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  TRF HQ – Briefing Room


  Standing near the windows of the main conference room, Lexa McKenna’s eyes kept darting to the empty chair once occupied by the love of her life. A man of valor used to sit there, but after rejoining the military to successfully rescue his best friend’s son and former CO’s sister from terrorists, Dan was now stuck in JTF2 for an undetermined amount of time.


  Lexa missed him dearly but put on a brave face. Though Boss approved of their unsanctioned relationship, she hid her deep despair from the rest of the team. With no idea how long Dan must serve or if terms existed by which his father might convert his full activation to a special assignment, she wanted to avoid further complications preventing him from returning to Alpha Team.


  Sadly, the army whisked him away from her the fateful night the old shoe factory blew up, and she hadn’t heard from him. Although she tried calling and texting him, he never responded. She received not a single call, text, email, or letter from him—almost as if he never existed. Almost.


  However, her soulmate did exist. The cozy fire he built in her heart warmed her spirit. In her dreams, she would cuddle with him, and oh, it felt so real. She lay with her head on his bare chest over his heart, counting the beats—each thud an echo of Dan’s love for her.


  Though he hadn’t communicated, she never doubted his devotion. He would never abandon her like her father and brothers. Their love and passion for one another would endure, and one day they would be together again. Or at least that’s what she told herself during the lonely, dark nights. Sunrise, Dan’s favorite time of day, always brought her renewed hope of his return.


  In her peripheral, Lexa glimpsed a military uniform at the entrance. She turned to find Major Donald Blain—known to them by his call sign Blaze. His erect bearing while wearing his walking-out dress surprised her, but she peered past him, giddy excitement blooming, hoping to spy Dan behind him. Lexa’s gaze shifted back to Blaze when no one followed. Her intuition screamed to life as she read sadness in his hazel eyes.


  She swallowed hard as Blaze halted beside Sergeant Pastore, then faced the team. Her gaze raked over his dress uniform, all spit and polish, before glancing at Nick, Jon, Bram, and Loki, noting their likewise eager expressions gradually dulled as the stoic major remained silent.


  The axis of her world tilted when Blaze’s sorrowful voice said, “It is with extreme regret I am here to inform you that Master Corporal Broderick—”


  “Nooo!” Lexa shrieked as tears burst forth, drawing everyone’s gaze to her. As she sank to her knees, Nick rushed forward, caught her in his arms, and held her as she sobbed into his shoulder.


  Jon’s voice thundered over her weeping. “How? When?”


  Blaze’s solemn response shredded her heart. “I’m not at liberty to divulge details, but I received word he died yesterday.”


  The scene becoming surreal, Lexa hung on the words exchanged, not willing to believe Dan was gone … truly and utterly gone.


  “Why can’t you tell us?” Jon bit out.


  Blowing out a shaky breath, Blaze said, “Classified.”


  “When will he be returned home for burial?” Bram asked with profound grief.


  Lexa stared at Blaze as a lone tear trailed down the major’s cheek, his answer scarcely audible. “Nothing to bring home.” Then turning towards her, he held out a single dog tag, and a sealed envelope. “Dan left these for you.”


  Heart and soul, shattering … Lexa collapsed.


  August 2 – St. Michael’s Hospital – Lexa’s Room – 5:00 p.m.


  Amy hurried to her dear friend’s bedside, panicking when Lexa screamed and continued to whimper in her sleep. Endeavoring to rouse her but cognizant not to jar Lexa’s broken arm or injured shoulder, Amy shook her lightly.


  When the desolate sounds coming from Lexa didn’t abate, she pressed the call button. Only moments later, the door opened. Expecting the nurse, Amy kept her eyes on Lexa as she said, “She’s having a horrible nightmare and won’t wake up for me.”


  Quick steps brought Jim to Lexa’s side, his face awash with concern.


  Amy’s gaze flicked to the man wearing shorts and a faded t-shirt with the Vancouver Canucks logo—definitely not associated with the hospital. “Why did the guard allow you in here? You can’t be here. You must go. Now!”


  Jim gripped the woman’s hand, gently removing it from Lexa’s arm. “Leave her be. She’s not endangering herself, so it is best not to wake her. The nightmare will pass.”


  “Who are you to tell me what to do?” Amy retorted.


  “My name is Jim Shea, a friend of Lexa’s with ample experience in dealing with nightmares.”


  Amy blushed. Lexa had mentioned Jim several times. The man previously served with Dan in Special Forces and was currently a Toronto paramedic. “I’m sorry I snapped at you.” Amy waved toward Lexa. “She seems so distraught, and I hate seeing her in such pain.”


  “I understand. It is never easy to watch someone in the throes of a night terror. But … it is passing.” Jim pointed to Lexa.


  Noting Lexa’s face was now placid, and her whimpering halted, Amy sighed. “Thank goodness.” Weary, Amy sank into the chair as the night nurse entered.


  “What is the issue?”


  Jim turned and smiled at one of the best nurses in the hospital, glad they assigned her to Lexa’s care. “Hi, Betty. False alarm. Lexa only had a nightmare, but her vitals remained normal, and she’s sleeping peacefully now.”


  Betty swiftly moved to her patient’s bedside and checked the monitors for herself before focusing on Jim. “How is Heather doing? It’s gotta be close to her time now.”


  “It is. She’s due next week.” Jim beamed.


  “Wonderful. Heather will make a great mom, and you a fantastic dad. Excuse me, I must attend to my next patient.”


  As the nurse exited, Amy sighed. “So, you’re expecting your first?”


  “Yes.” Jim pulled over another chair and took a seat.


  “Shouldn’t you be at home with her? Regardless of doctors’ estimates, babies come on their own schedule. My first came two weeks early, while my third stayed put for three extra weeks.”


  Jim chuckled. “Heather insisted I check on our friends after she saw the report about the explosion. And ordered me to bring back a pint of orange sherbet and a watermelon.”


  “But the newscast didn’t give names. How did she know?”


  His mirth faded, realizing he couldn’t reveal how he learned Alpha Team was involved, or he’d get Nancy in trouble. Knowing of their friendship, Heather’s best friend called earlier to tell her Dan and Lexa had arrived in the ER. When he came home from work and saw her watching the news of the factory explosion, she begged him to find out how they fared.


  Jim suspected this had something to do with the safehouse disaster, but he never imagined Dan would’ve been transferred with the rest of the soldiers to Ottawa. The turn of phrase, ‘rest of’ bothered Jim. It implied Dan was a soldier, but that couldn’t be the case. More likely, the general had him moved to be closer to his mother and extended family.


  Recognizing he needed to answer her, Jim simply said, “One of my buddies worked the scene and alerted me since I’m close with Dan.”


  “Oh.” Amy’s phone pinged, and she checked the text message. “Darn.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  Amy’s eyes shifted to Lexa and back to Jim. “I totally forgot I promised my son I would drive him and his five friends to Castle Loma to play Escape the Tower tonight. They worked hard to earn money to pay for the game and booked their slot a month ago. I’m the only parent available to take them, but I don’t want to leave Lexa alone.”


