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PART ONE: FLY
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The President went to high school in Easton, Pennsylvania. Where a bully had pissed on him. Where he swore to gain power over Easton, over Pennsylvania, over America. And with that power, to build a dam across the Delaware River. A dam to piss on the bully who pissed on him. And after buying power, and despite the bully’s years-ago death from mesothelioma, the President built the Shutyergorge Dam. With the dam, the President pissed on Easton, Pennsylvania. And soon after, America.

* * *
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Done with delivery for the night. Leo floored his Impreza in reverse, whipped the steering wheel halfway, applied power. The headlights brushed the back door of his family’s shop: Tony’s “Toe-Tip of Italy” Calabrian Pizzeria. Inside, Dad was filling a delivery bag—but he’d just said the night was over. Leo went to neutral, pulled the e-brake. Mom had died in August when a road collapsed into the rising Delaware River, and these soaked November roads are even greedier, and Dad’s not tempting it too.

Back inside. Dad spun in surprise, blocked with his round yet muscled belly. “You said to head home, grease the foosball table,” Leo said.

Dad relaxed, put salads atop the delivery bag. “Picky customers. I have to take it in person.”

“A payoff?”

“I’ll be back fast.”

“I saw three new flood-creeps tonight. Don’t test the Chrysler, ride shotgun with me.”

“I got it.”

“It’s late. Too many drunks. Plus deer. Plus the checkpoints.” No need to mention Mom. Leo reached for the delivery again, but his hands only got above the bags. “They want it cold?”

Dad stared, doing some sort of math, then picked up the bags. “Fine. You drive. It’s for charity—just a little request for unsold leftovers.”

Easy enough. Outside, Leo pulled open the passenger door, then circled and dropped behind the wheel. 

Dad got in, held the bags on his lap. “Heading south. So cross the Lehigh in Bethlehem, then over South Mountain. We’ll eventually cut back toward the Delaware.”

“Spot any checkpoints?”

“We’ll be OK,” Dad said. “But I can’t guarantee. Nice and easy.”

Easier if Dad’s prescription pick-up had been moved from the glovebox to the spare tire in back. Left in too much of a rush. Now silently over the bridge next to the old steel mill, only its chimneys above water. The Lehigh River up to the base of the bridge, flowing east to the Delaware. Now up the mountain through rowhouses and old Slovakian duplexes, into the woods behind the college, winding higher to the pass, then rolling downhill. “It’s got to be flooded down there,” Leo said.

“But shielded by mountain.”

“They live uphill or low?”

Two bright lamps ahead. Not driveway beacons, but cop car searchlights pointed into the southern traffic. 

Leo dropped to fifteen in second gear, said, “Open the—” 

But Dad had already popped the glovebox, grabbed the bag of buds, and zipped it into his jacket’s right-side pocket. “Rock’s again?” he said. 

Leo nodded.

“Thanks for the refill.” Dad pulled the registration and paired it with the license Leo passed from his wallet. 

Brakes, then clutch just before the stall. Leo lowered his window to the cop. No partner in the cruiser blocking the other lane. Did they double the checkpoints? The paint said Town of Salisbury—a miniature mini-mall on the other side of the mountain. So who sent him here?

“License and registration.” Leo handed his over, but the cop only stared through midnight Oakleys. “That guy too.”

Dad passed it over. The cop checked both, then ducked back to Leo’s window with a pocket camera and snapped a shot of each. “11:53 p.m. What’s your destination?”

“Pizza delivery,” Leo said. He pointed at the bags on Dad’s lap. Dad slid the plastic bag off the top of the pizza bag revealing the logo of Super Sicilian. That nasty national chain in the mob of powdered cheese and limp crust? Leo sucked in a breath, caught eyes with Dad, scrunched his eyebrows.

“Union Boulevard,” the cop said. “I just called you for an order. You’re closed for the night.”

“Last run,” Leo said.

“What’s in the bag?”

Dad jumped in. “Three pies. All plain.”

“Open that bag and prove it.” The cop unclipped his holster.
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“Bada-bing, bada-boring,” Dad said. He dropped the bag’s flap, showing three cardboard boxes with Super Sicilian’s logo. Leo swallowed rough.

The cop let go of his gun, rubbed his hands. “Excessive quantity. Pass one here and move on.”

Dad velcroed the bag closed and put the plastic back on top. “Sorry, but we really can’t tonight. It’s for a federal team in the area.”

The cop laughed. “You know we’re all on the same team.”

Dad’s grin flattened. “It’s for the commanding officer of Shutyergorge Dam. At his horse farm, twelve miles west of the river. And yes, he needs all three pies.”

Now the cop got shaky, he looked left and right, down at his uniform, surely cursing the paused delivery being tracked by satellite at the destination. “Move on, don’t let me slow you down.” He handed back their IDs and registration. Leo rolled up the window and drove on.

