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The mud-crusted SUV had already seen six countries in fewer than three days, with every border the gateway into a new version of hell. So far its occupants had made stops in Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary, Slovakia, Poland, and Lithuania, in that order. They had just entered the outskirts of Belarus, and their particular route brought the same dismal Eastern European scenery. Smoke-spewing factories. Potholed streets with shattered storefront windows. Cheap Russian sedans, stripped and rotting. It looked like a war zone, which certainly factored in, but the enemy was mostly poverty.

So far they had not found what they were looking for. Their employer was very particular. He would settle for only the worst.

The black SUV passed a decrepit housing project with a canine carcass on the side of the road. It had likely starved to death. The man riding shotgun lifted his high-definition video camera and grabbed a shot of the dog. He didn’t bother to remove his sunglasses as he peered through his viewfinder.

“How much farther?” asked the driver as he finished off a cold fast-food burger that had been sitting on the dash. The vehicle was littered with wrappers spanning the seventy-two hours they had been on the road. He also wore sunglasses, a necessity. The sun was blazing hot with heat waves rippling off the battered road.

The driver’s name was James, but everybody called him the “Scout.” He had earned his nickname the hard way. In his late thirties, the Scout was an American who had worked many freelance jobs over the last two decades. Most of them involved tracking down hard-to-find items, which had taken him all over the world. The procurement of these curios sometimes involved bending and occasionally breaking the law. Lately, the objects he sought were of the human variety. In a way, he was like a baseball scout looking for the next Babe Ruth, only baseball was a much tamer game than the competition his employer was devising.

The cameraman grabbed one of several maps crammed into the door pocket and unfolded it. His finger traced a lone road that cut through an empty brown patch and passed through a tiny town called Polatsk. One inch later, his dirty fingernail arrived at an intersection.

“Take a left in about ten klicks.”

The cameraman went by the name of Donaldson. He was Australian, in his late twenties, also a freelancer. Up until now, Donaldson had mainly worked shooting news footage for Australian television. The thought of trekking through the worst parts of Eastern Europe held little appeal, but there was a big carrot dangling if his footage was good.

The Scout wadded his burger wrapper and attempted to dial in some music. Every station brought scratchy Belarusian music with vaguely Russian lyrics. Finally he landed on an English-language oldies station playing Aretha Franklin’s “Chain of Fools.” It gave them a moment of respite, though the fatigue, boredom, and depressing landscape could not be blotted out.

Fifteen minutes later, they passed through the deteriorating town of Polatsk, made the left turn, and entered a barren no-man’s-land. A stone fortress appeared through their streaked windshield like a mirage in the dust and heat. The foreboding compound, lined with two layers of razor wire and gun turrets, was more than enough to expel their weariness.

The Scout wordlessly handed paperwork to the machine gun-armed guard manning the entrance. The humorless guard, of Russian descent, looked it over carefully. He eyed the satellite dish attached to the roof of their SUV but said nothing, handing back the paperwork as he motioned to his comrades. The massive arched gate swung open. The Scout drove in, watching the gates close behind him in his rearview. Donaldson was already videotaping.

“Save it for the audition,” advised the Scout.

“Breckel wanted B roll if we end up buying this guy, mate.”

He continued to shoot.

They parked in the dirt beside the rock walls that housed the prisoners. The Scout climbed out and stretched his back, his spine cracking. They had reached their final destination, and it wasn’t pretty. The aroma of death was palpable. The sooner they finished their business here, the better.

Two more guards appeared and opened a thick steel gate in the wall of the fortress, ushering the visitors inside. As ominous as the exterior was, the prison’s belly was a hellhole not fit for animals, much less people. It smelled of sweat, defecation, and decomposition. Red-brown bloodstains blotted the concrete floor. Gaunt, shadowy faces gazed back through rusty steel-meshed cages that functioned as cells. Survival of the fittest was only one criterion for staying alive in here.

A large, bearded Belarusian in a khaki military uniform with red lapels approached the Scout, flanked by two more guards. He was the warden. The official smiled broadly as he offered his handshake. The Scout sensed he was about as honest as a nine-dollar bill, which confirmed his research. He’d also heard that the warden ruled his prison with an iron fist. The warm grin didn’t fool him—this was a man who personally shot misbehaving prisoners. If the deal soured, both he and Donaldson would end up spending the rest of their days inside this shithouse, if they lived at all.

Donaldson lifted his camera to grab a shot of the warden. A guard instantly shoved his lens down. Words were exchanged that Donaldson didn’t understand, but the Scout did. He was fluent in Russian, among several other languages.

“No shots of the warden,” he sternly told Donaldson, apologizing to his host in his native tongue.

