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  CHAPTER 1

  
  




The drone moved silently above the tree line, invisible against the afternoon sky. No larger than a backpack, its carbon fiber frame carried just enough explosive to accomplish its mission. Inside the mall food court below, Sarah Hartman checked her watch as their six-year-old twins, Emma and Jacob, debated the merits of chocolate versus strawberry ice cream.

“Both,” Sarah finally laughed, ruffling Jacob’s hair. “It’s your birthday weekend. Live a little.”

Three hundred miles away, Gary Palmer’s fingers danced across his keyboard, the blue glow of three monitors reflecting off his wire-rimmed glasses. He’d penetrated the drone’s guidance system forty minutes ago. Now he was just waiting for confirmation.

His cell phone vibrated.

“It’s done.”

Palmer took a deep breath and executed the command.




The explosion tore through the glass dome of Westfield Plaza at 2:18 PM on a Saturday. The initial blast killed seventeen people instantly. Thirty-eight more would die in the ensuing panic or from injuries in the following days. The nation watched in horror as footage from security cameras and cell phones flooded social media faster than network censors could block it.

Rich Hartman had been neck-deep in depositions when his secretary burst into the conference room. The look on her face told him everything before she even spoke. He remembered little after that – the frantic drive to the hospital, the grim-faced doctor, the impossibly small shapes under white sheets.

Three days later, he stood at the cemetery, surrounded by strangers’ sympathy. The twin mahogany coffins gleamed unnaturally in the autumn sunlight, Sarah’s slightly larger one positioned between the two smaller ones. Someone had arranged them to look like a family even in death.

Rich felt nothing. The crushing pain of the first hours had given way to a void – a black hole consuming every emotion, every thought. His fingers gripped a silver frame holding their last family photo, taken at the lake house two weeks before. Sarah’s smile radiated from between the twins, her arms wrapped around them as if she could protect them from anything.

“Mr. Hartman?”

A microphone appeared in his peripheral vision, attached to a woman in a charcoal pantsuit. Her auburn hair was pulled back severely, her expression practiced in performative sympathy.

“I’m Maya Reese, Channel 8 News. I’m doing an investigative piece about the victims’ families and how they’re coping with the terrorist attack.”

“Asinine,” he growled, the first word he’d spoken in hours.

Her perfectly shaped eyebrows rose. “Excuse me?”

“How the fuck do you think it’s affecting me?” The sudden rage caught him off guard, burning through the numbness. “A lone idiot gets control of one of our weapons and turns it on us—”

“He wasn’t alone,” she interrupted, pushing the microphone closer despite the dangerous flash in Rich’s eyes. “The President announced it this morning. The man is affiliated with a domestic terror group, United Patriots.”

“Domestic?” The word came out as a confused mumble.

“Keep filming,” she barked at her cameraman. “How does this new development affect—”

Rich turned and walked away, leaving her questions hanging in the air. The slim thread of his composure was unraveling. A domestic terror group. Americans killing Americans. His family.

Back at the lakehouse – Sarah’s dream home that he’d been so proud to give her – Rich sat in the weathered Adirondack chair on the dock. The setting sun painted the water orange and gold. He twisted the cap off a beer and dropped it into the small cooler beside him where two more bottles waited.

He knew he couldn’t drink the pain away. The alcohol wouldn’t numb anything. He would drink them all anyway, toasting Sarah’s memory with every sip.

His cell phone vibrated on the arm of the chair. Rich grabbed it before it could tumble into the lake.

“Hartman,” he answered, his attorney’s voice taking over automatically.

“Rich, it’s Dom Vasquez.” His old law school friend now worked for the Bureau of Prisons. “Got your message. Took some doing, but I’ve arranged it. Tomorrow morning, ten o’clock. You’ll have fifteen minutes.”

Rich’s fingers tightened around the phone. “They won’t record it?”

“Attorney-client privilege. I’ve listed you as his counsel of record. The warden owes me. He won’t ask questions.”

“And the other arrangement?”

A pause on the line. “Jesus, Rich. Are you sure about this? It’s not going to bring them back.”

“Tell me you can help,” Rich said, trying not to slur his words.

Another long pause. “It’s done. Eddie Mackenzie will be transferred to Palmer’s cell tonight. Meanest son of a bitch in the system, and he owes me from when I kept him off death row in Arizona. But Rich, there’s a line here—”

“They crossed the line when they killed my family.” Rich’s voice was ice now, the alcohol burning away to reveal something harder beneath. “Tell your guy to soften Palmer up, but leave him conscious. I need information.”

