before regaining his balance, and then was led forward.
 
   The whine of old door hinges sounded, followed by them being slammed shut behind them. Whatever place they stepped into was hot and humid, with the heavy stench of sweat and metal. The place was also filled with more people, as Dylan listened to dozens of different voices fade in and out.
 
   Another door opened then closed, and finally Dylan was forced to a chair and the blindfold was ripped off. One fluorescent light bulb hung from a string in the center of the room, and Dylan blinked as his eyes adjusted to the brightness.
 
   “You will wait here until we can move you,” Kasaika said then tied his wrists to the table.
 
   Dylan pulled against the ties. “Wait! Is my son here?” Dylan’s words were desperate. He extended his body as far as it would go before the restraints stopped him. “You need to let me see him. Let me see my son.”
 
   Kasaika lingered at the doorway, staring at Dylan with empty eyes, but said nothing. He finally left, leaving Dylan alone in the room, the light bulb above gently swinging back and forth.
 
   It didn’t take long for Dylan’s clothes to become drenched in sweat. What air was in the room was stagnant, hot, and decaying. He writhed and shifted uncomfortably in the chair, his heart racing, not knowing the future of his life or the life of his son.
 
   Then the door flung open, and Kasaika burst through along with a few others, and then Perry, and finally, his son. The moment Sean made eye contact with Dylan, he rushed to him, throwing his arms around Dylan’s neck and squeezing hard. “Are you all right?” With his arms tied behind his back, Dylan couldn’t hold his son, but the boy stuck to him like glue.
 
   Finally, Kasaika peeled Sean off Dylan and held him back. Perry took a step between them and bent over to his knees so he could look Dylan in the eye. “Enjoying the room?”
 
   “Let my son go. Let him come home with me.” Dylan’s words had an edge to them. A calm, stoic anger that accompanied the throaty annunciation.
 
   Perry patted Dylan’s leg. “You love your son, don’t you, Dylan?” He spun around and grabbed Sean from Kasaika’s grip. Perry ran his hands through Sean’s dirty-blond hair. The boy looked like he hadn’t showered since he was taken. It was the first time Dylan got a good look. The soiled clothes, dirt-smeared face, greasy hair. Perry pulled out a knife and kept it hovered just above Sean’s chest.
 
   Dylan jolted and spasmed in the chair at the sight of the knife, violently trying to shake himself free from the restraints. He jumped from the chair and lunged for Perry, dragging the heavy desk with him, as it was still tied to his hands and wrists. The explosion of energy happened in the blink of an eye, and before Dylan managed to get to Perry and Sean, two of Kasaika’s men grabbed hold of him and muscled him back into his chair. “You don’t touch my son!” Spit flew from Dylan’s mouth like venom. His neck and cheeks flushed red as Perry inched the blade closer to Sean’s chest.
 
   Perry wiped Sean’s hair off his forehead and leaned down like he would whisper in his ear. “And you love your father, don’t you, Sean?” Sean nodded his head, and Perry scraped the tip of the blade across the fabric of the T-shirt but without breaking through the cloth.
 
   Sean broke down, crying, his face twisted in fear and pain. Dylan’s stomach churned, and his body continued to fight against the pairs of hands holding him back. No matter how hard he pushed, no matter how hard he fought, Dylan couldn’t spare his son this suffering.
 
   Perry rolled up the sleeve of his left arm, revealing scarred and disfigured flesh with raised red bumps and sporadic, poorly shaped spider-web designs. He held up the arm for Sean to see. “I loved my father too when I was a boy. And this is what I got for that love.” Perry dropped his arm and then placed the tip of the blade in the top left corner of Sean’s chest. “And this is what your father’s love will get you.”
 
   “No!” Dylan exploded from the chair, this time making it two feet before Kasaika and his henchmen tackled him back to the floor. Sean’s screams filled the room, and Dylan looked up to the sight of his boy squirming as Perry brought the blade down across his chest. Blood erupted from the line cut in the fabric, and Perry didn’t stop until he made it to the middle of Sean’s chest. Perry tossed the blade on the ground, and Sean wailed as he was carried away.
 
   Dylan squirmed under the pressure of the three bodies holding him down. He looked up to Perry, who was wiping the blood from his hands. “I’ll kill you. You hear me? I’m going to kill you!”
 
   Perry knelt as Dylan’s cheek was pressed harder into the floor. “Every time you ask to see your son, I’m going to cut him. In fact, every time I think you’re even thinking about your son, I’m going to cut him. Each one will be worse than the first, and I won’t stop until every inch of your son’s skin is bloody.” Perry kicked Dylan’s forehead with the toe of his boot on the way out, and Dylan was left in the room, disoriented.
 
   Kasaika and his men were last to leave, and Dylan was left alone in his chair, shackled to the table. His head ached, and the pain in the rest of his body was catching up. He slumped down, his eyes wet and red. He forced the tears back and dug his palms into his eyes, trying to dig out the image of his son screaming, the blood running down his chest, the pain on his face, the tears, the knife, but the harder he fought it, the stronger the images grew. Dylan screamed, every ounce of frustration and pain leaving his body in one long, primal yell.
 
   Dylan’s voiced boomed and echoed against the walls. Heat rushed through his body, up his neck, and into his face. He felt the pressure mounting in his head and the strain on his jaw, opening his mouth wide, letting all the rage and pain empty from him. But instead of fatigue, the screams only brought more energy, more rage, more pain. It fueled him, gave him strength. And that’s what he would use, that’s how he would get his son to safety. It didn’t matter what it turned him into or what his fate would be attached to his choices. He was going to free his son. And all of the debts Dylan racked up would cost his own life.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Cooper sat next to Diaz as Jimmy Moringer, director of the DEA, stepped inside along with a few of his deputy directors. Cooper noticed the bags under his eyes, the sloppy knot in his tie. She’d never seen him look so tired.
 
   “Cooper, Diaz,” Moringer said. “Don’t bother getting up.” He took his seat across the table and slapped a file between them. “Well, you were right. The moment the convoy made it into an area that wasn’t deemed high risk, the transport was hit. This terrorist group had a plan for everything. The river, the Coast Guard and Navy that were stationed outside the Hudson. It was smart.” Cooper went to grab the folder reinstating her to active duty, but Moringer stopped her. “It comes with some conditions, Cooper.”
 
   Cooper sat back in her chair and crossed her arms. “Can’t wait to hear this.”
 
   “With you suspended and on the outside, we can use that to our advantage.” Moringer pushed the file toward Cooper, and she grabbed it. “We’re upping your security clearance but keeping you off the books. You will get information from me, and me alone. We don’t know how many people Perry have with him. If we’re going to catch him, we need to do it ourselves. It comes with some risks, though.”
 
   Cooper looked it over. According to the file, she’d have just as much access as the director himself. “I’m used to the liabilities, sir.”
 
   “We can’t touch Perry. Not now at least. Both Homeland and FBI directors hold him in high regard. He’s had a hand in making policy for a very long time.”
 
   Son of a bitch. “He’s been planning this for a long time.”
 
   “If it’s him,” Moringer replied. “All you have right now is speculation. We need hard evidence, and I won’t go to the other directors until you give it to us.” Moringer rose, along with his deputies, and the three men headed for the door. “I suggest you make it fast, Cooper. We’re running out of time.”
 
   Cooper knew he was right. The attacks across the country were becoming more frequent every day. The breakdown in communication, transportation, security, all of it was mounting to unprecedented levels. And every day this group of terrorists found new ways to torture the country. Attacks on food banks, fuel tankers, power stations, cell towers, cable lines, train stations, public transportation, anything and everything to keep people from moving.
 
   Tanks and Humvees roamed the streets, as martial law had been enacted for most of the country. People were growing restless. Maybe complete social disorder was what he wanted? But there was a sinking feeling in the back of Cooper’s mind that it was something more. “C’mon.” She slapped Diaz on the arm. “Let’s see how far I can push my new clearance.”
 
   “No can do, Coop.” Diaz shook his head. “You can’t have any contact with anyone from the department moving forward except for Moringer. He made sure I understood that before the meeting took place.” Diaz walked to the door and gave a shrug. “We can’t make it look like you’re getting any help. As far as the director and I are concerned, we asked you to come in here to tell you to stop snooping around.” Diaz lingered at the door before opening it then looked back at her. “But if you do need help with anything, I’ve gotten pretty good at lying.” He flashed a grin and then left.
 
   Cooper reached for the file on the table once more, flipping through the pages. The file contained information on attacks out at sea. A number of Coast Guard vessels and Navy ships were being pestered by pirates and mercenaries, but so far they’d done nothing more than lead them on wild-goose chases. However, there was a report listed that showed two Coast Guard ships missing, with the last radio transmission coming from somewhere off the Atlantic Coast near Boston. She shut the file and drummed her fingers on the table and quickly left the room.
 
   The moment Cooper was out the door and into the hallway, any DEA agent or staff member in the area stopped what they were doing to look up at her. It was like she had the plague, a witch marked and not to be spoken to or interacted with in fear of catching whatever she had. But despite the most recent events, the plague that her peers thought her to have had been growing for quite some time.
 
   Mistrust and rumors were two of the worst stigma an agent could have, and Cooper had both. She ignored the whispers as she walked past her peers. Half of them probably either thought she had been fired or was one step closer out the door.
 
   Outside, the sun was up, and Washington, DC, was alive and locked down. From the steps of her department’s building, she could see the hundreds of troops in the streets. The capitol had been granted an excess number of soldiers, which seemed to have kept the terrorists from performing any attacks, but the rest of the cities of the country weren’t as lucky. DC was nothing more than a symbol.
 
   With the president in Air Force One, circling the atmosphere and waiting for the culprits to be caught, the city didn’t hold any real strategic value for the mayhem that the terrorists enjoyed practicing.
 
   The file that Moringer had given her had no mention of Captain Dylan Turk, the central focal point of how all of this had started. No doubt excluded on Perry’s orders. It’d been a while since she had spoken to Dylan. With Dylan’s son captured by the terrorists she was willing to bet that would be good motivation for blackmail. She decided it was time to go and have a word with the captain.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   The monitors on the screens had faces from every major city on the West Coast, and Perry watched each and every one of them squirm. It gave him a certain satisfaction, something that he couldn’t find anywhere else except within the realm of authority.
 
   Perry had found that all men craved power, even if they didn’t realize it. It was the aphrodisiac that corrupted businessmen, politicians, anyone and everyone who managed to get a taste. It was the same power that his father had seemed to grasp, but once it was gone it had left him twisted and beaten, which had caused him to physically leave his own marks on Perry.
 
   The ascension of Perry’s career had been a long, strenuous climb. He lacked the political connections, looks, and charm that his peers relied on. But none of them could outsmart him. Add that to the fact that no one expected much from him, and he managed to sneak up behind every doubter and choke them out with their own tie around their neck.
 
   “You said we’d be making money. You said we’d be rich!” The grey-haired, heavy-set, flushed-red-faced man on the screen just left of the center pointed a fat finger at Perry and slammed his fist on a table. “But money won’t do us any good with half the country in chaos!”
 
   The rest of the men on the screens echoed their discontent with similar gestures. The last-ditch effort to save face and pretend that they didn’t fear what was coming, offering the illusion that they still had control over their own destinies, much like children throwing tantrums in a department store.
 
   “You came to me, gentlemen,” Perry said. “There is no other course of action. You keep the shipments coming into the West Coast for my men, or I send what units I have in the area and kill you.”
 
   “You can’t do that!”
 
   Perry twirled the flag pin on the lapel of his jacket. The outline was crusted with gold, and the red, white, and blue shimmered under the lighting in the office. He plucked it off and pinched it between his fingers, holding it up for the men on the screen to see. “Do you know what this is? It was given to me by the vice president of the United States after a Senate hearing three years ago. I’d just been promoted to deputy director of Homeland, and the Senate meeting I was a part of was a subcommittee for wiretapping and surveillance of criminal activity in the United States.” Perry dropped the pin to the table, and it clanked lightly against the wood. “I can do whatever I want. Whenever I want. I have power. I have reach. I have authority. I have everything that you need to keep your operations running, and if I hear one more piece of pathetic, whining, sniveling shit tell me what I can and can’t do, I will bring you down with the force of the United States government, which is willing to grab any scapegoat it can as to who is helping orchestrate these attacks.”
 
   It sent most of the faces on the screens in a downward glance, but Don Vivenci refused to lower his eyes. “And what makes you think we can’t turn around and pin this on you?”
 
   Perry reached over to his laptop and opened his inbox. He dragged a few documents and attached them to an email, ran it through an encryption program, then hit send. “You have a present in your inbox, Don.” The mob boss fiddled with his phone while Perry picked up the flag pin from the desk and pinned it back to the lapel of his jacket.
 
   “What is this?” Vivenci asked.
 
   “That,” Perry said, looking down at the pin and spinning it to where it was sitting upright, “is the proposal I made over two years ago to track your movements on the West Coast. Criminal activity, conspiracy, drugs, it’s all there and already signed off by my superiors.” With the pin neatly back on his jacket, Perry looked to Vivenci’s ghost-white face. “They know about my relationship with you, but they just believe that it’s for the cause of stopping you instead of using you. Whatever lies you try and tell them will be discarded as farce and a sad attempt to try and save your own skins. I have files like that on everyone.”
 
   The pale, ghostly look spread to the other six faces on the monitors around Don Vivenci. If it weren’t for the fact that it’d been so easy to manipulate them, Perry would almost feel sorry for them, but that portion of his mind had long ago dissolved.
 
   “The pick-up times will be shifted by an hour this week.” Perry rose from his chair and buttoned his jacket. “I expect everything to run smoothly. If I hear of anything out of the norm, then you can expect a federal raid on your homes, families, and whatever is left of your businesses. Goodbye, gentlemen.” Perry clicked the power button on the conference call, and the screens went black. He placed his laptop in his briefcase and opened the blinds to his office.
 
   The hallways were busy, as they always were these days. He checked with his receptionist to make sure all his meetings were set for this afternoon, and once she confirmed, he headed down the hall.
 
   “Oh! Mr. Perry!”
 
   He stopped and turned, his receptionist hurrying down the hall after him, holding a piece of paper. She caught her breath, and Perry snatched the scribbling from her hand. “What’s this?”
 
   “Director Moringer from the DEA called while you were on your conference call. He said it was urgent. About an Agent Cooper?”
 
   That woman was starting to become a larger pain in Perry’s side than he’d anticipated. “Thank you. I’ll give him a call immediately.” Perry uttered a few under-his-breath curses as he weaved in and out of the personnel scattered throughout the halls.
 
   Outside, the heat of DC struck him, and he felt the inside of his suit start to cook. He made a beeline for his car, dialing Moringer’s number on the way. On the second ring, Moringer picked up.
 
   “Deputy Director Perry, how are you?”
 
   “Busy. What can I help you with, Director Moringer?” Perry tossed his briefcase into the passenger seat of his car and started the engine.
 
   “Agent Adila Cooper worked on the original case with Homeland last week when that boat captain was boarded by the terrorists.”
 
   “Yes, Captain Turk, I remember. I thought Agent Cooper had been suspended due to her negligence with the captain and his son?” Perry pulled out of the parking garage, and one of the soldiers stopped traffic and waved him out onto the street. Every intersection that Perry passed had troops stationed at it. Foolish show of power and a waste of resources.
 
   “She was, but we found out yesterday that she’s been investigating the matter on her own, and she kept bringing your name up. As far as I’m concerned, she’s on her last leg. She’s a good agent, but I don’t need her getting in your boss’s way and causing me another headache. I was hoping that any information you get about her, if she continues her work unauthorized, you could funnel to me and I could handle internally.”
 
   Perry turned onto the highway, where a line of tanks rolled down the opposite side of the road. “Of course. I’ll be sure to help you as much as I can, but if she goes too far, I’ll have no choice but to march it up my chain of command.”
 
   “I understand. Thank you.”
 
   The call ended, and Perry pressed the corner of his phone against his jaw. Whatever Cooper found wouldn’t be enough to cause any problems with his operations, but the fact that Moringer had called him directly was cause for concern. It wasn’t protocol, and it definitely didn’t fit Moringer’s profile. He was by the book, he was morally right, and the only thing that upends a morally righteous man is the idea that in his sacrifice, some evil will be vanquished. And Perry was betting that evil was him.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   The neighborhood wasn’t as bad as Cooper expected it to be, but then again her shock level had significantly decreased over the past week. She parked on the side of the road outside a rundown shack that looked like it was one notice away from being condemned. The yard was littered with trash, and the three-foot fence that circled it sagged and was broken in most sections, serving more as an eyesore than as an actual barrier to guard anything.
 
   When Cooper pounded on the front door, flakes of paint fell off with each thud. A few more knocks later, and an older man, hunched over with no shirt on and bandages around his stomach, gripping the doorframe for support, finally answered.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I’m looking for Dylan Turk,” Cooper answered. She scanned the inside and saw that it wasn’t in much better shape than the exterior of the house. “I was told this is where he was staying while the DEA and Homeland had his house under investigation.”
 
   “And who are you?”
 
   “Agent Cooper. Is Dylan here?”
 
   The old man eyed her suspiciously. “You have identification?”
 
