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“You want another one, Walt?” Nick Holleran asked.

Walter nodded. He slid his empty glass across the scratched mahogany. The heavy glass left a smear of condensation on the wood.

Nick pulled the tap handle. Amber liquid filled the pint glass. Foam crested the rim. Nick set the fresh beer in front of his only customer, along with a plastic bendy straw.

Walter picked up the straw with thick, sun-baked fingers. He bent the top inch into a perfect right angle, dropped it into the beer, and leaned over the bar. He took a long drag.

The old fisherman remained mute. Three weeks Nick had owned the place. Three weeks Walter occupied the corner stool. The man possessed vocal cords, according to local gossip, but chose silence. Twenty years as a homicide detective in Brooklyn taught Nick a lot about silence. Men kept their mouths shut to hide the truth, to hide their fear, or to hide themselves. Walter hid in plain sight.

Nick wiped down the counter with a damp rag. The rag smelled of stale hops and ammonia. The Drunken Oyster sat on the edge of the Intracoastal Waterway, baking under the Florida sun like a discarded clam shell. An ancient air conditioning unit rattled in the front window. It pushed warm, humid air around the room. A ceiling fan rotated on a bent axis above them. It offered zero relief.

“You know, Walt,” Nick said, tossing the rag into a plastic bucket. “When the realtor showed me this place, people sat on these stools.”

Walter raised his bushy white eyebrows. He took another drag from the straw.

“The brochure promised a vibrant nightlife. A local institution.” Nick gestured at the empty room. Peeling vinyl stools lined the counter. Dust coated the premium liquor bottles on the top shelf. “The only nightlife involves the raccoons under the loading dock. I blew my pension on a ghost ship.”

The front door screeched on rusted hinges. Blinding white sunlight sliced into the dim room.

Sarah stepped inside. She slammed the door shut, cutting off the glare. She wore frayed denim cut-offs and a faded gray t-shirt with the collar scissored off. Her blonde hair hung in a messy knot at the base of her neck.

She paused a foot past the threshold. Her eyes darted left, then right. She checked the corners. She checked the back hallway. She checked the shadows. A survivor’s reflex.

“You came in late,” Nick said.

Sarah ducked under the bar hatch and tied a black apron around her waist. “Traffic on A1A backed up past the bridge. A tourist wrapped a rented Mustang around a palm tree.”

“You walk to work.”

“So I took the scenic route to avoid the blood.” She grabbed a stack of clean cocktail napkins and began dealing them out along the empty bar top like playing cards. She stopped in front of Walter. “Hey, Walt. Catch any monsters today?”

Walter tapped the side of his pint glass.

“Next time,” Sarah said. She turned to Nick. “Diego coming in today?”

“He called out. Blamed the high tide. Said it interferes with his brain waves.”

Sarah snorted. She grabbed a plastic bin of limes and a paring knife. “Welcome to the coast, boss. The staff comes with side effects.”

She chopped the limes with rapid, violent thwacks against the cutting board. Her knuckles bruised pale blue under the skin. A darker shadow lingered on the edge of her jawline. Makeup covered the worst of it, but the overhead bar lights revealed the uneven tone. Nick noted the bruises. He kept his mouth shut. In Brooklyn, asking questions too early killed the informant. He needed to build the trust first.

The front door screeched open again.

The man filling the doorway cast a shadow halfway across the room. He stepped inside and let the door shut. He possessed a barrel chest, close-cropped silver hair, and a thick neck. He walked with a specific roll in his shoulders. Nick spotted the posture from thirty feet away. Cops recognized cops.

The man approached the bar. He chose a stool three seats down from Walter. He placed large, callused hands flat on the wood. He wore a heavy diver’s watch on his left wrist.

“You Holleran?” the man asked.

“Depends who asks.”

The man extended his right hand. “Chuck Denton.”

Nick shook the hand. A firm grip. “Nick Holleran.”

“Twenty-three years Tampa PD,” Chuck said. “Now I do private security. Keep the riffraff off the big yachts down at the marina.”

“Twenty years NYPD.”

“I know. Word travels fast on the water. You bought Billy McPherson’s shithole bar.”

“I call it an investment opportunity.”

Chuck barked a laugh. The sound bounced off the empty walls. “That what they call a mid-life crisis up north? Down here, we call it a mistake.”