The warden’s gracious smile returned, along with a steely gaze as he briskly strode away. The Scout motioned for Donaldson to follow.

The group scaled a wooden ladder to a second-floor balcony that overlooked the cells. Donaldson tapped the Scout on his shoulder, motioning at the cells. He nodded back his approval and Donaldson began to videotape them, quickly falling behind the group. When he caught up, the procession was passing into the warden’s cluttered office, its cement walls tacked with Russian military decorations. Donaldson noticed an antique mahogany liquor cabinet in the corner and other expensive furniture. An original Chagall hung opposite his desk. Since Belarusian wardens generally were not well paid, their host evidently had plenty of side deals going. Donaldson resisted the urge to videotape anything in here.

The group breezed through another door that led to a caged balcony overlooking the prison yard.

The Scout followed the warden’s gaze downward.

There were no tables, chairs, or recreational equipment, just broiling concrete. And one man, if you could call him that. More like a beast.

He’s as big as a horse, thought the Scout, though he said nothing out loud. It would be foolish to tip his hand this early. Still, it was hard to hide his excitement. The prisoner, Petr Raudsep, had muscles befitting a lion and was pouring with sweat as he ate stale bread and gray slop from a wooden bowl. His shaved head was lumpy and oblong. His heavily scarred face was as pretty as a piece of roadkill.

The Scout had already seen a mug shot of Petr Raudsep and his impressive rap sheet. Raudsep was one hundred percent Russian and two hundred percent mean. In his thirty years on the planet, the giant had managed to kill fifteen men, five of them right here in this prison, and had also dabbled in rape. Most of the time he had murdered with his bare hands. Raudsep was a threat to the prison population at large, hence his isolation in the yard. He was currently on death row.

On paper, the Russian had looked great. Raudsep was a magnificent specimen in the flesh as well. The Scout’s hopes were nearly confirmed.

The final decision, as always, would be based on the audition.

“Looks good. Big. Can he fight?” he asked in fluent Russian.

The warden grinned widely. He banged his baton on the metal cage. “Bring them in!” he bellowed in Russian.

A steel mesh door opened in the prison yard. Three prisoners marched onto the concrete, all massive Eastern Europeans. The door slammed shut and was bolted behind them. Each had the requisite muscles, body ink, and scars. All were murderers who enjoyed their vocation. The Russian had slighted them in various ways during their incarceration, which accounted for some of their scars. They were especially hungry to shed his blood and add a big new stain to the yard.

The Scout’s eyebrows rose. Individually, the convicts were formidable competition for Raudsep, but all three combined? If he survived this, they had their man.

“Start shooting,” he told Donaldson.

Donaldson raised his HD camera and swung up the twelve-inch antenna attached to it. The Scout lifted his digital phone and speed-dialed a number.

“It’s the Scout. We’re transmitting.”

The Russian rose to his feet. The behemoth looked at least seven feet standing, easily a half foot taller than his competition, all of whom were massive in their own right. They surrounded him like Indians circling a wagon. He would need eyes in the back of his bald head to fend off his attackers.

Donaldson zoomed in as the first aggressor lunged from behind. For such a goliath, the Russian spun with surprising dexterity, but it wasn’t quick enough to avoid a headlock. His attacker instantly gouged his eyes with his dirty, gnarled fingers, but this only angered the beast. The Russian hooked his gorillalike arm between the convict’s legs, hoisted him, and threw him against the prison wall like a sack of fertilizer. Bones audibly crunched as he collapsed on the ground, unconscious.

He would end up being the luckiest of the three.

The second and third prisoners attacked simultaneously, drilling Raudsep with sledgehammerlike punches. The smaller of the two, who was still linebacker big, shoved his knee into the bottom of the Russian’s chin. Blood spewed from his mouth like water from a garden hose. The Russian had bit off the end of his tongue.

The Scout’s face sank. He knew that Ian Breckel, his employer, needed a star, someone who could fend off ten attackers, let alone three. The audition was shaping up to be another rejection. Even worse, the warden wouldn’t be happy if they decided to back out of the deal. He might take the money anyway and kill them both.

The Russian spit out the bloody chunk of flesh and shoved his gorillalike arm between the linebacker’s legs. Far from defeated, Raudsep effortlessly hoisted him, gripped him in a headlock, and snapped his neck like it was a twig. The Russian flung the dead body on top of his first victim as if he were stacking kindling and then turned his attention to the final survivor, who had been pummeling him the entire time. The brute was nearly his size, but his body language was now on the defensive as the Russian lunged into him.

While revolted by the brutality, the Scout was nonetheless smiling, He had done his homework to find this animal, and he had struck gold. He imagined his boss’s expression on the other side of the video transmission. How could the man not be pleased? Keeping Ian Breckel happy was a very good thing. The gig was bizarre, to be sure, but the pay was top dollar. If Breckel’s new venture took off, the Scout would be making a lot of money in commission.