   “Look, you can either let me in, or I can force my way in. The choice is yours, old man.” Cooper shifted her weight to her back leg, letting momentum build for her in case she needed to strike quickly. The one hand the old man kept behind the door was no doubt gripped around a rifle.
 
   Finally, the old man showed his other hand empty and opened the door wide enough for her to pass through. “He’s in the shower. Should be out soon.”
 
   “Thank you.” Cooper eyed the shotgun by the door on her way in and was thankful it hadn’t come to that. Shooting a man who’d already been shot wouldn’t look good, no matter how she tried to spin it to Moringer. The old man hobbled back to the couch and reclined gently, his face wincing as he lowered himself to the cushions. “You were Dylan’s first mate on the ship when he was boarded, right? How are you healing up?”
 
   “About as good as the city is.” He flopped the last couple inches down onto the couch and sank into the cushions. “I hope you’re here to tell Dylan some good news.”
 
   Cooper had her eye on the back room and made sure to listen for the shower running. The low, steady hum of flowing water was still running, so she had time to look around. “Good news is, we haven’t heard that his son is dead. So that’s something. Is there only one bathroom here?”
 
   “No. Toilet’s down the hall to the right.” The old man reached for his radio and scanned the dial, a mix of scrambled music and news coming out of the speakers.
 
   The wood floor creaked lightly as Cooper made her way past the bathroom where Dylan showered and past the toilet on the right. Her eyes were on the far back bedroom. She peeked inside the area and saw a pair of pants on the floor with shirt and shoes.
 
   Cooper picked up the pants, pulling the pockets inside out for anything that she could use, anything that she could find, but all that came out was lint. She pulled open drawers, checked under the mattress, the closet, everywhere, but nothing. His phone. Where’s his phone?
 
   Cooper checked down the hall again and saw that it was still clear, but the shower was no longer running. She dashed down to the toilet and ducked inside before Dylan stepped out. She locked the door and waited for him to walk down the hall. When she heard the bedroom door shut, she cracked hers open.
 
   Wet footprints trailed their way to the bedroom, and Cooper stepped inside the shower, and that’s where she saw it, still teetering on the sink where Dylan had left it. She opened his phone, searching through pictures, calls, then finally texts. Dates, times, and locations, all from the same number, riddled his phone, and they all started the day of the first attacks.
 
   Dylan turned the corner and stepped into the shower, looking to reach for his phone but finding Cooper instead. The two froze, Dylan with his hand stretched out and Cooper with the phone in her palm. Dylan immediately rushed back down the hallway, and Cooper pocketed the phone and reached for her gun, following the fast thump of feet. “Dylan, freeze!”
 
   The old man in the living room was shouting, and when Cooper made it to the bedroom, Dylan already had a revolver out and had it aimed right at her. The two stood their ground, both with their finger on the trigger. “Don’t do this, Dylan. Whatever you’re involved with, I can help.”
 
   Dylan pulled the hammer back on his pistol. “Give me the phone back, Agent Cooper, and forget about whatever you think you saw.” Water dripped from Dylan’s body, his hair still wet from the shower and his bangs plastered to his forehead.
 
   Cooper took an aggressive step forward, driving Dylan backward. “If I have to put you down, Captain, I will. And then whatever you’ve been a part of will be on the six o’clock news for your family to see. I won’t be able to stop that, but if you work with me, I might be able to help you get out of whatever mess you’re in.” Thuds echoed down the hall, and in Cooper’s peripheral vision, she saw the old man hobble his way toward her. “Don’t move.”
 
   The old man stopped, and Dylan shifted back and forth on his feet, looking at Cooper and the gun. His muscles tensed and flexed along his arm and shoulder as he gripped the pistol tightly. Cooper took another step forward. “Listen to me, Captain.” Her words were softer than before. “You need to drop the weapon and tell me what’s been on this phone. Tell me what you’ve been doing.” Another step closer, and Cooper lowered her weapon, an act of good faith that she hoped Dylan would reciprocate. “I can help you. I can help your family. I can help you get your son back.” Cooper could almost reach out and touch the barrel of the pistol, but Dylan kept it aimed at her.
 
   Dylan’s body started to shake. “You don’t know them.” He shook his head, his face twisting in the downward curve of pain. “You have no idea what they’ll do.” A tear ran down Dylan’s left cheek, then one on his right, and continued until Cooper couldn’t tell the difference between the water and the tears rolling down his face. 
 
   Cooper slowly brought her hand up and gripped it around the barrel of the revolver then pulled it down. Dylan didn’t resist, and Cooper peeled it from his fingertips. Dylan collapsed to his knees, burying his face in his hands, sobbing. Cooper emptied the revolver of its bullets and pocketed both the ammo and the gun.
 
   The old man had hobbled to the doorway when Cooper knelt down to help Dylan up and placed him on the bed. She looked to the old man, who stood there just gaping at Dylan. “Hey, think you could get some water?” The old man nodded and then shuffled back to the kitchen.
 
   After another minute, Dylan regained his composure then shook his head, his cheeks red with embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I didn’t...” He wiped his nose then ran his fingers through his hair, brushing it back.
 
   The captain looked more weathered than the last time Cooper had seen him. When she’d first met him, he’d had the sea and sun marked on his face, but he didn’t look tired, beaten, like he did now. “Those dates and times on your phone. Those are deliveries for the terrorists, aren’t they?”
 
   Dylan nodded, and the old man entered with a glass of water. He took a sip and cleared his throat. “They’ve been having me smuggle down the eastern seaboard, mainly around Boston and Washington, but there was one trip last week where we went all the way down to Georgia.”
 
   “It’s Perry, isn’t it?” Cooper watched the surprise spread across his face, and she knew she was right. “Dylan, we can bring him down. All we have to do is catch him in the act. Is he ever at the deliveries? Have you seen him with the terrorists?”
 
   “No, he’s never at the deliveries, but the last one we did, the one at the river, something happened and we almost didn’t make it. They usually have a car waiting for me at the drop-off point, but we had to change our shoreline location, so they put a blindfold over me and dropped me off somewhere. It was a big building. Hot. Worn down, at least the room I was in was. But Perry was there. He—” Dylan shook his head and rubbed his face hard against the palms of his hands, almost growling in frustration and anger. “My son was there with him. They cut him. In front of me. Not enough to kill him, just to hurt him.”
 
   “Dylan, listen to me. I’m working alone on this, but I have the support of my director. He knows that I think Perry’s involved, but we need hard evidence to bring him down. We need something more than just our word. We need to catch him in the act.” Cooper scooted next to him on the edge of the bed, leaning in close, forcing him to focus. “The materials they stole, the ones you just spoke about on the river, they were nuclear. It’s enough to make a bomb but no way to launch it, which is what the FBI and Homeland think will happen. I don’t know if that’s just Perry feeding them lies, but the fact remains that the terrorists still need something to detonate it with.”
 
   Dylan sprang off the bed, almost catapulting himself into the wall. “And what about my son? Where does he play in all of this?”
 
   “You’ll tell Perry that you’re working with me but as a double cross, to help pay back for what happened at the river, for what you saw, and you say you’re doing it for your son. You make him come with you as part of the deal. Even if Perry doesn’t believe you, he’ll still want to give it a shot. He wants the computer chips, and he’s arrogant enough to think that even if you are lying, he’ll still be able to get what he wants.”
 
   Dylan paced around the bed, shaking his head, rubbing the creases on his forehead. “It’s too risky. There has to be another way. We can go to your boss, maybe—”
 
   “I already did,” Cooper said. “This is the best chance we have, Dylan. And we need to capitalize on it quickly.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   Once Cooper had left, Dylan collapsed on the couch next to Mark, exhausted. The fatigue of the past week had left a twitch in his left pinky, along with the corner of his right eye, one that he couldn’t control no matter how many times he rubbed it.
 
   Mark hadn’t said much. Dylan wasn’t sure if that was from shock or the meds he was on. Most of the time he’d just sat there, shaking his head and muttering curses under his breath. “It’s a shit storm any way you cut it, Captain.”
 
   No matter what Dylan tried to do, any way he tried to look at it, the end of every road turned out bad for his family. If Cooper and the DEA couldn’t get his son out before Perry realized what happened, then he knew Sean was dead. If Dylan couldn’t get Perry to show up on location, then Dylan would be tried for treason. Cooper wasn’t coy about the stakes. If Perry couldn’t be pinned down, the government would need a face to place the blame on, someone for the public to point and scream at, and with Dylan so close to the action, there would be little doubt it would be both him and Cooper.
 
   Three quick, successive knocks hit the front door, and both Dylan and Mark jumped. Dylan got up, grabbing the revolver from the coffee table, and checked the window. He let out a sigh and pocketed the gun before he opened the door. “Evelyn? What’s wrong? What are you doing here?”
 
   Dylan’s ex-wife fiddled with her fingertips, her feet twisted awkwardly underneath her. “Hey, I was, um—” Her eyes only found Dylan’s once and then darted away, looking at the wall, the ground, the ceiling, anything but him. Her hair was pulled back, and her face was void of any makeup, and her expensive clothes had been exchanged for a T-shirt and jeans. She poked her head inside and saw Mark on the couch. “I asked the DEA where you’d been staying since, well, since all of this started.”
 
   Dylan stepped out onto the porch with her and closed the door behind him. The sun was getting low, and he saw the new Mercedes her husband, Peter, had bought for her earlier in the year. “You shouldn’t be out this late. Curfew will be starting soon, and driving around in that thing isn’t exactly inconspicuous.”
 
   Evelyn shook her head, her blond, curly hair flowing back and forth. “I know. It’s... I just needed to see you.” She grabbed him by the hand and pulled him over to the wooden bench Mark kept on the front porch, faded and worn from the sun. She kept his left hand clasped between both of hers. He had forgotten how soft her hands were against his calloused palms.
 
   “When we divorced, I blamed you for a lot of things,” Evelyn said. “I know I didn’t help the situation with Zack—”
 
   “Evelyn, you should go home.” Dylan didn’t need this, not now, not with everything that was happening and what was going to happen.
 
   Evelyn shoved Dylan’s hand back and tossed her own in the air with exasperation. “See? This is what you always do. You shut off, go blank. This is what was so hard after Zack died, Dylan. You think you were the only one grieving? You think you were the only one going through something? Both of us lost a son, not just you!”
 
   Tears streamed from Evelyn’s eyes, and he could see the pain and frustration etched across her face. The same lines he remembered from when he was stumbling home drunk, soaked to the bone in whiskey. Dylan shot up from the bench. “You don’t think I know that? You don’t think I thought about that every day in rehab, and every day since? But there was one thing you never did. You never forgave me. Even before I started drinking. You may not remember that, but I do. Disgust. That’s what was in your eyes every time you looked at me. I tried to save our boy!” Spit flew from Dylan’s mouth with each jut of his finger. Evelyn wasn’t far behind in thrusting her own accusations at him, and it didn’t take long for the calm talk to turn into one of their old screaming matches that echoed throughout the entire neighborhood.
 
   “That’s bullshit, and you know it, Dylan! I never blamed you for Zack’s death. Never!” Evelyn’s body was curved over in anger as she moved underneath Dylan’s chin. “You put that burden on yourself. It was some self-righteous way for you to feel whole again. I tried to get you to go to counseling. I tried to talk to you. I tried everything, but you let yourself crumble. Don’t pin that on me.”
 
   “And you fucking around? I suppose that’s my fault, too? The way you opened your legs up for anyone who walked by?”
 
   Evelyn slapped Dylan across the face, then her hands clenched into fists, and her body shook. The trembling anger coursed through her veins, the type of anger that gave you strength yet weakened you at the same time. “I slept with him once, Dylan, and it was after a year of watching you slowly kill yourself. You know I took responsibility for that. You know how I felt after it happened. I tried fixing us, I really did. But you were drowning yourself, and the children who were still alive would have gone down with you.”
 
   Dylan felt the sting in his bones at those words. Evelyn had always had a way of disarming him, cutting him where it hurt the most. If he was honest with himself, they’d always been like that to each other, learning the weaknesses so they could win the next argument. Zack’s death didn’t have anything to do with that. It had always been there. “Go home, Evelyn.” He turned his back to her, and when he had his hand on the doorknob, she shoved the knife even deeper into his back.
 
   “You’re just going to waste away and let another son die.”
 
   Words. They’re just words. They don’t define you. Only your actions do. Dylan stepped inside and then calmly shut the door behind him. The car door of the Mercedes slammed shut, and he listened to her drive off. Mark said nothing as Dylan made his way to the back of the house, despite hearing everything that was said through the thin walls. Dylan supposed there wasn’t much to be said after something like that. Words that inflict no wounds require no treatment.
 
   Evelyn’s words were nothing more than a pick at an old scar that had long since healed. She was upset just as much as he was. While Dylan was tormented with the knowledge of what was happening to their son, she was tormented by the unknown, which Dylan knew to be truly worse.
 
   Dylan stepped out the back door and into the small, dirt-ridden yard. He heard Mark finally calling for him, but he tuned him out. He just needed to be alone to hear his own thoughts. He closed his eyes, shielding himself from what little sunlight remained in the sky.
 
   The fatigue Dylan wore slowly slipped from him. He breathed deep, slow, an energy returning to him that he hadn’t felt in a long time. There was still the need to have a drink of whisky, but his control took over and focused that desire on another goal, one that would get him his son back.
 
   It was clear that both sides of the fence wanted something from him for their own gain. Perry wanted to complete his bomb, and the government wanted someone to take the fall. Neither had the same concern for his son that he did. If he wanted to get Sean back, then he couldn’t trust Perry, or Cooper, or whoever their superiors were. Dylan would have to do it himself, and he’d need to steal the leverage to make it happen.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   The homeless man Cooper picked up still smelled terrible despite the clothes and deodorant she’d brought with her. It was going to take more than a clean shirt and Right Guard to get rid of the smell that decades of living in the wilderness provided.
 
   Moringer didn’t want Cooper to bring him in, but the fact that he was able to physically identify that Perry was the man he saw drop off the cash last week for the harbormaster to pick up made him one of the only physical pieces of evidence that could bring Perry down. While her boss was doubtful that a jury would be convinced that this man had the clarity of mind and reputation to actually be believable, Cooper felt like doing something was better than nothing.
 
   So Cooper waited at the same coordinates where she’d found the homeless man in the first place for Moringer to arrive and put the man in witness protection under the guard of the DEA, but only with agents she could trust. Her partner, Diaz, was at the top of a very short list.
 
   The man hadn’t said much when Cooper arrived except for asking her if she had any more food. Once she gave him the sandwich she’d brought, that had become the main focus of his attention. She checked her watch, and the moment she looked up, Moringer’s silver sedan appeared on the dirt road and entered the field.
 
   Both Moringer and Diaz exited the car, their eyes cast over to the homeless man devouring his sandwich under the shade of the tree by the bench. Diaz motioned over to the guy. “It’s a risk taking him in.”
 
   “Perry doesn’t know about him,” Cooper said. “Trust me. And even if he did, he’s too arrogant to think that some homeless man would be able to bring him down.”
 
   “And there would be some truth to that,” Moringer replied. “Did you speak with the captain?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s on board, but we need to get his boy out of Perry’s control. I don’t know if he’ll move much without him safe.”
 
   Moringer extended her the files. “This is authentic.” Before Cooper could take them, he pulled them back. “The moment Dylan Turk hands these over to Perry, he will have full knowledge of where the computer chips are located and how to bypass the security systems. It’s not just your career that’s riding on this, or mine, it’s the fate of the country.”
 
   “I understand, sir.” Cooper took the file and thumbed through its contents. “It’s going to be risky for everyone involved.” She shot a glance to Diaz.
 
   “Hey, I told you when we started this that I have your back. And I meant it.” Diaz looked over to the homeless man, now finished with his food. “Besides, I’ll be on guard duty. I doubt I’ll get much action on that assignment.”
 
   “Diaz is going to work at getting our witness in front of a judge, once we get a court order I’ll take it to the other directors. Our accusations will carry more weight with it, and if Perry goes for the captain’s bait, then we’ll be in even better shape, but Perry has his ear to the ground,” Moringer said. “We should all treat this like he already knows everything.”
 
   Cooper knew he was right. So far, Perry had been ahead of the game on everything. He’d been smarter than his superiors at Homeland, smarter than they were, smarter than the terrorists, and he’d done so with ease.
 
   The homeless man wandered over, and Diaz took him and placed him in the back of the car. It didn’t take much convincing—another meal and a shower—and the homeless man looked like he was ready to drive himself into town.
 
   Moringer stopped Cooper before she left. “Listen, I know you’re going this alone, but if something happens or it doesn’t feel right—”
 
   “Sir, this hasn’t felt right since we started. I’ll get it done.”
 
   Moringer put his hands in the air and backed away. Cooper let them leave first and made her way back over to her car by the tree and bench. She stopped for a second, taking in the area, then took a seat on the worn bench.
 
   The legs had sunk into the earth on the right side, causing the bench to tilt, and most of the wooden planks that ran along the seat looked like they would snap in half at any moment, so Cooper made sure not to move too much. She ran her fingertips along the side of the wood, a few of the boards having letters carved into them that were no longer visible.
 
   Cooper wondered how many people had been out here before, sat at this bench under the shade, and looked out onto the field before them. It was a peaceful place, quiet. Somewhere you could go for a picnic, perhaps during other circumstances. Why this spot?
 
