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      Mike Klattenbach knew he wouldn’t last long. His mind had stopped working, conserving the last of the available oxygen, trying to survive. His body had long given up on him and was ready to curl up and die.

      Klattenbach knew he was going to die, and very painfully. Several of his ribs were broken and one eye felt like it was permanently damaged. Bones were sticking out of his left hand and his whole body was one giant mass of pain.

      He stood swaying, blinking sweat away from his eyes as a figure danced in front of him. The dull roar assaulting his ears wasn’t just the blood pounding in his head. It was the voice of a blood thirsty crowd who had paid top dollar to witness a killing. They wanted bloodshed. They got it.

      They wanted a death.  Mike Klattenbach knew they would have it.

      

      The dancing figure came closer, a man of enormous proportions, almost six feet five inches tall, all of it muscle and hard bone, his head clean shaven, ink all over his body,  his face an impassive mask.

      The man was bare-chested, as was Mike Klattenbach. He was dressed in jeans and sneakers, and on his hands were a pair of boxing gloves.  Klattenbach had the same attire, though his gloves hadn’t offered much defense to him.

      The approaching man jabbed and caught Klattenbach flush on his chin. Klattenbach staggered back but managed to stay on his feet. Hands shoved him back against his opponent who punched again, low, hard, wicked, and another rib broke.

      The attacker rained more punches on his face and abdomen, each of them bringing out groans from Klattenbach. The losing fighter didn’t put up any resistance, his body too far gone to defy the punches. His hands lay limply by his side, his uninjured eye blinking rapidly.

      The taller man spun in the air and brought Klattenbach to his knees with a spinning kick. His knee crashed into the fallen man’s face. Klattenbach sprawled on his back and his last sight was that of his attacker looming over him.

      

      Nothing moved in the sand and brush of Oregon’s High Desert in the morning hours, except for the sun continuing its relentless journey and for a few fleecy clouds moving in the sky.

      The desert covered five counties in the state and was one of the most sparsely populated regions in the country. There were a few large ranches, but the chances of coming across a rattler or a bighorn were higher than encountering human life.

      The first sign of life came when the sun was directing its light straight down and shadows were the smallest. A small blob appeared over the horizon and over time, resolved into a human figure.

      The person moved steadily, stopping every now and then to wipe sweat and take a swig of water. The man was well-equipped with a backpack and had several liters of water in cans strapped across his body. The backpack contained several pieces of clothing to tackle the heat and the cold. The temperature in the summer could go as high as the mid-eighties and could fall to the low forties.

      The man was brown-haired, lean and tall, and moved with an easy gait that suggested a lot of experience walking outdoors.

      The man, Zeb Carter, did have that kind of experience. He had walked in some of the most inhospitable deserts in the world and across the most rugged terrain. He wasn’t going to any particular place this time, nor was he on any mission.

      The High Desert wasn’t a region he had previously visited, and he was rectifying that during this trip. He was alone, his vehicle parked in a motel in Burns, which was on the edge of the desert.

      He had been in the desert for three days, camping in the open, and it was on the third day, he spotted the bald eagle. It was circling in the sky, swooping lower, and disappeared out of sight, a mile away.

      

      Zeb had nothing better to do and set out in the direction of the eagle. It rose several minutes later and through his binoculars, he spotted a piece of flesh in its beak.

      Probably a wild animal, dead. He checked his location and his phone. His GPS was working, his cell phone had no signal. The eagle was flying away in the sky and became a distant speck.

      Zeb navigated past a rocky outcrop and came to the bird’s position and stood still at the sight that beheld him.

      A body, a human, male from what remained of it, lying face up.

      He looked around swiftly, assessing any threat, the action second nature to him. Nope, no threat. He was the only living person for miles around.

      He approached the body cautiously, watching where he placed his feet. There were no tracks for him to carelessly erase.

      He got closer to the body and crouched next to it. The face had been savaged by wildlife, as was the upper torso. Heat and the dry weather had decomposed the skin and white bone showed in several places.

      Male, white, bare-chested, was what Zeb could make out from the remains. The bare-chested part intrigued him. No sane person was foolhardy enough to wander in the desert without clothing.

      The lack of tracks intrigued him even more. There wasn’t much wind and loose soil and sand wouldn’t have covered tracks. He moved in widening concentric circles, but he still didn’t come across any vehicle tread marks.