Donaldson, like many cameramen, was distancing himself from the reality through his viewfinder, which helped fictionalize what he was seeing. It was all about the framing, when to push in, what to push in on, and not about the content. He was thrilled that he had caught the blood spraying from the Russian’s mouth in all its backlit glory. It was a beautiful shot by any cinematographer’s yardstick, even more so because it hadn’t been staged.

The sick barbarity of what he had deftly captured wouldn’t hit him until a day later, when he was back home in Melbourne tucking in his eighteen-month-old daughter. Up until that moment, Donaldson had been more than ready to accept a position as a live cameraman on Ian Breckel’s new reality show, which paid extremely well and was being produced on a lush tropical island. But the graphic images of the Russian’s bare-handed killing began to haunt him. The prison in Belarus was simply a warm-up for the job to come. He would not be documenting the war in Iraq or the violence of Hezbollah for Australian television. This killing would be in the name of entertainment. At home, cradling his innocent daughter, he felt like he was selling his soul.

The fight continued in the prison yard, though annihilation would be a better description. The Russian charged his final adversary like a runaway train plowing into a truck. Both men went down hard with Raudsep on top. His anvillike fists rammed the convict like dual jackhammers, turning the man’s face into ground meat.

Thousands of miles away, the battle was being splashed across a flat-panel screen. The colors seemed too vivid, a heightened reality. The image suddenly went grainy, and then choppy. It disappeared for a few seconds and then returned in all its vividness.

Ian Breckel watched the live feed on one of the many large displays that surrounded him. He was sitting in a specially made leather lounge chair, comfortably dressed in jeans and a crisp white cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled up, no socks under his tan sneakers. A Rolex worth fifteen grand adorned his right wrist, though he rarely checked the time—he had a staff that did that for him.

Contrary to the Scout’s assumption, Breckel wasn’t smiling, or frowning for that matter. His reaction was intensely analytical, as if he were a producer auditioning his next star.

Which, of course, he was.

Ian Breckel’s current surroundings were reminiscent of a state-of-the-art MASH tent. Aluminum struts and heavy-duty green canvas formed the walls, with the interior housing a myriad of flat-panel screens, computerized editing bays, and top-end audiovisual equipment. Breckel had a Bluetooth headset in one ear, which was a fashion statement as much as a practical accessory.

Surrounded by his high-priced toys and beck-and-call underlings, Ian Breckel was clearly in his element. Like the Belarusian warden, he was the king of his domain, but the comparison ended there. A Los Angeles native with sandy hair, blue eyes, and a Malibu tan, Breckel carried himself like the hip CEO of a Fortune 500 company. He had made millions producing reality television shows.

At thirty-five, Breckel was handsome and charismatic enough to attract any woman he desired, even without his wealth. He had already been married three times and divorced three times, usually within a year. Wives were fun but bad financial investments, like cars. While diverting at the beginning, they depreciated almost immediately, required constant maintenance, and broke down if you drove them hard, which he always did. He also became bored easily and essentially traded in his wives for newer models, literally—one was on the cover of Sports Illustrated—though the early termination penalties had taught him never to marry again. Breckel looked at every lemon for its juice and hardly considered them failures—his marriages spawned a highly successful reality show called Lease a Wife.

What made him stand out was his innovation. A Stanford graduate with an MBA in business, he had begun his career as an apprentice on a controversial talk show. It was Ian Breckel who came up with the idea to pit husbands against cheating wives and to reunite abuse victims with their abusers. He soon pitched a show to a cable network that put six strangers under one roof and documented their every move. The executives passed on the idea, saying that no one would watch it. Three months later, a nearly identical show popped up on the same network and became a national phenomenon.

Rather than offering a diatribe for stealing his idea, Breckel wrote the network a congratulatory letter. He actually admired the theft. In their shoes, he would have done the same thing. The network execs liked the young Turk’s attitude and hired him to “write” for the show, which was supposed to be unscripted. Breckel introduced inner conflicts and unsavory backstories that sent the ratings sky-high. He was quickly given a commitment to create his own show, and he never looked back. Ian Breckel knew what most of America wanted to see, and he delivered it. He was the P. T. Barnum of reality television.

The fight continued on the plasma. Raudsep was beating his unconscious opponent to death and no one was intervening. The Russian rose to his feet and let his boots finish the job, ramming his heel over and over into the lifeless convict’s face. Breckel viewed it dispassionately. It was as if he were watching a fictional network TV drama. He lifted his remote and brought up a mug shot of the Russian on an adjacent monitor. Petr Raudsep’s rap sheet scrolled down on yet another, displaying his litany of transgressions against humanity. The final note read: Awaiting execution by lethal injection.