About a mile in silence, then, “Super Sicilian? Are you paying them off? You know, keep our corner on the hill—”

“I don’t want our shop on any checkpoint record.”

Makes sense. “Horse farm—should we have turned right by now?”

“Stay straight. We’re headed to the dam.” Dad knocked knuckles against the windshield and pointed. “Turn east on the next dirt driveway.”

Leo turned left into a gap in the woods, left side. Stopped on the gravel and cut the lights. “We’re not giving this to the dam.”

“You wanted to know. If it makes it any better, they ordered this delivery.”

“We’re paying them off.” Leo searched, tried to spot lights in the woods. He had delivered to them before anything was clear, during construction, the start of the punishing floods. And this isn’t the way to the gate. Need to take the new Washington’s Crossing Bridge into Jersey, then south—

“You won’t see any soldiers on the driveway if that’s what you’re worried about,” Dad said. “We’ll be in and out. Dead end ahead. Just spin around and park.”

Leo put on the fog lights and crept in first gear.

Now, through the trees, the new reservoir pushed against the dam. Hungry. Restless. Leo cut the lights and engine, U-turned in neutral, pulled the e-brake. 

Dad reached overhead and clicked off the automatic dome light, then popped the door. He hopped out and put the delivery bags on the roof, and a second later peed on the driveway’s gravel. “Good spot to take a leak. Personally, I could go for another coffee.”

Leo lifted his own coffee from the cup holder, still half left. “I’m alright.” The first half already asking to leave, but home’s less than an hour away. Hold it.

“Your call,” Dad said. “I’ll be back in ten minutes. Wait here.” He grabbed the bags and headed south into the woods without a flashlight. As soon as he disappeared, Leo hopped out, darted into the woods on the far side of the drive, got behind the thickest tree, and peed. A lucky break, finally. A pulsing urge since the checkpoint. Thought there wouldn’t be a moment alone.

He let out a deep breath and went back to the Impreza. How often do you get this view, so close to the dam? No need to get in and sit just yet. Here for some sort of reason. It’ll all make sense back at the foosball table with a cold pour. How can Dad be OK with the flooding of every mile all the way up to the Delaware Water Gap? Or farther even, to Upstate New York? Dad’s camping spot up there was in woods almost like these. Quote-unquote camping. Hiked from the car to the cabin, then maybe as far as the edge of the dirt lawn. Carried Dad’s red wine and pepperoni and cheese. No need to go on a mission of tents and maps and mini-stoves. Fixed that cabin’s water tank, kerosene heater, wood stove—that led to stereos, Subaru engines, 800-degree ovens, and delivery racing while other kids stuck with the Boy Scouts. How is Dad OK with Mom’s accident?

A yell from the woods—
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Leo dropped and peeked over the car. Another—not a cry, but a high-pitched wha-waa, wha-waa. A little motor won’t start. Wha-waa, wha-waa, wha-waa. 

Must be making the delivery by drone. Leo lit his phone’s flashlight, grabbed the 6-in-1 jump starter from the milk crate in his hatchback trunk. He crept toward the sound over foot-high angled rocks, thin downed trees, leaf piles with loose rocks hidden underneath. Slow, quiet. Officially shaking. And please no checkpoint ahead.

“Save your battery,” Dad said low from ahead, then flicked on a red light. Leo stumbled the last fifty yards. Easier skydiving with him last year on his birthday than walking to find him in the woods. Finally, Dad flipped on a decent flashlight. A two-seater maintenance cart, aimed down a dirt tunnel. The pizza bag riding shotgun and a mess of tools under a tarp in the bed. All light trapped in the tunnel, none leaking out.

“The jumper, hallelujah,” Dad said.

Nope. “They’re making us deliver down this? Screw it, leave it here, call them, let’s go. This cart is their responsibility.”

“We just got to drive it.”

Leo pressed a hand against the wall. Mud tunnel. “They can get out here, pick it up. Time to head back.”

“We don’t drive it, we’re in trouble.” 

“Negative.”

Dad grabbed the jumper. “Then I’ll have to figure it out.” He searched the label for instructions.

“Leave it, no shame. I’ve left deliveries on doorsteps, even at the end of a driveway. The customer isn’t always right.” Leo went to the cart’s shotgun seat and grabbed the bag. Heavier than three pizzas. Raw dough?

“Step away,” Dad said. “Back up.”

Instead, Leo opened the bag, grabbed the top box, but it wasn’t a box at all. Only a cardboard cover imitating three box-ends. It fell out, revealing electronics, blinking lights, a number pad. A tracker, a drone, customer data delivered fresh to the feds—

“Do not touch that.” Dad circled toward him, hands wide, open, flat. Leo stepped back.

“You’re working with them.” Leo spun with his phone light, searched the tunnel wall for cameras, mics, wires. “Our hilltop spot, get protection, get a monopoly over Easton.”

“Shh—” Dad said, sealing the bag.

