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AT THE EDGE OF THE forest, a Dodge Ram came to a stop. Five men were sitting inside.

"Well, there it is. Take a look, boys. What a beauty," Lance, a burly man, nodded toward the house standing a little lower in the valley, beneath the hill. The solid two-story house with an attic looked tiny from this distance.

"Larry, what do you think? Fat target?" Lance turned halfway toward the back seats.

Larry, a thin man with long, slender fingers like a pianist's, shrugged and replied:

"Most likely. The main thing is that none of these idiots distract me from my work." He glanced around at the other guys.

Sunny caught the gesture in the rearview mirror and immediately protested:

"What about me? What about me? I never get in your way when you're working."

"You're annoying me with just your voice even now," Simon, sitting beside Larry, grumbled.

"Yep," Lance chimed in. "You can't even keep your mouth shut here."

A spiteful laugh filled the truck.

"All right, let's go. Once it gets dark, we'll take this beauty." He gestured ahead with his palm.

Sunny started the engine, and the truck pulled away.

They hadn't gone twenty yards before heavy rain began to pour. At last, the leaden clouds unleashed all their pent-up fury.

"Oh, like my mother used to say, rain is good luck," Sunny muttered.

Andy, who had been silent the whole time, immediately added:

"Then when your father didn't pull out in time, I guess there must've been a worldwide drought."

The truck nearly exploded from the inside with their hysterical laughter.

They drove on in silence along a highway that twisted through the forest. Here and there, the greenery was broken by the colors of deciduous trees showing off their yellow and brown leaves.

"And there wasn't any drought in the world back then," Sunny muttered, sounding slightly offended, almost to himself.

"Yeah, right," someone called from the back. "Your mother is still a witch, because no woman could give birth to a dumbass like you."

Another burst of laughter followed.

"My mother is not a witch!" The driver turned around, jerking the steering wheel slightly, and the truck began to weave across the road.

"You're an idiot, Sunny. Keep your eyes on the road. You trying to get us all killed?" Lance stared hard at him.

The driver regained control, steadied the truck, and muttered:

"My mother is not a witch."

"And how are you going to prove that?" someone called from the back.

"Oh, enough already!" Lance turned around and barked at the men in the back.

The situation settled down a little, but not for long.

Watching the rearview mirror, Sunny met Andy's eyes and said:

"My mother isn't a witch. She wore panties."

"Ah, well, all right, then. That changes everything. Panties are a pretty strong argument," Andy continued mockingly.

"No, Andy, don't laugh. Panties are pretty damn significant. Even the church wouldn't have anything to argue with," Simon said, coming to Sunny's mother's defense.

Sunny nodded at Simon in gratitude.

"Will you finally shut your mouths?" Lance snapped.

Then the sound of Vivaldi's immortal melody, Escala's "Palladio," came from Lance's pocket.

Lance raised his phone to his ear.

"Yeah, it's me. What's going on, boys? Uh-huh." Lance hummed approvingly into the phone. "You've got all the tools out? Yeah, all right. If you get there before us, then lie down and get some rest. We'll be there soon. We're celebrating tonight."

The drive took about twenty minutes.

The truck pulled up to a small house. Lance was the first to get out.

"The brothers aren't here yet," he said, looking around. "All right, boys, let's take it easy. We've still got a few hours before it gets dark."

Meanwhile, the twin brothers were driving toward the same house.

"Goddamn it! Something's always getting stuck in these fucking pieces of metal!" Tommy shouted irritably, picking at the remains of a burger caught in his braces with a toothpick.

"Forget it, brother," Ritchie said with a smile.

"Besides, the girls like it. You'll look just like someone from Beverly Hills."

"Fuck 'em. They're all whores," Tommy snorted.

"As soon as they take this metal shit off, I'm gonna shoot that fucking dentist."

"Where the hell are those two morons?" Lance squinted as he stared out the window.

"There they are," Sunny said, pointing toward the dark-blue Durango appearing on the horizon.

Lance stepped onto the porch and spread his arms in disbelief.

