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The worst part about any hostage situation is the one hundred percent chance that it all started with some sort of violent act. The length of brutality depends on how long it took the hostage-takers to subdue the victims.

Lieutenant Marcus Cane, negotiator for the Hillsboro, Oregon Police Department had a routine while driving to the scene. This habit put his mind and emotions in a place where he felt in control.

“Ensure safety of hostages,” he whispered. The siren blared as he swerved through rush hour traffic.

“Keep things calm.” Marcus envisioned the terrified looks on the hostages as they were dragged to an area.

Three minutes from the hostage scene.

HTs are volatile and will take out their aggression on the hostages. HTs have their adrenaline pumping. Marcus must seem credible while pretending to understand the reasons why this had to happen. Marcus will speak with calm authority. He’ll appreciate the HT’s position but not eager to please.

It’s certainly a fine line. Too much on either side of that line and the game is over.

At some point Marcus will need to make sure the HT forms a relationship with the hostages. Marcus could do this by sending food in bulk, so it must be distributed by the HT. Same with medical supplies, blankets, and water.

One minute from the hostage scene.

“Prolong the situation.” Marcus weaved through media vans, frustrated that a clear path hadn’t been made. “The longer I can prolong the hostage situation, the better chance it will end peacefully. Force the HT to give details. Do not ask questions that can be answered with a simple yes or no.”

Arrived at the scene.

He parked and exited his vehicle. “Develop a relationship with the hostage-taker. I understand the HT and can sympathize with his problems.”

Marcus will ask for the release of hostages and even negotiate the release of weapons. He once talked an HT into giving up four of his six shotguns rather than releasing a hostage. This approach can limit the tactical risk while saving all the hostages, instead of just a few.

Marcus walked under the yellow tape that was lifted by an officer. While making his way through the chaos, he gazed at the fifteen-story building where the hostage crisis took place. Just down the parkway was Nike’s building.

A helicopter thundered from above. All eyes of the fifty or so officers were on him.

He sensed everyone looking at the word adorned on the back of his windbreaker.

Negotiator.
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Rules of a Hostage-Taker

First: Control situation.

Second: Force options.

Third: Gain reward.

Fourth: Avoid capture.

When the time is right...Turn the Souls.

~
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CIRCUMSTANCES THAT led to the hostage takeover.

The amazing thing about executives in billion-dollar companies is they have no idea who works on the fourteen floors below them. Certainly, way down in the basement, Carl Bradburn wouldn’t know the name of his employee...Jay Nicken.

Bradburn wouldn’t realize that Jay’s schedule is different from the regular nine to five. The Inventory Supervisor shift works from noon to eight.

On the other hand, there’s a common similarity between the CEO of a private billion-dollar business and the lonely supervisor who earns $42,000 a year.

Habit.

Sure their habits would be different, but human nature has taught us that change is consequential and even terrifying. The same asshole who came up with the employee schedule for businesses knew how to train people like animals. Make sure they’re doing the same thing each day so they can be more productive.

Jay’s habit was to turn off the lights in the basement at 7:50 p.m. This would discourage any employees above him from coming down and ask for a certain item moments before Jay was going to leave work. If you haven’t made your request by 7:49, then you would have to wait until noon the next day.

Jay didn’t earn enough money, nor enjoy his job to the point where he’d stick around just to help someone.

Everything in the basement had to be signed out with Jay’s approval. It gave him some satisfaction in having control over the top fourteen floors. Even the executives didn’t have access to supplies and records in the basement.

That’s why at 7:50, when Jay shut off the light to his office, he was surprised to see the top dog, Carl Bradburn, wandering down the stairs to the basement.

Jay crouched down and looked from the glass window of his cramped little office. Bradburn had a flashlight and was heading towards the rear of the basement.

Jay smiled, wondering what King Bradburn’s doing. He’s certainly up to something which he wanted to keep a secret from everyone else in the building.

Jay smiled. Whatever Bradburn was doing, Jay could blackmail him. Depending on what Bradburn was after would determine how much Jay would ask to keep his mouth shut.

For example, if Bradburn retrieved a personnel file on one of the employees, it would be worth about $100,000. This blackmail payment would prevent Jay from talking and Bradburn could avoid a lawsuit.

Even better, maybe Bradburn was meeting his assistant Megan Smoy here for a quickie. Jay would wait until Bradburn had his pants down and Megan was bent over a filing cabinet with her skirt raised above her waist and panties around her ankles. At the right moment, Jay would yell, “Surprise!” Then take a few pictures and demand $250,000 to keep his mouth shut.

Bradburn arrived at the far wall where the supply shelf was located. “Damn.” Jay couldn’t blackmail Bradburn if he’s stealing a few office supplies. Then again, why would Carl Bradburn need to steal a pencil and some sticky pads?

When the back wall moved in conjunction with the shelves, Jay thought his eyes had been deceived in the darkness. The flashlight dimmed, then flickered, as if Bradburn traveled to another dimension.