Sarah stepped in front of Chuck. She kept the paring knife in her right hand. “You want a drink, or you just here to critique the real estate?”

Chuck sized her up. He looked at the knife, then at her face. His gaze lingered on the shadow along her jawline.

“Whatever you got cold,” Chuck said.

Sarah grabbed a bottle of local lager from the ice trough, popped the cap with a church key, and slammed it onto the napkin in front of him. She turned her back and resumed chopping limes.

Chuck took a long pull from the bottle. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He looked at Nick.

“So what broke you?” Chuck asked. “Too many bodies? A bad divorce? Internal Affairs catch you skimming?”

Nick picked up a glass and a towel. He polished the glass. “I traded the sirens for the seagulls.”

“How does that work out for you?”

Nick set the glass down. “I see better attendance at a graveyard.”

“Locals avoid new blood,” Chuck said. “Especially new blood carrying a badge. Former or current, it makes no difference to the people in this town.”

“I serve drinks. I watch the boats. I leave the badge in a box.”

“They all say that.” Chuck peeled the label off his beer bottle with his thumb. “But guys like us, we get an itch. Things get too quiet, the brain starts looking for patterns. You need a fight to stay alive.”

“I fight the ice machine every morning. That fulfills my quota.”

Chuck leaned over the bar. He lowered his voice. The banter evaporated. “Billy McPherson ran this place for a decade. He poured bad drinks and kept his mouth shut. Six weeks ago, Billy packed his bags in the middle of the night. He left his clothes in the closet. He left his dog in the yard. He sold this prime piece of waterfront to a bank out of Miami for pennies on the dollar.”

Nick stopped polishing the glass. “The realtor cited health issues.”

“A severe allergy to lead bullets,” Chuck said. “This stretch of the coast belongs to specific people. They run it like a private kingdom. Bars like this move product. They wash cash. You bought real estate in the middle of a war zone without asking permission.”

“I hold the deed. I pay the taxes.”

“The deed means nothing.” Chuck tapped his heavy watch against the bar top. “You ask questions. I hear you ask around about your staff. You run background checks in your head.” Chuck glanced at Sarah’s back. “You dig into the dirt down here, you find more than worms.”

“I mind my business.”

“Billy minded his business too.” Chuck pulled a five-dollar bill from his pocket. He tossed it on the damp wood. “Watch your back, Holleran. The tide brings in worse things than dead fish.”

Chuck stood. He gave Walter a nod. He walked to the door, pulled it open, and stepped out into the blinding heat. The door slammed shut.

Silence reclaimed the room. The air conditioner rattled.

Nick picked up the five-dollar bill. He looked at Sarah. She stood frozen over the cutting board. The paring knife shook in her grip.

“You know him?” Nick asked.

Sarah dropped the knife. It clattered against the stainless steel sink. She grabbed the edge of the bar, her knuckles turning white.

“Sarah.” Nick stepped toward her.

She spun around. Her eyes wide. Her breath coming short and fast.

The back door of the kitchen burst open, wood splintering against the brick wall. Heavy boots slammed against the linoleum floor, moving fast toward the front bar.
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A man tumbled through the back threshold. He carried a heavy cardboard box of off-brand silver rum. He wore a faded olive t-shirt. The graphic on the shirt depicted a blurry flying saucer hovering over a desert highway. Dark hair stuck to his forehead in wet, chaotic spikes.

He kicked the splintered door shut behind him.

Nick released his grip on the Louisville Slugger taped under the cash register.

“They monitor the interstate,” the man said. He dropped the box onto the warped floorboards. Glass clinked inside the cardboard.

“Use the handle next time, Diego,” Nick said. “New hinges cost money.”

Diego adjusted a woven hemp bracelet on his wrist. “Government drones. They disguise them as pelicans now. You see a bird flying against the wind, you take cover. Basic survival mechanics.”

Sarah picked her paring knife out of the stainless steel sink. She gripped the black plastic handle tight. Her knuckles turned bone white. She kept her back to the room.

Walter slid off his corner stool. The old fisherman dropped two crumpled single dollar bills next to his empty pint glass. He gave Nick a brief nod. He walked past Diego, pushed the front door open, and stepped into the blinding afternoon heat. The door screeched shut.

“Good talk, Walt,” Diego said. He hoisted the box of rum and hauled it toward the liquor room. “I need twenty minutes to inventory this poison. Do not let anyone touch the distributor manifest. The bar codes contain tracking chips.”

