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      There comes a time in every man’s life when they wonder to themselves whether it was worth it or not to kill all those people.

      Okay, fine. Maybe not every man’s life, but at least in mine, that’s where I’m at. Wondering, deciding, convinced that I’ve made a mistake once or twice over the years. Killed a guy — or gal — who wasn’t bad.

      I'm good at two things. Making drinks is one of them. Killing bad guys is another. I prefer one of them, but I would never admit that to anyone.

      I mean, how do you know? Were they all bad? And if all of them weren’t bad, were the ones that were bad all bad? Or were they only partly bad? And was the bad part of them worth killing them? I've definitely offed some of the genuinely all-bad ones, and I've made the world a better place because of it. That's a fact.

      But I've got a sense that maybe there should have been more to it. Perhaps they just hadn't ever been faced with their own mortality before. Had they had that opportunity like I've had many times over, might they have changed their ways?

      Not to wax philosophical, but that's the kind of crap I think about all the time, and I have plenty of time to do it. I own a bar (well, the bank owns a bar, and they let me put my name on it), so it's a good thing I'm good at mixing drinks. I can pour like a pro, but my real passion is mixing up a fine concoction of delectable nectar and nailing the presentation.

      Most of the orders that hit us, however, are the typical I’m-not-sure-but-my-old-man-used-to-drink-these drinks that I can make with my eyes closed and my hands tied behind my back, so I’ve got plenty of time to think through my own opinions about the meaning of life.

      Joey, my barman, manager, cook, and all-around worthy sidekick, knows when I’m in a particular moment like this and usually allows me to finish my thought. But he also knows — somehow — what it is I'm thinking about, and more often than not he even knows my opinion about that thing I'm thinking.

      Happened last night. We were in the bar. I was waiting and serving, and Joey was in the back whipping up his now-famous (at least in Edisto Beach, South Carolina) breaded catfish nuggets (more breaded than nuggeted), and I was thinking about the reason I’d done the things I’d done, and trying to figure out what I thought about all of it.

      Joey came out with an order, slid it down the bar and gave me a wink, which meant the order was on the house, intended for someone he knew, and then started to turn away.

      “Something on your mind, boss?” Joey asked, just before he had whirled away and started back toward the kitchen.

      I grunted — my usual mechanism of mid-thought verbal self-interruption — and nodded. "Just… you know."

      “Trying to figure out if it’s all worth it? If those guys didn’t deserve it after all?”

      I made a clicking sound with the insides of my cheeks, squinting down at him — he’s almost a head shorter than I am — and he smiled.

      “How the hell you do that, Joey?” I asked.

      “Do what?”

      “Knock it off. You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

      The order was still on the bar, and I usually wouldn't have allowed it to get more than thirty seconds of cold before it reached the designated eater. But since this one was a ‘winker' and that designated eater was his girlfriend, Shalice, whom I'd spotted in the corner earlier, I let it pass and turned my attention back to Joey.

      He made eyes at Shalice, who gave him a glance that could only mean, hurry up with my food.

      I smiled, wondering when these two lovebirds were going to tie the know. After everything they'd been through, I figured they'd be inseparable. I didn't realize that meant she would be in the bar just about every night Joey was working.

      He shrugged, wiping his hands on the sides of his apron. “I guess I’m just really in tune with your most intimate thoughts, man.”

      I made my squint squintier, adding in a nice Clint Eastwood-style lip turn (another trademark of mine), and shook my head. “You wish.”

      He sniffed. “Look, brother, I think about that stuff too. All the time. It’s not that strange, you know. What we do — you know, it’s not exactly light on the mind.”

      “Right. So what do you make of it?”

      “Just… maybe that it doesn’t matter.”

      “Joey, that’s probably the single most unhelpful thing you’ve ever said.”

      “No, hear me out boss,” he said. “I’m saying it matters, but once it’s done, it doesn’t. It can’t. We vet, we wait for a mark, then we move. That’s it. You do your due diligence, I do mine, and we trust each other. You’re a good guy, and — I think — I am too, so that’s that.”

      I turned around and grabbed a bottle of Hornitas Black Barrel, a new favorite of mine, and poured two lowballs. I’m not generally a fan of tequila, but there was a certain and delicious whiskey-ness to this one, as it had been aged in charred oak barrels and had that wonderful caramel and vanilla flavor I can’t get enough of. Joey sidled up to one of the two stools we kept behind the bar for just this purpose, apparently done with his bread-nugget orders.

      We both took a slow, long sip — another reason I love this tequila: it demands slow drinking, and shooting it is more wasteful than trying to sip through a sieve. He closed his eyes and smiled.

      “So you’re saying that we’re the good guys, and since we’re good, they were all bad.”

      He shrugged again. “Maybe. I guess. I don’t know. I just think that since we’re not the bad guys, anyone trying to do us in, or screw with us, probably ain’t good enough to worry about.”

      “You’re making a lot of assumptions.”

      “You’re thinking a lot of assumptions.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “But still — how can we know? How do I know that when I’m dead and gone, I’ll be able to stand in front of those pearly gates and say with all honesty that I’ve done okay down here?”

      “Didn’t ever strike you for the religious type, boss,” Joey said.

      “Didn’t ever ask,” I answered. It sounded harsh, so I added a bit of clarity. “I grew up Catholic. Mom was devout, but Dad was a bit… unrefined. He never really took to it, and then with my brother…”

      I didn’t need to finish. He knew the rest of the story — that my little brother was a bit more eccentric and artistic than my old man thought necessary for a young man, and often accused him — with no attempt at subtlety or understanding — of being homosexual.

      For what it’s worth, it never bothered me in the slightest whether he was or wasn’t some thing or another. He was my brother. He was family.

      Dad, on the other hand, wasn’t so easily smitten with the idea. The verdict was still out, but Dad had essentially written off his second son as worse than the proverbial prodigal one. The verdict also was still out whether this prodigal would be received with open arms, should they ever had the unfortunate opportunity to reunite.

      “You think this place shouldn’t belong to you?” Joey asked.

      I looked at him oddly.

      “I mean, you’re not one to really give a hoot about your own life, but when it comes to your bar…”

      He was right. I didn't give two hoots of a damn about myself most of the time, but as soon as you crossed me on my own property…

      “I guess,” I said. I thought about his question again. “Yeah, I think you’re right. I feel like I — we — worked tooth and nail for this little slice of paradise, and yet sometimes I wonder if it was worth everything we gave. If what we had to do to protect it was… right."

      He nodded slowly. “Yeah, probably best not to wonder about things like that.”

      “Can’t help it.”

      He stopped me, waited for me to look at him. "Look, Mason. I think life is important and all because it was given to us. It's necessary. But there’s little reason to enjoy life if there’s nothing to enjoy about it.”

      “So owning a bar is the reason for my life?”

      He laughed. “Maybe. But probably not. I just think that protecting this place, putting what you’ve put into it to make it yours, working every day in here to make sure it was you. It’s a part of you now. It is you now.”

      “Nice sentiment, but the bank owns it.”

      “True. But that’s just the game — you have to play the game. The point is, this place is worth fighting for. No matter how you feel about yourself, or the rest of your life, it’s worth it.”

      I nodded. “I’m just thinking a lot lately, that’s all,” I said, feeling the awkwardness that had been suddenly injected into the conversation and wanting to disappear it. “It’s nothing. Just trying to sleep at night.”

      “You’ve never in your life had trouble sleeping at night,” Joey said.

      He couldn't have been more wrong, but for all he knew of my private life I had always been Sleeping Beauty. Since I'd met Joey, he'd taken it upon himself to give me grief for the number of hours I sleep, even though he knew they were solid and sound. Around four hours on weekdays, five on weekends.

      When you’re my age, you just don’t need that much sleep. I don't know, science I guess.

      “Well let’s just say I’ve been thinking a lot about the choices I’ve made. Wondering if they’d be any different if I knew who they all were, each time. Like really knew.”

      “Probably,” Joey said, as unhelpful as ever. “If we knew everything about everybody, we’d probably tear ourselves apart just trying to figure out how to talk to them, much less how to —”

      “Get a drink down here?”

      The voice came from my left, and I involuntarily stood up and walked over. “Sorry about that,” I said. “Didn’t see you come in.”
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      It was a lie, of course. I see everyone who comes in.

      But I didn’t want to let on that aside from the little bell above the door that alerted us to new arrivals, I had a multiview security monitor set up just beneath the bar. I had watched the tall, slightly overweight guy open the door, look both directions, and then walk straight toward the bar.

      He wasn’t alone, either. He’d entered with another guy. Smaller in every way, even his eyes were beady and scared. He turned to his left immediately upon entering my space and found a seat that was not only empty but not close to any other guests. He was facing the door, kind of, but the look on his face told me that he wasn’t facing any particular direction for any particular reason.

      The thing about people who visit bars like mine — small-town, out-of-the-way dives that fall somewhere between hole-in-the-wall mom-and-pop setups struggling for rent payments each month and your local neighborhood chain restaurant bar — is that people don’t come in for no reason.

      They're here to see a friend, or they're here because they want some real, live, human interaction they're not getting in their lonely bungalows where they spend the rest of their lives. These are the locals, the ladies and gents who know Joey or me and like us enough to patronize our establishment because, hell, their friends are bartenders. Most people fall into one of the two categories, but there's a third when it comes to bars like mine: tourists.

      Tourists are easy to spot anywhere, but especially in Edisto Beach, South Carolina, since it’s a small enough place that everyone knows everyone’s dog, and it’s only a matter of a quick phone call to get the owner to head over and pick it up. Tourists, however, stand out like a raised pinky on a wine glass. They think they have to act elegant, or gawky, or at least surprised by every little thing that’s not the exact same way that thing is like from whence they’ve come. They smile at me like they’re watching their two-year-old niece mash Play-Do through the teeth of a comb, and they order drinks like I’m a shiny, shirtless Bora Boran on the white sandy beach resort they wish they were at.

      Pina Coladas, Mai Tais, Bahama Mamas, anything rhyme-y and fruity-sounding. ‘Rum and Coke with a lime, because oh-my-word my neighbor Marjorie went to Aruba and that’s how they do it there.’

      …It’s called a Cuba Libre, Susan, and it’s how everyone does it.

      Anyway, this guy who came in and walked up to my bar was clearly not a tourist, and his little buddy sitting scared in the corner wasn't, either. The bigger guy didn't have the fanny-pack gut or the overpriced camera-strap neck. He'd looked around like he already knew the place, but I'd never seen him before, and in a town of 800 people (on paper) I'd seen everyone before.

      So when he’d walked straight toward the bar, waiting until he’d sat down and gotten settled, ignoring everything in the world except for my conversation with Joey and waiting until the perfect moment to interject his question.

      “Got it, boss?” Joey asked.

      I nodded, already facing toward the new arrival and away from Joey. “Why don’t you check the fryer?” I asked.

      Joey nodded. I didn’t see it, of course, but I knew that he did. It was code for, ‘we got a mark, and you need to get the shotgun.’

      If I haven’t mentioned it yet, I’m out of the business. After my old man got us involved in a high-speed boat chase and subsequent freighter explosion off the coast of Charleston, I’d decided — finally — to throw in the stained bar towel.

      I was done.

      Joey was done.

      Shalice, the girlfriend still waiting for her now-cool fish nuggets and chips, had been nabbed from my boat, the Wassamassaw, which previously had been her father’s boat, and then her boat, and held captive on the aforementioned soon-to-be-exploded cargo freighter.

      If it weren't for the shitty life and questionable way of making a living, it would have been for her. And for Joey. And before them, it would have been for Shannon.

      But deep down it had been for me. I alone had decided that I was done, and I’d decided it long before my father had roped me back in.

      So now, whenever there was a person who fell into that small, niche fourth category of visitor to my bar — the marks — trying to lure us back into the game, Joey and I had an understanding. He’d watch the second camera bank on the monitor in the kitchen, wait for something to happen, then rush out with the Remington and start acting like the badass I knew he was.

      I had my own piece under the bar top, so I was prepared at all times for such an occurrence, but so far hadn’t needed to use it.

      I gave him the slight head-lift worn by the more youthful hipster bartenders — the ‘sup, whatcha want?' back-nod — and waited. No sense being overly polite to this joker since I'd pegged him as trouble the second he'd stepped over the threshold.

      He could have been a mark — he fit the bill, physically — but I knew my old man was not operating any longer. He wouldn’t have sent a mark to me.

      Because it was impossible to send a mark to someone if you were dead.

      So this guy was something else, and that terrified me. He was an unknown, and in my lines of work — bartending and killing bad guys — fear of the unknown is a significant cause of anxiety.

      And sometimes a major cause of death.

      “Whiskey, on the rocks.”

      This was interesting. I put the comma in there for him, but he said it. ‘Whiskey… pause… on the rocks.’

      ‘Whiskey on the rocks’ was a drink ordered by a guy who knew how he liked it. He was confident, sure of himself, understanding of my job and the nature of what it meant to order something strong but discerning enough to want it chilled and diluted just a bit.

      ‘Whiskey, comma, on the rocks,’ was a different drink. It was a drink meant for someone who wanted something quick, to get the drink-ordering business out of the way and get on with the important stuff, the task at hand. It was whiskey, because the guy probably liked whiskey enough to want it or it was at least something easy and quick to think about and say, but it was… pause… on the rocks. The pause part is what, ironically, gives me pause. They’re deciding how they want their whiskey.

      If they know what liquor they want, they probably already know how they like it. No one orders Jack Daniels and then decides they want it the way they always have it: on the rocks, neat, with a twist, whatever. They already know.

      So for a ‘whiskey, on the rocks,’ it meant the guy wasn’t here for a drink. I’d pour him a whiskey from the deepest well I had, throw in two ‘rocks,’ and slide it across. I’d serve him, of course — I’m not a barbarian — but he wasn’t here for the drink.

      I nodded and turned around, careful to check his spot in the long, narrow mirror that stretched horizontally across my back bar area while I iced the glass and poured from a thick plastic 1.75 that I hadn’t even bothered to add a Quickpour spout to.

      “Whiskey,” I said. Pause. “On the rocks.”

      He tried a smile. It didn’t work.

      “What are you here for?” I asked.

      He frowned. “Odd question.”

      “Maybe. You a tourist?”

      He shook his head.

      “Local? Must've just moved in, then, ‘cause I haven’t seen you around before.”

      Again, a head shake.

      "Okay, then you're waiting for family, who are locals. Briggs? Richards'? They've both got a son-in-law ‘sposed to be in town this week."

      “Nope.”

      I sighed, not trying to hide the eye-roll. “All right, buddy. I played the game. Guessed. Three ‘no’s,’ so I figure you’re here for me. I figured it right away, actually, and I’ve got my friend back there with the shotty, ready for whatever game you’re actually here to play.”

      Finally, a real smile.

      “There we go,” I said. “What’s worth a cheap drink and a long trip with a buddy who doesn’t look much like anyone’s buddy?”

      “You. Just like you said.”

      “Fine. I get that a lot.”

      “Just want to talk.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “I want to start by talking,” he said quickly.

      “We’re talking now,” I said.

      “Maybe somewhere more private?”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Maybe you two bozos can get back into your jalopy and head back the way you came?”

      He let out a huff. “Fine. Whatever. Your bar, your rules.”

      “Damn right,” I said, wiping off the stain of water his drink had just left on the bar when he’d set it down right next to his coaster. “So let’s play.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Playtime.

      One of my favorite moments of pre-negotiation. Finding out just what exactly is ‘for sale,’ and what exactly the ‘currency’ we’re paying with looks like.

      The man smiled again. He wore glasses, but they weren't real. No one buys coke-can goggles and wears them earnestly unless they're in a movie about the 1970s or actually in the 1970s. His hair and shirt screamed ‘IT support,' but the clock on the wall said, ‘too late for his type.'

      “We’re here for you,” the man said again.

      “I got that already. What flavor of me were you hoping to get?”

      “The kind of flavor that tastes bitter.”

      Okay, point his. That was a good one.

      “Done. That’s my perma-flavor.”

      His smile shifted to one that seemed almost genuine, and he let out a little chuckle. “Good to hear. Mason, I’m here to warn you. And to ask for your help.”

      I frowned. No sense playing the fool — the guy knew my name. “Okay, I’m listening, uh…”

      “Fellows.”

      “Your name is Fellows?”

      “It is.” Nothing more. Just ‘it is.’ Okay, point two — you’re a fine player, Fellows.

      “Fellows, then. I can work with that. What are you here to warn me about, Fellows?”

      “They’re coming for you. I’m here to let you know.”

      “They who?”

      “The guys you pissed off up north when you blasted Elizondo off the face of the earth.”

      Elizondo was the dead guy in a million pieces who had owned the shipper — a rum-runner — and was hoping to use my father to take over a massive liquor importing operation. The legality was still questionable, but he'd done something that wasn't — he'd taken Shalice and threatened Joey and me.

      “Elizondo’s not someone I worry about anymore,” I answered.

      “Elizondo’s not someone Elizondo worries about anymore,” Fellows said. He took a brutal sip from the ‘whiskey, on the rocks,’ his nose turning upward. “Listen, Mason, I’m just here to warn you. These guys… they’re not messing around.”

      “I see. That whiskey, apparently, isn’t messing around, either.”

      He actually laughed at this, pushing the drink away. “I’m not a drinker, believe it or not.”

      “Why order a drink, then?” I asked. “I’m still going to make you pay for it.”

      He slapped a twenty on the table. “I know. I figured it’s the least I could do. You own a bar, after all.”

      I wasn't sure if that meant he felt for me because he was here to warn me about some super-scary bad guys or because I owned a bar as if that was bad enough in itself.

      “You’re here to warn me about something. Someone, I’m guessing. Why do they care about Elizondo? And what exactly do they want to do to me?”

      He shook his head. “No, it’s not about Elizondo — they don’t even know about him, outside of knowing that you did him in a few —”

      “I didn’t ‘do him in,’ Fellows. He was on a ship that happened to be filled with freshly distilled explosives, and I just happened to drop the match.”

      “Either way,” Fellows asked. “They’ve got your mug plastered on their wall. You’re the target. Or ‘mark,’ I guess. If you’re still using that term.”

      I frowned down at him, taking advantage of the fact that he was sitting at the barstool and I was standing, my side six or so inches higher than his. “I’m not doing much of anything these days, besides pouring drinks and trying to make a living.”

      Fellows nodded, second-guessing his choice from before, grabbing his glass and taking another sip. He squinted through it, the pain evident on his face. "Pouring drinks and floating that yacht of yours. What's it called? The Seesaw or something like that?”

      “Wassamassaw,” I said. “And I only just got her back. She was run up onto a bank and had quite a few bullet holes in her gut after the Elizondo incident. Sent her up to Charleston to get fixed up.”

      Fellows nodded. “Guy I’m here with — back there? He wants your help.”

      It was a sudden shift in the conversation. I’d expected something like that, a quick question or statement that reminded both of us what we were actually here for. He wasn’t a friend, or a confidant, or a tourist hoping to strike up a conversation. There was a job to do, and he wanted my help with it.

      “What’s your friend want?”

      He shook his head. “Not my friend. Brother-in-law.”

      “Sorry.”

      “You and I both,” Fellows said. “He’s a banker, pretty high-roller, too. Does well with real estate deals, but he’s sharp enough to have his hand in plenty of honeypots.”

      “Interesting choice of words.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “It is. He’s in some trouble, and I thought you might be able to help.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well, because you’re already involved.”

      “Like hell I am.”

      “He bankrolled Elizondo.”

      Shit. Elizondo had been (emphasis on the had been, since Elizondo was now in a million pieces, settling on the bottom of Charleston Harbor) a bigwig importer, working against the corporations to build his own empire. He’d been savvy, but even savvy types can’t survive a few hundred thousand gallons of ignited gasoline.

      I’d always wondered where he’d gotten his money. Guys like that rarely used their own fortunes to deal — it was far safer, far easier, and far more rewarding to use OPM: Other Peoples’ Money.

      “So he’s pissed because he thinks I killed him?”

      “Nope. He knows what happened, and it actually worked out well for him. There was a contingency in his contract for reversion rights — Elizondo croaks, my bro-in-law gets a nice payday.”

      “So it’s the other guys who are pissed. Elizondo’s guys.”

      “Right,” Fellows said. “The guys who wanted Elizondo’s business to work. They had a massive stake in seeing it through. And, well, thanks to you, that all went up in flames.”

      “So they’re probably not too happy with me.”

      Fellows drained his glass and coughed, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. I raised an eyebrow — want another? — and he shook his head.

      “You’re a cop, aren’t you?” I asked.

      He seemed surprised at first, then he relaxed. He hesitated, but then gave in. “What gave it away?”

      “Couple things. First, your eyes. The way you won’t stop looking around, even when you’re not looking at anything. You’re staring at the mirror behind me, keeping an eye on your banker brother, but also on everyone else in here. You got a quick look around when you came in, and I saw you reach to your side — nothing holstered there tonight, though — then relax. You’ve got a piece, I bet, but it’s in a chest holster or something. But your eyes are the main thing. Shifty, but not in a drug dealer sort of way. More of a checking things out and making sure you’re comfortable with them sort of way.”

      “Good eye.”

      “It’s gotten me out of a few jams.”

      "I suspect it has." Fellows sighed, then relaxed again. He was like a worn cushion, slowly giving way to the pressure and weight of the years. "I've been on the force longer than I haven't, and I'm ready to be done. But there are a few guys in my department who are more crooked than a crazy eye, and they've got their sights on Billy — my brother — since they're bankrolled by his enemies."

      “Got it. So you figured you could hide him out down here?” I asked.

      “Well, uh…”

      I looked at Fellows. Waited for the tell, for the thing that would alert me to what exactly was going on. He was a cop, so it wasn’t easy to spot.

      But then it was.

      A simple, honest, smack of his lips. He was sorry. Apologetic.

      “No. Fellows, you’ve got to be kidding me.”

      He looked down at the bar, then back up at me. “I’m sorry — they were already moving on him, and I — I couldn’t just let them…”

      “You brought them here?”

      I suddenly felt the bar’s walls closing in around me, becoming much smaller and weaker than the concrete-walled enclosure I’d purchased years ago. I wanted Joey there, and I wanted his girlfriend Shalice to not be here.

      “I didn’t bring them, Dixon,” Fellows said. “They were already onto Billy, and I just… I mean I had nowhere else to go, so I —”

      “Literally anywhere is somewhere else to go, asshole!” I shouted. “Your cronies are coming down to my bar, in my town, looking for your brother. You made this my problem?”

      “I wasn’t trying to, I just needed to get him somewhere I could — “

      “What? Get him somewhere what, Fellows?”

      “Somewhere safe?”

      "You're a cop. Don't you have safe houses, support staff, anything?”

      “No.”

      No more explanation than that. I suspected as much — this guy was risking his neck to save his skeevy-looking brother-in-law, and it was possible — probable, actually — that his shifty buddies on the force wouldn’t take too kindly to his subterfuge. Cop or not, Fellows was on the wrong side of the law, even though he was on the right side of it at the same time.

      This was getting confusing, and I needed a drink.

      “How long?” I asked, pouring myself something from a shelf I could barely reach. It was mostly there for decoration, as no one had the guts to order it.

      Also because I charged $250 a shot for it.

      “How long until what?” Fellows asked. He shifted, I poured, his brother squirmed in his seat in the corner.

      “How long until I’m picking up shards of your brother’s torso and my broken pint glasses from my floor?”

      Fellows sighed. “They chased us out of Charleston. Didn’t see me, but they know Billy was in the car. We lost them just outside the city, but they know which direction we were heading.”

      “So maybe they don’t know where you are now,” I said, hoping.

      He shook his head. "I wish. Soon as I got here, I got Billy out and kept him out of the light, but I saw a car parked across the street, watching your building."

      “One of yours?”

      “Undercover, but yeah. It was Mayes. He’s one of the ringleaders. Big guy, looks like a crooked cop from an old TV show.”

      “And Mayes was scoping out my bar?”

      “Yeah,” Fellows said.

      “Understood,” I said. I turned to leave.

      “Understood?” Fellows asked.

      “Yeah,” said. “Understood. I heard you, I acknowledge you, whatever.”

      “So where are you —”

      “Give me a minute,” I snapped. I strode to the kitchen, walked inside, and immediately caught Joey staring at me.

      “News?” he asked.

      “News,” I answered, nodding. “This guy — Fellows — he’s a cop. Not crooked, but knows plenty of ones who are. He dragged his brother-in-law down here because the guy got himself into a sticky deal.”

      “What’s that have to do with us?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “Except that he’s afraid some Charleston thugs are going to make it about us.”

      “Gotcha. So what’s our move?”

      I sighed. “Nothing yet, I guess. Things are moving along, but I’m not about to get us tangled up with something if we don’t need to. And Shalice…”

      He smiled. “She’ll be okay. Isn’t her first rodeo.”
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      "Ain't that the truth." I took a glance over at the corner of the kitchen, where there were about six or seven five-gallon buckets stacked upon one another, and a few six-gallon glass carboys sitting in front of them. "How's the whiskey coming?" I asked.

      He shrugged. “You tell me, boss. You’re the moonshining expert.”

      “Distilling. ‘Moonshining’ makes it sound illegal.”

      “It is illegal.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Distilling alcohol for any reason was still a federal crime in the United States, even though it was typically a very safe, very easy to control hobby. Hobby brewers were allowed to brew an absurd amount of gallons each year for personal use, but home distillers hadn’t been allowed to cook their own liquor since before Prohibition.

      From what I’d read, the whole mess was related to taxes — the government wanted their cut, even if it was a stupid reason. So they taxed professional distillers into oblivion, making it damn near impossible to get a distilling license unless you had a lot of money, and then made home and hobby distilling completely illegal.

      The irony was that every distiller I knew had started by learning how to distill liquor on their own — illegally. There weren’t many classes, training courses, and resources to teach newcomers the age-old craft.

      We were hobbyists as well, as getting into distilling was something I’d always wanted to do. Now we had a stack of five-gallon buckets full of the homemade moonshine, and three carboys each with liquor in its different stages of completion. There was a sour mash I’d been working on, a fresher all-corn bourbon, and a fancy rye, corn, and barley mixture that I was hoping would turn into a smooth, spicy brew.

      The five-gallon buckets were holding the batch of one step in the process: turning what’s called the “high wines” into fully distilled and ready-to-drink alcohol by adding clean water to cut it and running it through the still again. The high wines were high ABV alcohol of somewhere around 90% purity. It was essentially rubbing alcohol made of ethanol instead of isopropyl, nearly undrinkable and totally unenjoyable.

      Once that process was completed, the distillate needed to be cut with fresh, crisp water once again, then stored at that slightly lower proof in charred oak barrels for months — or years — depending on the size of the barrels, until the wines had earned some color and flavor and turned into what we in the business called money. Or, more likely (since I didn't want to get arrested for selling illegal spirits), "good drinkin' shine."

      I like to consider myself a whiskey connoisseur, which is evident in the fact that I own a bar and in the way I spell “whiskey” with an “e.” I’m American, so whiskey has an “e” in it. The way it should be. But I don’t necessarily consider myself a distilling connoisseur. The thing about producing great spirits is that it’s a lot more science than it is art, but the art is absolutely crucial if you’re trying to produce something anyone wants to drink.

      Beer is different — anyone who drinks a lot of beer gets the itch to make their own, citing trumped-up charges like "buying beer is too expensive!" and "what else are we supposed to do with the basement closet?" and then they buy an inexpensive carboy and some fancy tubes and thermometers, and they're in business.

      I’ve had — and made — plenty of delicious home-brew beer. It’s easy to make, a bit harder to make well, but overall approachable as a hobby.

      Whiskey and other distilled spirits is a trickier thing to get into. Once you get past the “I’m breaking the law” issue, you’re in a realm of pseudoscience masquerading as real science and real science masquerading as southern rednecks who talk with a drawl.

      I love art and science, so I figured I’d try my hand. It was enough to get started, but part of the frustration is that it takes a long time to let the spirits mellow and earn their colors and flavors, only to discover that every first batch — and typically the first twenty batches — is crap anyway.

      As such, I’d decided long ago that I needed a partner. A man I could trust, who could help with the chore of it all and, most importantly, be my official taste-tester.

      I looked Joey up and down, wondering if he really was as gullible as he seemed to be at the moment. “You’re my partner, Joey.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean, boss?”

      “It means I trust you. You’re a good guy.”

      “And…”

      “And I want to get your opinion on this before I age it.”

      “On the whiskey?”

      “Yeah, the whiskey.” I moved over to the stack of buckets, took off the stopper from the tiny hole in the lid of one of the buckets, then grabbed the thief — a tiny plastic spring-loaded tubule that allowed one to administer a tiny shot of booze from the inside of a carboy to the inside of one’s belly. I clicked the top down and stuck it into the top of the bucket, retrieving a bit of the wines. “Here,” I said, collecting the drips into a shot glass from the shelf.

      He took the glass in his hand, gave it a swirl, then eyed me suspiciously. “This won’t make me go blind, will it?”

      “You’d be far less useful as an employee if you were blind, Joey,” I said.

      He laughed. “Not exactly reassuring.”

      “It’s an old wive’s tale,” I answered. “It would take some serious oversight, or a really upset distiller, to brew something that had enough of the foreshots in it to cause permanent poisoning of the optic nerve.”

      He laughed again. “You know, for an idiot, you know a lot about distilling.”

      “Thank you, Joey.” I gave him my best fake smile. “Bottom’s up.”

      I watched as he brought the glass up to his nose. Just like I’d taught him, he nosed the glass for a few seconds, letting the aromas excite his salivation glands and get his mouth ready. Then he shot the liquor back into his mouth, swished a few times, and swallowed.

