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We stood side by side, 
Each one fighting for the other,
And we knew until we died,
We’d always be Blood Brothers…
                                                        -Bruce Springsteen
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One
 
              Eric Winston leaned forward and pressed his palms hard into the mahogany table in front of him. Blood surged through his temples. Sweat creased his brow and armpits.
Twelve.
              Twelve was the magic number.
              All the preparation, the months of planning, was predicated on the exact number twelve.
              “You do realize what this means?” he spat, staring at the tiny circle of sweat droplets on the table beneath him.
              “It means we go with what we have, right?” Bret Chester, Winston’s personal assistant responded.
              Winston’s eyes shut for a full moment, his head rotating at the neck to stare at Chester. “No, that’s not what this means. What this means is we have eleven. 
              “Not twelve. Eleven.”
              “And that’s bad?” Chester asked.
              “Jesus Christ, where do you get these guys Eric?” Mark Rosner asked, seated on a leather couch across from them and wiping his glasses with a handkerchief. 
              “Incredible, isn’t it?” Winston muttered.
              “What this means,” Rosner said, his voice impassive, “is that months of careful planning have now fallen by the wayside. Our preparations were for twelve. 
              "Trying to make do with less would be just that. Making do and nothing more.”
              “Not only that,” Winston said, “but we have been trying to host for quite some time now. Years. If the board hears about this...”
              “There won’t be another chance,” Rosner completed.
              Chester’s gaze fell to the floor. He remained silent.
              “How did this happen?” Winston asked.
              Chester rifled through a stack of papers in his arms. “One of the men failed their mandatory blood test. Tested positive for gonorrhea.”
              Rosner snorted, but said nothing.
              “Isn’t that great? Painstaking screening, and we lose one the night before because some guy was too damn stupid to wear a wrapper," Winston muttered. “Who was it?”
              Chester consulted the paperwork again. “Lucio Bruno, from Brazil.”
              “Capoeira,” Rosner said indifferently. 
Winston nodded in agreement.
              For a long moment, silence filled the room.
              “Leave us,” Winston said in a voice so sharp it caused Chester to flinch.
              He fled from the room without a sound.
Winston peeled his hands up from the table in front of him and fell back into his leather desk chair. He raised his elbows onto the armrests and tugged at the studded cufflinks on his shirt.
“We can’t just...”
“Nope,” Rosner injected.
“And there’s no way...”
“None.”
Winston paused for several long moments. “Well then, what the hell do we do now?” 
 



                            
 
 
Two
 
              The first thing to hit him was the smoke. The acrid, putrid smell wafted through Will Honeycutt’s open truck window as he rounded through the deserted streets of Portland. 
It was just after three in the morning and the city had dimmed to a dull glow. The first streaks of dawn were still several hours away. 
Ahead in the distance, Will could see a single light rising above the backdrop of darkened buildings.
“All units, all units, what is your position?” the dispatcher bellowed into the radio. The sound of her voice was just audible above the music blasting from his speakers. 
Will snatched the receiver up from the dashboard. "Honeycutt here. Inbound now, ETA three minutes.”
“Honeycutt? You’re not on tonight. Where the hell did you come from? And what is that God awful racket?”
Will ignored both questions and tossed the receiver on the seat beside him. He turned the radio up louder still as Guns ‘n Roses filled his ears. In the darkness his hands hammered out a rhythm on the steering wheel.
A moment later his tires screeched to a stop in front of the St. Rita's Home for Children. Two fire trucks were already on site. A team of men was moving in and out, fighting a losing battle. Above them, flames climbed four stories high into the night. 
Will hopped from his truck and lifted his heavy suspenders over his shoulders. He snatched up his jacket and helmet and jogged towards the closest truck.
Around him a sea of frightened children and nuns huddled in loose groups. Many cried out to one another while some just cried. 
Will cut a path straight towards the Chief, a ram-rod straight man still in his pajama bottoms. “Sir, what do you need?” 
The Chief glanced at him. “A hurricane right about now. Where the hell did you come from?”
“Scanner stays by the bed sir, thought I’d come help.”
The Chief looked past Will for a moment. “Explains that damn music.”
“Sir, where do you need me?” A slight tinge of agitation had crept into his voice.
“I’ve got men on both hoses, get inside and make sure everyone is out.”
The words barely left the Chief's lips. He looked up to find Will already disappearing into the crowd.
 



 
 
 
Three
 
              Sights and sounds melted away.
Will sprinted through the crowd and up the front steps of the orphanage. He didn’t notice the black smoke swirling around his helmet or feel the spray of the hoses falling down onto his jacket.
              The steely voice of Axl Rose filled his head and his adrenaline surged. He burst through the open front doors and into the main foyer.
              Large staircases curved up from the foyer to the left and right, each climbing to the second floor. Flames licked at the banisters lining them and tore through the heavy curtains along the windows.
              Will scanned each side. The flames on the right were much higher than the left.
“Start there, it’s gonna go first,” Will muttered and ran forward, taking the stairs two and three at a time. 
Two hallways extended from the top landing. Without thinking he burst down the first, ignoring the immense heat as he dashed through the bedrooms.
Nothing.
Without stopping he hurtled down the hall and onto the next. 
Sitting in the corner of the third bedroom was a large white blob, trembling. Without ceremony he stepped forward and ripped back the edge of the white blanket. Six frightened, red-rimmed eyes stared back at him. 
His sudden presence scared the three young boys and one of them cried out in fear.
“I’m a fireman, I’m here to help. You boys alright?”
The three heads bobbed in unison.
“Sit down on the blanket and hug each other real tight.”
The boys did as they were told. 
              Will brought the four corners of the blanket together and hefted the makeshift pack onto his back. He could feel the boys struggle for a moment before settling in against him. 
The combined weight of them was nearly two hundred pounds. Will didn’t even notice as he sprinted the length of the hallway and down the stairwell. 
A third hose team had arrived and was spraying the interior of the great building. Still, it was readily apparent the structure was being read its last rites.
As he burst through the main door and down the front steps a cool wave of clean night air washed over Will. He carried the boys to a gathered mass of children and nuns, lowered the pack and allowed them to climb free.
The boys turned and smiled at him before the crowd engulfed them.
Will picked the blanket back up from the ground and carried it the curb where a steady stream of water ran from the building to a nearby storm drain. He soaked the heavy cotton in it and ran back towards the building, excess water dripping between his fingers.
“That building’s going down any minute Honeycutt!” the Chief roared. “I can’t let you go back in there!”
“I didn’t ask,” Will grunted, breaking into a run for the door.
 



 
 
 
Four
 
              Will was going the wrong direction. The third hose team was already pulling back as Will crossed the threshold and headed for the left stairwell. 
Flames shot from both hallways on the right and dark smoke hung through much of the orphanage.
              Covering his mouth and nose with the wet blanket, Will sped up the staircase and down the first corridor. Smoke and flames climbed the walls around him. His visibility was cut to nearly nothing.
“Anybody here?” 
His voice was almost inaudible. No response.
"Is anybody here!?" Will called again.
“Help! Come quick!” a tiny voice called.
Will wheeled on his heel to see a small silhouette standing at the end of the hallway.
Charging hard he covered the hall in several steps and scooped the girl up and out onto the landing.
“Are you alone?” Will asked.
“No! My sister is still back there. She’s trapped under the bed and can’t get out!” 
Her tiny voice was riddled with hysterics.
Will tore away a chunk of the blanket and pressed it over her face. “Do you see that front door?”
The girl nodded.
“I want you to keep this over your face and run as fast as you can for it. I’ll stand here to make sure you get there. I’m going to get your sister. Okay?”
The girl again nodded.
“Which room is she in?”
The little girl held up four fingers, then pointed to the right.
“Fourth door on the right. Got it. Now go!”
The girl sprinted across the landing and down the stairs. Will waited long enough for her to disappear out the front door, turned and darted down the hall.
The fourth door was half blocked by a beam sprawled diagonally from the far corner, cutting the room in half. Its bulk lay smashed over a portion of a small bed, crushing it into the floor.
Will grabbed hold of the end of the beam and tried pulling it into the hallway. He could feel the heat of the wood through his heavy gloves.
It refused to give. 
Flames licked at the woodwork around the top of the room and smoke hung stagnant in the air.
Hurtling over the beam Will came across the bed and pressed himself flat against the floor. The whites of two large, frightened eyes stared back at him. 
“I’m a fireman. I’m here to help. Can you move at all?”
A twist of the head was the only response. 
Will stood and again tried lifting the beam to no avail. It was wedged into the room at an angle, one end buried into the corner.
Will studied the situation for a moment, tracing the path of the beam with his eyes. Again he fell flat to the floor.
“I’m going to have to break the beam to get you out. I want you to curl up as tight as you can. It will all be over soon, okay?”
This time a head bob.
Will stood and studied the beam. He closed his eyes and let Welcome to the Jungle return to his head. 
Just as Slash began wailing into a guitar solo, Will popped his eyes open and shuffle stepped forward. In one fluid movement he brought his right leg above his head and smashed it straight down onto the beam.
A vicious snap filled the room as the beam splintered apart at a jagged angle. 
Will kicked aside the pieces of beam and hoisted the bed up off the floor. The little girl remained stunned for a moment before scrambling from beneath it.
Will wrapped the blanket around her and carried her into the hallway. One by one he poked his head into each of the rooms as he sprinted towards the stairs.
Unable to see through the thick cloud of smoke, Will felt the heat begin to reach an unbearable level. He descended the stairs in quick strides with the little girl tucked in his arms.
Halfway across the foyer he discovered the source of the added heat.
The heavy wooden front doors had collapsed inward on themselves. A thick jumble of oak now filled the doorway, blotting out any light and keeping the smoke and heat bottled inside.
Will slid to a stop just inches from the doors, his rubber shoes gliding over the soaked tile floor. Smoke filled the air and made it impossible to see. Flames crept inward at them from all sides.
Will set the girl on the floor. “Stay right here, I’ll be back in one second.”
The girl stood motionless as Will walked forward and pushed on the heavy wooden mass. 
Nothing.
Will paused and took a few steps back, lunged forward and thrust his shoulder into the door. A tiny nudge at best.
“Damn.” 
Will stepped back a few feet and turned his body perpendicular to the doors. He rested his weight on his left foot, slid two quick steps and shot a vicious side kick into the blistered oak.
An audible pop was heard as the doors sagged open a foot or so.
Inhaling a deep breath Will stepped back and turned to the other side, this time driving his left heel deep into the scorched wood. The power of his kick snapped the right door in half, revealing a two foot gap.
A current of cool air flooded in as smoke forced its way out.
Will picked up the little girl and cradled her in his arms. He held her tight against his body and slid through and out into the night.
Cool air washed over them as he descended the concrete steps.
A mighty cheer erupted from the crowd as the pair emerged\. Overhead helicopters bearing insignia from various news stations hovered about, beaming bright lights down in elongated orbs.
On the sidewalk, teams of firemen stood in forced resignation and watched the fire consume the orphanage.
Will walked forward into the crowd and lowered the little girl to the ground. She unwrapped the wet and sooty blanket from around herself and gave him a tight hug.
Will returned the hug for a moment, then watched as she disappeared to find her sister.
Not more than a second later a short black woman approached and shoved a microphone in his face. “Monica Heyburn, Channel 7 News. Tell us sir, how does it feel to be a hero this evening?”
 



 
 
 
Five
 
              The text arrived on Thursday evening at eight o’clock.
             Tomorrow. IAD, United 4758. Business casual attire.
              All parties had been informed that they would be given twenty-four hours notice and nothing more.
              By ten o’clock an entire team was assembled around a conference table. This was their chance.
              Printouts and coffee mugs littered the room, all strewn haphazardly around the FBI insignia stamped into the table.
              “Flight 4758 is a one way from Washington Dulles to Chicago O’Hare airport. That’s got to be our location,” an analyst named Briggs said.
              “Why?” barked Mike Manus, Special Agent in Charge on the project.
              Briggs pursed his lips for a moment. “Makes sense. Central location. Very accessible. Lots of possible sites along Lake Michigan.” 
              “Thoughts?” Manus offered to the room. 
              “He’s got a point," an agent named Henderly responded. "We’ve never seen one of these take place in the same spot twice. Chicago hasn’t been hit yet.”
              Each time someone spoke, a flurry of writing and shuffling paper erupted around the table.
              “Come on. These guys have been top-notch secretive on this from the word go. Always have been. No way it’s that easy,” agent Byrd challenged.
              “Why?” Manus asked..
              Byrd flipped a stack of papers onto the table. “Months of surveillance. Almost two years to score an invite. These guys don’t even order lunch unless it’s in code. You telling me they just handed this to us? No way.”
              “Going to need more than hunches and conjecture here,” Manus snapped.
              Heads shot downward and the paper shuffling continued.
              “Talk to me here, what else have we got?” Manus said. “We’ve been on this for two years and tomorrow’s the big dance. Don’t blow this now people!”
              A young woman with thick glasses made eye contact before looking away.
              It was enough to get Manus's attention. “What have you got Heller?”
              “Well, sir...”
              “Out with it already.”
              “Flight 4758 is a United flight.”
              “Point being?”
              “Chicago O’Hare is a United hub airport," Heller said. "Odds are they’re just routing our guy through there to another location.”
              The flurry of activity slowed for a moment as several pairs of eyes searched Manus.
              “Shit," Manus conceded. "How many cities does United fly to from Chicago?”
               “At least thirty.”
              “No way we can alert agents in every one of those cities without alerting suspicion,” Briggs said.
              “We don’t have a choice,” Manus said. “The minute we arrive, they’ll do a full body search and jam any chance for outside communication. Either we track them from the airport or we don’t track them at all.”
              A few heavy moments of silence filled the room.
“I’ll get on the horn with our field offices in the Southwest,” Briggs offered. “Tell them to get personnel at every airport United flies to.”
              “Assuming of course that they don’t switch to another carrier or a private plane,” Heller countered.
              More silence. A few uneasy glances were cast back and forth.
              “Shit,” Manus muttered. He took a swig from the lukewarm coffee beside him. “Everyone get on the phone. Contact your region and tell them to have eyes in every airport large enough to land a cargo plane.”
              “And tell them to look for what exactly?” Henderly asked.
              “Tell them to look for me,” an unfamiliar voice said from the back of the room.
              In unison, all eyes turned to examine the newest person in the conversation.
              “Yes,” Manus said. “Tell them to look for Kelly.”
              A few eyes bulged at the sight of the new arrival.
              “There is perhaps one other option you know,” Heller said.
              Manus swung his gaze towards her. “And that is?”
              Heller kept her attention on Kelly. “How squeamish is your stomach?”
 



 
 
 
Six
 
              Time was running out.
              Winston swirled the last half inch of bourbon in the bottom of his tumbler, watching the amber liquid ebb and flow against the side of the glass. “So what do we do?”
              Rosner sighed and studied his cuticles without responding.
              Winston lifted his gaze from the drink and examined Rosner. He was in his early fifties, balding with close cropped grey hair and wire rimmed glasses he seemed to be always cleaning.
              On the whole, Winston despised the attitude of smug resignation Rosner brought to everything he did. In fact, he despised that Rosner was involved at all. 
              Simple truth was though, the man was too well connected to leave on the sidelines.
“I think the answer is clear.”
Winston finished the bourbon and slid the tumbler onto the table. “And that is?”
“We have to replace him.”
The same idea had been rolling around in Winston’s head. He just hadn’t yet figured out the logistics. “How do we pull that off?”
“We screened over a hundred prospects for the final twelve slots. Something tells me there has to be at least one we can get on a plane and here by tomorrow night.”
“Yeah, but we selected these guys months ago. They’ve been in intense training. How would that possibly be fair?”
Rosner peered down the bridge of his nose towards Winston. “Do we care?”
Heat rose from beneath Winston’s cheeks and his teeth ground together. “No, I guess we don’t.”
Winston swiveled in his chair and pressed the intercom. “Chester, bring me the prospect printouts.”
The words were still in the air as Chester burst through the door, a sheaf of papers stuffed in his arms. He moved straight to the table and dumped the load, stray sheets flying about. “Sir, before you do this, there’s something you should see.”
Winston’s gaze slid from the mountain of paper in front of him to Rosner. “What?”
Chester dug deep into his jacket pocket and pulled out two small remotes. The first he aimed at the far wall. On cue, panes of wood paneling began sliding to the side. 
A bank of large televisions was aligned in a grid beneath them. Using the second remote, Chester brought the screen to life. All twenty-five showed the same image.
A thick man with short brown hair and blue eyes stood fidgeting before the camera. Red suspenders held a pair of fire pants around his waist.
Smudges of soot stained his arms and face.
“I don’t know about that ma’am,” he said. “I was just lucky to live close enough by to come down and lend a hand.”
A petite black woman pulled the microphone back from him. “And is it true you keep a scanner on the nightstand just for situations such as these?”
A smile creased one corner of his mouth. “Like I said ma’am, sometimes you just want to be in a position to help out if you can.”
“Speaking of helping out, is it true that as the building was collapsing you were forced to kick your way out?”
“Yes ma’am.”
“And that your nickname around the station is Night, a reference to the black belt you hold in Tae Kwan Do?”
“Yes ma’am. I’ve been competitive in TKD since childhood. Kind of a hobby that took on a life of its own.”
“And lucky for the children of Saint Rita’s that it did. From Beaverton, I’m Monica Heyburn, Channel 7 News.”
Chester shut off the televisions and closed the wooden panels.
Winston and Rosner exchanged a long glance.
“Bret, we’re you listening in on us again?” Winston asked.
“No sir! I just knew that we may need a replacement and I saw this on television.”
Rosner snorted.
“Leave us," Winston snapped.
Again Chester fled the room.
“The little dumbass may be on to something here,” Rosner said.
“How do you see it?”
Rosner removed his glasses and began wiping them. “Well, he’s nearby, so getting him here won’t be an issue. He has martial arts training. And he’s something of a local hero at the moment.”
“Instant credibility.”
“Mhmm. Perhaps even enough to make people overlook the switch.”
“And keep the Board from shutting us down?”
“Perhaps.”
Winston rolled the idea in his head for a moment. He wasn’t in love with it, but he didn’t have many options. “So how do we frame it?”
“He’s a firefighter that keeps a scanner where most people keep their condoms," Rosner said. "Use his hero complex against him.”
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Seven
 
              Heller was right. Chicago was just a starting point in the long journey from D.C. to a final destination.
              Flight 4758 arrived in Chicago at nine a.m. Kelly left the plane and was barely into the terminal before being given a piece of paper by an unremarkable man that disappeared into the crowd.
              On it were written the words:Gate 53B. Five minutes.
              Kelly walked straight from Gate 14B to 53B and arrived just in time to see the last few people boarding a plane for Denver, Colorado.
              Without prompting the attendant said, “You must be Kelly. Seat 2A.” 
              Not once did she make eye contact or act as if anything was out of the ordinary.
              The flight from Chicago to Denver lasted just shy of two and a half hours, landing at 11 a.m. mountain time. As in Chicago, a man materialized upon exiting the plane with another piece of paper.
              This time it stated to leave the airport and wait for a black Tahoe.
              Kelly waited less than a minute before the Tahoe arrived. Nobody said a word as the SUV pulled away from the curb. A half hour later it arrived at Front Range Airport in Watkins, Colorado.
              Tiny in stature, Front Range was situated on the eastern plains of the state. As they arrived, Kelly could see several mail carriers and a few Sundance Air planes.
Nothing more.
              The Tahoe pulled past the main building of the airport into the back field where a single hangar stood alone. No insignia or markings were visible on any of its surfaces.
              It pulled to a stop and the door locks snapped upward. Kelly grabbed the single allowed bag, exited the Tahoe, and entered the hangar.
              Inside it was almost empty, holding a matching black SUV, three men and a Cessna Citation Mustang.
              Kelly let out a low whistle on approach. “You boys have taste, I’ll give you that.”
              The three men were dressed in matching black suits with ties of various dark colors.
              The man in the middle turned to his right and grunted something inaudible. On command, the man beside him seized Kelly’s bag and began searching it. 
He turned to his left and the other man checked Kelly thoroughly for a wire.
              “All this cloak and dagger stuff really necessary?” Kelly asked.
              “Yes,” the man said. Nothing more.
              “You do realize you boys owe me and my bag dinner now, right?”
              “You will be fed on the plane,” the man said, ignoring the joke as he waited for the first man to finish searching.
              When they were convinced that no tracking device was hidden, the bag was returned to Kelly.
              “Please board the plane now. You will depart in three minutes.”
              The abrupt and tedious nature of the exercise amused Kelly, who displayed a thin smile. “Oh yeah? And just where am I going?”
              “West.”
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              “Is it just me or is it hotter than hell in here?” Heath asked the room.
              “Trust me when I tell you Dr. Honeycutt, it’s just you,” responded the familiar voice of the scrub nurse Sandra.
              Heath Honeycutt looked up from the skull flap he held between his hands and smiled. A surgical mask hid his even white teeth from view, but mirth lines could be seen creasing the corners of his eyes.
              The patient in front of him was a professional tree-trimmer that had fallen from a ladder while on the job. The accident had actually been a blessing.
The resulting CT Scan showed a golf-ball sized tumor growing along the inside of his skull.
              Heath Honeycutt was a fifth year surgical resident at Portland’s Oregon Health and Sciences University. At the moment, he was most of the way through a seven hour procedure. 
              Standing for six solid hours under a heavy lead vest and intense lights had him sweating profusely.
              Heath replaced the skull piece and cemented it in place. He pulled the skin flaps back over the area and handed the surgery off to an intern to finish. Within seconds he removed his sterile clothing, thanked the staff and excused himself into the hall.
              Exiting the operating suite, he collapsed into an arm chair looking out through a window at the city of Portland.
              All he saw was the back of his eyelids.
              Against his chest his cell phone began to vibrate. Without opening his eyes or checking the caller ID, Heath answered. “Honeycutt.”
              “I’m your huckleberry.”
              Heath smirked. “Well if it’s not the swinging dick of Portland himself. And quoting me Tombstone ten years late no less.”
              “Don’t start that man," Will said. "Not you too.”
              “Nothing to be ashamed of. I saw it on the news this morning as I was running into surgery. I was going to call you in a little while.”
              “Eh, mama’s already done enough gushing for the whole family. Trust me.”
              “My baby’s a hero, all that good stuff?”
              “You got it.”
              Heath chuckled. “Sounds like she’s right. That was a hell of a brave stunt you pulled off last night.”
              “That’s what mama said.”
              “Dumber than hell, but brave nonetheless.”
              “Yeah, she said that too.”
              “What you should have done was land your plane," Heath said, dangling the bait.
              “Seriously? You call me out on Tombstone, then throw Top Gun my way?”
              Heath chuckled again. “I’m just coming off an eighteen hour shift in surgery. Cut me some slack.”
              Silence fell for a moment.
“So listen buddy, I need a favor," Will said.
              “Aw hell.”
              “You don’t even know what it is yet," Will said. "To be fair though, your eighteen hour bender does make it slightly worse.”
              “Yeah, and you called me buddy. This must be rich.”
              “What are you getting into tonight?”
              “I’ll wait another twenty or so to finish closing this one up. Go out and talk to the family, make a quick round, so another hour in here.
              “Softball at six, then home to sleep. Lots and lot of sleep. What’s up?”
              Will muttered under his breath. “This morning a pencil neck in a suit showed up and invited me to some dinner thing tonight. Said it was being held by the board that runs the orphanage. 
              "I guess they have an annual event for people that have helped them out over the previous year. I was lucky enough to have helped one day before the event.”
              “Is there even an orphanage left to help?”
              “Physically, no. Damn thing sagged in about ten seconds after I got out.”
              “You always did leave an impression wherever you went.”
              Will ignored the comment. “Though there’s already rumor of a push to rebuild it. Board is alive and well and holding a dinner tonight.”
              “Sounds fun. Enjoy.”
              “They didn’t say I could bring a guest. I’m asking anyway.”
              Heath’s eyes popped open. “Whoa whoa whoa. I’m your brother, not your wife. You have a family for that stuff. Get Jenna to go with you.”
              “Come on man. I have a wife that’s five months pregnant and an eighteen month old daughter. There’s no way.”
              Heath sighed. “Black tie affair I’m guessing?”
              “Hell no. I wouldn’t even consider going if it was.”
              “Why me? Why not take mama and let her blubber all over the place?”
              “Cause she’s not feeling well...and she’d blubber all over the place.”
              Heath sighed again. Shook his head in disgust, both at his brother for asking and himself for what he was about to say. “And we’ll go to Sizzler afterwards?”
              “That’s my boy!”
              “I haven’t said yes yet.”
              “You’re quoting White Men Can’t Jump. You’re in.”
              Heath smiled. “Yeah, I’ll do it. Text me the time and address, I’ll head over after softball.”
 



 
 
 
Nine
 
              “Over 900 cameras installed and operational,” Winston said. He sat back in his chair and watched as the banks of televisions around the room shuffled through various camera angles.
Every square inch of the grounds was covered by at least three cameras. Every camera could zoom up to twelve times and retain clarity of twenty-one megapixels.
Winston allowed a satisfied smile to spread across his face.
“Cameras are set. How is everything else coming?” Rosner interjected to ruin the moment.
The smile slid from Winston’s face. A disgusted gaze shifted towards Rosner. “Chester! Get in here.”
A moment later Chester entered, panting.
“Where are we on extras?”
“Well, sir, a team of twenty-five of the best private security staff in the Northwest arrived just an hour ago. They will begin a tour of the grounds and be given their assignments thereafter.”
“Good. And the participants?”
“All eleven are en route, will be here within the next couple of hours. Honeycutt lives here, I’m sending a car for him at seven.”
“Guests?”
Chester consulted the printout he was holding. 
“Seventy-two of the one hundred VIPs have already checked into their villas. The rest should arrive any moment.”
“And arrangements within the mansion?”
“Florists have come and gone. Band arrives at six-thirty.”
“That’s not quite what we meant,” Rosner said.
To his annoyance, Winston noticed Rosner was once again buffing the lenses of his glasses.
“Not quite,” Winston agreed, his voice heavy with agitation.
“Everything is ready sir.”
 



 
 
 
Ten
 
              “Where the hell is Kelly?!” Manus exclaimed to nobody in particular.
              Briggs sat hunched over his laptop, pecking at the keyboard. “I’m getting nothing here boss. Had a great signal as far as Denver. Then nothing.”
              “They must be jamming it,” Heller said.
              “You never mentioned anything about being able to jam it,” Manus snapped at her.
              “The transmitter Kelly swallowed was the most powerful one the FBI has. There was no way of knowing these guys would be able to jam that.”
              “Wouldn’t have matter if we did know,” Briggs said. “It was still our best shot.”
              Manus stared out the window of the private jet of the director of the FBI. Below were the flat gridded fields of Kansas. “Damn. Damn damn damn. So what do we do now?”
              “We hope Kelly doesn’t shit it out before getting off the plane," Briggs said. "When they land, we can lock on a location again.”
              Silence filled the compartment. Every person in the hold stared at the ground.
              Manus snapped his phone from his hip and pressed a quick sequence of numbers. “Pilot? Head for Denver.”
              He replaced the phone and fixed his stare on Heller. “Call Denver International. Tell them we’re going to need tarmac space for an unknown period of time.”
              He returned his gaze back to the window.
              “All we can do is land at the last known location we have and move the second we know something more.”
 



              
 
 
 
Eleven
 
              The double doors swung open without opposition. Winston stepped through them onto the gray stone balcony and surveyed what lay beneath him.
From the third floor he stood unnoticed with his hands resting on the concrete railing and watched the long line of visitors file onto the grounds. Despite the short drive from the nearby villas they were staying in, many chose to employ the finest in automotive engineering.
New, flashy sports cars with vibrant red and yellow paint jobs. Lamborghinis, Ferraris, a Jaguar. Mixed in with equal representation were big classics. Duesenbergs, Rolls Royces, an Auburn Speedster. 
Even a couple of limousines for the less creative. 
The line slowly inched forward down the long serpentine driveway. Each time a car reached the base of the stairs leading up to the great mansion, a valet in a plain black suit escorted the lady from the car.
Once the guests were unloaded, the car was whisked away to a private parking lot around the side of the mansion.
Emerging from the cars were some of the wealthiest, albeit unknown individuals in the world. Men dressed in tuxes and finely tailored suits. Women in exquisite evening gowns. 
Winston sensed Rosner approach and pushed himself up from the balcony rail. 
“How are we looking?” Rosner asked.
“Everything is running smooth.”
              “Have we heard back from everyone yet?”
              “All one hundred are on the ground and arriving as we speak.”
              “And our twelve special guests?” 
              Winston checked his watch. “They’re not due for another forty-five minutes. I figured we would allow everyone to get settled in and begin with appetizers before bringing on the main course.”
              “Hmm.”
              Five more minutes passed in silence as the line of cars dwindled before them. 
              When the final cars reached the stairs the two men exited the balcony.
              “Shall we?” Rosner asked.
              “It’s showtime.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Twelve
 
              “Wow, look at you. I’m almost sad I’m going to miss this," Jenna said, leaning against the bathroom door frame. Her head rested against the wooden casing, a hand rested on her bulging stomach.
              Will smeared a bit of aftershave lotion onto his cheeks and turned to face her. “So you want to go? I’m sure Heath wouldn’t mind. In fact, I can promise he wouldn’t.”
              “I said almost.”
              A small smirk escaped Will as he turned from the mirror and walked to her. He wore pressed light tan slacks and a black dress shirt rolled at the sleeves.
              His skin was tanned an even golden hue, showing through the close cropped hair on the sides and back of his skull. His hair on top was a little longer, gelled and falling straight forward.
              “You think they’d believe I got sick?”
              Before Jenna could answer a sharp rasp could be heard on the front door. 
              Jenna leaned in, pecked him on the lips and said, “Too late now anyway. Go get your award, my handsome hero.”
              “Gee thanks.”
              “What time should I expect you home?”
              “Shouldn’t be too late. I’ll have Heath give me a ride afterwards.”
              Will stuck his head into his daughter’s room for a moment. She sat on the floor arranging blocks in neat piles. “Bye Maggie!”
              An oversized smile burst forth amid a mop of blonde curls. “Byeeeee!”              
              He returned a smile as he moved for the front door.
Will pulled the front door open to find a black man with a clean shaven head standing before him. A driver’s cap was tucked under his right arm. “Mr. Honeycutt, I presume?”
“Yes sir,” Will said and stuck his hand out.
The driver’s eyes flashed down at the hand and back up to Will. “We should be going. They’ll be expecting us.”
Without another word he turned on his heel and headed for the black Mercedes parked on the curb.
“Well, alright then,” Will mumbled. 
He pulled the door shut behind him and followed the driver out to the car in silence.
 



 
 
 
Thirteen
 
Three identical black Mercedes sat on the edge of the airstrip as the Cessna touched down. No other planes were in sight.
The plane rolled to a halt halfway down the airstrip, opening its cabin door right on the runway.
Kelly hoisted the lone allowed carry-on up from the adjoining seat and stepped out into the waning afternoon sunshine. “Where the hell are we?”
“Portland,” the pilot said. His gaze never left the runway in front of him.
“I’ve flown to Portland. This isn’t Portland.”
“Pearson Field. Private airstrip 18 miles from Portland International. We’ve rented it for the weekend.”
“We?”
“Please exit the plane now. Another flight is expected shortly.”
Kelly stepped down the short collapsible column of stairs onto the clipped grass of the runway. Seconds after touching the ground, the plane accelerated down the strip and departed again.
Kelly paused for a moment and watched the plane go before turning to the row of shiny black sedans. Two of the three cars sat motionless. The only signs of life were dark silhouettes behind the steering wheels. Any facial features were blocked out by tinted glass.
Beside the third car stood a middle aged white man with a shaved head. His hands were clasped in front of him as he waited for Kelly to approach.
“E-Class. Nice,” Kelly said, admiring the car while walking towards it.
The driver remained silent as Kelly approached. At the last second he moved for the rear door and held it open, slamming it shut the moment Kelly was inside.
“So I’m in Portland. Now where we going?”
“Hillsboro,” the driver said.
“Never heard of it.”
Silence was the only response.
 



 
 
 
Fourteen
 
Minutes ticked by.
Winston stood several feet back from the wooden banister at the top of the stairwell and waited. Below him, a hundred voices could be heard droning on in a low static murmur. Mixed in was the steady din of a cocktail band. 
              Downstairs, the last guests made their way through the front door and were swallowed up by the crowd. 
Behind them, a guard in a black suit with a clean shaved head stepped through the front door and nodded up at Winston. A moment later, he disappeared outside and closed the door behind him.
              As soon as the heavy door was shut, the band fell silent. The room soon followed suit.
              Winston took one last deep breath and stepped forward. One hundred stares locked on him as he rested his right hand on the railing and used it to guide him to the top of the stairs.
              “Good evening! Thank you all so much for being here. It’s very good to see so many familiar faces and even better to see a few new ones.
“We have gone to great lengths to ensure that this evening is everything we’ve all come to expect from our little gatherings.”
              Halfway down the stairs he stopped and peered at the crowd.
              “I won’t waste time on a lengthy speech beyond to say welcome. If there is anything we can do for you here tonight please let us know.”
              He clasped his hands in front of him and paused for effect. 
The room just stared back.
“To reiterate the information you received in your villas, our other guests shall begin arriving in fifteen minutes. When they arrive, they will be introduced by name and location to the room. In keeping with tradition, no other information about them will be distributed. 
              “After they arrive, you will have forty-five minutes to mingle with the twelve of them. Use the time however you see fit. Ask them anything you like. It is yours.
“At the end of that time, we shall retire next door. Our guests will be sequestered and the evening’s festivities will begin. Are there any questions?”
              A short, round man with a ring of white hair around his head and a walrus mustache raised his hand. “Retire next door?”
              “Excellent question! Off to your left is a banquet room equipped with televisions covering every square inch of the grounds. It is there that we shall serve dinner and enjoy the events of the evening.”
              A tall man with long graying hair in the back of the room raised his hand. “And all other arrangements?”
              “Everything is in order, I assure you.”
              Winston surveyed the crowd a moment longer.
              No hands went up. Just a sea of gazes staring back at him.
              “Very well then. I wish you all a good evening and good luck!”
 



              
 
 
Fifteen
 
              The pitch came in high, with a little backspin on it. It floated level on a plane, a bit inside and shoulder height.
              Heath shifted his weight hard at the ball, before pulling back a moment longer. He waited until it was just in front of his left shoulder before exploding forward, his hips rotating the top half of his body in a quick arc.
              The ball gave no resistance as his bat cut a path right through it. 
              Two sounds, separated by just a couple of seconds, greeted Heath’s ears. The first was the loud ping of aluminum meeting rawhide. The second was his team cheering from the dugout.
              The instant it left the bat Heath knew it was going a long way.
              He didn’t bother running. No need to.
              Instead he watched the ball continue climbing as it passed the outfield fence. He stood as his friend Serra, a nurse tech on the third rotation, scampered towards home and hopped on the plate with both feet.
              “Nice shot!” 
              Smiling, Heath caught her as she jumped onto him in a full body hug. A moment later several sets of hands clapped him hard on the back. 
              “Aren’t you going to run?” his teammate Britta asked, jogging in from the dugout. A light brown ponytail bounced in rhythm with each step she took.
              “Naw, no need. We already won.”
              “That’s my boy!” another teammate, James, said and raised his hand for a high five. “No need to do any more running than necessary!”
              A prodigious stomach proved this was more than just an expression.
              The rest of the team joined them at home plate. They congratulated Heath for the hit and Serra for the run. 
              They shook hands with the other team.
              Heath talked to the other team captain for a minute, signed the scorecard for the umpire and headed straight for the bench. Other team members talked around him. The ones who were off for the evening opened beers. The ones who had to report to the hospital later despised them for it.
              Grabbing his gym bag from under the bench, Heath pulled his cleats off without untying them. He peeled his socks back as well and tossed them into his gym bag. Sliding a pair of sandals on to his feet, he headed straight for his car. “Hey, I’ll email you guys about next week’s game, alright?”
              A few “Yeah’s,” went up around him. James made a wisecrack about the fact they all saw each other seventy hours a week anyway.
              Standing in the parking lot, Heath dropped his gym shorts and pulled on a pair of black slacks. He sat on the edge of his trunk and tugged on dress shoes and socks.
              “So, those of us that are off tomorrow are thinking about hitting Boomers. You game?” 
              Heath looked up to see Serra bouncing towards him from the opposite side of the car. “Can’t.”
              “Why not?”
              Heath held his leg up high enough for her to see the slacks and shoes.
              A cloud crossed her face. “Hot date?”
              “Oh, yeah,” Heath said with an eye roll. He peeled his sweaty t-shirt off over his head and used it to towel off. 
              Serra watched him wipe the sweat from his lithe body and toss the shirt into the car. “It’s not that little tramp from ICU is it?”
              Heath laughed out loud. He took a clean white t-shirt from a hanger and pulled it on.
              “Well, is it?”
              “No, it’s not that little tramp from ICU.”
              “Oh, good. So where you taking her?”
              Heath pulled a sky blue dress shirt with a thin black pinstripe from another hanger and slid his arms into it. He began buttoning it from the bottom up. “Actually, it’s where he’s taking me.”
              “Come again?” Serra asked with eyes wide.
              Heath smiled and shoved the shirttail into his slacks. “My brother saved a bunch of children in an orphanage fire yesterday. They’re having a banquet for him and some others tonight.”
              Serra's face brightened in recognition. “Oh yeah, I heard about that! I saw the name, should have known it was one of yours.”
              Heath tossed his glove and bat into the backseat. He slammed the rear door shut and hitched open the driver’s door. “Yeah, it was one of ours. Will’s always been the good-looking, athletic brother. Now he’s the hero too.”
Serra backed away from the car and leveled her eyes on him. “Oh, I dunno. You just hit the game winning homerun tonight. That makes you a hero too doesn’t it?”
Heath laughed out loud again. “Oh, yeah. Big hero.”
“Have fun tonight,” Serra said with a smile before disappearing in a twirl of blonde hair.
 



