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1.

Some people might call the run-down, freestanding building in the middle of nowhere a local drinking establishment, while others might use the term “biker bar.” However, most of civilized humanity simply referred to it as that “shithole out by the highway.” Some people saw the exterior as unassuming, but they are the same members of polite society who fail to see the true character of a homeless man drowning in a drunken sea of despair, hopelessness, and shitty pants. 

Cracked and crumbling stucco, haphazardly smeared across the bar’s concrete block walls, had been slapped with a wash of cheap turquoise paint. Small wall sections had given way to time and gravity, exposing the original pink palette that harkened back to the time when this building was known as Piggy’s Topless Bar and Grill. 

Between the two large front windows painted black on the inside stood a single unpainted steel door that looked as though it might date back to the First Ecumenical Council of Nicaea. Scars from countless bottles, rocks, fists, battering rams, and heads that had been unceremoniously slammed against this door adorned its flat surface like a timeline of the plight of lower-middle-class America. Across the false front, and painted in a red Old English font, was the fun-sounding name Whiskey Monkey flanked on either side by skulls wearing cowboy hats.

The interior bore the same forlorn desperation as the exterior, just draped in varnished pine-planked walls and a soft mix of neon glows emanating from several PBR and NASCAR signs. Behind the bar, nailed to the wall horizontally by three rusty finishing nails, hung the Star-Spangled Banner. Dust collected over countless years lay comfortably in the folds of the red, white, and blue cloth, speaking to the incongruity of fantasied patriotism and the reality of drudging procrastination. 

To the left of the symbol of freedom hung a respectful and solemn white-over-black POW-MIA flag and to the right the bright yellow Gadsden naval flag festooned with the popular coiled timber rattler and the large black letters “DONT TREAD ON ME.” Below the flags and taped next to the ancient cash register, a sign printed on yellowed card stock asked patrons, “How Do You Spell the ‘Fuck’ in Credit?”

New arrivals venturing in from the pure air of the great outdoors were aromatically assaulted by the mixed fragrances of bleach, sweat, and deep fried everything. To the left of the door, sitting at an angle as a nod to the chi of dive-bar feng shui, was a rough looking but functional 1970 Wurlitzer 3400 Statesman jukebox. It had been thoughtfully stocked with both kinds of music—old country and old western. Defining the area of the dance floor beneath this artifact, and separating it from the rest of the cracked concrete flooring, was the remnant of dark green and beige peel-and-stick tile worn down to the senescent adhesive in the center. 

A bearded man wearing work boots, a red Wrangler shirt and the look of alcohol-laden bliss was draped over a middle-aged woman. Her skintight jeans were snugged tight at the waist by a beaded, Indian-style belt held fast by a faux rodeo buckle. The top of the buckle was partially hidden under a fish-white and ample beer pouch set off by a bellybutton piercing adorned with a small red rose at the end of the post. 

Shards of bright prismatic light shot off her upper body in all directions from a bedazzled tube top. The tight, fiery fabric seemed to come alive as tightly restrained and pendulous breasts fought for individual freedom like two bulldogs in a burlap sack. Her arms were wrapped around her partner, and chubby fists clung to the back of his shirt like a drowning man clinging to a life jacket. They slowly moved in a tight, arrhythmic circle as Merle Haggard moaned from the speakers of the Wurlitzer, lamenting the fate of a country that was rolling downhill like a snowball headed for hell. 

Next to the dance floor sat a coin-operated Murrey and Sons pool table that had been fabricated in the same decade as the jukebox. A row of quarters, lined up neatly on one of the rails, served as a waiting list for the next player, and resting next to that was the ubiquitous black plastic eight-slotted ashtray, full of lifeless, stubbed-out butts. One player leaned over the side of the table, lining up his shot through squinting eyes that fought the effect of smoke from a Marlboro that was jammed into the corner of his tight lips. Gentle, white foggy wisps swept up his craggy face like a carcinogen-laden specter and collected under the bill of his camo Punisher hat.

At the end of the table, the other shooter stood in the relaxed posture of the patiently waiting. A black cap sporting a Harley Davidson shield topped by the words “Ride or Die” sat adolescently on the back of his head, just above a dirty gray ponytail. Buttons struggled heroically to keep several yards of red-and-black plaid flannel closed against an ample gut that had been lovingly crafted over decades of carefully applied portions of fat, liquid hops, and Olympic-quality sloth. A shiny black motorcycle vest, with an unearned and misunderstood black-and-white 1% patch stitched to its left front, clung desperately to his shoulders. He held his cue in front of him at port arms and absently bounced the rubber bumper off the disinterested floor.

“James, you gonna jerk off that cue all day?” he asked the shooter. “Or do you plan to take a shot?”

“Blow me, Bobby,” the shooter replied around the Marlboro. Then, with a slick, fluid draw followed by a far too powerful jab, the blue-chalked tip of the cue slammed into the stoic cue ball, driving it into the thirteen ball that rested about half an inch from the side pocket. The thirteen exploded into the back of the pocket, bounced back out toward the table side of the hole, and dropped spinning to the bottom. 

