
  
    
      THE FIRST CUT

      SOLITAIRE SERIES 1-26

    

    
      
        TROY LAMBERT

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Episode 1: Six of Diamonds

      

      
        2. Episode 2: Nine of Diamonds

      

      
        3. Episode 3: The King of Hearts

      

      
        4. Episode 4: Queen of Diamonds

      

      
        5. Episode 5: Five of Hearts

      

      
        6. Episode 6: The Two of Spades

      

      
        7. Episode 7: The Three of Clubs

      

      
        8. Episode 8: The Ace of Clubs

      

      
        9. Episode 9: The Five of Clubs

      

      
        10. Episode 10: The Four of Hearts

      

      
        11. Episode 11: The Eight of Clubs

      

      
        12. Episode 12: The Ten of Diamonds

      

      
        13. Episode 13: The Four of Clubs

      

      
        14. Episode 14: The Seven of Diamonds

      

      
        15. Episode15: Jack of Clubs

      

      
        16. Episode16: The Five of Spades

      

      
        17. Episode 17: The First Joker

      

      
        18. Episode 18: The Three of Spades

      

      
        19. Episode 19: The Two of Diamonds

      

      
        20. Episode 20: The Five of Diamonds

      

      
        21. Episode 21: The Ten of Spades

      

      
        22. Episode 22: The Seven of Spades

      

      
        23. Episode 24: The Ace of Diamonds

      

      
        24. Episode 23: The Three of Diamonds

      

      
        25. Episode 25: The Second Joker

      

      
        26. Episode 26: The Queen of Clubs

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            EPISODE 1: SIX OF DIAMONDS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you kidding me? Six of diamonds?”

      The card sat face up on the green felt with two still upside-down underneath it.

      “No sir. Six of diamonds it is.” The dealer’s vest stretched over his belly, and the buttons strained to keep it closed. It had probably been two sizes too small two years ago. On top of his shoulders and a neck replaced by a gigantic second chin, sat a round face with a neatly trimmed beard. The top of his head was shaved clean, male pattern baldness revealed in the stubble.

      “I don’t have time for a six of anything. I have a flight to catch. Re-deal.”

      “That’s against the rules, sir.”

      “Screw the rules. You know what I do for this organization?”

      “I’m fully aware, sir.”

      Beady eyes looked at him coldly, and Stephan knew he as screwed. He could do this job or be censured.

      That wasn’t an option.

      “Fine,” he said, and scooped up the card. It’s not like I wanted to start the year on a good note anyway.”

      “Have a fine day, sir. See you again soon.”

      Stephan didn’t reply. Instead, he strode with purpose across the casino. As he did, he pulled his phone from his pocket.

      “Yes,” he said when a mechanical voice answered. “I need to reschedule a flight.”

      As the conversation ended, he stepped out into the blinding sun, and he dropped his aviator glasses from the top of his head down over his eyes. The curse of being blond, blue-eyed, and genetically pale meant the desert sun wasn’t good for any part of him. It was the reason for his long-sleeved cotton shirt, which he was already sweating through, and his habit of wearing long pants instead of shorts.

      Luckily, his car was not far away. He could’ve used the valet, but he didn’t anyone touching the Bentley, let alone one of these sweaty teenagers sitting their pimply ass in the driver’s seat.

      He slid inside and turned the air on full blast. The cooling seats were permanently activated whenever he drove around here. With a jolt that still surprised him sometimes, he accelerated out of the parking lot and onto the road.

      A goddam six of diamonds. Damn the luck of the draw.

      He took the next left a bit too fast. He knew right where he was going, and really wanted to make a flight sometime this evening. Otherwise he’d be stuck in this hellhole for another night.

      There. His destination was up ahead on the right.

      He raced ahead then hit the brakes, hard. The car slid effortlessly to a stop, the anti-lock system working well, what one would expect from one of the most expensive production cars in the world.

      Stephan stood and stretched, cursing the giant yellow globe in the sky that made January feel like July. He felt like an ant under a magnifying glass.

      Moving to the trunk, he opened it, then looked around. Really looked around.