      It was at that moment two things happened simultaneously. I began to laugh, even before I realized that the things were happening. What I noticed first was Joey's eyes, widened in an ill-contained horror. They bulged out with an intensity I hadn't seen since my last late-night accidental viewing of Mars Attacks!, an unfortunate “comedy” with bug-eyed Martian antagonists.

      The second thing I saw was Joey’s mouth opening once again, long before the entirety of the booze had had a chance to settle into his esophagus. Which meant that some of the liquor was coming back out of his mouth. He dribbled a bit, the liquid fighting with a weird groaning sound his vocal cords were attempting.

      I lost it.

      “Wh — what the — hell — what the hell was that?” The words finally erupted from his mouth, complete with a reenactment — in reverse — of the drinking process that had started the whole thing.

      I couldn’t stop laughing. “What do you mean?”

      “What is this?” Joey asked. “It tastes… it tastes like shit.”

      “It’s high-quality whiskey, Joey,” I said. “It just hasn’t been cut and aged yet.”

      He spat onto the kitchen floor, the shot glass in his hand still shaking. “It tastes like lawn clippings floating in diesel fuel.”

      “You’re not far off, actually,” I said, finally regaining some of my composure. “It’s fresh because it’s young. And it pretty much is fuel. High-octane stuff like this is typically around 180 to 190 proof before it goes into the barrel.”

      His eyes — somehow — got wider. “You — you made me drink this shit?”

      “I offered it to you, friend. You’re my partner, and I want you to be an equal partner. That means you should understand every step of the process.”

      “I don’t think I need to understand anything if it means I have to poison myself for it.” He paused, spat again, then swiped an empty glass near the kitchen sink and filled it with warm water from the tap. He guzzled the entire thing. “Shit, man, I think I’m actually drunk now. How much of this swill do we have?”

      I roared in laughter again. “Relax. You’re going to be fine. It won’t hurt you.” I did a quick calculation by counting all the buckets in the corner, then raised an eyebrow. “About thirty gallons.”

      “Thirty gallons? Christ — how much of it do we need? And you’re wrong, old man,” he said. “This stuff could kill someone.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      I laughed some more as I cleaned up the splatter from Joey, all the while keeping an eye on the security monitor we kept in the back area that displayed the goings-on of the front bar and restaurant seating areas. We didn’t often converse in the back, without a bartender or server up front, so I wanted to make sure no one was feeling lonely out there, or worse — taking it upon themselves to pour a drink or three.

      Fellows was still seated in his spot at the bar, nursing the drink I'd poured him half an hour ago. I hadn't given much thought to his dilemma, but I knew from experience dilemmas like his didn't typically just go away on their own. I needed to ask Joey about it, and needed to get his opinion.

      I turned to find out where he’d gone. I saw him through the industrial metal shelves, hunched over the second security monitor.

      The one that displayed the array of cameras we had on the lot outside, the alley in the back, and street in front of the building.

      Joey suddenly appeared in front of me, the shotgun in his hand.

      “We got company, boss,” he said.
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      “Coming up from the alley.”

      “Okay.”

      “Armed. At least a pistol.”

      “Okay.”

      “You’re not worried?”

      “Ain’t our fight.”

      “It will be if they start shooting at your bar,” Joey said. He cocked the shotgun.

      “Don’t get antsy,” I said. “This Fellows guy thinks we’re going to have a fight on our hands, but more than likely it’s just a misunderstanding.”

      “Isn’t that literally what a fight is?” Joey said.

      I shrugged. Good point. “Okay, well in that case. Let’s go see our boy Fellows and his little twerpy friend. Maybe they’ll just leave and save us the trouble.”

      I walked out, Joey close behind with another batch of fried catfish he’d somehow been cooking and somehow been watching while we’d been messing around with the high wines.

      As we reached the bar once again, Joey flashed eyes at Fellows but didn't bother holding them there for too long. Fellows had his eyebrows raised as if he thought we'd been having a covert meeting about him in the kitchen.

      “Everything okay?” Fellows asked.

      “Company,” Joey answered.

      “Let me guess,” Fellows said. “Big guy, looks like a crooked cop from an old TV show?”

      “No,” Joey said. “All four of them look like that.”

      I raised my voice and addressed the room. “So sorry to have to cut your night short, folks,” I said, loudly and clearly. “But I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

      There were a few confused glances from the newer patrons. They were younger guys and their gals who hadn’t been in Edisto Beach long, either visiting or freshly moved. The Oldies, as I liked to call them, just nodded along knowingly.

      I wasn’t sure what they thought they knew. Even though I’d done little to hide my ‘other’ gig from the population, Edisto Beach was, after all, a tiny town. And it was a small town full of old people. And old people loved to talk. They talked about everything, especially what that ‘young whippersnapper’ (me) was up to down at ‘that youngun’s bar’ (mine).

      I figured they were at least suspicious about my moonlighting hobby — I’d closed up shop plenty of times over the years for such awkward and last-minute reasons like ‘have to fish and can’t wait until closing time,’ and ‘my mom’s sister didn’t know she was pregnant and now I’ve got twin nieces.’ I figured everyone could see right through my stories, but I hadn’t given them anything to see on the other side of them.

      So the folks stood up, most of them simply walking out, not bothering to pay their tabs. Another attribute of a bar in a place like Edisto was the requirement of extending credit where credit was due — and just about everyone I’d served before thought they were due credit. I had a tab open on all of them, and they were good for it. I typically closed it every other week, after I’d seen them in a few times and made the official bartender eyes of “you ready to close out?” in their direction.

      “You sure that’s a good idea?” Fellows asked. “Telling everyone to leave?”

      “What do you mean?” Joey asked. “We don’t want them here, do we?”

      “I mean they’re going to be dumping out into the parking lot right when they show up.”

      “Why?” I asked. “Are these guys the types of grunts who’ll start shooting at innocent bystanders?”

      Fellows looked around at the emptying bar. “I don’t think so. They’re respectable mob men, cops even, for whatever that’s worth. But who knows? Maybe they pop off a shot just to rile us up.”

      I gritted my teeth. I wasn’t the type of man to waste a ton of precious time thinking through my options, especially when there was a decision that needed to be made quickly. This was one of those times, and I’d made my decision. I wanted as few variables as possible — that meant sending everyone home, even if there was a small risk someone could get hurt.

      There was a much higher risk they'd get hurt if they stuck around. Plus, there were quite a few Oldies in here tonight who'd served in ‘Nam, and they were undoubtedly of the take-no-shit variety. Many of them carried, and while I wouldn't have bet on them in a surprise attack by younger and better-armed men, my Oldies were still fighters.

      As one such Oldie stood to leave, he turned and looked over at us. His name was Jessup McNaab, probably the man with the freshest and most southern name I'd ever had in the bar. Thankfully his personality matched his awesome name. Jessup was a true southerner, of the take-no-shit-but-be-really-polite-about-it variety, and I was pretty sure he'd had some experience in the armed forces. His usual counterpart, another fisherman named Roger Pennington, was not present tonight.

      “You need anything?” Jessup asked. He had an underbite and an accent, which only added to his southern-ness, but it was his old, permanently wincing eyes that made me trust his integrity. This guy was the real deal — a southern fisherman who’d seen a lot, done a lot, and had probably been around the block a lot. He had our backs, but he wasn’t part of this.

      I shook my head. “Thanks, Jessup. Appreciate it, but we’re good here.”

      He waited a few seconds, sizing me up and trying to decide if I was just trying to be polite or if I secretly wanted his help. He gave me a nod, then shot Fellows a suspicious glance, but he turned and walked back toward the exit. I felt a brief sense of pride; Jessup was going to be just fine, and if anyone outside gave any of my patrons any grief, he would see to it that they’d pay for it. Before he was at the door, I turned to see what the cop’s brother-in-law, Billy, was doing.

      He was still sitting in the corner watching the patrons exit.

      I waited for the door to swing shut and for the last of them to leave.

      Unfortunately, they hadn’t all left. Shalice walked up to the bar and took a seat next to Fellows.

      Shit. I’d totally forgotten she was here. Joey was still in the back, but she wasn’t looking for him. With a single glance at her face, I knew she was looking for me, and I also knew what she was thinking.

      What the hell have you gotten me into, she was silently asking. Her eyes were wide, her mouth shifting around as it tried to figure out what emotion to portray.

      “Shalice,” I said. “Why are you still here?”

      Her nostrils flared. She was pissed. I could see it on her face, written all over her. Her nonverbal cues were lighting up like the Vegas strip, plain as day. I couldn’t have missed it if I’d tried.

      The weird thing was that she was mad. Not scared.

      “You’re not concerned,” I said. “You’re just pissed at me.”

      She looked down at the bar. “Feels like deja vu, Dixon.”

      I nodded. “Sorry about that. You know —” I started to try to explain myself, to give her a reason. Something about this not being my fault, that I didn’t exactly invite these hoodlums to my doorstep, but I stopped myself. She knew all of that already. She understood what it was I did, what I’d done in the past. She knew I’d brought Joey into all of it — again, not exactly my fault, as he’d all but forced my hand — and she knew firsthand what it felt like to be part of it all.

      Shalice had been with us on the Wassamassaw when the Elizondo debacle went down. She’d been kidnapped, held as a hostage and collateral while I tried to take out Elizondo. It was a rough time, and I could only imagine what she’d gone through.

      So in a way, I was surprised she was still here. I'd have thought she would have left immediately, not wanting to get involved in something like this once again. Then again, I guess she was probably more scared of running outside where the idiots were hiding than in staying here, where it was comparatively safer.

      For the moment.

      Whoever was outside was not going to stay there. Billy’s enemies would be bearing down on us, surrounding us. I felt the adrenaline kick in, the blood heating up inside me.

      She held up a hand. “Just get me a drink.”

      I cocked my head. “Seriously, Shalice, if you want to —”

      “I want a drink, Mason.”

      I nodded again.

      “You got it. Strong, I presume?”

      She didn’t answer. I poured her a beer, Old Rasputin, a special stout I had on hand from North Coast Brewing Company, a seriously robust brew that ran almost 12% ABV. It was deep, dark, and mysterious, and perfect for a moment such as this. In my opinion, it was perfect for just about any moment. If there wasn’t a good bourbon or oaky Scotch on hand, this was the beer I’d reach for.

      She looked at it strangely.

      “It’s good,” I said. “Malty, just like you like. Notes of cinnamon, caramel, vanilla —”

      “I don’t care about the beer, Mason,” she said. “I’m sure it’s fine. I’m trying to figure out what to do about this.” She lifted her hand and swung it around, revealing the empty bar behind her.

      “Right,” I said. “Well, hopefully this is nothing, and things just blow over. Maybe this Fellows guy and his little buddy aren’t that big a deal, after all.”

      Fellows shook his head. “Not likely,” he said under his breath.

      “Fine,” I said. “Then hopefully we make quick work of these guys.”

      “You’re going to kill them?” Shalice asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose I’ll try to be nice, but if they get too close, or too handsy, I’ll make sure they know their place.”

      She sighed. I could again tell what she was thinking. You’re insane. You don’t know when to quit. You can’t change who you are, Mason. You’re a —

      Whoa, I thought, forcing my thoughts back into my own. Calm down, fake-Shalice. No need to get personal.

      But the ‘Shalice’ in my head was right. I was a hack — a bar-owner who couldn’t seem to keep his bar open regular hours, and one who barely had enough coming in to pay off the place. I’d fought — and killed — men all my life, and I wasn’t exactly proud of it.

      But that was my past.

      That was something I was back then. Now I was different.

      Right?

      The Shalice — and the me — inside my head was silent.

      Thanks, guys.

      She took a sip of the beer. Winced, then swallowed a painful, slow swallow.

      “Really?” I asked. “Not your type?”

      “Not so much,” she said. “Or maybe it’s the nerves. I hear they make everything taste strange.”

      “If that’s the case, I’ve never tasted anything the way it was meant to be tasted.”

      Regardless, I turned and poured her another favorite, this time something a bit more reserved. Old Granddad, an 86-proof bourbon with a historical past and a special place in my bar. I had no idea if Shalice was a bourbon girl or not — all I'd seen her drink since she'd been with Joey was beer and fruity cocktails — but I poured anyway and sent it her way.

      She gave me a quick smile, then lifted it to her nose. “Bourbon,” she said. “Old Granddad, probably a bit higher proof than the typical 80-proof stuff.”

      I put on a shocked expression. “You’re good. Really good. I didn’t know you were a bourbon type of gal.”

      She laughed. “I’m not. I saw the bottle you poured from, and Joey’s got me reciting stuff about all the whiskey you’ve got in here. It’s from Jim Beam, and he named the brand after his granddad, Basil Hayden, Sr.”

      “Well I think you’re ready for a job,” I said, laughing.

      “Yeah? I might be interested.” She fidgeted, a playful expression on her face. “You gonna pay me better than you pay Joey?”

      “Nope.”

      I didn’t even need to think about that one. Joey was my manager, kitchen staff, and all-around right-hand man. He was crucial to operations, and if weren’t for him, there wouldn’t be a bar. I liked to think I was a capable bar owner, but the truth was that I was a more-than-capable barman, but not much more than that. I can’t cook, I can’t run a business very well, and I certainly can’t design menus and interiors the way Joey can.

      She giggled again. “Okay, fine. Fair enough. Then what about benefits?”

      “Nope again.”

      ‘Benefits’ was that HR-type word that really just translated into ‘more money to The Man.’ I hate paying taxes (even though I have paid and still pay them on time, every quarter, thank you very much), and I really hate giving the government more than their fair share, especially when they just turn around and blow it on useless pseudo-welfare programs that only line the pockets of the already-rich.

      Benefits, I've found, are best purchased on the open market, personally and individually. I've done all right as a business owner, buying my own health insurance — no need for dental or vision — and whatever other types of insurance I deem necessary, but I refuse to live in a place that requires me to give up rights for the semblance of ‘security.' My apartment is a sublet through a gentleman who's too smart to care and too old to do anything about it. He vetted me the good, old-fashioned way, by ‘feeling me out' and shaking my hand and deciding I was worth the risk, then gave me a contract: pay the rent, every month, or get out. I agreed, signed, and have been happily living a couple blocks away from my bar ever since.

      "Okay then," Shalice said. "How about this: can you promise me I won't ever be caught in the bar when a bunch of mob assholes is bearing down on us with guns, looking to kill whoever gets in their way so they can recover a guy they think is valuable to them?"

      I raised an eyebrow. Touché, Shalice. “Nope. Oh-for-three.”

      She smiled.

      “So what do you say?” I asked. “Job? I believe I’ve made a compelling case.”

      “We’ll see, old man. Get me through this, and we’ll talk.”

      I chuckled, taking my own sip of Old Granddad, and transforming my gaze into one of a weathered, knowing old man. “I’ll do my best, you know that.”

      She stared straight ahead, gripping her glass.

      “And Shalice?” I asked, smiling. “Only Joey gets to call me ‘old man.’”
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      Fellows turned to me, totally ignoring the young woman sitting right next to him. “Okay, now what?”

      I glared at him. “You’re the one who brought this down on us.”

      “Well —”

      “And you’re a cop, Fellows. Why not just walk out there and arrest them all?”

      Joey stood sentinel next to me, nodding.

      “They’re not the type to respond well to authority.”

      “Right,” I said. “I figured as much. But you missed your window to leave with the rest of ‘em. That means you’re fighting. Hopefully on our side.”

      Fellows nodded, taking a look through the mirror behind me at his buddy in the booth seat against the wall. “Yeah,” he sighed. “I figured as much.”

      I watched him reach down to his side, realizing once again that he was unarmed, but to my surprise, he kept fumbling around in his pocket. After a few seconds, he pulled out a small pistol, one that looked like a miniaturized version of a real weapon. I recognized it as a Taurus PT111, a concealed-carry firearm that still packed a punch.

      I raised an eyebrow. “I thought you said you were a cop. Never seen a cop mess around with a toy like that. Where’s the Glock?”

      He shrugged. “Yeah, I wish I’d had more time, but it’s all I had on me. My other piece is in the car.”

      “And your car is outside,” Joey said. “Where the bad guys are.”

      “Exactly.”

      I sighed, making a point to sound annoyed. “Joey, grab the other guns from the safe.”

      We kept a tiny safe in the kitchen, for moments just like this. Apparently. I’d honestly never thought we’d need them, so the pistols I had inside were overdue for a thorough test and cleaning. Oh well. This will have to serve as a good enough test.

      I had the monitor just beneath the bar tilted up so I could see some of the cameras from behind the bar, but most of the individual security feeds were too small for me to make out exactly what was going on. “Joey,” I said, “what are our friends doing back there?”

      He ran back into the kitchen and then returned, a solemn look on his face. “Preparing, it looks like,” he said.

      “Preparing?”

      “I guess they’re expecting more help.”

      As if on cue I heard the sound of tires pulling off the main road and crunching against the gravel of my tiny lot next to the bar. My eyes immediately darted to the only window with open curtains. Three vehicles had just entered my lot and parked haphazardly, stopping end-to-end in a sort of half-circle. Before the last vehicle had come to a complete stop, shadowy men began pouring from the three cars.

      They were like the gangster version of a clown car — more and more men seemed to file out of the vehicles, and I didn't need too active an imagination to know what each of them was holding in their hands.

      “They’re here,” Fellows said. “And not going to leave without Billy.”

      I brushed it off. “I’m sure we can just have a quick chat with the lead goon. Which one is he?” I tried to examine each of them from the window, but they were in the dark. From here they all looked the same — guns drawn, dark silhouettes cut against an even darker sky. My old, flickering street light struggled admirably but failed to do anything useful.

      “Name’s Rafe,” he said.

      “Rafe? What kind of weird goon-name is that?”

      “Short for Rafael. Big Italian guy, skinny but with huge shoulders.”

      I looked out the window again, testing Fellows’ description against the dark shadows that were, for the moment, patiently waiting for something. At the end of the line, backed up against the small half-wall that formed the northern barrier of my property, stood a tall, thin, wide-shouldered shadow.

      “I see him.” I pointed, and Joey nodded.

      “What’s our move?” Joey asked.

      “We don’t have one,” I said. “They’ve got us outnumbered and out-gunned. I think we just wait it out, see if they’re really serious about this Billy fellow.”

      “They’re serious, Mason,” Fellows said.

      I whirled around, expecting to see a broken, scared man. Instead, I saw the cop suddenly in front of me. Fellows had transformed. It was subtle, but I knew. Fellows was hunched over his drink, now nearly empty, looking down into it as he slowly swirled the glass in his hand. He sniffed, his shoulders rounded and heavy.

      “They’re not going to leave until you give them Billy,” he said.

      “How do I know that? How do I know you can’t just call some of your friends — the cops who aren’t on this Rafe guy’s payroll?”

      “I can call them all I want, Dixon. But they’re not going to come out here.”

      “Jurisdiction?”

      “Sure, yeah, jurisdiction. And the fact that they’re not going to get anywhere near a guy like Rafe. You know anything about the Italian mob?”

      “He’s mafia?”

      "No, but he acts like it. High sense of honor, family, respect, all that Godfather stuff. He wants to make organized crime as popular and profitable as it used to be, and he's getting there. He took out three Charleston gangs in one weekend last year, and that was just because he found out that one of the kids accidentally screwed with his niece.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “So he’s a bit protective of his family.”

      “And his money. And he thinks Billy’s been screwing with his money.”

      I looked over at Billy, who was also hunched over the table, his shoulders and back curved. But there was something very much un-cop-like about Billy. He looked like the broken, disheveled man I’d expected to find in Fellows.

      “But if he’s truly about respect and honor and all that stuff, shouldn’t he be responsive to a deal?”

      “I’m sure he would be,” Fellows said. “But I’m not sure there’s a deal that he’d actually take. Billy’s already screwed him over, and there’s really no going back.”

      “How’s that?”

      Fellows sighed. I knew the answer — the reason they were here — was not an easy one. It was a convoluted mess. Somehow Billy had messed around in Rafe's affairs, and now Rafe was out some massive chunk of change and blamed Billy for it. That was the gist, but I wanted the details.

      The heart of the matter was always in the details. If there were a way out of this, it'd be in the details.

      “It’s… a long story.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I said, looking once again out the window. The men hadn’t moved from their posts surrounding the northern and eastern sides of my bar, but some had shifted around to discuss something with Rafe.

      “I don’t think it’s something I can really explain before — “

      The sound of an explosion cut him off.
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      I ducked, while Fellows and Joey both fell to the floor, covering their heads. The explosion had been our window — the only one uncovered. It had exploded inward, sending glass and pieces of the window frame flying toward us.

      “Was that a grenade?” Joey asked.

      I nodded, only then recognizing that just before the explosion I’d heard the telltale light, low thumping sound that I hadn’t heard in years. Gun-mounted grenade launcher.

      Apparently, Fellows was right — these dudes weren't messing around. They were packing some serious heat. They either had connections in the military, or their black-market negotiation skills were top-notch. No non-military forces outside of a few self-important SWAT teams carried that kind of weaponry, and I didn’t know of anyone in my own network that sold them.

      “Okay, they came to play,” I said. “Let’s back up a bit. They’re pissed, but from what I can tell they’re just trying to scare us. They want us to give up this Billy guy, but I doubt they care what happens to us. We stay out of their way, they leave us alone. They’re organized, but they’re not stupid. They’re not going to rough us up just for the hell of it.”

      “You sure about that?” Shalice asked, sipping her bourbon.

      I looked at her and smiled. “The older I get, the more that I know. And the less confident I am about any of it.”

      “Fair enough.”

      "Right," I said. I glanced toward the front entrance — the only door to the outside on that side of the building. The restrooms were on the opposite side of the bar from the kitchen, but no door led outside from there. "So we need to leave. We can probably force our way out the back door, get to the woods."

      My bar sits on a strip of land that juts out from the rest of the island, and between the beach and our street there’s a densely wooded area we call “the woods.” It’s not much of a forest, but it’s enough to provide decent cover in situations like this.

      “They’re waiting at the back door, remember?” Joey asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah, I know. But they’re also surrounding the front and side of the building, so if we go out the front we’ll have nowhere to go but into their headlights.”

      “And what about Billy?” Fellows asked.

      “What about him?”

      “You’re just going to leave him here?”

      “I don’t really care what he does,” I said. “He’s not my problem.”

      “He’s —”

      “He’s as good as dead if he stays here,” I said. “But I’m not swearing my life to his to protect him. He wants to run into the woods with us, great. From there he can use our little boat Joey keeps tied up at the dock. Get out into the harbor, then head south. Or north. I don’t care.”

      “But —”

      “But nothing, Fellows. You two hacks drove down here with the Italian mafia following you, and you brought them to my doorstep. I don’t owe either of you a damned thing.”

      Joey grabbed my shoulder, and I whirled around to face him. “What is it?” I snapped.

      “Boss,” he said, his voice calm. Rational. “We can’t just forget about this, or run away from it. They — they’re not going to just let us go.”

      “They won’t have a choice.”

      “You say that now, but what’s to stop them from tracking us down, no matter where we end up.”

      “They wouldn’t be stupid enough to do that,” I said.

      He raised an eyebrow. You sure about that?

      I thought about it. While I couldn’t imagine letting some half-baked banker hack steal a bunch of my money, I sure as hell knew I’d be chasing him down to the end of the earth to get it back.

      And if someone dared help the guy, I’d be pretty petty about my revenge on them, too.

      I sighed. Took a deep breath. “Okay, guys. You win. What’s the call?”

      Joey shrugged.

      “Wait, you didn’t actually have a better plan?” I asked.

      He smiled. “No, I just feel bad for the guy.”

      I shook my head and squeezed at the bridge of my nose. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      Joey blinked.

      “Okay, fine. You bleeding hearts want to stay and die for some guy we don’t know? Be my guest. Just show me where we can get some weaponry that’s even remotely similar to what they’re packing, so it’s close to a fair fight.”

      “That’s not the point, Dixon,” Joey said.

      “That’s… not the point?” I was almost screaming. “What do you mean ‘that’s not the point?’ This isn’t about some thugs blowing the windows out of my bar?”

      He shook his head. “It’s about you.”

      “It’s about —”

      “You, Mason. We’re here — all of us — because of you.” He looked around at Shalice, Fellows, and Billy, then back up at me. “We’re all in this together, whether you like it or not. You started this place, you decided what it was going to be, you decided who you were going to be.”

      I looked at him the way a mother eagle would look at a snake that was about to slither into its nest. “You want to try that again?”

      “I’m not screwing around, Mason. You’re always talking about how your life ‘happened to you.’ How things didn’t work out the way you wanted because of your old man, or your past, or your career. How things are the way they are because outside forces made them that way.”

      I wanted to tell him to can it, to shut up. I wanted to tell him that my life was none of his damn business, and if his little speech was supposed to rally the troops and get us all motivated to fight an army with broken beer bottles, it wasn’t going to work.

      Instead, I stood there, watching him and listening. Taking it. I stood there waiting to hear his point.

      “Mason, look. You’re a good guy. You’re not one of them. You fight for what’s right. That’s why we’re all here. And that’s why we’re willing to bet you’ll be able to fend them off long enough to get us out of this mess. But not before you make sure that idiot out there knows who he’s messing with.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not just about what I want, Joey. There’s more to it than that. It’s more complicated than that.”

      “It’s really not.”

      “It is.”

      “You know what your problem is?”

      I waited.

      “You always say you want peoples’ help so you can remind yourself you’re human. It’s not that you actually need it, it’s that you want us to need you because otherwise no one…"

      “You gonna finish that statement?” I asked. I was starting to get really upset.

      He shook his head, looked out the battle-widened window.

      “You just can’t live with anyone dying under your watch.”

      I scoffed. “Yeah. I can’t. So that makes me a monster I guess.”

      “That’s not the point,” Joey said. “Again. You’re not understanding what I’m saying. You think we’re all here under your watch. Like we belong to you or something, or at least like we’re all playing some minor character in your story. But we’re not. We’re here because we chose to. And you don’t realize it yet, but you are, too.”

      He stood taller, brought his shoulders back a bit, then looked at me. “You need to figure out what you truly want out of this life, Mason. What you need. You’re just waiting around for life to happen to you.”

      “I want my bar.”

      “Okay, these guys are about to take it from you.”

      I sniffed. Like hell they will.

      Joey smiled. “It’s working, isn’t it.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself, Joey. You ain’t some inspirational speaker. Just got lucky.”
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      Joey ran back into the kitchen about the same time I heard banging on the door back there. The back door to the alley was thick, an industrial door meant for the types of heavy-duty usage that patrons never had to see. It was no looker, but it would hold out anyone trying to get inside if they didn't start shooting at it.

      And especially not if they started shooting at it with that grenade launcher.

      “Open up!” a man’s voice shouted. “We’re looking for Billy Renaud!”

      I watched Billy slink deeper into his chair. He looked like he'd been run through a chipper shredder. His suit looked like it had set him back a few Benjamins, yet it was wrinkled and drooping from his thin frame as if it were merely hanging on to him because there was nothing else nearby to hang on.

      “Billy,” I said, my voice stern. “Come over here.”

      He shook his head, then swallowed.

      “Billy. Don’t make me say it again.”

      Billy got up, shaking, and walked over to the bar.

      “This is your fault, Billy,” I said. “What do you want me to do about it?”

      Billy looked like he was about to cry. “I — I didn’t mean… I’m sorry.”

      “Save it. You brought this down on me. On my bar. Way I see it, we just throw you to the wolves, let them figure it out, and we’re good to go.”

      “Please…”

      “But my friend Joey here won’t let that happen. He’s somehow convinced me that you’re worth saving. Or at least trying to save.”

      He nodded, then looked back out the broken window. “I’ll make it up to you.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’ll pay off your bar.”

      “There won’t be much left of the bar when these guys are finished with it.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You’ll collect on the insurance policy — or not — and I’ll still pay for whatever place you want. Build something new, completely fresh.”

      I eyed him suspiciously. “Thing is Billy, you’re not exactly known for keeping up your end of the bargain. Am I right?”

      He sighed. “It’s… a bit more complicated than that. I’m not a crook, I swear. Yeah, I got into some bad stuff with these guys, but it wasn’t because I was trying to rip anyone off. I just… I just needed to do it.”

      “You just needed to bankroll a crooked rum importer and slip in a nice reversion clause that got you a fat paycheck?”

      “Like I said, it’s a bit more complicated than that.”

      The goons outside banged on the door again. I heard the man’s yell from the blasted window on the side of the building louder than I could hear his voice from the kitchen door. “Last chance. Send Billy out here now.”

      “Or what?” I yelled back.

      There was a long pause. Some shuffling. Then, even louder. Closer. And it wasn’t the same voice. “Come on, Dixon. This isn’t your fight.”

      “You made it my fight, pal.”

      I think your new friend did that.”

      I glanced at Billy. “You got anything to add?”

      He shook his head, then sulked down and onto a barstool.

      “Great,” I said. “Thanks for the help.” I turned back to the window and shouted again. “Alright. We’re sending him out.”

      There was no response, but I figured it was because they knew I was bullshitting. They weren’t for a second going to believe me, but in the interest of self-preservation and not messing with a potentially simple solution, they also didn’t start firing on the building or launching more grenades through my windows.

      “You can’t just let them take me,” Billy said. “They’re not… they’re not going to let me live.”

      “I figured as much.”

      “Then… what’s your plan?”

      I poured another two fingers of something I’d found tucked away in a back corner of a liquor expo I’d visited a few months prior: Blanton’s Single Barrel. It was expensive, but I figured tonight was as good a night as any for such a pour. I took a sip. “Plan? You really don’t know me that well. Listen, Billy. Here’s the plan: way I figure, we’ve got about five minutes before those thugs out there get antsy and start shooting more fireworks into my building. So that gives us a bit less than five minutes for you to tell me exactly what sort of ‘deal’ you made with them, and why it’s all going to hell.”

