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  CHAPTER 1


"What're you doing?" I said to Jed, pulling him back from the rock on the edge of the mountain. "You trying to die?"   
"Lighten up, Nancy," he said, gripping the binoculars. "We're a quarter mile up. They can’t get us from here."
Looking down, the mountain dropped off beneath my boots in a near-vertical plunge, its face a jagged quilt of pale rock and loose shale that looked ready to shear away at any moment. Far below, the village clung to the hillside like it had been flung there and forgotten—stone roofs no bigger than thumbprints from up here. One bad step, and I’d be part of the landscape.   
"They struck the convoy outside Baghdad from almost half a mile out," I reminded him.  
"Not straight up," he said, pointing a finger in the air as he said it.    
"Don't chance it," I said. "This place is boring without you."  
"Kiss ass," he said, kneeling behind the rock and out of sight. Jed lifted the binoculars to his eyes.  I winked at him. Jed and I first bonded over our lack of preparedness for the physical aspects of the training. Sure, I prepped as best I could, but it was worse than I could have imagined.  Jed told anyone who listened that he did little prep, and on the first two days, he was fine. It caught up to him on Day three, and he was back at my level. We’d been stuck together ever since.  My helmet slid down toward my right ear and I straightened it. Made me realize how tight I gripped my rifle. We had the high ground, sure, but the insurgents were crafty and unpredictable.  
"Don't look through those too long," I said to Jed.  "Christ Chase, you're worse than my mother."  
"If your mom were here, she’d tell you that the sun shining on the lenses will create a glare that they can see from up here."
“You watch too many movies,” Jed said, looking past me. “Shoot, Reynolds, put on some tunes. Some of the yacht rock you like. That’ll shut him up.”
Reynolds, a pimply-faced private, stood behind me. He mouthed his wish for us to shut up behind gritted teeth. 
Gomez, who was paired up with Reynolds, just laughed.   
"Sitrep," Decker, our CO, said behind me. Still hard, skin starting to weather from exposure to the sun, he was someone you didn’t want to mess with. I almost dropped my gun in surprise. My attempt to catch it resulted in my bobbling it a couple of times. It entertained my platoon mates, but prompted Decker to shoot daggers at me. 
“Other than a couple of goats,” Jed replied, “Nothing.”
“Copy that,” Decker said. “Intel says this is a hideout for insurgents who hit us outside Baghdad. Our mission is to go in, grab as many as we can, and bring them back for questioning.”
“If there are insurgents down there,” I continued, “They’ll be waiting for us.”
“That’s why we’re all dolled up. Fall in, Chase,” Decker said, walking away. 
“Yessir,” I grunted. 
The mountain air was sharp, biting through the thin fabric of the thawb, the traditional Iraqi robe I wore. It was better than body armor we had on underneath for what we were about to do. Jed adjusted the ragged scarf wrapped around his head, muttering curses under his breath. Decker, standing at the edge of the ridge with his arms crossed like he owned the place, didn’t seem to notice—or care.
I didn’t need Jed to say it out loud. We hated this plan, but Decker never gave us a choice. Orders barked out like we were his personal squad, even though we all knew half of us were smarter than him. Hell, Jed probably had more tactical sense on his bad days.
He wasn’t the kind of leader you’d follow into hell out of respect. He was the kind you followed because he’d drag you there whether you liked it or not.
Decker glanced over his shoulder, his eyes cold and calculating. “We move slow,” he said, his voice low and clipped. “If you can’t walk like you’ve got nowhere to be, you’ll blow the whole operation.”
Jed snorted just loud enough for me to hear. “Walk slow, got it, boss,” he muttered under his breath. I shot him a warning glance, but it was half-hearted. He wasn’t wrong.
Decker ignored it, adjusting the folds of his thawb like he was auditioning for a play. The sun was dipping lower now, casting long shadows over the village below. From up here, it looked peaceful. Almost serene. Somewhat deceptive, if you ask me. 