A well-worn woman was slouched on a barstool like a sack of rice that had been dumped into the empty hold of a ship. Her back leaned on the bar; arms spread equally along the surface. A pool cue rested limply in one hand, and a half-full warm PBR bottle rested in the other. Silver cowboy boots with black fringe accented a strategically planned outfit of white, skintight stretch pants and matching tank top. She peered at the other players through sleepy, beer-hazed eyes.

“Whoo-hoo!” she yelled through the bright red gash below her nose. “That’ll teach ya to give my boy shit, Bobby!”

“Eat shit, Anna,” Bobby said over his shoulder, as James prowled the table for his next shot. Smoke rolled down the side of James’s face, leaving a soft blue-white trail behind him like a biplane at an air show.

At the end of the bar, next to the double-hinged door to the kitchen, two men, clad in the same vein of Americana working-class fashion on exhibit in the rest of the room, hunched conspiratorially over mostly empty Bud Light bottles. Their conversation was occasionally punctuated with the pointing of an index finger here and a raising of palms in incredulity there. An air of antisocial individualism permeated the space surrounding them. Both wore identical black, military-type shirts and black baseball caps, each decorated with a yellow smiley face surrounded by yellow letters that flatly expressed the sentiment, “Fuck Your Sensitivity.”

At first blush, the jumble on the bench seated at one of the booths lining the far-side wall could have been easily mistaken for a pile of clothes outside the door of the local Goodwill. Closer examination would reveal two faces sitting on top of the pile, joined at the mouth in a never-ending lip-lock that more resembled emergency buddy-breathing than it did anything of a more romantic nature. The male’s right arm had disappeared under the table and was gently moving back and forth. The female undulated as she held the bicep of that arm in a death grip that would have been better served clinging to a ledge as the only thing between her and a thousand-foot drop. 

Tyler Stone stepped through the doorway and stopped. Deep blue eyes, set under a crop of straw-blond hair chopped into a shag that would have fit perfectly in an eighties porn flick, peered through gold wire-rim John Lennon glasses and surveyed the room. He was unremarkable, with an average height, weight, and stance. When he spoke, it would be with an equally unremarkable accent that could have fit in anywhere from the Midwest to California.

For the most part, he was ignored, the only exceptions being the two conspirators at the end of the bar, James at the pool table, and Jake Rodgers—the bartender-slash-life-support system for an evil-looking dark black Fu Manchu. Rodgers had spent some time in the MMA cage and a lot more time in backyard street fights. A bullet-like bald head curved down to a single eyebrow that shaded a trademark perpetually shitty look that emanated from dark, squinting eyes. A jawline like a flesh-covered face mask of a quarterback’s helmet blended into a concrete tight mass of shoulder muscles. Giant, cartoonlike biceps strained against the bondage of a skintight black tee emblazoned with a proudly waving American flag set above white lettering that declared, “Conor McGregor is a Pussy.”

Tyler settled onto the midmost barstool, directly in front of Rodgers. Across the wall behind the bar hung a series of framed photographs, each showing a screaming and bloody Rodgers in an MMA cage standing over an equally bloody but unconscious opponent. Rodgers looked at Tyler and tilted his jaw up slightly in the universal dive-bar body language that served in place of the verbal Welcome, friend. What libation may I prepare for you this fine evening?

“Bud,” Tyler said as he smiled using only one side of his mouth. “Bottle.”

Rodgers tossed a white bar towel, which he had been using to endlessly swab out the interior of a beer glass, across his shoulder and bent over to retrieve a bottle from the cooler. As he stood back up, he flipped a paper coaster on the bar and dropped the sweating bottle on top of it.

“What’s your name, brother?” Tyler asked.

“Jake,” Rodgers said flatly.

“Well, hey, Jake. I’m Tyler.” 

Rodgers was deeply unimpressed. “That you?” Tyler asked, indicating the photos behind the mountain of biological insouciance.

“Does it look like me?” Rodgers growled.

“Well,” Tyler began, pausing to take a drag on the Bud, “take away the blood, all the emotion, and the possible dead body in each one of those pictures, and I’d say there’s a pretty good resemblance.”

“Then I guess it must be me.”

Tyler looked at Rodgers for a moment with no outward emotion, then his face softened to something more congenial and subservient. “Y’all serve food in here?” he asked as he turned on his stool to survey the trappings of the Whiskey Monkey.

“Elvan’s fryin’ up some bullshit back there,” Rodgers said as he began to relax a little more. He wasn’t used to strangers walking through the door, but this guy seemed harmless. And he was pretty sure he could snatch Tyler up by the ankles and plunge the shitter with him if he got out of line.

Tyler shot Rodgers another lopsided grin as he tried very hard not to say Mmmmmm, deep fried bullshit. I’ll have me a mess of that. 

“Can I get a cheeseburger and fries?” 