"What the fuck, Tommy?!"

Tommy looked confused for a moment.

"I'm asking you: what the fuck are you doing behind the wheel? They took your license away."

"So what, I'm supposed to walk everywhere now?" Tommy replied, his tone slightly mocking.

"No 'buts.' I don't want to see you behind the wheel again," Lance nearly barked.

"Ritchie, keep an eye on him."

"Okay, boss."

"Simon, you're riding with them tonight."

"All right," Simon muttered in reply.

"Tommy, did you understand me? I'm not repeating myself."

"Fine... fine," Tommy threw back with feigned offense, raising his palms.

"Now everybody get some rest. Once we finish the job, we're getting the hell out of this state. Heading south," Lance concluded.

"Everyone get some rest before tonight. Sunny, wake me up around six-thirty," Lance said, heading into the bedroom to sleep.

Sunny nodded.

"All right," he said, and started setting the alarm.

"Wouldn't hurt to eat something before bed," Tommy said, stretching in his chair. "Brother, get out whatever we bought."

Ritchie started rummaging through the bags and laid various wrapped-up things on the table.

Larry sat in the far corner, carefully working a nail file over his fingernails, getting them into perfect shape.

Simon walked over to him.

"Larry, I've been meaning to ask you something for a long time. I've always wondered, how does it feel... you know, when you're working on a safe, to know that it's already open? You know... one of those childish questions."

Without looking up from what he was doing, Larry muttered:

"Childish questions are childish for a reason. There's no answer. You have to feel it."

He moved his right hand away and examined his nails critically.

"What the hell is a childish question?" Tommy exclaimed, still not quite finished swallowing a bite of his hamburger.

Larry gave him a brief look.

"Well, for example, who killed Kennedy."

"Or why the T. rex had such tiny arms," Sunny chimed in.

"What does that stupid lizard have to do with anything?" Larry snorted.

"The T. rex isn't a lizard," Sunny said with a grin.

"Call it a chicken for all I care."

Larry turned his attention back to Simon.

"Either you feel it or you don't. I'm not saying you couldn't do it, but..." He merely shrugged, making it clear that, for this kind of craft, Simon was already too late to start.

"So I still don't get it. What's wrong with those questions?" Tommy wouldn't let it go.

"Forget it, brother," Ritchie said, patting him on the shoulder.

"When you're a kid, there are a lot of things you don't know, and you think, 'When I grow up, I'll find out everything.' But then you grow up, and there are still no answers," Sunny explained.

Tommy kept chewing his hamburger in silence for a few more seconds.

"Ah, fuck you guys..." he muttered, and went back to eating.

Andy walked into the room from the yard at the exact same moment Lance's voice came through the wall:

"Will you all shut the fuck up already and let me sleep?!"

The guys barely managed to keep from bursting out laughing.

A few hours passed. It was already starting to get dark outside, and the guys gradually gathered in the living room. Lance was the last to come out of his room, rubbing his face.

"Larry, we're gonna cut the dealer in. I did time with his brother, so he's a reliable guy. He wants two hundred out of every thousand we take," Lance began, leaning forward slightly.

"Twenty percent," Larry clarified.

"Exactly," Lance nodded.

"How much? How much?" Simon asked.

Lance and Larry silently looked at him, their expressions saying more than words could.

"Anyway, I did the math. We can probably pull in around two hundred grand," Lance continued.

"Is that net, or does that include the guy's cut?"

"No, I'm not counting his share."

"Whoa, two hundred grand!" Simon exclaimed, practically bouncing on his feet. "That means we—"

"If you don't shut the fuck up right now, you'll leave here with three boots," Lance cut him off.

"Okay, I'm quiet," Simon stammered.

Tommy had already started quietly laughing. Leaning toward Andy, he whispered:

"The third..."

"...one goes up his ass," Andy finished.

Hearing that, Tommy could no longer hold back his laughter.

"What the hell is so funny over there, boys?" Lance asked, tilting his head slightly so he could see what was happening behind Simon.

"No, nothing," Tommy replied through his laughter.