Jed leaned toward me as we started down the slope, his voice a harsh whisper. “This plan is garbage, Garrison. Dressing up like extras from some bad spy movie? You really think they’re gonna buy this?”
“Not looking forward to a relaxing weekend in the brig.”
Jed grunted. “Still doesn’t make him any less of an idiot.”
The path down was uneven, loose rocks sliding under our boots. Decker had insisted we move like civilians, clumsy and careless. Jed, as usual, had taken that as a personal challenge. He was stomping down like a man who wanted someone to notice.
“You’re gonna twist an ankle,” I said, keeping my voice low.
He grinned, a flash of teeth under his scarf. “Better than walking like a sheep so Decker can pat himself on the back later.”
Halfway down, we passed a herd of goats grazing on sparse patches of grass. Their shepherd, a wiry old man, glanced up at us, his dark eyes unreadable. Decker nodded at him, just the slightest gesture, and kept moving. Jed stiffened beside me, one hand brushing the hilt of his knife, but the shepherd didn’t follow us.
“Relax,” I murmured.
Jed muttered something about trusting anyone Decker’s plans didn’t account for, but he dropped his hand.
As we neared the village, the smells hit us first—smoke, spices, and something faintly metallic I didn’t want to think about. The streets were quiet, that waiting kind of quiet. Somewhere in one of those houses, men with rifles were holed up, probably looking for trouble.
If Decker had his way, we’d give them exactly that. I wasn’t looking forward to getting caught in a firefight, at least not one we started. Our presence here didn’t up our odds, but maybe we’d get lucky. 
The buildings themselves appeared empty. A fountain trickled dirty water in the middle of the village, likely its only water source. Behind that stood the outline of the mosque, the central structure in this small town and the only one that was two stories. The rest were all small squares, with a reddish-brown kind of brick. Reminded me of pueblos in New Mexico and Arizona. The sound of bleating goats and braying donkeys tried to drown out the wind.
No sign of any people. 
Decker stopped ahead of us and I saw him reach into his thawb. I stepped around Jed, ignoring his whispered pleas and walked next to him. 
“Sir, should we do a sweep of the buildings in pairs?”
Decker’s arm twitched, but he didn’t pull out his weapon. I let my breath out. Small victory. “Go.”
“Copy that,” I said, walking back toward Jed. Decker lifted his arm and moved his hand in a circular motion - search the area.
Jed took a step forward, rifle raised. He stopped when he noticed I wasn’t there. “Chase!” he whispered. 
I realized my head was shaking, an involuntary response. A weight felt like it was clamping down at my sides. The bulletproof vest I wore seemed to get heavier with each heartbeat. My knees buckled for an instant. 
I didn’t feel nauseous, but my stomach hurt, like a hand was inside twisting it. I held the rifle in my hand at the barrel, but it slid to the butt end. Blinking, I returned to my senses.
“Dude,” Jed whispered.
“Something’s not right,” I said. 
“Move,” he urged.
I looked past him and found Reynolds, moving to the first house, to our right. “Cover me,” I said, zig-zagging toward the kid. 
“Reynolds, radio,” I said, holding my hand out. He just stared at me with wide doe eyes.
“Now.”
He reached into his vest and pulled out a small boom box. Appeared to be wireless, but I saw a thumb drive attached to it. Perfect. 
Turning left, the fountain was roughly three hundred yards away. I started to run, and almost slammed into Decker.
Never saw so many veins popping out of a person in my life. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“Something isn’t right here.”
“You’re not a fucking psychic, Chase, you’re a corporal in the greatest Army in the world. And right now, you’re dangerously close to insubordination.”
“Sir, we’ve seen one person on our way in. Where’s the kids? The women? It’s not a holy day, that was yesterday. Something’s up.”
“Fall in, Chase, now.”
“Sir, I’m telling you -“
“Or you will be court martialed so fast, your head will spin.”
“Sorry, sir, can’t hear you over the music,” I said, walking past him and hitting the power button. Jed ran up next to me as hair metal vomited out of the speaker. 