 
 
 
Sixteen
 
              Manus paced the narrow aisle of the Gulfstream G250. The craft was capable of covering thirty-four hundred nautical miles on a single tank and had a cruising speed of Mach 0.80, but it felt like it was standing still.
              On either side of the aisle Briggs and Heller sat stooped over laptops. Large headphones wrapped across the tops of their heads as they stared at the screens before them. Two analysts sat behind each of them, studying printouts of maps covering the western part of the country. 
              Lining the bench seats in the back half of the cabin were a half dozen ‘honorary agents.’
              The only condition Manus had made when accepting this assignment was that he and his team be allowed to work from the FBI Academy at Quantico instead of the Headquarters in northwest DC. It was a condition made for this very reason.
              The agents were in fact Marines, borrowed from the base that the academy shares grounds with. Classified as ‘tactical support,’ they were an element Manus hope he wouldn’t need but was glad he had.
              Damn glad.
              The first few times Manus paced the aisle way, a few of them tracked him expectantly. After a few trips, they realized he was pacing out of frustration, not anticipation. Now, all six faces remained forward as he walked by, peering straight ahead beneath jarhead haircuts.
              “Sir, I think I’ve got something,” Briggs announced. 
              The headphones he was wearing distorted his volume level. His voice blasted through the silent cabin.
              Manus blinked himself back into the moment and strode quickly forward from the back. “Hit me.”
              As he passed, each Marine returned to tracking his progress.
              Briggs remained poised in front of the monitor. “It’s spotty right now. I think they’re using something to block the signal.”
              “Heller, this was your tracking device. Can you get a clear read?” Manus snapped.
              “Briggs, what are your coordinates?” Heller asked.
              “I...uh...don’t know.” He was distracted, screwing the headphones down tighter on to his ears.
              Heller slid across the aisle and jammed her headphone jack into the side of his computer. Behind them, nearly a dozen people leaned forward in anticipation.
              Manus tugged his Blackberry from his hip and switched it to speakerphone. He punched a single button and held it to his lips, waiting.
              A loud puff of static leaked out, followed by a break.
              “This is your co-pilot, go ahead.”
              “Wallace, this is Manus. Stand by for a heading.”
              “Roger that, standing by.”
              Silence again filled the cabin. The Marines exchanged furtive glances.
              “Come on, come on, come on,” Manus muttered.
              “They’re jamming it,” Heller said. 
              “Can you get anything?” Manus asked.
              “They can’t run the jammer while a plane is landing or departing. The pilot would be flying blind," Briggs said.
              “Meaning?”
              “That’s probably how the first signal got through," Heller finished. "They were landing.”
              “Was it enough to get a read?” 
              “I’m working on it," Briggs said.
              “Work faster!” Manus yelled.
              “I can give you a rough heading. Going to need a few minutes to pinpoint it.”
              “Give me anything you've got right now!”
              Briggs ran his finger down the left edge of his screen. “Looks live we’ve got 45º48’ north and 118º28’ west.”
              “What?” Manus bawled. “In English!”
              The other analysts rifled through stacks of maps. A young man with a bony face and red hair said, “Oregon, sir.”
              The phone came up to Manus’ lips. “Wallace, we’ve got a direction.”
              “Go when ready, sir.”
              “Oregon. We’ll get you an exact site shortly.”
              “Roger that.”
              The phone was still in place when Heller said, “We’ve got another signal!”
              Manus leaned in hard over them. “Would have to be Portland. What the hell else is there?”
              “We have got 45°31′12″ north and 122°40′55″ west!” Briggs announced.
Manus swung his head from the laptop to the analyst. “Elf boy, where is that?”
The edges of the analyst’s ears grew red as he scanned the map for the coordinates. “Portland, sir.”
Manus relayed the information on to Wallace.
Briggs and Heller removed the headphones and turned to Manus. He stood and scanned the cabin. “Alright folks, we’re headed to Portland.”
“Not necessarily,” Heller said behind him.
Manus started to speak, but stopped short and turned to face her. “Come again?”
“We only got one signal that time too. Either means Kelly deplaned and one snuck through before they were able to jam again...”
“Or it means they’re already airborne somewhere else,” Manus finished.

 



 
 
 
Seventeen
 
It began just minutes later.
The heavy oak door swung forth without so much as the slightest sound. Every head in the great hall turned as it opened.
A man of medium height in a black suit walked forth, his shaved head reflecting light. “Ladies and gentlemen, allow me to introduce Mr. Katsu Okahato from Seika, Japan.”
His voice, flat and lifeless, was swallowed up by the great room. A moment later, he was as well.
Through the door walked a Japanese man standing just under five and a half feet tall. His rust colored hair was pulled into a tall Mohawk that gave him an extra four inches.
He walked through the door with a cocksure smile on his face. Without warning, he snapped two quick jabs into the air followed by a lightning quick spinning heel kick.
In the back of the room, Winston leaned towards Rosner. "Karate.”
“Mhmm.”
Rosner didn’t look up as he began wiping his glasses again.
Once Katsu moved from the doorway, another driver in a plain black suit and shaved head took his place. “Allow me to introduce Kofi Jaxon from Malabar, Trinidad and Tobago.”
Behind him walked in a man with dark black skin and long black dreadlocks. Beads were tied into the ends of the locks and jangled as he walked. He paused in the doorway and surveyed the room for a moment. 
A smirk lifted the corner of his mouth before he drifted off to the right.
Another driver filed in behind him. “Good evening. May I introduce Miss Elin Li from Pusan, South Korea.”
The man, as non-descript as the others, stepped aside as a lithe Korean woman took his place. Her skin was creamy white and her long legs extended forth from a brightly colored hanbok dress.
She didn’t bother to pause at the door. Instead, she walked straight in and took a champagne flute from a waiter.
A moment later, it was gone.
Winston watched as a small sneer pulled the upper lip back over Okahato’s teeth. Across the room, Jaxon smirked again. “You think those two have any idea what she’s capable of?”
“None,” Rosner replied.
 



 
 
 
Eighteen
 
Every eye in the room tracked Li as she sat the flute back on the tray and walked to the next waiter. In a flash, she engulfed another.
Nobody noticed the next driver appear in the doorway. It wasn’t until his voice rang out that every head turned forward. “Ladies and gentlemen, hailing from Hilo, Hawaii, Kekoa Lani.”
The driver stepped aside as a thick Hawaiian man literally filled the doorway behind him. He stood only five feet eight inches tall, but was built like a whiskey barrel.
His chest and stomach rolled outward in one booming half arc. Thick arms were screwed into the side of his body. A bare golden head gleamed, drawing attention to a thick set of scars thatched across his scalp.
“Did you read the story behind those?” Rosner asked. A high level of indifference filled his voice.
Winston smirked. “Self-inflicted, right?”
“Uses them as a record of his conquests.”
“You have to respect anybody that uses scars on their head like decals on a football helmet.”
“Something like that.”
Kekoa stamped forward from the doorway as an Asian driver soon replaced him. “From Bexley, England, Tommy Toulson!”
The driver stepped aside while a wiry man filed in behind him. He wore jeans with a v-neck t-shirt and his short dark hair was pulled into a peak on his head.
On his left forearm was a tattoo for the Tottenham Spurs football club. On his right, a Union Jack. Without prompting he walked forward and said, “If you blokes want to make a few quid, bet on me.”
With that, he paced forward and disappeared into the crowd.
“Well, you’ve got to admire his moxy,” Winston said aloud.
“He’s earned it.”
“True. Best bare knuckler fighter in Europe. Sure doesn’t look like much though.”
“Let’s hope his competition thinks the same way. Could make for good theater.”
Winston slid his gaze to Rosner. He didn’t try to hide the disdain on his face.
The front door swung open again and another driver stepped through. Like the others, he was dressed in a black suit and his head was shorn clean. “Good evening. It is my pleasure to introduce Jun Xu from Hong Kong.”
The driver stepped aside as a Chinese man paced in behind him. He stepped forward and bowed politely to the room.
In a flash he launched into a choreographed sequence of kung fu movements. He began with several jabs, followed by a series of kicks. With each kick, his leg rose several inches above his head.
After about fifteen seconds, he stopped and bowed again.
Around the room several of the guests gestured with their champagne glasses. A few even leaned in close to one another and commented in hushed tones.
 



 
 
 
Nineteen
 
“Guests, please allow me the honor of introducing Miss Aello Demir from Troy, Turkey.”
The room shifted focus from the aerial display of Xu to the newest competitor to enter the room. She did not disappoint.
Through the door walked a woman standing six feet tall, with long blonde hair and smooth caramel skin. She wore a black halter dress with a slit clear to her hip that pulled aside as she walked.
With over forty inches of long brown leg off-set by lace stockings that stopped mid thigh, she gave a kiss to the crowd before stepping forward.
A few low whistles went up as she walked through. Several jaws fell slack.
Some of the other invitees stood and watched with a mix of amusement and astonishment. All of them zeroed in on the lips and the barely covered breasts.
Few bothered to notice the corded muscle of her arms or the twisted sinew that belied her stockings.
The sound of her stilted high heels could be heard ringing out as another driver stepped to the door. “Good evening. Please welcome Alex Boucher from Dawson City, Canada.”
As the words left the driver’s mouth, a mountain of a man stepped in behind him.
Standing several inches over six feet tall and weighing on the north end of two-fifty, Boucher was by far the largest of those introduced so far. A bushy red beard and wide head made him look even more imposing.
“Well then, that was quite a transition,” Rosner commented.
“And where the hell is Dawson City again?”
“The heart of the Yukon.”
Winston smirked. “Not much to do up there but hunt and fight.”
“That’s why we chose him, remember?”
“Oh? Is that the reason?” Winston asked, his sarcasm thick.
“Well, that and his innate ability to break bones. Up there, he’s known as The Butcher.”
Winston shot another glare at Rosner, but said nothing.
Boucher stood and surveyed the room for a moment. A sadistic grin spread behind his thick red beard and he swung his beefy arms in front of his body a few times. A deep chested chuckle rolled out from him as he stepped into the room.
A moment of silence settled in his wake before another driver with a smooth head moved into the doorway. “Good evening. It is my distinct task to introduce to you tonight Kelly Mandrake from, well, let's just say Quantico, Virginia.”
The driver waved his hand towards the room and stepped to the side as a petite, dark haired woman moved in behind him. 
Rosner shot a glance to Winston, who responded with a slight nod.
Several people began to casts looks from one to another. After a moment, a thin man with dark hair parted down the middle began to laugh. Soon, others around him began to join in.
The sound grew from a low hum into a loud cry, reverberating off the walls of the great foyer.
 



 
 
 
Twenty
 
“Wallace, where are we?” Manus released the button on the side of the phone, but didn’t bothering pulling it away from his mouth.
“Fifty miles northeast of Bend.”
Manus pulled the phone back just inches from his face. “You, Elf, where the hell is Bend?”
“Skip,” Elf grumbled.
“What was that?” Manus asked, glaring at him.
“Um, Skip, sir. My name is Skip.”
“Like I give a shit right now. Where the hell is Bend?”
Skip’s ears burned bright red again as he consulted the maps. “One hundred sixty miles from Portland.”
“So that’s, what, twenty minutes?” Manus said into the phone.
“Assuming we’re going to Portland International. Have you got an exact location for us?”
Manus lowered the phone again. “Heller? Briggs?”
“Looks like the signal has quit moving, sir," Heller responded.
Manus stood at the ready, his eyes swinging between each of them. “So where the hell is it?”
Heller’s eyes snapped up. “It’s stopped just outside of Forest Grove.”
“Which is?”
“About thirty miles west of Portland.”
“Shit,” Manus mumbled. He stared straight ahead for a moment. “Is Portland International the closest airport?”
Analysts again began shuffling through maps.
“No,” a young man beside Skip said.
“And what’s your name?” Manus said, firing a glance at Skip. 
“Watts, sir,” she said. Her attention was focused on the map in front of her as she traced a route using her index finger. “Portland Hillsboro Airport.”
“How far out is that?” 
“Maybe twelve, fifteen miles from Forest Grove. Same total distance from here.”
“Damn," Manus spat. "Nothing closer?”
“Nothing on the map, sir.”
“How accurate is the map?”
“The FBI prints new ones every three months.”
Manus returned the phone to his lips. “Wallace, we’re looking at the Portland Hillsboro Airport.”
Silence filled the air for a moment.
“Wallace?”
“Yes, sir. Got it on the radar here. No problem. Set you down in half an hour.”
Manus cut the line to Wallace and scrolled through his phonebook. He got the number for his secretary back in Virginia and pressed send. On the second ring, a thin and nasal female voice answered. “Evening.”
“Brenda, it’s me. I need a favor.”
“And why aren’t I the least bit surprised?”
Manus ignored the comment. “Get on the horn with the Portland field office and tell them I need ground transportation ready and waiting in a half hour at Portland Hillsboro Airport.”
In the background, he could already hear her clacking away on a keyboard. “What kind of transportation do you need?”
Manus cast a quick glance around the room. “At least enough for me, Heller, Briggs and six marines. Something heavy duty.”
“Got it. They’ll be there waiting when you land. Anything else?”
“Something inconspicuous if they can.”
Brenda laughed aloud. “Transport will be waiting.”
A moment later, the line went dead. Manus looked at his phone before returning it to his hip.
He hadn’t been joking.
 



 
 
 
Twenty-One
 
From the back seat, Will craned his head out the window. A rush of evening air hit him full in the face as he stared at the spread in front of him.
A wrought iron gate stood open, allowing the Mercedes to pass through onto a long winding driveway made of interlocking brick. At the end stood a sprawling mansion.
In truth, palace was probably a more apt description.
Thick Ionic columns stretched from the ground to the roof, encapsulating three floors of windows and balconies. Massive wings stretched in either direction from the central structure with a secondary wall encircling the residence.
Lights were aglow in each of the windows, lighting the structure up against the darkening sky.
“Wow. I guess rebuilding the orphanage won’t be an issue.”
“What?” the driver said. 
For a moment, Will couldn’t tell if he was just being abrupt or was genuinely confused.
Will waved a hand at the spread before them. “Um, judging by the looks of this place, rebuilding the orphanage shouldn’t be a problem.”
The driver snorted. “Right.”
The Mercedes rolled along the brick driveway and came to a stop in front of the heavy columns. Two more like it idled in front of them. A third pulled away as they approached.
The driver exited the car the second it came to a stop and sprinted around to Will’s door. In one quick motion he jerked it open and gestured for Will. “Out. We’re late.”
“How am I late for a party in my honor?” Will asked as he climbed from the car.
“You just are.”
Will fell in beside the driver as they ascended three short stairs and headed for the massive front door. It stood open a few feet as a sea of light and laughter spilled out onto the porch.
In front of them stood two more drivers with shaved heads. Beside them were a tall woman with short hair dyed red and a thick man with dark skin and a long black ponytail.
As Will approached, the man turned revealing a weave of tribal tattoos across his face. 
Through his nose was a ring that looked a lot like human bone.
 



 
 
 
Twenty-Two
 
Will moved towards the door. He got no more than a step or two forward before his driver shot a hand out and clamped down hard on his arm. “Wait your turn, like everybody else.”
Will glanced down at the hand on his arm. He stared at it until the driver got the point and lifted it away. “What the hell is this?”
The driver turned, matching Will’s stare for a moment.
“I’m not impressed by the thousand mile stare," Will said. "Tell me what the hell is going on here before I call a cab and take my ass back home.”
The corner of the driver’s lip played up just a bit. “It is just what we told you it was. A banquet. You are one of our honored guests.”
As the words slid out, the woman with red hair turned and smirked. A scowl formed on Will’s face as he glanced between her and his driver.
The six people stood in the cooling evening air as the laughter from inside died down. As soon as it was gone, the driver next to the door stepped forward. “Ladies and gentlemen, it is with great pleasure that I introduce Miss Jannike Bryne from Carlshuus, Norway.”
The driver slid aside as the woman with red hair turned and glanced at Will. Around her neck was a spiked dog collar and silver studs lined her nose and ears. She blew a kiss towards Will, turned and disappeared into the room.
“Carlshuus, Norway? I thought this was a benefit for the orphanage.”
The driver twisted his head towards Will.
“Well?” Will demanded.
“Um, yeah, it is.”
“Oh yeah? And what did she do to get here?”
“Beats me. All I know is they said you were an honored guest. Said to have you here on time. We’re here. On time.”
A few moments after Jannike disappeared into the room, the driver in front of them stepped to the door. Will noticed he too had a shaved head and glanced over at the smooth dome standing beside him.
“Good evening. Now introducing Maake Fatu from Aotearoa.”
The large man in front of Will walked through the open door. His arms were held out several inches from his body as he strode forward, one shoulder at a time.
Ten steps into the room he dropped his jacket to the floor revealing a black tank top. Underneath it was row after row of Polynesian tattoos lining both arms.
“Aaa! Whoo!” Maake said and thrust his right forearm forward. At the same time he smacked it hard with his left hand.
Will stared through the door as Maake then began to dance, chanting as he went.
Ka mate, ka mate 
Ka ora, ka ora 
Tenei te tangata puhuruhuru 
Nana i tiki mai whakawhiti te ra 
Upane, upane 
Upane kaupane 
Whiti te ra!”
With each line of verse, Maake smacked his arms, chest or legs. The room watched in rapt silence as he performed the ritual.
              Will’s jaw fell open as he watched and turned to his driver. “I don’t suppose you have any idea what the hell that was.”
              “Nope. And I don’t care.”
              Without another word the driver stepped through the door. “And, from right here in Portland, Oregon...Will Honeycutt.”
              The driver delivered the words with as little enthusiasm as he could muster. In the waning silence of Maake’s performance, Will stepped into a room ringing with awkwardness. 
Every eye in the room stared at him.
Some with amusement. Some with curiosity.
Some with outright contempt.
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nightfall
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Twenty-Three
 
Maggie knew what it meant the minute she heard the water turn on. A loud whooping sound burst from her and she climbed to her feet.
No attention was paid to the blocks she had just spent all evening stacking.
She rounded the corner into the bathroom and ran to Jenna, who sat perched on the edge of the toilet. Keeping her feet churning, she lifted her arms up high over her head.
“Are you ready for bath time?”
Maggie grinned and nodded her head.
“Are you ready for bath time?”
Maggie’s feet churned as fast as they could. She bobbed her head and squealed long and loud.
“Okay, then!”
As Jenna pulled the Toy Story t-shirt off, Maggie fell back onto the plush loops of the bathroom rug.
“Off we go!” Jenna said, pulling off Maggie’s pants and diaper as well.
Maggie lay on her back and held her arms straight out in front of her. Jenna slid her hands around her daughter’s rib cage and lifted her into the warm water.
Just as they did every night, Maggie happily splashed about as Jenna washed her. She started with her legs, followed by her arms and torso.
The last thing each night was her hair. Using a Portland Trailblazers cup Jenna tilted Maggie’s head back and poured the warm water over her head. The suds washed clean away and rested atop the water around her.
Most nights that was the sign for Will to lift her from the tub, dry her off and carry her to bed.
“All done!”
Maggie spun her head from side to side. “Dah-dee?”
“No daddy tonight Maggie.”
“Dah-dee!”
“Not tonight. Tonight it’s just mommy.”
“Daaaah-deeee!”
Jenna sighed, forcing back a smile. “I know honey. I wish he was here too.”
 



 
 
 
Twenty-Four
 
“Where the hell am I?” 
Heath turned the radio off and hunkered down over the steering wheel. He turned his high beams on and peered out into the darkness.
The last road name he recognized, state route 26, lay over fifteen miles behind him.
“Come on Will, where are you taking me here?”
Darkness encroached from either side. Heavy trees lined the road, their leaves blotting out the last bits of daylight.
Heath grabbed his cell phone from the seat and flipped it open. Still no reception.
“Great,” Heath mumbled and tossed it back down beside him. He lifted a water bottle from the cup holder and took a long pull.
Ahead he could see early moonlight reflecting off the roadway and leaned forward in anticipation. A moment later, the trees on either side of the road receded. Just like that, the forest gave way to a sprawling expanse of open grass.
The aging Chevy rolled to a four-way stop. The roads to his right and straight before him framed a rolling swath of clipped lawn.
Ahead in the distance he could make out a home, shimmering like a beacon in the night. It was the only light of any kind visible.
“That must be it,” Heath said aloud and turned the car to the right. He followed the road along the edge of the property as the house grew closer. With each passing foot, it also grew larger.
Just off the intersection the corner of a brick wall standing nearly eight feet tall began. It ran in a perfect square, sitting fifty feet back from the road and framing the property parallel to the road. A half mile down the wall was a single driveway of cobbled brick.
Heath eased the Chevy onto the driveway and rolled forward. The brick wall turned at the edge of the driveway and followed it over twenty feet, creating a bottleneck. 
There, it stopped and a heavy wrought-iron gate stood with gates open.
Heath crept through the gates, stopping only for a moment to inspect the symbol welded onto the front of it. Made of solid silver, it appeared to be an inverted cross. Through the middle of the intersection, a smaller cross of equal proportions was cut out.
Heath gave a quizzical expression as he passed through and ascended up the winding brick driveway. A half mile further ahead, he reached a second brick wall.  
A smaller gate of stainless steel bars stood closed across it and as he approached, a handful of men in matching black pants and pullovers stepped forward. Heath idled to a stop and rolled down his window as a man with short hair and a goatee stepped to the window.
“This is a private party. You should leave. Now.”
Heath rocked back a moment at the brusque salutation. “Actually, I think I’m here for the party.” 
The man surveyed the Chevy. “And you are?”
“Heath Honneycutt.”
The man’s head snapped up and he shot glances at each of the others. They had taken up posts at each corner of the car. “Do you have some ID?”
“Sure,” Heath said. He dug his driver’s license out of his wallet and handed it over.
The man studied the license and Heath’s face for a moment and handed it back to him. Again he glanced up at the others. “It’s Honeycutt.”
A moment later the steel gate began to slide open, parting from the middle in opposite directions.
“Sorry for the confusion. The valets have left, so you’ll have to park yourself.
“Follow the driveway up to the house. It will wrap around to your left and feed into a garage. I’ll call ahead and let them know you’re coming.”
“Um, thanks,” Heath said and took back his license.
The moment his car passed through the gate, the heavy steel bars slid back into place behind him.
Just as fast, the men disappeared from view as well.
 



 
 
 
Twenty-Five
 
              Everyone in the room remained motionless and silent.
              After a moment, the band began to again play soft background music. A low hum of voices filled in behind it.
              Winston stood beside Rosner and watched as the partygoers descended on the guests. Slow at first, but with increasing aplomb with each passing second.
              “What do you think so far?” Winston asked.
              “The Maori War Dance was a nice touch,” Rosner said.
              “Yeah, I didn’t see that one coming. Early favorite?”
              “Way too soon to project.”
              “If you were a betting man...”
              “We’re not betting men. At least not tonight.”
              Winston considered the words for a moment, then smirked. He patted Rosner’s shoulder and moved across the foyer.
              As he walked, it wasn’t hard to differentiate between the guests and the partygoers. 
              For one, most of the guests were much, much larger than everyone else in the room. Second, their appearances contrasted with the people around them. 
Junior by at least twenty years. Features that bore the tales of the lives they led.
              Finally, each of the partygoers were dressed in strict black tie attire. The guests most assuredly were not.
              Winston could tell while approaching that Will Honeycutt noticed the differences and was self-conscious about it. For the time being, it appeared to be all he was conscious of.
              “Will Honeycutt,” Winston said. As he approached he stuck his hand out before him and plastered a movie star smile across his face.
              Will turned from the art he had been intently studying. He returned the handshake. “Yes sir?”
              “Eric Winston, Executive Director of the St. Rita’s Foundation. Thank you so much for coming.”
              “Thank you for inviting me.”
              “I noticed you studying the Renoir here. Are you an art fan?”
              Will opened his mouth to answer, closed it and smiled. “To be honest, my favorite piece of art in Portland is the Rose Garden.”
              “Ah yes, the horticultural test garden overlooking the city.”
              “Actually, the basketball arena.”
              “Yes, of course,” Winston said. A good-natured laugh soon followed.
              Will motioned to his attire. “Listen, am I dressed alright for this? The invitation said business casual.”
              Winston waved a hand at him. “Oh yes, of course. You have to realize that most of us are old friends that only get together once a year or so.
              “We look for any excuse to get guessied up. We would never dream of imposing that kind of dress code on our guests.”
              An awkward silence settled between them.
              “Well, I just wanted to thank you for accepting our invitation," Winston said. "We’re all very appreciative of it.”
              Will narrowed his eyes. “I’m just lucky I was able to lend a hand is all.”
              “Of course! And how lucky for us that you were. Listen, I have a lot of folks around here I need to say hello to, but it was nice meeting you and I’m glad you could make it.”
              Will shook his hand again. “Likewise.”
              Winston began to walk away and turned for just a moment. “And relax. I promise this part is almost over.”
              “Hardest part of the night, right?”
              Winston paused for a moment, smiled, and continued walking without saying a word.
 



 
 
 
Twenty-Six
 
              The call came in three minutes before the wheels of the plane touched down at Portland Hillsboro Airport. Manus could feel the vibration of the phone on his hip and snapped it up without looking at the caller ID. “Yeah?”
              “Sir, I have Agent Mark Nixon on the line for you.”
              Manus recognized the familiar voice of Brenda, but not the name she gave him. “Who?”
              “Agent Mark Nixon, Senior Field Agent there in Portland.”
              “Got it, patch him through.”
              Fuzz filled the line for a moment, followed by complete clarity. “Go for Manus.”
              “SAC Manus, this is Senior Agent Mark Nixon with the Portland field office. I understand this is you I see landing right now?”
              “That’s us. Should have wheels down in less than two minutes. What do you have for me?”
              “We’ve got four black Expeditions gassed and running on the tarmac. The minute you touch down we’re off and going. I understand you have nine men?”
              “Nine that will be going with us. We have a few analysts in tow that will be staying with the plane.”
              “Got it. I have four agents with me. They will take one car, your men can split between the other two. You can ride with me in the fourth, bring me up to speed on what’s going on if you don’t mind, sir.”
              Manus pulled the phone back from his face and made a sour expression. The last thing he wanted to do was hand hold somebody through everything that they’d been doing the last several months. “That’ll be fine.”
              “Do we have a destination yet, sir?”
              Manus turned to Heller. “Do we?”
              Heller stared at the screen for a moment. “It appears the signal has stopped. We’re looking at coordinates of-”
              “Hold on!” Manus barked, cutting her off. He switched the phone to speakerphone. “Nixon, you ready for coordinates?”
              “Go ahead, sir.”
              Manus motioned for Heller to continue. 
              “Coordinates 45º37’10”N by 123º25’5”W,” Heller yelled. 
The sound of the landing gear lowering filled the plane.
              “You get that?” Manus asked. Silence was all that returned to Manus. “Agent, I asked, did you get that?”
              When Nixon answered, his voice rang peculiar. “Sir, are you sure about those coordinates?”
              Manus made a face. “Damn sure, why?”
              “Sir, those coordinates are for Idiotville.”
              “You have a town out here called Idiotville?”
              “That’s just it, sir. Not really. Idiotville is a ghost town.”
 



 
 
 
Twenty-Seven
 
              Everything was right where the guard said it would be.
Heath maneuvered his dented Chevy Cavalier through the garage gate and parked it. He slid from the car and stood with his forearms resting on the hood and marveled at the autos parked around him. “Will, what the heck did you get me into?”
              Staring back at him was row after row of the finest cars he’d ever seen. Along the back of the garage were sports cars in canary yellow and Diablo red. Across from him, two even rows of glossy black Mercedes. 
              “Mr. Honeycutt?”
              Heath spun around to see a man dressed in black, just as the others at the gate had been.
              “Yes, sir?”
              “You should be getting inside. The others will be waiting.”
              Heath pushed back from the hood and closed the door behind him. “Of course. But man, look at those cars. Have you ever seen anything more beautiful?”
              The man slid his eyes from Heath to the garage. “You need to get out more.”
              Heath smirked. “No argument there.”
              The man stepped just outside the garage and waited for Heath to exit. As soon as he did, he closed the garage gate behind them.
              “Heck of a nice place you folks have here.”
              The man glanced over at Heath. “The main entrance has already been closed. I’ll take you through a side door. You can join the others from there.”
              Heath grimaced, but said nothing.
              The man led Heath around to the front of the house and into an arched portico. He walked to the heavy wooden door and pounded on it three times with the ball of his fist.
              A moment later, it opened from within.
              The man passed through the door and into a narrow hallway. The floor was made of concrete and the walls of bare cinder block. Every few feet was a lit torch.
              “Wow, didn’t see this coming,” Heath mumbled.
              The man ignored him and walked straight ahead to an intersection of identical hallways. At the corner, he turned right and headed for a wooden door matching the one they had just passed through.
              As they got closer, Heath could begin to hear the low hum of conversation. A little further along, he could make out music.
              The man stopped just outside the door. "Right through here. Pull the door shut behind you as you exit.” 
              Heath gave the man another look. “Um, okay. Thanks. Sorry again for being late.”
              For the first time, the man’s expression changed. A thin smile grew across his face. “You’re not late. Right on time, in fact.”
              
 



 
 
 
Twenty-Eight
 
              Winston slid the Patek Philippe watch from his pocket and checked the time. The piece cost more than any of the cars in the garage and only came out for special events. 
              Tonight seemed like such an occasion.
              “Seven Forty-Five. Shall we?”
              Rosner finished polishing the lenses on his glasses and perched them back atop his nose. “Indeed. I am famished.”
              Winston turned an irritated eye towards him. “And your hunger is what matters here tonight?”
              “Oh come off it. We’re all here for dinner and a show, yourself included. Don’t try to pretend otherwise.”
              Winston leveled a stare at him for a moment, then walked forward into the middle of the room. A simple wave of his hand brought the band to a halt.
              As the music ceased, the conversation died away as well. Many looked at him expectantly, as if they’d been awaiting this.
              “Ladies and gentlemen, I hate to interrupt your conversations, but the time has now reached a quarter of eight o’clock.”
              Winston paused, clasping his hands together in front of him. “In order to stay on schedule for our eight o’clock dinner time, I must ask that all members please make your way into the banquet hall behind me.”
              As he spoke, three large doors opened along the wall behind him. A scene of opulence and decadence, including crystal chandeliers and china dishware, could be seen through the openings.
              “Guests, if you would be so kind, please remain here in the foyer for a few moments. After everyone is seated, the festivities of the evening will begin.”
              He paused and turned his shoulders perpendicular to the banquet hall and held an arm towards the open doors. “Please, be seated!”
              In unison, the crowd burst towards the door. Winston stood and watched the crowd moving forward like cattle at feeding time. For a moment, disgust for their blatant excitement to begin the evening played across his face. 
Just as fast he was able to mask it, movie star smile back in place.
              The crowd flowed past him as he pushed his way to the side. Rosner took up a post beside him.
              “Have you been able to identify them yet?” Winston asked.
              “Two of them identified themselves. The tall, bearded one and the short, bald one are both too interested in the details to not be on the Board.”
              “Hmm. That’s two of five. Any leads on the others?”
              “Few ideas. Nothing concrete.”
              Winston weighed the words for a moment. “How do you think we’re doing so far?”
              Rosner stood and watched the crowd file into the banquet hall. “I think we’re about to find out.”
 



 
 
 
Twenty-Nine
 
              A rush of air and sound met Heath as he pulled the door open. He glanced back at the man in black and found him standing with his arms folded over his chest. 
              The same thin smile was still across his face.
              Heath slid in through the door and pulled it shut. He pressed his back flat against it and took in the scene before him.
              He was standing on the edge of a grand foyer with an enormous staircase and chandelier dominating the room. The floor was made of solid hardwood, tapestries and art dotted the walls.
              Heath barely noticed these things though.
              Instead, he was taken aback by the throng of black tie partygoers pushing their way through the room and into what looked like a large banquet hall to his left. Almost all of the people were older than him and all of them were dressed much nicer than he was.
              Rising to his tiptoes he scanned the room and found his brother standing along the opposite wall. Will was an inch shorter than Heath’s six-foot-five frame, but as with most rooms they both stood out.
              Heath rocked back onto his heels and waited for the crowd to pass. As it began to thin out he pushed himself away from the door and circled around to his right. He walked behind most of the straggling partygoers and came up towards his brother from behind.
              Will was standing with his back to him, engaged in conversation with a couple that looked to be in their sixties.
              The man was of middle height, with cheeks that glowed red and receding white hair combed straight back. At his side was a woman with dark bouffant hair streaked with grey. His robust body type was offset by her bony structure.
              Heath approached and clasped his brother on the shoulder.
              “Hey!” Will exclaimed, relief plastered across his face. He turned to the couple and said, “This is my brother Dr. Heath Honeycutt. Heath, this is Duke and Duchess Augustus Klauff.”
              “Please, call me Augy,” the Duke said, extending his hand to Heath.
              Heath reciprocated with him, and then his wife.
              “Well, it appears the crowd is moving inside, so we’d better join them,” Augy said. “Very nice meeting you both.”
              “Likewise,” the Honeycutt's responded.
              Augy paused for just a moment. “And do try to enjoy yourself this evening Will. What you did for those kids was incredible. You’ve earned it.”
              Will smiled as the couple walked away. Through the smile he murmured, “Where the hell have you been?”
              Heath laughed aloud. “Told you I had a softball game tonight. And you didn’t bother to tell me I was driving to Idaho for this thing.”
              Will threw a glance around the room. “Yeah, no kidding.”
              Heath matched the glance and lowered his voice. “Are you sure everything's on the up-and-up here? I saw some really strange stuff on my way in.”
              Will turned back with eyes large. “You? You haven’t seen anything! Some of these people have face tats, red hair, piercings. That huge islander over there even did some kind of full on war dance. It was like watching the University of Hawaii football team!”
              “Haka,” Heath said.
              “What?”
              “The dance. It’s called the Haka.”
              Will raised his eyebrows and stared at his brother. "Really? Really?"
              Heath pulled his gaze from the room. “Oh, sorry. Heck, on the way in here I had to get through a maze of locked doors and an army of men in black pajamas. So far that couple was the closest thing to normal I’ve seen.”
“Yeah, and they’re a damn Duke and Duchess!”
Heath smirked. “They seemed nice enough.”
“They were. Hell, compared to the rest of the room they really are royalty.”
              Both brothers turned and scanned the room.
              “What are you thinking?” Will asked.
              Heath reached into his pocket and jangled his keys. “I’m thinking I still have my car keys. Feign sickness. We’ll slip out and you can buy us a carnivore pizza at Bellagio’s. We’re both home and in bed by ten.”
Will smiled. “Done. That’s the least I can do.”
“Damn right. Let me hit the head and we’ll bounce.”
Heath moved along the wall and stepped into the bathroom just as the final guest entered the banquet hall.
A moment later, all three doors to the hall were shut tight.
In unison, the heavy sound of all three being locked rang out over the empty foyer.
 