“Sure,” Rodgers said. “It might take a little while. Elvan ain’t the sharpest tool in the box, but he sure can cook.” He walked to the kitchen door, held it open with one side-of-beef-sized arm and yelled, “Hey, cheeseburger and fries, bro!” and walked back to Tyler.

“I don’t mean to pry, dude,” Tyler said. Rodgers raised an eyebrow to indicate that was exactly what Tyler was doing. “But what takes a monster like you, that clearly has some talent,” Tyler indicated the photos, “out of the glitzy world of mixed martial arts and drops you behind this bar?”

Saying that Rodgers clearly had some talent scored much-needed points on Tyler’s scorecard. 

“Blew out a hammy real bad, side-kicking some punk in the face during a title fight,” Rodgers lamented. “I squirreled away some green over my career and bought this place. Used to be a shithole strip bar. I gave it some class.”

“Damn, brother!” Tyler exclaimed as he pushed himself back from the bar in mock emotion. “Torn up hammy! Man, that sucks some serious ass!” Tyler dropped his head a little and tipped the neck of his Bud toward Rodgers. “And not in the good way,” he added, raising his eyebrows conspiratorially.

“What the...” Rodgers started.

“Oh,” Tyler interrupted, “don’t get me wrong. I ain’t into any of that gay shit. But, I mean really, what red-blooded American male don’t like a little ass play from his girl in the privacy of his own home? Am I right?” Tyler had purposefully added ain’t in that comment to imply a brotherhood and remove another layer of tension. The profanity was forming bonds, as well.

Rodgers folded his massive arms, dipped his head to one side, dropped the corners of his mouth, and raised both eyebrows, telegraphing agreement.

“All that LQBTQAI2+LMNOP crap,” Tyler said, leaning elbows on the bar so he could allow Rodgers to feel like he was being admitted to some type of brotherhood. Tyler smiled. Rodgers took that as a sharing of tightly held ideals. Tyler meant it as a manipulation that belied his real opinion. 

“I mean, damn, dude,” Tyler went on, “how many goddamned stripes can you get on one flag, for Christ’s sake?” Tyler was testing the level of this red-blooded American’s actual religious commitment against the giant tattoo of a cross that stood out on a giant forearm. “That thing looks like a unicorn fucked a zebra,” Tyler laughed.

“Ain’t that a sad-ass fact?” Rodgers said as he leaned on the back wall and absently picked a random glass off the bar, retrieved the towel off his flight-deck-sized shoulder, and began the endless rubbing of the already clean glass.

“I get it,” Tyler said “you like to suck dick, you like to take it up the ass, you like the taste of hot load shot down your pie hole. . .”

Rodgers stopped rubbing the glass and raised one eyebrow. The two men at the end of the bar stopped their conversation and eyed Tyler.

“—Not you, of course,” Tyler quickly interjected, covering the fact that he meant exactly that. “But I mean those gays.” The word gays was silent and only indicated by the formation of his mouth. He sat up straight and raised both hands. “I mean, I don’t care what kind of sick shit you do in the privacy of your own home, but don’t try that shit on me, fucko. I’ll kill your ass.” He punctuated this thought with a nod and a pull on his beer.

The room relaxed.

Rodgers nodded and smiled as he formed a picture of Tyler fighting anything, let alone killing it. This little shit was okay enough, but he was no killer. Rodgers knew what a killer looked like. He had beaten the shit out of enough of them in parking lots and alleys to know one when he saw one.

“Okay,” Tyler continued, “these people, I mean the gays, may have been fucked over since the beginning of modern time. And I have to qualify that statement with the word modern, because those poor uneducated idiots in ancient Greece, Rome, Egypt, and backwards dumps like that obviously had no issue with it. Those jerks thought if two people consented, who cared what they stuck their dick in or rubbed a vagina on. Jesus, those heathens must have been cornholing like it was an Olympic sport. No wonder they never contributed anything worthwhile to the planet. And those goat fuckers in the desert. Don’t get me started on those clowns. Why, until we found oil in that wasteland, those aborigines were just banging camels and chopping off each other’s heads for pissing up stream. Persians,” Tyler shook his head in disgust. “Am I right?”

Rodgers went back to cleaning his glass but continued to not hold up his end of the conversation. He wasn’t sure if he should agree or rip this little turd’s head off. He was saying the right things, but something sounded off, in a vaguely liberal sort of way. 

“Where the hell was I?” Tyler said as he glanced seriously at his beer while he searched for his previous line of thought. “Oh yeah. Gays being shit on by the general public. They have their own bars, their own parties—shit, they even have their own theaters and restaurants. So, tell me, what makes them think that they need to have the rights and freedoms that the rest of this society enjoys?” Tyler sensed he was back on the tightrope, and he definitely had the attention of at least the two at the end of the bar and James at the pool table. “I mean, who in here doesn’t like a little trip down the Hershey highway? With a woman,” Tyler quickly added. 

