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  Remove any five cards from a deck.


  



  Keeping them face down, shuffle the five cards.


  



  Turn over the top card, remember it, and then turn it


  down again.


  


  


  


  


  



  Chapter 1


  


  When it came to the risky endeavor of cheating at cards, Duncan Rose had been taught well. Choose your marks with care — people with money to spare and little brains to keep it in their wallets. Choose your location well — a place with a lot of distractions and an easy escape route should the situation turn ugly. Choose your time wisely — play an honest game for the most part, setting up patterns of behavior that will look innocent later, and actually cheat for the big pot. Duncan Rose knew all of this, but he still screwed up.


  He had ignored the fourth crucial choice — choose your partner like your life depended on it. Duncan's partner, Pancake, was a friend with an apartment. Agreeing to help Pancake with a cheat in exchange for a month on the couch had seemed smart at the time. Cheat a few of Pancake's friends, get a free month with a roof over his head, and probably mooch some food into the deal too. Besides, he had known Pancake for years, and though the bone-thin guy brought along trouble like flies to a carcass, Duncan tried to help him out whenever he could. That's how they met.


  Near the end of his senior year at Reedsburg High, Duncan happened upon three guys beating up a scrawny kid. Though Reedsburg, Pennsylvania had barely enough population to show up on a map, he didn't know the kid or the guys. He had no stake in it whatsoever. But he heard the whimpers and the laughter, the cries and the taunting, and he knew that if he walked away, he'd continue to hear that awful combination of sounds every night for the rest of his life.


  "Hey, fellas, I wonder if you could help me out," Duncan said, standing behind the guy he thought to be the ringleader — the biggest of the three.


  The big guy turned around with a confused look that, under other circumstances, would have sent Duncan rolling in a fit of laughter. "Get out of here."


  "I want to show you something." Duncan pulled out a deck of cards.


  "You want to do a card trick?"


  "I want to make a bet. You ain't afraid of a bet, are you?"


  The big guy glanced at his buddies. "I ain't afraid of nothing."


  "Okay, then. I'll do a trick, simple one, and if you can't figure it out, you let that kid go free. If you do figure it out, I'll give you a hundred bucks."


  That got the guy's full attention. "You got a deal."


  "Cool." Duncan pulled out a second deck of cards. "Here. Shuffle these while I shuffle mine." One deck had blue backs and the other red. "All shuffled? Now, we trade decks, and I want you to do everything I do with your deck."


  Duncan placed the red deck on the ground, and the big guy placed the blue deck on the ground. "Now cut the deck wherever you want, take the next card and remember that card." Duncan cut the deck and placed the top portion to his right. The big guy did the same with his deck. Then Duncan picked up the top card of the left hand portion and looked at the card. "Memorize that card now, and then place it on top of the half of the deck you cut off, then place the rest on top." Duncan picked up the left packet and placed it on top of the rest. The big guy did so, too.


  "Go ahead and cut the deck as much as you want. Good. Now, we switch decks again, and I want you to go through the red deck and pick out the card you saw in the blue deck. I'll do the same with the blue deck. Place the card face down." Duncan and the big guy found their cards. "Okay. Just so we're clear: we shuffled, switched decks, found a random card from a random cut of the deck, cut the decks more, switched decks again, and have picked out our cards. Right? Now, turn yours over."


  The big guy turned over the Queen of Spades.


  Duncan smiled. "What do you know?" He turned over his card — also the Queen of Spades.


  The big guy's friends laughed in amazement while the big guy stared at the cards with a stunned look.


  "Any idea?" Duncan asked, but the big guy didn't answer. "No?" He walked over to the kid they were pummeling and said, "Come on, let's go."


  As they walked away, he could still hear the bullies talking out the trick. Duncan knew they'd never figure it out even though it was extremely simple. All he had done was look at the bottom card of his original deck before the first switch. This time it turned out to be the Six of Diamonds. When the big guy cut the deck and placed the Queen on top of the cut, he then placed the other half on top of the deck, positioning the Six just behind the Queen. The rest of the trick was nothing more than putting on a show because when they switched decks again, Duncan simply looked for the Six of Diamonds and selected whatever card was in front of it — this time, the Queen of Spades. Simple, easy, and it saved Pancake from a brutal beating.


  Pancake never forgot what had been done for him that day. Even when he screwed up the most, he always knew he could count on Duncan. At least, that's how Duncan saw it. Pancake always looking up to him, always wanting to show off.


  So he should have seen this coming, should have known that any cheat set up by Pancake would end in disaster. But Duncan had been blinded by the free room. More than that, though, he had to admit that sometimes he wanted to show off for Pancake, be the hero Pancake saw in him. The moment he stepped into the tiny, smoke-filled room, however, he knew they were in trouble.


