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A Drop of Moonshine was written to
celebrate National Moonshine Day, which is observed annually on
June 5th. When I read up on the day, it said moonshine
traditionally is an illegally distilled spirit most often made from
a corn mash. I’m from a part of the world where corn isn’t all that
common, and here we make moonshine out of potatoes.

* * * *

A Drop of Moonshine

By Holly Day


Prologue

Thorn Hull forced some of the smoky, wet air
into his lungs. The taste of bile wouldn’t go away despite
swallowing time and time again. His hand shook as he used the back
of it to wipe his mouth. There wasn’t anything to clean away, he
hadn’t vomited, but he didn’t want Kannan Dhar, his mentor, to
notice any weakness.

It was his first solo mission, his
examination kill—he was ready, had already pulled the trigger
several times, but Kannan had always been there to ease his mind.
To guide. To prevent things from getting out of hand.

He would’ve preferred it if he could have
terminated the case numbers in the dark without them knowing what
was coming, but it wasn’t how it worked. The law stated you had to
inform the person their death had been authorized. Thorn didn’t
have to reveal who had applied for it unless the client wanted him
to, but he had to inform them it was government-approved.

Scratching the reaper tattooed on his right
hand and forearm, he turned into the alley behind Kathy’s old
cafe.

“How’d it go?”

Thorn pretended the voice hadn’t startled
him. “Good. She’s dead.”

“Hmm.” Kannan brought the cigarette to his
lips and dragged in a breath. The tip glowed brighter in the dim
light. “It’ll get easier, son.”

Thorn glared at the dirty cobblestones. It
was already easier. After his first kill, he’d cried himself to
sleep. After his second his hands had refused to stop shaking. His
eleventh shouldn’t bother him much—and it didn’t. It was…If he
closed his eyes, he could still see her hands tremble.

She’d been beautiful once, still was in a
way. Her eyes had been warm when she’d first opened the door. He’d
informed her he was from the Liquidation Bureau, and her ex-husband
was using his one authorized kill to eliminate her. At first, her
lips had twitched as if she was about to smile, then she’d seen the
tattoo.

“Did you call it in?” Kannan dropped his
cigarette on the cobblestone and stepped on it.

“No…I-I thought I’d do it in the cafe.” Thorn
touched the phone in his pocket. They’d given him a cell phone, a
new model. If he wanted to upgrade, he’d have to buy it himself,
but the first was on the Liquidation Bureau.

Growing up, he hadn’t known anyone who could
afford to have a cell.

“Do it now. It’s bad enough we eat with
gloves on, they don’t need to hear any of that shit.”

Thorn nodded and pictured Kathy, the cafe
owner, with her silver-gray hair and tired eyes. Kannan was right,
he didn’t want her to know he killed people for a living. Her
smiles and the way she ruffled his hair were the closest he’d come
to motherly affection in years, and some days it was the only thing
warming his soul.

The signals rang through, and an impersonal
voice answered.

“Yes, hello, this is agent 2630. Case number
2222-96235634 has been terminated. A cleaning crew is needed on the
Old Boulevard—” He held his breath for a few seconds.
“—twenty-four, two floors up.”

“Apartment number?”

“I…erm…” Thorn rolled his eyes and kicked at
a small stone on the ground. “Can’t you see it in the case
file?”

“I need the apartment number, agent.”

Thorn gave the dirty brick wall the finger to
avoid shouting at the fucker he imagined sat in a nice and clean
office and never had to see tears well up in anyone’s eyes or hands
start to tremble as they realized what Thorn was.

Kannan plucked the phone from his hand.
“Apartment 734.” Then he handed the phone back to Thorn. Fucking
know-it-all.

Thorn finished the call and waited for Kannan
to criticize him.

Seconds ticked by one after the other, but
Kannan didn’t speak.

“I know I need to remember the apartment
numbers.”

Kannan sighed. “I know you do.”

“But you’re not gonna tell me I need to
remember the apartment numbers?” Thorn’s heart did a double beat.
Why wasn’t Kannan lecturing him?

“You’re on your own now, kiddo. I’ll always
be here for you but, from here on out, you need to take
responsibility for your actions.”