“We’re teaming up with the feds? Take out the city, own the city.”

“Leo, we have no customers. We have no city. We have a few uphill folks who pay what they can.” Dad connected the wires and now turned the cart’s key. It started up. He unhooked the jumper in reverse and put it in the bed on a tarp. “Roads collapse under flooding but Mom’s road didn’t collapse. They blew it out from under her. They thought the reservoir swallowed proof of their kill.”

“No—” Leo fell back against the tunnel wall.

“Their murder.” 

Leo slid down to a crouch, muddy hands now rubbing through his hair.

“Tonight we deliver payback. Get in.”

Leo only stared at the shotgun seat. She was working up on Fountain Hill. Working against the feds from Fountain Hill. Makes sense? Everyone thought the dam was for hydropower. But all it’s done is— Flood. Threaten. Punish. Why would Dad hold this in until now? Mom’s Tahoe had that fight-the-feds smell to it. “Fascist feds,” she would say. Then she’d explain things better than any textbook. Leo rose, wobbled to the Super Sicilian delivery bag.

“Don’t touch it,” Dad said, reaching, but Leo didn’t open it. He leaned and took a deep sniff.

Mom’s Tahoe smelled like this delivery bag. Not garlic, not cheese. More dangerous than cash. The aroma of rebellion. Of take back. “What is this?” Leo said. “The truth.”

“T-4 Plastico.”

Mom must have baked it up. But— “What about Philly? If this thing works...”

“Van Sciver’s our sponge and beyond is plenty wide.”

“Switch sides, I’m driving.”

Dad slid over and held the bag on his lap. “Down to the end, drop off, in and out.”

“Fast?”

“As fast as you can roll without bumps.”

“Hold it tight.”

Dad threw an arm over the bag and Leo hit the gas, into the dark ahead.
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Mudwall, the tunnel’s dead end. Leo slowed the cart.

“Turn it around, be ready to bounce,” Dad said. 

The tunnel’s end had been shaped into enough of an L to allow a three-point turn. Leo cut the engine. Jumpstart if needed, it’s better than trusting the gas gauge. 

Dad hopped out without the delivery bag.

“Drop it,” Leo called over his shoulder while Dad searched under the tarp.

“One minute.” Dad pulled out a converted, hand-held dough mixer, started it up. Somehow almost silent. The most dangerous tool in the shop, the arm slicer. Before Leo could yell to put it down, Dad drilled into the ceiling of the tapered end of the tunnel. Chunks of porcelain tile fell. Dad spun around, enlarging the hole, then climbed up. Without the bag.

Twenty seconds, each second ten minutes. Leo crept from the cart and peeked where Dad had disappeared. 

A movie’s hotel penthouse bathroom, all glass, stainless steel, and puffy towels. Ten feet away, Dad locked the bathroom’s door, then spun and rushed back, pushed Leo’s shoulder from above, and without a word they both slid down to the tunnel. 

Dad grabbed the pizza bag and sat it on the cart’s bed. “Bathroom of all places.” He pulled a blueprint of the dam from the bed’s mesh bag and flung it open. “But maybe the bathroom’s a good cover story if this works.” He measured the distance from their approximate location to the front wall of the dam. “Just needs a little more sauce.” He punched new numbers into the bomb’s control screen, twisted dials. 

If there’s a bathroom, there’s always someone nearby. Leo shook with familiar worry. Don’t have much time. Someone’s about to knock. Get in and get out. “I’m sure it’s fine, put it up there and let’s go.” 

A yell passed under the bathroom door, into the tunnel. “Tension! Tension! You need to bring more tension to your work!” 

Loud boss. Hopefully his voice had hid their crack through the tiles. But who does an employee assessment after midnight? Or do they have a serious problem, an unhooked front dock, an outage of the dozens of lamps across the top of the dam? Then a shake of the silver doorknob. “Dad—the boss is trying to get in.”

Above, the boss scolded again. “Did you fail to ensure the lock button was popped? Imbecile. I should never have let you use it. Call the maintenance worker on duty. Four one four.”

Dad pulled him back from the hole with one hand. Hadn’t meant to creep this far forward, but something had drawn him. And not the toilet.

“Get ready to sprint,” Dad said.

Dazed, Leo stepped to the side as Dad lugged the pizza bag past.

Leo sat in the cart, started it up. He turned around—Dad was still only halfway through the hole. How long to get it stowed out of sight? Then a gunshot—Dad spun, blood pumped down over his belly. A second later, whoosh, Dad was dragged up through the hole, sneakers catching, looking for purchase. Still alive.

And silent. Dad hadn’t yelled. Can still run, get out of here. Already one gunshot, he must be bleeding out. Don’t want to take one too. How to even fight a gun with a— 

Leo’s hand patted the seat, turned and flipped the tarp from the cart bed. The dough mixer? He was far from trained. No karate, no wrestling, no National Guard, no barroom brawls. He’d marched against the fascist grab, but only in the back half of the crowd. He’d graffitied on occasion, but this was far from a moonless night spray can. There—garden trowel, foot-long, metal. 