  Three men crowded a round table, smoking cigars and drinking beer. Each one had a shoulder-holster and each holster had a handgun. One of these guys had more muscles than Duncan knew existed on the human body, his blue t-shirt stretched taut to reveal every one of them. The other two were thin and harsh, looked like they killed people every day and boy, was work a grind.


  Behind them, shoved into the corner, a hairy man hunched over two laptops. One showed surveillance footage from the outside alley. The other displayed a game of mahjong. Two women were in the room as well. Both were nude, pretty once, but acted like drugged-out slaves — giving Muscles a back rub, serving beer, or sitting on a bed and smoking pot. All these people and tobacco and pot and alcohol blended into a nose-turning stench.


  "Hey fellas," Pancake said, his voice always high and congested. "Ready to play?"


  The three glanced at him, and Duncan wanted to bolt. These were not the kind of guys he could afford to be caught cheating, and this was not the place to do it either. Cramped, only one exit, guns and muscle. Bad, bad, bad.


  But Pancake had their bankroll and plunked it on the table before Duncan could fumble a lame excuse to leave. "I'm feeling lucky tonight," Pancake said, sitting down and winking at one of the girls. Duncan stayed at the door. He could still turn away, maybe even get Pancake to follow him. But he knew better. Pancake would forge ahead without him, if for no other reason than to show Duncan that he could do it all on his own. In the end, Duncan would be identifying Pancake's body, pulled from the stinking river, and he'd never sleep well again.


  "You coming in or what?" Muscles asked in a thick Slavic accent.


  Forcing a smile, Duncan scooted into the room. He sat at the table, took his chips, and tried to hide his shaking. Muscles snapped his fingers at one of the girls. With dead eyes, she pulled bottles from a cooler and passed them around. Duncan drank a little of the nasty, cheap beer — enough to appear sociable but not enough to get drunk.


  One of the killers dealt a hand of poker. "I'm Peyter. I don't like stupid games. Just five- and seven- card stud or draw. That's it. No pussy crap with wild cards or anything like that. This is a real man's game. You understand?"


  "Of course." Pancake slapped Duncan on the shoulder. "That's why we're here, right? A real man's poker game."


  Since Peyter dealt the first hand, Duncan could relax a tiny bit. It would be a fair hand, and he could play it out as anybody would. Dmitri, the other killer, won with two pair — aces and threes. The deal rotated to Muscles and another fair hand hit the table.


  When it reached Duncan, he made sure to reach for all the cards rather than let anybody pass them in. This was the first step to establishing a pattern. He dealt a regular hand, which Dmitri won again, and the deal moved on to Pancake.


  Pancake didn't have much skill as a card cheat but he could perform a few blind overhand shuffles well enough to fool anybody not paying attention. For this false shuffle, he held the deck in his left hand, grabbed a chunk of cards, lifted them up and over to the back, then brought some to the front. This gave the impression of the cards being shuffled overhand when, in fact, Pancake maintained an ace or two on the bottom for use whenever he needed them. Duncan cringed as Pancake launched into cheating on his first deal. Not surprisingly, Pancake won his hand with three aces. These thugs might not be paying attention yet, but a few more deals like that and they'd notice.


  The evening progressed like a well-timed machine. The three gun-toting men each dealt a fair hand of poker. On his deal, Duncan made sure to pull in the cards himself and then deal a fair hand. Pancake cheated, trying to give the winning aces to either himself or Duncan. Each time Pancake's deal came along, Duncan flirted with one of the nude girls or asked Peyter a question or told a joke or bumped his hand on the table or anything else he could think to do to distract the men from watching the deal.


  After three hours, Duncan had noticed Peyter paying closer attention to Pancake. Not good. Even Duncan's attempts at misdirection lost their effectiveness. Whether he wanted it or not, he knew the time to finish this game had come.


  When his turn to deal came around, he collected the cards as he had every time that night — reaching out and pulling them in on his own. This time, however, he pulled them in, sliding the cards he wanted on top of the rest, so that they stacked up in a specific order. He made sure that he had three queens in a row and a full house at the top. Then as he shuffled he shifted the full house to the bottom of the deck and let the queens stay on top. He went a step further, making it look as if he riffle shuffled the whole deck several times, creating that classic snapping sound as the two halves laced together into one deck, but in fact only used the top half. The result was that the queens were now spaced apart every four cards and the full house remained intact on the bottom.


  When the deal came, Duncan would deal seconds — dealing out the second card from the top until he reached Muscles who would get the top card, the queen. The next card on top would be the next queen which would sit there until Duncan reached Muscles again. For himself, Duncan would deal from the bottom of the deck. In this way, Muscles would end up with three queens, a strong hand that he'd be willing to bet big on and Duncan would beat him with a full house.


  Stacking the deck and going through the false shuffles went smoothly. Nobody, not even Peyter, appeared to notice. Just to be safe, as Duncan launched into the riffle shuffles, he asked one of the girls for a beer. Peyter and the others all wanted beers, too, and they all turned their attention to the nude girl for a second.