      He came back to the body and photographed it from various angles. He spoke in his phone and narrated his discovery of it. He went closer to it to get a better angle when a remaining patch of skin on a forearm caught his attention.

      There was a tattoo on that patch of skin, a design he knew very well.  Several of his friends wore that ink. He pulled out his sat phone and powered it up, knowing that his holiday had just ended.

      The tattoo was that of a dagger crossed by three lightning bolts, on a darker, arrowhead background. Zeb had seen that ink on several of his friends once they had left the Army.

      It was that of the Special Forces.
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      Zeb sat on his haunches and studied the body for several long minutes as he considered his actions. Yeah, he would call the sheriff, maybe even the state troopers. But did he want to get involved? In his mind he heard the twins groaning and rolling their eyes, and that decided it for him.

      The sheriff could handle it.

      He searched for the local sheriff’s number and called in the body. ‘Yes, ma’am,’ he told the dispatcher, ‘I’ll be waiting at the scene.’

      Zeb looked around for shade and finding none, drew a battered Stetson from his bag and jammed it over his head. He brought out a map of the region and rested his back against a conveniently located rock. The rock was warm and pretty soon, it would turn hot, but for now, it would do.

      Zeb’s sat phone had maps, he was carrying a laptop and a tablet computer, those had maps and more applications, but he still preferred the touch and feel of paper. He unfolded the map and folded it back again to focus on the High Desert and the surrounding towns.

      He had set out early in the morning from Burns and had walked for five hours, before he had come across the body. He was in open country, somewhere to the west of Summer Lake and to the east of Diamond. He could see nothing but undulating land and shrubs and vegetation that didn’t reach any great height. Nothing moved; even the eagle had disappeared.

      He reckoned the sheriff would take three or four hours to arrive; the sheriff would have vehicles, but topography and natural caution would slow down the law enforcement officers.

      Zeb took another swig, lowered the hat over his face and went into a dreamless state between sleep and alert.

      

      Zebadiah Carter, Zeb to his friends, was the lead agent in a covert U.S. agency that was known, simply, as The Agency. Barely a handful of people knew of its existence and the missions it undertook were known to even fewer. The Agency went after threats to national security; stolen nuclear weapons, taking down terrorists, erasing international criminal gangs – its remit was loose and it operated across international borders.

      The Agency’s setup was unique which made it very different from other covert agencies and that structure played a major role in its success. The Agency had a near-zero admin footprint; Zeb and his seven fellow operatives were based in New York and worked in a private security consulting firm. The firm advised corporations and large businesses on premise and executive security. The firm was genuine and had real clients all across the country, and its work provided cover to the operatives as they went about Agency business.

      All but two of the eight operatives had served in the U.S. armed forces; Zeb, Bwana, Bear, and Roger were ex-Special Forces, while Broker had been an intelligence analyst in the Pentagon. Chloe had been with the 82nd Airborne and was the oldest of the three female operatives.

      Beth and Meghan Petersen, twins, took care of the intel side of The Agency and also oversaw its logistics and equipment. The sisters, in their late twenties, were the youngest in the crew and came from an illustrious law enforcement family. They brought youth, energy, and humor and had become integral to the unit.

      The Agency was headed by Clare, who rarely gave out her second name. Those who knew her, didn’t need it. Those who didn’t, had no need. Clare had overhauled the covert unit when she had taken over as its first female director and, along with Zeb, had devised its current organization.

      The structure enabled The Agency to move much faster than other deep-black agencies, and provided total deniability that Clare’s boss, the President, needed.

      

      The rumbling of engines roused Zeb and when he peered beneath his hat’s brim, he saw two police vehicles making their way slowly over the uneven terrain. The lead vehicle, a SUV bearing the crest of Harney County, flashed its lights at Zeb, acknowledging his presence. A short, stocky, man jumped out of it and stood for several seconds with his hands on his hips, surveying the scene. He was joined by a second police officer, who crossed his arms and seemed to take his cues from the short man.

      ‘Garav,’ the short man introduced himself when he approached Zeb. ‘Sheriff Jeremy Garav,’ he added needlessly since his title was displayed on a nameplate on his chest. ‘That’s my Deputy, Packman,’ he gestured to the second man who nodded at Zeb.

      Garav was in his late fifties with a full head of steel-grey hair. His tanned and deeply lined face had a somber expression as he knelt over the body and inspected it from up close. A look at Packman stirred the deputy into action; Packman unslung a camera from his shoulder and started taking pictures of the scene from various angles.