“James lives for that shit!” Anna yelled as she raised her beer toward her suiter. “Doncha, baby?”

“Shut up, Anna,” James muttered around a fresh cigarette.

“There ya go, buddy,” Tyler said, raising his beer in James’s direction. “Exactly my point. Ass slammin’ is great! But we all know the facts. You put a cock and balls on the other side of that taint and, well, that’s just not the same thing, is it?”

“That’s a fact, my friend,” Rodgers offered. “It just ain’t the same thing.”

“There ya go,” Tyler said as he slapped both hands on the bar for emphasis. “Besides, goddamned special interest groups are exactly what’s wrong with this country right now.” There were a couple grunts in agreement from the audience. “Black Lives Matter, the anti-fascists—shit, Antifa just sounds like a bunch of fucking un-American Nazis. Who gives a shit if the very name of that group contradicts all of that? Life is about what you feel in your gut. Am I right? It’s not like the Proud Boys, or United Right. Now those are the kind of nationalist groups that this country needs right now. Right? Black Lives Matter. Holy shit, what makes those people think they’re better than everybody else?” More grunts. “Just because there wasn’t a single one of them, or their signs, T-shirts, banners, or whatever that said ‘only Black Lives Matter’ doesn’t mean shit. We all know what they meant, right?

“But there’s one thing they’re all trying to shit on, and that just ain’t going to happen. The Founding fucking Fathers put the Second goddamned Amendment right up there in the front. Okay, it was right after freedom of speech, but who gives a shit about that? And who gives a shit that the amendment starts with the words ‘a well-regulated militia?’ That was written 243 years ago, shit changes, but our right to be armed hasn’t changed. Am I right? And so what if the Constitution wasn’t actually the document this country was founded on, it was the Articles of Confederation. But our forefathers, in their infinite wisdom, realized they fucked up the first time and corrected it. Am I right? Piss on all that Federalist anti-Federalist bullshit. That was all for show.

“Another thing, they’re trying to take a shit on the NRA.” Tyler spun on his stool to address the room directly. “The NRA is the only thing keeping the great land of ours secure right now. Look what they did when the Black Panthers started exercising their right to open-carry weapons, scaring the living shit out of every law-abiding citizen in this country. The NRA went to Congress and lobbied for more gun control. That’s right, they went to Congress, just like real citizens do. Toss a shitload-full of money at it, pay off whoever needs to be paid, and get some shit done. 

“AR-15s, what the actual fuck? An AR-15 never killed anyone. The jerkoff pulling the trigger killed a shitload-full of people, indiscriminately, and lots of them were children, but the gun didn’t do shit. I left my AR on the front porch all day long the other day, and you know what happened? Nothing. No one got hurt, no one died, nothing. What we need in this country is legislation that keeps firearms out of the hands of assholes with mental problems. Yeah, we haven’t done shit to make that actually happen, but that doesn’t mean anything. We aren’t the ones making up laws.”

Tyler stopped talking and looked around the room. He held each person individually in his gaze. Then he slapped a hand down on the bar. 

“Ya know what?” he said as he jumped off his stool. “I love you folks. Real down-home Americans. I feel like I’m in my element here, amongst like-minded people. You just don’t find that every day.”

Tyler stopped, looked down at the floor, put his hands on his hips and looked up again. “I don’t usually do this, but, I got something to show you. It’s out in my car. Ya’ll are simply going to LOVE it!”

Tyler shook his head and pursed his lips, then looked around the room again for emphasis.

“Yes sir. Ya’ll will love it.”

He took a few steps toward the door, then stopped and walked over to the jukebox.

“This is so fucking awesome,” Tyler said as he searched the selection list. “Yeah, here we go. It needs lead-in music.”

Tyler dropped a coin into the slot, pushed a button, turned around, and leaned on the machine with a completely euphoric look on his face. Light, melodic music floated out of the speakers like windblown tufts off a dandelion ball on a light country breeze.

“Fuck yeah!” pronounced the man who had been dancing with his partner. Sometimes, all you need to hear are the first few opening notes of a great song to know what it is. And in this realm of blind red, white, and blue patriotism, the song that was winding up and holding everyone in its grip was damned near a national anthem. 

“USA!” Tyler yelled as he pumped his fist in the air. A few of the patrons carried on the chant.

“Don’t go away,” Tyler smiled as he pointed two index fingers at the crowd. “I promise you won’t ever see anything like this for the rest of your life.” As Tyler started toward the door, a male singer began to croon. “If tomorrow all the things were gone, I’d worked for all my life...”

Tyler stepped out of the door for a few seconds. When he came back in, the singer was just winding up for the hook and every single person in that bar, except Tyler, was hanging on the precipice of emotional ecstasy. The music came up like a stairway to heaven. 

“...And they can’t take that away!”

