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      Manny Martinez reached sixty miles per hour in a thirty-five on Patterson Avenue. His Camaro was accelerating in increments without permission, the engine eager and the driver’s mind wandering.

      “When I worked homicide in Richmond,” said the guy riding in the back seat, and he paused to yawn. “We didn’t get up this early, sir.”

      Manny glared in the rearview…

      He’d forgotten the guy’s name again. The kid was new.

      “You’re a marshal now, amigo,” said Manny. “Maybe. America gives you the keys to freedom, you get up early.”

      “Maybe?” New Guy looked a little like Peter Parker on steroids. A baby. He did his best not to stare at the back of Manny Martinez’s head. The Manny Martinez. “Sir? Maybe I’m a marshal?”

      “There’s a trial period or something, right?”

      “No, sir, I’m a full-time red-blooded deputy marshal as of last week. Like you. I got the shirt to prove it.”

      “They give those shirts to anyone.”

      Collin Parks rode shotgun; he often did with Manny the last two years. From this angle, Manny thought his cauliflower ears unbearable. Collin tilted his head to address the backseat. “Don’t listen to Manny, Boone. Wear the shirt with pride. And we don’t all get up this early. Just our resident crazy-ass Puerto Rican, Captain America himself.”

      Boone! That was it. Boone.

      Boone chuckled. “Our Captain America is Puerto Rican?”

      “Nothing more American than a Puerto Rican.” Manny jerked a thumb at himself. “And we’re up early to catch this guy while he’s asleep. Fewer problems that way. Usually I like a good fight, but maybe we should get this guy napping.”

      “Why’s that, sir?” New Guy scanned his iPad, the target’s dossier on screen.

      Manny liked being called sir.

      “This guy, his name’s Donald. Donald is a former MMA fighter,” said Collin Parks. He rubbed his eyes and blinked against the late summer sun peeking through trees. “Two hundred and fifty pounds. He’s a Neo Nazi, hates everyone. And Manny’s scared of him.”

      “Scared? I beat him before, amigo.”

      Collin kept talking over his shoulder. “Two years ago we’re sent to bring Donald in for battery. Catch him at a bar and he’s drunk. Watching a football game or something, and this guy is big. I mean, he looks bigger’n two-fifty. And Manny can’t help himself—he sees a challenge. He wants this guy to bolt or fight or something. Cause Manny’s an ass.”

      Manny snorted. “Word you’re searching for is hero.”

      “Anyway, Manny goes to cuff him, right at the bar. Takes his time. A little rough on the guy’s shoulder. Makes fun of the guy’s Neo Nazi tattoos. And Donald decides to resist. He flips out. Catches Manny off guard.”

      “I was giving him a head start.”

      “Donald whacks Manny good, and he’s wearing one of those watches. You know the kind, big fat watch, looks stupid. The watch rips Manny’s eyebrow off, or at least half of it. I got my stun gun out, ready to drop him, but Manny wants to do it the old-fashioned way. Fights the guy, middle of All Sports. Came away looking like ground beef, and that’s why he’s scared of Donald.”

      “Who won the fight? Did I win? Cause I thought I won.”

      Collin said, “Then why’re we catching Donald sleeping this early, Manny? Cause you remember last time. And you’re getting older.”

      “He’s four weight classes above me. I do not feel age; I feel…prudence.” Manny smiled—prudence. That was good.

      He turned right on 21st Street and braked in front of a yellow one-story house. The carport had caved in and was used as a lean-to shed for bikes and rusted grills. The small front porch needed replacing and the screen door hung askance, the bottom hinges gone.

      The three men got out of the Camaro and New Guy asked, “What’s this place?”

      “My favorite girl,” said Manny. “She’s an informant named Kelsey. I heard she knows where Donald is. I ask politely and then we go get him. Wait here.”

      He shrugged into a khaki sports jacket and fastened the top button and walked up the cracked sidewalk. Boone glanced down at his cargo khakis and blue U.S. Marshal shirt—Collin Parks was dressed the same— and wondered what rules of dress code he’d missed.

      Manny Martinez bordered on being an urban legend in the Richmond office. A larger than life character the size of Paul Bunyan. Or Wyatt Earp. While the stories couldn’t all be true, Boone had to admit the minor details were accurate so far—fast paced, well dressed, and the glistening hair.

      Manny reached the front porch and raised a fist to knock.

      On the interior side of the door, Donald the Neo Nazi watched him through the peephole. In his hands he held a cheap Stevens shotgun. The woman behind him, Kelsey, had been crying. She grabbed at Donald and shouted, “No! Manny!” but Donald threw her onto the couch. He stepped back, leveled the barrel waist high, shut his eyes, and fired.

      The gun roared, a sonic starburst, and the round caught Manny just above his left hip. The impact, mitigated from ripping through the hollow-core front door, spun him around and threw him off the porch into the dirt.

      Kelsey had purchased the 20-gauge for self-defense years ago at Walmart. A smaller gauge, and she’d loaded it with birdshot because she didn’t know better. It had never been fired before.

      Collin Parks and Boone ducked behind Manny’s Camaro and drew their sidearms.

      “Shit!”

      “Manny!” shouted Boone. “Manny! You hit?”

      Collin punched numbers into his phone, calling for backup and an ambulance. “Shots fired, Martinez hit! Officer down, 21st off Patterson!”

      Manny scrambled to his feet with a groan and lurched for his car. The vivid world throbbed, syncopating with his heartbeat.

      “Jee-zus, Manny! She got you.” Boone stared wildly at the ragged hole in Manny’s jacket. “Get down!”

      “Wasn’t Kelsey.” Head ringing, abdomen throbbing, Manny popped the trunk of his Camaro. His voice sounded like a growl to his own ears. “Shot me with cheap Chinese junk, I bet. He used American, maybe I’d be dead. Go around back. Parks will cover the door. Ay caramba, that hurts.”

      “Maybe you should lay down, sir.”

      “Maybe shut up, New Guy.”

      “You think it’s Donald? Guy we’re after?”

      Dogs barked up and down the street. From inside the house, Donald shouted through the perforation in the door, “You got ten seconds, Spic, to go back where you came from! Then I come after you!”

      “That’s Donald. He doesn’t deserve this country. He was about to skip town. Guys like him, that’s why we get up early.”

      “Okay I get it, sir.”

      Manny took a deep breath and glared at the door, a moment of evaluation. He said, “Donald’s not coming out front. Not against three of us. He doesn’t want to die today.”

      Collin Parks had his phone anchored between his shoulder and ear, barking into it, pistol aimed at the house.

      Manny’s fingers probed his side. The thick t-shirt he wore underneath, made of carbon nanotubes, had hardened on impact to prevent penetration. Instead he felt like he’d been clipped by a car. Nothing broken, he thought, except maybe his kidney.

      “You wearing a vest, sir?”

      “Ballistic shirt. Kind worn by diamond traffickers. Saw it on a documentary.” Manny said it in a half groan. He ground his teeth and reached into the trunk. He came out with a personal ballistic shield. He rested it against the tire and reached in again. Took hold of a black Ithaca side-by-side shotgun. He pressed the breach lever and checked his rounds. “Move to the rear of the house, New Guy. When I say.”

      Boone said, “Sir, sit down! We wait for backup.”

      “He’s gonna run. You wanna chase him?”

      “Reinforcements gotta be no more than five minutes out.”

      “I was put on this earth for one reason. And that’s going through doors into scary places. This shirt costs two grand, New Guy. And he ruined my jacket. This guy deals with me, not reinforcements. Ay dios mio, that stings."

      “Sir—”

      “We go together. Me through the front door. You round back. Cover the door and don’t go in. Comprende?”

      “Manny,” said Collin Parks. He lowered the phone. “Wait.”

      “Gimme two in the dirt, Parks.”

      “Damn it, Manny, why’re you always a pain in the ass.”

      “Word you’re searching for is patriot. Let’s go.” Manny turned for the sidewalk, hefting the shield.

      Boone hesitated, cursed, and came out from behind the car, sprinting along the sidewalk to his left.

      Collin Parks aimed at the ground and fired twice. Loud angry cracks from his .45.

      Donald watched it all through the peephole. When Collin fired, he ducked to his knees on instinct—quickly he realized his mistake and glanced through the door’s gaping wound. Manny was sprinting, too close now. Donald stood and aimed the 20-gauge through the hole in the door and fired in a rush, a blast of ear-splitting noise.

      Manny’s shield absorbed and deflected the birdshot.

      Deputy Marshal Boone flinched and ducked behind the southern corner of the house, sweating and cursing into the shrubs.

      Donald stood and jacked another round.

      Too late.

      The door buckled and burst; Manny coming through and landing in a crouch behind the shield. The edge of the door caught Donald in the nose. Blood spurted. He stumbled backwards, tripped on an old speaker, and fell.

      The room was empty except for Kelsey and Donald. Manny dropped the heavy shield, raised the side-by-side with both hands, and fired. The 12-gauge roared and the bean bag caught Donald in the chest and laid him down. The non-lethal round broke bones in his sternum and drove the air from his lungs. The cheap Stevens 20-gauge fired at the ceiling.

      Donald, two hundred and fifty pounds of muscle, gasped and writhed in the doorway to the kitchen, and plaster rained onto his face. Manny stepped onto the 20-gauge to pin it.

      Kelsey was screaming on the overstuffed couch, holding her ears.

      Collin Parks ran in. He cleared the kitchen and covered the hallway.

      Wincing with the effort, Manny drew his service Glock and aimed it at Donald. The Neo Nazi was curled in on himself and didn’t notice.

      “Kelsey,” said Manny. More of a grunt. “Señorita, shut up. You’re on my naughty list now. Find me some Tylenol or I’ll shoot you with a bean bag.”
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      Manny followed the prisoner transport as far as the Poff Building. He motored into his parking space and gingerly climbed out. The late morning sun now dropped a blanket of heat across the Roanoke Valley.

      “Going to the hospital, sir?” Boone’s head still buzzed. The mythical stories surrounding Deputy Martinez were true. And inadequate. No one back home was going to believe it.

      “Nothing medicine can do for this, migo. Everything’s intact. Just gotta wait it out,” said Manny.

      “Martinez, maybe go home and rest. Boone and I’ll handle the intake,” said Parks. “Unless you prefer the paperwork?”

      As he spoke, a vehicle purred to a stop behind Manny’s Camaro. A Tesla Model 3, deep metallic blue, tinted windows. Sleek where the Camaro was burly.

      Driverless.

      “Whoa,” said Boone. “No one's in the front seat, sir. Car drives itself. That stuff still freaks me out, you know it? What’s it doing?”

      The rear door opened wide.

      Collin Parks had been around long enough to recognize the signs. He grabbed Boone by the arm and steered him for the Poff Building. “That ride’s for Deputy Martinez.”

      “What for?”

      “Don’t ask, don’t answer. He’s probably a gigolo in his free time. You and me, we’ll go spread the good news that Manny got shot.”

      “But, sir…”

      Boone shot curious glances over his shoulder as Manny pressed a hand against his abdomen above the left hip bone, ducked into the Tesla, and closed the door.

      “Good morning, Sinatra,” said Noelle Beck. She sat in the back with him, wearing her customary tailored blue pantsuit. Shirt buttoned to the neck. Mousy brown hair piled on top. Skin a little pale, but she was pretty despite; good cheekbones and jawline. “You and I have been activated.”

      Manny enjoyed his JFIC codename, Sinatra. He and Beck were a sleeper team inside the Joint Federal Investigations Commission, a department unreported within the opaque hierarchy of the FBI. Their mission—arrest the untouchable and do it without attracting attention. “Bueno. I was getting bored.”

      “Bored? You got shot this morning. Panic in the bullpen when the call came. I nearly had a heart attack.”

      Screens built into the back of the front seats flickered and a voice bloomed over the car’s speakers. “Shot? Agent Sinatra, you’re injured?”

      Senior Special Agent Weaver’s image blinked to life on the screens and she scrutinized her agents through the cameras. She sat in a nondescript office, her short hair tucked behind her ears. She could have been in the corner of a coffee shop, or she could have been in her office inside the Hoover building—no markings.

      “It would’ve killed most men, probably. I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine,” said Beck.

      “Yes I do, Beck. And my ballistic shirt kept the shot from penetrating.”

      Special Agent Weaver said, “We need you in Washington. Today. Are you up for the job?”

      “With pleasure.”

      The Tesla eased forward, silent. The car piloted itself out of the parking lot and merged into traffic.

      Manny shifted to remove his ruined sports jacket. He unclipped the Glock from his belt and pulled up the shirt to get a better look.

      Beck’s breath caught. At the sight of Manny’s naked abdominals and also at the discoloration. “Sinatra, that looks rough. You’re turning blue and red.”

      “Obviously—I’m American. I’ll find a pharmacy in Washington and pop anticoagulants. It’ll take more than a Chinese shotgun, Beck.”

      Their Tesla reached Highway 581 and purred up to 60mph. The screens in front of them displayed a photograph of a brown-haired middle-aged man.

      “This conversation and the information conveyed therein is classified.” Weaver’s voice over the speakers. “That’s Benjamin Curtis. Are you familiar with him?”

      “He’s the governor of Maryland,” said Beck. “And he’s also the brother of our current Vice President.”

      “Correct. Benjamin Curtis and his family aren’t American royalty, but they’re close. His father was a senator in New Jersey for twenty years. His older brother Richard served as a representative in Maryland for twelve before accepting the nod as Vice President. Benjamin was the wayward son for much of his life. Instead of public service, he used family money to build a gin distillery and cater exclusively to the wealthy. He notoriously dated one of the Hanover girls in England, drawing the ire of her father, the Prince.”

      “I remember. Benjamin’s quite handsome,” noted Beck.

      “He is. His sudden entrance into politics should have been a failure, but his face carried the day. There’s little explanation for his two landslide victories other than the family name and his ability to look the part. He’s kept his nose clean and stayed out of controversy, and political forecasters anticipate he and his older brother will run on the same ticket in three years.”

      Manny leaned forward to inspect the rotating images of Benjamin Curtis more closely. Photographs from Time Magazine, People, the Washington Post, and USA Today.

      “Trouble, however, is brewing,” said Weaver. “Benjamin Curtis has begun spending a considerable amount of time playing poker at the MGM casino in Maryland’s National Harbor. It’s unwise but not illegal for a politician.”

      “Is he winning?” asked Manny.

      “He is. A lot. And that’s strange because he’s not a good player. We know he’s winning because the FBI has a source inside the casino, and we know he’s bad because Mr. Curtis also plays poker online during his off nights—his losses on the poker website are staggering. He thinks he’s playing incognito on the website but we tagged him. Anyone can observe the game. I had an expert inside our Criminal Enterprise group analyze the game several nights in a row, and Benjamin Curtis has bad instincts and bad math. During the past thirty days, he’s lost over two hundred grand.”

      Beck whistled and Manny nodded with appreciation. He admired a determined man.

      “Do his wins at the MGM casino make up for the online losses?”

