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        The Thumb: Life

        (The Grip and Foundation)

        Live by the code.

        Live with purpose.

        Live with clarity.

        Life is the reward.

        

        The Index Finger: Honor

        (The Direction and Guide)

        Honor the code.

        Honor every marker.

        Honor the family.

        Honor rewards itself

        

        The Middle Finger: Discipline

        (The Spine and Trade)

        Finish the job.

        Eliminate complications.

        Deceive wisely.

        Guard your secrets.

        

        The Ring Finger: Respect

        (The Vow to Elements)

        Respect the sea.

        Respect your elders.

        Respect your home.

        Cherish innocence.

        

        The Pinky: Death

        (The End/Finality)

        Die by the code.

        Die with dignity.

        Die without regret.

        Death is your gift.

      

      

      

      
        
          [image: Handprint with constellation overlay and the code recitation points numbered on the digits.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      To the PI sprint group members.

      

      Thank you for listening to this crazy cast of characters and putting up with all the plot bunnies hopping around.
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          MARIO

        

      

    

    
      The contract on my head was worth seven million dollars as of two minutes ago. Like any Vegas odds sheet, that number went up with each unsuccessful hit. I’d eluded at least two in the last twenty-four hours. My need for an ally, or a dozen of them, lured me to the City of Sin, home to various organized crime figures, and my last resort to evade my executioners.

      On the tarmac of McCarran International, a private jet was being prepped. It was one of the family’s seven business fleet aircraft ranging from the luxurious to the ridiculous. A certain internet celebrity bought our biggest one four years ago. We’d replaced it with an even larger one.

      How else were we supposed to keep up with the global demands of organized crime?

      I sipped my cognac and pondered the logistics. That’s what I did best. Logistics. From meetings to murder, I was the most glorified administrative assistant to the oldest of monied mobsters in Europe and beyond. They relied upon me. So, it was absurd I’d be fingered for a hit, right?

      I sighed and took another sip of my drink. Even paper pushers had their enemies. The devil was always in the details often overlooked by the incautious.

      “You’re hiding in plain sight.”

      Speaking of his royal darkness … “Ringo. I’d ask what you’re doing here, but ... I take it you’re working?” Ringo Devlin was one of the best hitmen in the business. I should know; I helped arrange almost every one of his kills. They went flawlessly thanks to his ruthless cunning and my expert planning.

      “I’ve got five minutes before I start.” My best friend since boarding school signaled to the bartender for a drink. The Macallan 18 bottle looked dusty despite the glittering lights and neon distractions surrounding us.

      “You took the contract, didn’t you?”

      Ringo snorted into his drink. “Of course.”

      “If you need money⁠—”

      He held a finger up. “I’d’ve asked. But I’m not doing it for the money. Although, seven million…”

      It would finally pay off his debt on a folly. And with me gone, he’d have that post-modern Italian ocean-view monstrosity to himself. But knowing him, that would last all of one day before he found a woman to splash naked in the little atrium fountain located in the foyer leading to the terrace overlook.

      His roving eye trailed a prospective conquest in a practically see-through gown as she rushed through the lobby. The bottom hem of the flesh-pink gauze trailed along the carpet like a cloud.

      “… the money would be enough of an incentive for most.” He continued on, still tracking the woman.

      “How are you going to do it?”

      He snapped his attention to me. “Who do you think I am? If I tell you that, you’ll figure out ten different ways to stop me.”

      “It would make the job far more interesting.” I dangled my words like bait.

      He sipped his drink, pondering my statement. “I think it would.”

      “It’s not like you’re going to really kill me.”

      “Oh, now there’s where you are wrong, my friend. I can and will kill you. The way I figure it, it better be me rather than some idiot trying to make a name for themselves.”

      True. “Make it quick.” I glanced up at the security camera embedded into the mirrored surface of the ceiling. Ringo wouldn’t do it here. He’d had to have spotted it.

      He scoffed. “I’m not an amateur.”