“But you remembered the apartment number.”
Thorn never could. It didn’t matter how many times he read the file
before heading out, numbers never stuck. He’d been repeating the
case number a zillion times. There was no way he could remember
both that, an address, and an apartment number. Remembering he was
2630 had taken weeks despite introducing himself as it almost every
day.

“Because we prepared together. I wanted to
make sure you were ready.”

Thorn gulped down a breath. Ready. Was
anyone ever ready to become a full-fledged killer? Thorn was as
ready as he’d ever be—not having a choice made it easier. He could
kill for the government or suck cock for a living. The latter might
be easier now while he was sixteen, lots of customers to be had,
but where would he be in ten years? Twenty?

Nah, Kannan had picked him off the streets
one cold, rainy night with the promise of a better life. Back then,
his mom had still been alive. On one hand, it had been hard to
leave her, on another it had been a relief.

He’d spent his entire life on the streets,
had watched her trade her body in exchange for food…for him. He
hated her for it—hated her for being weak, hated her for letting
people treat her like she had no value, hated her for giving birth
to him when he had no chance of having a better life than she
had…And he loved her because she was his mom, and she sacrificed
herself over and over again so he wouldn’t have to starve.

He sucked in another breath. “I’m ready.”

Kannan grinned, his nicotine-stained teeth
flashing in the dusk. “I know you are. How about some coffee?”

Thorn’s phone beeped. He opened the text,
almost laughing when he saw the numbers added to his bank account.
Never had he owned as much money as he did now—had never known
anyone who had as much. The woman’s panicked shriek from earlier
when he’d pulled his gun faded in comparison to the warm glow
spreading in his gut.

“Yes, coffee, and perhaps something to eat.”
Thorn put away his phone and headed for the mouth of the alley.
Kathy’s was still open. Kannan chuckled and followed him toward the
cafe.

* * * *

The dark had fallen while they’d been eating,
and Thorn shivered as the cold crawled in under his thin jacket.
Kannan was moving slowly by his side—so much older today than
yesterday. Thorn wondered how many apprentices he’d guided in the
art of killing. Would Thorn be the last one?

They came around a street corner, and Thorn
heard a whimper from inside a narrow alley mostly hidden behind a
small mountain of trash. The whimpers went over into muffled sobs
accompanied by grunts.

“Leave it.”

Thorn should have listened to the warning,
but he couldn’t. Whatever was going on in there wasn’t good.
Someone was hurting. He’d been on the streets too long not to know
what rape sounded like, and every time he heard it, a tornado
roared in his ears. “Hey, what’s going on in there?”

He jumped over a black garbage bag, shook
Kannan’s hand off his shoulder, and took a quick step into the
dark. Farther in, yellow light from a rusty wall lamp fell on a boy
pressed face-first against the brick wall. He couldn’t be more than
twelve, and behind him, an old man with black oil smears on his
skin stood with his trousers around his ankles. Tears trickled down
the boy’s cheeks, his dishwater-blond hair hid some of his
features, but the dead look in his eyes had the tornado in Thorn
growing.

He pulled his gun. “Step away from the
kid.”

The man snorted. Thorn didn’t know what came
over him, he didn’t remember moving, but within seconds he stood by
the man’s side, the muzzle of his gun buried in his stubbly
cheek.

“I said, step away from the kid.”

“Son.” Kannan’s voice was calm and
controlled.

Thorn pushed the gun more firmly against the
man’s cheek until it couldn’t go any farther. He pictured the
barrel resting against his teeth with only a thin layer of flesh
between the two hard surfaces. His finger was slowly squeezing the
trigger. The woman from earlier hadn’t done anything near as
revolting as this man, yet she was dead and he was not.

There was something terribly unjust about
it.

“Son.”

He ignored Kannan.

“Thorn. Let the man go.” Kannan put a
glove-less hand on the man’s shoulder, deliberately displaying the
inked reaper. Kannan never took his gloves off unless he was
performing a liquidation, and he never spoke Thorn’s name where
anyone could hear it. He’d removed the gloves for the man to see
what they were, and it made the tornado inside quiet a
fraction.