Breckel took a final look at the Russian on the screen as he crushed his opponent’s face with his boot, then spoke into his headset. “I want him.”

The Scout smiled. “You got it, Breck.”

Five minutes later, the Scout set a duffel bag containing twenty thousand euros onto the warden’s desk. The big Belarusian carefully counted it and shook the Scout’s hand with a crooked grin.

Breckel’s tenth and final contestant had just been purchased.
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The huge control room tent was bustling with energy. A dozen technicians were manning several editing bays under a big plasma display suspended overhead. The big screen was filled with ten boxes reminiscent of Hollywood Squares. Each box contained a mug shot. Seven men and two women were on display, with one box still empty. Along with their names, flags sat beneath their faces denoting each criminal’s nationality, not unlike the Olympics.

The Russian’s face abruptly filled the empty space, rounding out Breckel’s “cast.” There was an Arab alQaeda terrorist. A middle-aged Nazi. A black man with dreadlocks. Two Mexicans, a male and a female. A wiry Japanese martial arts expert. An incredibly alluring young black woman. An Italian with a ponytail. An Englishman with a psychopath’s eyes.

Like Raudsep, all of them had been carefully hand-picked. They were the most ruthless killers on the planet.

Breckel admired his contestants, smiling for the first time as Julie walked up behind him.

“Hey, babe. Good-looking cast, don’t you think?”

“You’re amazing.” She smiled, rubbing his shoulders. “I didn’t think you could pull this off.”

Julie had a distinctive British accent that made her even sexier.

“You doubted me?”

“I didn’t think anyone could,” she defended. “It was impossible to imagine.”

“Well, babe, that’s what I do. I imagine the impossible and make it happen.”

“Maybe that’s why I keep you around.” She grinned, letting her long blonde hair spill onto her shoulders.

Julie Weston was Breckel’s latest. She had all the prerequisites for a long relationship, which to him meant a year. High cheekbones. Thick lips. Hotelroom eyes. With a body to match. Not only that, Julie was intelligent, a quality he enjoyed in a woman … just as long as they were on the same page.

He rose from his leather lounger and kissed her. The exhilaration of his enterprise had raised his testosterone, but the sex would have to wait. He observed his dedicated crew as they made his vision come to life. Graphics were spinning on one display, promos were being cut on another, blogs were being tracked and web ads placed.

“How are we coming with promos two and three?” chirped Bella, who was in charge of the editors and graphics team. Bella was twenty-two, dressed in funky camos out of a Milan boutique and hip black-framed glasses that matched the color of her short-cropped hair.

“We just put ’em to bed,” answered a techie on her team.

Breckel circled the room, kicking into gear. The sex wouldn’t have to wait. This was the sex.

“Talk to me, Bella.”

“New thirty-second spot’s ready to roll,” she answered in a caffeinated voice, “along with the YouTube and MySpace promos.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear.” He glanced at the Russian’s image. “Cut in a few images of our new guy. His mug is priceless.”

“You got it, Breck.”

Breckel moved to a team exclusively working on the internet.

“Eddie C, how we tracking?”

“We’re hot,” answered Eddie, a young redheaded dude with a month-old goatee that was just now starting to show.

“How hot?”

“White-hot. I got the A team blitzing chat rooms and blogs, B team’s buyin’ ads ’n’ placing the spots. Site’s gettin’ seven hundred hits a minute. Awareness on porn and fight blogs is ninety-two percent,” he said with a twenty-year-old’s energy.

Eddie C, which stood for Carson, was Breckel’s web guru. A former hacker who avoided jail because he was a minor at the time, Eddie C knew the Internet highway like a Porsche knew the Autobahn.

“Bella has a new thirty,” said Breckel, “and I want that spot running across every sex, fight, and gamer site within the hour. Hit the gamers hard.”

“Done.”

Eddie spun around and let his fingers do the talking. Breckel marched past him, pumping with adrenaline and never losing stride. He addressed his troops like a general preparing for war.

“Push it, people—push it! Somewhere, someone on this planet does not know about this show. Asia, Africa, Antarctica, there’s a fucking Eskimo sitting in his igloo who does not know we go live in twenty-two hours. Find ’m. Get to them.”

He spun back to Eddie C. “Eddie, ninety-two? I want one hundred. One hundred percent awareness across the Internet. You got it?”

“Got it.”

Eddie C kept typing, not skipping a beat. He had been working twenty-one hours straight, just like everyone else inside these hot canvas walls.

Breckel strode up to a technician who was downing a foam cup of coffee, obviously having trouble staying awake. He wanted to slap the kid, but he knew that pushing his minions too hard would be counterproductive.