  Duncan readied his hands to start the complex deal when the hairy guy playing mahjong in the corner chirped up. "Boss is here."


  All three thugs straightened in their chairs. The stifling room grew hotter and even the stoned women found the energy to show fear. Duncan's throat tightened.


  "Wait for the Boss," Peyter said. "He'll want to play a hand."


  Duncan nodded and shuffled legitimately several times, destroying the stacked deck he had carefully put together. No way would he try to cheat a guy who bossed around these men. Even if he didn't fear for his life, he followed certain codes of conduct when it came to cheating. He didn't cheat good people out of hard-earned money. He only cheated dumb thugs and criminals — people too stupid to notice and too brutish to deserve better. A thug's boss, however, would be calculating and vicious. That's how guys like that became bosses in the first place.


  After shuffling the deck clean, Duncan let out a sigh and placed it on the table between him and Pancake. He had been thinking how they had dodged a bullet — had the Boss come in after the hand had been dealt, who knew what would have happened? Except from the corner of his eye, he spied Pancake pick up the cards and begin shuffling. He hoped Pancake understood what he had done — that he had scuttled the stacked deck, that he wanted to play a straight hand and get out of here, that the time for cheating had ended. But as the door opened, Duncan caught sight of Pancake re-stacking the deck.


  The Boss filled up most of the doorway. More brute than brains, his thick, tattooed arms made Muscles look puny. He had a shaved head that only added to his monstrous appearance. But when he spoke, Duncan saw the smooth, intelligence come through. "Mind if I sit in for a hand?" he asked as he placed a chair next to Peyter.


  One of the women handed him a beer while the other leaned against him so he could rest a hand on her rear. The Boss looked at the chip stacks and gestured to Pancake. "Looks like you've done well tonight."


  "I've had some luck."


  "You're Pancake, right?"


  Pancake nodded, looking as nervous as the rest of them. "That's right."


  "Congratulations, Pancake. Not many people can beat these guys at cards. It takes some serious brains and huge balls to do that. You got huge balls, Pancake?"


  Duncan looked to the door, not sure how they could possibly get there and then out of the building before bullets pierced their backs. Sweat trickled down his side. Even if they could manage all that, the Boss knew Pancake by name. What else did he know?


  "Five card draw okay with you?" Pancake asked.


  The Boss flashed his teeth in an expression that mixed a surprised grin with a snarl. "If that's what you men are playing."


  Pancake dealt out the cards but nobody made a move to pick them up. They all watched the Boss as he took a long pull on his beer. With a satisfied belch, he said, "You gotta love this country. A bunch of guys sitting around a poker table, a couple beautiful women on their arms, and a cold beer. Where we grew up, this was just a fantasy. Right, Peyter?"


  "Yeah, Boss."


  "But in America, you have so much at your fingertips that a night like this could be any night of the year. Nothing special to it at all. That's amazing. I mean what other country but America could a couple of guys like you two join a bunch of immigrants like us and all happily play a friendly game of cards? And you, Pancake, you're even winning. Any other place and there'd be bodies thrown out the windows by this time in the night." The Boss chuckled and his men laughed along with him. They laughed too hard. "Let's play," he said and picked up his cards.


  Duncan picked up his hand and knew right away that Pancake had lost his mind. He had dealt Duncan a ten, a five, and three aces. Undoubtedly, Pancake held two pairs and the Boss would be given three jacks. The three of them would get in a bidding war that resulted in a heavy pot which only Duncan could win.


  The initial round of betting started and when it came to Duncan, he hesitated. He wanted to throw his cards in but that wouldn't solve anything. Another hand would be dealt. And another. And Pancake would keep trying to cheat. With Peyter already suspicious and the Boss watching, too, Pancake would eventually get caught. And that would be the start of a long, painful night which might be their last.


  But if Duncan bet, if he played along, Pancake would bet as well. Pancake would bet big to force the Boss to bet big. And if Pancake lost everything to the Boss, then there wouldn't be another hand to play. No cheating would be suspected. No pain would be inflicted. While losing all their money didn't sit well with Duncan, losing his life sat worse.


  The Boss leaned forward. "Having trouble? Relax. We're all friends here. I mean, my boys wouldn't have invited you in to play unless they knew it was all good. It's not as if Dmitri took a look at that walking stick called Pancake and thought he'd be an easy target. Right, Dmitri?" Dmitri suddenly found something interesting to look at out the window. "So, there's no pressure. Just a friendly game. Bet, don't bet. It doesn't matter. It's all for fun."


  Duncan bet. More than he should have, but he knew he could back off later. A sliver inside him considered taking the Boss for all the money just to show up the bully, but as Pancake raised the bet, Duncan's sensibilities returned. Getting one up on a guy in organized crime was a fast way to die. If he played this right, he'd save Pancake's butt once again. Then when they got back to the apartment, he'd kick it all over the place.