      “They do, but not by much. His gambling could sink his career, but that’s not our concern. Two things worry us.”

      “He must be cheating at the casino” said Beck. “That’s the first thing.”

      “Correct. From what I’ve been told, he’s not savvy enough interpersonally to overcome his deficiency in game theory. We don’t know conclusively that he’s cheating, but that’s the most plausible scenario. Suddenly he’s not a politician with bad judgment, he’s an inchoate criminal. And secondly, we recently discovered the governor has cleared three days in his schedule, beginning tomorrow evening. Our source at the MGM informed me there’s a high stakes Texas Hold’em poker tournament being played this weekend. That’s where he’ll be.”

      Manny’s expression was hard, glaring at the screen, wondering at the definition of inchoate.

      “I’m surprised this meets JFIC’s criteria,” said Beck.

      “Normally it wouldn’t. We let politicians get away with worse. But arresting the governor and brother of the VP could have a destabilizing effect we tend to avoid. This family has rabid partisan support. Plus, my instincts tell me this might be worse than it appears on the surface. Our job is to protect the realm and quietly bring down high profile criminals. Therefore I have reserved you a room at the MGM. You two discover how murky the water Governor Curtis is wading into. If it’s simply bad judgment, we warn him quietly and get out. If it’s worse, JFIC’s supervisory board will make some hard decisions—you could potentially be arresting him later this weekend.”

      “If he’s guilty of defacing our great nation, it’d be an honor,” said Manny. “The easiest way to get what we need is to befriend him at the poker table.”

      “I agree,” said Weaver. “I have aliases for you both, along with a sizable bankroll. Sit next to him, play poker, earn his trust, and keep your eyes peeled.”

      “Easy,” said Manny. “Beck, you play cards?”

      “Texas Hold’em? Sure. I played for pennies with my college roommates. And I played online when no one was looking, five dollars at a time. If my church found out, they might have me excommunicated.”

      “Perfecto. Teach me how.”

      “You don’t play? You’re kidding.”

      “Never have. Can’t be that hard.” He closed his eyes and leaned back to ease the pressure on his abdomen. “I used to shoot street dice. It’s like that?”

      “Miss Beck, you better begin the lessons immediately.”

      “Yes ma’am. Also, did you say you booked us a room? Singular?”

      “The MGM is slammed. Only one vacancy. Shouldn’t be a problem; you’re professionals,” said Weaver.
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      The National Harbor is a playground for those who want a quiet spot just outside Washington D.C. A small city existing to attract the affluent and remove them from their money. All major construction is new and gleaming and without soul, the transient denizens staying only days at a time.

      Maryland legalized poker rooms in 2012 and casinos bloomed immediately. The MGM at the National Harbor opened in 2016, a grandiose and shining beacon for the gamblers and degenerates in Washington, less than ten miles distant. The MGM is long and flat, constructed with white marble to evoke comparisons to the architecture within D.C. Flat except for the guest quarters; three hundred rooms housed inside a crystal shard twenty-five stories tall.

      Watching the approaching resort through her window, Beck noted, “Somehow the MGM is classier than I envision Las Vegas. It’s a casino, but for dignitaries. Is that it?”

      “Not much dignified about going broke,” said Manny.

      The Tesla waited in line at the entrance as cars ejected their passengers. As other vehicles departed, it pulsed forward nearer the door.

      “Spooky,” said Manny, watching the autonomous steering wheel. “Car smarter than most people.”

      “I bet this car uses advanced Lidar systems and sensors. But patiently waiting in line indicates an intelligence beyond what modern processors can handle. During more delicate operations like this passenger queue, I imagine Weaver has a technician guiding it remotely.”

      “Whatever you say, Beck. American exceptionalism at its finest.”

      They got out at the door, feeling awkward without luggage. A man waited for them inside the towering lobby; Manny pegged him as a government agent immediately because his suit wasn’t good enough. He handed them each a duffle bag and walked away without comment—their aliases. Manny withdrew the Sinatra credentials: driver’s license, credit cards, cell phone, and passport. Beck glanced at her license. She was Annie Doyle for the next several days.

      At the reception counter, she told the clerk, “I’d like to book a second room for the evening.”

      Liza, the beaming receptionist, apologized. “We’re completely full, Ms. Doyle. For all three Aerosmith nights.”

      “Aerosmith?” Manny’s ears perked. “ America’s biggest rock band? What about them?”

      “They’re performing the next three nights. Didn’t you know?” Liza was quite taken with Manny and she took the opportunity to pat his hand. “Already sold out, I’m afraid. But tickets are being exchanged second hand on StubHub.”

      “Surely you can find a single room, Liza. Maybe a cancellation?” Beck said.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am.” Liza lost the warmth she reserved for Manny. “Our standby list is already full. Is there something wrong with your current room?”

      “No. The situation is regrettable but I suppose the room is fine. Two queen beds?”

      “No ma’am, one king.” She glanced back and forth between them. “You two aren’t…? I can send up a cot.”

      “Not needed. Beck will sleep on the floor as penance for hiding her gambling from God. Errr, I mean, Annie Doyle will.”

      “Yes, please, a cot,” said Beck.

      “No, I’ll take the floor, I’m used to it. Is there a place to shop for clothes at the MGM?”

      “Of course sir. I noticed your excellent blazer has seen better days.” She cut her eyes at Beck and took in her drab uniform. “You’re looking for finer apparel? Everything you need is one floor below.” She slid keys across for room 707 and quickly scribbled a number on the envelope. “I hope you enjoy your stay, and here’s my personal number if you need anything. No one should sleep on the floor at the MGM, sir.”

      They stepped away from the desk and Manny indicated the lobby bar. “Need a drink, Beck? You look tense.”

      “I’m not tense and I don’t drink. Let’s inspect our preposterous room with only one bed. I need to order some things from the local field office.”

      He took the duffle bag from her and walked deeper into the hotel. “First we shop.”

      “Shop? For what? I’ll get this suit laundered overnight.”

      “You cannot wear that.”

      “What’s wrong with it?” she snapped. “It’s comfortable. I wear it nearly every day.”

      “You’re not an NSA agent, Beck. You’re Annie Doyle, party animal and irredeemable gambler. And she doesn’t wear a threadbare comfortable blue pant suit.”

      “This suit isn’t threadbare, but I concede the point.” Beck inspected the crowd through which they moved. The women were dressed for ritzy nightlife, though it wasn’t dinnertime yet. She stuck out like a drab penny. “But I won’t be gambling. I’ll be observing and reconnoitering while you handle the poker table. I think khakis and a long-sleeved blouse should—”

      “I’m selecting your outfits, mamita.” He dragged her toward the escalator. “Because we are professionals and also to make you happy, we’ll do glamorous but modest. You don’t mind exposing your stomach though.”

      “I think you’re joking but sometimes it’s hard to tell. I would rather die than expose my abdomen to strangers.”

      “Why? You’re in good shape. You do sit ups?” said Manny. “Got good abs?”

      “I’m in excellent shape, thank you, and I’m very comfortable in this skin, but I will not…you are joking?”

      He pulled her into Stitched, a high-end store for men, sophisticated with subtle hints of irreverence. “What’s the max on our cards?”

      “There’s probably no credit limit.”

      Manny got the attention of the salesman and circuited the store, selecting three button-down shirts, two jackets, two pair of pants, a casual polo, and he wanted them all tailored—he rattled off his measurements down to the quarter inch. The salesman got an earful about ordering wholesale from out of country. Manny also picked up another pair of shoes, two belts, boxers, socks, cologne, two t-shirts, and a watch that would match all outfits. The ordeal took only five minutes, Manny in his element. “Rush it, amigo, and deliver it to my room.” He paid for it with his card, just over six grand.

      Beck absently followed him around, punching at the phone with her thumbs. When he inquired, she replied, “You’re shopping for clothes, while I order things which actually might help with our agenda. They’ll be here soon.”

      Next, in the posh women’s boutique across the shopping district, he planted her in front of a mirror and said, “Your turn, Beck. You prefer dresses or skirts?”

      “Dresses. Sinatra, I can outfit myself.”

      He indicated her current costume and scoffed and turned to the attendant. “Hola, mi amore, you see my friend here. Annie Doyle. I want her to shine. But she’s Mormon so we need to cover the important parts.”

      Beck’s face reddened—an equivalency of mortification and anger.

      “Your friend?” asked the attendant.

      “Yes. What do you have in high neck dresses for gambling?”

      The woman circled Beck, inspecting and measuring, and she said, “I have high neck dresses, but they are either knee length or cocktail. Is that too immodest?”

      “Beck, how’re your calves? You tan during the summer?”

      “This is absurd. I’ve been to the beach and my calves are…I don’t mind knee length, but I hate these questions. Let’s get this over with.”

      The attendant arched her manicured eyebrow inquiringly at Manny; he responded, “She hates herself. Not you. But her credit is good.”

      The attendant brought three garments in size two. Beck shoved Manny out of the dressing room when he followed.

      She tried the first and called, “No.”

      “Come out. Let me decide.”

      “No. Trust me.”

      The attendant asked, “Ma’am, did you zip the back? Otherwise it—”

      “Not the dress for me. Moving on.” They listened to the rustle of fabric and her displeased grunts until she said again, “No. Not this one either.”

      “Beck, get out here this instant.”

      “My name is Annie.”

      “Whatever. I’m coming in”.

      “No! Fine, I’ll come out. Cripes. You’ll see.” She did and she turned in a circle and they agreed she looked like she’d pushed her head through a shapeless brown sack. She retreated into the fitting room for the third dress.

      The attendant picked at Manny’s jacket and smiled. “I think it might be ruined but I can try to repair it, Mr…?”

      “Sinatra. I just ordered more. This one is destined for the trash.”

      “Your shirt too? My my. Must have been quite the accident,” she said, fingering the frayed edges.

      “Guy shot me this morning. No fun.”

      The attendant laughed at his joke.

      Beck came out again in a form-fitting blue dress. Long sleeves, the hem swishing at the knees, embellished below the neck with a darker blue.

      Manny whistled and said, “Aye mamí. Now you’re ready to gamble.”

      “I like the lace. I’ll take this one.” Beck glowed with pleasure and she played with the frilly cuffs.

      “It’s lovely on you. Shows off your strong shoulders. Sandra Bullock wore a similar one to the Golden Globes.” The attendant squinted in thought. “You’ll need some nude heels, I think.”

      “Nude?”

      “Your calves are good. Enough muscle. A spray-on wouldn’t hurt,” said Manny, tapping his lips.

      “Sinatra, I swear—”

      “What other high necks do you have?” he asked the attendant.

      “Now that I’ve tried these on…” said Beck and she cleared her throat. She examined herself in the mirror from all angles and made a little hum of approval. “…I think maybe a halter neckline or the single shoulder would be acceptable.”

      “Aye caramba, ella es sexy ahora!”

      Beck’s lips bordered on a traitorous smile, one which would’ve exposed her embarrassing satisfaction in Manny’s endorsement, until she noted him in the mirror. “Sinatra! Put your phone away. No photos.”

      “What? You got a good neck and shoulders. You can show them off and still be modest.”

      “You do have an elegant neck, he’s correct.” The attendant left for more dresses.

      “Do I?” Beck said and she tilted her head this way and that for the mirror, wishing the high neck wasn’t quite so high. “Do you think I need a necklace?”

      “We’re buying at least three.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Beck allowed herself to be convinced she needed a little black dress with a halter neckline, the blue dress, three necklaces, three pairs of shoes including heels she promised she couldn’t wear, a pair of black slacks with pinstripes, khakis, two blouses, earrings, a clutch, a bag, a bracelet, and undergarments she refused to let Manny see.

      They entered their dark hotel room and the lights slowly brightened, activated by motion sensors. A realistic fish aquarium bubbled happily on the large television and Beck eyed the shower, prominently displayed in the middle of the room with translucent glass. The hotel sent up travel bags with tooth brushes and tooth paste and other forgotten essentials.

      Manny was pacing their room two hours later, memorizing poker hand strength, when all of their items were delivered. He hung his clothing in the closet, muttering, “One pair, two pair, three of a kind, a flush, a straight—”

      “No, flush beats a straight,” said Beck.

      “Why?”

      “It just does.”

      “A fascist created these rules. Clearly.”

      “Hand strength is related to probabilities. The less likely the hand, the greater the strength.”

      “Straight, flush, full house, straight flush,” he said. “Right?”

      “You forgot four of a kind. Beats anything except a straight flush.”

      “Any wild cards in this game?”

      “Nothing is wild in Hold’em. Except possibly you, Sinatra.”

      “Maybe it should be you playing poker.”

      She smoothed her two dresses and set the shoes beneath them. “I joined the NSA. Not the Marshals, nor the FBI. I’m not an 1811, not really. I build computer systems and I collect and analyze data. I do not play poker with criminals nor do I arrest them.”

      “You got a gun,” he said.

      “Which I’m never firing again.”

      A knock at the door. Beck opened it. The same man as earlier passed her a briefcase and left, no words exchanged. Beck set the briefcase on the king bed and pressed her thumb against the scanner. The case beeped and clicked, and she lifted the top. Nestled securely inside heavy foam packaging were four sets of eyeglasses and two earpieces.

      “Two sets of eyeglasses for you, and two for me.” She placed the first into Manny’s hand. “We assume Benjamin Curtis is cheating at his live games. The easiest way to do that is with marked cards. He gets an ace or king and he marks it with a type of luminous paste only he can see, using glasses like these. Or he might be wearing special contacts. By doing this over time, he can tell who has what and it’s enough to give him an edge. Your glasses have lenses that should reveal luminous markings, if he’s using them. You can also snap photos with various filters, then bring me the glasses and I will check for tinting or juice marking.”

      “How do you know all this?” said Manny, trying on the spectacles. “About the X-ray glasses and such.”

      “While you slept in the car, I researched.” She paused. “You’re checking if the glasses will let you look beneath my clothing.”

      “James Bond did it once.”

      “They don’t work that way. Next, your second pair of glasses communicate with mine. You wear them and I see what you see. No special lenses or filters, just the video stream. Your point of view will be projected onto the right lens of the pair I wear.”

      “What about when I go to the restroom?” asked Manny.

      “Take them off or I’ll stream the video directly to the Roanoke Marshal’s office. Don’t get the two confused. Finally, ear pieces. So we can communicate. These aren’t made to bypass scanners because I want longer battery life and the ability to talk back and forth. Understand?”

      “We are outfitted for success, señorita. The only thing missing…” He lifted the foam in the case; underneath were plasticuffs, two boxes of ammunition, and four empty magazines. He issued a cathartic and happy sigh. “Let’s go play some cards.”
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      Even in a sea of glitz and glamour, they made a striking pair entering the casino. Three guards at the security checkpoint nodded and told them to enjoy their evening and ogled as they passed.

      Beck wore the pin-striped slacks and wondered what reaction she’d get tomorrow when she donned the form fitting dress. Manny had talked her into blush and mascara. Annie Doyle, the vixen.