  “I’ll stay with her.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Absolutely. Heather won’t mind, and kids willing to work for what they want shouldn’t be disappointed.”


  Amy’s gaze turned to the bed. “Okay, but tell Lexa I’ll be back later.”


  “I will if she wakes. With a concussion, she’ll likely sleep through the night.”


  Gathering her purse and book, Amy smiled at Jim. “Thank you. I should return by midnight.” With one last glance at Lexa, Amy hurried from the room.


  Jim pulled out his phone and texted Heather with an update and the change in his plans. Her response was as expected—telling him to stay as long as he needed, that she was alright … and she found a half gallon of orange sherbet in the back of the freezer, which sated her craving.


  He chuckled again, thinking of his lovely wife and how he might not have met her if not for Dan. Jim wondered at how the world turned … the good and bad and how things interconnected. Deep in his musings, he didn’t notice Lexa opening her eyes and staring at him.


  “Jim?”


  His head whipped up. “Hey, Lexa,” he whispered in deference to the headache she must have.


  “What are you doing here, and where is Amy?”


  “She left to run an errand.” Jim rose and came closer. “How ya doing?”


  “About as well as can be expected.”


  A slight grin formed. “I see you’ve learned to use deflection like Dan.”


  Despite how she ached, both physically and emotionally, the corners of her mouth twitched upward. “He is the master … I’m still a novice.”


  Grasping her hand, Jim said, “I’m relieved you all survived. I’m guessing this had something to do with what happened to Blaze’s unit and Brody Jr.”


  Lexa blinked. “You know about him?”


  “Yeah, Dan surprised the hell outta me when he told me about Brody’s child while I triaged Blaze. Did you get the boy and his mother back?”


  Unsure if she was allowed to tell him anything, Lexa only nodded.


  “Good. I would’ve asked Dan, but apparently, they moved him to Ottawa. I’m assuming to be closer to his family.”


  Fragments of her nightmare seeped in, causing unexpected tears to well.


  “Hey, hey. I checked with Dr. Fraser. He said Dan was stable.” Jim reached for tissues, tugged out a couple, and gave them to Lexa.


  “Sorry … must be the concussion.” She dabbed at her eyes as the image of Blaze standing at the front of the briefing room telling them Dan died replayed in her head. She recognized the dream as a figment of her imagination, generated by her worst fear, especially since Blaze was severely injured, but the thought of Dan dying seared her soul.


  “Deflection isn’t necessary. It’s alright to cry after everything you all went through yesterday.” Jim’s mien conveyed compassion and sympathy. Though obviously Lexa still cared about Dan as more than a teammate, he doubted she would ever reveal her inner thoughts to him.


  “Did Dan tell you?”


  “Tell me what?”


  “About us?”


  Jim shook his head. “What’s to tell?”


  “You can’t say anything … but we’re back together … since the end of May.”


  A broad grin formed. “Oh man, I’m happy for you both. Gotta be tricky being on the same team … won’t that still be a problem?”


  “Yes, and no.” Lexa’s lashes lowered.


  “How so?”


  Lifting her gaze to Jim, she said, “He’s no longer on the team.”


  “Did he transfer to another TRF team?”


  “No. He voluntarily reactivated to save Micky.”


  “Who’s Micky?”


  “Brody’s son. Dan nicknamed him Micky. Said Brody always wanted a son named Micky.”


  It took Jim’s brain a few moments to comprehend ‘voluntarily’ in conjunction with ‘reactivated,’ but when it did, his eyes widened as Dr. Fraser’s ‘rest of the soldiers’ comment now held new meaning. “Ah, damn!”


  “Yeah, exactly.”


  Although aware of the significant differences and consequences of voluntary re-upping versus being recalled involuntarily, particularly for Guardians, Jim still said, “Maybe his father will see fit to make this a special assignment and release him sooner. The general knows that isn’t the life Dan wants.”


  “We can only hope.” Lexa teared up again, unable to dismiss the dreadful roiling of her stomach, her instincts telling her Dan might never return. She closed her eyes and sought to retreat from the conversation. “I’m tired.”


  Aware Lexa might need a moment to recompose herself or have a good cry, Jim moved the box of tissues to the bed and said, “I’m going to grab some coffee. I’ll be back in about fifteen minutes.” When she only nodded, he exited and stood outside the closed door to come to terms with the news himself.


  The soft weeping inside the room broke Jim’s heart. Dan and Lexa deserved a chance at happiness as he had found with Heather.


  Ottawa – Canadian Forces Support Unit Uplands Site – 1645 hours


  General William Broderick strode down the aircraft’s ramp and straight for Colonel Thomas Sutton, who awaited him with the promised coffee. Though William hadn’t wanted to sleep on the flight here, his body had other ideas. After speaking with Tom hours ago, he nodded off and only woke as Mike alerted him to their impending landing.


  As he got closer, Tom’s expression signified something substantial transpired since their last conversation. Taking the cup from the outstretched hand, he asked, “What’s the issue?”


  “Damn, you read me like a book.” Tom glanced around and noted William’s security lead, Captain Mike Galloway, approaching with his three men behind him, as well as many soldiers and members of the general’s staff disembarking. “We must talk, but not here. Too many ears.”


  “Tell me on the way to the hospital unless it’s critical and I need to return to the base to deal with things.”


  “Hospital is the best. Perhaps bring Galloway with us,” Tom stated.


  William turned and spotted Mike with the rest of his security detail. “Galloway, you’re with me. Dawson, Hewitt, Merganser, you can grab a shower and something to eat before joining us at Montfort.”


  En Route to Montfort Hospital


  Allowing Mike to drive, Tom and William sat in the rear of the SUV. Tom waited until his commander consumed a bit of the coffee before he said, “My interview with Kostopoulos uncovered some disturbing news.” He paused, hating to cause his best friend more distress.


  “Spit it out, Tom.” William set the paper cup in the holder, giving his subordinate his undivided attention.


  “Although Kostopoulos’ report came out in jumbled pieces, his recall of the entire chain of events made difficult by the concussion, what he does remember appears intact, as corroborated by the others, except for one item. He claimed Mousa put a price on Dan’s head through a third party named Bukhari. He said Cameo would likely confirm and asked if the computer they grabbed survived the explosions.


  “Unfortunately, the laptop didn’t, so I contacted Bransworth since Cameo is still non-responsive. He discovered a darknet posting offering a quarter million for proof of Dan’s death. The listing even included his TRF photo. Bukhari isn’t on our radar or any terrorist watch list. Bransworth is trying to track this Bukhari down, but so far, he’s come up blank. Therefore, I took steps to protect Dan, including asking Jasper to take over his care.”


  William’s eyes opened slightly, the only indication of his surprise.


