This is a work of fiction. The story, all names, characters, and incidents are either invented or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real rum-running foxes on the US-Canadian border is purely coincidental.
Maine, 1924.

What's in a name, anyway?

I used to think it was kind of funny how I had two surnames, especially considering the state of affairs right now. 

It's 1924, and those porcine policemen are eventually gonna shut all of these distilleries and enterprises down. Sure, quite a bit of the booze, or at least the coffin varnish variety, has been gone from the mainland since the war - since I was still a young cub, anyway - but they've turned a blind eye for as long as I can remember. 

At least until now. 

They blew up a molasses factory someplace near the creep joint, and then some rat gave them classified information about the Fairmont skulk's business. Then they nearly killed Axel Fairmont, my best friend and business partner. He's with us now.


Us, you say? Who's us? Oh, and did I say the pigs would shut down everything? 

I lied. 


Whitmire's, my firm, is the biggest tax evading enterprise this side of the Atlantic Ocean. It makes the goddamned Wild West look sane. Business is good, especially since those rabbits up west in Detroit or frogs up north in Canada aren't going anywhere. And ever since my father Archibald Lewis, "Ace" for short, got killed in a freak hunting accident a year ago on the island of Grand Manan, I had to pick up the slack and hit it on all sixes.


Who am I, you might ask?

Name's Lars. 

Lars Whitmire Lewis.

Some in the business just call me Lars, L's, or Lew for short. 

Yet, there's no question that I am Maine's young crown fox prince of bootlegging. The wiliest vulpine in the Atlantic. It's a family thing. My grey-coated father, Ace Lewis, married my red-coated mother, Annette Whitmire, in a shotgun wedding after he gave me to her. The crossing of the latest generation in a bloodline of famed explorers with a notorious vulpine crime family was too much to bear for most of the Lewis skulk, and Mother could have had anyone, but was taken aback by Father's status as a man who could set his sights on something more than business. They were madly in love, and I was their firstborn of four kits. Father was a Whitmire by name, but not by blood, and that was enough for Grandpapa, whose dying wish was for Ace to take over the skulk (syndicate in other parts) - also because of his uncanny ability to mix business with pleasure.

And like Grandpapa and Father before me, I do just that. 

No one knows aside from my inner circle, of course, but, I do it both ways. 


Enough about my history, though. As my father always told me before his passing...