Leo was pulled to the hole. He threw the trowel across the bathroom to where the uniformed dam boss stood over bleeding Dad and the pizza bag; it dinged the back of the boss’ left arm. The boss turned, laughing, and snapped Leo’s picture with the same camera he was using on Dad. Leo ducked down, confusing the camera with a gun, and scrambled back to the cart. But before he pounded the gas, he checked the hole for Dad.

The boss peeked through from above and laughed. “Two more fools, exactly what I ordered.” Golden oak leaves on his shirt. More than the boss—the Major—who lowered a pistol down the hole and fired. 
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The low shot bounced off the cart’s bumper. A second shot burned Leo’s shoulder. His hand flew to it, the shirt was ripped, but his fingertips didn’t feel blood. He clenched his teeth and searched the hole for Dad. The pistol and the Major’s arm lifted out of sight, towed in by Dad. Smacks, clangs, gutbashes. A bloody paring knife slid through the hole and Leo snagged it by the handle. Dad got him now—but then a gunshot. 

The Major lowered his pistol through the hole again, now with both hands. Didn’t get him—Leo ducked behind the cart’s seat and fled alone, away from the gun and the capture and the bullets and Dad and maybe death, all in a bathroom. The cart swerved in the tunnel mud, bounced forward from wall to wall, driven by gunshots that somehow didn’t find him.

Leo left the cart in the tunnel, slammed the wind-creaking gate closed. He rushed through the forest’s rocks, nearly twisting his ankles. The now-jumperless Subaru started, and Leo made it back to the main road with no lights, following the slit of open sky above the driveway. Dad dead? He could be alive— He could get out— He could be captured— He could be talking— Forced to talk— Soldiers will be waiting back at the house—

At the first stoplight, Leo checked the glovebox. Toss Dad’s buds before the next checkpoint. But no, Dad had pocketed them. Instead atop the fake leather portfolio, something new. Dad’s wallet, phone, and keys. He went in clean. Leo threw these in the front console, next to his own wallet. And now, twisted to fit, Dad’s wallet raised a Post-It note flag.

The light turned green. Leo took off, but against his usual no-text piloting, pulled out the note. If not back, call this number. An Allentown ground line. Mention me. 

Please, please, please be alive. Killing him would be pointless. An automatic deletion of names. Assume for now he’s alive. Get someone to haul him out.

Leo parked in the alleyway garage behind their house and threw a tarp over the car. Thankfully, no windows on the garage’s overhead door. A minute later, the two small windows facing the house were covered with shovels and drop cloths. Is the checkpoint cop spreading his info? Nobody’s here, so not yet. But if word is seeping down about the tunnel, hopefully the cop is afraid to admit he thought actual pizza was headed for the Major’s house. No need to wait and find out. Still in the garage, Leo called the number.

“Hello?” Not a voice that ever called in with orders.

“Tony Pascal.”

A muffled, unknown fast-talk in the background. “Who’s this?”

“He gave me this number.”

“Name.”

“You already have it”

“Name.”

Fine, no time. “Leo.”

“Mother’s last name?”

Before or after her father changed it at the suggestion of a friend named Smith? Mom had always preferred the original. Leo said the six-syllable Italian surname.

Two knocks of knuckles on a table. “24-hour 24-Karat Gym. The next steps are in locker 513. Read them exactly one hour from now.” Click, the line went dead.

Next steps—toward what? They need to get Dad now. Leo dialed back. But the number only rang until on the third dial a recording said the line had been disconnected.

Now: 2:37 a.m. Buzzing far beyond the night’s chain of coffee. The gym’s straight down the hill, barely above the Easton flood, an easy walk on the alleys. Better than hanging out here. Leo leaned against the workbench. Mom gone. Dad—gone? And now the house is sunk. Not like the rest, but by the drive and the drop-off and the fight and the shots and the search that’s already searching— 24-Karat Gym. Hide from any approaching headlights in miniature yards and behind garages. Don’t go empty-handed.

Leo sped into the house through the back door, down the deep carpet to his basement crash-pad. Grabbed a backpack. Just an overnight, find a new place. He tossed in the Dopp kit, socks. What else? He checked under the sink, added the plastic-wrapped first aid kit Mom had given him to keep in the car. Back upstairs to the kitchen. Dad had a knife in the tunnel. Leo checked the holder. Bread? Almost flimsy. Chef’s? A beast, too much. He pulled open a drawer. The pizza cutter—a rolling round blade for quick work, a thumb-guard to grip. He wrapped it in a hand towel and and packed it. Last, he slid a fridge magnet to the bottom of the bag. Mom and Dad on the diving Splash Mountain log, Leo the only child ahead of them, alone in the front seat, half-screaming at the fall, half-safe with their hands on his shoulders. Maybe too on-point for right now. Maybe not—switched seats. 