A tremble slowly built in the man, and he
took a step back, pulling up his trousers as he did. He looked from
Kannan to Thorn and back to Kannan again, then he ran. The sound of
his heavy boots echoed against the brick walls.

“Are you out of your fucking mind?” Kannan’s
fingers dug into his upper arm as he dragged Thorn out on the
street again. “Haven’t I taught you anything?” He shook Thorn
before letting go of him. “What if he has you killed? One kill!
Everyone gets one kill. We’re in the risk zone as we are. No one
likes the Death Squad, we’re a necessary evil. You have to be
careful or your name will be up next. I, for one, do not want to
see it in my file.”

The Death Squad was what people called the
Liquidation Bureau when they didn’t think any agents were
listening.

Thorn glared at Kannan; a bit surprised by
the flush on his cheeks—nothing rattled Kannan. “I should have let
that asshole rape a little boy? That’s okay, you think?”

“No, it’s not okay, but it happens every
day. You can’t go around waving your gun simply because the
government gave you one. Reputation is everything. There aren’t
many black-haired little punks on the Death Squad in this city, and
as soon as they know your name, it might end up on a liquidation
application.”

Kannan had spoken his name back there. Why
had he? He was always strict about not mentioning their names.
Thorn believed it was why he often called him son, so no one would
know his name.

He huffed and tried to shake off the anger
still bubbling in his veins. “I should have killed him.”

Kannan shook his head and put the gloves back
on again. “You need to learn how to blend in. If you want to live,
you need to lay low, be quiet, and do your job.”

Thorn kicked at a paper cup on the sidewalk.
The cracks in the asphalt created a pathway of dark spider webs all
the way to his run-down apartment. A few more cases and he’d be
able to find himself a better place. He glanced at Kannan—perhaps
he should find himself a new pair of gloves too.

* * * *


Chapter 1

Fifteen years later

Thorn washed his hands in the kitchen sink,
stepped over the middle-aged body cooling on the checkered floor,
and made sure he hadn’t stepped in any blood by lifting and
glancing underneath his shoes before going out into the hallway. He
lingered to watch the photos on the wall by the mirror for a
second—three smiling children. Thorn sighed as he pulled his phone
from his pocket. One of those kids had used their sanctioned kill
to get their dad a one-way ticket out of this world.

Sometimes Thorn wondered if the government
was right in their assessment. From his point of view, it was hard
to see how giving everyone one authorized death kept the violence
down. Life wasn’t pretty, and many people deserved to be terminated
but, more often than not, it was a family member or someone who had
been a close friend who ordered the kill.

Thorn didn’t understand it, but he guessed he
didn’t have to—it wasn’t his job to understand.

A key turned in the lock. He grabbed his gun
and aimed it at the door.

A woman carrying a grocery bag stepped over
the threshold. She noticed Thorn and screamed; the bag hit the
floor with a thud.

Thorn lowered the gun. “Sorry…Perhaps you
should come back a little later.” He ran a hand through his hair.
According to the file, Godfrey Cobb lived alone. There shouldn’t be
any women with grocery bags and keys to the apartment.

“Who are you?” She gripped the collar of her
jacket, her eyes wide as she glanced around.

“I’m…” He could hear Kannan’s voice in his
mind and tried to come up with a way to say who he was without
saying who he was. “I’m from the Liquidation Bureau. We’ve received
a termination application for Mr. Cobb. I’ve executed it.”

“Godfrey? Godfrey!”

He caught her right before she managed to
rush past him and into the apartment. “Sorry, ma’am, but you can’t
be here right now.”

Sobbing, she clung to him, her fingers
curling around the fabric of his jacket. Thorn awkwardly pointed
the gun at the floor. No one ever touched him other than Kannan,
and having her this close was a threat, but he didn’t want to shoot
her by mistake.

He had to get her out of here.

“I’m sorry, but I have to ask you to leave.
The clean—” He couldn’t say cleaning crew. “The…the…” What the hell
should he call them?

He didn’t have to come up with a suitable
name for them. One second, he was cradling a grieving woman, the
next she kneed him in the balls. At first, he believed maybe it
wasn’t too bad, but then the impact traveled from his balls to the
pit of his stomach. Crippling nausea overtook him, and he couldn’t
do a single thing when she pushed away from him and ran into the
kitchen.