 
 
 
Thirty
 
They had to move fast. 
Manus explained the lineup for the cars as the plane taxied to a stop. The moment the stairs were dropped from the cabin, all nine people sprinted out into the night.
The Marines were the first to arrive. Most of them bypassed the closest Expedition sitting with doors wide open and piled four deep into the second one.
The last two Marines filled into the first Expedition, one at the wheel and one behind him. A second later Briggs arrived and tried to climb in the front.
The Marines promptly ordered him to the back. The front seat was reserved for the lady. Had she not been running hard to catch up, Heller would have laughed as she approached.
Manus went straight for the SUV nosed out ahead of the others. Nixon was already behind the wheel with the passenger door standing open for him.
In one fluid motion, Manus leapt into the front seat and pulled the door closed behind him. “Go! Go! Go!”
Nixon flipped the front headlights to flashers and sped across the tarmac towards Route 26. “Agent Manus, it’s a pleasure to have you here.”
“Thanks for being available on such short notice.”
“That’s what we’re here for.”
“So tell me about Idiotville. What did you mean it’s a ghost town?”
Nixon snapped a look over at him as he merged onto the highway. “That’s just it. It’s not really even a town. It was a mining camp a long time ago. Was so far up in the woods that people used to say you’d have to be an idiot to want to go there. Name kind of stuck.”
“So there’s nothing at all there now?”
“I don’t know. I had an analyst do a quick check when you gave me the coordinates. Best we can tell there are a few old wooden outbuildings and not much else.”
Manus weighed the information. “That doesn’t sound at all like what we’re looking for.”
“Sir, what exactly are we looking for?”
Manus blinked hard to snap himself from his thoughts. “You weren’t briefed?”
“No sir. Your assistant said the only one who knew the whole story was you.”
Manus snorted. Brenda knew every inch of every file he worked on. She was just very cognizant of never stepping on his toes. “You’ve heard of fight clubs, right?”
“Of course. Ever since that mixed martial arts stuff took off, we see numbskulls out in their backyards beating the hell out of each other all the time.”
The GPS on the dash began to beep, pointing for them to make a turn on to Route 6. Nixon made a hard left without bothering to signal. He knew the others behind him were all receiving the same directions he was.
“No, I’m not talking about that," Manus said. "I’m talking international. I’m talking high stakes.”
“You mean something like the Kumite?”
Manus shot him a look. “You’re familiar with the Kumite?”
“If by familiar you mean, have I seen Bloodsport?”
“Right," Manus said. "The Kumite is a tournament held once every five years to determine the ultimate fighting champion. Fight clubs are set up to let rich people bet a lot of money and watch people beat the hell out of each other.”
“So people with too much time and money on their hands get together to watch some fighting?" Nixon asked. "That sounds shady, but not the kind of thing the FBI flies across the country for.”
“You didn’t let me finish," Manus said. "That’s how we think this thing got started, but it’s grown much larger than that.
“What was once some rich people getting together to watch fighting has morphed into a front for an international drug ring. They stage these fight clubs as a tryout of sorts for potential new partners. Check on their planning, transportation, surveillance skills, etc.
“We’ve been tracking these guys for three years. Until now the only activity they’d had on American soil was recruiting fighters. When we got the word they were expanding here we moved into high gear.”
“And who are these guys?”
Manus peered out into the night. “Depends on who you ask. Some are convinced it’s a conglomerate of the world’s elite, doing this just to prove they can. Some aren’t convinced they even exist at all.”
Nixon waited for Manus to continue. When he didn’t, a small prod was offered. “I get the impression we’re going at this alone.”
“We’ve tried and tried to get others involved. Scotland Yard, Interpol. They both worked with us for awhile, but in the end pulled out. Said there wasn’t enough evidence for them to keep devoting serious manpower to it.”
“But we are?” Nixon pressed.
“We are.”
“Reason being?”
Manus made a face. “We just are.”
Nixon raised his eyebrows in the darkness as the Expedition continued speeding through the night. Instead of continuing, he tried a different tact. “So how did we find out they were here?”
Manus stared out the passenger window. “Perseverance, and a lot of luck.
“Three years ago we discovered Kelly, an Army Ranger out of Texas. One of the best fighters the military had ever seen. We were able to convince Kelly to join us the minute enlistment commitment was up and begin traveling the country fighting in underground tournaments.
“Soon it became North America, then the Western Hemisphere. After three years, we scored an invite.”
Nixon weighed the information for a moment. “But how did we know it was going to be in the States?”
“When fighters receive an invite they are given a date and a country. They are responsible for being in the country; this organization takes care of the rest.”
“Multi-continent drug conglomerates can’t spring for a few international plane tickets?”
Manus snorted. “It’s more about the integrity of the competition.” As he spoke, he made air quotations with his fingers. Contempt dripped from his voice. “They claim that fighters can’t be at their best if they just stepped off a twenty hour flight spanning many times zones. They have fighters arrive in country a few days early, then bring them in.”
“As much about their own surveillance and scouting as acclimation, I’m sure.”
Manus weighed that. In truth, he’d hadn’t considered it. 
“Shiiit...”
Suddenly, Idiotville made a lot more sense.
 



 
              
 
Thirty-One
 
The bathroom was quiet.
Heath used the restroom, approached the sinks to wash his hands and looked in both directions. Not a soul was to be seen anywhere. 
Even the chair for the washroom attendant sat vacant.
Heath noted the oddity and exited back into the main room to find Will standing with just a small handful of others. He now understood what Will had meant.
The group was mostly male, and very out of place with the crowd that had departed. Heath looked down at the dress shirt he was wearing and noticed that they had gone from underdressed to the most respectable of the group.
“Umm, what did I miss?” Heath asked.
Will threw a wave around the room. “Everybody else went into the dining room. We were told to wait out here for a few minutes so they could bring us in as guests of honor.”
“You look concerned.”
“Two things. First, they’ve already done that. Had bald headed guys make a big scene about introducing us when we got here. Second, I would have sworn they locked the banquet hall over there up tighter than a drum the second they were all inside.”
The news drew Heath’s gaze towards the door. “What makes you say that?”
“I don’t know...it just kind of sounded like it. Big, heavy metal locks have a distinctive finality to them.”
“Hmm, glad I missed that then," Heath said.
“Must have been some damn good peeing.”
“A League of Their Own. Interesting choice.”
Will cracked a smile, but said nothing.
“Well, shall we?” Heath asked, and jangled the keys in his pocket.
“Yeah, I think we should.”
The two moved together for the heavy wooden front door. Heath reached it first and grabbed the heavy iron latch. He attempted to turn it, but it wouldn’t budge.
Will smirked. “Here, let the big boys try.” He tried the latch as well without reward. “What the hell?” 
“You have no idea,” Heath whispered, using his eyes to direct Will towards the others.
Across the room, the eleven other guests stood watching their every movement. Expressions ranging from amusement to disgust played across their faces.
Heath jerked his head towards the door across the foyer. “I came in through that one. Want to give it a try?”
“No reason not to.”
Side by side they moved for the door.
Like the other, they found it locked tight.
 



 
 
 
Thirty-Two
 
Winston and Rosner discussed the idea of assigned seating, but decided against it. They had never met most of the people in the room and didn’t know how they all interacted with one another. To mistakenly sit two enemies together would be a faux pas they could ill afford.
Instead, they arranged for a banquet hall with far more tables than needed. Guests could seat themselves any way they saw fit.
Winston and Rosner stood at the front of the room and waited for the crowd to choose spots. In front of them was a long rectangular table with a podium and microphone in the middle.
Along the wall to their right was an oak table stretching over twenty feet in length. Along it were bartenders dressed in black vests and bow ties. In front of them was every kind of alcohol that had been requested, ranging from whiskey to brandy.
To the left was a matching oak table. Half of the table was lined with more bartenders serving exclusive wines, ports and meads. The other half was manned by two men offering up fine cigars.
Forming a massive ring around the top of room were matching oak cabinets. Along the back wall was a final table where a single person controlled all the audio-visuals for the room.
Winston waited until the party goers situated themselves and the low hum of conversation settled in. He then stepped forward to the podium.
“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome again. First, a few housekeeping matters to tend to. As you can see there is more than ample space here within the room. Please, feel free to move about as much you’d like over the course of the evening.
“Along either wall are bars offering the finest beverage and tobacco products from around the world. Please help yourself, or let one of our servers know your pleasure and they will serve you. Restrooms are located along either wall.”
He paused for a moment to make sure he had the room’s attention.
“Located in the center of each table you will notice a black electronic device resembling a laptop computer. This is something we developed to aid in tonight’s festivities. What you see here is the future of on-site gambling.
“Each machine has been preloaded with an electronic account. That account has been credited the amount of your original deposit and is linked to the banking information you supplied.
“Any person can access their account from any box by simply entering the name and pass code you requested. In addition, each box is equipped with a fingerprint scanner to ensure security.
“Once you have accessed your account, you may allot your money in any way you see fit. Spread it around, bet big on one fighter, it is your money. 
“Odds will be calculated as the evening wears on. Should your fighter be eliminated, you may purchase additional credits to be used moving forward.”
He paused again to ensure there were no questions.
“One last thing, which I’m sure you all already know but I will remind you anyway. Tonight, you have free reign of this room. Eat, drink, smoke, bet, network... 
“The only rule is nobody may leave before we have a winner. The grounds have been sealed tight and nobody, whether guest or competitor, will be allowed out. Understood?”
Everyone nodded a silent acceptance.
Winston clasped in his hands in front of him again.
“And with that, I bid you a good evening. Enjoy!”
As he finished speaking, two steady lines of servers filed out from behind him. Each was carrying trays of fresh salad and hors d’oeuvres.
 



 
 
 
Thirty-Three
 
Winston waited until all eyes were off him. Just as the servers began unloading their wares on each of the tables, he slipped from the room and into a private back elevator.
He took it up to the second floor and exited right where he had been just over an hour earlier. As before, he paused for a moment and drew in a sharp breath, rested his hand along the railing and walked toward the top of the stairs. 
He put on his most splendid smile and stopped at the top of the stairwell. “Thank you all so much for waiting.”
Winston removed a small silver box from his jacket pocket that resembled a garage door opener and held it towards the group. 
On cue, the wall that had formed the right side of the room parted down the middle. With a slow, even hum it pushed its way towards the side along a stainless steel tract. 
The group stood back and watched the wall disappear. Some wore looks of surprise as it slid away. Others rolled their eyes at the unnecessary showmanship of it.
Behind the partition stood a second wall, bowing outward in a wide semi-circle. Along the wall were twelve doors, each with a sign bearing one of their names.
A few drifted over to their door. Most remained where they stood, staring at Winston.
“We apologize for the excess, but we wanted to ensure that you had the best possible entrance. If each of you would please enter your respective doors, we’ll begin in just a moment.”
Without another word, Winston turned on his heel and headed back for the elevator.
 



 
 
 
Thirty-Four
 
              NCIS was a rerun. Lucky for Jenna, it was one she hadn’t seen.
              She started on the couch, sprawled out from one end towards the other. Pillows propped her head up and thick socks warmed her toes.
              It didn’t take long though for the five-month old lump in her stomach to become uncomfortable. Before she knew it she was back in the recliner. She had learned with Maggie that after the third month, the recliner tilted at the perfect angle was her best bet for television viewing.
              By the time Jethro Gibbs and his rogue band of agents caught the man they were looking for, Jenna’s eyes were beginning to droop.
              She climbed out of the recliner, shuffled into the kitchen and took a long pull of milk from the jug. The clock on the stove flashed 9:09.
              Jenna walked stiff-legged down the hall and cracked the door into Maggie’s room. Her damp hair was just beginning to dry and curls sprawled across the pillow. Her tiny hands gripped the top of the blanket as she slept.
              Jenna checked the time again and perched herself on the edge of the recliner. She flipped through the channels hoping that something would catch her eye.
              Nothing did.
              At 9:30 she gave it up for a lost cause and took up her cell-phone from the end table beside her. Scrolling to Will’s number in her call log, she typed out a quick text message.
             Honey, I’m sorry but I’m falling asleep. I’m going to bed, but be sure to wake me up as soon as you get in. I want to hear all about it! Love you!
              Jenna tossed the phone down onto the night stand beside her and toddled off to bed without a second thought.
 



 
 
Thirty-Four
 
Rosner was waiting on the other end of the elevator as Winston arrived back on the first floor, leaning against the wall polishing his glasses. 
Together they walked back into the dining hall.
“Have the servers finished with the first course?” Winston asked.
“Just about,” Rosner said without looking up. “Is everybody in position?”
“Should be. They were all headed for their doors when I left them.”
“You didn’t stick around to make sure they got where they were supposed to?”
“Where the hell else could they go? Every single door down there is locked. Either they enter their door or they sit in the foyer all night, in which case we’ll be sure to send a few surprises their way.”
Winston waited for the last of the servers to finish unloading their trays and returned to the podium. He pressed the first in a long row of silver buttons imbedded in the dark wood. Above him, a wide swath of the wooden cabinetry slid upward revealing an oversized grid of twelve video screens.
The screens held a single image, enlarged to encompass all twelve as one. On it was a background of sea foam green moving as if waves rolling forward. Set large in the middle of it was an inverted gleaming cross with a smaller cross inset.
“Ladies and gentlemen, I hope the first course is to your satisfaction. In a few moments, our servers will be around to take your drink orders.
“Before that though, the time is at hand for us to kick off our festivities for the evening.”
He pressed the second silver button and the image above him changed. A large schematic came up on screen.
“Here you will view the general layout of tonight's field of play. As you can see, it extends two floors above ground and one floor below. Most of it is contained within the mansion, though there are a few places that expose our guests to the elements.
“An intricate system of tunnels and mazes interweaves throughout and there is no shortage of special, shall we say, surprises along the way.”
As he spoke, an automated viewer showed the various aspects of the blueprint.
“Also, throughout the grounds are over twenty-five extras, brought in to help make this evening a little more entertaining for us. Each of them has been instructed that for every participant they are able to incapacitate, they will be awarded $25,000 in cash.”
Winston pressed another button and the schematic zeroed in on the twelve doors marking the starting positions. Red arrows pulsated forward from each of them displaying the directions the various hallways led.
“Right now, all competitors have entered their respective doors just off the main foyer. Behind that door is a second one which will not be unlocked until we release it. At that time, the combatants will proceed forward.
“In the beginning, there is very little intersection between the corridors. A fair bit of the early fighting will be done between our extras and our guests. This was intentional both to allow for a little warm up and to allow you all to get a better feel for their abilities.”
He pushed the button again and the red arrows moved forward, many of them converging over time.
“As the night wears on, our competitors will have no choice but to face off.”
Winston pressed the button a final time, showing the arrows all converging into one. It led back into the banquet hall.
“At the end of the night, our winner will walk right through that door-“ he paused and pointed behind him “-and collect this bag containing ten million dollars.”
He hefted a black leather bag up from the floor and dropped it on the table beside him. It was nowhere near large enough to contain that amount of money, but the point was well received anyway.
Winston surveyed the room for a moment. He then pressed the next in the line of buttons.
The schematic behind him vanished. In its place, each of the twelve individual screens held a head shot image of the fighters.
“In two minutes, the betting machines on your respective tables will become live. At that time you will have ten minutes to make your choices before the action begins.
“As I mentioned before, you may make bets at any point throughout the evening. It goes without saying, the earlier in the night you bet, the higher the reward.”
Winston pressed the silver button again and large black numbers appeared over each of the fighters depicting their odds.
“Right now, it looks like the odds are in favor of the larger contestants. We have installed Boucher as the early favorite with 4-1 odds, followed closely by Maake at 9-2.
“Behind them are potential dark horses Kekoa and Toulson with matching 6-1 odds and a pair of dames with Aello going off at 10-1 and Li at 12-1. 
“Jaxon is currently set at 15-1 and Xu at an even 20-1. Okahato is right behind him at 22-1. Rounding out the field is Honeycutt and Mandrake each with a generous 25-1.”
Winston paused and smiled. He pressed a final button and a large red X appeared over Kelly’s image.
“Check that. Just Honeycutt is set at 25-1.”
 



 
 
 
Thirty-Six
 
It was over a dozen miles before the GPS told them to make another turn. When it did, it was on to a thin dirt path that was no more than two parallel trails through high weeds.
“Aw hell, this can’t be good,” Manus muttered.
“Nope.” 
Manus checked the GPS. “.65 miles remaining on our coordinates.”
Both men fell silent as Nixon turned up the path. The Expedition’s wide tires and high ground clearance made easy work of the weeds as it pushed along.
“See there in the headlights? Somebody’s been here,” Manus said, pointing ahead at the bent grass before them.
“Yeah, but look at the ruts. Two sets.”
“One coming, one going.”
“That’s what it looks like.”
Manus drew his mouth into a tight line as the Expedition bounced forward. 
A labyrinth of shadows danced through the forest as the other Expeditions fell in line behind them, their headlights dancing to and fro. Nixon drew the Expedition forward another few hundred yards to a heavy wooden gate.
“How much further do we have?” Manus asked.
“.15 miles.”
Manus hopped from the car and drew his Glock from its holster. He held it with both hands in front of him and crept forward to the gate. The wood was old and visibly rotting in several places. Heavy green moss grew from every exposed surface.
“Sir! Wait!” A voice behind him shouted. 
              Manus stopped as the six Marines materialized in unison, their bodies silhouetted by the headlights behind them.
“Sir, Lt. Ben Stone,” the first Marine to approach said. “Allow us to move in first.”
Manus paused for just a moment.
“What the heck...?” Nixon muttered.
Stone pulled a pair of night vision goggles down over his eyes and flipped them on. “This is what we’re trained for, sir. This is why they brought us.”
“He’s right,” Manus said. “We’ll move in on their heels.”
The other five Marines turned their goggles on as well and formed into a tight semi-circle. Their weapons stood poised in front of them. 
Manus and Nixon fell in behind. 
“You guys wait here. If we need you, we’ll signal,” Manus said over his shoulder. Briggs, Heller, and the Portland agents formed a loose grouping around the gate without objection.
The Marines crept forward through the woods. Moisture hung heavy in the air and thick moss underfoot silenced all footsteps.
Just past the gate, Stone held his hand up and the group stopped at once. “Sir, it looks like we’ve got two pairs of footprints flanking two solid lines.” As Stone spoke, he pointed ahead to his right on a slight diagonal.
“Two people dragging a third,” Manus said.
“Sure sounds like it,” Nixon agreed.
“Anything else showing up?”
“Negative sir," Stone replied. "Not even any wildlife to speak of out here.”
Manus weighed the info for just a moment. “We’ve got a tenth of a mile left on our coordinates. Follow those prints, and be quick about it.”
“Yes sir.”
The Marines moved forward in double time. Manus and Nixon both had to sprint to keep up with them.
Less than a minute later, the Marines stopped cold. Using hand gestures, Stone sent the others off to either flank. Together they formed a tight circle.
“What have we got?” Manus asked.
“I believe we’ve found your agent,” Stone said.
Manus stepped in front of Stone and into the center of the ring of Marines. Two steps later he was standing on a large circle of blood that was just beginning to dry.
Lying in the middle of it was Kelly.
 



 
 
 
Thirty-Seven
 
Heath tried the side door again to no avail. “Well, what do we do now?”
Will scanned the room. The only other exits were the front and the row of twelve doors across from them.
Across the foyer the other guests began to filter into their respective rooms. Some went straight through the door and disappeared inside. Some stood outside and traded verbal barbs first.
Kekoa yelled and smacked a meaty hand to his chest many times. Maake responded with a loud war whoop and stuck his long tongue out into a hooked shape towards his nose.
Between them, Jannike spat out retorts in Norwegian. She then bent at the waist, tore her skirt off mid-thigh and disappeared through her own door.
“What the hell is going on here?” Heath asked.
“Beats the shit out of me.”
“Try the front door again?”
Will weighed the option. “You do that, I’m going to run up the stairs and see what I find. Winston has to be getting in and out of here somehow.”
Without response, Heath jogged over to the front door and tried it again. Despite placing his feet on the wall and heaving back with all his strength, it would not budge.
Behind him, he could hear Will give a pained yell followed by a steady torrent of cursing.
“You alright?” Heath called.
“Son of a bitch,” Will muttered. “There some sort of electric fence across the top of the stairs.”
“Anything hurt?”
“Naw, I’m alright. Just wasn’t expecting 10,000 volts to hit my ass is all," Will said, jabbing a finger at his brother. "And not one word about anything hitting my ass.”
The corner of Heath’s mouth turned up in a sadistic smile, but he let it go. “Well brother, I think Door Number One is our only option here.”
“Looks that way.”
Begrudgingly they walked together to the door marked ‘Honeycutt.’ Will paused for a moment and reached for the handle. “Get busy living or get busy dying.”
“Definitely not the time to be quoting Shawshank.”
Will pulled the door open and together they stepped through. For a moment the hallway was total darkness, followed by the sudden blaze of fluorescent lights.
In front of them stood a grated door of iron bars.
Behind them, the door to the foyer locked into place.
 



 
 
 
Thirty-Eight
 
Augy and Julia Klauff sat waiting for the betting machine to make its way around to them.
An older couple named the Tiberi’s sat to their right, studying the odds on the machine. Across from them, Jonah Murphy sat munching on some stuffed mushrooms. He had explained to them it was the first event he had attended since his wife Marissa passed over a year before.
It didn’t appear he was quite ready yet.
“Do you know who we’re going with?” Julia whispered.
“I’ve got an idea.”
Julia leaned back and gave her husband a disapproving look. “You’ve got a soft spot for Honeycutt don’t you?”
Augy’s rosy face grew even more red. “Well don’t say it like that! You make it sound like I have an infatuation for the man.”
Julie threaded her hand through his arm. “Not what I was saying at all...though it would be understandable if you did.”
“Is that a fact?” Augy asked, giving his wife a playful, disapproving glance.
“Yes, it is. He, and his brother, were both rather fetching fellows.”
Arturo Tiberi entered the last of his wagers and slid the machine over to Augy. 
“Pick the winner, did you?” Augy asked.
“Sure did. After you enter yours we’ll compare and see if you were smart enough to do the same.”
Augy laughed and entered his user name and pass code into the machine. His name, bank records and available credit appeared on the screen. 
Augy confirmed the information and pressed continue.
The second screen to pop up showed the same image as the screens on the wall above them. The only difference was below each fighter’s odds were two numbers, one atop the other. The first showed the total amount of money bet on each fighter.
The bottom was for Augy to enter his wagers.
Julia pulled close beside him and eyed the numbers. Boucher and Maake were both the early favorites with over five million apiece.
Honeycutt had a scant $500, no doubt a joke bet. The only person lower than him was the already eliminated Kelly Mandrake.
Augy glanced at his wife. “What do you think?”
Julia smiled. “Go for it. You always did have a thing for the long shots.”
Augy entered his full $100,000 credit for Honeycutt. He then pulled up his banking information and added another $400,000 to make it an even half million.
Julia raised her eyebrows, but said nothing. Around the room, nobody seemed to notice the sudden jump in Honeycutt’s total.
Augy pushed the machine back into the center of the table just as Winston retook his position in front of the podium. “Ladies and gentlemen, the time is at hand. In one minute, we will release the gates and the competition will begin!”
As he spoke, the other televisions around the room were uncovered revealing a myriad of camera angles from the mansion and grounds.
“Thirty seconds!”
The twelve screens showing the fighters changed from their profiles to a live feed. The crowd looked on as many of the fighters stood readying themselves. 
Maake had pulled his black tank top off, revealing more tribal tattoos covering both arms and much of his chest. Boucher removed his flannel shirt and stood in a sleeveless thermal, swinging his arms in front of him.
Toulson removed his v-neck, showing a sinewy body replete with script tattoos arcing across his shoulder blades and stomach. Okahato and Xu continued to shadowbox while Kekoa pulled off his shirt and slapped at the honey brown skin stretched across his thick chest.
Li stripped away her hanbok down to a spandex bra and shorts. Like Jannike, Aello removed the bottom half of her skirt, allowing the remainder to swing free around her knees.
The new Kelly stood staring at the camera, her gaze unwavering.
Very few of the guests noticed any of this though. Instead, they focused on the two men standing together in Honeycutt’s screen.
Discord over this started as a ripple, but soon grew into a small swell. 
In the back of the room, the Klauffs watched the discord. Augy raised an eyebrow to his wife, but neither said anything.
 



 
 
 
Thirty-Nine
 
“Is that your man?”
“Yeah, that’s Kelly.”
Manus kneeled beside Kelly’s body and ran the back of his hand across his mouth, biting back bile. Even in the dark of the forest, the gruesome details of the scene were plain to see.
Kelly was completely naked, three of his four limbs staked out perpendicular to his sides. Deep gashes crossed his arms and legs like railroad tracks, causing most of his blood to have ran onto the grass around him.
His skin was chalky white and stretched across muscles that just hours earlier had been taut and hard. His eyes stared straight up into the heavens.
Most pronounced though was the tangle of entrails that lay in a heap on his stomach. Atop them sat the transmitter he’d swallowed just hours before.
“I’m sorry,” Nixon said.
“Me too.”
Manus stared hard at the scene for several minutes. He then forced his mind to push aside the anger and the guilt. “Can I borrow a pair of those goggles?”
The Marine to the right of Stone pulled his from his head and handed it to Manus. 
The brightness of the image shocked him for a moment as he narrowed his eyes and adjusted to the new view.
“Anything?” Nixon asked.
Manus processed the scene as fast as his mind would allow. 
Something wasn’t making sense. 
He circled around to Kelly’s right arm. Unlike his left arm and legs, it didn’t appear to be pinned to the ground.
              Manus reached down and rotated Kelly’s wrist to reveal a hole ripped through the palm of his hand. “He was pinned down, but got his right arm free.”
              Manus rose to full height and swung his foot in a wide arc a few inches above the ground. A moment later, his toe found what he was looking for. 
“The spike is still imbedded in the ground. He must have pulled it the rest of the way through his hand to free himself.”
              “Jesus," Nixon muttered. 
              Manus cast a glance at him. “I told you he was good.”
Manus returned to the hand and examined it again. Aside from the hole through the center, the only abnormality was the entire index finger was stained red.
“Poor bastard was disemboweled and still had the strength to attempt to free himself," Nixon admired.
Manus dropped the hand back the way he had found it. The index finger was pointing inward. 
Manus followed the path of the finger to a strip of untouched skin on Kelly’s thigh. “Kelly wasn’t trying to free himself. He knew we’d find him. He was leaving us a message.”
Nixon stepped into the ring and squatted close to the body. On Kelly’s thigh, drawn with his own blood, was the symbol of a block letter T. Inside it was a small inverted cross.
 



 
 
 
Forty
 
Winston stepped back away from the podium and sought out Rosner. Around him, the room became increasingly restless. Some stood and shouted. Others pointed. Many remained seated and glanced from one to another.
“Who the hell is that?” Winston asked.
“Well obviously I don’t know, but it would appear to be Will Honeycutt and a relative. Given the strong resemblance, I would say a brother.”
Winston exhaled through his nose several times. “How the hell did this happen?”
“Again, I don’t know. I would speculate that given the name and resemblance our guards mistook him for Will and let him in.”
“Fools," Winston hissed. "I’ll have every last one of them killed for this.”
Rosner remained silent, glancing from the screen to the crowd.
“And once all the doors are locked...” Winston mumbled.
“You said it yourself. Nobody gets out until we have a winner.”
Winston seethed. “This is the kind of thing that will sink us, isn’t it?”
“Could be.”
“Could be?”
“Well, maybe nobody needs to know it was an accident.”
Winston stared straight ahead and chewed the idea for a moment. “How?”
“Tell them it was part of the plan.”
Winston’s eyes glazed, deep in thought. A moment later, he blinked himself alert and strode back to the podium. 
“Ladies and gentlemen! I apologize in the fullest, it appears I forgot to make you all aware of one small change in the schedule. 
“As many of you know our last competitor, Will Honeycutt, did not join the roster until just this morning. As a result, the committee and I decided it was only fair to allow him one small favor in the spirit of fairness.”
Around the room people sank back into their seats. Many continued to exchange confused glances.
“You see, once we discovered the presence of the real Kelly Mandrake as a mole, we had him eliminated. That left us a man short. 
"In his place, we decided to invite both the Honeycutt brothers. This way, you all still get to see a full slate of fighters.”
A middle-aged man with a blonde ponytail stood and asked, “So why are they in the same cage together? And why weren’t we made aware of this before wagering?”
Winston paused just the slightest moment before pressing forward. “You weren’t made aware of them because the second Honeycutt isn’t an option for betting. He is merely here for your sporting entertainment.
“And he is in the same cage as his brother because there is no way either would have agreed to compete against the other. Don’t you worry though, we have already put plans in place to ensure they don’t spend the night working as a team.”
Winston retreated for a moment as a low hum again settled over the room. Before any more questions could be presented, Winston stepped back to the microphone.
“And with that, let the games begin!”
 



 
 
 
Forty-One
 
“This can’t be good.”
Will walked forward and wrapped his hand around one of the thick iron bars. He pushed forward against it, then leaned back and pulled with all he had.
It didn’t budge.
Heath turned to try the door behind them. It didn’t even have a handle. He pressed a shoulder into it and pushed. 
As expected, it was rock solid.
Slowly, the brothers turned and looked at each other.
“Just to get this out of the way right now," Will said. "I’m sorry for whatever I’ve gotten us into tonight.”
Heath shook his head. An apology was not high on the list of information he wanted at the moment. “I think it’s safe to say this isn’t a benefit. Judging by the other people that just took their places behind these doors, I’m guessing it has nothing to do with your position as a firefighter.”
“Or yours as a doctor.”
“They had no idea I was even going to be here. Whatever has us here has to be about you.”
Will drew his lips tight and exhaled. “Thing is, with the exception of you, I’m about the most boring twenty-something alive. I go to work, I go to the gym, I go home to my family.”
“I’ll go out on a limb and say it wasn’t Jenna or Maggie that got us here.”
“Right, so that leaves work?”
“Or the gym.”
Will rolled his neck back and stared up at the ceiling. “We’re being watched.”
“What?” Heath asked.
“Don’t look. In the ceiling, there’s a camera.”
“Can they hear us?”
“Doesn’t appear to be a microphone attached, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t somewhere else.”
The two brothers paused and weighed the situation for a moment.
“So what do we do?” Heath asked.
Before Will could answer, a loud buzzing sound filled the room. Behind them, the iron bars swung open.
“I guess there’s only one thing we can do.”
 



 
 
 
Forty-Two
 
Will and Heath fell in beside one another and walked through the iron door. The narrow concrete hallway fell away before them, dropping a full story underground and curving around to the right. 
As they walked, the bright fluorescent lighting was replaced by single bulbs screwed into the ceiling and protected by wire grates.
The path continued for over a hundred yards until the features changed again. Underfoot the ramp stopped, leveling out on a mud floor. The walls and ceiling expanded to over ten feet wide and were dug directly from the earth. 
Wooden braces supported the walls every fifty feet. Iron grates hung from the ceiling, serving as torches for the darkened hallway.
“Did we just stumble onto the set of a bad mining movie?” Heath asked.
“I was thinking the same thing. I would have dropped a quote in here, but the only movie with mining in it that came to mind was Zoolander.”
“I had October Sky. Neither really seem fitting.”
“Agreed.”
The brothers slowed their pace a bit and moved forward. The air in the hall was dank with moisture and hot from the torches. Beads of sweat began to form on their brows and drip down their faces.
Before them the path expanded again, giving way to a fork in the road. Matching hallways stretched ahead to the forward left and forward right.
“Decisions, decisions,” Will said.
“Um, bro...”
Ahead, a man dressed in black stepped from behind the wooden supports in each of the hallways. They moved to the middle of their respective paths and stood with their arms crossed.
“Bro? Did you just go Paul Walker...” Will let his voice trail off as he found what Heath had already seen.
“I think I’m starting to figure what is going on here,” Heath said. “All those people upstairs showed up for dinner and a show.”
“And we’re the show.” Will gritted his teeth and glanced back the way they came. “No point in going back up that way, is there?”
The two men in black unfolded their arms and started walking forward.
“None that I can think of," Heath agreed.
The brothers backed up a few steps to give themselves some space. 
“When was the last time you fought?” Will asked.
“Med School. I had to give it up when I became a surgeon. Too much invested in my hands to risk breaking something.”
Will watched them grow closer. “Alright, well let me give you the two minute crash course. The world has changed in the last five years. No more boxing. I know that was your thing, but it’ll get you killed nowadays. The key is to keep moving, and use your legs as much as possible.”
The brothers both flexed their hands and readied for a fight.
“Got it," Heath said. "Anything else?”
Will bounced up and down a couple of times in place. “Yeah, always be the aggressor.”
In a flash he rushed forward and snapped a direct palm thrust into his attacker’s chest. He could feel the air rush from the man as he stumbled back a few quick steps.
Beside them the second attacker came flying in with an attempted heel kick at Heath. Heath spun out of the way and shot a hard elbow into the man’s solar plexus as he went by.
As he wheeled back to Heath, Will shot a high side thrust kick under the man’s chin. He flew backward off his feet and landed in a heap without moving.
The first fighter saw the kick and charged at Will while his back was still turned. Just as he was about to bury his shoulder into Will’s kidneys, Heath delivered a hard forearm shot to the bridge of his nose.
The man stumbled backward, clawing at the wall for balance. Before he could brace himself, Heath grabbed him by the nape of the neck and smashed the side of his head into the wooden support. He crumpled into a heap on the floor, blood running from his nose.
For a moment, both brothers stood drawing sharp breaths.
“Was that sweet chin music I saw there?” Heath asked.
Will cracked a half smile. “Did you just reference professional wrestling?”
Heath shrugged. “You’d be surprised what gets left on in the OR Lounge sometimes.”
“Right. Was that a forearm shot I saw there?”
“There are twenty-seven bones in the hand. Two in the forearm. Which do you think are stronger?”
Will’s smile remained as he shook his head. 
“Right or left?”
Will glanced down both hallways. “Well, the hallway we just came down wrapped us out to the right. I’m guessing towards the outside of this maze of horrors?”
“So keep right and stay on the periphery for awhile?”
“Sounds good to me.”
Together the brothers moved down the right hallway. Both of their attackers remained motionless on the floor behind them.
 



 
 
 
Forty-Three
 
“Chester!” Winston’s voice arrived before he did, reverberating through the office. 
Chester stood red faced behind his desk, clutching a tangle of papers against his chest. Around him, images of the fighters were displayed on the sprawling banks of televisions.
“What the hell is this?!” Winston bellowed.
Chester wrestled the papers down onto the table. “Well, sir, it appears our men made a mistake.”
“A mistake? A mistake? Forgetting to put gas in your car is a mistake. This is a monumental fuck up!”
Chester shrank from Winston, who stood panting with his face bright red. Behind him, Rosner entered the room. Again he pulled his glasses from his nose and wiped them down. The silence of the room was exacerbated by the muted violence on the screens all around them.
“How?” Winston asked.
Chester smoothed the papers out in front of him. “It’s his brother. Dr. Heath Honeycutt.”
“Doctor?”
“He’s a surgeon at OHSU.”
Winston clenched his jaw and drew in a long, slow breath.
“Explains the resemblance,” Rosner said. “Twins?” 
“Um, no sir. Heath is older, though only by ten months.”
“So, Irish twins,” Rosner said.
Winston made a face and turned to glare at Rosner. The face only grew angrier as he found Rosner placing his glasses back atop his nose. “Again I ask...how?”
“It...it appears that Heath arrived just after all the fighters. He showed up at the gate, said his name was Honeycutt, they let him in.”
“That’s it? That’s all it took?”
“Well, they asked for ID...” Chester mumbled.
“Which confirmed his name was Honeycutt and that he looked like the man we briefed them on,” Rosner interjected.
Winston closed his eyes and raised his face to the ceiling. In one movement he lowered it and turned his gaze towards Rosner. “I’m sorry, is this amusing you? You do realize what this could do to us, right?”
“Of course, but you do realize that this is a golden opportunity right?”
“How, exactly?”
“A mistake has been made," Rosner said. "Just as mistakes are made in business. We show them we’re calm under pressure, can think on our feet. All those other clichés that people seem to think apply here.”
“So you think we can make this a positive?”
“We already have. We accepted that he’s here and we offered plausible reasoning. It’s not like he’s getting out of there alive anyway.”
“I, I don’t know sir," Chester stammered. "I saw their first fight. The Honeycutt’s looked pretty good to me.”
Both men swung their gaze to Chester.
“That’s why nobody cares about your viewpoint,” Winston spat. “They were supposed to look good. Everybody does in the first fight.”
Chester’s eyes fell. “Oh. I just thought...”
“You weren’t thinking, you worthless fool,” Winston spat. “The seasoned fighters we hired are for protecting the grounds. These guys are patsies. Designed to make our guys look good.”
“And make our guests become much more bold with their pocketbooks,” Rosner inserted. “Honestly Eric...we’re paying this guy?”
Winston smirked. “Have you bothered to look at any of the screens around you?”
Chester took a long, slow scan of the monitors around the room. On each of them, contestants were pummeling someone dressed in black. In the case of Boucher and Maake, they were drawing an inordinate amount of pleasure in doing so.
“So what do we do?” Chester asked.
“Get rid of him,” Winston spat.
Rosner stepped forward between them, his gaze locked on the bank of screens before him. “Let’s not be hasty, Eric.”
Winston followed his gaze to the screens in front of him. On one in particular, Toulson was annihilating an opponent. “What are you saying?”
“I’m saying before we go orchestrating anything, let’s let this play out a little bit. Maybe one of them will do it for us.”
Winston watched Toulson unleash a vicious uppercut that lifted his attacked from his feet. The movement carried him high into the air and deposited him backwards onto his neck.
“Maybe you’re right,” Winston relented.
 



