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~  Prologue  ~
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May 17th, 2013

Terrence Lucas let his mind and body fall into the new definition of euphoria the Twin Princesses had created, delivering pleasure to him in ample amounts. He couldn’t remember their names, and he wasn’t about to take a single moment away from this horny man’s heaven to try remembering them. 

A cool evening breeze blew into the bedroom, chilling the skin where perspiration had mixed with the baby oil covering every inch of the three writhing bodies. Terrence felt himself reaching his limits in an effort to endure and extend the oral pleasures of the skillful young women when the door to the bedroom opened most unexpectedly.

“Carmen,” Terrence thought, watching the young woman suddenly stop her work. “That’s one of their names!

“I swear to God if you’re not about to hand me the winning Mega Millions lottery ticket, I’m going to shoot you, Pickett. Square in your stupid ass! This is, without a doubt, the starkest example of clock-blocking in existence!”

“I’m sorry, T!” Thomas Pickett grimaced, trying his best not to look at the oversized bed as he maintained his grip on the wrist of one very nervous female.

Jessilae Cortes couldn’t look away from the so-called sexual spectacle even with the vice cleverly disguised as a hand cutting off the circulation in her hand.

“Now I know why he’s into cars with big, loud engines,” she thought, trying her best not to laugh. “... man’s gotta compensate for not falling into the stereotype.”

“Sir, we’ve got a systems breach alarm!” Thomas stated.

“We’ve got a WHAT?!” Terrence cried, getting out of the bed.

“Terrence!” Naomi called after him.

“Shut the fuck up!” Terrence snapped without losing a step. “That shit can wait!” He grabbed his robe and threw it on as he led the newcomers out of the bedroom. “And you might want to get out the lubricant!”

Jessilae simply couldn’t keep it all in; a loud snort escaped from her mouth, bringing the procession to a stop just after they had exited the bedroom.

“You got something to say, Wet-hack?”

Jessilae hated that name, and she wasn’t a fan of Terrence’s skills or assumed position. But the money he paid was good, the cover he provided was even better. The Feds were all over the overly-ambitious hacker who had managed to create and slip in a worm, hacking Morgan Chase international transactions. She had diverted three-tenths of a penny per for every one hundred dollars sent across the lines. Such a small amount wasn’t even noticed for the first three weeks the worm had been in effect. Two thousand transactions later, and Jessilae found she had a slush fund of over $100,000,000. That, and her very own team of White Collar federal agents on her trail. So long as she did the work Terrence asked of her, he would work most of the money back to the proper accounts and divert two sums into untraceable accounts. The process was taking way too long, and Jessilae had eventually come to the conclusion that she had signed herself up for indentured servitude. 

“Nothing at all, sir,” she said without cracking a smile. “Except for the slightly erroneous report you just received.”

“What?!” Terrence hissed, putting his hands on his hips. He glared at Pickett while pointing at Jessilae. “What the fuck is she talking about?”

“Sir, she told me–” 

“Adjacent Area Systems Breach,” Jessilae asserted.

“And that means what to me?!” Thomas snapped.

Terrence stepped between the two, looking at the ground while gesturing toward Thomas. “Uhm, I’m going to say ‘quite a bit’. You know how you fucked up and let loose the fact that you and most of my people are paid more than Cross’?”

“Boss, I thought we worked that out,” he muttered apologetically.

“Oh, and we did,” Terrence nodded, rubbing his chin. “But if we lose one of those adjacent systems, you could be saying goodbye to ten percent of the bonuses. So, are we are the same page now?”

“You bet we are!”

“Any other questions before I get the 4-1-1 from Wet-hack here?”

“No sir.”

“Good,” Terrence said softly, shifting his pointing hand over to Jessilae. “Call-Sign of the system?”

“The Murray Towers,” Jessilae answered as the look she was giving Pickett softened. The man wasn’t an idiot... he was uninformed, and the hacker pondered how he was expected to be a thorough security provider operating with partial information. “And whoever hit it knew what they were doing. The scrub-hound program lost track of them half a cycle in! I couldn’t tell you if they were still there or not. That’s why I ran to get Pickett.”