      That he wasn’t.

      He turned back to crowd watching. “You know, you’re lucky.”

      I was? He ignored my scowl and kept talking.

      “Anyone else would have made this messy.”

      “Like it’s not?”

      His head tip was not reassuring. I knew Ringo well enough that he’d just dismissed my warnings and started down his own unique brand of mayhem. “You know your problem, Valentine?”

      It was Valentini, but he’d been calling me by the bastardized version of my patronymic since we were eight, so I dismissed the slight and focused my attention to whatever bullshit was going to spout from his mouth next. “I suppose you’re going to tell me.”

      “Damn straight. You live like you’re dying.”

      That didn’t make sense. “Everyone dies.”

      He grunted as if to acknowledge the truth, but carried on. “But if you live like that, it isn’t really living, is it? Take that for an incentive.”

      That being the woman in the sheer dress. She’d joined a strikingly similar woman in an almost equally sheer wedding dress. Both women were blonde, tall, model-thin, yet refreshingly wholesome. The one who wore the nude pink gown wore little to no makeup. Her lean face had intriguing angles and possessed a bold nose. Her eyes were a shade of medium color I’d guess as green or hazel but it was hard to tell from this distance. The other was in profile, addressing her wren-like twin with grand gestures and a sway that indicated she was drunk.

      Very drunk. Not the first bride to indulge before or after her nuptials. This was Vegas, after all. Perhaps she’d been jilted at the altar? And perhaps her bridesmaid twin was consoling her? Or at least, appeasing her.

      Yes, that was what was happening. The more beautiful twin had that stance. She leaned in as if to catch the woman should her sway turn into a slump. Both of her hands were poised to catch. I knew that position well. Ringo was a double handful. And if he were drunk, a whole airbus of hands full.

      “The women?” I clarified. Ringo could be talking about something else.

      “Twins, man. Do you know what you could do with twins?” He tapped the bar surface emphasizing his words, then sucked in his bottom lip and bit it theatrically.

      “We,” I corrected. One was all I wanted to explore at a time, and seeing as they were sisters and likely to talk, one would be all I’d explore if I were even inclined to do so. Two would be… Ringo’s style, not mine.

      The side-eye he shot me was filled with disgust. “I swear you were born with that stick up your ass.”

      “It’s a code, not a stick.” Honor was a rare thing meant to be upheld with the utmost sobriety and gravity it deserved.

      “Your code is going to get you killed. I knew you’d be here doing things by the book. That damn code…”

      The women were arguing. One tugging the other toward the slot machines, and the other fighting her and pointing the way toward the exit. Who would win?

      “The code has kept me alive.” Not an easy feat when your family was as notorious as mine.

      “Well, this time it screwed you.”

      Appeasing my father screwed me. Faking interest in that she-devil was an insult. But one I’d now have to swallow to keep the peace. “I’ll fix it.”

      Ringo was silent. I’d expected him to laugh.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      He took a deep breath. “Listen, I’ve known you for… Jesus, twenty-five years. And you can be a real martyr sometimes, but I’ve never known you to be stupid. Dianora Conti? Jesus.”

      “It’s not stupid, it’s politics.”

      Ringo squared off with me. “Marrying the black widow of Tuscany is not politics, it’s suicide.”

      That it was. But it was the only way I’d survive to see next year. And surviving was rule number one of the code. Second was honoring your family. I’d manage both if I could lie well enough.

      Lying to family was against the code. I hadn’t done that, yet.

      Marrying someone I didn’t love was accepted in the circles I ran in. It didn’t matter that it was against my personal code.

      Protecting my grandfather from disgrace? Absolutely in the code.

      “If I don’t accept her offer, you’ll have to go through with your contract. Or someone will. And if you fail, they’ll kill you.”

      “I don’t fucking care, Val. If someone else gets to you first, I should be dead. And, honestly? I’d want to die anyway. You’re the best, and I’m not just talking logistically. The best friend, the best criminal mastermind, and a much better man than I am.”