      ‘What’s the story, sir?’ Garav addressed Zeb, his brown eyes moving over Zeb’s body and resting momentarily on his rucksack. He looked behind Zeb and frowned, ‘Where’s your vehicle?’

      The sheriff looked at him dumbfounded for moments when Zeb told him about the eagle and coming across the body.

      ‘You walked?’

      ‘Yes, Sheriff.’

      ‘For five hours?’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘In this heat? Why? What’s there to see here? It’s nothing but flat land and some vegetation.’

      ‘I like walking, sir. I was exploring this part of the country.’

      The sheriff’s eyes narrowed as he mulled over Zeb’s words and from his body language, Zeb knew Garav wasn’t buying his story.

      ‘You know this man?’ the sheriff asked him with an inscrutable expression.

      ‘No, sir. I am new to this county. His face isn’t recognizable, in case you haven’t noticed,’ Zeb added dryly and mentally berated himself when a dull flush spread across Garav’s face. No need to antagonize him.

      ‘I can see that,’ the sheriff snapped and turned to his deputy. ‘Packman, search the body, see if there’s anything in his pockets. Call in to Debbie. Get her to send the van.’

      ‘He was without a shirt?’ this was addressed to Zeb without looking at him.

      ‘Yes, sir. The body is as I found it.’

      ‘You didn’t touch it?’

      ‘No, sir.’

      ‘What do you do, Mr. Carter? Most people would touch the body and trample all over the scene.’

      ‘I run a security consulting firm in New York, sir. I was in the Army. I’ve seen some bodies before.’

      ‘Where did you say your vehicle was?’

      ‘At a motel in Burns, sir.’ Zeb repeated evenly, knowing the sheriff had heard him the first time round.

      ‘Sheriff,’ he called out softly when Packman turned away from them and spoke in his phone.

      ‘I am not your problem,’ he met Garav’s eyes. ‘You’ll find my car at that motel. They’ll have reservation records. This body looks like it’s been out here about two days. Two days ago, I was nowhere near Harney County.’

      ‘You can tell the body’s been here that long?’

      ‘I was in the Special Forces, sir. Like I said, I’ve seen some dead bodies.’

      Garav glanced back at the body, his eyes lingering on the ink on the dead man’s hand and there was a question in them when they returned to Zeb.

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Zeb confirmed. ‘That’s a Special Forces tat.’

      

      Garav and Packman spent a couple of hours searching the scene and when they returned, the sheriff jerked a thumb at his vehicle. ‘Let’s go,’ he told Carter. ‘I’ll drop you off at the motel. There’s nothing keeping you here, is there?’

      The sheriff watched him out of the corner of his eyes as Carter buckled himself in and after issuing a few more instructions to Packman who was staying back to retrieve the body, set off on their bumpy ride.

      ‘What kind of consulting?’ he broke the silence finally when his companion made no effort to converse. The man’s barely moving. I’ve seen more animated statues, he grumped to himself.

      ‘All kinds. Perimeter security, premises, protection of executives,’ Carter replied without elaborating anymore.

      ‘Big firm?’

      ‘Nope. There are eight of us. We hire contractors if we need more people.’

      Garav drummed his fingers on the wheel, fiddled with his radio, and finally burst out. ‘Heck of a thing. We had one accidental death in the last five years, a drunk who mishandled his gun. We’ve never had a murder. Heck of a way to die, out there.’

      Garav felt the weight of Carter’s stare and shifted in his seat. His butt was acting up again, but he didn’t want to yield to the itch in the man’s presence.

      ‘You’ll know who he is, soon enough.’

      ‘Yeah? How do you figure?’

      ‘If he was in the Army, they’ll have his DNA records.’

      Garav turned red at the blindingly obvious answer and laughed self-consciously. ‘You must be thinking we’re dumb hicks. Small town sheriff, what’ll he know?’

      ‘It would have come to you, Sheriff. I had more time to think about it. Don’t run yourself down.’

      The softly spoken words were strangely comforting to Garav as he relaxed in the silent presence of Carter.

      

      Zeb stood apart from the sheriff when they reached the motel, giving him space to verify Zeb’s story. He wandered to a wall which displayed a map of Oregon and rested his finger on Portland, the largest city in the state. I can continue my hike or…he turned to the reception desk when a shout interrupted his musing.

      Garav was hunched over his phone, barking questions, his back to the desk, one hand gesticulating furiously. Zeb waited till he had finished his call and had warded off questions from the woman behind the desk.