  A Father’s Worry
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  August 2 – Ottawa – Montfort Hospital – ICU


  Hiding his worry behind a stoic mask, William strode down the hall toward the ICU. Tom’s news churned his gut, and he couldn’t believe his son was once again the target of a maniac’s twisted revenge. Though dead, Mousa had contracted a third party to oversee the deed. Albeit an unknown to them, this new player meant Daniel remained in someone’s crosshairs.


  At the double-door entrance, he noted part of the security measures Tom put in place—two MPs wearing sidearms. William contemplated initiating Blackout protocol but believed cutting his boy off from everyone he cared about would put too much strain on Daniel’s psyche. And after Plouffe’s machinations, the family would skewer him for isolating Danny when he needed their support.


  However, he would not hesitate to use Blackout if necessary to protect his child. But for now, the actions he instructed Mike and Tom to undertake should be sufficient. They were unorthodox but justified, given Daniel reported a Priority One. The Guardian’s code was reserved for situations of grave national concern—it would never be invoked without a solid reason.


  William returned the soldiers’ salutes, and the man on the right opened the door to the intensive care unit, allowing him entry. He scanned the numbers on the wall and realized Daniel’s room would be at the far end. Though, the MP stationed outside would’ve been enough for William to locate Daniel.


  Halfway to the room, William spotted a nurse exiting, her face exhibiting distress. He increased his pace, wondering if Daniel had taken a turn for the worse though Tom indicated he was stable. Reaching the glass wall, William halted and peered inside, relieved to find Jasper with Danny.


  As William pushed the sliding door open, he asked, “How’s my boy?”


  Worry etching his features, Jasper turned to William.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I won’t sugarcoat it. He’s running a fever, so I started him on a course of antibiotics. But what concerns me most is, although coherent the first time he awoke, he’s been extremely confused during the past three neuro checks.”


  “Confused in what way?” William stepped closer to the bed, peering at his son’s face. He noted the numerous abrasions and cut above the eyebrow, but the deep purple and blue bruising around Daniel’s neck made him grimace.


  Jasper sighed, hating to relay this detail to his longtime friend. “Dan’s been combative upon rousing. He thinks he’s being held captive. I opted to increase the sedative. With his recent concussions, it isn’t the best option, but it is the safest for him and the staff. I don’t want to restrain him—it would only further substantiate his belief he’s back there.”


  Recalling the nurse’s distressed expression as she exited, William asked, “Did he hurt anyone?”


  “He gave his nurse a scare, but no, he didn’t harm her. Regina was more worried about Dan injuring himself.”


  William nodded, and his plan for protecting Daniel now seemed even more justified. “Is it safe for him to travel by air?”


  “Why?”


  Although William trusted Jasper with his life, he couldn’t divulge the entire reason for his query. Lowering his voice to a whisper, he confided, “There is a threat against him, and I must place Daniel in protective custody. And given his state of mind, being outside a hospital and among men who can handle him appears to be a prudent solution, provided he can travel.”


  Aware William likely wouldn’t share more, Jasper said, “Before I agree, with his altered mental status, I must run another CT to ensure a subdural hematoma hasn’t developed. I’ll authorize travel if the scan is clear as long as proper medical care is on hand. If you want, I’m willing to go to provide his care.”


  “I understand, and though I appreciate your offer, the fewer people who know where we are, the better. Once you’re satisfied it is safe to move him, I need you to give Master Corporal Merganser instructions for Daniel’s care and arrange the necessary medications.”


  Jasper nodded, aware of the medic’s capabilities. Drake took it upon himself to learn about chronic fatigue syndrome to care for Yvonne while she and Becca were under protection when Pletcher was trying to kill them. “I’ll go order the CT scan now.”


  William peered at his friend. “Thanks for cutting your vacation short.”


  Patting William’s shoulder, Jasper smiled. “Anything for a brother.”


  As Jasper started to leave, William pivoted and said, “Tom is establishing a code name for Daniel. I’ll make sure you are in the loop.”


  “Roger.” Jasper shut the sliding glass door, giving William a few moments of semi-privacy with his son.


  William drew the curtain shielding Daniel from view before pulling a chair close to the bedside. After sitting, he gently laid a hand over Daniel’s, needing the physical connection—it always broke his heart seeing his boy hurt.


  Keeping his volume low so as not to be overheard by the guard outside, he said, “Danny, I’m here. I love you, Son. I’m sorry I don’t have control over your enlistment. I would convert this to a special assignment in a heartbeat if I could. I promise to do everything I can to help you resume the life you want.”


  He sighed as he confessed, “I’ve been so wrong about so many things and blind to what is best for you. I may not be able to shorten your tenure, but I have a say in how to utilize your skills. If you don’t want a field position or to work in Ops, you could train recruits and have a permanent billet in Ottawa.


  “I know that isn’t what your heart desires, but it would allow you to be closer to your family and only a few hours away from your friends in TRF. I will also speak with Walter, and we’ll find a way for you to return to Alpha Team after you are honorably discharged.”


  William fell silent as his thoughts turned to Bukhari. He hoped Bransworth quickly identified the person so they could eliminate the anvil over Daniel’s head once and for all. “Aw damn, Daniel … you don’t deserve this. I thought you’d be free of the past once we dealt with Plouffe, Pletcher, and rid the world of Mousa, Qasim, and the others responsible for your torture.”


  His phone pinged, stopping his monolog. Releasing Daniel’s hand, he reached into his pocket to retrieve his cell. Opening Tom’s text, he read, Code name established. Sending separately.


  While waiting, a message from Mike arrived. Selected a remote safehouse recently updated with the latest tech. Possesses multiple escape routes. Unit is gathering supplies for an extended stay. Private flight on standby. We will be prepared to leave by 2100.


  William replied. Roger. I’ll contact you when we’re ready.


  The phone dinged again, and William switched back to Tom’s messages. An unexpected laugh burst forth as he saw the code Tom assigned Daniel. Damn, Sutton’s ironic sense of humor. The text simply read, HellFroze.


  When the door opened, William tensed, stood, and pivoted to face the intruder, ready to defend his son with his bare hands. His stance relaxed slightly when Jasper pushed the curtain aside and stepped into view. On a knife’s edge, William recognized his worry wouldn’t reduce until he moved Daniel to a secure location.


  Jasper halted, sensing Will’s anxiety. “They’ll be taking him down for a CT in five minutes, and he’ll be there for at least thirty.”


  “I’m going with him.”


  Pastore hated to be blunt, but his patient’s welfare came first. “No, Will. They need to focus on your son, not your rank. So, why don’t you use this as an opportunity to grab a quick bite?”


  “I’m not letting Danny out of my sight. If he wakes in that scanner and freaks out, he might need me,” William countered.


  Though aware concern drove Will’s response, Jasper held firm. “William, he’s sedated. He won’t wake for hours. The MPs and I will ensure he remains safe. Now, as your friend, I want you to eat something, but if you force me, as your doctor, I can make that an order.”


