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FIRST THINGS FIRST, let’s just get this on the table - this book is ridiculous. And that’s how it’s supposed to be. But before you get confused, allow me to explain why it is ridiculous.

I’ve been writing for quite awhile. And this is the first substantive work to see the light of day. One of the main reasons for that is I am apparently not terribly good at finishing things. My “inner critic” starts working overtime whenever I create and brings things to a grinding halt. For instance, I’ve written 1.5 books in an awesome fantasy novel trilogy. However, that inner critic wants to make sure that the plot is as epic as it has the potential of being, and has thus far stopped forward advancement on that particular work. It is a fact that this procrastination (as some would call it) in no way sets me apart or makes me unique in the world of writers. However, I don’t let a little thing like that slow me down.

Over the span of 2017-2019, two factors collided that led to the creation of the book you now hold in your hands and help to explain its unique ridiculousness.

One, I started my own business doing websites, graphic design, and (surprise) copywriting. This introduced me to a whole new world - the world of the online entrepreneur. 

Two, I started exploring other creative avenues where the inner critic had a harder time finding me. I started 2 podcasts - one called Another World Audiobooks where I narrate audiobooks with all the accents. It’s a ton of fun. You should really check it out and subscribe. The other podcast came to be known as The Brad Johnson Show. 

The Brad Johnson Show was my way of blowing off steam at the ridiculousness I was confronted with in my day job as a website design agency owner. The number of online “gurus” who had “all the answers” and were ready to “change your life” with these “5 secrets to blah, blah, blah” was, simply put, astounding. 

My brother and I recorded the podcast in a bedroom with a shared mic on an old Windows laptop. The podcast was more for our own entertainment than anything else. But, being the stubborn chap that I am, before I knew it, we had three seasons, over one-hundred and fifty episodes, dozens of real guests, hours and hours of content, more than a few 5-star reviews, and one video course to show for this “hobby” project. It was a blast and the character of Brad Johnson took on a life of his own.

All of that leads us back to late 2019, where my mounting frustration with not being able to successfully silence my inner critic was reaching a boiling point. #NaNoWriMo (National Novel Writing Month - a social media challenge to write a full novel in one month) was coming up in November and I really felt compelled to just do it. But I knew that if I attempted to continue writing in the high fantasy genre, my inner critic would stymie me at every turn. So I did what any reasonable human being would do. I asked...

“What would Brad Johnson, the fictional character I made up to host a parody/satire podcast, do?”

Surely he would just do it. Surely he would not be stopped by the inner critic. Surely he would just write and let the chips fall where they may. 

So every day through the month of November, I sat down with my laptop, channeled Brad Johnson, and jammed out 1,500 - 2,000 words. I wrote Balance of Power as if I were Brad Johnson, unintentionally yet intentionally comedic - improper grammar and all. It is the novel that Brad Johnson, fictional host of the not-as-famed-as-it-should-be Brad Johnson Show podcast, would write if he were a real person. No planning, tons of ego, and ALL the winning. If you listen to one episode of the podcast, then imagine Brad Johnson writing a novel, this will all make perfect sense. 

It was one of the most freeing experiences of my life. My inner critic was blissfully silent throughout the process. Most likely because it was so shocked and maybe a bit confused at times. Nevertheless, at the end of November, the first draft of this book was complete and I had a new lease on my writing life. 

Balance of Power is unlike any novel you’ve ever read. It’s a (hopefully) delightful combination of everything you know and love in a good, classic spy/thriller novel (think James Bond, Jason Bourne, Jack Reacher, etc.) alongside a crisp satire/parody of the foppery of the online entrepreneurial guru (think Gary Vanerchuck, Ty Lopez, Grant Gardone, etc.). 

So now that you know why the novel is ridiculous, you can sit back and truly enjoy it. 
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​CHAPTER 1
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THE SUN WAS JUST DIPPING below the desert horizon, casting red-golden rays of fire on the Strip. Vegas has millions of tourists a year. But the man sitting in the exotic sports car with the very tinted windows was no tourist. 