Lars, remember, the past is like a watch. Its gears are forged by forces beyond your control, but they move with time and help you tell your story.
And mine, at least for now, concerns a deal in Old Town.

~~~

The gull crows, and the window blows a frigid November breeze into the townhouse. The air of salt hits my nostrils. I pull back the velveteen blanket from my brass bed frame, tug on my night shirt, and shut my eyes for a second or two. I lay back in the comfort of my down pillow until I feel two curious paws moving my head back and propping my jaw open, while another pair opens my right eyelids. 

"Ah," I stutter. 

My ice blue eyeball twitches around just a bit before I look down towards my snout at a blurry scene of two fox kits below.

"Lars! C'mon!" a pair of adorable male voices yell in their trademark voices - one more forceful, one more nuanced.

Ah, those twins.

"Eugh, Max, Pax..." I mumble over Max's grip on my jaw.

"Lars! Today's the big day!" Max yelled back.

"Big day?" Pax asked his younger twin brother, puzzled.

"Old Town!" Max replies excitedly.

"Old Town?" Pax questions.

The twins jump off my bed as I rise, and I scratch my eyes and explain my plans for the weekend to the kits.

"I'm heading there for the weekend to get some work done. You boys can come along too - school isn't in session, is it?"

The kits, hands behind their backs and wearing matching night shirts and blue night caps that barely fit over their giant ears, shake their heads in unison.

"And it certainly beats staying at home with Sylvia and Mother."

Pax nods, while Max shakes his head until Pax elbows him into nodding his head in tandem. I laugh just a little bit.

"Well, what say you to a morning bath before we go?"

This lights the kits' faces up like a Christmas tree. We got the wing with the large bathtub through Dad's will, but I hadn't bathed with my brothers in a while. Certainly, not since the war rationing ended - we had to cut back on everything even when we were still doing all of our petty crime.

"Yes let's, Lars!" Max and Pax jump with delight as I prop out of bed, and they excitedly drag me along.

We make a mad dash to the tub together. Sylvia, our sister, is still fast asleep with Mother in the other side of the townhouse. 

At last, we reach the bath! The tile echoes our every word and footstep, and the mahogany cabinetry accents everything just right. Still in our night clothes, Max fetches the stick of soap, Pax fetches the brushes, and I light a small fire below the coals in the sauna adjacent to the tub. We disrobe together and leap in as the hot water, straight from the pipes upstream from a hot spring, fills the porcelain claw-footed bath. 

I shut the water off. We splash around and roughhouse like brothers do, and take turns washing our fur.

I notice our differences most days. See, on the Bar Harbor downtown, everyone knows us not just for our penchant for bootlegging, but for our unique coats as well. Sometimes, though, I wonder how three very different-looking brothers can all have the genes of two parents.

Yet, the devil's in the details. 

I look back in the pewter-framed mirror with my ice blue eyes while the kits wash me. A Lewis grey envelops most of my coat, but my Whitmire red comes out like a crimson flame on my ears, paws, and bushy flare-tipped tail. 
Looking at the twins in their innocent nakedness, Max and Pax share some Lewis grey as well, but with some key traits. Max's athletic build and hotheaded nature are reflected in the small flames of Whitmire red on his chiseled chest, muscular arms and bushy tail. Conversely, Pax's more meek qualities give rise to the rare Whitmire white extending from his less defined chest and tubby paunch to his upper thighs. 
My body type fits somewhat in between the twins', though - I don't think my hare coursing or whiskey drinking helps with my own chubbiness, but Father was much fatter than I. Heck, Pax kind of looks like a perfect successor to Father as a kit from the photographs I've seen, with that adorable pudge surrounding his hips and belly, but I digress.

The twins continue to scrub. Max gets soap on the brush, while Pax gets around my nooks and crannies with his paw. I talk about our trip to Old Town.

"We do indeed have a deal in Old Town again, lads," I remark. Max scrubs my head, and Pax moves the brush from side to side on my back and down.

"What kind?" Pax, the more inquisitive one, asks.

"Obviously a big one, Pax!" Max yells. The excited kit scrubs just a little too harshly in a sensitive area.

"Max!" I yipe. "Gentle!"

"Oh, sorry, Lars." He looks at me with his big amber eyes and perked red-black ears, and blushes with the cutest look of apology he can muster, then goes back to cleaning and chatting. 
"But about Old Town, since when have we visited there? Not since Daddy passed away last year, right?"

Pax stops brushing for a second, as he and I nod. 

"Yes," I say. "I was a little younger than you both when Dad first made a deal there, but we lost most of the town's bootlegging business to the St-Clare skulk."

"St-Clare, like Gerard St-Clare?" Pax asks, scrubbing my tail.

"Best fox north of here," Max replies. "Daddy really did not like him."

"He did not," I assert. 

After Max and Pax finish, I abruptly switch to my more fun-loving big brother side as I leap up and hug Pax. His soft tummy and sopping wet coat make him feel almost like a sandbag when I drag him in, but I feel compelled to give his body a quick little tickle. 
"Alright, Pax, time for your brother Lars to scrub you down!"

"Hehe, stoppit Lars!" He laughs as I put him in the tub and start scratching his wet tail. Meanwhile, Max rubs some soap on his paws to get his elder twin's head and shoulders. 

Pax's cleaning goes off without a hitch, but Max's is a bit trickier. As shy as Pax is, we're incredibly close, and he is much less slippery than Max. With our combined heft, though, Pax and I hold Max down pretty good. 

"H-hey, gentle!" Max snarls. 

"Relax, Max, Lars is just doing his job," Pax replies as we get him in the tub and wash him.

It feels like ages before we all get clean, but we do, and we all beeline to the little sauna across from the tub to get dry.

The sauna is so warm, and the teak bench feels so good. Max lays on my right thigh, Pax my left, and we all just softly smile as I pet their heads. In a way, it's a picaresque sight.

"I love you guys," I say.

"I love you too, big brother," Pax replies.

"Lars, you're awesome," Max adds.

I get misty eyes thinking about Father. "I wish Dad was here like he used to be," I remark. "I'm sure he loves his three awesome sons even up there in the sky."

"Yeah," Max says. "He's watching now. He'll be watching in Old Town too."

"You sure?" Pax asks, giant amber eyes looking on at Max and I.

"Yes," I say. "And now that you two little kits are about to become dashing young foxes, I know you will be on your very best behavior," I assert, finger wagging when necessary. 
Their damp tails wag with my finger as their matching amber eyes look on at my ice blue gaze. Unannounced, they jump up from my thighs, stand up on the teak wood bench, and salute to me like soldiers.

"Yes, Lars, sir!" they coo in unison.

Too adorable for words.

"You little scamps are going to make great foxes," I say as I give them a quick tickle. They laugh and sit back down, and we all take a quick rest with the flame in front of us.

Five minutes later, I can hear the doorbell ring from the entrance to the townhouse. 

"Your ride to Old Town, Mr. Whitmire Lewis!"

Oh, goddammit.

"Just give us five more minutes, if you please," I yell loudly from the sauna. 