      ‘A problem?’ he asked Garav.

      The sheriff raked his hands through his hair and glared at Zeb in anger, a rage that Zeb knew wasn’t directed at him.

      ‘Cherie Klattenbach lives in Dalton, about an hour from here, at the edge of the county. Nice, classy, lady. Can do no wrong. She’s got a lovely daughter, Morgan. Morgan and my kid were classmates.’

      Zeb waited, knowing the sheriff was going somewhere with his rambling.

      The sheriff looked out of the motel, in the direction of the desert, his eyes unseeing.

      ‘That’s Mike Klattenbach, out there. Cherie’s ex-husband.’
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      Arkadian Privalov rose from his uncomfortable seat and yawned, his fingers brushing the roof of the sand colored RV as he stretched. Privalov’s six-foot-seven-inch tall and muscled frame filled the inside of the vehicle and made it look small.

      Privalov had been in the RV since the day before the fight, three days ago now, planning, organizing, and making sure everything went just right. He didn’t go to the fight scene himself, he had men under his command who managed the spectators and organized the floodlights. He had more people who manned two perimeters; one was half a mile away from the fight, a loose circle that was tightly guarded, while the other was a further mile away.

      Privalov based himself in the RV, his central command, and monitored the fights, the arena, and the perimeters. During the fight he had three drones in the air which sent feeds to monitors in his command vehicle. One drone circled the fight, another circled the first perimeter, and the last one surveyed the outer ring of guards.

      He also had men posted on the nearest highway or access road, during each fight, and in the nearest towns as well. He had a police scanner in his RV that would alert him of any law enforcement movement, and often bribed small town police officers to look the other way.

      Privalov had been running the fights for a long while now and had perfected their operation. Not one fight had come to the attention of law enforcement. Not a single fight had ever surfaced in the media. There was an internet betting channel for the fight, there was a live internet relay that went out all over the world, the underground network of spectators was growing, as were the fighters lining up to participate.

      Not a squeak to the outside world despite all that, Privalov smiled grimly and ran a hand over its stubble. It made a rasping sound and reminded him to take a shower.

      He patted the shoulder of the other occupant in the RV, Grigory, the drone operator and computer whiz, and disappeared into the bathroom.

      

      His boss, a man in New York who even Privalov, ex-Spetsnaz-turned-mafia-king-turned fights-organizer, feared, had come up with the idea of the fights. His boss had been visiting a harsh Siberian prison, one that was closer to a gulag in its condition and treatment of its inmates, than to a modern penal facility, when a fight had broken out among inmates.

      His boss had watched in fascination as the guards made no attempt to stop the fight and instead, cheered the fighters on till one of them died. The victor had ripped off the dead man’s ears, had stuffed them down his uniform, and had raised his blood-stained hands in victory. The watching guards had applauded him briefly and had then brutally felled him with their truncheons. In the prison, there would be only one victor – the guards.

      His boss had come away with the idea of organizing underground fights, to the death, and the Death Club had been born.

      The first fight took place in the cold winter of Siberia, in a snow-laden forest, with ten fighters and fifty spectators. All fighters were ex-cons and had been carefully vetted. Each and every spectator was similarly scrutinized and extensive background checks had been carried out.  The spectators, then, had paid a paltry thousand dollars to witness men killing one another.

      The fee had grown several fold since then, and the Death Club fights were as well run as any international boxing or MMA championship.

      

      Not all fights resulted in a man dying. Privalov and his boss had learned lessons from the early days – there was a limit to how many people they could make disappear in a single night.

      Now, each Death Club fight night had just five fighters. A software program written by Grigory gave them coded names. The same program made the draws and the five men fought one another, in a sequence the program generated. The losers in the build-up fights were severely maimed and many of them ended up being crippled for life. However, they lived.

      The final fight was the only one in which the victor killed the loser.

      The fighters had to pay to participate, but there were some exceptions. Former soldiers could fight for free. There was something about men who had served their countries, participating in such illegal fights. It added to the glamour of those particular fights.

      The combatants came from all over the world, drawn by the prize money, a cool million dollars to the winner. It was not just the winner, but every participant, whether winner or loser, got a reward. Every fighter had to state a relative or a friend, any one person, to whom their prize money would go in the event of their death. The prize money was disbursed to the nominees via an insurance policy that was administered by companies whose ultimate ownership was untraceable. The final winner got the money in cash.