"Enough laughing. Grab your shit and let's get to the house. Once we're done with this, we're heading straight south. We've got a pretty profitable job waiting for us. Everybody clear? Let's go, boys."

As if on command, they all got to their feet and began getting ready to leave.

It was almost dark now, and the silence was striking. Only occasionally did a light breeze stir the treetops.

The dark plum-colored Ram rolled slowly down the road, its headlights illuminating the wet asphalt. In the half-light, it looked almost black. About fifty yards behind it, a Durango of the same color followed.

"Don't miss the turn," Lance muttered without even looking at the driver.

"I remember," Sunny replied calmly. "About three hundred yards to go."

The Ram slowly turned off the road and, after driving a few dozen yards, came to a stop.

"What the fuck are you stopping for?!" Lance shouted.

"So the engine noise doesn't scare anyone off," the driver replied.

"Are you fucking stupid, Sunny?! There's nobody here." Lance gestured toward the house, barely visible beneath the hill in the dusk. "And even if there is someone, we'll shut him the fuck up in no time." He patted his jacket several times where the pistol was tucked underneath.

Sunny merely shrugged, started the engine, and slowly pulled forward.

Almost immediately, Vivaldi began playing from Lance's pocket.

"Yeah, Simon... No, nothing happened... Sunny probably got scared and mixed up the pedals."

Laughter from the guys in the other vehicle came through the phone.

"Go around the house and park where the cars can't be seen from the road," Lance ordered.

Sunny nodded and began driving around the house.

Lance got out of the truck. Almost immediately, the Durango pulled up behind them. He gestured around the house, and the guys silently began checking the surrounding area.

"Larry, you're up," Lance said calmly.

Larry didn't even react. He calmly got out of the truck with his old satchel. When he reached the door, he switched on his headlamp and began carefully examining the locks.

"What've you got?" Lance called from behind him.

Without even turning around, Larry smiled.

"Locks like these couldn't stop me even when I was a kid. That's just disrespectful."

"So why are we still outside instead of inside?" one of the guys threw in.

Lance immediately gave him a hard look. Larry acted as if he hadn't heard the remark and calmly said:

"Doesn't look like there's an alarm, so we'll be inside in a minute."

He began working his magic on the lock.

Lance walked over to the truck and looked through the window.

"What're you sitting around for? Everybody works today. There's a lot of shit to haul out."

Sunny shrugged and got out of the truck.

"Got it," Larry said quietly, almost whispering.

One by one, without rushing, they entered the house. In the dim light of their headlamps, antique furniture emerged from the darkness: a large clock standing on the floor, along with massive cabinets and dressers.

Suddenly, a rumble swept through the entire house, and almost instantly, bright lights came on.

"What the fu—" one of the guys muttered.
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Their eyes were still squinting, trying to protect themselves from the bright light. The rumble of the shutters closing over the windows and doors had already died away.

The guys stood stunned in the middle of the spacious living room, a large old fireplace taking up a good portion of it.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” rang out the bright voice of a girl who sounded about ten years old. “Welcome to the brightest and most unforgettable adventure of your lives.”

“Who the fuck are you?” Lance barked, instinctively touching the spot where the pistol was tucked beneath his jacket.

“Sunny, Simon, upstairs. Now,” he ordered. “There’s gotta be a basement here, no fucking way there isn’t.” He pointed a finger at the twin brothers. “Check it.”

“Andy, start over there.” He gestured toward the area beyond the staircase leading to the second floor.

“All right, gentlemen. I’m giving you ten minutes to satisfy your urge to search and realize the futility of your efforts. Your time starts now,” the child’s voice said calmly.

It could be heard clearly and loudly enough throughout the entire house.

But the guys acted as if they hadn’t heard it at all. They eagerly began checking every room, looking for the source of the voice.

“Ooooh, bison!” Sunny exclaimed when he spotted a large painting on the wall.

“What the hell kind of bison?” Simon grumbled, then glanced at the painting and asked, “Worth much?”

Sunny snorted.

“I drew better than
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