      “Then why did you take the hit? You could have saved yourself a lot of trouble.”

      He stared at me.

      “What?”

      “I could give you a bunch of reasons, but I guess the biggest one is this: I want to do it because you’re the best. When I do this? I’ll never have to work again. They’ll never ask me to do anything harder. I guarantee that.”

      The alcohol I’d sipped churned in my gut. He was serious.

      And if he failed, and if I managed to convince Dianora Conti to marry me for my family’s power, and by doing so, force her father to remove the price on my head, Ringo would be the next one with a hit on his head. Because she earned her nickname of Black Widow. Ringo wouldn’t be the only victim. She’d get bored of me eventually. Perhaps I’d live long enough to sire an heir on her, but life as I knew it was over. And anyone who called me friend would be dead, or wish they were.

      I’d sign Ringo’s death warrant by wiggling out of the hit.

      I glanced at my watch. It had been five minutes. The sober sister won the argument, dragging the drunken bride to the door. And the world was righting itself. “For what it’s worth? I didn’t kill Adelmo Conti.” I stood up and opened my arms wide so Ringo would have a clean shot.

      He glared at me. “I’m not doing you here. You have one minute to walk out that door and prove to me you’re the best in the business.”

      I stood still, the countdown automatically ticking down in my head. “How are you going to do it?”

      Ringo slammed his drink and licked his lips. Then returned to staring me down. His lips pressed into a silent line of focus.

      On twenty I took a step away. Then another step.

      By ten I was halfway to the exit and Ringo still stood next to the bar. He pulled out his wallet and laid a bill on the surface for the bartender, as if this were just a normal day.

      It was anything but.

      On zero, I stepped out of the doors into the night air and beelined for the strip. Vegas in all its glory glittered around me. Traffic bustled, street hawkers littered the constant stream of tourists and gawkers like the little pamphlets they dropped.

      Cabs and black limos waited near the hotel’s circle. I stepped forward to take the next one in line, but I was shoved to the side by a wide man in a polyester suit. “That’s my ride, and I’m late for my flight.”

      If I were carrying, I’d knife the bastard for that.

      Ringo emerged from the entrance. His slow saunter, sure-footed and direct. I slipped into the crowds moving toward the fountains, staying agile and slightly outpacing the flow. I took the stairs to the walkway, crossed north, and kept moving.

      I entered another casino and cut through their maze of slot machines, hoping to catch a ride at their cab stand before Ringo or another hitman beat me to it. Once there, I would direct the driver to the company’s private airport and then⁠—

      A man peeled off the casino’s column. He approached me with all the subtly of a wallowing hippo. The bulge of his concealed gun was obvious. I stopped, waiting for him in a little alcove where the security cameras couldn’t watch.

      Ringo approached from the side, barely a shadow.

      How had he outflanked me?

      He brushed past, elbowing me out of the way and knocking the man into the alcove. Ringo’s victim collapsed into a lump and didn’t move.

      I stepped out of arm’s reach. My friend winked at me and mouthed, “That’s one.”

      Bastard. Instead of lingering there like a sitting duck, I hopped the escalator up one floor, then crossed to the pedestrian walkway that dumped me on the opposite side of the strip. I dipped into a hotel, moving toward the shops. There was a ride share loop just off the strip. Perhaps I could steal one of the rides as easily as I’d been thwarted earlier. I was halfway down the escalator when Ringo ran up from the street. I hopped over the rail to the stairs and ran back up. Ringo ran up the escalator, almost beating me to the top. I pointed at the security camera mounted in its little black bubble on the ceiling and cut left. Instead of turning toward the shops, I took the escalator up to the monorail. At the top, I took a quick right into the parking garage hallway.

      Ringo was hot on my tail. No matter how much I zigged and zagged, he stuck close. I was almost to the stairs when he caught me and pulled me between two large SUVs.

