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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. 

Life has a way of kicking you in the teeth to make you think about your heading. The angels have just been reminded of that and are licking their wounds and taking stock of things.

New Year, new life...

Their latest vigilante business has landed them in real trouble, and a new heading in life is needed. But growing up on the streets in Hell’s Kitchen under Papa Joe has let them evolve a sixth sense regarding crime, and a desperate dad is not one they can turn a blind eye to.

With half the team down for the count, the three angels standing decide to try something new. 
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Pritchard sat in the interrogation room at the FBI headquarters and waited for the wayward lawyer, Cole Sinclair, to return. Soon, he’d spill the beans about everything he’d been up to since he’d knocked over Rose’s scooter, and his stomach was in an uproar. But that was the only way to dot all Is and cross all Ts. If he ended up in jail, he just hoped that goodwill would earn him some in return. 

How would the team have handled that if not on the same page? That left him with thoughts on Papa Joe, who’d died in the crossfire of what crawled out from under the stone they’d kicked over. Sorrow still tore through him at that, but it left him very clearly seeing the moral value system the man had managed to instill in all his waywards, if they’d all agree to put their own asses on the line in order to save people. 

It brought his mind back to the questions that Papa had asked in the letter he’d written prior to his death, yet Pritchard had come no closer to an answer after having only been given half an hour to contemplate them. 

What exactly are you counting, my boy? Where does that leave your focus? And what does it steal focus away from?

It was clear that something that had taken more than four hundred days now to figure out would take more than that half hour, so Pritchard mainly let the questions run wild in his head to hopefully bump into something and set a productive thought pattern moving.

Cole returned and sat across from Pritchard. “I’m not thrilled about you guys laying it all out.”

“Neither are we, but we all know their digging will unearth a lot of shit.”

“There’s a reason none of you have been caught in anything. No evidence.”

“Yes, but if we lay it all out neatly, corroborating Papa Joe’s video confession, they’re more likely to believe us regarding the Brotherhood, right?”

“That’s the hope we’ll cling onto now, yes.” Cole sighed. “I’ll fight for it. Jules, too. And yeah, showing both hands, considering they’re very interested in Papa Joe, shows goodwill from your side. I still don’t like it. It’s...very unconventional.”

“We thrive on the unconventional, and our goal is to make sure every last fucker can never perform terrorist attacks in the States again.”

Cole grumbled. “Okay. I’ll do what I can to see if I can minimize the fallout that’ll land on you.” He didn’t sound too optimistic, though, and Pritchard understood why. They weren’t exactly making his job easy by going against everything the man had learned as a lawyer. Cole moved from the seat opposite Pritchard to sit next to him and pulled out a pad of paper and a fancy pen. 

Pritchard looked around the room while trying to stop his leg from jackhammering. He’d never actually been in an interrogation room—and definitely not one in an FBI building. He’d talked to the cops a few times but never made it to a station since his late teens. It kinda just looked like one from TV. It was bland and boring and had a mirror. But this one also had coffee, and he wasn’t cuffed to the table.

After the attack at the police station the day before, Pritchard had at least been told that Cat and Hemish were stable after both being shot. 

The bad news was that Keelan was being detained for breach of visa violations along with the rest of the Irish gang. Apparently, when deciding to stick around and help out with the Bogdan gang, they hadn’t bothered with little things like bureaucracy, and Cole had had to call in additional lawyers from his firm to help out.  

The door opened, and Brett entered with a file. His smile seemed tired but genuine as he sat and helped himself to coffee, even topping off Pritchard’s and Cole’s cups. 

“How’s Dave?” Pritchard asked.

“Bitching, moaning, and alive.” Brett grinned. “All good signs. And he’s bunked with Cat and Hemish. They’re doing well, too.”

“Good, good...” Pritchard nodded, willing the meeting to be over because now came the part that sucked, and he just wanted it done to avoid further delayed certainty about their futures. 

“Yeah.” Brett seemed to get it and opened the file. “So, we’re all over figuring out the tons of notebooks, and we found more at their homes. Alex and Patrick’s report on how they pieced all this together is impressive, and a team is going through everything with a fine-toothed comb. The acid comment that Hemish got out of Paul Wilson already paid off. 

“But here comes a few...problems we have with everything. The Bronx is very close to the Kitchen, and you just happen to have ties to both the Kitchen and Glens Falls where Bastian lives, which we guess is why Paul Wilson thinks it’s you?” Brett got that cop-look, stating he’d reached the end of his I might find this credible line. 

“For you to understand where I’m coming from, I’m going to have to tell you a little story,” Pritchard said. “You know we all grew up in Hell’s Kitchen, which, from the get-go, means I never saw the world from the same perspective as you do. I heard you tell Bastian you were a SEAL, too, so you know war and combat situations, meaning you’ve seen a side of life and existence that makes it easier for you to relate to the fact that what you’ve grown up knowing here in the States isn’t the only way the world works, I’m sure.”

Brett’s gaze flashed with insight into war, and his eyes darkened a moment from what Pritchard imagined was a trip down a dark memory lane. “Go on.”

“I never had a reason to believe that the law could take care of things because that’s never how I saw the law function in the Kitchen. The first time I saw it work was in Glens Falls. Instead, growing up, I saw it fumble incompetently at a parallel society that it was woefully underequipped to deal with on the simple basis that the people making the laws have no friggin’ idea what reality people at other levels of society have to deal with. Of course they can’t make a dent in the problems then. That leaves people trying to survive in that genuine reality while the law becomes a club used to bully people into living up to the standards the people in power live under. It demonizes people who’re just trying to survive, while it does the good men and women, believing in the law enough to become cops, a disservice by letting them believe they can make a difference by upholding said laws made by ignorant nitwits, living in mansions.”