Terrence slowly stepped back until the wall of the hallway stopped him. “Someone... lost... one of my hounds?” he whispered, lifting his hands up to his lips and he rested them on the interlaced index finger knuckles. “I wonder if this is the jammer who ripped her five months ago.”

“Sir?” Jessilae asked after a few moments of watching Terrence ponder to himself.

“Hmmm? Oh! You,” he said, pointing again at Jessilae, “get into the files and get me a location on Elizabeth Murray.”

“I don’t have access t–”

“Password is primo tits,” he interrupted, “no caps, no spaces.

“And you,” Terrence said, turning to face Pickett. “... she’s about to give you coordinates. If it’s in range of anything we’ve got in the garage or can readily get a hold of, I want you to roll hot, heavy, and hard to that location. Who knows, if you look impressive enough, she might overlook the fact that someone kicked in her front door after I told her everything was secure. Now go!”

The two turned away from Terrence who stood there with his hands on his hips, contemplating what had happened and what it might mean.

“Did he really just say ‘hot, heavy, and hard’?” Jessilae muttered.

“Everyone wants to be the Drill Sergeant in Full Metal Jacket,” Thomas sighed.

Jessilae scoffed. “Why?! He gets killed!”

“Yeah, done in by one of his own men. That’s the part they all seem to forget.”

“So he’s hung like and sounds like a white-boy nerd,” she commented.

“Hey!”

“I said ‘nerd’!” she offered in her defense. “Look, give me a minute to get back down to the lab and into the files. I’ll call you on your phone with the location.”

“Works for me,” Thomas said, taking out his phone. He needed to send a text to his Number Three so she could get started putting the team together.

“I want you to know something,” the young woman said when they reached the stairs. “I didn’t know you didn’t know... about all of this stuff we do. If you ever want to know more about it... you know where to find me.”

Thomas looked over at the woman as they descended the stairs rather quickly. “I just might have to take you up on that, Jessie.”

The young hacker smiled at someone here finally calling her by a name she preferred. She nodded before turning off onto a floor while the Chief of Security continued down to the basement.

* * * * *
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May 18th, 2013

Jessilae picked up on the second ring. She had been waiting for the call, but the GPS coordinates for the origin point of the call made her hesitate. But the coordinates didn’t change and the second ring brought her out of her early-morning stupor.

“Hello?”

“Good morning, Jessie.” Thomas’s voice sounded funny. It didn’t seem that he was pressed, but the hacker could tell something wasn’t right. “Is the sun up there yet?”

“Starting to make an appearance. What are you doing in the Pacific Ocean?”

“Looking at a ship full of dead bodies. We took a plane out here and jumped when we caught up with the boat.”

“Didn’t know you were a paratrooper, Thom!”

“Yeah. Trouble is, the person we were looking to impress is one of the dead bodies. Don’t know what killed her, but I can say she didn’t go easy. From the looks of things, she clawed into her own neck in what’s gotta be the worst attempt at a self-tracheotomy I’ve ever seen.”

“And the others?”

“Yeah, I figured you’d ask about them. Definitely not the same hand. Not one of these poor bastards has more than two cuts on them. Clean, precise, lethal strikes. A couple of wounds that suggest the boogeyman might’ve been rushed. Ship’s on auto-pilot and already starting to veer off course.” 

“Actually, Thom, it’s right on course,” Jessilae said, typing into her computer. “The ship’s computer just recently changed its course. Everything’s set to steam that ship in one really big circle until the gas gives out.”

“Well, if you’re reading the computer, then it looks like my guy made his link,” Thomas commented.

The hacker smirked as she continued typing. “Yeah, sure... let’s go with that. Listen, Terrence already un-bimboed himself long enough to leave standing orders. If you can handle it, fine. If not–”

“Un-bimboed? You’re not making claims on the boss, are ya?”

Jessilae smiled brightly. “Thom, if I didn’t know any better, I’d swear you were trying to feel me out!”

“Did I miss-read the invite?”