Jay’s eyes narrowed, confused about what’s going on. Five minutes later Bradburn appeared, and the wall moved back into place. Bradburn hurried through the basement, up the stairs and left.

Jay kept the lights off and jogged out of the office. He could run blindfolded, in a full sprint through this basement and avoid every cabinet and storage box. In quick fashion he arrived at the rear wall with the large shelves. He tugged on each shelf, but they were securely attached. Next, Jay stretched behind the office supplies and ran his fingers along the wall.

Between the second and third shelf a twelve-by-twelve-inch portion moved. Jay dug his fingers in and opened it all the way, revealing a keypad. He closed it, making sure the wall sealed together.

“Bradburn is hiding a room back here,” Jay realized. But what’s in it? Something important enough that only Carl Bradburn knew about, and he didn’t want anyone else to find.

The word fate popped into Jay’s mind. It’s the power to predetermine events. It’s an established future. Preordained death and destruction.

An individual’s destiny of fortune.
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Twenty-nine days until the hostage situation.

Bradburn’s an authoritative man. That’s what money can do for the rich. The only thing Jay had going for him right now was the element of surprise. Once that’s blown, Jay would be helpless to negotiate a bribe. Until that could happen, he had to know what’s in that room.

If it’s Bradburn’s great-grandmother’s old ring that he kept here to cherish, that wouldn’t help Jay at all. On the other hand, if Bradburn had secret files that posed a threat to either the company or one of the executives, it would make for a more irrefutable deal.

Two weeks went by and Bradburn didn’t show up again. Possibly that was a one-time thing when Bradburn arrived just before eight. Jay thought about camping in his office after hours to see if Bradburn showed, but the security guard in the building would wonder why Jay is staying here past his shift.

Jay’s only option was to set up a camera in his office. The lens pointed to the rear wall and focused with night vision on the control panel and all who entered the secret room.

Another three nights went by before Bradburn returned. It was 10:00 p.m. No one would question why a CEO was working late, but still, someone must have given him the security access card to the basement.

Bradburn punched in the code on the panel. The wall opened. Bradburn went inside for a few minutes and then he left, closing the wall behind him. The video wasn’t focused enough to reveal the numbers that Bradburn used.

Darnell Browning is head of building security. He would be the only one that could give Bradburn a card to the basement. It’s baffling because Browning did everything by the book.

The company Browning worked for was outsourced, so it had no ties or loyalty to Bradburn Industries. The reason for this was so that no one, not even the co-founder, could gain entry to every part of the building.

Jay decided to research VIP Security, which Bradburn Industries hired. He did this at home instead of at work. There’s no telling what extremes a billion-dollar company would go to check an employee’s computer without them knowing. Jay wondered how many people lost their job playing Farmville on Facebook.

VIP Security had a list of over a hundred employees. Darnell Browning was listed as one of fifteen team leaders. Unfortunately, it didn’t say who owned the company.

Next, Jay went to Oregon.org and did a search of all businesses. If VIP Security wasn’t listed, then it’s illegal. That could be worth some hush money as well.

To Jay’s disappointment, VIP Security had been listed as a legitimate company in Oregon. The good news was that Jay located the owner of VIP Security...Robert Smalls.

Jay did a Google search on Robert Smalls, discovering he’s listed at a rival company called, Executive Security.

These security companies aren’t very original with their company names, he thought.

Executive Security did private work for owners of companies. Their clients weren’t listed, but the individual teams were listed. Each team had a leader and seven other bodyguards.

Jay printed Robert Smalls’ team and continued browsing through the website. Once again, the owner of Executive Security wasn’t listed, so Jay went back to Oregon.org and researched them.

The founder of Executive Security was Donny Malone, who doubles as the Senior Vice President of Bradburn Industries.

It took a moment, but Jay pieced things together. Malone owns a security company that protects Carl Bradburn. Robert Smalls is the leader of Carl’s security team and owner of VIP Security, which is the building security at Bradburn Industries.

Carl Bradburn couldn’t convince Darnell Browning to change the accessibility on his card. On the other hand, the owner of VIP, Robert Smalls, would have that authority.

In fact, Robert Smalls most certainly had Donny Malone’s card changed as well so he could go anywhere in the building. No red flags would show up in the security system because they were granted permission. 

Mr. Ethical Carl Bradburn originally created a system to gain the trust of his employees. Unbeknownst to anyone, Bradburn is using the head of his private security to change access cards at the building.

Company procedures stipulated that not even the executives could have access everywhere in the building because of all the valuable information from both the company and the employees. What really had been going on was so well hidden, no one would research this problem to catch Bradburn.

The only way Carl Bradburn would be caught is if someone had fate on their side.
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Twelve days until the hostage situation.

The rumors of Acacia, a company located in Spain, continued to spread throughout the business world. A major buyout of Bradburn Industries seemed apparent, although Carl Bradburn and Dr. Sedgwick denied any such deal.

Gossip from the employees swirled throughout the building and even reached Jay in the basement. Susannah Nystrom, a receptionist in Human Resources, had visited Jay and decided to vent her frustration.