      “That’s… what we’re doing? Shouldn’t we —”

      “Shouldn’t we what? Hold hands and sing a song? Walk outside and beg them for mercy?” I glanced at the empty space on my wrist where a watch should’ve been. “Start talking. Time’s running out.”

      He opened his mouth to speak, but I caught a glimpse of a shadow moving toward us from the end of the bar. I jumped, then ran around the bar and began to reach for the shotgun.

      “Whoa, whoa, it’s okay, Mason. Just me.”

      “Jessup?”
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      Jessup McNaab was standing at the end of the bar, a dumb grin on his face and his hands palms-up near his head. He hadn’t, apparently, left the bar.

      “Why are you still here?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Had to pee, and I figured you’d probably never tell me the truth about needing my help.”

      “Yeah, that’s probably true.”

      “So I figured I’d make it easy for you. Here I am. What’s the plan?”

      “Why does everyone keep asking me that? Jessup, thank you — I appreciate it. But we’re not playing cops-and-robbers. This is a… strange situation, and I’m afraid things are only going to get more dangerous the longer the night goes on.”

      “You mean dangerous like a bunch of gangsters blowing up half your bar?”

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw the still-smoldering blackened char that used to be a window. “Yeah,” I said. “That’s what I mean.”

      He shrugged again. “Seen worse.”

      “I believe it. But Jessup, this isn’t a game. Those guys out there are —”

      “I ain’t wantin’ no games, Dixon. I fought for my country in ‘Nam, and we never got the credit we deserved for that. Way I see it, this is a lot like ‘Nam. Confusing as all get-out, gettin’ stuck ‘tween rocks and hard places, and plenty of good men finding themselves in a war they didn’t want.”

      “Well, it’s not going to be much of a war. We don’t have any weapons.”

      “You mean you don’t have any extra weapons,” he said. “That’s fine. I’ve got my own.” He reached behind his back and yanked out the oldest piece I’ve seen outside of a museum. “It’s seen some better days, but I keep ‘er oiled up and clean enough.”

      I shook my head. This is getting ridiculous. “Jessup, I can’t —”

      He held up a hand. “Don’t mention it.”

      “I wasn’t going to thank —”

      “I’m here to help, boss. Put me to work.”

      I took a deep breath, then looked around at my ragtag crew. Joey and Shalice were holding hands in the doorway to the kitchen, Fellows was staring wide-eyed at the hillbilly cowboy who’d just emerged from the restroom, and Billy was still shaking privately to himself at the end of the bar.

      This is not going to end well.

      I needed to get everyone out. At the very least, Shalice and Jessup. This was in no way their fight, and they were just liabilities if things did get out of hand. But the bar was surrounded, and I couldn’t expect the guys outside to just step out of the way and let potential assets and eyewitnesses go free.

      I needed time to think. But I knew I wasn’t going to get it.

      “Okay, fine,” I said. “Jessup, you move up there. Front door is yours. Anyone comes through, you blast them with that…” I paused. “Just aim and shoot, and hope for the best.”

      “Got it.” I watched as the overly excited old man shuffled up to the front door of the bar, then crouched near the door. He took a second to get comfortable, then changed his mind and stood up. Finally, he turned a chair around and moved it back a few feet, then sat in it, his antique pistol aimed at the door, resting on his knee.

      I wanted to groan, but I held it in. “Billy, stay at the bar. Things are going to get hairy, so move around to this side so you have the bar to protect you a bit. When they start shooting, crouch down and cover your head.”

      I could see Billy eyeing the wall of glass bottles and giant glass mirror that stretched from side to side. “Don’t worry about it, Billy. If all hell breaks loose in here, you’ll have much bigger problems than a couple shards of glass falling on your back.”

      He swallowed, but nodded and did as he was told.

      I was walking back into the kitchen when the other three explosions blew out the other three windows, one at a time in rapid succession.

      “Shit!” I yelled after the first explosion. “Get down!”

      Both things were a useless thing to yell — Billy was already crouching, Jessup was already sitting in his chair far enough away from that side of the building, and Joey and Shalice were somewhere in the kitchen area, safely outside the blast zone.

      Fellows had been pouring himself another glass of bourbon, a bottle of which I had left out on the bar for that purpose, but he’d at least taken the precaution to join Billy on the other side of the bar. He had ducked down and was safely between the bar and the back wall.

      I was the only one on my feet, and I somehow remained there. The idiots outside had apparently shot three more grenades, taking out all of my windows on the north side of the building. They’d either brought enough ammunition to make it an obvious victory or just enough that blasting out the windows had always been part of their plan.

      Either way, I was down four windows and pretty much all the framing that had been around them. In a twisted moment of sadistic humor, I forgot about the imminent attack on my domain and smiled as I realized how much I hated doing drywall work.

      I snapped out of it and tried to find Joey and Shalice. The smoke from the detonations was growing into a thick cloud, but I didn’t need to look far. Joey, with Shalice in tow, met me at the doorway to the kitchen.

      “The hell was that?” Joey asked, even as I watched his eyes fall to the blasted-out windows. “They did it again?”

      I nodded. Shalice’s eyes were bloodshot. Wide, scared, and confused. I didn’t need to ask, but I did anyway. “What’s with her?”

      “She changed her mind. She wants out.”

      She sniffed and looked at me. “It’s too… I didn’t think…”

      I put a hand on her shoulder. “I know, it’s okay. I didn’t expect it to be like this, either. But Shalice, it’s too late. We can’t leave.”

      She looked over my shoulder at the windows and the glass shards that had fallen over the tables and chairs on that side of the room. It was a war zone, and she knew we were on the losing side.

      “Shalice, if you leave…” Joey didn’t finish the thought.

      “I know,” she said. “Can’t we call someone?”

      “Not a good idea,” Fellows said. “Anyone we call is going to get back to the cops.”

      “And calling the cops isn’t a good idea?”

      He shook his head, then looked at me.

      I nodded back at him, then turned to Shalice. “They’re not to be trusted.”

      I saw something then in Shalice’s eyes, something I hadn’t seen before. It was like a sadness, but there was a hardness to it that confused me. I’d never been much of a Romeo, so reading women came about as naturally to me as reading Greek.

      “I — I need to take a moment,” she said.

      Joey nodded and squeezed her hand. He looked at me. “The restroom’s probably the safest spot for her.”

      “True. No exit on that side of the building, and no windows in there. Plus the women’s restroom is the only interior room.” The restrooms — two rooms next to one another with a single-hole toilet in each — abutted on the kitchen, but could only be accessed by the hallway on the other side of the bar, on the south side of the building. While there were two windows on that side, the restrooms, and especially the women’s room, were probably the farthest from where our attackers were.

      “Okay,” Joey said. “Why don’t you go in there and wait it out? I’ll come check on you when I can.”

      She nodded, wiped a tear from her eye, and walked briskly to the bathroom.

      I watched her go, wondering how in the world she'd been caught up in this stuff twice now, but before I could voice my thoughts, I felt the antique cell phone in my pocket vibrate. I'd had the thing since before cellphones had taken on the "smart" moniker, so there was absolutely nothing smart about mine. It was a flip-phone, a sort of thick bubble-shaped piece of plastic that felt about as comfortable and natural in my pocket as a brick. I retrieved it and looked at the number.

      Joey asked who it was.

      “Charleston,” I said. “Not sure who.”

      I answered it.

      “Mason Dixon,” the voice said. Slowly and carefully. Every syllable enunciated. “This is Rafael Cancio. I was wondering if we could talk about Billy Walthier.”
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      “I’m more interested in talking about my bar, asshole,” I said. “There are now four giant holes in the side of it.”

      “I’m sure you have insurance, Mr. Dixon.”

      “You ever tried telling an insurance company you need money because someone launched four grenades through your windows?”

      “Yes.”

      I didn't expect that answer, so I found myself looking around as if the ceiling above me would offer something to say.

      “As I said, I want to talk about Billy. He’s in your bar, is he not?”

      “He is.”

      “And he does not want to leave, correct?”

      “That is correct.”

      “But I would like to speak with him. In person.”

      I paused for a moment. “Sorry, Rafe. Just asked him. He’s not interested.”

      "Hmm." Rafe's turn to pause. "I see. Mason, I don't think I need to remind you that you're not dealing with a simple gang. We're not here to play games. There is no initiation, no ritual for some "new member." An operation like this is costly, as you can imagine. So please humor me by at least trying to understand that for all of us to come all the way down here, to interrupt your place of business, must be driven by something of extreme importance.”

      “You mean money.”

      “I do mean money, Mason. Thank you for understanding.”

      “How much money?”

      “That’s between Billy and myself, Mason. And I assure you, there is not enough money in your bar and savings account to cover what I lost. So if you’re considering trying to buy me out —”

      “I wouldn’t give you a dime, asshole. I’m just trying to understand how much money it takes for a reasonable guy like you to go batshit crazy and drive his thugs down to Edisto Beach to shoot up an old man’s bar.”

      I thought I heard a slight chuckle on the other end of the phone. “A lot of money, Mason. A lot.”

      "Okay, great. Hold on, let me write that down." I paused again and mimed writing the words ‘a lot' on a napkin. I wasn't sure if they could see me from outside, but I had a feeling they had eyes on me.

      “Mason, this isn’t a game.” The man’s voice had turned cold. Rigid with anger. “I’m giving you one hour. I’m a reasonable man, and I realize you have people in there who have nothing to do with Billy or me or any of this mess. One hour to clear up whatever it is you think you need from Billy, and then send him on his way. One hour, and if he’s not standing in front of me out here in your parking lot, my men will be ordered to retrieve him. One hour.”

      “One hour?” I asked sarcastically. I was hoping he still had a sense of humor.

      The phone clicked, and the call was disconnected.

      Fellows and Joey were standing next to me.

      “I’m guessing that was Rafe?” Fellows asked.

      “Yep,” I said.

      “I’m guessing he’s giving us one hour to deliver Billy?”

      “Yep.”

      Fellows nodded, then looked serious for a moment. “Mason,” he said. “There’s only one way out of this.”

      “Give them Billy?”

      Billy’s eyes widened.

      “Okay,” Fellows countered. “Two ways out of this. But I was referring to what Joey said earlier. You seem like a guy who doesn’t really know what he wants yet. Someone who’s been caught up in life and seems to think that life is happening to you rather than with you.”

      “What’s your point, old sage?” I asked.

      “My point is that you can change that. Right here, right now. You can decide how this is going to end.”

      “Actually, those grenade launchers get a say in it, too.”

      Fellows took a slow, long breath. “You can make a difference here, Mason. My hands are tied because my organization is scared. They would never admit it, but they want you to take care of this. They want this guy to be stopped, but there's no possible way they can do anything about it, on or off the books.”

      “Still not my problem.”

      “But figuring out who you are is your problem. And it sounds like you’ve been chasing that — or at least have been chased by it — your entire life. I know guys like you. Men who think they’re good because they did something good once, and men who think they’re bad because they haven’t. I’ve seen guys give it all up because they couldn’t figure it out. Don’t do that, Dixon. Figure it out. Decide which one you are, and then do what that guy would do.”

      I nodded as if I understood what he was talking about, and Joey nodded too, but I wasn't quite sure if any of the three of us understood anything at all. Words were just that — words. They didn't mean anything unless the speaker or the receiver of them attached meaning to them. He could've said the same thing in Greek, and it wouldn't have meant a damn thing…

      But he hadn’t.

      He’d said it in English, and I’d understood every word.

      Worst of all, I couldn’t find anything he’d said that I disagreed with.
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      I stormed away.

      Problem was “away” just meant the other side of the bar, down by the hallway to the restrooms, so it really just appeared as though I was a toddler throwing a temper tantrum. I didn’t care.

      “Can run away from this one now, Dixon,” Fellows said. “It’s too late.”

      “You want to get punched in the mouth? Because that’s how you get punched in the mouth.”

      “They’re not going to go away. They —”

      “I know they’re not going away!” I shouted. “I’m not an idiot, Fellows, I’ve been here the whole time, just like you. I know what they’re capable of, and what they want.”

      “So what are we going to do?”

      “I don’t know. Just let me think.”

      By “thinking” I meant “drinking,” so I grabbed whatever was close and poured it into a glass. It was a cheap well bourbon, a sour mash that tasted great and was only cheap because it was from the oldest distillery in the country and did the volume to prove it.

      As I lifted the glass to my lips, I heard a knock at the door. I frowned.

      “What the…” Joey walked toward the center of the room, but I held up my hand to stop him.

      “Wait,” I said. “Let me check it out first.”

      Another knock, this time followed by a man’s voice, booming through the thick wooden door. “This is the police. Open up.”

      The police?

      “Alright, asshole, good one,” I yelled toward the door.

      No response.

      "Come on, Rafael. You think I'm going to fall for that? You've got thugs surrounding the place, and I'm supposed to believe that you let a cop through your perimeter?”

      “I’m from the Charleston Police Department. I need to speak with you, Mr. Dixon.”

      I frowned again. Doesn’t sound like Rafe. “Joey,” I said. “Security cameras.”

      “Already on it, boss,” Joey answered. I waited. “Looks like a cop,” he said.

      “Okay, cop. Who are you?”

      “Officer Mayes, Charleston PD, like I said. We got a call from here. Open up.”

      A call from here?

      I turned to Fellows. “Says his name is Mayes — that’s the guy who was scoping out the place earlier?”

      Fellows nodded. "Yeah, I think so. He's in their pocket if that's the one."

      I squeezed my eyes shut. “Okay, fine. Let’s at least see what he wants.” I walked the rest of the way to the front door and pulled it open a crack.

      “Can I come in?” Officer Mayes asked.

      “I don’t need your help in here,” I said. “I need your help with some… loiterers.”

      "These guys?" Mayes asked, keeping his eyes on mine.

      “Yeah, those guys. You happen to see their weapons when you drove up?”

      Mayes shook his head. “It’s dark.”

      “Okay, you happen to see the side of my building?”

      Mayes thought for a moment. “Looks like you’re doing some renovating.”

      I scoffed. “I guess you could call it that.”

      We both waited for the other to act.

      Mayes broke the silence. “Like I said, I got a call from here.”

      I shook my head. “That’s impossible. No one here…”

      I stopped and thought for a moment. No…

      I turned around and eyed Joey. “Joey, where’s Shalice?”

      “She’s in the restroom. You saw her go —” he cut himself off as he realized what she’d done.

      I whirled around and faced the officer again. “Listen, Mayes,” I said. “Let’s not play dumb. I know you’re in Rafe’s pocket, and that you’ve been canvassing my bar for hours. You think I’m supposed to believe the Charleston PD response time to Edisto Beach is under five minutes? And that you’re in your jurisdiction way out here?”

      Mayes sniffed, then looked outside toward the parking lot, then back at me. “Okay, fine, Dixon. But let me at least come in and explain things to you. How things are going to go down.”

      I pulled my pistol from the back of my pants and held it out next to me, at my side. "Come on in. Fryer and griddler are off, but we've got something to drink."

      I held the door open a bit wider to let the larger man pass, then showed him the weapon. “I’m not trying to threaten a cop, but I am going to make sure you understand that you’re playing by my rules in here. In here, you’re a dirty schmuck who’s in bed with the wrong team.”

      Mayes looked at me, wide-eyed as if I'd just accused him of clubbing a baby seal. Jessup was still perched on his chair, looking solemn but content. If he was against allowing the police officer into the bar, he didn't say it.

      “You’re trying to do the right thing,” I continued. “I get it. But you’ve made some bad calls, and now you’re wrapped up in this mess. Got you on their payroll too, probably. Yeah?”

      Mayes looked flustered, then angry, then finally resigned. “Yeah.”

      "Great," I said, dropping the pistol to my side again. "Now that we've got that wrapped up, let's talk. What do you want, and why did Rafe let you through?"

      Mayes walked over to the bar to join Fellows, Billy, and Joey, and I followed along behind him. “He called me right after he talked to you. Said he heard that some girl inside called it in.”

      Shalice.

      “So Rafe’s got his ears on the dispatch?”

      “He’s got his ears on everything, Mason. Not a dollar of illegal money — and most the legal money as well — moves through the greater Charleston area without his knowing about it. My department alone has three guys on his payroll.”

      “Okay, so we’re in over our heads.”

      “I’d say that’s the biggest understatement I’ve heard in a while.”
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      Mayes walked by Jessup and followed me to the bar area, where the other three men were waiting. Billy seemed calm enough now, but his eyes were still frantically tracking our every movement.

      Fellows looked at Mayes for a long moment. Neither man spoke. I tried to understand the unspoken communication between them, but I couldn’t. I didn’t know what it was like to have to put my life into someone’s hands every day when I knew they couldn’t be trusted. Mayes was corrupt, Fellows knew it, and that was that.

      “Fellows,” Mayes said.

      Fellows nodded once.

      “Alright, no love lost between you two,” I said. “But we’ve got more important things to worry about. Like, for example, how I’m going to get out of this mess without taking a grenade to the face.”

      “Why’d Rafael let you in?” Joey asked Mayes.

      Mayes shrugged. “Consider it a gesture of goodwill.”

      “Not sure how letting you in a gesture of good anything,” Fellows mumbled.

      “Save it,” I snapped. I turned back to Mayes. “You’re the only one — cop — in the area?”

      He nodded.

      “What’s to prevent us from calling back, trying to get through to the real good guys? Rafe might be listening in to the scanner, but he can’t prevent the entire Edisto PD from showing up.”

      "He can, actually. As I was driving down, I heard about a multiple-fatality warehouse fire just outside of town. Apparently, there was some gang activity spotted in the area. Got the whole department riled up, and pretty much everyone's over there."

      My eyes widened. “He killed people? In a fire?”

      “No,” Mayes said, “but the department doesn’t know that yet. They’re still trying to wait for the fire team to declare it safe enough to explore.”

      “A manufactured sleight of hand,” I grumbled. “Rafael wanted their heads turned that direction.”

      Mayes sighed. “Now you know who you got in bed with.”

      “I’ve just been laying in that bed minding my own damn business. Can’t help it if someone jumps in it against my will.”

      “Still, now you know he’s not screwing around.”

      “What about the rest of the town?” I asked. “You expect them to believe we’re just down here popping off fireworks in the middle of the night?”

      But Mayes knew as well as I did that my bar was far enough out of the way that the grenade explosions wouldn’t sound like much at all to anyone listening in from a few blocks away. The way the bar was situated, against the woods that backed up to the beach and at the end of a long stretch of peninsula at the edge of town, there wouldn’t have been anyone else around to hear it. The other businesses in the area had long been closed for the night, an unfortunate fact for a town with a target demographic of the sort of people who go to bed at 4:30 in the afternoon.

      “Right,” he said. “I don’t think Rafe’s worried too much about the townsfolk, Mason.”

      I closed my eyes, took a long breath, let it out slowly, then opened my eyes again. Okay, Dixon. Decision time. “Doesn’t matter,” I said.

      “Why’s that?” Joey asked.

      “Because Mayes is here to help us.”

      “Help us do what?” Joey asked.

      “Help us get Shalice and Jessup out of here.”

      Mayes’ and Joey’s eyes widened. Fellows just let out a long sigh.

      “Mayes is one of them,” I said. “Which means we have a shot at getting those two out of here before things go south.”

      “Not going to work,” Fellows said. “Rafe isn’t going to just let you dictate terms, Dixon.”

      “I’m not dictating anything,” I said. “I’m just making sure no more innocent blood is spilled on my watch.”

      “That’s admirable,” Mayes said. “But I agree with Fellows. Ain’t going to work.”

      “Doesn’t matter what you two clowns think,” I replied. “That’s what we’re going to do.”

      “Like hell we —”

      I smacked Mayes’ jaw with the butt of my pistol before he could finish the sentence. Fellows stood up and looked like he was about to attack me, but then seemed to struggle to decide which team he was supposed to be on.

      Mayes fell backward, nearly tripping and falling to the floor, but caught himself on a chair. He hunched over it for a moment, rubbing at his chin with his hand. Finally, he stood back up and faced me. He swayed a bit, and I saw the cop-turned-dirty-turned-confused dance playing out in his mind. He couldn't figure out if he wanted to arrest me or fight back or ignore it all.

      "Listen, asshole," I started. "Way I see it, you're a direct representative of that goon out there. Since he's not in here to accept my welcome, you're the next best thing."

      He wore a grimace that told me the blow had at least shaken him up a bit, if not broken anything.

      “And you’re on my property. Cop or not, this is my place. Since you’re from Charleston, and this whole mess of a situation is most likely not part of your official purview with the department, I doubt you’re going to be filing a bunch of paperwork about this little mishap. Am I right?”

      Mayes glared at me but eventually nodded.

      “And I doubt you’re going to be trying to arrest me for… what? Staying inside my building because I was afraid to walk outside where I’d be pummeled by a grenade launcher?”

      “No one’s getting arrested,” Mayes said.

      “Right. Very reassuring.” I paused, then did a quick 360 to make sure everyone was paying attention. “So this is how it’s going to work,” I said, raising my voice a bit. “My bar, my rules.” I turned to address Fellows and Billy directly. “You two idiots came here for my help, so I'm offering it. But I'm not offering charity, and I'm not offering a democracy. We do what I say, when I say it. And we do it my way because I'm not sticking my neck out for you any more than I need to. Got it?"

      Everyone nodded.

      “Great.” I looked past Mayes, who was still rubbing his jaw. “Jessup,” I said. “Get over here.”

      Jessup tried to move quickly, but he sort of just rolled off the chair to his feet, and it took him about five steps to truly gain his balance. There’s no way he’s an asset for us in here, I thought.

      “Jessup, I need you to do something for me.”

      “Anything.”

      “You’re going to follow Mayes outside, and you’ll take Shalice with you.”

      “But —”

      "But nothing. You've helped enough already, but I'm not about to make you sit through a war."

      “I’ve been in a war before, Dixon.”

      “McNab, that was last century. And there was a chance you’d win that one. Today, there’s not really much of a chance of anything for us.”

      He looked around, perhaps to try to generate some sympathy. But I didn’t need to see the faces of the others around me to know that I was doing the right thing. Jessup was at best not an asset to us, and most likely he’d end up being a liability. I figured if we could simplify our situation by getting Jessup and Shalice and crooked cop out of here, we’d be moving in the right direction.

      “Fine,” he said. “Sorry to hear that, Dixon, but I get where you’re coming from.”

      “Very good,” I said. “Live to fight another day, right? There are plenty of fish out there that need catching. And I’ll need patrons to help keep this place afloat when this is all said and done.”

      Jessup nodded.

      “Wait here while Joey gets Shalice.” I reached out to take his hand. “Thanks, old man. We’ll drink an extra one for you tonight.”

      “I wouldn’t expect anything less,” he said, allowing a hint of a smile.
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      Joey and Shalice emerged from the restroom, and I could tell immediately that Shalice was not doing well. She had dark, deep spots around her eyes, and she was sniffling. Joey was grim as they walked toward us hand in hand.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      Joey nodded, and Shalice released his hand. “No,” she said. “But I guess I’ll have to be.”

      “You’re going to be fine,” I said. “They don’t want anything to do with you. Just walk out, stay next to Mayes and McNab, and then get away from here. Joey and I will be done with this mess soon enough, and we’ll all drink to it then.”

      She forced a smile. “On the house?”

      I grinned. “No way. Gotta pay the bills. I’ll make Joey cover it.” I winked at her, then nodded at Joey as they walked toward the front door.

      I waited until the trio was posted up next to the front door and then I called out through the blasted-open window on the side of the building. "Rafael!" I yelled. "I agree to your arrangement — but I'm not comfortable keeping innocent people in here. They did nothing wrong!"

      I waited, watching the beams of light emanating from the headlights on the cars encircling the side of my bar. I could gentle motion, the swaying of the silhouettes as they awaited their boss’ responses.

      None came.

      I thought about yelling again. Had he heard me?

      Then, of course he heard me. There was literally no other sound.

      I looked back at Joey, who shrugged.

      “Okay,” I said. “Better now than never. Go for it.”

      Joey turned and flung open the door, then stood in the wide-open entranceway. Jessup McNab walked out first, followed by Mayes. Both men had their hands on their head. I saw Joey pull Shalice aside and plant a kiss on the top of her head before she continued following Mayes. He whispered something to her.

      As quickly as it had begun, the door swung shut and Joey turned to face me. I was still watching from my position crouched beneath the gaping window. The silhouettes danced against the nighttime shadows, and the silence pounded.

      The suspense was palpable, considering Rafe still hadn’t responded. I watched out the window until I saw the shadows of the three people that had just left my bar. Do what you’re supposed to do, I thought, silently willing Shalice and Jessup to continue with the plan — to get away from the bar and run toward town, then try to find a cop or detective that wasn’t in the pocket of Rafe and his goons. Even if she somehow succeeded, I didn’t expect the local police to be able to mount a significant response before Rafe decided he’d had enough and simply wiped me out.

      This was a game of time and power, and right now Rafe had all of both.

      I tried to imagine any similar situations I’d been in. My service years felt like a lifetime ago, and in some sense they were — I’m a completely different person now that I’m “settled,” if running a bar in a run-down town that’s barely able to provide enough action to keep my barstools full counts as settled.

      But I’d been through times that I felt closed in, times when I felt as though there wasn’t going to be a tomorrow for me to enjoy. I’d once been pinned between two tanks, an M1 Abrams and an Asad Babil — the Iraqi knockoff of the Russian-made T72s — that were battling one another, but both were situated in a place where they had plenty of natural cover from the ridge until they decided to move. A good old-fashioned stalemate, with me hanging out, prone, right in the middle of the desert that stretched between them. Can’t remember how I’d ended up there, but I do remember wishing I had not ended up there.

      I hadn’t made a run for it then because I had some good data to prove that that would be a bad idea: I had stumbled into the spot with two of my squad members, chasing another group of Iraqi soldiers toward the village they’d come from. We got to a place to set down for a minute and recon — I’d stayed behind a massive boulder while my two buddies took turns leapfrogging behind other boulders and the few trees we could see to try to get a better shot on the enemy.

      And that’s about when the tank — our tank — found a decent shot through the trees.

      The round did its job — it took out the bad guy, but it also took out my buddy Charles, the guy in the front of the leapfrogging pair.

      I yelled for Jacobs, the man in the rear of the small unit, but when he turned to look at me, the other tank fired its cannon. He — and the tree he’d been hiding behind — disappeared with the smoke.

      So I sat there, contemplating. I remember thinking to myself, well hell, they’re just shooting at whatever moves. They can’t even see who it is.

      But I had no way of contacting the good guys. No way of communicating. I couldn’t just stand up and wave a white flag — someone was going to fire ordinance at me, from one side or the other. And besides, I didn’t have a white flag. I didn’t have much of anything besides a shitty rifle and a couple grenades.

      The grenades were the ticket. It took me about fifteen minutes to come up with the plan — I’d never been great with plans — but once it hit me it only took another two minutes to organize everything in my head. The plan was simple: toss a grenade toward the bad tank, wait three seconds for the good tank to reposition and retarget, then I’d make a run for it — directly toward the good tank, taking a bit of a circuitous route so if the good guys wanted to take a shot at me they’d have to at least wait for the giant-ass cannon to swivel around.

      It worked.

      Well, technically, it would have worked. Immediately after I threw the grenade, I heard the sound of two more explosions off in the distance. The village was under siege, no doubt by some of my team, who'd finally decided to move in.

      Both tanks started moving then, deciding that joining the freshly launched battle was a better use of their time and resources than sitting in the woods hoping the other would make a move. I had the luxury of being able to watch a bit of that battle, sitting behind my rock in the woods in the middle of enemy territory. I waited there for another hour, glad that I wasn't a part of someone else's war in someone else's oil-rich country, then reminding myself that going AWOL in said country was no ticket to freedom. I would eventually have to return to my squad, get new orders, and keep slugging through hell until someone fancier than me was finally convinced this shit was pointless.

      It took less than a week. I’d been at camp for five days when the orders came through. We were done. Shipping out effective immediately, in rounds according to total time served, which meant I’d be last — I hadn’t been in this place for very long. That said, it was the most efficient I’d ever seen the US government work: I was out of the country two days later and on my way back home.

      Before the nostalgia of home set in — the home that was home before my old man screwed with it all and it became the home I purposefully ignored in my memories — I thought about my current situation. Had I placed myself between two battling tanks once again? Was this situation somehow my fault?

      Fellows and Billy had come to me — I didn’t ask them to, but they were here. This mess was theirs, but they’d made it mine because… why? Because I was the type of guy who got himself into these sorts of messes.

      Shalice and Jessup McNab were now part of my mess. They were my squadmates, wondering if they were going to be gunned down by the warring sides of someone else’s game. I watched out the window next to the door, crouched beneath the sill. I could see their bodies silhouetted against the row of headlights, and I could see —

      No.

      I wanted to scream. Jessup was reaching down to his belt, down to his —

      “Jessup, don’t!” I shouted.
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      It was too late. McNab reached the ancient pistol he’d stashed in his pants and whipped it up, taking aim at the first of the baddies lined up behind their cars. I watched his arm rise, the weapon extend, the sound of gunshots.

      Only they weren’t his shots.

      Joey was there next to me, but he wasn’t crouching by the window like me. He opened the door, barreling outside.

      “Joey —” I started to scream. I cut myself off, instead standing and watching at the door. Joey dashed out and around the group of three, aiming toward the edge of the road where it met the parking lot.

      Three more shots and all three people hit the ground. Mayes, Shalice, and McNab, who fell clutching his side.

      Dammit, McNab.

      I stood in the doorway, aimed my own weapon, and fired off two shots at the first car in the line. I wasn’t aiming for anyone — I knew I couldn’t hit anything useful from this range with this piece — but I wanted to give Joey a fighting chance to do whatever… he was going to do.