I wake the twins up from their short nap as well. We all rush to our bedroom and put on our matching dress shirts, black suspenders, dark grey pinstripe suits, blue ties, and black top hats in record time. Luckily, our suitcases are already packed for a stay at the cottage in Old Town for the night, so we do not have to worry about that.

Oh, that reminds me. 
Those hats, a Whitmire specialty invented by our father Ace and tailored by the al-Carmina skulk just for us, look like a cross between a Fedora and a half-eaten apple, but they are ingenious furgonomics. The Lewis hat's brim goes between the ears, making them unobstructed in times of distress. Putting mine on always makes me feel like Father.

"We're ready!" The twins scamper with their suits, ties and hats on, and our car - a Rover 12 saloon driven by that other English rover, our family friend Antonius Prinslow - is parked outside the gate. 
As we make our way to the house entrance with a gorgeous Waterford chandelier above us, imported from across the pond in tandem with our family car, the two ladies of the house come by. Mom and Sylvia, who have since awakened from their own rest and are dressed in matching lilac gowns, look on from the foyer and wave.

"Take good care of your brothers, Lars!" Mother says.

"Bye, Mother! Bye, Sylvia!" We all smile and wave at our mother and sister.

"Be careful, boys!" Mother adds. "You're just like your father, so act like him! Antonius, thank you for driving my boys!"

The corgi nods.

"Bye, brothers!" Sylvia says and waves in return as I walk through the foyer to the outside entrance, with the twins following behind.

Antonius opens the back door to our car for the twins, and the front for me. Right hand drive, as usual. "To Old Town, Masters?"

"Yes," I reply, and we make our way out of the townhouse.


We get comfortable in the tanned leather seats of the Rover. While Max and Pax look on from the back seat at the Atlantic Ocean rolling in cerulean waves across the ferry, I take notice of Antonius' cream-colored paws gripping the metallic steering wheel tightly as we begin to move. I reach into my jacket pocket and hand him a fistful of $10 bills. This isn't a 10-cent box we're riding, after all.

"I appreciate you so much, Antonius," I say as I tip my hat in the corgi's direction.

"Only for you, Master Lars Whitmire Lewis, not to mention your younger brothers," he suavely replies back. "Estimated arrival, about two hours to Old Town, sir."

"Noted, and thank you again," I say as I give his free paw a kiss - that's right, a kiss - and he looks back at me with rosy cheeks as we travel along.

Honestly, I cannot begin to describe how much respect I have for Antonius Prinslow. He was one of Father's closest friends in university, and has worn many hats: escort, matchmaker for our parents, hush money supplier for the more legally ambiguous Lewis expeditions, and recently, the official Whitmire driver since the family Rover rolled off the line in his home country. His air does not scream "typical butler," but rather, "butler and enforcer." Indeed, he keeps a loaded Westley Richards rifle, custom made with wood from the same tree as the interior of the family Rover, in the bin below his feet. 

Ah, I forgot something - my gold hope chest of Shermans! I swear I left those smokes in the back seat from the drive into town yesterday.

I gesture to the twins.

"Yes, Lars?" Pax says.

"Butt me, please?" I ask, out of common courtesy.

"Ciggies aren't back here," Pax says with a look of disappointment.

The corgi looks at us. "Oh?" 

Antonius pulls over, stops the car and looks at me with a Cigarettello in his mouth.

"I'll give you one, well, if you have a light." He snickers as I humble him and look for my gold lighter. 
Just before I fumble in the pockets of my suit, I feel another paw scratch me on my left. Max hands me the box of matches with the sweetest look on his face - pyromaniac in training, I see.

"Lars, big brother, here you are," he says. "And make shure you give Antonius one!" He smiles wide and toothy.

"Thanks, Max," I reply, and give him a wink as I take my own Sherman Cigarettello from the pack and light both mine and Antonius'. The corgi grins at me, cigarette in his mouth, and starts the car again.

"Master Lars, do use the gold tray up here! Don't want to get that tan leather stained," he warned. "We'll be in Old Town in about another hour, if the watch is right. So, stay put and enjoy the ride for right now. Maximilian and Pascal, you as well."

The twins look at me taking a lengthy drag from my cigarette, and I look back at them.

"Well, boys, looks like Old Town's in our future," I say. "And when we get there...someday, Whitmire will be yours, so be on your best behavior!" I fix my glance at Max when I say that - of the Whitmire Lewis twins, he certainly gets into more trouble. He notices my change in glance.

"Big brother, of course I will!" Max replies. "You can count on me and Pax!"

"That's right, Max!" Pax adds. 

The twins smile huge grins and yawn a little bit, then fall asleep together in a rather picaresque pose.


Just looking at those two fox kits hugging each other so tightly and sleeping soundly makes me realize something: I love the little scamps so much. They're real proof that opposites attract, and also show how diverse our family tree is.

As I finish my cigarette and begin to rest my own eyes, I also begin to wonder about the real future of Whitmire - and the family in general.

Maybe it's my shady past, but one thing is clear about the Whitmire skulk: I couldn't possibly see the twins as enforcers. Max might make a fine torpedo someday, but the world has gone mad. Dad did get them matching FN 1905 .25s for their seventh birthday, only after he urged me to teach them not to just fire at will. Even with that, I am surprised at how innocent my twin brothers have remained for now - they continue to grow up among the most dangerous family in the Atlantic, and what's more, they're ten. They still have some time. 

Sylvia, though, is much more of a special case than the twins. She's the fifteen-year-old black sheep of the family, after all, and the Whitmire inner circle calls her "Candida," an apt title. Pax merely has a patch of Whitmire white on his tubby little belly, but Sylvia would be mistaken for an immigrant from far north because of her striking white coat. My sister, truly, stands out as one in a million. Her ears do not reach out like the Fennecs, and her amber eyes with a touch of ice blue and pointed snout distinguish her from the Arctics. Her color and uniqueness have made her an unfortunate target, so she rarely strays from the Bar Harbor townhouse, but Max stays incredibly close to her when he isn't with Pax - just as Pax does with me. 

And our family has changed significantly in the first place, after all. I am the first grey-coated Whitmire in power since my great-great-great-great-grandfather's days. It's genetics. Mom could have had any guy she wanted, being the heiress of one of Maine's biggest vulpine scheming criminal enterprises, but she wanted a man who could mix business with pleasure. Dad did just that, while wearing a coat with a grey so brilliant it would be mistaken for silver by some.

But is this life of crime worth it for me? That's a question I've struggled with since my first assignment just one decade ago. I was just one year younger than Max and Pax are now, and it went over so badly, I try to block it from my memory. 

How did I get here?

Deeper in thought than I have been in quite some time, I take my hat off and place it over my head, shading my eyes from the vistas of grass growing around the road, and rest my eyes with Antonius driving on next to me.