  Eyeing his trusted friend, William reluctantly relented. “Alright. It will give me time to check on the rest of the men.”


  “Are you going to call Yvonne?”


  “Not yet. I don’t want to interrupt her trip. Yvonne and Ann deserve to enjoy the Caribbean cruise after all their charity and fundraising efforts during the past few months. I’ll contact her when they return next week.”


  Jasper nodded and turned to assess his patient’s vitals before taking him to radiology.


  William gazed at Daniel until the orderly arrived and rolled his bed into the hall. When Jasper and the MP followed, he headed for the nurses’ station to obtain the room numbers of the other injured soldiers.


  Montfort Hospital – Blaze’s Room


  Quietly pushing the door open, not wanting to disturb the major if he was sleeping, William spied Blain staring at a blank TV screen. “May I come in?”


  Still woozy from the heavy-duty pain medications, Blaze turned his head toward the door. “Sir?”


  William took that as a yes and strode in, letting the portal close behind him. “I’m glad to find you awake. How are you feeling?”


  “Um … a little out of it, sir. Are you here for my AAR?” Blaze blinked bleary eyes, trying to focus on the general.


  “No. That can wait. Has Sutton been in to talk to you?”


  “Yeah … I think … things are fuzzy, but I recall him telling me a unit rescued the HVA, and Mousa is dead.”


  “Do you have questions for me?” William pulled the chair close and took a seat, unsure how much Tom shared with Blain but aware he hadn’t told him about Daniel reactivating.


  “Where are my sister and nephew? When can I see them?”


  “They are safe and soon. We must debrief her before they can visit.”


  “What about my guys … how are they?”


  “All alive and stable.”


  “Good. I screwed up … allowed myself to be distracted, and we were followed.” Blaze’s lashes lowered, fighting fatigue.


  “You’re not the only one. I should’ve pulled Mason’s unit in for the security detail in the first place. I put you and your team in a bad situation. The buck stops with me, though I’m not the one paying the price.”


  Curious at Broderick’s downhearted tone, Blaze opened his eyes and stared at Blondie’s father. “Sir, we all accept the risks … part of the life we chose.”


  “True, but not everyone chose this life. Your nephew and my son—”


  Blaze interrupted, “You just said Micky is okay, and what does Blondie have to do with this?”


  Addressing the first part, William said, “Micky’s alright physically, but he suffered emotional trauma no four-year-old should ever experience. We will ensure he receives counseling for as long as he requires.”


  Blaze’s muddled thoughts surfaced, “I’m still mad Daphy didn’t leave when she realized she was pregnant. I wonder why she stayed undercover. In all those years, she should’ve discovered intel that would’ve let us nail Mousa.”


  William nodded. “I agree. And we are looking into the handling of her op. Not everything adds up.”


  “Shades of Pletcher and Plouffe?”


  “Perhaps. I’m hoping once Daniel wakes, he can provide those pieces to this puzzle. He called a Priority One.”


  “What?” Blaze blinked rapidly. “When? How? Why?”


  After raising a hand to stop the one-word questions, William bit the bullet. “When Daniel called in the distress code at the safehouse, he voluntarily reactivated to lead the team to rescue Micky and Daphne. According to Mason, Daniel found something in the basement of Mousa’s stronghold that warranted a P One, but nobody knows what. Unfortunately, the explosion and subsequent fire obliterated everything.”


  “What do you mean when he wakes? Was Blondie injured?” Blaze’s fatherly concern increased.


  “Yes, Daniel suffered a concussion.” William sighed before he added, “Qasim also choked and knifed him twice in the fight before Daniel killed the bastard.”


  Blaze’s eyes rounded. “The One is dead?”


  “Based on Jon’s AAR, yes.”


  “Jon’s? As in Jon Hardy?”


  “Yes.”


  “What was TRF doing …” Blaze trailed off as he gaped at William when his mind finally latched on two words he missed earlier—voluntarily and reactivated. Adrenaline surged, masking pain as fire lit hazel orbs and his hands fisted, wishing to slug the man beside him. Anger imbued his tone as he exclaimed, “You let Blondie reactivate! What the hell were you thinking?”


  Keeping his voice soft, William said, “About saving his life. He would’ve gone rogue if I hadn’t accepted his activation. If he went off alone, he’d either be dead or in prison—and jail would be worse than a death sentence for Danny.”


  The general’s reasoning knocked the wind from Blaze’s sails, and his fingers uncurled, the fight response vacating. “Shit! This sucks.”


  “My exact thoughts.” William leaned back in the chair, grateful he had established a forthright relationship with Blain over the past two years, allowing them to converse honestly and openly regarding Daniel. It differed from the friendships he enjoyed with Tom and Jasper because he and Blaze viewed and protected Daniel in the same manner—as a son.


  “Are you going to make this a special assignment?” Blaze asked.


  “Wish I could, but my hands are tied.”


  “The committee?” As pain reasserted itself, Blaze’s hand slipped beneath the sheet to depress the button to self-administer a dose of hydromorphone.


  “Yes. But him being in the military might be best for the short-term,” William replied, thinking about the price on Daniel’s head. When the patient-controlled analgesic pump whirred, William recognized Blaze must be hurting and definitely needed rest.


  His lids becoming too heavy to keep up, Blaze mumbled, “How so?” as they inched downward.


  Taking a moment to consider whether he should reveal the threat, William glanced out the window. When he turned back to the bed, a soft snore resolved his dilemma. Standing, William decided it was best not to burden Blaze with those details yet. The major needed to focus on his health and recovery.


  Pleased Blaze seemed to understand his reasoning for why he accepted Daniel’s request to activate, William exited the room. He needed all the allies he could muster when the time came to convince the damned committee to release Daniel from his contract. When his stomach rumbled, he made a detour to the cafeteria before checking on the rest of his men.


  Private Jet En Route to Guardian Safehouse – 2345 hours


  William observed as Drake changed out a saline bag and took a set of vitals. Thankfully, the CT scan had been clear, and Jasper provided Drake with the necessary supplies to tend to Daniel properly.


  His gaze moving to Captain Galloway in the cockpit, he appreciated the man’s attention to detail. Mike efficiently arranged everything required and sent Craig and Jack ahead to prepare the safehouse for their arrival.


  “Sir.”


  Turning back to the cabin, William found Drake offering him a steaming cup of black gold. “Thanks. How’s Daniel doing?”


  Drake took a seat across from the short couch where they laid Dan. “Stable. Fever is low-grade. I believe the antibiotics are doing their job.”


  “Good.” William took a sip of coffee and hoped Tom would soon uncover a lead on Bukhari so his son could recover at home surrounded by family.


  Close-Knit Family
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  August 3 – Toronto – TRF HQ – Briefing Room – 9:00 a.m.