“C’mon, wakey, wakey, soldier!” he yelled in a joking tone. “It’s battle time, not nap time!” He squeezed the kid’s shoulders and roused him playfully, but firmly enough to convey his message: I won’t tolerate anything less than total commitment.

“Bella, stay on them,” he delegated as he marched toward the door. “Tell your people for every million viewers we get beyond our target, everyone gets a bonus often grand.”

The room immediately perked up. Breckel’s crew was young and hungry. He took in their eager faces as he left the control room tent. Money always talked louder than anything.

Julie watched him go with a look of admiration, as well as concern. She had known Ian Breckel for only six months, and naturally he had wowed her. A confident woman herself, his intellect and power turned her on more than his wealth. She had grown up in the tony Kensington neighborhood of London with servants and a Cambridge education under her designer belt and tropical wardrobe. Money was something she already had, along with a promising career as a fashion designer. What she didn’t have was excitement in her life, at least not until Ian had turned up at a London fashion show. When they met, he told her he was there to see the clothes, but she knew better. Men loved models and she called him on it. “Guilty as charged,” he confessed instead of denying it. A few glasses of champagne later and she’d given him her number. It had not been hard to fall in love with him.

He had told her about his new project called The Condemned and invited her to consult on the contestants’ wardrobe. At its root, the idea had seemed crazy, but the way he’d pitched it made it sound like cutting-edge entertainment and beyond exciting. There was no doubting it was an outrageous concept, but he promised he would be handling it tastefully. It’s all in the execution, he had told her.

Standing in the room, with real faces up on the screen, the reality began to sink in. Sure, these were murderers already condemned to death, but they were going to brutally fight and possibly kill each other. Ian couldn’t have been more excited about it, which made her feel uneasy.

Breckel exited his control center into a makeshift village consisting of tents, canopy shelters, multiple satellite dishes, and camouflaged vehicles. The entire compound was surrounded by a ten-foot fence topped with razor wire. Befitting his militarylike speech, it was more like a wartime command post than a video production center.

Not so ironically, their present location had a history of warfare. In yet another shady side deal, Breckel had leased the abandoned island off the coast of New Guinea from corrupt officials running Papua. The island had served as a Japanese command post during World War II. The American military had fought here before, specifically the Third Battalion, 124th Infantry, and its victims were posthumously cited for outstanding performance of duty. The ghosts of many soldiers on both sides supposedly haunted the lush tropical island, at least according to Breckel’s press releases, though he carefully kept its exact location a secret. Furthermore, they were smack-dab in the middle of Oceania, miles from intervention should anyone wish to prematurely shut down his production.

The compound was built around a rickety weather tower left over from the war, which served Breckel in much the same way. The latest weather-tracking equipment and satellite communications had been installed, along with a qualified tech to run them. The structure poked above the thick rain forest, allowing a view of the island in all directions.

Breckel strutted past a group of audiovisual techs beneath the tower setting up camera rigs as if they were prepping for a rock concert. There were more than a hundred cameras on view, in all shapes and sizes. Many were camouflaged with sticks and leaves. A jeep drove off with a pile of them, security guards allowing it through a gate into the jungle. Everything beyond the razor wire was known as the “playing field.”

Breckel gave them a cursory glance, knowing better than to micromanage. He had his right-hand man for that, Lee Goldman. Goldman was his longtime technical director and camera whiz extraordinaire. His relationship with Goldy had lasted longer than all three of his marriages combined. Goldy liked to complain, but he always got the shot.

“Okay, okay, Rochi? Were you the one who left this orange here by the HVX200? This jungle’s got ants the size of Cadillacs, you want them crawling all over our equipment? No more oranges out here, man, that’s it with the oranges!”

Goldman was stressed, as usual. Anxiety was his middle name. Breckel secretly believed he thrived on it—Goldy was actually more neurotic when he was bored. Still hanging on to his thirties, Goldman had a puffy face, hefty luggage under his eyes, and a rapidly spreading bald spot. He hadn’t changed his T-shirt in days, which was white with long red sleeves like a baseball player would wear. Goldman didn’t play baseball, or any sport. He had no time for exercise, even when he did have time. He didn’t enjoy doing anything except playing with cameras and video switchers.

Breckel stepped into Goldman’s view.

“Oh, hey, pal,” sighed Goldman, walking toward one of the satellite dishes. Breckel smiled and followed, waiting for the inevitable. He didn’t have to wait long.

“Just so you know … um, we’re fucked,” he declared. “Oh, yeah, we’re screwed. This show ain’t happening.”

Breckel said nothing, remaining cucumber cool as Goldman marched up to a heavyset kid slowly working on the big dish with his iPod blasting.