~~~

The hours fly by in my deep slumber before Antonius slams on the brake, jostling me up before the twins can get to it.

"Old Town, masters," the corgi announces. "Just so you are aware, I'll be staying at the Hellreaver, two floors below the St-Clare Florist, in case you need me." 

I'm surprised he'd go there, to be honest - the bad blood rages still. Yet, I don't mind too much.

As I begin to put my coat and hat back on, the excited kits leap up out of their seats.

"Old Town, Old Town!" they exclaim in unison. 

We all step out of the car and take a look around. 
Old Town might be quaint and small, but it seems just as snowy and sooty right now as the likes of Toronto or New York - both cities in which the Whitmires regularly do business. While the buildings have the same gorgeous architecture as any major city would, the air proves difficult to breathe in, and the city bustles with the likes of every top-chain mammal one could imagine. I've always wondered how many skulks do business in Old Town, but the St-Clares are our big rivals in this major city. It's a sight to behold.

We begin to walk. The air is still extremely frigid even with our suits and ties, and we have some time to kill before my meeting with a client, so we stop in the coffeehouse over by the cottage on 24th Street where we usually stay.

We pull up a table for three made of the finest oak. The kits drink some hot cocoa and munch on a few pieces of saltwater taffy they bought in the candy shop next door, while I sip on a cup of Joe.

Pax, in his elation, tugs at my coat. 
"So what's this deal you're talking about, Lars?" he curiously asks, a piece of taffy caught between his jaw just enough to slur his speech a little.

"Don't talk with your mouth full!" Max yells, as he pops a piece of taffy in his own mouth.

Pax swallows his taffy and blushes a deep red. "S-sorry, Lars..." 

I take a sip of coffee. 
"No, you are just fine, Pax!" I say. "Anyway, we are renting the cottage on 24th Street again for the night! I mailed them several weeks ago, and they loved having us. That place really is the bee's knees."

The kits nod.

"So what say you both to taking a walk over there after we finish our coffee and cocoa?"