  Muscles and Dmitri folded but Peyter called. The Boss raised again and so did Pancake, but it finally worked around with everyone calling. They drew one round of cards, and when Duncan's turn came, he asked for three cards.


  Though Pancake had missed or ignored Duncan's other signals, he couldn't mistake this one. Duncan had broken up his three-of-a-kind and Pancake should know that he had canceled the cheat. But when Duncan turned up his new cards, he found the fourth ace to be among them.


  The betting started with Peyter. He folded fast. The Boss tossed in a hundred dollars and Duncan had to call it. If he folded too early, Pancake would also fold since he knew he couldn't beat the Boss's three jacks. Duncan had to keep Pancake in for the whole bankroll. At least he had greed on his side. It had blinded Pancake into this situation, and if Duncan's plan worked, it would blind Pancake right out of it.


  The Boss raised, Duncan called, Pancake raised. They locked into this pattern and the pot grew richer with every pass.


  The Boss chuckled. "I like this guy," he said, pointing to Pancake. "He's crazy. Keeps raising and raising. I mean, look there, he's barely got anything left. That's America right there. All out. No holding back. Things look tough, what do you do? You double down. Am I right?" Dmitri and Muscles nodded. "I like you, Pancake. But I ain't going to go soft on you either. That would be an insult to you and to this incredible country." The Boss put in a final raise of one hundred dollars — large enough to commit the rest of Pancake's money.


  Duncan had about twenty dollars left. Though he put on a show of looking disappointed, he happily folded. He slid his cards in amongst the other folded cards, hopefully mixing them enough to hide his three aces.


  "What are you doing? You're folding?" Pancake asked. "After all this?"


  "I don't have enough to bet," Duncan said.


  "You should've asked me. I could've loaned you the money."


  The Boss sneered at Pancake. "Hey, stop worrying about your lover and get on with this. There's a lot of money on this table."


  For a second, Duncan feared Pancake would fold. The way the Boss eyed him, such an action would have screamed out that he had been cheating and something went wrong. After all the betting and raising, Pancake had no choice but to play on. Tight-faced and tight-lipped, he tossed the rest of his money in, his eyes locked on Duncan.


  As the hands were revealed, the Boss and his men laughed up the win. Duncan smiled and stood. "Well, it's been fun. Wish I had more to show for it, though."


  Peyter said, "You had a good run for a while, but nobody can beat the Boss. He's too good."


  "Maybe next time," Duncan said, inching towards the door.


  "Don't leave. We got beer, we got girls, maybe a little pot, a little coke. How about it? Besides, the Boss won. Let's have a party."


  Pancake perked up and leered at the girls. Duncan grabbed his arm and yanked him towards the door. "Thanks for the offer, but we've got an early day of work tomorrow."


  "See that, boys," the Boss said while stacking his chips. "That's what's wrong with this country. No sense of perspective. Worrying about work when they should be enjoying our hospitality."


  "Yeah," Pancake said, "we should stay. We don't want to be rude."


  Duncan froze. He didn't want to know what kind of hospitality the Boss had planned. "S-Sorry. We really do have to go. Maybe we can play again sometime."


  "Maybe we'll get all our money back someday, too," Pancake said.


  The Boss turned an eye on him, his face cold like the guns each man wore. "Nobody beats my boys. They're too damn good." Then his mouth opened into a wide grin. "You guys crack me up. Get the fuck out of here. You come back when you got more money to lose."


  Duncan didn't take the chance that things might change again. He pulled on Pancake's arm and got out of there as fast as they could move without looking too anxious. The alley reeked of trash and urine, but anything was more pleasant than another hour of that stifling, stinking room. Once they hit the street and headed towards Pancake's apartment, Duncan steadied himself for what he expected would come.


  Despite his lanky size, Pancake found enough strength to send Duncan to the ground with one punch. "What the fuck was that? You blew all our money!"


  Rubbing his chin, Duncan had to admit, he was impressed. Perhaps Pancake had outgrown his puppy dog admiration. Still, that didn't excuse any of what had happened. "First off, it was my money. And second, you nearly got us killed."


  "Oh, for crying out loud, is that what got you all pussying out on me? You were afraid of those guys? They're just small time scum and you know it. No different than any of the other jerks you cheat."


  "This was different." Duncan got back on his feet. "Very different. Everything was wrong about this set up and you were so careless, we're lucky we didn't get made."


  "I was smooth. They didn't see a thing."


  "Oh, now you're an expert?"


  "You're the one who taught me that cheats take skill and risk. I took the risk. Where were you with the skill?"


  "Look, sometimes you've got to trust your instincts. When the Boss came in, you should've known it was time to lose and leave. I mean, come on, that guy's probably killed more people than I've ever known."