      I had nowhere left to run. There I stood, hands in the air, puffing hard, staring at my best friend since before either of us could shave, knowing he was going to kill me.

      There was nothing left but to barter for my life. “You’re going to hate yourself when you figure out who murdered Dianora’s brother, because it wasn’t me.”

      Ringo pocketed his gun. “Who did it?”

      I rushed him, knocking him hard and climbing over top of his falling body. As I cleared him, I turned to tell him, “I don’t know. But I didn’t do it.”

      His hand shot out.

      A flare of hot pain sliced through my abdomen, sending me in a staggering rush backward. I almost fell on my ass but managed to keep my feet under me.

      Then I ran.

      My best friend, practically my only friend, stabbed me.

      Game on.
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          ALLIE

        

      

    

    
      Some days I wished I could have been born an only child to a completely different family. Don’t get me wrong, I love my family, but they have their share of skeletons in the proverbial closet. I also love my sister, Ellie. She’s the best twin a person could have. But she had a nasty habit of lying her way into horribly complicated fiascos.

      Today’s was the worst one yet. We were in Las Vegas for an obvious reason, her quickie wedding to one Johnny Porciello. Or as I’d taken to calling him, Johnny Pornstach. Because that mustache had to go.

      Of course, without it, he’d look like a pre-teen.

      Johnny was thirty-one years old and had the baby-soft skin of a fourteen-year-old, and just about as much facial hair, except for that dreadful caterpillar on his upper lip. It was as if his body had something to prove, but was incapable of doing more. In more ways than that, he was unworthy of my baby sister.

      I was thirteen minutes older, therefore wiser, or something like that. Even though wisdom wasn’t magically bestowed through those thirteen minutes, I still knew this marriage was a bad idea.

      And while putting on our dresses that afternoon, Ellie walked through the doorway of reality, finally, and realized it was an unquestionably awful idea to marry Johnny Pornstach. Which spiraled into a very bad evening.

      Tequila should not be consumed before five in the afternoon. Especially not by brides who just found out their soon-to-be-husband was a lowlife, gangsta’ wannabe fresh out of his mother’s basement.

      It all started because I’d gotten a tip. Not the cash kind, the clandestine kind.

      Normally, I’d completely ignore anything that came from my maternal grandfather’s lawyer because it was bound to be tied up in so many strings it would make the Gordian knot look like child’s play. But this was hand-delivered by the hotel concierge himself with an urgent demand of, “Please make your sister look at the contents of this package. My Boss insists.” Capital B, Boss.

      I ripped the envelope open, expecting to find yet another court summons to fight the challenges to my grandfather’s estate, and instead got a handful of photos of Johnny’s wrecked Mustang.

      It was mangled beyond the point of repair. In the background was a Mercedes that didn’t look much better. In fact, it looked much worse. Johnny had rammed into the driver’s side so hard the steering column was in the middle of the vehicle.

      Luxury automobile or not, whoever was in that car wasn’t walking away.

      Clipped to the top photo was a hand-written note.

      “The Family needs to be notified. If your sister goes through with this wedding, there will be a price.”

      Crap. Family. Capital F. Not the family of the victim. That’s not how this lawyer worked. He wasn’t asking for more money, he was warning us that whoever Johnny hit with that car was likely “connected.” Just like my dear departed grandfather was connected. Just like the owners of this hotel were connected to a friend of a friend of someone who had a friend who knew a guy, ya know?

      My family secret wasn’t a secret to that crowd. It was a legend. One that, two generations later, made accomplished men grovel like a puppy who’d just peed on your shoes. Unlike the puppy, I didn’t have an explanation why humans did things like that.

      If I thought Chicago was a cesspool, Vegas was the whole damn sewage treatment plant.

      And for an accountant, my grandfather had lived a very interesting life. So interesting, the FBI were my neighbors until I graduated from college and started my post graduate studies in veterinary sciences. No matter how straight and narrow my immediate family lived, they were interesting, too. But monitoring a veterinary surgeon was too boring for the feds, and I finally lived like a normal person, with a normal job, like every other law-abiding citizen.

