
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Six 

 

 

Max spent most of the next day being debriefed about everything concerning Rich and 

Vanessa from the day of Hanigan and Myers’ first visit. It was all very cyclical: no sooner would 

he finish then they’d start over again, wanting once more to hear everything from the beginning. 

He knew they were trying to wear him down so he’d mess up, get some facts turned around in 

his weariness. He never gave them the satisfaction, sticking true to his story every time. 

Of course, the story he told the authorities wasn’t completely accurate. He left out many 

details, especially those concerning George, Coby Reid and Leonz. In fact, the one time they 

asked directly where he got his false identification, he replied, “From some kid behind a 

convenience store. It came free with the bag of weed,” before continuing to deny any knowledge 

of the fakes. He was certain they sent people to his hotel to search for evidence, including the 



IDs, but there was no way they’d find anything. The way they kept mentioning the first hotel 

he’d used meant they had no idea he’d changed to another. 

In the end, they let him go without a warning…or a thank you for his assistance…or an 

apology… 

…or any attempt at sympathy. 

After all was said and done, Max simply wanted to go home. He needed to start searching 

for Rich, and there was nothing he could do without his computer. He was sitting at the nearly 

empty gate for a flight back through Chicago when someone invaded his personal space by 

sitting down right next to him. He knew who it was before he even turned his head to look. “I 

thought you guys would be through tailing me.” 

“Oh, we are,” Hanigan said. “This is just a complete coincidence. We’re waiting for our 

flight back to D.C.” He pointed to a gate across the terminal. Myers waved to them. “He’s the 

one who spotted you.” 

“Wow. The universe must really hate me.” 

Hanigan chuckled. They sat in silence for a minute before Hanigan exhaled loudly. “Hell 

of a couple days.” 

“Yeah.” 

“I heard they grilled you pretty good.” 

“You could say that.” 

“Also heard you held your own.” 



“I have a natural defense against overbearing bullshit.” 

“Says the former soldier.” 

“I had a perfect posting for my attitude. We were left to our own, mostly. Command 

usually just pointed us in a direction, told us who we were after and sent us on our way with a 

simple, ‘Don’t die!’” 

“Hmm,” Hanigan replied, not sure what else to say to that. “We got raked over the coals, 

too. The locals weren’t happy we let things get so out of control.” 

“Guess my little bumper car session didn’t help?” 

“On the contrary. If you hadn’t chased them, we’d have had no idea where to focus our 

search. Because of you, we found the van.” 

Blood rushed to Max’s ears. “You did?” 

“It was at a small airstrip north of the city. Moose Airfield.” 

“Really? Isn’t that a little on-the-nose for Canada?” 

Hanigan laughed. “That’s what I thought. Turns out it’s the owner’s name. Ellis Moose. 

We brought him in, but he wouldn’t talk. Eventually had to cut him loose.” He gave Max’s leg a 

couple reassuring pats and stood. “Tell you what. I’ll try to keep you updated on our progress. 

Just don’t expect anything immediate. Okay?” 

“Sure.” 



The FBI agent began to walk away, but Max called out, “Hey, Hanigan.” He turned back, 

holding Max’s stare for a long silence as the man searched for words. In the end, Max only said, 

“Thanks.”  

Hanigan nodded and replied, “Don’t die.” Then he made his way back to his gate. 

Out of respect for their plausible deniability, Max waited until Hanigan and Myers 

boarded their flight before he got up and walked out of the airport. He hailed a cab and told him 

to head to the hotel he stayed at that first night in town, figuring why not, since he still 

technically had a room there. 

Once the cab was on its way, he took out his phone and dialed George’s number. “Hey, 

Shithead. How soon can you get to Toronto?” 

 

 

The man on the yacht stood at the boat’s stern, flipping through the Gold/Watkins file. 

He stopped at a photo of Watkins, an employee ID from years ago. 

He stared at it for a moment, then closed the file and dropped it into the ocean. 

He picked up a half-full champagne flute and finished off the wine. 

He walked back into the main cabin, looked at the beaten and bloodied man strapped to 

the chair, refilled his champagne and said, “Now, Mr. Gold, where did we leave off?” 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Seven 

 

 

“I think it’s best if I rent the car,” George said after Max had filled him in on what 

happened. “If the Canadian car rental industry has a watchlist, you’re definitely on it.” 

An hour later, they were on the road to Moose Airfield. 

If they didn’t know that someone had recently flown out of there, the duo would’ve 

thought the place long abandoned. The “airfield” was literally a field: a long, wide strip of well 

mown grass flanked by weeds so tall they looked like crops for a shitty farm. The only structure 

was a hanger that could be generously described as ramshackle. They got out of the car and 

walked up to the open hanger door. 