  Pancake shook his head. "You're full of it, you know that? You act like you know it all but when your time came to prove it, you turned chickenshit."


  "Can we just forget it? I'll get you some money and we can —"


  "You got twenty bucks there, don't you?"


  Duncan pulled out the twenty in his pocket. "You want my last twenty?"


  Pancake swiped the bill and walked away. "Don't ever talk to me again, you lying sack of crap. And go find some other place to stay. You ain't welcome anymore."


  Standing alone on the street of a crime-ridden neighborhood was never a smart thing to do, but Duncan had nowhere to go. A surge of pride filled him — he had saved his friend's life, even if his friend didn't know it. But he had no money and no place to stay.


  That's not true. There's one door that's always open.


  He hated to call upon his great-grandfather, the man had been so good to him over the years, but he couldn't think of another option. Pappy would let him crash on the sofa for the night, offer up some breakfast, and even give a small bankroll to get Duncan started again. After all, Pappy was the one who taught him how to cheat in the first place.


  


  



  Chapter 2


  


  "No."


  Duncan stared at Pappy, waiting for the old man to crack a smile, but after a long moment of silence, nothing changed. Pappy had been losing it a bit lately, but this showed no signs of dementia. He simply had refused to help.


  "Listen," Pappy said and sat in a hardback chair. Despite his frail body losing weight every day and his skin loosening to the point of slipping off his face, he looked pretty good for a man over one hundred years old. He had a strong voice and a spark of life in his eye. But he carried an odor of impending death that seeped into the walls and carpet of his cramped apartment. "I've given you everything I've got. All the tools I know. And you're welcome to spend the night here, but I don't have the money to bankroll. I doubt your father would want me to do it anyway."


  "Since when has his opinion mattered?"


  Pappy gave a sly wink. "I'm not sure I approve, either. I taught you these skills so you could follow your dream of becoming a magician. Not so you could cheat at cards."


  "You're not really going to pull that argument on me?"


  "All I mean is that there's more to it all than simply taking people's money."


  "I'm doing what I have to do. Some people can work a nine-to-five they hate to make ends meet. I'm not one of those people. I've got that artistic temperament. Heck, you're the one who taught me all this — that a magician is an artist and all artists suffer under the strict limits of a regular life. Now that I'm living the irregular life, everyone wants to tell me how wrong I am?"


  Pressing out his hands in a placating manner, Pappy said, "Okay, calm down." He struggled to his feet and shuffled toward the kitchen. "You want something to eat? Something to drink?"


  Pappy's apartment should have felt like a mansion. It wasn't overly large but it had high-ceilings and beautiful floors. He rarely let anything go. He hoarded to the point of covering all the walls with stacks of books, magazines, and trinkets. If he weren't so old, Duncan would consider getting him on a reality show, but at his age, what was the point? He had earned the right to live however he saw fit.


  "Here," Pappy said. Duncan looked up expecting a glass of iced tea or water. Instead, Pappy tossed over a new deck of cards — he had hundreds of them. "Let me see your shuffles."


  Duncan sighed. They had been through this routine countless times, but he knew better than to argue. He revealed the Ace of Spades on the top of the deck and shuffled. After a few overhands and a riffle of the deck, he revealed the top card — still the Ace of Spades. He turned the card back over and shuffled downward, keeping the cards on the table like a Vegas dealer. Then he turned the top card over — still the Ace of Spades.


  "Not bad," Pappy said. "Now deal."


  Duncan dealt out four hands of five cards each. When he finished, he turned over the top card of the deck — Ace of Spades.


  Pappy grimaced. "You're still not buckling the bottom card early enough. You need to press the corner, popping the card away from the deck a little to make it easier to position, so you can then pull it out when you're ready. But if you wait to buckle it, you can't get it out in time. That's why you're pausing too long before you deal the bottom. Breaks up the flow of the deal and looks suspicious. You need to rock your left hand more, too. That back-and-forth motion is natural when you hold the deck in that hand and it helps hide that you dealt the first three rounds as seconds and the last two as bottoms. Now, show me your Classic Pass."


  The Classic Pass was always Pappy's final test. Not surprisingly, it was one of the most difficult maneuvers in sleight-of-hand. Duncan had to hold the deck in his left hand, break the cards and use his pinky to maintain the break while making it look like the deck was held solid, then while appearing to shore up the deck, he slipped the top half over and brought the bottom half up. Now the bottom half had become the top half.


  "Sloppy," Pappy said. "Might work in a card game if the players are drunk or not paying attention, but if someone's burning you, really studying your moves, they'll catch you no problem at all. For one thing, you keep flashing the break just before you do it."


  "Maybe a little, but it doesn't matter. That's what misdirection is for."


  "You'll never fool a real magician with that pass. Especially when they burn you."