The lights on the blood-red Bentley EXP100GT winked out as Desmond Blackstone Dirk shut off the purr of the engine with the push of a button. This wasn't his first time driving an exotic luxury sports car in the heart of one of the richest cities on earth. Heck, it wasn't even his second time. He'd done it more times than he could count.

Speaking of counting, Desmond twisted his arm to inspect the shiny Rolex Air-King resting comfortably on his muscular wrist. 

00:11 o'clock.

Right on time.

Desmond was the type of guy who preferred keeping track of time the military way. His time in the Marines as a MARSOC operative has drilled many things into him. Using the most exact way of telling time was just one of them. 

Reaching into the glove box, Desmond removed a pair of calf-skin leather gloves and slid them over his well-built hands. But his hands weren't the only thing that were well-built. His arms rippled with muscle. The word “jacked” just would not do him justice. To say he hit the gym would be an understatement - the gym saw him coming and would whimper in fear for the amount of hitting it would get from Desmond Blackstone Dirk. 

His designer, sustainably-sourced Versace t-shirt stretched across his chest as he reached for the door of the car and got out. The arid Vegas night air smelled of cigarette smoke and sand. Straightening his Prince of Wales Pattern Wool Blazer, Desmond slowly took in his surroundings. 

The building in front of him would have been imposing if he was the type of guy to be easily imposed upon. He wasn't.

Stretching up into the blackening sky, the sign read "Stratosphere Las Vegas". The immense tower towered one-thousand, one-hundred and forty-nine feet above his six-foot six-inch frame. It was the tallest freestanding observation tower in the United States. However, Desmond had seen taller in his time as a globetrotting digital nomad. 

Desmond's ruggedly handsome face smoothed into a suave smile as he approached the doormen. There were two. Buildings that are on the level of the Stratosphere do not skimp when it comes to personnel.

"Evening, gents." Desmond said, flicking his gold-plated Bentley keys to the doorman on the right. "Take care of her. And try to keep it under eighty while you're parking."

The other doorman pulled open the door and the desert air was replaced with the vacuous conditioned air of the Stratosphere. Vegas is a city full of money. In this building alone there were probably millions just lying around. But Desmond Blackstone Dirk was not here for money. He was here for something much, much more valuable. 

Desmond made his way to the elevator and punched the button for the top floor - one-hundred and seven - the Top of the World Sky Lounge. The doors were nearly closed when a hand reached through to stop them. As they opened, a tall, gangly man stepped in. He was lean to an extreme with horn-rimmed glasses on an average face. Wearing a less-than-stylish turtle neck, shorts, and Chuck Taylors, it was apparent he was not used to being in a place like the Stratosphere. The skinny man leaned in front of Desmond and pushed the button for floor three. That was as high as he wanted to go.

As the chill elevator music filled the silence, the skinny man broke it, saying, "It may seem warm tonight, but it may become colder than you think."

Desmond did not move a muscle despite having a lot of different options in that regard. The code phrase was all he needed to hear. He held out his hand expectantly. 

"Let's have it." 

The lanky man reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a device that resembled an iPhone 111X (the latest model that Desmond already owned before it was available to the "general public", of which Desmond was not a part). In Desmond's hand, he couldn't help but notice how densely heavy it was. It was like a 10 pound brick condensed into a 3.5 inch by 9.5 inch by 0.15 inch container. 

"Anything I should know?" Desmond asked as more of a courtesy than any actual need to gain more information. 

The skinny man wouldn't meet Desmond's eyes - too intimidated by his bulk and presence. 

"It will begin operating when you need it to. It's programmed that way."

"And you're sure it will work?"

The man pulled off his glasses in an offended manner and actually looked up to meet Desmond's eye.

"I would bet my life on it! I'm the one who designed it."

"Well," Desmond said with an ironic, winning grin, "I sure hope so - I'll be betting my life on it."

Desmond gave the lanky man another glance, "Haven't seen you around - you new?"

"No - I've been here five and three-quarters of a year. I've outfitted you for missions several times."

"Ah, that's right - Artwerp...right...?"

"Arthur. Arthur Finnick. I work in RDT."

"Yeah - that's what I thought. Just testing you."

Desmond thought he saw a look of confusion pass Arthur Finnick's lean features, but it was hard to distinguish it from his normal expression.