      The building he was about to enter was run down, shingles fleeing the roof like lemmings over a cliff. Boards had replaced windows, and a shitty hasp and padlock the only way to secure the front door, which stood open at the moment.

      The neighborhood looked just as shady as the building, and he noticed a large man under an overpass just a half a short city block back, watching him.

      “Hey you!” he yelled. “Come here!”

      The large body rose from its lean against a concrete pillar and ambled over at a snail’s pace.

      “Jesus. Hurry it up!” Stephan said. “You want to make a few bucks, or what?”

      Built like a linebacker gone soft in the middle, the brick wall did not speed up. If anything, his words slowed its progress. A giant afro with a comb stuck in the side puffed out from his scalp in a diameter nearly as wide as his shoulders.

      “What do you want?” the man said.

      “Watch my car for a bit while I’m inside?”

      The man whistled. “I’ll take it for a spin if you want. Pick you up whenever.”

      Stephan turned away, reached into the open trunk, and pulled out a shoulder holster containing two pistols, one on each side. After swinging it over his shoulders, he buckled the center strap across his chest, and then turned.

      “Tell you what,” he said. “You watch the car. You get a hundred now, a hundred when I get back.”

      “How long are you going to be?”

      “If I told you that, you’d know exactly how much time you have to get away. I’ll tell you I could come back at any moment.”

      “When you come back, then what?”

      “If the car is still here, unscratched and with no damage, not even a fingerprint, you get another hundred. There’s a single mark on it—" one of the pistols seemed to just appear in Stephan’s hands and point itself at the man’s head — “I’ll just kill you. If you aren’t here, I’ll hunt you down and kill you and whoever you’re with.”

      “Sure. Sure. You got a deal. What do you want in there anyway?” A beard nearly as full as the man’s afro pointed in the direction of the building.

      “You could say I’m doing some shopping.”

      The man snorted, his flat nose wrinkling as the snort turned to a chuckle. “You sure you’re in the right place?”

      “Yep. And — what is your name?”

      “Felix.”

      “Felix. I’d love to stay and chat, but it’s fucking hot. So here’s your hundred.” The gun disappeared back into the holster, and a hundred-dollar bill, folded neatly in half, appeared it its place. “I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

      He turned and walked toward the building, a place he didn’t want to be. But this was the price. The price for the Bentley, all the travel, the house and the villa in Cabo. All of it.

      As he entered the door, he ducked. A blast of warmish air struck his face, and then a second door whooshed open and he stepped into glorious air conditioning.

      The dilapidated outside was clearly a sham. Inside, the interior was modern and cool. He faced a reception desk, one like you might find at an upscale hotel, oak with brass fixtures and a young woman with glasses standing behind it.

      Her hair was as blond as his, pulled up tight in a bun on top of her head. Her vest and business suit mirrored that of the dealer he’d been sitting across from earlier, but when it came to who wore it better, she won hands down. She sported simple jewelry, gold rimmed glasses that accented her features rather than detracting from them, and her smile made her face shine.

      He assumed she must be wearing heels, because her eyes were level with his, and at six feet, he wasn’t short or exceptionally tall either.

      “Can I help you sir?”

      Stephan pulled the card from his pocket and placed it on the counter. “I need one of these.”

      “How soon?” she asked.

      “Now,” he said.

      Her smile disappeared. “Wait here.”

      She disappeared, and Stephan looked for a place to sit. There wasn’t one. There were no waiting room chairs, not even a couch.

      There was art on the wall, one he swore was an authentic Van Gogh or a very good replica.

      A few minutes later, she returned.

      “Here’s the address,” she said, handing him a slip of paper.

      “Do they know I’m coming?”

      “Of course not, sir.”

      He smiled. “Thank you.”

      She nodded, and he left.

      The Bentley sat right where he had left it. Felix stood nearby, clearly careful not to touch the car.

      “Thanks, Felix,” he said, and handed him another hundred.

      “You ever need any more work, you let me know,” he said.

      “I won’t be back,” Stephan said with confidence in his voice. But something in his head told him he was wrong. What he often called his “Spidey” sense was tingling, and he had no idea why.