Inside was a single-engine plane that was in slightly better shape than the building 

housing it. Not a craft anyone sane would want to even taxi down the runway in, let alone be a 



passenger during liftoff. Sticking out of the engine compartment was the lower two-thirds of a 

person. 

“Excuse me?” Max called out. 

“We’re closed,” came the reply. 

“We’re not here to…um…” Max took in their surroundings, not completely sure he was 

about to use the correct word, “…fly. We’re looking for Ellis Moose.” 

Without moving, the man responded, “You found him. We’re still closed.” 

George started to make his way down the hanger on the opposite side of the plane. 

“We just need to talk. It’s about the people who flew out of here a couple days ago.” 

Ellis climbed out of the compartment. He held a wrench in his right hand, tapping it on 

his left palm. His eyes narrowed and he said, “We’re closed.” 

Max held up his hands. “We’re not with the police. I just want to know where my friend 

is.” 

Ellis stepped forward until he was close to a foot away from Max. Max held his ground, 

and the man’s gaze. 

“Let me guess,” Max asked, “you’re closed?” 

Ellis poked the wrench into Max’s chest. “Get the fuck off my property.” 

Max brought his hand up lightning fast, hitting Ellis’ wrist. The man’s arm flew up and 

back, the wrench bouncing off his forehead. He staggered backward, dropping the tool. George 



swooped up behind him and put the man in a sleeper hold, strong enough to restrain him but not 

enough to fulfill its purpose. 

Max asked, “Now will you help us with the information we need?” 

Ellis spit at Max. 

Max wiped it from his cheek, then nodded to George. He tightened the hold, causing Ellis 

to pass out. 

 

 

Ellis felt a hard slap across his face, then heard, “Hey, champ. Wake up.” He opened his 

eyes to a blurry world, feeling something was not quite right. As his vision cleared, it was easy to 

figure out what was wrong: he was upside down, hanging from the crane he used when lifting 

heavy parts, his hands bound behind his back. The face close to his wasn’t the guy he was talking 

to, so it must’ve been whoever grabbed him. 

“You ready to talk, yet?” George asked. 

“Go to Hell.” 

“Wrong answer,” Max responded. He gave Ellis a push, starting him swinging. 

“Hey, stop that!” Ellis yelled. George answered by giving him another push, increasing 

his swing arc even more. 



Max pulled out his phone, did a Google search, then looked at George and asked, “Do 

you know what happens to the human body if it hangs upside down for too long?” He gave Ellis 

another push. 

George cocked his head to one side like he was thinking, pushed Ellis and said, “Don’t 

your eyes pop out of their sockets?” 

“No. That’s just a myth. Though you can temporarily go blind.” 

Push. 

“Huh? Interesting. Anything else? Like, can you die?” 

Push. 

“Oh, yeah! Eventually. Apparently the most common cause of death is asphyxiation, 

since the lungs are meant to rest on the other organs, not the other way around, so they get 

squished.” 

Push 

Ellis burped and stated, “I’m going to be sick.” 

Max ignored him and continued, “Also, the body has a hard time circulating blood in that 

position. We’re designed to keep blood from pooling in our feet, but it can’t perform the same 

action when upside down. It leads to brain hemorrhages.” 

Push. 

“Sounds painful.” George said. 

Push. 



“Please stop,” Ellis pleaded. 

“There can also be heart failure,” Max recited. “The heart gets forced to pump more 

blood than it can handle and can’t maintain the essential functions.” 

Push. 

“Wow.” George commented. “That all sounds nasty. How long does it take?” 

Push. 

“Longer than you’d think, but not longer than you’d expect.” 

Push. 

“So, how long has this guy been upside down?” 

Push. 

“Not sure. I forgot to check my watch.” 

Push. 

“Think he’s ready to talk, yet?” 

“Fuck you,” Ellis responded, before burping again. 

“Guess not,” George figured. 

Max gave Ellis one final, hard push, then said, “Well, I suppose we should leave, then. 

No use wasting any more of our time.” 

Max and George headed toward the hanger door. George said, “I hope someone comes by 

before the end of tomorrow, or things could get pretty bad for him.” 



“It doesn’t look like he does a lot of business, so he may be shit outta luck, there.” 

The swinging man yelled, “Wait!” 

Max and George stopped and turned. 

“I don’t know anything about them. They landed in a twin-engine Cessna. They paid me 

nearly five times what I normally charge and told me to get lost for the day. That’s all I know.” 

The duo approached him, and Max grabbed Ellis to stop his human pendulum act. “What 

did they look like?” 

“Tough guys. You know, like extras from a Stallone flick. Except for the woman. 

Though, she looked like that chick Sly married once. Oh, and they had, like, Russian accents.” 

“You didn’t see them leave, then?” 