  "I don't care about fooling magicians. I'm not going to be a magician. I don't even care about the Classic Pass. You rarely use that when playing cards."


  "You mean cheating at cards. Let me tell you something — just because modern sleight-of-hand grew out of card cheating doesn't mean we have to make our living that way. You've got real talent with this, and you've worked so hard for so long at it. Why bother with cheating when you could be a real magician? Now, what you need to do —"


  "I need money," Duncan snapped. "I don't mean to be rude but I need a little bankroll, anything to get going again."


  Pappy studied Duncan. Then he tapped his temple. "I might have something for you."


  He left the room, muttering to himself. Duncan sat alone and waited. Off to his right, behind a chair cover with a stack of books was a door — the door. The one he never opened.


  No. He shoved those thoughts away and kept his eyes focused straight ahead. He looked at the photos on the wall, the details well-worn into his memory. Fishing with Pappy ("All boys should learn to fish"), hunting with Pappy ("Learning to properly handle a gun is crucial information"), and performing magic with Pappy ("The greatest art in the world"). All the pictures were of the two of them. Somewhere in the place, he must have kept photos of his late wife, but Duncan had never seen them. Nor did Pappy bother with pictures of his own son or grandson. The only person he ever showed interest in was Duncan.


  Maybe that's why the rest of the family resents me, Duncan thought, but before he could let his mind wander down those depressing avenues, Pappy returned wearing a bathrobe.


  Pappy smiled as he sat down. "Good to see you. When did you get into town? Oh, wait, before we get to any pleasantries, let's first check out your card handling. Now, now, don't argue with me. You've got to learn to handle the cards before you can do anything good with them."


  Duncan could only think that the old man had really lost it for good. An idea sparked in Duncan's head, an idea he felt both curious about and slimy for thinking. A lump formed in his throat that he couldn't swallow away. He walked to the chair with the stack of books and slid it all to the side. He stared at the door.


  It was made of a light wood and had a simple knob. Nothing ornate on the door at all except for a series of long slash marks connected to geometric shapes that had been burned into it like some bizarre artwork — part Jackson Pollock, part Pablo Picasso. The strong lines stretched the entire height of the door. Duncan had never opened it — never dared. Pappy would have killed him.


  Growing up, he would catch Pappy staring at the door in wonder, but whenever he inquired about it, Pappy would snap at him. "You must never go through that door," he would say. "It's real magic, and you should never mess with real magic."


  "Pappy," Duncan said, staring at the door as if it were an exotic dancer. He knew he was taking advantage of Pappy's lost faculties, but when else would he ever get a chance to open the door? "You ever notice this door before?"


  Pappy turned to Duncan, and the terror on his face prickled Duncan's skin. "You stay away from that door." His voice rose as he struggled to his feet. "You stay away, you hear me. I don't care if I'm lying dead in my chair, you must never never never go through that door. Not for anything. You got me?"


  Backing away, Duncan said, "Okay, no problem. Calm down, please. I was just asking."


  "I know exactly what you were doing, and you should be ashamed of yourself."


  Duncan had the decency to look down. It had been a stupid thing to do. But Pappy didn't understand what he had done to Duncan over the years with that door. The more he said to never open the door, the more Duncan wondered about it. What was behind it? If it was so terrible, why have the door in the first place? Why not board the thing over? And what were those markings all about?


  As a kid, Duncan spent equal amounts of time thinking up one horrible scenario after another — bodies in the walls, a secret torture chamber, a door in the mouth of a slime-covered monster. He even tried to open the door once, got as far as putting his hand on the knob, but Pappy caught him. It was the only time Pappy ever seriously punished him. Took out a belt and made it so Duncan couldn't sit for the rest of the night.


  But now, as an adult, the door's allure grew even stronger. He still imagined what would be on the other side, only he now approached it with more experience. Sadly, the scenarios he arrived at were every bit as horrendous as those from his youth — sex slaves held in a secret room, some bizarre sacrificial altar, and bodies in the walls, always bodies in the walls.


  Duncan's cell phone chirped, startling him. He glanced at the ID — Pancake. "I'll be right back," he said to Pappy who fussed with covering the door back up.


  Once he reached the guest room, he said in as light a tone as he could manage, "Hey, Pancake, you talking to me already?"


  Before Pancake spoke, Duncan heard the panic in his breathing. Not just panic, crying and maddening fear. "T-They figured it out."


  "Figured what out? Who?"


  "Peyter and Dmitri! They know we were cheating."


  "Don't be paranoid."


  "They cut off my fucking hand," he screamed. Then his tears came back and through heaving sobs, he said, "My hand. It's gone."


  "Oh shit. Where are you?" Adrenaline jolted through Duncan's system. "Have you gone to a hospital?"


  "Are you fucking crazy? They're going to kill us. I ain't worried about a damn hospital. I'm worried about my life."