  Commander Walter Gambrill peered at the assembled TRF sergeants. Those off duty came in when he called the impromptu gathering this morning, the topic of which couldn’t wait for their regularly scheduled monthly meeting. The only man missing was Nicholas Pastore, but Walter would be going to the hospital to speak with him once he finished here.


  “Gentlemen, thank you for coming in on such short notice. What I’m about to share is important, and I hope to garner your support.” Having gained their rapt attention with his intro, Walter continued, “As you are all aware, Alpha Team is down due to the explosion during their warrant call.”


  Seven heads nodded with expressions of concern visible on all.


  “Alpha will not be taking calls for at least four weeks, given their injuries. Pastore, Hardy, De Haven, and Lycett are expected to return to light duty in three weeks. However, McKenna and Baldovino will be out for six weeks at minimum since both have experienced multiple concussions within two months and suffered additional injuries in the blast. Therefore, I will be shuffling the schedules of all teams to provide coverage.”


  “Commander, what about Broderick?” Bill Raffin, formerly Delta’s tactical lead and now Foxtrot’s new sergeant, asked.


  “I’ll address his status in a moment.” Walter took a breath and said, “I need each of you to submit updated time off requests for your teams. I hope to accommodate most existing plans by arranging for reserve candidates to rotate in as necessary. However, some requests will likely be canceled or rescheduled. I wish to keep the lines of communication open to reduce this difficult situation’s hardship on all officers.”


  “Sir, everyone is on board with whatever needs to change. That warrant call could’ve been assigned to any team. Alpha has our full support,” Camden Bradley stated as the other sergeants nodded.


  “Good to know. And in that vein, I have a delicate matter that requires every TRF member’s cooperation.”


  Walter paused to take a sip of coffee as William’s entreaty ran through his mind. Selecting his words carefully, he said, “As you are all most likely aware, Dan is my godson, and while that relationship doesn’t influence my decisions regarding him in a professional capacity, what I’m about to ask is personal.


  “I received a call from General Broderick late last night. He informed me CSIS discovered a credible threat to Dan’s life. All he could share is that it stems from Dan’s time in JTF2. Apparently, someone from his past identified him, and now there is a price on his head. The posting included his TRF photograph and offered a quarter million reward for his death.”


  “Shit!” Colton Harmon blurted.


  “An understatement, Colt,” Glen Turpin stated as he shook his head. This was becoming sadly repetitive for Alpha Team and Dan in particular. The last threat ended with Ray’s death and Archie Foster’s medical retirement.


  Crispin Winter peered at Gambrill. “Sir, what can we do to help? Dan might be your godson, but he’s our family, too. TRF takes care of our own.”


  Walter allowed a slight smile to form for a brief moment. He hoped they would be willing, though the constant threats must be getting tiresome for them all to deal with. “Keep silent.”


  “What?” Doug Starling asked, not grasping what their commander wanted.


  “Sorry, that was too vague. I’m asking that no one discusses Dan anywhere, with anyone, at any time. We have no idea who might come after him or what information they may glean if people talk about him.


  “Dan’s father moved him to a secure location while he recovers, but he would appreciate it if we act as if Dan never worked for TRF until they resolve the issue. If anyone makes inquiries about Dan, I need you to provide me details, and I will pass them along to the general.”


  When Sergeant Qiang raised a hand, Walter said, “Go ahead.”


  “Sir, is it true Dan rejoined the military?”


  Walter nodded. “Yes, but it is unknown at this time if it will be a short-term, temporary assignment. Therefore, his position here will remain open, and he will be on unpaid leave until I hear otherwise. Any other questions?” Receiving shaking heads and silence, he said, “Okay. I would like you to inform your teams today and submit your updated schedules by tomorrow morning.”


  As the sergeants began to disperse, Camden approached Water. “Sir, since I’m off duty today, I’d be happy to help convey this request to the support staff.”


  “Appreciate the offer, but it’s under control. I’ll meet with them later this afternoon after speaking with Pastore’s team. But, if you’re interested, I could use some assistance with selecting potential reserve candidates.”


  “Whatever you need. I’ll pull up their files and get started.”


  As Camden exited, Walter sighed but smiled. He worked with good men and women who internalized the Toronto Police motto—to serve and protect.


  Providence Hospital – Loki’s Room – 11:30 a.m.


  Although Loki struggled to put all the pieces from two days ago in a coherent order, some parts were miserably crystal clear. He wished he could erase several images burned into his mind’s eye. The visage of his new brother choking the life out of Jon was first on the list, and a close second was when he lifted his MP5, prepared to bring it down on Dan’s head to save Jon.


  The other three images rounding out the top five included little Micky’s silent scream from the video at the safe house, Dan’s copiously bleeding knife wound, and when the timer inexplicably dropped to two minutes. The last one left him thoroughly confused. He couldn’t figure out what he did to cause the drop.


  He’d been so careful with all the countermeasures but surmised he must’ve missed something, and in doing so, he almost cost everyone their lives. Angus’ little device might’ve been the difference between life and death, but he couldn’t be sure because he had no idea how far away from the building he and Jon had gotten before the explosion.


  His eyes glanced at his bandaged arm, realizing they must’ve been close enough for shrapnel to impale his bicep. The pounding in his skull made it tough to think, so Loki lowered his lashes and sagged against his pillow.


  Major Brendan White waited for a response to his question, recognizing he might need to wait another day or two before continuing Constable Baldovino’s interview. The injured officer appeared to be experiencing discomfort, and his concentration wavered multiple times in the past fifteen minutes.


  Brendan also observed the expressive brown eyes going through a myriad of emotions before they shut. He understood the events of August first left Alpha Team’s technical expert shaken. Deciding to end for today, Brendan said, “I think I should leave and allow you to rest. We can resume your statement in a few days when you’re feeling better.”


  Forgetting the major was in the room, Loki’s eyelids shot upward. “No. Um, I was just trying to …” he trailed off as he tried to recall the question, but the military officer only smiled at him. “Sorry. Guess I’m not quite up to doing this yet. Things are so mixed up.”


  “Understandable.”


  “Can I ask you a question?” Loki inquired.


  “Sure. I’ll answer if I can.”


  “Will you be investigating what caused the timer to drop? I need to know where I screwed up.”


  Brendan sighed. “I don’t think you did.”


  Loki stared. “Why?”


  Pointing to the white gauze around Baldovino’s arm, he said, “Based on the location of the GSW and your position as reported by Constable Hardy.”


  Loki’s gaze moved back to his wounded arm as his face scrunched with disbelief. “This is from a bullet?”


  “Yes.”


  Turning back to Major White, Loki stated, “My ma said the doctor said it was shrapnel. Can you explain?”


  “A necessary deflection of the truth. Do you recall the cover story I shared with you when I first entered?”


  His shoulders slumping, Loki admitted, “Only some. We never went inside. There wasn’t a kid involved, and Daphne Blain is dead.”


  “Almost correct. Daphne Gardner died in the blast along with her cohorts. We need to use her alias so she and her son will be protected going forward.”