      He fired up the motor and headed out.

      It was only a six of diamonds after all. Not a Jack, or worse yet, a Joker.

      The address was close, and he put the pedal to the floor. He’d need gas soon if this kept up, but he hoped it wouldn’t.

      He’d prefer to be airborne rather than driving as soon as possible.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Even in the afternoon sun, the house seemed dark, shaded by the surrounding trees that not only made it feel cooler as he stepped from his car, but also provided plenty of places for someone to hide.

      He kept his back to the car and moved around the hood and toward the front door. The six would have no idea he’d arrived. A six would not even sense him, never see the danger coming.

      The problem with sixes though, especially diamonds, was that they were just smart enough to sometimes surround themselves with higher cards and had just enough money to protect themselves. Not what aces could manage certainly, but an eight or ten wasn’t out of the question.

      Diamonds. Why did he have to draw a diamond on this of all days?

      Stephan pulled out pistol and clicked off the safety. He then checked and found one in the chamber. Good.

      He kept the weapon down at his side, pointed at the ground, but his muscles were tensed and ready.

      The sidewalk felt long, and he walked up it slowly, looking right and left.

      He knocked on the door, and no one answered.

      He didn’t expect them to.

      “Open up,” he said loudly. “Or I’m coming in anyway.”

      “What do you want?”

      The voice from behind the door was younger than he expected. And it sounded feminine.

      “Just to come inside and talk,” he said. He relaxed his shoulders but remained ready to bring up the pistol if needed.

      “Did Solitaire send you?”

      “They did.”

      “Then go away.”

      “You know I can’t do that,” he said.

      “I can pay you,” the voice came again.

      “Not enough,” he said. “Just open up.”

      The door looked sturdy. He didn’t want to kick it down or worse, try to shoot it, and neither action might get him what he wanted.

      “I’ll make you a deal,” he said after a moment of silence. “Let me come in and talk to you, and I promise I’ll at least listen to what you have to say.”

      After a moment, he heard a click, and then the door opened just a crack.

      “Come on in then,” the voice said.

      Stephan toed the door open slowly, his pistol now in the up position, pointing at the ceiling. He took a moment to let his eyes adjust to the dark interior. Then he pushed the door back quickly, stepped inside, and closed it behind him, keeping his back to it.

      He’d entered an empty living room area. The owner of the voice was nowhere to be seen.

      To his right, he could see a kitchen through an arching doorway. There would be knives and places to hide in there.

      Both were things he could deal with. Was trained to deal with.

      He saw movement at the left of his peripheral vision and looked that way. A cat sat on top of one of those ridiculous carpeted towers and stared at him.

      “Watch yourself,” he told it. Stephan kept one eye on the doorway to the kitchen, and slid further into the room, using the wall as cover.

      Nothing moved.

      He didn’t hear a sound. If he hadn’t heard the voice behind the door, he would not have believed anyone was home.

      But someone was. He could feel their presence.

      There, off the kitchen and to the right was a hallway.  He moved slowly toward it, head on a swivel.

      He could use a partner to help clear the building, but he didn’t have one.

      Not anymore.

      The wall in front of him exploded, and he hit the floor and rolled.

      His pistol came up and he found nothing in the sites to point at before he realized what happened. Someone in the next room had fired at him through the wall and missed.

      Then he saw it, a shadowy entrance to his left.

      He moved toward it in a crouch. In the movies, cops and others popped around a doorway standing tall, making themselves a huge target.

      He kept low instead, and when he reached the door, he ducked around, covering the room with his pistol.

      “Freeze,” he told the slim silhouette holding the shotgun, pointing up where someone stupider than he was would have come around the corner.

      It started moving down.

      Damn it, he thought, then fired.

      “Agghhh!” the shadow moaned and fell.

      Stephan stood quickly and approached, kicking the shotgun away from the writhing body.

      “You shot me,” she said.

      “Had to. Or you would have shot me.”

      “How much is this over anyway?”

      “Sixty. But you know that.”

      “They sent you, for sixty?” the voice said.