Reynolds and his partner, Gomez, joined Jed and me. I turned the speaker up full blast, my eardrums ringing hard at the noise. But it had the desired effect.
“Reynolds,” Jed said. “Come here! Mosh with me.”
“Huh?”
Jed lowered his rifle and pulled the private to him and leaned his shoulder into the young kid. Reynolds got the idea and reciprocated. 
“Three o’clock!” Gomez announced, whirling to his right. Sure enough, five men came out, hands on their ears, shouting in Farsi.
All five of them hand bandoliers on, full of bullets, and they wore grenades on their belts like my grandfather wore his oversized cell phone.
We trained our guns on them, and I turned the music off. They put their hands in the air.

      ***“And that,” Jed said, sipping a beer, “Is the Basra Boogie.” 








  
  CHAPTER 2


“What?” Donny said, spitting out his beer. “That is frickin’ hilarious, bro! And you didn’t get in trouble for that?” 
“Decker tried,” Jed said. “Wrote it up in his report. But the intel we got from those guys helped us take the whole cell out.”
“Shit name,” Donny said. “Basra Boogie. You didn’t even really dance.”
“It’s all marketing,” I said.
“Exactly. Alliteration is easy to remember,” Jed added, “And easy to recall.”
“Just so you know,” Donny continued, “When I ask for a story, I am looking for an embarrassing one, Jed.”
Jed just shrugged.
“All part of the lore of Garrison Chase,” I said, bowing.
Or, as best I could in this car. We currently sat in a black stretch limousine. I hadn’t been in one in a long time, but what was around me now was nothing like I remembered. Neon lights wrapped around the floor, like on an airplane. It was pink, but I didn’t care. I expected the carpet to be thin and rough, but it was soft and plush. My shoes sank right in. 
The seats were in an L-shape and resembled a leather sofa you see in a furniture store ad. I sat in the middle, against the far side wall. Donny was to my left, and Jed sat with his back to the trunk, which happened to be right near the drinks, laid out in a recessed container filled with ice. I took my jacket off, and Jed adjusted the temperature on the console next to him.
We were back in Jed’s neck of the woods to celebrate my fortieth birthday. After everything that happened to me the past few years, I wasn’t sure what this milestone birthday was going to look like. After the Dean case, I figured I’d be in jail. So to have this time with the two men who were my brothers - one by blood, the other by choice - meant everything. 
“Jed, this is top-notch, man. Thank you.”
“Happy birthday. We’re just getting started, my friend,” Jed said, opening the drink container to reveal Joe’s Cream Soda. A locally made craft soda, I fell in love with it my last year in town before jail and my trip back home. Unfortunately, it’s only distributed in Pennsylvania for now.
“This,” I said, taking a can from Jed and opening it. It felt cold to the touch, just the way I like it. The carmel smell hit my nose and felt smooth as it went down. “This is perfect.”
“You’re welcome,” Jed said.
“Too bad Carrie couldn’t come,” Donny said. 
“Yeah,” Jed added, after a sip. “You better not get emo later and complain she left you alone this weekend.”
“Trust me, she’d rather be here than doing her annual weapons certification in some podunk Midwest town. Fear not, my good man,” I said with a devilish grin on my face. “There will be plenty of celebrating when she’s done.”
"That's an image I didn't want in my head," Donny replied. "Thanks for that."
Jed would not tell me where exactly we were going, other than the South Side area, still one of the sections of the Steel City still growing. A lot of events for all walks of life kept popping up. I asked Jed once if he ever thought of moving his place here, and he looked at me as if I asked if he wanted to hurt a dog or something. 
The limo parked outside one of the newest hot spots. A promoter from New York, taking advantage of cheap commercial real estate, turned a stuffy old warehouse into a first floor bar and second floor club. It was a hot ticket.
Of current importance was the rapidly moving line. Now, what you see in movies and in major world cities never happens in mid-level cities. At least not in my experience.