“USA!” Tyler yelled, as he stepped forward and stopped. Both hands came flying up from his sides and everyone knew he was jacked up and starting a “Rocky” stance. Rodgers smiled. This kid was nuts, but he liked him. Liked him so much in fact that he never saw the two old-school Colt .45 M1911 semi-automatic pistols, one in each hand. Sixteen rounds of holy shit, ready to go. One in each tube and seven in the waiting room, hammers cocked and begging to be dropped.

In the corner, Lee Greenwood belted out his stance on his birthright, “And I’m proud to be an American...”

The hammer dropped on the Colt in Tyler’s left hand, slamming the firing pin into the primer of one of the Winchester Black Talon hollow-points Tyler had been hoarding. The freed bullet exploded out of the casing and started its stabilizing turn in the lands and grooves of the barrel, as black Lubalox coated everything it slid across. Hard-looking flame and smoke accompanied the slug out of the tube as it began its journey across the barroom, eating up 830 feet every second it was in the atmosphere.

“...where at least I know I’m free.”

The Colt in Tyler’s left hand hadn’t finished the upward bounce from the recoil when he squeezed the index finger on his right hand twice. Two identical Black Talons jumped out of the barrel, milliseconds apart and on slightly diverging flight paths.

The round from the first shot, already mushroomed with hateful razor-sharp flechettes adorning its circumference like a razor-wire crown, hit Rodgers directly in front of the cricoid cartilage of his Adam’s apple. The force of the bullet left a neat hole in the dermis but shredded organic material in the primary cavity as it passed. A shock wave built in front of the missile as it tore through Rodgers’s neck and began to excavate the permanent cavity. The force of that shock wave and the bullet itself pulverized both the C8 and T1 vertebrae before leaving a golf-ball size hole in the back of Rodgers’s ample neck.

The second two shots were halfway across the room when Tyler shifted his left hand and dropped the hammer on both James and Bobby.

“...And I won’t forget the men who died...”

The two bullets from Tyler’s right hand found their marks in the two conspirators’ heads—one through the back and the other through the face. Tyler looked back to the left in time to see James and Bobby both drop to the floor. Tyler’s most serious threats were out of the picture. Anna screamed, and Tyler put a bullet right through her mouth. Dyed black hair flew out from the back of her head as the shock wave blew it out of the way. The dancers near the jukebox went down next, then Tyler swung on the finger-fucker in the booth and his girl. Their lives wafted out of the holes in the backs of their heads as the spent slugs slammed into the wall behind them.

Tyler turned and put the last two slugs from the left-hand gun into the jukebox. “Shut the fuck up, Lee,” he muttered as he slid the left gun into a leather shoulder holster under his right arm.    

As Tyler walked across the room toward the kitchen door, he paused occasionally to pick up his brass and wipe down the bar where he had sat. He held his gaze intently on the metal door and kept the Colt trained on the small, square window in the middle of it. He slowly passed the booth containing the two clutching corpses on his right, then passed the conspirators, one slumped over the bar and the other lying in a heap on the floor with his hand behind his back.

Tyler slowly pushed the door open with his left hand and used his right shoulder to hold it that way.

“Hey, Elvan,” he called as he stood behind the cover of a shelf just inside the door. 

“You in here, brother?” He kept the Colt up and pointed down the narrow room that served as the Whiskey Monkey’s kitchen. Elvan was cowering against the far wall.

“What are you still doing in here, buddy?” Tyler asked. Elvan was wide-eyed and shaking. “That fucking Jake bricked up the back door, didn’t he,” Tyler said with a relaxed air of brotherhood, like he and Elvan shared a common enemy in Jake Rodgers. Elvan just shook, so Tyler lowered his gun and raised his eyebrows indicating it was okay for Elvan to respond.

“H-h...he, he, ah, oh, Jesus Christ,” Elvan worked out. “Are they all dead out there?”

“‘Fraid so, buddy. There just wasn’t any way around it.” Tyler shrugged with a goofy smile on his face. “They had to go.”

“Don’t kill me, mister,” Elvan begged. “Honest to God, I’m not going to say anything.” 

“Oh,” Tyler corrected, cocking his head to one side. “I’m afraid you are, buddy. I’ll bet you’re going to say more than anyone else in here.” 

“But...” Elvan started to protest.

Tyler snapped the Colt up, pointing it at Elvan. Elvan threw up a frail hand in defense that only served to shield Tyler from viewing the carnage as the bullet pushed cleanly through Elvan’s hand and destroyed his face. 

Tyler frowned and shook his head as he turned and walked back into the now silent bar. He stopped and squatted next to the conspirator that was lying on the floor, pulling him slightly forward so he could see what the man had been reaching for when he died. A desert-tan Sig Sauer M18X, with a real fancy ROMEO-M17 rear sight complimented by a SIGLITE up front. Four extra twenty-one-round clips rested in a Bianchi clip holder. Tyler whistled.

“Holy shit, cowboy, were you planning on holding off the red menace at Khe Sanh?”

“Look,” Tyler said as he let the body fall back to its original position, “for next time, you never jam your weapon into your ass crack like that. You watch too much television, son. Why, by the time you realize there’s a threat, pluck your head out of your ass, and you reach all the way around your fat ass to jerk that smoke wagon out and bring it all the way back up into business, you just might have a bullet hole in your head. Kind of like this one right here.”