      “Do I know you?” Stephan asked.

      “Nope, but I know you,” the female voice said. “By reputation.”

      “So you know I have to take you in, one way or the other.”

      “Yep.”

      “What way will it be?”

      The woman rolled over onto her back, and then he saw her clearly for the first time. Red hair. Green eyes. Freckled skin. Thin lips. A taser.

      A taser?

      A second later, fifty thousand volts of electricity coursed through him, and the pistol fell from his hand.

      Something hit him on the head, hard.

      A clever six, he had time to think. I wonder if this is it?

      Darkness swallowed his consciousness, and he resigned himself to his fate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            EPISODE 2: NINE OF DIAMONDS

          

        

      

    

    
      Three Months Ago

      To say the decor was ornate would be an understatement. The room was open save four giant pillars strategically placed to hold up a vaulted ceiling. There were eight windows, four on each side, but no light came through them, not just because it was midnight on a moonless Saturday. Shutters held fast by iron latches held the light at bay.

      The only light came from several torches set in holders affixed to the walls. The floor was wooden, clearly hardwood with a faded path going down the center, and paths with the same wear leading to either side. Viewed from above, they would have formed a cross, the center one leading to the altar up front.

      Once a church, Stephan thought. But there are no pews now, and no one is here tonight for a holy purpose.

      The figure came at him, dressed all in black. It moved with grace and smoothness that didn’t match its large form. Stephan prepared himself, dropping into a defensive stance and focusing.

      His opponent’s face wasn’t visible. It was hidden behind one of those ridiculous black masks, like the ones you see in ninja movies. His feet were clad in those silly black booties.

      Stephan wore a loose-fitting shirt, jeans, but stretchy ones that weren’t overly tight or restrictive, and Chuck Taylor’s basketball shoes. They were light, had just enough traction, and were so common even if he did leave a footprint at the scene of some unfortunate and perhaps questionably legal events, no one could trace them back to him.

      He focused on his breathing and watching his opponent’s core as he moved. You could fake a punch or a kick, but there were things that always gave away your movements first. Stephan was trained to see those things.

      He blocked a kick aimed for his head and blocked the striking foot as its owner tried to kick him in the kidneys, then the knee. Each blow fell short, but with every block he felt the power in that leg.

      This was no amateur. If he got past his defenses, Stephan would be down, hurt at least.

      And so the dance began.

      Punch, blocked.

      Kick, blocked.

      Each blow was audible with its force.

      Stephan stepped forward to give the elusive figure a test.

      Sweeping kick, low. His opponent jumped. Stephan stepped in, threw a blow intended for the sternum. It was blocked, but the figure staggered for a second.

      There it was. Weakness. Not a big one, but⁠—

      A counterpunch came toward his head, and he ducked and covered, a good thing. Another strike aimed for his ribs stung his bicep instead.

      Bruise number one.

      Adrenaline meant he didn’t stop. Instead, he countered himself. Faked a kick, turned it into a knee that landed on a thigh muscle. Not the intended target, but it elicited an “Oof.”

      Both fighters were panting now, but neither said a word. There were no strange grunts other than those of pain as they traded blows.

      A kick to the ribs got through, and Stephan gasped, but covered and countered with a powerful punch of his own. His opponent hissed, drawing breath between clenched teeth.

      He followed that punch with another and another, body shots intended to tire as much as wound. Fast tiny punches landed one after the other, and his opponent went purely defensive, darting free of his range and grasp, staying at a reasonable distance, trying to recover.

      “Come on,” Stephan said once he had enough breath to speak. “Let’s finish this.”

      The figure in black stopped moving, standing perfectly still, silent. Steel gray eyes stared through him, around him, anywhere but at him.

      Stephan approached, cautious. He stared.

      He could do anything. The black-clad menace was just standing there.

      The figure was taller than Stephan, with wider shoulders and a long reach. But there was something⁠—

      A kick, fast and smooth, struck the side of his head. He spun, letting himself absorb the momentum he could, but the dark figure moved faster, following him. Another blow landed, this time on his shoulder, pushing him off balance again. Then a foot struck the back of his knee, sending him pitching forward. The floor rushed up to meet his face.