      Quickly the riot subsumed them—the chaotic colors and the chatter and the bouncing noise. A world of frenzy. They passed solemn blackjack tables, rampant cheering at craps, and clanging slot machines.

      “We’ll start low,” Beck was saying. “To learn the game. You sit at the 1-3 table and buy in for two hundred.”

      “1-3,” he said. “The blinds. One dollar and three dollars.”

      “That’s right. Low stakes. If you aren’t broke in an hour, we count it as a success.”

      “I’m taking every chip on that table, Beck.”

      “You can’t bully and fight your way through a poker game, Sinatra. It requires patience and tact. The best players fold the most.”

      “I’m not folding until hour three.”

      “Then you won’t last ten minutes.” Beck possessed a sinking feeling about the evening.

      They rode an escalator up to the private poker room. Forty-five tables, nearly full. Up here there were no screaming craps players, very few slot machines. Silent televisions hung in every direction. A quiet pervasive concentration thickened the air. Players hunched in groups of ten around a dealer—battlefields.

      Beck broke away. She activated her eyeglasses and Manny’s point of view jumped into her vision.

      Her voice whispered in his ear, “Head for the counter and ask to play 1-3.”

      He did and a floor manager replied, “Certainly, sir. Table eleven. Third row, fourth down.”

      Manny slid his way to number eleven. Nine players circled a table of green felt, clacking their chips. A single open chair. No one gave him a second glance, nor even a  first. Unexpectedly he felt a shiver of anxiety and a single bead of sweat slipped down his spine.

      Combat. And he’d never been in the arena before.

      In his ear. “Throw two hundred dollars on the table and sit.”

      Manny dropped a pair of hundred-dollar bills onto the felt and announced, “Two hundred, dealer.”

      The dealer wore the customary black vest and striped shirt and he didn’t glance at Manny. He was busy counting chips for the current hand. “One moment sir.”

      “Sit down, Sinatra,” said Beck.

      He sat. Strangely humbled.

      The hand ended. The dealer collected the cards and inserted them into an automated shuffler. Manny’s money was whisked away and replaced by an array of white, red, and green chips.

      What the hell did the colors mean?

      Beck observed his confusion, both across the room and through the camera, and she smiled. “Look at the numbers on the chips. Whites are one dollar, I think. You need to act like you know what the denominations are or they’ll peg you as a fish.”

      Manny picked up the colors and found numbers in the center of the small disc. One dollar, five dollar, and twenty-five dollar denominations. “What’s a fish?” he asked.

      The guy next to Manny glanced at him.

      In his ear, “A fish is a bad player. I looked up some terminology. The good players will pick on you if they detect you’re new.”

      “I don’t get picked on, Beck.”

      Another suspicious glance from his neighbor.

      “Remember, you get two cards. Each player gets his or her own. Keep them a secret. Then the dealer will gradually place five cards on the board that everyone gets to use. It’s you versus the other nine, so statistically you should plan on winning no more than eleven percent of the hands.” She said this earlier but repetition would be his friend.

      Though Manny wouldn’t admit it to her, he enjoyed the voice in his ear. She was whispering and the syllables were intimate and full of steam. He glanced her direction; was she imparting the extra sex appeal intentionally?

      She noted his peek and bit her lip to prevent a smile.

      She was doing it intentionally.

      Smooth as silk, the dealer dealt the next hand. Every player got two cards. Manny’s arrived without sound. A trill of excitement. He picked them up.

      King  6

      “A king and a six, unsuited. Bad hand. Fold when it’s your turn,” she said. “And you’re showing everyone your cards, Sinatra. Keep them on the table.”

      Manny watched as the players before him acted, mostly folding. The player in front of him tossed in a red chip. Manny did too, choosing to play. The dealer took his red chip (five dollars) and returned two whites.

      Beck said, “You should have folded.”

      Three others opted to play.

      The dealer laid three cards on the table, face up.

      Ace  8  3

      Beck. “You have no pair. When it’s your turn, check. That means you decline to bet. If the players in front of you bet, you fold. Do not raise, Sinatra.”

      The player to Manny’s right tapped the table.

      “That means he checks,” said Beck. “Announce that you check.”

      “I check.” He said it a little loud.

      “Good.” A sigh of relief.

      A player across the table raised. He bet twenty-five dollars. One green chip.

      Beck. “You’re beat, Sinatra. That man is signaling he has a good hand. Fold when it’s your turn to act.”

      The other players folded. Manny tossed in a green, choosing to play.

      In his ear, he heard her groan. She said, “Okay, fine. You want to lose, go ahead. This will be a good learning experience for you. Now the dealer will turn over the fourth card, and give the players a chance to bet. Then the dealer will reveal the fifth card and there’s another round of betting. You’re going to lose.”

      The next card came. A Queen.

      “You have nothing, Sinatra. Fold.”

      “He’s bluffing,” Manny said.

      “So? You can’t beat anything.”

      The guy across the table, wearing a hoodie, pointed at himself. “Me? Jerk-off, you think I’m bluffing?” He tossed in two green chips. Fifty dollars. “How about that bluff?”

      “Fold. Fold. Fold,” said Beck.

      Manny also tossed in two green chips. He started with two hundred and was down to one hundred twenty-two.

      The dealer dealt the final card. Another 3. No more cards coming and Manny had zilch.

      The guy across the table bet another fifty.

      Manny matched him. He didn’t know why, other than a innate sense that he should win preternaturally.

      Showdown. The guy revealed he held an Ace. He had a pair.

      “You’re beat. Muck your cards. That means tossing them into the middle,” said Beck.

      Manny ground his teeth but did as he was told. Admitting failure to the table. He felt his cheeks flush. His sturdy stack of chips had dwindled by over half.

      The dealer swept away the cards to begin the next hand. No one commented on Manny’s loss. Like it didn’t matter.

      He felt a flash of anger. He’d lost to a guy wearing a hoodie. A hoodie.

      More cards came. Instead of picking the cards up, Manny bent up the corners to peek.

      3  3

      He had a pair of threes. He sat up a little straighter and said, “I bet it all.”

      Beck groaned in his ear.

      The dealer waved his comment aside. “It’s not your turn, sir. Wait to act.”

      The players folded around to him. He pushed all his chips into the middle. Less than seventy-five.

      The same guy across the table matched Manny’s bet.

      Only two players.

      Manny said, “I bet it all. You should have folded, amigo.”

      “Amigo?” The guy in the hoodie turned over Ace Queen. “You only have a pair of threes. We’re about even, amigo. First time playing cards, amigo?”

      Because Manny was out of money, there could be no more betting, and the dealer quickly placed the five cards out.

      5  10  Ace  8  Queen

      Manny had only a pair of threes.

      The guy in the hoodie had a pair of Aces and a pair of Queens. Manny was crushed and the dealer took away his money.

      “Better luck next time, jerk-off,” said Hoodie and the table chuckled.

      Beck. “I’m at the bar, Sinatra. Meet me and we’ll regroup.”

      Instead Manny tossed two hundred dollars more onto the table and the dealer quickly exchanged it for chips. More ammunition, a fresh start.

      Three hands later, Manny was broke. This time a quiet lady to his left took his chips, and she said, “Sorry, kid. Better luck next time.”

      In his ear, “Sinatra…come talk.”

      Manny bought in again. Two hundred.

      This time he lasted ten hands before busting. Down six hundred total.

      He stood and glared.

      Hoodie laughed. “Leaving so soon? Your money’s still good here. We’re all gonna eat well tonight because of you, amigo.”

      “I was you, I’d use the money to buy a decent shirt,” said Manny. “Save my seat.”

      “Gladly.”

      Manny stalked away from his table. Into fresher air, leaving humiliation behind. He saw Beck at the bar who wisely kept quiet. He avoided her and went to the restroom, shoving his glasses and ear pieces into his pocket first.

      A minute later he went to the bar, taking a seat two away from Beck. She had sparkling water.

      He glared at the television, an Orioles baseball game, and he ordered a bourbon—classic drink made in America. Drank half, set it down heavy, and said, “I should have folded.”

      Without looking at him, she replied, “Yes. Almost every hand.”

      “We pretending we don’t know each other?”

      “It’s for the best, I think, at the moment. If the table finds out you’re being coached, you’ll lose even more. And the way things are going, the governor will never believe you’re a real card player.”

      He drained the rest of his bourbon. It hurt a little but he deserved it. “You see the inbred pigs at my table? I’m losing to people wearing Walmart.”

      “You’re fitter than them, Sinatra. Stronger. Potentially more intelligent. Better trained. Better dressed. And it all means nothing. What matters is how wisely you use what’s given to you. And most of the time, the wise thing is to retreat. You can’t beat math. Probabilities cannot be battered to the side. Your machismo is working against you. If you’re beat, you’re beat.”

      “Are you enjoying this?”

      “So much. It’s frustrating to watch. But lecturing you is how much fun I imagine sex is.”

      He waved for another drink. “You need to get laid, Beck.”

      “As in poker, it’s better to wait for the perfect moment, Sinatra.”

      “Fine.” Said it with a growl. “I’ll go play like a virgin.”

      “Good idea. You’ll be less heartbroken and probably have more money.”

      He paid for both drinks and walked back to the table. Hoodie applauded and the old woman smiled kindly at him. Manny set his drink down. Took off his jacket. Rolled up his sleeves. Sat and donned his special eyeglasses.

      In his ear. “Play defensively. Judge your success by how much you don’t lose, not by how much you win. At least for a couple hours.”

      Manny folded ten hands in a row, bored and mad.

      Hoodie jabbed him. “What’s wrong, amigo? Scared? Out of money? Need a loan?”

      Under his breath, “Need to get your ass kicked?”

      “Sinatra…”

      Beck enjoyed watching him play. In a room full of men and woman, he stuck out as something else. Something more, something separate. The brewing thunderstorm in a doldrum. The other players hunched; they wore hats and hoodies; they listened to their iPhones and ate pizza at the table. Manny’s posture was perfect, his chin up, his shoulders back. His hair and his eyes caught the glint of light in ways they shouldn’t. The other players covertly watched him, marveling at his broad shoulders and thin waist. He wasn’t good yet. But he would be; he cared too much to stay awful. She knew he would soon scrutinize everything, recording and learning and improving. The intrinsic patience required taxed him, robbing him of his natural response to charge and fight, but he was willing to adapt if it meant winning.

      She alternated between watching him across the room, watching his point of view using her glasses, and reading about poker online.

      An hour later, Manny still retained a hundred and fifty of his two hundred dollars. He felt somber and raw, and his left hipped throbbed.

      He looked down at his cards.

      Ace  Ace.

      A pair of Aces.

      He nearly blurted, “All in!” but refrained. He needed an ambush.

      In his ear. “Good cards. Finally. Do not go all-in. Everyone will fold most likely, because you’ve been playing cautious. Make a raise to get the weaker hands out. You don’t want to play against too many because the odds will be against you.”

      The player to his right raised before Manny could. Instead of betting three dollars, the player bet twenty.

      Perfect. Manny casually tossed in four red chips, calling the twenty.

      Everyone folded except Hoodie, who also called. Three players total.

      The dealer placed the first three cards down.

      2  King  Ace.

      Manny had three Aces—very strong. His pulse rose but otherwise he didn’t move.

      The player to his right checked.

      Manny debated. Went for his chips. Changed his mind and checked.

      “Good idea,” said Beck. “Laying a trap.”

      Hoodie smirked at him. “What’s wrong, amigo? Don’t have an Ace? Maybe just a sorry King?” He bet seventy-five dollars.

      The player to Manny’s right didn’t have seventy-five remaining. He held about fifty and he bet it all.

      Manny had a little over a hundred. He said, “I’m all-in too.”

      Hoodie’s eyebrows went up. He paused. Inspected the money in the middle and then his own cards again. “You get lucky, bro? You have an Ace and King over there? We splitting this? I call.” He tossed in money.

      No more betting.

      The player to Manny’s right turned over King Queen. He had a pair of Kings.

      Hoodie exposed his cards. Ace King. Two pair. Aces and Kings. Strong.

      Manny tossed his cards onto the table, face up. “I got lucky. Bro.”

      Manny’s three Aces crushed them. The dealer finished the hand and pushed nearly four hundred in chips his way.

      In his ear. “Good. Good, Sinatra. You see? If you play smart, positive things will happen. One step closer to playing with Benjamin Curtis. Remember to tip the dealer.”

      Manny’s fingers trembled as he stacked the chips.

      Somehow that had been more terrifying than being clipped by Donald with a shotgun.
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      He played four hours total, quitting when his straight lost to a flush. By that time the table had turned over completely, all new players. He stood, angry because his opponent had gotten lucky at the end, and he was eager for more. But first he needed food. Beck joined him at the bar where he paced, hands on hips.

      “You played well the final two hours, Sinatra. Nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “I do not feel shame, Beck. Let’s eat.”

      They ate at Ginger, an upscale Chinese restaurant. It was only nine at night, but he couldn’t remember the last time he slept. Or anything else before the poker table. The MGM felt as though it was only getting started, a febrile animal hungry for more money.

      “Poker’s more tiring than I expected,” he said, jabbing at his rice.

      “Because it’s a fight. You just wrestled for hours with your brain—wrestling the odds, wrestling the other players, and wrestling your own impulses. From everything I read, at the end you were playing better than most rookies.”

      “Obviously.” He cut into his braised abalone and tried it. A weird buttery texture; he’d prefer a good hamburger— classic American fare. And a hundred dollars cheaper.

      “Are you done for the evening?”

      “No. The night is en choke, Beck.”

      “You mean inchoate.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “What questions do you have?” she asked. “You’re still a little ignorant of the game.”

      “What’s the flop? The players discuss it.”

      “After you get your two cards, the dealer places three on the board. All players can use them. Those three cards are referred to as the flop.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugged. “I have no idea.”

      “What’s the fourth card?”

      “After the flop, there’s a round of betting. Then the fourth card is called the turn.”

      “I heard them say that word. Why is it called the turn?”

      “Sinatra, I’m not a poker expert. I’ve played some but I don’t know the etymology of the terms.”

      “What’s the fifth card called?”

      “The river.”

      “Yes, the river. He got lucky on the river. Why do they call—”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What’s the pot?”

      “The pot is the amount of money in the middle. A strong bet usually equals the pot, at least.”

      “When someone calls, it means they match the bet?” said Sinatra.

      “Yes. Your first hand, when the guy bet fifty, you called him. Pointlessly.”

      Their phones vibrated. An incoming text from Weaver, their supervisory agent.

      >> Governor Benjamin Curtis is at the casino. The tournament doesn’t begin until tomorrow so he’ll be playing at one of the regular high stakes tables.

      >> Recommend you use the opportunity.

      “He’s here tonight,” said Manny. “I thought we had until tomorrow.”

      Beck scrutinized Manny’s reaction, watching for fear. “Are you ready? You’ve been playing 1-3. This will be 100-200. Instead of $200, you’ll buy in with ten thousand.”

      He stood and drained his beer. “Doesn’t matter if I’m ready. When liberty calls, I answer the bell.”