The elevator dinged and Arthur Finnick got out, gave a quick glance over his shoulder, then strode away in a hurry, his long legs eating up the floor to take him far away from whatever was about to happen. 



After thirty-seven seconds, the elevator dinged again at floor one-hundred seven. The outer rim of the Sky Lounge rotated, giving a three-hundred and sixty degree view of the Vegas landscape every half hour or so. While this did make finding your table tricky if you went to the bathroom for too long, the novelty and view totally made up for that.

Desmond strode with all the confidence of a baller out of the elevator and into the Sky Lounge. At over eight hundred feet in the air, it truly felt like the top of the world. The lights of Las Vegas sprawled down below like little lights in the desert.

A low bass pumped as the DJ spun their songs. In the dimly lit room, Desmond's Bentley Platinum sunglasses were unnecessary. But they served two functions. One - a state of the art HUD (heads up display) that the RDT people referred to as WVN - Warzone Vision Nexus. The WVN used artificial intelligence, facial recognition, the blockchain, live updates from Bing, and more to give Desmond all the info he needed no matter what situation he might find himself in. And two - they were a killer fashion statement from Bentley. 

A waitress approached Desmond offering him a drink. He looked at the proffered cocktail and raised an eyebrow.

"Thanks, but no thanks. I prefer my drinks...fresh."

The waitress looked confused for a moment. Desmond lowered his sunglasses and said, "I'm a bit of a mixologist myself actually. I can tell a fresh drink from something coming from a can in two ways - one, I can look at it. There are tell-tale signs that a trained eye like mine can distinguish without hardly even thinking about it. And two - I can taste it by smelling it. The odor coming off that platter screams 'unfresh'. So...thanks, but no thanks."

The waitress, still looking confused, turned around and walked away.

Without her knowledge, Desmond had been using the conversation as a ruse to scan the room more closely. Taking in the crowd. Observing who was who and what was what. What he saw made his skin crawl while at the same time quickening his pulse, his toned body preparing for action.

The large room was not filled with what you would normally expect in Las Vegas - drunk tourists, drunk business people, and drunk other people. Instead, the individuals occupying the Top of the World Sky Lounge were, to Desmond’s trained eye, quite obviously straight-up criminals. .

He could tell by the way they sat, by the way their suits were cut, and by the way they obviously did not care very much about what they were drinking, that these were not cultured individuals.

"Criminals rarely are," Desmond said under his breath.

While Desmond's eyes took in the scene, his WVN glasses started blinking as they zoomed his vision in to the reason he had come - Kirsanov Prokhor Yanovich - one of the world's most feared crime lords and the notorious leader of Zmeya, a Russian crime organization operating around the globe.

Zmeya - they had always been there. Lurking in the shadows. Wreaking havoc. Causing people to lose - family, friends, money, possessions, things, and family. That was something Desmond Blackstone Dirk would not stand for.

Chasing Yanovich around the globe had not been fun. Well, part of it had been. It had allowed Dirk to explore some new places, take in the sites in Huatulco, Marrakech, and Angkor Wat, among others. The amount of airline miles and points he had built up had allowed him to send one of his virtual assistants (known as VAs to those in the know) to Cincinnati (for free) to pick up one of his new cars and get a sweet new Vitamix Blender. He had even managed to close some major business deals with international business people while on the hunt for Yanovich.

However, it was not all sunshine and flowers. Dirk had had to endure a lot - flying coach on a public airplane while his jet was in for some repairs from bullet holes, staying in only a 4-star hotel when he had to make a last-minute change of plans, missing hours of necessary sleep...But all of that was worth it now. Now that Yanovich was within his grasp.

It was payback time.

"Kirsanov Prokhor Yanovich," Desmond bellowed, leaping up in one easy step onto a table in the middle of the room and pointing his finger at the crime boss who sat at a table right next to the window, "You've run long enough - this ends here."

The room went silent for a split second. The soft conversation and bass beat died faster than a plant without water in the Las Vegas sun. Then, a cacophony erupted as firearms of all sorts were drawn from all sorts of places. The ominous sound of metal death all around him, Desmond Blackstone Dirk just smiled.