      Stephan tried to perform a shoulder roll but missed horribly. His head struck the hard wood under their feet, and the maneuver turned into an odd flop.

      He rolled to his back, ready to defend, and saw the figure standing over him, motionless.

      “Jesus, that’s creepy,” he said.

      A foot moved, but he was fast enough to grab the slipper clad heel, spinning it with all his strength. His opponent staggered and struck the opposite wall with a thud.

      Stephan rolled to his feet in an effective but not a graceful manner and pursued the fight. He was on the figure in three quick strides.

      Thud went the blow to the ribs.

      Thud went the blow to the back.

      Thud went the blow directed at the head as it struck an arm.

      Now the figure lay, rather than stood, still.

      Stephan waited.

      No single blow had knocked this person out or done enough damage that they could not move. No. This was intentional, designed to draw him in.

      “Who are you, anyway? I’m supposed to meet⁠—“

      The figure moved, spinning to its feet in a move quicker and more graceful than Stephan thought possible.

      “Mr. Brown?” the voice said. “You were here to meet him, yes?”

      But it wasn’t a man’s voice. It was a woman’s.

      A hand reached up, and Stephan flinched.

      “Relax,” the voice said. “With a little work, you’ll do.”

      “A little work?”

      A second later, a black mask struck him in the chest. He caught it only after it bounced off. The revealed face was round and smooth, topped by brown hair cut military style.

      “Yes, a little work. Do you know who Mr. Brown is?”

      “Can’t say that I do.”

      “In 1966, a Lieutenant Colonel in the U.S. Army wrote a letter to the president of the United States Playing Card Company, President Allison Stanley. She referenced remarks by Congressman Craig Hosmer that the Viet Cong thought images of women and the ace of spades brought bad luck. He asked for a thousand aces for his men to leave as calling cards for the enemy in order to incite fear.”

      “Wait. Mr. Brown was in Vietnam in 1966?”

      She held up a hand. As she did, she pulled a sweatshirt over her head. Shoulder pads and other padding came with it. The woman in front of him was tall, but she was not broader shouldered than he was. In fact, she was almost thin.

      “That was Lieutenant Colonel Brown, not Mr. Brown.”

      “So what does⁠—“

      “Can I finish? Do you want to know why you’re here or not?”

      “Go ahead,” Stephan said. He was finally catching his breath and realizing he’s just had his ass pretty much handed to him.

      “At first, the Viet Cong had no superstitions about the cards, which featured the Goddess of Liberty and the spade at the time. But it boosted soldier morale, and when they left them laying all over the villages and jungles when they won victory, the cards gained significance.”

      “What does this have to do with me and meeting Mr. Brown?”

      “I’m getting there. The cards had another purpose, at least, some of them.”

      She reached into her pocket, and Stephan tensed.

      “It’s just a card. Relax,” she told him. In her hand, she held an Ace of Spades. She flipped it around, looked at one corner, and peeled one side of the card from the other. She unfolded it.

      Printed on the two revealed halves was a map.

      “Sometimes these were operational maps, but many were modified during the war in Vietnam and then similar tactics were employed in the Gulf War.”

      “Modified how?”

      “Things were added. Marks. Some marked certain routes. But we believe that some marked the location of treasures.”

      “Treasures?”

      “Caches of weapons. Some even gold and jewels that troops found and intended to go back for later.”

      “And you want me to, what? Go find them for you?”

      “Not just you. Others too. And not for us. With us.”

      “And I get some of the treasure that I find?”

      “That and other benefits.”

      “This is—what? I don’t even know what to say.” Stephan leaned against a pillar.

      “I’m afraid I need an answer now,” she said.

      “I don’t get to think it over or anything?”

      “It’s not that kind of deal. Besides, what is there to think over?”

      She had a point. Stephan was currently what he would call, between careers or, rather jobs. He never really felt unemployed per se. There was always something to do, but this intrigued him.

      “Shouldn’t we wait for Mr. Brown?”