Diego vanished down the dark hallway.

Nick picked up Walter’s dollar bills and shoved them into the tip jar. He picked up a clean rag. He walked down the length of the bar until he stood directly across from Sarah.

She focused on a fresh lime. The knife sliced through the green skin with sharp, jagged motions.

“He startled you,” Nick said.

“People busting through doors startle everyone.”

“You shook before Diego hit the wood. You shook when Denton mentioned Billy McPherson.”

Sarah swept the lime wedges into a plastic bin. “Denton runs his mouth. Cops love the sound of their own voices.”

Nick leaned his forearms on the damp mahogany. He brought his face closer to hers. The overhead pendant light caught the side of her jaw. The makeup failed to conceal the purple and yellow shading near her earlobe.

“Who gave you the shadow, Sarah?”

She picked up another lime. “Kitchen cabinet. I left the door open.”

“Cabinets feature sharp edges. They leave straight lines. A fist leaves a spread impact. Fingers leave parallel bruises.”

Sarah threw the knife onto the cutting board. It stuck point-down in the scarred plastic. “You possess a vivid imagination.”

“I possess twenty years of reading domestic assault reports. I know the difference between clumsy and hunted.”

Sarah matched his posture. She leaned over the bar. She smelled of coconut shampoo and stale cigarette smoke. “You own the deed to a failing dive bar. You pour draft beer. You wipe down sticky counters. Play the bartender, Holleran. Leave the detective badge in New York.”

“I protect my investment. Trouble for my staff brings trouble through my front door. I prefer to see the punch coming.”

“You don’t know the rules down here.” Sarah grabbed a stack of damp cocktail napkins and threw them into the trash bin. “The ecosystem functions on a delicate balance. You ask questions, you upset the balance. You point fingers, you end up crab food in the Intracoastal. Keep your eyes on the glasses. Mind your business.”

She untied her black apron and threw it over a stool.

“Take the register,” she said. “I need a smoke.”

She marched out the front door. The rusted hinges protested the movement.

Nick stood alone in the quiet bar. The ancient air conditioner rattled against the window frame. He picked up the discarded paring knife and wiped the blade clean. He set it beside the cutting board.

Her posture triggered a memory. The stiff spine. The darting eyes. The forced defiance covering pure terror.

Nick walked around the bar and pushed through the side door. He stepped onto the back deck. The Intracoastal Waterway moved slow and thick beneath the pilings. The smell of rotting kelp and diesel fuel hung over the dark water. Heat radiated from the wooden planks, baking through the soles of his boots.

He pulled a crushed pack of Pall Malls from his shirt pocket. He sparked a battered Zippo. The flame cast a brief, hard shadow across his face. He inhaled the harsh smoke and let it fill his lungs.

Jessica Weaver.

He stared at the murky water and saw wet asphalt.

Bleecker Street alleyway. Three a.m. Rain falling in cold, steady sheets. Yellow crime scene tape whipping in the wind. Garbage bags piled high against a brick wall, leaking foul liquid into the gutter.

Jessica lay spread-eagle against the trash. Twenty-one years old. She wore a green sequined dress. The sequins caught the flash of the crime scene cameras. Pale skin. Auburn hair plastered to the pavement. Rain washed the makeup from her face.

Dead eyes staring up at the fire escape.

Nick remembered the cold seeping through his trench coat. He remembered the smell of ozone and cheap perfume. He knelt beside her body. He cataloged the details. No defensive wounds. No torn clothing. No scuff marks on her heels.

She died somewhere else. The killer dumped her in the alley.

He examined her neck. The flesh bore the marks. A specific knot. Thin nylon cord. The killer pulled tight and held the tension. Professional work. Clean. Efficient.

The precinct captain arrived an hour later. He drank coffee from a paper cup and told Nick to drop the file. A dead end. An escort gone wrong. A random john with a violent streak.

Nick knew better. The knot indicated a specialist. The lack of DNA indicated a sterile environment. The missing purse indicated a stolen identity.

He kept digging. He ignored direct orders. He ran the ownership of the nightclub where Jessica worked her final shift. He found a maze of shell companies. He traced the offshore accounts. He followed a paper trail leading straight to the Florida coast.

Then the brass pulled his badge.