      The fights didn’t have referees. There were no time-outs. There were no doctors to render any aid. A Death Club fight night was organized in the open, in remote areas, under the glare of vehicle mounted flood-lights. Spectators, those who attended in person, formed a loose ring around the fighters.

      The fights had minimal rules. Fighters had to be barechested. No weapons were allowed. A loser had to explicitly state he was surrendering. The final loser had no such choice. Everything else was game.

      Fighters could use any style of fighting, they could wear gloves or go bare-handed. They could kick, maim, punch, or break limbs. They could bite, and draw blood. A loser, a surviving loser, had to make his own arrangements to leave the scene, if he was maimed.

      Every surviving fighter had to abide by several rules. They usually made more money in a single fight night than they had ever earned. That prize money came with a code of conduct. The money couldn’t be flashed about. They couldn’t go into a bar immediately afterwards and buy a round of drinks for one and all. They couldn’t splurge on fancy cars or a home, in the immediate aftermath of a fight.

      They had to spend the money discreetly. They didn’t have a choice, since there would be a team of PIs, private investigators, watching over them for two years after every fight night. Default resulted in death.

      

      Initially it was the prize money that was the draw, that attracted the fighters; now the Death Club had acquired an underground cult status and Privalov was in the position of turning away more fighters than he took on.  He had to turn down spectators as well, in their hundreds, since only rigorously vetted audience members and fighters gained entry.

      Fighters came from all over the world; there were North Americans, South Americans, Chinese fighters, South African men, Russian criminals … there were participants from countries Privalov hadn’t heard of. All were usually ex-cons, active criminals, or ex-soldiers who had fallen on hard times. Most of the fighters had experience of close quarters combat. Many of them knew martial arts of some kind. All of them had fought with their bare hands. All of them had their lives on a downward spiral; the Death Club’s prize money offered them the ultimate opt-out clause.

      Every fighter or spectator had to give their real-life details to the Death Club. They had to reveal their family members, their employment, and names of all their friends. Privalov had a team of vetters, a bunch of experienced PIs on permanent retainer, who went through the backgrounds and came back with either a green or a red light.

      The PIs didn’t know they were working for the Death Club. They came from different law firms that dealt in messy cases - runaway dads, domestic abuse, bail jumpers, criminals, corporate espionage – all sufficient grounds for using PIs. The PIs were used to some of their clients dying unexpectedly. After all, they were used to dealing with shady clients and knew when to turn a blind eye. If they suspected anything about the Death Club, they kept it to themselves. Staying alive was a little more important than keeping their license.

      The gamblers, those who bet on the club’s website on the darknet, were similarly investigated, as was the live feed audience.

      The Death Club’s reputation was such that all knew a red light meant a killing. No mercy was shown to anyone who had provided wrong details or whose background didn’t stack up. Privalov’s private army of enforcers took decisive action if a red light turned up, and the defaulter’s body usually turned up in an alley.

      The club’s website followed up the killing by posting a picture of the body. It was a stark message to all fighters and spectators. The Death Club lived up to its name.

      

      Privalov and his boss could more than afford the expenses involved in running the Death Club. The Death Club’s turnover ran to eight figures, all transactions were in cash or in Bitcoin. Tax? That was an alien concept.

      Privalov had initially organized the fight nights in Russia, Ukraine and parts of Eastern Europe, and in several countries in South America and Africa. The boss had then suggested organizing the first fight night in the U.S.

      It had taken a long while to get everything in place, but that first Death Club fight in the U.S. had opened their eyes to the revenue potential in that country. There was something about organizing illegal fights in the most powerful nation on earth; it made the fighters willingly ante up the high participation fee. It was just high enough to ensure only serious combatants applied.

      The attending spectators shelled out the astronomical admission fees without demur. The gamblers and the internet audience didn’t blink when the subscription fees shot through the roof.

      Privalov and his boss had planned for all contingencies. They had layers of companies that distanced themselves from the fights. No one had seen them - not the fighters, nor the audience. Privalov’s people, those who were in contact with the fighters and the attendees, were disposable. They were criminals with extensive gang affiliations.

      No one knew who owned or ran the Death Club. It just was.

      Privalov had a strong cover if his RV or his drones were discovered. At a click of a button, all data would be erased, and an earth-mapping program would come on the screen. The RV was registered to a geological survey firm and Privalov, under another name, was in its employ.