      “I am Mr. Brown. Or at least, I’m a member of the family. You can call me Nine.”

      “Nine?”

      “Nine of Spades, if you will. Your answer?”

      “Can I ask some questions?”

      She sighed. “Only one.”

      Stephan thought for a minute. After his last job he had plenty of money in the bank. He could simply say, “no,” and walk away from this job.

      Or he could take it and see where it led.

      He looked at his recruiter, as he now thought of her. She looked back. From her pocket, she pulled a red deck of cards. She started to shuffle them in her hands, her eyes never leaving him.

      He watched the cards move hypnotically as she cut the deck, shuffled, and cut it again. Deftly she manipulated the cards, some appearing for a moment between her fingers.

      “How do you do that?” He asked.

      “Practice,” she answered. “Now, what have you decided?”

      “Don’t I get a question?”

      “You just asked one.”

      Stephan stared and realized she was right. She shuffled one more time, and then cut the deck, showing him the card in the middle. It was the nine of spades.

      She removed that card and stuck it in her pocket.

      “Can I ask one more?” Stephan asked.

      “You’re wasting my ti⁠—“

      “When do I start?” he asked.

      “Right now,” she said. “Welcome to Solitaire.”

      She shuffled the cards one more time, then fanned them out in one hand, holding them out toward him.

      “Pick a card, any card,” she said.

      Stephan reached out his hand and drew.

      The Present

      Stephan woke to a pounding headache. The red head stood over him, smiling. He struggled to get up, but found himself tied to—what?

      A chair. He was tied to a chair.

      “Let me go,” he said. “Or there will be consequences. If I don’t report back, you know they will send someone else.”

      “I certainly hope so,” his captor said. He noticed a bandage on her arm. His shot must have only grazed her. “You’re good, but⁠—"

      “I could use more training. I’m tired of hearing that. I’ve been training every time I’m not working for the last three months.”

      “Have you been successful?”

      “At working or at training?”

      She shrugged.

      “I’d say both. If you hadn’t tased me⁠—"

      “Ah, but I did.”

      “After I shot you.”

      She glanced at her arm. “That small thing?”

      Stephan struggled, finding the bonds a little looser than he thought they would be.

      “So they sent you over sixty?” she asked again.

      “I told you that already.”

      “What if I gave it to you, and then some?”

      “In exchange for what?”

      “Your freedom, for one thing. And to conveniently not have found me.”

      “They’ll know. Solitaire always knows. I can’t do that.”

      “If you don’t, you may never leave here.”

      “If I go back without you, I’ll never leave this hellhole. I have a flight to catch.” He almost had his hands free. He could feel it. All he needed was one second. He saw her for what she was. He was ready.

      “Wrong answer,” she said. The shotgun appeared just as Stephan freed his hands. He launched himself forward.

      A boom sounded in his hear, then a scream followed, one barely audible over a loud ringing.

      His shoulder thudded into flesh. Hot metal touched his back and then fell away. As the two of them struck the floor, he heard a crunch.

      Silence followed.

      He stood and looked down. Her head was at an odd angle, her eyes rolled back into her skull. She wasn’t moving. A white corner protruded into her tiny cleavage. Something was stuck in her bra.

      He reached down and pulled it out. It was a playing card from a red deck. The six of diamonds.

      Stephan pocketed the card, left her behind, and started to search the house. The sixty was here somewhere he knew it.

      And anything extra he found, he would keep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            EPISODE 3: THE KING OF HEARTS

          

          LAS VEGAS

        

      

    

    
      “I think I’m in love.”

      “You’re not in love.”

      “Maybe not, but I think I am.” Brandon stood, feet apart, staring at the motorcycle on the turntable in the casino. A sign underneath said in bold, red letters: “Win Me.”

      “You know what the odds of winning that bike are?” the nameless woman next to him said. He knew only that she was a part of Solitaire, the semi-secret organization he worked for, and that she was a high-ranking member. The diamonds dangling from her earlobes were at least a carat each, and he didn’t even want to know what the necklace around her pale neck might be worth. Her blond hair was tied up in a bun, at least partly to show off the jewels she wore, he was sure. Not that they detracted from her gorgeous face.