“Rochi, Rochi! Out! Music out! No more music! Work on satellite, right? Told you that an hour and a half ago!”

Goldman pulled out an amber-tinted prescription bottle and popped a pill dry.

“Want some water with that?” Breckel calmly offered.

“Nope.”

“Red Bull?” He grinned. Goldy was already as wired as a triple espresso.

“No thanks,” he retorted. “I don’t have time for water, I don’t have time for Red Bull, I don’t have time to piss or take a dump. Breck, here’s the hard truth, okay? This show is not going off. Trust me, I know. Remember that event I used to do? The small one where they throw the football around, kick field goals?”

“The Super Bowl.”

“Right. Did that twice for ABC. What’s the other one where they kick the soccer ball that I did?”

“World Cup,” he answered, continuing to play along.

“That’s right. Did that twice for ESPN. Then there was that lil’ small bicycle race that goes for twenty-four days called the Tour de France that I did, right? So we got the Super Bowl, World Cup, Tour de France—I’ve done ’em all. All at least a forty-cam operation, so you’d think I know a thing or two about: live TV, right?” He paused dramatically, as serious as a heart attack. “News flash: we’re fucked.”

Breckel knew this was the most ambitious project he had ever created. It was rife with possibilities for failure. Goldy had given him a speech like this before, but never quite as adamantly. The show would go on, but it would require Goldman’s expertise to pull it off. He needed to keep him on board.

“Goldy, c’mon. Talk to me,” he said, revealing just the right amount of concern. “Where are we?”

“Where are we? I’ve got eighty-seven cluster cams ready and rigged. I got a hundred and forty-seven solos all with built-in mikes. Okay? I got sixty, seventy all ready to go out in the field. So all together there are four hundred lenses, right? But there are dead spots all over the island. I don’t have enough time, I don’t have enough equipment, I don’t have enough personnel. This show is not going to come off.” He was practically foaming at the mouth.

Breckel had heard enough to know that they would be okay. Four hundred angles, plus a live unit he had neglected to mention, would more than suffice if the cameras were placed strategically. And they would be, with Goldy’s expertise.

“We’re at war, Goldy. You have to improvise, overcome, adapt.”

“This is not war, Breck, this is television,” he shot back. “It’s much more complicated. I do not have enough hardware, and we, in case you haven’t noticed, are in the middle of nowhere. I mean, would you like me to do the ten-thousand-mile breaststroke to Radio-Shack? You know I’ll do it. I’ll do it because I love you, right?”

A satellite dish being adjusted by two techs emitted a hugh spark. Goldman reacted as if the shock had gone up his own spine.

“Hey! Mango! Do not touch the wiring! What did I say before? I told you an hour ago, do NOT touch. Thank you!”

They stared back, understanding not a word.

Goldman turned to Breckel, leveling a finger at his crew like a prosecutor pointing at defendants on trial.

“Here’s the really cool thing—I got these all-stars. It’s really great because between the lot of them, they all speak like three words of English. So I’m supposed to run an operation that is basically bigger than Farm Aid meets Live Aid and I’m supposed to do it in sign language? Are you out of your mind? Do I look like Quincy Jones?”

Breckel paused long enough to make sure Goldman had finished ranting.

“Do you know why it’s going to work out?” he said with enough of a smile to really piss Goldman off. If there was one thing the man hated, it was a positive attitude.

“Why?” he replied, though he really wanted to say: Fuck you, Breck, you just don’t get it.

“Because you’re the best.”

He opened his mouth again and then slowly shut it. Breckel had him. He was the best. Problems aside, Goldman knew The Condemned was going to turn out like no other reality show ever produced.
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“Donna Sereno just arrived.”

It was Julie. Streaks of sunlight through the palms were lighting up her long blonde locks. Once again, Breckel thought of having his way with her, but it would have to wait.

“She knows the score?”

Julie nodded.

There had been definite ground rules in allowing one of network television’s top journalists to visit the island. He had taken precautions to keep their location a mystery, but if she still somehow found out, she was not allowed to divulge it under any circumstances. Sereno also had to promise to make it her lead story with round-the-clock promos in exchange for her exclusive interview with him.

“Tomorrow morning, you’re her top story,” Julie said. “But be ready, she’s a tough cookie.”

Julie knew of her toughness by reputation; their brief meeting when the reporter arrived via Ian’s private helicopter confirmed it. Donna Sereno was no celebrity ass kisser. She was as thick-skinned as any journalist out there. She’d interviewed presidents, world leaders, and billionaire CEOs, never shying away from the tough questions. While she had agreed to the conditions of the interview, Sereno told Julie she would pull no punches during the interview. If Ian Breckel thought he could intimidate her, or charm her, for that matter, he was in for a very big surprise.