Somewhere far away he heard her wail. It was
followed by tearing sobs, but all he could do was lean against the
wall to prevent himself from curling up on the floor. Each breath
was a struggle, his insides were knotted, and for a second, he
doubted he’d ever be happy again.

With a growl, he punched the digits on the
phone. He timed his breathing with the signals and waited for the
dispassionate voice on the other side. The ringing was replaced by
crackling.

“This is agent 2630. Case number
2222-15426874 has been terminated. I need a cleaning crew ASAP
because some fucker forgot to mention another person is living in
the apartment.” Thorn gritted his teeth and waited while the
silence ticked on.

“Address?” It wasn’t the same voice he’d
heard for the last fifteen years, and the hairs on the back of his
neck tingled. He had no idea who the person on the other end was,
didn’t know if it was a man or a woman, an agent or a civilian. No
one had told him and since Kannan hadn’t questioned it, he hadn’t
either.

“Check the case file.” Thorn held his
breath.

“Right…erm…Agent Thorn Hull, Bishop’s Way
seventeen. I’ll send a crew right away, sir.”

Sir? What the fuck is going on?
“Right, we might need an officer or something.”

“Are you in danger, Mr. Hull?”

Mr. Hull? He glanced at himself in the mirror
and sighed. “No, she’s in shock, but I don’t think she’s
dangerous.” The sobs kept coming from the kitchen.

“I see…” Thorn could hear the man, he was
almost certain it was a man, tapping on a keyboard. “I want you to
leave.”

“To leave?” It wasn’t as if Thorn wanted to
hang around but…He leaned back until he could see the woman. She
was draped over the body on the floor, her face buried against his
chest, and her shoulders shaking from crying.

“Yes, leave. People are unpredictable in
situations like this, and I wouldn’t want anything to happen to
you. The crew will be there in five minutes.”

Thorn pushed away from the wall. He should
tell the woman he was leaving.

“Are you out of the apartment yet?”

Thorn tugged at his hair. He hadn’t thought
the man was still there. “No, not yet.”

“Leave now. Don’t hang up until you’re
outside.”

Thorn stared at the door. What the hell is
going on?

“Mr. Hull, this is for your safety. Leave
now.”

Thorn silently closed the door behind him,
pocketed his gun, and walked down the stairs. The sun was shining
outside, highlighting the dirty buildings and the cracks in the
sidewalk. He reached for the gloves in his back pocket, put them on
to hide his tattoo, and leisurely strolled down the road.

* * * *

Sid Barker tapped the airlock on one of his
demijohns hidden in the old barn behind his house. The bubbles had
slowed considerably, maybe stopped altogether. He crouched and
stroked Cognac’s head. Cognac yawned and rolled over on his
side.

“You lazy beast.” Sid pushed at him, but it
was almost impossible to move an English mastiff who didn’t want to
be moved.

He stayed there, patting Cognac and watching
for bubbles in the airlock until his legs grew numb. “Come on, boy.
We need to check the canisters too.”

Cognac growled. At first Sid laughed, then he
heard footsteps on the gravel outside. His heart jumped to his
throat, and he hurried out of the room. The lock clicked into
place, and he pushed a hay bale in front of the door. The canisters
were in a second room closer to the door.

“Sid, you in here?”

Sid almost sagged in relief as Jeb’s voice
echoed through the barn. “Yeah, I’m here.”

Jeb appeared in the doorway and Cognac, the
traitor, trotted over to him. “Sorry to come unannounced.”

Sid raised his eyebrows and watched as Jeb
spoke to the dog.

Sighing, he stepped closer. “He’s a lousy
guard dog.” He wasn’t. Sid couldn’t imagine his life without the
big brute, but when it came to Jeb, Cognac was a lousy guard
dog.

“Nah, he’s such a good boy.”

