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      The heat tore a hole in Mack’s shoulder, and he knew he’d been hit. But if he stopped now, he’d be hit again. And again.

      As tempting as it was to just take out as many of them as he could before he died, he found himself with a single reason to live.

      Her.

      It didn’t mean much to other people, as a motivation at least. But to Mack, she was the only thing that mattered.

      He dove behind a barrel, which turned out to not be a great defense. The wood shattered around him, and he scurried behind a metal container next to it, switched his pistol to his other hand, and counted backward.

      He’d started with eleven rounds in the extended magazine of his Ruger P97 .45 ACP.

      He was down to 4.

      “If you can’t finish your business with eleven rounds of .45,” he heard his grandfather’s voice in his head, “then you best just get the fuck out of dodge.”

      The advice sounded, well, sounder than ever.

      He took a quick count. There were at least four men left, which meant shooting 100% with his non-dominant hand in less-than-ideal conditions, or…

      Or what?

      Under the high, warehouse-like roof, rows of racks containing aging barrels decorated the winery. They each contained grape juice in various stages of decomposition that would lead to bitter-tasting liquid that rich folks high above his station would swirl in glasses and share tasting notes about. Some, he knew, contained more than wine, at least when they were shipped. A great way to smuggle drugs, but in a fight? Useless.

      There were metal barrels as well as some other metal containers, one of which he currently hid behind. This one looked like a horse trough, but he knew from the tour that had started this whole thing it was where the grape stomping or pressing took place, the stage that happened before the wine was fermented, put into the barrels for aging, and then…

      But there was something. Oxygen was used in a thing called a flex tank to add - something - to the wine. What mattered was that an oxygen tank sat next to one of them.

      And an oxygen tank could make a great bomb.

      He peeked around the trough, and a bullet pinged off the side of it. He felt the wind of it go past his ear. At the same time, he felt fresh blood oozing from the wound in his shoulder. He probably wouldn’t bleed to death, but he would pass out eventually.

      He had to get somewhere safe, wherever that might be before that happened.

      And preferably where he could dress his wound and then escape to…

      Where?

      Mack had no idea, but he glanced at his shirt, seeing how soaked it already was, and thought of the meager first aid kit in his car, not more than 100 yards from his current position. Also useless.

      “Bandaids don’t fix bullet holes,” his grandfather said from deep inside his head. “Get moving, slacker.”

      His grandfather, a retired Marine, made a great motivator. “There are no such thing as former Marines,” the man had told him just months before the cancer took him. “You’re a Marine for life.”

      Mack knew. He’d left the service for “private practice” some time ago, but the soldier inside him told him to fucking move.

      So he did.

      He slid to the other end of his shield, ducked around, and fired. He heard a shout.

      “Jesus!” and then a scream of pain.

      He fired again in that general direction and then heard a metallic “ting” of a bullet coming from a different direction. They were trying to flank him.

      Down to two shots, and there were teams in two different directions.

      One shot each, at least three guys left with likely more ammunition than he currently had.

      Of course, there was another magazine tucked into his belt at the small of his back, but with a mangled shoulder, he knew getting it out, ejecting the spent one, reloading, and then firing again would be a lengthy and painful process.

      He didn’t have time for that or the energy. This wasn’t Die Hard, and he wasn’t John McClane.

      He needed to make a decision and quickly.

      There was an oxygen tank at his one o’clock, near where he had just shot someone. He hoped.

      He also hoped he and his companion had been unable to move.

      Mack stood, exposed for a second, settled his aim, fired, and then dropped back into hiding.

      He heard metal on metal, like he had hit something, but maybe the tank and not the regulator, which would mean he had missed.

      Nothing happened for what felt like a full second. Two. Thr⁠—

      The world turned yellow, and then he went deaf.

      He risked a peek but immediately ducked again. The tank of oxygen was burning from the top, and that whole side of the winery was now engulfed. Sprinklers had kicked on, but at least for now, they had little effect.

      Without the regulator and on fire, the tank was acting like a rocket, but one pointed straight at the ground.

      Which meant…

      It was a risk. The tank, once on its side, might go anywhere.