“No. Like I said, I was told to scram.” 

“There’s some good news, there,” George said. “They couldn’t have gotten far in a 

Cessna, so they have to still be in the country.” 

“Unless they just flew to another field or airport,” Ellis offered. “There’s plenty within 

range that could handle a private jet. And with no questions asked, if they flashed the kind of 

cash I saw.” 

Max looked at George and shrugged, saying “I think we’ve gotten what we came for. 

What do you think?” 

George unlocked the winch handle and Ellis fell to the floor, landing on his head. 

“Ow! Fuck!” Ellis exclaimed. 



Max lightly patted Ellis’ cheek and said, “You’ve been a real peach.” He straightened up 

and began to exit. 

As George passed Ellis, he looked down and said, “Thanks for the help, champ.” 

Ellis surveyed his predicament and called out, “Hey! Aren’t you going to untie me, 

motherfuckers?!” 

 

 

During the drive back to the city, Max said, “That was nearly a bust.” 

“What do ya mean? We got what we could from him.” 

“Not enough. I heard them speak, so I already knew they were Russians. I already figured 

they flew away from here since we were headed to an airfield. I’m no closer to finding Rich.” 

They drove in silence for a while, the gears in George’s head spinning. Finally, he said, “I 

might know someone who can help. Someone tied into the merc network. But you’ll have to 

come to London.” 

Max smiled and replied, “Well, I’ve got nothing on my calendar.” 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Eight 

 

 

The Harringay Warehouse District was a gentrified area in North London. While a good 

deal of the buildings had been converted into living-slash-work spaces—appealing mostly to the 

artistic crowd—they retained their industrial appearance. The taxi had dropped Max and George 

off in front of one such building, it’s weathered brick and metal framed windows belying the 

sign above the door that read, “Fisher Gym.” 

“How do you know this guy, again?” Max asked. 

“Sean? We go way back. We met in Basic, served together for a time, before he took a 

completely different path.” 

“Different meaning…” 



“Black Ops. Wetwork.” 

Max nodded as he mulled that, though it wasn’t an unexpected answer. 

The place turned out to be a CrossFit gym. The smell of rubber mats, human sweat and 

ancient building beat up their nostrils the second they opened the door. Until that moment, Max 

hadn’t realized how similar his home gym in the barn was to this atmosphere. He almost felt at 

home. 

There was a smattering of tough-looking people doing a variety of tough-looking 

routines. One, a hulking bald man in a tank top, with the full-body freckles of a redhead, smiled 

at their entrance and made a beeline for them. “If it ain’t me old friend, God Dammit!” 

George gave Max a sheepish look and said, “George Davies. GD. God—” 

“Yeah,” Max interrupted. “I got it.” 

The man lifted George off the ground in a bear hug, then set him down. “How’ve you 

been?” 

“Good, Sean. You?” 

With a sweep of his arm toward the room, Sean stated, “Business has been very good. 

An’ the gym does okay, too.” He and George laughed heartily at that. Max simply stared. 

“I’d like you to meet a good friend of mine. Max Calvert.” 

Sean extended his hand to Max. “Sean Fisher. How d’ya know me mate, here?” 

“Our paths crossed a lot in the Mideast.” 



“Ah, a fellow soldier, eh? Well, soldier or no, any friend of GD is a friend of mine, but 

the soldierin’ doesn’t hurt.” He gave Max a friendly smack on his arm. “Let’s head back to me 

office, do some catchin’ up!” 

Once the door was closed, all noise from the gym disappeared. “A’right. Now we’re free 

to talk,” Sean said. He tapped the wall with a knuckle. “Soundproof.” 

They sat down in some heavy leather chairs. Max got right to the point. “George says you 

might be able to help us find some mercs.” 

“Maybe. What’s the story?” 

Max filled him in on everything that went down in Toronto, with enough background to 

understand the situation. After he finished, Sean nodded. “That’s a dinger of a tale.” He smacked 

his desk hard enough to make Max and George jump a little. “Lads, ya’ve come to the right man! 

I know exactly who we need to talk to. Name’s Rhys Black.” 

“Rhys?” George asked. “I figured he was dead, by now.” 

“Nah. Very much alive. And an even bigger scumbag than you remember. The man now 

has absolutely no scruples, takes any job comes his way.” 

Max grimaced and said, “He sounds fun.” 

“Oh, he’s a beaut. But if anyone ‘round here heard about that job, it’d be him. We’ll need 

to meet him on his turf, pub called The Briar and Rose. I’ll set everything up for tomorrow.” 

 

 



The Briar and Rose was not the kind of pub listed on tourist websites. It was a lowdown, 

nasty-looking local watering hole in a very lowdown, nasty-looking part of town. Everything 

about its façade was designed to discourage. Its sign was faded to the point of nearly unreadable. 