  "You'll probably die if you don't worry about a hospital."


  "They'll come after you next, you know."


  "Okay, just calm down. Tell me where you are. I'll come get you."


  "You better come. You better. Or we're dead."


  


  



  Chapter 3


  


  Before Pancake gave his location, Duncan knew the answer. Pancake had never been too inventive, so when it came to hiding — especially when frightened — there were only a few options available. First among them was the haunted house.


  Deep in the woods on the edge of town, the foundation of an old relic of a house still stood. Like a grave marker in an open field, you couldn't miss it, and lots of teenagers knew about it. On weekends, they slipped out there to drink beer, smoke pot, and screw around. As a kid, Duncan would sneak around the perimeter to watch and learn the secret ways of teens. As a teen, he and Pancake would hang out there getting drunk. But that was weekends from long ago. Nobody bothered with the place anymore.


  Duncan approached the ruined house as quietly as he could manage. He had taken a circuitous route in case the Boss's men had followed him, but he couldn't be sure Pancake had been so smart. He spied Pancake pacing near a jagged, knee-high wall, whining like an injured dog. He held a stump wrapped in a blood-stained shirt close to his chest. Soaked in sweat and ghostly pale, his steps looked wobbly, like he might pass out at any moment. Nobody else appeared to be around.


  "Psst," Duncan said. "Pancake."


  "Duncan?" Pancake asked full-throated, alerting every living thing to his presence. "What the hell are we going to do?"


  Duncan approached, cautious but less worried since nothing bad had happened to them yet. "First thing, we need to get your hand taken care of."


  "Gee, you think? Or maybe we should stand around here and wait to get our asses shot off. You think that's a good idea? Huh?"


  "You're the one who was acting so brazen. If I had let you go through with your big cheat, we'd both be dead right now."


  "Oh, I see. I should be thanking you."


  "You can't go cheating on every round you get. That's why they figured it out."


  "Now it's my fault?"


  "How else do you think they noticed? We didn't win any money." Duncan looked at Pancake like a lost child — he just didn't understand. But no way would Duncan take the blame for this.


  With his good hand, Pancake wiped back the tears in his eyes. "It doesn't really matter now, anyway. They found out and they're going to do a lot worse to us if we don't pay them."


  "Pay them what? We let them win."


  "You did. And we pay them to say we're sorry for trying to cheat them. We pay them so they won't kill us."


  Duncan frowned and turned away. He worried about Pancake's hand, but since Pancake didn't seem concerned enough about it, he stopped trying to help — horse to water and all that. This other thing, though, this was a way he could help, and if Pancake was to be believed, he had to help. Get the money or die. The choice couldn't be clearer.


  "How much?" Duncan asked.


  Pancake let out a breath that said it all. The hand, the fear, the panic — all had been used to get that question out of Duncan. "Twenty Gs by tomorrow morning."


  "Twenty thousand dollars? How am I supposed to get that?"


  "You're the great card cheat. Go cheat." Pancake's face paled. "Or rob your Pappy. I don't know. And maybe get me to a hospital."


  Duncan caught Pancake before he hit the ground. He was light enough to carry, so Duncan took him to the road. A cell phone call got a cab to take them to the hospital. Duncan slid Pancake's watch off his wrist and handed it to the cabbie as payment. Once the cabbie stopped cursing and sped off, Duncan left his friend by the ER entrance. He didn't dare stick around. There would be too many questions he couldn't answer.


  As he strolled away, his hands in his pockets, his head low, he heard a nurse find Pancake and call out for help. He felt the urge to throw up but he had to keep his cool. He had to keep thinking — where could he come up with the money? Not all of it. No way could he do that in one night. But enough to assuage the Boss.


  A sharp blade of guilt cut into his gut at the thought of robbing Pappy. He wouldn't, he couldn't, do it. And since Pappy refused to bankroll him, he couldn't cheat a game even if he had one set up — which he didn't. There had to be a way, any way he could avoid the one person he knew had the money. But that meant he'd be forced to do something even worse than robbing Pappy or cheating idiots, something he hadn't done in years — he'd have to call his father.


  


  

  Chapter 4


  

  Duncan tried three times to reach his father, and each time he canceled the call before it could ring twice. After the third attempt, he put his cell phone in his pocket and pulled out his car keys. It would be too easy for his father to say No over the phone. But in person, Duncan thought he'd have a better chance of leaving with some help.


  After a two hour ride, he pulled into the driveway of his father's lovely home. Two stories on a half-acre of land with a manicured lawn and a heated pool in the back. Not bad for ignoring your kids your whole life.


  Duncan sat in his car with the engine idling. He couldn't call his father, so what made him think he'd find the strength to ring the doorbell? He glanced down at his hand and pictured a bloody pulp. He had to give it to the Boss — losing a hand or dying were strong motivators.