Jessilae stopped. She frowned at first, wondering what the man might be referring to, but it didn’t take her long to mark the moment.

“That sounds like a ‘yes’,” he remarked, his voice slightly deflated.

“Actually it should sound more like a ‘not what I had in mind when I gave the invitation, but also not at all opposed to the notion’.”

“Well, that means this job just became a referral!” Thomas declared. “But it might be a while before we can do anything about that notion.

“Whoa!” Thomas exclaimed; she could hear his men in the background, voicing the same level of surprise. “What the hell is going on now?!”

“Sorry,” Jessilae said. “That was my bad. I should’ve told you I took control of the boat. At this crate’s top speed you can be back here in time for lunch tomorrow.”

“Well, that sounds like a date, Jessie,” Thomas said in a soft, warm tone.

“I’ll see you soon, Thom.” Jessilae said before quickly disconnecting the call. She started to type furiously into her computer, bringing up the personnel file on one Thomas Pickett. “Just don’t be a serial killer,” she muttered. “We can work with just about everything... else... former Mechanized Infantry and current Rescue Dog Trainer?! Awwww!”

“And it looks like I’ve got me a date,” Thomas thought, dialing up another call. “Didn’t even know there was interest there. Yeah, because I’m such a ladies’ man!”

“Hello, you’ve reached me,” the answering service for Terrence’s resident assassin picked up the call. Thomas grimaced in disgust and hung up the phone. He’d call later to see if he could arrange a callback from the man.

“And just to cover all bases,” he whispered, dialing a third number. “I’ll get Mac ready to go just in case the homicidal maniac isn’t feeling it.”
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July 18th, 2013

No one expected Phillip Tamm to make an appearance at what was an uncommon impromptu gathering of the Arsenal. He came in through a door reserved for him and the First Blade School, starting a slow descent into the crescent-moon arrangement of seats.

Not an easy thing to overlook, some attention was given to the fact that the man walked slower than his normal pace, leaning heavily on a cane. That didn’t keep anyone from rising quickly from their seats and showing their respect to the Grandmaster of the Cadre of Assassins. With a warm and friendly expression, Phillip responded with a slow but fairly deep bow of his head. 

It was also a surprise to see people flanking the Grandmaster, but two people walked behind him and made it a point to scrutinize everyone in the chamber as they escorted the Master of the First Blade School to his chair.

“Good morning, everyone,” Phillip said as he stopped in front of his chair. “It seems that we are about to have a viewing.”

“Yes, Grandmaster,” the young woman standing in front of the large screen replied, giving the man a second bow. “It is indeed a viewing, but it wasn’t a scheduled event.”

“Then fortune continues to smile on me,” Phillip smiled, taking his seat. His movement was slow and he favored his right side, but everyone else sat down only after Phillip finally reached the seated position. “Well, at least most of me,” he chuckled. “Recorded or live?”

“We are waiting for a team in the field to secure their link,” the woman replied. 

“A team?” Phillip frowned. “What is the target?”

“A traitor!” a female voice called out. A slender woman stood up, followed by the remaining members of the Nesti School.

“Camille? Is that you?” 

“You know very well it is me, Grandmaster,” the woman answered, pressing her lips together. “We can exchange pleasantries later. I am glad to see that reports of your... undoing... were exaggerated.”

“Are you now?”

“Yes,” the woman answered quickly, dismissing the implication with the tone of her voice and the speed of her response. “And you should know, I am simply following the last wishes of Master Dmitri Tovo.”

“And I suppose that those last wishes were communicated to you by Master Arslan, lurking there in the shadows,” Phillip said, lifting his cane to point behind Camille.

“I... do not lurk!” Emre said, stepping forward into the light. The proud, well-built Turkish man glared at Phillip, making no attempt to disguise his contempt for the Arsenal Grandmaster. “You should choose your words more carefully, Grandmaster... as it already appears you have enemies closer to you than you might have considered.”

“I always consider them too close, Master Arslan,” Phillip said in a soft, cold tone. “It is good to see you and the Kan Aslani School seated among us. Your direct presence is very much appreciated.