Before Leo left for the gym, he hit the bathroom. Who knows how long this meeting will go?

At this hour, the gym used to be full of third-shift workers on their day off. Not anymore. The one employee left wasn’t even at the check-in desk. Leo slipped into the locker room. 

Locker 513 had a hanging-open combo lock and paint marker tags. Eventually decipherable: Maintenance door, back of room. Ok—talk to the guy. Leo wove past the lockers, the empty urinals, the shower spot, to a push-bar door with a sign. Maintenance. Still nobody. He checked behind him, nothing. He pushed the door. No alley—just a fluorescent light and bags of laundry. Then a fat hand grabbed him by the backpack, pulled him in, dropped him onto a clothes pile. Above, two men in winter masks. Leo pushed back, but the door was already closed. An engine fired up. One watched him, hand ready on the gun, while the other locked the back doors. The truck rolled away from the gym.
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The cutter—still in the bag on Leo’s back. But no need, the two sat on the laundry beside him, not fighting, not worried, watching his hands, now grabbing his upper arms, one on each side, seat belts as much as captors.

“Breathe,” one said, holding the wall with his other hand. “You’re the delivery.”

As planned? Or did they already bag up whoever was on that phone call? Leo didn’t say anything back. Instead he tracked the turns and up and down of the road. 

They drove west, thirty minutes, toward the warehouses that grew after the steel factory closed. Then the truck stopped, backed up, and its doors opened. Another loading dock. Leo was led through an empty warehouse, out through the front office, and into an Escalade. Two new musclenecks pushed him to the floor but didn’t force a face-down. 

“In case a fugitive scanner penetrates our bulletproof glass,” one said.

Feds wouldn’t say that—

The Escalade turned back east but didn’t go far. It rolled under the neon gate of Air Gadget Pneumatics. Now Leo was pulled up to the middle seat. The Escalade rolled past concrete and glass buildings, each with a nearly empty lot, all the way back to Building 8. It towered over its own lot filled only with fallen leaves. 

In through the middle of five double doors with security gripping his arms. And despite the empty lot, a full security crew inside. At a metal detector, the guards took off his bag and pushed him through. 

Someone pulled his wallet, inspected the licenses. “Leo Pascal. And Anthony Pascal.” They shoved the wallet back in his pocket. “Face scan.” And then, “We’re good.” His gym bag was scanned, checked, and locked in a lobby locker. Security hiked Leo up to floor six, then down right-angle hallways lit by a quarter of their bulbs to a conference room. Five office workers awake and caffeinating at the table—three twenty-somethings, at most two or three years older than Leo, but dressed as if fresh from a fancy college. An older, button-vested squinter at the head of the table, already taking notes.

“We’re sorry for your loss,” Vest said. “He was a tremendous asset.”

Air Gadget. Everyone says it’s the best place to work. Probably was, until the story went around that the dam was their best customer, then their only customer, then the customer that dropped them.

“He’s still here,” Leo said.

“In time,” Vest said. “Please.” 

Security pulled out the chair behind a pint glass of water. Leo sat.

“We’re seeking confirmation of a few details.” Vest nodded and released the analysts. 

“What did you see when you exited the tunnel?”

Be specific. “At the dam?” Leo said. The analyst nodded. “Saw a bathroom.”

“Big? Small?”

“Big—but small. One person, private. Fancy. It was probably the dam’s big boss.” 

“Why didn’t you trigger the bomb?”

No trigger. It was a drop-off, guessing a timer. “We were making the delivery, but things went—messy. We were in cleanup mode and—”

Vest raised a finger. “You did not trigger the bomb because self-explosion is against our principles. Free Agency is not as dirty as those who try to sink us.”

Not as dirty. But still dirty? That can’t be the pitch Dad signed up for. “My dad never mentioned you once.”

“And you work with him?” an analyst said. “At the pizza parlor?”

“At our shop. His shop.”

“Tony’s Pizzeria.” Another said. Leo nodded. “Did you hear the bomb explode on your way out?”

“Only gunshots.” Leo pointed at the heavy bandage he’d put over the bullet-scratch in the house’s upstairs bathroom.

“An attractive diploma,” Vest said. “What’s your plan now that he’s—let’s assume—captured?” 

The question that’s been tumbling. What to do next? Where to go? The car stashed. The house ditched. The road back to pies and delivery goes through Dad’s rescue. These four are stuffed in suits, but they must have a hands-on team. That transport crew. The dam has Dad. Only here because of Dad’s fight in the bathroom. Here—Vest called it Free Agency. The best place to work. They still have enough to cover the rescue? Or is sending another bomb bag their only concern? There must be dozens of laid-off machinists ready to spin up. But rescuing Dad is a driver-grab, on the move, the opposite of a shop job.