      Joey turned around and ran back toward the bar, putting Shalice and the others directly between us. He didn’t look to his side, and he didn’t look up at me. His eyes were on her. They were dark and wild, and I could just barely see the whites of them, blazing downward with that nearly uncontrolled rage he was so good at mustering.

      I stood there like an idiot, watching, doing nothing other than aiming at the car while Joey scooped up Shalice from the ground as if she weighed nothing more than a doll, then came crashing through the last few steps to the front door.

      And that’s when I saw the shadowy figure, standing behind the open passenger door of the car, aiming a rifle at Joey’s back. My gun was already lifted, so I fired off another shot, but I wasn’t going to hit him. Nor would it do any damage if I did.

      “Joey! Behind you!” I tried to warn him. I tried to let him know that the guy had a bead on him, but the words were drowned out by a loud gunshot.

      Only this time the shot wasn’t from the direction of the thugs — it was behind me. And it hadn’t been the sound of a pistol or a rifle. I whirled around to see Fellows crouched at one of the blown-out windows, shotgun in hand, looking pissed. He pumped the gun and ejected the spent shell, then took aim out the window again.

      I looked back outside and saw that the ruse had worked. All the thugs had been taken by surprise, now focused on the side of my bar where the shotgun blast had come from. I stepped outside to receive Joey, who dumped Shalice into my arms and dove inside.

      He slammed the door shut behind us, and I laid Shalice on a table in the center of the room. There was blood everywhere.

      "No, no, no…" Joey was whispering, not paying any attention at all to the fact that Fellows was now lying prone on the ground by the window as the thugs' gunshots sprayed into the wall and ceiling. He wasn't looking at anything but Shalice, and I followed his gaze.

      “She’s hit,” I said.

      Joey nodded.

      “She’ll be okay.”

      Joey wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “You don’t know that.”

      “She’s going to be —”

      “You don’t know that,” he said, his voice shaking. “You can’t know that until we get a better look.”

      “The others?” I asked. I knew Joey hadn’t taken the time to check for pulses, but I wondered if he’d noticed how Mayes and McNab had fared.

      He shook his head. Either he didn't know, or they didn't make it. I knew McNab was likely dead, as he'd been the one to raise his gun and therefore the one they'd have been aiming at. I knew he'd been hit at least once, as he spun around a bit before he fell.

      Mayes I didn’t really care about. One fewer crooked cop in the world, I surmised.

      “I’ll get some vodka,” I said. There was a first aid kit in the kitchen, and a bottle of vodka would help clean and sterilize the wound, but Joey was right — I didn’t actually know if she was going to be alright. She’d been shot in the side from the looks of it. A wound there could mean anything from a clean shot to a hit to a vital organ.

      Joey, for his part, was trying to remain calm, but I could see it plastered all over his face that he was anything but. “I’m going… I’m going to kill —”

      “It’s okay,” I said, keeping my voice down and placing my hand on his shoulder. “You just take care of her. She needs you to stay with her.”

      He nodded, swallowed, then grabbed her hand while I raced back to the kitchen to get the supplies.

      Billy caught my eye on the way. He had that look of pure terror in his eyes, the sort of look a rabbit gets when it’s surrounded by a pack of wild dogs.

      He started to say something. “Is she —”

      “Shut it,” I snapped. “Get over there and help Joey. Keep pressure on the wound.”

      “But I can’t —”

      “Go!” I yelled. Billy snapped to his feet and jogged over to the table.

      I grabbed the first aid kit and a half-empty bottle of something cheap. It was a bit higher proof than some of the nicer vodkas so it would be better for cleaning the wound. I dumped the supplies on a table nearby and slid it over to line its edge up with Shalice's table.

      She was stirring, a gentle groan sounding from between staggered breaths.

      “Can you hear me?” I asked her.

      An almost imperceptible nod.

      “Good,” I said. “Stay with us. You can keep your eyes closed, but if it helps just focus on one of the lights above us.”

      Joey had retrieved the tiny scissors from the first aid kit and was now cutting a hole in her shirt from below the breast to her waist. He made a big, wide circle in it, leaving most of it to cover her but revealing the wound.

      It looked terrible, but gunshots always did. Her dark skin did little to hide to the entrance wound, and from my first glance at it, it seemed that the round's trajectory would likely have put the exit wound — if there was one — closer to her spine. That was not good news.

      Joey felt gently around her side, pressing his hand up and around her back. She gasped. “Found it,” he whispered. “It’s near the appendix, but I don’t think it hit anything. There would be a lot more blood.”

      I nodded. I knew there was really no way Joey could understand that, but I didn't want to take away what little hope he had. I focused on Shalice's breathing, watching it rise and fall, steadily though painfully. She’s going to be okay, I told myself.

      Billy was surprisingly helpful, keeping his hands pressing downward on Joey’s shirt, which he’d removed and placed over Shalice’s side. The banker was still wide-eyed, but I knew he’d be with it enough to get the job done.

      Fellows fired another two shots, and I heard someone scream outside. There was a two-second delay, and more rounds splattered the side of my building. Fellows grunted, and I noticed he was clutching his hand.

      “They get you, too?” I asked, running over.

      He shook his head. “Just the tip of my finger. Shrapnel though, not a round. I’ll live.”

      There was a bit of blood, but he sucked on the finger and crawled to safety by the side of the bar. I joined him.

      “What now, Dixon?” he asked. “We’re running out of ammunition, and we have to be testing Rafe’s patience. With that last stunt you pulled…”

      “I don’t need a lecture, Fellows,” I replied. “I saw a shot, I took it. That’s it.”

      I tried to sound confident, but I looked over at Shalice, bleeding out on the table. God, she’d better make it, I thought. I wished there was a way I could take her place on the table. I’d been shot before, and I’d made it through. Even if it were a fatal wound, I wished I could be up there instead of her.

      “Any other bright ideas?” Fellows asked.

      “I’ve got an FBI friend,” I said, shrugging. “We go way back.”

      Fellows squinted. “He’d come all the way out here to settle a bad loan deal?”

      “Not a chance,” I said. “And he’d skin me alive for even asking.”

      “Great. So no ideas.”

      “No good ones.”

      “Mason!”

      I turned around and saw Joey approaching. Shalice was wrapped and resting, Billy’s hands still applying pressure to her side.

      “Joey?”

      He sped up, reaching us at the bar in two strides. I didn’t see his fist coming up until it was too late.

      Crack!

      My world went black for a second, and I was falling. Thankfully the bar was behind me, and I was able to catch myself on a barstool and hold myself up. I felt my jaw pop, the bruise likely already starting to form.

      “The hell was that, Joey?”

      He came up to swing again, but Fellows caught his elbow.

      “You could have killed her!” Joey screamed. “That was your fault!”

      I gaped at him.

      “You sent them out there. You sent her out there!”

      “Joey, I —”

      “Save it, Dixon. This was your doing. She dies, I kill you. You got it?”

      I didn’t know what to say. I was torn between arguing with him — she was the one who’d gotten Mayes called out here in the first place — and agreeing with him.

      “She’ll be fine, Joey,” Fellows said.

      Joey shook him off, and Fellows tried to move in to restrain him, but Joey moved away a couple feet. He was seething, but he seemed to be calming down. "You — you did this…"

      I didn’t say anything. What the hell was I supposed to say? Joey was feeling mad, scared, afraid — all the things he should have been feeling. I couldn’t blame him for that, and I couldn’t blame him for wanting to take it out on someone.

      But I also knew that starting something here and now, with Fellows and me, was not going to end well for any of us. We were stuck behind a rock and a hard place, severely outnumbered, and to split us up would guarantee our death.

      Fellows knew this, too. He looked at Joey, then at me, then back at Joey. He was trying to figure out what to do, what say. He had experience with this sort of thing, talking people off a ledge, trying to deflate the tension in a situation before it got out of hand. I could see him thinking about it, deciding what to do.

      And I could see that he was sizing both of us up, trying to determine which of us would win in a brawl. Joey was the obvious contender, young, stocky, and strong. He was scrappy in a way Navy boys often were, trained professionally to fight well and trained by experience to fight hard.

      But Fellows knew about my secret weapon — he had it, too. I call it "Old Man Strength," that strange phenomenon that occurs to men of a certain age that can't fully be explained. It's like the difference between weightlifting strength and functional strength. I was no bodybuilder, but my musculature had carried my frame for decades longer than Joey had been alive. There was something mysterious about that, and for whatever reason, it translated into a secret strength no one could explain. It couldn't be mustered on command, but it was there, lying in wait to surprise a much younger opponent.

      Joey stared us down, then deflated. He sank into a nearby chair, head in his hands. I waited, but he didn’t get back up.

      I let out a huge breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. Old Man Strength or not, I knew I’d dodged a bullet — fighting Joey might not have been the end of me, but it would surely have hurt like hell.

      Just then, my phone rang.
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      When my phone rang, I fumbled around in my pocket for it. I pulled it out, but I didn’t notice the number on it. I couldn’t. For some reason, my mind turned to — of all things — writing. I thought about the phone in my hand, gently vibrating and singing that migraine-inducing ringtone, and what I might make up if I were writing a story about it.

      I've always wanted to write a book. I used to think that wanting to write a book was special as if I were the only person I knew who thought writing a book would be a cool thing. Turns out everyone on the planet wants to write a book — it's just that few people do it. Most people, at some point in their life, have at least a germ of an idea that would make for a decent short story. My "germ" of an idea came from a recurring dream I've had, and it's quite simple:

      A man’s phone rings, once per day, until the man answers it.

      The person on the other end tells the man to do something. Something straightforward, something so easy the man can't not do it. “Eat dinner,” or “check the mail.” Things the man would have done anyway.

      But the calls keep coming.

      Every day, like clockwork.

      The single phone call, followed by a single command. The man at first is confused, then amused, but he’s racked up a string of successful performances and starts to get in the habit of waiting for the phone call. The simple, repetitive tasks go from mundane to slightly out-of-the-ordinary, like “walk the neighbor’s dog,” and “mow your lawn.”

      Still, the man has put together a string of "victories," and the requests are hardly harmful — on the contrary, they're things he either would have done anyway or things that are helpful to his neighbors and community.

      That's when the story idea gets weird. In my dream, I'm usually the one with the phone, the guy who appreciates the repetition and habit of having an easy-to-please boss. Especially one who's hands-off, lets me do my own thing. But after a few minutes of dream-time, after I've been walking dogs and buying milk and filling my gas tank for a few days, the requests start to turn a bit more bizarre.

      The man — me — with the phone is told to walk shirtless down the street. Okay, he/me thinks, it’s just a funny thing to do. No harm done.

      Until there is harm done.

      “Suffocate your nephew’s hamster.”

      Now, I don’t have a nephew, so I'm able to stay an arm's length away from this particular scenario, and even in my dream, I know it's not real. But I can’t help but wonder what it would be like to actually be that man, the one living a slightly absurd version of Groundhog Day with a repetitiveness that’s slowly spinning out of control.

      The requests continue, moving from the realm of harmless and innocent to macabre and terrifying, and yet the man doesn’t want to know what happens when he fails to complete the task. He doesn’t want to find out who’s on the other end of the phone. And yet, he’s the one who’s dug his own grave, as he’s the one who’s developed the dopamine-inducing habit of completing each day’s task.

      It’s a weird, wild dream, and therefore a story idea I think I’d like to write someday. But that’s all I was thinking about when I grabbed the phone. I was thinking of the man — me — getting ready to answer the phone to the sound of a deep, digitally modified voice, telling me to do something that wasn’t what I really wanted to do.

      It’s an old phone, one Joey likes to make fun of. It has nothing but a tiny LCD window on the front of it that displays the number or the name of the person calling. Since the person calling me now wasn’t a person whose number I had stored in the phone, it only displayed the number.

      But I knew who it was.

      I opened the phone and placed it up to my right ear.

      “Dixon?” the voice said, crackling out and into my ear. "I don't want to screw around anymore. You know I'm serious now."

      “You almost killed her, asshole.”

      There was a pause, and then laughter. “Almost? Well I thought for sure we’d killed all three of them, but it was pretty clear by that kid’s reaction which one of them you cared about the most.”

      I recalled Joey running outside and grabbing Shalice, braving the rain of bullets.

      “Consider yourself lucky then, Dixon,” Rafe said. “I told my men to kill them all.”

      I gripped the phone harder. Joey and Fellows looked at me. They knew who was talking, no doubt, but they had no idea what Rafe was saying.

      “What do you want now?” I asked.

      “Besides what I already told you I wanted?”

      “You’ve already killed two guys, shot up another, blown up half my bar… what’s stopping you from just coming in and taking your banker friend?”

      “You are, Mason.”

      “Like hell I am.”

      “But you are. You and the others. See — I don’t actually want to kill you, Dixon. You’re in the way, and I really don’t like people who get in my way. But I don’t have anything against you Billy and Fellows came to you for help, and I respect that. I don’t want to kill you for no reason, nor do I want to kill the others who are in there with you.”

      “But…”

      “But — and you know this now — I absolutely will. I will kill each and every one of you, Dixon. One at a time, if I have to. I will get to Billy, with or without your help.”

      “Then why all the shenanigans? I thought you weren’t interested in negotiating? Why call me now?”

      “Because I’m going to sweeten the deal. To prove to you that I’m less interested in killing you all than I am in getting what I want.”

      “And what does ‘sweetening the deal’ look like?” I asked.

      “I’m going to pay off your bar,” Rafe said.

      “You’re —”

      “If you give me Billy and Fellows. Billy needs to be alive. Fellows… I just want his body.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. My head was spinning. I was the man in my dream now, once again. I had answered the phone, I had received the request, and I was now considering the offer. I was considering the offer.

      I stopped, actually pulling the phone away from my ear.

      Am I really?

      The bar — my bar — was still wrapped up in a mortgage, and even with my father’s halfway decent estate there was more left on it than I felt comfortable with. My goal all along had been to earn enough to pay down the loan, own my place outright, and retire by making classy drinks for classy people. I could do what I wanted, when I wanted, and I even had a nice yacht I could use for those extended escapes I’d long since dreamt of.

      It wasn’t everything, but it was everything I didn’t already have. Paying off the bar was the end goal for me — either because I was terrible at deciding what my end goal really was or because it was just that simple.

      “You’re — you’re going to pay off my bar?” I asked.

      “If you give me Billy,” Rafe said. “Alive. And it has to be before midnight.”

      "Why midnight? You turn back into a pumpkin?"

      “Cute,” he said. “But like I said, you’ve got one hour. That’s it. One hour before midnight, we’re coming in and taking him. No one else will survive.”
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      “So one hour from now?” Fellows asked. “He’s coming in to take Billy in one hour? What happens if we don’t, and we wait two hours?”

      “We all die?” I offered.

      "Midnight," Billy said. He was still bug-eyed, standing next Shalice, but her breathing had slowed, and her bandages seemed finally able to keep up with her bleeding. For the moment she appeared calm.

      “What’s at midnight?” I asked.

      Billy looked up at me. I could see the fear in his eyes, the question.

      “That’s when today turns into tomorrow.” Fellows said. “Two hours from now. Whatever Rafe wants with Billy, it has to happen today. Ten bucks says it’s a hard deadline.”

      “Ten bucks?” I asked. “How about $150,000?”

      Fellows, Billy, and Joey looked at me.

      I told them what Rafe had told me on the phone.

      “So he’ll… pay off your bar?” Fellows asked.

      “If I give him both of you,” I replied. I looked at Fellows, then at Billy. “He wants Billy alive.” Fellows stared at me, then nodded. He got the point.

      “So either way you get your money,” Billy said. His voice was low, nearly a whisper. “Either way you win.”

      I waved my hand around. “You call this a win? They blew up my bar, they shot McNab, they almost killed Shalice…”

      “I mean either way you get your bar paid for.”

      I stopped. Stared at Billy. His wide-eyed expression coupled with the way he was standing — nearly collapsing in on himself, almost pitiful — made him look even smaller.

      “How’s that now?” I asked. “You’ve offered me that, but I’m not sure I trust this Rafe guy — is he mafia? He doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who’s willing to just part with a ton of money.”

      “He’s not, but he’s trying to get access to a lot more money.”

      “Before midnight, I presume?”

      Billy nodded. “Exactly. There’s a transfer taking place. It’s already been signed and approved, but tonight’s the deadline. When the actual transfer occurs. After midnight, there’s no going back.”

      “And I’m guessing it’s his money that he’s about to lose?”

      “That’s the way he sees it, yes.”

      I pinched the top of my nose. “Listen, Billy. I need you to start talking. Tell me exactly what the hell's going on here before I just kill you myself and ruin it for everyone."

      He looked at me like he couldn’t tell if I were serious or not.

      Finally, he took a deep breath. "There was a deal, about a month ago. A stadium deal, something I'd been trying to work on for almost a year. Can't really get into the details of that, but it's irrelevant. Basically, it was a big, hairy deal, but it was a huge payday."

      “For you.”

      “For the bank, really,” he said. “But there was a caveat. If I could guarantee part of the transaction — not the bank, but me personally — I could get the take a bit higher. Up the percentage a few points, which would up my personal investment a few points as well.”

      “You could take more money off the table than you put in,” I said, filling in the blanks.

      “A lot more. About twenty million dollars more.”

      “Free and clear?” I asked. “No strings attached?”

      “It’s money,” he said. “There are always strings attached. But this was the closest thing to stringless money I’d ever seen. I jumped at it, but there was a problem.”

      “The initial funding for the investment.”

      “Exactly. That’s where Rafael comes in. I knew him — or rather, I knew of him. I’d done some of the underwriting on a loan for him a few years back, and I remember seeing some things that didn’t quite add up. I looked the other way and pushed it through anyway.”

      “Because you’re such a nice guy, I’m sure,” I said.

      He nodded. “The price was right.”

      “So you’re in bed with Rafe for what, a few hundred thousand?”

      “One million.”

      My eyes widened. Okay, this is starting to make a bit of sense. I knew that money made men do all sorts of stupid and insane things. I knew that from personal experience. And I knew that the more money there was to be made, the more stupid and insane those things became.

      But I also knew a bit about human psychology: we can get pretty bent out of shape when we don’t get what we want, but we can absolutely lose our minds when something we already have is taken from us.

      “So how did it come to pass that Rafe felt ripped off?”

      “Well, the money was in escrow, scheduled to transfer out tonight at midnight. But he found out that I, uh, rewrote the terms in our contract.”

      Dammit. “Of course you did. You’re a piece of work, you know that?”

      Billy hung his head.

      “Doesn’t mean he needs to die for it, Mason,” Joey said.

      “No, it doesn’t. But it really doesn’t mean I need to die for it, either.”

      “Look,” Billy said. “I know what this guy is. I’ve known it all along. I knew it the day he walked into my branch looking for a loan. I knew it when I saw his books, when I got serious with him and started digging around in his finances. He trusted me just enough to let me take a peek into his life. And let me tell you, it’s not pretty.”

      “We’ve all got skeletons in our closet, Billy,” I said.

      "Well, these skeletons look like innocent people. And they're stacked up pretty high."

      “That’s why you came here, isn’t it?” I asked. “Because you and Fellows believe I’m some sort of vigilante. Some sort of Batman who’s going to save your life because you’re not quite as shitty as the other guy?”

      “Well…”

      “Save it. Tell me the rest. What happens if the transfer doesn’t go through at midnight?”

      “I get eighteen million dollars.”

      “And you can’t just pay back Rafe his million?”

      “I can, and I will. That was going to be the plan all along.”

      “You mean after you pulled the rug out from under him.”

      “Correct.”

      “Okay, so cancel the transfer and start over.”

      “Can’t do that — the money’s already dedicated. Pulling out now ruins the whole project, and neither of us gets anything but our initial investment back.”

      “And earning nothing is somehow worse than losing your life?”

      “No, but I don’t think you understand. Rafe’s going to kill me anyway, just for screwing with him. He doesn’t really care anymore whether the transfer goes out or not, because I’ll be dead.”

      “How will he get his half back if he kills you? What if you resist and don’t help him cancel the transfer?”

      “All he needs is a thumbprint, Mason,” Billy said. “And he doesn’t need that thumb to be attached to anything.”

      “Ah,” I said. “Gross.”

      “So if you give me up, he’ll cancel the transfer to get his money back and pay out your bar with the proceeds, but then he’ll kill me just the same.”

      “Got it. So you’re dead either way.”

      He frowned.

      “I give you up, you die. I keep you here, we all die. Especially you.”

      “Oh,” he said. “Yeah, I guess that’s one way of looking at it.”
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      “I get you out alive, you pay off my bar. I give you up to Rafe, he pays off the bar. Only one option where you don’t die, but both ways I get my bar. How’d he find out about your little ruse, anyway?”

      Billy shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. But he’s got people everywhere. Eyes, ears, everything’s covered. I’m sure someone snooped around and figured it out.” He paused, took a deep breath. “I was close, too. I’ve got a plane ticket booked for a flight tomorrow, the first plane out of Charleston to the Cayman Islands.”

      “That’s cliché.”

      “Maybe it’s cliché, but it works,” Billy said. “I’ve already got a little place set up. I can offer financial services and everything. It’ll be legitimate.”

      I knew a little about the Cayman Islands. Lots of Americans took "shelter" there, meaning they sheltered their taxable income there. I'd looked into it a few times, mostly to see if there was any way to do things legally — I don't always follow the rules, but when it comes to taxes and Uncle Sam, I prefer keeping things above board. I've always believed that it was my duty as an American to pay my taxes.

      But it’s my privilege as an American to pay as little as possible.

      If there was some loophole, I wanted in. The truth of it was pretty simple: if you lived in America, you’d have a hard time “sheltering” some of your income overseas, at least legally. And to legally shelter money in the Cayman Islands, one had to be physically present in the country for a certain number of months out of each year, and they had to set up a physical office on the island. Grand Cayman made both of these things easy, but I wasn’t interested in moving overseas. Yet.

      Billy, on the other hand, had no reason not to. He was either going to be dead or living on a tropical island with millions of US dollars in his offshore bank account. It didn’t take an MIT graduate to do the math.

      I was going through it all in my head once more, trying to put together the pieces. Most of them fit, except for one thing: someone out there ratted on Billy. Billy seemed to think it was just one of the thugs, one of the mob men Rafe had on payroll.

      But I’m not the rube Billy is — I’ve seen all sorts of strange and fishy things when money is involved. I’d have bet Billy’s soon-to-be-detached thumb the rat wasn’t a mafia guy, but someone much closer to Billy. A family member, coworker, a friend — someone he’d least expect.

      I was about to say something about it and continue questioning Billy when Joey stood up and walked over to me. “One of these is an easier option, Mason.”

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “And one of them is a lot safer for the rest of us.”

      I knew what he was getting at. Shalice was struggling, suffering by herself with a brutal gunshot wound, dying on a table in my bar. The rest of us were totally surrounded, waiting for the moment more of the grenades would fly into the open holes in the side of the building and kill us all. The easy move would be to give Billy up. I didn’t know him; I didn’t care about him. He was just some schmuck banker who dragged me into this mess. Part of me wanted to give in, to listen to the man on the phone and just do what he said. Take the money, give them Billy, and get out of Dodge.

      But something was nagging me to listen to the other side of the story. Billy’s side. Something about the way he stood there, defeated, reminded me that there were two people on the phone in my dream — there was the guy who called, and there was the guy who answered the phone.

      There was the guy who listened to the instructions — the guy I always assumed was me — and the guy who gave the instructions. In this situation, in real life, I’d assumed that Rafe was the guy calling the shots. He, after all, had the manpower and the weapons and the sheer power. I was the guy answering the phone.

      But was I? Was I really the guy who was supposed to just shut up and listen, then perform some random task without questioning it? Was I really the sort of man who’d take what was dished out and eat it, no questions asked?

      No.

      “No,” I said, repeating the thought out loud. “No, we’re not taking the easy way out.”

      Joey’s eyes widened. “Mason, I think —”

      “There’s nothing left to talk about, Joey. We’re going to protect Shalice, and we’re going to protect Billy. Nothing happens to either of them. No matter what.”

      I could see Joey’s face start to redden once again. The poor guy had been through a lot. But he’d been through hell and back with me more than once before, and I knew he was strong enough to take this. And yet I knew in the back of my mind what had him upset.

      Joey was a squid, a Navy kid with most of the good the military gives you and little of the bad. He was a hard worker, exceptionally diligent and the kind of man I’d trust my life to — and I have, on numerous occasions.

      But he was also passionate to a fault. When he felt wronged, he lost track of reality and did whatever he thought he needed to do to make it right. He wouldn’t stop, even if I got in the way.

      The thing is, he rarely got passionate about his own life, or mine. He was rock-solid in that department: he knew the fickleness of life and its inevitable fragility. He understood it better than most, and I’d seen him totally disregard his own safety to make sure he was moving toward his goal. He was able to work in a detached, almost nonchalant way.

      Except when someone else — someone he cared about — was concerned. I'd first seen it on a smaller level when some idiot teenagers came into the bar about two years ago and harassed a few of our regulars. Joey immediately laid into them with unreasonable vitriol that reminded me of myself, back when I was younger and more impressionable.

      I’d seen a bit more of his characteristic passion over the years, spilling out here and there every now and then, a few doses of it accidentally finding their way to the light of day.

      But I’d never seen him react as intensely as he did when Shalice was in danger.

      We were out on the Wassamassaw, the boat that I’d come into about a year ago. A simple joyride had turned into a hellish cruise that left plenty of people dead and the Wassamassaw on a dry dock undergoing repairs for three months. Joey had been almost uncontrollable, and the only way I had been able to get him to respond was to merely point him in the right direction and hope he was sane enough to perform.

      He had performed, admirably, and I had no doubt he'd perform tonight. The trouble I wasn't sure how I'd get him to agree — how I'd get him pointed in the right direction. Shalice was involved and now injured, and Joey was beyond rage. He was seething but calm. The sort of terrifying anger that I'd seen only once before.

      “Joey,” I said, trying to match his calm without the undertones. “I know what you’re feeling. I’ve —”

      “You have no idea what I’m feeling, Dixon. You and Hannah may have had a thing, but Shalice and me, we…”

      I waited, hoping he’d finish, but he didn’t. He just stared at Shalice on the table, sleeping peacefully through fitful, jagged breaths.

      “Go on,” I said. My lips were pursed, and my calmness was quickly starting to unravel. Go on, I willed. Say her name again.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “You mean Shalice is more important to you than Hannah was to me?”

      I said it, pausing and holding over the name, then I realized I’d said was and not is.

      Is she really in the past? Is she really gone?

      I shook my head, knowing that Joey had no idea what the hell I was thinking.

      And it was in that moment, that strange, split-second universe-defying moment of time, that she walked in.

      Her.

      I didn't believe it at first, so I saw her and then I looked back at Joey to continue our conversation, but the look on his face told me what I needed to know. I hadn't imagined things. I hadn't been going nuts.

      I believe in God. I believe in science. I think that at the end of time, when we've spent all our money and science trying to prove this or that, to make sense of the things that hadn't before made sense, and to understand the sorts of things that mere mortals aren't really supposed to understand, at the end of all that, God will be there.

      The final mystery, unexplained, never to be fully understood.

      So there are a few moments in my life where I’m forced to consider this belief, this idea that no matter what I do, no matter how much sense the world around me makes, there’s always something else at the end of it that doesn’t — and won’t — make sense.

      Right then I was thinking about Hannah. Right then she walked through the door.
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      She had tears in her eyes, and her face was reddened. She’d been caught up in something, I could read that all over her face. And because I knew who else was outside, watching me and the rest of us in the bar, I knew exactly what that something she’d been caught up in was.

      I thought about what I had been about to say to Joey. No. She’s not gone. She’s just… not here.

      Hannah and I had loved each other — still loved? I wasn’t sure. We had been in love, but after her father’s murder and a gruesome few days trying to figure out what had actually happened, and not a few scrapes with death ourselves, she’d decided to go on a prolonged “vacation” to Europe, leaving me with the bar and her late father’s yacht.

      And now she was back.

      I stuttered, pieces of words falling out of my mouth. None of them made any sort of sense. None of any of this made any sort of sense.

      Thankfully Joey had my back. “Hannah?” Joey asked. “Wh — what are you doing here?”

      I tried to read Hannah’s expression, but couldn’t. Best I could tell she was confused about the woman lying on the table, a scared, strange wide-eyed man staring down at her, and another, older individual pacing back and forth by the bar.

      She was probably confused about why I didn’t have a drink in my hand, or why I was — for the first time since she’d met me — speechless.

      She was obviously torn up about something, judging by the look in her eye. It was part pity, part fear, and the last part of it looked like she was at least happy to see me.

      She ran forward and dove into my arms. “Mason,” she whispered.

      Hannah was ten years younger than me, but I liked to think of her as an “old soul,” the kind of person who understands the depths of human emotion because they’ve experienced the depths of human emotion. They've seen the full spectrum of it and lived to tell about it. At the same time, they have the ability and decency to keep a quiet confidence about it, to only dish out their "old soul"-ness when it's absolutely necessary.

      Yet when they’re around kindred spirits, fellow old souls, they can be their full selves.

      I’d experienced this with Hannah, and then some. We’d been through so much together, even though we’d literally only been together for the better part of two weeks before splitting up. But I had known at the time that it wasn’t a permanent thing, and I’d assumed she’d known that as well.

      All of this was going through my mind as I held her, all of these strange and good and terrified feelings, and all of it was going through hers as well because she was shaking.

      “How — how have you been?” she asked.

      I chuckled. “We’re not doing that right now,” I said. “Not right now.”

      She nodded.

      “Why are you here?”