“So, who is this traitor?” Phillip asked, looking back at the screen. “... and how is it that they came to be called such without the Council of Masters convening?”

“I claim the Rite of Reconciliation,” Camille declared.

“Which you are allowed to do,” Phillip replied. “But that does not mean you can simply point at someone and declare their status. The fall of Dmitri was a most unexpected incident, and anyone able to assassinate an Arsenal Master is indeed an entity we need to identify and resolve. But, if I am to take you at your implication, you know who killed Master Tovo.”

“It was John James Moore,” Camille noted, struggling to contain her rage.

“And you have evidence of this?” Phillip immediately inquired.

“Perhaps we should conduct this investigation later, Grandmaster,” Bob said, stepping out from behind the three members of the Kan Aslani School who had flanked Emre. Two of the three put hands to weapons while the third closed his eyes and put his efforts to calming himself.

“I love it when he plays dirty,” Phillip thought. “But if I am being totally honest, I also did not know he was there. What has happened to my student?!” 

“Camille is, after all, a Schoolmaster,” Bob continued, walking around to take the seat next to Grandmaster Tam’s. “Perhaps we should take her haphazard word as unchallengeable fact. Isn’t that how things are done?” Phillip smiled, lowering his head at his student’s sarcastic overtones. “I mean, I’m sure there’s a page or two in Dmitri’s diary devoted to how J. J. humiliated the Nesti School whenever the opportunity presented itself. What could be more humiliating than to acknowledge that my blind student killed not only a graduate of the Nesti Program, but its Master as well?”

“Watch your tongue!” Camille warned, taking one step toward Bob who smirked in response to her actions.

“We are receiving the team’s signal,” the young woman reported. “They are in position and are waiting for the release order.”

Phillip started to speak but Bob quickly lifted his hand. “With all due respect, Grandmaster, this lot has already been cast. We can argue particulars later. I only ask that the kill-field be limited to my student and his most direct field associates... friends and family are not to be harmed!”

“What say you, Master Blanchet?” Phillip asked, slowly moving to lower Bob’s arm. 

“Agreed,” the woman hissed, glaring at Bob with venom. She turned to the announcer and nodded sharply. “See to it that the team receives that directive.”

The younger woman put her hand to her head and responded to the Team Lead of the group of assassins. She waited for a moment and then lifted her remote control to the large screen, turning on the power. She stepped down from the stage as the lights dimmed in the room.

“Teacher?” Ari Jeong called out as she came through a door carrying a large tray of snacks and drinks. 

“Ahh, very timely, Student,” Bob replied, standing up out of his seat. “Over here, child... the show’s about to start. Nesti is trying to kill J. J. again.”

“Then for the sake of the Nesti School members present here, they had better hope they fail yet again!” Ari ignored the hateful glares she incurred with her statement as she carried the tray to her teacher.

Phillip looked at Bob, questioningly, leaning forward to make sure he was seen by his former student.

“Yes,” Bob said softly, receiving the tray. “To answer your question, yes, this is what I’m teaching these days.”

“Is it any wonder to you why this one’s not a Grandmaster,” Olivia Black muttered to her fellow Tamm guard. The two of them shared a smile until Phillip lifted his hand to silence them both.

“Yeah,” Bob added, half-turning to the raven-haired woman standing behind Grandmaster Tamm. “Keep quiet back there and just guard... before I turn this Doberman loose on your unscrupulous ass!” Bob’s eyes met Olivia’s as the woman’s brow lifted. She folded her arms but said nothing. “That’s what I thought... wannabe!”

“Bob, behave!” Phillip ordered as he started to fold his arms but stopped when he discovered something. “Are those Junior Mints?”

Bob frowned, giving a slight shake of the head. A sigh escaped as the aged student removed the box of candy from the tray, handing it over to the Grandmaster. “With my compliments.”

“Thank you,” Phillip smiled, deftly opening the box. He offered to share with his guards. Olivia politely refused, but Orberto was quick to smile and step forward. Phillip poured a few in the man’s palm and the two exchanged nodding smiles. The white-haired man stepped back to his position, enjoying the candy.