Come to think of it, this might be the first nightclub I’ve been to. Stateside, anyway. 
The line dissipated and I was staring at one of the biggest men I’ve ever seen. Two heads taller than me, and twice as wide. Dark hair, brown eyes, he was Asian. Dude could have been a sumo world champion, which made his second career a logical choice. His name tag said Tim.  
I stepped back, keeping my arms and hands visible. “Good evening.”
His narrow eyes tightened even more as he took the measure of me. “Name,” he said in a deep baritone. 
As I began to speak, I became aware of a loud soup of gibberish behind me, followed by laughter. Jed walked past me, right up to Tim, and punched him in the shoulder. The breath escaped my lungs. Tim stepped forward, breathing down onto Jed’s head. 
Donny walked up next to me and stopped dead in his tricks. “Oh shit,” he mouthed. 
My arms tightened, my fists clenched. Was it about to get ugly?
Tim smiled and repeated the same gibberish back to Jed, and pulled him into a bear hug. I exhaled in relief, but only for a minute. I didn’t completely relax until Tim put Jed down safe and sound. 
Then it dawned on me Jed was speaking Japanese. Since when did Jed learn that? Before I got the chance to ask, he turned to Donny and me. “Boys, meet Tim, the best bouncer in the city.”
“You too kind, Mr. Jed. You gentlemen have pleasant evening,” Tim said, stepping aside and moving the rope so we could pass.
Jed walked past the rope to the door and held it open for me. “After you, my liege,” he said, lowering himself into a bow. 
“Well done, peasant,” I joked and walked to the door. “I could get used to this.”
“Then your tab will be due post haste,” Jed replied. 
I eyed him for a heartbeat and shrugged. “Let’s go celebrate my birthday. And one of these stops better have cake.”

      ***Jed led us to a table catty-corner from the bar and a small dance floor. I counted eight people dancing. The music was bass-heavy, but its volume didn’t prevent me from hearing the guys. And I wouldn’t have a headache either, so a bonus gift. 
“Why don’t we just sit at the bar?” Donny asked, pointing to the open seats closest to us. “Plenty of room. And great scenery.”
He smiled as he said that, and I followed his gaze. He was looking at the bartender, a woman who I’d guess was close to Donny’s age. She wore a tight white t-shirt with overalls. Her red hair was in a ponytail, had a tattoo on her right arm and a welcoming smile. 
No wonder he didn’t like our seating arrangements.
Jed shook his head. “She’d get annoyed at you,” he said. Donny started to protest, but Jed held up a hand. “People are going to be coming up to the bar all night, shouting over you. Can’t talk, and even if she was interested, a big if, she’d be doing her job to get tips rather than chat with you. Unless you ordered drinks all night. And I don’t have that kind of cash. Do you?”
It took my brother a minute, but he got it. 
“Besides,” I offered, “You get the best view, and you can practice your pickup lines while you drink from here.”
“Good call,” Donny said. 
“And with practice, you won’t crash and burn as hard.”
Donny flipped me off and opened the drink menu. Jed took the other drink menu that was on the table and handed it to me. All the listed drinks were in somewhat small print, which, given the lighting, made it hard to read.
There was one other aspect of it that I didn’t find appealing. “How strong was that beverage in the limo?” I asked. “You know I don’t drink.”
Jed smiled. “Turn it over.”
I shrugged and flipped it over. In big letters, they listed tonight’s specials. They had three drinks with punny names: Go Bananas, Mango Away and Pepperminty Fresh. Reading lower, they had a non-alcoholic drink section. The first item got my attention.
“Joe’s Reserve!”
Jed nodded, smiling. 
Joe’s Reserve is a limited edition craft soda. When craft beer and cocktails took off, soda makers got into it. Crystal Clear cola, all kinds of flavors. Joe’s Reserve was one such soda. The manufacturers found the original 1930s recipe and recreated it, even storing it in reproductions of the original transport barrels. It got its name from distributors who had to reserve a certain number of barrels. 
“First round’s on me,” I said. 