“I hate not knowing what the hell is going on. We have no idea what Acacia demands of their employees. There’s a chance that we’ll have to take a pay cut, or even worse, they could downsize.”

Jay had other things on his mind, although he’s following the Acacia buyout closely as well. When that happened, Jay could lose his chance to discover what’s inside Bradburn’s hidden room.

“I’m sure this won’t be resolved in a week,” Jay assured Susannah. “Things like this take months, even years to solidify.”

“That’s what worries me. The rumors are now starting to heat up. What if they’d been working on this for a long time? We have no idea when the negotiations started.”

It’s a good point. “I’m not sure there’s much we can do.”

“I’d like to march up to the fifteenth floor and tell Mr. Bradburn to go fuck himself. It would sure make me feel a lot better.”

Jay rubbed his chin. “Do you think everyone feels the same way as you?”

“Sure. Nobody likes Bradburn. Especially the way he flaunts that slut assistant of his. I’ve seen Mrs. Bradburn. She’s beautiful. How could King Bradburn pick that skank Megan over his wife?”

“What about all these lawsuits we’re hearing about? Especially the one from California University. I can’t believe that Acacia would take over a company that has impending dooms lurking from every direction.”

Susannah shrugged her shoulders. “If Dr. Sedgwick keeps developing formulas and vaccines to save people’s lives, I suppose the good outweighs the bad.”

“That’s true.” Jay wanted to confide in Susannah. Everyone liked her and she had the ear of the entire company. Even some of the executives would chit-chat with her about sensitive business matters. She had that kind of approachable allure.

Even though at the moment she’s down in the basement bitching about what’s going on, Susannah wasn’t a gossiper. Jay liked that about her. He supposed her trusting nature is what attracted others the most.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked. “You got quiet all of the sudden.”

“I’m thinking we shouldn’t sit back and let Bradburn or Acacia do whatever the hell they want. The employees are the ones that keep this company profitable. They have under a hundred people working in this building and Bradburn Industries makes billions each year. Nike down the street has a thousand employees.”

“Manufacturing is much different than pharmaceutical research.”

“Yeah, I understand that, but still.”

Susannah smiled. “As I’ve said during my weekend Texas Hold’em Tournaments, ‘I’m all in.’ What do you have in mind?”

Jay wanted to tread lightly for the moment. He established Susannah’s a powerful and influential ally. She would support just about anything.

But what could they do? What would hurt Bradburn the most?

Jay still didn’t know.
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Darnell Browning, Head of Security, popped his head in Jay’s office with a surprise visit. For some reason Jay thought that he was about to be escorted from the building.

“What up, Jay Bird?” Darnell asked.

Only Darnell called him that nickname. Jay hated it with a passion but wasn’t about to argue with a well-built, 6’5, 250-pound, black man. “What’s going on?”

“Mr. Bradburn is sending everyone home early today.” He had a prominent grin. “Even you.”

Jay glanced at the clock. “I’ve only been here an hour.”

“Are you really going to complain about being sent home early with pay?”

Jay walked around the desk, flicked off the light and headed out of the office. Darnell followed behind. “So, what’s the special occasion?”

“Don’t know.”

Jay stopped. “Does this have to do with Acacia? Did Mr. Bradburn make the deal?”

“First of all, Dr. Sedgwick and Mr. Bradburn would have to agree on a deal. Second, I have no clue.”

“I’ll need a couple of minutes to put some files away and then I’ll get out of here.”

Darnell looked at his watch. “Okay but make it quick. Mr. Bradburn wanted the building clear in just a few minutes. Even the security has to leave.” Darnell raced up the steps, slid the security card on the door and left.

The moment had arrived. Jay could feel it.

He ran to the main light switch and shut it off. A long gray cabinet held extra white coats for lab researchers. He emptied it and shoved the white coats in a storage bin.

After taking several deep breaths to calm his nerves, Jay eased inside the cabinet then closed the door. He could see through a crack, but it was limited.

Now...it’s time to wait.

Twenty minutes passed when Darnell came back downstairs. He flicked on the lights and yelled, “Jay Bird! You here?”

Darnell must have been waiting for Jay and decided to make sure the building was clear. This was the first time Mr. Bradburn sent the employees home early. To make this more interesting, there’s an urgent tone in Darnell’s voice.

After searching the office, Darnell shut off the lights and went upstairs.

Jay opened the cabinet and stepped out. He sucked in a pocket of air, although breathing in the cabinet wasn’t that difficult. Still, he had a sensation of being locked inside a metal coffin.

No matter how long it took, Jay was determined to stay in the basement. Something’s going on that’s so important, even the security guards aren’t privileged with an update. Anything of that magnitude was certainly worth Jay’s time.

With everyone removed from the building, Jay needed to pass the time. He continued working, kept the cabinet door open for quick entry and the lights off.