      “Only you, Sinatra, say these things.”

      “Only I care enough to.” He dropped money on the table and pulled her chair.

      “But I’m not done.”

      “Order at the bar. Something patriotic, grown in the fields of the midwest or caught in one of our oceans.”

      “Our? America doesn’t have oceans.”

      He took her arm and hauled her up. “Everyone knows they belong to us. Let’s go.”
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      Governor Benjamin Curtis didn’t sit at normal tables with the hoi polloi. The table he visited was kept in the high stakes area behind partitions on the main level. Anyone could wander into this elevated and raised realm, but only the fearless dared. The lights sparkled brighter, the drinks swirled a deeper shade of liquor, the waitresses were curated, the bartenders extra reverent, the action more breathtaking. You could sneeze and lose a grand. A sneezing fit might cost you a Cadillac.

      Manny entered the high stakes room like Clint Eastwood enters a saloon, announcing his arrival with a steely stare, jutting jaw, thumbs tucked behind his belt. The men and women here wore suits, tuxedos, stiletto heels, glittering dresses one step up from lingerie, and he felt at home. Lunatics with class. People who understood that even going broke should be done with style.

      Most of the action centered around black jack tables—a passive hobby, in Manny’s opinion, not even a sport. No combat, just speculative investing. But there was one shining battlefield—one table for poker, where players faced off and losers limped away. It called him.

      Beck moved to the bar.

      At the no-limit Texas Hold’em table, there were seven players and three empty chairs. He took a seat to the right of Benjamin Curtis, and he dropped ten thousand dollars onto the table, stacks of hundreds crisp and hot from the ATM. Instead of being ignored, the players smiled and welcomed him.

      He sat and counted the poker ammunition slid his way. He had fifty, hundred, and five-hundred dollar denominations.

      The game continued. The player in front of Manny raised, making it a thousand dollars to play.

      Dios mio, these people were wealthy. He folded, making the decision to only watch the first found.

      Benjamin Curtis was there to play and to win. He didn’t make small talk with the others; he was focused on his cards, his chips, his opponents’ actions, and the dealer. All-American guy, thick brown hair, cleft in his chin, looked like he played outfield in college. His eyes were sharp and hungry, but he kept his face friendly, despite the concentration, like he knew his photo would be taken candidly and posted online. In front of him, twenty thousand dollars. The other players, by tacit agreement, agreed to let the celebrity governor play in peace.

      He raised his drink in welcome and smiled sideways at Manny but said nothing.

      The woman adjacent to Manny, in her sixties, chin-length gray hair, wearing the dress of a women in her forties and wearing it well, patted Manny’s arm. “Welcome to the table, doll.”

      Manny winked. “Glad to be here.”

      “What business are you in?”

      “Men’s accessories,” he replied. “I own World On A String, designing, manufacturing and selling high end products to the rich and attractive, such as yourself. If you were a man.”

      Manny’s alias company, World On A String, checked out online.

      She laughed and rubbed his arm again, beguiled. “I like proprietors. A man who doesn’t own his own business? For the birds. I bet you do very well.”

      “I’m here alone. So I could be doing better.”

      In his ear, Beck groaned.

      The woman laughed more and moved her hand to his. “If I was ten years younger, you wouldn’t be. You’re from Spain?”

      “Argentina. Where age doesn’t matter.”

      “You’re very sweet. But you shouldn’t tease so, young man.”

      “Only softening you up so you’ll let me into your chips.”

      Across the table, a well-dressed gentleman with a thin brown beard asked, “World On A String, you say? You make wallets? I think I have one.”

      “The finest wallets, sir. And you look man enough to handle it.”

      He laughed in response, as did the woman on his arm.

      There were no such wallets.

      Manny declined to play for half an hour, even folding pocket 10s. The amount of money pushed around the table took some adjustment.

      After enough time had passed, he entered and lost a few pots, dropping to eight thousand. By then he’d been accepted as one of them, one of the elite.

      He ordered a gin and when it arrived he raised it to Benjamin Curtis. “I believe, sir, that I’ve had your gin before.”

      The comment shook Benjamin out of his reverie. He leaned back and apprised Manny anew. Impressed by what he saw. “You did? The American Gintleman?”

      “Must be ten years ago, I ordered bottles at an expo in Saint Louis.”

      “Ginworld! Sure, I was there.” His face brightened and Manny felt shields lowering. “Despite the doubters, I still claim we ushered in the new era of gin. Our juniper was organic before it came en vogue. Sure we charged more but we were one-shot.”

      “Plus,” said Manny, pointing at him with the hand holding his glass. “The Gintleman had a nice botanical taste.”

      Listening through her ear piece, Beck was surprised. When had Manny done the homework?

      Benjamin said, “That’s right! Everyone else was stuck in the heavy dries, but not us. Gin’s dramatically different now than fifteen years ago.”

      “Still in the business?”

      “No, damn it.” Shook his head, a man chagrined. “We sold to Bombay. Jumped at first good offer, eager bastards that we were. Had we stayed the course, we could’ve sold for a billion. We got one twentieth that.”

      “Aye, but still, amigo, that’s good profit.”

      “Too many damn hands in the pot, though, you know what I mean? And money doesn’t last as long as it should somehow.”

      “Not at this table.”

      “I’m doing okay here,” said Benjamin Curtis. “This table’s my lucky charm.”

      Manny stuck out his hand. “Sinatra.”

      “Sinatra? Good hell, that’s a great name. Benjamin Curtis.”

      “Cheers to you, Curtis. Thanks for advancing gin.”

      They talked companionably for the next sixty minutes, Manny an engaging ear and Benjamin relaxed in the company of a poker player who apparently didn’t know he was the governor. Manny carefully danced around the topic of careers, asking instead about Curtis’s further investments. He found common ground in baseball and alcohol and fitness, staying vigilant for indications of cheating.

      Curtis’s behavior shifted at the top of the hour. He still chatted with Manny but his entire body repositioned itself toward the table. His eyes returned to the sharp and alert glare, watching the cards and his opponents. Under his scrutiny and aggressive betting, his stack, which had dwindled, swelled to thirty thousand over the next half hour.

      Manny saw nothing sinister. Curtis kept his losses small and maximized his victories. He seemed to find the cards he needed on the turn or river, if he was behind. Some of it appeared to be luck and some of it bravura and confident play. Perhaps the guy was more skilled than they thought, but he could only muster concentration in bursts?

      In his ear. “From my point of view, he’s playing better.” Beck sat at the round bar in the middle of the room, twenty feet from Manny with a good view of the table. She had finished her sushi and now whispered for his benefit. “No obvious signs of chicanery. But he was lackluster and indifferent until half an hour ago. Now he’s the lion of the table. Something changed.”

      Chicanery. Needed to look that one up.

      Manny made a minute noise of agreement. His own stack had shrunk to six thousand. He took off his video glasses and slipped them into his jacket. A moment later he withdrew the set with special lenses, intended to spot marked cards. The world took on a lurid tint, a shade off color.

      He scrutinized the deck of cards as the dealer gathered them into the automated shuffler and retrieved the second deck. Neither set of cards showed anything amiss under the power of his spectacles. He pressed his index finger against the hinge, activating a tiny trigger. He took five photographs of each deck, trusting the silent machinery to do its job. He’d give the glasses to Beck and she’d work her voodoo with the…

      In his ear, “Oh, thank you, but I don’t drink.”

      Manny glanced up. A man at the bar was offering Beck a glass. He could hear his voice—barely. “I noticed you upstairs in the poker room with a sparkling water. I don’t drink either. This cocktail is a virgin pear punch. I guarantee you’ll enjoy it.”

      “Thank you again, but I’m set.” Her voice was polite but firm.

      The guy smiled at her and Manny was impressed. Genuine warmth and those were good teeth. He was fifteen years Beck’s senior, but as handsome as forty-five got. He wore his five o’clock shadow like a mystery, and his hair was slightly curly, swept back, peppered with gray. His outfit was bespoke and stylishly modern, and Manny recognized Salvatore oxfords when he saw them. He emanated wealth. The guy said, “The punch is a specialty. I know the bartender. Tell you what. You try it and I won’t ask for your name.”

      “I don’t accept drinks from strange men.”

      Strange men? Nothing strange about that man at all, thought Manny. What else was the nun looking for? Accept the drink!

      The bartender roamed to their portion of the circle and said something Manny couldn’t hear. The handsome guy replied, “She thinks I’m spiking her drink,” and he laughed. “Make her another one while she watches, so she’ll trust me. We’ll win her over yet, Josef.”

      “It’s not that—” said Beck.

      “Watch, that’s a real pear Josef’s slicing. Do you not eat pear?”

      “I eat pears. I’m still not accepting it.”

      “I hope the problem isn’t me,” said the guy. He had his charisma on full, and it wasn’t coming across fake. “Because if it’s me, I’ll leave and you’ll need to pay for the drink yourself.”

      Beck laughed.

      Manny laughed. The adjacent woman watched him askance.

      Beck said, “Why is it so important I have this punch?”

      “You’ve had nothing but water for hours. That’s no way to live. Not at the National Harbor.”

      “If I try your virgin drink, you’ll stop bothering me,” said Beck.

      “If you dislike the drink, I’ll leave. If you like it, I’ll do as you ask—stay or go.”

      The bartender set another iced punch in front of her, garnished with a slice of pear.

      “Fine.” She said it with exasperation but Manny knew her tone—she enjoyed this. He heard the tinkle of ice in a glass and the sound of her swallowing. She set the punch back on the bar.

      “Well?” said the guy.

      “It’s delicious.”

      “Of course it is. You’ll enjoy the evening much more now.”

      Another sip. “This drink is truly one of the best I’ve ever had. But I still would rather not be hit on.”

      “Hit on?” The guy smiled, cagey and roguish. “I was being friendly. I don’t hit on women wearing slacks.”

      Beck laughed again.

      Manny laughed again. Good line. Put her on the defensive.

      “I beg your pardon. What’s wrong with slacks?”

      Someone was tapping Manny’s arm. Realization coalesced slowly. The woman next to him. “Sinatra, you’re not paying attention, doll.”

      “Oh?” He blinked, returning his focus to the table. That’s right—poker.

      “Dealer mucked you twice,” said Benjamin Curtis. He cast a dark look at the bar.

      “My apologies, amigos.”

      He inspected his cards and folded them.

      In his ear, Beck was saying, “I’ll finish the drink. Maybe order another. But that doesn’t mean I’m giving you my name.” Her tone was tinged with impishness.

      Manny sat up straighter. She was flirting back now. Okay, too far. Enough with the handsome man. She needed to focus on the job at hand.

      The guy said, “Fine with me. I’ll sit here a while longer, not talking, and it has nothing to do with foreplay.”

      “Good.”

      “Good. Rocky Rickard.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “My name. Rocky Rickard.”

      Governor Benjamin Curtis got Manny’s attention and nodded with his chin toward the bar. “You know that guy?”

      “I don’t.”

      “You seem like you do.”

      Manny shrugged, dropping a line of chips from one hand to the other. “My attention’s wandering. Not enough money at stake.”

      Benjamin Curtis whistled. “You’re down, what, five thousand? Not enough?”

      “I played in Macao last month, cabrón. Won a hundred grand in two nights, and I’m not even very good. Wealthy bastards giving money away.”

      “Macao? Pros flock there for short deck.”

      Manny made a noncommittal grunt, unfamiliar with the term. His alias was on shaky ground. “I heard about a big tournament here soon. At the MGM.”

      In his ear, “I’m still not giving you my name, Rocky.”

      “Big tournament?” said Benjamin Curtis. His eyes held a new gleam, suspicion and surprise. “Who told you that?”

      “Some big shot in Macao. Now here I am on business, and I’d like to play.”

      New cards were dealt. With a perfunctory glance, Curtis tossed them away and leaned closer to Manny. He had the eagerness of someone with a secret to share. Hushed voice. “You heard right. There is a tournament. A big one. Lasts two days. Buy-in is a million dollars.”

      Manny nearly choked on his gin. Hard to be suave with watering eyes. He set the glass down and cleared his throat. “Didn’t tell me it was a million.”

      Curtis grinned. “A million, big guy.”

      “Qué susto. I’ve never played for half that much.”

      “It’s major league.”

      “You know anyone stupid enough—or skilled enough—to enter?”

      The governor leaned back in his chair, pleased with the question. He jerked a thumb at himself. “I’m one or the other.”

      “You’re playing in it? That’s a joke.”

      “Not a joke, damn it. Starts tomorrow.”

      “A million.”

      “You got it, pal.”

      “You must have more than gin money, eh?”

      “Don’t forget, I might just be stupid,” said the governor. “Or maybe I cheat.”
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      Manny didn’t have to fake being a little rattled. Weaver was right; the governor was into something more than casual poker. Manny played several hands from a distance, lost in thought, and happened to catch a flush on the turn to claw his way back to eight thousand.

      He drained the gin and sat up a little straighter. “I’m in.”

      “You’re in?”

      “The tournament. I want to play,” said Manny. “For a million. Tell me more.”

      “So you’re a fool too.” Curtis said it with a laugh—you and me, couple of base degenerates.

      “I lose, I’ll sell the cottage in Minorca. What’s life without some risk?”

      “Hate to tell you, friend, but I think it’s full. Something like thirty entrants maximum and by invitation only. I don’t know a lot about it, though. You’ll be around tomorrow? I’ll ask.”

      “How’d you get invited?”

      “That’s a long and seedy story. We’re still friends in ten years? I’ll spill the details.”

      Manny stood. Picked up his empty glass. “Check for me. I’d very much like to donate a million to these upstanding friends of yours.”

      The governor chuckled. “Where you going?”

      “Men’s room.”

      Manny passed the bar, deposited his glass, asked for another, and made his way for the restroom. Beck watched him go. She’d moved slightly closer to Rocky Rickard, he noted.

      In the restroom, he punched a short text message to Weaver and Beck.

      BC is playing in tournament tomorrow. Tournament lasts two days. Buy-in is a million dollars. Aye! Says its full. Made a joke about cheating.

      Also, seems we’ll be attending Beck’s wedding in the near future.

      He was drying his hands on a towel when the governor himself walked in.

      “Say, Sinatra, I don’t mean to be a damn creep and follow you into the restroom. But…” He paused and verified they were alone. “That girl at the bar, she’s with you.”

      Gears spun inside Manny’s mind. Were their aliases connected? Probably, but he’d forgotten in what capacity. “Girl at the bar?”

      “Cutie with the glasses. You’re together.”

      “You’re talking about Doyle. We’re not together, amigo.”

      “She works for you, then. World On A String.”

      “Right. My assistant.”

      “Listen, maybe this isn’t my business, but you got a problem on your hands.”

      “Oh?”

      “Guy she’s talking to. His name’s Rocky Rickard. He’s trouble, Sinatra.”

      “Good-looking guy? Great teeth? He a con artist? Beats up women or something?” asked Manny.

      “Worse. He’s one of the owners of the MGM.”

      “No kidding. Owns the casino?”