  “Yeah, right. Okay.” He glanced at his wound again as he struggled to connect the dots of his scattered thoughts. “So, this,” Loki blinked as a fragment crystalized, “holy smokes, I really got shot!”


  “Yes, you did.”


  The puzzle pieces dissembled, leaving Loki muddled once again. “When?”


  “Are you asking when you were shot?”


  Loki nodded sheepishly, surprised he didn’t notice at the time it happened.


  “Based on Hardy’s report, I’m pretty sure it occurred as you attempted to defuse the explosive device. And from the description Hardy gave of the man he tried to take into custody, I believe it was Mousa’s second in command. I can’t be sure but speculate when Yassin sprayed an arc of bullets, one went through your arm, and either that round or another triggered a countermeasure.”


  “I would’ve noticed if a bullet struck it.”


  “Perhaps one struck the other device you found.”


  “But that one didn’t have any RDX.”


  Unable to disclose classified details about the experimental explosives stolen from Thruston Group, Brendan settled for a partial truth. “Remember the cascading trigger Dan told you about?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, it is possible it was connected, although the bomb didn’t contain RDX,” Brendan suggested.


  Loki endeavored to recall details of the inert device he encountered in the warehouse basement but found it challenging. “Guess it’s possible.”


  Brendan turned off the jammer. “I’m going to let you rest. I’ll check back in a couple of days, and we can finish.”


  “Okay. Sorry I couldn’t be of more help.” As the major gathered his things, Loki asked, “Can you tell me how Dan’s doing? I tried contacting him yesterday, but I only got his voicemail.”


  White’s voice held a note of regret and sincerity as he said, “I’m afraid I don’t have any information I can share at this time.”


  Though Loki didn’t like the answer, he accepted White either didn’t have or couldn’t give him an update, so he only nodded and bid him goodbye. Once alone, Loki released a long sigh and stared at his arm again.


  A soft chuckle emitted as several thoughts passed through his mind. I guess I can’t give Dan any crap about not noticing he’s been injured since I don’t recall being shot. I hope Jon and the others don’t institute a Loki check.


  Deciding to be proactive and go straight to the source to find out how Dan fared, Loki reached for his phone and selected Dan’s personal contact. It rang once, and when the call connected, he smiled, eager to talk to his brother. However, his glee faded rapidly when an automated voice said, “The number you have reached is no longer in service.”


  Loki tried again and got the same result. Perplexed, he chose Dan’s TRF line and found it disconnected as well. Worry increasing, his finger hovered over Boss’ contact, but he paused when a knock sounded on his door, and Commander Gambrill requested to come in.


  Several minutes later, Loki understood why he couldn’t reach Dan. Although he didn’t like it one darned bit, he wanted Dan to be safe and appreciated the steps taken to protect him.


  St. Michael’s Hospital – Lexa’s Room – 2:00 p.m.


  Major White finished documenting Constable McKenna’s account of the mission to rescue Daphne Blain and her son from the terrorists. He found the petite woman to be exceptionally well-spoken, insightful, professional, and detailed when giving her report, just like her teammates.


  And like Pastore, Hardy, DeHaven, Baldovino, and Lycett, she willingly participated in the after-action interview though dealing with the aftereffects of injuries sustained in the explosion. Thankfully, she had been tethered to a safety line, or her injuries could’ve been significantly worse when the blast knocked her out of the tree. However, a dislocated shoulder, broken arm, and grade three concussion were nothing to sneeze at. Particularly since he discovered this was McKenna’s second concussion in two months.


  His conversations with Alpha Team revealed a tight-knit group that genuinely cared about and respected the younger Broderick. Everyone except Lycett, the team’s rookie, required him to provide proof he was not in the ‘Dan haters’ camp before they opened up to him.


  Glancing up, Brendan studied her for a moment. Noting how she gnawed her lower lip, he sensed she, like Hardy, withheld something from him. Setting his pen down, he made the same offer he had to the tactical leader. “Ms. McKenna, is there anything else you wish to add to your statement? Perhaps something you’d like to be off the record?”


  Although she had given a factual account without emotion, Lexa deliberated whether to disclose she recognized Dan when viewing the heart-wrenching debasement. Swallowing the lump in her throat as the godawful images replayed in her mind’s eye, she came to a decision. “Yes, please. I don’t want this in the file. I’m only sharing because if the laptop in the tarp room survived, the contents should be erased before anyone else becomes aware of their existence.”


  This new piece of information piqued Brendan’s interest. Hoping it might help uncover why Dan declared a Priority One, he leaned forward slightly. “What contents? What did you see?”


  Lexa’s gaze lowered to her lap, struggling to remain composed. “Well, um, when I told you I believed Mousa attempted to coerce Ms. Blain by showing her a still image of Micky and a split screen showing what might happen to him … I left out a detail.”


  When McKenna halted, Brendan noted a lone tear slipped out and snaked down her cheek. He resisted the urge to comfort her, believing she may misconstrue his conduct or think him too forward. Instead, he softly said, “Please take as much time as you need.”


  Hastily swiping at her watery eyes, Lexa inhaled and lifted her gaze to the major. “I recognized the man being tortured in the video.”


  Lexa’s voice cracked a little, “It was … Dan. I witnessed him screaming in agony as the sadist laughed and repeatedly thrust hot needles into his abdomen.” Whether sickened by the memory or nausea from her concussion, Lexa grabbed for the emesis basin as her mouth filled with saliva and her stomach clenched.


  Brendan exhaled heavily—saddened she saw something so foul and worried the recording might’ve already made it to the dark web and sold for the viewing pleasure of like-minded and budding deviants.


  Mercifully, Lexa quelled the urge to hurl and avoided embarrassing herself further in front of Major White. Lowering the basin, she took several cleansing breaths before she continued. “Not easy to view and not relevant to the mission, which is why I initially left the detail out. But on further consideration, I thought you should know so the damned video can be destroyed.”


  “Thank you. I assure you I will share what you said with only those with a need to know so we can ensure the original and any copies are destroyed and wiped from the internet.”


  Lexa nodded but said, “I can describe the torturer to a sketch artist if you want. That psychopath needs to be brought to justice.”


  Though he shouldn’t reveal this, he wished to give her some solace, so he said, “That won’t be necessary.”


  “Why?” Lexa’s hackles started to rise, wondering why they wouldn’t want to go after the depraved barbarian who committed such vicious atrocities.


  “Do you recall when Dan transferred command to Mason?”


  “Yes, Jon is the one who did so because Dan got stabbed in the tunnel confronting one of the subjects.”


  “The hostile Dan terminated was Rifat Qasim, Mousa’s bombmaker and the bastard, excuse my language, who tortured Dan.”


  “But Jon said …” Lexa trailed off as his words replayed in her head. He fought THE ONE to prevent discovery.


  She realized that must’ve been the code assigned to Qasim. Dan’s howl made so much sense now … he confronted the blackguard who brutally tortured him and caused him ungodly agony.