Tyler straightened back up and walked to the middle of the room. 

“Friends,” he said, addressing the corpses in the room, “this country is truly fucked, and I’m here to show you just how far gone and fragile this society really is.”

2.

The generic, mineral-gray Chevy Malibu rolled into the parking lot and coasted to a stop behind a semicircle of local squad cars facing the front door of the Whiskey Monkey bar. The only thing that would separate this bland four-door sedan from any other Malibu on the streets of anyplace America were the deeply tinted windows and a blue-over-white US Government license plate. The driver, the taller of the two, appeared to be someplace in the vicinity of mid-forties, thin, with an angular face that seemed to demand a perpetual look of seriousness. His closely cropped black hair had begun to gray at the temples, giving that look of stately wisdom. 

The passenger had been blessed with softer features that tended to invite people to trust him and open up. That was a great attribute to have when questioning a witness or suspect. The neatly combed swath of red hair also discouraged people, subconsciously, from taking him too seriously. All these features helped camouflage his zero-percent body fat and the natural pugilistic stance that he’d continued to nurture after his discharge from the US Navy SEAL Teams.

Sensible leather dress shoes landed on the pavement as the two men exited the car. Blue “raid jackets” with yellow letters identifying them as FBI agents were donned over crisp button-down shirts that had been neatly tucked into neutral-colored dress slacks. Both men silently surveyed the scene in front of the seedy dive bar. Three local officers were having a conversation by the front door, while others were stringing yellow-and-black “crime scene” tape across the backs of squad cars. An officer was taking notes as he talked to a slightly deflated civilian. Hands stuffed deeply into blue jean pockets, stooped shoulders, and a bowed head identified the civilian as the person who had probably walked into this shit show and called the cops.

One of the local cops walked out of the front door of the bar and moved toward the FBI agents. His build and manner of moving suggested, correctly, that he had spent some time in the military—not necessarily Special Forces, but definitely a “been there, done that” outfit like the Rangers or one of the Airborne units. His uniform was mostly undecorated in the way of silver stars on the collar, aglet, or even any type of headwear, but there was no question that this was the man in charge. 

“Gentlemen,” he said, addressing the agents. “You guys sure got here quick. I’m Chief Shafer,” he added, extending his hand.

“Chief,” the taller man said as he gripped the offered hand. “We rolled out here as soon as the department got your request for assistance. I’m Special Agent Whitworth, and my partner over here is Special Agent Van Orden.”

“Glad to have you guys here,” Shafer said as the trio began to walk toward the crime scene. “We have ten bodies in there, which is going to make this thing have legs with the news people, but that’s not the main reason I asked for some help. This could be a real issue.”

As the three stepped out of the blinding sunlight and into the dank, windowless bar, they stopped to allow their eyes to adjust and take in the carnage.

“Damn,” Van Orden said.

“Yeah,” Whitworth said with his hands on his hips. “Robbery?”

“The cash register was never touched, and the bodies haven’t been rifled through.”

“How many shooters do you think?” Whitworth asked.

Shafer eyed Whitworth for a second. “One,” he finally said, as he carefully eyed Whitworth for a reaction. “Maybe two, mostly because I don’t really believe it myself. But I’m still going with one.”

“Bullshit,” Van Orden offered.

“What makes you think so, Chief?” Whitworth asked.

“Well,” Shafer began, running a hand across the stubble of his crewcut, “everybody here got tapped once, all of them fatal, except for old Mr. Jukebox over here.” He nodded toward the corner. 

“It got two for some reason.”

“Okay,” Whitworth said, as more of a question.

“Five of these fellas are packing,” Shafer went on, pointing across the room. “The two pool shooters over there both have Ruger nines. The monster you can’t see behind the bar had a cut-down Ithaca twelve-gauge pump under the bar right in front of him and a Sig nine in a waist holster in the back of his pants. These unlucky two at the end of the bar—a Smith forty on the guy sleeping on the bar, and the other with a Sig M18. Both shoved in the backs of their pants.”

“And?” Van Orden asked.

“Not one of ‘em got those hand cannons out, let alone up and shooting back,” Shafer said. “Mr. M18 over there looks like he might have been reaching for his when he went down, but never got it clear.”

Whitworth let out a long breath and rubbed the back of his neck.

“These shots are accurate as hell also. These two,” Shafer continued as the three moved to the bodies lying on the dance floor, “got body shots. The male took one through the right side— he must have had his arm raised—right through both lungs and his heart. His partner got one hit, straight on through the heart. These three,” Shafer continued as they moved to the pool table, “got theirs in the head. This guy,” Shafer said, indicating James, “through the eye, and his buddy here got his through his left cheek bone and out through the top of the back of his head. I guess he was turning towards the woman over there.” He indicated Anna, sitting on the floor with her head cocked like a dog that had a question.