 
 
 
Forty-Four
 
“Brenda!”
It was well after midnight on the east coast. Manus knew it wouldn’t matter. Though she’d never admit it, Brenda adhered to a strict rule. If he was working, she was working.
“Yes, sir?” Her voice was as clear as it had been that morning.
“I’m sending you an image right now and then we’re hiking back to the cars. I need everything you’ve got on it in the next three minutes.”
The line went dead in his hand.
“Nixon, call your crime scene boys and have them get up here post haste. I know it won’t matter any, but if there’s anything that can help us I want to know about it.
“Stone, mark the body with a flare. I want you guys with us.”
Manus began walking. “Have your agents remain here and wait for the crime scene crew. Once the crew is done, I want your guys to personally ensure Kelly’s body is taken care of for transport back to Virginia.”
The smell of sulfur filled the air as Stone struck the end of a flare behind them. A series of red sparks erupted as he buried it several inches deep in the soft Oregon mud.
Manus strode back for the cars, Marines flanked out on either side of him. Behind them, Nixon chirped instructions into his cell phone.
“Byrd! Heller!" Manus called out. "Be prepared for any transmissions to be coming your way!”
A flurry of silhouettes moved against the headlights of the car.
“Where’s Kelly?” Heller asked.
“Kelly’s gone,” Manus said.
Heller’s eyes grew large.
Beside her, Briggs stared straight ahead. “Incoming transmission from Brenda.”
The Marines filed into their SUV as Manus swung his front door open and rested his foot on the door frame. In front of him, Nixon snapped his phone shut. 
“Everything set up?” Manus asked.
“Crime scene is en route,” Nixon said. He jogged over to the fourth SUV, where his men were beginning to pile in. “You men are staying here. That flare up there is a crime scene and marks the body of a fallen agent. Protect them both until the techs get here. 
“Shovani, you’re in charge. Any questions?”
In unison, the men filed back out of the car and formed a line in front of the wooden gate.
Nixon dug the keys from his pocket, ran back to their SUV and swung into the driver’s seat. Manus settled in beside him as they turned the car around and headed out. “Where to?”
Manus pulled the cell-phone from his hip. “Let me find out.”
“Please tell me that’s not Kelly,” Brenda said as a way of a greeting.
“Afraid so.”
“Aw, sweet Jesus,” Brenda mumbled. Manus gave her a brief pause. Brenda was faithful, dependable and a tireless worker. 
She was not made of stone.
“What have you been able to find?" Manus asked.
Brenda drew in a sharp breath and when she spoke, her voice betrayed the slightest crack. “The symbol is known as Mjollnir, sir.”
“Mjollnir? Should I know what that is?”
“Only if you’re a Norse mythology buff or comic book geek. Mjollnir is the name for the hammer of Thor.”
Manus and Nixon shot a look at each other. “We’re listening.”
“The name, Mjollnir means literally ‘crusher.’ Norse mythology says that it was created by the Sons of Ivaldi in response to a challenge from Loki. 
"The hammer is said to be powerful enough to level mountains, yet when needed could reduce in size to be able to be carried inside Thor’s tunic.”
Manus kept his head turned towards Nixon as he listened. “I’m failing to see any connection. You?”
“I’m not done,” Brenda inserted. “I did some digging and found that Mjollnir in this instance most likely isn’t in reference to the mythology, but the symbol itself.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning Mjollnir is also the logo for a great many companies around the world. Among them, Mjollnir Excavation headquartered in Forest Grove, Oregon.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard of those guys,” Nixon said. “They run a lot of gravel pits and stuff in the area.”
“That’s not all they run. These guys are into shipping, junkyards, scrap metal, you name it. A veritable empire.”
Nixon nodded along, then slapped the steering wheel with the palm of his hand. “Yes! I never would have recognized the symbol as it was drawn in blood on his leg, but now that you point it out it makes sense.”
“And who are ‘these guys’?” Manus asked into his phone.
“Founder and CEO is a man named Eric Winston.”
Manus looked at Nixon. “Anything?”
“Naw, never heard of him.”
“I’m not surprised,” Brenda said. “No mention of him anywhere. Doesn’t donate to charity. Isn’t active with any churches. He's almost Google proof. This guy works hard to stay off the grid.”
“Always a red flag,” Manus mumbled. “Were you able to get us anything?”
“I can give you the company headquarters address. After that I have nothing.”
“Alright, send it over.”
Manus signed off. A moment later, the dashboard GPS came alive and told them to travel back east on Route 6.
“What’s the plan?” Nixon asked.
“I don’t suppose you know any judges willing to give us a warrant with slightly less than probable cause do you?” 
A shrewd smile grew from the right side of Nixon’s mouth. Without touching the brakes he pushed the SUV into the grass on the shoulder and whipped the car around in a half circle.
A moment later they were traveling back away from the city, a tangle of dirt and gravel strewn across the road in their wake. 
 



 
 
 
Forty-Five
 
Winston waited until the last of the servers cleared away the dishes from the first course. As soon as they disappeared, he swept into the room and headed for the podium. The plastic smile was back upon his face.
“Ladies and gentlemen, I hope you enjoyed your appetizer for the evening.” As he spoke, he motioned towards the tables before him. 
“And your appetizer for this evening.” This time, he motioned towards the televisions surrounding the room.
“When planning, we thought the meet and greet session earlier in the foyer would provide you a chance to see the competitors up close. Let’s be honest though, until you saw them in action, you had no idea what to expect.”
Several of the men in the audience nodded approval.
“I assure you, from this moment forth our grounds are designed to pit our competitors against one another.”
Winston pressed the first silver button and the original schematic appeared in the middle of the central screen. On it were twelve blinking red dots, each representing the path of one of the fighters. Around the edge of the room, televisions continued to monitor the combatants as they traversed the halls. 
Winston pressed a green button along the left side of the podium and on cue the kitchen doors swung open. Through them filed a steady stream of waiters, each carrying trays piled high with fresh lobster, Beef Wellington and roasted quail.
A potpourri of rich smells permeated the air.
Winston ignored the servers and instead studied the map before him. After a few moments, he found what he was looking for. He pressed the fifth silver button and the schematic above him was replaced by a view to a single large room.
“Ladies and gentlemen, it would appear that we have our first real contest of the evening set to begin. Please, enjoy.”
 



 
 
 
Forty-Six
 
The room was on the ground level. It was well lit and had hardwood floors with a thick red rug on the ground. A table was along one wall and an imitation Monet hung on the wall above it.
Every muscle in Elin Li’s striated body was tense as she walked down the hallway. The spandex bra and shorts she wore clung to her milky skin. Her sole-less shoes made no sound as she padded over the wooden floors.
She entered the room first.
A moment later, an iron grate slid across the hallway she had just walked down and locked into place. Remaining motionless, she retreated and pressed her back against it. Using her peripheral vision, she watched the two hallways in front of her.
She heard him long before she saw him. 
Coming down the right hallway she heard a voice talking aloud to himself. “Come on now bro! They brought me here to fight. Let’s do this, I’m ready to fight!”
Katsu Okahato approached the hallway in a much different manner from Li. His dark jeans and t-shirt were baggy against his skin and his running shoes squeaked against the clean wooden floors. He walked into the room without the slightest pause.
“I tell these fools, don’t bring me here unless I’m going to get to fight. So what do they do? Stick me in some maze like a damn mouse trying to find a hunk of cheese.”
It wasn’t until he heard the sound of the iron grate closing behind him that he stopped. 
“Finally,” he muttered.
His eyes searched the room, landing on Li.
“Oh you have got to be kidding me. I come halfway around the world and they stick me in a room with some chick?”
Li cocked her head to the side and nodded.
Katsu ran his fingers up through his rust colored Mohawk, drawing them to a peak. “You know girl, if you wanted to get me alone, you only had to ask.”
Li remained silent and began circling to her right.
A cocky grin grew on Katsu’s face. “Oh, so that’s how it’s going to be huh? Well alright, I like a little fire in my women.”
The grin remained on Katsu’s face as he began to match the circling. The two fighters slowly converged on one another.
“You know I can’t throw the first punch against-“
Katsu’s sentence was cut short by a quick snap punch from Li. A thin line of blood sprang from his lip. 
The smile was gone. Incredulity spread across Katsu’s face as he dabbed at the blood on his chin. “You bitch!”
In one movement he shot forward, snapping a series of fast punches straight at Li. Each one, she deftly deflected them to the side.
After his third shot, she struck with a quick right jab to the nose. The blow brushed Katsu back for a moment.
Li took advantage by dropping down and hitting a leg sweep, depositing Katsu heavily onto his back. A moment later, Li was atop him, snapping out three quick direct shots to the nose.
Blood flowed from Katsu’s face as he shoved Li off him and struggled to his feet. He stumbled for several moments to find his legs before lunging hard at Li.
In a single crisp movement, she drew the graphite pin from her hair and jammed it straight through his right tear duct, delivering it like an overhand right punch.
Katsu screamed in pain and pawed at his eye with his left hand. His right swung lazily at Li as he stumbled forward. He made it only three steps before stumbling to his knees, and then his face.
Li waited for him to fall motionless before rolling him over with her foot. She pulled the pin from his eye and wiped it on his shirt, rolled her hair into a tight bun and inserted the pin back through it.
She stood to full height and stared at the camera mounted on the wall above her. On either side, the iron gates slid open with a bang.
 



 
 
 
Forty-Seven
 
Eleven minutes after turning the SUV around, Nixon skidded to a stop in front of a log cabin. The entire structure was made from old growth tree logs, each with circumferences over two feet in diameter. A heavy layer of Oregon moss grew over much of the outside. A porch with a sagging awning stretched along the length of the front.
“What the hell is this?” Manus demanded.
“Lumberjack Saloon,” Nixon said. “Or as the locals call it, The Jack.”
“Call me crazy, but I’m not feeling like a drink.”
Nixon swung his door open. “You said we need a warrant. Let’s go get one.”
Manus pushed out from the car and around the front hood. Beside him, the other two SUV’s pulled in and began to unload.
“Stay in your vehicles! We’re here for a warrant, then were headed back to town.” Manus paused. “Matter of fact, you guys go ahead and get going. Head towards Hillsboro. We’ll call you the second we have it.
“Briggs, you’re in charge until we get there.”
“And what are we looking for, sir?”
“We’re looking for a man named Eric Winston. I don’t have time to explain everything right now, but just get me something to tell us where to find him. An invoice, a delivery address, anything.”
“Yes sir,” Briggs said.
A moment later, both cars disappeared in a cloud of dust and gravel.
“This better work.”
“It will,” Nixon said from the top step. “He owes me.”
The interior was much larger than Manus anticipated. A dance floor was stretched out before them and a blues band was playing on a plywood stage in the corner.
A stout wooden bar polished heavily with lacquer stretched across the entire left wall. In the middle was a series of seats attached to long ropes with young women swinging back and forth, holding beers and laughing hard.
“Classy,” Manus muttered.
Nixon led them across the dance floor to two thick young men standing on either side of a door against the back wall. “The judge in?”
The man on the left rolled his eyes. The man on the right stared at them. “They’re in the middle of a game. Nobody’s going in.”
Nixon peeled twenty dollars from his pocket and held it up between his middle and index finger. The man sniffed and looked away.
Nixon added a second twenty. The man reacted the same way. 
Before Nixon could make another offer, Manus pulled the gun from his hip and pressed the barrel under the man’s nose. “You should have just taken his money.”
The man retreated back against the wall, fear on his face. His eyes slid to his partner.
“Don’t look over there," Manus said. "He can’t help you right now. Now, this man asked you if the judge was in.”
Manus used his other hand and showed his FBI credentials. “Were with the FBI and we really need to see him. Okay?”
“Uh, uh, yes sir. Go right on in.” With his right hand, the man turned the doorknob and pushed the door open. Manus kept the gun where it was and stepped through before pulling it away.
Nixon entered right behind him. 
Inside the room, five of six men looked up from a card table. Glasses of clear moonshine were scattered about and cigar smoke hung in the air.
“What the hell?!” a man with grizzled red hair exclaimed.
The sixth man continued shuffling the cards. “Damn Mark, you only had to ask to see me.”
“I did," Nixon said. "They wouldn’t let us in.”
The man’s gaze slid from the cards to the front door. “Kids are new. I’ll take care of it before next time.”
“Appreciate it.”
“What have you got for me?”
“Need a warrant.”
“I figured that much. I mean, what have you got for me?”
It took Manus a moment to realize what he was implying. For a moment, he fought the urge to put the gun up his nose as well. 
“How about calling in that favor you owe me?” Nixon said.
The man paused for a moment. “As I recall, you already cashed that one in on the murdered fisherman case.”
Nixon paused. “Shit, I did.”
Manus studied the judge for a moment. He was a thick man with a heavy goatee and a receding hairline. On his left forearm was tattooed a large cross. On his right, an anchor.
Manus decided to try another tactic. He returned the gun to its holster and slid his cell-phone from his hip. “You’re a military man, right?”
The judge shifted his glance to Manus and then down to his forearm. “You can see I am.”
“You ever have any men under you?”
“Chief Petty Officer.”
“So you know the feeling to be responsible for them?”
The judge set the deck down on the table and leaned back in his chair. 
Manus stepped forward and showed the picture of Kelly to the judge. “This is my man. This is what happened to him tonight working a case I assigned him to.”
The judge took the phone from him and studied the photo for a moment.
Three minutes later they were in the SUV headed towards Hillsboro, warrant in hand.
 



 
 
 
Forty-Eight
 
The reaction of the crowd was an audible groan, interspersed with a few shouts of joy. Around the room, several men shook their heads. A few more waved their hands in frustration.
A small handful smiled and bobbed their heads up and down happily. One even stood and yelped with excitement.
“Looks like a few people got what they were looking for,” Winston said.
“That was a surprisingly palatable opening bout. I’d say everybody got what they were looking for,” Rosner countered.
Winston cast him another glare, but said nothing. He checked the betting tabulations on the machine in front of him. “Two and a half million on Okahato, just under half of that on Li.”
“So neither one was expected to go that far anyway.”
“No. Maake and Boucher are both over ten million. Others aren't far behind.”
“What’s our total count at right now?” Rosner asked.
“Just above sixty million.”
Rosner sniffed and shook his head.
“Is that not enough?” Winston asked.
“Remember Peru last year? Over one hundred fifty million was wagered.”
“Yes, but that’s over the course of the whole night. And there were five legitimate threats to take it. Our pool is a little more top heavy.”
Rosner looked at Winston, but said nothing. He didn’t have to. Winston knew what he was thinking. 
Talent recruitment was his department.
Winston pushed himself up from the table and stepped back to the podium. “Ladies and gentlemen, I hope you are all enjoying your dinner...and that you enjoyed the first act in tonight’s show!”
He pressed a button on the display before him and a heavy X crossed Okahato from the master list.
Around the room, a few cheers went up, almost drowned out by the booing around them.
Winston switched displays and the overview of the property replaced the grid of fighters on the screen.
The schematic again sprang forth, displaying the grounds in intricate three-dimensional detail. A dozen dots flashed bright throughout the grounds, each representing those still breathing.
No differentiation was made for Heath or the replacement Kelly.
Winston studied the grid for several minutes. Finally, he pulled the schematic down and replaced it with a camera view from the third floor.
 



 
 
 
Forty-Nine
 
The third floor was a mixture of architectural styles. In some areas the wooden floors and tapestries of the lower level remained. In others, it was made of solid stone with accents of marble and glass.
The two styles were localized to particular wings of the mansion, meeting at random spots.
Kofi Jaxon’s path took him through the newer portion of the house. Heavy rugs covered much of the floor beneath his bare feet. Thick tapestries hung on the wall.
He had peeled his shirt off and walked through the halls wearing only his cloth pants, which hung just past his knees. His dark black skin shined beneath the overhead lights as he moved through the halls. The only sound was the steady rhythm of the beads in his dreadlocks slapping at his back.
Jaxon walked through the hall until it ended in a T. He paused as the warm wood and tapestries ended and grey stone and marble sculptures took their place.
Jaxon paused at the end of the hall and sprung out into the intersection. His head swiveled in both directions for any sign of attack.
The moment he left the wooden floor of the previous hallway, an iron grate slammed shut behind him.
The sound of the gate let out a loud clanging sound. Right after, a deep guttural yell rang out in response.
Jaxon tensed his body and stood at attention, watching in both directions. A moment later, Maake Fatu rounded a corner and stepped into view.
Maake was dressed the same as Jaxon, though the similarities stopped there. His body was thick and round, with massive tattoos covering both arms and much of his chest.
His arms, thick and meaty, hung several inches from his side and his girth seemed to engulf the width of the hallway as he stepped forward. Behind him, an iron gate slammed into place. 
He didn’t seem to notice.
“Finally, some proper meat.”
“Looks like you’ve had quite enough meat,” Jaxon retorted, his voice thick with Caribbean accent.
Maake walked forward, slapping his chest with heavy hands. “Where I come from, we respect our superiors.”
“In case you missed the introductions, I’m from an island too. And you’re not my superior.”
A demented smile spread across Maake’s face. Inside his mouth, a few remaining teeth sprouted in different directions.
Jaxon smirked in return and dropped into a low crouch. He swung his hands out in front of him and rhythmically swayed back and forth on the balls of his feet. 
“You really think that capoeira is good enough to beat me?” Maake taunted.
Without responding, Jaxon took a quick step forward and swung himself into a back flip. The move carried him close to his opponent’s body and at the last second, his foot smashed up under Maake’s chin.
Jaxon landed on his feet and dropped his hand to the ground for balance. He looked up at Maake through a tangle of dreadlocks. “Seems to work alright.”
Maake shook his head twice and spit a stream of bloody spittle against the wall. “That’s it?”
Jaxon pivoted up on to his right foot and shot into the air, swinging his leg around in a wide arc. The blow caught Maake on the side of the head.
A loud smack of skin-to-skin contact rang out through the hallway, punctuated by the sound of beads jangling along Jaxon’s back.
Again, Maake stood for a moment and shook his head. Another maniacal smile grew on his face. “My turn.”
Jaxon’s eyes widened and once more he tried launching himself into the air to catch Maake with a kick. 
This time, just as he reached the height of his jump, Maake rushed forward and slammed his body into Jaxon. The impact sent Jaxon hurtling backwards, landing hard against the stone floor.
Jaxon hit the ground and spun to face Maake, who was on him in three quick steps. Before he could move, a heavy fist crashed into the back of his neck. Saliva dripped onto the ground beneath him as he went to a knee and tried to rise.
Another heavy hand crashed into the back of his head.               Jaxon’s eyes blurred and he sunk to both knees.
Maake stepped back for a moment and waited for Jaxon to look up at him.
Jaxon paused for several long seconds, attempting to catch his breath. Finally he raised his gaze to Maake, long hair spread across his face.
Forming his hand into a massive claw, Maake stepped forward and clamped it onto Jaxon’s throat. 
And then he squeezed.
Jaxon’s eyes large and his tongue began to wag over his lips as Maake crushed his trachea with massive hands. 
Maake’s eyes searched the wall in front of him and spotted a camera taking it all in. He looked down at Jaxon struggling and stuck his long curved tongue out for the camera.
“Ka Mate! Ka Mate!”
Kill him! Kill him!
 



 
 
 
Fifty
 
The smell of food hung heavy in the air. 
Spread across each of the tables were mountainous piles of lobster shells and quail bones. Cranberry red napkins were wadded up and tossed atop plates and used silverware was strewn about.
Despite the elegance and extraordinary quality of the dinner, much of the food was left untouched. The attention span for much of the room had been turned elsewhere.
“So far we’ve got two fights and two kills. Not a bad start to the night,” Winston commented. “It took a half dozen fights last year to get two kills.”
“Ten the year before that,” Rosner responded. 
Winston wasn’t sure which burned him more. The fact that Rosner was again working on his lenses or that he insisted on bringing up the event two years before.
The event that year had been held in Australia. Winston wasn’t invited.
“Wagers for Maake just surged ahead,” Winston said. 
“How much?”
“Another five million since the end of the bout.”
“Total?”
“Seventy-five and counting. I expect another surge when Boucher fights.”
“Which should be when?” Rosner asked, perching the wire rims back onto his nose and turning his focus on his cuticles.
Winston felt his cheeks flush hot, but fought back the feeling and headed for the podium. The first screen he pulled up was the grid featuring each of the twelve fighters. With the press of a button, a large X crossed out Jaxon.
From there, he pulled the schematic back up onto the screen. Eleven red dots remained.
 



 
 
 
Fifty-One
 
They were the same. The hard edges and fine lines looked a little different from the one drawn on Kelly’s leg in his own blood, but there was no mistaking it.
It was the same symbol.
“How the hell do you think he knew?” Nixon asked as they pulled to a stop.
“My guess, he got somebody to tell him after they left him for dead.”
“Disemboweled, pinned to the ground. Probably thought they had nothing to lose. Maybe even bragged about it.”
Manus drew his lips tight. “That’d be my guess too.”
Nixon pulled the SUV through a chain link fence and came to a stop in front of a non-descript building. Behind them, the gate sagged open and the remains of a heavy chain lay scattered on the pavement.
“Stone?” Nixon asked.
“No doubt. None of ours would ever do that.”
Nixon nodded, then smiled. “I like his style.”
The building was made of dark brick and stood two stories tall. Rows of windows lined them both. A simple plaque stating “Mjollnir Industries” was on the wall beside the door. Otherwise, there was no indication of what lay inside.
Manus and Nixon hopped from the SUV and headed for the front door. A handful of windows had lights on and the strobe of flashlights could be seen through a few others.
The moment they stepped inside, two Marines with M-16’s were there to greet them.
Manus pulled to an immediate stop and beside him Nixon raised his hands. “Easy guys, it’s us.”
In unison, the Marines shifted their guns from the front door to the opposite wall. 
There, tied up on the ground, sat three guards in black military dress.
“Whoa, who the hell are these guys?” Nixon asked.
“They were here when we arrived, sir,” the first Marine responded. “Well, these three and two more.”
“And where are they?”
“They opened fire on us, sir,” the Marine said. 
Nothing more. He didn’t have to.
Manus nodded and walked past them. “Good work men.”
Nixon caught up to him and together they set off down the hall in search of Briggs and Heller.
“One hell of a welcoming party, huh?” Nixon asked.
“Seems like an excessive amount of protection for one little office building.”
They strode directly down the hall, glancing in each of the rooms as they passed. One was a conference room, one a kitchen. Another was a printing room. 
Very basic, non-descript office set-up. Except that each of them had been tossed from top to bottom.
They reached the far end of the hallway and took the stairs up to the second floor. They could hear furniture being moved about and stacks of paper hitting the ground.
“Briggs! Heller!” Manus barked.
Two heads popped out from opposite offices at the end of the hall. “You get a warrant?” Briggs asked.
“You get what we’re looking for?” Manus asked.
“Yes and no. You better take a look at this.”
Manus strode for Briggs as Nixon broke off behind him to look in on Stone and the others.
“What have you got?” Manus asked as he rounded the corner and stopped cold at the door. “Whoa.”
Inside, the office extended over thirty feet from end to end. Banks of flat screen plasmas stretched around the room and a babbling fountain took up the entire far wall.
The carpet was thick and plush and the floor was covered with an oriental rug.
“Didn’t expect to find this, did you?” Briggs asked, already back behind a desk that stretched in a large U-shape. In total it was over fifteen feet and made from polished cherry wood.
“Armed guards and an office the President would use. What the hell is this place?” Manus asked.
Briggs waved a hand at stacks of paper spread around the enormous desk. “See all this?”
“Yeah? Everything we need?”
“It’s bunk. Nothing but a diversionary tactic.”
Manus narrowed his eyes and turned his head in a gesture of misunderstanding.
“These guys," Briggs said, "Mjollnir, do have some legitimate holdings. Scrap metal, real estate, etc. That’s everything you see here. What you don’t see is everything else these guys are into.”
“Which is?”
Briggs looked up and shook his head. “I have no idea.”
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Fifty-Two
 
The ground beneath Tommy Toulson’s feet was equal parts dirt and gravel. A small crunching sound sprang up with each step he took through the lower level of the complex.
“Bloody hell, what’s all this about? I’m here to fight, not be some damn explorer.”
Beads of sweat began to form over his exposed upper body. Long streaks ran down his chest and back towards his waist. 
A few spots of dried blood dotted his hands and wrists from his first encounter in the tunnels.
              Ahead of him, the path grew lighter and Toulson increased his pace a half-step. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”
              He moved forward to the bright light and found that the light wasn’t a change of scenery but an intersection. Nothing but earthen walls stretched out in all directions around him.
              “Well shit.”
              He turned in a complete circle, surveying the three options around him. The path to his left seemed to rise away from the intersection.
              “Left it is then. Anything to get me out of this bloody cellar.”
              Just as Toulson turned and began to step away from the intersection, a low shrill whistle went up behind him. 
              Toulson took another three steps and spun with his hands at the ready. Thirty yards back, standing in the middle of the crossroads, was Kelly Mandrake.
              A sadistic smile spread across Toulson’s face and he dropped his hands back to his side. “Fancy a go, eh love?”
              As he spoke, he ambled back to the intersection.
              Kelly raised her eyebrows and smirked. “Something like that.”
              “Oh yeah? You have something else in mind did you?”
              With her left arm, Kelly reached to the base of her spine and flipped open a clasp. She matched Toulson’s sadistic smile as she gripped a dimpled rubber handle and drew a knife from the sheath strapped to her torso.
              Toulson’s eyes bulged a tiny bit as she drew a hooked blade that measured over ten inches long and held it out in front of her. “Something else? Yeah, you could say that.”
              “And just what do you think you’re going to be doing with that there pig sticker? I’d suggest handing it over to me before you go and hurt yourself.”
              Kelly started to respond, but stopped short. Her features crinkled for a moment and she turned her head to the right.
              The sound of voices could be heard echoing down the hallway.
              She turned back to Toulson. “Tell you what. You take care of whoever’s coming down that hallway, and maybe I won’t use this thing on you.”
              Toulson looked past her and listened hard for the voices. When he caught them too, he refocused on Kelly. “And who’s to say I don’t just take that blade from you right now and use it on all of you?”
              Mock indignation spread across Kelly’s face. “And here after I offered to share. I thought you were some kind of bare knuckle boxing star?”
              “You don’t get into my line of work without learning how to handle a blade, love.”
              Toulson took a step closer and held his hand out for the knife.
              Darkness flashed behind Kelly’s eyes, replaced immediately by twisted humor. “Sorry Tommy, you don’t get to make the rules. I do.”
              With that, she threw her head back and let out a scream that seemed to shake the halls.
              The sound of feet running towards them soon followed.
 



 
 
 
Fifty-Three
 
Jenna slept until midnight, a sharp stab through her ribs pulling her from slumber.
She awoke with a start, gasping in pain and placing a hand on her side. Several deep breaths attempted to slow her breathing.
The red glow of the clock showed bright in the darkness and she focused her eyes on the square digits before her. 
Just after midnight.
“I told you to wake me up when you got home,” she murmured.
Jenna rolled onto her back and swung her left arm out. Nothing but smooth bedding was on the receiving end of her reach. Her head slowly lifted from the pillow behind her as realization set in.
“Will?”
Pushing herself up onto her elbows, Jenna rose to a sitting position and looked around. Confusion crossed her face and she swung her feet to the floor.
She shuffled around the edge of the bed and grabbed her zip-up hooded sweatshirt from the closet door-knob. Walking through the hallway she pulled her arms through the sleeves.
“Will? Honey? You home?” she asked.
Her bare feet were silent on the wooden floor as she walked into the living room and looked around. She took up her cell-phone from the end table and checked it.
Nothing.
Jenna checked the time again and stood thinking for a moment. She flipped the phone open again and scrolled through her phone book again. Using her thumbs she typed out another quick text message.
Hey Heath, I’m sorry to bother you so late, but I haven’t heard anything from Will. Are you guys together? Is everything okay?
 



 
 
 
Fifty-Four
 
“So a forearm shiver is preferable to a good old-fashioned punch, huh?” Will asked.
Heath rolled his eyes, but said nothing.
“I’m just asking.”
Heath cracked a half smile. “Simple anatomy my friend. Like I said before, there are twenty-seven metacarpals in the hand. Most are less than an inch long. There are two bones in the forearm, both over a foot long. Which do you think are stronger?”
Will held his hand out in front of him and studied it. “Well, Doctor Honeycutt, remember back when we were kids at school and I would break your pencils every chance I got?”
“Oh yeah.”
“Well, as I recall, the longer the pencil was the easier it was to break. Kind of like breaking a board now.”
“True, but chunks of a pencil have the same diameter. Metacarpals are much smaller in width. Invalid comparison.”
Will nodded. “Fair enough.”
“Why the hell am I defending this to you anyway? You want to break your hands, you go right ahead.”
Will stopped walking and glanced back the way they came. “So you agree we’re not done fighting here too, huh?”
Heath sighed. “Nothing would thrill me more than to find a door out of here and go grab a carnivore at Bellagio’s. I just don’t see it happening.”
“Yeah, me neither,” Will agreed. “Ah well, how much can you know about yourself if you’ve never been in a fight?”
“Fight Club, and we’ve both been in fights before.”
Will stopped and turned to his brother. “Yeah, I know. This sucks. And I feel bad as hell that I got you into it.” 
Heath started to respond, but was cut short by a blood curdling scream.
“What the hell was that?” Heath whispered.
“Definitely a woman’s voice.”
At once they took off at a sprint in the direction it had come from.
 



 
 
 
Fifty-Five
 
              “You see what I see developing over there?”
              Winston followed Rosner’s gaze to the schematic on the screen in front of him. His eyes swept the entirety of the map and found what he was referring to.
              On the bottom level, a cluster of dots was converging fast.
              Winston glanced to the television banks on the opposite wall and saw Toulson and Kelly standing off from one another. A little further down, the Honeycutt brothers were running straight for them.
              “Looks like she’s earning her keep,” Winston muttered.
              In a flash, he was on his feet and headed for the podium. The low murmur of the room subdued, tracking him as he bolted forward.
              With the press of a single button, cameras from all four corners of the intersection converged to form a single image. In the center of it stood Kelly, Toulson just off to the side.
              Winston watched the screen for a moment, turned and flashed a devious smile to the audience. A few members matched the look. A couple others even passed him a thumbs-up.
              In the back of the room, Julia Klauff leaned in close to her husband. “I wasn’t paying attention. What just happened?”
              Augy’s eyes never left the screen. “Well, my dear, I believe we are about to find out if we just wasted a half a million dollars.”
              Confusion clouded her eyes for a moment. 
              Understanding soon followed.
              She slid her hands around Augy’s arm and rested her head on his shoulder. “Go Team Honeycutt.”
              Augy’s red cheeks bunched in a tight smile. “Indeed.”
 



 
 
 
Fifty-Six
 
              Heath was a half step faster than Will. Always had been.
              Will liked to say it was because Heath was an inch taller. Heath liked to believe it was because he was in better shape.
              The scream echoed through the tunnel, reverberating off the earthen walls with surprising clarity as they ran. Wooden supports whizzed by their heads as they followed the winding path through semi-darkness.
              A second scream cut through the stale tunnel air. Both of the brothers increased their pace.
              The path stretched out before them, curving around to their left. Leaning their bodies into the curve they continued along until it leveled out in a straight line before them.
              “There!” Heath exclaimed and pointed ahead.
              A few feet behind, Will grunted his recognition.
              Ahead, huddled alone on the ground in the middle of the intersection was a woman with dark hair. Her back was turned to them and as they approached she cast a forlorn look over her shoulder. Mud was smeared on her cheeks and lank brown hairs feel across her face. Tears streaked down her skin.
              “Help me,” she mouthed as they came closer.
              Together the brothers pounded out the last few steps.
              Heath's half step lead had grown to two full strides. He headed straight for her as she shifted her body towards them. Just before they arrived, a horror struck look crossed her face and she shook her head from side to side.
              It was too late.
              As Heath passed into the intersection, a sinewy arm extended from the opposite path and connected with a hard overhand right just behind his ear. The power of the blow and his own momentum swung his upper body from atop his legs and for a moment he hung suspended in the air. 
              The weightlessness of flight ended abruptly as he crashed onto the hard ground and rolled several times. Tiny yellow lights erupted in front of his eyes and he gasped in vain to regain his breath.
              Behind him, Will’s eyes grew large at the unexpected occurrence and he threw his thick right arm up over his head and swung out to the left. He ran hard through the intersection, past the girl on the floor and put his back against a thick corner pillar.
              Gripping the wooden support behind him he swung his head from side to side. “Heath! You alright?”
              On the ground across from him, Heath groaned. “What the hell was that?”
              Will continued to stare about the intersection. “Takes a real man to hide in the dark and sucker punch someone. Come on out and show yourself, pussy!”
              Across from him, a voice shot back. “There’s no need to be calling names. You’re the bloody cunt that brought his brother along for protection.”
              Toulson took a step forward into the light of the intersection. “Damn lucky I mistimed my punch, too. Otherwise he’d be out cold right now. You blokes are pretty fast for your size.”
              The woman stared from one corner to another. Toulson stood nonchalantly while Will trembled with fury, still gripping the pole behind him.
              She rolled forward on to her hands and knees and crawled to Heath, who was just beginning to push himself up from the ground. He gave no resistance at all as she placed a hand on his back and leaned in close to check on him.
              Will leveled his eyes on Toulson and released his grip on the support beam. He rose to full height and unbuttoned his dress shirt. A thin sheen of sweat covered his olive skin as he dropped it to the ground and rolled his shoulders a few times. A black ribbed tank top clung to his body.
“You and me, eh?” Toulson asked, motioning a hand between them.
“You and me.”
 



 
 
 
Fifty-Seven
 
              Toulson brought his hands up by his sides, the veins and muscles working like pulleys in his arms. He bounced on his feet, shifting his weight from side to side.
              Will matched him by flexing his hands and fingers out into long blades. He raised them in front of him and turned his body sideways.
              Carefully, he edged forward.
              Will curled his hands into balls and stepped forward, throwing a hard left cross at Toulson. He followed with a right hook followed by another straight left.
              Toulson feigned the first cross and stepped away from hook. As Will threw the third left, Toulson shot a quick uppercut into his ribs. A small burst of wind slid from Will’s lips as Toulson bounced back on the balls of his feet.
              “You know why I like fighting you muscle-bound blokes? You’re bloody slow.”
              Will grunted in anger as he turned and faced Toulson square.
              Across the room, Heath rose to his knees and shook his head. Cobwebs and bright lights still pawed at the edge of his vision. Beside him the woman sat back on her haunches, watching the fight unfold.
              “Slow huh?” Will spat and charged forward. He shot a quick jab forward, followed by an uppercut and another hook. 
              Each met air as Toulson skirted the blows. After the hook, he shot a quick jab to the corner of Will’s mouth. Blood spurted from his bottom lip and rolled down his chin.
              “See...bloody slow.”
              Will touched at the blood on his chin, then licked it from his fingers. The taste seemed to madden him even more and he rushed straight at Toulson a third time.
              Toulson thought he was going for another series of punches and jumped to the side again. Just as he did, Will pivoted and unleashed a side kick that caught Toulson’s arm square.
              The sound of his humerus snapping filled the air. Toulson muffled a gasp of pain and stumbled backward, his arm hanging useless from his side.
              “You know why I like fighting skinny bitches like you? You break easy.”
              Toulson stared at Will for a moment, his face a mask of malevolence. He balled his remaining hand into a fist and began to charge at Will.
              Three steps was as far as he made it.
              Heath, still on his knees, waited until Toulson crossed his path and swung a kick out into his shins. 
              Toulson pitched forward onto the ground, unable to catch himself with just one good arm. He had barely hit the ground when Will raised his leg high into the air and smashed his heel down onto the back of Toulson’s head.
              On contact, Toulson went limp. Heath rose to his feet and readied his hands. Will did the same across from him. 
              They waited several long moments, but Toulson didn’t move.
 



 
 
 
Fifty-Eight
 
              “What do you mean you have no idea?”
              Briggs shrugged again and stared helpless at the stacks around him.
              Manus mocked the look and held his hands out expectantly. 
              “Alright,” Briggs said. “What you see here are stacks of legitimate business operations. Invoices for trash removal. Purchase orders for new equipment. You name it.”
              “But that’s not what’s really going on here?”
              “No it is, but that’s not all.”
              “Let’s start there,” Manus said. “How do you know that?”
              “Two reasons. First, these are all for small amounts. Nothing in here over a few grand.”
              “Not the type of thing you need around-the-clock protection for," Manus inserted.
              “Exactly.”
              “And second?”
              “And second...look at this place," Briggs said, again holding his arms out by his side. "Stacks and stacks of everything on paper. Nobody does business on paper anymore.”
              “Not somebody that’s hiding something.”
              “Agreed,” Briggs said. “So again, these are diversions.”
              Manus set his jaw and stared around the room. “Heller! What have you got over there?”
              A second later Heller’s head appeared in the doorway, shaking grimly. “More of the same I’m afraid, sir.”
              Manus clenched his teeth and exhaled through his nose. He turned his gaze back to the table. With an exasperated grunt, he shoved the stacks of paper off onto the ground in a flurry of loose paper. 
              Briggs inched back from the mess, but made no effort to keep it from happening. 
              A moment later, the pile got rearranged again by a deep rumbling that set the building to trembling.
              Manus leaned forward and grasped the side of the table. The rumble lasted only a moment, but the smell of smoke soon found their nostrils. “Nixon?! Stone?! What the hell is happening?”
              Manus dashed into the hallway and sprinted back the direction he had came just a few minutes before. 
              “Beats the hell out of me!” Nixon yelled as he fell in behind him.
              The two beat a path for the stairwell. They descended the first flight of stairs as a heavy plume of dark smoke rose up to meet them. 
              “Stand aside,” Manus said as he reached the door for the first floor. Nixon slid along the concrete wall as Manus tested the heat of the doorknob.
              It felt cool to the touch as he gripped it and jerked it open, pressing himself against the wall opposite Nixon.
              A wall of dark smoke burst into the stairwell and wrapped itself up the banister and towards the ceiling. They both waited a moment for the heaviest to past.
              Dropping into a crouch, Manus slid around the door and jogged in short choppy steps down the hall. “Stone! Stone! What the hell is happening?”
              Ahead of them they could see several dark silhouettes moving about.
              Then they heard gunfire.
 