      That was until the will.

      Ugh.

      And the press… which ruined everyone’s lives. Mom and Dad took a settlement, an early retirement, and fled to Arizona with a matched pair of alpacas, their collection of tie-dyed shirts, and a used school bus where they’d live happily ever after out of the spotlight. Meanwhile, I lost my career. No one wanted to hire the mob heiress. That would be too risky.

      Ellie? Well, cocktail waitressing at a dive bar on the outskirts of the Chicago suburbs wasn’t the type of job that rumor and criminal underworld entanglement exactly hurt. In fact, she turned the notoriety into better tips because “she knew a guy, ya know?”

      And that’s where Johnny Pornstach fell in love—with my little sister’s trust fund and the lure of mob connections.

      Except we weren’t connected. Not one bit.

      She was blind, thinking him a harmless thug. It was the baby face that had fooled her, I was certain of it.

      Thank God, she caught me red-handed with the goods. I passed them off to her with a warning, “You need to think about this wedding, hard.”

      “Is that an order, Doctor Stickupherass?”

      It was. “Jaja’s lawyer said it, I didn’t. Read the note clipped to the top photo.”

      Her face paled. “Did you look at any of these?”

      “Not unless you won’t. We finally got free of FBI surveillance, and I for one don’t want to go back to that life. Remember how they frisked our prom dates?”

      Ellie made a guttural gagging noise at the memory. “Assholes.”

      I wouldn’t go quite that far, but they had made our lives pretty miserable. Growing up like that sent me down a path of buttoning every button, planning to the point of obsession, and never, ever, putting even the tip of a big toe over the line.

      Ellie?

      That’s all she ever did. Toes, heels, whole legs…

      She flipped through the photos and got to about the fourth one before her knees got wobbly and she fell faster than a soufflé. I couldn’t even catch her before she became a sparkly, chiffon and crystal-beaded puddle on the floor.

      My sister couldn’t stand the sight of blood.

      And there was a lot of it in that photo.

      Some bullet holes, too.

      Johnny was a lot more awful than a reckless driver.

      I shoved the photos with their clipped-on note into my suitcase and got out the smelling salts.

      Ellie woke up with a groan and a mission labeled, “drink that man right out of mind.”

      Which meant the afternoon tequila binge, and missing the chapel limo. The latter arrived precisely on time to collect the back-up dresses my sister bought, Ellie’s carry-on, and my stocked tote bag before it whisked away, right according to plan. Except the delivery was devoid of one bride and one bridesmaid because I was busy looking for Ellie at the hotel bar.

      There were eleven to search. But I lucked out and found her at number three. She was easy to spot in her wedding gown.

      “Oh. My. God, Allie, what are we going to do? The mob is going to come after us.”

      What’s this ‘us’ thing you’re talking about? “They’re not. If they go after anybody, they’ll go after Johnny. You’re not marrying him, remember?” I was being supportive. Or as supportive as I could get wearing a practically see-through bridesmaid dress almost the same color as my skin. Sure, I suppose it was pretty for a supermodel, or an actress trying to shake a child-star fanbase, but for an out-of-work veterinarian still in therapy from the trauma caused by the panopticon of my childhood? Hell to the no.

      It looked like lingerie.

      The funny thing about it was that barely anyone noticed. Their eyes were on Ellie in her beautiful, sparkly wedding dress. Random people would walk up and say, ‘Congratulations,’ then smile and look around for the villainous and missing groom. At first, I smiled and tried to say ‘thank you’ while squeezing Ellie’s hand so she’d not blurt out something horrible. But after she smacked me in the shoulder for getting too rough, I gave up.

      Then things got much more interesting.

      “Oh, you’re getting married. Congratulations!” The couple must have been pushing one-fifty, collectively.