“No, no,” Jed said, handing me cash. “You know what I like.”
“Beer for me,” Donny said.
I darted out of the booth and walked to the bar. Of course, as soon as I got to the bar, a small crowd formed in front of me. Three women in their early twenties, all wearing similar short dresses, carrying small purses, cackled loudly. Two guys were behind them, whispering to each other and trying to figure out what to say. 
The bartenders kept the line moving and before I had to endure anymore, I was at the bar with the bartender my brother had eyes for looking at me.
“What can I get ya?”
“Miller Lite, gin and tonic and a Joe’s Reserve.”
“Ah, someone’s being responsible.”
“Nah, I just don’t like to drink.”
She nodded and proceeded to get my drinks. I turned and observed Jed and Donny chatting, which was nice. It warmed my heart.
“You in line?” a sultry voice said behind me. A woman stood there, about forty, in a flirty lace tank top with spaghetti straps, jeans that fit just right and heels. She had a gray streak which looked great on her. 
“Already ordered,” I said, gesturing for her to move ahead.
“Thank you. What’s good here?” She asked.
“I don’t know. First visit.”
“Don’t make it down here often?”
That’s one way to put it. Just visiting. Buddy’s taking me out for my birthday.”
“Your birthday?” She said, stretching out the words in an attempt to flirt. “Happy birthday! Can I give you a birthday hug?”
Before I answered, she went in and squeezed me. “I’m Stephanie, by the way.”
“Garrison. And thank you for the gift.”
“That’s not a gift. How about you dance with me?”
“I’m flattered. But I’ve got two left feet, both of which happen to be flat.”
Stephanie laughed. “These are steel-toed heels. You won’t hurt me.”
I raised an eyebrow. “That’s a real thing?”
She winked and laughed. “Come on, what do you say?”
The bartender put the drinks in front of me. I paid her in cash and picked them up. I turned, but Stephanie was still there, hands on her hips. 
“Chase, what the hell?” We both looked at Jed, who stood between us. “What are ya waiting for? We’re thirsty.”
He looked at Stephanie. “Hello. I’m Jed. Birthday boy here in your way?”
“I was just asking him to dance.”
“Trust me, you don’t want to see that. It’s embarrassing. C’mon.”
Before she could say anything, Jed took her hand and they hit the floor. I put the Miller Lite bottle under my arm, grabbed the other drinks, and walked back to our booth, watching Jed the whole time. 
Dude had moves. He stayed in rhythm and looked like he took lessons in the past, leading Stephanie in a small box on the dance floor. 
I put the drinks down on the table and sat, watching my friend in awe. 
“What’s the matter?” Donny asked, and I pointed to Jed.
“Had no idea he was able to do that. He was barely able to run in the Army. It was bad.”
“Guess you don’t know him as well as you thought, huh?”
“Guess not,” I said, taking a sip of Joe’s. 
I was so enamored with Jed and Stephanie dancing that it took three sips to register that I was drinking Joe’s Reserve. The honey and carmel flavor was perfect. I enjoyed that and was compelled to watch Jed dance with Stephanie.
I was no dancing expert - my last dance being high school prom - but Jed looked great on the floor. He wasn’t perfect, but when he paused or stopped completely, I thought he did it on purpose. 
The song ended and everyone clapped. Stephanie kissed Jed on the cheek and whispered into his ear. He smiled.
Jed came back to the table and took a sip, oblivious to my brother and me having our jaws on the floor. “Dude,” I said, “What the heck was that?” 
“What?” Jed said.
“Cutting a rug out there. Where the hell did that come from?” I asked. 
Jed grinned at me and took another sip of his gin and tonic. “There's a lot of things about me you don't know.” 
“What else are you hiding from me?” 
“It's not that I'm hiding,” Jed said. “It never came up in conversation before. I mean, we were dodging Iraqi RPGs. Rumba doesn’t really come up in that time frame.”    
Donny leaned forward on my left, his mouth twitching, as if he was trying to find a way to say something. “Spit it out,” I said. “You look like a dork.”     