      Privalov stayed in the RV for three days at the fight scene after each fight night. The loser’s body was buried in that time and all traces of the fight were erased. The team of organizers were then disbanded and Privalov departed, to start planning the next one.

      

      Privalov emerged from the bathroom and stood in front of a mirror, toweling his hair. He grimaced as he thought back to the night. This one hadn’t gone as smoothly as he wished.

      Three days since the fight and they still hadn’t been able to bury the body.

      Once the fight was over and all the spectators had left, his men had started digging a deep grave under the floodlights. However, an urgent call from the man on the highway had halted them. The highway watcher had warned of a convoy of police cruisers on the move.

      Privalov’s organizers had turned off the floodlights and had melted into the darkness; he had assumed the role of earth mapper. That alarm had proven to be false, but the next two days were similarly jinxed.

      A crop-dusting plane had criss-crossed the desert in the daylight hours and had put off the burying.

      Then that hiker had turned up, followed by the sheriff.

      

      Privalov buttoned a blue shirt and tucked it into his jeans and joined Grigory at the screens.

      ‘Where are they?’

      ‘Burns and Portland.’

      Burns was where the hiker currently was. Portland was where the winner was.

      Privalov had a problem with both of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcello Descadeo waved a large hand in the air and roared, ‘Another round for my friends,’ to the bartender and smiled broadly at the approving cheers and whistles. He caught his reflection in the glass behind the bar; large frame, bald, bearded, tats all over his face and arm, he was a handsome one. He would find some woman to spend the night with and show her what a real man was.

      A man thumped his back and clunked his mug with Descadeo’s and shouted something in his ears. Descadeo felt warm and happy. His friends deserved to enjoy his success, even if it was the first time that he had met them. Heck, the whole of Portland deserved to enjoy. He lumbered around to yell out, to call even those on the street, but some element of caution stirred in him.

      He clamped his mouth shut and turned back to the bar and grabbed his mug and gulped it noisily.

      

      Descadeo had driven out of the high desert with the rear seat of his Chevy full of plastic bags. The bags were stuffed with bills, used bills, in small denominations. Descadeo hadn’t seen a hundred thousand dollars in one go, let alone a million and every now and then he had glanced back to check he wasn’t dreaming. Nope. The bags were there.

      He reached out and grabbed one with his right hand and brought out a wad of notes and smelled them.  They didn’t smell anything special, but to him they felt like drugs. He rolled down his window and let fly a few bills in the night air and howled at the sky like a wolf.

      A wolf. That’s what he was. He had been a hitter, once, for a Colombian drugs gang. He had gotten into trouble with his own gang for pocketing some of the baggies and had escaped by wiping out a local boss and his lieutenants.

      He knew there would be a contract out on him and had made his way to Mexico. There, he had paid a chunk of money to coyotes who had gotten him across the border and into the U.S. He had relaxed a bit, but not much. Looking over his shoulder had become a habit, but when he was in a bar in New Mexico, with some drug runners from another gang, he had thought of the Death Club.

      

      He had gone to one of its fight nights in Mexico and had registered as a fighter on the spot. He had paid up front and had been told there would be a verification process. ‘What, like the chota, the police?’ he had sneered and had straightened when the organizer had given him a cold stare.

      Several months later he had been told he had been selected and could put himself forward for any of the fights on the underground website. He had immediately applied and had been put on a waiting list. He had seen more fights and was confident he would beat anyone he came across.

      The high desert fight was pure coincidence; he had gone back to his motel room and had logged into its WiFi, after going through several proxies and had seen the message.  A fighter had dropped out, would he be interested?

      Heck yeah! He loved fighting. He loved killing too.

      The fights had been brutal and unfortunately he hadn’t been able to kill all, except the last one. That last dude had been good, seriously good, and there were moments when Descadeo had felt scared, but he had prevailed in the end.

      The organizers had offered him cash or Bitcoin, he had chosen cash. He didn’t trust the electronic currency, even though all gangs used it.  An organizer had helped load the bags in his car, all the while repeating the rules, and for a moment, Descadeo had felt like crushing his throat.

      

      He had driven away quickly, the rules floating out of his mind like the wind rushing past his Chevy. First stop would be Portland, to celebrate. Tomorrow, who knew about tomorrow? With all those bills in his car, he could forget about any tomorrow.

      He had found the bar on Albina Avenue and after moving the bags to the trunk, had started his party.

      

      He didn’t know how long he was at the bar, the drinks kept flowing, and men kept yelling in his ears. He didn’t spot the
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