   The coordinates that Perry had given were specific, and with the bench and tree here, it had to have been a place Perry had been before. In all reality, she knew nothing more about the man than what she’d been able to read about his work history. Training, education, place of birth, date of birth, race, weight, height, but none of it told her about who he was or where he came from. Maybe that’s what she was missing. Maybe that was the piece of armor that had made Perry seem so invincible. If she could find out more about his past, then maybe she could figure out what he wanted to do with his future.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   The folder Cooper had given Dylan rested on the table next to the radar tech he’d stolen from the boat on the last mission before it went down. He didn’t understand the technology that made it work, but when he plugged it into the GPS, the Navy, Coast Guard, no one could track him. If he was going to pull this off, he’d need it.
 
   Mark hobbled out of the bathroom and buttoned his shirt, wincing from the exertion. He couldn’t do it himself, and Dylan cursed himself for asking, but he needed help. “You sure you’re up for this?”
 
   “I don’t need you patronizing me,” Mark answered. “I was sailing before you were even born. I once stitched up my own leg from a shark bite diving off the North Carolina coast then managed to paddle my way back to shore. I think I can handle sitting at a dock behind the boat wheel.”
 
   “Once you’re in it, these people will know you. Hunt you.” Dylan pointed to the folder and the tech on the table. “You touch it, and you’re toxic like I am.”
 
   Mark picked up the small cloaking device and turned it over in his hands. “I was toxic the moment I let you into my house. Now, where’s the marina?”
 
   Cooper had told Dylan that Homeland and the FBI were doing a fake transport of the computer chips. In reality, they were staying exactly where they were in the facility just south of DC in hopes of tricking the terrorists into attacking a dummy truck, one that would be easier for them to take down. But with Dylan feeding Perry the truth, along with the date and specifics of the facility.
 
   Everything depended on Perry believing Dylan. It was on him to convince Perry that the plan was solid. Perry would be able to verify through his Homeland contacts, but the fact that Dylan was bringing the information beforehand, that was what would be suspicious. It all came down to convincing Perry that Dylan was double crossing Cooper for his son.
 
   The marina Dylan would meet Mark at would be just south of the city, close to where the heist would take place. Dylan handed him the keys to the boat he’d rented with the cash that Cooper had given him, and the two men embraced.
 
   Mark clapped Dylan’s back hard, the strength Dylan thought had been gone seemingly returning in the blink of an eye. “You make sure you’re at that dock, all right?”
 
   “I will.” Dylan handed him the bag with the device, along with some of his medications, food, water, extra clothes, and his revolver with a box of ammo. Even if Dylan made it to the dock, he wasn’t sure how long they’d have to stay out there, and he wanted to make sure they had something to fall back on.
 
   Once Mark disappeared, Dylan grabbed his phone then texted the number that always contacted him. I have some info. Give me a time and a place.
 
   The answer was almost immediate, and with that, Dylan grabbed the files and jumped into his truck. The entire ride over, his stomach flipped and churned, but each time he felt like his breakfast was going to come up, he remembered why he was doing it, and a rush of anger replaced whatever fear came to the surface. The location Dylan had received in the text was just a few miles from Mark’s house, a sign that Perry knew where he was staying. Not something he didn’t expect, but still unnerving.
 
   Dylan pulled into an abandoned shopping mall, all but vacant with the exception of a few homeless and those who had scattered with nowhere else to go with the events that had been plaguing the nation. Regardless, whoever they were, they ran the moment his truck pulled in.
 
   The only other car in the lot was parked on the opposite end, near a cluster of rusted shopping carts under the shade of a large oak tree. Dylan pulled up right alongside it, but the windows were so tinted that he couldn’t see inside, so he waited for them to make the first move. Finally, the window lowered, and Kasaika motioned for him to get out of his truck and into the back seat.
 
   Dylan shut the door, and the leather squeaked as he sat down. Dylan had never seen the driver before, but Kasaika did all the talking. “Well? What do you have?”
 
   “I need to speak with Perry about it,” Dylan answered, keeping the folder clutched tight in his fist. “It’s something only he’ll understand.”
 
   Kasaika scoffed and shook his head. “You will tell me, and I will decide whether it is worth our time.”
 
   Dylan opened the door and quickly got out, triggering both the driver and Kasaika to exit the vehicle as well. Before Dylan made it to his truck door, Kasaika stepped between it and him, wielding a pistol. “Give me what you have, or your boy will get a cut across his back to match the one on his chest.”
 
   Dylan tossed Kasaika the folder, and the terrorist smiled. “I need to hear back from him quickly. We have a small window of opportunity to make this happen.” Dylan let the terrorists leave first then made his way back to Mark’s place. Along the way, he kept checking his phone, making sure he hadn’t missed some sort of message, but found none.
 
   The drive back to Mark’s was the longest of Dylan’s life. The seconds seemed to drag into hours, each one exponentially longer than the last. When he pulled into the driveway, his shirt was soaked with sweat, the sun already high in the sky.
 
   Dylan trudged up the steps of the front porch, and when he opened the door, Perry was sitting on the couch, his legs crossed and his hands folded in his lap. “Hello, Captain.”
 
   The sight of Perry caught Dylan off guard. Even though this wasn’t Dylan’s house, he still felt the revulsion of Perry being in a place that was meant to be private. For a moment, he wondered whether or not Perry had surveillance in Mark’s house. Had he seen Cooper over here? Had he heard their conversations?
 
   The folder that Dylan had given Kasaika was in Perry’s hand. He rose from the couch, waving the folder back and forth. “This is impressive. And I’m wondering how you managed to get your hands on it.”
 
   Dylan forced the lump that was catching in his throat back down. “Cooper came by with an offer. She wanted me to give you that information to set you up in exchange for her help in getting my son back.”
 
   “And I take it by your submission of you telling me that information that you don’t intend to help her?”
 
   “No. I want a trade.” Dylan took a step closer, the rage bubbling up within him, giving him a false sense of courage. “I get you whatever these computer chips are for by double-crossing Cooper, and then you give me my son. No more games. No more bullshit.”
 
   Perry stepped around Dylan, pacing the living room, gently and patiently tapping the corner of the folder against the palm of his hand. “And why do I need your help for that? I have the folder, the intel, and the man power to get it done already.” Perry spun around, a questioning look on his face, almost as if he were anticipating what Dylan would say next.
 
   “Cooper is only letting me inside the facility, along with a few of your men, but it’s me who will have the access. You could try and do it without me, but you’ll run the risk of exposing yourself, and you and I both know that’s not something you’re able to do right now.”
 
   An unexpected laugh burst from Perry, and Dylan watched the man shake off the laughter, waving his finger at him. “I must say I am surprised. It always thrills me to know that there are still some things I can’t expect.” Another roll of a chuckle escaped, and Perry took a moment to compose himself. “Well done, Captain.”
 
   Perry tossed the folder onto the coffee table and made his way to the door without saying another word. A car pulled up out front, and Dylan chased after him into the driveway. “Wait! Do we have a deal?”
 
   Perry got into the car without answering, and it drove off, leaving Dylan alone in the driveway, watching the taillights fade into the distance. His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he checked the message. The time was set for tomorrow.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   Everything was in order. Dylan had checked in with Mark, who was positioned at the marina, waiting for him to show up. Aside from a lack of sleep the night before, he was fine. Dylan met the small unit of men that Perry had sent over a few miles from the facility, which was tucked between clusters of hills. Kasaika was waiting for him when he arrived.
 
   Open fields surrounded the facility for at least one hundred yards before trees offered any cover. Guards patrolled the chain-link fences around the perimeter, and there were security feeds monitoring all the activity on the premises.
 
   The building itself looked no larger than a storage facility, but according to Cooper and Perry, the looks were deceiving. The facility went deep underground, at least fifteen levels from what the schematics of the building told them. While trying to penetrate the security on the ground level was nearly impossible, the schematics revealed drainage and vent tunnels two miles east of the facility, where the waste was disposed of, and that was Dylan and Kasaika’s point of entrance. Despite Dylan’s request to be armed, he was forced to go in without a weapon but was still positioned in the front, where Kasaika could keep the barrel of his rifle pointed at him.
 
   Boots splashed against the thin stream of runoff water, and flashlights illuminated the large concrete tunnels they navigated. It was going to get a lot more cramped and uncomfortable before the trip was over. Less than a mile into their infiltration, the tunnels shrank to half the size, and Dylan, along with Kasaika and the three men he had with him, was forced to crawl.
 
   Dylan scraped his knees and elbows against the concrete, his belly sliding along the wet floor until he finally made it to an intersection where the piping opened up into a small cavern, just big enough for two men to stand. A vent was directly above them that would take them into the air ducts, where Dylan and Kasaika climbed.
 
   The air shaft ran another hundred yards and then opened up into a utility room, where they would be able to use the security codes that Cooper had given him. The five men squirmed along the narrow vents until they finally arrived at the utility room.
 
   Air conditioning units hissed and hummed upon their entry, and Dylan pulled the key card from his pocket and slid it across the magnetic strip on the door’s locks. A light flashed green, and Dylan cracked the door open to get a look outside. The hallway was clear, and Dylan took his first step out as the last member of Kasaika’s team lowered himself into the utility room.
 
   The hallway was dimly lit, and according to the schematics, they still had to go down one level to retrieve the computer chips. Dylan followed the path, doing his best to remember the way that Cooper had described it on the maps.
 
   Voices echoed farther down the hall, and Dylan came to an abrupt halt. Kasaika and his men quickly stopped behind him, and they retreated to the utility room. Dylan fumbled for the key, and the voices grew louder. They heard their footprints thump closer. Kasaika aimed the rifle down the hall, and his men mimicked his motions.
 
   The green light finally flashed, the door unlocked, and they piled inside and sealed themselves up just before the guards rounded the corner. Dylan sat on the inside of the room, his body still pressed firmly up against the door, and listened as the men’s voices grew louder as they approached the room then faded away as they continued down the hall.
 
   Dylan wiped the beads of sweat from his forehead and let out a sigh. While Kasaika and his men weren’t as vocal about their near escape, Dylan could still see the sweat beaded on their foreheads. Kasaika pointed toward the door. “We need to move before they realize the security feed is down.”
 
   “All the levels are circular,” Dylan said. “We should wait for them to come back around to see how long it takes. Then we’ll know how much time we’ll have on our run.”
 
   Kasaika shook his head. “We go now! We don’t have time for your cowardice.”
 
   “There’s a difference between keeping us alive and being a coward. Shh! Listen.”
 
   The voices of the guards grew louder as they made their approach down the halls, but this time there was a third voice, one that Dylan couldn’t make out until he heard the crackle of the radio.
 
   “Team six, we’re having a video feed malfunction down on level fourteen. We need you to check the utility room for a system scan for the level.”
 
   “Copy that, control. We’re on it.”
 
   Kasaika motioned his men to aim their weapons at the door, and Dylan hid behind them. The voices grew louder, and Dylan felt his heart pounding in his head as he watched the red light on the door lock flash to green, and before either of the guards realized what happened, two bullets pierced each of their heads and redecorated the walls of the hallway with the insides of their blood.
 
   “Move!” Kasaika thrust his arm forward, and he and his men stepped over the bodies and emptied into the hallway, with Dylan following closely behind. On their way to the stairs, Dylan heard the radio on the dead guard’s chest spout another series of demands.
 
   They burst into the staircase, and a blur of feet and legs descended the steps. “We don’t have much time before they realize what’s happened,” Dylan said, his breaths short and sporadic as they reached the bottom floor. He rushed to the front and slid the security card through the slide holder, and the moment he stepped into the hallway, he was greeted by three guards making their rounds.
 
   “Freeze!” The guards aimed their weapons, and Dylan tried to jump back into the stairwell, but Kasaika forced him into the hallway as a distraction and then fired at the guards.
 
   Bullets peppered the concrete walls, and Dylan ducked on the far side of the hallway as Kasaika and his men followed, returning fire. The first terrorist who entered immediately took a bullet to the head and dropped to the floor.
 
   Dylan scrambled to reach for the dead terrorist’s weapon, but Kasaika and his other men cut him off, firing into the hallway, before he had a chance. Kasaika shouted his orders to his men over the gunfire as the two groups crouched and stood their ground in the narrow curving hallway.
 
   Lights flashed, and alarms sounded as Dylan and Kasaika’s men retreated backward, using the curve of the walls as cover while the guards continued their fire. Dylan kept his eye open for the door described in the schematics and finally found it on the left-hand side where the key and fingerprint scan was needed.
 
   Dylan slid the card through the key strip, and the fingerprint panel lit up. He pressed a shaky hand against the scanner as gunshots thundered through the hallways. A very long thirty seconds later, the scanner turned green, and the door opened. Dylan was the first inside and found the package of chips, along with the second component that Perry had asked for personally. When Dylan rushed out, Kasaika and his men were pinned down, holding back a force of at least seven men.
 
   “I have what we need, but we still have to get back to the level above us to make it out of here.” Dylan ducked to avoid a ricochet and looked behind them to make sure they weren’t being flanked. “C’mon! We’ll circle around.”
 
   Dylan led the way, and his heart pounded in rhythm with each step forward. The footsteps behind him had the sound of a panicked herd, but Dylan focused on the simple task of keeping one foot in front of the other until he saw the barrel of one of the guards’ rifles on a turn around the corner and skidded to a stop.
 
   Dylan ducked and narrowly missed a bullet to the head as he ran into one of Kasaika’s men. There were only three guards on this side of the floor, and Dylan knew that they must have split up to try and squeeze them out.
 
   “Forward!” Kasaika waved his men on, pushing the three guards back as empty shell casings clinked against the floor and rolled left and right in sporadic patterns. Smoke wafted from the tips of the rifle barrels, and Dylan kept low to avoid the gunfire from both the terrorists and the guards.
 
   Sparks from bullets ricocheted against the concrete behind Dylan, and he turned to see that the other half of the guards had caught up behind them, pressing them from both sides. “We’ve got company!”
 
   Kasaika turned and started firing back at the guards sneaking up on their rear, while the rest of his men continued to push forward. The three groups were caught in a stalemate, rotating around and around. The longer they stayed here, Dylan knew, the more the fight would turn to the guards’ favor. It wouldn’t be much longer before they had every security guard in the facility hunting them. 
 
   A pistol hung from the side of one of Kasaika’s men, and Dylan quickly snatched it from his belt. The man yelled something in Arabic, but Dylan started shooting at the guards, helping the terrorists. Together they pushed forward, and each squeeze of the trigger sent recoil through Dylan’s arm and shoulder. The first few shots almost knocked the gun right out of his hands.
 
   With Dylan’s help, they managed to force the guards to the staircase door, which was the only way in or out of the facility. The terrorists took turns jumping out from behind the bend of the wall to fire, while Dylan watched their six. He periodically checked his bag, making sure the computer chips were still there. If he couldn’t make it out of this place alive, with the computer chips, Sean was dead.
 
   A cluster of grenades rested on Kasaika’s belt, and Dylan plucked one off and chucked it down the hallway. Kasaika and the rest of his men hit the deck, and Dylan mimicked them, covering the back of his head. Screams from the guards echoed down the hallway, and the explosion shook the ground.
 
   The flashing lights in the hallway shut off from the blast momentarily, casting everyone into darkness. Dylan scrambled on all fours, disoriented from the blast but moving where he thought was forward. A whine in his ears blocked the shouts around him.
 
   Gunshots fired sporadically, the flash of the rifles’ barrels illuminating the darkness. Dylan pressed his hands against the cold, smooth, curving surface of the concrete and used that to guide him. He ran quickly, still holding the pistol in his hand. He collided with another body, and both fired randomly into the dark. Dylan jumped at the sound of the gunshot, but the moan came from someone else.
 
   Finally, Dylan found the door handle to the stairwell, and the moment his hand touched the metal, the lights flashed on. At least three of the guards were dead, the rest with wounds ranging from severed legs and arms to shrapnel wounds. Dylan looked down to the terrorists scrambling forward, and before they could get to him, he rushed up the stairs.
 
   Kasaika and the rest of his men shouted and screamed, firing blindly at Dylan as he climbed the steps two at a time. When he had his hand on the door handle to the floor above, he heard the quick thump of Kasaika’s footsteps getting closer.
 
   Dylan ducked after a series of shots echoed up the stairs, and he quickly opened and shut the door behind him, sealing Kasaika and his men inside, unable to get out, as Dylan had the only key card. They pounded on the door, and Dylan took a moment to catch his breath. His breakfast tried to evacuate, but he managed to keep it down. He wiped the snot from his nose and rushed back down to the utility room where they’d entered.
 
   The lights and sirens continued to flash, and when Dylan made it to the utility room, a unit of guards turned the corner. The reaction between sighting him and the gunfire was nearly instantaneous. Bullets whizzed by, and without even thinking about the repercussions, Dylan fired back, shooting one of the guards through the chest.
 
   All three guards had assault rifles, but Dylan couldn’t afford to turn back. If he was caught, then his son’s life would be over. It didn’t matter if Cooper would be able to clear him of whatever charges they threw at him or what they’d be able to get out of Kasaika and his men in terms of a confession. The moment Perry found out what Dylan had done, Sean would be dead, unless he had something to bargain for, something he needed, like the computer chips in the bag at Dylan’s side.
 