“I’ll do the pickup,” Leo said. “I’ll get him.” Silence. They need more. “And on the way out, I’ll push whatever button you want.”

The analysts laughed. “Push a button.” “Push it real good.” 

They wiped their eyes, hand-combed hair off their foreheads, but Vest—he got it. “We can explore a partnership.”
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Over the next eight hours, Leo took tests and interviews and physical exams. Halfway through, a five-minute break in a tiny room without a toilet. Maybe he could have asked to go. Or maybe they wanted to fill him up for this last part of the evaluation—a drug test. 

Leo now sat on the edge of a chair in a carpeted medical waiting room, toes tapping. Dad must have passed it, so medical marijuana should be fine. No prescription, but no need to worry. They look for things that would make you change sides for a quick hit.

As for Leo, he occasionally filled a cup at the doctor’s office. Maybe at every other annual physical. The nurse would give him the plastic, and he’d lock himself in the bathroom. Alone. That was a routine collection, not a test. Never been officially tested. Not for a job, not by police, not as a tryout. Why were these intrusions allowed? He always told himself to avoid these tests on principal. But there was also a wave of fear. Occasional late-night browsing had led Leo to descriptions of federal testing—for the Army, the CIA, even the Forest Service. They followed an identical pattern. Somebody actually stands there and—

“Pascal? Leo?” a guy called from the door beside the desk.

Leo was the only one in the waiting room. 

The nurse led him down a grid of curtained exam areas to a pair of bathrooms, then stopped in the hall for paperwork. Both doors open, waiting. One toilet in each. They look about the same. Finally. Eight hours might be a record. 

“They said drug test,” Leo said. “So—number one?” 

The nurse didn’t look up from his labeling of a plastic cup. “We’ll go over the procedure in a minute.” 

Leo surveyed the hall again. Eight curtained rooms, four per side, two toilets at the end. One seat in each. An emergency pull-string next to each seat. Is that the I’m done signal?

Snap, snap—the nurse put the clipboard in his armpit and pulled on latex gloves. “This is a simple yet comprehensive drug test based on immediate observation. Follow me.” 

Wait, what? But the goosebumps didn’t lock his feet, and Leo followed into Room 1. The nurse shut the door. “Please drop your pants below your knees, raise your shirt above your belly button.” The nurse uncapped the cup, placed it on the top of the toilet, then stood beside it, a referee, waiting, judging. “Fill it to the black line and then place it on the back of the toilet. I’ll take it and cap it. You can finish your bathroom needs then or after I leave the room.”

Now? Far from Dad’s non-existent pizza shop interview. Far from the other jobs he’d held for a few weeks each—valet parking, car parts delivery, grocery stocker. And not just far from, but opposite the annual physical.

“Please drop your pants and raise your shirt.”

OK—Leo opened his clothes. Cold. He began to pivot.

“Face forward, please.”

He was full, ready to go, but numb, cemented to the core. He waited—what else to do?

“In the cup, please,” the nurse said.

Leo pushed now, straining his pulled muscles, and thought of waterfalls, beer taps, the Delaware—the old flowing Delaware. He squeaked out a squirt, a spray of drops, five or six. And then, a long breath out—nothing doing. “Can we do a hair test? What about saliva?”

The nurse was already writing on the clipboard. “Protocol requires you to provide a urine sample.”

“How about a blood test?” His urge flowed backwards, pushing his guts, feeling like a hangover stomach. “I guess I don’t have to go right now.” 

The nurse paused on his way out with the empty cup. “Finish on your own in here, if you want. We’ll be waiting for you up front.” He closed the door behind him.

Leo locked it shut, thankfully, and flipped open both of the sink’s taps. He raised his hand to smack the wall, but instead palmed it, leaned forward, exhausted, pressed his forehead against his knuckles. Only then did he release everything, shaking in disbelief.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 8


[image: ]


The close-out meeting was Vest and his guards, waiting in a room off the lobby. “Unfortunately, due to the failure of the drug test, we will have no need for your services.”

“But my dad—I’m the one to—”

“It’s difficult for both of us.”

“I asked him not to watch.”

“It can be very, very difficult—”

“You’re sending bombs. What bomb group has ever tested?”

“We’re a resistance group, a well-organized, well-funded, procedurally governed group committed to peace and—”

“You’re writing off my dad.”

“We may reach out for occasional freelance help, but until then, we suggest you keep our presence a secret.” The two security guards patted their under-jacket guns. “We’ll give you a ride home now.”

“He did your work. Who’s getting him out?”

Vest rose and turned for the room’s back door.

“You’re no different than the feds.”

The security guards took Leo by the arms. One picked up his bag in the lobby. The other pulled him into the Escalade waiting out front. “Back on the floor,” the bagholder said, climbing in behind him.

“Allentown, Turner and 14th,” Leo said.

“Closer than Easton,” the driver said. “I can do that.”