Breckel didn’t need Julie to tell him this. As always, he had done his homework. Tough questions were exactly what he wanted. Even condemnation. The more controversy, the better.

“She’s the big dog,” he answered. “If you want the big press, you have to go to the big dog. How do I look?”

Julie ran her hand through his hair, making it perfect.

“I’d do ya,” she joked.

“Yeah, but how do I look?” He smirked, then pulled her close and kissed her. She fully returned it, but in truth, sex was not on her mind right now. The upcoming events still made her uneasy.

Ever the showman, Breckel had a makeup artist standing by to make him look perfect for the interview camera. Sweat would look great on his contestants but not on him. He needed to project total confidence.

He had a tent specially set up for Donna Sereno, complete with a gourmet champagne brunch. Per his instructions, Julie had taken her there to wait for him. After changing into a stylish Tommy Bahama silk shirt, he strolled over to greet her.

“Donna, it’s a pleasure,” Breckel said graciously as he entered the tent.

Breckel was so good at handling journalists that to an untrained eye it was impossible to tell if he really meant it. Donna Sereno’s eyes, however, were as trained as Walter Cronkite’s. His “pleasure” was not in meeting her but in the publicity this would bring him.

“The pleasure is all mine,” she replied, matching his charm to the ounce. Sereno was wearing a cobalt blue silk jacket that was too warm for the tropics but would look great on television. Its color matched her eyes.

“How was your flight?” he asked with concern. Of course he didn’t care. She had shown up, which is all that mattered.

“Awful. My crew and I were blindfolded the entire time. Made it a tad difficult to do my crosswords.”

“Yeah, sorry about that,” he lied. “My whereabouts must remain a mystery, hope you understand.”

“Anything for an exclusive,” she said self-deprecatingly.

This was partly true, though she would have come with other journalists if necessary. Sereno’s agenda was bigger than an exposé on Ian Breckel. It was about reality programming as a whole and the extremes to which it had gone.

Ian Breckel had a reputation for making squirm television, producing reality shows that were not for the faint of heart. He had arguably crossed the moral line with many of them already, though rumors put The Condemned in a whole new league. He’d already tried to televise prison executions live on pay-per-view and had been shot down by the FCC. If the promos were true, Breckel was likely breaking international laws with this one, though good lawyers could not be underestimated. By the time the dust settled, he would have collected millions in profit. For these reasons, keeping his location a mystery made total sense.

“Would you like to join me in some champagne?” he offered.

“Of course.”

He poured for both of them.

“Here’s to entertainment,” he said, toasting her.

Neither drank more than three sips before the interview began. Both wanted to be at their sharpest.

“You’ve left Hollywood. Why?”

One camera was poised on Breckel, another on Sereno for her reactions. He had insisted on using bounce lights to soften his face, having once suffered a hatchet job by reporters who used harsh lighting to make him look unpleasant.

“I want to push the envelope, Donna. I can’t do that in Hollywood, New York, Canada, even Europe. Everywhere I produce a show, I’m shackled by rules, regulations, the FCC, gutless executives. I’ve come to a place where nobody can tell me what I can or can’t do.”

Julie watched the interview from the sidelines, marveling at his poise and conviction. He wasn’t acting. He truly believed this. And it was hard not to appreciate his rebellious attitude. She hated the crap on television. It was all derivative, unoriginal pabulum. No wonder people were abandoning it for entertainment on the Internet and elsewhere.

“Without a major network behind you, how do you plan to broadcast your show?” asked Sereno.

“The Internet. I’m going live across the world wide web, direct to my audience. Anyone with a computer and a credit card can watch my next show—live, uncensored, uncut.”

“Really. Tell us about The Condemed.”

“I’ve pulled ten contestants from third-world prisons. Each was on death row. I will free one of them. You see, tomorrow, I’m bringing them here, to this island, where they will have a fighting chance at a new life. A fight to the death. The winner gets a suitcase full of cash and a ride to any port in Southeast Asia. Set free.”

Sereno stared at him. She’d heard about the recruitment of ten convicts and knew they would be fighting each other. But to the death? With the winner being set free on society?

Julie’s stomach began to churn. Ian had also told her there would be fighting, but this was the first she’d heard about the prisoners being required to kill each other, as well as the winner getting to go free.

“One lives, nine die?” Sereno said incredulously. “You’re airing a live snuff film?”

Breckel was thrilled with her judgmental reaction. You couldn’t ask for better advertising.

“No, no. Look, Donna, these contestants are already dead. Condemned. I’m allowing one to live. Is that so wrong?”

“It’s immoral and illegal,” she said with no hesitation. “What are you charging for this live horror film?”