He had them right where he wanted them.

Slowly, Yanovich stood up from his seat by the window, holding a sawed off shotgun lazily in one arm.

"Stupid American idiot." he said, his voice low and gravelly with a strong Russian accent. "I was waiting for you to show up. Didn't you think this felt a bit too easy?"

"I had noticed that." Desmond said, his smile never faltering, "But that just told me one thing, Yanovich..."

"Oh yeah? And what is that?"

Desmond raised a handsome eyebrow, "That you still don't have a clue who you're dealing with."

Yanovich laughed and motioned toward his henchmen. Immediately the sharp bark of bullets was heard in the room. Glasses and windows shattered as the gang members began emptying their guns at Desmond. With mind-blurring reflexes, Desmond back flipped, spun, and landed behind the nearby bar while simultaneously throwing two flash bang grenades.

Desmond watched the countdown on his WVN - 3...2....1.

There was a flash then a tremendous bang as the grenades fulfilled their purpose. The deadly fire ceased for a split second, during which Desmond sprang to his feet, whipping out a couple guns of his own. More specifically his trusty, custom made Sig Sauer M11-A1 loaded with nine by nineteen millimeter Parabellum rounds. Some habits you pick up in MARSOC are hard to kick.

Utilizing the HUD on his WVN, Desmond let loose on the gang members. The information feed showed him multiple things, including which people were threats and which were not. It also served as a sighting assistant, not that he needed any help in that department. He hadn't won the medal for marksmanship in his old squad 7 times in a row for nothing. If anything, the sighting assistant was more of a distraction and annoyance than anything for someone as skilled as Desmond.

"I'll have to remind Arthur to remove that..." Desmond said as he whipped off a couple more shots, nailing his targets with deadly precision.

One of the henchmen had dropped his gun and charged at Desmond from behind. The rear-view function in his WVN blinked, detecting the hostile approaching. With a double jumping spinning hook kick, Desmond removed the threat while reloading both of his Sigs in mid-air.

He landed on his feet, facing down Yanovich. The room around the two men was a disaster to say the least. Chairs and tables lay in heaps. The bodies of fallen henchmen lay strewn where they had fallen, or more specifically where Desmond had made them fall. The wait staff and the innocent patrons had fled for their lives. Broken glass tinkled as it fell to the floor. Ripped tablecloths flapped in the dry wind coming through the decimated window beside them.

It looked like a hurricane with a bad attitude had just ripped through it - which was partially true. Desmond Blackstone Dirk was a hurricane. However, he did his destruction with a devil-may-care smile on his face instead of a bad attitude which was far better for overall long-term mental health.

"I tried to tell you Yanovich - you have no idea who you are dealing with."

Yanovich, not one to give up easily, even after his men were all dead, made to shoot Desmond with the shotgun he still held in his hands. Desmond did not give him the chance. In one fluid motion, he holstered his Sigs and relieved Yanovich of his shotgun. The gun went off, blasting a chandelier to pieces.

Glass shards rained down as Desmond swept his leg against Yanovich's knees, sending him sprawling to the ground.

Straightening his Prince of Wales Pattern Blazer, Desmond removed his WVN sunglasses so he could look Yanovich directly in the eye.

"It's been a wild ride chasing you all over the world Yanovich, but this ends now."

The mob boss slowly rose to his hands and knees, glass crunching beneath his weight.

"You're wrong Dirk...it's only just beginning," Yanovich said as he brought a clenched fist up and flung a handful of glass shards at Desmond's face while at the same time lunging at his midsection. Blinded by the glass shards and knocked off balance, Desmond went over backward and felt himself falling...out of the one-hundred and seventh story of the Stratosphere Las Vegas.
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​CHAPTER 2
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There is just something disorienting, falling from nearly one thousand feet. It is a sensation that most people do not experience often in their daily lives. One reason is that most people do not work or live in a place that is over one thousand feet tall. Since most people spend their time either where they live or work, most people have very few chances to fall from any amount close to one thousand feet. 