      She sniffed and looked up me, those huge eyes finally seeing me. “I got — caught. I was coming back. Made it to Edisto, right into town at the old laundromat. I stopped at the corner store to get gas, and then…” She trailed off.

      “And they got you?”

      She nodded again. “Came out of nowhere. A big guy and two others, smaller. Another one was driving the truck they brought me over here in.”

      “When was this?”

      “About a day ago.”

      I swallowed. “They’ve had you for a day?” I clenched my teeth and looked out one of the few remaining windows of my bar. “The guys outside?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “They said they were keeping me for something. ‘One for one,’ they said. Some ‘unfinished business.’ I had no idea what they were talking about. I still don’t know what they’re talking about.”

      I took a deep breath and swallowed. “It’s complicated.” I looked over at Billy, still standing by Shalice’s side. “But I want you to know this is not my fault.”

      Fellows and Joey were suddenly there, too. Joey had his hand on Hannah’s shoulder, and he was squeezing it gently. “He’s right,” he said. “Mason and I — we were… we were in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      She forced a laugh. “Don’t you guys think that’s sort of your thing, now? Being in the wrong place at the wrong time?”

      I knew what she was getting at. Danger and severely pissed-off people seemed to follow me around. It was something I’d come to rely on.

      “But why you?” Joey asked. “How’d they know?”

      She shrugged. “I have no idea, honestly. They just grabbed me and threw me in the back of their truck and took me to a little house outside of town. I think my keys are still in my car.” She paused. “How did they know?”

      “They’re not… the sort of people I’m used to dealing with. They’ve got eyes and ears everywhere. They operate out of Charleston, but they’re everywhere. And they’re well-resourced. And for some reason, they thought they’d come bug me tonight.”

      “You didn’t do anything to deserve being bugged?”

      I shook my head. “No, I guarantee it. But this guy did.” I nodded toward Billy, who shirked my stare by focusing his attention on the sleeping Shalice. “He came down from Charleston with that guy over there. They think I’m the sort of guy who’ll help them get out of a bit of a bind.”

      “What sort of bind?” Hannah asked.

      “The sort where people die.”

      Hannah glanced at Billy dismissively, then at Fellows, who was standing awkwardly behind Joey, his hands in his pockets. “You don’t know Mason very well, do you?”

      Both men shook their heads. “We didn’t know where else to go,” Fellows said.

      “Anywhere but here,” Hannah said. “Don’t you realize what sort of stupid crap Mason gets himself into?”

      “We do now,” Fellows said.

      I started to say something, to try to defend myself, but I stopped. What was the point? Was she wrong?

      Hannah pulled away from me and started toward the bar. “I need a drink.”

      I smiled, then wiped it away. This isn’t the time to be proud, I thought. “Let me help you with that,” I said instead. “What do you want?”

      “Something strong. And while you’re making it, you can fill me in on what the heck’s going on here.”

      I nodded, sighed, and got to work. I didn’t have any idea what to make her at first. Normally saying “something strong” to a bartender meant that you wanted something you could sip on a bit, something that had some depth to it and meant something, but at the same time wasn’t so pretentious that it took your mind off whatever it was that made you want something strong in the first place.

      I typically read my customers pretty well. The Oldies are easy — they want the same thing all the time. Usually beer, of which I keep a few good selections on hand. If not beer, than something traditional and straightforward — Old Fashioneds, martinis, whiskey sours. If they're new to the bar or to the town, I can tell pretty quickly how they're feeling from their facial expressions and their nonverbal cues. Downtrodden, they get a whiskey sour. Just enough to perk to remind them of the hope there is in life.

      Jumpy and upbeat to the point of jittery and annoying, they get a sidecar with a float of a special extra-oaked bourbon I keep on hand. It’s the sort of drink you go into thinking it’ll be an easy sipper, then you find out rather quickly you’ve been outmatched. Calms down even the most ferociously hyper patron.

      Melodramatic? I’ve got a special gin-based punch I whip up for that, using a melon liqueur I make. (Melodramatic — melon — get it?)

      Point is, whatever the ailment, I’ve got a prescription.

      Except now.

      Except for Hannah.

      I didn’t have a go-to drink for “haven’t seen you in almost a year and we were in love and I truly miss you but I’m also here because these thugs want something from you and we’re all going to die if you don’t give it to them.”

      A daiquiri could be strong enough if I made it like David Embury's recipe, but it was too peppy.

      A pour of something neat was too hamfisted, too obviously in the realm of “private eye detective story gone wrong.”

      And anything in-between was already taken. A margarita was just a daiquiri with culture. All the sours were out the window, and I knew she didn’t love gin.

      Sidecar.

      The World War I-era drink came to me in a flash, and I knew it was right. If ever there was a drink that spoke volumes about where we’ve come from and what we’ve done, all while remaining pleasantly and unashamedly in the background, it was the Sidecar.

      Cognac, Cointreau, and lemon juice. Couldn’t be simpler, and shouldn’t be underestimated. I grabbed a fine bottle of XO from the top shelf and made the drink. We didn’t have any chilled coupes, but I gave the drink an extra couple of shakes to chill it more, then expressed some of the lemon rind around the rim of the glass to open up the flavors.

      She came over to the bar and sat down as I worked. I was slow, methodical. Something inside me knew Rafael was out there appreciating this. Hell, he could probably see me through one of the gigantic holes in the building, making a drink for my long-lost love. And a part of me knew he wasn't going to act, not yet. He'd keep his word and wait until midnight. If he were anything at all like the thugs I'd dealt with my entire career, he'd have a flair for the dramatic; a whimsical side to him that appreciated the sort of thing he'd done here.

      He’d want us to really dig in and feel it. To bring us back together, for just one night, before blow it all up in our faces.

      In a way, it bought us time because I knew now that he wasn't going to jump the gun. He'd honor the couple of hours we had left.

      And I’d do my best to get Hannah out of here safely.
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      We drank together, sipping the Sidecars quietly, pondering the fruity esters and our place in the universe. She didn't say anything, and I didn't want her to. Joey, Fellows, and Billy murmured quietly in the corner of the room near Shalice, but I couldn't hear what they were saying.

      I closed my eyes and squeezed out whatever recognition of what was really happening around me, then opened them again and pretended to see my bar the way it should have been — full, happy, hearty laughter filling the air between pangs of oldies music and the clinking of glasses. My friends surrounded me, Hannah and Joey and Shalice and McNab. All of them smiling and raising their glasses to me.

      I looked at the wall and tried not to see the twisted, scarred sections of blasted-out windows but the decor Joey had chosen — a painted stripe pattern on the upper half of the wall and horizontal rows of distressed wood slats on the bottom half.

      Yes, I thought. That’s it. That’s the place I built.

      Then I  blinked, and it was all gone, replaced once again by the terror and smoking mayhem, the headlights pointing in on him and the strangers talking to Joey.

      And yet Hannah was still there.

      I suddenly felt as though something had physically struck me. I had to lean forward and grab the edge of the bar to keep my balance, and I wondered if this was what having a heart attack felt like. The sharp pain passed, then settled into a constant uncomfortable pressure.

      I knew what it was.

      It was my subconscious, telling me something I didn’t want to hear.

      She came back.

      She came back for you.

      I didn’t want to listen, but the physical reminder — and her bright, wide-eyed face staring at me from across the bar — wouldn’t let me forget.

      She’s here for you.

      Not because the asshole outside kidnapped her and forced her into this miss — while that was true, that wasn’t why she was here.

      She'd been to France, Italy, Germany — a whirlwind European tour, and she hadn't told me when she'd be coming back. Or if she'd be coming back at all. After her brother's and father's death and the nightmare at their estate south of here, I knew she didn't need any more reason to call it quits and just start over.

      I would have done the same thing.

      But I thought about what she’d said when she came in. ‘I made it to Edisto, to the old laundromat.’

      She had no business in Edisto Beach except for me.

      I glanced up at her face and saw the concern in her eyes.

      “Mason,” she started.

      “You came back for me,” I mumbled.

      She nodded.

      “You came back… but why?”

      “For you,” she said. “You just said that.”

      “Why me?”

      She smiled halfway, then shrugged. “You’re… you. I’ve been everywhere, Mason. I’ve seen everything. We traveled a lot when I was younger, so this was hardly my first visit to Europe. I got halfway around the world and realized I’d seen it all already and that I was really just running from something.”

      “If anyone had a reason to run away and start over, it’d be you.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I guess that’s true.”

      “But you came back.”

      “I did. I think I like the idea of starting over, of building something new.” She paused. “But I don’t want to do it alone.”

      I felt something strange, something I hadn’t felt in a long time. A tear. I let it hang there in the corner of my eye, ever so carefully lifting my finger to it to press it away. “Hannah,” I whispered. “You shouldn’t have come back.”

      “Stop it, Mason,” she said. “Those guys out there don’t know who you are. What you’re capable of. They don’t know not to get in-between you and something you care about, and I know they don’t know how much you care about this place.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said. “But I wasn’t talking about them. In general. You shouldn’t have come back. The whole world’s out there. All of it. And sure, you’ve seen plenty of it. Enough to know that you’re not missing anything. Hell, I would’ve gone to Asia. Somewhere in China, maybe. I’ve never been there before. You know there are bars in China that —”

      She grabbed my shirt and yanked me toward her and then I felt her lips pressing into mine. I was leaning uncomfortably over the wide bar — we hadn’t anticipated having to kiss people over the top of it when we’d put it in — and I could feel my pants dipping into a tiny puddle of melted ice. But I didn’t dare move.

      She kept kissing me, now holding my face, and I reached out for her hand. She finally pulled away but left her hand there, resting in mine, and stared up at me.

      "I came back for you, Mason," she said. "I saw everything I ever thought I'd want to see and got over everything — my dad, my brother. All of it, I tried to heal. I think I have, mostly. But something was missing. Something I hadn't expected to miss.”

      “Please don’t say it was me.”

      “It was you, Mason. I wanted you. That’s why I came back.”

      “Hannah, this is crazy. What are we supposed to do? Go travel the world on a retired bartender’s salary? I can’t give you what —”

      “I don’t want what I had, Mason. Like I said, I’ve already done that. That’s my past. I want you to be my future.”

      I sighed. What she was saying sounded nice. Perfect, even. But still, I couldn’t imagine how it would work. This woman didn’t want to be in Edisto Beach, South Carolina. She was too classy for that. I couldn’t keep her here, and I had nowhere else to go.

      “Where would we go? Where would we live?”

      “I don’t care, Mason. I’ll stay here. Edisto’s a fine place to live.”

      “Eight-hundred people live here. The only grocery store worth anything closes at 9pm. And the movie rental place is a couple shelves in the back of a used furniture store.”

      “You can stream everything online these days,” she said. “No need for a rental store.”

      “Don’t even get me started on the internet speeds out here.”

      “Shut up, Mason,” she said. I shut up. “I love you. Okay?”

      I leaned back, standing up once again, and I felt the ice-cold wet part of my pants pressing against the outside of my thigh. It was uncomfortable, but I couldn’t pull away.

      I hadn’t heard — hadn’t thought those words in thirty years. My late wife had been the last person I’d spoken them to, and I’d always believed she’d be the last person I’d need to speak them to.

      “I love you, Mason. I didn’t know it then — didn’t want to know it — but I figured it out pretty quickly in Europe. I walked into a bar, a little tiny thing at the end of a strip of run-down pubs. It was the only one that looked like it could serve a proper Old Fashioned, just the way you taught me.”

      I couldn’t help but smile as she continued.

      "It was dark inside, and the place smelled like old frying grease and vinegar. You never would've let that fly. I walked up and tried to order, but the place was packed, and no one could hear me. That's when I knew."

      I laughed. “You knew you loved me when you couldn’t get the bartender’s attention to order a drink?”

      "No! I knew I loved you when I looked around and you weren't there. It was a sudden thing, I think. I was just standing there, getting frustrated, and I felt myself getting angry that you weren't there. I hadn't even been thinking about you, honestly. And then, poof, my eyes start looking around at everyone, and I'm getting frantic because I can't see you, as if we'd walked in together."

      “What’d you do?”

      "I left. Too many people inside. I came back outside and just stood there on the corner. It was snowing, I think. Maybe. I'm not sure — I was pretty rattled. At first, I couldn't figure out why I'd expected to see you there, why after ten cities and countless hotels and plenty of decent Old Fashioneds why then was when I suddenly started looking for you, but then it hit me. I was doing all the things I knew we would do if you were there, too. All the stuff I was doing was just going through the motions. I don’t even really like Old Fashioned, but I had this idea that I needed to find the best one in Europe.”

      She stopped and laughed, and I joined her. We both took the final sips of our Sidecars, and I collected the glasses.

      "So I knew it then. I think I'd known it all along, but sometimes your subconscious doesn't let you in on it until it thinks you're ready. And apparently, it thought I was ready in that bar, getting jostled and pushed around by all the people who weren't you."

      I nodded. “Very interesting.”

      “Interesting?”

      “Sorry, I just mean… hell, yeah, I think it’s interesting.”

      “…and why is that story interesting? I just poured my heart out, Mason. I —”

      “Because I love you, too.”

      She stopped. Looked down, her wavy hair falling around her face. Pushed it back with her free hand. Looked back up at me.

      “You — you do?”

      “Hell, I fell in love with you the moment you walked through that door, the first time I ever laid eyes on you.”

      “Oh, come on. You don’t believe in that ‘love at first sight’ stuff?”

      “Okay, fine. I guess it was the same sort of feeling you had. That my subconscious knew it, that it knew you were someone I could love. If you were interested, if you wanted to explore it, if you happened to even come up to the bar and order something. I think our subconscious protects us, in a way. It doesn’t let us get too attached or too weird too soon, you know?”

      “Yeah.”

      "So I looked at you, and I was interested, but I thought your brother was your husband or something, and then…"

      “Yeah.” Her voice was softer now, sadder.

      I didn’t intend to open old wounds, so I shifted. “But after everything, after the Wassamassaw, you going to Europe, after all of it, when it was just me and Joey, I… knew it.”

      “You didn’t say anything?”

      “To whom? I don’t even have your phone number, Hannah.”

      She sat in her barstool, stunned. Her mouth opened wide. “Oh, my God. I didn’t even think about that. Seriously?”

      I shrugged, laughing. “Yeah, but I sorta thought I was past that ‘asking a girl for her number’ thing, so when you left and had to get a different international phone, I didn’t think about it.”

      “Man, that’s funny. So you couldn’t have told me if you wanted to.”

      “Nope,” I said. “But I didn’t think I should have. I didn’t believe it would be anything but bad news — falling in love with someone who’s been through all that and just wants to be alone? Sounds like a recipe for heartburn.”

      She smiled. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “So where does that leave us?” I asked.

      She looked around the room, seeming to remember that we weren’t alone in the space. Joey and Fellows had started walking over, their conversation also apparently over.

      “I guess it leaves us here, together,” she said. “Once again fighting for our lives.”

      I nodded. “Fighting for the rest of our lives.” I leaned over once again and kissed her cheek, then looked at and waited for Joey to speak.

      He had a serious look in his eyes, the kind of look I had when I was about to get, well, serious.

      “Everything okay, Joey?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he said. “We were talking. I think Fellows convinced me.”

      “Convinced you to what?”

      “We’re going to fight for this place, Mason. All of us. We’re in if you are.”
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      “What do we have, then?” I asked.

      “Couple pistols. Shotgun. Your rifle from the office in the kitchen.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      I let out a long sigh. This is going to be a long night.”

      Joey smiled. “Yeah, well, it’s going to be a really short fight.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” Fellows mumbled.

      We were gathered in a circle near the front of the bar, discussing our options and pitying ourselves for the lame predicament we'd found ourselves in. I knew our chances at getting out alive would be vastly increased by the number of weapons we could scrape up, but we were severely short on the "boomstick" variety.

      Knives we had, but there was something I’d heard all too often about bring them to gunfights…

      The only other variable that would significantly bolster our chances was the number of people fighting on both sides.

      I grabbed Hannah’s arm. “How many are out there? Did you get a chance to count them?”

      She shook her head. “No, not an accurate count. But they were standing outside their cars when they sent me in. A few of them were grouped up by Rafe. As long as that was all of them and there weren’t any hiding on the other side of the building, I’d guess there were ten, maybe twelve.

      I glanced at the ceiling, nodding. “Not as many as I’d thought,” I said. “Still more than what I want to deal with.”

      “Did we get any of their guys when Jessup went nuts?” Joey asked.

      “I doubt it,” I said. “Maybe one or two were hit, or at least taken by surprise, but I’m not going to count on it.”

      Fellows grunted. “So where does that leave us? Three men and about four weapons between us?”

      “Three men and a woman,” Hannah said. We all turned to look at her.

      If I hadn't already known what she had been through, I'd have laughed. She was thin, taller than average, and carried herself like a lady who had been raised to carry herself like a lady. She had a stuck-out chin and pointy elbows when she placed her hands on her waist, and when I looked at her like that, it wasn't hard to imagine a typical old-west damsel who was often underestimated.

      "So. Four of us," I said. "Hannah's got a good shot, too. Maybe we put her on the rifle?" As much as I appreciated her willingness to join in and help out, I still wanted to keep her as far away from the fighting as possible. If we could set her up as some sort of sniper, tuck her in a back corner and take only dead-on shots, maybe I could keep her alive throughout all this.

      “Mason, we’ve got more company,” Joey said. He nodded toward the kitchen.

      We all fell silent, and I could hear voices, soft and deep, emanating from the blasted-out section of wall nearest the kitchen. They were behind the bar, right behind the kitchen door. I ran behind the bar and checked the monitors.

      The only thing on the screen was static.

      “They cut the feed,” I said. “What time is it, anyway?”

      “11:55,” Fellows said.

      “Right. Showtime.”

      I felt the sudden inclination to just run outside screaming at the top of my lungs, firing rounds into whatever moved until I was safely across the street and hiding behind a bush or a tree. And I thought I might even have a chance, too. Nothing like a deranged gunman screaming like a banshee to get the jump on your attackers.

      But that would only cause more trouble. Everyone else would be stuck here, fighting off Rafe’s little army with one less man and one less pistol.

      And I couldn't leave Hannah. Not now. If anyone were going to do a screaming banshee raid through the dark midnight streets at the edge of Edisto, it'd be Hannah and me together. Holding hands.

      Like Bonnie and Clyde.

      I smiled at the thought. It might be a decent way to go. After the life I’ve had, it might be a fitting ending.

      But not for Hannah. I couldn’t imagine her body getting punctured by torrential rains of flying lead, watching her die an agonizing death by a thousand bullet wounds.

      Nope, “screaming banshee couple” was a horrid plan.

      “Keep your eyes and ears on the kitchen, Joey,” I said. “Let me know what they’re doing, where they’re moving. But the rest of us need to have our eyes glued to that wall.” I pointed at the northern wall of the bar. “Or what’s left of it, anyway.”

      At that moment the entire bar plummeted into darkness. My eyes adjusted quickly, helped by the light filtering in from the eight or so headlights that were pointing inside.

      “They cut the power now, too!” Fellows said.

      Within seconds the headlights went out, and once again my eyes did their best to adjust. This time, however, they came up blank. It was damn-near pitch black inside the bar.

      “I can’t see anything!” Joey yelled.

      “They shut off their lights,” I replied. “Give it a few more seconds, we should at least be able to see some shadows.” Thankfully the moon was out tonight. Not full, but more than just a sliver. It wasn’t much, but the blue-hued pangs of light bounced off trees and vehicles and humans, just enough to help my eyes make out their movements.

      "They're doing something," I said. "Gathering around the west side. Probably getting ready to hit the front door." I knew they'd be coming from all accessible angles eventually, which meant the front door, the back kitchen door, and now the side of the building with the gaping wounds from the grenade blasts. The holes where the windows used to be weren't huge, and they didn't reach all the way to the ground so they wouldn't be ideal access points. Like any good old castle defense movie, if anyone tried to climb inside over the wall, all we needed to do was push the ladder back and watch them fall.

      And in this case, the "ladder" was their face, and by "push" I meant shoot bullets at it.

      So they would leave the long side of the bar for last, or at least until they thought we were overwhelmed enough to not be worrying about defending the stronghold and focusing instead on protecting ourselves. And at the rate I felt we’d be going through our ammunition, I figured that would be happening somewhere between 1 and 30 seconds after the fighting began.

      I looked around. Joey was glaring at the kitchen door, and I could tell he was just begging for someone to come through it. He had the shotgun at the ready, aimed high. Hoping for a headshot. I knew it was pointless — that weapon didn’t need aiming from that distance. Anyone with a pulse would be putting a watermelon-sized hole in the kitchen door and a million watermelon seed-sized holes into the heads standing directly behind it.

      But I silently commended him for waiting. The men could be standing to either side of the door, or they could have moved down into the alley, or somewhere else entirely. Blasting a hole through the door now and missing would be devastating to our limited ammunition supply, and it would give away our element of surprise.

      I silently cursed my lack of planning. At my apartment, I had ammunition to prepare just about any consumer-grade weapon on the market that was easy to find, and I had enough of it to fend off a group three times this size, were I to have enough hands to fight with.

      Here at the bar, it was a different story. During my days taking out marks, my bar was home base, but I preferred to do things without getting knives and guns involved. They were messy, and it was crucial that my work was clean. I also liked to be a bit more creative than "just a contract a killer."

      If a mark came in asking for a Whiskey Smash, well then I'd find a cheap bottle of bottom-shelf whiskey and smash it over their head a few times. If I were lucky, there'd still be enough whiskey left in the broken shards of glass that I could pour myself a stiff drink afterward — shaking it, of course, with mint and lemon juice and a bit of sugar and pouring it over crushed ice.

      One time a mark asked for a Lemon Drop. An odd request from a 250-pound, grizzled middle-aged man, but hey — I'm here to please. I scoped him out, verified he was the mark, and promptly set up an elaborate scheme: during a trip to Charleston a few weekends later, he was mysteriously and surprisingly killed by blunt force trauma. The cause? A forty-five-pound bag of lemons, dropped from the top of a building on the corner of a street late one night. An odd way to go, no doubt, but the cops weren't about to spend too much time or taxpayer money searching for the murderer of a convicted convict.

      I've had some pretty good runs in my day. Most marks are easy — I wish I had a nickel for every time a mark came into my bar and ordered — and was served, painfully — a Screwdriver, an Irish Car Bomb, or a White Russian. (The White Russian always did require a bit of acting on my part. I'm white but hardly Russian, though I've honed my accent over the years).

      Over the years I've come to appreciate more the marks who require a bit of creativity. The Dark 'N' Stormy, the official drink of Bermuda, had me up at night until a flash of brilliance broke through my dense skull. It simply had to be done in the dark. During a storm.

      I took out the mark by breaking his neck during one of the many tropical storms that were — thankfully — quite common in South Carolina.

      The Mai Tai was more common than I’d thought, likely due to its being one of the oft-requested ‘tiki drinks’ that are served at the Caribbean and Polynesian Pop bars around the world, dressed up in fancy clothes of fruit and flora, disguising the relatively simple recipe in a charade of garish colors and plenty of sugar.

      I had a mark come in and order a few of those, bragging the entire time that ‘Suavé from Mexico made the best ones anywhere, and yours aren't nearly as good,' which, by the way, is not the sort of thing a bartender is fond of hearing from his patrons. He paid with the ‘mark' he'd received from my previous employer: the coin of unknown origin that my employer would give to the man or woman, telling them to go visit me in Edisto Beach, as I no doubt had ‘what they deserved.' What they deserved, in their mind, was another hit of some drug or some other disgusting, illegal fancy they had, but to my employer and I, ‘what they deserved' was to be swiftly and unceremoniously escorted out of the land of the living.

      Anyway, this mark came in and ordered a few Mai Tais and bragged about his complete and utter triumph over the paid ‘entertainment workers,’ as he’d called them, that he’d bought in a shady Mexico back alley.

      It took me a few extra minutes to come to the solution, but it was as brilliant as it was fun. The police never found him — Joey dumped him in the bay — but if they had, they would have noticed that he had been strangled.

      With my tie.

      Yet after all the trouble I’d gone through to ensure a creative and satisfying departure for all these scum-of-the-earth types, there were a few drinks I was terrified of.

      What would I do to the mark who came in and ordered a Dirty Banana?

      Or a Fuzzy Navel?

      Or — shudder — a Sex on the Beach?

      I’m not about to say that a lack of creativity was the reason I quit, but it sure helped the decision.

      I was out of the game, but at the moment I wished I was back in it — even though I never did have a full arsenal of weaponry here, I would have at least been at the top of my creative prowess. Killing these guys and getting away with it would have been child’s play back in my prime.

      Now, though, I just wanted a couple more shotguns and a lot more ammo.

      Or even just a few more pistols.
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      The lights were still out, but the moonlight trickling in made it possible to barely see the silhouettes of my small army. Hannah was right next to me at the bar, Fellows was watching the front door, and Joey was still posting up near the kitchen, awaiting our visitors from the alley. I was looking at Hannah, still not quite believing that she was here.

      “Boss,” Joey said. “They’re not by the door anymore.”

      I walked up to him. He didn’t turn around, still diligently aiming the shotgun at the door. “How can you tell?”

      He shushed me, then pointed up to the ceiling. I held my breath, trying to be as quiet as possible, then I heard it. A faint, metallic scraping sound. Then another.

      “They’re in the vent,” Joey said.

      I tried to picture the top of my little building. I’d been up there only twice, once shortly before I’d bought the place with an inspector, and another time after a massive hurricane had rocked the area. I knew the vent from the griddle in the kitchen dumped out to the back of the place, both to keep the exhaust and smoke away from the front of the building and the street, and also because it was the shortest distance from where the stove sat.

      “They’re going to drop right onto the stove,” Joey said. “Should we just turn it on?”

      The vent, if I remembered correctly, ran up and through the ceiling to the roof, then ran straight to the edge of the roof and down about halfway to the ground.

      Except…

      “No,” I said. “That’s not where they’re going.”

      “But how would —”

      “They’re not in that vent,” I said, turning and running back to the middle of the room. “There’s another one. Here.”

      I pointed up at the ceiling, at the air conditioning vent. “This one goes in a straight line. Two A/C dumps, one in here and one in the kitchen. That’s the shaft they’re in.”

      “It’s smaller,” Joey said.

      “But they’ll fit. And they won’t be jumping down onto a hot stovetop, either.”

      “And they’ll be in the kitchen,” Joey said. He reached for the door.

      “Wait,” I said. “Let me. I open, you shoot.”

      It was as good a plan as any, but even still, I’d learned my lesson. I ran it through and through in my mind. The old adage that had been drilled into me — and happened to be the main reason why I’d never enjoyed making plans in the first place — came to mind.

      No plan survives first contact with the enemy.

      The problem with using that quote as a reason to just forgo planning altogether, I’d come to find out over many years of testing, was a quote I came up with:

      No plan at all never survives any contact with the enemy.

      I was still wordsmithing it a bit, but I liked it. It fit my personality — I’ll plan, but only begrudgingly when I realize there’s no way not to.

      And this plan — wait for the goons to fall into the kitchen and then have Joey shoot them while I provided backup — was about as good as I could come up with.

      “Ready?” Joey asked.

      “Wait for the first to drop to the floor,” I said. “We should be able to hear it, and we want the best chance at getting both of them with one shot.”

      He nodded, waiting. I did as well.

      Neither of us heard anything. The scraping sound had disappeared.

      “Are they still there?”

      “Damn right they are,” I said. “They’re just working on their own plan.”

      We waited more. Fifteen, then twenty seconds passed.

      “What do you think?” I asked.

      Joey shrugged. “I think they’re still there, but now they’re waiting for us.”

      “Yeah, I think you’re right.” I paused, thinking. No plan survives no contact with the enemy, apparently. “Okay, on three. Aim high, try to get into the drywall around the vent. It’ll puncture the metal just fine.”

      “You got it.”

      I glanced at Hannah, who had already poured herself another drink and was holding the now-empty bottle up to her eye, looking down into it. I frowned, waiting for her to look over, but she was studying the inside of the bottle intensely enough to not even notice my staring.

      Weird.

      “Three… two… one… now!” I flung the kitchen door inward and rolled back out of the way for Joey to take the shot.

      He did. The gunshot was deafening, and I found myself trying to pop my ears as my eyes focused on the ceiling. The shotgun had performed admirably, blowing a massive hole in the drywall around the vent. The vent itself was mostly gone, only a few bends of twisted metal smoking around the interior of the shaft. Dust and smoke whirled through the air around the ceiling, and pieces of chalky drywall fell to the floor, finding their way onto the metal shelves full of food and equipment on their way down.

      And yet, I didn't hear anything else. There was no screaming, no groans of pain, no loud dying breaths. Unless the man had been poking down through the vent and Joey had wholly removed the guy's head with his shot, the shotgun wouldn't have killed him from this range through the drywall and shaft. And if he had removed the guy’s head, we would have seen a lot more than just white dust and grayish smoke falling on my shelves.

      “I missed,” Joey said.

      “No,” I said. “It was a perfect shot. They just weren’t there to begin with.”

      “Then where —”

      Before he could finish the sentence, I heard the sound of a small object bouncing down the now-open vent shaft. It pinged around a couple times quickly and then fell through the massive hole in the ceiling and into the kitchen.

      I watched it as it fell, unable to take my eyes off it. It looked like the little grenades they’d thrown through my windows, but they were smaller. Skinnier.

      “Joey!” I yelled.

      But it was too late.

      I tried pulling his head down, at the same time smashing my eyes together, closing them as tightly as I possibly could. I grabbed at the kitchen door to swing it shut, but it didn’t close all the way.

      Crack!

      The tiny grenades flashed a brilliant white color, the sound of the detonation nothing compared to the perceived sound of the incredible explosion of light in my retinas. Closing my eyes did nothing — I knew I was blind and would be for half a minute. The stinging in my eyes continued as I pulled the door fully closed.