The only problem was if Bradburn had the building cleared for whatever reason, but then he never came down to the basement. Jay wouldn’t know if anyone was in the building or not. With no windows and just a couple of vents, the basement’s setup like a dungeon minus all the medieval torture and musty smell.

It was 5:30 when someone came through the door and turned on the lights. In spry fashion, Jay made it to the cabinet and sealed himself inside. When Bradburn entered the basement in the past, he didn’t turn on the lights, maximizing his secrecy. Jay assumed it was someone else.

To Jay’s satisfaction, Bradburn came down the steps, followed by Dr. Sedgwick and three other men dressed in expensive suits.

Dr. Sedgwick had long gray hair, a fragile body, and the appearance of someone in their eighties rather than fifties. He was right behind Bradburn, following close. Behind Dr. Sedgwick was a clean-cut man with salt and pepper hair, carrying a briefcase.

The last two men were foreign. One had a healthy head of black hair and a five o’clock shadow. The second was the opposite, buzzed hair and clean-shaven. Both had bronze skin and carried a metal suitcase in each hand.

Bradburn found a set of plastic folding chairs and set them in a circle. Jay could assume that whomever the bronze fellows were, they had some sort of authority over Bradburn.

It was comical the way Bradburn rushed to make sure everyone had a seat. Even more satisfying, was seeing five powerful men sitting in a basement on plastic chairs.

The man with the briefcase spoke first. “This is an informal meeting, gentlemen. We’re here to agree on principle terms only.”

Jay now realized that the two bronze guys were from Acacia in Spain. The same ones planning to buyout Bradburn Industries.

Five o’clock shadow said in English but with a thick Spanish accent, “Do we agree on the purchase price of fifty point six billion?”

“We do,” Bradburn responded.

They talked about fifty billion as if it’s spare change in their pockets. Jay despised their snobbish nature along with their thousand-dollar suits.

Five o’clock shadow looked at Dr. Sedgwick. “And you?”

“Yes, I agree,” he replied with a nervous tone. Dr. Sedgwick looked out of place compared to the others with his ragged lab coat, puny body, and long gray hair in a ponytail.

Buzzed hair said to Mr. Briefcase, “Mr. Hurwitz. We’ll need to discuss other matters but feel your services will no longer be needed at this time.”

Hurwitz’s face became painted with a mixture of disappointment and frustration. “I’m the corporate attorney for Bradburn Industries. I need to be here during-”

“Morris,” Bradburn said, using the lawyer’s first name. “We aren’t signing anything today. Leave us to talk.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Hurwitz protested.

“And yet, I do.” Bradburn held his gaze on the corporate attorney.

Giving in to defeat, Hurwitz stood up. “Should I wait upstairs in case you need me?”

“No. You can leave.” Bradburn handed Hurwitz a security card. “I’ll call you later tonight.”

Hurwitz grabbed his briefcase and marched off. Jay could hear the lawyer stomp up each step of the metal stairs and bang through the door.

“So,” Bradburn said to five o’clock shadow. “Let’s talk about why you really came here.”
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Five o’clock shadow’s English was impeccable. He spoke with confidence, but in a low voice. Jay could barely hear him.

Five o’clock Shadow: “We are willing to make what your Americans call an under the table deal, but do not understand why this is needed. Both of you will earn over twenty-two billion from this agreement, plus an eight hundred thousand salary to continue your work. Why are you asking for more?”

Bradburn: “It’s simple. We have several lawsuits pending. A couple of possible outcomes may occur as a result, but the worst is that if we’re sued for damages, the two billion and our salary could be taken away. Dr. Sedgwick and I feel that we need some insurance money that the government and the outside world doesn’t know about.”

“Moreover,” Dr. Sedgwick said in a raspy voice. “We’re in a tough position. If word gets out that we agreed to sell and something happens to disrupt the deal, then...” He stopped speaking. “Let’s just say that we’ll look bad if the deal falls through.”

Five o’ clock Shadow:   “Look bad to whom? This is a privately owned company with only ten percent of the shares owned by investors. What do you care what people think?”

Bradburn: “If something goes wrong and the deal is disrupted for any reason, our alternative would be to have a public offering. Unfortunately, that’ll be difficult with the lawsuits. If the media reported that Acacia was all set to purchase Bradburn Industries but had cold feet because of internal problems we’re having, our company wouldn’t be worth shit.”

Clean-cut: “We are taking all the risks. It seems that you want some sort of guarantee to make billions. In business and life, there are no guarantees.”

Bradburn:   “I understand your position.” His voice edged with conviction. “But you must understand ours. We can shop this company to others before going any further with you.” He leaned forward. “Is Acacia ready for a bidding war?”

Jay noticed that five o’clock shadow’s bronze skin turned to the color of rust. He didn’t appear to be a man who took threats lightly. “Understand our position, Mr. Bradburn. If we give you this money, the buyout should go smoothly.” He watched as Bradburn sat back in his chair. “I suggest you hold on to every dollar in case we change our minds.”

Sedgwick squirmed. “Why would you change your mind?”