"Let's do it!" exclaims Max.


Renting the cottage for the night proves simple enough, and kind Antonius also dropped off our luggage before heading to the Hellreaver. 

We stay in the room and take a nap. I look at my watch after another light slumber. Already, it's 5 o'clock, time for the whiskey to flow. The basement of the cottage doubles as the Ó Faraday speakeasy. 

Max, Pax and I take a walk down the stairs to spot two ritzy rabbits at the door. One was a strikingly white tuxedo-clad male with red eyes like garnets, the other an amber-furred female with a dress matching the sooty black of her eyes. The male does most of the business deals; the dame is the speakeasy whisper sister.

"Password?" they ask.

I have it written down. "Solas sa dorchadas," a Gaelic translation of the term "post tenebras lux." Light in the darkness, indeed.

"Very good! Welcome to Old Town," they jointly remark in extremely thick Irish brogues as they open the door to their rowdy speakeasy.

Dimly lit as any good speakeasy is, the highlight of the Ó Faraday one still wows me every time - the oak bar was sent over directly from their grandfather's pub. It's almost too beautiful for two bunnies to sell liquor out of, but I do love it.

"It's a pleasure, Seamus, Siobhan," I say as I pull up five seats at a nearby wooden table for us.

"So cool!" Max and Pax remark in unison, as I quickly put my hands over their snouts on my way over to the table from the bar.

"Boys, it's best to be seen and not heard at this juice joint," I say. "Be on your best behavior."

Siobhan comes out from behind the bar after letting us in. 
"C'mon, Lars, they're not hurting anyone, and if anything, I'm more worried about them. Here's one Cutty fer you, and two waters fer them," she says.

"You took back whiskey when you was eight years old in the old country," Seamus yells over as he takes a seat, his large belly giving the fabric of his tailor-made tuxedo a good stretch.

"Oh, dry up, you write off!" Siobhan yells back from the bar. 
She walks over with our drinks just afterward, with her buxom figure barely being contained by her dress.

The Ó Faraday twins are known to locals as the "Hares from Hell," and they earn that title - these rabid rabbits lead the local chapter of the Irish Mob. Owing to their alliance with Whitmire, they would take down any of the 5 skulks doing business in Old Town, and they are two of my favorite business partners.

"Okay, now we're opening up to the public!" they say. "Ryan! Let these folks in!"

A young grey hare, almost the same age as Max and Pax, scurries past us in his small suit and tie and starts asking for passwords at the entrance. Paying no mind to the rest of the stuff, I put an Owl Jolson record on the phonograph, and the five of us sit and chat while the other foxes, hares, and squirrels start pouring in.

"You got any plans for the evening?" Seamus asks, his breath smelling of peaty whiskey - only natural for a grass-loving hare - and tobacco.

"Not much besides your deal," I answered. "And here it is: I've got at least 50 barrels of lightning that I'm selling just for you. The Whitmire cousins in Tennessee just shipped to us, and you'll be getting some of the action. I'm gonna need payment, though."

"$200 for 10?" Siobhan asks.

"Naw, $250 for 20!" Seamus interjects.

"If you want 20, you're gonna have to get me more than that," I say. "Would $400 work? That's $20 a barrel. I'm not Houdini."

"$350?" Seamus and Siobhan ask.

The goddamned bunnies love to haggle, it seems.

"$375. I've got two kits here to take care of." I point to Max and Pax, who are sitting next to me and looking on eagerly at the bunnies. 

"Deal's a deal, friend," Seamus says as he hands over the wad of cash.

"Works for me," Siobhan adds as I put the money in my suit pocket. "Though I'm still surprised those boys are here right now."

My cheeks turn beet red. 
"They insisted to come along," I say. "Father took me to these when I was their age, and I've seen way worse."

"How old are ya? Nineteen?" Seamus asks.

"To the year," I say. "And you both are?"

"Nineteen as well," Siobhan adds. "Then again, back home in Dublin we'd already be parents!" She laughs.

"And you started yer whiskey habit at 8, ya dumb Dora," Seamus says. "Ain't as bad as the cows, though - one of them's a famous writer writing about the working class. That Joyce fella."

"You slay me, Seamus!" I laugh. "You're telling me you knew James Joyce?"

"We ran into him once or twice," Siobhan says.

"Still, that's amazing," I animatedly reply. "Oh, but back to the stuff at hand. This is pure quality stuff. They packed it in some spice boxes, so just be on the lookout. You're getting a great deal."

"We better be," Seamus says.

"Like I said, they made it up in Tennessee from the wheat and cane lying around in the family fields on Mother's side," I add. "I do wonder if it'll affect Uncle Gavin..."