“What kind of woman turns down chocolate?!” Bob whispered, staring at Olivia. “Where did you find this one... the Lost and Found at the airport?!”

“Shhhh!” Phillip commanded. “The team is moving! And hand me the licorice!” Bob looked at his teacher with a mixture of concern and anger. “What? Do you know how hard it is to get Twizzlers here in Osaka?”

“I might!” Bob sharply replied. “I had to stop in Seoul on my way over here!”

“Shhhh!”

* * * * *
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July 17th, 2013

“Okay, the catcher is making his signal,” Helena Carter said softly, almost whispering into her son’s ear. “... but rag-arm’s not having it.”

“Rag-arm?” John questioned.

“Shhh, you’ll spoil it!” she softly snapped, taking hold of John’s shoulder. The blind man smiled, realizing how much of an adventure it was for his mother to try and be the paints, brushes, and canvas for him. It wasn’t enough for her to be his eyes. That was normal vision, and she loved her son far too much for such a low-bar delivery. No, he had to feel everything that could be seen. Oddly enough, with everything John was learning, he found that when he tried to focus his chi through her eager renderings, pictures did form in his mind.

“Second signal,” she noted, adding a bit of suspense to the moment. “He’s asking for the inside slider and rag-arm gives the nod, checking the runner at first. 

“Holy shit!” she exclaimed, “... the man’s got a lead from first base you could drive a semi-truck through! You can definitely tell he’s been watching Major League!”

“Or he knows that the scouts are here today,” John thought, having overheard quite a few conversations since arriving at the ballpark. Taking their seats before batting practice had been a most informative exercise for the assassin. John had not attended a baseball game since losing his sight. As his teacher had promised, finding new ways to see was very much a religious experience. He couldn’t see the players or their uniforms, but he knew so much about them using his other senses.  The high point of the occasion had been winning one hundred dollars off of Charles by correctly guessing the color of the Omaha Storm Chasers’ uniforms.

“Okay, J. J., you gotta let me in on this one,” he had pleaded. “I mean... I think I get how you knew the uniforms were mostly white.”

“Oh?” John had toyed with the young man.

“Yeah. You’re reading the sunlight reflecting off of them.”

“Very good, Chester,” John had smiled.

“But how did you know it was blue trim?” Charles stressed. “Does blue sound different from the other colors?!”

John laughed hard, holding up his hand, begging his driver and cohort not to say another word. It took a few moments for him to regain his composure, but when he did, he took hold of Charles’ arm, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “It’s through sound that I know, but it’s got nothing to do with the sound coming off the uniforms. 

“When we first arrived, the announcer reported that the visiting team suffered an issue with their laundry and wouldn’t be wearing their white uniforms, asking the Chasers to wear theirs instead. He said that we would–”

“Have to go without the powder blue,” Charles sighed.

“Impressive,” John had thought. “That’s a greater attention span than I had given him credit for having.

“Exactly,” he said softly, nodding to the affirmative. “And if one of their uniform schemes is powder blue, what color trim would they have when wearing white?”

“Either that or you could just guess that since they’re the Minor League team for the Kansas City Royals, they might have the same colors for their uniforms,” Helena had added, walking between the two men on her way to her seat.

“Gotta love the way she takes the mystique out of the moment,” John had remarked.

“Oh, she’s remarkable!” Charles had chuckled, taking hold of John’s chair to wheel him to their place.

“Here’s the wind-up,” Helena relayed. “... and the pitch!”

“High and outside,” John thought, hearing both the release of the ball and the smack coming from the catcher’s mitt.

“Whoof!” Helena scoffed. “That was at the knees... of the Stay-Puft Marshmallow Man! And it almost went into the dugout. Like I said, rag-arm!”

“She really gets into the game, doesn’t she?” Charles said at just above a whisper. John nodded ‘yes’ as he laughed at his mother’s commentary.

And then John’s nostrils flared.

“Most interesting,” he said softly.

“Am I too late?” Sargent called out.

“Oh my sweet lord,” Helena gasped, quickly getting out of her seat. “Jesus, Sargent! Did you leave anything at the concession stand?!”