      “Yep. Part of the damn ownership group. Rich as balls, pal.”

      “The owner of the casino is hitting on Annie. How about that.”

      “Smile all you want, guy, but he’s not someone you want to tangle with.”

      “How’d you know him?”

      Two men came into the restroom, both talking on their cell phones. They went to the urinals and pinched their phones against their shoulders. The room got noisy with echoes.

      Curtis stepped nearer Manny. “This tournament I’m playing in. It’s not advertised. A couple poker writers cover it but they know enough to keep names out, if we request it. It’s under the table, a game for rich assholes. Some pros, some criminals, and idiots like me. Rocky Rickard, he helps organize the thing. Ever see the movie Goodfellas? There’s people in this world who run in unsavory circles and you don’t want the cutie in the glasses getting sucked in.”

      “You run in the unsavory circles?”

      “Me? No. God no, Sinatra. This is my final game of poker, this weekend, and then I’m done. One way or another. I shouldn’t even be in it. Word gets out, I’m in hot water.”

      Word’s already out, pal, Manny thought.

      “Dios mio, I want to play in this game. You say you cheated to get in?”

      “Cheated? No no, I don’t cheat. And if I did, I wouldn’t admit it to you.” They walked out of the restroom.

      A woman stood there. Manny recognized her from the bar. She’d sat there as long as they’d been playing. She wore a sharp suit and dark running shoes—had to be the governor’s protection detail, provided by the Maryland state police.

      They returned to the bar and a ruckus arose outside the high stakes realm. Through the divided partitions they saw an amorphous crowd flow by, centered around…Manny caught his breath. Centered around Steven Tyler, looking every inch the rockstar, wearing sunglasses indoors, walking with Joe Perry, the famous guitarist of Aerosmith. Surrounded by women and onlookers with camera phones. Rock royalty.

      “Ah, it’s ten already.” Curtis checked his watch. “Time for the concert. You going?”

      “Skipping it. Maybe tomorrow. You’ll check on the tournament for me, amigo.”

      “Sure, pal, sure. If you’re positive you want to blow a million.” They shook hands and the governor walked off, followed by the woman in the suit. She had a gun on her hips Manny hadn’t noticed before.

      He watched them go, feeling hollow and drained from the conversations and the poker, and his phone buzzed.

      A message from Beck.

      >> I’m going to the concert with some guy named Rocky, who seems interested in Sinatra and also in BC. He has box seats. Will research and report soon.

      Research.

      Manny went to the bar. He needed that gin.
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      In his mind, Sinatra kept peeking at cards. Couldn’t stop. The dealer slid a continuous barrage at him, forcing him to look in-between stacking his chips, which were always a mess. Guy in the hoodie laughing at him, televisions glaring silently, the woman patting his arm.

      Four hours after his final hand, Sinatra couldn’t shake the sensation of a poker table.

      His cell was on the nightstand and Weaver’s voice buzzed from the speakerphone. “Are you listening? It’s two in the morning. You’re exhausted, Sinatra, and I need the JFIC agents sharp. Get some sleep.”

      He undid his belt to ease the pressure on his sore kidney, leaned against the wall near the door, and rubbed at his eyes. The lights inside his hotel room were set to low.

      “Concert was over an hour ago. Where is she?”

      “Beck’s fine. Her phone’s still inside the MGM. Pop a melatonin and lay down. That’s an order.”

      “There’s chickens awry and Beck’s out partying? Doesn’t sound like her. Something’s wrong.”

      “I think you mean chicanery.”

      Manny shoved away from the wall, moving to the nightstand for his phone, wallet, and gun. “Going to look for her.”

      “Sinatra, no.”

      The hotel room’s door beeped and opened. Beck tiptoed in, quietly closed it behind, and tensed as she saw Manny standing beside the bed.

      “Did I wake you?”

      “The hell have you been?”

      “I told you. The concert.”

      “That was over an hour ago,” he said.

      “So? Don’t glare at me.”

      “You could call or text, you know. Were you trapped under something heavy? Or someone?”

      Wow, thought Beck. Manny Martinez was jealous! Should she feel pleased? Probably. Most women would. Yet instead she experienced only irritation. “Sinatra, be professional. Rocky took me backstage to meet the band.”

      Manny’s eyes widened. “Shut up, you’re joking.”

      “I’m not. He won’t tell me what he does, but he’s quite rich. I wasn’t able to gather much more information, other than he’s very interested in you two. The music was absurdly loud.”

      “You met Steven Tyler?”

      “I met several elderly and sweaty men, yes. Why aren’t you asleep?”

      Weaver’s voice on the speaker, “Because he’s paranoid.”

      “This isn’t a social event, Beck. We have work.”

      “On our first mission, Sinatra, you slept with the target. So cool the righteousness.”

      “I knew it,” the phone mumbled.

      “That was…different. And you knew where I was.”

      “The only difference, Sinatra, is that I retained my clothes and my professionalism.”

      “You were on a date with a criminal.”

      “We don’t know that,” Weaver interjected. “I’ve done some digging into Rocky Rickard. He’s wealthy and well connected but we have no reason to believe he’s involved in criminal activity.”

      “Benjamin Curtis said he’s part of the mob. Or he hinted at it.”

      Weaver said, “Rickard’s a member of the MGM ownership group, and he’s the proprietor of various other businesses around the D.C. area, including a large shipping company. Men like this have power and they rarely wield it with golden intentions, but that doesn’t make him our concern. I’ll continue my research, but our focus needs to remain on Benjamin Curtis.”

      “Rocky owns the hotel and casino? That explains things,” said Beck.

      “Don’t call him by his first name.”

      “You two need to make a decision. Go with your intuition and instincts here. We have enough to scare the hell out of the governor. That million dollar poker game is under the table and probably illegal. We can assume a portion of his finances are unreported to the IRS. We can grab him tomorrow and convince him to walk away, threaten him with tax evasion and public humiliation, and your job is done. Or we can continue the operation.”

      “Continue,” they announced together.

      “Why?”

      “So she can grope Rocky,” said Manny.

      “Grow up.”

      “He’s a hombre guapo, mama.”

      “Are you threatened?”

      “Are you in heat?”

      “Both of you, quiet. An illegal poker game falls outside our operational parameters. Our job is to arrest high profile criminals and do it quietly. Why should we continue the operation?” said Weaver. “Convince me.”

      “The governor hinted at the mob. He warned me about Rocky. He's into something more than a gambling addiction. I can prove it with just one more day.”

      “I agree,” said Beck.

      “Besides, if this tournament’s as hot as Benjamin claims, I want to see who arrives. He indicated the international major leagues.”

      “You believe it could attract other criminals on our wanted lists? Fine, we investigate for one more day. At least. I’ll keep digging into Rickard.”

      “How much money do I have at my disposal?” asked Sinatra.

      “Plenty. Why?”

      “A million?”

      The phone buzzed louder. “For buying into a poker tournament? Absolutely not. You only learned the game yesterday.”

      “Then how much?” he asked.

      “Enough for necessities.”

      “What do you know about Benjamin’s security detail?”

      “He has one primary personal escort, a police officer out of Annapolis. She’s assigned to him full-time. Her name’s Kristen Terry. You met her?”

      “Cute lady, brown hair?”

      “She’s a brunette, yes. Clean evaluations. Before Curtis she worked highway patrol.”

      Beck asked, “Is Kristen one of your informants?”

      “No. I have no proof, but I’ve wondered if those two have more going on than a professional arrangement. Benjamin Curtis isn’t known for his decorum.”

      “Fancy word means he fools around when he shouldn’t?”

      “Correct.”

      Beck said, “Thank you, Ms. Weaver. We’ll contact you in the morning when events warrant.”

      “Good night, agents.” The phone clicked dead.

      Beck yawned and moved into the bathroom to wash her face. The hotel room had an open concept, which meant no door separated the bedroom from the sinks.

      Manny pointed at the bed. “Pick a side.”

      “You’re sleeping on the floor. You said you would.”

      “That was before you went on a date with Danny Ocean and kept me awake all night. Now I’m tired and I want a bed.”

      “Sinatra, we’re partners in law enforcement. We do not share a mattress.” She turned off the hot water and set down the washcloth.

      “I have no idea what a sitcom is, Beck. Relax. It’s a king size. We won’t be within five feet of each other.”

      “Who is Danny Ocean?”

      “Leader of the Ocean’s Eleven crew. Great American. Played by, what’s his name, George Clooney. Sharp dresser, robs the casino. I’ll keep my pants on, that help?” He fell onto the far side of the bed and started unbuttoning his shirt.

      “Sinatra, no.” She gripped the washcloth harder and returned her attention to the mirror. Rubbed at a nonexistent spot on her forehead. Tried to ignore his movements in her peripheral.

      “Why would one of us sleep on the floor?”

      “To remain above reproach.”

      Manny yawned. “English, Beck. It’s been a day and I don’t understand your Mormon jargon.”

      “We shouldn’t share a bed because of our scruples. Our morals. Because we set a high standard for ourselves and each other. Because we work well as a team and we must keep it professional, and platonic co-workers do not sleep six inches from each other.” She risked a glimpse. He was under the covers and shirtless. Rubbing absently at his bruised ribs. “You’re ignoring me. At least brush your teeth.”

      “I brush my teeth three times a day, mamita, every day. Have you seen my smile? Brighter than stars on Old Glory.” Another yawn. “Brushed them twice while I waited for you.”

      And then he was snoring, very soft.

      Beck finished getting ready for bed. The silence of the room shouted at her, making her jumpy and tense. She shoved two pillows against him, creating a barrier. Went to the closet for two more, fully separating their sides. Sliding into her half, she held her breath, prayed he wouldn’t wake up.

      On a bed with Manny Martinez. She tried but she couldn’t close her eyes, staring straight up. It had been a day.

      The air conditioning switched on with a hum.

      She was still awake an hour later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Manny woke at 4am.

      He often woke at 4am, usually on the floor of a bedroom in Roanoke. He would walk the house, obeying some inner urge to check the door and window locks, and then fall immediately asleep again.

      Tonight he sat up, checked the hotel door, drank a glass of water, and watched Beck sleep. She looked pretty in repose; no gaping mouth, no unflattering slack expression, like she remained prim and proper in her dreams.

      He lowered back to the bed. The same mattress she slept on. Inches away. He debated playing with her hair, see if she’d wake up…

      Nope.

      Like she said, they had to remain on approach.

      Or something like that. It meant no touching.

      He forced himself to look away. Checked his phone.

      He had two notifications.

      The first informed him that his World On A String website was receiving a sudden increase in traffic, plus his Sinatra identity was being investigated through online search engines. In other words, his alias was being heavily scrutinized.

      By who, he wondered. Benjamin Curtis?

      The second notification was from a buddy in the NSA, sending him a photo with the words, SPOTTED IN LOS ANGELES.

      The photo was of Catalina García. An old flame, on the run from justice. His friend at the NSA promised to keep a lookout and pass along updates without alerting the DEA. This was her second appearance—the first in Miami.

      Manny zoomed in on Catalina’s face. She looked good, obviously, but she was aging less gracefully. Funny how the loss of millions speeds up time.

      He couldn’t think about her now. Couldn’t lose focus, even if she might be worth it.

      He sniffed and turned off the phone.

      Beside him, Beck made a sigh and turned over. He could smell her deodorant and perfume and he smiled.

      He missed Catalina. But he liked his new life more than he missed the old.
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      Martinez and Beck breakfasted at the hotel’s Patisserie, adjacent to a casino entrance. Sunlight poured in from the glass ceiling four stories above, bouncing off white marble floors. Manny sipped the shop’s coffee, wishing he’d brought his own ingredients. He thought about admonishing Beck against the croissant she ate, but the girl could use a few pounds.

      They each wore earpieces and Weaver was updating them, “There was a shooting last night, not far from the casino. Gunshots were heard, police called, near the town of National Harbor. No witnesses. Earlier this morning police discover a body floating in the Potomac. Victim doesn’t seem to exist. No passport, no visa, no known fingerprints. So far, no one is claiming the body. Based on tattoos, the Maryland police believe he’s a British national but at the moment we don’t know.”

      Manny made a humming noise. He half listened and half marveled at his view of the casino, running full bore. It was nine in the morning; people still sat around blackjack tables, still fed coins into slot machines. Around them, a fug of weary despair. Did the place never close? Was there no down time?

      “I’m growing more and more interested in this clandestine millionaire’s poker tournament,” said Weaver. “Full of major league mobsters.”

      “Me too. If only I could buy a seat,” said Manny.

      “For a million dollars? With tax payer money? Not even a supremacy license would save our jobs.”

      “America is worth it,” he grumbled. “But the point is moot, I think. Benjamin said the tournament’s full, and it’s invitation only anyway.”

      “When does the game begin?” asked Beck.

      “No idea. It costs a million and it’s full, that’s what I know. Nothing else—not when, where, who, nada.”

      “My source says it takes place within the casino, but it’s privately run. Not an official MGM event. The whole thing is very need-to-know. The governor is still at his home, so it’s not starting immediately. I'll keep in touch.” She hung up.

      Beck and Sinatra sat without speaking for an hour. Manny got another coffee and Beck a muffin. Tired gamblers staggered out of the casino and fresh victims wandered in, nutrients for the beast. Did these people have 401(k)s? Or were they dependent on the good graces of the United States social security funds?

      Manny pursed his lips with displeasure. Uncle Sam was perhaps too generous at times. But that’s part of what made him great—his ability to withstand fools.

      “You look unhappy.”

      “Called a smolder, Beck. Would Rocky know about the poker tournament?”

      “I don’t know. I couldn’t ask him without revealing I already knew.”

      “You’re seeing him again today?”

      “I don’t know that either,” she said. A little too quickly and with evasive intent.

      Manny turned his gaze upon her. Slowly and with interrogative intent. “Beck.”

      “Sinatra.”

      “Are you seeing him today?”

      “I already answered that.”

      “Beck.”

      “Yes?”

      “Beck.”

      “What?”

      “Did you give him your number?”

      “Of course. He asked. I’m a federal agent and he’s a source of information.”

      “With a ten million dollar smile and fashion sense.”

      “Maybe you should go out with him,” she said.

      “What did you tell him about me?”

      “What my alias indicates. You own the men’s accessory company and I work for you.”

      “We could use this to our advantage.”

      “Of course. What do you have in mind?”

      Manny tapped his lips in thought. “Rocky has your number. Last night, did he give you his?”

      A pause. “No.”

      “But he’s already texted you this morning.”

      “He offered to send up fruit punch through room service because he knows I won’t drink mimosas.”

      “A damn sweetheart.”

      “He’s quite thoughtful, yes. He doesn’t drink either.”

      “That was just a line, Beck. Trying to get next to a cute señorita.”

      “He truly abstains, I believe. And thank you for the strange compliment.”

      “He knows your room number?”

      Beck shrugged. “I didn’t tell him. But it’d be easy for him to find out.”

      “Text him. Tell him your idiot boss heard about the tournament and wants to play.”

      “That’s an excellent idea.”