Its windows were covered in enough grime to block out any outside light during the day, and 

probably all inside illumination at night. It was constructed of bricks that had absorbed the 

negative ambiance for so long they were now pitch black. Of course, the three-legged pit bull 

chained near the door was the icing on the cake. 

Sean led the way, showing Max and George how to sidestep the dog. The place was full 

of nasty-looking patrons, either focused intently on the football match showing on the one and 

only flat screen or focused intently on their beers. The bartender ignored the two strangers and 

simply greeted, “Sean.” 

“Billy,” Sean returned. “He in?” 

Billy gave Max and George a side glance and asked, “Who yer friends.” 

“Just that. Friends.” 

Billy looked them up and down, then said, “I’ll see.” He picked up a cell and texted. A 

second later, Max heard a buzz come from the circular booth at the very back of the room. A 

man with midnight hair, slicked back to such a degree it shined even in the pub’s gloom, picked 

his phone up off the table. He was flanked on both sides by two thugs, and he’d obviously had a 

full view of them this entire time. 

Billy received a text and grunted, “Go ‘head.” 



As the trio neared the table, the two outermost heavies rose, halting their progress. The 

thugs frisked them and, satisfied they were clean, grabbed three nearby chairs and set them in 

front of the table. Sean sat in the middle, so he was face-to-face with Rhys. 

“Now, what can I do for you Sean?” Rhys asked. 

“It’s not me, it’s for me friends here.” 

Rhys raised an eyebrow. “And they are?” 

Max let George go first. “George,” was all he offered. Max followed his lead. 

“Nice to meet you. What is it you boys think I can help you with?” 

Max spoke up, “I understand you might know something about a job in Toronto a few 

days ago. Pulled off by a team of Russians, maybe led by a woman.” 

“I may know something.” 

“I’d appreciate any info you have. My best friend’s life depends on it.” 

“And who’s your best friend?” 

“One of the two people the job was about. They took him. I need to find him. And soon. I 

doubt he has much time left, if any.” 

Rhys sat back in the seat, linking his fingers behind his head. “I really don’t know if I can 

help you boys.” 

“I can pay,” Max offered. “Handsomely.” 

“Please. This isn’t about money, which is not something I ever say.” His thugs chuckled. 

“I simply can’t play rat to my fellow…shall we call them…business associates.” 



Sean leaned forward, looking Rhys straight in the eyes. “We go back a ways. Ya know I 

know the code as much as anyone, so ya know I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t think it was the right 

thing to do. Please? Anything ya got.” 

“You disappoint me, Sean. If you truly believed in our code, you would never have let 

them ask me anything. Hell, you wouldn’t have even told them you could help.” 

“C’mon, Rhys. For old times—” 

“Don’t give me that ‘old times’ bullshit! Yeah, we’ve known each other a long time, but 

I’d hardly call us friends. Would you?” 

Sean let out a resigning breath. “No.” 

“Right.” Rhys let out a little laugh. “You know, with a shit request like this, you 

should’ve known better than to step directly into the lion’s den.” Rhys snapped his fingers. 

Several of the pub’s patrons drew guns and pointed them at the trio. 

Max didn’t react, he kept looking at Rhys. “Did you really think we’d be that stupid?” 

Rhys turned to Max, who was staring him down with a coldness the mercenary had only 

seen in the eyes of men with nothing to lose. He tried to hold this gaze, but finally broke it off 

and looked at Sean. He also had a cold stare, yet his was tinged with a smirk. 

Sean called out to the room, “Gentlemen!” 

The remaining patrons drew guns and pointed them at Rhys’ men, making the odds two 

to one. 

Rhys held up his hands, motioning for his men to lower their weapons. “Woah. Okay. 

Maybe we can talk.” After Rhys’ thugs had put their guns away, Sean indicated it was fine for 



his people to do so, too. Rhys continued, “Honestly, all I have for you is a name: Arijana. But 

you do not want to tangle with her. Trust me when I tell you, she’s as mean and nasty as they 

come.” 

 

 

Outside the pub, as Sean’s guys climbed into waiting vans, he said, “I’ll look into this 

Arijana. I think I know who he’s talking ‘bout, but I want to make sure. Come by the gym in the 

morning. Should have something, then.” 

 

 

After Sean and his friends had left, Rhys sent a text: Just had a visit. 

It was accompanied by a photo he took of the trio when they first entered. 

 

 

The man on the yacht’s assistant felt his phone buzz. He checked it, then showed it to his 

boss.  

“Looks like we can expect company, soon,” the man said in response. “Lucky for you, 

Mr. Gold,” he told the nearly unconscious figure on his floor, “we now have a reason to keep 

you around a little longer than planned.” 

 