“Not from the looks of things,” Charles said, moving quickly to give John’s parents some assistance. “This should last us until the fourth inning!”

The two former lovers looked at one another and they both refrained from saying anything.

“If I’m going to be required to eat any portion of what I’m smelling, I will need to visit the little boys’ room... before and after we start. Chester?”

“Right.”

“We will return shortly,” John smiled.

Charles waited until they had reached the ramp leading down and away from the main seating area. “How many?”

“I don’t know. It seems that they only sent the one. You can stop here.”

Charles stopped and locked the wheels of John’s wheelchair.

“I presume you are a messenger, yes?” John said, tilting his head so that he was talking over his right shoulder.

“It has been requested that your family be spared,” a young woman replied as she started down the ramp. She moved her long brown hair behind her ears before putting her hands behind her back.

“Is this a sanctioned act?” John inquired. When he did not receive an immediate response, he nodded. “Of course. Go back and tell your people that the young man is not to be touched either.”

“No!” she returned sharply. “He has been seen with you, and we know he is one of your operatives. He dies with you this day!”

“Interesting proclamation” John said, firing two shots under his right arm and just outside Charles’ right hip. The woman was struck in the stomach and the chest, gasping at the fact that she had been shot. She staggered forward as Charles resumed his trek down the ramp. When he reached the bottom, he heard the woman collapse to the concrete. 

“I thought you weren’t supposed to kill the messenger,” Charles commented.

“She’s wasn’t a messenger. I shot her after she chambered a round. Now we really do need to get to the bathroom.”
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July 17th, 2013

“Is this a ballpark or not?” Charles asked, walking into the bathroom and finding it without a single man inside. He shook his head as he donned his gloves.

“It’s the first inning, Runner,” John said, getting up from the wheelchair and taking out a pair of gloves of his own. 

It was more than just John’s word choice that aided Charles in adjusting his mindset... it was the way he had used the team name that made the young man adjust the fittings for his legs. “Just how many beers do you think people have had before coming to the park?

“Actually, don’t answer that,” John quickly added. “Let’s just appreciate our luck and make the most of it.”

“Augur, would you kindly throw something at me and miss, please?” Charles asked as he locked the door.

“What?”

“I figure you’re due to miss. Seems like it’d be the best thing for you to go ahead and get that out of the way. You know... instead of later.” 

“Wait here,” John directed, unlocking the door and stepping outside. He lifted both of his arms up over the left side of his face, feeling the heavy hammering of a bullet striking him. As Henry Brown had promised, the arm guards he wore under the sleeves of his shirt did stop the bullet, but they didn’t do a damn thing to lessen the impact the gunshot delivered. John temporarily lost feeling in his left hand, wincing from the sharp pain he felt in his elbow and shoulder as his back slammed into the bathroom door.

“Focus!” he thought, throwing his head to the right. Two bullets missed by the left side of his head, hitting the door behind him. John then squatted, avoiding three more rounds. He set his feet and pushed, opening the door and falling back into the bathroom.

“That started the clock,” he sighed, coming up from his back roll. “Hope that was enough of a miss for you.”

“It really wasn’t,” Charles thought, taking a look around the bathroom. “You either blocked or dodged damn-near silent gunshots! I don’t know anyone who’d call that a miss.”

“The guns are suppressed,” John said softly, “but those bullets are making plenty of noise. They’re bound to bring attention and discourage our killers.”

“Unless they kill the first few curious bystanders,” Charles offered. 

The statement was far too accurate for John’s tastes. and he lowered his chin, taking a moment to think. “Then we need a fire alarm,” he said, measuring the distance from the corner to the side of the door. 

“Give me thirty seconds,” Charles said, reaching into his pocket as he moved quickly for a bathroom stall.

“And thank you, Bruce Lee,” he thought, reaching into his jacket pocket. He took out one of his five wood darts, kicking the toilet paper dispenser. The catch shattered and the dispenser fell open. Charles took a roll of toilet paper, removing his lighter from his outside jacket pocket. He lit the roll and tossed it up. He then threw the dart, stapling the burning roll in place under a sprinkler head.