      “Not sure why you’re surprised, Beck. I chase down degenerates for a living.”

      “My name is Annie Doyle.” She opened her purse and withdrew a cellphone. She traced the screen a moment before Manny held up his hand.

      “Don’t send the text. Wait.”

      “Why?”

      “I maybe found another way into the tournament.” He indicated the reception desk, which was across the atrium and up one level but plainly visible. “The group just came in. I know that guy.”

      “Which? There’s several.”

      “Anatoly Petrov. Member of the Solntevskaya Bratva. He brought an entourage with him.”

      Anatoly stood at the reception desk looking bored, someone else checking his group in. Anatoly was a young guy, mid-thirties, dressed too warmly for the heat, already going bald, he had the dour expression and dead eyes common to Russia, Manny thought.

      “Bratva—the Russian mob? How do you know Anatoly Petrov?”

      “We’ve tangled before. The Russians don’t have much influence south of New York, other than Florida, but he controls what they have,” said Manny. “Part of the Solntevskaya crew.”

      “You arrested him in the past?”

      “No. Couldn’t find him. Got two of his guys, though.”

      “Arresting Petrov will make you Solntevskaya enemy number one. Are you sure you want to be on their radar?”

      “They already know me, Beck. I’m in these guys’ nightmares.”

      “The NSA considers them the most well-organized crime syndicate on earth. Maybe he’s small potatoes in the overall architecture but—”

      “Anatoly is here for the poker tournament. Has to be.”

      Beck set her phone down and watched the crowd of Russians at the reception desk. Five men and one woman. “You have a plan?”

      “Arrest Anatoly. He’s on my bucket list anyway. Then I take his seat at the tournament.”

      “If the tournament is invitation only, it might not work that way.”

      “For me it will. Plus Anatoly’s seat is already paid for, saving America a million dollars. Dios mio, I’m so good at my job it’s scary.”

      The Russian mob left the registration desk and moved for the elevator bank. They moved as one, dressed in black, with bleary and suspicious glares.

      “Now what?”

      “Now we get your gun, Beck.”
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      Manny flirted with Liza at the desk long enough to discover Anatoly Petrov had two rooms on the top floor. 2502, a king bed; 2504, two queens.

      Petrov would be in 2502 with his wife or girlfriend.

      Beck strode the empty hallway on the twenty-fifth floor—warm with low lights and scented with fresh magnolias—holding a welcome basket and a bottle of champagne. Manny hugged the wall, Glock held low in his right fist.

      “This won’t work,” she whispered.

      “You always say that. And it always does.”

      “What if his whole gang is in one room?”

      “No way. They’re tired from travel. They’re lying on their beds, switching television channels. Petrov is alone with the woman in his room. Knock, hold up the basket, and when he opens the door move out of the way.”

      “You need backup.”

      “Focus, Beck. You’re the backup.”

      They neared 2502 and heard raised voices. A man’s and a woman’s. Angry cries piercing the walls.

      Russians, always shouting.

      Beck froze. 2502 opened and a man stormed out, chased by a woman. Anatoly Petrov’s face was red, his fists on his hips. His jaw jutted and he refused to look at the woman, who trailed with a shaking accusatory finger, just as angry.

      She snapped, “Ty glupets. Khvatit igrat' v karty i byt' muzhchinoy!”

      Petrov spun and struck her. Openhanded smack across the right cheek—savage, sudden, and loud. Beck gasped; Manny winced. Petrov raised his hand again but paused—they weren’t alone in the hallway. His eyes locked on Beck. The Russian woman staggered backwards, holding her face and following his gaze.

      Petrov said, “Privet! Kto ty, chert voz’mi…” He paused and his eyes shifted to Manny. His entire body jerked, like he’d suddenly been filled with more air. Truth and awareness thundered.

      Manny moved first, pivoting around Beck.

      Petrov opened his mouth to shout.

      Beck dropped the basket and bottle. Went for her gun, a smooth and practiced motion Manny noted in his periphery.

      Half a scream from Petrov, then he choked, Manny’s arm circling his throat. Windpipe crushed by a strong bicep and forearm. Petrov kicking backwards and they crunched into the hallway wall. Manny hammering the Glock grip into Petrov’s skull.

      Beck kept focus on her responsibility—the woman, imperial and amused despite the carmine handprint on her cheek. Beck closed the distance and pressed the muzzle of her Glock 27 against the woman’s forehead, and said, “Don’t try it. Because I will.” With steady pressure, she backed the woman into 2502.

      She knew this wouldn’t work.

      The Russian lurched forward, Manny on his back. The door to 2503 opened, an older woman peeking at the commotion. Manny and Petrov crashed through her door into the suite’s sitting area, knocking her aside.

      The Russian dropped and twisted out of Manny’s grip. Squirmed loose like a fish. Fled across the room, flinging books and remotes, Manny dodging. He tried to shout but Manny kicked him in the chest, knocking the air out. Manny grabbed a lamp and cracked Petrov’s head with the heavy base; the smaller man sprawled across the bed.

      His lights dimmed. Went limp.

      Manny sprang across the room and closed the door.

      The older woman, cowering near the sinks, whispered, “It’s you, from the poker table.”

      Manny wiped his mouth. “And it’s you, cute rich lady in the hot outfit. Sorry about the mess. The guy’s Russian—he deserved it.” Manny glared through the peephole.

      Anatoly Petrov’s squadron of guards emerged from their room, guns drawn, to inspect the ruckus. A hulking, intimidating crew dressed in black. The leader knocked on 2502 and tilted his ear to listen.

      “Vse v poryadke?”

      Inside 2502, Beck kept her gun trained on the woman. She whispered, “I know Russian. No games. Tell them you and Anatoly are fine.”

      The woman smirked. She bore the stripe on her face proudly, like a badge of disdain for the lesser woman. She called, “My v poryadke. Spasibo.”

      We are fine, thank you.

      The men trudged back to their room, grumbling about the common Petrov outbursts. Manny watched from the peephole and wiped his forehead.

      His plans always worked.
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        * * *

      

      “How long before they know you’re missing?” Beck asked. They’d returned to their room, 707.

      The woman sat on the swivel chair, legs crossed, still smirking. Without taking her eyes off Manny, she coolly replied, “We have lunch reservation at noon.”

      Vee ‘ave lanch reservation.

      Manny said, “Anatoly’s here for the poker game. Right?”

      “I know you,” said the woman. “Anatoly know you. You’re American agent.”

      “I’m the American agent.” Manny indicated Anatoly on the bed, wrists bound, still insensate. “Poker game?”

      For a Russian, the woman was exceptionally beautiful, Manny thought. Tall and strong, stark blue eyes common to her country. Puffy lips and outrageous cheekbones. Her body had been the beneficiary of surgical enhancement. She said, “Yes, he came for cards. Stupid game for boys. Anatoly spoke of you. Only American he feared. And now you are here.”

      “What’s your name?

      “Varvara.”

      Manny rolled his eyes. Crazy Russians.

      “You’re his wife?”

      She nodded. “Da.”

      “What time does the poker game start?” asked Manny.

      “For cards? Why does matter?”

      “I’m taking his place at the game.”

      “Why?”

      “Because.”

      “What will you do with Anatoly?”

      Vat vill you doo?

      “He’s under arrest for trafficking and racketeering and tax evasion and a host of other offenses,” said Beck.

      Varvara ran her eyes up and down Manny, casual and slow. “You arrest my husband.”

      “Da. You play along the next few hours and I’ll release you when I’m through.”

      “When you are through with me.”

      “Free to go. A controlled purchase."

      She made a pouting displeased face. “I do not want to be free.”

      “Explain.”

      She wet her lips with a soft sucking sound. “I will stay with you. After.”

      “Nope,” said Manny.

      “I will.”

      Beck shook her head. “No way.”

      “Then I do not play your games.”

      “You cooperate or I put you in a dungeon. Get it? I only need you a couple days,” said Manny. “Help me and no jail time, except when you visit your husband.”

      “Visit?” She laughed, mean and without pleasure. “I am slave to husband. I am servant to cruel man, a killer. I run away before and he cripple my sister as punishment. I want out, American agent, before he kills me.”

      Beck shared a glance with Manny. Plot twist. This was a bad idea. She said, “You seek asylum? Protection?”

      “Da. And for sister.”

      “Easy. Work with me, Russian mama, the next few days. Get me in the tournament. Then America will take you someplace Anatoly’ll never find.”

      “Stay with you, American agent, and then I vanish?”

      “Right.”

      Her smile intensified, a tight provocative curl. “Then I am yours.”

      Beck pinched the bridge of her nose between her eyes and sighed. “Of course you are.”
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        * * *

      

      Anatoly Petrov came awake as Manny dumped him into the trunk of his Tesla deep in the jungle of the MGM’s underground parking garage. His ankles and wrists were bound with plasticuffs, his mouth taped closed.

      He writhed and grunted in the small space, eyes wild and searching.

      Manny patted Anatoly’s cheek. “You besmirched America, comrade. Now you rot in her jails. You like that, besmirch? I know all the great words. If I win, I’ll send you unlimited cartons of cigarettes.”

      Anatoly roared quietly as Manny slammed the hood.

      He slid into the driver’s seat and punched the address of the FBI headquarters in Washington into the car’s processor. The vehicle hummed to life, ready to go. Unbelievable—the car would deliver Anatoly autonomously.

      Maybe Weaver herself would haul him out of the trunk, a feather in her cap.

      But then what? Manny wouldn’t have a car. Hm.

      He punched more buttons on the screen, searching through commands. He needed the car to deliver it’s package and return. Could that be done?

      His eyes stopped on a feature—‘Shadow Mode.’ He skimmed the instructions for the car’s shadow feature—it allowed a phone to be paired to the Tesla, and the car would shadow the phone using location services, doing its best to follow the phone while sticking to roads and speed limits.

      Good grief, he wasn’t ready for the scary infinite future.

      He paired his cell phone with the Tesla, and new commands popped on the console. The car would deliver its package and then return to the phone—presumably coordinating with the phone’s GPS—where it would park.

      Ay dios mio.

      He stood and closed the driver door.

      Without sound, the car reversed, shifted gears, and drove into the garage labyrinth. Vaguely audible, Anatoly kicking in the trunk.
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      Because this was a formal occasion with at least nine million dollars at stake, Manny wore the blue sports jacket instead of the cream; dark trousers; his shirt tucked in but the top two buttons loose; leather boat shoes, no socks; brown belt; leather watch; the entire outfit bordering on too tight but finding an elegant equilibrium to highlight his physique.

      He emerged from the partially hidden sink area of their hotel room and Varvara took a moment to catch her breath. “You…are American agent, da?”

      “Yes, but I care more than the others.”

      Varvara needed to change but they couldn’t return to the twenty-fifth floor in case the Russians were wise to Anatoly’s disappearance—they’d be prowling soon, if not already. They took her downstairs and she selected a backless satin red gown with plunging neckline, hourglass figure on display. She emerged from the dressing room and requested Manny help her with the necklace.

      “Help her, Sinatra,” said Beck, a wry twist to her lips. “If you don’t, she’ll fall out of the dress. She’s barely in.”

      “It is hard to find dress that fits me,” said Varvara, watching Beck in the mirror. “I do not have your cute body, which can fit into anything, like a little girl.”

      “Now your husband’s in jail, I hope those things are paid off,” she muttered. “It’d be a shame if you’re broke and default on the loan and have to give them back to the surgeon.”

      “I do not understand.”

      “I bet.”

      Manny grinned to himself. He enjoyed spiteful Beck.

      Varvara touched Manny’s hand. “Your name is Sinatra? Here, you take.” From her purse she produced two tickets, entrance into the poker game, starting in thirty minutes.

      Eyes alert for the Russian hit squad, Manny followed the directions on the back of the tickets to the high stakes area—blackjack was already in top gear—to an unmarked hallway beyond. Varvara walked beside him, clutching his bicep, while Beck trailed. Both women wore heels and Beck scrutinized Varvara to pick up hints. Like balancing on a tightrope.

      They reached another doorway, barred by two MGM security personnel. Beyond, a poker table glowed under a chandelier.

      “Tickets please, sir.”

      Manny delivered them.

      The guard gave Manny a second look. “Anatoly Petrov?”

      “I am Varvara Petrov,” she said, still holding Manny’s arm. She raised her chin a degree. “Anatoly will not be at game, so I transfer ownership to Sinatra.”

      Vill not be.

      “Yes ma’am.” The guards stepped aside but halted Beck. “Tickets please, Miss.”

      “I’m with…” Beck made a soft sucking sound at her teeth, irritated. “I’m with Varvara Petrov.”

      “Her tickets are used, ma’am. You need your own.”

      Beck and Manny searched each other’s eyes. Unforeseen obstacle. Manny needed her in the room, helping watch for cheating or other shenanigans. How could they—-

      “She’s with me,” said Rocky Rickard. He came out of the room and shook the guards’ hands like they were old friends and he kissed Beck on the cheek. He fingered her dress’s long sleeves and said, “A sapphire Sophia Kah. Well done, Annie Doyle. You’re more vixen than you let on. You’re here for the poker game?”

      “I came to watch. Do you play?”

      “Yes but without skill or any hope of winning. I’m here as a bachelor—please join us as my date. Losing will be a treat with you in attendance,” he said.

      Manny, watching this, was again charmed on her behalf.

      “With pleasure.”

      Rocky took her hand and led her into the room, explaining the private poker salon had been decorated in imitation of Bobby’s Room at the Bellagio—vaguely oriental, low aureate lights, saffron walls, jardinieres in the corners, divans and ottomans for the spectators, doors hidden by filigreed screens the color of qing. Two lengthy televisions ruined the atmosphere, set into opposite walls—one television for sports, the other displayed tournament statistics.

      Rocky greeted Manny and shook his hand. “Mr. Sinatra, I had the pleasure of watching you play cards last night. You’re still green but you play with a controlled rage. Already you’re a better player than me, and that’s not false modesty.”

      “Señor Rickard, you’re in the tournament? The house always wins, right?”

      “Usually, but I’ll be playing as myself, not as the house. Trust me, my money is dead.”

      “What are your intentions with Annie Doyle?” He indicated Beck, who looked as though she debated homicide.

      Rocky laughed, that warm and genuine timbre. “It’s not her you should worry about, Mr. Sinatra. You should worry for me. I fear Ms. Doyle is more than she lets on, and I’m already in her clutches.”

      “And don’t you forget it,” said Beck.

      She and Rocky still held hands and Manny noted she squeezed his fingers.

      Rocky kissed Varvara on the cheek and said, “Privet, moya lyubov'. Tvoyego muzha zdes' ne budet?”

      Good to see you, my love. Your husband will not join us?

      Varvara replied, “Net, on zaderzhivayetsya. Sinatra igrayet za nego.”

      No, he is delayed. Sinatra plays for him.

      “Very good. Come, Señor Sinatra, let me introduce you around.”

      By all means, thought Manny. Benjamin Curtis hadn’t arrived yet, but if the invitation of Anatoly Petrov was any indication, the room was full of bastards waiting for handcuffs.