"He's gonna go blind!" Max interjected.

"Be seen and not heard, boys," I shrugged once again. "But, yes, my mother's older brother Gavin Whitmire makes most of the Whitmire Lewis white lightning popular at the speakeasies these days." 

Siobhan's ears perk up and she nods. "Oh, I've actually had some of that! That's very strong stuff! Glad you're selling, and good job on your fox uncle. Wonder how the bloke does it."

"Obviously wiv' somethin' strong enough for the sister, methinks," Seamus remarks. "High tolerance, she's got. Hadn't seen 'er that blasted before since we got off the ship 2 years ago."

"Ellis Island was a nightmare," Siobhan says as she covers her head with her paw.

"I bet, being crowded with all those other bunnies," I reply. "Well, time to celebrate the deal - it's on me tonight."

I finish my Cutty Sark and give the barmaid working in Siobhan's stead a $20 bill for a round of Tullamore Dew for us three - and there's a soda jerk here, too, so the kits have some of that newfangled Coca-Cola beverage in their paws.

We all cheer. 
"To a new deal, and to America," I yell.

Everyone in the speakeasy replies back, "To America!"

The dancing and conversation go on for a little while, but it only takes another hour or so for things to get a little too rowdy. 


Sooner or later, right after the alley cats come and start playing some swell jazz pieces in tune with the phonograph, a mysterious guest has entered the speakeasy, someone none of us have seen before: a white, fluffy husky wearing a tailored fit blazer, long black slacks, and carrying a revolver in his holster.

Turns out, we have an enforcer covalently placed here.

The trumpet stops with a screeching halt, and the phonograph stops with an unpleasant scratch. We all stare at the husky wearing a navy-blue blazer and holding a .38, and the mood becomes somber.

"This is a raid!" the snow-white husky yells as he pulls up his police badge and aims his gun at the little hare, who has now taken to guarding the barrels. The hare cowers in fear until a grey fox, who looks almost like our rival Gerard St-Clare, steps up from behind the stage where the alley cats play.

"Buzz off, killjoy!" he remarks. "He's just a kid! We'll kick your ass!" 
The fox picks up a Winchester rifle and aims it squarely at the husky's dome. This, too, scares the husky into submission, almost in a state of shock - which manifests itself as a terrified plea. I've seen this one too many times. 

"Just get on with it, Mr. Fox Man," Seamus yells. "Bloody hell, that husky ain't got nothin' on the boys out here!"

This angers the husky even more.

"Do not do this! You don't know who you are dealing with!" the husky replies, trying to keep composure as a bead of sweat forms on his forehead. "I am here on behalf of the Temperance L-"

Oh, applesauce! I have not seen a shot fired so quickly mid-sentence in my entire life. 

The bullet hits the husky's head, leaving a miniature red spurt in its wake as it passes through. The rest of the enforcer's blood from his head hits the phonograph, and he falls to the wooden floor with a loud thud. In terror, the barmaid lets out a loud yelp. We shush her, but it really is too late.

With just a single knock, the door falls shut, and several huskies and marsupials rush in with revolvers and shotguns of all kinds.

"Oh, goddamn, they're here! It's the Temperance League!" Seamus yells. 

The air of gunpowder takes over the scent of sweat, liquor and music, and the bullets start to fly as the five of us pull the table up and take cover.

I unholster my Colt New Service, a gift from my father, while Max and Pax pull out their pocket pistols. As for the Irish twins, they jump behind the bar and arm themselves with matching Berettas their brother brought back from the Great War.

"Let's make it to the Hellreaver!" I yell amidst the sounds of fiery lead and gunpowder.

Luckily for us, this basement is closed off from the rest of the cottage, so the fixtures above should remain intact. We still have to rush for cover as the bullets and blood continue to fly, but it’s not terribly hard – I’ve done this many times. My younger brothers, less experienced as they are, do just fine cowering under Seamus and Siobhan as they fire at will from behind the bar, leaving a pile of dead animals behind. 

I take out a couple more of the wolves with my .38, but I am soon blindsided - a possum wielding a Tommy gun meets eyes with me, and my mind goes blank. 
I fall over in a stupor, as if I were spifflicated. 
Yet, I know this is not the whiskey.

It's the possum who made my first mission such a terrible one.