   Dylan fired into the cluster of guards, making a final sprint toward the door while he did. He balanced firing and running awkwardly, the gun nearly falling to the ground with each haphazard shot flung in the guards’ direction. He reached for the handle, and a hot sting pierced the upper left of his body, close to his neck, and he stumbled a few steps. He managed to keep the gun in his hand but fumbled with the key card. He leaned against the wall, using it to help stabilize himself.
 
   Blood spurted from the cloth of Dylan’s shirt, and he felt his shoulder go numb. The gun in his hand grew heavy, and he finally managed to slide the card down the middle of the strip. He yanked it open and collapsed inside.
 
   The pistol skidded across the floor, and Dylan crawled to the air duct. All he had to do was make it out of the facility. The cars were still waiting on the other end of the forest that they’d snuck through. He dumped one of the large server pillars across the entrance to the door, blocking the guards from trying to enter, or at least trying to enter easily.
 
   Dylan lifted himself into the vent and crawled as fast as he could, elbows, knees, the top of his head all banging against the metal and concrete. Halfway through he no longer had the use of his arm and had to make the rest of the journey without it.
 
   Throughout the crawl, he thought he could hear the shouts of men and gunfire. He constantly checked behind him, just waiting to see the barrel of a rifle ready to shoot him down. The moment he’d shot that guard, he had become a wanted fugitive and terrorist of the United States of America.
 
   The tunnels finally opened up to where Dylan pushed himself to his feet and stumbled through the light stream of water running along the tunnel’s floor. A small circle of light was ahead, and Dylan felt a burst of energy surge through him at the sight. He broke out into a jog, his head ducked and back hunched from the small tunnel.
 
   Dylan squinted his eyes against the sunlight and continued his stumbled walk through the forest once he was free of the tunnel. It wouldn’t take long for Cooper and the rest of them to realize what had happened. He had to keep moving. The thick trees overhead blocked the sight of the chopper humming through the air, but Dylan still heard the rotating blades wane above.
 
   The trucks they’d arrived in were still nestled under the cover of the large tree where they’d left them, and Dylan ripped the tarp off and climbed into the driver’s seat. His body started to feel cold, and he looked to see that the bloodstain had grown from his trapezius to cover half his chest. He managed to stretch his fingers, curling them in limited mobility, but the rest of the arm was useless. Using his good arm, Dylan pried open the dash underneath the truck and yanked the wires down. He cut the ends off two wires and peeled back the wax. He twisted the pieces of copper together then jammed his knife into the ignition and turned the engine over.
 
   The V8 roared to life, and Dylan engaged the four-wheel drive and tore off through the woods, careening around trees and boulders, doing his best to remember the way out. Each bounce of the truck sent a jolt of pain into Dylan’s shoulder, but he didn’t dare slow his pace.
 
   The blacktop of the road came into view, and Dylan jammed the accelerator down, peeling out on the pavement. The speedometer tipped sixty then seventy once he was on the smooth pavement. Keeping the dangerous speeds and balancing the wheel with his knees, he reached for the phone that was buzzing in his pocket. He knew who it was before he even looked at the screen.
 
   “Here’s the deal,” Dylan said, sandwiching the phone between his cheek and neck while driving. “You get your computer chips when I get my son, and if he’s in any worse shape than the last time I saw him, then the deal is off. There is no other alternative, there is no other deal, this is it. Take it or leave it.”
 
   The only response was the rumble of the truck’s engine as Dylan drove. The silence that filled his ear lingered longer than he would have liked. He knew Perry would play on his relationship with his son. It was what he’d been doing since the very beginning. The only difference now was Dylan had something that Perry wanted equally badly.
 
   “A bold move, Dylan,” Perry replied. “You do understand that I still have control over Homeland operations, and my people will be able to track you down. Not to mention my Egyptian friends. You really think you can hide? Did you think this would work?”
 
   “I’ll call you with the details of the exchange. Until then, not a hair on my son’s head is harmed, understand? And you better keep this number. I’ll be calling you from a different phone next time you hear from me.” Dylan chucked the phone out the window, and it crashed to the road, breaking and snapping in half.
 
   There wasn’t any turning back now. Dylan had set the wheels into motion. He was on his own. No Cooper. No Perry. Just him and Mark and the computer chips for nuclear missiles in the bag sitting on the passenger seat.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Cooper received the call from Moringer while she sat with the strike team on the mountain road where Dylan was meant to lead Perry and his men after they had the computer chips. For a moment, she thought she misheard him when he spoke, but once the words sank in, she kicked the dirt and cursed a violent storm under her breath.
 
   They tried catching up to Dylan and tracked the phone that Perry had given him, but all it did was lead them to the smashed remnants of the mobile. There was no doubt that Homeland, the CIA, and the FBI now had his picture up on any and all major news networks, citing Dylan as an accomplice in the attacks that had happened around the country. And with that, Moringer couldn’t risk Cooper coming in until they had some sort of resolution. Moringer told her to stay low, off grid, and he'd contact her when it was safe. She had to go dark.
 
   Why? Why would he risk all that? Does he think he can blackmail Perry by himself? Does he think we wouldn’t have made good on his deal? Whatever the reasoning, there was no way that Moringer would be able to go to Homeland now. The moment Moringer revealed any knowledge about the operation, he’d be thrown out of the agency and tried for treason, along with Cooper and Diaz. The only hope that Cooper had now was to get to Dylan first to try and convince him that there was another way.
 
   The house where Dylan was staying with his first mate was empty, with the exception of the old furniture inside. Cooper knew the place was probably being watched by Perry, but she didn’t have time to be coy. Each second that passed was one less in which Homeland, or Perry, could find him.
 
   Cooper checked the marina and security footage in the area but found nothing. The only other option left to her was looking up the ex-wife, although she doubted that Dylan would get her involved. Still, it couldn’t hurt her chances to check.
 
   The neighborhood had changed slightly since the last time Cooper visited. The well-kept streets and yards had been replaced and covered with trash, the houses etched in graffiti, windows boarded up, and not a single light on that she could see. Apparently the wealthy were not immune to the power outages that plagued the rest of the city.
 
   Cooper pulled into the driveway and saw that the ex-Mrs. Turk’s home was in the same condition as the others. Trash, boards, and no sign that anyone was even home. She kept one hand on the pistol at her side as she walked to the front door. She gave a few knocks then tried peeking between the cracks of the boards over the windows to see inside. With no answer, she knocked harder. “Mrs. Harth? Are you home?”
 
   The turn of the lock on the front door clicked open, then the door opened just a sliver. “What?”
 
   Cooper could only see a fraction of Mrs. Harth’s face, but what she did see looked in bad shape. “Mrs. Harth, I don’t know if you remember me or not, but—”
 
   “I remember who you are, Agent Cooper. What do you want?” Her words shot out the door like blasts of ice in a snowstorm, and despite the still blazing-hot temperatures, Cooper felt a chill run up her spine.
 
   “I need to talk to you about your ex-husband and your son. Can I come in?”
 
   The sliver in the door remained open for half a second then abruptly closed. After standing there for more than a minute, Cooper thought Evelyn had left, but then the door jerked open and there she was, wrapped in a robe, her hair frizzled and unwashed, dark circles under her eyes and red blotches on her cheeks and neck. Whatever she’d been getting into didn’t seem to be healthy. “You heard what he did? It’s all over the news on the radio. They’re saying Dylan was a part of all this. The attacks.”
 
   Cooper stepped inside. The house was even more humid and stuffy than the air outside. “Mrs. Harth, I can’t get into the specifics of what Dylan did or did not do at this time, but I was wondering if you’ve spoken to him lately? Or maybe even seen him?”
 
   Evelyn turned and marched away without a word. Cooper followed, although not knowing if her leaving was an invitation or not.
 
   The kitchen was dirtied with opened cans of food, liquor bottles, and beer cans. Evelyn reached for one of the half-empty vodka bottles and a cup then filled it. “I spoke to him a few days ago.” She took a sip, winced, then made her way to the couch.
 
   Cooper took a minute to stop and listen, but she heard no other voices inside the house. “Mrs. Harth, where are your husband and daughter?”
 
   “Peter took Mary to the second home in upstate New York. He figured it would be safer up there.” She curled herself onto the couch and sipped the vodka that seemed to soak through both her and the house. The stale stench of old liquor and beer left a nasty sting in Cooper’s nostrils.
 
   “Why didn’t you go with them?” Cooper asked.
 
   “My son’s still here.” Evelyn turned her head sharply, and her face twisted as if the words had caused her pain. “And he’s still alive, and when he comes back, I’ll be here waiting for him.”
 
   Cooper joined Evelyn on the couch. “Evelyn, Dylan is in trouble. Did something happen after the two of you spoke a few days ago? Was there anything said that may have put him on edge, or did he seem out of character?”
 
   Evelyn swirled the vodka in her cup, watching the liquid splash around. “He’s used to being out of character. He was for a long time.” She took another sip then set the cup down in her lap. “You read his file, right?”
 
   Cooper nodded.
 
   “Hmph, of course you did. I don’t know how he managed to live with that for as long as he has. But you know what isn’t in that police report that you read? That it was my idea that Zack go out with him that day.” Evelyn’s eyes started to wet and redden. “Sean was two, and Mary was just a baby then, and I was just so tired and overwhelmed. I thought that just having to watch the two of them would make it easier, so Zack went with his father.”
 
   “The death of your son, that’s what started the drinking?” Cooper asked.
 
   Evelyn nodded. “I tried talking to Dylan about it, tried telling him that it wasn’t his fault, but it was like trying to teach a fish to breathe on land. It just didn’t make any sense. He was a good man. I held on for as long as I could, but he was just spinning out of control. And when… when…” She broke down, burying her face in her hands, the booze and memories overpowering whatever self-control she had left.
 
   Cooper rested her hand on Evelyn’s shoulder, giving it a light squeeze. “Losing a child is something that is unfathomable to those who haven’t experienced it. The grief, the loss, the sadness, nothing else comes close to that type of pain.”
 
   Evelyn wiped her nose and eyes, the cup of vodka shaking slightly in her hand. “That night, on the police report, the one where my father was there.” She sniffled, clearing her nose, her hand steadying. “Dylan was just so angry, so drunk, he didn’t realize what he was doing. My father, he… said things that no one should have uttered out loud. He blamed Dylan, said that no father would let his son die like that, no father would give up.” Regaining some of her nerve, Evelyn sipped the drink again. “I tried getting Dylan off of him, but he just knocked me down and kept hitting my dad. Blood stained the tile, both of their clothes... By the time the police came, Dylan was blacked out, and my dad was barely breathing. He spent six days in the hospital, and his face was beaten to a pulp.”
 
   Cooper had seen domestic cases before, but whenever she read the file, she always reminded herself that she would never truly understand the situation, what happened in that moment. All she was reading were recorded facts on a page, told with no emotion or favor. It was rare she actually saw the aftereffects, those moments of pain and anger.
 
   “My father made a deal with me when he woke up in the hospital bed,” Evelyn said. “He told me that if I divorced Dylan and filed for sole custody of the kids, he wouldn’t press charges. So I did. For a long time, I told myself that was the reason I divorced him, because of my father, but the truth was that was just an excuse. I’d wanted to end it for a while but didn’t have it in me to lay the axe down myself.” She finally turned to look at Cooper, her eyes dry but still red. “He’s been alone for a long time, Agent Cooper. Whatever the radio says he’s done I know is to help Sean. So if you’re here to try and get me to tell you something to help you stop him”—she wiped her nose again—“you can go fuck yourself.”
 
   A loud crack sounded at the front door, and Evelyn flinched. Cooper drew her pistol and jumped from the couch. Evelyn followed but was two steps slow. The cracks crew louder and were soon followed by the crash of glass. Cooper grabbed Evelyn by the arm and pulled her to the back of the house, the drink spilling from her hand and onto the floor.
 
   Cooper hid them in a back room and shut the door. What few windows it had were boarded up. Cooper had to pull Evelyn from standing at the door and ducked her behind the desk. “Stay down, and stay quiet.”
 
   Evelyn nodded, and Cooper kept her footsteps light. The voices on the other side of the door were muffled, but she could hear the hurried tone and the shuffle of boots running through the house.
 
   Cooper cracked the door open, keeping low. The voices were louder now, clearer. She crouched and waded into the living room, gun aimed for any oncoming perps. She crept around the kitchen behind the marbled island, being mindful of the broken glass of beer bottles around her. The toe of her boot accidently crunched one of the pieces, and she froze, cursing herself silently as she prayed that no one heard it.
 
   The rest of the house went silent, and Cooper heard the goons whispering back and forth in another language. It sounded like Perry had sent in his own unit to collect another body to trade with Dylan. Cooper poked her head around the kitchen’s island and saw a cluster of legs. She quickly darted back behind the counter and gripped the pistol with both hands, slowly backtracking toward the door. Too many. She couldn’t take them all by herself.
 
   The back of Cooper’s right heel hit one of the side tables in the living room, and the lamp on top of it wavered back and forth then crashed to the floor. The moment the lamp shattered into pieces, Cooper sprinted toward the office with a trail of bullets hot on her tail. She slammed the door shut behind her and pulled the couch on the adjacent wall over to barricade the entrance.
 
   Evelyn was still behind the desk, covering her head as bullets thudded against the hardwood paneling of the barricaded office door. Cooper immediately went to the boarded windows, gripping her hands over the angled edges, and pulled down with every ounce of strength she had. The nails in the wall slowly started to retract and finally gave way.
 
   Cooper flung the board to the floor then reached for the second one. She looked to Evelyn. “Help me!” Evelyn, still staying in a crouched position, rushed over to Cooper and helped yank down the rest of the boards. Cooper opened the window, and the first crack in the door splintered open. “Go!” Cooper pushed Evelyn through the window and quickly followed. She half pulled, half dragged Evelyn through the backyard as some of the terrorists spotted them and gave chase.
 
   Cooper had her hand on Evelyn’s wrist when she felt nails dig into her flesh. “AH!” 
 
   Evelyn ripped her hand free and pushed Cooper away. “Go! Help Dylan!” Evelyn turned around as the first terrorist opened the back door.
 
   Cooper aimed the pistol and fired three bullets that hit the doorframe and sent the terrorist back inside for cover. She went to reach for Evelyn one more time and again received the same push back. “They’ll kill you!”
 
   “No, they need me, but they’ll kill you. Now, go!” Evelyn didn’t give Cooper a choice as she stumbled forward, picking up speed and almost sprinting to the terrorists.
 
   Cooper watched Evelyn be pulled back into the house, and once she was inside, the terrorists volleyed a barrage of gunfire toward her, and Cooper leapt over the fence. She sprinted to the front of the neighborhood then dashed across the road into the surrounding woods. She ran until her legs gave out and fire filled her lungs. She bent over, resting her hands on her knees, to catch her breath.
 
   Cooper didn’t know what Evelyn was thinking, but the fact of the matter was she no longer had any leverage with Perry or with Dylan. She could try getting in contact with Diaz or Moringer, but she knew reaching out to them now would just put them in more danger. Any way she sliced it, she was screwed.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   Perry had been working in the federal government for almost twenty years, and in all that time, he’d never been called to his boss’s office after a mission. That’s because he never screwed up, he never let anything happen outside what was planned, and it was a fact that had shot him up through the ranks in the Department of Homeland Security.
 
   And the fact that Perry had to wait for the past hour just outside his boss’s office, forcing him and the receptionist to exchange awkward smiles, only furthered his assumption that the moment he walked through that door, his reputation, along with his file, would be tainted. And with everything that Perry was trying to accomplish, having a mark on him right now was the worst thing that could happen.
 
   The door opened, and the directors of the CIA and the FBI both walked out, not even giving Perry a glance. The secretary nodded that he could enter, and he made sure to close the door behind him when he did. The director said nothing upon Perry’s entrance. His attention was focused on a stack of papers on his desk. Perry took a seat in front of the director’s desk and folded his hands, patiently waiting.
 
   “I know you know why you’re here, Perry.” The director scribbled something down, keeping his eyes off Perry as he spoke.
 
   “Yes, sir. I was made aware of the security breach, but I’m wondering why I wasn’t informed of the DEA team that was stationed west of the facility.”
 
   That got the director to look up. If Perry was going to make it out of this without any further setbacks, then he was going to have to face it head on, charge the offensive. It was something he’d avoided for most of his career. The art of intelligence was just as much of what you knew as how you presented it. And for the most part, being subtle was most effective.
 
   “That was confidential,” the director said, dropping his pen. “No one knew about that setup outside of me and the director of the DEA.”
 
   “And everyone who is on your email listing for top clearance, which would include me, as I was added nearly two years ago.”
 
   “I didn’t authorize that.”
 
   “No, but your predecessor did.” Perry unfolded his hands, and for the first time since he’d joined Homeland, rolled up his sleeves willingly. If it was going to be a day of firsts, he might as well go all in. The sight of his scars made people uncomfortable, a weapon he’d used during his younger days and a tactic that was still effective even on grown men.
 