“Forty-nine ninety-five. Unlimited access to the site. And my attorneys will have strong opinions about its legality.”

“Why do this? What’s driving you?”

Her tone made her sound like she was interviewing a serial killer, which was also fine with him. He’d been in the hot seat before. Controversy meant more subscribers.

“When my first show premiered on network TV, do you remember what the Hollywood trades called me?”

“‘A soulless hack,’” Sereno answered instantly. “‘The Town’s Most Affluent Failure.’ The Times called you the Antichrist. The Reporter said—”

“Right, right, you get my point.” Breckel cut her off. Her maligning diatribe was beginning to annoy him, but it was worth it. Their site hits would skyrocket once this aired. He figured she was smart enough to know her ratings would soar, too, once the word got out.

The truth was that Donna Sereno was repulsed. Her bosses had sent her there to get a juicy story, which was par for the course. But she was more than a top-notch journalist. She was the mother of two and an ethical human being. Her interview notes fell to the ground.

“You’re a multimillionaire who maybe will become a billionaire producing murder. Have you no shame at all?”

He forced a smile, keeping his eye on the prize. “I make shows people like to watch.”

“Okay, here’s a question I’m sure all my viewers will have running through their minds: When you look at yourself in the mirror, what do you see?”

Her voice had risen in pitch, full of disgust. He had plenty more to tell her about The Condemned, titillating facts about the Mexican married couple who were competing against each other and the German they called the Nazi and the psycho Englishman who raped, murdered, and mutilated dozens before being caught, but his trademark composure began to flag.

“You know, I’m tired of being judged and shit on by critics and journalists like you. I’m done with Hollywood. I’m going straight to my audience, worldwide and live, and my numbers will demolish EVERY SHOW and EVERY NETWORK this year. Mark my words.”

Sereno could see that she was getting to him.

“And you seriously believe that justifies what you’re doing?”

The interview went on like that for another ten minutes, rapidly becoming contentious. He finally stood and yanked off his lapel microphone.

“I’m done,” he said with a frosty smile. “A pleasure working with you.” He marched from the tent.

Donna Sereno had served her purpose. He was happy to be the bad boy of television—and now the Internet—if it brought in the highest number of viewers.

Julie stood frozen. She had just seen a side of Ian that he had carefully kept hidden from her. Losing one’s composure was to be expected of all powerful men, and he was only human. It was also possible he was putting on a show for the cameras … but his self-confidence had seemed more like an ego run amok.

She and Sereno exchanged an uncomfortable glance.

“I’m sorry. He’s under a lot of stress,” Julie apologized.

Sereno studied her. “Did you know what he was going to do here?”

There was no simple answer. She loved Ian. She also believed in capital punishment. These convicts had killed, raped, ruined many lives. They had all been sentenced to death. They deserved to die. In her home country of England, public executions had once been commonplace. Ian was giving people what they wanted to see. But the interview had nonetheless shed an ugly new light on his exploitation of it.

Julie said nothing and left the tent.

Outside the control room tent, Breckel’s perturbation was about to get some new fuel.

“Umm … Breck, we have a problem,” Bella said, spotting him. She and Eddie C had just stepped out to find him.

“I like to think of it more as a challenge,” chimed in Eddie.

Breckel looked at both of them, in no mood to hear bad news.

Bella cleared her throat and lowered her voice. “We just lost one of our headliners.”

He exploded. “What happened?”

Breckel stormed toward the control room without waiting for an answer, his underlings in tow.

“The terrorist dude from the Moroccan prison landed ten minutes ago at the mainland airfield,” rattled off Eddie. “He freaked out—”

“—In full chains, he starts choking a guard to death,” finished Bella, talking even faster.

“The other guards start beatin’ his ass, hittin’m, givin’m the whole Rodney King routine but—”

“But what?” interrupted Breckel. He didn’t want the novel, he wanted the log line.

“They couldn’t stop him,” answered Bella.

Eddie C cleared his throat. “They kinda opened fire on the guy.”

“Shot him in the head,” she finished. “He’s dead.”

Breckel stared at them. They had absolutely nothing to do with what happened, but he wanted to take it out on somebody. Bella and Eddie C were loyal members of his team—he’d plucked Bella right out of USC as an apprentice. She had given all the right answers during her interview. Bella was high energy. Loved reality television. Thought what was currently on TV was way too tame. She had had no qualms whatsoever about The Condemned. Eddie felt likewise, though his degree came from the University of Hard Knocks. They didn’t teach Eddie C’s brand of computer science in any school. Breckel had found him via an attorney friend who had represented Eddie as a juvenile hacker. This kid knows more about the web than the guys who invented it, his friend had said. Like his technical director Goldman, Breckel needed both of them to turn his dream into reality entertainment.
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