Seeing the face of Matthew Marcus Mathews, the leader of the Temperance League who tortured me during the Old Town affair ten years ago, is more than enough to make me faint. Through my ice-blue eyes, I see little more other than Max and Pax picking my semi-conscious frame up, with Seamus and Siobhan behind me picking off enforcers left and right, and carrying me to the Rover parked outside. A series of loud booms ensues, which, in my shadowy field of vision, I think might be Antonius tossing a grenade at each of the Temperance League's five Buicks. 
I continue to shudder as the family Rover moves with me, Seamus, Siobhan, and the twins in the back, and as Max and Pax comfort me, the Old Town affair vividly replays in my head like a motion picture.


~~~

I was quite young during my first major assignment, which was dubbed the first “Old Town Affair.” I was nine, just one year younger than the twins are now and my innocence got the best of me.

Ace Lewis attempted to take down the head of the Temperance League after a lengthy quarrel. Long story short, the leader, Matthew Mathews, was a possum who was feeling kind of overlooked by everyone, and taking him down was my first assignment given by Father - ten years ago. 
Yet, the Old Town Affair also became my first encounter as a torpedo.

After blasting guys left and right in an abandoned warehouse, I confronted the possum with my own eyes. 

For the leader of the Temperance League, he was the complete opposite of dry, partaking in a glass of the St-Clare skulk's moonshine. I nearly vomited at the sight, but needed to take him down somehow. With my head covered in sweat and my paws holding the Colt New Service my father gave to me, I had no choice but to kill him.

"Matthew Mathews, my name is Lars Whitmire Lewis," I yelled, paws shaking. "I am here to murder you."

"That's cute, old boy," Mathews remarked in a slick Southern drawl. He had come up from South Carolina all the way to Maine to take down the speakeasies at the time. "Go on, I don't wanna hurt 'cha."

The possum came closer and closer to me, as I kept my revolver pointed squarely at him.

"You're lookin' real cute right now, boy," he snarled. "But you ain't a man yet."

He swiped at my face, leaving a few scratches on my cheek that stung like a hornet's nest, and slapped the revolver out of my hand.

"I'm gonna show you how to be a man, you old money pretty boy fox."

I struggled from his vicelike grip coming behind me.

"Let me go!"

He unzipped my trousers and started to give me some of the worst pain I have ever experienced in my life. I blocked out the rest.

By the end of the first Old Town Affair, I was left alone, bleeding from my physical and emotional wounds and silently trying to whimper at the same time. My father, Antonius, and two more fox enforcers rushed in to rescue me.

"Lars!" Father yelled, and Antonius jostled me up as I moaned in pain. He saw the trail of blood from my pants. "Oh my god. Who did this to you?"

"...Mathews..." I tried to say. 

It took me several weeks to finally recover from the incident. 


It turns out, everyone in the Temperance League was a fall guy, I was the only one who learned about Mathews' scheme, and it doesn't take a buffoon to figure out that what happened next was simply unacceptable. The fact that the head of the Temperance League was a drunken scoundrel was bad enough, but then he assaulted me. 
And I couldn't take it anymore - I wanted that rat bastard dead.


~~~

I wake up from my slumber and flashback to find Antonius jostling me up like he did ten years ago.
"Lars, you are safe here," I hear him say. "Please wake up."

I rub my eyes to see the corgi's smiling face as he hands me my revolver and a Sherman Cigarettello.

"Thank you," I say. "You're the best butler ever."

"Butler and enforcer," Antonius corrects me.

"Siobhan and Seamus are safe, and I got the twins a hotel room, where you can also stay for the night if you so desire," Antonius remarks. "Go directly to the Hellreaver - I made someone ready for you."

"Much appreciated," I say.
He’s the darb, indeed – I owe him much more than a fistful of Hamiltons.

The password for the Hellreaver is part of the Biblical verse Romans 3:10.

"There is none righteous, no, not one." 
Yet, Antonius told me to add part of the 3:14 verse after that, which I read after writing down. 

"Their throat is an open sepulchre," I add.

"Come with me." 

A little fox kit escorts me to a back room - an old barber shop no longer used at the speakeasy. I rub my eyes to fixate my gaze on a possum, stripped and tied in a leather barber chair, rag in his mouth, and his paws tied to two brass poles, stares at me in the face, looking quite dead. It was clear who this was.

Matthew Mathews was here, beaten just about senseless. 
Again, I could not thank Antonius enough for this.

The little fox kit shuts the door.

Was this a dream, I wondered? It was not - rather, this is payback. 
One could claim that I am the one victimizing him, and this was all by chance, but I want Mathews to die slowly, with the same pain that he gave to me - this is my therapeutic experience, like the closest shave.

A faint stench of ether plagues the room as I grab the rag out of his mouth, knowing he would eventually wake up from his "death."

He does.