Clean-cut: “If it was leaked that we have made a deal in principle, it could stir up more lawsuits. In that case, we may reconsider.” He paused. “We haven’t agreed on which employees will stay and which will leave. That could be another deal killer. We want our own people in here.”

Sedgwick wiggled so much he almost slipped off the plastic chair. “The reason this company is worth fifty billion is because of the people that work here.”

“We disagree,” Shadow replied. His skin returned to its natural bronze. “We know that you had someone steal formulas and vaccines from other pharmaceutical companies. We know that Mr. Bradburn’s personal security team raided several college labs to retrieve information on their studies, the worst being California University. The growth hormone formula, Protropin, was taken from Cal. If anyone discovers that it was Mr. Bradburn’s own security that stole it, then this company would not be worth...as you say...shit.”

“How did you know all of this?” Bradburn’s face turned to a pasty white, hands clenched together.

Jay couldn’t contain his smile. His blackmail plan had been formulated right in front of his eyes. He could stand in this cabinet and let them blab secrets for hours and it wouldn’t matter. Just keep talking, he thought.

Five o’clock shadow fashioned a devious grin. “We have been watching your company for some time. Let’s just say we had people in place to feed us information.”

“Moles?” Bradburn spat. “You put moles in our company?”

“What did you think? We are going to spend over fifty billion without diligence?”

Bradburn had the look of defeat. “What about our other offices in California? San Francisco, Vacaville, and Oceanside?”

Clean-cut: “They will all be closed.”

Bradburn: The employees here? How many can we keep?”

Five o’clock Shadow: “Give us a number.”

Bradburn looked at Sedgwick. “Well, there are so many-”

“Let me make this easier for you,” Five o’clock shadow said to Bradburn. “Tell me who you really want to keep.”

Bradburn was still looking at Sedwick. Jay wished he could display Bradburn’s expression in the breakroom for the other employees to enjoy. It’s wonderful to see that bastard bullied like a little kid.

Bradburn: “Well, I want my Vice President, Donny Malone.” Bradburn turned and looked at five o’clock shadow. “Megan Smoy, my assistant. Mike Harten, the Chief Financial Officer. Deshi Lung, Vice President of Foreign Operations. Those people I trust the most. Darnell Browning, the head of our building security isn’t an employee, but we still need him here.” Bradburn pointed to clean-cut. “Shouldn’t you be writing this down?”

Five o’clock shadow answered for him. “He is not my secretary. Plus, I can remember eight or nine names.” He looked at Sedgwick. “Doctor. Is there anyone you would like to keep?”

Sedgwick inched forward in his seat. “Well, Yongsoo Chung, who is my right hand in the lab. Jason Zimmer, my research manager.”

“Very well,” Five o’clock shadow said. “We will keep you two and those other six, plus the head of building security. They will receive a raise and bonus, but they must adhere to Acacia’s guidelines.”

Bradburn:   “What about the other employees?”

Five o’clock Shadow:   “Do not say anything to them just yet. I’ll let you know when you can fire them.”

Bradburn: “You mean lay them off? Give them some sort of reimbursement?”

Five o’clock Shadow: “We are spending all our reimbursement funds on your under-the-table-deal.” He paused, eyes right with Bradburn. “We can certainly split some of your payoff amongst the employees who will be leaving if that’s something you want to consider.”

Bradburn: “That won’t be necessary, but if you fire them, then they’ll have trouble collecting unemployment. If you lay them off, then they have a fighting chance.”

“They will be terminated,” Five o’clock shadow said with an icy tone. “And you will be the one giving the ax, not me.”

Bradburn rubbed the back of his neck. “Fine. Let’s wrap this up.”

Clean-cut opened all four metal cases by his feet. “There is eight billion in cash for you to split equally.” He produced a crafty grin. “But remember; hold onto it for now, just in case we need it back.”

Jay gazed at the money with wide eyes. Not only did he have blackmail details, but he had eight billion a few feet away.

Both foreigners stood up and walked towards the stairs. Bradburn hurried past them, up the stairs and opened the door with his security card, then returned. He closed the cases. “Do you want me to hold onto this and keep it in a safe place?”

Sedgwick:   “No. I’ll take my share and hide it in my own safe place.”

Bradburn: “Where? It needs to be somewhere that no one will ever look.”

Sedgwick grabbed two cases. “I’ll handle it, thank you.” He left without saying another word.

As Bradburn opened the secret room, Jay had to decide. He could punch Bradburn in his smug mouth and grab the money, then escape. Bradburn would never catch him.

Or...  Jay could hold back and consider the consequences. Bradburn would send his private security after him. Possibly Acacia had connections to an army of hit men.

This had to be planned with detailed precision. Bradburn would keep his money in the saferoom until the deal with Acacia had been completed. The cash wasn’t going anywhere.

Jay considered the employees who were about to be screwed over by Bradburn and Acacia. There had to be a way to help them as well. He needed a plan that would get rid of his enemies and benefit everyone else at the same time.