“Yeah,” Whitworth said. “I can see that.”

“She took one through the mouth,” Shafer continued. “Probably screaming. These two down here,” he said as they moved to the end of the bar, “the one on the left through the back of his gourd, and his buddy took one to the face. The two in the booth over here were probably holding each other. His went through his temple then took a little piece off the back of her skull as it plowed through. Hers grooved the front of his nose, then caught her just above her lip there.”

“What else?” Whitworth asked.

“Well,” Shafer said as they walked to the area that led to the back of the bar, “Godzilla in black here took one right in the center of his throat.” Shafer eyed the two for a second. Then he leaned forward a little for emphasis. “He never even got his hands out of his pockets.”

“Jesus,” Van Orden added.

“There’s one more in the kitchen back there.” Shafer indicated the door. 

“He got his on his knees. A defensive wound in his hand says he certainly saw it coming, then it went through his face. We can go back there later.”

“Okay,” Whitworth began as they moved back toward the center of the room. “Explain the one-shooter idea, because this sure looks like at least two guys that knew what they were doing. How about the witness out there? Did he walk in on this after the fact?”

“Yep,” Shafer said. “Bodies were already down, and no one was in sight inside or out.”

“Naturally,” Van Orden muttered. 

“I have to admit,” Shafer said as he looked back at the door. “Two or more actors made sense to me when I walked in here. But, after I looked closer, there’s no spray rounds in the back walls, and like I said, all the lead went right where it was intended. So, semi-automatic handguns.”

“Yep,” Van Orden said.

“Even if two guys with ARs and lasers came in here, Man Mountain back there would have seen the weapons, and even if he was the first to go down, he wouldn’t have checked out with his hands in his fucking pockets.”

“Nope,” Van Orden said. 

Shafer examined Van Orden, then looked at Whitworth and tilted his head. Whitworth simply offered a slight shrug.

“Besides,” Shafer continued, “going tactical, even with a red dot, kind of shits on your peripheral vison. Either this guy, or gal, is top-end special ops, or they knew where everyone was in this place beforehand. Joe Shit the gun nut isn’t going to jump in this place with a long gun and assess the room for threats that quickly.”

“Okay, handgun,” Whitworth said. “I agree with that. But I’m still not sure I agree with the single-shooter theory. That seems a little too, I don’t know, Lee Harvey Oswald to me.”

“Let’s say two shooters then,” Shafer explained. “Two scenarios. In one, everybody in this place knows the shooters.” Shafer walked to the doorway and started to move toward the bar with his right hand up forming a gun with his fingers. “I’ll assume the shooter was right-handed, just because of the odds, but it really doesn’t matter. They have to come in one at a time.”

“Why?” Van Orden interrupted.

“Look at the door,” Shafer said pointing behind him. “It’s too narrow for more than one person to walk through it at a time. Everybody comes into this dump one at a time.” He turned back toward the bar and raised his “gun” hand. 

“Anyway, everybody knows these clowns, so there would be nothing alarming right off. Anyone walking through that door filled with ill intent knows Big Guy has to go first. Also, he’s the easiest target, hands down. Shooter number one swings right.” Shafer moved his hand to point at the right side of the bar. “It would be unnatural to make his, or her, second round an off-shot across their chest, so bang bang, these two buy it. It would take at least this long for number two to get in here and get his gun up. Now, everybody that has ever played an FPS video game—”

“FPS?” Van Orden asked.

“First-person shooter. Anyway, everybody knows to clear the corners first when you go into a room. Let’s make this guy left-handed, probably not, but that would make it even faster. He dumps two in the juke in the corner due to nerves, gets his shit together, dumps the dancers, then plugs two pool players and their squeeze, bang bang bang. At the very least, Fat Man over here with the bullshit vest gets his weapon clear. Remember, at least three of his friends have been drilled before his shooter even gets in the door.”

“And scenario two?” Whitworth asked.

“Well,” Shafer said as he stopped and put his hands on his hips, “that is a pretty stupid one. A stranger walks into a local shithole and shoots the bartender. Everybody in here, except maybe the love birds, are looking at him. At least two of these guys are going to get their weapons out, and statistically at least, one might even get a shot off before shooter number two can become effective at all.”

Whitworth looked around the room and squinted a little as he rubbed the back of his neck again. 

“I agree with everything you’ve said so far, at least on the surface,” Whitworth offered. “But I still don’t get the single-shooter thing. Someone walking in here, known or not, is only going to get half the room before he gets greased by the other half. I mean, guys like these are just praying for someone to fuck up so they can put a bullet in something. One guy with a gun can’t possibly be as fast or accurate as two.”

“See,” Shafer said, “you said the two most important things that had me looking in the wrong direction at first. ‘A gun’ and ‘walking in here,’ like their first trip in here to shoot was the first time they walked in.”

Shafer walked back toward the door. “So, we’re possibly talking some serious training here, and talent.” He brought up both hands with the fingers shaped into guns. “This guy—”

“Or girl,” Van Orden said.