“Can you teach me some of those moves?” Donny asked.         
I shook my head and Jed laughed. 






  
  CHAPTER 3


Jed settled the tab and we went out to the limo. “So," I asked, “What's next?” 
“A little place called Prime Target.”    
I raised an eyebrow. 
“The city's newest Axe Throwing facility,” Jed informed me.    
“Frickin’ cool,” Danny said.    
I groaned and leaned back in my seat. Jed chuckled. Donnie looked between the two of us. “What's the problem?” Donnie asked.    
“He never told you? Turns out your brother’s a pretty bad axe thrower.”
Donny laughed. “Thought he was pretty good with weapons?”
“For the most part,” Jed said, offering Donny a beer and me a Joe’s. I held up two fingers, and Jed tossed me another. 
“We finished a training exercise and had some R&R for a coupla days. Someone had this bright idea to set up an impromptu axe-throwing range, taking advantage of the unused lumber we had lying around."
Taking a sip of his drink, Jed continued, "Someone had a care package with some whiskey.”
“Hold up,” Donny said, raising a hand. “We still can’t ship alcohol across some state lines. How you get it to the Middle East?”
“Mouthwash,” I said. 
“What?”
“Your brother’s right,” Jed said. “People would put whiskey in mouthwash bottles in the care packages they’d send over.”
“Genius,” Donny said. “But wasn’t it illegal to drink on base?”
“Not if your platoon didn’t have a specific rule against it,” I added. 
“And ours didn’t,” Jed added. “Some of the group opened the whiskey and passed it around. Garrison stuck to water. Stone-cold sober."
“Y’all messed up, getting dehydrated in the desert.”
Jed chuckled, leaning forward toward Donny. "Now, picture this: the targets are makeshift, the night is dark, and the platoon is having a blast. Axes are flying,” Jed mimicked as he told the story. “Most of them are landing somewhere on the target. But your brother, man, he was struggling. You know what his throws looked like?”
Donny shook his head. I did too. I was unable to tolerate any more of this, so I sipped my Joe’s, taking my time in swallowing it to savor that carmel, bubbly goodness. 
By swishing it a bit in my mouth, I hoped the noise would drown out some of Jed’s tale.  
“Does the game of spinning around a stick before attempting to run straight sound familiar?”
Donny said, “Yeah.”
“Garrison looked like he spun on a stick before he threw his axes. We had three targets set up that night and some of us were already seeing double when it was our turn to throw.  I swear, it was like he had some secret agreement with the lumber to dodge every throw," Jed said, shaking his head with a grin.
Donny laughed, "So Chase was the worst axe-thrower, even with everyone else half-drunk?"
“By a country mile,” Jed said, smiling. Donny laughed as he finished his beer.
“Thought we were celebrating my birthday?” I asked.
“We sure are,” Jed said. “The night is yours. But why are you the only one who gets a present?”

      ***The neon glow of Stay on Target Axe bathed the night in an eerie yet inviting light. If Jed said nothing, I’d bet this dimly lit warehouse housed some sort of mob-run casino or something. 
Taking the lead, I swung the door open with a wide step and my arms hanging out from my sides. I exuded a confidence that bordered on arrogance – unearned, given my past deficiencies with this sport, but I get experience points for my birthday, right?
The lobby looked more like a storefront than an axe throwing joint. The cash register sat atop a glass case. Below it, axes, T-shirts and tchotchkes. A large barn door separated the entry to the rest of the room, a small snack counter, and two sets of tables and chairs. Behind the snack stand was a wall with a soft square of a man’s torso, a bullseye around his chest. My eyes widened.
“Dude,” Donny said over my shoulder. “Is that a blood-splattering target?”
“Sure is,” A soft, sultry voice said. We turned to see a rather short woman behind us, adjusting her glasses. She was likely under five feet tall, with tattoos on both arms showing on her sleeveless top. Her hair was purple, cut in a pixie style. Marcy, according to her name tag.