 
 
 
Fifty-Nine
 
              “You have got to be shitting me.”
              The words slid from Winston as he watched the Honeycutt’s finish off Toulson.
              “Yet another of your crude expressions I’m yet to fully grasp the etymology of,” Rosner quipped.
               Winston balled his hands into tight fists and rotated his gaze from the screens to Rosner. “It means, our long shot place holder just took out one of our contenders. It means, some guy that was playing hero this time last night just made a serious dent in our plans!”
              Rosner waved his hand at Winston. “Calm yourself Eric. You’re getting too worked up. Toulson was never going to win this thing, we both know it. Honeycutt was just kind enough to provide us with some good theater in the meantime.”
              Winston slid the betting machine over in front of them. He jabbed a finger at the corner display. “See that? Toulson was already up to eight-point-five million in bets. Honeycutt is at barely half a million.”
              “Correction. Was at barely half a million. He seems to be climbing now.”
              In just a few quick moves, the numbers ticked up to right at one and a half million dollars.
              “You’re kidding me, right? That’s our consolation?”
              Rosner removed his glasses and began to polish them again. “You’re being dramatic again.”
              “And you’re not being dramatic enough!”
              Rosner slid his eyes to Winston. “You don’t like the turn of events, do something about it.”
              Winston started to respond, but cut himself short. He mulled the words, pulled out his phone and mumbled into it.
              In response, Chester soon appeared with several printouts in hand.
              Winston spread them out in front of him. He studied each of them one at a time, running his finger over several places.
              When he found what he wanted, he stood and marched straight to the podium.
              
 



 
 
 
Sixty
 
              “You alright?” 
              Heath dabbed at the side of his head and examined his fingertips. No blood. "Yeah, I’ll be alright. Maybe a mild concussion.”
              “From one punch?”
              “The head is built to withstand front-to-back impact. Side-to-side is always a lot worse.”
              “I’ll have to remember that.”
              Heath walked over and grabbed Will’s chin, rotating it a few inches in either direction. “Any teeth loose or anything?”
              “No doctor, it’s just a busted lip.”
              Heath smirked and kneeled down by Toulson. He pressed his fingers to the side of his neck, then stood to his full height. Using his foot, he rolled him over onto his back.
              “What the hell are you doing?” Will asked.
              “He’ll suffocate if he lays there face down. He’s an asshole, but he doesn’t deserve to die.”
              “The son of a bitch laid in wait for us!”
              “Still, he got his. He doesn’t need to die.”
              Will looked at his brother like he was crazy. “Ever the healer, aren’t you?”
              “No, but I’m definitely not a killer...and you’re not either.”
              Will stared down at Toulson, paused, then nodded. “Yeah. You’re right.”
              Heath dabbed at his head again. “Self-preservation can really bring out the worst in some people.”
              Will smirked and slid his gaze from his brother to the woman huddled in the corner. “Sorry to ruin the little trap you guys set for us.”
              The woman’s eyes grew large as she raised her hands to cover half her face. “You don’t think I planned that do you?”
              Both brothers turned and stared at her. Will folded his arms across his chest.
              “Well, do you?” she asked.
              “Seems mighty convenient that you were positioned where you were, drew us in with the scream, set my brother up to get sucker punched.”
              “I had no idea he was still here! I tried to warn you the second I saw him!”
              Heath glanced over at Will. “The last thing I remember before flying through the air was her shaking her head at me.”
              “See!” she said, holding a hand out towards Heath.
              “And you couldn’t have said something?" Will pressed. "Stop? Wait? Someone’s waiting to wail on you?”
              “I...I was crying! I couldn’t get the words out!”
              “Yeah, right.”
              Heath looked at Will again. He decided to take a different approach. “What’s your name?”
              “Kelly.”
              “Kelly what?”
              “Kelly Mandrake.”
              “And how the hell did you end up in here with a bunch of hardcore fighters and roughnecks?” Will asked.
              “Is that what you are?” 
              Will’s eyes narrowed. “I was set-up. And my naïve ass drug him into it with me. Your excuse?”
              Kelly glanced at each of them in turn and reached into the back pocket of her jeans. From it she drew out a small leather bi-fold wallet. Holding it out at arm’s length, she showed it to Will and then Heath.
              “What the hell?” Will muttered.
              “FBI?” Heath asked.
              “Yes, I’m FBI. I’m part of a task force that’s been investigating these guys for years.”
              “These guys?” Heath asked.
              “St. Rita’s?” Will asked.
              Kelly shook her head. “These guys are not saints. They used that ruse because they had someone drop out at the last second and needed a replacement. My guess is they saw you on the news last night and figured you’d have to do.”
              Will took a step closer. “Do for what?”
              “A final competitor.”
              Will made a face of incomprehension and turned his head towards Heath. “You were right. This is some sort of modern day gladiator contest isn’t it?”
              “Yes and no. Gladiators were slaves and the crowds were everybody else. Here, the combatants are more like mercenaries and the crowds are the world’s elite.”
              “Son of a bitch,” Will muttered.
              “So they bring in a team of high end fighters, drop them in a maze and watch it all unfold? Let the best man win sort of thing?” Heath said.
              “Or woman,” Kelly responded.
              “Which is how you’re here,” Will said.
              Kelly moved her gaze between them and shook her head. “No! I’m FBI. Like I said, we’ve been tracking these guys for years. 
              “I was finally starting to get somewhere when they discovered who I was. They even took me up into the woods. I thought for sure it was over. At the last second, they decided it would be more fun to drop me in here instead.”
              “And since there are other women fighters...” Heath said.
              “Exactly," Kelly said, raising a finger towards Toulson's body. "Some goon like him would see me, think I’m a competitor and rip me apart.”
              “And all those guests upstairs?” Will spat.
              “They’d sit and watch it. Smiles on their faces the whole time I’m sure.”
              Will looked at Heath. "That explains the cameras.”
              Heath’s gaze traced the perimeter of the room. “At least three in here now.”
              “Four by my count,” Kelly said.
              Will bobbed his head. A grim expression was on his face.
              “They must have pissed down their leg when they saw I was in here with you,” Heath said.
              Will smirked.
              Heath made a face. “You know what I mean. They don’t have to know I’m half the fighter you are.”
              “If that.”
              “If that,” Heath agreed.
              Will turned his gaze back towards Kelly. “Well, brother, what do we do now?”
              Heath weighed the question a moment. “I guess we got but two options. One, we find the first door and get the hell out of here.”
              “And two?”
              “Since option one probably isn’t going to happen, we win the whole fucking thing.”
              Will bobbed his head. “I don’t know about dropping an f-bomb in front of a lady, but I guess you’re right. And you managed to quote Major League. Well done.”
              “Thank you," Heath said. "What do we do with her?”
              Will sighed and studied her a long moment.
              “I guess we take her with us.”
              “Gee thanks,” Kelly said.
              Both brothers snorted in unison.
              “She’s got spunk,” Heath said.
              “That she does,” Will agreed. “Which way?”
              “I just came from that way,” Kelly said, motioning to her right.
              “And we just came from down there,” Will said.
              “And he was coming from that direction,” Kelly said, pointing up ahead.
              “Left it is.”
              Kelly positioned herself between them. In a row, they set off down the earthen path. 
 



 
 
 
Sixty-One
              Things were on track for the moment, but had the potential to unravel. Fast.
              The room did not seem to mind what had happened to Toulson. A few had even cheered for the Honeycutt’s and made token wagers on them. For the moment, everyone was okay with where things stood. 
Winston intended to keep it that way.
              The fake smile was affixed as Winston made his way to the podium. A few people watched as he approached. Many conversed amongst themselves or watched various televisions around the room. Several hours of eating were now behind them. Cigars and cocktails were beginning to sprout up.
              “Ladies and gentlemen! May I have your attention for just one moment!”
              The room quieted down. Winston drew up the screen with the images of all twelve fighters.
              “As you all just witnessed, we are down another fighter here this evening.”
              With the press of a button, another large X crossed Toulson from the screen.
              “I mentioned earlier that we had allowed the presence of a second Honeycutt. Given the unique circumstances surrounding their inclusion, we felt it the sporting thing to do. To them, and more important, to all of you.”
              He paused, surveying the room for any sign of response. There was none.
              “However, as we have just seen, the Honeycutt’s are more-than-capable participants here tonight. As such, we shall be separating them before they compete again.”
              Around the room a hushed murmur arose. Many people exchanged glances, a few nodded their heads.
              The smile returned to Winston’s face. He pulled the schematic back up to the screen and studied it for just a moment. He soon found what he was looking for and brought it up to the screen.
              A murmur went up through the crowd as Winston retreated back to his seat.
 



 
 
 
Sixty-Two
 
              “What the hell is going on?!” Manus drew his Glock 23. He gripped it with both hands and pushed forward.
              Smoke continued to billow through the hallway. Thick black plumes that rolled forward, one after the other.
              Staying low in a crouch, he cast a quick look into each room as they passed. Behind him he could feel Nixon on his hip. “Stone! What the hell is going on?”
              “Situation is secure, sir.”
              The voice was no more than a couple feet away. Manus jerked towards it and raised his weapon.
              Stone stepped forward a couple of steps, the outline of his shoulders forming a silhouette through the smoke. “Stand down, sir. Situation is secure.”
              Manus blinked a couple of times before the words set in. He lowered the weapon and returned it to his hip. “We heard shooting. What the hell happened?”
              Stone turned his head to the side and barked, “Reilly! Door!”
              A cool rush of air washed over Manus as the front door was opened. The fresh air flushed most of the smoke from the room. 
              As the air cleared, Manus could see three bodies lying on the tile floor. Blood leaked from each their heads. It ran together into a bright red puddle that was already starting to congeal.
              “The guards?” Manus asked.
              “Yes, sir.”
              “What happened?”
              “We found something we shouldn’t. They tried to make a push and overpower us. We had no choice.”
              Manus looked at the men lying there. The image of Kelly entered his mind. “I understand.”
              “What’s with the smoke?” Nixon asked. “And shouldn’t there be sprinklers or something to clear it out by now?”
              Stone raised his hand and motioned with his fingers for them to follow. “We found a fail safe.”
              “A what? Where?” Manus asked.
              Stone led them into a tiny room just past the reception counter. In the corner stood a small photocopier. From the wall hung a rack of employee mailboxes.
              Both were stained black with soot.
              A rug was wadded into a ball just inside the doorway. In the middle of the room, a heavy metal latch door had been swung open. A thin stream of grey smoke continued to rise from it.
              “We came across this by accident,” Stone said. “One of my men dropped his flashlight onto the metal lid.”
              “Gives a distinct sound,” Nixon said.
              “Yes, sir. We pulled the rug back and went down in.”
              “So what is it?” Nixon asked.
              “It’s a holding shelter, rigged with a self-destruct.”
              “So the smoke means it self-destructed," Manus asked.
              Stone motioned for them to follow and led them down a stainless steel staircase. They descended into a large chamber that ran the length of the building. A bank of computers lined one side and a series of desks and chairs dotted the other.
              Three-quarters of the room was charred black.
              Stone threw a hand around the room. “Almost. It was designed to send four simultaneous fire charges through the room, creating instant incineration. My men were able to block one of them.”
              Manus’s eyes swept the room. “Are they alright?”
              Stone gave a non-committal shake of his head. “They’ll live.”
              The three stood in silence for a moment.
              “Jesus,” Nixon muttered.
              Manus reached for his hip and brought his cell-phone up to his lips. “Briggs, we’re in the basement. Follow the smoke. Get your ass down here and find me an address.”
 



 
 
 
Sixty-Three
 
              The heavy stone of the third floor was cool to the touch, drawing most of the moisture out of the air. A draft flowed through the open hallway.
              It didn’t matter.
              Beads of sweat formed across Boucher’s brow and ran down into his beard. Perspiration soaked through the back of his sleeveless grey Henley.
              Every few seconds he raised his hands to his face to wipe away handfuls of it. He flung it at the floor, leaving scattered wet circles across the stone.
              With each wipe of sweat, his anger grew.
              His hands balled into fists and hung several inches from his side as he lumbered along. He purposely stamped the soles of his heavy boots against the stone floor, the sound echoing through the hall.
              An open challenge to anybody within hearing distance.
              In his frustration and clamoring about, he didn’t hear the silent bare feet creep behind him. One second he was plodding along like a lumberjack through the woods. The next, two hands were on his back shoving him forward.
              Not a violent shove, more of a warning.
              Or a mistake.
              Boucher stopped his momentum moving forward on the second step and spun around. 
Standing across from him was Jun Xu.
              Boucher paused for a moment and took in his opponent, from his black martial arts pants to his dark gray long sleeve t-shirt and bare feet.
              A smile grew from beneath his immense red beard. “You’re not too smart are you boy?”
              Xu tilted his head a quarter turn, but said nothing.
              “You had the chance to get the jump on me but didn’t take it. Why?”
              Xu twisted his neck to the side. “No honor,” he replied in short, clipped words.
              Boucher smirked, then began to chuckle. The chuckle continued until it rolled up through his barrel chest into a heavy laugh. “You showed up here for a prize fight, and you’re worried about honor?”
              “I fight for money. To help my family. Great honor.”
              “Yeah, well I fight for my family.” He hooked a thumb at his chest. “Me. Great honor in that too.”
              The smile on Boucher’s face slid away and his hands balled into fists. He swung his thick arms by his side and stepped forward.
              Xu turned his body sideways, positioning his left foot out in front of his right. He curled his hands into fists and held them at the ready in front of him.
              Boucher made the first move, closing the ground between them in long strides and swinging three hard looping punches. Xu ducked the first two and rolled through the third. He sprung to his feet out of the roll and shot a hard kick into Boucher’s ribs. Boucher hunched down just a bit at the impact and Xu snapped a snap kick straight up under Boucher’s chin.              
              Xu danced back a few feet, bending each of his legs at the knee to limber up.
              Boucher stood to full height and rubbed his chin with his massive paw. He flexed it back and forth a few times. “Another mistake.”
              Xu said nothing.
              This time, Boucher was a little slower in his attack. He feigned a hard charge and pulled back. He threw a quick hook, waited for Xu to dodge it, threw a nasty overhand left.
              The blow just caught the tip of Xu’s nose. Blood cascaded onto the floor and the front of his shirt.
              Boucher took a step forward, smiling.
              Xu ran his shirt sleeve across the front of his face, the grey cloth turning dark crimson, and resumed his fighting stance. 
              This time, he took the initiative. He slid in with three quick steps and fired two hard jabs straight into Boucher’s midsection. Above him, Boucher laughed and brought a violent double-handed blow down on the middle of his back.
              The blow dropped Xu to the floor. He rolled forward and up onto his feet and shot a quick snap kick into the side of Boucher’s knee.
              The knee folded in under the weight of the big man. As soon as it hit the floor, Xu shot a kick across the bridge of his nose.
              Tendrils of blood raced down from either nostril, disappearing into the thick beard.
              Xu stepped back, bouncing on the balls of his feet.
              Boucher remained on one knee. He pressed hard on either nostril and blew his nose, sending bloody spray onto the ground beneath him. “Now, I hurt you.”
              He put one hand down to push himself up and as he did, Xu ran forward and took two quick steps up the side of the wall. Using his increased height, he twisted in the air and aimed a punch at Boucher’s face.
              It never landed.
              Two massive hands caught Xu in mid-air. One grabbed him under the arm pit and another by the groin.
              Boucher rotated Xu in the air and dropped him across his knee. The sound of ribs breaking rang out in the hallway.
              Boucher raised Xu high into the air and brought him down hard again across his knee. More ribs breaking could be heard throughout the hall.
              Retaining his grip, Boucher spun hard and whipped Xu’s body against the stone wall behind him. A bright red spot appeared from Xu’s forehead. His limp body collapsed to the ground in a heap.
              Boucher stood breathing heavy for several seconds, then dabbed at the blood running from his nostrils. The sight of it infuriated him again and he stepped forward and smashed his foot into Xu’s ribs.
              The blow folded Xu in half, turning his head upwards. Lifeless eyes stared straight ahead. 
              Boucher stared down at him for several seconds. “I told you you made a mistake.”
              He looked wild-eyed around the room for the nearest camera and stared into it. He raised his arms out by his sides and threw his head back towards the ceiling.
              “I am The Butcher! The Butcher!”
 



 
 
 
Sixty-Four
 
              For the first time, applause broke out around the banquet hall. Men clamped their cigars between their teeth and ladies set down their drinks as they enthusiastically pounded their hands together.
              While Boucher looked into the camera and screamed out a muted gesture, a few even stood. Several cheers went up around the room.
              Winston pointed at the wager counter before them. “That’s what we like to see.”
              As he spoke, the number grew by over five million dollars in one refresh period. 
              “Xu put up more of a fight than anticipated," Rosner said. "That helped a lot.”
              “That he did. People like to see how someone responds to being bloodied.”
              “People like seeing power so raw it can kill unintentionally even more.”
              Winston set his jaw and resisted the urge to go after Rosner, the condescending prick. 
Winston would love nothing more than to part ways after tonight and never deal with him again. The reality was though, the same connections that had brought him on in the first place would keep him on.
              The phone on Winston’s hip began to vibrate. He pulled it out and stared at the screen. “It’s Chester. He says it’s urgent.”
              “Isn’t everything urgent to him?”
              Winston hated the man, but he had a point. Still, he couldn’t afford to take the chance that what Chester had wasn’t legit. He snapped the phone open and told Chester to come in. He then rose and headed for the podium.
              Pressing a series of buttons, he replaced the third floor hallway with the grid showing all of the fighters to the room. A new X appeared in the middle of the screen and moved to settle in over Xu. As it did, cheers went up around the room again.
              Winston pulled the schematic of the grounds to the main screen and scanned over it. A large smile grew across his face. “This should be quite entertaining!”
              He brought a new video feed up to the main screen, drawing a few loud male chuckles. He smiled again, nodded his agreement, and retreated from the podium.
              Chester was waiting at the table for him. Gone was the usual tangle of papers. Instead, he had a laptop.
              “We’ve had a breach,” Chester said by way of greeting.
              “Here?” Winston asked.
              “No.”
              “I told you he had a tendency to overdramatize,” Rosner retorted.
              Winston ignored the comment. “So where?”
              “At the office. Here, take a look.”
              Chester slid the laptop over in front of him. Across it were several images of men in black storming the office headquarters. Chester pressed a button and several more of them appeared searching the building.
              “Where were our guards?” Winston asked.
              “They appear to have been subdued, sir.”
              Winston bit back a retort and stared at the images. “Who are they?”
              “We don’t know yet. The fail safe was tripped a few minutes ago. These images just came in.”
              Winston’s eyes slid upward. “So they found it.”
              Chester leaned in and pressed another button. Images of fuzzy grey filled the screen. “As you can see by the smoke here, the incinerator was triggered.”
              Winston ran his hands over his face. “Thank God for that.”
              “I highly doubt God had anything to do with it,” Rosner quipped.
              Winston again ignored him. “Is there any way they can track us here?”
              Chester shook his head. “Assuming the incinerator worked, no.”
              “Which it appears to have done.”
              “Yes, sir.”
              Winston sighed and leaned back. “Alright. Alert the men on the perimeter to be on guard for anything suspicious. Shoot first, ask questions later. All that crap. 
              "Let’s just get through the night and we’ll deal with these guys later.”
              “Yes sir,” Chester said. He closed the laptop and retreated from the table.
              Rosner removed his glasses from his face and began polishing the lenses. “Do you think that the office being raided on this night is a coincidence?”
              Winston stared down at the table in front of him. “No. Not one bit.”
              “Good.”
              “But what can we do tonight? Take on the FBI?”
              “Are you sure that’s who it is?”
              “Who else would it be? We find one of their agents posing as a fighter and six hours later our office is tossed. You see that one picture? They held a search warrant up for the camera to see. Who else has that kind of pull?”
              Rosner waved a hand at the crowd. “Most of the people in this room.”
              Winston scanned the room, taking in the people seated around him. “So this could be another test.”
              “Could be.”              
              Winston leaned back in his chair. “Shit.”
 



 
 
 
Sixty-Five
 
              The Marine’s name was Robert Austin. He was ambitious and forthright, fast rising through the ranks. At just 25, he was already a lieutenant. By far the youngest of the men on the detail.
              The Marines had split into pairs, operating on the buddy system. Two stood guard at the door. Stone and McMichaels searched the second floor.
              Austin and Tyler worked the first. 
              The first half dozen rooms they searched were empty. The seventh appeared to be until Tyler dropped his flashlight.
              The sound of metal hitting metal alerted them both that something was wrong.
              Austin pulled back the industrial rug over the trap door while Tyler covered him. Using the handle at his feet, Tyler hefted the door back on its hinges and Austin went down.
              There was no cord or infrared sensor on the stairs. The self-destruct was triggered the moment the door was pulled open. Austin made it halfway down the stairs when the fire charges ignited. The two across the room went up in seconds. The one behind him as well.
              The only one he had a chance at was the southeast corner of the room, right in front of him.
              The charges came down from the ceiling on copper rails. The rails fed into an incineration tray that ran the perimeter of the room just below desk level.
              The rails were in place to allow ten seconds for anybody inside to get out before the place blew. This time, it allowed for someone to keep the place from going up.
              Austin was on the fourth stair when he saw the final charge in front of him. It was halfway down the wall and crawling fast when he leapt forward from the stairwell.
              Using the flat palm of his hand, he managed to smother the charge just inches before it reached the incineration tray. In one motion he rolled across the hardwood counter and curled himself into a ball beneath the desk.
              The fire burned in one intense blast that singed most of the hair from his body. After that, it was just a few brief seconds before Tyler and the others extricated him.
              Now ten minutes later, Austin sat perched on the edge of a charred table as Briggs and Heller dug through the two remaining computers in the room.
              The heat of the charge had seared the skin from his palm. 
The back of his hand looked normal. The underside was a fused mash of blood, bone and muscle tissue.
“That was quite an impressive thing you did,” Manus said.
“Thank you, sir.”
“Seriously, we’re appreciative.”
“I saw what they did to your man back there. He used to be one of ours.”
Manus nodded and looked down at the remains of his hand. “We have a team of the finest plastic surgeons in the world at the Bureau. They’ve been known to do all kinds of disguises for people. I’m sure we can get your hand back to good as new.”
Austin rotated his hands and attempted to flex his fingers. They barely moved. “I’ll be alright sir.”
Manus nodded again and turned his gaze to Briggs and Heller. “Tell me you’ve got something here.”
Briggs pecked away at the keys. He said nothing.
“Tell me you’ve got something here.”
“Thirty seconds, sir,” Briggs said. He lowered his face down over a screen until his nose was just inches away from it. “You seeing what I’m seeing?”
“No, I’m not seeing a damn thing!” Manus said.
“Sorry, sir. Not you. Heller?” Briggs said.
“It seems to have begun about six months ago and gotten steadier," Heller responded.
“You have ten seconds remaining,” Manus announced.
“That’s got to be something, right?” Briggs asked.
“Five!” Manus said.
“It’s all I see,” Heller said.
“Alright! What the hell is going on here?”
Briggs pushed himself back and pointed to the screen. A delivery log of white letters on black background was pulled up. “This is a log of every delivery made under Mjollnir Industries. Not just the neat and tidy ones from upstairs either.”
Manus leaned down and scanned the screen, but said nothing.
“If you read through it," Briggs said, "it looks like nothing. If you arrange it by address though, a pattern emerges.”
Briggs made a few keystrokes and the data rearranged itself into groups by address. One in particular had over thirty deliveries.
“That’s a shitload of deliveries,” Manus muttered.
“And look at the stuff going out there,” Briggs said. “Concrete. Lumber. Scrap metal.”
“Construction supplies.”
“Yes, sir. Enough to build a fortress.”
Manus entered the address into his phone and pressed redial. Brenda’s voice came up a moment later. “Yes, sir?”
“I’m sending you an address right now. What have you got on it?”
For a few moments, only the sound of keystrokes punctuated the silence. “This address is a private residence in Forest Grove. County records show it is owned by an Edda Prose.”
“What have you got on her?”
More clacking of computer keys.
“Sir, I have nothing. Nobody by that name is in our database.”
“At all?”
“Nothing. I am sorry, sir.”
“Shit,” Manus muttered as Nixon, Briggs and Heller looked on.
“Try Google instead,” Austin said aloud.
Several gazes turned to focus on him.
“What?” Manus said.
“The name of this place is Mjollnir Industries, right?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s a play on words. If I’m remembering my Mythology in Pop Culture class right, the Prose Edda is where Thor’s Hammer originated.”
“He’s right,” Brenda said over the speaker phone. “The Prose Edda was written around 1220 detailing Norse Mythology. One of the sections discussed was Thor and his hammer, Mjollnir.”
“Thank you Brenda,” Manus said and signed off. He turned to Austin. “A soldier and a scholar. Good work Marine.”
“Thank you sir.”
“Can you ride?”
“Absolutely.”
Manus made a circle motion with his hand around the room. “Everybody upstairs. We’re going to Forest Grove.”
 



 
 
 
Sixty-Six
 
              “You alright?” Heath asked, throwing a glance over Kelly’s head to Will.
              “Yeah, why?” Will asked in short, clipped tones.
              “You’re breathing’s loud. Sweat’s rolling off you. Veins are popping in your arms and your fists are clenched.”
              “So?”
              “So, in short, you’re pissed.”
              “And you’re not?!”
              “I’m mad, I’m not pissed," Heath said.
              “The difference being? And don’t go doctor on me here.”
              “Well, the basics such as dehydration aside, mad is good. It can use anger as fuel. Pissed has a tendency to get out of control.”
              Will exhaled again. Said nothing.
              “He’s right,” Kelly murmured. “At the Academy they made us take seminars on this sort of thing.”
              The three of them walked on in silence. After a few moments, the sound of Will’s breathing was replaced with the crunching of the earth beneath their feet.
              The path continued to climb and after a few more minutes, the earthen floor beneath them ended. The walls shifted from exposed earth to cinder block. The ground changed back into polished concrete.
              “Looks like we’re getting back to ground level,” Heath said.
              “Good. Ground level is more likely to have an exit,” Will responded.
              Heath glanced over at Kelly, walking between them. Her eyes were now dry, though tear streaks still patterned her face. “What else do you know about these guys?”
              “What do you mean?”
              “Something tells me they don’t come together from all over the world just to stage a fight night.”
              Kelly shook her head. “No, they don’t. These events actually serve a dual purpose. First, they act as a once-a-year banquet. They allow everybody to come together and celebrate. Hobnob. That sort of thing.
              “Second, it allows them to evaluate potential partners.”
              “What are they celebrating?” Heath asked.
              “And partners for what?” Will chipped in.
              Kelly glanced from one to the other. “The answer is actually one in the same. 
              “The people you met upstairs represent one of the largest drug coalitions in the world. Probably THE largest not ran by a cartel. Once a year they come together to celebrate their success and to evaluate potential new markets.”
              “So every one of those well-to-do old farts up there is a drug runner?” Will spat.
              “Not directly. Drug distribution is a major business. It needs transportation, government assistance, everything. Most of the people you met are probably some sort of shipping magnates, government officials, distribution tycoons, etc.”
              Heath glanced over Kelly to Will. “Like the Klauff’s.”
              “Like the Klauff’s,” Will agreed.
              The three walked on in silence until Will threw a thick arm across Kelly and Heath. He brought a finger to his lips and pointed down the path.
              A few dozen yards ahead, a body lay motionless on the ground.
              The three cautiously made their way down the hallway, watching for any sign of other fighters. 
              There was none.
              When they reached the body Heath knelt down and examined him as Will stood watch. 
              “He’s gone. Looks like something infiltrated his tear duct and pierced his frontal lobe.”
              “In English!” Will said.
              Heath pushed back off his knees and rose to full height. “Dude got stabbed in the face. Maybe an hour or two ago.”
              “Thank you.”
              Kelly walked up between them. “That’s Katsu Okahato. I think he’s from somewhere in Japan.”
              The three stood and stared down at him for a moment.
              “What’s in these little get-togethers for the fighters?” Will asked. “I’m guessing they weren’t all tricked into coming the way I was.”
              “Each year it’s different. Word is, this year the winner takes home ten million or five percent of the house take, whichever is higher. Could be as much as fifteen million, depending on how much is bet.”
              Heath let out a slow whistle.
              Will stared at the body of Okahato. “And if they lose, they’re lucky to go home at all.”
              Kelly shook her head. “Nobody goes home if they lose.”
              
 



 
 
 
Sixty-Seven
 
              Winston was right. While this might not be one of the matchups receiving the most wagers, it did promise to be one of the most entertaining.
              Jannike and Aello saw each other at the same time. Each rounded a corner at far opposite ends of the hallway and paused to take in the situation. Over fifty yards separated them, but both stood and stared at the other.
              Aello was the first to break into a smile. 
              Jannike was just a second behind.
              “This should be good,” Jannike said, drawing the middle of ‘good’ out several extra syllables.
              “For sure,” Aello responded. “Better than having to wrestle with some sweaty behemoth.”
              The two sauntered forward towards one another. 
              Jannike, raised upright by her boots, walked straight forward. Her red hair, spiked bracelets and necklace glinted beneath the overhead lights.
              Aello moved in a side-to-side fashion. Her shoulders and hips swayed back and forth in a rhythmic motion that avoided moving in a straight line. She had torn her dress off at the knees, though the slit on her hip still made it rotate several inches at a time as she walked.
              The two walked towards for one another, the hardwood floor clattering beneath their shoes. When at last they stopped just eight feet, the length of the fine Persian rug on the ground, separated them.
              “You are a beautiful woman. Under different circumstances, I might like to take you home,” Jannike said.
              “I am a beautiful woman. Far too beautiful for a woman with the hair of a clown and the necklace of a dog.”
              Jannike’s eyes narrowed a bit. Her head tilted to the side.
              Aello raised her eyebrows. “Shall we?”
              The two stepped on the rug and began to circle one another. Jannike kept her sinewy arms rested by her sides while Aello held hers in front of her, continuing to move in a slow, snakelike rhythm. 
              Jannike was the first to strike. She took a quick shuffle step to her right and shot a boot high past Aello’s head. Aello dodged the kick and slid past her.
              Jannike followed the momentum of the kick to the edge of the rug. She whirled and fired two straight punches at Aello’s head, followed by a left hook that just missed.
              Aello maintained her rhythmic pace, using it to dodge each of the blows. After the missed hook she dropped to a knee and swung a hard circle kick out at Jannike’s shins.
              Jannike jumped over the kick and threw a hard overhand right. The punch just barely grazed the shoulder of a perpetually-in-motion Aello.
              The two both rose to their feet and stood across from each other, resuming their circle.
              “Not too bad,” Aello said.
              “You’re better than I expected as well.”
              A thin smile crossed both their faces.
              Jannike burst forward, trying again for the high kick. Aello dodged it as well and struck her with an open palm thrust to the small of her back. 
              The blow carried her off the edge of the rug and as she turned, a straight kick caught her in the solar plexus. The air was forced from her lungs and she hunched just a bit at the waist. A straight cross came right for her face.
              Using her right hand Jannike grabbed Aello’s forearm by the wrist and pushed it past. She retained her grip on the wrist and raised her left hand high, raking her studded bracelets across Aello’s skin.
              A series of deep lacerations blossomed forth with blood. Aello stumbled back a step and looked at it dripping down her forearm. 
              Jannike stepped forward onto the rug, a smug smile on her face. “Guess you’re not so pretty anymore. Just have to put you down right here and find someone else to take home tonight.”
              Aello ran her forearm along the side of her skirt, leaving deep crimson stains on the fabric and several smear stains across her arm. She pushed her left leg forward and parted the skirt at the slit, exposing a garter belt with several small daggers lining it. “So you want to play those games huh?”
              Jannike’s eyes bulged a bit. “We were all ran through a metal detectors as we passed through the front door. How did you get those in here?”
              Aello patted her thigh. “Ceramics. Twice as sharp, just as durable as steel. And they don’t show up on a metal detector.”
              Jannike looked at the blood beginning to congeal on Aello’s arm and smiled. “I shall have to take those from you after we’re done here. They could be useful.”
              Aello held her hands in front of her and began to circle again.
              Jannike’s smile slid from her face as she did the same.
              For a third time, she came in hard with a high kick to Aello’s head. This time Aello dropped to a knee and grabbed Jannike’s leg with her right hand.
              With her left she slid out the first dagger and jammed it deep into Jannike’s inner thigh. A pained cry and warm blood both poured forth.
              As the momentum from the kick carried Jannike forward, Aello pulled the knife from her leg and slashed it across her knee.
              For a moment, white bone was exposed.
              A second later, dark red blood flowed over it.
              Jannike cried out again as her left leg buckled beneath her and she fell into a heap.
              Aello stood and walked out onto the rug. She then turned and faced Jannike.
              Using her hands, Jannike rotated her body to face Aello. Blood flowed from her leg and knee, leaving heavy streaks across the wood floor.
              Aello looked down at the gashes on her arm. “It’s funny...I think you look better this way.”
              Saliva dripped from Jannike’s mouth as she glared at Aello. “Go to hell.”
              Aello smiled one last time. “You first.”
She flicked the dagger sideways at Jannike. It creased through the bridge of her nose without the slightest resistance.
              Jannike fell straight back with just the handle of the dagger protruding from between her eyes.
              Aello walked forward and pulled another dagger from her thigh. Using it as a knife, she cut a sash from the bottom two inches of Jannike’s skirt and cut another large piece of fabric off her right leg.
              The first she used as a bandage, wrapping it around the cuts on her arm.
              The second she used to wipe Jannike’s blood off her hands. When she was done she dropped it atop Jannike’s body and walked away without looking back.
 



 
 
 
Sixty-Eight
 
              Jenna clutched the cell-phone in her hand. The carpet in front of the couch offered little resistance as she paced back and forth across the living room.
              Something was very wrong.
              She scrolled through her call log again and found Will’s number. She pressed send, only a moment later to be greeted by his familiar voice telling her he was unable to come to the phone. “Damn it Will, where are you?”
              She clicked off the call and went back to her call log. Leap-frogged past Will’s name and tried Heath’s phone again. Within seconds, he too was asking her to leave a message.
              Neither phone rang.
              Jenna raised a hand to her brow and continued pacing. Her feet were aching and her back was beginning to strain from being on her feet for so long. “Son of a bitch. Come on guys, give me something here!”
              She picked up an unopened can of soda from the coffee table and carried it back into the kitchen. She had brought it out an hour ago to help her stay awake.
It was now apparent she wasn’t going to sleep any time soon.
She placed it back into the refrigerator and closed the door. At eye level a magnet outlining emergency contact numbers stared back at her. Among them was the firehouse Will worked at.
The only other person Jenna could think to call was their mother, and she knew better than that. The boys would never wake her at this hour. Hearing from Jenna would only worry her.
Jenna punched in the numbers on the magnet, bypassing the search for Will’s work number in her phone.
The line rang three times, followed by a gruff voice responding. “Fire Station 9.”
Jenna recognized the voice of their friend Mitch Newell. “Um, yea, yes! This is Jenna Honeycutt calling.”
Immediately the tone changed. “Hey Jenna, how are you?”
“I’m...well, I’m a little worried right now. You wouldn’t happen to have seen Will tonight would you?”
Jenna could hear the sound of chair springs creaking. “Well Jenna, it’s almost two in the morning. We haven’t seen or heard from Will tonight. Is everything alright?”
“Um, well, I don’t know. He left here around six to go to a benefit for the orphanage that burned down. Somebody came and picked him up in a fancy black car and I haven’t heard from him since.”
Newell took several long moments to respond.
“Jenna, I wish I had more to tell you but I really don’t know. It’s only been about seven or eight hours. Did he go alone?”
“Um, no. He called his brother to meet him there.”
“Have you tried calling him?”
“Several times. No answer from him either.”
Newell pondered another few moments. “You know, sometimes my brother and I like to go out, have a nightcap or watch a ballgame. Just the two of us.
“We don’t get a chance to very often with our families and stuff. I’m sure they just stopped off somewhere after the benefit and he’ll be home soon.”
Jenna weighed the response a moment. It did kind of make sense. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m sure you’re right. I’m just worrying over nothing. Thank you Mitch.”
“You’re welcome. Good night Jenna!”
“Good night.”
Jenna thumbed the phone off and clutched it to her chest. She walked to the front windows and stared out into the darkness.
As much sense as the explanation made in her head, she still couldn’t shake the uneasiness in her stomach.
 