Like a vision, an idea popped into Jay’s mind. He knew exactly how to get away with billions, help all the employees and keep his identity secret.

All these years suffering in this basement had finally paid off. Jay had enough information to control the most significant people in two different Fortune 500 companies.

Bradburn returned the chairs to their original position, went up the stairs, shut off the lights and left.

Jay opened the cabinet door and stepped out. He had to act quickly and get everything organized.

The first thing he needed to do was research everything he could on the hostage negotiator for the Hillsboro Police Department.
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“Did you see that,” Xavier asked as they left the meeting with Carl Bradburn and Dr. Sedgwick. They just exited the basement, through the lobby, and through the glass doors to the parking lot.

His business partner and closest friend, Dante, stopped and asked, “See what?”

“Someone was hiding in a cabinet during our meeting.”

“You think Bradburn placed him there?”

“Maybe,” Xavier said, glancing back at the building. “Perhaps whoever was in there decided to spy on all of us without our knowledge, including Bradburn.”

“Who do you think it was?”

“Let’s wait for now. I’m sure whoever it was will show their ugly face when an opportunity presents itself.”
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Eleven days until the hostage situation.

On the Hillsboro Police Department website, they were kind enough to categorize each division. Lieutenant Marcus Cane was listed in the Emergency Response Team.

Listed in the next section was Kevin Harlan, the Senior Tactical Operations Commander. He would be the pain in the ass that’ll try to shoot everybody so they could go home. Lindi Amerson the Tactical Intelligence Advisor. Daniel Fletcher, Situation Commander would oversee the operation.

Now Jay knew the key players.

The next best thing besides websites was Google. In seconds Jay discovered a policy by the Hillsboro Police Department which allowed the hostage negotiator to make most, if not all the decisions. The Situation Commander can relieve the negotiator of his duty, but it’s unlikely that would happen during the hostage situation.

According to an interview that Marcus Cane recently did with USA Today, he has been in eighteen hostage negotiations. Fourteen of them attempted suicide. Jay thought that was amusing. It meant that a person could hold themselves hostage. Of the fourteen attempted suicides, two victims ended up going through with it and died.

Cane once spent twenty-three hours trying to talk a woman off a ledge at the top of the Marriott Hotel. The hotel was under construction, and it was difficult for Cane to maneuver close to her.

They were up there so long that the woman had urinated herself several times, soaking her jeans and socks. Cane never left and used water bottles as his toilet when the woman wasn’t looking. She lost her job of sixteen years after being accused of stealing a pack of highlighters.

Marcus attempted to talk her down for almost a full day.  Finally, she stood up, turned, smiled and said to Cane, “Thanks for trying. I love you for what you’ve done.” Rather than going over the building to the parking lot, she disappeared through the rafters.

They found her body broken and mangled. She didn’t die right away, but she never made it to the hospital alive.

Jay continued reading about Marcus Cane, wanting to know everything about him.

In another situation, a grandmother kidnapped her three grandchildren because she thought they were being mistreated at home. She held them for six hours with a shotgun.

Cane successfully negotiated everyone out alive. It was later determined that the shotgun was empty. Even if she did manage to load it, the damn thing was broken and wouldn’t fire anyway.

A sophomore in high school held his girlfriend captive in her bedroom when she informed him that they were breaking up. He smashed a lamp and held the largest piece against her neck. Cane resolved that situation in less than thirty minutes without injuries.

The one that interested Jay the most was when two hostages were executed, but Cane didn’t allow a breach. Instead, he continued negotiations with the hostage-taker.

It was a classic case of when a husband came home early from a business trip. He found his wife and her lover in the Jacuzzi while their six children were sleeping upstairs. The children’s ages ranged from seven-years-old to seventeen.

The husband retrieved a gun from his desk drawer and the bullets from a safe in his home office. He forced the two naked adults back inside the house where he tied them up. He then rounded up the children to see what her mother was doing while “daddy was away earning money.”

Unbeknownst to the father, his seventeen-year-old daughter carried her cellphone downstairs and texted her best friend to call the police.

One hour after Cane arrived on the scene, the father shot and killed his wife’s lover in front of the children. Three hours later he killed the wife. Seven hours later, Cane talked the father out and saved the six children.

The USA Today article finished with a brief paragraph about Cane’s personal life. He had a wife that died of cancer. Cane has a sister and nephew in Tulsa and a mother in Tallahassee.

Jay logged off the Internet, pleased with his research. Marcus Cane will be perfect.
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Ten days until the hostage situation.

How do you get 60,000 people to be quiet at the same time? That’s simple. Announce that the National Anthem will be sung. Everyone will listen because they believe in what they’re hearing.

Jay had to use that same logic as the employees of Bradburn Industries. If they believe in him, they will consider his plan.

Of course, there’s always the risk that someone may go to the police and ruin everything. For a little added insurance, Jay figured he would have to threaten the employees.

Even so, Jay’s plan was based on his original theory...if the employees of Bradburn Industries believe in him, they would follow him.