      Rocky presented Manny to a pair in the corner. “Gentlemen, my friend Mr. Sinatra, a last minute addition, taking the place of Gospodin Petrov. Sinatra this is Oliver Wright and his hired muscle. Mr. Wright is a pro from across the pond.”

      Manny shook hands with Oliver Wright and said, “You’re British?”

      “English, which is even better, sir, I believe.” Oliver Wright was too pale but he had a great chin and icy blue eyes a lesser man would’ve found intimidating. Manny shook the hand of Mr. Wright’s bodyguard, also too pale but with enough muscles to compensate. Mr. Wright said, “A late entry? No one died, I hope. I’d hate to miss the fun.”

      They moved on, Manny retaining the impression Mr. Wright was more trouble than he appeared. Dangerous men could be spotted, if one had practice.

      Rocky Rickard introduced him to an oil magnate from Texas, nicknamed Sparks, and to Manny’s surprise the older woman from last night’s poker table. She was playing today for a million.

      With a sly wink she told Rocky, “I know Sinatra, Mr. Rickard. In fact he was in my room just this morning, weren’t you, love?”

      “All too briefly.”

      “Wasn’t it, though. You young men have no staying power. And yet you were passionate enough to leave my bed a mess.”

      Everyone laughed—aren’t we hilarious, us degenerates swapping innuendoes!

      “You know these two, I’m sure,” said Rickard, bringing Manny to another set of men.

      “I don’t,” said Manny and he shook their hands. “Sinatra.”

      “You’re joking,” said Rocky, dubious. “Truly, you don’t know them?”

      “Celebrities, I assume? Don’t be offended. I know nothing of that world.”

      “This is Phil Ivey,” said Rocky, clapping the first man on the shoulder. He was black and handsome, maybe mid-forties, a striking resemblance to Tiger Woods. “Widely considered the best poker player in the world.”

      “Pleasure. I’m considered the worst, Mr. Ivey,” said Manny.

      “And this is Tom Dwan, an online poker prodigy who’s been stealing millions at the poker table at Macao.”

      Tom Dwan was younger, early thirties, pale and pasty enough to be British, but he greeted Manny with a mumbling American accent.

      Manny did a quick inventory of the room, trying to remember the nine players.

      Rocky Rickard—owner of the MGM.

      Oliver Wright—British. Better yet, English.

      Sparks—Texan oil magnate.

      Ms. Waters—foxy older woman, liked holding hands.

      Phil Ivey—best poker player in the world.

      Tom Dwan—online poker prodigy.

      Sinatra—himself.

      That left Benjamin Curtis—not arrived yet.

      And…

      “Finally, this is Maksym Bagan, from the Ukraine. Last year’s winner,” said Rickard.

      Ah, a true underworld mob boss. Manny’d heard of Bagan, a weapons dealer. Major league.

      Petrov and Bagan. What was Benjamin Curtis into?

      Bagan refused to shake Sinatra’s hand. “This is not Petrov. Blin! Yakoho bisa? Where is Anatoly?”

      “My husband is delayed. He will not be joining us,” replied Varvara.

      “Delayed? This is bullshit, Rickard. Durnya! Where is Petrov?” demanded Bagan, an ugly pit bull of a man. Spittle flew as he shouted. His accent was heavy enough that Manny had trouble deciphering.

      “Arrested,” said Varvara. “American agents woke us and took him away.”

      “Arrested?” Bagan’s face paled. “Oho! For what?”

      “Do not be fool, Maksym Bagan. For everything.”

      “American bastards. We should incinerate Washington once and for all.”

      Manny’s eyebrows rose. “Incinerate? The Ukraine incinerate Washington? Better you try to blow up the moon, amigo.”

      Bagan made a spitting motion at Manny’s feet. “I object to this Hispanic garbage, Rickard. He cannot play! Against the rules.”

      “I have two tickets,” replied Varvara, a frost in her voice. “And I give one to Sinatra.”

      “Pan Bagan, Sinatra only learned the game recently. He’s no ringer,” said Rickard. “He will lose quickly against professionals such as yourself, and then leave. Be at peace.”

      “Peace? Bullshit! Durnya!”

      Bagan stormed to the event manager, a tall and severe man helping dealers organize the table. Bagan protested while his bodyguard glared malevolently at Manny.

      What a mess.

      Manny loved it.

      Into the fray entered Benjamin Curtis, Mr. All American, walking with Kristen Terry, his security detail, the cop from Annapolis.

      Benjamin Curtis laughed and smacked Manny on the back, congratulating him on entrance into the game.

      Laugh while you can, amigo. I’m here for you.

      Against Bagan’s furious objections, Manny was awarded Petrov’s chair. “Bullshit,” he said again. “The Hispanic wins, I will never play this game again. You do not want an enemy of me, you sonsofbitches.”

      The event manager called for the nine players to take their seat. Each of the nine players had a guest, most of them bodyguards, and the guests helped themselves to aperitifs and hors d’oeuvres and took chairs with a view of the televisions and table.

      Other than the nine players and their nine guests, there was a rotating dealer, the event manager, a cocktail waitress, and two security personnel.

      A healthy stack of bright chips was slid to Manny.

      A thrill ran through him. Combat. Civilized and ruthless. He’d never been happier.

      The game began.

      Cards whisked across the felt like hissing snakes. The event manager solemnized the occasion by activating their clock. Manny hung back, folding again and again, letting the veteran players test one another. Dancing and jabbing early. He examined the tournament statistics on the television, counting down from thirty minutes.

      He had a million dollars in front of him. (Dios mio!) The blinds were $1,000-$2,000. It appeared after thirty minutes they’d escalate to $1,500-$3,000.

      By luck of the draw, Benjamin Curtis had been seated next to him. Manny leaned over, “The levels keep getting higher, forcing the game to end tonight. Sí?”

      “That’s right. Damn, Sinatra, have you really never played in a tournament?”

      “Only cash games until now.”

      “The blinds get high enough to force out the smaller stacks. We’ll have our three before midnight,” said the governor.

      “Have our three? What do you mean?”

      “Three winners for tomorrow’s game.”

      “Tomorrow’s game?”

      Across the table, the Ukrainian arms dealer had been listening, and he blurted, “The Hispanic piece of shit! The piece of layno doesn’t know the tournament! He should not be here.”

      “I played with him last night,” said Benjamin Curtis. “He won’t be for long. No offense, Sinatra. I think you and I are both punching out of our weight class.”

      “None taken. You say three players continue tomorrow? The format confuses me.”

      “This poker tournament is bigger than us nine players, Sinatra. There are twenty-seven players total. Three tables. Each table will produce three winners, and the tournament continues tomorrow with the nine finalists.”

      “Where are the other two tables?”

      Rocky Rickard answered the question. “One table here. A second at the Taj in Atlantic City. The other is underground in New York. Tomorrow’s game is held in Baltimore. But none of us amateurs will make it. It’ll be the two pros and the Ukrainian, I bet.”

      Oliver Wright cleared his throat and said, “Very possible, sir. And yet, perhaps the English will have a say before the day is done.”

      “So the total prize is twenty-seven million,” said Manny.

      Benjamin smacked him on the back again. “You got it. Now you see why I wanted to play.”

      He did.

      And if Curtis smacked him on the back again, he might forgo the investigation and arrest him on the spot.

      Beck sat by herself. She whispered, “Recognize anyone?”

      Manny heard the faint syllables through his ear piece and he nodded toward the Ukrainian.

      An hour into the game, he stood to stretch. He intended to speak with Beck privately but Ms. Waters intercepted him. The foxy and elderly woman took his hand and led him to the corner.

      Quietly she said, “Let them think we’re conspiring together. What delicious fun. But really, young man, we need to talk about serious matters a moment.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “Varvara Petrov, the Russian girl.”

      “Yes?”

      “She says her husband was arrested this morning by an American agent. And this morning, in my bedroom, what did I see? You arresting Anatoly Petrov.”

      Manny made a ‘hmm’ sound. In his ear, he heard Beck grunt in surprise. Ms. Waters had a clear view under his alias.

      “Let’s be honest, love,” said the older woman, so soft. “Are you an American agent?”

      “If I am, you’re in trouble.” He said it with a smile and a wink. He’d been caught, and he knew charm often worked better than a lie.

      She squeezed his hand. “Maybe. If you are, you’re in trouble too, gorgeous.”

      In his ear, “Wow. The woman has something to hide. Strike a deal with her.”

      “I’m not an agent, mi amore,” Manny said, and he kissed Ms. Waters’s hand. “And even if I was, I wouldn’t be interested in you. Sí? Let’s only play poker.”

      “You’re not here for me? Keep my secrets and I’ll keep yours?”

      “Of course.”

      “Very well. Good luck, my dear.” She patted his hand and returned to the table.

      A whisper in his ear. “I bet she’s the madam of a prostitution brothel. Nice evasion, Sinatra.”

      At the table of delicacies, he helped himself to slices of Kobe beef and a spread of caviar. Turning for the table, another woman intercepted him—Varvara Petrov.

      She used her thumb to wipe the corner of his mouth and she leaned close to whisper. How was her dress staying on? “The Ukrainian—Bagan. Make him mad enough and he will play poor. My husband, that was his plan. Da?”

      “Make him angry.”

      “Should not be hard. For you.”

      “Thank you.” Varvara stood close enough that Manny’s lips brushed her hair as he spoke. “I’ll take advantage.”

      “I hope you do. Play well, Sinatra.”

      He returned to the table, head spinning from keeping track of secrets.

      An hour into the tournament, the oil magnate lost. He played aggressively against Phil Ivey and fell into a trap. Ivey’s stack doubled and Sparks nodded to the table and left without a word. Minus a million dollars.

      Then there were eight.

      Two hours into the tournament, Manny was down. He was outclassed and he knew it. When his hand was good, the more skilled players bet him out. When his hand was great, they surrendered none of their stack. Bagan in particular reveled in pushing him around. He began with a million and dwindled to nine hundred thousand.

      He wasn’t there to win a poker tournament, however. He was there to investigate Benjamin Curtis, and the man remained an enigma. The governor vacillated between loquaciousness and silence, between commentary and concentration. His money swelled to a million and a half, dodging bad beats and swooping in for surprise victories. He glared at the table, betting confidently and getting his way, and then followed with a period of rest and passivity.

      Manny slid on his glasses with the special lens but he spied no marked cards. He took several photographs with the mini camera in the frame; he would sneak the data chip to Beck at the first opportunity.

      They finished hour three and the manager announced their final hand before a break.

      Ms. Waters, looking weary, bet half her stack.

      Maksym Bagan lazily counted out money and called her bet. He leered at her and said, “If I beat you? I get freebie.”

      “You beat me, dear, and I’ll have my girls poison you slowly.”

      The Ukrainian cackled.

      The next card came. Ms. Waters bet it all; Maksym Bagan pushed his money in the middle and turned over a full house—Ms. Waters was ruined. Her tournament was over.

      She stood slowly and pointed a finger at Maksym. “Don’t show your face at my door for at least a month.”

      The Ukrainian, drunk on victory, whistled and said, “I will pay triple the usual prices! I will pay your girls with your own money!”

      The table stood for a break, and the players complimented Ms. Waters on her play, salt in a fresh wound. She kissed Manny’s cheek on the way out. “Cut their throats, Sinatra,” she said.

      And then there were seven.
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      Manny turned for the restroom; Varvara caught his hand.

      “You must win,” she said, with as much of a purr as a Russian could manage. “Card game.”

      “I plan on it.”

      “I want to be wealthy. If you win, I will. Sex would help? Help relax and concentrate? We have time.”

      Manny cocked an eyebrow. Debated half an instant. Obviously the answer was no, but it’d be easier to verbalize if she was wearing a rain jacket.

      “Ask me again, señorita, after I win.”

      He bolted before she could protest. He was on the losing side of that argument—her offer overwhelmingly persuasive.

      The crowded men’s room was hushed, each player inside his own thoughts. He emerged and strolled to Beck.“You’re playing well, Sinatra,” she said.

      He slid the tiny microchip into her palm, the chip with photos taken from his eyeglasses. “Obviously. But they’re better than me.”

      She pocketed it and would upload the photos with her cellphone soon. “Spot anything unusual? With the governor?”

      “Yes.” He glanced around. They had little privacy. “Bursts of confidence and superior play. But I don’t know why. Or how.”

      “Neither do I. Maybe we should bust him and get out of here?”

      “I’ll forget you said that. We have a target-rich environment, Beck. Only lazy cowards would flee.”

      “I didn’t say flee…”

      Oliver Wright returned to the poker room and paused, fixing his cuffs. He nodded to them.

      “What business are you in, Señor Wright?” Sinatra indicated the bodyguard. “Amigos like your big bodyguard don’t come cheap.”

      “I kill people. Professionally,” said Mr. Wright. “Now and then, a second set of hands is helpful.”

      Manny ignored the hairs on his arm raising. “You must not be good at it.”

      “In fact it’s my precautions, sir, that put me at the top, I believe.”

      “Here on business?”

      “I am. Playing cards to pass the time before my…appointment.” He smiled beguilingly at Beck. “Of course I’m only jesting, madam.”

      “Hilarious,” she responded.

      Wright asked, “Did you venture outside to smoke?”

      “Smoke?”

      “Cigarettes, I mean.”

      Sinatra mystified. “You still jest. Look at these teeth, amigo. I don’t even allow them wine, much less a cigarette.”

      “Forgive me. You Americans and your tobacco. I assumed. But I see now, you are in possession of perfect smiles, beautiful creatures, the both of you.”

      “And your teeth? Don’t the English neglect dental hygiene?”

      “Not all of us, my friend.”

      “Forgive me. I assumed.”

      “Touché, Mr. Sinatra. I won’t underestimate you again.”

      “Perhaps you should be nice to the Englishman,” said Beck. “After all, he’s a professional assassin.”

      “Fret not. I’m not here for you. And if I kill Mr. Sinatra, it won’t be for harmless jokes. Good luck, sir.” Mr. Wright strolled back to his seat.
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      Play resumed.

      Manny eyed the clock, calculating his stack. He was in second to last and he would need chips soon, else the blinds would raise high enough to absorb him.

      Phil Ivey remained comfortably in first. He sat next to Tom Dwan, and the two poker professionals maintained a constant mumble back and forth. Manny read their lips enough to know their discussion centered around friends and online poker site investments.

      An hour later, late in the afternoon, Rocky Rickard made a fatal error, bluffing at Oliver Wright. Mr. Wright put Rocky all in and scooped the chips.

      Rocky’s tournament was over. Clearly the table favorite, the players stood to shake his hand.

      He stopped by Manny last and said, “I’ll remain to watch. My date is hoping Mr. Sinatra doesn’t go broke and mortgage the company.”

      Polite laughter.

      In Manny’s ear, Beck whispered. “I sent the images to Weaver. She says poker cards are clean. No tinting or juice marking. If Curtis is cheating, he’s doing it some other way. And you’re running out of time.”