“Nice shot,” John commented as the door burst open with three men rushing in with their guns blazing.

Only two of the three made it in as John slammed the door on the third. His cane smacked down on the hand of the closest man. The gun he was holding went off... into the floor.

“This is the prelude,” John thought, maneuvering himself so that the man furthest into the bathroom didn’t have a clear shot. “These fools aren’t assassins. They’re not even worthy of being called fodder! It’s not just a team after us... they brought the school!” A gunshot went over John’s shoulder and behind his back. “They even pull the trigger when they don’t have a shot!”

Still in mid-scream from the cane strike to his hand, the man then received an open hand strike to the neck, crushing his windpipe. He had already dropped his submachine gun, and both of his hands went to his neck as he tried to force air through the tightening airway. John then shoved him into his colleague. The choking man’s body went stiff after a slight popping noise. The man behind him gasped, coming to the quick realization that he had just shot his schoolmate. The dying man slowly fell to the floor. John jumped up and over him, grabbing the head of the shooter. With his bodyweight behind him, John thrust the man’s head back. He released it just before it struck the bowl of the metal sink.

John landed on one hand and rolled, followed by a burst of five gunshots. With his feet under him, he leaned to the left before jumping up to the right. Three more gunshots ate up the floor tiles to John’s left, the shooter obviously lured into his feint. As he swung his weapon to the right, his line of fire passed under the blind man who had landed on the wall just over the sink, quickly pushing off to the left.

In mid-air, John spun, hurling his cane toward the door. He knew the action would cost him a smooth landing, but the payment for a soft landing would be the wager of his body not receiving a headshot. Just before his back and shoulder slammed to the floor – a roll making the landing as painless as possible – he heard the soft, wet sound of the point of his cane penetrating flesh. He rolled into a stall, hearing the man he had speared being thrown to the floor by another.

“Hmmm, this one is very eager,” he thought. “The hell with the man to my side, I have a target to kill. The shortsightedness of the former Master of the Nesti School is reflected in all the things he did... including recruitment.” The stall door was not a shield to the gunfire, but the suppressed rounds did not pass through the walls.

“Come and get me,” John hissed. “If you’ve got the balls to die!”

“Fuck you!” the young man yelled, firing again as he charged. He ran up to the stall, kicking open what was left of the door. As it swung open, he emptied the last of the clip into the stall... but it was unoccupied.

“This is where you remember the walls don’t go all the way up to the ceiling or all the way down to the floor,” John spoke softly, his voice echoing through the room.

“I need back-up!” the man cried, removing the spent clip from his weapon.

The fire alarm sounded as water rained down to the floor. The man looked up to see John’s foot descending to his face. His neck was broken by the sharp impact, and he was dead before fell to the floor. John landed on top of him, relieving him of the gun and the spare clip he had nearly removed from his belt.

“We need to be thoughtful, not careful,” John said as Charles stepped out of his stall. 

“That means we need to split,” Charles quickly concluded. “You’re faster on your own. Besides, now you’ve got weapons!”

“And you don’t,” John pointed out.

“Wrong. I wore the right set of legs!”

“Then we need to go over what we’re going to do. I think we can both agree that a direct route to the car will only get us killed.”

The dilapidated door creaked open and a smoke bomb rolled out into the large corridor. Green smoke started to fill the area.

* * * * *
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“I must admit, I did not anticipate a smoke bomb,” Phillip commented, rubbing his chin.

“J. J. can be quite the target, Grandmaster,” Bob shared before taking a big bite of a licorice stick. “He’s blind, so he often wants to share that experience with others. 

“And don’t even think about it!” Bob warned. “I already gave you two bags!”

Phillip smirked, returning his attention to the screen. “I never knew you could be so selfish.”

“Seems like a lot of that revelation stuff is going around tonight. And this feed must be from a drone. It’s not jostling about like a body-camera.”

“Meaning they have a transmission station nearby,” Phillip concluded. “Just how powerful is J. J.’s phone?”

