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After a freak accident killed his wife and son, Pritchard slipped into alcoholism to drown his sorrows at a blue-collar bar nearby to avoid the dead and empty house. But then a teenage girl asked for his help, and it turned his entire existence around. 

Just a favor to a friend. Just lending a hammer to someone who’s had their backs. Just a quick little vigilante trip to the Bronx. 

If it sounds too easy to be true, it probably is, and the armor-piercing problems Pritchard and his friends stirred up around Thanksgiving are lining up, sending them running with the three they set out to protect. 

This set of problems demands a new level of creativity as they set out for the longest and most dangerous gig they’ve taken upon themselves so far.
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Having just watched the truck drive off with a container full of wannabe gangsters to be shipped to China, the rest of the evening should have been spent in celebration. Instead, the Irish guy, Jamie, was lying on a mattress on the ground inside the barn—close to the fire they’d made to keep him warm—whimpering with three pointy pegs embedded in his thigh muscles. 

Pritchard had to come clean about their last piece of vigilante angel business, considering this seemed the trademark of those they’d pissed off while securing Bastian’s little sister and her children from her abusive husband, Paul Wilson. 

Pritchard looked at the crate he’d stood on a few hours earlier, cheering everybody for a job well done, exiling the Bogdan gang to China in a container full of their own dope. He’d stood there and commended loyalty and family. God, he hoped that held true because they’d need that now. 

He forewent the crate, though, and not because it felt of questionable quality. No, he didn’t feel like he should be elevated for anything but to be recognized as a screwup, and no man wanted that. But he was man enough to step up and tell the truth. If he wasn’t, then he wouldn’t earn their loyalty to stand by him while he fixed it. 

“Listen up!” Pritchard said. People quieted down, except for the groaning Jamie. “The day after Thanksgiving at Trevor’s restaurant, myself, Cat, Alex, Patrick, Hemish, and Sam went to the Bronx because we have a little side business as vigilante angels. We went to bust the hands of a man who’d been beating his wife and kids for years, and when I tell you this was bad, it was the worst I’ve seen. We all know what many of us have seen as knockers, coming to the homes of certain kinds of men. I took a hammer to his hands, leaving stumps. But we found illegal ammo and white power shit all over the place. Turns out, he’s part of some...prepper doomsday militant group who thinks they’re going to fight the government or something. And that—” Pritchard pointed to the branch across Jamie’s thighs. “That looks like their shit.”

“I showed my face.” Cat stepped up next to Pritchard. “I wanted him to see that we weren’t afraid of his crap. That’s how they found us.”

“Why weren’t we told?” Benny Backhand asked. 

“Simply because we didn’t think the guy has had enough time to locate Cat yet, considering he’s still in the hospital and under arrest for possession of illegal arms and ammunition,” Pritchard said.

“And because we focused on the actual trouble at hand and not a maybe,” Hemish added.

“But ya focused on a vigilante angel business?” an Irishman asked. 

“I focused on having the backs of those who have my back,” Pritchard said. 

Bastian stepped forward. “It’s my little sister and her kids they saved. And even I didn’t know about my brother-in-law’s connections until Pritchard came home with a bag full of cop-killing ammo. I’m the sniper who had your back in Albany. And at the meth plant. Just so you know what prompted Pritchard to help me out.”

“Holy shit,” people mumbled, and silence followed.

“And we have been trying to track them,” Alex said. “Patrick and I have been working on it, but they don’t use computers the way normal people do. If at all.”

“Ach, the big Scotsman keeps sayin ye stir up da best fights, so...I’m up fer some fun,” Keelan said, yet his intense gaze held gratitude as he looked at Bastian. Considering he, Pritchard, and Tommy had been lined up for headshots at the meth plant, and Bastian and Zander had saved them, Pritchard understood what immediately prompted Keelan to return the favor.

“Aye,” Dermot said. “At my age, we need longer holiday time. Glens Falls is a nice spot ta have dat.” 

With his promised participation, the rest of the Irishmen chimed in to stay and help. Dermot, too, looked grateful for Bastian having saved his son, Keelan, that day.

Looking around at his own people, Pritchard didn’t even have to ask, and he felt grateful for that. He also knew a few probably schooled their expressions and shut up about their thoughts because they’d earned their right to stand among them, and you fucking saw shit through and stood by the family no matter what. If anyone backed out, Cat would make sure it was the last thing they ever did.

Pritchard’s phone rang, and he pulled it out. “Papa.” He picked up. 

“Your problems are on their way to China,” Papa said, chuckling. 

“That’s good to hear.”

A beat went by. “You’re not celebrating.”

“It seems like Paul Wilson identified Cat, and we have a man down from a bush-crafted booby-trap.” Pritchard didn’t even need a response. He recognized that grunt, and he could even see Joseph hang his head. 

Bastian stepped closer.

“What’s your backup?”

“Three Marines and the Irish.”

“I’ll call the mercenaries who were our lookout. They like codes, so they’ll tell you...”

“Code? As in knowing they got the right man?”

Bastian chuckled. “Lightsaber or pigsticker. The answer’s, of course, always a lightsaber.”

Pritchard repeated. 