He hung up and stared across the water. The sun had nearly disappeared, leaving only a thin line of fire on the horizon. Rich took another long swig of beer, letting the cold liquid wash down his throat as he mapped out tomorrow’s conversation in his head.

Gary Palmer. The man who had stolen everything from him.

The FBI had captured Palmer within hours of the attack – a miracle of modern surveillance technology. Rich had read everything available about him: thirty-two years old, computer science degree from MIT, worked for a defense contractor until being fired for erratic behavior. Now he sat in a supermax facility awaiting trial for the worst domestic terror attack since Oklahoma City.

Rich’s phone buzzed again with a text from an unknown number:

Hartman – heard what happened. I have information about United Patriots. Could help you. Will be in touch. – MR

Rich stared at the message. MR. Maya Reese, the reporter from the funeral? How did she get his number?

The lake grew darker as night settled in. Rich drained the last of his beer and set the empty bottle in the cooler. His mind finally felt clear, focused on a single purpose. The crushing grief remained, but now it had somewhere to go. A target.

Tomorrow he would face the man who killed his family. He would look into Gary Palmer’s eyes and extract whatever information he could. Then he would use it to find these “United Patriots” and everyone connected to them.

As a high-powered attorney, Rich Hartman had built a career on working within the system. On following rules and procedures. On civility and order. That version of Rich Hartman had died alongside his family under the shattered glass dome.

This new version had nothing left to lose.

He walked back to the house, made a few calls to old contacts from his days as a prosecutor, and began planning how to destroy the people who had destroyed his life.

By sunrise, he would be ready.








  
  
  CHAPTER 2

  
  




Ironwood Federal Correctional Facility loomed like a concrete fortress against the pale morning sky. Triple rows of sixteen-foot hurricane fencing topped with gleaming coils of razor wire surrounded the squat, brutalist buildings. Rich sat in his Audi, engine idling, staring at the only entrance to the facility. His freshly pressed suit felt like armor – the last vestige of his former life.

The clock on his dashboard read 9:52 AM. Eight minutes until he would face the man who had destroyed everything.

He killed the engine and reached for the briefcase on the passenger seat. Empty except for a legal pad and pen – props for the charade of an attorney-client meeting. He caught his reflection in the rearview mirror: dark circles under bloodshot eyes, three days of stubble. He hadn’t slept more than two hours at a stretch since the funeral.

A muscular corrections officer emerged from the main building and walked down the fenced corridor to the first of three gates. The gate rolled back with a metallic squeal, closed behind him, then the process repeated at the second checkpoint. At the third gate, the officer waved Rich forward.

Rich exited his car, shoulder blades tightening as the morning sun heated the back of his suit jacket. The weight of Sarah’s wedding ring hung from a chain around his neck, pressing cold against his chest.

The officer nodded without speaking and led Rich through the reverse of his exit procedure. Each gate’s closure behind them sounded final, like doors sealing a tomb. Rich noted the guard towers – small two-story structures with armed personnel above and monitoring stations below. Clinical. Efficient. Designed to break the spirit as much as contain the body.

Inside, he passed through a metal detector and submitted to a pat-down before being escorted to an attorney’s meeting room. The familiar setting struck him as surreal – he’d been in dozens of such rooms representing clients, but never for something so personal.

“Fifteen minutes,” the CO said, his first words since Rich’s arrival. “I’ll be outside.”

Rich set his briefcase on the steel table bolted to the floor and took a seat in the uncomfortable plastic chair. The room smelled of industrial disinfectant with underlying notes of sweat and desperation.

The door opened with a hydraulic hiss. Gary Palmer shuffled in, wearing an orange jumpsuit that hung loosely on his slight frame. His hands were cuffed in front of him, connected to a chain around his waist. His wire-rimmed glasses sat crookedly on his thin face, and several days’ worth of patchy stubble covered his jaw. A fresh bruise bloomed below his left eye.

Eddie had been busy.

The guard secured Palmer to the table with a short chain and left them alone.

“Who are you?” Palmer asked, his voice high-pitched and nasal, almost prissy. Rich fought the immediate urge to lunge across the table and throttle him.

“I’m an attorney,” Rich replied, keeping his voice steady.

“I’ve got an attorney.” Palmer’s eyes narrowed with suspicion.

“I didn’t say I was your attorney.”

Palmer laughed – a thin, wheezing sound. “You want an interview? You want to try to get famous riding my coattails?”

Rich leaned forward slightly. “My wife was in the mall you attacked. My twins were with her.”

The laughter died in Palmer’s throat. He shifted in his seat, metal cuffs clinking against the table. “I’m done talking to you,” he said, starting to rise.