They cited insubordination. They cited erratic behavior. They ordered a psych evaluation. They offered desk duty or a forced retirement package.

Nick took the pension. He packed a single duffel bag. He bought a rusted bar at the end of the world to escape the dead eyes. He wanted the heat to burn the memories out of his skull.

He flicked the cigarette ash into the waterway. The ash hit the surface and dissolved.

The heat failed to burn the memories. The dead eyes stared at him from his own bartender’s face. Sarah carried the same fear Jessica carried the night she died.

The side door creaked open. Diego stepped onto the deck. He held a clipboard in his right hand.

“We lack tequila,” Diego said. “The distributor shorted us three cases of the silver. I suspect a cartel embargo. They manipulate the market to control the agave supply.”

“Call the distributor,” Nick said. “Tell them to deliver the missing cases by tomorrow noon or we pull the contract.”

“They ignore my calls. They log my voiceprint.”

“Then I make the call.”

Nick took a final drag of the Pall Mall. He dropped the butt onto the deck and crushed it under his heel. He turned back toward the door.

“Boss,” Diego said.

Nick stopped.

Diego lowered the clipboard. The paranoid energy vanished from his posture. He stood perfectly still. His dark eyes locked onto Nick’s face.

“Sarah operates under pressure,” Diego said. His voice dropped an octave. It held no trace of the conspiracy theory nonsense. “She carries heavy baggage. You push her too hard, the strap breaks. The bag falls open. You will not like the contents.”

Nick evaluated the bartender. The shift in demeanor jarred him. “You know her history.”

“I know the present reality.” Diego stepped back into the shadows of the doorway. The goofy, erratic energy returned to his frame like a flipped switch. He tapped his temple. “The satellites track irregular heartbeats. Keep the stress levels low, Holleran. For all our sakes.”

Diego disappeared inside.

Nick stood on the deck for another full minute. He listened to the water slap against the wooden pilings.

Chuck Denton warned him about the local climate. Sarah warned him about the rules. Diego delivered a veiled threat wrapped in a weather report.

He bought a bar to escape a war. Instead, he purchased a front-row ticket to a new one.

Nick pulled the door open and stepped back into the suffocating heat of The Drunken Oyster.








  
  
  Chapter Three

  
  







Nick pulled the door open and stepped back into the suffocating heat of The Drunken Oyster.

The transition from the blinding deck to the dim interior took his eyes a full ten seconds to adjust. Dust motes drifted in the sharp shafts of sunlight piercing the cracks in the window blinds. The air conditioner hummed its dying tune.

Diego stood behind the far end of the bar. He arranged the fresh bottles of off-brand rum in perfect, uniform rows. He aligned the labels to face dead forward. He checked the spacing with the width of his thumb.

“The barcodes face the wall,” Diego said. He did not look up from his work. “The lasers from the street sweepers scan the barcodes through the glass. They calculate our inventory. They know our profit margins before we file the taxes.”

Nick walked behind the mahogany counter. He retrieved a clean rag from the bucket.

“Keep the labels forward, Diego. The customers buy what they can read.”

Diego sighed. He turned the bottles around. “Your funeral, boss. Don’t cry to me when the black SUVs pull into the parking lot.”

Sarah stood by the register. She counted a stack of faded singles. She kept her head down. She focused entirely on the bruised paper money. The tension in her shoulders remained. Diego’s warning on the deck echoed in Nick’s mind. The strap breaks. The bag falls open.

The front door screeched open.

The afternoon sun spilled across the floorboards. Two men walked through the glare. The door slammed shut behind them, cutting off the light and trapping the heat.

Nick stopped wiping the bar.

These men did not look like tourists. They did not wear straw hats or sunburns. They did not carry cameras.

The first man stood six-foot-two. He carried two hundred and forty pounds of muscle wrapped in a tight black polo shirt. Thick veins mapped his forearms. A jagged scar interrupted the line of his left eyebrow. He walked with heavy, deliberate steps. He stopped in the center of the room and crossed his arms.

The second man walked past the first. He possessed a lean, wiry frame. He wore a crisp white guayabera shirt and tailored linen trousers. Silver aviator sunglasses hid his eyes. He smelled of expensive cologne and old cigarette smoke. A gold chain rested against his collarbone.

He approached the bar. He chose the stool directly across from the cash register. He placed both hands on the wood. He wore a gold pinky ring on his right hand.