  Before he could step out of the car, the garage door slid open. His father, Sean, stood with hands on hips and scowl on face. A beer belly had begun to form, enough to hang over his belt, and he had lost a lot of hair since the last time they had seen each other — over two years ago. His legs poked out from his khaki shorts like stilts on a balloon. Even from the street, Duncan could smell Sean's heavy cologne. That man never did understand the word moderation.


  Duncan got out and walked toward his father. The scent of the recently mown lawn and the click of his shoes against the driveway — concrete with brink inlays — turned his stomach. It was all a plastic show. He didn't bother with a fake smile or a friendly greeting. Might as well be something honest in this place.


  "What the hell do you want?" Sean said.


  Duncan didn't know what to expect — one never did when it came to Sean — but years of growing up under the man's rule had left him with one approach. There would be no appeal to a familial connection or even pointing out that death hung over him. The only way through was straight.


  "I'm in trouble," Duncan said.


  Sean barked out a laugh. "Of course you are. No other reason you'd be here. How much do you need?"


  "Don't you want to know what's going on?"


  "Same thing that's always happened to you. You try to take the easy way out of things, it backfires, and you lose your money. I'm guessing whoever you screwed over is serious about getting his money back because you wouldn't be here otherwise. So, I'm curious, how much?"


  "Twenty thousand," Duncan said, feeling his body shrink into a twelve-year-old with every passing second.


  Sean laughed full-voiced this time. "I'll say this for you — when you screw up, you don't screw up small."


  "Anything that can get me close to it will buy me a few more days," Duncan said, but his father continued to laugh. "Please. They'll kill me."


  "Yeah, for that amount, I suspect they will."


  An awful silence settled between them. A silence poisoned by years of mutual distrust and disappointment.


  "So that's it?" Duncan said. "You'll just let me die?"


  Sean leaned against the back of his Cadillac. "I tried with you every way I could. Get you into football or baseball. Heck, I'd have been happy if you were into comic books or video games. But it was always Pappy. That's all you ever wanted to do. Learn his little card tricks."


  "What did you think would happen when you dumped me on his porch every chance you could get? Mom died and you didn't waste a minute trying to hook up with someone new."


  Sean folded his arms. They had been through this fight so many times the accusations no longer held the same venom. However, instead of coming back with another assault on Duncan's lifestyle, his father said, "I never understood Pappy and neither did your grandfather. He tried to raise me right but Pappy spent all that time driving us around the country, and well, you don't know Pappy nearly as well as you think you do."


  "I see. Now, Pappy's the villain."


  "No. But he's no hero, either." Sean scrunched his face at a memory and looked as if he might walk away. But he scratched his arms and said, "One time — I must've been about fourteen since your grandfather was still alive — Pappy came to the little apartment we were living in. He was all smiles and excitement. He'd hit it big, he said. Really worked his magic and got us lots of money. But we had to move fast, get out of town, or there'd be trouble. I say this like it's something new, but it happened all the time with him. But this time, my father shook his head. He said there was no way he would keep going on like this. He stood up for me. And you know what your tough ol' Pappy did? He stood down. He had to leave, of course, but he promised to return when things cooled down, and he did. About two years later he bought a place and got all crazy with that stupid door of his. Point is — I thought he had changed. Why else would he come back if he hadn't figured out what family was for? That's why I looked to him to help raise you. But I was wrong to do that. It was my big mistake. I admit it. And I lost you to him."


  Duncan kicked at the driveway. This was just his luck. All he wanted was some cash, but his father decides tonight's the night to offer an olive branch. Except the man hadn't even done that. He wallowed in his regret, sure, but nothing else. Heck, they still stood in the driveway.


  "I guess I should go," Duncan said with a flicker of hope that his father would hand him a little money before he left. Sean said nothing. He watched Duncan drive off and never even moved from the garage.


  Duncan drove for five miles before he pulled to the side of the road. He stared down the long road and smacked the steering wheel. Breathing like a bull facing a matador, readying to strike, he smacked the steering wheel again. He lowered his head and rubbed the back of his neck.


  Family issues don't matter tonight. I don't get that money, family won't ever matter again.


  He had one last option. He could call his sisters. He didn't expect much from them, they had sided with Sean long ago, but perhaps they would care more about his impending death than his father.


  He called Samantha first. She didn't hate him, though she didn't go out of her way to have any contact with him. Her husband, Chuck, despised him, though, so Duncan felt a twinge of hope when it was Samantha who answered the phone.


  "I'm sorry, Dunc," she said. "Really, I am. But I don't think feeding your problems is any way to help you. Why don't you leave town and come visit us? We can look into some programs for you. I'm sure Chuck could arrange a job. Come on. Stop this crazy lifestyle of yours before you get yourself killed."


  That's all Duncan needed — spend his days pushing paper for a manager like
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