   Once Perry’s sleeves were up to his elbows, he examined his arms, rotating them around so the light exposed every blemish and mark across his skin. “My father was a cruel man. These are some of the more notable lashes he left on me. But the ones that did the most damage, the ones that truly hurt, cut deeper than any of these.”
 
   “What’s your point, Perry?”
 
   Perry rolled his sleeves back down, buttoned the cuffs, and folded his hands back in place, neatly finishing off his posture. “My father beat me when I fucked up. And while his methods were cruel and twisted, they forged someone who has a commitment to excellence in everything that he does. No matter what. So I find it odd that during the decoy mission, which I suggested, there were details of the mission left out to me.” Perry leaned forward. “I need all the variables to ensure success, not half truths!” He sat back then followed up his loud volume with a curt, “sir.”
 
   The director waited a moment before he answered, chewing his lower lip. “The DEA was there because they believe there is a mole within our organization, and judging by how easily the terrorist group infiltrated the facility, I would say I believe them.”
 
   “What was stolen?”
 
   “Nuclear computer chips capable of directing ballistic missiles.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   The director leaned forward hesitantly, almost weighing to see if he should even tell Perry. “Yes. A prototype, newly developed. A piece of hardware that is very important to both the Air Force and the Navy. We’re not sure if it was taken on purpose.”
 
   “This prototype, what does it do?”
 
   “That’s above your pay grade, Deputy Director. All you need to know is it’s bad and that it’s not something we want in the hands of a bunch of lunatics. I need you to find it, Perry. This isn’t something we can drop the ball on.”
 
   “I understand, sir.” Perry buttoned his jacket and shook the director’s hand. “I’ll start a task force immediately.” Out of all the emotions that humans experienced, Perry enjoyed playing off of pride the most. It was man’s most egotistical nature to believe that he was above everything, that somehow, among the millions of organisms on the planet, they were individually special. And that individuality of entitlement granted Perry access to whatever he wanted. All he had to do was stoke the fire.
 
   The phone in Perry’s pocket buzzed with a message, and when he flipped it open, he smiled. Perry now had both Dylan’s son and his wife. Simple math. I have two things you want, yet you only have one thing that I want. Your move, Captain.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Dylan took a deep breath, the salt air filling his senses. It felt like it was his first trip out to sea. He closed his eyes, not realizing the last time that he’d actually been able to smell the ocean. He’d been so preoccupied on the runs with the terrorists that he hadn’t taken the time to feel like he was back out on the water.
 
   With his eyes closed, he listened to the rolling of the waves, climbing to a crest then crashing into the ocean below. The waves lapped against the side of the boat, and the wind rushed past his ears. The sun warmed his face, and he picked the stitches that Mark had applied to sew up the bullet hole that went straight through his trapezius muscle, then rubbed his hands, feeling the grit of the salt air on his skin.
 
   But then when Dylan opened his eyes, all he could see was his son and the scar across his chest from where Perry had cut him. It didn’t seem there was a place on earth that Dylan could find peace that Perry could not take it from him.
 
   Radio static blew from the cabin as Dylan made his way below deck, where Mark was propped up on a stack of pillows, doing his best to make himself comfortable and locate any news of Dylan’s antics on land. He watched Mark sitting there, with his stomach wrapped, fidgeting awkwardly, and Dylan had never seen him so miserable on a boat.
 
   “Damn thing keeps losing its signal,” Mark said, giving the radio a light lump with his fist.
 
   “Have you heard anything at all?”
 
   “You made the news. More bombs went off in California, and the attacks have started happening in the Midwest. St. Louis was bombed early this morning.”
 
   The plague was spreading, and Dylan had helped cultivate it. His stomach churned at the very thought. He walked over to the computer chips that he’d stolen from the facility and flipped them over in his hand. They were no bigger than his palm and were decorated with hundreds of silver lines, bumps. Almost like a piece of braille. Dylan set it down and then picked up the bag with the second item, the one Perry himself had ordered him to grab. “I still don’t see how this could even help them.” The other piece was nearly three times the size of the computer chips and came in a three-dimensional block, which felt heavier than the others combined.
 
   Mark set the radio down and checked his bandages, peeling the white adhesive to examine his stitches. “Well, I imagine it will just give them another leg up, a bargaining chip, and this time they’ll have something the government wants. They’re nothing more than bullies looking for leverage, Dylan. That’s all any of this is. They can say it’s for their religion, or revenge, but at the end of the day, they just want something we have, something that they’ve never been able to have.” Mark grimaced at the sight of his wounds. “Not that I wouldn’t mind putting every last one of those bastards on an island and then blowing it to bits, but that’s just me.”
 
   “Sounds good to me.” Dylan flashed a grin and placed the stolen gear back in the bag. He looked around the cabin. It was worn, had seen a lot of days at sea, but everything in it was solid. The wood was still thick and hearty and had been well taken care of. “We were in a boat just like this when it happened.”
 
   Mark stopped picking at the bandages around his stomach then looked up. “With Zack?”
 
   Dylan nodded. “It was an overnight trip. His first. He’d gone out with me before but been too little to be able to make it longer than an afternoon. He was so excited.” Dylan gave a whispered laugh, remembering the smile on Zack’s face when he found out he was going. “Mary had just been born a few months before, and with all the attention Evelyn and I were giving the baby, I think he was looking forward to some father–son time. He had this shirt he liked to wear whenever we went out. It was a marlin, jumping from the water, with a boat in the distance and a man trying to reel him in. It’d been washed so many times, holes were forming in it, but Zack wouldn’t let Evelyn throw it out.”
 
   Dylan rested his head back against the hard composite of the cabin wall. “The weather was fine when we left, and there wasn’t anything on the radar. No alerts, no warnings, not a cloud in the sky.” He shook his head. “I never was able to figure out what happened, if the power had gone out or the battery was just drained. Maybe I left one of the lights on and that did it, I don’t know.” He waved it off, the creases on his forehead scrunched in a concentrated effort of forcing himself through the memories. “It was the wind that I noticed first. It was so loud, so fast. It was like the storm just materialized out of nowhere, just on us, just on that spot in the ocean where we were anchored.”
 
   “Dylan, you did everything you could,” Mark said. “It wasn’t your fault.”
 
   Mark’s words fell on deaf ears as Dylan focused on a point on the wall across from him, almost like he was speaking to himself, despite the fact that Mark was only a few feet away. “The rain came at us horizontally, almost blinding me as I pulled up the anchor. I kept Zack below; it was too dangerous for him to be out on the deck. When I went into the wheelhouse, none of the equipment was working, everything had gone black. GPS, bilge, lights, engine, all gone. The waves were rocking us hard; swells must have been at least fifteen feet. The deck was soaked with water, and a lot of it was draining down into the cabin.” A lump caught in Dylan’s throat, and he felt the dry patch. He clawed at it but was unable to relieve the itch. “I put a life jacket on him and then one for myself. I tried the radio again, calling out for anyone in the area, but I got nothing but static. The thunder and wind boomed and howled outside. I’d seen bad storms before, but this one seemed to have a mind of its own, with some type of beast controlling it.”
 
   Dylan’s left hand shook. He didn’t bother hiding it. He squeezed it into a fist, trying to regain control of his faculties, but it only lessened the shake slightly. “I knew we were going to capsize. The seas were becoming too violent for the boat. I went back down into the cabin, and Zack was so scared. When it finally happened, I tried to keep hold of him, but something hit my shoulder, and I let him go. Water was everywhere; I was up to my shoulders in it standing up. When I saw Zack, I knew something was wrong. His eyes were flitting open and closed, and I saw flecks of red on the side of his head. He didn’t respond when I called his name, but he was still breathing, and his pulse was fine. The gash on the side of his head was bad, but it wasn’t bleeding a lot, at least not that I could see. I just held him, kept him close. I told him that everything was going to be okay and that we were going to make it out. I don’t know how many times I repeated that. Toward the end, I think I said it more for myself.”
 
   Dylan rubbed his eyes, trying to drill the images from his memory. “We managed to stay afloat, but somewhere in the night I must have fallen asleep, drifted off. I don’t know how long it was for; all I remember was the cold. The water was cold. I was cold. Zack was cold. His lips had turned blue, and when I checked his pulse, there was nothing. I ripped off his jacket and tried giving him compressions, but with the water inside the cabin and us capsized, there just wasn’t any way for me to get leverage.”
 
   “You did what you could, Dylan.”
 
   “He looked so small. So peaceful.” Water leaked from Dylan’s eyes, and his voice distorted in grief. “If I hadn’t let go when we flipped, he’d still be alive. If I hadn’t fallen asleep, my boy would still be alive.” Sobs rippled through him, and he buried his face in his hands.
 
   Mark came and put his arm around Dylan. It was the first time Dylan had let himself go like that since he’d stopped drinking. He remembered when the Coast Guard finally came, how they tried to peel Zack out of his arms, but he wouldn’t let them have him. He remembered the primal screams that erupted from his throat, and it didn’t matter how many of the sailors tried to take Zack, Dylan wouldn’t let his boy go.
 
   Once the sobs had run dry and there wasn’t anything left, Dylan wiped his eyes, and Mark patted him firmly on the back. “I haven’t talked about that in a while.”
 
   “Sometimes we find ourselves reflecting on the past when we think we’re about to fall into the same mistakes,” Mark said. “But this is different. And you need to stop beating yourself up over what happened, Dylan. Zack’s death wasn’t your fault, and neither is Sean being kept by those psychos. You will get him back. This will work.”
 
   Dylan nodded then reached for the satellite phone Mark kept for emergencies. He pulled out the piece of paper with the number that was programmed into the old cell phone and waited for the signal to connect.
 
   “You’ve managed to stay quiet for the past twenty-four hours,” Perry said, answering quickly. “I’m impressed.”
 
   “You get Sean to a police station. Once I have confirmation over the news that he’s there, then I’ll meet you and hand over the hardware. No other deals, no games.”
 
   Perry paused before answering slowly. “You’ve outgrown yourself, Captain. Don’t let your ambitions cloud your capabilities. Yes, you do have something that I want, that I need, but this doesn’t grant you authority over me; it simply makes us equals.”
 
   Dylan stepped out of the cabin and onto the boat’s deck. “I don’t care what this does to your ego. That is the deal, Perry.”
 
   Perry clucked his tongue. “You forget that I can still deliver your son alive but not in the pristine condition in which you left him. While you think I need that device, you want your son alive and in one piece more.”
 
   Dylan knew Perry was right. While he could push the threats of destroying the device, once it was gone, he’d have nothing left that Perry would want, and with that, his son would pay the price. But Dylan also knew that Perry was arrogant, thinking that he was untouchable. He had danced along the lines of truth and lies for so long that he believed he was the puppet master. “You don’t just need the device, Perry, you need your cover. All I have to do is walk myself into any police station, and I’ll have the ear of any White House official I want. That’s the only reason you’ve kept up your charade, because you still need your people to believe you’re not involved.”
 
   “I will give you your son, but not at a police station.”
 
   “My old marina. Tomorrow. Sundown. I want to be able to see my son from a long way off before the exchange happens.”
 
   “I look forward to seeing you again.”
 
   The call ended, and Dylan exhaled, his body shaking as he collapsed into a seat on the deck. Mark popped out of the cabin below and took the seat across from Dylan. “Well?”
 
   “He went for the marina.”
 
   “It’s a good play, Captain.”
 
   “Yeah.” But none of it mattered unless it worked, and Sean wouldn’t be safe until he was miles away from the city, from Perry, even from himself. Dylan would send him away with his mother. Maybe Cooper could help. Regardless, tomorrow was going to be rough.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   The clean walls and sharp lighting of the CIA conference room had been Kasaika’s only view for the past twelve hours. He had spoken to no government officials and had not been allowed to see his brothers who had been captured with him. He wondered if Perry would show up but quickly dismissed the thought once he realized what that would mean for the cause.
 
   They couldn’t afford to have that kind of heat on them now. Kasaika knew that the chips they were to steal from the facility were vital. Without them, they couldn’t complete their nuclear missile. Neither he nor Perry would jeopardize that.
 
   Still, the thought of seeing Perry here, holding the man’s life in his hands, made him feel good. While Kasaika didn’t like the man and would like nothing more than to see him locked up, he hated the men Perry worked for more.
 
   But when the door cracked open to the conference room and Perry walked in, accompanied by two other men he didn’t recognize, he had to force the surprised emotions from revealing themselves across his face.
 
   “Hello, Mr. Shamaun, I’m Deputy Director Richard Perry.” Perry placed a folder on the space of desk in front of a chair then took a seat. “First off, I just want to tell you that whatever rights you think you have or you think you’re entitled to don’t exist.”
 
   Perry maintained a look of understanding on his face, but his colleagues looked as though they wanted to lunge across the table and choke him to death. “I do not recognize the legitimacy of this government and demand to be set free. Do this, and I promise you I will kill you quickly.” Kasaika kept his eyes locked on Perry during his final words.
 
   “Regardless of what you recognize, Mr. Shamaun, you are a terrorist of the United States of America, and we will get the truth out of you.” Perry opened the file and tossed pictures over to Kasaika’s side. They were security pictures from the raid on the facility. Perry pointed to Dylan on the page. “This man. He’s an American. How long has he been working with you?”
 
   Kasaika remained silent, and Perry nodded to the man to his left, who got up, walked behind Kasaika, and wrapped his neck in a choke hold. With his hands bound to the chair, Kasaika could do nothing to defend himself. The pressure in his head felt like it would explode, and he drew in his breath in sharp gasps.
 
   With Kasaika’s face turning purple, the man finally let go. Kasaika collapsed on the desk, and his face slowly returned to a normal shade with each breath. When he looked at Perry, he got nothing more than an expression that told him to tell what he knew.
 
   “A week,” Kasaika said, breathing heavily.
 
   “And what was your mission’s primary objective?”
 
   “You will not win.” Kasaika shook his head. “We have men everywhere, eyes in every city. Your people are paralyzed with fear and too weak to stop us. None of you can.”
 
   Perry nodded to the man behind Kasaika again, and this time a fist landed on the left side of his face, knocking Kasaika’s jaw, along with the rest of him, out of his chair and to the floor. A high-pitched whine filled his ears, and Kasaika managed to push himself to all fours, only to be knocked to his side again with a foot to the ribs.
 
   “What was the mission objective, Mr. Shamaun?”
 
   Kasaika rolled around on the polished floor, a knife-like stabbing running along the right side of his body. The ringing in his ears subsided, but the pain in his ribs only grew with each movement across the floor. He looked up to see both Perry and the agent who’d hit him standing above.
 
   “Agent Diaz is capable of providing further incentive if it’s needed,” Perry said.
 
   “We will kill all of you.” Kasaika’s words came out between wheezes, then he spit out a glob of blood and wiped his mouth. “Your world is over, and my brothers will be the ones to take it from you. It doesn’t matter how many you send or what you do; we will win.”
 
   Perry turned to leave, along with one of the men, leaving Kasaika alone with Agent Diaz. Kasaika looked up, and Diaz cracked his knuckles.
 
   “Time to tell me what you know,” Diaz said. He reached down and picked Kasaika up by the collar then slammed him on the desk, sending blow after blow across Kasaika’s face.
 
   After the first five hits, Kasaika lost count, and the striking pain that accompanied each blow faded with it. Everything started to go numb, and as consciousness slowly drifted from Kasaika’s mind, the last thing he remembered was Dylan’s face and that if he ever had the chance to see him again, he would kill him with his own two hands.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Underneath the bridges of Boston, trash, feces, and any other litter were a common sight. It smelled sour and dead, as if a dozen bodies had been left to rot.
 
   Cooper had stayed there for the night and hadn’t slept a single hour of it. The slanted, cold concrete provided little comfort, and the sporadic echoes of gunfire and screams haunted her throughout the night. Her body was stiff and uncomfortable, and most of the night consisted of her keeping her hand on her pistol, looking for anyone approaching her who might want to do her harm.
 
   When she wasn’t worrying about someone trying to mug her, her mind drifted to what her next move should be. Wherever Dylan was, it wasn’t likely that he’d be in the mood for any type of bargaining, especially with the woman who let his ex-wife volunteer herself to be taken by the same terrorists who had his son. She could try and call Diaz or Moringer, but that would involve locating a working phone, which she hadn’t been able to find at all yesterday.
 
   It’d been a long walk from the suburban neighborhood back to the city, and she didn’t want to travel at night, which was why she’d tucked herself under the bridge in the first place. It seemed as good a place as any to guard herself, except for the smell, but at the end of the day, she determined that it was better to risk her nose than her life.
 
   With the morning cast in the grey glow of dawn just before the sun rose, she crawled out from under the spot on the bridge and made her way onto the road. The city skyline was much closer than it had been the day before, but other than the buildings, there wasn’t another person so far as she could see.
 
   A sharp, knife-stabbing pain shot through Cooper’s right leg as she hobbled forward. It was her body’s temper tantrum to get her to rest, but she gritted her teeth and pushed through it. The more she moved, the less her body felt like a slab of concrete, and her alertness returned. But the energy was short lived once the sun was well above the horizon and the heat started to sink in.
 
   By the time Cooper found a police station, her mouth was parched, and what water was left in her body had poured onto her skin and clothes, leaving nothing but crusts of salt. She felt like a raisin when she walked through the station’s front doors.
 