However, Desmond Blackstone Dirk is not most people. He's not even some people. He is in a class all of his own. And for him, falling from one thousand feet is just another day at the virtual “office”. He always saw it as one of the perks of being a spy-preneur. Whether it was parachute-free skydiving, base jumping, or cliff diving, Desmond felt as comfortable falling in mid air as a cubicle worker feels comfortable in their soul-crushing mediocrity. 

Beyond just being used to it, Desmond had done extensive training in Kōngzhàn - the ancient Chinese martial art that roughly translates as "air fight". The Chinese - they have a word for everything. It was an extremely rare, difficult martial art that only a few ancient masters still knew. Originally developed by soldiers who got bored while guarding the Great Wall of China, the art developed over time while still holding true to its roots - being able to fight an enemy while in mid-air. The Great Wall of China, averaging twenty-three feet tall, gave the soldiers ample opportunity to perfect the art of falling. 

Twenty-three feet is one thing. 

Nearly one thousand feet is an entirely different thing. Mainly because it's farther to fall. 

Which gave Desmond precisely 7.9 seconds’ time to do two things. First, he incapacitated Yanovich with a skillfully placed upper chop to the left temple. Second, he pulled out the iPhone 111X-sized device from his blazer and threw it toward the fast-approaching ground. He just hoped this Arthur Finnick guy knew what he was doing. 

Personally, based on what he had seen of Finick’s style choices, Desmond had his doubts.

The dense rectangle flew toward the ground, spinning end over end for what felt like an eternity. Then, at the last possible second, Desmond heard a loud 'pop' over the sound of the wind rushing through his ears. As the descending stories of the Stratosphere blurred by him, Desmond could see something below him that resembled a spider's web, spanning between the Stratosphere and its neighboring skyscraper. Holding onto Yanovich by the collar, Desmond braced for impact. 

It felt a bit like landing on a stretchy hammock. Which is basically what it was. The design team and this Arthur Finnick guy had done their job surprisingly well. The device was loaded with a webbing of nearly microscopic synthetic filament, seventy-three times stronger than steel and three times softer than organic Egyptian cotton. On top of the tightly packed synthetic filament were explosive projectiles that anchored the ends of the web to any nearby buildings. 

The filament had been designed to stretch only once. So instead of hitting it and bouncing back up, Desmond and his prisoner merely landed on the webbing, which took them from over one-hundred seventy miles per hour to zero - gradually, gently slowing their fall, until they were less than three inches from the pavement of the Las Vegas Strip. 

Desmond rolled and stood up, yanking Yanovich along with him. As soon as their weight was off, the webbing retracted and fell to the earth. 

Desmond Blackstone Dirk straightened his blazer, adjusted his WVN sunglasses and easily threw Yanovich's limp body over one broad shoulder. Taxis and stretch limos, held up by the two men falling from the sky, honked their horns in annoyance. Desmond smiled as if nothing was out of the ordinary. After all this was Vegas - probably not the first time something like this had happened, all things considered. With a wave and a wink, he walked off the road toward the valet of the Stratosphere.  



E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R. Headquarters (HQ, or just E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R. HQ for short) was located in an undisclosed location. Undisclosed because it really could be anywhere. The organization operated by a strict code - win every mission, no matter where it takes you. This necessarily necessitated a flexibility of location for its operators, known as "spy-preneurs", as well as its HQ. 

Wherever the mission was, that's where E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R. HQ would be. 

Currently that meant HQ was in Vegas. 

Desmond expertly maneuvered the Bentley EXP100GT through the crowded nightlife of the Strip. His multiple professional driving certifications had equipped him to deal with pretty much any situation you could face behind the wheel. But just because you were prepared didn't mean that the other drivers on the road had any skills. That was a lesson Desmond was constantly learning the hard way. Which accounted in large part for his own rugged self-reliance. 

But as anyone who is part of an organization knows, you can't do everything alone. Even if you technically could, like someone like Desmond Blackstone Dirk could. Outsourcing was a skill that E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R. prized above almost all others. It was not about doing all the work yourself, but instead getting others to do the work for you so that you could focus on what you are truly gifted in. Even if, as was the case for Desmond, that was most things. 

The unconscious Yanovich was snoring softly in the rear seat of the Bentley. Desmond wished that he had taken the time to lay down some kind of protection for the custom Nappa leather seats. A snoring brute like Yanovich was apt to drool. And everyone knows - drool is not good for Nappa leather. 