 
 
Sixty-Nine
 
              “Jesus, can anything else go wrong?”
              Rosner finished wiping his glasses and placed them back atop his nose. “What seems to be the problem this time?”
              Winston threw an exasperated hand towards the screen. “Weren’t you watching that?”
              “Of course. It was a well fought match and everything we’re looking for.”
              “Everything we’re looking for?” Winston asked, agitation on his face.
              “Two attractive women. Differing fighting styles beautifully choreographed. Some underhanded tactics and a fatal finale. Yes, I would say that’s everything we’re looking for. Not to mention, the crowd loved it.”
              Winston glared at him again and stared out over the room. As much as he hated to admit it, the finish had received the largest cheer of the night. “But yet again, we were exposed for having a hole in our operation.”
              “And what hole was that?”
              Winston threw another hand to the screen. “No weapons!”
              Rosner wagged a finger at him. “Correction. There were to be no metal weapons, and there are not. We installed and employed metal detectors along the front entrance. That is all the governing bylaws mandated. If a few enterprising competitors found ways to cheat the system, good for them.”
              “Another bylaw states doing everything we can to ensure the integrity of the competition. How exactly does what just happened accomplish that?”
              “How is what just happened any different from Jannike’s bracelets or what Li did earlier?”
              “Li didn’t bring in a knife belt!”
              “Oh come of it. Li could have stuck a pencil in her hair. Instead, she used a rod strong enough to penetrate the human skull. Don’t tell me it’s any different.”
              Winston fumed as he pushed himself up from the table.
              “Besides,” Rosner said, “look at it this way. That knife belt could be a blessing for us. Now there’s one more legit contender in the field.”
              Winston looked down at the machine on their table and watched the numbers for Aello climb.
              “Before those knives, nobody in this room believed she could compete with the big boys. Now?” Rosner held a hand towards the machine to prove his point.
              Winston glanced from the machine to Rosner and proceeded to the podium. He pulled the grid of fighters up to the screen and crossed Jannike from the list.
              He replaced the grid with the schematic of the grounds. His hope was to see another matchup to drive the previous one from mind. 
              What he found was even better.
 



 
 
 
Seventy
 
              “You alright?”
              “Now I’m a little pissed off too,” Heath admitted.
              Without thinking, Will laughed aloud at the admission. “I seem to remember somebody telling me that angry was good, pissed off was dangerous.”
              “Yeah, well that was before I realized we may die in here tonight.”
              “What did you think was going to happen?”
              “I thought we might take a beating or two, but that we’d ride it out until morning," Heath said. "You’d go home to your family and I’d go back to the hospital.”
              “Isn’t that still the plan?”
              “Yeah, but now it’s a best-case scenario. Twenty minutes ago it was a worst-case scenario.”
              Will rolled his neck from side to side, letting out several low popping noises.
              Heath muttered a few muted tones to himself. “What are you thinking over there?”
              Will pursed his lips for a moment. “Well, I also seem to remember somebody saying we should win the whole fucking thing. Guess right now that’s the plan I’m going with.”
              Ahead of them, the path came to a tee. The three approached it slow, Will and Heath on either end, ready for whatever may lie around the corner.
              There was not going to be a repeat of what happened with Toulson.
              Each of them stepped from around the corner, ready for whoever may lie in wait. 
This time, nobody was there.
              “What do you make of that?” Kelly asked. She walked from between them and pointed down at the hardwood floor of the hallway. On the ground was a trail of red smudges.
              “Look like footprints,” Will said.
              “Judging by the shape, looks like a woman’s shoe,” Kelly said.
              Heath leaned down beside the smudges and studied them. “Blood.” He raised his gaze from the smudges and followed the trail in the direction it had came from. “Aw hell, we’ve got another one.”
              All three turned and stared at the body lying prone down the hallway.
              “Any idea who it is?” Kelly asked.
              “Only one way to find out,” Heath responded. In light, jogging steps he set off for the body.
              He didn’t bother to check her vitals when he reached her. It was obvious that she was already gone. Most of her blood was in a pool on the ground around her. A knife protruded from between her open and lifeless eyes.
              Heath shook his head for a moment and bit back the anger that welled in him again. He rose and stared down at her a moment longer.
              Before he could move, the sound of an iron gate slamming shut rang out behind him.
 



 
 
 
Seventy-One
 
              It took a full moment for realization to set in.
Heath turned and looked over his shoulder, the rest of his body following a fraction of a second behind.
Opposite him, Will stared at the closed gate and started moving towards it in slow motion. “Oh no,” he whispered. He found his feet beneath him and began jogging, then running towards the gate. “No no no no. No!”
He reached the gate a moment before Heath and began tugging at the heavy iron bars. 
They didn’t budge.
He pressed his feet against the wall and strained as hard as he could. Veins bulged in his arms and sweat formed on his scalp. 
Nothing.
Heath gripped the bars just above Will and matched his position against the wall.
Combined, their effort yielded nothing.
“Guys, I don’t think it’s going to happen,” Kelly whispered behind them.
“Shut the hell up!” Will snapped.
Together they continued to heave against the bars to no avail. They pulled until they were both sweating and panting.
The brothers looked at each other and slowly brought their feet down from the wall. One by one they peeled their hands away from the bars.
“What now?” Heath asked, almost a whisper.
“I don’t know.”
Heath glanced down the hallway.
“Man, I am so sorry. For all of this,” Will said.
“Right now, we took out one and we found two others. Between Kelly and us, that’s five we know of. That leaves a maximum of seven left,” Heath responded.
“For real, I can’t believe I got you into this.”
“We know that one of the two girls is still around from the footprints. Beyond that, it’s hard to tell.”
“Heath! Are you listening to me?”
“Of course I’m listening,” Heath snapped. “What do you want me to say? I know you’re sorry. I know this sucks ass. I know we may not make it out of here. I just don’t feel up for stating the obvious.”
Will gripped the bars and leaned on them one more time. They didn’t budge. “Remember what I told you. Never stay still. Use your legs. When in doubt, err on the side of aggression.
“Stay on the periphery. We’ll find you as soon as we can.”
Heath nodded and lowered his voice. “And you remember, if it comes down to you or her, don’t be a hero. You don’t know her and you don’t owe her anything.”
Will glanced over his shoulder. “You know I can’t do that.”
“Yeah, I know. Alright, how’s this...it takes fifty-six pounds of pressure to break a neck under tension.”
“What?”
“You’re offering me fighting advice. I’m trying to do the same here.”
Will smirked. “So much for being a healer huh?”
Heath shrugged. “I’m also a self-preservationist. And a big brother.”
Heath stuck his hand through the bar. Will reciprocated with both of his.
“You stay alive, brother," Will said. "No matter what you have to do, stay alive.”
“You too,” Heath responded. He recognized the quote from Last of the Mohicans, but opted against saying anything.
The brothers released the shake and backed away from the screen. Kelly waited for Will to reach her before the two groups set off in opposite directions.
At the end of the hallway, both brothers turned and waved to one another.
Heath watched them until they were out of sight, then turned and headed out himself. The last thing he did as he walked away was stop and pull the ceramic knife from between Jannike’s eyes.
 



 
 
 
Seventy-Two
 
Manus took the stairs two at a time. Behind him he could hear Nixon and the others doing the same. He emerged on the main floor and out into the main lobby. “Stone! Stone!”
              A head popped out from a door down the hall. A moment later, another one popped out behind it. “Yes, sir!”
              “We’ve got an address!”
              Stone and McMichaels both dropped the papers they were holding. The sounds of their boots slapped against the floor as they sprinted towards the lobby.
              Manus waited in the main lobby for Stone and McMichaels to join him, paused and waited for the others to file up from the basement. Everyone ignored the three dead bodies on the floor.
              Manus pulled the cell-phone from his hip and again dialed Brenda.
              “What have you got for me, sir?”
              “Have you still got the address I gave you?”
              “Of course.”
              “Can you access a map of the plot?”
              “I am looking at it now, sir.”
              “Describe it, and be as accurate as possible.”
              A few keystrokes filled the air. “The lot sits on the corner of Dunbar and Ludwig Roads. Both two-lane country roads. Very remote.
              “The plot is about a mile square. There is one main entrance to the place off of Dunbar, sitting dead center of the southern side of the property.
              “Using satellite imagery, it appears there are two walls enclosing the entire place. They both look to be brick, the inner wall right next to the house and a bit taller than the outer wall. No way of knowing exact heights. Gates are used at both walls and have guard stations at each. 
              “Driveway winds through the walls and over the grounds, ending on a turnabout in front of the house. A single off-shoot wraps around to the garage. 
              “House is enormous. Has at least three wings and looks to be two to three stories tall depending on where you’re at.”
              She fell silent.
              “What else can you give me on the house?” Manus asked.
              “Looks to be a porch across the front with a central entrance and large columns. There are several courtyards attached. 
              “I apologize sir, but at this time of night that's really all I can offer you. There’s just not enough light for the satellite imagery to pick up greater detail.”
              “What about the grounds?”
              “Looks to be a few occasional trees, but otherwise open. Nothing but meadows.”
              Manus swore under his breath. “One last thing. How long will it take us to get from here to there?”
              “At this time of night? Eighteen minutes. Twenty tops.”
              “Thank you Brenda. Stand by in case we need anything further?”
              “Will do.”
              Manus returned the phone to his hip and looked at Stone. “You get all that?”
              “Yes, sir.”
              “Good. You have eighteen minutes to figure out how to storm this place with six marines and a handful of agents.”
              Stone’s face remained impassive.
              “Should I have some more sent out?” Nixon asked.
              Manus paused a second. “Not for the initial breach. Most are in bed right now, we'd lose too much time waiting for them to arrive. 
              “Get two clean-up crews on the horn. Have one of them sent here. Have the other on stand-by for Forest Grove. 
              “Let’s move!”
              As a group, all ten people filed back into the SUV’s. 
Behind them they left nothing but three dead guards and a fading tendril of smoke.
 



 
 
 
Seventy-Three
 
A few whistles went up from the banquet hall. A couple of errant claps could even be heard.
Around the room, the effects of an evening of fine food and alcohol were beginning to take effect. Many men had undone their bow ties. Women were starting to unpin their hair.
As the camera showed Will and Heath backing from the gate in opposite directions, a few called out in mock sympathy.
The reaction relieved Winston to no end.
The teaming of the brothers Honeycutt had been bothering him for most of the evening. The fact that most people still seemed to be in good spirits was a positive sign. He pushed himself up from the table and walked to the podium.
“One last round of applause for the Honeycutt’s dramatic rendition of Farewell to Arms!”
Several people in the audience chuckled. A few more applauded.
In the back of the room, Julia Klauff leaned in close to her husband. “What do you think that means for the Honeycutt’s?”
Augy drew his lips into a tight line and slowly shook his head. “I don’t know. Can’t be good though.”
For as tired as his wife was, he was still very much awake and alert. Avoiding the cigars and alcohol helped.
“Is there anything we can do?” Julia asked.
“No,” he said. “Right now all we can do is watch and wait.”
At last, the large screen at the front of the room pulled back from the Honeycutt’s and resumed the schematic. 
Winston scanned the map of the grounds and found another battle lurking. He stared at the two competitors heading towards one another for a moment and a thought occurred to him.
Without a word he sped away from the podium in search of Chester.
 



 
 
 
Seventy-Four
 
Winston burst into the kitchen in a huff. The wooden door swung back hard on its two-way hinges behind him, just missing a waitress carrying a tray. He stepped past the kitchen and through the backdoor into a narrow corridor. Turning right he sped by three doors and entered through the fourth.
Chester was spread out at a conference table in the middle of the room. Banks of televisions played out around him as he was bent over an array of papers.
“Chester!”
Chester jumped several inches from the table. The action was so swift his glasses swung up high on his forehead. “Yes sir?
“What are you working on right now?”
“I am tabulating where we stand on wagers to this point.”
Winston waved a hand. “That can wait until morning. Right now I’ve got something else for you.”
Chester bunched the papers together and shoved them aside.
Winston scanned the televisions around the room. He raised his right arm and pointed to a television on one wall. With his left, he pointed to a television on the opposite wall. “What do you see right there?”
Chester followed the ends of Winston’s fingers from one television to the other. “I see Maake...and I see Kekoa.”
Winston dropped his hands. “Good, and where are they going?”
Chester studied the screens again. “Maake is on the outer rim of the top level. Kekoa is rising from the basement...
“They’re about to hit the courtyard.”
A smug look crossed Winston’s face. “They’re about to hit the courtyard.”
Chester glanced between the screens for a moment. He turned to Winston with mouth agape as a realization hit him.               “I’m on it.”
 



 
 
 
Seventy-Five
 
              The anticipation had long since built in Kekoa. Through the process of random selection he had managed to not cross paths with a single competition fighter.
              His first battle had been with a patsy in black and had lasted less than a minute. One open palmed head slap and one fierce head butt was all it had taken to knock the man cold.
              The second patsy he had stumbled on by mistake. Kekoa had spotted him in the hallway on a short ladder fixing a faulty camera. 
              At first, the man had thought Kekoa wouldn’t bother him. He was on a ladder, more concerned with rewiring the camera than fighting. 
              Every few seconds he glanced over and finally realized Kekoa was moving for him. He tried to hop from the ladder and run, but Kekoa was too quick for him. 
              The encounter didn’t last much longer than the first had.
              The thick calluses on Kekoa’s feet were impervious to the barren earth as he stomped through. The torches had raised the temperature in the tunnel to near sauna levels. Sweat beaded and rolled down from the top of his head. His golden brown skin glowed with perspiration.
He stomped forward through the tunnel and rounded a corner to find a single door blocking the path. His eyes narrowed and he surveyed the room around him.
Nothing.
Kekoa walked forward and tried the handle of the door. It turned easily in his hand. Using his shoulder he pushed it open and was greeted by a rush of cool night air.
Kekoa closed his eyes and drank it in for a moment, the air dabbing at the moisture on his skin. A familiar scent crossed his nose and he snapped his eyes open and jerked his head in a long circle.
Fire.
Off to the left was a circle of torches. The flames leapt high into the night sky, the orange and yellow bursts licking at the blackness.
Around the ring a few shadowy figures in black moved, lighting them. Once the circle was complete, they disappeared.
A crooked smile grew across Kekoa’s face and he slapped at his chest with heavy hands. He waited a moment for his eyes to adjust, then stomped off towards the circle.
He made it only a few steps when a sound pierced the night air.
“Tautua'â!”
The voice was heavy and rich, drawn out several syllables in length. Kekoa lowered his head and glowered from beneath his thick forehead. “I don’t speak Maori. I wouldn’t bother putting such slime in my mouth.”
A slapping sound echoed out of the darkness. “That is quite an insult, coming from a Samoan. At home we call you the filth of the Pacific.”
Kekoa approached the circle from the opposite side and stopped between two torches. “I’m not a Samoan. I come from Hawaii. The Big Island.”
A menacing laugh responded. Across the ring, a hulking shape emerged. Maake stepped forward, stopping between two torches.
The firelight threw deep shadows over his enormous body. “Even better. Everybody knows Hawaiians are soft. You’re afraid to wear your heritage on your skin, so you must be worse than most.”
Kekoa motioned to the thick scars scouring his head. “I don’t need tattoos to tell my story.”
“You’re going to need something to tell your story after I’m done with you.”
Kekoa slowly raised his head and peered down his nose at Maake. He took three steps forward into the circle.
Across from him, Maake did the same.
 



 
 
 
Seventy-Six
 
Kekoa started by slapping his chest. He alternated heavy handed shots from his right hand to his left pectoral and his left hand to his right pectoral.
The skin soon took on a reddish hue. The sound echoed out into the night.
Maake responded by again launching into the Haka. His deep voice rolled out over the grounds as he smacked his thick thighs and shoulders and chanted. 
Ka mate, ka mate 
Ka ora, ka ora 
Tenei te tangata puhuruhuru-“
              Kekoa stepped forward and clapped his hands together. "Would you shut the hell up already, eh?"
              Maake stopped the dance and lowered his hands to his side. His eyes grew dark as he stared at Kekoa. “You dare interrupt me?”
              “I’m not some mainland haole. That stuff doesn’t scare me.”
              Maake kept his iron gaze on Kekoa and stepped forward.
              The two stood and glowered at each other for several moments. 
Finally, they rushed forward at one another in a fit of rage.
              The two men collided in the center of the circle. Over six hundred pounds of flesh and anger meeting in a violent collision.
              Both men bounced back a couple of steps and Kekoa threw a heavy mauling punch at Maake’s head. Maake raised a thick arm and absorbed the blow, followed by a hard right that caught Kekoa square in the chest.
              Kekoa bent at the waist and shot straight up with a hard uppercut across Maake’s jaw. Blood began to run down from Maake’s already busted lip. It dripped off his chin and on to his chest, mixing with the dark design of his tattoos.
Unfazed, Maake stepped forward and struck Kekoa with an open handed shove across his chest with both hands. It knocked Kekoa back a few feet, which Maake used to step across with his right foot and swing a hard backwards left toward Kekoa’s head.
It struck across the bridge of Kekoa’s nose and blood began to drip from a fresh cut. It ran down either side of his mouth and along his jaw line, dripping off the end of his chin.
Kekoa burst forward and wrapped his enormous arms around Maake. His fingers barely locked at the first knuckle around Maake’s thick midsection.
Using his legs he bent low and picked Maake into the air, tossing him backwards over his left hip. The sound of wood splintering filled the night as Maake crashed through multiple torches. 
One of the torches was smothered by Maake’s body, leaving a thick red welt across his back. The other spilled out onto the grass, catching the dry ground ablaze instantly.
Maake rolled to his feet and stood leering at Kekoa. Around them, the blaze crawled across the ground in an ever-widening circle.
As the flames reached a diameter of ten feet, several men in black appeared with fire extinguishers. They ignored the fighters and emptied one can after another onto the burning ground.
Through it, Kekoa and Maake continued to stare at one another.
“You see what is going on here, bruddah?” Kekoa said.
Maake nodded his head. “They are making a joke of us. Putting us out here. Setting up a ring of fire.”
Kekoa turned his head and glared at the men fighting the flames. Maake shifted his weight so he was no longer facing Kekoa and instead the men dressed in black. 
The two waited until the final flames were out before making their move.
Maake reached the first man and flattened him with a heavy palm strike to the base of his skull. 
Kekoa buried his shoulder into the closest man’s spine. Beside him, another man turned in surprise. Before he could move, Kekoa slammed two heavy fists down over each of his ears.
A fourth man turned and flailed at Maake with his extinguisher. Maake ducked under it and caught the man with an uppercut that lifted him off his feet.
One last opponent turned and began to run towards Kekoa. 
Maake lifted the extinguisher from the ground at his feet and tossed it to Kekoa. He caught it one handed and swung it in a hard backhanded blow that folded the extinguisher in half around the man’s face. His feet went out from under him and he landed on his back, not to move again.
The two stood several feet apart, panting and staring down at their unmoving opponents.
“This doesn’t mean we’re friends you know,” Kekoa said.
“Hell no we’re not friends. We’re just momentary allies.”
Kekoa cast a sideways glance at him. “The minute everybody else is gone...”
“You and me," Maake said, waving a finger between them. "To the end.”
The two men met eyes and nodded once.
Together they marched off into the darkness.
 



 
 
 
Seventy-Seven
 
The smile that had been in place as Kekoa and Maake throttled each other was gone. The blank stare that had replaced it as they turned on the extras battling the fire was also gone.
Now, abject terror filled the features of Winston.
“Suddenly the Honeycutt’s teaming up doesn’t seem like such a big deal, does it?”
Winston turned to Rosner. His mouth was agape and he didn’t even notice that Rosner was polishing his glasses yet again.
Uncertainty filled the room. Many people stood and shouted questions at the screens. Several pointed in one direction or another.
“Eric," Rosner said.
Winston didn’t move.
“Eric!”
Winston blinked twice and shook his head. His eyes focused on Rosner, who was resting the glasses back across his face.
“It’s not the end of the world," Rosner said.
“Not the end of the world?" Winston exclaimed. "Those two Pacific Island idiots may have very well ended our chance to be brought in!”
“You’re being dramatic again.”
“Would you stop saying that?”
“Would you stop doing it?”
The color rushed back to Winston’s face. He turned and faced the table beneath him and gritted his teeth.
“Again," Rosner scolded, "the most important thing here is that everybody sees us react in a calm and reasoned manner. If you panic, they’ll panic.”
Winston forced his breath out through his nose. “What do you suggest?”
“Anything but what you’re doing.”
The trance lifted from Winston. The terror slid from his mind and thoughts began to race through. He opted to do the only thing he could.
Tell them the truth.
Winston stood and walked again to the podium. People around the room stopped shouting and waited for him to speak. Many eased themselves back into their seats.
“Ladies and gentlemen! I can tell you two things with one hundred percent certainty. 
“First, I am just as shocked as you are right now. Second, we in no way, shape or form planned that. What you just saw is what makes these nights so much fun, right? Complete unpredictability. Competition at its finest.”
A few people cast glances between each other. Some shook their head.
Winston pulled the schematic up. What he found was more than he could have hoped for.
“I can tell you two more things with complete certainty right now too. First, if I were sitting where you folks are right now, I’d be betting on Maake Fatu or Kekoa Lani.”
He pressed a button and pulled another video feed up to the main screen.
“And second, I would not bet another dime on the Honeycutt’s.”
 



 
 
 
Seventy-Eight
 
The wooden floor seemed to creak beneath Heath’s every step. His forward progress was pained and stalled as he was forced to stop every few minutes to listen. His hand touched the knife in his pocket repeatedly as he walked.
The hall was wide and open as he came to an intersection. He walked into the middle of it and turned in a long, slow circle.
To his left, he could feel the slightest of drafts coursing through. 
His mind filled with the idea that the hall led outside, maybe even to his car.
Heath turned toward it and moved down the hallway, with each step the breeze grew a little stronger. He broke into a light jog and was about to round the last turn in the path when the breeze stopped.
Heath slowed to a walk and swung wide to his left, peering around the corner towards the source of the breeze.
At the end of the hall a door to the outside stood open. The air had stopped flowing through it because the entire doorway was blocked by the massive frame of Boucher.
“Oh shit,” Heath muttered.
“Thought I heard somebody coming,” Boucher said. “I was hoping for one of the ladies, but you’ll do just as well.”
Heath glanced back the way he had came, but an iron gate was already sliding into place. He watched as it slammed shut with a disheartening clank of metal.
“Don’t bother going back that way,” Boucher said. “Chasing you will only piss me off.”
“And I’m guessing just letting me by isn’t an option?” Heath managed in a voice much stronger than he felt.
Boucher chuckled for a moment. He then thrust his heavy beard towards the ceiling and laughed. “That’s a good one lad.” He lowered his eyes back down to Heath and his voice grew serious. “Not good enough to save your life. But good enough to give me a proper chuckle.”
Boucher unfolded his arms from his chest and started for Heath. He walked in long, straight strides and his fists bunched into balls by his side.
Heath remained where he was and watched Boucher approach. His eyes darted around for any escape route.
There was decidedly none.
Without another word Boucher strode for him until just ten feet separated them. He then broke into a quick shuffle, moving straight at Heath.
Heath waited for the first looping right to come swinging in. Just as it did, he rolled under the punch and onto his feet. In one fluid movement he was up and running as hard as he could for the door.
Three steps into his run, an iron gate started to slide across the doorway. Before he was even halfway there, it was closed.
Heath slowed himself to a jog and after a few more steps pulled to a stop. He stared in disbelief for a moment and slowly turned back.
Boucher was right behind him. How a man his size had got there that fast, Heath had no idea.
“I told you you would just piss me off!” Boucher roared and drove a straight right into Heath’s chest.
The blow was the hardest Heath had ever been hit by anything in his life. It forced his feet from under him as he flew backwards. He felt every vertebrae in his back pop as he fell.
The shot pushed the breath from Heath’s body and when he landed he didn’t move. Instead he stayed on the ground, sucking in ragged gasps of air.
In front of him Boucher walked back and forth, measuring him.
Heath rolled onto his knees and pushed his forehead up from the ground. One leg at a time he drew himself upright and rose to face Boucher.
Boucher waited until Heath was on his feet and moved in again. He went for another straight right and Heath slid to the side to avoid it. The move threw him off balance and he could do nothing but brace himself for the wicked overhand left just above his temple.
Bright lights popped before his eyes and the same cobwebs as before filled his vision as he fell back to his hands and knees. He could hear the blood pumping into his throbbing eardrums and his breath continued to come in ragged gasps. 
In front of him, Boucher’s feet went back to pacing. “Come on now, you’re not even making this fun for me!”
Swinging his leg like a pendulum, Boucher stepped forward with his left foot and drove his right foot into Heath’s stomach. He pitched forward flat onto the wooden floor, every last bit of air driven from his body. Blackness began to creep a little further into his vision.
Above him Boucher searched the walls for the nearest camera. He held his hands far out to his sides and screamed, “I am The Butcher!” again and again.
Heath pressed his cheek into the cool floor and flexed his fingertips. Blood began to circulate again and bit by bit air reentered his lungs. The black receded into gray fuzz on the edge of his vision.
“Alright lad, if this is all you’ve got, it’s time for me to be moving on.”
Heath felt two large hands grab him by the collar of his shirt and his belt and hoist him on to his feet. He stood there wobbling for a moment, barely able to stay upright under his own power.
“This is a little something I’m known for back home,” Boucher said.
In a flash, he moved in on Heath and clamped his enormous arms around him. He pinned Heath’s arms to his sides and lifted him high off the ground.
Then he began to squeeze.
The first thing to pop was Heath’s neck, followed by the last of his vertebrae that hadn’t already. 
Then Boucher squeezed tighter.
The last of his air was driven from Heath’s lungs.
One last time, Boucher squeezed tighter still.
The grey on the edge of Heath’s vision began to move to black again. Pain seared through his body as he felt one rib separate and then another.
Heath gasped in pain, trying to draw in air.
“Really wasn’t fair you know,” Boucher said through gritted teeth. “Pitting you against The Butcher.”
The darkness moved further into Heath’s vision and his hands stopped fighting and fell to his sides. His fingertips fell over his thighs.
An inch from unconscious, he felt the ceramic knife in his pocket.
Blinking to keep the darkness from swallowing him, he inched his fingers into his pocket and slid the knife out. He wrapped his fist around the base of it and jammed it mid-thigh into Boucher.
Boucher laughed. “You really think that little pin prick is going to do anything but anger me?”
Summoning the last of his strength, Heath sliced a deep diagonal cut clear to the knee. Warm blood sluiced up on to his hand and forearm. 
A moment later, Boucher’s grip began to loosen. 
After a few seconds, it relaxed completely.
Heath fell from Boucher’s arms and straight onto his hands and knees. Blood spurted from Boucher’s leg across his neck and chest.
He didn’t even notice as he gulped in huge pulls of precious oxygen.
“What the...what the hell?” Boucher asked. The color drained from his face and he took a ragged step forward. He tried to swing another punch down at Heath, but it just glanced off his back.
“Femoral artery asshole," Heath wheezed. "A man your size, straining as hard as you were, takes less than a minute to bleed out.”
Heath filled his lungs and stood up as Boucher hit his knees. He watched as blood continued to pour from the leg wound.
Boucher opened his mouth to speak, but the words wouldn’t come out. A moment later he fell to his chest, no longer able to support his own weight.
Heath stood over him for another moment and watched as he took his last breaths. A moment of pity swelled in him as he watched the enormous man fall inert.
Just as fast, it passed.
Heath drew himself up and stared down at Boucher’s body. 
“Really wasn’t fair you know, pitting you against The Doctor.”
 



 
 
 
Seventy-Nine
 
Both SUVs cut their lights a half mile out. They coasted to a stop just short of Dunbar and Ludwig Roads, one behind the other.
Manus and Nixon climbed out, joined by Briggs and Heller and the six Marines. “What have you got for us Stone?”
Stone flashed him a grim look. “It’s choppy as hell, but it’s all we’ve got given the circumstances.”
“Lay it on us.”
Stone cast a glance around the room. “I don’t know if this is going to get ugly, but I can’t make any promises that it won’t. That being said, I can only in good conscience take my men in with me.”
Manus and Nixon both raised an instant objection. 
Stone raised a hand and pushed forward. “That’s not a knock on any one of you. We have trained together. We know each other’s tendencies and capabilities. We’re tactically sound and we’re equipped for such an operation.”
“So what do we do? Sit out here and scratch ourselves?” Manus asked. “This is my operation you know. I brought you guys in on this.”
“I know, sir, but this is what you brought us in for. We will breach and contact you the second we have secured the scene.”
Manus cast an angry scowl around the group. “So what’s the plan?”
“In the simplest terms I know, we’re going to run the bait and switch.
“Manus you will be in one SUV with Briggs. I want you to turn on the lights, the stereo, everything you’ve got. Make a scene. Blow the horn, pretend to be drunk. I don’t know, I don’t care. Get creative.
“Nixon, you and Heller will do the same thing on the opposite side of the compound. There isn’t a driveway over there, so just throw some dirt around and make a lot of noise.
“The idea is for you to pull as many guards as you can to the opposite extremes of the grounds.”
He hooked a thumb over his left shoulder. “Give use five minutes to get in place halfway down the wall over there. We’ll give each of you an additional five to do your thing. 
“Then we go over.”
“And from there?” Manus asked.
Behind him, two Marines racked rounds into their M-16’s.
“We’ll call you when we’re in,” Stone said.
Silence fell around the group.
“Alright,” Manus said. “Let’s do this.”
Stone checked his watch. “Five minutes.” He waved his hand in a quick circle in the air. As one, the Marines slipped into the woods on the opposite side of the road.
Manus looked at the remaining three agents. He checked his watch and began to walk towards the second SUV. “Nixon, get on the horn and check to see how we’re doing on getting a crew out here. Everybody else, be ready to move in five.”
Together, the four began moving towards their respective SUVs. 
Before Manus reached the driver’s door of his, Nixon jogged up behind him and put a hand on his arm. “Real quick...why’s this so personal to you?”
              The question caught Manus by surprise. “You mean besides my agent laying disemboweled in Idiotville?”
              “That just made you angry. Added urgency. This was personal before you ever got off the plane.”
              Manus paused and narrowed his eyes a bit. “Why you asking me this?”
              Nixon weighed the question and twisted his head slightly. “Call it full disclosure. We’ve got a lot at stake here. I’d like to know what’s driving it.”
              Manus paused for just a second. He exhaled through his nose and nodded his head. “My old man was an agent. Twenty-six years ago he was investigating a drug conglomerate operating out of South America.
              “He tracked them as far as Santiago, Chile. Supposed to be some big, one-night event with all the heavy hitters in the same room. Something happened. Nobody really knows because there were no survivors.”
              Nixon nodded.
              “His body was never recovered,” Manus continued. “A few weeks after his funeral, we got a postcard in the mail.”
              Manus pulled his wallet from his back pocket and slipped a tattered card from it. He held it between his thumb and forefinger and extended it to Nixon.
              “Greetings from Santiago,” Nixon said. 
              He slid the card back to Manus.
              “They made it personal a long time ago." Manus returned the card to his wallet and checked his watch. “Five minutes are up. It’s time to go.”
 



 
 
 
Eighty
 
A collective gasp rang from the room.
At first, the mood had been morbid curiosity. The doctor that wasn’t supposed to be there matched against a burly Canadian and one of the favorites.
Next, the mood turned to pity as Boucher pummeled Heath with relative ease.
Then, it transitioned again to resigned indifference as Boucher lifted him from the ground and prepared to finish him off. Some even went back to their cigars and conversation.
Finally, as Heath performed the improbable, fatal blow, came the gasp. A second one went up in quick succession as everybody that had stopped watching realized what had happened.
For the first time all evening, the reaction to an outcome was complete silence.
“What was that last line about not betting on Will Honeycutt?” Rosner asked as he lifted a cup of tea and drank from it, impervious to the glare Winston was giving him. “You do of course realize no matter how many glares, scowls and eye-rolls you give me, they have no effect.”
“Not physically,” Winston said, “but the good they do my psyche is invaluable.”
Rosner motioned towards the screen with his cup. “How’s that psyche doing now?”
Winston shook his head. “How did that just happen?”
“Like you yourself just said, things happen in competition. It’s part of what makes these events fun.”
“I was referring to the possibility of seeing a battle royal with our top three competitors for the championship! Not seeing one of them taken out by Dr. Phil!”
Rosner sniffed and placed the cup back on its saucer.
“So what do we do now?” Winston muttered.
“Who says we need to do anything?”
Winston turned and gazed at Rosner. “What?”
“What’s it with you always trying to control everything? What’s the cheesy sports cliché? ‘That’s why they play the games.’” He threw a hand towards the room. “Everybody seems to be doing just fine.” He motioned towards the wagering device. “The money is still flowing. Just leave it be.”
The words hung for a moment.
“Seriously?”
“These people came for a good show. We’re giving them that. Quit pretending this is home or the office and you need to micromanage every second.”
Winston leveled another glare at him and pushed himself up from the table. He walked to the front podium and pulled the grid of fighters back to the screen.
“In the biggest surprise of the night...”
With the press of a button, Boucher was crossed off the screen. Around the room, a mixed bag of reactions went up.
Winston pulled the schematic up to the large screen and scanned it. A moment later he determined the next encounter and pulled it up front and center.
In the back of the room, Julia Klauff pulled herself tight to her husband’s ear. “Even you couldn’t have seen that coming.”
“No, no I did not,” he admitted. “I’ll tell you this though. If those boys win, I’m seeing to it they get every last penny they have coming to them.”
Julia pulled away from her husband and rested her head on his shoulder. “There are two of them. I think we should give me them everything we win as well.”
Augy chuckled and patted his wife’s hand. “That's what I meant, sweetheart. That's what I meant."
 



 
 
 
Eighty-One
 
The cool air of the third floor danced over Elin Li’s skin. It tugged at the thin wisps of hair extending above her ears and made her nipples stand erect under her sports bra.
The adrenaline of her fight with Katsu was long since gone. For awhile it had been replaced by boredom as she roamed the empty halls trying to decipher the maze.
With each passing minute, a feeling of apprehension rose within her.
Her sole-less shoes made no sound on the heavy grey stone. Turning her body sideways, she moved through the halls, crossing one leg in front of the other. The hall moved forward to a hard right turn as she circled to her left and peered around it. 
Nothing but open grey stone stared back at her.
She continued moving until an intersection appeared before her. Slowing even more, she continued to walk one foot at a time.
An iron door slammed shut behind her. Once more, she backed herself against the cold metal grate and waited.
A deep, heavy laugh echoed through the hall. From behind the right corner of the intersection stepped Maake.
Li’s face betrayed no emotion as she exhaled and stared at Maake. She raised her fists in front of her and started to edge forward.
She was stopped by another deep, hearty laugh.
Confusion swept over her face and for a moment her fists sagged downward. From the hallway to the left of the intersection stepped Kekoa.
Li’s eyes bulged as she swept a look from one to the other. Both glanced at each other and folded thick arms across their chests.
In unison they began to laugh.
“What have we got here, eh?” Maake asked.
“I don’t know whether to fight her or fuck her.”
“You want me to wait here while you have some fun with her first?”
Kekoa waved a hand at her. “You mean you don’t want to have a shot with some of that?”
“Naw, I like a big woman. Her skinny little ass wouldn’t be enough to even get me started.”
Together the men threw back their heads and laughed again.
Li remained motionless. Her eyes darted the halls for any form of weapon or even a chance of escape.
There was none. Of either.
She stared from one to the other as they continued to stand and laugh at her. A tiny ember began to glow behind her eyes. In an instant, she raised her hands and did the only thing she could.
She took three hard shuffle steps and shot a right thrust kick at Maake’s head. It was tilted back in laughter and the kick landed square under his chin.
The instant her right foot returned to the ground she shuffled to her left and flung another thrust kick at Kekoa. It landed just to the side of his nose.
Blood began to run from his reopened cut.
She spun and kicked with her left leg at the back of Maake’s leg, catching him just below the hamstring. His leg buckled, sending him down to a knee.
She grabbed the graphite pin from her hair and drew it straight back to her shoulder. Maake raised his head and she shot the pin ahead in a darting punch for his eye.
Just inches before it reached its’ target, a meaty hand slammed into her rib cage. The force of it pitched her forward, her punch tailing off to the side.
Her long black hair swung around her head as she used the moment to throw her body forward into a roll and pop up on to her feet. She raised her hands quickly in defense.
Both men stood and watched her, staying several feet back.
Using the pin she twirled her hair into a bun atop her head. She wouldn’t have another chance for a surprise attack.
“What do you think now?” Kekoa asked.
Maake slapped at his thick chest. “I think we finish her quick and I shove that pin up her ass.”
Both men nodded in unison. They stood shoulder to shoulder and walked forward, blocking the width of the hallway. 
Li retreated as far as the iron gate would allow her. When she could go no further, she pulled the pin and let her long dark hair cascade onto her shoulders. She gripped it in her right hand and hurtled herself forward.
Her left shoulder slammed into Kekoa’s chest. She expected him to fall back a few inches so she could plunge the pin into his exposed head.
Instead, he didn’t budge. Her shoulder popped as she was knocked back from the blow. Both hands fell to her side.
Maake was the first to strike, landing the side of a massive fist into the middle of her back. At once she was on her knees. 
Kekoa soon matched it, slamming his own into her shoulder blade. The raw power of it smashed her body flat onto the ground.
“Should we end it or have some fun?” Maake asked above her.
“Finish it.”
“She put up more of a fight than I expected, I’ll give her that.”
“She did," Kekoa agreed. "Let’s end it quick.”
“She earned it.”
Li raised her eyes to see four thick feet in front of her become two. She glanced up to see a pair of calloused feet about to stamp on her and in a final act of defiance jammed the pin up through the bottom of Kekoa’s foot.
The last thing she heard was Kekoa howl in pain before Maake’s foot crashed down on the base of her skull.
The blow snapped her neck, killing her instantly.
 