   The headquarters was a ghost town, with only a few officers roaming the back desks. Cooper banged on the empty reception desk counter to grab their attention. “Hey!”
 
   The first officer who looked at her went back to the papers on his desk, sifting through them slowly, with no inclination to speed up the process. Cooper banged on the counter again, this time rattling the blank computer screens and causing a pen to roll to the floor. “Hey! I need to speak to whoever’s in charge here, now.”
 
   “Are you hurt?” the officer asked.
 
   Cooper scrunched her face in bewilderment. “What? No, I’m not hurt.”
 
   “Then whatever you want is not an emergency.” The officer went back to his shuffling of papers, and just when Cooper reached for the handle of her pistol tucked under the back of her shirt, another one of the officers came around the corner.
 
   “I’m sorry about that,” he said. “We’re all a little burnt out.” Dark circles dragged his eyes down, and the stubble across his face made him look older than his hairline suggested. The officer’s uniform was stained around the collar. Cooper couldn’t tell if it was food, sweat, or something more unsettling.
 
   “I need to make a call,” Cooper said, taking her hand off her pistol. “Do you have any communication lines still open here?”
 
   The officer nodded. “It was down for a few hours yesterday, but we’ve been able to keep the emergency lines open. But with most of the cell towers still down, we haven’t received many calls. Most of our guys are out on patrol with the rest of the police force downtown. Not much action on the outskirts of the city.”
 
   Cooper nodded her head passively as she dialed the number, trying to make it look like she was listening. A sudden burst of hope went through her when the line rang. She just hoped that Diaz would pick up.
 
   “Agent Diaz.”
 
   Thank God. “It’s Cooper.”
 
   “Cooper? Jesus Christ, what the hell happened to you? Moringer’s been going ballistic since the mission botched. They’ve got Dylan Turk all over the news. Where the hell have you been?”
 
   “It’s a long story, but since we’re talking about the Dylan, have you heard anything from him yet?”
 
   “No, it’s been radio silence, but there isn’t a federal employee within the FBI, CIA, or Homeland who isn’t looking for him.”
 
   “Well, wherever he is, you can bet Perry is doing whatever he can to look for him. Listen, I went over to the ex-wife’s place, where I was ambushed by a cluster of terrorists who managed to kidnap her. My guess is, Perry thinks he can still get the upper hand with Dylan since he now has two members of his family instead of one.”
 
   “What about the husband and the daughter? Were they there as well?”
 
   “No, she said the husband took the girl to some cabin in upstate New York. They should be safe and out of reach. Listen, what’s happening with our homeless guy? Have we got him in front of a judge yet?”
 
   “It hasn’t exactly been easy trying to get a hearing, but we have an appointment tomorrow. The Massachusetts Attorney General will be there too, but what they’ll decide to do is anybody’s guess.”
 
   Cooper knew Perry would have backups to backups. The only way to surprise him was to get to Dylan before he could. “Listen, tell Moringer that we need to make a deal with the feds and the CIA to get Dylan an offer to make sure that he doesn’t end up in jail.”
 
   “Well, we’ll have to make it quick,” Diaz replied. “Moringer just told me he got a tip from the FBI that a deal is happening today.”
 
   “What? Where?”
 
   “No street name, just coordinates. Where are you? I’ll come pick you up. We’ll go together.”
 
   Cooper checked the clock on the wall. “You just keep our witness safe and see what Moringer can do about setting up a deal for Dylan. I have a feeling that Dylan really will give up those chips in exchange for his boy. Will DEA have a presence at the exchange?”
 
   “No, it’s strictly the feds. They’re keeping it small, close knit, and the DEA is on the shit list right now after what happened with the computer chips. The only reason Moringer knew about it was so we have better lines of communication, but you didn’t hear that from me.”
 
   “Will do.” Once Cooper jotted down the coordinates of the meet, Cooper hung up the phone and then handed it back to the officer. “Do you have a working computer here?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s running off the emergency networks.” He walked her around to one of the workstations, and Cooper brought up the GPS system used for dispatchers. The location was only a few miles away. It wouldn’t take her longer than half an hour if she could manage a light jog.
 
   Cooper shook the officer’s hand. “Thanks for your help. I appreciate it.”
 
   “Hey, wait.” The officer stepped forward awkwardly. “You need a ride somewhere?”
 
   Cooper turned around at the door with one foot already outside. “Trust me. This isn’t somewhere you’ll want to be.” She broke out into a light jog as her veins pulsed with a sudden burst of adrenaline and energy. Cooper hurried through the streets as fast as her body would take her. She kept to the main roads now that the sun was higher and to make sure she didn’t get lost.
 
   The heat from the asphalt cooked her feet and legs, and it wasn’t long before the burst of adrenaline had run its course, and Cooper was left with nothing more than the sheer will of her constitution to make it the rest of the way.
 
   When Cooper finally arrived, her muscles ached, and she unholstered her pistol, searching the area for signs of anyone already there. She slowed her breaths to a more manageable rate. The area was nothing more than abandoned buildings, long ago shut down and boarded up before any of the attacks happened. Only the remnants of what businesses used to be here remained in the forms of rusted signs, broken windows, and fading paint.
 
   “Cooper?”
 
   When she turned around and saw Diaz, she couldn’t help but smile. She holstered her gun and jogged over to him. “Damn, it’s good to see you.” She wrapped him in a hug and squeezed tight. “What are you doing here?”
 
   Diaz pushed her back and took a moment to look her over. “Are you all right? Did you bring any backup with you?”
 
   “I’m fine, and, no, I didn’t. Where the hell is everyone? You sure this is the place?” Cooper turned and walked around, looking for the best vantage point to view the exchange. “Have you had a chance to scope the place out yet? From here it looks li—”
 
   Cooper turned back around, and Diaz had his gun out and aimed at her skull and had a phone to his ear. “She’s here. No, she didn’t tell anyone. Understood.” Diaz hung up the phone then pocketed it.
 
   Cooper felt the cold rush of betrayal form in her stomach then spread like a virus, slowly shutting down the rest of her body. “Whatever you think you’re doing, don’t.”
 
   “Sorry, partner,” Diaz said, taking a few steps closer. “You should have just stayed out of it. I thought that when Moringer suspended you for the first time, you would have lain low, but you just kept pushing. You dug your own grave on this one.”
 
   Cooper took a step back, her peripherals scanning for anything she could use or anywhere she could run. “What happened to the witness?”
 
   “Oh, he’s here,” Diaz answered. “Unfortunately, he was killed by a rogue agent and his body tossed into a trunk just before the highly dangerous, recently suspended agent Cooper killed herself after downing a fifth of whiskey.”
 
   A piece of glass crunched under Cooper’s boot as she continued her trek backward. “How long, Diaz?”
 
   “Working for Perry? A couple years. The money was just too good to pass up, and all I had to do was spread some rumors about my partner.”
 
   Cooper stopped, the wind seemingly knocked out of her. “You? It was you who started those?”
 
   “It was easy enough with how many times you’ve been undercover and how you rub everyone the wrong way in the department.”
 
   The weight of Cooper’s pistol sagged in its holster, and she cursed herself for not keeping her guard up. “Perry won’t last forever, Diaz. He’ll be stopped, and when he is, anyone who’s been associated with him will have a cell right next door. You think he’ll give a shit about you once all this is done?”
 
   “By then, I’ll be on a beach in the Mediterranean, sipping on a cold drink. I’m not sticking around for whatever that psychopath has planned, but you can bet your ass it won’t be good. I’ve got enough money to go anywhere and do anything I want.” Diaz pulled the hammer back on the pistol and placed his finger on the trigger. “Turn around, Cooper.”
 
   “What? Can’t do it while you look me in the face?” Cooper felt her heel step into a patch of dirt. Less than ten feet away was a cracked door to one of the buildings. All she needed was two seconds. “At least have the balls for that, Diaz.”
 
   “And you wonder why nobody ever liked you.” Diaz took a step forward, and Cooper kicked up the dirt, flinging it into Diaz’s eyes. He fired blindly, and the shot grazed her arm, but she managed to make it to the door regardless.
 
   “You bitch!” Diaz fired wildly into the building, the bullets easily penetrating the old wood.
 
   Inside, splinters and dust erupted from each shot as Cooper sprinted through the building, ducking low and using one hand to clutch her shoulder while the other held her pistol. She felt the warm, sticky blood between her fingers and didn’t stop running until she made it to the opposite end of the building, where she took a moment to examine her arm.
 
   The gash ran at least an inch and a half across her biceps, but the bullet had only grazed her, never actually going through the muscle. For that she was thankful. She ripped off a piece of her shirt then wrapped the cloth around the wound tightly.
 
   “Cooper!” Diaz’s voice echoed through the building, along with his slow, methodical footsteps. “Don’t drag this out.”
 
   Cooper peeked around the corner, listening to where his voice was coming from. The echo was so bad in the building that he sounded like he was coming from everywhere. She dashed across one of the hallways and into another room, which boasted a dirty window that looked out onto the rest of the building’s surrounding floor.
 
   “You can’t win, Coop. Give it up.”
 
   Diaz finally appeared around the corner of the hallway, and she crouched low, half hidden behind the wall and the smudges of the window. She crept over to the door, listening to the footsteps thump closer, waiting for her move. Then, with the backs of Diaz’s legs and feet in sight, she jumped from the door and placed the gun to the back of Diaz’s head. “Don’t move.”
 
   Diaz held up his hands, along with the gun, and Cooper snatched it from him and tucked it into her belt at the back of her pants. “Think about this, Cooper. Perry already knows who you are. You won’t be able to stop him, and neither will your boat captain. But it’s not too late for you to come aboard. We could use you. Pin everything on Moringer. We could do it.”
 
   “Shut up.” Cooper kept the gun to the back of Diaz’s skull and patted him down. She finally found a phone and flipped it open. It had a signal, and she searched through the recent numbers. There weren’t any she recognized.
 
   Diaz tried to turn around, but Cooper forced him to keep his eyes in front of him and his hands in the air. “You move, and I kill you.”
 
   “What about shooting me when you’re looking at me, huh?” Diaz asked. “What happened to that, Coop?”
 
   Cooper spun him around, the lines on her face twisted with the dirt and grime that she’d collected over the past few days. “I don’t have any qualms about shooting a corrupt agent.” She kept the pistol aimed at his forehead. “Where’s the real exchange happening?”
 
   Diaz remained silent, but then Cooper increased the pressure on Diaz’s forehead with the end of the pistol. “The old boat dock where the captain arrived when we got that call. That’s where they’re meeting.”
 
   The phone rang, and Cooper’s eyes flitted to it long enough for Diaz to make a grab for the pistol, twisting her arm as she fired randomly into the wall. Diaz shook the pistol loose then jammed his elbow into her face, causing her to stumble backward.
 
   Cooper reached around for the pistol on her back, but Diaz was already on her, knocking it down before she had a chance to aim. He then lunged for the pistol on the floor, but she quickly followed, landing on top of him, and spun him around, bringing her fist into the bridge of his nose, which sounded with a loud crack upon contact. Blood gushed from Diaz’s nostrils and flowed down his lips and chin. He blocked the next blow Cooper tried to land then twisted her off, and the two rolled over one another.
 
   Elbows, knees, shoulders, and heads banged against the hard concrete as Cooper and Diaz fought. The fatigue was wearing Cooper down, and she wasn’t sure how much longer she’d be able to keep it up. The burn in her muscles reached a fever pitch, and Diaz got the upper hand with a quick strike to her throat, which choked the air out of her.
 
   Diaz had his hand on the gun, and before he turned, Cooper reached for the pistol that she’d dropped earlier. By the time he turned around, she’d fired off five rounds into his chest. He collapsed on his side, blood pouring from the five holes in his shirt as his grip on the pistol loosened.
 
   Cooper dropped the gun. She was hyperventilating. She clutched the wall, the ground, tried to push herself up, but couldn’t get the jelly out of her legs. “Christ.” She shut her eyes hard, gathering her thoughts and what strength she had left.
 
   If Dylan was going into the exchange alone, then he wouldn’t stand a chance, and with a dead agent on her hands, as well as the one witness who had actually seen Perry himself gone, Cooper’s only hope was to get to Dylan. And she had to hurry.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   Dylan checked his watch incessantly, but each time he did, time seemed to crawl to a halt. He pulled the pair of binoculars to his eyes once more and scanned the marina. The docks were completely empty, and the parking lot was in the same shape. The police tape was still up from the investigation.
 
   Mark kept a steady hand on the ship’s wheel, while Dylan was preoccupied. “He’ll show up, Dylan. Remember, he wants this just as bad as you do.” The old man’s words attempted to be reassuring, but Dylan found little solace in them.
 
   “Keep us close to the peninsula. It’ll give us a good barrier if things turn south.” Dylan checked his binoculars one more time then watched a car pull into the parking lot, then a second. Dylan gripped the binoculars tighter, the plastic casing creaking from the increased pressure. He waited for someone to get out of the vehicle, but once the cars were parked, no one moved. They were going to wait until he showed.
 
   Dylan tossed the binoculars aside and descended into the cabin. He gathered up the nuclear computer chips but left the one item that Perry had asked him to collect personally below deck. He loaded the revolver along with some extra rounds and tucked it into the back of his pants. He caught his hand shaking when he flung the strap of his pack over his shoulder. He squeezed it a few times, trying to calm the nerves wreaking havoc on his body.
 
   Don’t give him what he wants until Sean is safe. Dylan repeated that to himself over and over like a mantra until the tremor in his hand stopped. When he came out of the cabin and stepped onto the deck, Mark already had the small raft waiting for him.
 
   “Water and rations are in the cooler.” Mark gestured toward the back, his voice rough and throaty. It got that way whenever the old man tried to hide his emotions. “Wasn’t sure really how much to give, but you’ve got at least two days’ worth. Just in case it gets bad.”
 
   Dylan wrapped the old man in a hug, being mindful of the stitches around Mark’s stomach. “Thank you. For everything.”
 
   Mark clapped Dylan on the back and nodded. “If you’re not at the spot by nightfall, I’ll head to the police like you said. I’ve got everything written down in the statement verbatim.”
 
   Dylan lowered himself into the rickety canoe, and it wobbled back and forth. He grabbed the oar and started paddling, cutting through the light chop on the bay. Dylan figured Perry would assume he would arrive by sea, so he kept a watchful eye for any ships in the distance. So far, the coast was clear.
 
   It took nearly an hour to make it to the south of the marina. Dylan tucked the canoe under the cover of bushes and left it. He kept his feet as light as he could on the way to the docks, still being mindful of whoever could be close by. Perry wouldn’t take this meeting without taking precautions, and Dylan kept a lookout for any men he may have stationed along the shoreline to watch for him.
 
   Dylan emerged from the brush next to the marina and stepped out onto the parking lot. The moment his foot hit the pavement, the men in the two sedans opened their car doors. Perry was among them, getting out of the back seat, and Dylan froze near the edge of the lot, waiting for his son to show. “Where’s Sean?”
 
   Perry nodded to one of his men, who then pulled Sean out of the car. His mouth was taped shut, and he had restraints around his wrists. “Your son is here, alive, and in one piece. Now, where are my computer chips?”
 
   Dylan peeled the bag off his back and lifted it into the air. “This is half. You’ll get the other half when both my son and I are safe, far from here. I’ll send you the coordinates where you can pick them up.”
 
   Perry smiled and walked past his guards, closer to where Dylan stood. “But what about the rest of your family? I think you would want to trade for them as well.”
 
   A cold shiver rippled through Dylan’s body, and his stomach felt like it dropped to his feet. His mouth went dry, and his face turned a pale white. Perry couldn’t have the rest of his family. Evelyn had left, along with Mary and Peter. He was bluffing.
 
   Perry gave another nod to one of his men, and when Evelyn was pulled from the second car, the bag in Dylan’s hand dropped to the pavement. Dylan stumbled forward then reached for the revolver around his back, cocked the hammer back, and aimed it right at Perry.
 
   The terrorists immediately drew their weapons, but Perry quickly held up his hand, stopping them from firing. “You’re playing a game you were never equipped to handle, Captain. You’ve had your moment, but now it’s time for you to end this nonsense.”
 
   The henchmen huddled both Evelyn and Sean together. They shivered, and Dylan heard moans cry out from the gags over their mouths. This couldn’t be happening.
 
   “So.” Perry clapped his hands together and walked back over to Evelyn and Sean. He stood behind them and placed one hand on one of each of their shoulders. “Which one do you want first? Or I’m even willing to make an exchange for all of them at the same time. That, of course, would be more preferable. But you’re the one running the show.”
 
   Even if Dylan handed over everything he had, he knew Perry wouldn’t hold up his end of the deal. He looked out to sea, hoping that Mark was already on his way to the pickup location. He knew what Evelyn would want him to do. “You give me Sean now, and I’ll give you the other half of the chips when I’ve put him somewhere safe.”
 
   “Safe.” Perry echoed the word like a parrot. “That’s all you think about. It’s what everyone’s world revolves around. Safety. None of you have any idea that it’s an illusion. You fear the unknown and shriek and cower at anything that doesn’t fall into your routine.” Perry crouched low, pretending to be afraid of some imaginary creature, then regained his composure. “Your life, despite everything you do to keep yourself safe, can end at any moment. A car accident, a criminal, a plane crash.” He stopped and made sure that Dylan could see him. “A storm.” A smile curved onto Perry’s face, and he tousled the top of Sean’s head, messing his greasy hair. “Does your middle child ever ask about his older brother, I wonder? What happened to him when he and his father were out to sea?”
 