Since he had a good relationship with Susannah Nystrom and she worked in Human Resources, that’s where Jay had to start. He needed her to retrieve all the employees’ files.

Since Susannah had the ear of the employees, she would prove useful in convincing others of his plan.

“Are you nuts?” Susannah shouted. She had come over to his house after he called her and said he had important news about the company. “You want to hold every employee at Bradburn Industries hostage?”

“I want to pin it all on Carl Bradburn’s personal security and use them during the hostage-situation.”

Any other person would have run out the door. Susannah stayed. She’s an expert in listing to everyone’s problems as they bitch and moan about their job, but afterwards, they always feel better speaking with her. She would have made a great shrink.

Even so, Jay knew there’s more to Susannah than just being a kind person. 

She’s curious about others.

Susannah folded her arms.   “I’m assuming you have a good reason for doing this?”

There it is, Jay thought. Curiosity. “I have information which can be a compelling resource if used in the correct way.”

Susannah uncrossed her arms and inched forward. “Tell me.”

“I know for sure that Bradburn had his private security steal formulas from several pharmaceutical companies and college laboratories. I know that Robert Smalls is the owner of VIP Security.”

“Which is the building security,” Susannah added.

“Yes. Smalls is the leader of Bradburn’s private security team.” Jay could see the wheels turning in Susannah’s head. “It gets better. Donny Malone, our wonderful VP, owns Executive Security, which is where Smalls and his crew work.”

“I agree it’s a little fishy, but why is that important?”

“Because this gives Carl Bradburn and Donny Malone the ability to control security access cards in the building.”

Susannah’s face lit up. “Bradburn and Malone aren’t permitted to enter all the rooms in the building. In fact, that’s Bradburn’s rule.”

“That’s right. They found a way to change security cards, and no one would ever know.”

“Those snakes,” Susannah said. “The only reason they would do something like that is if they were digging into company files, changing accounts and secretly bringing formulas into the lab.”

“Yeah, and Bradburn needs a place to secretly meet with others and hide money.”

Susannah’s eyes narrowed, her mouth opening just a bit. “Hiding money?”

Right there, Jay knew he had gained an ally. “I’m talking billions of dollars in under-the-table funds given to Bradburn and Dr. Sedgwick by the owners of Acacia.”

“So, the deal would go through smoothly.”

“Yep.”

“They’re hiding the money at the building?” Susannah’s expression was attentive and full of curiosity.

“I haven’t located Dr. Sedgwick’s money yet. But I know where Bradburn hid his.”

Susannah’s eyes became distant. “How much?”

“They each received four billion each.” Jay let that sink in. “I have more information that could benefit us.” Jay used the word, us, to insinuate that she’s on his side.

Susannah snapped to attention. “Go on.”

“When Acacia takes control, they’re going to shut down the other businesses in California and fire everyone here with the exception of eight people.”

“Jesus!” Her cheeks flushed, spreading to her neck and arms. “You mean they’re going to layoff the employees?”

“No. They’re specifically going to screw everyone over.”

“Severance pay?”

“No.”

“Are they even going to give the employees notice so they can start looking?”

“Nope.” Jay sat back, watching as Susannah went through a variety of emotions. Anger first, followed by sadness. Her eyes shifted, then focused on him. Jay could tell that she’s considering his plan to defend herself and the other employees against those corporate bastards. “Are you in?” he asked.

“I want to get this straight. You’re going to ruin Bradburn Industries, take the payoff money, and split it up between the employees. Meanwhile, we’ll stay anonymous while Acacia goes after Mr. Bradburn and Dr. Sedgwick.”

“Well, you got most of that right.” Jay considered his next words carefully. He decided to be honest, although unsympathetic. “Dr. Sedgwick and a few other staff members won’t make it out alive.”
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Susannah: “You’re going to kill Dr. Sedgwick? Murder other staff members?” Her eyes became like silver dollars.

“Yes.”

She stood up. “I’m done. There’s no way I can listen to this nonsense.”

“Sit!” Jay ordered. She glared at him for a moment, then plopped back down. “Dr. Sedgwick will end up dead anyway when is money is gone and Acacia sends their crew after him.”

“What about Mr. Bradburn?”

“I’m going to let him live and suffer. He can deal with Acacia on his own.”

“He has a family.” Susannah’s face became flushed. “A wife and two daughters.”

“I know. I’ll try to keep them safe the best I can.”

Susannah didn’t speak for a long moment. “Are you sure others have to be killed?”

“Yes.”

Susannah shook her head. “Who?”

“Yongsoo Chung, Megan Smoy, Donny Malone, Jason Zimmer, Darnell Browning, Mike Harten, and Deshi Lung.”

“You can’t be serious?” She clasped her fingers together, preventing them from shaking.

“Mr. Bradburn’s entire private security will be killed as well.”

“You’ll never get the employees to go along with this sadistic plan.”