“Good evening, revelers,” she said, spreading her arms wide. “Welcome to Stay On Target. I’m Marcy. Do you have a reservation?”
“It’s under Jed,” my best friend said. 
“Ah, our only one of the night,” Marcy said. “Let’s begin our evening of fun and merriment.”
She opened the barn door and walked in.
“What’s with the medieval shtick?” I asked.
“Think it’s just her vibe,” Jed said. 
“It’s hot,” Donny said, walking past us to join her.
Jed and I looked at each other, shook our heads, and joined them.
The scent of fresh wood filled the air. Dimly lit by string lights overhead, it exuded a cozy yet exhilarating atmosphere. The focal point of the room was a row of three sturdy wooden targets, each adorned with painted rings and a menacing bullseye at the center.
Marcy stood in the leftmost lane and gestured for us to join her. As we approached, she said, "Welcome, challengers! You've entered the realm of axe mastery, and only the bravest emerge victorious. I'll be your guide through this epic journey!"
Jed, Donny, and I exchanged amused glances, soaking in the lively introduction. “Looking forward to it,” Donny said. 
"The game is simple, my friends! Three throws each, and the mighty bullseye awaits your conquest. May the axes fly true and the spirits of Vikings guide your blades!”
“Going all out,” I whispered.
“Have to appreciate someone who loves their job,” Jed said.
“Come and choose your weapon,” Marcy said, gesturing to the bin on our left. It has six axes, lined up in two rows of three. They were smaller than I thought, and I said that.
“These are small hatchets,” she said. “Not as big as tomahawks, which you may be used to. This one’s weighted and easier to use, so throwers of all levels can have fun.”
“Hear that?” Donny said, clapping my back. “Even beginners can have fun.”
“Piss off,” I said, grabbing my axe. Jed and Donny took theirs. 
She asked if we’d thrown before and we all said yes. “Who will go first?”
“Birthday boy ought to,” Jed said, gesturing to me.
“Ah, happy Name Day, sir,” she said, bowing slightly. “Whenever you are ready.”
I stepped up to the line, the soft thud of my heart matching the rhythm of my footsteps. Gripping the axe, I tried to shake off the nerves. Why was I so jittery? It’s just a game. 
I put my right foot slightly in front of my left. Lifting the axe over my head, I leaned back and let it go. The axe spun through the air in a way that suggested it had a mind of its own, completely missing the target and embedding itself in the wooden wall. The room erupted in laughter, led by the chuckles of Jed and Donny.
“You said you’ve thrown an axe before, right?” Marcy asked, prompting Donny to laugh so hard he snorted. I scratched my forehead with my middle finger.  
"Not bad for your first throw," Jed chuckled, giving me a playful pat on the back. He stepped up next and threw his axe, hitting the middle ring. 
“That’s how you do it,” he said, winking at me. 
“Step aside, fellas,” Donny said. He smiled at Marcy as he stepped up. His first throw ended up on the right outer ring. I opened my mouth, snarky comment ready to go, but then I saw my axe on the wall to the left of the target.    
Laughing at myself, I was determined to improve with this throw. The second attempt showed promise, the blade sticking closer to the target on the outer left ring. A smirk crept across my face, silently challenging my friends to outdo me.
Jed’s second throw hit the smallest ring to the left of the bullseye, and he slowly backpedaled toward me, nodding as he did so. 
Donny stepped up and gripped his axe tight. He turned to Marcy and said, “Any tips?”
“Here we go,” I said to Jed.
Marcy gave him grip techniques and a throwing motion to try. He was attempting to have her show him the motion by touching his arm, but she didn’t take the bait. His throw hit the top of the outer ring. 
“Why don’t one of you go?” I asked. “I’m clearly going to make a crap throw. Let me go last. Consider it a birthday gift.”
Jed and Donny looked at each other and nodded. Their throws were nothing short of impressive, both landing

      ***




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
A GARRISON CHASE NOVEL