Desmond abruptly yanked the luxury car off of the road and pulled down a narrow alley. As he drove, a nearly invisible green beam of light scanned the Bentley as it passed. The car's unique identification chip triggered an auto response and the pavement yawned open in front of the car's hood. The nose of the Bentley dipped as it started down a ramp, the pavement lowering silently on top of it. 

Fluorescent lights blinked on down a long tunnel. Desmond made a mental note to talk to the design crew about that. There was no reason to endanger the eyesight of any spy-preneurs by having such atrocious lighting in their tunnel. Full-spectrum incandescent halogen bulbs would be vastly superior in every way. They were not barbarians, after all.

Desmond brought the car to a stop at the end of the tunnel, where it opened up into a giant underground hangar of sorts. This was E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R. HQ - an aesthetically-pleasing, co-working space that positively hummed with life, entrepreneurship, and winning. 

Lots of winning. 

One of the reasons Desmond liked it here. 

E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R. had spaces like this set up all around the world. They had everything a spy-preneur could need - deep tissue massage, infrared saunas, standing desks, squatting desks, yoga mats, yoga balls, alpha wave music playing softly over the speakers, a fully stocked organic kombucha bar, world-class Wi-Fi, and guns. 

Lots of guns. 

Spy-preneurs of all kinds were sitting, standing, squatting, and doing downward dogs. Briefing for new missions, debriefing from accomplished missions, planning future missions. Some were relaxing and getting some much needed R & R. Others were working on their side hustle. 

Desmond got out of the Bentley and stowed his WVN glasses in his blazer. He hadn't been to an HQ in quite awhile. It was good to be back. It smelled vaguely of rich leathers, organic soap, and gun oil. 

"Dez!" a woman called out, pulling away from an intense match of table tennis and making her way over to him. 

"Hey Monica, got a hostile in the back. Lend me a hand?"

"A hostile?"

"Yeah - didn't you see my latest post on the VCWS? Posted an update right after I nabbed him. It's Yanovich."

Monica let out a low whistle and flipped her dark brown hair out of her eyes, "Yanovich? For real? You've been after him for a while now."

Desmond raised an eyebrow. He was the type who got stuff done. The amount of time it had taken him to actually catch the head of Zmeya was frankly embarrassing. And Desmond did not get embarrassed. 

"He had a lot of resources. The important thing is that he's ours now."

The two hauled the unconscious Yanovich from the back of the Bentley, and Desmond grimaced when he saw that he had been right about the fact that he should have put a mat down on the leather. It would take hours for his car guy to get that out of the leather and restore it back to its pristine condition.

"I'll have to get a new Bentley..." he grunted under his breath as they hefted Yanovich. 

"What was that?" Monica said.

"Nothing. We got an interrogation room ready?"

"Always!" Monica said, her face moving into a grin. Desmond knew Monica was one of the best interrogators E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R. had. Yanovich would not stand a chance against her honed tactics. 

Yanovich, as leader of Zmeya, was definitely a huge target, and bringing him into custody to be handed over to the client might have seemed like a big deal and enough hard work to call it a day right there. However, something in Desmond's well-regulated gut told him there was something more. Yanovich might literally be the head of Zmeya, but he was not the head of the snake, metaphorically speaking. Since he was not one-hundred percent certain exactly what information he needed to get out of Yanovich, an old-fashioned E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R. interrogation was the only way to get the information they needed, even though they didn't know what that information was. 

The interrogation room was cold, stripped down, utilitarian. Four white walls housed one gray steel chair, one gray steel table bolted to the floor with a single hook for attaching hand restraints to, and a delightfully tasteful Alison Berger Glassworks Silver Line Pendant chandelier, a subtle nod to class within the confines of an utterly desolate space.

"Silver line...ironic." Desmond thought to himself. Once a target was inside those four plain white walls, the chandelier might feel like some kind of silver lining, a light at the end of a tunnel. However, Desmond knew from the countless missions he had completed for different clients through his work for E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R. that the interrogation room was just one of the last stops on the way to the end for targets. 
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