      “Well, if I don’t win it, I’ll just buy it.”

      “With what?”

      “The money you’re going to pay me. I know I’m in love with money. You do have a job for me?”

      “They were right about you. You’re no fun.”

      “Not true. And who are they?”

      “You know I can’t tell you that.”

      “You’re not a courier,” he said.

      “You’re not a Joker.”

      Brandon paused. “No, I’m not.”

      “The King rules, nothing more.”

      “Indeed,” he said dryly. “What can I do for you?”

      “We have a target.”

      “How much do they owe?”

      “This one is different.”

      “Different, how?” he asked.

      “This job is of a more personal nature.”

      “Who did the target piss off?”

      The blond sighed and looked at him. Really stared. Brandon shifted from one foot to the other.

      “How long have you been doing this?” she asked.

      “Right. No questions. It’s just when I’m not supposed to collect money someone owes, I get curious about how exactly I’m getting paid.”

      “Understood. Here’s the address.”

      “Fucking L.A.?” he said after looking at the slip of paper she handed him.

      “Fucking L.A.,” she replied. “Once you’re successful, there’s a safe in the office behind the Van Gogh on the east wall. Here’s the combination.”

      Brandon looked at the slip of paper and saw groupings of letters. MKGPI XLRAU SNJVZ

      “What’s this?”

      “Solitaire, Code Deck 3.”

      “I don’t think I have that deck.”

      “It’s in his top left desk drawer. It doesn’t have a lock. Remember, solve the code by hand. No computers, no phones.”

      “Got it. Easy enough. Time consuming though.”

      “If he doesn’t get a chance to trip the alarm, you’ll have all the time you need.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll see you⁠—"

      But it was too late. She’d already turned to walk away.

      When she was out of sight, he turned and headed out the door.

      “Get the jet ready,” he said into his phone, hailing a nearby cab. “Henderson Executive,” he told the cab driver as he got in. “There’s fifty extra in it if you hurry.”

      The cabbie squealed his tires as he pulled away from the busy casino parking lot and headed south.

      Once aboard the jet, Brandon found everything he needed already there. A .38, pocket sized, gloves, a lock pick set, a phone with e-lock hacking software, and a completely black outfit.

      “How long?” he asked the pilot.

      “An hour, give or take.”

      “Got it. Wake me when we arrive.”

      He kicked back on the bed in the cabin after changing his clothes and fell instantly asleep right after takeoff. He woke just in time for the heavy braking that accompanied their landing.

      “Thanks,” he told the pilot once they were in the hangar. “Refuel and keep the engines warm.”

      “We’re returning tonight, sir?”

      “Provided I can finish my business. If not, I’ll text you and we’ll leave in the morning.”

      Outside the plane, a red Mercedes S-Class waited for him. He slid into the tan leather seats, punched the address into the navigation and sped off.

      Forty-two minutes to go twenty miles? he thought to himself. Fucking L.A.

      By the time he arrived at the classic glass-fronted building that served as his target’s home, forty-seven minutes had passed. A motorcyclist splitting lanes had nearly taken out his mirror as he rode by, the paint might even be scratched.

      Brandon hated L.A. with a white-hot passion, and the traffic and insane drivers were only two of the reasons.

      He drove by the target house and parked a block away. Once he got out of the car, he stretched and flexed his muscles. He lifted his left foot behind him, grasping it with his right hand, and stretched his thigh. Then he switched and stretched the other side. A little boy rolled by on a bike, pedaling slowly. He waved, and the kid waved back.

      He won’t remember me, he thought. I’m just like every other rich, white asshole in this neighborhood out for a jog.

      With that, he jumped in place a couple of times, reached and touched his toes, and took off jogging back the way he’d come. The gun rested in his right sweatshirt pocket. The phone and lock pick set were in the left, but he probably wouldn’t use those.

      Once the target saw his face, he’d be dead.

      The house looked like a Frank Lloyd Wright creation on the outside. There was a lot of glass on the front of the building, broken up by pillars of red brick. From the driveway the glass looked like mirrors. Brandon saw himself reflected in various shapes as he walked toward the front door.