“I will forward that. Stay safe, boys.”

“We will, Papa. Thank you.” Pritchard hung up. “Papa’s calling in a team of mercs.”

“What kind?” Zander asked. 

“Former Marines,” Cat said. 

Bastian nodded. “Did you call Sam?” 

“Yeah,” Pritchard said. “But even Sundays aren’t as slow as they used to be.”

“Let’s clear the house and the cars,” Zander said. “We need to get him to a hospital.”

“Any ideas for where this could have happened?” Cat pointed to the container they’d held the Bogdan gang in until their departure to China. “We don’t need the cops in here finding this, considering we’re not done cleaning up.”

“Well, there’re trees everywhere around town, but there’s an area used mostly by big teens,” Pritchard said. “If we can get this written off as boys being stupid and thoughtless, maybe we can buy time.”

“I’ll call Julian.” Cat pulled out his phone and turned away.

“I’ll take Jamie to da hospital,” Dermot said. “Just tell me where dis teenage park is, and I’ll drop a few of me guys dere ta make it looch like we were out enjoying nature and a brew.” 

One began collecting empty beer bottles in a plastic bag. 

“I’ll prep a car.” Zander left. 

Sitting in a cold barn prepared for a party, everybody had sobered up pretty fast. Knowing there were nutjobs who’d prepared for guerrilla warfare out there waiting made Pritchard feel vulnerable at a level he hadn’t since he’d first held Zack. Standing a new daddy with that frail little human in his arms, knowing he had to be the world to him and Monica...

That had been frightening, too. It had been way more frightening than now. He wondered if only parents truly knew fear. And his worst fear had been realized. He hadn’t been able to protect them. 

A fight? A block feud? A turf war? That was different. He’d come to terms with mortality regarding that—especially over the past forty-five days. He’d somewhat leveled out mentally with having killed a man in defense of Cat, and his hand no longer shook as he took a seat on the questionable crate and pulled out his gun. 

He had a purpose. But he had no experience against the kind of men whose toes they’d stepped on this time, and it was that sense of insecurity in his own abilities that caused fear.
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Around four in the morning, they were finally allowed back into the house, and most huddled around the radiators. Pritchard wrapped Tommy up in a blanket and sat close to the boy on the sofa while Cat leaned against the boy’s other side, warming him. Or protecting him.

Bastian entered, looking around. His gaze landed on a few guys standing by the windows, scouting. “Step away from the windows. Please.”

The men did.

Hemish came in with two thermoses in one hand and a tray with mismatched cups and mugs in the other. “This’ll wake the dead.” He plopped down on a chair that groaned under the onslaught. 

“I need to know what I’m working with,” Bastian said. “Other than street skills, who served?” Two raised their hands. “Anything impressive?”

“No. We just wanted out of poverty,” one of the block thugs said. “Then our skills landed us with Joe.”

“Ireland disbanded da draft ta be voluntary in seventy-three, like the US did,” Keelan said. 

Bastian nodded, thinking. “Does Ireland have prepper nutjobs?” 

Keelan snorted. “Aye. Some call the IRA tha. And da other kind is currently present at dis farm.”

“How are you guys with guerrilla warfare?” Bastian asked. 

“In the lush green of Ireland or in da streets of Dublin?” Keelan looked sour. “We’re not da IRA. We keep out of politics, and we keep out of religion. We’re not of Northern Ireland.”

“I don’t care about your politics or your religious disputes between Catholics and Protestants,” Bastian said. “The shit I helped with in the Middle East? That’s not what we’re facing here. Now. Anything that doesn’t have to do with that is a waste of mental resources. Right here, right now...what are our resources?”

“Block thugs don’t back down,” Pritchard offered.

“Good. Good quality.” Bastian looked around. “Who knows anything about guerrilla warfare, the likes of what took Jamie down?” A cricket somewhere got a moment for a solo. “Fantastic. Sit tight.” Bastian left. 

Pritchard and Cat looked at each other. Then at Hemish, who sat in an armchair like it was his throne. “Any ideas?”

“Let the pros figure it out, and we’ll kick ass when they know something?” Hemish asked.

“I’m with Braveheart on that one,” Cat said. 

Pritchard gnawed his lip. He had to agree. They were so far out of their element that they’d probably only be in the way.

Alex and Patrick joined them with their computers. “We have to go low-key and old-school on this to find them,” Alex said. “CB radio and stuff. Someone’s gonna have to help us out here, scouring the channels.”

“My brother and I played a lot with that,” someone said. “I’ll give it a shot.”

Pritchard poured coffee and sat back. He was exhausted and yawned so hard that a jaw hinge hurt. He’d have to sleep at some point. 

“Me, too.” Cat indicated for the cup, so Pritchard poured for him. Cat sat with a sleeping Tommy against him, so Pritchard handed the cup over. 

Coffee to wake the dead. Pritchard poured another to hand to Hemish, but looking at the big ginger, he sat straight up and down and slept.

The trained guys were in control now, so Pritchard skipped the coffee and sat back, closing his eyes. He’d be more useful when rested.
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PRITCHARD JERKED AWAKE at someone slapping his shoulder. 
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