Leo slid out at the corner and waited until the Escalade disappeared. Nearly noon. He walked north and turned right into the first alley, then up to the lot of the rowhouse he used to rent from Dad. Some months a couple hundred, some months free. Now back on the market at almost that cheap. High enough on a cemetery hill that it’s obvious it won’t flood, but avoided all the same. It’s already cleared out inside, nothing to grab. Just need to stop at the garage. 

Inside, Leo threw a few more not-sure-how-long items in his pack. He spent a timer-tracked sixty minutes inspecting engine, brakes, fluids, chain, and tires. Then he rolled Dad’s old dirtbike outside, locked the garage, and fired it up.

From urban Allentown north to dark and empty roads as fast as possible. North before wading across the Lehigh River on Catasauqua’s bridge, new but already a foot underwater. Then around the curves until the high woods north of Easton, and through six inches of reservoir at the turn to Rock’s cabin. Rock the longtime customer and, since every dispensary became illegal a month ago, the new cannabis pharmacy for Dad.

Leo was halfway down the driveway’s woods when Rock stepped out from behind the cabin, rifle aimed.

Leo stopped the bike and raised his hands. “It’s me—Leo—”

Rock kept the rifle steady. “I didn’t order anything.”

“Need to talk.”

“What’s in the bag?”

“My new house.” 

“Toss it over.” What else to do? Leo underhanded it toward Rock, who advanced and took a peek inside.

“No guarantee I’ll do the same, but I can listen,” Rock said. “Come on.”

Keep it to business, in and out. Don’t say too much, don’t give him something to worry over. Don’t force a decision on him. In the quick walk to Rock’s back deck, into the cabin, and onto one of the La-Z-Boys surrounded by mounted guns, Leo found his boundary. “I’m looking for something to stay safe. Maybe one of these toys you have.” He pointed to the wall.

“Ah—” Rock rubbed his hands, seemingly not surprised. He took the pistol from the holster under his armpit and laid it on the coffee table. “A gun isn’t safe. Isn’t danger. Not a friend, not an enemy. A tool. It’s up to you how things play out.” 

Leo nodded. 

“That’s what fools say, at least. A dramatic percentage is up to you—not a hundred, of course, but more than zero. I’d say well more than fifty. A plump, heaping percentage is up to you.”

Leo scrunched. Keep up with Rock—the usual for a late-night conversation by the living room’s crackling wood stove. Guns watched from every wall, only ceding space for the flatscreen and surround speakers. And two diplomas: Lafayette College, Bachelor of Science. Twenty years ago a few miles south. Then four years later, University of Pennsylvania, Juris Doctor. Lawyer. But a duct tape X spanned the frame—former lawyer.

“Any gun transaction between us will be illegal, we know this, nothing to discuss.” Rock swigged his wine. “Moving on, should I sell it to you? Are you knowledgeable? Trained? Are you a worthy adversary? Boy Scouts—for a few months, at least? A decent foundation but plenty of other routes. Any trips to the range? Hunting—dad, mom, aunt, uncle? Video games. Doom? Duke Nukem? Duck Hunter?”
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“I’m good with machines,” Leo said.

“The ones that use explosive energy to launch a projectile?”

Much, much more—the tunnel. “I’ve messed with firecrackers. Cherry bombs. You know.”

“Good, good, crossover learning. If we do this, you need to start online video training ASAP. Scratch that, they’ll see you, put you on a list. I’ll dig up a manual. But now, tell me—why do you need a gun? What will it do for you?”

“We—we don’t know where things are headed—”

“That, I’m afraid, is always true. Here, I’ll guess. The dam is putting Tony’s Toe-Tip of Italy out of business. This loss of business either, one, sends you into cash-hungry neighborhoods due to, a, delivery area expansion, or, b, price reduction. Or both. Or, two, this is due to a group situation, let’s say the Easton metro area, in which upstream businesses are failing, and people don’t have enough money to order pizza. They might even suspect you of holding cash dollar dough and want to drop by for nine-millimeter pickup. To which I would say”—Rock lifted his revolver from the coffee table—“Ruger Blackhawk.” 

Sure. “You explained it better than I can.”

“But there’s more. What else.”

“That’s what I meant.”

“Leo—I might be in the woods here, but it doesn’t mean I don’t talk to anyone. Attorney-client privilege. I won’t disseminate.”

“I’m good.”

“Good indeed. No privilege since disbarment. The motorbike—why? Where’s the wagon?”

True, where is it? Did they find it already, search it, fingerprint it? “Subaru’s at home, it’s all good. I’m keeping the bike in shape. You know. In case we lose more roads.”

“You need to be able to move. Wheels beneath you, pistol up top to clear the route. You don’t need a truck or a big trunk. One extra seat is all you need to carry the delivery.” Rock paused, sat up. “But you said we—your dad—his prescription. How is he?”