Shafer tilted his head at Van Orden again, then continued. “The shooter was already in here, drinking beer and making friends. Setting everybody at ease, checking out his threat situation, and formulating a combat entry plan. He walks back out into the parking lot and returns.” Shafer started walking toward the bar. “Assuming I knew what was in here already, this is what I would have done. Bang the bartender drops. I don’t wait to see him drop like an amateur—I knew where my shot went. Bang bang, down go the two at the end of the bar. It makes sense to take them out next. Booth, dance floor, and pool table are occupied and have to drop out of that thought process, then shake off the shock, then understand what they need to do, then make the actual move. This guy thought about all of that before he ever walked out in the first place. The booth over there and the dancers are irrelevant. Bang bang, the two male threats at the pool table go down, then the woman drops because she’s right there in the shot profile. Since he’s already working the left side of the room, left hand drops the dancers, and right hand snuffs the booth.”

Whitworth and Van Orden both surveyed the room for a few seconds after Shafer finished.

“That makes pretty good sense to me,” Whitworth finally said. “But this guy would have to be good. Not just some hick that’s been popping bottles, squirrels, and blackbirds from his back porch. Any brass on the floor?”

“Nothing after a preliminary search,” Shafer said. “We’ll look closer after the rest of the crime scene gets a good going-over, but I’m sure that anyone taking the time to police up his brass was counting how many he needed to look for.”

“Yep,” Van Orden said.

“Oh,” Shafer suddenly said, “I almost forgot. And this is possibly pretty important. I was giving the stool and bar where he obviously sat a pretty good going-over, and I found a few blond hairs there that don’t look like they came from anyone else in the bar.”

Van Orden raised his eyebrows.

“Great,” Whitworth said. “We should be able to get something off that. Follicles?”

“Well, no,” Shafer said, chuckling a little. “Nothing from a lab of course, but I’d say they were synthetic.”

“A wig?” Whitworth asked. “What makes you think so?”

“Let’s say I had a little bit of a misspent youth before I finally got my shit together,” Shafer said. “I dated a few strippers. I know what plastic hair looks like.”

“And glitter,” Van Orden added.

“Let me see them,” Whitworth said.

Shafer produced the hairs in the evidence bag, and Whitworth held them up to the light.

“Yeah, Chief,” he finally said. “I’d say you’re right.”

Shafer picked up one corner of his mouth and an eyebrow.

“I wasn’t always an agent,” Whitworth said. “Who hasn’t dated a few strippers?”

“Exactly,” Van Orden said.

“It looks like you have this pretty well figured out,” Whitworth observed. “Why do you need the Bureau?” 

“This thing is going to hit the local news soon,” Shafer answered, “possibly before you boys get out of the parking lot. Directly after that, it goes to the twenty-four-hour talking heads. Hell, this is the kind of shit that goes international like a shot. We’re not a big department here, and we need to get this thing processed quickly. Maybe check Special Forces records for nuts, radicals, and ex-members that have simply dropped off the face of the earth. Most importantly,” Shafer added, “if this is what I think it is, we aren’t looking at the last one. Historically, serial killers and mass shooters operate in a relatively small area. As my own personal hero once said, ‘We need to nip this in the bud.’”

“Wasn’t that Barney Fife?” Whitworth asked.

Shafer smiled, “We’re going to get along just fine.”

3.

Thirteen-year-old Tyler Stone shivered against the cold, crisp breeze of a northern Idaho November. The sun was just beginning to break the horizon behind him, casting surreal shadows of the barren trees and the hunting blind onto the open field. A thin, fresh blanket of snow from the previous night was heralding the dawning of a new day with a dance of a million minuscule shards of reflected light making the field come alive. Tyler loved every single aspect of moments like these. He was dressed head to toe in fleece camo, from boots to balaclava, surrounded by natural and painted camo on the outside of the small wooden box he sat in. His hands, clad in camo shooting mittens that folded back at the tips, rested on the pistol grip and fore-stock of his own scoped and camo-painted .30-06. His breath hung frozen in the numbing air as it appeared spectral before his face, floating delicately for an instant, then dissipating as if it had never been there in the first place.

Tyler reveled in every second of time he got with his father. Major Stone had the look of the Marlboro Man. Timeless, chiseled features defined a face that held smoldering dark eyes beneath close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair. Stone had retired from a career in the Navy SEAL Teams, then spent a few years in private security. Now he lived as far into the outback as he could get, and he was the happiest he had ever been. Life in the teams had kept him away from home more than he was there, and the private black ops work he did just accomplished more of the same thing. Sure, the money was great, but he had collected a long list of very dangerous enemies. Living in the vicinity of the middle of Nowhere, Idaho, halfway between Eastport and Good Grief, plus fake identities for his family, ensured he would have at least a modicum of safety. Life with his wife and son to this point had been filled with the stress of constant separation. Now it was time to drop out, settle down, and enjoy himself.
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