      “Fuck off with that shit, my fiancé is a no-good amateur murderer, and once I find his ass, he’ll get an education on how murders should be done.”

      Their eyes went wide, and they shuffled away.

      “That tops the culinary school threat.”

      Ellie shrugged. “If I chopped Johnny into pieces, there’s bound to be blood. I’d faint again and ruin this dress.” She picked at the heavily boned and beaded corset. “And I love this dress. But, do you think I should have worn the other one?”

      She bought two wedding dresses with matching bridesmaid ensembles. This one was stunning, featuring a flat-front bodice with pearl and sequin embellishments reminiscent of the 1600s, along with a draped tulle skirt. It gathered at Ellie’s hip. The excess cascaded from the focal point in tiers. The designer embellished each delicate layer with crystals sewn into the fabric so artfully it sparkled like a waterfall that extended to the train’s end. Ellie glittered under the lights of the ride share pavilion I’d led her to.

      My dress didn’t have sequins. It looked like the whorehouse version that should layer under that dress. “You’re not getting married anymore, remember?”

      She sighed heavily. “What a waste of a dress. I wish I’d worn the other one. It would have been so pretty.”

      The other one was the opera lingerie one. It had a matching bridesmaid dress that wasn’t even legal it was so see-through. Thank God it was in the limo or at the chapel because I talked Allie into trying these on first.

      Not that the wedding gown she’d picked to match that abomination was much better. Her alternate dress was completely sheer with a keyhole window that touched her bellybutton. If not for all the off the shoulder bodice ruffles and its numerous flower appliqués, it would be indecent even for Vegas.

      Ellie spun in a circle and mused, “They’re both cursed now.” She fluffed the train so it fell in a perfect little curve at her feet.

      “They can’t be cursed because you didn’t get married in them.” When would that driver get here? I checked my phone to discover the little icon of the car was still idling two blocks away. Were we supposed to go there? No, the hotel was very clear that ride shares could not pick people up on the Strip. That made logistical sense, so I didn’t question it.

      “I’m going back to change.”

      “No!” I grabbed her arm and begged her to stay still. “We’re just going to go to the chapel, get the deposit back, and pick up our things, then we can change, or whatever you want, but please don’t leave me here alone.” And please don’t make me hunt you down again.

      “Oh Allie, you gotta lighten up. The world is an okay place. Live a little for a change. I swear you believe everyone is out to murder you.”

      Tell that to the homeless guy sleeping on the bench across the street.

      Wait, if he was sleeping, that meant he was safe, so… was Ellie technically right? I pondered that for a half-second. “I know you think it’s safe, it’s just that I want to stick together, okay?” So you don’t do something stupid like spend your entire trust fund on a spare-no-expense wedding excursion with nothing to show for it. I gritted out a smile that I hoped was kind.

      “Your face is going to stick that way.” She tossed her perfectly styled hair back. “We could take the monorail. That sounds like fun.”

      “It stops running at midnight, and only goes halfway there.” I’d checked the schedule and route five times.

      Ellie, being enamored with all things cursed, chose midnight of February 13 to get married. Although technically I guess the “I-do’s” would be on Valentine’s Day, right? Another thing I put off pondering until I shut down this shit show carnival ride. There would be no Valentine’s Day or Valentine’s Day-eve wedding.

      “Oh. No monorail. Okay. I’m going back to the hotel. Allie, do you worst with the deposit. Whatever you keep is yours. Here’s the plane tickets, the license, everything. I don’t care anymore.” She handed off my carefully compiled binder.

      “Ellie, no. We’re going to Italy tomorrow…together, remember?” I’d talked her into it after she announced the wedding was off. I needed the license and the chapel information but shoved the plane tickets back in her hand so she’d have something tangible to remind her not to go on another bender. “Hang onto these for me.”

      My drunk sister stared at the night sky. “Fuck. The very last thing I want to do is fly right now.”

      The flight was hours from now. But I couldn’t tell her that
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