“Phil, the boy was hacking government satellite transmission codes before he lost his sight,” Bob explained. “These idiots probably think he’s making a run for his car. Didn’t think for a moment that the visitation by a Kill Team just might piss him off. But that could be why they sent in these wannabes: see if they can monitor his approach... monitor his reactions... anticipate his path of resolve.

“Whoops, they talked someone into making their way through the smoke!”

* * * * *
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The operative charged into the bathroom, diving to the left and rolling on the floor. She came to a stop with her weapon ready to fire, but there was more smoke inside the bathroom than there was outside. The woman was already holding her breath, but the smoke also burned her eyes. She tightly shut them, getting up to run back for the door. She ran into it, forcing it closed, and her gun went off into the floor and the door. As panic started to set in, the woman frantically reached for the doorknob, but a hand grabbed her wrist, keeping her from her objective.

“Shit stings, doesn’t it?” Charles asked, driving his fist into the woman’s side. She moaned from the powerful blow and immediately tried to breathe in. She gasped and coughed, struggling to breathe yet unable to. She fell to the floor hard after what felt like an iron rod swept across her legs. 

“You guys must’ve been listening in to what we were saying,” Charles chuckled, hitting the stop button on his watch. “You wouldn’t believe the number of recordings he’s got on this thing. And don’t get me started on the clarity of the sound!”

The sniper put his finger to his earpiece as he frowned in disbelief. “What the hell?! We’ve been listening to playback?!”

“That isn’t really the question you should be asking,” John whispered. “You should be asking how long have you been listening to playback.

“Live or die,” John warned. “It all comes down to choice!”

Charles came out of the bathroom, shaking his head at the smoke bomb Henry had engineered. “Not even the sprinklers are washing it away,” he thought, activating the earpiece he had taken off the dying woman. 

“Hey there, Bandit. You got your ears on? Come back!”

“Roger, Snowman,” John replied. “I’ve got the hammer down, I’ve already blown through the back door... and I’m good. I’ve got a lock on the Kojak with a Kodak, and I’m about to blast the doors off of that son-of-a-bitch!”

“Then I’ll catch you on the flip-side, good buddy. And for all you Nesti pricks on the line who can’t appreciate a little homage to Smokey and the Bandit, Augur’s coming for your van!”

* * * * *
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“Master Blanchet, perhaps now would be a good time to re-evaluate your ambitions,” Phillip Tamm suggested, slowly turning to face the woman. “... while it remains that only the least trained of your schoolmates have been asked to pay the price for your self-indulgence.”

“Self-indulgence? That is quite a presumption, Grandmaster,” Emre noted.

“Conclusion,” Phillip corrected. “No evidence substantiating any claim of wrongdoing has been presented at this point in time. The only reason this... exercise is being allowed is because of Master Blanchet’s claim and Master Bob’s allowance. In the eyes of the Arsenal, the only thing that has been proven is the superior capability of the student of the Apple School.

“Master Blanchet, will you recall your personnel?” Phillip asked without taking his eyes off of Emre.

“With all due respect, Grandmaster, I–”

“Have made your decision!” Phillip asserted, quickly getting up from his chair. Two things were apparent in his swift ascension: he was very agitated by the events of this gathering and... he truly needed the cane to walk; both it and his arm trembled as he stood, showing how much weight he had put on the tandem. “But I do not need to watch the events here to know how this movie ends. Bob, I invite you to remain here until this... demonstration has run its course.”

“Given that it’s my student that has been accused of treachery, I will of course remain to see to it that the losing party takes their loss with more grace than what has been demonstrated this morning.

“You keep a close eye on the old man, Olivia,” Bob said to the young woman who was already at Phillip’s side.

“The Grandmaster needs no protection from pestilence, Master Bob... not even your brand of it.”

Bob wore a whimsical frown as the three people took their leave. “I don’t think she likes me much,” he mentioned after the doors had shut behind them.

“Can you blame her, Teacher?” Ari asked.

“Can’t say that I do, Student. Now, hand over the popcorn!”

* * * * *
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Marigold jumped in her seat, wincing at the pain
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