   Dylan took a step forward. “Shut up! Give me my son, and you get what you want. The drop-off for the second half will work the same, only you’ll give me Evelyn on that exchange. Now let him go!” Each time Perry’s hand grazed Sean, Dylan felt knives cutting into him. “That was the deal, Perry. And even if you kill all of us now, my partner will be making a beeline to the nearest police station and telling them everything about you. And whatever you hoped to accomplish will have been for nothing.”
 
   Perry’s mocking smile vanished, and he gripped the top of Sean’s head more violently. “And your family will remember how you failed them again. You will lose yet another son, and then your wife, and then I will find your daughter and kill her as well. You are no man, Captain. You cannot protect your family, you cannot stop what I’ve set into motion, and you will not beat me. Do you understand? I will win. You will lose. There is no other outcome!”
 
   Before Dylan could reply, gunshots thundered from behind him, and he dropped to the pavement. Perry’s henchmen immediately returned fire into the direction where the shots originated. With his stomach still flat on the ground, Dylan squeezed the trigger of the revolver, adding to the chaos around him, hitting one of the terrorists in the chest, before he jumped behind the cover of the trees.
 
   Dylan looked through the bushes and saw his son thrown back into the car, but Perry had taken his wife and put a gun to her head, using her as a human shield. The gunfire stopped, and when Dylan tried to step out from behind the cover of the trees, a hand yanked him backward, and he was suddenly staring down the barrel of a pistol.
 
   “Don’t move,” Cooper said, her finger on the trigger.
 
   “Wrong move, Captain!” Perry’s words echoed from across the parking lot, while Cooper pressed the gun hard to Dylan’s forehead.
 
   “You don’t understand what you’re doing,” Dylan said, his breathing violent and short. “They’re going to kill my family for this.”
 
   “Not unless you still have those computer chips,” Cooper answered.
 
   Dylan tried turning his head to look around, but Cooper forced him to keep his eyes on her. She pulled him to his feet and slammed him back up against the side of the tree. The pressure from the gun on his forehead felt like it was going to cave his skull in. “Let me go.”
 
   “No,” Cooper said. “Last time I trusted you, I ended up getting shot at. You shouldn’t have tried to do this alone, Dylan. It was a dumb decision.”
 
   Perry’s voice boomed again. “Last chance. If I can’t convince you to come out, then maybe she can.”
 
   Evelyn’s scream was the first thing Dylan heard, a series of nonsensical words. Dylan managed to finally turn enough to see Evelyn in the parking lot. Her hair was wild and the skin around her mouth red and raw from the tape that Perry had peeled off. “Just save Sean, Dylan. Save him.”
 
   Dylan watched the tears stream down her face, and her head cocked to the side from the pressure of Perry’s gun. Dylan struggled against Cooper’s hold. “Perry! You let her go! Now!”
 
   “Make a move, and I’ll have thirty agents here in no time, Perry,” Cooper said, adding to the threats.
 
   “Ah, Agent Cooper, I was wondering why I hadn’t heard from Diaz. I’m sure it was hard to gun down your partner, but I’m pleased to see that at least not everyone in the DEA is worthless. I should’ve tried recruiting you instead.”
 
   Dylan saw his revolver near the edge of the pavement, where he’d dropped it on his run for cover. He could make a dash for it, knock Cooper down, and try and make a run for Evelyn. Even if he died, Sean still might live, Perry using Sean as his last bargaining chip once it was revealed who and what he was. No. He’d still kill Sean, complete with a smile on his face when he did.
 
   “The chips, Captain. Now!” Perry said.
 
   Cooper pulled Dylan’s face back to hers. “Dylan, listen to me. This isn’t the way to go. We can still get your family back, but the moment you give up your bargaining chip, they’re dead, and so are we.”
 
   “I still have half of them with Mark,” Dylan replied. “Perry still won’t have all of them.”
 
   “But it’ll be too late by then! He’ll still have enough to kill millions, and you don’t think he won’t? There’s a better way, Dylan. My life is on the line just as much as your family’s. Let me help you.”
 
   “You have to the count of three,” Perry said. “One!”
 
   Dylan squirmed against Cooper, shoving his hand into her face, forcing her to drop the gun to use all the strength she could to stop him. Both fell to the ground, rolling over one another, each trying to get the upper hand, the fatigue of struggle burning in their weary muscles.
 
   “Two!”
 
   Perry’s words sounded like gunshots firing into the air. Dylan kneed Cooper in the stomach, and he dug his hand into the dirt, clawing his way forward until Cooper grabbed him by the leg and pulled him backward. He kicked at her violently, catching her in the chin, and scrambled forward, the gun in sight, with Perry and Evelyn in the background.
 
   Dylan watched Perry mouth the word three, but couldn’t remember hearing it. The only sound that filled his ears was the gunshot that killed Evelyn. He watched the explosion of the bullet exit the side of her head and her body drop to the ground then looked up to see Perry’s smile as Dylan wrapped his fingers around the revolver, aimed, and repeatedly squeezed the trigger, bullets flying from the barrel and connecting with the sedan that Perry had climbed into.
 
   The terrorists alongside Perry fired back, a blanket of lead aimed for Dylan. He tried rising to his feet, but Cooper had grabbed hold of his ankles, pulling his feet from under him, and dragged him backward into the cover of the trees. The click of the hammer signaled that the revolver was empty, and the only sound that echoed from Dylan once the bullets were gone were his screams.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   By the time Perry arrived back at the warehouse, his patience had worn thin. While he still had the boy, the incompetence of Diaz and the pest of a bitch who was Cooper had pushed another thorn into his side, leaving him to dig it out himself.
 
   The moment Perry stepped out of the car, he knew something was wrong. Sefkh, along with a large group of his lieutenants, marched toward him as one of the terrorists carried a lifeless Sean out of the car. The boy had seen Perry shoot his mother and since that moment had gone catatonic. Perry suspected the shock was just too much. “What is this? You should be in Chicago by now.”
 
   “I need to speak with you.” Sefkh’s voice had authority to it, something that didn’t sit well with Perry. “Now.”
 
   But Perry played it off calmly, leading Sefkh and his lieutenants into the small, makeshift office toward the middle of the warehouse floor. Along the way, he took inventory of how many men had joined Sefkh and the number of men who had stayed neutral on the sidelines as he passed. Once inside the office, Perry took a seat and casually leaned back in his chair, as if nothing were wrong or amiss. “What is it, Sefkh?”
 
   “My brother-in-law. I want to know what you’re doing to get him back.” Sefkh’s English was thick and slurred in his frustration. “He is family, and I will have him returned to me. Dead or alive.”
 
   Perry reached for a paperclip on the desk and twirled it between his fingers. “I can’t order his release, Sefkh. You know that, and Kasaika knew that when he got involved in this. What we’re doing is a risk, and with risk comes consequences of failure. Kasaika is dealing with that consequence now.”
 
   Sefkh puffed up, while the men around him fidgeted nervously. “It was you who used the boat captain. Keeping his son here has led to this disaster. This consequence is on you.”
 
   Perry had twisted the paperclip to where the edges pointed outward and the thin piece of metal had been lengthened into a single metal strip. “So what would your solution be, Sefkh, since my methods are so outdated and faulty?”
 
   Sefkh straightened himself, no doubt having waited for the moment when Perry would ask. “We kill the boy.”
 
   Perry raised his eyebrows and pressed his fingertip against the small metal tip of the clip. “And what would this accomplish?”
 
   “The boy is all the boat captain wants. You take away what he wants most, and he will break. Once that happens, we’ll have what we need, and then we can have Kasaika returned to us.”
 
   “Unless he destroys what we need once he learns his boy is dead,” Perry retorted. “But if this is what you think is best.” Perry rose, the paperclip still in his hand, then exited the office, heading for the shipping container that acted as Sean’s prison, with Sefkh and his men in tow.
 
   Every eye was on Perry and the group as they walked across the warehouse floor. Perry opened the large metal door, and it swung and smacked into the wall. “Come here, boy.” Perry extended his hand as Sean cowered in the back.
 
   Sean slowly made his way into the light, his face morphing from the darkness until he was standing right next to Perry. The boy said nothing, showed no emotion. He just simply stood and awaited whatever fate would befall him.
 
   “I won’t have the boy killed with a bullet,” Perry said. “I’ll only accept a blade.” Perry looked to the hilt of the knife tucked into Sefkh’s belt, and Sefkh’s eyes slowly followed Perry’s gaze.
 
   “So be it.” Sefkh pulled the knife from his belt and approached the boy, raising the knife, and just before he lunged to grab Sean, Perry shoved the boy out of the way and jammed the end of the paperclip into the pulsing vein along Sefkh’s neck then viciously dragged it down, tearing a gash in the artery at least two inches long.
 
   The knife fell from Sefkh’s hand, and blood spurted from the vein, squirting through his fingers that tried to staunch the blood flood. He collapsed to his knees, gurgling for help, spitting curses in his native tongue with his eyes locked on Perry.
 
   With their commander writhing on the floor, the other terrorists raised their guns but looked to one another with confusion, fear.
 
   Perry dropped the paperclip and shoved the boy back inside his cell and locked the door. He stepped over Sefkh’s dead body and the pool of blood that had collected on the floor. Sefkh’s hand still twitched in what last seconds of life remained then stopped.
 
   The terrorists around Perry took a step back and lowered their guns. He made sure to raise his voice for everyone to hear. “This is what happens when you lose sight of the bigger goal. And I will not tolerate a lack of vision.”
 
   The entire warehouse floor had gone silent, everyone looking at Sefkh’s body. “You all know who has provided you with guns, with ammo, with provisions and bombs. Me!” Perry pointed to Sefkh’s body on the ground. “Not him! Does anyone else have a problem with my objective?”
 
   The floor remained silent, a few shaking their heads but none speaking up or showing any sign of dissention. Perry nodded in approval. “Good. Now, do what you must with the body. Give him his prayers, put his bones in the earth. Then we will finish what we started. We will burn this country to the ground. We will give every person who calls themselves a citizen and a patriot a pain beyond anything they’ve experienced in their entire lives!”
 
   Cheers echoed through the warehouse, and the place was suddenly alive with a fervor that had been nothing a few minutes ago. Perry closed his eyes and listened to the rage and anger that coursed through the men’s bones. This was his orchestra, and he was bringing every note to life.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   It took Cooper nearly an hour to finally coax out where Dylan was scheduled to meet Mark for the pickup. Once she finally got it out of him, she left him alone, which Dylan wasn’t sure if he wanted or not. He walked onto the boat like a ghost, Mark looking at him, talking, but Dylan couldn’t understand what he was saying. He just went below deck and sat down at the small table used for meals.
 
   Cold. That’s what Dylan felt. And empty. Like all of his insides had been carved out and stolen. He rested his head on his hands and just tried to focus on breathing, but with each inhale and exhale, he saw the bullet that entered Evelyn’s head and each scream that preceded it.
 
   Despite what had happened in the past, Dylan had loved her fiercely. He knew that if Zack had never died the way he had, they would have stayed together. He knew what he transformed into after their son’s death. He was distant, drunk, and bitter. Bitter about why it happened to him.
 
   Dylan couldn’t count the number of nights that he cursed himself, cursed the world, cursed whatever God had allowed these things to happen. It wasn’t justice. It wasn’t fair. Nothing about the pain he’d experienced over the past three years made any sense. What men had thought they’d erected in the name of justice and order was nothing more than a façade that tumbled down at a moment’s whim.
 
   “Hey.” Mark took a step down into the cabin, his head tilted to the side beneath the low ceiling. He walked slowly, but Dylan wasn’t sure if that was because he was still hurting from his gunshot wound or if he was trying to take his time to think of something to say. No doubt Cooper had filled him in on what happened.
 
   Dylan scratched the top of his right hand mindlessly. “We should head out for a few miles and make anchor. Figure out a plan tomorrow.”
 
   Mark sat across from Dylan at the table, settling himself into a comfortable position. “We’ll get him back, Captain. We will. You still have the computer chips. He knows that he’ll have to keep Sean alive. And what happened with Evelyn—”
 
   “How are we on fuel?”
 
   Mark shook his head. “Dylan, you need to take a second for yourself, you need—”
 
   “We have to be running low.” Dylan finally noticed the scratching of his hand and stopped. “We’ll have to take a look at the maps, see what ports along the coast would be good to stop at, restock on supplies.”
 
   Mark grabbed Dylan’s wrist and squeezed hard. “Dylan. Look at me. You need to talk about this. You withdrew into yourself when Zack died. You can’t do that again. It’s not healthy, and you need to have all your wits to get Sean back. So whatever you need to say to get into that space, say it now and be done with it.” Mark flung Dylan’s wrist back to him and took a moment to catch his breath.
 
   Somewhere, underneath the armored layers of denial, self-loathing, and pain, Dylan knew Mark was right. “The last time I spoke with her, there was so much hate. I had never been so angry at her like I was then, not even when we were still married or through the divorce. I saw just how much pain I’d caused her, how much she had been hurt by me, and all I could think about was inflicting more pain on her. I wanted her to hurt as bad as I hurt. That was the last memory she had of me. That’s what I am.”
 
   “That’s bullshit, and you know it,” Mark replied. “Whatever was said wasn’t from any rational standpoint. You were both hurting. You were both afraid. It wasn’t real, Dylan. None of it was. You two may have divorced, but she still loved you, and you loved her. You created three beautiful children, and one of them was taken far too soon. But you have a chance here. You have an opportunity to make sure that Evelyn didn’t sacrifice herself for nothing.”
 
   “He’s right.” Cooper stood at the cabin’s entrance, blocking out the moonlight from above. “I went to see her yesterday, and when I showed up, Perry’s goons decided to make an appearance. They were after her. I tried getting her out, but she ran back to them so she could go and be with Sean, to make sure that if someone had to die, it was her. Make that death mean something.”
 
   Dylan touched the now very tan flesh where his wedding ring used to sit. The gold band was still somewhere at his house, tucked away in a box full of old items from his marriage with Evelyn. He’d only stopped wearing it six months ago, long after the divorce was finalized. He looked to Cooper. “You still have any way of getting in contact with the DEA?”
 
   “There’s one guy, but I can’t be positive he’s not in Perry’s pocket, too,” Cooper answered.
 
   “Call him anyway. We don’t have a lot of options at this point. And unless you can convince your guy to have a full show of force, then tell him not to bother. If we can’t capture Perry, then we’ll have to expose him. Have you found anything else in regard to proof?”
 
   “No. The one witness I had who could have identified him in bribing the harbormaster was killed by my partner. Perry’s reach is deep, Dylan. All we have to go on right now is the computer chips.”
 
   “And this.” Dylan picked up the piece of hardware that he’d stolen specifically on Perry’s instructions and tossed it over to Cooper.
 
   She rolled it over in her hands. “What is it?”
 
   “I don’t know, but Perry wants it more than the other stuff. I don’t know if it’s true, but he told me that he hadn’t told anyone else on the mission about that device. Regardless, whatever it is, it must be important.”
 
   “I’ll make some calls.”
 
   Dylan handed her the satellite phone, and she ascended to the deck. He wondered what the DEA would ask in return. With Dylan’s face on every federal most-wanted list in every agency across the country, he could guess what they’d want. “Mark, if I don’t get Sean back, I won’t make it out of this alive.” He watched Mark’s face turn white then a fierce red as he tried to dismiss Dylan’s words. “Peter’s a good man. Mary will be well taken care of. But I’ll need you to keep an eye on her, make sure she’s okay. She’ll need a familiar face if things get worse.”
 
   “You need to quit talking like that, you hear me? You’re going to make it out of this. Sean is going to make it out of this, and the two of you are going to live long after this old man is dead.”
 
   Dylan wanted to believe Mark. He wanted to believe that they’d overcome, but he still wasn’t sure what that would cost him. The night Zack had died when they were stuck in the cabin, with the boat capsized, a small portion of him believed that his son died so that he could live. Evelyn died so Sean could live. Death always seemed charge one life for another. But Dylan didn’t know what Death’s price would be this time.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   It wasn’t a large group that showed up, but those who were there, Cooper vouched for personally. The director of the DEA sat across the small table and watched Dylan as he looked over the paperwork they’d typed up. “We’ll make sure you’re in solitary and that you have ample opportunities to visit your children, Mr. Turk.”
 
   Minimum security. Life in prison. Visitation rights. All of it was there, in addition to Director Moringer’s signature and that of the Massachusetts attorney general, who’d even made the effort for the trip to see Dylan in person.
 
   “I can assure you that these terms will hold up, Mr. Turk.” The attorney general was a skinny man and somehow managed to look like he was balding even with hair covering his entire head. It looked thin, like a stiff wind would be able to scatter each individual hair like dandelion fluff. “The public eye will hate you for a while, but once the trial is over and you’re locked up, you’ll be forgotten.”
 
   Except for in the eyes of my children. Sean and Mary would also carry the weight of the accusations made in court and the inevitable conviction. His stained name would become theirs, but at least they would be alive, and Dylan considered that better than the alternative.
 