“Sit down,” Rich commanded with the full authority of his courtroom voice. Palmer hesitated, then slowly lowered himself back into the chair. “I’m here to make a deal.”

“You think you can get me out of here?” Palmer smirked, regaining some composure.

“I’m not going to get you out of here,” Rich said. He reached for the door and knocked twice in quick succession.

The door opened immediately. A massive man stepped through – six-foot-six at least, with shoulders stretching his prison uniform to its limits. His pale skin was covered in faded tattoos, his shaved head revealing a network of scars. He looked like a cross between a polar bear and a hairless Yeti.

“This is my client Eddie,” Rich explained. “Eddie, this is Mr. Palmer. Mr. Palmer, this is Eddie.”

Palmer licked his lips nervously, glancing between Rich and the hulking figure now standing behind him. “You gonna have your goon beat up the poor skinny nerd?” he gulped. “That’s not a fair fight.”

“No,” Rich said calmly. “Eddie has other means of persuasion at his disposal. I’ve arranged for him to be your new cellmate.”

Fear flickered across Palmer’s face – a satisfying sight. At least he had time to be afraid. More than Rich’s family had gotten.

“Every night, Eddie is going to use you,” Rich continued, his voice devoid of emotion. “And when he’s done, he’s going to pass you around. There’s going to be a train of skinheads lined up outside your cell door. They’re going to wear your ass out, and they won’t stop until I ask them to.” Rich leaned closer. “How many nights do you think you can last?”

“I’ve got rights—” Palmer shifted against his restraints.

“The Warden is a friend of mine,” Rich cut him off. “I’ve held a dozen fundraisers to help him explore a bid for political office. You won’t find help in here.”

“Look,” Palmer’s tongue darted around his dry lips. “I’m sorry, man.”

“I don’t want your apologies.”

“Then what?” Palmer’s voice cracked. “What do you want?”

“Eddie is going to help me get some information from you.”

Eddie moved behind Palmer’s chair and rested two massive hands on the hacker’s shoulders. Palmer flinched at the contact.

“I’ll tell you anything,” Palmer offered frantically. “This ain’t right.”

“Who are you working for?”

“I can’t tell you that.” Palmer’s tongue made another pass around his lips. Rich noted there was no moisture.

Rich stood up, collecting his briefcase. “Sweet dreams, Palmer.”

Eddie squeezed the hacker’s shoulders. Palmer squeaked like a trapped rodent.

“Wait—” he sobbed.

“I wonder if my wife said that too?” Rich paused, hand on the door.

A tear slid out of the corner of Palmer’s eye and trickled down his cheek. “I can tell you how to find them,” he said. “But they’re going to kill me.”

“I’m not going to kill you,” said Rich. “Maybe you should keep the information to yourself.”

Eddie leaned down and put his mouth next to Palmer’s ear, whispering something as his massive arms circled the seated man’s chest and squeezed tight.

“I can help,” Palmer gasped, eyes bulging. “Please. I’ll help.”

Rich released the door handle and returned to his seat. “Start talking. Names. Locations. Everything you know about United Patriots.”

Palmer glanced up at Eddie, who maintained his threatening posture, then back to Rich. “It’s not what you think,” he began, voice barely above a whisper. “United Patriots isn’t just some militia group in the woods. They’ve got people everywhere – military, government, private sector.”

“Why the mall?” Rich’s voice remained steady even as his heart hammered in his chest.

“It was a demonstration,” Palmer admitted. “To show what they could do with just one drone. They’re planning something bigger. Much bigger.”

“Who’s in charge?”

Palmer shook his head. “I don’t know. I swear to God, I don’t know. I only dealt with my handler – guy named Walsh. Gregory Walsh. Ex-military. Denver area.”

Rich pulled out his legal pad and began taking notes. “How did you hack into the drone system?”

“I had help from the inside. Someone with security clearance provided access codes.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know his real name. Military guy, called himself ‘Patriot One.’ But listen—” Palmer leaned forward, chains rattling. “They’re watching me. They know I got caught. They’ve probably got people in here.”

“Sounds like you need protection,” Rich said coldly. “Keep talking.”

For the next ten minutes, Palmer spilled everything he knew – which wasn’t much. He was just a tool, a disposable asset used for his technical skills. But he provided enough to give Rich a starting point: contacts, meeting locations, communication protocols.

The door opened. “Time’s up,” announced the CO.

Rich gathered his notes and stood. “Remember our arrangement. If I find out you’ve held anything back, Eddie will be very disappointed.”

Palmer’s eyes were wide with fear. “What about protection? You can’t just leave me here!”