"You're late, Lars," he says. "It's a pleasure to see you, isn't it? Old boy, you've grown up so much since we last crossed paths." 

"Ah, yes, it's a pleasure, all right," I reply. "Shithead."

"Watch your language, boy," Mathews says. "Whitmire's going down. I can't get these ties off - could ya help me?"

I shrug as I unholster my New Service, load it with a silver bullet or two, and spin the barrel.

"Don't make me laugh," I say. "But first," I ask, "are the rumors about my father's death at the hands of your organization true?"

He cackles. 

"The client was set there by me, Lars. Don't ya get it? With all due respect, you don't know what you are doing."

I am truly incensed. First he violates my innocence, then he gets a twist of the knife in.

"So you're saying you also hired a torpedo posed as a client to kill Ace Lewis?" 

He snickers and nods a little more.

"How else was I going to try and take down you boys selling that moonshine stuff? You're one of the biggest enterprises this side of the Atlantic. First the Dawsons, then the Warrens, then the Fairmonts..."

I immediately think of sweet Axel's dead folks lying in cold blood at the hands of this loon.

"And the Whitmires were going to be next until you showed up as their next in line."

"Applesauce," I exclaim. "You drank it too. Your swindle is over, Matthew Mathews, and I will take more pride in murdering you than you could ever imagine."


Enough conversation. This became real payback. I take out my loaded Colt revolver and fire at the possum's left knee cap. He yelps as the blood drips on my shoe.

"Oh, does that hurt?" I say with a bit of relish. "You didn't have to jam yourself into me ten years ago, either."

Mathews cackles again. "Hehehe, you were the sweetest little thing back then, and I loved my time with you."

I try to fight off his awful example of power in my mind. He did that to me. But I swallow my pride and fire the other bullet in his right knee cap, and he yelps again.

"The past is in the past," I say as I then forcefully whip my Colt in Mathews' face. The blow compels another trickle of blood to seep from the possum's mouth. 

"You were so sweet and innocent back then, old boy, so what happened?" Mathews laments with blood in his mouth. "You're just like your father...always hotheaded and clueless...you don't know what your contraband is doing to these folks...just like I did to you that one day."

This, too, infuriates me to no end. And on top of that, the dirty crimson blood from the kneecap shots started to contaminate my suit.

"I'll show you clueless, shitty street rat," I say. "Oh, language. I meant bloody, like you will be."

I rummage through the barbershop tools and take one of the straight razors out of its case. I make a quick slash across his right arm, still tied tightly to the bronze pole. I give the straight, now a sort of dull red, a good tasting with my tongue. After all, I am a carnivorous sort – and I do mix business with pleasure. Just like Father.

"Your blood is as joyless as Father said it was," I yell as I approach him closer, straight still in hand and dripping blood behind me. "No flavor. Perhaps you should stay dead instead of playing it, Mr. Matthews - Father was right about you. And what you did to me was unforgivable."

"You were good to me," he whispers. "Such a soft and innocent kit...I will never forget it."

The possum’s continual conversation about our past incident compels me to make another quick slash on his right leg, barely reaching his nether region. I drag the blade from there up to his belly, chest, and near his throat, forming an "L" in the bloody trail.

Close to bleeding out to death, the possum spits in my face.

"Excuse me?" I say.

"Ace Lewis is never coming back, and there is nothing you can do about it. This won't help. Stupid teenager." The possum laughs, to my complete and utter rage.

I had to make a pass for his throat and slash it repeatedly. The possum lets out one last shriek of life before it disappears, along with his utter insolence, in a large stream - a sort of crimson Niagara Falls. 
My full-fledged predatory instincts can no longer be held back. This possum was a paradox in marsupial form, partaking in the family business and trying his damnedest to shut it down, assaulting me and providing me with some of the greatest schadenfreude I have ever given, and above all, taking pride in acting like an egotistical wet blanket most of the time but acting coy for his awful organization. I took pride in tasting so much more of the gushing blood of one of my sworn enemies.

Finally, I pour some Listerine on Mathews' now lifeless corpse and toss a match towards it. The shimmering orange flames surround the old barbershop as I finally receive some closure.

I think of the twins as I recite the Lord's Prayer to myself and take a walk through Old Town. Max and Pax are still playing around in the hotel room, so they cannot see me, but I cannot help but wonder if they know what their brother did. Their innocence still exists besides the gunfire, while mine died when Father gave me that assignment. I can't let something like that happen to them. 

The rain has started, and the speakeasy has closed for the evening. I don't quite know what is next.
Next time on Whitmire’s War: Axel 