      Joey had fared worse, as I knew he hadn’t turned his face away from the blast. The flashbang grenade — just like the others they’d thrown through the windows — was military grade, the sort of thing you didn’t get your hands on in the States unless you had connections with people very much outside the States.

      Worst of all, I knew there was absolutely nothing we were going to be able to do to stop them from entering. They’d gotten the jump on us, and they knew they had almost a minute to get inside and start shooting.

      I had my arm over my face, still squeezing the pain out of my eyes, but I was shouting at the others. “Hannah!” I yelled. “Get my gun! Get over here and get ready. They’re coming in.”

      I turned the direction I thought Fellows was in. “Fellows! Keep us away from the door. They’ll shoot straight through —”

      As I finished the sentence, I heard the cracking of wood and the sound of gunshots, the former only milliseconds before the latter. They’d shot through the door. God, I hope Joey isn’t still standing there.

      I wasn’t entirely sure where he’d ended up after the blast, but I hoped Fellows and Hannah were jumping into action.

      I felt a hand on my back.

      “Move back,” I heard Hannah say. “You’re in the doorway.” I let her guide me behind the bar, but then I immediately heard her turn back and start shouting orders at the others. “Move back, Joey! Fellows — stay on the front door. I’ve got this one.”

      My vision returned, but I was still seeing double. I didn’t care. I ran the few steps to Hannah’s location. She was aiming through the kitchen door, trying to line up with one of the new holes.

      “See anything?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “It’s too dark, but I’m sure they’re still —”

      Three more rounds peppered the door, these lower than the first three. I grabbed my pistol from Hannah and mentally checked it, noticing its weight, as I rolled in front of the door. I stood up quickly, then kicked as hard as I could on the center of the door, right inside the knob.

      The frame cracked, splintered wood sprinkling down to the floor, but the door flew open.

      A man was standing directly in my shot, so I fired two rounds at him. The first hit his chest, but he was already in the process of ducking, so my second shot sealed the deal and caught up with him right through his forehead.

      He fell backward, dead, but I heard shuffling around the corner. A second guy was hiding between the shelves and racks of equipment. I tried to lean around the corner but wasn't about to give him a clear shot of my own head. I ducked back out and looked at Hannah and Joey, who was finally back on his feet. His eyes were red, watery, but I could tell he could see once again.

      “One more in there, but he’s guarding the vent. I’m sure we’re going to have more company pretty soon.”

      “And they’re probably going to start shooting from the side of the building,” Joey added.

      I nodded. "Yeah, I considered that. I doubt they'll do it now since they know we're all still up and fighting in here. It'd be stupid to try to climb through the broken windows — they'd be sitting ducks."

      “So the kitchen, by way of the roof,” Hannah said. “Then the front door? They’ll be hitting us from both sides.”

      “That’s what I would do,” I said.

      As if on cue, I heard Fellows shout. “Coming in the front door! I can hear them on the porch!”
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      I sighed, checked the weight of the magazine but already knew I had twelve rounds left, and looked at my team. Hannah and Joey. They were the best people I knew, but I knew them too well. I’d rather have had a few Army grunts I didn’t know too well fighting with me. I could almost be okay with losing someone I didn’t know well, but if I lost Hannah or Joey…

      I shook my head. No time for that, Dixon.

      "Joey, why don't you guard the front door with Fellows? If they pull the door off its hinges, it'll be easy enough to get a bunch of them inside at once so we can use another set of hands over there. I'll guard the kitchen. I can at least pop in and take out anyone trying to come in through the vent, so I should be good."

      “Got it.”

      I knew Hannah didn’t have a pistol, but when I turned to see where she’d gone, I was amazed.

      She was standing behind the bar, pouring an entire bottle of liquor into the sink.

      “Hannah,” I said. “What are you doing?”

      “Relax,” she said. “This stuff wasn’t any good anyway.”

      “Well, I bought it, so I’d prefer that you didn’t pour money down the drain.”

      "Look," she said, holding up the now half-empty bottle. She grabbed a dishcloth near the sink and ripped it in half, then shoved it into the top of the bottle. Finally, she dipped the hanging end of the dishcloth into a clear liquid that she'd poured into a bowl.

      “What’s that stuff?” I asked.

      “Butane.”

      I nodded, impressed. I kept a big plastic jug of butane beneath the bar to refill the lighters we often used, either to light certain cocktails for flourishes or to light some of the candles we sometimes placed out on the tables.

      “Molotov cocktail,” she said. “Right?”

      "Mostly," I said. "You got the butane on the dishcloth — the wick — right. That'll definitely light. But you usually fill the bottles with fuel. Gasoline or something."

      “We could use butane, but there’s not really enough for more than two of these.”

      “Right,” I said. “But if we use overproof stuff — Bacardi 151, some of the grain alcohol, that sort of thing — they should work.”

      “I checked,” she said. “There’s not a lot of that, either.”

      I thought for a moment. She was right. I might have had a couple bottles of 151 sitting back there, a bottle of high-proof Absinthe, and a few bottles of overproof Wray and Nephews rum. “It’s at least worth making a few more. At the very least we’ll have some blunt objects to throw when we run out of bullets.”

      She nodded and continued working, pouring a third of the next bottle’s contents into the sink.

      “Mason.” I looked over and saw that Joey was staring at me, wide-eyed.

      “What’s up?”

      “You do realize you’ve got plenty of high-proof stuff here?”

      “I don’t,” I said. “We were completely out of the rye, and the Bacardi and —”

      He shook his head. “I’m not talking about behind the bar. I’m talking about in the kitchen.”

      I paused, at first unsure of what he was talking about, then it hit me.

      The moonshine.

      I had the wines that I was going to redistill sitting in five-gallon buckets in the kitchen. They were easily 175 to 180-proof, possibly higher. That made them about as close to pure ethanol fuel as someone could make outside of a laboratory. The liquor I had was, effectively, that old standby for bathtub punch — Everclear.

      And that made it perfect for Hannah’s little science experiment.

      “I think they’re about to come in!” Fellows shouted.

      Shit. There was no time. The alcohol was in the kitchen, along with the man who’d come down through the vent. And by now there were probably a few more men in the shaft, waiting to drop into the kitchen when their buddies gave the signal that they were ready to start the siege on the front door.

      “Hannah,” I said. “Give me one of those. And keep going. Tear the cloths as small as you can, since there are only a couple rags out here. The rest are in the kitchen.”

      She nodded, then tossed me the first bottle she'd prepared. It was a little more than half-full, and I knew that it was a wise choice. The alcohol itself wouldn't be burning, but the vapors it gave off. The liquid component, therefore, could be watered down enough to prevent the cocktail from igniting if the proof was too low. By having a little extra airspace in the bottle, I hoped it would help the liquid spread out more on impact and not let it smother the flames before it released its incendiary vapor.

      I couldn't help but appreciate that I was holding in my hand a perfect example of an age-old "proofing test." The story I'd read was that ships in the British Royal Navy, upon purchasing rum for its rations, would pour the spirit over a pellet of gunpowder. If the soaked pellet would ignite — enough alcohol vapors were rising from the liquor — it was considered "over" proof, or over about 57% pure alcohol.

      If the pellet didn’t ignite, it meant the water content was too high, or the alcohol level was below proof.

      I held in my hand a Navy-worthy test of my own spirits: if the Molotov cocktail ignited, the liquor manufacturer had been faithful to their word, supplying us with high-proof — and flammable — swill. If not, well, we'd been duped.

      And since liquor was a pretty tightly controlled substance in the great United States, I had little doubt that the proof listed on the bottle would be any different in reality. But I tried not to think about all the other variables that could go wrong. These bottles had been designed and tempered so they would not break easily. Unlike the cheap, thin-walled glass bottles the original purveyors of the Molotov cocktails — the Russians — used, these bottles were made to stand up to some serious jostling and tumbling.

      It was also possible that the rag just wouldn't burn all the way through, and upon impact, the dishcloth would smother itself and become a delicious-smelling waste of liquor.

      Other small things were bothering me about this plan as well, but knowing that I had about three seconds to figure out something better, I decided to just stick to it. I walked to the front side of the bar and looked at the front door.

      “Joey, keep an eye on the kitchen. My guess is that they’ll try to hit us all at the same time. Fellows, stand back. When I throw this, be ready to follow it up with a few shots. We want to make as much fun as possible for whoever comes through that door.”

      He nodded.

      For the first time in half an hour, I noticed Billy. He was standing, eyes on me, his hands at his side. If I didn't know any better, I would have thought he was actually ready for all of this. His face was stoic, but I could almost see a spark of fear — or excitement — in his eyes. He knew the danger. He knew what was happening.

      This is for you, Billy, I thought. You got us into this mess.
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      “Now!”

      I heard the man's voice shouting from outside the bar, and I knew exactly who it was. Rafe was out there, safely tucked between two vehicles, sending in his hired guns to do his dirty work. I felt disgusted toward the man. Only cowards made other men fight their battles. Once again my mind drifted back to some of the battles I'd been in, always fighting for some higher-up and better-paid coward. They always tried to rally us to the cause with tight speeches about honor and loyalty and what's right and wrong, but it was still just the same few words wrapped in that deadpan excitement you can only find in the military.

      I didn’t hate my time in the service — it made me who I am today. It’s just that I hated the hierarchical nature of the whole system. There was no autonomy down where it was needed most: at the bottom. The grunts who ran in fighting for the brass were told what to do by the same men who’d decided there needed to be a fight in the first place.

      Rafe reminded me of those schmucks. The kind of man who thought nothing of sending out his soldiers to do his dirty work, "leading" from behind. Weirdly it made me feel a little more respect for the man's "soldiers," the other guys who were involved in all of this crap and probably didn't want to be. They didn't see that they had a choice; they were used to following orders and doing whatever the man upstairs told them to do.

      Respect or not, it didn’t mean I wouldn’t be killing all of them.

      The door flew open, and immediately gunshots rang out. I was standing off to the left, near the restrooms where Shalice was safely resting, a support beam between me and the now-open front door.

      The shots kept coming, but they were just shooting for fun, hoping to scare us out or overwhelm us. They probably had unlimited ammunition and were told to use it, so their rounds were peppering everything in sight except for humans. I saw two of my tables nearly destroyed, as well as the front of my bar completely shredded. Hannah was behind the bar, ducking and out of the way, but I knew for a fact it would take more than a few hundred tiny bullets to get through the heavy wood planking, metal frame, and assortment of beer fridges and plumbing and break through the other side.

      She was in the safest possible spot in the bar, but if things didn’t go well out here, there wouldn’t be a safe spot left. Or a bar.

      The gunshots ceased for a moment, and I stepped to the right, trying to get a better view out the front door. I still couldn't see anything from that angle, as the shooters had now ducked back out of the way and were probably waiting on either side of the door. I grabbed the lighter and lit the end of the rag on my Molotov cocktail, then cooked it for a few seconds. When I thought it was a good time, I stretched to my full height and launched the thing at the front door.

      The bottle sailed through the air and tumbled end-over-end, flaming and whispering as it reached its target. It was a direct hit, and I felt pride that I could still throw an object toward another one with reasonable accuracy.

      And then… the bottle clanged to the floor, the rag fell out, and the liquid — overproof rum — began spilling out. The rag continued burning, but it was safely far enough away from the alcohol from the bottle. The bottle and rag came to a rest on the front porch of the bar, and I heard someone kick the bottle out into the parking lot.

      Well, that was an epic failure.

      I waited, holding my breath. They'd attacked, we'd responded, and now there was an impasse. No one had lost their lives, and in this initial exchange, we'd both learned something about the other team. I'd learned that they were prepared for the attack, choosing to fight from two fronts.

      They’d learned that we were scared shitless and didn’t know how to build a proper bomb.

      Worse, I knew that we’d just made a huge mistake. They had drawn our attention to the front door, launching their attack from there. The commotion and chaos they’d started effectively had us riveted to the front of the building.

      Which means it was a distraction.

      “Joey!” I yelled. “The kitchen!”

      I had been in charge of guarding the kitchen, which I’d chosen to do from my perch opposite the bar, giving me a good clear shot of the kitchen and anyone who might exit it. But I had fallen into Rafe’s trap and had been consumed by the attack taking place at the other side of the bar.

      Shit.

      Sure enough, the broken kitchen door had been pulled inward, now wide open. I flicked my eyes to the left, noticing movement from there. Right behind one of the tables up against the wall on that side of the room.

      A man, holding a gun, stood and pointed it toward the front door.

      More specifically, he pointed it toward Fellows.

      He fired.
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      Fellows fell, and Joey dove sideways to the floor. I was already in motion, but because of the layout of the place, I wasn't going to be able to get to a spot with an open shot before he swung around and laid a few into me.

      I fired, wild and way to the right, but he didn't move, knowing he had the better position. We were all on one side of the bar, Rafe's guy on the other, and because the men firing in from the front door would be able to see us if we crossed a certain imaginary line extending from the entrance to the corner of the bar, he knew he had the time to sit and wait for reinforcements or to pick us off one-by-one.

      Shit, I thought again. This is my fault.

      My concentration had shifted to the front door during the initial attack, and now Fellows was injured. I couldn’t see him, as I had my back to the front door now as I watched for the man on the side of the room to move into open space, which I knew he wouldn’t do. He could safely park it alongside that wall with the blasted-out windows, knowing that Rafe and his team outside wouldn’t shoot.

      In a word, everything about the attack was perfect. We were the underdogs and our castle, the building itself — our only line of defense — had been breached. I saw the man's shadow stretching tall on the floor, moving toward the front of the building. That meant he was moving backward, toward the bar. I watched the kitchen, hoping there weren't going to be any more men coming through. If there were, all I could hope for was that they'd stupidly run straight into the center of the room and let me and Joey cut them down.

      The man kept creeping along the side of the room until he was parallel with the bar, closer now to the kitchen door than when he'd first shot Fellows. I knew he was setting up a post near the entrance to allow his comrades to come through the door, and I knew that he'd be able to keep his position of strength the entire time.

      I cursed under my breath, then watched his shadow step forward into the perfect position in the entire place — right next to the front side of the bar, nearest the window on that side of the room. From that spot, the man could guard the kitchen, the front door, and within seconds, anyone coming out of the bathrooms or waiting on that side of the bar. Anyone like me.

      “Nowhere left to hide, Dixon,” the man said. He knew I was safe for the moment, my body hidden behind a table and a column that would stop any of his shots from reaching me. But he also knew that once he had a few more men inside, then a few men to shoot in through the windows and front door, we’d be Swiss cheese. “What’s the plan? Just wait for us to walk in and take the place?”

      I didn’t answer. At this point, there was no plan.

      The men would be getting ready to bum-rush the kitchen and front door, and with Fellows down and Billy useless and unarmed, I knew Joey and I alone couldn’t take them.

      And Hannah…

      I just realized that Hannah was still hiding behind the bar. The man hadn’t seen her, as he hadn’t shot her. I’d left her laying on the floor, tucked back into the corner, but still out in the open. He would have taken her out immediately upon entering, so the fact that he hadn’t meant…

      I heard a shuffling sound, then a high-pitched grunt, followed by a massive shattering of glass. I swiveled around the column and watched as the man, eyes directly on me, wobbled for a split-second and then fell, some sort of liquid and glass mixture sparkling down around his shoulders. A darker substance spread around his head and began pouring out onto the floor.

      And then, from around the corner of the bar, Hannah emerged.

      “Hurry,” she said, “he’s down, but I heard a few more in the kitchen. They’re going to be here in —”

      She didn’t get to finish the thought.
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      Two men burst through the open kitchen door, firing at everything and nothing all at once. I was already in motion, running and jumping over the invisible line that would, for at least a second or two, put me in view of the men guarding the front door. But I had to get across. I had to get back to Hannah’s side.

      They were firing at Joey or something on that side of the room, or they hadn't seen him yet and were just firing because undertrained mercenaries typically did exactly that when they found they had a loaded weapon in their hands and permission to use it. I was able to drop the first one quickly before his reptilian brain even recognized the threat, but the second man saw me and started to react. He kept firing, now engaging solely out of a sense of fury, adrenaline, and excitement, but his shots became more rhythmic and focused.

      I made it out of the no man’s land space in the center of the room and behind an overturned table, ducking to stay low enough to not be an easy target for Rafe outside. The shots continued, and I wondered if he’d even seen Hannah yet, who must’ve been still crouched or lying prone next to the dead guy whose blood was staining my wood floors.

      I waited, hearing the rounds landing around me. Three, two, one. And then, click.

      I almost laughed out loud. Idiot. I could practically hear the conversation Rafe had had with this goon. “You got fifteen shots, you fool, so don’t use them all at once.”

      And now he was experiencing the most terror-inducing feeling any man in battle can feel: needing to reload, just when it’s the other team’s side to start shooting.

      I rose and danced right, hoping to stay out of the way of a straight shot from the outside guys, and ran toward the second man who'd come in. I fired, but my shot was outpaced by Joey's two. All three hit, and the man sort of imploded in on himself as he went careening back toward the open kitchen door.

      Hannah was kneeling now by the bar, reaching for my hand. “Come on,” she said. “I’ll guard the kitchen. You need to get in there and start making more.”

      I knew what she was talking about — we needed more Molotovs. Our first Molotov had been a disastrous joke of a failure, but I knew what we’d done wrong. By tearing the rags into tattered pieces, they’d become too small to fit snugly enough in the top of the bottle, and upon impact it had fallen out. The bottle itself had been impressively sturdy, the result of many years of research and development by the manufacturer, hoping to prevent spillage and breakage during delivery. It probably wasn’t part of their plan to build a thin-walled Molotov cocktail bottle.

      I needed to get into the kitchen, so I could access the foolproof version of our fuel source — the super-high proof liquors from the moonshine.

      Joey was standing behind me, having come over from the front door. “I can’t hold it alone,” he said.

      I nodded. “Fellows?”

      “Dead. Took a quick one to the neck.”

      I nodded again. “Front door’s theirs, then. They’ll regroup, try to figure out if we’re all still alive in here, then they’ll be coming back in about a minute from now. Maybe sooner.”

      “So we focus on the kitchen? Maybe barricade ourselves in?”

      Hannah shook her head. “They’ll just toss in another grenade or two.”

      “But we can’t hold the front door.”

      “No,” she said. “We can’t. But this can.”

      She held up the plastic bottle of butane and another of Wray and Nephew overproof rum. She shoved another hand towel into the end of the butane, then lit it. She swirled it around a few times then hurled it at the front door. It went up in a brilliant blast of flame just inside the threshold, but almost immediately died down to a dull burn. It wouldn't last more than a minute, and even at its current burn rate, it would be easy enough to step over.

      “That was underwhelming,” I muttered.

      “I’m not done, Mason,” she said.

      She held the Wray and Nephews by the neck of the bottle, took a swig, winced, then handed it to me. “Throw that,” she said. “Hard.”

      I did as I was told and launched the bottle at the wall just behind the fiery mess of the butane, near the doorframe. It hit the frame, another perfect throw, and burst. The glass shattered and spread out, the razor-sharp fragments an excellent addition to our makeshift defenses. Then the overproof rum caught fire, and the butane was joined by a stronger, slower fuel. The flames licked upward, now about a foot off the floor.

      Not great, but certainly not nothing.

      “How much more of that do we have?” I asked.

      “None,” she said. “I honestly thought it would be bigger.”

      “It’ll have to do for now,” Joey said. “Hannah, guard the front door. Mason and I need to get those buckets.”

      We all snapped into action. Hannah had the shotgun now, waiting behind the bar and aiming toward the flames at the front door. Anyone entering would be deterred a bit by the fire, but they’d be able to get through our little gauntlet without much fuss. Hopefully then finding themselves staring down the business end of Hannah’s weapon help keep them at bay.

      But Joey and I were going to make that gauntlet pure hell. We just needed to get into the kitchen.
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      We poked our heads in and found it a mess — the shotgun blast to the door had splintered pieces of wood and drywall everywhere, and the drywall dust hung in the air, tiny particles of wall snow that made it seem as though we’d stumbled upon some sort of drug bust. We’d entered a snow globe of drywall.

      Two men lay dead on the floor, blood leaking down toward the drain in the center of the small room. I moved toward the buckets stacked in the corner while Joey started dragging one of the men's bodies to clear a space. I grabbed the first bucket I could find and pulled it down. It was heavy, but not unmanageable. I carried it back out into the main space, and Joey followed behind with another. Hannah was still there, waiting for an attacker that never came. It was possible they were waiting for the small fire we'd set to die down, or that they were regrouping and planning on coming in through the kitchen for their second attack.

      Either way, we needed to get the front of the bar closed to business as soon as possible. The plan was to make more of the little bombs, the Molotov cocktails, to have on hand when the mad rush of thugs came through my front door. Now that there was a good bit of flame on the floor near the threshold our defense would be stronger, every Molotov adding to the wall of fire.

      In the back of my mind, however, I knew there was a significant risk — we were literally playing with fire. The smoke alone could be dangerous enough to kill us all, and if Rafe decided he'd figured out what we were working at, he could simply close the doors and let us asphyxiate ourselves. The windows in the side of the building that had been blown out would help vent the smoke, but then we ran into the issue of the fresh oxygen coming in and making our flame and smoke problem bigger.

      All of that meant we had to act fast, but not too fast. If we simply made the front entrance a wall of fire, the men would decide to focus their attack on the kitchen or just wait us out. So we had to be ready, but not stupid.

      “Joey,” I said. “Any way to find out where these guys are? I’m putting something together.”

      “No, unfortunately. The camera line was cut. The one that went to —”

      He stopped. “What?” I asked.

      “They cut the camera line. The one that feeds the monitors and recording system here in the building.”

      “Right, which means there’s no way we can see what they’re up to.”

      “No, it means there’s no way we can see on the monitors what they're up to. When they installed the system, they told me there's a website, too. A place to check the feeds remotely."

      "But the power's out," Hannah said. "That means Internet and WiFi are down, too."

      “Right,” Joey said. “But I’ve still got service.” He held up his phone and showed me the little symbol that apparently meant he was right.

      “Good,” I said. “Give it to Hannah. I need your help with these.”

      He nodded, handing his phone to Hannah after typing in the web address. He told her the username and password and then grabbed his bucket of moonshine.

      I waited for him to join me right in front of the bar, knowing we were exposing ourselves to the possibility of a frontal attack if the men came in now, but also trusting that Hannah was holding the phone with one hand and manning the shotgun with the other.

      “I thought we were making more of the Molotov cocktails with these,” Joey said.

      “We are,” I muttered. “Just not with bottles.”

      He frowned but didn't say more.

      “Move yours over there, by Billy. Tell him to get into the bathroom. We need to check on Shalice anyway.”

      He ran through the center of the room, and I winced, waiting for a shot from the parking lot. None came. They’re on to us, I thought. They know we’ve got a way to defend ourselves.

      They could wait us out, but I knew Rafe wasn’t going to let Billy die. Not before midnight. I checked my watch. 11:46. Fourteen minutes until the money’s gone.

      That meant Rafe was getting antsy. We’d taken out some — half? — of his men, and so far they had nothing to show for it. It would probably take a few minutes for Rafe to get into Billy’s phone and get to what he needed, so I figured we had, at best, ten more minutes before Rafe himself drove a car through the wall and went nuts trying to kill us all.

      So they wouldn’t be waiting us out after all. We were in the endgame, and Rafe knew we’d won so far. We’d held our ground, and we weren’t all dead. He was running out of time — and patience.

      I watched Billy crouch-running back toward the bathroom, his hands on the back of his head like a hostage that had just been released. I saw Joey move toward the front wall of the building.

      “What now?” he asked.

      Before I could answer, Billy’s head poked out from around the corner of the hall. “Mason,” he said.

      I looked over at him.

      “She’s awake.”

      Shalice suddenly appeared as well. She was standing on her own, but Billy held her arm and supported it a bit. She was grimacing, holding her side.

      Joey raced over to her. “Are you — are you okay?” His voice was shaking.

      She nodded. “This bandage is tight as hell, but I can walk.”

      I nodded to myself. The plan is taking shape.

      I glanced over at Hannah to see if she'd made progress. She was squinting down at the phone but seemed to sense that I was staring at her.

      “Anything?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she said. “It’s just hard to see. But from what I can tell, they’re congregating in the parking lot in front of the bar. Rafe’s there, too.”

      “You recognize him?”

      “No, but I saw a man walk over from where the cars are parked on the side of the building. There’s no one left on that side.”

      “And the back?”

      “That’s what I can’t tell,” she said. “Seems like I saw something move back there. Could be one guy, could be two. Could just be a shadow of a tree branch.”

      I thought about this for a moment. Please just be a shadow from a tree branch. I knew Rafe was getting antsy, and we’d already killed a handful of his guys. There wasn’t an unlimited supply, and he couldn’t just wait us out any longer. Maybe he had pulled his team together for one last raid through the front door.

      “Okay, great. Thanks. Keep your eye on the front door. I think that’s where they’re coming from. They decided to focus their forces, make it an all-out attack.”

      The reunited lovebirds looked back at me. “So what now?” Joey asked again.

      I took a deep breath. “Now we leave.”

      “What?”

      “Sorry. Now you leave.”
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      “Mason, I —”

      “Get back behind the bar, get the shotgun, and get Hannah ready to leave. You’re going out the back door. Billy will help Shalice, but I need you and Hannah to fight your way to the woods.”

      “It won’t work, Mason,” Joey said. “He’s going to be watching the bar. All of it.”

      “You heard Hannah,” I said. “There’s only one or two guys in the back, behind the kitchen door. Mostly there to make sure we don’t try to sneak out. But they have no idea we can see them. If we come out guns blazing, especially with the shotgun, we can take them out quickly and get into the woods.”

      “We?”

      “Sorry,” I said. “You.”

      Hannah made a noise. “You’re not going with us?”

      “Rafe’s not going to let me win. He’s coming for me now. Like Billy said an hour ago, it was never really about money, it was about power. Initially, he was interested in the payday, the idea of making millions without much work.

      “But when Billy screwed him, he got pissed. He wanted Billy dead because Billy made him feel like a fool.”

      Billy spoke. “You don’t think he still wants me dead?”

      "Oh, without a doubt, Billy Bob," I said. "But you're no longer the primary target. I’m the one who owns the bar. I’m the one who’s killed a bunch of his men. I’m the one who's made his life a living hell for the last two hours.

      “You all are on his list, for sure. But you’re on it for helping me. He wants me dead.”

      There was silence for a few seconds, and I rechecked my watch. 11:49.

      “So we get to the woods, then what?”

      “Fishbait.”

      Billy, Shalice, and Hannah all looked at each other, but Joey was staring directly at me. He knew exactly what that meant. “Fishbait” was a term I’d come up with long ago, after trying to figure out a way to safely — meaning without the possibility of being detected — dump bodies. Joey or I, after taking out a mark, would head into the woods behind the bar and bring the body to a small, rusting fishing boat I kept tied to a stump.

      From there we’d take the body into the bay, tie it up nice and tight to a couple cinder blocks, bleach it to remove any possibility that it could somehow be traced back to us, and dump it.

      By the time any of the ropes and tape wore down enough to release the body, it wouldn’t be a body anymore but just some heavy bones that would fall to the ocean floor. Anything that could be buoyant would be long gone.

      Hence, “fishbait.”

      Joey knew I wasn’t telling him to dump Shalice, Hannah, and Billy, but to “disappear” them all. They needed to get gone. Billy seemed to think that Rafe’s men were everywhere, snooping from behind every corner. Perhaps that was true, but if Rafe was no longer eyeing Billy for a huge cash prize — or if there was no more Rafe to speak of — no one who worked for him would care about tying up his loose ends.

      I knew enough about how the dark world worked. If we offed Rafe tonight, someone would fill his shoes and take over whatever empire he had left. But they would be stupid to take up arms against his old enemies — especially since those same enemies were ones who’d opened his throne to the next king.

      It would be a risky move, for sure — trusting that I knew enough about people like Rafe to know that he'd be coming for me instead of following the four of them into the woods. But it was worth the risk because it was the only thing I could think of.

      Besides, there was more to the plan. There was unfinished business I had to take care of. But that business was not with Rafe, not with his men, not even with my bar.

      I looked at my ragtag group of bandits, hoping I had made myself clear enough. “Get outside, and get to the boat. They won’t follow you.”

      “And then?”

      “And then Joey will get you both to wherever you need to go.”

      “And then?” Hannah asked.

      I looked directly at her. I paused, unsure of what to say. I took a breath, let it out. Sighed. “And then… We’ll figure it out.”

      She was clearly not satisfied by that answer, but it was the best I could come up with.

      11:50.

      “They’re coming,” I said. “Ten minutes ’til midnight. If Rafe still wants Billy, he’ll do it now.”

      They all stood there, pondering this.

      “Go!” I shouted.

      Joey snapped into action, nearly taking out Billy and Shalice, who were slower to start. They all raced toward the bar and around the side, joined by Hannah and her shotgun. They ran into the kitchen, and I heard Joey whispering some instructions.

      I turned back to the front door, checked the magazine in my pistol, and took another deep breath.

      This is it. Showtime.

      My phone rang.
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      A few things happened at once. The phone was still ringing in my pocket, so I grabbed it — not realizing that I dropped the pistol to my other hand, which was hanging by my side. I turned around at the same time and focused on the front door.

      But in paying attention to my group’s exit through the kitchen, and allowing Hannah to close the connection to the online security feed, I’d not been paying much attention to the front door.

      There were two men inside with me, pointing their guns at me.

      One of them was standing in the growing puddle of moonshine that Joey had dumped, but the flames from the Molotov cocktail were long gone.