Rich paused at the door. “I hear protective custody is very lonely. Maybe you should’ve thought about the consequences before you murdered my kids.”

Outside in the harsh sunlight, Rich loosened his tie and took a deep breath. The information Palmer had provided was thin, but it was a start. Gregory Walsh in Denver. Military connections. A network larger than he’d imagined.

In his car, Rich pulled out his phone and saw another text from the unknown number:

Meet me tonight. 8 PM. Riverview Park, north bench. I know about Walsh. – MR

Rich started the engine. The reporter knew something – perhaps enough to corroborate Palmer’s information. First, he needed to make some calls, pull some strings. If United Patriots had military connections, he needed to tread carefully.

As he pulled away from the prison, Rich glanced in his rearview mirror at the fortress receding behind him. Sarah’s ring pressed against his chest with each heartbeat, a constant reminder of why he couldn’t stop now.
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Night had fallen by the time Rich approached the abandoned Maxwell Manufacturing plant on the outskirts of town. Palmer’s information had led him here – supposedly a meeting point for local United Patriots members. The dilapidated building loomed against the starless sky, its broken windows like hollow eye sockets in a concrete skull.

Rich parked three blocks away and approached on foot, keeping to the shadows. The Glock 19 tucked into his waistband pressed uncomfortably against his lower back – a recent purchase from a gun show where no one asked questions. He’d fired it exactly twice at a range the day before, just enough to confirm it worked.

An attorney with a gun. Sarah would have laughed at the absurdity of it.

A chain-link fence surrounded the property, topped with rusted barbed wire. Rich found a section where the fence had been cut and folded back, creating a narrow passage. He squeezed through, wincing as a jagged edge caught his jacket sleeve.

Voices carried from inside the main building – gruff, male voices punctuated by occasional laughter. Rich crept closer, ducking behind a rusted dumpster. Through a broken ground-floor window, he could make out five men gathered around a barrel fire. Beer cans glinted in the flickering light.

“Walsh says we move next week,” one of the men said, his voice carrying clearly through the still night air. “Says the signal’s coming from upstairs.”

“About fucking time,” another replied. “Been sitting on our asses for months while the coastal cells get all the action.”

Rich edged closer, straining to hear more. His foot connected with a discarded bottle, sending it skittering across the concrete.

The voices inside fell silent.

“Check it out,” someone ordered.

Rich pressed himself against the wall, hand moving to the gun at his back. Footsteps approached – heavy boots on broken concrete. A beam of light swept the area where he stood.

“Probably just a rat,” a voice called. The flashlight beam moved away.

Rich exhaled slowly. Then his phone vibrated in his pocket.

The flashlight swung back immediately. “Who’s there?”

Rich had no choice. He ran.

“We got someone! Outside!” The shout was followed by the sound of multiple footsteps.

Rich sprinted for the fence gap, cursing his lack of preparation. Behind him, flashlight beams crisscrossed the yard. A gunshot cracked the night air, followed by the ping of a bullet ricocheting off metal.

He dove through the fence opening, feeling the wire tear at his clothes. Rolling to his feet, he ran for the cover of nearby buildings. Two men emerged from the fence behind him, giving chase through the industrial wasteland.

Rich ducked into an alley between abandoned warehouses. His pursuers split up, one continuing straight while another followed him into the narrow passage. Rich pressed himself into a doorway, heart hammering in his chest.

As the man passed, Rich stepped out and swung the gun like a club, connecting with the back of the man’s skull. The man crumpled to the ground with a groan.

Rich continued running, lungs burning, until he reached his car. He drove with lights off for several blocks before turning them on, checking his rearview mirror compulsively.

His phone buzzed again. The text from Maya Reese read: Where are you? Still waiting at Riverview.

Rich had completely forgotten their meeting. He checked the time: 9:17 PM. He was more than an hour late.

On my way. Had trouble. he texted back.

Twenty minutes later, he limped into Riverview Park, his right knee throbbing from the fall through the fence. The park was nearly empty, illuminated by widely spaced lamps that created pools of yellow light in the darkness. On the north bench, a solitary figure sat scrolling through a phone.

Maya Reese looked up as he approached. “Jesus, what happened to you?”

Rich collapsed onto the bench beside her, breathing heavily. His once-immaculate suit was torn at the shoulder and knee, streaked with dirt and what looked like oil. A scratch ran along his left cheek.

“I tried infiltrating a United Patriots meeting,” he admitted. “It didn’t go well.”

“You did what?” she stared at him in disbelief. “Are you insane? These aren’t weekend militia wannabes playing soldier. They’re trained, dangerous, and connected.”