Sid nodded, but his heart didn’t calm down.
Jeb coming without notice didn’t happen, Jeb coming after dark
without calling ahead made his gut knot. There wasn’t a curfew
exactly, but the government advised against going outside after
sundown. The likelihood of any agents spotting Jeb out here was
small, but he had to go back into the city at some point. If they
saw him, they might think there was a need for a questioning—Sid
would have to keep him overnight.

“What can I do you for?”

Jeb stood and pushed at Cognac—successfully
pushing him away was rare, but this time Jeb managed. “I…It’s
business-related.”

“I figured.”

“I don’t want to push you into anything. I
know you’re on a dangerous level as it is, but I could use some
more…and more often.”

“More? Christ, Jeb, if they catch you, you’re
dead.” If they caught Sid, he was dead too. He drummed his fingers
against his thigh. His gut turned hollow and his ribcage
shrank.

“I know. And if they catch me, you’ll go down
too. I have no illusions of being able to withstand torture for any
length of time, not even for you.” He winked but most of the color
had left his face.

“Goes both ways, babe.” Sid tried to make
light of it, but they were both aware of what they were facing, and
the Death Squad was nothing compared to it.

Cognac gave a small whine and came to push
lightly on Sid’s leg. “It’s all right, bud.” Sid rested a hand on
his head—one of the things he liked best with having a huge dog,
apart from it keeping people at a healthy distance, was that he
didn’t have to bend down to pet him.

“I…erm…I have a new client—it’s best you
don’t know who—but they’d heard of the West Oak Moonshine and
approached me.”

“They’d heard of it?” The concrete under his
feet shook. While it was good his products were liked, he didn’t
want the name—which he’d given as a joke—to be known.

“Yeah, I don’t know how. I’ve never written
it on the bottles. I draw the oak tree, but it’s not a name I say
in mixed company.” Jeb’s dark eyes searched the joists, his black
hair curling around his ears, and the stubble on his cheeks darker
than most days. Sid remembered what he looked like in the morning,
how he looked when he was worried, tired, sick, when he climaxed,
when he was enjoying the afterglow. The images left an ache in his
heart. What he was seeing now was somewhere between scared,
stressed, and exhausted.

“Come on, I need to scrub some potatoes
before I can take you to bed.”

Jeb grinned, but it wasn’t the carefree grin
Sid was used to. “You’re sweet to offer, lord knows I could use the
stress relief, but I can’t stay.”

“It could be an offer of a place to sleep, we
don’t have to fuck.” Though Sid’s cock gave a disappointed shrug as
he uttered the words.

“Scott would cut my balls off if I didn’t
make it back.”

“Ah…Still seeing him then?” Sid wasn’t
jealous. He and Jeb had been down that route, and Sid loved him as
a friend, but no amount of fucking would ever make Jeb something
other than a friend. A friend he cared a great deal about, a friend
he’d be willing to go through a lot of trouble for. And while there
was plenty of tenderness, there would never be the right spark.
They were good in bed or had been back when they went to bed
together, but what they did there didn’t deepen their emotions for
one another. Sid loved him, but not in the way someone loved a
spouse, and the feeling was mutual.

Jeb grimaced. “For a while. I don’t think
it’ll last more than a few months.”

Sid wrapped an arm around Jeb’s shoulders and
walked them toward the door. “No happily ever after?”

“Is there ever a happily ever after for guys
like us, Sid?”

“One day. I’ll buy a farm, a real one—not a
hut about to fall on my head, and I’ll sweep you off your
feet.”

Jeb chuckled and leaned his head against
Sid’s shoulder in a resigned manner. “If I’m alone when that day
comes, I might let you.”

Sid guided him to an old, scarred table in
the small kitchenette in the corner of the barn. It was nothing
more than a bench and a small sink, but it was where he scrubbed
all the potatoes and apples for his brews. “Sit here and talk to me
while I work. What’s this new deal about?”

Jeb sighed and started talking. Doubling his
production would be near impossible. Where he’d get the ingredients
without bringing attention to himself, he didn’t know, but could he
afford to say no?

The water was cold, and it didn’t take long
before his hands ached from it, but he kept on scrubbing. One
potato after the other, then he went about shredding them. Jeb sat
quietly at the table, his head resting in his hands, and Sid
suspected there was more going on than he let on.