 
 
 
Eighty-Two
 
Elin Li earned herself a round of applause. Despite being outnumbered two-to-one and being outweighed nearly six-to-one, she put up a great fight. Even in her last moments, she didn’t go down easy.
The women in the room stood and clapped for her after she almost ended Maake with a well aimed jab. Many of their husbands joined them when she tore a hole through Kekoa’s foot in a final act of defiance.
“I almost hate to make this trip up there,” Winston said.
“Why’s that?”
“The girl never had a chance.”
“Neither did Heath Honeycutt, but he’s here and Boucher isn’t.”
Winston paused and considered Rosner’s words. “Your point?”
“If she had deserved to win, she would have found a way to win.”
Winston pushed himself up and shook his head disdainfully. “Mark, do you think you’ll enjoy hell?”
Rosner waved him off as if the question was absurd.
Winston walked to the front podium and pulled the grid of fighters back up to the main screen. He shook his head from side to side for all to see.
With the press of a button, Li was crossed out as well.
“Ladies and gentlemen! Over half of our field is gone, including a couple of our early favorites.”
He pulled up a graphic display showing total amounts bet and the remaining odds for the field. Over one hundred thirty million dollars had been bet. Over half of that total was now split between Maake and Kekoa.
Maake sat atop the odds chart with 7:2 odds, followed closely by Kekoa at 9:2. Some distance back was Aello at 10:1, followed by Honeycutt who had been upgraded, but remained the long shot at 15:1.
Winston left the screen up for a moment for all to see, removed it and placed the schematic back up on the screen. He ran his eyes over it and brought up a new camera angle.
Without a word he returned to his table and retook his seat. 
 



 
 
 
Eighty-Three
 
Nixon took the lead SUV. He and Heller piled in and sped away into the darkness. They drove without the lights on, a black silhouette moving along the road.
Manus waited a full minute for them to get in position.
“Boss...I never knew that about your father," Briggs said in the darkness. "I had no idea that’s why this was so important to you.”
“We lost a man earlier tonight. This should be important to you too.”
“It is. I just, I...”
Manus cut him off with an icy stare. “Briggs, this is not the time to go Dear Abby on me. I will leave your ass standing alongside the road.”
“Yes sir.”
Manus counted out the last fifteen seconds and dropped the gear shift down into drive. He eased to the corner and made the turn onto Ludwig.
Somewhere ahead in the darkness, Stone and his men were preparing to go over the outer wall.
The moment the SUV hit Ludwig Road, Manus flipped the lights on. He drove to the lone entrance and began laying on the horn, keeping his palm depressed on it as he made the left onto the cobbled brick and idled his way up the driveway. 
Using his left hand he flashed his high beams several times at the guard house in front of them. The horn pierced the night air, drowning out the crickets and cicadas of the Oregon night.
The SUV continued up the driveway, past where the wall came to a corner and funneled them towards the gate.
“I’ve got two on the corner. Dressed in black, appear to be armed,” Briggs said.
“Roger that, I’ve got one over here. Looks like a few more up on the gate.”
“You see what else is on the gate there?”
Manus stared at the massive silver emblem of Mjollnir emblazoned before them. The high beams caught the polished metal of the symbol, causing it to seemingly glow before them. “Yeah, I see it.”
Three men spread themselves across the front of the driveway. They stood spaced in front of the gate, each of them carrying a nightstick in hand.
Manus couldn’t make out the models, but was fairly certain they could do the job.
A thick man dressed in black stepped from the guard house and walked to the SUV as it rolled to a stop. Using the end of his nightstick, he tapped on the glass and motioned for Manus to roll down his window.
“Howdy partner!” Manus said, his voice thick with a faux southern accent.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” The man had short black hair spiked up and a thin beard lining his face.
“We’re here for the photo shoot!”
“Photo shoot? It’s after four in the morning. You showed up this late, raising hell, for a damn photo shoot?!”
“You mean early! We’ve got us an order from Mr. Eric Winston of Mjollnir Industries to be here for a five o’clock photo shoot this morning.” Manus made a show of digging through the papers between the two front seats. “I’ve got it somewhere here. Hold on a minute, I’ll find it for ya.”
The guard jabbed Manus in the shoulder with his nightstick. “I don’t give a shit about the order. What the hell was all that honking and stuff about?”
“Why, I didn’t mean to offend you. Eric said I might have to make a little noise to let people know I was here is all.”
“And so you decided to go tearing through the countryside raising hell in the middle of the night?!”
Manus shrank back. “Again, I am very sorry sir. I was just doing what I was told.”
A handful of guards inched closer to the SUV. One of them put his hand to the back windshield and peered in. “They’ve got a shitload of gear back here sir.”
“Open the trunk,” the guard said to Manus.
“Okay,” Manus said and made a show of sliding the gearshift up. Instead of sliding it clear to park, he slid it two slots up to reverse.
Manus bent down to find the trunk release and punched the gas as hard as he could. The SUV surged backward, slamming into the rear guard. The right side of the Expedition lifted high into the air once and then twice as each axle ground his body into the driveway. 
In the headlights they could see a half dozen men rushing towards them, waving their arms. A moment later, muzzle flashes dotted the night as bullets began slamming into the side of the SUV.
Manus spun around the back end of the SUV and jammed the gearshift down to drive. He leaned on the gas and sent the SUV hurtling across the grass with a spray of dirt and gravel.
Bullets continued slamming into the back and side of the Expedition, their impact pinging against the metal.
Manus sped across the grass for over two hundred yards before veering back onto the road. As the tires hit the pavement the car jerked back and forth before righting itself.
A few hundred yards later, Manus made the left on to Dunbar and sped out of sight of the guards. A half mile down the road he turned the SUV around and waited alongside the road for Nixon to join them.
In the silence, the sound of both he and Briggs panting filled the car.
“Do you think it worked?” Briggs asked.
“It got them over the outer wall. Let’s just hope there’s not too much waiting for them on the other side.”
 



 
 
 
Eighty-Four
              “Hillsboro Police Department.” The voice sounded tired and subdued. 
              “Yes, hi, my name is Jenna Honeycutt. I’d like to file a missing person’s report please.”
              The man paused for a minute, as if checking his watch. “At four-thirty in the morning?”
              “Does it matter what time it is?”
              The man sighed. “No, I suppose it doesn’t. Alright Miss Honeycutt, who is the missing person?”
              “My husband, Will Honeycutt.”
              “And how long has he been missing?”
              Jenna added the hours up in her head. “Almost eleven hours.”
              On the other end, a sound like a pencil being tossed on a desk was audible. “Ms. Honeycutt, I’m very sorry but a person has to have been missing at least forty-eight hours in order to file a missing persons report.”
              “But it’s the middle of the night and I haven’t heard from him. Something is wrong!”
              For the first time, Jenna’s voice began to crack.
              “Ms. Honeycutt, is it unusual for your husband to be out late at night.”
              “Never.”
              “Never stops off for one with the boys? Nothing like that?”
              “No, of course not! Unless he’s working, he’s home every night in time to bath our daughter and put her to bed.”
              “Unless he’s working, huh?”
              “Yes...” Jenna cut herself off. “What the hell are you implying?”
              She could feel hot tears beginning to well along her bottom eyelids.
              “Ms. Honeycutt, would you say you and your husband have a happy marriage?”
              “You son of a bitch,” Jenna muttered. “You rotten, low-life son of a bitch! My husband is a firefighter and a hero! Just last night he pulled a half dozen orphans from a burning building!
              “He was asked to attend a benefit in his honor and I haven’t heard a word from him since! Something is definitely wrong, but I will find him. And when I do we’re both coming to find you, you rotten piece of shit!”
              Jenna slammed the phone shut and threw it against the back cushions of the couch. She stood gasping in the middle of the living room, hot tears sliding down her cheeks. Resting her hands on hips, she stared out the front windows into the night.
              “Come on Will, where the hell are you?”
 



 
 
Eighty-Five
 
“So how in the world did you end up on this case?”
Kelly looked up at Will and shrugged. “What do you mean?”
“Well, shouldn’t the Bureau have assigned somebody that knows how to take care of themselves? In case, you know, something like this was to happen?”
“You don’t think I can take care of myself?”
“That’s not what I’m saying," Will said. "I know you guys go through tons of self-defense and weapons training courses to get in. Believe me, I’ve looked into it.”
“Oh yeah? Looking to give up the hero gig?”
“I’ve got a family to provide for and PFD doesn’t quite pay what the Bureau does.” Will stopped short and turned to Kelly. “Wait, how did you know that?”
“Know what?”
“How did you know what I did?”
Kelly paused a split second. “I, uh, saw it on the news last night.”
Will narrowed his eyes a bit and tilted his head to the side.
“Seriously! I was in a cheap hotel room. Couldn’t sleep, was flipping channels. I saw you come out of a burning church with a bunch of kids.”
Will leveled a look at her for a moment, then shook his head. “Sorry. This whole night has me a little edgy.”
Kelly raised her hands to her sides and shook her head. “Understandable.”
Before she could lower them, a ceramic knife flew end over end and slammed into the palm of her hand. The razor sharp blade easily pierced her thin hand, burying itself clear to the handle. 
Will stood for a moment and stared at Kelly, unable to move. Kelly stared in horror at her hand.
The bloody point of the blade protruded over an inch from the backside of her hand. The handle remained clean and shiny by her palm.
It took a split second for the nerve endings to carry the pain from her hand to her brain. When they got there, Kelly clutched her hand to her stomach and fell to her knees.
The moment snapped Will awake and he turned to find Aello standing down the hall from him. Her right hand was on her hip and her left leg was cocked outward. The angle of her leg allowed the split in her skirt to fall away from her thigh, exposing the knife belt.
The fingertips of her left hand tapped the handles of the knives.
Beside him Kelly moaned as she gripped the handle of the knife and tried to ease it back out of her hand.
“No!” Will said. “Leave it in. Pulling it out makes it worse.”
“What?”
“It may be holding something together. Wait until we find Heath to remove it.”
Kelly moaned again and curled herself around the hand.
Will turned to Aello, who maintained her haughty posture.
“You realize I could have put that knife through her head if I wanted to," Aello taunted.
Will stepped forward. “So why didn’t you?”
“Because she is no threat to me.”
Will lifted his hands, palms down. “I’m no threat to you either. I just want to find my brother and go home.”
“Two things make you a threat to me. First, you want to find your brother and go home. If you go home, that means that I didn’t win.
“Second...” In a flash, she drew a knife from the belt and hurled it at Will. The tiny blade darted straight through the air at Will’s chest.
Just before it struck, he snapped to the side. The bottom edge of the blade grazed his forearm, sending a thin trail of blood down to the tip of his pinkie.
“See,” Aello said. “You are a threat. That knife would be buried in most people’s heart right now. You just got a scratch.”
Will looked down at the thin line of blood trailing down his arm. The sight of it caused a small fire to light within him.
Will began to hear Guns ‘n Roses in his ears again. He balled his hands into fists and took two more steps forward. "I wasn’t a threat, but I guess I am now.”
Aello pursed her lips at him and again tapped the knife belt on her thigh.
“How about you though?" Will asked. "Is that all you’ve got? Hiding behind some throwing knives?”
She raised her eyebrows and lowered her gaze on him. “Be careful what you wish for.”
Will raised his bloody forearm for her to see. “I’d say the same to you, bitch.”
Both stood and stared at each other for a moment. 
Both made their move simultaneously. 
Aello threw a hard left jab, followed by a right hook. Will blocked them both, taking a step back each time. Aello used the space to step through with her right foot and whiz her left elbow at Will’s head.
Will grabbed her forearm with his right hand and shot two kick jabs into her kidneys. She grunted as the shots pushed her forward away from him. She shuffled forward a few quick steps and shot a kick across his torso.
The kick knocked Will back a step and he responded by snapping his own sweep kick back at her. She turned her body at the last second and the blow slammed into her hip bone.
The bone-to-bone contact made a crunching sound in the hallway. It knocked Aello back several steps while Will stood and flexed his leg at the knee a few times.
Hatred showed on both their faces as Aello charged forward again and fired three straight jabs, followed by a left hook and a right uppercut.
Will retreated from each blow, deflecting each to the side. After the failed uppercut, he pushed back into her with two quick jabs of his own. Aello dodged each of them to the side and Will feigned a third. We waited for her to slide to the left and unleashed a heavy hook into her cheekbone.
The blow landed with a sickening crunch, snapping Aello’s head to the right. A deep cut split her cheek and her eye became puffy.
It was almost swollen shut within seconds.
Aello stumbled to the side and pulled a knife from her belt. She threw it backhanded at Will, followed by another one in rapid fire succession.
The first shot past Will’s head and clattered against the wall behind him. 
The second cut just below his right shoulder, slicing a cut several inches long. Blood slid down his arm, wrapping itself in either direction around his elbow.
Will looked down at the fresh wound and newfound anger welled up. He took two steps back and picked up the knife that hit the wall behind him. 
He lowered his eyes and glowered at her. “You and I both know that knife belts for someone your size contain five blades.”
Will held the knife by the handle in his right hand and tapped it against his left palm, walking forward. “You used one on the dead girl earlier. You used one on Kelly and you’ve thrown three at me.”
Aello’s cocked her thigh to the side and tapped the belt again. “Are you sure?”
“You’re not the only with martial arts training you know.”
Anger clouded Aello’s face as she tossed her skirt back across her thigh. She raised her fists in front of her and rushed forth.
She fired a bevy of fists at Will, hard jabs and crosses right at his head. Each one he pushed aside with his left hand, working the knife back and forth with his right.
After several seconds, Aello stumbled backwards. Her arms were cut to ribbons.
Will looked down at his own arms and the blood dripping from his shoulder. “Not so much fun when somebody’s tossing knives back at you, is it?”
Blood ran from Aello’s arms, dripping from her fingertips into small pools on the floor. She stared down at them for several seconds before trying one last rush. 
She shot a straight kick towards Will’s head, but the blood loss made her too weak to get her foot above his chest. Will easily stepped to the side as Aello slammed into the wall and fell to her knees.
Blood continued to run from her arms and she looked up at him through her long blonde hair. “Finish it.”
“You’re already finished.”
“Please. Give me a proper death.”
The words struck a cord with Will and he stared at her for a long second. The words of Heath from earlier came to mind.
I’m not a killer. And neither are you.

He looked down at the knife in his hand, then flicked it at Aello. It stuck in the wooden floor just inches in front of her.
She looked up again and nodded her thanks. Wrapping her bloody hands around it, she pulled the blade from the wood.
Will watched her for just a moment, turned and walked back towards Kelly.
Continuing to grip her hand, Kelly rose to her feet. “What? That’s it? You’re just going to toss her a knife and let her go. She could still use it on us!”
Will turned and stared at Aello. “She won’t.”
“How could you know that?! Look what she did to me!”
Will grabbed Kelly by the arm and led her away down the hall. “Come on. We don’t need to watch this.”
 



 
 
 
Eighty-Six
 
Winston watched as the wager counter for Honeycutt climbed. It sprang from just over two million to just over ten with a single refresh. “These damn Honeycutt’s just won’t die will they?”
Rosner curled back the fingers on his right hand and examined his cuticles. “What is your inherent problem with them anyway? So what if a Honeycutt wins? They’ve been great for business.”
Winston examined the wager totals again. It had jumped to thirteen million.
“Yeah, but it looks bad. We spent months scouring the world for the best fighters. The day before the event we stumble across a local kid and he wins the whole damn thing? Makes it look like we’re running a dog and pony show here.”
Rosner sighed and dropped his palm flat on the table. “Two things Eric. 
“First, we scoured the back alleys and underground fighting circles. We all accept that there are better fighters in the world, but we’d never get them to agree to this. Just like we never would have gotten Honeycutt to agree to this.”
Winston considered the point. It was, of course, correct.
“Second, if anything has looked like a dog and pony show here tonight, it’s you.”
“Me?!” Winston spat.
“Yes, you. You have nitpicked and micromanaged the hell out of this. Eight hours ago you were smooth and in control. Now? You’re a mess.”
Winston balled his hands up in front of him and squeezed as hard as he could. For a moment, he could feel his fingernails digging into his palms. Slowly, he slid the breath from between his lips and relaxed his grip.
The phone on his hip began to vibrate again. He pulled it from his pocket and placed it on the table in front of him. “Christ, what is it now?”
He pressed four quick buttons and a moment later Chester materialized out of the kitchen. In his hands were a thin stack of papers. His face was ashen. “Sir, I’m sorry to interrupt again—“
“Just get on with it.”
Chester spread three photos out in front of them. “These were taken just a few minutes ago at the front gate. The guards radioed in and said somebody showed up honking and making a lot of noise.”
Winston slid one of the photos over in front of himself. “Any ID on the plates?”
“No, sir. They’re not registered anywhere.”
Rosner peered down his nose at the closest photo. “Black SUVs. Look like a bad law enforcement cliché.”
Winston nodded his head. “How many inside? Were they armed?”
“Guard said there were only two men inside, both unarmed and wearing ties. Said they were here about a photo shoot? Do you have something planned for the winner?”
Winston’s jaw dropped open and he turn a blank stare to Rosner. “Did he really just ask that?”
“Yes. Yes he did.”
“And just when it had been a good six hours since he said anything idiotic.”
Rosner waved a hand and shook his head.
“Um, the, uh, guards opened fire on the vehicle, but they were able to get away,” Chester stammered.
Winston stared at the photos again, then to Rosner. “Sounds like a diversion.”
“Sure does.”
Winston flipped the photo back onto the table and leaned back in his seat. “Alert the guards that the grounds have been compromised. Reiterate that they are to use deadly force at all times.
“Call around and get some backup here as fast as you can. You have the list of our regulars. Get them out of bed, pay them whatever they want.”
“Yes, sir.”
Chester scooped the pictures up from the tables and disappeared back through the kitchen doors.
Several moments of silence passed and Winston cocked his neck towards Rosner. “No comments on my management style?”
Rosner pursed his lips and shook his head. “Nothing to criticize. You made the only play you could there. But I’m also not going to pat you on the head and say you did a good job if that’s what you’re craving.”
Anger again welled inside Winston. He reached into his vest pocket and slid out the Patek Philippe. “It’s after four-thirty. We’ll soon have a winner and sunrise. We just need to hold on a little longer.”
He didn’t wait for a response from Rosner. 
Instead, he rose and went to the podium to cross Aello off the list.
 



 
 
 
Eighty-Seven
 
              The blue dress shirt clung to Heath. The fresh blood acted like an adhesive, helping the fabric stick to his skin.
              With great difficulty he peeled it off. Using the back of it he wiped away as much of the blood as he could from his face and arms. When he was done, he wadded the shirt into a ball and dropped it on the floor.
              The knife he left stuck in Boucher’s leg.
              His head throbbed with each heartbeat and his ribs ached with every breath he began walking again.
              The iron gate blocking the doorway in front of him slid aside and he moved straight for it. The cool air rushing in ran over his skin and helped to clear his head.
               At the edge of the door he paused and dropped to a knee. He held his hand to his eyes and peered out into the darkness.
              He couldn’t see anyone. 
He couldn’t see anything at all.
              Using the wall as a guide he slid outside. He kept his back pressed against it and moved out of the light, coming to a stop. For several minutes he remained motionless, hiding in the darkness.
              The cool of the wall and the air continued to hit his skin until goose bumps stood out on his arms. His heart rate began to even out and the thumping in his head receded. As the pain in his head lessened, he was able to feel the prodding in his ribs even more.
              After a few long minutes he pushed his back away from the wall and started to walk. He kept the fingertips of his left hand against the cool brick as a guide and moved forward.
              In the air it smelled like something was burning.
              He kept his feet moving and rounded a corner to find a half dozen torches burning bright in a semi-circle. In their light he could see the remains of several other torches along the opposite side.
              A handful of motionless bodies were strewn about like lawn ornaments. Casting a quick glance about, he moved forward and checked each of them.
              No Will or Kelly.
              He retreated back to the wall and waited several long moments for any sign of movement. 
              Nothing.
              Heath crept forward and soon found another door back into the mansion. Resting his shoulder against the corner of it, he peered down a long empty hallway mirroring the one he had just exited. He took one step inside before retreating back into the night.
              Resting his back against the wall he closed his eyes and went through everything he knew about the grounds. A moment later, his eyes popped open and he jogged along the wall away from the open door.
              The ground was smooth and even under his feet, the grass just clipped. He jogged as fast as his ribs would allow, keeping his breath from becoming too labored.
              Two minutes later his path was blocked by a fence of iron bars. Behind them was row after row of shiny black cars.
              
 



              
 
 
Eighty-Eight
 
              The fence was made of solid black bars. They were spaced four inches apart and stood flush with the ground. They extended eight feet in the air, each one accentuated by a sharp black spike.
              Heath walked along the length of the fence away from the house, hoping to find a gate or a low spot in the ground to get through. 
There were none.
              He tried to squeeze his arm through between one of the bars. It got just past his elbow before proving impassable.
              He was going to have to go over.
              Heath returned to the base of the wall and rested his left shoulder against it. He gripped the bars as high as he could with his hands and swung his backside out away from his body as a counterweight.
              Carefully he placed his right and then left feet on the bars. He raised his body up, paused and nudged his feet higher.
              Again he raised his body, slid his hands a little higher. Within seconds sweat began to form on his back and brow. His breathing increased. 
              A searing pain stabbed into his ribs, a hot poker right between them.
              Using the wall as support Heath raised his body the last few feet and gripped the points at the end of the poles. He drew his feet up on to the horizontal cross piece and paused atop the wall.
              Spikes stuck up on either side of his feet. Hunched like a frog he rotated himself in a half-circle and slid his feet down the opposite side. 
              Below him, a black Mercedes was parked just feet away.
              Heath slid himself down an inch at a time until the pain in his ribs was too much to bear. Without a thought to the noise he would make, he released the bars and jumped back on to the sedan below.
              The hood of the trunk dented under his weight, letting out a metallic groan as it bent concave beneath him. Pain shot through his torso and he rolled from the trunk onto his knees and took several quick breaths.
              Pushing himself up from the ground he stumbled through the precise rows of cars to his aging Cavalier.
              Heath fished the keys from his pocket and swung himself into the driver’s seat. There he remained for a moment, gulping down the last of his water bottle. 
              “I have to find Will.”
              Heath climbed from the front seat and opened the rear door. He tossed aside his gym bag and glove and slid out his softball bat. He wrapped both hands around the base of it and rotated it between his hands.
              Switching the bat to his left hand he shut both doors and began to move back for the fence.
              “Freeze! FBI!” a voice barked into the night.
              Heath did as he was told.
              “Drop the bat and slowly turn around!”
              Heath let the bat fall from his fingers and raised his hands beside him. His body made a tight revolution towards the main gate.
              A single three inch crack was visible along the hinge of the gate. Peering through it at him were two men dressed in solid black. 
One had an M-16 pushed through the crack and trained on him. The other appeared to be watching the grounds behind them.
              “Identify yourself.”
              “Uh, my name…my name is Dr. Heath Honeycutt. I am a surgeon at Oregon Health and Sciences University.”
              The man kept his gun trained on Heath.
              “I was invited here tonight as a guest of my brother, Portland Firefighter Will Honeycutt. We were told this was some sort of benefit. We’ve been fighting for our lives ever since.”
              Heath kept his hands out to his sides and took two steps forward.
              “Come no closer!”
              Heath stopped moving. “If you’re with the Bureau you can check what I’m telling you. This is my car right here. I have my wallet and car registration inside.
              “Please help us. We’re not supposed to be here.”
              The man’s face was bunched tight. He glanced to the side and back at Heath. 
Without warning, he fired two quick shots.
              Heath’s body went rigid, bracing for an impact that never came. Pained sounds rang out behind him. He turned to see two men dressed in black face down in the gravel.
              “If I found out you’re lying to me, that will be you,” the man at the gate said.
              Heath nodded and walked forward. “Who are you?”
              “Lieutenant Stone, United States Marine Corps. My men and I are here in a joint operation with the FBI.”
              Heath motioned back into the house. “Yeah, I know.”
              Stone began to speak, then paused. “You know?”
              “Um, yes sir. Your agent. She’s with us. Well, she’s with my brother.”
              Stone eyed Heath. “What is her name?”
              “Agent Kelly Mandrake. She showed us her credentials and everything.”
              “Son, I hate to break this to you, but Kelly Mandrake is a man. And he is very much dead.”
              Heath’s jaw dropped open. “Are...are you sure?”
              “I saw his body earlier tonight. Disemboweled, staked to the ground and left for dead.”
              Heath turned and began moving back for the fence. “I’ve got to get to my brother!”
              Stone fired a round into the ground by Heath’s feet, sending gravel shards into the air. “Hold on there, son! What can you tell me about what’s going on right now?”
              Heath turned towards the gate. “All I know is we were lured here under the pretense of a benefit. My brother saved some children last night from a burning orphanage and they invited us here for a celebration.
              “As soon as we got here, they stuck us in this giant maze of horrors and we’ve spent the whole night as entertainment for a bunch of international drug runners.”
              “What can you tell me about the grounds?”
              “I know there is one main front door that opens into a large foyer. At the back end of the foyer are three sets of double doors. Some sort of banquet hall. Everybody you want is in there.”
              “Anything else?”
              Heath paused and thought hard a moment. “I arrived late. That’s why my car is the only pile in the lot.
              “When I got here they took me through a private entrance. Just around the bend there on your left is a door. Go through it and make the first right. Follow it all the way to the end. It’ll spit you out right by the banquet hall in the front foyer as well.”
              Stone pulled his weapon up through the crack. “Thank you. Good luck Doctor, I trust I’ll see you again soon.”
              Heath nodded once. He began to run back towards the fence but pulled up short. “Hey! You wouldn’t have an extra weapon with you would you?”
              Stone shook his head. “I’m sorry. These are United States Military issued firearms. I cannot hand them over to a civilian.”
              “Anything?” Heath pleaded.
              Stone paused a moment, then tossed a long thin object onto the gravel towards Heath. Without another word, he disappeared into the darkness.
              “Hey, thanks!” Heath called as he jogged over and scooped them up from the ground.
              It was a standard issue Marine Corps k-bar knife.
              
 



 
 
 
Eighty-Nine
 
“Do we have cameras on the grounds?” 
Winston shook his head. “Just inside the wall, where our fighters are.”
“That seems mighty foolish now, all things considered. Wouldn’t you agree?”
Winston gritted his teeth and rotated his head to Rosner. “It wasn’t a decision. We only had the wireless capability to carry two-hundred camera feeds. We used them all inside.”
“Again, mighty foolish now. Wouldn’t you agree?”
Winston sighed. “Would have been much more foolish to be sitting here with a rabid audience wondering why they couldn’t watch Maake and Kekoa because they were in a black spot. Wouldn’t you agree?”
“But that didn’t happen, now did it?”
“And we had no way of knowing that beforehand, now did we?”
“I’m just saying—“
Winston slammed his fist down on the table. “I know what you’re saying!”
Several heads turned at the commotion. For a moment the room quieted as nosy guests peered over.
Rosner removed his glasses and began polishing his lenses again. “Do try to control yourself Eric. Remember, you serve as the face for all of us here tonight.”
“You’re an asshole, you know that?”
Rosner continued wiping. “So I’ve been told.”
Winston drew the betting machine over and studied it. “And then there were three. Well, five.”
“Maake, Kekoa and Honeycutt. Of course the extra Honeycutt.” Rosner paused. “And who is she exactly?”
“You mean our stand-in Kelly Mandrake?”
“No, I am referring to the other she still alive.”
Winston slid his gaze to Rosner and then to the screen displaying Kelly and Will. “Her name is Erica.
“She’s Harvard educated and speaks three languages. Proficient with firearms, excellent swordsman, deadly archer.”
“So what’s her angle in this?”
Winston rested his hands in front of him on the table. “Came to me a few months ago and said she wanted in. I told her about tonight and that if she could find a way to impress us, we’d consider taking her on.”
“I hardly think playing wounded and tagging along with Will Honeycutt all night counts as impressing us.”
“She impressed us long before tonight. She’s the one that sniffed out Kelly Mandrake. Tonight she took it a step further by volunteering to take his place.”
Rosner pondered the information. “How did she know about what we do?”
“She pieced it out through a pretty extensive network of people on the ground.”
“And that was enough to get her a meeting with you?”
“Yes.”
Rosner thought a moment longer. “This concerns me Eric. If it were that easy for someone to get invited in on this, what happens when somebody else wants in?”
“Somebody else won’t get in.”
“And why’s that?”
“Because somebody else won’t be my daughter.”
Rosner returned the glasses to the bridge of his nose and sighed. “You realize if something happens to her in there...”
“I know.”
“And you’re okay with that?”
Winston paused a moment and shook his head. “She’s my daughter only in blood. She grew up in Boston with her mother. I only just met her a few months ago.”
“Meaning?”
Winston again looked at the image of Kelly and Will on the screen. “Meaning if she wants a piece of what it took me a lifetime to build, she’s going to have to earn it.”
 



 
 
 
Ninety
 
“Here they come.”
Manus nodded as he and Briggs leaned against the hood of the SUV. Ahead of them, Nixon and Heller approached. Their lights off, they moved as a silent black block up the road.
As they eased past Manus and Briggs, steam sifted up from the edges of the front hood. Bullet holes riddled the side like Swiss cheese.
“Looks like they rolled out the welcome mat for them too.”
Again, Manus just nodded. 
Nixon drove a little further and made a K turn on the road. He drew the second SUV up behind the first and put it in park.
The car made an audible sigh as the car turned off. Steam continued to rise into the cool night air.
“You guys alright?” Manus asked.
“Thank God these things are bulletproof,” Nixon muttered. As he approached, he cocked his head and surveyed the damage to the first SUV.
“I see you guys made some new friends as well.”
“Sure did. Whole bunch of them. You?”
Nixon drew up alongside him and rested his back above the front tire. “We made three passes along the far side of the property. Went down, looped around in the grass, came back. 
“First pass, didn’t see anybody. Lights on, horn blaring, not a soul around.
“Second pass, guys dressed like ninjas starting popping up everywhere. They were giving a little bit of chase and what not, but no resistance.
“We decided to make a third pass, give your guys as much time as we could.”
“Should have stopped at two huh?” Manus asked.
“Should have stopped at two. That’s what took us so long to get back here. Had to find a new route. No way we could have made a fourth pass through there, bulletproof or not.”
Manus nodded and again checked his phone.
Nothing.
“We heard anything from Stone?” Nixon inquired.
“Twice now. The first was to let us know they were over the wall.”
“That’s good.”
“Not as good as the second call.”
Manus pushed himself up from the car and turned to face Nixon. “Stone called to tell us they had reached the house and were looking for a place to breach. They would call as soon as they were in.”
“Okay?”
“While they were there they found the car garage and ran into a Dr. Heath Honeycutt. He and his brother are inside, stuck fighting in a tournament they had no idea even existed.”
Nixon narrowed his eyes. “What?”
“His brother is a firefighter here in Portland. Pulled a bunch of kids from a burning building last night, so today he was invited to some sort of reception as a guest of honor.
“He calls up his brother and they show up expecting a free steak. No idea they’re being included as participants. Next thing you know, they’re stuck in there fighting for their lives while a bunch of rich people get their rocks off watching it.”
“Is this legit? Do we buy it?”
Manus nodded. “I had Brenda run the names. Dr. Heath Honeycutt does work at OHSU as a surgical resident and Will Honeycutt is a firefighter in Portland and he did rescue some kids last night.”
“Too much detail to just be a cover,” Nixon agreed.
Manus nodded. “There’s more. Heath told Stone they’ve had some girl with them all night claiming to be FBI Agent Kelly Mandrake.”
Nixon paused, then snapped a confused gaze over to Manus. “Wait...what? We found Mandrake in the woods hours ago.”
“I know that. They didn’t.”
 



 
 
 
Ninety-One
 
Will never glanced back at Aello. He knew the look in her eyes well enough to know she was done.
Kelly looked back three different times. Each time, Will pulled her back around. 
“You should have finished her,” Kelly said.
“I already told you, she was finished.”
“You’re not a doctor. How do you know that?”
“No, but I’ve seen enough injuries to know how much blood a person can lose before they’re done for. The light was gone from her eyes. She was finished.”
Side by side they walked on in silence. The wood floor beneath them creaked as they pushed forward. Otherwise, there was barely a sound in the halls.
“How many do you think are left?” Kelly asked.
“No way of knowing. We’ve found several and taken out a few ourselves. Assuming everybody else has had a somewhat similar night, we have to be getting down to the last ones.”
Silence fell between them for a few moments.
“What would you do with the money?” Kelly asked.
Will made a face and glanced over at her. “What?”
“You know, the money. If we were to win this thing, what would you do with it?”
Will stopped walking for a moment and stared at her. “You’re an FBI agent. Just the same as I’m a firefighter. We both took an oath a long time ago to protect and to serve the greater good. 
"That means we don’t do things like enter illegal tournaments in the name of our job and we sure as hell don't keep the blood money afterwards.”
Kelly made a face. “Oh come off it, it was just a question.” She checked her watch. “It’s now just after five a.m. You make it another hour or so and you could walk out of here with ten to fifteen million. You telling me you wouldn’t take it?”
Will began walking again. “No, and I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation.”
Kelly jogged a few steps to catch up with him. “Come on, you said yourself the PFD doesn’t pay what the Bureau does.
“Me? I’d buy a Maserati. Or maybe an Aston Martin. Wouldn’t I be cool whipping around the streets of Boston in one of those?”
Will paused again. “Boston? Isn’t the Bureau in D.C.?”
“The Bureau is all over. My home office is in Boston.”
Will narrowed his eyes a touch. “They run an operation this large out of a field office?”
“By our standards, this isn't that large,” Kelly countered.
Will nodded his head and began walking forward again. Ahead of them, an intersection loomed.
“One last time,” Kelly pressed. “What would you do with the money?”
Will shot a glance at her. “Nothing that outrageous. Put back enough for my daughter’s education. Enough for the son I hope to have soon too. Get a little land outside of town, pay off my wife’s student loans.”
“Sounds kind of boring.”
Will smirked. “Naw, it’s just when you have a family your priorities change. That’s all.”
They approached the intersection and Will stopped. He threw his right arm out across Kelly and held his left index finger to his lips. From the right corridor the sound of talking wafted down the hallway.
Will cocked his left ear towards the voices. “I’m going over to the corner and peek around the bottom of the wall. See who’s down there.”
Kelly turned her ear towards the voices and nodded in agreement.
Will approached the corner, placing the balls of his feet down one at a time in front of him. A few feet from it, he pressed his back against the wall and slid to the ground. Using his fingertips and toes, he eased himself to the edge of the wall and peered around the base.
Twenty yards down the hall, standing in front of a sprawling wooden double door was Maake and Kekoa.
Will snapped back around the corner and pressed himself against it. He rested his head on the wall behind him and closed his eyes for the briefest second.
“Do you think your brother’s dead yet?”
“What?” Will asked and snapped open his eyes.
Kelly was standing in front of him. “If he’s half as dumb as you, I’d say he didn’t last a half hour alone.”
In her eyes was a maniacal look.
In her good hand was a long hooked knife. 
 