      There was no use hiding. If the victim didn’t know he was coming, he would soon enough.

      Besides, the easiest way past a locked door was for someone to let him in.

      He rang the doorbell, one of those new video kinds. There was no answer, but part of it lit up. Someone was monitoring it, but they could be here or anywhere for that matter watching on their phone.

      He rang again.

      “Who is it?” a voice answered. It was male, deep, but sounded tinny and artificial through the tiny speaker.

      “Solitaire,” he answered.

      Dropping the name of the organization instead of using his own didn’t always work, but it did this time. The door lock clicked. “Come in,” the voice said.

      Brandon opened the door and stepped inside. The house was silent. He found himself in an entryway, the glass now transparent behind him, revealing the desert landscaping outside. A small greeting area was to his left, containing a couch and a chair. There was another opening straight ahead of him, leading to what he assumed was a dining room area. Overhead hung an elaborate chandelier, dark at the moment.

      “Hello?” he called out. “Where are you?” his right hand stayed on the pistol, but he kept it in his pocket.

      He took two steps inside. Three.

      Then a shadow appeared from the hallway to the right.

      “That’s far enough,” it said.

      Brandon froze and turned that direction. A man stood there. His arms were folded across his chest. Next to him, Brandon could see the shadow of a dog with pointed ears. Doberman? Shepherd? Either way, he didn’t want to mess with either breed.

      He raised his hands, leaving his weapon in his pocket.

      “I don’t want any trouble, man.”

      “I’m sure you don’t. Who sent you?”

      “If you know why I’m here, you know I don’t know that.”

      The shadow clicked its tongue. The dog growled.

      “Again, who sent you?”

      “Blond. Pale. Blue eyes. Expensive jewelry.”

      “How are you getting paid?”

      “I have the combo to your safe.” There was no reason to lie. The most likely outcome of this scenario was that one of them would not survive this encounter. Either way, whatever happened here, stayed here.

      “What if I gave you half to leave?” the shadow asked.

      “I’d be as good as dead myself.”

      “Who are you?”

      “They call me the King.”

      “Any relation to⁠—“

      “No,” Brandon snapped. “That’s my second-least favorite question.”

      “What’s your least favorite?”

      “Why do you want to know?”

      “So I can ask it, and when you lose your temper and attack me, I can release Boris here to do you in.”

      “You might be surprised. I’m a dog person.”

      “Boris isn’t much of a person person.”

      “Step on out here, and let’s talk face to face,” Brandon said. “I did bring something for you.”

      Slowly he reached his hand in to his right pocket and left it there.

      “I bet you did.” He heard a light switch click and got his first good look at the man he’d been sent to kill.

      “Can we talk?” the man asked.

      Brandon stopped breathing. The man’s face was half covered in blackened and sagging skin. Where his right eye should’ve been, there was a gaping hole, the upper lid drooping over it, the lower lid laying listless on his ruined cheek. His head was either shaved or he was no longer capable of growing hair on it. On the preserved side of his face, a light brown eye stared at him through normal lids. The undamaged half of his elongated nose held a giant nostril, one that seemed capable of devouring a marble or a substantial line of cocaine in a single sniff. His mouth was his oddest feature, one side full-lipped and smiling, the other lipless and sagging, unable to resist gravity.

      Two rows of large, white teeth remained oddly intact.

      “S-s-sure,” Brandon managed. “I suppose I can give you that.” He looked down and saw the dog, a normal-looking Doberman, black and tan, ears pointing straight up like a Batman mask.

      The dog licked his lips.

      “He’s not likely to kill you,” Ruined Face said. “Unless I tell him to.”

      “Good to know,” Brandon said. “What do you want to talk about?”

      “Can we sit?”

      Brandon noticed that the man carried a cane in his left hand. His right one looked withered with scars too, and his leg on that side looked thin, too.

      “Why not?” Brandon turned toward the living room where he saw a couch on one side, and one of those automatic recliners in the “help me stand” position. It was covered in dark green material
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