“Are they threatening you?”

He shrugged. “Not really, not the most
pleasant guys, but I could say no. And they don’t know who you are,
so you don’t have to worry about it.”

“I wasn’t worried about me.”

“My knight in shining armor.” Jeb gave him a
tired smile. “You don’t have to do it, Sid. If my finances weren’t
what they are, I wouldn’t bring it up, but with the increased fees
for the liquor license, I have to either expand what I sell off the
record or turn the bar into a lunch restaurant without any alcohol.
I can’t live off it in its current state.”

Money, it always came down to money. The
government controlled everything, and made sure you only got enough
to scrape by, if that, no matter what business you were in. Unless
you were government-employed, of course.

When Jeb had first opened The Broken Bottle,
he’d have to renew his liquor license once a year, now it was once
every quarter, and they increased the cost every time.

On paper, Sid was a potato farmer, but if
anyone believed he could survive as one, they were stupid. He sold
a few pounds of potatoes to Jeb’s restaurant every year, mostly to
have something to report to the tax agency, but no one could live
off what he made. Even if he sold every single potato he pulled
from the ground, it wouldn’t have been enough.

“I’ll do it, but it’ll take a few weeks
before I can deliver. The apple wine in the glass demijohns is
about ready. I checked it right before you came. It’ll be cloudy
unless we let it rest for a month or two, though. And I have
another batch on the way in plastic canisters.” He gestured in
direction of the apple wine room. “Some of the potato liquor is
ready to be filtered.” He motioned at the heap of potatoes on the
rickety kitchenette counter. “And I’ll get this batch going
tonight. The potato vodka is much quicker to make than the wine, a
couple of weeks and then I can filter it. If I have ingredients, I
can up that production pretty fast.” He didn’t have
ingredients.

Jeb searched his eyes, then he nodded.

Sid hoped he wasn’t making a mistake.

* * * *


Chapter 2

Thorn’s phone beeped, and he glanced at the
numbers transferred to his bank account. Each case gave him more
money than he’d seen combined during his years before Kannan
dragged him into the liquidation business. Every week, the numbers
grew and grew, but Thorn never knew what to do with it.

The rent he paid for the apartment in the
middle of the city cost more than feeding the entire West Point
would, and yet it hardly made a dent in the numbers.

Growing up, he’d thought if he only got
money, everything would get better, and to complain was crazy, but
what the fuck should he do now?

He put his gun on the coffee table, got off
the sofa, and went to look inside the fridge—nothing appealing.
Grabbing a beer, he went back to the living room. Eating alone was
tedious, and he wasn’t as welcomed at Kathy’s as he’d once been.
Being young and foolish, he didn’t realize a tattoo would make much
of a difference.

In the beginning, he hadn’t bothered with
always wearing the gloves. They made him sweat and his grip got
clumsy. Kannan always reminded him to put them on before they
entered restaurants or Kathy’s cafe, his nagging enough to drive
Thorn crazy. He’d been young, foolish.

One day he’d been sitting in the cafe,
cradling a cup of coffee when Kathy had come up next to him. He’d
been expecting to get his hair ruffled, but instead the coffee pot
had hit the floor accompanied by a loud sound of glass shattering.
Thorn’s heart had shattered too.

Things had never been the same again.

Kathy wasn’t around anymore, he didn’t know
if she was alive or not, but she wasn’t working. Some days he had a
stupid notion of wanting to search for her, see if she lived
somewhere in the city, maybe go see her.

Having lost her affection had almost been
worse than losing his mother. Apart from Kannan, it was the last
day anyone had looked at him with warmth in their eyes.

Running a hand through his hair, he ended up
with a couple of black hairs clinging to his fingers—wouldn’t
surprise him if he was going bald on top of everything.

He grabbed the phone and glared at the
numbers again. An image of his mother climbing into a car flashed
before his eyes. If they’d only had a fraction of what he had now
back then, things would’ve been different.

There was a stirring in his chest, but he
pushed it away and called Kannan. It took a long time before he
picked up, far longer than it usually did.

“Thorn?”

“Yeah, hi.” He heard Kannan breathing hard.
“Are you running?”
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