 
 
 
Ninety-Two
 
The bat whistled through the air. It flew parallel to the ground, twisting in a perfect circular motion.
Will and Kelly both heard it a split second before it arrived. Kelly turned her head just in time for the barrel to smash into her jaw.
The impact sent her small body flying into the intersection. The bat clamored against the wooden floor and rolled to a stop along the wall.
Will’s eyes grew large as he stared at Kelly’s body for a moment, then back down the hallway they’d just came through.
In the middle of it, Heath was running towards him.
Will was on his feet in a flash. “Heath!” 
Heath pulled to a stop and wrapped an arm around his brother. Panting, he leaned back and grabbed Will’s arm. He rotated it to look at the cuts on his shoulder and his opposite forearm. “Jesus, what the hell happened to you?”
“Somebody brought a knife to a fistfight. What the hell happened to you?!”
“It’s not my blood.”
Will grabbed his brother by the shoulders and looked him over. “Then who’s is it? You look like you were in a bad horror flick.”
“Some brute that kept calling himself The Butcher.”
“You took down Boucher?!”
Heath gestured to his face and ribs. “Oh no. He tuned me up something good. I just happened to jam a knife through his femoral on the way out.”
“Self preservation at its finest?”
“Something like that.”
Heath tugged at the arm on his white t-shirt, tearing it free at the sleeve. He tore it again at the underarm seem and wrapped it around Will’s arm. The open wound seeped blood through the cotton on contact.
“You’re going to need stitches later.” He pulled the opposite sleeve off his shirt and wrapped it around as well. A much smaller blood spot appeared but didn’t spread. “But these should stop the blood flow for awhile.”
Will looked down at his arm and then at Kelly lying motionless in the hallway. “Nice shot with the bat. You do realize you just took down an FBI agent, right?”
Heath shook his head. “No I didn’t.”
Will nodded vigorously. “Yeah, you really did. She was a bitch and deserved it, but you really did.”
Heath held his hand up. “When I went to my car to get the bat, there were Marines swarming the grounds. I talked to one of them and he told me the real Kelly Mandrake is a guy. They found him dead in the woods earlier tonight.”
“So who the hell is this?”
“Some stand-in they inserted to fill his spot.”
Will stared down at her body. “That explains a lot. She was probably using Toulson before we showed up.”
“Probably.”
“Wait...the Marines are here? Where the hell are they?”
Heath shook his head. “I don’t think there are very many of them. They’re outside trying to get in as we speak.”
Will walked to the wall and picked up Heath’s bat. He examined the barrel, which had a small dent and some blood spatter on it. He walked back towards Heath and extended the bat to him.
Heath stared straight past him, towards the intersection ahead.
Maake and Kekoa stood in it, peering back at them.
 



 
 
 
Ninety-Three
 
The energy in the room amped up tenfold. The previous hours of eating and drinking and smoking melted away. People were on their feet, clapping and cheering. Every television in the room showed some angle of the matchup.
“And then there were four,” Rosner said.
Winston said nothing. His eyes were a bit glazed, a deep frown set in on his face.
Rosner slid his to Winston and smirked. “I thought you said she wasn’t your daughter? You didn’t care if she died?”
Winston blinked. “What?”
“You look like a child that just found out there’s no Santa Claus.”
The frown turned to a deep scowl. “I’m not upset. She knew when she came to me that this could happen. Besides, she’s not dead. Just unconscious.”
“You couldn’t possibly know that.”
Winston shot a hand towards the screen. “She’s breathing! I can see her moving!”
“Stop pointing and stop yelling. This is the biggest moment of the night. Sit back and enjoy it for one second.”
Winston scowled again. He pulled the wager machine over in front of him and checked the standings.
Kekoa and Maake were now dead even at 3:1 odds. Honeycutt was behind them at 12:1. He changed the view and brought up the betting totals. So far, over one hundred and forty million had been wagered.
A tidy sum, but still well below the record.
Winston shoved the machine away from him and rested his eyes on the screen above. A moment later, he pulled his cell phone from his pocket and checked the screen. “No news from Chester.”
Beside him, Rosner sighed. “Eric?”
“Yes, Mark?”
“Just watch the damn fight.”
Winston’s jaw dropped a fraction of an inch and he turned his gaze towards Rosner. For a moment he considered challenging him to their own fight, but let it pass.
There would be plenty of time for that later.
“Who do you like in this one?” Winston asked.
Rosner sipped the last of his tea and pushed his cup and saucer away. “Conventional wisdom tells me the Islanders will kill them and eat them as part of some Pacific tradition.
“But at the same time, there’s something about the Honeycutt’s. Stubborn fools just refuse to die.”
 



 
 
 
Ninety-Four
 
McMichaels and Stone set the charges. The other four stood behind them. Two with weapons aimed forward, two looking over the grounds.
From the front porch, over a dozen bodies could be seen strewn around the lawn. Over a dozen more lay just beyond the inner wall.
McMichaels set the timed explosives on the bottom two hinges. Stone made a sling with his hands and hoisted him up to set two more on the top. When all four were in place, the Marines each backed away from the doors in a large semi-circle.
“Fire in three...two...one!” 
Using a handheld detonator, McMichaels pressed the button and all four charges blew at once. Large chunks of black wrought iron blew away from the wall.
The massive wood door hung in place before beginning to teeter backwards.
Tyler stepped forward and caught it, lowering it the porch floor with a grunt. Austin used his one good hand to help him.
As soon as it was down, all six men swept inside.
The room was deserted.
A handful of doors were scattered across each side of the room. The center was vast and open, with a massive chandelier hanging from the ceiling. A stairwell ran down from a second floor balcony.
“Clear!” McMichaels said in a hushed tone.
“Clear!” each of the others responded in turn.
The men fanned out in a tight semi-circle as Stone fell in behind them. He pulled a two-way radio from his belt and depressed the receiver button. “Manus, this is Stone.”
“Are you in?”
“We are in the foyer right now.”
“What are you seeing?”
“Looks exactly like Honeycutt described it. Enormous open room. Series of sealed double doors along the back wall. Can’t see anybody, but we can hear people inside.”
“Are the grounds clear?” Manus asked.
“Yes, sir. Would you like us to wait for you before going in?”
“We’ll be there in three minutes.”
 



 
 
 
Ninety-Five
 
Kekoa bent down and picked up Kelly’s knife. He held it in his hand and examined the long steel blade for a moment. With a flick of his wrist he flung it far down the hall behind him. "We won’t be needing this anymore.”
Maake stepped forward and raised his foot. He smashed his heel through the back of Kelly’s neck, crushing it beneath his weight. He bent down and grabbed her by the waist of her pants and tossed her behind them as well. “Won’t be needing this either.”
Will and Heath both turned to face them. 
Kekoa and Maake laughed in unison, slapping at their thighs and chests. Red welts developed over their skin as they started to chant, each in their native tongue.
Heath reached behind his back and pulled the k-bar from the waistband of his pants. Without looking, he extended it towards Will.
“Trade you.”
Will glanced down at the knife. “That helps.”
Will took the knife and passed the bat across to Heath. He unsnapped the leather casing and tossed it aside. On one side was a razor sharp blade. On the other, a thick serrated edge.
“Courtesy of the United States Marine Corp,” Heath said.
“Semper Fi.”
Across from them, Kekoa and Maake continued to chant. Each one used different words and rhythms, but their intent was obvious.
War dance.
Will and Heath stood stone still and watched them for several long moments. Heath held the bat just north of its handle while Will gripped the knife in his right hand.
“Where you at right now?” Heath asked.
“Right now I’m wishing these guys would shut up. I’m trying to listen to Rock You Like a Hurricane. You?”
“Thunderstruck.”
As one they began to inch forward.
“We doing this?” Heath asked.
“Do we have a choice?”
Kekoa and Maake were still chanting as the brothers made their move. Holding their weapons in front of them, they charged forward.
Will got there a moment before Heath and came with a straight heel kick. It caught Maake square in the chest and sent him back a few feet.
Will followed it up by pivoting on his left foot and sweeping in with the knife. Maake extended his arms in front of him and threw his midsection back. The tip of the blade caught him on its way through, ripping a thin line across his stomach.
Blood streaked down from it into the waistband of his pants.
Beside them Heath extended the end of the bat at Kekoa’s head, using it as a poker. The metal end of it connected with Kekoa’s nose, re-opening the gash and sending blood pouring down his chin.
Kekoa raised his hands to his face for a moment and Heath swung the bat into his ribs. It landed with a dull thud as Kekoa bent at the waist and stumbled forward.
Maake ran his hand over the blood running from his waist and scowled at Will. He drew his long and pointed tongue from his mouth and made a low, guttural growl.
Heath held the bat and his hands in front of him and waited for Kekoa to turn around. As Maake growled at Will, Heath pivoted to his left and swung the bat into Maake’s hip.
The bat connected with Maake’s hip bone, making a loud ping against the aluminum bat. 
Maake's jaw clamped down on his exposed tongue and blood began to pour from his mouth. He doubled over towards his hip and howled, sending a spray of pink spittle into the air.
Will switched to Kekoa and took an errant swing with his knife. The big man dodged the strike and smacked Will an open palmed strike across the jaw. 
Will spun through with the momentum of the blow and swung hard with the knife. His looping backhanded strike went wide allowing Kekoa to step aside and shoot a palm thrust into his kidneys.
Beside them Heath circled Maake, holding the bat with both hands in front of him. He feigned like he was going for another shot to the midsection and waited for Maake to react by throwing his hips back.
As soon as he did, his head shot forward and Heath snapped the end of the bat up under his jaw. Maake’s eyes lost focus and for a moment he stumbled forward on his feet.
Just as fast, he blinked away the bleariness and snapped a hard punch into Heath’s sternum. Pain shot down Heath’s chest and through his separated ribs.
It dazed him just long enough to allow Maake rush in. 
Heath raised the bat to defend himself, but Maake grabbed hold of the barrel before he could get any force behind it. With a quick jerk of his arms he pulled the bat from Heath’s hands and tossed it against the wall behind him.
Will watched Maake snatch the bat from Heath just before snapping out a right heel kick at Kekoa, followed by a left thrust kick. 
Kekoa backpedaled from each one, then rushed back into Will. Spreading his arms out wide he slammed two massive palms down on the sides of Will’s head. 
The force of the strike thundered through Will’s skull and he stumbled backwards. 
Unable to control himself, he fell to a knee.
A ringing noise filled his ears and his vision blurred in front of him. He went to both knees and looked up at Kekoa standing above him.
Will waited for another heavy blow that didn’t come. Above him, Kekoa stood swaying in place, a look of shock on his face.
The k-bar was buried in his stomach. The blade was stuck at an angle extending upward into his chest. The handle was the only part visible.
Will remained on his knees as his vision cleared and the ringing began to subside. In front of him, Kekoa crumpled to his knees. Blood seeped between his teeth and began to run over his lips and down his chin.
Will reached out and grabbed the knife handle, forced it a half inch deeper and twisted it as hard as he could. 
Kekoa’s eyes rolled back into his head. His massive weight fell to the side.
Maake watched Kekoa’s death with a crazed look in his eyes. He waited until Kekoa’s body hit the floor and turned his gaze upon Heath. In a flash he brought his right hand up in a wide arc. 
Heath just dodged the uppercut. He wasn’t as lucky on the following left hook. 
Already a bit off balance from dodging the uppercut, the force of the hook hit him full on the cheekbone. A deafening crunch filled his ears as the blow lifted him from his feet and tossed him onto the floor by the wall.
“You son of a bitch!” Will called from across the room and charged at Maake. He buried his shoulder into the man’s kidneys, knocking him forward several feet.
Will waited for Maake to turn back to him and unleashed a high thrust kick straight at his head. Maake raised his head to avoid the kick and instead of catching him on the nose, it slammed into his throat. 
Maake stood rooted in place, eyes wide as he tried to breathe through a cracked trachea. He pawed at his throat, gasping to suck in air. 
On the floor, a groggy Heath picked up the bat and slammed it into the back of his left knee.
Maake’s knee buckled under him, his right leg out at an angle away from his body. Will stepped forward, swung his leg high in the air and brought it straight down with vicious force.
His heel snapped through Maake’s bone, mashing the shin flat into the ground.
Maake screamed a muted cry of pain as he looked down at the remains of his leg. His face became a mask of pain and anger and he began to spit mumbled words at Will in his native tongue.
From the ground, Heath tossed Will the bat.
Will paused for a moment as Maake continued to make threats in a foreign language. In one fluid motion, he smashed the bat across his Maake face.
Blood sprayed away from his body in a violent arc as he fell backwards and didn’t move again.
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Ninety-Six
 
Will stood over Maake for several seconds. He gripped the bat with both hands, holding it at attention in front of him. Veins bulged in his arms and sweat ran down his face.
After a moment his breathing evened out and the venomous gleam in his eye receded. Changing the bat to his left hand he walked over to Heath and hooked his right around Heath’s. He tugged him up to his feet and together they looked from one body to the other.
“Did that just happen?” Heath asked.
Will looked at the two inert figures. “Yeah.”
“Yippee Kay Ay,” Heath said.
“Die Hard. Decent choice, given the situation.”
“Was trying to think of a baseball reference, but I’ve already used Major League tonight.”
“The Natural. Eight Men Out. Heck, even Bull Durham.”
“I kept coming back to The Fan.”
“Yeah, good call holding off on that one.”
Heath snorted and his eyes fell on Kelly’s lifeless form. “Guess she got what was coming to her too.”
Will walked down the hall and picked up the long curved knife Kekoa had tossed aside just minutes before. He walked back up the hall and extended both hands towards Heath. “Pick your poison.”
Heath reached for the bat. “I think a more apt metaphor would be ‘choose your weapon’ here don’t you?”
Together they rounded the corner and made their way towards the enormous oak doors. Apprehension mounted in each of them as they held their weapons at the ready.
“Any idea what lies behind that door?” Will asked.
“It would have to be the banquet hall right?”
“Even if it’s not, we’ve either taken out or come across eight of the eleven other fighters. There can’t be anyone still left can there?”
Heath kept the bat at the ready. “I don’t see how, but then again I’m not real sure about anything that’s happened the last twelve hours.”
“I heard that,” Will muttered in agreement.
The wooden doors stood dark and silent until the brothers were just a few feet away.
The sound of a metal lock sliding open stopped them in their tracks.
 



 
 
 
Ninety-Seven
 
The Marines had been thorough. 
The front gate was void of life as Briggs climbed from the backseat and into the guard booth. With just the press of a button, the front gate parted open welcoming them in.
Manus stared at the emblem of Mjollnir on the gate with a digusted face as it slid to the side and out of view.
Nixon gunned the SUV straight for the house. He ignored the winding driveway and plowed across the smooth clipped grass of the front lawn.
The first streaks of light were beginning to stripe the sky. Around the grounds, the inert black shapes of guards could be spotted in the faint light.
“How far out is your team?” Manus asked.
“Ten minutes and closing.”
Manus nodded.
Nixon pulled the SUV to a skidding stop alongside the front porch. Manus and Heller both leapt straight from the car onto the first step. Nixon and Briggs looped around the car and were right behind them.
They entered into the large foyer where the Marines still stood in a perfect arc. All faced away from the door with weapons trained on every corner of the room.
Behind them, Stone walked forward to meet Manus. “Room is secure, sir. Based on our intel, everybody is behind those three sets of doors.”
“Intel?”
“Dr. Honeycutt’s observations from earlier sir.”
Manus nodded. “How many exits are there on the other side of those doors?”
Stone shook his head. “We have no way of knowing.”
“So they could be filing out of there the minute we bust in, or even as we speak.”
Stone said nothing.
Manus looked past Stone to the three double doors across the room. “How long will it take you to breach those doors?”
“McMichaels?” Stone snapped.
“One and one half minutes to place the charges, one half minute for detonation.”
“Two minutes total,” Manus said. He turned to Nixon. “That gives us eight minutes before your team gets here to plug the gate and make sure they don’t slip out the back.”
“Go now or wait, sir?” Stone asked.
Manus paused a moment.
“Shit,” he muttered and made a snap decision. “We’re going now. I don’t want any of these bastards getting away.”
Stone nodded and turned to his men.
“Tyler! Austin! Loop around to the car garage. Make sure nobody gets out. Backup will be here soon.”
The two men peeled off the left side of the semi-circle. They moved at a full sprint without a word.
“McMichaels, set the charges," Manus said. "We move in two minutes!”
 



 
 
 
Ninety-Eight
 
Sweat lined Winston’s brow. His mouth grew dry and his throat constricted.
Around him, the room was raucous. They cheered wildly as they watched the Honeycutt’s finish off Maake. Everyone was on their feet. Many slapped high-fives with one another, yelled and whistled.
Winston didn’t see any of the fight though. Instead, his eyes were glued to the tiny motionless figure lying on the edge of the screen.
“Still not your daughter, huh?”
Winston shifted his head to Rosner. “What?”
“You still claim she’s not your daughter.”
“I...I don’t know.”
Rosner smirked. “You should feel guilty. There are better ways to test someone than dropping them into a snake pit. Especially when that someone is as vulnerable as your daughter was.”
Winston blinked several times. “Vulnerable?”
“Yes, vulnerable. The fact that she lasted as long as she did is rather amazing.”
Winston watched the replay as Will delivered the final blow to Maake. Pandemonium erupted again as the room cheered.
“You’re on.”
Winston ran his tongue over the roof of his mouth several times in an attempt to moisten it. “What?”
Rosner nodded towards the podium. “You’re on. We’ve made it this far, it’s time to finish it. Get up there and do your job.”
Winston rose from his seat and walked to the podium. He stared at the body of his daughter and the numb feeling subsided, giving way to anger.
Just before he reached the podium, Chester burst through the kitchen doors waving a stack of papers.
Winston extended a hand for him to stop.
Chester kept pushing forward anyway.
Winston again waved him off, this time pointing to him and dragging a finger across his throat.
Chester retreated back against the wall, still clutching the printouts.
“Ladies and gentlemen!”
The crowd erupted into applause as Winston pulled the grid of fighters up to the main screen. In order, he crossed of Kekoa, followed by Maake.
With each new X, a loud cheer went up from the crowd.
“And as I’m sure you all know, that means we have our champion!”
Winston pulled the photo of Will up to the screen. He then brought up the live feed of Will and Heath approaching the door for all to see.
“Would you all like to meet our new champion?”
A cheer went up again from the room, mixed with fervent applause.
Winston reached under the podium and tugged on a narrow silver switch. He could just make out the sound of the door’s locks snapping open as he did so.
On cue, the doors swung open into the large banquet hall.
 



 
 
 
Ninety-Nine
 
Will and Heath stood side by side. Their bodies were tense, their weapons at attention in front of them. For a moment, the sound of the door unlocking hung in the air. 
The doors swung open.
Bright lights poured from the banquet hall into the hallway, washing over them. A deluge of sound erupted as the collective cheering of a hundred people rushed to greet them.
“What the hell?” Will asked.
Heath kept the bat poised in front of him. “I think we’re done. I think we did it.”
Will kept the knife at the ready as well. “We may have won, but I don’t think we’re done. Not just yet.”
The brothers walked towards the double doors and could see Winston standing behind the front podium.
“Agreed,” Heath said.
They passed through the double doors and into the room to find every single guest standing and cheering. Around the edge of the room, servers in vests and bow ties clapped as well.
Will and Heath watched for several long moments as the crowd continued to cheer. Neither lowered their weapons even a fraction of an inch.
They turned their gaze back towards the podium where a smaller man with close cropped grey hair and wire rimmed glasses joined Winston. Both gave polite applause.
“Who’s the new guy?” Heath asked.
“Must be a second in command or something.”
“Which one you want?”
“Winston," Will seethed. 
Without a single care for the hundred pairs of eyes watching them, they set off for the front podium.
Weapons in hand.
 



 
 
 
One Hundred
 
Will and Heath only made it a few feet.
The enormous applause in the room muffled the sound of the charges in the back, but it was impossible to ignore the bright light that flooded in the moment the doors opened.
The brothers each stopped cold and stared as a handful of soldiers in black spilled into the room. Several men in ties came in on their heels. 
It took a moment for the guests to realize what was happening. The soldiers were all in place, spread across the back of the room, before the applause began to fade away.
“The guy in the middle left is Stone. That’s who I talked to in the parking lot,” Heath whispered.
Will nodded and watched as a man with dark hair and a rumpled shirt and tie entered. He stepped from between the middle two soldiers and held his credentials above his head.
“Ladies and gentlemen! I am Special Agent Mike Manus of the FBI. You are all hereby under arrest and instructed to remain where you are.”
A collective gasp went up from the room and several people retreated back into their seats.
Along the left side of the room, a waiter tried to duck through the kitchen doors. McMichaels put a bullet through the door in front him, throwing shards of wood into his face and stopping him in his tracks.
At the podium, Winston turned his head and leveled a penetrating glare on Chester.
Chester met the stare and held up the printouts in his hand. He dropped them on the floor at his feet and shrugged his shoulders.
The entirety of the crowd sank into their seats, leaving a clear line of sight between the front and the back.
From the podium, Winston lifted his hands into the air. “Gentlemen! There must be some mistake. This is a private party for business associates. Nothing more.”
As he spoke, Nixon’s team arrived.
A full tactical team accompanied by two dozen agents poured in. They slid around the back and down the sides, forming a solid horseshoe around the room.
Manus watched the agents file in. A smug expression grew on his face. “Really? Business associates have gatherings that last all night?”
He motioned to the waiters and the televisions around the room. “Complete with full food and beverage service and closed circuit viewing of the grounds?”
He pulled up next to one of the tables in the back and slid a gambling machine over in front of him. “And machines that allow guests to bet over one hundred and forty million dollars? Is that how things are done at Mjollnir Industries?”
Winston’s mouth dropped open for a second.
“Yes, that’s right Mr. Winston. I’m the one that raided your office tonight and I’m the one that’s been on your ass for months now. I know all about who you and your business associates are. So don’t bother lying to me about it, okay?”
“Agent Manus, I’m quite certain—“
“Shut the hell up!” Manus bellowed before Winston could finish his sentence.
A hollow silence hung in the hall.
Manus turned to the agents around the room. "Let’s get these people out of here. I want every last one of them processed and questioned!”
The agents swarmed into the room and began moving guests out the back doors.
Manus motioned for Nixon and Stone to follow him and moved for the front of the room. They cut through the tables, guests filing out of their way as they went.
The three of them reached the front of the room simultaneously.
Manus turned his gaze to the right. “You boys must be the Honeycutt’s.”
Will flicked his eyes between the three of them.
Beside him, Heath nodded to Stone. “Yes, sir.”
“Glad to see you boys made it out alive. I know you’re on our side, but I’ve got to ask you to drop those weapons.”
Will and Heath both glanced down at the weapons they forget they were holding. They opened their hands and dropped them to the ground with a clatter. 
Neither broke eye contact.
Manus turned to Winston and Rosner.
“Gentlemen, really," Winton said. "I think there’s been some mistake.”
“I told you to shut the hell up,” Manus growled.
Winston feigned fear for a moment. Arrogance soon replaced it. “So that’s how it’s going to be?
“What do you think, Agent Manus? That you coming here tonight accomplished anything? Every person in this room will be breathing free air by noon at the latest. By that time we’ll all be doing what we were going to be doing and your father and your agent will both still be dead.
“So go ahead, lock us up. I promise you that all of you-“ he looked in turn at Manus, Will and Heath, “—especially you three, will wear the scars of tonight long after we do.”
Manus raised a hand to respond, but was cut off.
Instead, Will took a step forward and leveled his eyes on Winston. “This son of a bitch lured us here tonight. He and his cronies sat in here and watched as my brother and I fought for our lives. Please look the other way for the next five minutes.”
Manus glared at Winston. “You have no idea how much I want to, but I can’t. This son of a bitch has to answer for what he’s done. Death is too easy.”
Heath stepped alongside Will. “You know what he’s saying is right. These guys have teams of lawyers that will have them out in no time.”
“These guys aren’t going before any judge," Manus said. This time, the look of arrogance was his.
“We have a very special place for people like him. A place where nobody hears the screams and nobody makes it out to tell stories.”
The brothers both smiled.
Heath took another step. “Can we at least give him a few scars to remember us by as well?”
Manus paused a moment, then the corner of his mouth turned upward. “What did you boys have in mind?”
Will and Heath both stared at Winston. Neither said a word.
Manus reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. He removed the postcard from Santiago and flicked it towards the podium.
“You boys go right ahead. None of us will see a thing.”
 



 
 
 
One Hundred One
 
It took over two hours to process the scene.
Will and Heath answered every question Manus and Nixon could think of. 
Twice.
By the time they were done the garage and driveway was too congested to get out, so they made their way to the kitchen. They discovered mountains of untouched steak and lobster and wheeled it all out into the dining room.
They found Stone standing at the front of the room, watching the scene unfold. Nixon’s team had secured most of the guests and several of the Marines sat dozing against the wall.
“Lieutenant Stone,” Heath said, “what are your thoughts on steak?”
Stone’s gaze stopped in the middle of a sweep of the room and slid to Heath. “Steak is a religion where I come from.”
“And where's that?”
“Oklahoma. Little town called Warner.”
“No shit? Our old man's from Muskogee.”
“Boomer Sooner.”
“Boomer Sooner,” Heath agreed. “The reason I ask is we just found a whole mess of steak and lobster in the back. Any chance you boys could help us with it?”
Beside them, the other Marines had sat up and were listening close.
Stone looked past Heath’s shoulder to the cart of meat and placed his weapon down on the table beside him. “Well then, I think the FBI has things under control here for the time being.”
Together the eight of them sat and ate until they were all stuffed. After that, they even managed to chase it with a couple of cheesecakes and a platter of Bananas Foster.
              By eight-thirty the scene began to clear. The brothers rose and shook hands with each of the Marines and wished them well. 
              Before leaving, Heath turned and said, “Can I ask you guys one question before we go?”
              All six of the men stared back in silence. A few made motioning gestures with their hands.
              “In my line of work, I’ve seen death. Tonight though, tonight was the first time I've ever taken a life. How do you get that out of your head?”
              Beside him Will stood quiet, his eyes moving from Heath to the men.
              In the middle of the table, Stone rocked his head up and down a few times. “Yeah, I can only imagine what you guys are thinking right now.
              “In the Marines, we go in knowing that we may be asked to take a life. We’re trained in how to handle a weapon, how to engage in combat. We’re even given counseling after the fact to help us through.
              “You guys though, you went in cold. Twelve hours ago you were like anybody else walking the street.”
              He paused for a moment and raised his eyes to them. “I can offer you two things that might help. First, know that you did what you had to do.
              “Survival is the strongest of all of nature’s instincts. You didn’t seek out death and you didn’t obtain pleasure from it. You just did what you had to do.
              “Second, don’t try to pretend it never happened. It’ll eat you alive. Just be careful who you talk to about it. Most people have never been in that situation. They wouldn’t understand.
              “Talk to each other. Talk to a professional. Talk to a soldier. It’s not perfect, but it helps.”
              Heath and Will both weighed the words and nodded. They waved another goodbye and backed their way out of the room.
In the foyer they answered a few final questions to Manus and Nixon and left their contact information. Each side wished the other well and thanked them for all they had done.
Finally, by nine they were on the road for home.
 



 
 
 
One Hundred Two
 
The morning was full and bright by the time they reached the highway. The morning traffic had thinned and Heath pushed the speed limit as he wound through the scattered cars around them.
They rode with the windows down and the radio up, both to keep them awake and affirm that they had made it out alive.
Twenty-five minutes after leaving the compound, Heath pulled to a stop in front of Will’s house. He put the car in park and let the engine idle by the curb.
“I know I told you this already, but I can’t begin to tell you how sorry I am that I got you into that mess last night,” Will said.
“Don’t be. Seriously.”
Will motioned to Heath’s face and clothes. “We’re lucky to be alive. If something had happened to you, that’d be on me. Forever.”
“And if I hadn’t gone and something had happened to you, that’d be on me. Forever.
Will nodded, then smirked. “Yeah, you would have one pissed off sister-in-law and niece to deal with. They tend to be a little protective of me.”
“Hell, that’s nothing compared to mama. You know how protective she can be of her baby.”
“You’re still the favorite.”
“Not a chance in hell, brother.”
Both of the brothers laughed. It was a debate would ever relent on.
“What’s your plan now?” Will asked. “Go home and go to bed?”
Heath shook his head. “Naw. I’m supposed to be back on the floor in about three hours.”
“There’s no way they’ll let you operate is there?”
“Definitely not. I’ll stop by and tell them I’m out of commission for the next couple of days.”
“How’s that going to go over?”
“Like a fart in church, but they already control most of my waking hours. What more can they take from me?”
“Very true," Will conceded.
“After I go see my boss I’m going to get my ribs checked out. You should come by too. Get some stitches in your arms, have a full once-over.”
“Naw, they’ll be alright.”
“Don’t make me call Jenna. Or mama.”
Will cracked a smile. A moment of silence passed as somber looks fell across both their faces.
“You know, I’ve been thinking about what Stone said," Will said.
“Yeah, me too.”
“What say for the time being, we just tell people we got into a few scrapes, did what we had to do. They don’t need to know any more than that.”
“Agreed,” Heath said. “Right now, I’m not even sure I know everything that happened last night.”
Will raised his eyebrows a fraction of an inch and bobbed his head. “Alright man. I’m going to go see my wife and hug my daughter. Maybe take a nap. Then I’ll be by.”
Heath shook his head. “No nap. Not yet anyway. Let us check you for a concussion first.”
Will nodded his head and looked up towards his house. “What’s your plan for tonight?”
“Sleep. Don’t ask me to do anything else. Sleep.”
Will coughed out a laugh. “Alright, tomorrow night?”
“Tomorrow night I’m free.”
“Why don’t you come by? Red Sox are playing, and I do owe you a carnivore from Bellagio’s.”
Heath smiled. “You better order two, just to be safe.”
Will smiled, bent his left arm at the elbow and held his hand in the air. “Thank you. For everything. I’m sorry as hell you got dragged in, but I’m glad you were there. I couldn’t have done it without you.”
Heath grasped his brother’s hand in return. “You’re welcome.”
The front door of the house burst open and Jenna spilled out onto the concrete steps. “Will? Will!” she cried as she leapt down and started across the yard.
Heath released his brother’s grip and slapped him on the thigh. “Go hug your wife and daughter for me. Poor Jenna looks like her night was as rough as ours.”
“I’ll see you at the hospital later.”
Will bounded from the car and met Jenna halfway across the yard. He lifted her high into the air as she buried her face in his chest. A moment later the front door swung open again and a ball of golden curls waddled down the front porch steps.
Heath watched them from the curb for a moment. A smile grew across his face as he put the car into drive and eased out into the street.
From the yard, Will raised a hand toward the departing car.
Beside him, Jenna and Maggie did the same.
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One Hundred Three
 
Forty-eight hours after landing in Portland, Manus boarded the plane to head back to Washington. Nixon dropped him, Briggs, and Heller off at the airport personally.
The Marines had caught a military plane home the day before. Once the grounds were secure, they were all too happy to be on their way back home. 
Manus was fine with that arrangement. The inclusion of Kelly’s coffin put space at a premium onboard anyway. 
Manus surveyed the inside of the cabin with a foul taste in his mouth.
Winston had been right. Most of the people in that room had enough wealth and connections that within minutes of reaching the Portland field office the place was swarming with lawyers. Hours later many of them were put on planes to head back home.
Winston hadn’t been so lucky. Most of the guests were guilty of gambling and maybe a few counts of racketeering. Relatively minor charges, all things considered.
Winston they had for a dozen murders, including the death of an FBI agent. The bodies of the defeated fighters were pulled from the mansion as evidence and Nixon’s men had done a full workup of the crime scene near Idiotville. 
No amount of money was going to keep Winston from seeing the inside of a prison cell. Once inside, Manus had already worked out a couple of deals to ensure he never came out.
Manus walked back through the cabin of the plane to Kelly’s coffin. He gazed down at the polished silver for several long minutes.
“Sleep well my friend.”
He fell into a chair and stretched his feet out across the aisle as the Gulfstream picked up speed and lifted itself into the air.
“You sleep well too, Pop. It’s finally over.”
 



 
 
 
One Hundred Four
 
Despite their bruised and misshapen appearances, the Honeycutt’s were in good spirits. The terror of two nights before was behind them, replaced by a lot of rest and family time.
The two of them had a few brief discussions about what had occurred, but neither was ready to open up yet. Heath had spoken with a staff psychologist about the possibility of them stopping by at some point. The psychologist had responded to wait at least two weeks to gain a bit of perspective before trying to cope with it.
Both readily accepted the advice.
Physically, Will received thirty-two stitches to close the two gashes on his arms. He was diagnosed with a concussion and told to take at least three days off before returning to work. A week off before returning to any fires.
Heath also had a concussion. In addition, he sustained a cracked rib, two separated ribs, and a bruised sternum. He too was ordered to stay home for a few days.
Both couldn’t have been happier with the diagnosis.
The smell of pizza filled the air. Every so often laughter could be heard spilling through the windows, followed by Heath gasping in pain and scolding everybody for being too funny. 
His ribs weren’t up for it yet.
Heath and Serra sat on the couch, eating from a pizza box spread open on the coffee table in front of them. Will and Jenna both sat in chairs off to the side, eating from a second pizza box.
Each time he thought Serra wasn’t looking, Will nodded approval at his brother. 
Ever the opportunist, Maggie worked her way around the room garnering bites of pizza and mounds of hugs everywhere she went.
In the background the Red Sox were beating up on the Yankees, though nobody seemed to care.
Not once did the brothers speak of the incident a few nights before. Instead, they regaled the room with embarrassing stories from their childhood.
Will got a good laugh from everyone with his rendition of the girl with the squeaky voice Heath had dated in high school. Heath brought the house down when he told of how he had once intercepted a whipped-cream bikini intended for Will.
At exactly eight o’clock an antique Cabriolet rolled to a stop in front of Will’s house. A man with a bushy white beard and top hat emerged from it with a brief case.
The sound of his knocking on the door stopped the laughter from inside the house cold. Will handed Maggie to Jenna as he stood and glanced over. Heath rose from the couch and crossed behind his brother.
Using his left hand, Will pushed the door open a couple of inches. “Yeah?”
“Is this the Honeycutt residence?” the man asked. His voice was thick with a German accent.
“It is.”
“This is for you.” The man presented Will with a silver briefcase, then handed him a plain linen envelope. “Good evening.”
The man turned on his heel and went back to his car without another word.
The brothers stood and watched until he drove away before pulling back inside.
“What’s all that?” Jenna asked.
Will held the briefcase to his ear and shook it. “I have no idea.” He held the card out to Heath and continued to examine the case.
The envelope was sealed with a heavy wax imprint that broke away as a single piece. Heath slid a piece of fine linen paper from within and unfolded it.
Dear Dr. and Mr. Honeycutt,
I apologize for not delivering this to you in person. My status as a Duke has granted me diplomatic immunity within your country, though I have been asked to leave immediately. Despite my wishes to see that you received this gift before departing, my wife and I felt it was more prudent to do as was requested of us.
              Please know that neither of us had any idea what was going to happen when we agreed to take part and came to Portland. We were told that all fighters consented to being a part of the contest and that no lives would be lost. I guess that just goes to show how naïve we really are.
              My wife and I only became involved with these people in recent times, told that our shipping conglomerate was being used to haul luxury automobiles. It wasn’t until we were too far involved to get out that we really learned the truth.
              We have no grand illusions of our own innocence and don’t expect you to grant us forgiveness. Watching you two the other night reminded us that character and integrity are still found in this world, as is the unbreakable bond of brotherhood.
              Please accept this gift as a token of appreciation for reminding us that there is still in a place in the world for honor and courage. You have both earned every bit of it and we trust that you shall always put it to a good and proper use.
                            Sincerely Yours,
                            Duke and Duckess August F, Klauff
              Heath refolded the letter and stuffed it back into the envelope. He raised his eyes to Will, who slid aside the pizza boxes and placed the case down on the edge of the coffee table. With a deep breath he snapped open the hinges and lifted the lid.
              Inside, filling the entire the body of the briefcase, was stack after stack of one hundred dollar bills.
 



 
 
 
One Hundred Five
 
              “Alright, let’s put it to a vote.”
              Bruce Carmichael leaned back in his antique leather chair and surveyed the room. Behind him, the setting sun glistened off the buildings of Cairo. The muddy brown waters of the Nile creased the city in two.
              In front of Carmichael, two brown leather couches extended perpendicular away from his desk. A glass table separated them, sitting atop an ornate Oriental rug with brown, black and white interwoven into a design.
              The walls were made of brown sandstone, with thick columns jutting out every ten feet. A collection of spears, masks, sarcophagi and assorted Egyptian artifacts lined the room in glass cases.
              “As you gentlemen know, I as Chairman of the Board do not vote. You five choose how we proceed and I act to carry out your decision.”
              Carmichael motioned to the couch on his right. “Paulo?”
              Paulo Fernando leaned forward to the edge of the couch. A thin black beard and a long black ponytail framed a thin and jaunty face. “Si.”
              Carmichael nodded and moved to the man beside him. “Gunnar?”
              Gunnar Bjarkason remained resting against the back of the couch. He peered around the back of Paulo and bobbed his thick blonde hair. “Yes.”
              Carmichael nodded again and motioned to the sofa to his left. “Liam?”
              A short, wiry man wearing a yellow shirt and tweed jacket threw a glance around the room. “I think we cut our losses here and be on our way. I vote no.”
              Carmichael studied him for a moment, then moved down the couch to a tall man with a shaved head and high cheekbones belying mocha colored skin. “Assan?”
              Assan Pengali looked from Carmichael to each of the men sitting around him. “I agree with my Irish friend, Liam. I believe we should forget the Portland incident ever occurred and resume conducting business as we always have.”
              Carmichael motioned with two fingers toward either side of the room. “As it stands right now, the vote is split at an even two apiece.”
              He turned his gaze to the man sitting in a wooden high-back chair across from him. “Seems fitting that you should be the one to cast the final vote on this one. How do you vote Mark?”
              Mark Rosner slid his glasses off the tip of his nose and polished the lenses. As he did so, every man in the room could see the heavy bruising that traced across his scalp and along the side of his face.
              “I have to side with Liam and Assan on this one. Portland was a mess and Winston was a joke. We should let it go.”
              Wincing, he slid the glasses back on atop the still-healing scars.
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