Brett blinked. 

“Don’t get me wrong, there were a lot of good cops, too,” Pritchard continued. “But they were good because they lived there, too. They knew reality. They understood the parameters everybody needed to fit into in order to survive the Kitchen. Julian’s dad, for instance. He wasn’t on the take, but when he saw the law couldn’t do shit, he invited Papa Joe to dinner and...casually talked about his day. And then Papa saw to shit being dealt with that the law couldn’t do shit about. In the meantime, the other cops, the idealists, made sure the cogs in the higher-upper’s fumbling system turned, earned some wages, and paid some taxes so that they could kid themselves into believing that the system works and that they do a goddamn difference for the better. But their viewpoint is off, and they do a helluva lot of damage, too, because they’re blind.” 

Brett blinked again. “That’s...uhm...quite the soapbox you found yourself there.”

“Tell me I’m wrong.”

Brett held up his hands and sat back. The following silence opened up the invitation for Pritchard to stay on his soapbox and deliver a rant he had no idea he’d suppressed for so long. It was quite cathartic.

“In the meantime, to survive those streets, I picked up a bat for the first time and busted a knee when I was seven. Why? Because there were no cops around to tell the three twelve-year-olds that you’re not allowed to beat up seven-year-olds. I don’t even remember why. And when the cops didn’t step in, my dad did. It’s a biological thing that civilized people try to kid themselves into not existing in a society governed by laws, but when your kids are in danger, you pull at the animal inside. The predator. And then you take down whatever the fuck threatens your child. Or any kid if you’re a man of any goddamn use in society. When the law is powerless, there’s no other way to survive those streets, and my dad, a knocker for Papa Joe, stepped up, and he taught by example. Nature versus nurture. I saw what worked to avoid being a victim, and I punched so hard I got the nickname Puncher. Pritchard Puncher, which also became my boxing name. 

“Fast forward to today and look at Hell’s Kitchen now with rising real estate prices, less crime, more jobs, and tell me the law could have done that when it didn’t even know what the hell to do with it when it was the Wild West. 

“A good man changed it by abiding by the laws of nature in that part of the city, and he cleaned it up, while the law did its little thing and harassed him and everybody else trying to survive it, while he played by the rules of nature, not the fumbling attempts at law and order from people with no insight.”

Brett chuckled incredulously. 

“So, now you know my view of the world, meaning you have a better understanding of why I picked up a hammer and busted Paul Wilson’s hands.”

“Wait, what?” Brett shot forward in shock. “You did that?”

“Yes, but here’s the catch...” Pritchard sat forward, too. “I busted Paul Wilson’s hands, and Bastian didn’t know the details, only that I hated the story he told me at the bar about his sister, niece, and nephew, and the cops not doing shit about it.”

“And the others?”

Pritchard smiled. “You have noticed that waywards stick together, right?” Brett merely nodded, so Pritchard continued. “But I couldn’t stomach more, so Cat took the foot. Then the police showed up to the domestic disturbance again, so we bailed, leaving the armor-piercing rounds in the hopes they’d get somewhere from looking into that, considering no one in law enforcement had done anything about bruised kids. That’s how we ended up with the notebooks. We didn’t know what we’d taken at that time, though, and we were going to hand it over to Julian.”

“You admitting to this is...”

“Unexpected?” Pritchard asked. The fed nodded slowly, looking troubled. “Then you either didn’t pay attention or didn’t understand what I meant when I said Papa taught us to care at the same level he did about the Kitchen and everybody in it. I’m telling you this because you guys need the whole truth to be able to work this out and make sure these fuckers don’t hurt any more innocent people.”

“Yes, but it also casts doubt on everything you’ve done and what this...Angel Security business is all about.”

“We all made our peace with that before we told Julian what we’d been up to. It’s about helping people where the law can’t. We asked his advice, and he told us to go to the law. We said okay, and he called you. And here we are, working together on taking dangerous fucking scum off the streets of America.”

“You’re right. The law isn’t perfect. The world isn’t perfect. I do believe that by following it, or orders that sucked while I served, I help make the world a better and safer place. It’s why I joined.”

“Fifteen years as a husband, dad, and salesman of car parts, I got to see the world from that point of view. It’s why I’m trying to learn how to do this in a legit way, too,” Pritchard said. “It’s why I asked Jules for help to make Five Angel Security. His dad was a cop. Mine was a knocker for Papa Joe. But not me. Papa protected me by setting me up with Cat and his uncle, Alonzo. I pursued a pro boxing career, and he trained Cat to be my coach. But our knuckles had been hardened on the streets long before that because my dad taught me to use a bat when I was six, and Cat and I have had each other’s backs since we were ten.

“Just, please, don’t judge us by our upbringing because that’s how we survived. And shit like that sticks. So, when I lost my wife and son, and a new gang moved in on Glens Falls to sell hard drugs, I used the only tools I knew would work, cleaning up fuckers like that. A bat and brass knuckles.”

Brett shot forward again. “Wait, there’s more?”

“Yeah.”

“Start from the top, then.”

Pritchard sighed and glanced at Cole. He nodded once, so Pritchard gave a short and slightly altered version of how he and Rose had ended up in the Kitchen to go after Bogdan and his crew, tying it together with the uncut shit stolen from a car to be sold in Glens Falls. Teachers forcing kids to run drugs came up, too, and Pritchard relayed how he’d raised Liam out of the muck like Papa Joe had so many in the Kitchen. He even recognized a certain level of pride in his tone as he relayed how the kid had taken charge and now held down an honest job and got better grades at school. 
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