“I spoke to Palmer today. Got some information.”

Her expression shifted from concern to professional interest. “The hacker? What did he tell you?”

“Enough to find a local cell. Not enough to understand what they’re planning.” he winced as he shifted position. “Palmer mentioned someone named Walsh in Denver. Said he was ex-military.”

Maya’s eyes widened slightly. “Gregory Walsh. Dishonorable discharge from Army Special Forces three years ago. Currently works private security for a defense contractor called TechCore Industries.” She pulled out a small notebook from her bag. “I’ve been tracking United Patriots for eight months.”

“Why?” Rich asked.

“That’s my job. I’m an investigative reporter, remember?” She studied him for a moment. “The better question is why are you doing this? Revenge won’t bring your family back.”

“Don’t.” his voice was ice. “Don’t pretend to understand.”

Shet held his gaze. “I understand more than you think. My brother was at Fort Hood during the shooting in 2009. He didn’t make it.” She let that sink in before continuing. “Revenge is a quick burn that leaves you hollow. Justice takes longer but actually changes things.”

He looked away. “What’s the difference when you’re already hollow?”

They sat in silence for a moment, the distant sound of traffic humming beyond the park boundaries.

“You’re going to get yourself killed,” she broke the silence. “You’re smart, but you’re not trained for this. Those men tonight? They would have put a bullet in your head and dumped you in the river without a second thought.”

“What’s your point?”

“My point is you need help.” She pulled a business card from her pocket and handed it to him. The card was blank except for a phone number. “This man specializes in situations like yours.”

He turned the card over in his hands. “What is he, some kind of private investigator?”

“Not exactly.” Maya chose her words carefully. “Let’s just say he operates in spaces where conventional law enforcement can’t or won’t. He and his partner take on… special cases.”

“I don’t need—”

“Your wife and children are dead because of a terrorist attack on American soil,” Maya cut him off. “You just tried to infiltrate a militant group alone with no training and nearly got killed. Yes, Mr. Hartman, you need help.”

He stared at the card. “Why are you doing this? What’s your angle?”

“I want the same thing you do – to expose United Patriots and whoever’s backing them. But I need evidence, not martyrs.” She stood up. “His name is Brill Wingfield. Tell him I sent you.”

“Wingfield,” Rich repeated, committing the name to memory. “And his partner?”

“Carver. No first name that I know of. South African ex-military. Together they’re… effective.” She shouldered her bag. “Call the number when you’re ready to stop playing amateur detective and start making actual progress.”

Before he could respond, headlights swept across the park entrance. A black SUV with tinted windows idled at the curb.

“That’s my ride,” she said. “Clean yourself up, Mr. Hartman. You look like hell.”

“Wait,” he called as she started to walk away. “How do you know so much about United Patriots? What aren’t you telling me?”

She paused. “They killed twenty-five people at a shopping mall to test a drone hijacking system. That’s just the beginning. They’re planning something much bigger, and I believe it involves military hardware and possibly people inside our government.” She glanced at the waiting SUV. “Call the number on the card. He can explain the rest.”

He watched her walk away, the card still clutched in his hand. As the SUV pulled from the curb, he noticed the driver – a muscular man with close-cropped hair who glanced in Rich’s direction before accelerating away.

Back at the lake house, he cleaned his cuts and changed into fresh clothes. The adrenaline had worn off, leaving him shaking with exhaustion. He poured two fingers of bourbon and collapsed into a chair by the window, staring at the blank card in his hand.

Brill Wingfield. Maya had referred to him like he was some kind of fixer or mercenary. The idea of bringing in outside help chafed against his pride. Yet his bruised body and torn clothes were evidence enough that he was out of his depth.

He picked up his phone and dialed the number.

It rang three times before a male voice answered – calm, measured, with no trace of an accent.

“The number you’ve reached is no longer in service,” a computerized recording stated.

He frowned and checked the card again. He was certain he’d dialed correctly.

His phone buzzed with a text message from an unknown number:

Tomorrow. 10 AM. Barton Coffee on 9th Street. Come alone. Order a large Americano and take the table by the east window. – B

He stared at the message. He hadn’t even identified himself on the call. Whoever this guy was, he had resources and connections. Whether that made him an ally or another threat remained to be seen.

Rich drained his bourbon and walked to the bedroom. Sarah’s side of the bed remained untouched, her reading glasses still on the nightstand where she’d left them the morning of the attack. He ran his fingers over the cold pillow.

“I’m getting close,” he whispered to the empty room. “I promise.”

Sleep, when it finally came, brought dreams of drones, explosions, and Sarah’s voice calling his name from beneath shattered glass.