“He’s fine. Fine. Tired. So what are the options here?”

Rock leaned back, drank the wine. “My cabin, my questions, thank you very much. An intelligent guest provides intelligence.” Rock took a second swig, double-size. “All the new dam police in this town.” He jumped up, crossed to the wall above Leo, inspected guns from nose-length away. “First the force at the farmers’ market. Then they replaced the parking patrol. Then in the grocery stores, the hardware store, the copy shop, then at the Polish deli, in the goddamn jazz club. Always chase the root. Why are dam police deep into jazz? Watching the finger-snappers. Why? Snappers are open to equality and therefore oppose the dam. Why? The dam is here to snuff our threatening urban core. Pre-emptively assassinate every last Easton Assassin. Nota bene: the Larry Holmes statue is gone. No more E. Pluribus Unum. Just a flood, up, up, up—” Rock collapsed back on his La-Z-Boy. “I can barely afford bullets, let alone whatever will take out the dam.” 

Now Leo grabbed his chair’s black leather armrests and leaned in. “Rock, you sell.”

“You saw the big orange bucket last time. And it’s only the bucket. No soil, no garden, no plants, no buds, no cash—”

“But plenty of space. Grow up here.”

“And move my bed where? Not sharing the land, no thank you.”

“Maybe inside. Through the winter, then—”

“My point exactly. Indoors is a no-go, and that means the earliest possible revenue is next summer.” Now Rock crossed the room to the photograph framed above his kitchen window. Fishing with his toddler daughter. “Hello, little owl. We’ll think of something.”

Leo stayed silent, waited until Rock came back and sat down. Think of something—or order something? Who can offer something? Not Free Agency. And if Dad paired up with them despite their corporate snooping, they’re the only option for a partner. Have to go rogue. “She lives with her mom?”

Rock refilled his glass. “No plants, no sales, no cash, no health insurance, no doctor visits, no care—and maybe soon, who knows? Her hospital is my mother the nurse, her mom is in Reno, Seattle, who knows, and I’m still here without an answer. But what can I do? A gun won’t take out the dam.” He aimed outside, Leo scrambled to the corner for cover, and Rock shot through the open patio door, shattering a beer bottle on the picnic table.

“Rock,” Leo said, shaking. “You want that thing gone? My dad has connections.”

“Hold on, now.” Rock shook his head. “You said cherry. Define, please.”

“Three-pizza bomb. Fills the delivery bag.”
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“Tasty,” Rock said, “but I dare say far too small for the job.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. “

“Big, it needs to be big. Too big for a motorcycle or car. And the Ryder truck is too obvious.”

“It can be small if there’s precision,” Leo said. “Think of the spark plug. Just the right spot. An end-zone pass, a mini-submarine...”

“So your dad has it, but how do I get it? Get it to be used, that is. Trade him seeds, soil, the entire kit?”

Rock’s going there. Shit. Leo got up and paced.

“How late is he sleeping?” Rock said. “Put your bike in the back, I’ll drive us down.”

Leo stopped in front of the picture of Rock’s daughter. “You told me yours, so here’s mine: The feds killed my mom.”

Rock jerked his recliner’s lever, shot to his bare feet. “Holy what now? You have a case?”

Give him the old version for now. “The dam’s flood. It took out her Tahoe in totally normal rain.”

“Obvious responsibility.” Rock drank. “So Tony’s bringing them the big bag. He’s already got a bag of red-haired sticky stress-protection. Now he needs a pistol. Or you do, maybe you’re along for the ride. Fair enough. Let’s find the right tools.” From the kitchen cabinet, Rock pulled out a drone crammed in a five-gallon bucket that usually held buds. “Haven’t seen aerial delivery on your menu like the big shops.” Leo shook his head—true. “I crashed mine two weeks after I bought it. It’s not as easy as you think. But the one who sent this last night, she might meet our delivery request.” 

Leo spotted a bullet hole through the propeller. “That was you?”

“We’ll call it a trade. Trust me, she’s vital—when she’s willing to talk. She’s all computer. How we talk changes every day. A text, then no text, only calls, then a new number, then smoke signals, then little fortune notes under a rock. Just to supply her with a pound of flowers from time to time. She said she sells it online—”

“Nobody sells it online anymore.”

“I suspect a pound is her bait. She hates this dam as much as the next, and it’s ten-to-one odds she’s at least half-flooded. But I doubt whatever she’s planning is as straightforward as our delivery.”

“Our—?” 

“Think honeypot. Digital, not romantic. This is all a guess—she refuses to talk about whatever she’s up to. But let’s see what happens when we ask her to become the supplier of transportation—” Rock grabbed his phone and dialed. 

“Hold on—”

He waved Leo off. “Yes, me—I know—I know—it was me—I know—they’re not here—I got it, I got it! Let me bring it back. Are you up here now? You can tell me—Well, now that you ask, it’s me























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
vinnie hoose






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