  “So, he’s dead?” Lexa queried, hoping for an affirmative answer.


  “As a doornail. Dan got justice for himself. And you, ma’am, are responsible for ridding the world of Mousa, previously number three on the most wanted list of terrorists.” Brendan grinned and said, “Special Forces could use someone like you behind the scope. The positions are open to women now, so if you ever want to change jobs and join JTF2, I would gladly provide you with a glowing letter of recommendation.”


  Lexa didn’t instantly reject the idea. Instead, the little notion found a home in the corner of her brain. It might be a way to be closer to Dan if he had to spend the next seven years in the military. Knocking on her door interrupted her musings, and Lexa asked, “Major, are we finished?”


  “If you don’t have anything more to add to your report.”


  “I don’t.”


  “Okay. Thank you for your time.” Brendan closed his notebook, rose, put the jammer in his pocket, and strode to the door. He expected the nurse but instead found the TRF commander. “Sir, we’re done. You may come in.”


  The men passed one another in the entry, and Walter moved towards Lexa’s bed as he queried, “Are you up for a short visit?”


  Though aching and emotionally drained, Lexa replied, “Yes, sir.”


  By the time Gambrill left ten minutes later, the axis to Lexa’s world had tilted. Part of her nightmare seemed to be coming true—she couldn’t communicate with Dan until the threat to his life was resolved.


  Exhausted and unsettled by the news, she drifted into an uneasy slumber, hoping her dream wasn’t a portent of the future.


  The Confession
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  August 4 – Near Yellowknife, NT – Safehouse – 0130 hours


  Sounds of distress coming from the bed caused William to rise from the rocking chair and move closer, but not within striking distance. Since their arrival, Drake had roused Daniel a few times for neuro checks. Each time, his son had been quite disoriented and locked in the memory of his captivity but returned to sleep almost immediately, which worried William.


  Several hours ago, he contacted Jasper to discuss his concerns. His old friend revealed Dr. Beedle had secured Daniel with soft cuffs after reading his history of aggression when waking in an unknown location. Though William wanted to wring Beedle’s neck for his stupidity, it wouldn’t help his boy. Jasper suspected that being restrained, coupled with the multiple concussions Daniel suffered within the past year, accounted for his confusion.


  However, due to stringent security protocols, William possessed information unavailable to Jasper. He was certain the encounter with Qasim, as well as going to rescue Brody’s son and Blaze’s sister from Mousa’s compound, played a significant role in Daniel’s current mental state. As the whimpering increased, William stepped closer, unable to resist going to his distraught son.


  He switched on the portable CD player to fill the room with classical music. Brody used music with a positive effect in the early days of Daniel’s recovery after Blaze’s unit rescued Danny from three months of torture. Lightly squeezing his son’s left bicep, a gesture he learned from observing Patch, William spoke soft reassurances, hoping to cut through Daniel’s nightmare.


  Mike stood at the doorway, prepared to protect the general if Dan lashed out. He breathed a sigh of relief as the younger Broderick settled. When General Broderick leaned in close and kissed Dan’s forehead, he stepped away, giving them a bit of privacy. Turning, he headed for the kitchen to start another pot of coffee, aware it would be a long night for them all.


  Drake sat at the table with a glass of milk and a half-eaten roast beef sandwich, taking a well-deserved break. He glanced up as Mike approached. “Everything alright in there?”


  “Yeah, the music appears to be helping. I’m glad Bossman requested we add that to the list of supplies.”


  “My mother always claimed music soothes the soul,” Jack said as he ambled in and opened the fridge, searching for a snack, and grabbed an apple. As he shut the door, he yawned and raked a hand through his disheveled hair, having recently woken from a nap.


  “Craig’s on the monitors and needs a break,” Mike said.


  “I’ll relieve him shortly,” Jack replied. Needing a caffeine boost before taking over, he eyed the overabundance of coffee grounds Mike added to the filter. “You trying to kill us with varnish remover?”


  “It’s better than the battery acid you make,” Drake quipped.


  Mike grinned and deliberately added another scoop, aware both he and William preferred their java stronger than the other guys. “Bossman needs the stimulant tonight, so quit complaining. You can always add more milk and sugar to yours.”


  Jack nodded as he sank his teeth into the crisp fruit. He wouldn’t begrudge General Broderick his potent brew—the man indeed needed it with the never-ending demands of his position.


  In the bedroom, William returned to the rocking chair and sat, pleased Daniel appeared to relax in his sleep. Aware he would be up most of the night if history repeated itself, he shut his eyes to rest a bit while possible. His mind wandered as he recalled the horrendous nightmares his boy suffered while recovering at home after Merrill shot him.


  Fortunately, Blaze, Mason, Winds, and Jim had been there to assist. From them, he learned how to calm Daniel when the night terrors got bad. He was eternally grateful to those men as well as Brody and Ripsaw. They protected his son during the time he and Sutton were blind to Plouffe’s nefarious schemes.


  Guilt still hounded William for his part in creating an environment where Major Plouffe manipulated and harmed Daniel with veritable impunity for six damned years. During Plouffe’s court-martial, he made a vow to himself to never allow anyone to exploit his progeny again.


  And in that vein, William refused to allow the committee to do the same thing by retaining Daniel under the guise of the stop-loss program. The only problem with keeping his pledge is he must find a path forward. Regrettably, the oversight committee possessed powers he couldn’t ignore. He needed a plan, so William began to strategize how to attain his desired outcome for Daniel.


  A cool breeze carrying the scent of fresh pine caressed Dan’s face as consciousness came in bits and pieces. He maintained stealth mode as his senses came online. The gentle and alluring harmony of Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata, one of his favorites, played softly. Then he detected quiet male voices talking and laughing in the distance as the aroma of brewing coffee wafted to him.


  Discomfort made itself known next. His whole body ached, his head and right side throbbed, his throat burned, and the forced air from a cannula irritated his nostrils. He recalled waking in a hospital and Dr. Pastore being present, but everything he sensed now told him he was no longer there.


  Wondering where he’d been moved to and by whom, Dan raised his lashes a fraction to survey his surroundings covertly. A deep, dusky, bluish sky augmented the dimly lit room. Staring at the tall spruce trees visible through the window, he came to the realization he was definitely not in Toronto.


  He noticed the IV pole and followed the line to his left arm before a creak on the opposite side of the room drew his attention. Unsure of his location, he cautiously turned, but moving caused his neck to hurt. He discovered a sleeping figure wearing a tactical uniform. It took him several moments to realize who sat in the rocker. Confused, Dan said, “Dad?”


  William jerked his head up, his eyes flying open when the raspy moniker filled the air. Two pairs of sapphire eyes met, and William witnessed lucidity. He stood and hurried to the bedside, grabbing the plastic water cup and holding the bendy straw to Daniel’s mouth as he said, “You’re finally awake.”