      Mack stayed low and ducked around the end of the metal trough, now hot from the flames, and fired at the bottom of the tank.

      The force of his shot was enough to tilt it just a little.

      That’s all it took.

      The cylinder of oxygen slid along the floor, sending up sparks from the concrete, and struck the wall where a sink and a sign that read, “This workplace has gone 300 days since the last workplace accident,” and bounced.

      Or really ricocheted would be a better term.

      It rocketed down the aisle away from him and toward where he thought, or hoped, the other duo of men were hiding.

      Once it was headed away from him, Mack made another decision.

      It was time to leave.

      He stood, staggered, and then looked for the best way out.

      Flames engulfed the area in front of him. A figure, once a man but now a flaming candle, staggered toward him and fell, rolling on the ground. Mack felt sure he was screaming, but his ears were filled with nothing but loud ringing, his tinnitus on steroids.

      Light came from an open doorway that said “Emergency Exit. Alarm Will Sound” on a sign above it.

      Someone had run out, or at least tried to.

      As he ran, one arm hanging uselessly by his side, Mack felt the water from the sprinklers on his face, almost steaming off the heat from his skin.

      He’d look like he’d fallen asleep on the beach by tomorrow.

      If he made it until then.

      Mack reached the doorway and turned around to see the oxygen cylinder headed right for him.

      Instinctively, he ducked through the doorway and to the right. The newly created rocket followed him cleanly through the door, impacted a forklift in the parking lot, and stuck underneath it, the hiss of oxygen slowing as it emptied.

      Mack looked left and right. Snow fell in lazy circles from the frigid sky. His car was around the opposite side of the building, and running for it seemed like a big risk. The winery itself had a tasting room and a small restaurant attached. Surely there would be a proper first aid kit there?

      As he stumbled toward the building, not yet sure how he would get in if it was locked, he heard sirens approaching.

      He staggered again, but kept going.

      When Mack reached the back door of the building, he glanced around one more time and yanked on the door handle.

      To his surprise, it opened easily, and he fell more than walked inside.

      He tripped on something and fell, feeling a cool comfort as the side of his face hit the tile floor. The smell of something heavenly reached his nostrils.

      Then he heard a feminine voice ask, “What the hell are you doing here?”

      He opened his mouth to answer, but no sound came out. And then the world disappeared.
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      Mack came to a short time later, his first sense being one of sliding.

      Sliding, jerking, and then pain. He managed to open his eyes and see a row of fluorescent lights above him. One bar in one of the few fixtures he could see flickered, coming fully to life for less than a second, and then descended into alternating lines of dark and light, moving in an odd dance of brokenness.

      Someone, the person dragging him, he supposed, breathed rapidly and raggedly. He should indicate that he was awake and even put some effort into helping the invisible person, but he waited.

      Mack needed to be sure the dragger was a friend, not a foe. So he closed his eyes again, even though with every drag, stop, and jerk, the throbbing in his shoulder increased. He tried in vain to determine if it was bleeding still, but he only felt wetness around the wound and had no idea how fresh it might be or how long he might have lain on the floor.

      The breathing sounded feminine, if that were possible, and his suspicions were confirmed when he heard a thud followed by a curse.

      “Goddam it. Why did he have to wander in here?”

      Mack almost answered and then stopped himself. The voice probably belonged to a friend. She was dragging him to - some kind of saftety? Hiding?

      His shoulder struck something then, and unable to stop himself, he screamed.

      “Oh, wo we are awake?” the voice said. “Maybe you can help me out then.”

      A brown face appeared, one topped by short, black hair and dotted with hazel eyes that stared for a moment into his. A tiny nose was underlined by a thin-lipped mouth pressed in a line.

      “What do you think?” the voice said.

      Mack tried to move and groaned. Every little motion sent a fire through his shoulder, and he felt - loose might be the right word. Like his muscles were not fully connected to each other or his brain. He tried first to move one leg and then the other, and they responded, but sluggishly.

      “We don’t have time for this,” she said without explanation, and Mack wondered what clock she was working against. “Just push with your legs when you can.”
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