“We need two glasses of ice water,” the lean man said. He removed his sunglasses and folded them. He placed them next to his hands. He possessed flat, dead eyes. The color of wet cement.

Sarah froze. She stopped counting the ones. Her hand hovered over the open drawer.

The lean man looked at her. He offered a thin smile. “Hello, Sarah. You look well.”

Sarah slammed the register drawer shut. The bell rang sharp and loud in the quiet room. She turned her back to the men and grabbed a stack of plastic cups. Her hands shook. The plastic clattered.

Nick stepped in front of her. He blocked the lean man’s view.

“I pour the drinks,” Nick said.

The lean man shifted his gaze to Nick. He evaluated the height, the weight, the stance. “You must be the new paper holder.”

“Nick Holleran. I own the deed.”

“I am Hector. My large friend by the door is Cruz.” Hector tapped his gold ring against the mahogany. The sound cracked like a tiny whip. “We represent the local commerce association. We come to collect the monthly dues.”

“I belong to the Chamber of Commerce,” Nick said. “I mailed the check last week.”

“Different association,” Hector said. “We operate on a more… direct level. Billy McPherson paid his dues on the first of every month. Ten thousand dollars. Cash. He handed over an envelope, we ensured the glass in these windows stayed intact. We ensured the liquor trucks arrived on time.”

Hector glanced at Diego down the bar. Diego had stopped arranging the rum. Diego held a heavy glass liquor bottle by the neck.

“We ensure the staff makes it home without broken legs,” Hector added.

Nick placed both hands flat on the bar, mirroring Hector’s posture. He leaned forward.

“Billy sold the bar. Billy moved to a different zip code. His debts left with him.”

Hector sighed. He picked up his aviator sunglasses and polished the lenses with the hem of his guayabera shirt. “The debt belongs to the building, Mr. Holleran. The geography carries the tax. You occupy the geography. You pay the tax.”

Cruz took three steps forward. He stopped right behind Hector. He cracked his knuckles. The sound popped loud in the humid air.

“You look like a smart man,” Hector said. “You keep a clean bar. You hire pretty help.” Hector craned his neck to look around Nick. “Sarah knows the routine. Ask her. She understands the climate.”

Sarah stood paralyzed near the sink. She clutched the edge of the metal basin. She stared at the drain.

Nick felt the familiar cold sensation spread through his chest. The adrenaline drop. The narrowing of the vision. The shift from civilian to hunter. Twenty years in the five boroughs taught him the geometry of violence. He measured the distance across the bar. Thirty inches. He measured the weight of the Louisville Slugger taped beneath the register shelf. Thirty-two ounces of solid ash.

“I run a simple business,” Nick said. “I sell alcohol to thirsty people. I pay the state taxes. I pay the county taxes. I pay zero geography taxes to men in linen pants.”

Hector stopped polishing his glasses. He set them down. His face hardened. The thin smile vanished.

“You misunderstand the negotiation, Holleran. We do not ask. We inform.”

Hector nodded at Cruz.

Cruz moved. He lunged forward. His massive hand reached across the bar. He aimed for the collar of Nick’s shirt.

Nick moved faster.

He did not step back. He stepped into the attack. Nick swept his left arm up in a hard arc, knocking Cruz’s heavy forearm aside. In the same fluid motion, Nick’s right hand dropped below the bar counter. He ripped the Louisville Slugger free from the duct tape.

Nick brought the barrel of the bat straight up. He thrust the blunt end of the ash wood directly into Cruz’s sternum.

The impact sounded like a dropped melon.

All the air rushed out of Cruz’s lungs in a ragged wheeze. His eyes bulged. His knees buckled. He collapsed forward, his heavy chest hitting the edge of the bar.

Nick dropped the bat. He grabbed Cruz by the ears. He slammed the big man’s face down against the mahogany. Bone cracked. Blood splattered across the varnish.

Cruz slid off the bar and hit the floorboards like a sack of wet cement. He curled into a fetal position, clutching his shattered nose and gasping for breath.

Hector jumped back from his stool. His right hand dove under the hem of his guayabera shirt. He reached for the small of his back.

Nick vaulted over the bar. He planted one boot on a stool and launched himself over the wood. He landed in front of Hector before the man could clear his weapon.

Nick drove a straight right cross into Hector’s jaw.

The punch snapped Hector’s head back
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