“I’m not going to tell them. They’ll know most of everything, just not the gory details. We’ll have their personnel folders so we can blackmail-”

“You’re going to threaten them?” Susannah stood up again. “You’re talking about spending the rest of your life in prison. Did you know that Oregon voters reinstated the death penalty? Lethal injection is our form of capital punishment.”

Jay pushed himself up and touched her arm. “No one is going to know I’m involved or that we even had this conversation.” Jay paused. “If they want to split billions of dollars, there’s going to be risk.”

She looked at the floor, took a deep breath and brought her eyes on him. “You can’t keep seventy people from talking. Someone will crack. I could name about ten who gossip like old church ladies.”

“That’s why we need a little bit of insurance in order to keep their traps shut.” He touched her arm again, trying to keep her attention. “These people are about to receive more money than they could ever spend in their lifetime.”

Susannah pulled her arm back. “I understand, but-”

“Meanwhile,” Jay continued, “the employees get to screw over Bradburn and Acacia. I don’t think anyone will lose sleep over that part of the plan. More importantly, I’m doing the killing, not them. That’s why we tell them only what they need to hear.”

Susannah brought her eyes level with Jay. “Have you killed anyone before?”

He thought about growing up in Pennsylvania and going deer hunting with his father and two older brothers. Shooting deer never bothered Jay. He figured that taking a life would feel the same, no matter if it were an animal or human. “I never killed anyone before,” he admitted.

“How much money will each of the employees receive?”

“Well, I have to pay out twelve million to some others to assist with the job. Plus, I have other expenses that need-”

“How much?” she repeated.

Jay cocked his head and smiled. He turned, picked up an index card he had ready on the coffee table. Jay wanted her to see this in writing. He turned and showed her.

$93,562,500.

Susannah responded with a nervous chuckle. “Well, that may certainly convince people to keep their mouths shut and go along with the plan.” She scrunched her eyebrows. “How did you come across all this information?”

Jay knew that she’d eventually ask that question; he considered lying. On the other hand, Susannah was risking her life and deserved to know the truth.

“In the basement, I hid in a metal cabinet while listening to a conversation with Bradburn, Sedgwick, and the two Acacia owners. Before that, I spied on Bradburn several times when he secretly entered the basement.”

“Mr. Bradburn is hiding his money in the basement? Why don’t we just go get it and split that amount?”

“It’s not that simple,” Jay explained. “And besides, getting the money is only part of the plan.”
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Susannah arrived home, still replaying in her mind the meeting with Jay Nicken. She was relieved to see Daniel in the living room. He was relaxing on the couch, smoking a cigarette and reading the newspaper. “Hey babe,” Daniel said, without looking away from the paper.

“We need to talk.” Susannah sat down on the coffee table next to his ashtray full of cigarette stubs. “Daniel!”

He tossed the paper on the floor and sat up. “Let me guess. Someone said something about someone at work, and someone got mad and told you.”

“This is serious.”

Daniel rolled his eyes. “Every day it’s a serious crisis at work.”

“I just came from Jay Nicken’s house.”

This caught Daniel’s attention. “You went to some guy’s house after work?”

“Yes. He wanted to tell me something important. Supposedly, he spied on Mr. Bradburn, Dr. Sedgwick, and two owners from Acacia. He discovered that the rumors were true. Acacia is going to buyout Bradburn Industries.”

“Well, at least someone has a set of balls at your work.”

“Hold off on your praise until you hear everything.” Susannah scooted from the coffee table to the couch. “Mr. Bradburn had his private security steal formulas from several different pharmaceutical companies and college laboratories.”

“Does this Jay guy have proof, other than what he heard?”

“No. But there’s more. Mr. Bradburn and Mr. Malone are using security companies to manipulate the access cards in the building. They can enter any room without being questioned.”

“So, the CEO and vice president of the company want access to everything in the building.” Daniel gave her a sarcastic grin. “I don’t see the problem.”

“The only reason they would do something like that is if they were digging into company files, changing accounts and sneaking formulas into the lab. Yeah, and Bradburn needs a place to secretly meet with others and hide money.”

Daniel raised an eyebrow. “What money?”

“Payoffs from Acacia, so that the purchase of the company would go through without a hitch.”

Daniel understood the reason behind under-the-table payouts. Even in privately owned companies, the CEO would have to consider options from others interested in purchasing the business. Acacia wanted to make sure they were the only players so they could avoid a bidding war. “How much money are we talking about?”

“Mr. Bradburn and Dr. Sedgwick were paid four billion each.”

“Hidden in the building?”

“Yes, and Jay knows where it is. He spied on Mr. Bradburn and saw him hide the cash.”

“Interesting.”

“Oh, it gets better. When Acacia takes control, they’re going to shut down the other businesses in California and fire everyone in the Oregon branch except for a few lucky people, along with Mr. Bradburn and Dr. Sedgwick. Everyone, including me, will be screwed over. No severance pay or even the ability to apply for unemployment benefits.”

None of that mattered to Daniel. He’s still thinking about the billions of dollars inside Bradburn Industries. “What else did Jay tell you?”
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