      “You’d better get that,” the man on the left said, nodding toward my phone. I slowly started to raise my own weapon, but the man on the right tensed, his pistol dancing from my face to my chest to my face once again. Thug or not, he seemed to be holding it correctly, with two hands, and I could tell this was a can’t-miss shot for him.

      I nodded. Held the phone up to my ear and opened the connection.

      “Mason,” Rafe’s scratchy voice spilled through. “I thought we had a deal.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      He started to laugh. “I had heard that you were suicidal, but I believed that every man has their own self-interest in mind, most of the time.”

      “Most of the time.” I was sneering, and I could tell it was coming through my voice and into the phone. Good, I thought. No reason to pretend I’m not pissed.

      “But I thought you would think better of yourself. Or at least your friends.”

      “What about those friends of mine?” I asked. “They didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Billy —”

      “Bill’s not my friend,” I snapped. “I’m talking about Hannah and Joey. And Shalice, whom you shot, remember?”

      I tried to sound frantic, as if I were taken aback, surprised. He would have no way of knowing that Shalice was still alive; she'd been hit in the parking lot, and Joey had retrieved her.

      “So she is alive,” he said. “That is good. Or bad. At least for you. Now we get to kill her all over again. What a waste, Mason. All of this could have been avoided.”

      We were doing the dance now, I knew. Physically and mentally, both maneuvering over the phone with the six-and-a-half minutes he had left while I was physically maneuvering with the men standing guard at the front door through the central open area of my bar, acting like I was pacing as I conferred with their boss.

      They held their gaze and their weapons steady, locked on me at all times, but I found I was able to move in erratic concentric circles, sweeping wider and wider until I was almost entirely to one side of the bar, near the wide column that I'd hidden behind during the first rush of the front door.

      I just needed to get out of no-mans-land in the middle, where I'd be a fish in a barrel for the thugs. Having something to hide behind was just icing on the cake, but I knew they'd be stupid to allow me to drift that far from them.

      Sure enough, they both began walking over, standing far enough away that I couldn’t spring into action and run at them before they’d be able to get a shot off, but close enough that the guy on the right, who I assumed had been trained, wouldn’t miss. But I’d gotten them where I’d wanted them, for now anyway. Both men stood facing me, nearly shoulder to shoulder, waiting as I negotiated with their boss for the last time.

      "It could have been avoided, Rafe. You never should have gotten me involved in this."

      “Perhaps. But I know what you are, Mason.”

      I didn’t respond. Let him talk, I thought. It’s his time he’s wasting.

      “Billy screwed me, and I’m going to kill him for that. He knows it was never about the money — I’ll find some way to get it back. But money is funny, you know. It seems to be there when we need it. Just enough of it to get the job done.”

      My mind immediately flashed to the secret spot off the highway leading north, just outside of town, where I used to have a drop point with my old man. He was my informer, my "marker," as we called it. He'd call in the marks, drop off enough money — just enough to get the next job done, sometimes — and I'd verify and take them out. The money was good, but it always seemed to run out just before the next big payday came in.

      I knew it at the time, but hearing Rafe explain it made it that much more real. The money was sort of a way for my old man to keep me in check. He’d use it to control me, to keep me in the game long after I wanted out. He’d even told me as much before he died. You can leave this work, but this work can never leave you. It’s never the end, son. There’s always more.

      He’d died in the bay, floating facedown from either the explosion or drowning. I never cared enough to check. They’d fished him out like they’d done with all the other debris and flotsam from the massive cargo freighter explosion that had been mostly my fault, but I didn’t care to watch them tag and bag him and get my confirmation. I’d already seen him dead. And besides — I wasn’t about to turn myself to a government organization and subject myself to the endless barrage of questioning and nagging about my involvement. They didn’t know I was part of it all, and I preferred to keep it that way.

      But there was no hiding from this one. The bank had my name on the mortgage here. Everyone in town knew this was my place. It wasn't a secret that I came with a past, but now that past had come full-circle, and I wasn't going to be able to walk away from it.

      “I don’t need money, Rafe,” I said, my voice quieter now.

      “I know you don’t, Mason. And I know you’re not stupid enough to expect it from me. And I know you’re not stupid enough to think that that’s what I’m talking about.”

      I stopped pacing. The two grunts pulled tighter together, their weapons still drawn and aimed at me. Two more men filed through the door, apparently checking things out since they hadn’t heard gunshots in a few minutes. I stole a glance at my watch.

      Four minutes ’til midnight.
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      I hadn’t heard gunshots either, and I wondered if Joey and the group had made it out yet. Were they waiting in the kitchen for the right moment, or were they halfway through the woods yet?

      The two newbies started poking around. They could obviously see that I was the only one in view, but they had no idea where the others were. One of them walked toward the bathroom, keeping his pistol up and aimed at me as he passed. The other man started poking around behind the bar. I couldn’t help but bristle. Bartenders hate when people walk behind their bars. It’s a sanctuary. Even in the situation I was in, the guy pissed me off. At least ask, asshole.

      I thought he was looking for Hannah and the others, but he was staring at the wall of booze. He reached up to the top shelf and pulled down a Laphroaig. Good choice, mate, I thought. He poured himself a glass — a full glass, nonetheless — and raised it to me before taking a sip.

      I shook my head as I waited for the reason for Rafe’s call.

      “It’s going to be midnight soon,” he continued, “but I’m no longer interested in Billy’s money. Now it’s the principle of the thing.”

      “And what thing is that?” I asked.

      “I’ve been wronged, and I intend to make it right. By killing you.”

      I sucked in a breath of air. This was what I suspected, but I hadn’t considered that there was still more to the story. “This isn’t just about Billy, then. Or that I’ve thrown a wrench in your plans.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      Before I could speak again, Rafe himself walked in, surrounded by still two more men. Now there were seven inside — that had to be all of them.

      He hung up the phone and put it back into his pocket, then took a look around. “A bit dumpy, wouldn’t you say?”

      “There’s usually a lot less death in here,” I said. “But I haven’t had a lot of time to clean.”

      Rafe walked over to the bar, where his man seemed to think of himself as a bartender. He was even acting the part, wiping down the bar top with a rag that had been soaking in butane. Rafe stood there for a second, and his thug poured him a massive glass of the Laphroaig. Rafe sniffed it, then held it to his lips, and finally set the glass on a barstool.

      “I don’t drink,” he said. “Did you know that?”

      “Before about four hours ago, I didn’t even know who the hell you were,” I answered. “And you know what? My life was better then. I’d sure love to go back to that time.”

      “You rile people up, Mason. That’s your superpower. I’ve watched you, from afar, for about a year now. I heard about you a while before that. My men told me, ‘there’s a man who’s a vigilante. Taking out marks for money, down in Edisto Beach.’”

      “Neat story, asshole.”

      “But I didn’t care. Edisto Beach? A tiny island? And your marks — these people you took you — good riddance. I was happy to see them gone. Most of the time it meant fewer pedophiles, miscreants, the dirt of the population. Sometimes it meant one less enemy in my way. I was glad to see them gone. In a sense, you were working for me, but I didn’t have to pay you.”

      “I was self-employed.”

      “That’s not what your daddy said.”

      I gritted my teeth. Damn, he knows how to get to a man. I hadn’t cared for my old man for as long as I could remember — since he’d run off and left my mom and me to care for my little brother — and if he hadn’t enticed me into taking an offer I couldn’t refuse, literally, I wouldn’t have even known him as an adult. “My father’s dead. You know that, too.”

      Rafe nodded, slowly, pushing his finger around the rim of the glass. “He is. And soon you will be, too.  You see Mason, the thing about death is that it’s like a disease. It passes around a population, spreading quickly. It is difficult to wipe away. Difficult to stop.”

      I walked over to Rafe. His guys looked at me, stared me down even, but I wasn’t worried about one of the idiots popping off a shot. If Rafe had wanted them to kill me, they’d have done it already. God knows they tried.

      No, now Rafe wanted me for himself. I knew it, he knew I knew it, and we both knew it was going to end here, now. I sat down in one of the chairs at the bar. Took my time with it, making sure Rafe and his grunts knew I didn’t give a shit about their stupid cause.

      “Cut the bullshit, Rafe. You’ve got a grunt working for you. Doing the sort of thing I did, the sort of thing you can’t come back from. The sort of thing you don’t want any competition for.” I grabbed his overpoured scotch and held it up, examining the color. “That about the long and short of it?”

      He nodded. “Pretty much. My guy got a bit frustrated some of our… clients, if you will, were not interested in paying the prices they used to pay.”

      “Not my problem,” I said.

      “No, I suspect not. Not directly, at least.”

      "And, good news: I'm not in the game anymore."

      “See,” Rate said. “I might believe that — hell, I did believe that — about a month ago, before all of this started. But now we’re here. And I wouldn’t be here if our friend Billy hadn’t come down here. To find you.”

      “I don’t care who the hell Billy thinks I am. I’m not in the game anymore.”

      “You see, Mason,” Rafe said. “In my line of work, there’s distrusting people, and then there’s not needing to trust people. Sometimes I get tired of trying to figure out who I distrust the most, and at that point, it's time to stop trying to trust them altogether."

      “You keep talking in riddles.”

      “I’m going to kill you, Mason.”

      I laughed. “You know, I got that part.”

      “Well that’s the only part, actually,” he said. “That’s why I’m — that’s why we’re all — here.”

      “Again, got that. Thing is, I’m not quite sure I’m ready to go.”

      “We all die at some point, Mason.”

      I blinked, looked down at the drink, then took another sip. “Yeah, no, I understand that better than anyone. I meant I wasn’t ready to go on your terms.”

      Rate raised an eyebrow. “They did tell me you were arrogant.”

      “I’d say three looks in the mirror away from full-on narcissist.”

      “Well, in that case, I’m not opposed to other terms. You die, my guy’s happy, I get to go home.”

      “And Billy?”

      “He’s long gone by now, isn’t he?” Rafe asked.

      “Hope so.”

      “Figured as much.” He sniffed. “I’ve got four guys left with me here. Overkill, I’d say, except that I started this evening with three times that. That pisses me off. So I’m going to stay here until you’re dead.”

      I shrugged. “Fine with me.”

      “So those are your terms. You do it however you want, as long as it’s done. Because I’m a nice guy.”

      “One of the best.”

      He stood up. “I’ll wait. Any funny business, my guys do it. Got it?”

      I stood up to stand eye-to-eye with the man who’d brought hell down onto my little piece of paradise. “I got it. Before we get on with this, though…”

      I walked over to the bar, Rafe’s two grunts with guns shadowing me the whole time. They wanted to make sure I wasn’t reaching for a pistol or bottle or anything I might use as a weapon. I wasn’t, but I did reach to the drawer beneath the point-of-sale tablet I had at the counter and opened it. Inside I kept a few cigars. Nothing fancy, but some robustos from Nicaragua Joey had picked up for a special occasion.

      I figured tonight, of all nights, counted as a special occasion.

      I offered one to Rafe, who refused. “I don’t smoke, either.”

      “You’re just this pleasant all on your own?” I asked. “No substances to help you out?”

      He smirked but didn't seem terribly amused.

      I walked back over to Rafe after retrieving another lighter from the bar. Hope this works, I thought. I didn’t care about my own safety; I wanted these goons gone. For good.

      I walked a few feet over to the middle of the room, right in the spot that, less than an hour earlier, would have put me in full view of the parking lot — and the gunmen — outside. I saw the moon, bolstered by the streetlamp, leaking through the gunshot holes in my bar, falling even more heavily through the wide-open crags that used to be windows on the north wall.

      My last stand, I thought. My bar, my terms.

      I turned around and looked at Rafe. I saw the three men behind him, felt the presence of the lone man guarding the door behind me, and I closed my eyes.

      Then I flicked the lighter's ignitor, and the entire world erupted around me.
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      Everything was orange, white, yellow, red. Everything was hot. Fire, actually. A lot of it.

      My body was in the air. I saw the ceiling of my bar, nearly hit it, then spun and saw the floor, far away down below me.

      Then it wasn’t so far below me. I raced downward, hit it, realized it wasn’t my floor at all but more fire, flames licking up and around and covering and consuming me.

      Then I heard the sound. It was ear-splitting, partly due to the low booming of the explosion and partly from the effect of having all the air sucked out of the room and turned into a monstrous fireball.

      The man at the door had been standing nearly on top of the half-empty bucket of high wines, and he seemed to just go from being very interested in what I was about to do one second to being very interested in getting outside the next.

      Trouble was the flames had gotten to the door first, decided they liked it, and made it their own. He couldn’t get anywhere near it, but within a second or two he was dead anyway.

      I was on the floor — the real floor — now, and I spun around to keep moving, to keep the flames from really getting me, and I saw the three other men and Rafe struggling against their own small battle of fire.

      I’d been watching the high wines seep out for minutes now, so I’d seen that the high spot in the room was, ironically, right in the middle of it. Right where it was usually most dangerous to stand was, now, the safest place.

      Safe, of course in this sense, was a very relative term.

      I'd turned what I knew about the high wines — namely, the extremely high alcohol content and the fact that the liquid itself isn't the flammable thing — and turned it into a little science experiment. The liquid wasn't flammable, but the fumes were explosive. The old adage about gasoline that a lit cigarette dropped into a tank of gas won't cause an explosion is true. It's because the little nub of a spark on the end of it isn't an actual open flame, so the fumes don't ignite. By the time it reaches the liquid itself, it simply gets smothered and goes out.

      Not that I recommend trying it at home.

      But I wasn’t at home, and I wasn’t trying to smother the flames — I was trying to use them to my advantage. By letting the moonshine run around the outside perimeter of the room, it began to release vapors everywhere, which had caused the explosion. The subsequent fires were from the vapors and fumes from the remaining liquid — essentially a gasoline fire that surrounded me now. I hoped it would last long enough to block the exits.

      So far it had worked, aside from getting launched into the air and then smacked back down onto my hard faux-wood floor, all the while trying to put out the flames that had latched onto my clothing and did their best to multiply.

      Rafe was near the bar and, therefore, nearest to me and the high ground, so he fared best in the explosion. The initial blast had thrown him back to the bar, where he'd gotten entangled with a couple of the barstools. The flames licked around the feet of the stools, up and around Rafe, and dispersed when the vapors had all been exhausted. The initial shock of the explosion and the resultant crack against the bar seemed to have been more of an issue for Rafe than the fire itself, but I could now see the flames growing back toward the bar, leaping and floating around the foot of the bar as they grew in intensity.

      And I knew that within two minutes, the entire place would be raging. The heat was already rising, my brow was dripping with sweat, and I felt my face flush, hot.

      The two men who'd been standing behind Rafe, near the kitchen, fared worst. One was dead immediately, the explosion sending him into the doorframe, where his head met the hardwood at a pace far faster than a head should be impacted. I hadn't seen it myself, but judging by the crumpled mess of man and blood lying in a heap just outside of the kitchen told me all I needed to know.

      The second man had seen what I was about to do, and — impressively — had tried to get a head start. He dived for the blasted-out window near him, but the force of the detonation pushed his body sideways as he sailed through the air and essentially broke it in half on the destroyed section of wall. He was now groaning in pain, his back broken and shards of glass poking out of his skin, and the flames had begun to consume him as well.

      I turned in a quick circle. In a moment of terror, feeling the intensity of the flames as they began to latch onto the wood bar and gain purchase, I’d changed my mind and decided that dying in a fiery blaze was a far more painful way to go than I’d thought.

      The problem was that there was nowhere to go. I’d purposefully set myself up here, in the center of the room, so I’d have the best chance to kill Rafe on my terms, but that meant I’d be sacrificing my own life for the privilege. At the time I’d made the decision, I’d assumed it was the only way out — the only way to end it all for everyone involved.

      I still believed that, but now I wished there had been another way.

      I thought of Hannah, of her future. How long would she wait for me? Would Joey convince her to give up?

      Would Joey himself give up? Would they stay in the boat, watching the flames dying out over the darkness of the forest, or would they already be paddling Billy and Shalice to safety, already having forgotten about me?

      I wondered why I hadn’t considered all these questions before — before I’d decided to turn my bar into a self-contained bomb. I wondered why I’d ignored my instinctual desire to think about the people I loved in favor of thinking about nothing but destroying this man and myself in the process.

      I wondered a lot of things in that split-second before the realization hit me: there wouldn’t be any wondering in about three seconds. All the wondering I’d ever done would be over, all the thinking and processing and wondering I ever wanted to do would never happen.

      No.

      I felt a sudden urge to win. Defeating Rafe had been my only goal — and judging by the amount of fire that was working its way toward his unconscious figure, it seemed as though I had achieved that goal. I had been prepared to go down with my ship, to do whatever it took to take out a man like Rafe, no matter the cost.

      But then I saw Hannah’s face in my mind. Her perfect, beautiful face. Those huge eyes and small smile, waiting for me. Hoping I was okay. She was out there, wondering about things as well.

      I looked at Rafe once more and decided I'd won. That was enough. Winning was a construct, an emotion, and I decided to feel it. I didn't care about this guy anymore, and it pissed me off knowing that he'd had the power over me to force my hand.

      There was still the problem of getting out, of course. The flames were crawling up the twin columns, toward the ceiling, and all along every wall until they were completely covering the wood.

      Except for one spot, where one of the windows had been blown inward from the grenades from earlier, and the enlarged hole in the wall still had enough room for someone to dive through.

      I started running. The heat from the flames was beginning to burn, but my throat was constricting from the amount of smoke pouring up and into the room. I had only five or six strides to go, but my body was weary, my lungs gasping for air that wasn’t there and working to find a strength that didn’t seem to be there either.

      Three more strides, I told myself. Three more.

      Two more.

      I heard the shots before I felt them, but I didn’t have time to turn around.

      They slammed into my back. One just above my tailbone, and the second just to the right, probably somewhere near my spleen.

      I fell, one stride away from the window. One stride away from my salvation. My freedom.

      One stride away from Hannah.

      I felt the blood in my mouth, spat it out. It sizzled when it hit the floor, and I wondered if I, too, was sizzling. I couldn’t feel it if I were, and I didn’t hear anything.

      My head turned, looking back through the smoke and flames to see Rafe, standing where I’d been in the center of the room only a moment before. He had a gun in his hand, and his face was covered in blood.

      But he was alive.

      He was breathing heavily and seemed to not be able to stand correctly. He was swaying, or maybe it was the wall of fire I was looking through that made it seem that way.

      I tried to crawl forward but stopped. The pain was too much. The heat had seemed to creep inside me, finding the open gunshot wounds and venturing into my body and start burning me from the inside out. It was unbearable, and yet I couldn't do a thing about it. I was stranded there, My killer behind me and my freedom fewer than five feet away.

      And I knew I was going to die here.

      I watched Rafe, tried to see what his next move was.

      He was laughing.

      A slow, low chuckle, somehow still reaching my ears over the cacophony of the raging inferno. He had the gun in his hands still, but he wasn’t using it. It was hanging there by his side.

      He looked at me, and then I knew. I knew he knew. He knew he’d won, and that my goal — kill both of us — had become his goal.

      Yet he was going to achieve it instead of me. He’d taken the high ground, pulled the trigger, and ended it for me.

      I tried again to pull myself forward but failed. I could feel the flames starting to reach my skin, to envelope it. I focused on Rafe’s face, and then it simply disappeared.

      The beam supporting the roof of my bar had failed, falling straight down onto Rafe's already wounded head. The entire wall of fire between us tripled in size, and so did the heat. I felt it on my face, on the whites of my eyes. I felt it in my nose, my mouth. The blast was quick and seemed to pass over me and out to the parking lot, and the return to the previous level of heat and flames was a welcome one.

      I closed my eyes, wondering what Hannah was thinking, and tried to see her. I tried to picture her.

      But all I saw was darkness, illuminated into an orange glow by the rage just in front of my face.

      I’m sorry, Hannah.
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      Hannah watched the waves hit the sides of the boats that were moored at Eddy’s Beach Bar and Grill. They all swayed in unison, and she tried to predict the directions they’d bounce with each passing wave.

      None of the three boats currently docked even had a sail wrapped around the mast, each boater likely deciding that the calm, still waters of the bay were better navigated using motors and fuel instead of wind and sails. She turned her head and brushed aside a stray strand of hair that had fallen into her face.

      It was hot, the sticky kind of hot that only a humid, midsummer evening in South Carolina could bring. She wished she could just run and jump into the water, splash around, and act like a carefree young girl once again.

      But she couldn’t. She hadn’t been in the mood to run, or jump, or splash. And she was far from carefree.

      A young couple left the bar, heading toward the dock, and she wondered if one of the small yachts was theirs. They were laughing, holding one another, and swaying as their hips bounced into one another, part-dance and part flirtation. She heard the strains of a country-western band from inside before the door to the bar closed once again.

      The couple settled at the end of the dock and sat, their feet dangling down to the water below. The man’s feet almost touched. Hannah watched them for a moment longer, then turned to walk back to the bar.

      Joey’s face surprised her when she did.

      “Hey,” he said. “Got you one of those beers you liked. At least, I thought you liked them. They’re —”

      “It’s fine,” she said, turning the bottle around in her hand. “They didn’t have much to choose from.”

      “No,” Joey said. “They didn’t.” She took a long sip of beer, and Joey waited for her to finish before speaking again. “You see Shalice?”

      Hannah nodded. “It was good to catch up. Glad she’s healing well.”

      Joey smiled. "Wish she was healing a bit faster if you know what I mean." He winked, but Hannah only mustered a tiny grin.

      Shalice had joined Hannah earlier that day at Eddy’s, and the two had shared a brief, quiet beer inside. The music had been deafening, but Hannah knew that neither of the women would be feeling like doing much talking, anyway.

      Joey had had to work, so he’d joined Hannah at the restaurant later, after Shalice had left for a physical therapy appointment. Now it was just the two of them, standing together in Eddy’s outdoor picnic area as the sun prepared to set over the restaurant.

      Joey took a drink from his own beer, then turned to Hannah.

      “He would have wanted this, you know.”

      Hannah frowned. “Wanted what?”

      “Wanted us to move on. Wanted us to be happy.”

      “I’m not happy.”

      Joey winced. “I — I know. I’m just saying he would have wanted you to be.”

      “That’s cliche,” Hannah said. “Everyone wants to be happy. Why wouldn’t they? So everyone wants everyone else to be happy. If you care about someone, that’s true.”

      Joey paused, looking at the water for a moment before turning directly toward Hannah. “As hard as it is to understand, he did this for you.”

      Hannah scoffed. “Yeah? Killing yourself because you love someone? Sounds a little twisted to —”

      “He didn’t kill himself, Hannah. We don’t know what happened in there. They never —”

      “I know, I know,” Hannah said. “They didn’t find any bodies. That’s the thing about fires — everything’s either burned to a crisp or just gone completely.”

      Hannah closed her eyes, fighting back the tears. There probably weren’t any left, but she turned away from Joey and took a few steps toward the water, just in case. She remembered the moment they’d seen the fire, the smoke billowing from above the tree line while they were out on the water, the dark black particles barely juxtaposed against the lighter night sky.

      She saw the orange glow of the far-off flames, and she knew.

      It was a few days later when she saw the headlines and her worst fears had been confirmed. The firefighters had gotten there within minutes, but there was nothing they could do to salvage the building — or anything inside of it.

      Since the entire ordeal was a crime scene, details hadn't been released about who exactly had been inside, but clues in the newspaper stories hinted that it had involved some sort of crime ring altercation and that those involved had all perished in the blaze.

      Hannah and Joey had rowed Billy and Shalice across the small inlet to the wooded area on the opposite bank, where they’d pulled the boat ashore and taken Shalice to Joey’s apartment, where she’d healed from her gunshot wound. The bullet had gone straight through, providing a relatively clean wound, and Joey stood by, ready with antibiotics in case of infection, but no hospital trip had been needed.

      Billy, for his part, stayed with them the entire time, ensuring that Joey and Hannah had the funds and provisions to care for Shalice without needing to bring her to a hospital. As soon as her recovery seemed imminent, he went on his way, claiming to be headed to somewhere “in the islands,” though he wouldn’t give further details. Within a week after his departure, however, Joey and Hannah both found a mysterious wire transfer in their name, originating from the Cayman Islands and in an amount that seemed unreasonably high, even considering the situation.

      Neither Joey nor Hannah had mentioned the amount to one another, and both had shied away from discussing details of that night with one another. The bank that had owned the mortgage on Mason’s bar had cashed the insurance policy, then auctioned off the proceeds from the sale of Mason’s few belongings, namely his yacht, the Wassamassaw. They placed the balance in an account to disperse to whatever next of kin they would be able to find, as Mason hadn’t prepared a will or any executor instructions.

      To them, it represented a hard break, a restart, a do-over. After Shalice had healed completely, she and Joey had talked about moving somewhere farther south.

      “We’re doing it,” Joey said, finally.

      “Doing what?”

      “Moving.”

      Hannah raised an eyebrow. She felt sad, though she knew this was inevitable.

      “Found a tiny little place in Florida, off the beaten path a bit.” He laughed, then continued. “It’s… pretty backwoods, and it might end up being a bit redneck, but still.”

      “An Italian in paradise,” Hannah said, joining in his laugh.

      “Something like that.”

      “Good for you,” she said. “I’m happy for you guys.”

      He nodded. “You should consider it, too. There’s plenty of cheap land around there, you know. You could have your little —”

      “Joey,” she said. “Thanks, but… I don’t know. I’m not sure what’s next. I’ve been gone, you know. Europe and all that, and before that, my dad. I think it’s a bit much right now.”

      “Makes sense. Still, if you ever want to visit, or stay for a while, you’ve got our number.”

      “Yes,” she said. “Thank you.”

      She leaned forward and kissed his cheek. They embraced, and Hannah held Joey for as long as she felt was appropriate before pulling away.

      As she did, she watched the horizon, seeing the gentle waves near the dock turn into a long, slow blur of ocean, and noticed a few boats out on the water. Two were smaller sailboats, one with its mainsail deployed and the other anchored, likely having decided to pull in for the night and rest on the water.

      The third was farther out, heading south across her vision, and she squinted to see it more clearly. It was too far away to discern the actual shape of it, but she could see that it was a luxury cruiser, the sort of twin-engine beast she’d come to know well. It looked low and sleek on the water from that distance, but she recognized the profile and knew it was a tri-level yacht, complete with a rear deck and upper lookout.

      It seemed to be moving quickly, pushing hard to beat the setting sun, and she wondered where it was headed.

      Joey saw her gaze, watched the yacht for a moment, then put his arm around her shoulder. He gave it a gentle squeeze, then turned away and headed back up the pathway to the restaurant.

      She watched the yacht for another minute, until it was almost out of sight over the darkening horizon, then sighed.

      She closed her eyes, feeling a bit of sea breeze picking up and blowing her hair across her face, and she smelled the ocean. The salty air hung around her, and she heard the cackles of a few gulls flying nearby.

      When she opened her eyes, the yacht was gone.
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      If you liked this book (or even if you hated it…) write a review or rate it. You might not think it makes a difference, but it does.

      Besides actual currency (money), the currency of today’s writing world is reviews. Reviews, good or bad, tell other people that an author is worth reading.

      As an “indie” author, I need all the help I can get. I’m hoping that since you made it this far into my book, you have some sort of opinion on it.

      Would you mind sharing that opinion? It only takes a second.

      
        
        Nick Thacker

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Classy Drinks for Classy People

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A preview…

      

      

      Well, you’ve read the stories about me, but did you know that I’ve been dabbling in writing as well?

      That’s right — me, Mason Dixon. Author. Has a nice ring to it.

      Before the events in the book you just read, I’d been working on a bartender manual called Classy Drinks for Classy People. It’s part tongue-in-cheek drinking history, and part recipe book for classy parties.

      Get your copy now, or read on to get a taste for what you can expect (see what I did there?).

      Purchase your copy of Classy Drinks for Classy People here.
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      I’ve been drinking a long time. Not quite as long as I’ve been alive, but very likely as long as you’ve been alive. Much of that drinking time in the early years was spent holding warm, foamy light beer in red Solo cups, swaying at the end of a card table while trying to force my eyes to focus long enough to launch my ping-pong ball on the most non-drunk trajectory I could muster. Drinking, thus, was a medium for something more important — engagement and social interaction.

      As I grew older, my priorities changed. My drinking habits followed suit. Red Solo cups grew into objects made of real glass, the Light Natural Urine Ice beers grew legs and became vodka sodas, flavored martinis, and lemon drop shots. The social interactions became purposeful events: how to meet her, how to get to know him, how to not seem like a fool.

      Marriage happened and again the setting changed. The glasses took on specific shapes depending on what was being poured into them (and who was coming to visit), the relationships and interactions became even more targeted (who was coming to visit), and the garishly decorated and cloyingly sweet beverages matured into simply their base spirits served on the rocks (depending on who was coming to visit).

      As happy as I was, life found a way to change things up yet again. I became a cynical, sarcastic, bitter old man, or as I like to call it: a wisened sage. My drinking preferences grew old with me, and now I find myself sipping Cognac (always spelled with a capital “C” because it’s a place, you barbarian) from a palm-warmed thin-walled tulip. I pour a finger-and-a-half of bourbon (not capitalized, because place doesn’t matter nearly as much when it comes to bourbon. There has only been one distillery active in Bourbon County, Kentucky, since 1919) when I’m sipping in my study (the gross old couch in my apartment’s living room), and that extra half-finger is for to counteract the giant cube of frozen water I add. I might enjoy a Scotch-like whisky from Japan neat, a Barbados rum with a cinnamon stick stirrer, or a heavy agave-laden tequila from the hills of Mexico. I’m not terribly particular about the type of drink I’m enjoying, but I’m terribly particular about the quality of it.