   Dylan set the papers down and rubbed his face. “I sign once Sean is out of Perry’s hands and far away from any place Perry can reach.”
 
   Moringer looked to the attorney general, who nodded in agreement. “We already have a unit that picked up your daughter and your ex-wife’s husband, Peter. He’ll be listed as the primary guardian once you’ve been charged.”
 
   “Is there anyone else you would like to have partial custody of your children, Mr. Turk?” the attorney general asked.
 
   “Yes. Mark Hurley. Make sure he has visitation rights and that Peter can’t block him out of seeing them,” Dylan answered. If he was going to be behind bars, then the knowledge that there was someone looking out for his kids in addition to Peter would make the time a little easier.
 
   “We’ll add that in for the final draft.” The attorney general picked up the papers and tucked them into his briefcase. “For the record, Mr. Turk, I don’t think there is a father in this country who wouldn’t have tried to do what you’ve done to protect their children. I have two of my own, and I would hope I’d have the resolve you’ve shown.”
 
   The attorney’s consolation did little to ease Dylan’s nerves. He wasn’t doing this to set out to be a martyr for fathers or set some shining example of grit. There was an overwhelming debt that needed to be paid, and this was the only way he knew how to pay it. And if it meant his life, then so be it.
 
   Now, with the support of the DEA, the only thing left to do was contact Perry, set up a time and place, and prepare for the exchange. Neither Dylan nor his newfound allies were sure what Perry would find out about their deal. They assumed that with Moringer allocating much of his resources, something would tip Perry off, but they had no idea how much of that information would be passed along to Perry or who was still working for him.
 
   It was odd watching the officials know just about as much as what Dylan had. For the longest time, he’d always assumed that the government knew everything, tapped into their homes, their lives, corrupt and cruel. But in the end, those establishments were only made up of men. Men who experienced fear and doubt, men susceptible to greed and the faults of power. They were not the figures Dylan had expected. They were only the shells of men he’d once thought they were. And this altercation with Perry could mean the death of many of them, perhaps all of them if they failed.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   The schematics and maps were scattered over Perry’s desk. He’d used every last bit of intelligence and influence he had to try and locate whether the Navy or Air Force had any other prototypes in existence like the one that Dylan had taken, and so far, he’d found none.
 
   Perry crumpled one of the maps in his hand angrily and threw it against the wall in frustration. He gritted his teeth and collapsed into his chair. He hated the limitation his position offered. He should have pushed farther, faster. He could have done it; there were a number of times when he could have easily fallen into the director’s chair for Homeland, but the risk was too great, and he needed to stay under the radar to avoid scrutiny.
 
   The climb to power was often messy and degrading. Slugging your way through the muck and grime, looking to that circle of light in the sky. There was nothing glamorous about it, which was why Perry had done so well.
 
   The superficial gods and vices that so many of his peers had worshiped had dulled the blades that were their minds. They focused on clothes, hair, cars, houses, jewelry, phones, watches, anything that flashed, shiny things that caught their eye and were just as easily discarded once something new was seen.
 
   The scars that covered more than eighty percent of Perry’s body were the only things that seemed to catch the eyes of the people that he came into contact with over the years. There were times when he could still feel the heat. He’d close his eyes, and the flames would dance around him, licking his skin and singeing whatever clothes he wore.
 
   Perry unbuttoned the collar of his shirt, loosened his tie, and grabbed the bottled water on his desk. He drained half of it, and then his phone rang. The caller ID was the same satellite phone that Dylan had used before. “I was wondering when you’d reach out.”
 
   “I don’t have anything else to offer you except the computer chips and my life. If both are needed for my son’s freedom, then so be it.”
 
   “Straight to business, I see. Did it surprise you, Captain? What you felt when you watched your ex-wife die? Did you reminisce about all the good years? All of the times you laughed? All of the times you were happy?”
 
   “I’ll text you the locations where you’ll drop off Sean and where you’ll meet me. They’ll both be at the same time. Once I hear that Sean is safe, you’ll have what you want.”
 
   “You know, I’ve heard rumblings of Director Moringer of the DEA putting together a unit. I wonder what that’s for?”
 
   “You’ll have the locations and times within the hour. If you do not comply, the deal is off, and other avenues will be taken.”
 
   The call ended, and Perry tossed the phone onto the desk, smiling. The captain was broken but still trying to put the pieces back together. Perry knew that Cooper would go to Moringer; it was the only play that they had left, but the moment Perry showed up, they’d have the evidence they needed to seal their case. There was no longer any room for failure.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   Cooper strapped a bulletproof vest around Dylan’s bare chest before he pulled his shirt on. Dylan tucked the pistol into the ankle holster then pulled his jeans down around to cover it. Dozens of DEA agents were going through similar preparations: loading weapons, looking over maps, strapping on helmets, Kevlar, and any other piece of protective gear they had.
 
   “Everything feel all right?” Cooper asked, giving him a look over.
 
   “Yeah.” The Kevlar felt a little bulky and tight under his shirt, but he was able to get used to it quickly enough. Once Cooper was fitted, the two of them walked over to join Moringer with a group of officers. Moringer was pointing to different locations on the map.
 
   “From what we’ve seen so far in regard to tactics, the terrorists seem to have some military training,” Moringer said. “With that in mind, we should expect them to be prepared for an assault and for any attempt on our end will be met with deadly force.”
 
   “What about the team to pick up Sean?” Dylan asked.
 
   “Agent Cooper will be handling your son’s extraction.”
 
   It wasn’t what Dylan had expected. When he turned around, Cooper finished loading the magazine into the rifle then slung the strap over her shoulder.
 
   “I’ll make sure he comes home alive, Dylan,” Cooper said. “You have my word.”
 
   Dylan gave a light nod, and then Moringer checked his watch. “We’ve got at least a two-hour drive before we get on site, and I’d like to show up before Perry and his men do. Tell your men we’re rolling out, and do not let them engage until we have confirmation of Dylan’s son in our custody.”
 
   Dylan picked up the computer chip and the other small device for the exchange and watched Cooper climb into a separate truck to head to Sean’s site. The doors to the back of his own closed, and the truck lurched forward. The trip felt longer than the scheduled two hours. When they arrived, the sun was still up.
 
   The location was a small field surrounded by trees. The field was barren with the exception of a small bench and a lone tree placed right in the middle. Moringer wouldn’t allow Dylan out until everything was in place, and even then it was only to stand outside of the vehicle.
 
   One of the DEA agents outfitted a small radio into Dylan’s left ear and did a communications check so Dylan could hear what was happening with his son. Dylan gave a thumbs-up, and the agent left him alone. He stood there by the truck, his weight shifting on his feet until the sun went down, and Moringer gave word that a caravan of vehicles was on its way.
 
   Dylan sat under the tree, on the slanted bench, and ran his fingers along the rough wood nervously. When his heart pounded, it sounded like a thumping echo in his head. His eyes slowly adjusted to the dark night, and Moringer’s voice whispered in his ear.
 
   “Five vans just pulled onto the road. Stand by.”
 
   The headlights glowed from the vehicles through the trees then flooded the open field as they turned off the dirt and onto the grass. All five pairs of lights shone on Dylan, and he held up his hands and squinted from the brightness.
 
   Car doors slammed shut, and a shadow blocked one of the headlights. Dylan lowered his arm, and while he couldn’t see the man’s face, he already knew who it was.
 
   “You look well, Captain,” Perry said, walking over and joining Dylan on the bench. He leaned back. “Better than I thought you would, considering the circumstances.”
 
   “We have a visual confirmation on your son,” Moringer said. “Cooper is almost in position for the trade.”
 
   Dylan tried to look between the vans at the shadows of the men standing outside. The weight of the pistol at his ankle felt clunky and heavy. “Once I hear that my son’s safe, you’ll have what you want.”
 
   “Will I?” Perry asked. “How many men did Moringer bring? Hmm? Twenty? Thirty? It won’t make a difference.” Perry picked at his fingernails. “I suppose I could just ask.” He leaned in close to Dylan and spoke loudly. “I hope you’re well, Moringer!” Perry leaned away and threw his head back and laughed.
 
   “You’re not getting anything until I hear that my son is safe,” Dylan repeated, trying to cut through the maniac’s laughter.
 
   “Did you ever stop to ask yourself why, Captain?” Perry asked, the fit of laughter dying down. “Why you? Out of all the ships, out of all the people who go out on the water every day, who live here, who have done things more terrible than you could ever think of, why did I pick you?”
 
   “Pick me?” Dylan asked.
 
   Moringer whispered in Dylan’s ear. “Cooper is about to engage in transition. Stand by.” A light rumble echoed in the distance. Dylan looked into the night sky, but Perry seemed oblivious to the noise.
 
   “If I were in your position, I would be asking myself that question,” Perry said. “But perhaps Agent Cooper didn’t have a chance to tell you everything she found. The harbormaster who ignored your Coast Guard call? How convenient it was when the terrorists came right into your path?”
 
   The noise thundered again, growing louder, constant. Dylan shifted his foot closer to his body. His hand gently pulled up the denim of his pant leg. “You did all of this? Why?”
 
   “Now, there’s a good question for you to ponder while you’re rotting in your jail cell.”
 
   The rumble in the distance was unavoidable now, and Dylan’s earpiece had gone wild with shouts and screams. Gunfire immediately erupted from the tree line where Moringer and his men were stationed, and Dylan had sprinted to the other side of the tree by the bench when he felt two quick thumps slam into his back. He stumbled forward into the grass and dirt, still holding the bag with the gear inside. He reached for the pistol at his ankle and fired into the darkness behind him.
 
   Dylan crawled backward, listening to the popping gunfire try and break through the roar of whatever was above them. Dylan looked up and saw the flashing lights of planes and then watched the surrounding trees light up with fire that circled the entire field, orange flames contrasting against the night sky, while smoke billowed and blocked the stars above. Drifting embers danced and swirled in the wind, popping and crackling as fire consumed the woods.
 
   Even from the distance, Dylan felt the heat from the flames, and the radio in his ear went silent. He pushed himself to his feet, his back aching from the bullets, but the Kevlar seemed to have done its job. The case with the chips was still gripped in one hand, while the other held the pistol.
 
   The flames illuminated the field, but Dylan could find neither Perry nor his men. “Moringer? Moringer, can you hear me? Cooper? Anyone!” He tried to remember if Cooper had gotten his son, but he wasn’t sure if Moringer had said Sean was safe or not before the shooting started.
 
   A blow landed across the back of Dylan’s head before he had a chance to think about it further, and he fell to the ground face first, and both the bag and the pistol fell from his grip. Disoriented, he managed to push himself to all fours, but before he could reach for the gun, Perry stepped on his wrist, aiming a pistol in his face.
 
   “It’s a powerful force, fire,” Perry said. “Hot enough that it can melt the strongest steel and has the potential to ravage the entire earth, turning it into nothing but a pile of ash.” Perry looked to the tree line, the flames’ reflection flickering in his eyes. “It’s a distinct smell, the burning of human flesh. Once you smell it, you’re never able to get it out of your nose. It just… lingers there. You can taste it in everything you eat and drink for days, weeks afterward. I’d imagine Moringer and most of his men have burned out by now.” He turned back to Dylan, the pistol still in his hands. “It’s an unimaginable pain, Captain. One that you’re fortunate to never have to experience. But then again, you’ve had your share of pain over the years.”
 
   Dylan yanked his hand free, but Perry took a step back when Dylan tried to grab for him then laughed when he fell into the dirt once more.
 
   “Yours truly is the saddest story,” Perry said. “So close to the life you wanted, only to have it ripped away from you, then forced to watch as it disintegrates in your own hands.”
 
   “Your scars, you think they hurt when you got them?” Dylan asked, rising from the ground, wiping the dirt from his face that had clumped among the sweat. “Put that gun down, and I’ll show you what pain is.”
 
   “You’re done, Captain.” Perry’s smile vanished from his face as he clutched the bag of computer chips to his chest and lined up his shot. His finger was on the trigger, and just before his muscle jerked the trigger back, gunfire exploded behind him.
 
   Dylan shuddered, and Perry spun around. It was only for a half second but enough for Dylan to lunge and tackle him to the ground. The combined weight of their bodies smacked against the compact earth with a thud, and the two rolled on top of each other a few times over.
 
   Dylan gripped Perry’s throat, squeezing the flesh between his fingers, and then reached for the gun that Perry held just out of reach. Perry kneed Dylan in the stomach, but the Kevlar blocked most of the blow. Dylan kept reaching for the pistol, his fingertips grazing the composite of the gun.
 
   Finally, Dylan had one hand on the pistol, but then a sharp spasm of pain shot up his thigh, and his grip on both the gun and Perry’s neck loosened. He looked down, and Perry’s hand twisted the knife deeper into Dylan’s thigh, the handle the only part of the knife visible. Dylan cried out, and Perry punched him across the face.
 
   The gunfire grew closer, and Dylan rolled on the ground, his hand gingerly touching the knife, but even the slightest graze triggered a spasm of pain. Blood gushed up from the fabric of his pant leg and rolled down the side of his thigh. He gritted his teeth and heard the sound of feet rushing behind him. He quickly turned his head, waiting for Perry to finish him off, but instead he saw the face of Director Moringer, with a handful of men.
 
   “Dylan! Are you all right?”
 
   Dylan gripped Moringer’s collar, pulling him close. He started to feel lightheaded and was having trouble concentrating. “My son.” He grunted, suddenly feeling cold despite the still-raging fire that surrounded him. “Did my son—”
 
   “Cooper got him out. They’re en route to a safe house now to meet with Peter and your daughter.”
 
   What was left of Dylan’s strength left him, and he let go of Moringer’s collar and fell back into the grass. He watched the flames dancing in the night air as his eyes slowly closed. And for a moment, in the thick of the trees burning, he could have sworn he saw Perry, walking casually through the forest, fire all around him, and turning back to look at Dylan with a smile across his face.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Dylan awoke with a stiff soreness in his leg that seemed to quickly spread to the rest of his body. He looked down at the tubes and wires attached to him and the thin hospital gown that covered him. When he moved his left arm, it was suddenly pulled back, and he noticed the cuffs around his wrist.
 
   The heart monitor beeped faster as Dylan looked around the room. Another empty bed was to his left along with a curtain and a window that had its blinds drawn. Through the window in the door, he saw the shoulder of a police officer. “Hey.” His voice cracked and barely left as a whisper. He cleared it then tried again. “Hey!” He jangled the cuffs around his wrist, and the officer turned to look back then motioned for someone to enter.
 
   It was Cooper. “Good to see you awake.”
 
   “Sean. Where’s—”
 
   Cooper held up her hand. “He’s fine. He’s down the hall, with Mary and Peter.”
 
   Dylan rested his head back onto the pillow, the pain in his body numbing. “Do they… Have they watched the news?”
 
   “They don’t know your involvement other than you helped save Sean,” Cooper answered.
 
   But it wouldn’t be like that for much longer. Once the charges were filed and he was thrown behind bars, his children wouldn’t be hidden from those truths forever. “I want to see them.”
 
   “You will, but the attorney general wants to change a few items on your deal. There’s been a few developments.”
 
   “I don’t care. I’ll sign whatever he wants. Just let me see my kids.”
 
   Cooper nodded then unlocked the cuffs around his wrist. “I’ll bring them in.”
 
   Dylan sat up and tried to get out of bed, but his leg wouldn’t have it. He fidgeted anxiously, and when the door opened and both Sean and Mary stepped in, his eyes itched, reddened, and his throat caught. They sprinted to him on the bed and jumped up and wrapped their arms around him. It felt like his leg was going to explode, but the pain was worth it. “Are you guys okay?”
 
   Mary pulled her head back and smiled, but Sean kept his face buried in Dylan’s chest. He kissed the top of his son’s head, and he felt the boy start to weep. His small body vibrated against Dylan’s chest. Dylan squeezed him tighter. “It’s okay, son. You’re safe now. I promise.”
 
   Dylan looked over to Cooper, who gave a smile then disappeared, leaving him alone with his children. He wasn’t sure how much longer he had with them, but he was going to savor every second of it.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ***
 
   Cooper made her way into the makeshift conference room where Moringer, the director of Homeland, and the director of the FBI waited for her. She closed the door behind her and tossed the folder onto the table. “He’ll do whatever we need him to. He’s just happy the kids are safe.”
 
   “Good,” Moringer replied.
 
   The Homeland director knocked the folder off the desk in a fit of anger. “How did this happen? Did he even know what he had? Did he even realize what it was?” He jumped up from his chair and stormed over to the window.
 
   “No one knew what we had,” Moringer said.
 
   The table was scattered with papers stamped Confidential and Prototype. Cooper picked up some that had fallen and restacked them. “How much time do we have?”
 
   “There’s no way to know,” the Homeland director said. “The Navy said that the prototype is functional but hasn’t been fully tested.”
 
   “So it may not even work?” Moringer asked.
 
   “No, it’ll work.” The Homeland director turned from the window, hands on his hips and his body sagging in defeat. “Perry now has the ability to control every nuclear arsenal in the continental United States. And god knows what he’ll do with his finger on the trigger.”
 
   The next installment of Distressed is coming soon! Sign up here for notifications- Click here!
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