  Sucking down several sips to wet his parched mouth, Dan found swallowing quite painful. After pushing the straw away, he asked, “Where am I?”


  Setting the cup down, William smiled, relieved Daniel’s mind returned to the present and was no longer trapped in a horrible memory. “In a safe house.”


  Dan blinked. “Why? Where?”


  “A little ways outside Yellowknife in Northwest Territories. I’ll explain why later. Can you tell me the last thing you remember?”


  “Waking in some hospital with a tube down my throat and my limbs restrained. Dr. Pastore released me and gave me pain medication.”


  William nodded. “What about before that?”


  Panic filled Dan as he recalled finding Brody’s son in the basement near the needles and burner on the steel table. “Micky! Oh god, he was on the floor in a corner. Is he—”


  The terror filling Daniel’s eyes caused William to cut off his son’s query. “Brody Jr. is alright. He’s safe and mostly unharmed … a few bruises, scrapes, and a small cut on his leg. Bram carried him out before the building exploded.”


  Confusion replaced fear. “Exploded? Didn’t Loki defuse the bomb?” Anxiety returned in a surge. “My team … Mason … the others—”


  Again interrupting, William knew what Daniel needed to hear. “Everyone of import is alive. They suffered some injuries, but all are stable and recovering. I’m extremely proud of how you handled yourself in this difficult situation.”


  Dan sagged with relief, but tension returned as a memory came forward. His protective shields erected, hiding his inner self as his gaze lowered to his hands. He shouldn’t be proud … I’m a cold-blooded murderer.


  Witnessing all emotion dissipating from Daniel’s mien, like a switch being flipped, William’s concern heightened. Perplexed about the cause, he asked, “Son, are you okay?”


  Struggling with racing thoughts and unable to confess the foul deed he committed, Dan remained silent, shut his eyes, and ignored his father’s question for the first time in his life.


  Heart pounding as past visions crept in, William equated the rigid, closed-off countenance before him to what happened with Daniel after Sara died. Refusing to repeat his same mistakes by ordering his son to answer, William spoke gently, “Danny, rest now. There is no rush. We can talk when you’re ready. I’m not going anywhere. I’m here for you no matter what.”


  As he returned to the rocker, William noted Drake poking his head into the room and silently mouthing, “Can I come in?” Aware Daniel needed a little space to work through the source of his shutdown, William shook his head.


  Although believing he should do a neuro check now that Dan appeared to have awoken coherent, Drake nodded and backed out, complying with his commander’s decision. Keeping his voice low as he approached his CO, who was pouring a cup of java for General Broderick, Drake said, “Might want to wait. He didn’t want me to go in, so I don’t think he’ll want the coffee.”


  Mike grinned. “Oh, ye of little faith. Bossman never turns down black gold.” And with that statement, he reached for a second mug and poured a half cup for Dan. Taking both, he moved stealthily into the bedroom, set the cups on a table beside William, then exited as quietly.


  Appreciating Mike’s gesture, William lifted the full one and sipped as he reflected on the preliminary AARs Sutton and White sent late last night. He read them multiple times, and although not fully complete yet, they painted a clear picture of the stressful situation and the commendable actions of all those involved, especially his son.


  Though not wanting to depreciate his boy’s capacities, William acknowledged the day had been most overwhelming for Daniel. The official reports and a few non-documented comments from Winds, Mason, and Jon clearly highlighted the devastating impact on Daniel when he spied Qasim’s photo in the file, and encountered him in the tunnel.


  William sincerely wished either Bram or Blaze was here now. Both men had a way of reaching and connecting with Daniel during an emotional crisis. But alas, helping to mend his son’s wounded psyche fell solely to him this time, and he prayed he didn’t screw up again.


  A sigh escaped as he recognized this chain of events might’ve never occurred if he sent Mason’s unit instead of Blaze’s to guard Ms. Blain or if the safehouse in Toronto had been up to par. However, as bad as it might be for Danny, William had to admit they wouldn’t have learned of Mousa’s presence.


  That concerned William greatly. He began to wonder if they failed to identify all traitors when they investigated Plouffe and Pletcher. Although the inquiry netted a nest of weak-minded, unscrupulous men and women who participated at various levels, they could’ve easily missed a sleeper element.


  Could that be what caused Daniel to declare Priority One? As William’s mind turned to conjecture, reviewing the past and the handling of Daphne Blain’s undercover operation, Dan’s thoughts moved along a vastly different track.


  Awash with shame, Dan despised that he had betrayed everything he believed in and committed cold-blooded murder. Early in his tenure with Blaze’s unit, he accepted as a sniper that he would be a harbinger of death, ending the lives of evil men who threatened innocents. Those kills had been sanctioned for the greater good, but now he had murdered with pre-mediated malice in his soul, which made him no better than the terrorists he dispatched.


  His future was in ruins, and it was all his fault. Although he would still re-up to save Micky if presented with the same situation, Dan wished he could change the events, so he never encountered The One. If only he hadn’t been in the tunnel, his life would go on with a few changes—he and Lexa would’ve found a solution to be together while he served the rest of his contract.


  But now, although Lexa loved him, he genuinely doubted she would stand by a murderer … nor would his chosen families. He would be abhorrent to them all. His parents, sister, uncles, aunts, and cousins would surely disown him because his disgraceful action was the antithesis of all they held dear.


  Pain ripped through his agonized soul, tearing him to shreds. Though he must confess his sin and accept the consequences, telling his father would crush their budding relationship—one Dan wanted more than he could express. Growing up, he always craved his dad’s acceptance but believed he fell short of his expectations—and now he most certainly did.


  He brought dishonor to the Broderick name, and there would be no going back. The general would abandon and forsake him once he found out his only son crossed the line. Nothing he could do would ever absolve him of his crime, and he would rot in prison alone.


  The call of nature intruded on his ruminations, causing Dan to open his eyes. Though not yet prepared to face his father, he needed to pee, so he tried to push himself up to get out of bed to find the bathroom. He groaned with effort as pain lanced his right side.


  William shot to his feet, set the mug down, and hurried to Daniel’s side. “Hey, you shouldn’t be trying to sit up.”


  “Gotta use the latrine,” Dan said, not making eye contact as he pulled off the nasal cannula but got it twisted up.


  “Here, let me help.” William untangled the tubing and grabbed the IV pole as Daniel swung his legs off the mattress. “Let’s take it slow.”


  Although he hated needing assistance, in his weakened state, Dan allowed his dad to sling his arm around his shoulders and help him rise. Together they shuffled out the door, and Dan got his first look at the rest of the place.


  He spotted Mike and Drake in a small kitchen on his way to the bathroom situated between the room he exited and what appeared to be a second bedroom. A short hall opened into another room, but Dan didn’t bother examining the contents as the need to urinate surged, and he focused on putting one foot in front of the other to reach the toilet. Thankfully, his father left him alone to take care of business, but as he finished washing his hands, he reappeared, ready
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