      And quality goes beyond just the spirit itself. Everything from the glass used to the ice added to the way it’s imbibed — strawed, sipped, slurped, or anything in-between — is critical. It’s history in a glass. Or a coffee cup, or a tin, or a faux-copper mug imported from China to make your (also fake) Moscow Mules.

      I’m a fan of mixology, but I’m not a fan of mixology for mixology’s sake. What I mean by that is I like good drinks. I’m a huge fan of figuring out how to make a drink taste better, and be an overall better experience for the drinker. But I don’t unnecessarily garnish — no flowers just because they look purty. No skewered cornucopias of pineapple, maraschino cherries, and orange slices in my Mai Tais, and no inch-deep sludge of macerated cherry-blueberry-lime mush at the bottom of my Old Fashioned. I want to drink good things, and I want my customers to drink good things, and that’s that. If it doesn’t make it taste better it doesn’t go in my drinks.

      People have come to expect this sort of “quality control” from me. They visit me to get to the root of a drink. The essence of the elixir. The the clarity of the concoction. They don’t come in expecting two dollar you-call-its, because they know that what I’ll call it is a “get out right now.”

      That said, I’m an easy guy. If you want a real drink, made the right way, I’m the guy to ask. I’m happy to oblige your requests, within reason. Never tasted a blackberry Old Fashioned? You’re missing out, and I’d be more than happy to whip one right up. But if you ask for your Old Fashioned seasoned with those  fake red nuclear cherries and topped with a spritzer of soda, because “that’s how Granddad made them,” then I’m sorry. You’re wrong. (Sorry Wisconsin).

      So if you’re here to learn a little about mixology from a guy who’s seen or done most of it, I’m your guy. If you’re here to cut through the crap, to learn how the masters and the legends the guys that actually invented this stuff did it, I’m your guy.

      At the same time, I fully recognize that you’re most likely not a bartender. You’re probably not interested in spending your last two months’ worth of paychecks at the liquor store in order to fill your home bar with every obscure liqueur and every shade of dryness of sherries and vermouths in order to make a thousand-ingredient-long drink recipe.

      You just want to impress yourself and your spouse, and occasionally a friend or three. You want a good drink that lends itself to smooth enjoyment, welcomes discussion, and brings people together. You may not be classy, but you want to feel classy.

      This book is for you.

      Let’s start at the beginning, shall we?

      Think about how you usually go about making a drink. You must first determine what you want to drink. A daiquiri? Margarita, maybe? Switch styles altogether and go for a rum and Coke? Get crazy and try to replicate that Fuzzy Navel shot you had in South Padre thirty years ago?

      Easy — you know what you want, then you go and find a recipe for it by typing it into a search engine on your phone. Or you wait a few minutes and totally forget about it because the lasagna’s about to burn, opting instead for that open can of beer that’s already in the fridge. Hell, why dig through an ancient piece of furniture to find the single bottle of rum (just rum, not Jamaican rum, or Cuban, or — God help you — coconut-flavored “rum”).

      Besides, it’s all the way in the other room.

      But the thought doesn’t go away. You’re at the supermarket. You remember last weekend with the gals, and aside from Lucy and her ridiculous laugh, it wasn’t an overly annoying night! You might even do it again next month! You had fun, actually. You even told them that next time you’d whip up a batch of mojitos — the ‘Perfect Summer Drink,’ you remember reading on Pinterest.

      So there you are in the supermarket recalling your glory days and what’s that? Right across the way from the off-brand diet sodas? A whole shelf full of mixers and drink starters. Everything from I Can’t Believe It’s Not Margarita Mix to pre-squeezed-and-somehow-maybe-it’s-magic-but-it’s-a-whole-bottle-of-it “real” lime juice. Pineapple juice that promises to wait at least a few months before it starts to go bad? Check. Cosmopolitan mix that urges you toward its beckoning curves? You know it.

      Then you spot it on the bottom shelf (but that’s just for picking out Scotch, right? Surely “bottom shelf” doesn’t mean anything in a supermarket?), but it’s there. “Mojito mix,” right there on the label. They even put the quotes around the words for you, so they won’t get sued for false advertising.

      Lime(y something), preservatives, and sugar. A dash of mint-flavored juice (essential oil?), and shake it all up with your favorite (read: that dusty bottle from the bottom of Granny’s bequeathed furniture) rum, and you’ve got…

      Mojitos. Or is that… “mojitos?”

      Emphasis on the question mark.

      Something seems off, but you’re not sure what it is.

      You’ve had a mojito before, but it was after you’d already had six Mai Tais and a Bahama Mama when the guy at the bar in that place you’ve all but forgotten about that was probably Mexico whose head was perpetually shaking tried to coax you to a more reasonable — and respectable — drink choice. It was your honeymoon, after all, and you were going to… wait for it… get slammered.

      You did.

      You felt great.

      Or something. You definitely felt something the next day.

      But after the hangover wore off and the pictures were deleted, you kept that one special memory: “I like to drink Mojitos because the fancy guy at the bar told me in Spanish that I would like it.”

      So you grab for the mojito mix without thinking twice about it. Check out and go home, and whip up a batch.

      Again, something’s… different. You’re not wasted this time: maybe that’s it. Intelligently, you decide to drink fourteen of them in rapid succession, because that’s how the scientific method works (as you remember it from middle school chemistry class), and you need to set up the experiment exactly as the control specified.

      Still, something’s wrong. Not horribly wrong, but definitely something in the realm of okay-I’ll-drink-this-but-I-don’t-want-Lucy-to-because-she’ll-do-that-snorty-laugh-crap sort of wrong.

      Dammit Lucy.

      Lucy ruined your store-bought mojito.

      It’s okay, though. I’m here to help.

      I’m here to take your Faux-jito back out of Lucy’s sweaty fingers. Reclaim it for what it’s worth: an actual, real summertime pleasure.

      I’ll show you how to make it (hint: it involves three of the same ingredients we mentioned earlier. Most importantly, it leaves out something that rhymes with ‘preburvatives.’ I’ll also show you how to mix it. How to serve it. What to serve it in. When to serve it. When to think about it. When not to think about it. What to listen to when drinking it.

      And, maybe, even more.

      You’ll learn the basics of what a good drink is, and what you need to do to make sure it’ll taste as awesomely samely every single time, no matter how ‘slammered’ you get. Everyone at your parties will hail you as their official Drink Chief or Chiefess, handing you empty glasses and demanding that you pour them another, all night long.

      You’ll even learn a few of the tricks of the trade, the sort of thing that take drink-making from the miserable dregs of pseudo-housekeeping into the realms of Navy Seal-level awesomeness. You’ll learn how to mix drinks quickly, efficiently, and perfectly, making sure your concoctions are the same no matter if you’re making one for the hubby or twenty for the Bunco group that meets every other Thursday in your too-small living room.

      You’ll be a pro, or at least you’ll look like one. And that’s all that matters, right?

      It’ll be fun, unlike Lucy before she’s drunk.

      It’ll be like your honeymoon, but you’ll remember (most of) it.

      Ready?
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        Ingredients

      

      

      First things first: Let’s talk about what goes in the drinks you want to create. The stuff you’ll want to have on hand for those random drop-ins from friends and family. The stuff you’ll want to just buy whenever you’re doing the grocery shopping because it’s cheap, easy to find, and can last a little while in the fridge.

      Regardless of how much drinking you do, there’s not a lot of money required to get into having a decent setup for just about any occasion. People tend to either not buy fresh ingredients because they drink too much — they don’t want to be going to the grocery store for limes every ten minutes — or because they don’t drink often enough to make it worthwhile.

      This is exactly why the mixers, “just-add-whatever” mixes, and pre-mades got popular. They know you can store a bottle of lemony sugar water in the fridge a lot longer than you can store lemons. And the price seems right.

      But again, to reference the introduction (and beat a proverbial dead horse), you don’t like mixers. You don’t like pre-made drinks. You think you do, but you are wrong. I am right, so listen to me.

      And it might surprise you how little you can made do with. Ready?

      Here’s what every aspiring mixologist’s kitchen needs to have, in terms of fresh ingredients:

      - Limes

      - Lemons

      Did you get all that?

      Now, you cheapskates out there (looking at you, Lucy) might think something along the lines of, “aw, well, citrus is citrus, and when I bake tilapia I just use whichever one I have on hand.”

      Stop it.

      Stop thinking that.

      Lemons are not limes. And limes are definitely not lemons. Limes are probably more unlike lemons than lemons are unlike limes, though (don’t worry it, it’s science).

      You need both, but — good news — if you live in a place that rhymes with Juhmurica and it’s not 1950, lemons and limes are copious and affordable.

      Last I checked, I’m nowhere near where limes and lemons are born, and they’re still like eight-hundred-for-a-dollar. Or at least six for a dollar. If you need a dollar, send me an email — I’d be glad to spot you, just so I can watch your head explode when you try a real Whiskey Sour for the first time.

      Now, let’s get a bit more down and dirty.

      There are other things you’ll probably want on hand, but there’s a good chance you already them. Things like:

      - Eggs

      - Oranges

      - Mint leaves

      - Some sort of berries (strawberry, raspberry, blueberry, chokeberry, dingleberry)

      - Lemon-line soda

      …And that’s it.

      Seriously — making fine cocktails is an art as much as it is a science, but there’s a universal truth that I just made up about it: use the finest ingredients and it doesn’t really matter what the hell is in it.

      If you start with some fresh, real fruit, add in some not-shitty liquor, and pop an ice cube or three, you’ll have a drink. It might not win a mixology award (those are real, by the way), but it’ll work in a pinch.

      There are special fancy ways to mix that drink and those ingredients together, but the gist of it is simple:

      Fresh, real ingredients + not-shitty spirit = good drink

      It doesn’t really get any simpler than that.

      Okay, let’s continue. You’ll need sugar, but I didn’t include that on the lists above because there’s really no such thing as “fresh” sugar (it doesn’t matter if you have to tear it out of a tiny packet or scoop it out of a bag) and just about everyone already has sugar. If you don’t have sugar, you’re a hippie and need to go live in Boulder, Colorado with all the other hippies. And then go buy sugar.

      You’ll also need some way to make ice or buy ice, but cold water would, technically, work. You’d be able to make an historically accurate Old Fashioned with no ice, but your frozen margaritas will be a little bit squishy.

      Finally, if you want to get really fancy before you even get started, do yourself a favor and find a liquor store that sells some of those ridiculously expensive cherries.* Luxardo is highly recommended, as is Woodford Reserve, but with the latter you’ll pay an extra dollar because their name shares a name with a popular whiskey. Luxardo cherries are just the right amount of sweetness and real cherry flavor, without taking over whatever drink you’re popping them in.

      *If you just thought to yourself, “my gosh, I could save the money and just use the jar of those bright-red maraschino cherries I’ve had in my fridge since my daughter’s eighth birthday party when they wanted to make sundaes,” then stop reading this book right now, go grab that jar, and smash it over your head**

      **I assume no liability whatsoever if you actually smash a jar of any kind over your head.

      * (continued) Maraschino cherries, at least the kind that we Americans know about, are not anything close to real maraschino cherries. To make them, they’re marinated in high-fructose corn syrup and Red #5 for weeks, but only after they’ve been bleached with some crap called calcium chloride and sulfur dioxide until they turn yellow (hence the Red #5 later in their life). Don’t buy bright-red nuclear maraschino cherries***

      ***DO NOT BUY BRIGHT-RED NUCLEAR MARASCHINO CHERRIES.

      Okay, back to the ingredients. You’ve got a short list of inexpensive list (with the possible exception of the fancy cherries) of fresh ingredients to buy for drink-mixing. If you went to the store and bought nothing else, then went to the liquor store and bought what you find in the next chapter, you’d be set.

      All of the drinks in this little manual can be made with those items on those lists, and when it’s appropriate, I’ve included some substitute ingredients that can either make the drink more exciting, more fun, or just more interesting.

      The key to drink-making, in my mind, is to learn the fundamentals first. Learn the formula for a sour, a martini, an old fashioned. Then branch out with your ingredients and experiment. Or don’t. It’s up to you, but let’s make a deal right off the bat:

      You will no longer purchase mixers of any kind.

      Got it? Good.
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      Full shopping list for this section:

      - Lemons

      - Limes

      - Oranges

      - Berries

      - Mint leaves

      - Eggs

      - Lemon-lime soda

      - Sugar

      - Ice
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        Booze

      

      

      Ah, the booze. The reason you drink. The only thing separating an ice-cold cola from a dammit-I-drank-too-much hangover. The juice of champions.

      Booze is, surprisingly, a required ingredient in every single cocktail, mixed drink, and alcoholic beverage (I know, right?). It’s found in many forms, and none of the styles within those forms are created equal. For that reason, I’ve dedicated an entire (albeit short) chapter on the subject.

      First things first: let’s talk through what your home bar setup needs to have, in generic terms. Don’t go rushing out to the store yet, as we’ll get specific later. For now, here’s an overview of what liquors you’ll want to have on hand at any given time (I mean any given time! If I come over to your house before 7am, I’m going to want — need — a mimosa, or a bellini, or at least a shot of bourbon).

      Your basic liquor cabinet:

      - White rum

      - Bourbon

      - Gin

      - Vodka

      That’s it. Again, dead-simple and to-the-point. Now, let’s get into why I’ve chosen these and not others.

      First, I like them. All of the things on this list, with the slight exception of vodka, because it’s flavorless if it’s any good, tastes great by itself. Rum can be close to vodka in terms of neutrality of taste, but since there are about a million different styles of rum that all have completely different flavors, it’s still a great I-want-to-feel-like-a-pirate shot if you’re being lazy.

      Second, these four magical liquids will allow you to create countless mixed drinks. Mix one of these with any of the ingredients in the previous chapter, and you have a specific, unique beverage. It probably already has a name, so don’t get too excited, but you can already see how easy it is to experiment.

      These four will get you through a party where you play bartender, and your guests should all be able to order something they enjoy that you’ve got the ingredients and recipes for. Sound crazy? It is. It is crazy easy to make drinks that taste amazing.

      So, let’s get a little fancy. There are a few other things I’ve left off the required liquors list that you may want to grab if time and budget permits:

      - Dark rum (or spiced rum if you must, though these aren’t exactly interchangeable)

      - Tequila

      - Scotch

      Again, a short list (see a theme here?). And, what’s better, all of the liquors in your cabinet, not including Scotch, should be pretty close to bottom-shelf in terms of price. Don’t get the cheapest one you can find, but certainly don’t drop $50 on the top-shelf version of “tequila” at your local liquor store.

      Why? Well, you’re just starting out — you may not know what you like. If you do, then realize that in these recipes, you’re mixing these liquors with other ingredients, so some of the stuff you’re paying for with high-dollar versions — age, smoothness, auxiliary flavors — gets a bit lost in some of the drinks. I’ll always be an advocate of using the finest ingredients — especially liquor — you can afford, but when you’re looking at an initial purchase of over $500 just to get started, I’d say start slow. Start cheap. Make the drinks I’m talking about here, and get to know them. Make them again. Ask yourself if they wouldn’t taste a bit better with better spirits to start with, or whether you’d like it with a different type of rum or whiskey (or whisky, if you want to get pedantic).

      Then drop the cash. Splurge on the best bottle of VSOP you can find, or the go-to favorite rye that you know will just absolutely crush your Manhattans and make Sarah’s new rich husband so damn happy he’ll just have to invite your family to the company picnic.

      That’s not to say you shouldn’t get the most expensive brand that you can reasonably afford now. Like I said, don’t grab the plastic bottles. Get glass. It’s not exactly science, but the shitty stuff goes in plastic and the not-quite-shitty stuff and above goes in glass. That’s about all you need to know the first time you’re standing in the aisle of a big-box liquor outlet, hoping for inspiration from the spirit spirits. The bathtub booze-flavored stuff is in plastic, and that’s as bad as using bright-red maraschino cherries*

      *DON’T USE BRIGHT-RED MARASCHINO CHERRIES.

      I would recommend a bottle (750mL) in the $15-25 price range for all of your liquors to start off, and then purchase more expensive brands as your tastes and preferences improve.

      I also mentioned scotch, and that it’s not included in the keep it inexpensive mantra. That’s because scotch rarely works well in a mixed drink, and it’s got such a pronounced taste it’s going to shine through anything. If it’s cheap, it’ll make your entire drink taste cheap.

      Vodka, on the other hand, and to some extent rum, can be dirt-cheap and not many people will know. If you’re mixing with Coke (the soda), your booze just gets lost in it anyway. But don’t mix it with Coke — there are so many better things to drink!

      So, we’ve got a liquor cabinet built and stocked, and our ingredients picked out. We’re ready!

      Wait… one more thing.

      You need something called bitters.

      Bitters are a crucial — and often overlooked — ingredient for cocktails. They’re not really bitter, but they’re not really not bitter. They’re a bit in-between. You don’t drink “bitters” by itself, and you only ever put it in your drink in measures of “dashes,” so it’s never a lot at a time. But what it does to your drink is amazing.

      It’s sort of like squeezing a bit of lime juice into your food — it tends to gel the flavors together, yet allow each of the ingredients’ unique characteristics to shine through. Add a dash or two of bitters to even a rum and Coke, and you’ll notice a huge — and amazing — difference.

      There are two bitters brands worth looking into: Angostura and Peychaud’s. Angostura is the most popular, and the most versatile, and it’s usually on the shelf of any grocery chain, but Peychaud’s has a very unique, very distinct flavor that can further elevate your drink to headsplosion levels.

      Grab both if you can afford it, otherwise stick to or start with Angostura.

      Whew. Okay, now we’re ready!
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      Shopping list for this chapter:

      - Rum (white and dark/spiced)

      - Bourbon

      - Gin

      - Vodka

      - Tequila

      - Scotch

      - Bitters (Angostura & Peychaud’s are the most popular, but if you can find a little travel/sample kit, pick one up — they’re a ton of fun!)

      

      Additional liquors I use quite often in my own bar:

      - Brandy (or Cognac)

      Vermouth (dry and sweet, but start with dry)

      - Campari

      - Orange liqueur (Triple Sec, Cointreau, etc. Even though these have different ABVs, they are interchangeable most of the time. I’ll specify which is needed if it’s important).

      - Absinthe

      - Chartreuse

      - Pisco

      - Cachaça

      - Orgeat
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        Tools

      

      

      Every barman or barwoman needs the right weapons — tools. These tools are a requirement for doing business, even if that business is simply mixing up a batch of rum punch for a block party.

      So many people are used to substituting one thing for another because they don’t have the right stuff on hand. Don’t have sugar? Use honey. No butter? Use oil. Don’t have baking powder? Stop trying to bake and go cook your food outside over an open flame like God intended.

      Tending bar like the classy pro that you are deserves more than just your late Aunt Milda’s treatment of tools: use what you have on hand, or just substitute! No shaker? Just give it a jiggle while it sits in the glass on your counter! No fruit press? Just give that lemon a solid squeeze and to hell with those seeds! No barspoon? Just use a real spoon!

      Actually, that last one works just fine.

      And that’s my point — when it comes to making a great drink, you’ve never had anyone tell you which things you can safely sub and which things you’d better leave alone. It’s okay, though. I’m here now.

      Let’s start with the basics.
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        Glasses

      

      

      You drink drinks out of cups. Glasses, red Solo cups, chalices, ram horns, conch shells. Whatever you can find that works. If you’re wanting to get fancy, though, put the right drink in the right glass. There are always exceptions, but the glasses I mention here are generally going to get you through anything your weird neighbor Bill throws your way.

      There’s a chapter I’ll add at the end for the real fancy types that’ll explain all the different glassware you might want or need, and when to use them, but for a basic get-it-done-quick-and-cheap way, here’s what I would start with.

      

      Rocks or lowball glasses. These guys are the most-used glasses in the classic bar: a thick, heavy base that can take a bit of beating with a muddler, yet short enough that they’ll look great with any decor. Serve just about anything in these except frozen drinks and fizzes, and some of the fancier stuff. Think of these glasses when your drink is of the type you’d want to sip from then set it down.
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      Highball or “tall” glasses. Talls are for, well, tall stuff. More drink than you can fit into a rocks glass, but often they’re for presenting the drink itself: maybe it’s more colorful, or built up, or there’s just a bunch of ice in it. Long Islands go here, as do the vast majority of your frozen (blended) drinks, and anything with a straw (again, there are always exceptions).
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      Wine glasses. Well… you know.
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      Pint glasses. The “workhorse of the glasslands,” I like to say. These babies can hold beer, obviously, but they’re also great for mixing drinks (and then pouring them into the proper glass). Have a few on hand for that never-graduated-from-college guy who’s “always just preferred a cold beer, ya kna, bra?”
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      That’s it, really. Having these four styles on hand will get you through just about any scrape, whether it’s of the last-minute daiquiri style (use a tall) or a strange custom Sazerac your buddy who just got back from New Orleans requested (lowball!).

      There are more… of course. If you’ve got the money and the space to store them, these glasses make great additions to the enthusiasts collection, and will help you enjoy new drinks with the proper implements.

      Martini glasses. For… martinis. Anything that ends with “ini” goes here, except for bikinis.
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      Snifters. If you’ve got something in the bar you haven’t tried, especially whiskey (or whisky), grab a snifter and throw some in. The tulip shape of the relatively small glass will allow the aromas to be concentrated up and toward your nose in the perfect geometrical arc of — yada yada. They look cool and make you feel fancy.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Champagne flutes. If champagne’s your game, drink it in style!
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      Margarita glasses. Ditto. I’m not big on having a lot of one-trick ponies in my collection (looking at you, butterscotch schnapps!), but if you’re a big summer-on-the-patio margarita fan, go all out and get some of the garish, ridiculous, over-the-top colorful glasses. Get different sizes. Hell, while we’re being sacrilegious, grab some plastic ones, too, because everyone knows Lucy’s going to pass out in the kiddie pool and drop hers all over the driveway.
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        Equipment

      

      

      You own a lawnmower because you have a lawn. You own a television because you’re not a barbarian. And you own drink-making paraphernalia because you have a soul.

      I’ve been in the business a long time, and I’ve seen just about everything there is, from the cute one-off novelty items like apple corers and spiral peelers to the elaborate, useless gimmicks like alcohol ‘vaporizers’ that allow you to inhale your drink — literally.

      I’ve used just about everything, as well, and let me tell you: you do not need a lot of fancy gear to make a fine drink. Case in point: Grab a glass from your cupboard and pop in a splash of bourbon. There you go, you mixologist you.

      Okay, maybe you want to make something a bit fancier. There are a lot of utensils, tools, and doohickeys that can help you get that fancy drink happening in your very own kitchen. These days you can buy centrifuges, blenders, sous vide machines, and chemicals for “washing” whiskeys and clarifying fruit juices. Are they fun? You bet. Are they necessary? Pffft.

      But whatever your fancy, whether it's keeping things classy and simple (my approach) or getting crazy with layered deconstructed Mai Tais with clarified mango juice-and-scotch floats, there's hope: much of the equipment you see at upscale bars is available on Amazon, a kitchen supply store, or even in your local grocery chain. Just start looking around — the well-known brand OXO, for example, sells a lot of this stuff in the cooking/baking aisle.

      There are few handy implements you’ll want to have (read: requirement!) and many more that you’ll want to have (read: birthday present!). Those that I require are listed below, and I’ll include a section on fancy implementations at the end of the chapter.

      For now, trust me. I’ve been there, I’ve done that. Most of the crap you see advertised is useless to the home bartender, and even for the experienced pro the tool is so specific it’s faster to just do the technique the ‘old school’ way, without the tool.

      So what should you go rush out and buy right this moment?

      Honestly? Nothing.

      Just read, enjoy, and make a list of things you could see yourself using. There are tools that I’d say are ‘requirements,’ yet you may not ever have a need for them because your friends, family, and guests don’t ever drink these sorts of concoctions. As you read and gain familiarity with these tools, though, you’ll start to understand their importance in the fully stocked bar and begin to develop a list of ‘prioritized acquisitions.’

      For example, swizzle sticks are hardly what I’d call ‘requirements.’ These little sticks, with smaller sticks breaking out from them perpendicularly at the end, are used for tiki-style drinks. You can make one of these drinks without a swizzle stick (I have, and do), but if you’re a big rum drinker and love mixing fruity rum-based drinks and punches, swizzle sticks can take your home-bar game up quite a few notches. And they’re cheap, too!

      So read this next section with the excitement of a young kid looking through a toy catalog, but also with the measured wisdom of the kid’s older sibling: you probably can’t get it all this Christmas, so choose wisely. Unless you’ve got enough money to drop on this stuff, focus first on making the purchases that will elevate your home bar the most, then branch out as you master their techniques.

      

      Section One: required tools.

      Your bar tools should all play a role in accomplishing one, singular role: making damn good drinks. When someone says a drink is ‘damn good,’ they are commenting on the quality of the beverage, and that quality comes from a few different factors:

      Taste — flavor, or what a drink is — comes from the non-alcoholic ingredients mixed into a drink, as well as from the booze `itself. That’s all covered in previous chapters and later recipes.

      The other crucial factors in making a quality drink come from the how — the method you’ve used to build a cocktail. And all of these factors are related to the tools and the techniques you’ve used those tools. Examples of these factors include the texture, the temperature, and the dilution. There are more, but these are the big ones to get right. As such, you can use many different tools to get you to the end goal. Some are more correct than others depending on the drink you’re making, and sometimes it’s your call.

      Just knowing these main characteristics of a good, high-quality drink will help you make decisions behind the bar.

      

      Shaker(s).

      If anything in this section is actually essential, it’s shakers. Preferably more than one, for reasons I’ll outline below.

      First let’s talk about what a shaker does. If you guessed, ‘shakes things,’ you are correct. But it really plays a crucial role in lowering the drink’s temperature to its properly chilled level, giving the drink the proper texture, and it dilutes the beverage. Both of these factors play a major role in the quality of the finished drink, as I mentioned above.

      You can get texture, temperature, and dilation correct using other tools, as we’ll see, but the shaker is probably the most-used implement in cocktail-building. It’s fast, brutally efficient, and — let’s not forget — it looks cool. Learn to use your shaker and you’ll never settle for a wine cooler ever again.

      There are two main types of shaker: the Boston shaker and the standard (more boring) shaker.

      

      Boston Shaker.

      The Boston shaker is really two pieces: a metal cup and a pint glass. The metal cup is larger than the pint glass, and when you build a drink and then place the metal on top and smack it down, then start to shake, the cooling that takes place in side actually shrinks the metal to form a seal around the glass.

      It’s fast, effective, and while it takes a bit of practice, I find that it’s my go-to shaker, as the two cups are easy to clean. They’re also not specific to the bar — just two cups. You probably have half of a Boston shaker assembly in your cupboard already — any pint glass will do the trick.

      But I lied. There’s really a third piece you’ll need: a strainer. More on that later. While I do think the Boston shaker is the go-to shaking apparatus, there is an inferior (and somewhat easier) option.

      

      Jiggers & Shot Glasses

      The Jigger is the awkwardly named little cup used to measure liquids. They typically come in .5, 1, and 1.5 sizes. If you can't find a set of jiggers, you can substitute a shot glass or glasses, but make sure you measure how much liquid each one holds (an ounce is two tablespoons, and there are three teaspoons to a tablespoon. See the Appendix for more measurements). Many bartenders swear by measuring their cocktails, other bartenders make subpar drinks.

      Don't run a subpar bar.

      

      Barspoon.

      There is a benefit to finding a decent barspoon — that long, twisted hunk of metal with a teaspoon at the end — but you don’t have to wait until you have one to mix drinks.

      A spoon works, or a knife, and hell, I’ve been known to grab whatever fork currently resides in the sink (and the food that currently resides on the fork) to twist up a drinkable tipple. But there's something to eat said for a long-handled twisted metal barspoon, with its oddly proportioned handle and tiny cup. It's far easier to stir more than one drink at a time with a real bar spoon than with anything else, though it takes a bit of practice.

      

      Muddler.

      This is a stick. That's pretty much it. We use them to gently crush the flavory goodness out of anything that needs crushing. Berries, mint leaves, bacon bits (I don't know, maybe?). Any stick will do, but over the years bartenders worried about the ergonomic downsides of pressing the sharp end of a stick against one's palm have adapted these sticks into fancy little fruit-crushing rods.

      The muffler, therefore, is now a widened wooden cylinder with a rounded end for muddling and a nifty smooth nubbin for palming. There are plastic models too, but if you want your muddler to be a classy showpiece go with a decorative wooden version that tickles your muddling fancy.

      

      Strainers.

      You'll need something to strain out those fruit chunks, mint leaves, and bacon bits after you've muddled and shaken them, and that's where a good strainer comes in. You've got a lot of good options to choose from, but I run a regular racket with just a Hawthorne strainer and a fine mesh strainer. Another option I like that's not technically a strainer is a citrus juicer. Stick half of a citrus facedown in one of these, squeeze, and delicious fruity nectar squirts down and out through a set of holes on the bottom — hopefully into your mixing glass.

      There are specific drink styles that “require” a certain type of strainer, and for good reason, but generally you can get away with straining anything with any type of strainer. When you're getting started, or aren't allowed to fill drawers with a bunch of drinking paraphernalia, go with a good ‘ol hawthorne.

      

      Section Two: fun toys

      What's a home bar without a little bit of you in it? These implements are zany, specialized, and sometimes downright weird, but they're the kinds of things that can start great conversations and make very interesting (and delicious) drinks.

      

      Swizzle Stick

      Commonly used for tiki-style drinks, the swizzle stick is a thin stick with a few tiny “branches” poking horizontally out of the bottom. Imagine a medieval torture weapon shrunk down and made out of lightweight wood.

      You “swizzle” a drink by rolling the swizzle stick between your two flattened palms.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Want More? Read on by grabbing my guide to classy drinks here!
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