      Now that Rocky was out, Manny held the smallest stack. He was chum, bobbing helplessly in a pool with sharks. They knew it, he knew it.

      And then the winds of fortune shifted his way. He caught a flush on the turn, rising from five hundred thousand to six. Two hands later, he flopped a set and stole two hundred from Maksym Bagan. He remained in last, but now battled from a much more respectable position.

      Benjamin Curtis chattered on about luck and poker probabilities, and Manny was about to rise for a drink just to get free from the prattle when the governor’s mood changed—he swung his knees forward and tilted his head down and focused on the table.

      A new dealer arrived and spun them cards and Benjamin’s eyes danced about like a predator’s.

      What? What had changed? What did Manny miss?

      The bastard was cheating. But how?

      Manny propped his elbow on the table’s cushioned rim and leaned his cheek into his hand. A position of laziness but it allowed a natural view of Benjamin Curtis and his antics.

      In his periphery he scrutinized everything the governor did. Some hands Curtis glanced at and immediately tossed aside. Others he held onto longer as if waiting for some cue. The cheating was directly in front of him, yet Manny couldn’t spot it.

      Maddening.

      Slowly, over the course of ten minutes, a fact coalesced in Manny’s mind, taking shape from a hundred unknown sources. The final hint was when Manny noted Benjamin Curtis never looked at the dealer. Or spoke to her. He kept his gaze fixated on the table…

      Manny shifted to stare at the point on the green felt the governor was fixated on. A blank spot not far from the automatic shuffler and the dealer’s hands.

      Then Manny knew.

      A revelation surfacing from the deep—he knew.

      The dealer was tipping the governor. Giving him hints about cards to come.

      That’s why Benjamin Curtis concentrated in thirty minute bursts, because the dealers rotated on half hour shifts. Not all of the dealers were in on the con.

      The dealer, a woman, gathered the cards and inserted them into the automated shuffler and received in return the fresh deck. She went around the table and sent two cards spinning to each of the six remaining players. Players looked at their cards and bet, and she directed the action, keeping the deck in her left hand.

      She clutched the deck actively, fingertips giving the cards minor massages. Subtle motions along the edges with her thumb and forefinger. What was she doing? It’d been going on for hours and Manny’d never noticed.

      In his ear, Beck and Rocky were whispering. Too much laughter out of Beck, in his opinion, making it hard for him to focus. He nonchalantly removed the earpiece and shoved it in his pocket, freeing his concentration.

      He wanted to shout at her, the pendejo is getting hints from the dealer! But he’d wait to tell her later.

      Somehow the dealer could discern which cards were coming, possibly by feeling the edges, and she relayed the information…

      There.

      She dealt fresh cards; she settled the deck in her palm; she carefully felt the edges like a blind woman reading braille; and lastly she patted the table. Such a natural motion no one would ever question it.

      Patting, that’s what Benjamin was focused on. Watching for the dealer to tap the table. The taps relayed information the governor could use. It could only help him so much, but any little advantage could swing the tides of a war.

      Fifteen minutes later, the dealer changed. A man sat down and Benjamin Curtis relaxed. By that time, Manny knew enough. Each hand, the woman had either made a fist, patted the table once, or patted the table twice. Intuition told Manny the signals meant: 1) nothing is coming, or 2) an Ace is coming, or 3) a King is coming.

      Nothing else made sense. Such a simple system could only convey small bits of info, and those were the two most important cards.

      So if Benjamin had an Ace, and the dealer tapped the table twice…he knew he’d have at least a pair. Or if he had an Ace and she made a fist, he could anticipate no help.

      Same thing with Kings.

      These were guesses; he couldn’t know for sure. Manny needed to test the theory when the next corrupt dealer arrived.

      The game was afoot, the tournament truly beginning.
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      An hour later, Benjamin Curtis’s posture changed. From indifference to attentive. A new dealer had arrived.

      Ten minutes into the dealer’s shift, Manny’s chance came.

      His two cards slid across the table.

      Ace  10.

      His eyes shifted to the dealer. A man this time, shaved head, goatee. His left hand shifted the cards, inquisitive fingers searching the edges. Then a single pat.

      Manny’s guess…an Ace was coming.

      He tossed in fifty thousand, the current price to play. Soon the blinds would be so high he’d become irrelevant.

      Across the table, the Ukrainian raised. Made it $150,000.

      If Manny was wrong about his guess, his stack would be crippled. He matched the Ukrainian’s bet.

      The dealer laid the flop. Ace  7  2.

      No sigh of relief. No smile. Manny stayed calm. But he had a pair of Aces.

      He had $600,000 left.

      Maksym Bagan had over two million.

      Manny drummed his fingers and tossed in $100,000. Immediately he regretted it. A stupid bet. It wasn’t enough. Bagan raised him another $150,000.

      “Little boy playing cards,” said the arms dealer. He saw Manny’s hesitation, the fear. “Let me guess. You have…pocket Jacks? Maybe Queens? But then the Ace arrives and now…you are lost! Quit playing games with big boys.”

      Manny was out of time and money. Either he was right or wrong and it was too late for other options. He pushed all his money into the middle. He’d double his money or be broke. The tension at the table thickened.

      Bagan’s eyebrows pumped and he muttered in his native tongue.

      Benjamin Curtis leaned back in his chair and chuckled, and Mr. Wright made a whistling sound. “It appears the little boy has had enough of your mouth, Ukraine.”

      “Quiet, English. I am thinking,” said Bagan.

      Manny knew he’d won. The Ukrainian had been trying to push him around, but Manny had Aces and he’d been smart enough to bet big.

      A moment later, Bagan folded. The dealer shoveled a small mountain of chips to Manny—he had over a million.

      Pulse racing, he stacked his winnings with trembling fingers.

      Benjamin’s system wasn’t perfect, but clearly it could be used for an advantage. But only irregularly, and Manny was learning quickly enough to spot that the governor was bad. Without help, Curtis chased when he shouldn’t and lost more money than necessary. As the clock pounded against them, Curtis began sweating and cursing under his breath. If luck didn’t deliver him an Ace or King, then the dealer was no help.

      Hour six neared. Six players remained.

      Phil Ivey had two and a half million.

      Oliver Wright had two.

      Maksym Bagan one and a half million.

      Tom Dwan one million.

      Manny one million.

      Benjamin Curtis one million.

      The blinds were high enough that Manny, Curtis, and Tom would be incinerated within the next hour.

      The event manager called for dinner break.

      Manny grabbed the governor by the arm and hauled him from the room. Varvara and Curtis’s security detail followed but Manny brought him outside into the fading twilight, surreptitiously slipping his earpiece back in. The first stars twinkled in the east and smokers released fumes at the balcony. The air felt cool and wet.

      “Talk to me, amigo. You’re a mess. What’s wrong?”

      Curtis put his head down. “I can’t be seen out here, Sinatra.” Manny thought he might be crying.

      “Why not?”

      The governor glanced around and led him deeper into the shadows. Out of view, he gripped Manny’s arm with fingers that quaked. “I’m a damn mess, Sinatra.”

      “I see. Why?”

      “I need to win this tournament.”

      “Of course.”

      “No. I need it.”

      Manny nodded, watching Varvara and Kristen Terry mingle near the door. All of the smokers gaped at the Russian woman, and the men puffed their chests out of some ancient hunting and gathering instinct. Varvara decided the smoking balcony wasn’t worthy of her and she went inside with a scoff.

      But a scoff that could launch a thousand ships.

      “You’re in financial trouble, cabrón?”

      “You don’t know who I am, Sinatra. So I’ll tell you. I’m the governor of Maryland.”

      Manny faked mild shock. “A joke?”

      “No. I’m truly the governor. But…I’m also an asshole. I’m a prick who’s in a lot of debt, and this is basically my last chance, pal.”

      Manny nodded. “Before public humiliation.”

      “No. Before they kill me.”

      “Kill you?” He didn’t need to fake the shock this time. “Who?”

      Beck was listening. He heard her sharp inhalation in his ear.

      “Bigger assholes. I shouldn’t be telling you this. It’s almost funny, you might be my best friend. All the others…they took off.”

      “Who are they?”

      Curtis said, “The worst of the worst. That’s why I’m stressed. My life’s on the line. Not that it’s worth a damn. I need to make the top three, pal.”

      “How much do you owe?”

      Curtis bent over at the waist, hands on his knees. Like talking about it hurt. “A lot. Millions. I borrowed money from the wrong people, made stupid investments, and lost money at the wrong games. I love poker. But maybe I’m no good at it. I swear, Sinatra, I swear this would be my last game. If I win. Or if I lose.”

      “You’re an American governor. The country won’t let loan sharks kill you, Curtis.”

      “My title doesn’t matter.”

      “America matters.”

      “Not to them.”

      Manny sniffed. “Then they haven’t met the right American.”

      “These aren’t simple loan sharks. These are the most powerful men in the world.”

      A muscle flexed in Manny’s jaw. “You in hock to the Kings?”

      “Yeah, District Kings. You’ve heard of them in Argentina or wherever the hell you said you’re from?”

      “I heard of them.”

      “My time was up a couple weeks ago. They said if they kill me, it sends a big time message to everyone. Kill me and humiliate by brother, the Vice President. Then everyone around the world would know, don’t mess with the Kings. I asked for time, told them if I win this tournament, or even get second, I’d have enough to pay the debts.” He raised up and fixed his jacket. Forced a smile. “They’re watching my car. Watching the exits. Waiting.”

      “Does your security know?”

      “Kristen? No. Well, some of it. She’s too good of a person to get caught up in this. I won’t tell her everything. Are you a praying man, Sinatra? Cause I could use some. Otherwise, later tonight, barring a miracle, I’ll be executed.”
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      Strange how quickly it changed for Manny.

      A moment ago, Benjamin Curtis had been Manny’s target; he had intended to arrest him that evening. Now? The governor was his responsibility. Keep the man safe.

      He didn’t care how corrupt Curtis was; thugs didn’t get to kill governors. This was America. His America.

      Beck in his ear, “I’m relaying the information to Weaver. Will report back soon. This is huge.”

      The two men walked to the poker room, whispering.

      “You win tonight. That buys you time. Right? And if you lose, you hide in my room. 707. Understand?”

      “You’re a pal, Sinatra. But they’ll kill you too.”

      “No they won’t.”

      “I’m a governor. I know how the system should work. And I’m telling you, there’s no hiding from these men.” Curtis’s voice came close to steady, but not quite. “Trust me. It’s bad.”

      “Trust me—you’ll get through this. Win the tournament. If you don’t? We’ll figure it out.”

      “Sinatra, you’re just a businessman from overseas. You can’t—”

      “Shut the hell up. I’m angry with you, señor.”

      In his ear, “I bet this casino and hotel is crawling with hired men for the Kings. The governor is a big time asset for them. Killing or extorting the brother of the Vice President is monumentally enterprising.”

      Manny set his jaw. Not if he killed them all.

      The six combatants returned to the battlefield and the poker game began again. Three more hours would decide the matter.

      Beck sat in the corner, erect and watchful, the game taking on an entirely different texture.

      Varvara reclined nearby, bored.

      The first man fell within minutes. Bagan was drunk and Oliver Wright needled him, pestering and insulting, doing so with manners and class, and Manny’s heart warmed to the Englishman. But Bagan fought back, playing foolishly, betting when he shouldn’t and suddenly he didn’t have enough chips to call the big blind. His cards came, the players called, he lost weakly, and his tournament ended.

      Bagan stood, eyes bleary. “Bastards. American scum. You cannot play the cards well. Without bad luck, I would win them all. Bastards.”

      “Excuse me?” said Mr. Wright. “I am English scum, thank you, sir.”

      The Ukrainian stormed out, unsteady on his feet.

      Five remained.

      Phil Ivey and Oliver Wright knew they’d won. They were so far in front, they could cruise to the top three without risk. Their tickets were punched to tomorrow’s final table.

      That left Manny, Benjamin Curtis, and Tom Dwan fighting for the third and final spot.

      Manny’s priorities had shifted—he needed to help the governor win. If the Kings were already here, waiting, the simplest solution was to buy him a twenty-four hour reprieve. Once his safety was guaranteed another day, Manny could coordinate with Weaver and her resources to find a solution.

      In his ear, “This is madness. Could the Kings really kill Benjamin Curtis? Why would they want to make themselves a target?”

      Manny knew why. Killing politicians happened all the time in other countries. The Kings were making a run at the big time. Maybe they even had dirt on the Vice President.

      Rocky Rickard returned to the poker room, walking around the table and congratulating the players making it this far. He squeezed Curtis’s shoulder and moved to sit with Beck, halting her nervous whispers.

      This deep in the tournament, the shorter stacks walked on tightropes. The blinds were big enough that the players didn’t want to expose their money unnecessarily. Only Tom Dwan was brave enough to make stabs, his calloused experience obvious.

      Benjamin Curtis was actively sweating.

      And Manny felt a drop roll down his ribs. He marveled at the governor’s composure for so many hours.

      The next dealer arrived. The governor hid a smile and righted his posture, ready to gamble. The woman from before, the unethical dealer. Vaguely Manny wondered how Benjamin Curtis had arranged the con beforehand; the dealers were taking terrible risks—they would go to jail if caught.

      Could Manny use the hidden signals to take out Tom Dwan? With Dwan out of the way, Manny could lose intentionally, gifting Benjamin Curtis the victory.

      First hand, the dealer made a fist—no help coming. A good thing because Manny didn’t hold Aces or Kings. He rivered a flush and took a modest sum off Dwan and Ivey.

      Eyeballing stacks, he calculated he was in third place, now barely ahead of Dwan and Curtis.

      New cards arrived.

      Manny peaked…

      9  9.

      A pair, a good starting hand. He called a hundred thousand. So did Dwan, so did the governor. Three players.

      The dealer belatedly patted the table once—an Ace was coming. Did the governor have one?

      The flop came. 9  Ace  9.

      Despite his outward calm, Manny was floored. He had quads. Four 9s. During Beck’s tutelage, she told him he would probably never have four of a kind. He’d played for hours and never seen it. It meant certain victory for him. Somehow this made him even more nervous. As he wondered how to get Dwan’s money, the professional raised. Dwan bet $200,000.

      Manny’s head spun. There was $500,000 in the middle and it was his turn to act. He wasn’t worried about losing——the poker gods had delivered him quads. How could he get the rest of Tom Dwan’s chips? That was the question.

      Relax, Manny. Calm down, amigo. Mantén la calma.

      By betting first, Dwan was signaling to the table that he was strong. Did Dwan have an Ace? Or was he bluffing? It was too late in the tournament to bluff.

      Manny couldn’t fold. His options were, he could simply match Dwan’s bet or he could raise. If Dwan was strong, he’d call Manny’s raise. If he was bluffing, Manny probably wouldn’t get much more out of him anyway.

      He glanced at his opponent. The man was casually shuffling his chips, looking bored. Playing it cool. Intuition told Manny that Tom had an Ace. If Manny bet big, Tom Dwan would call and lose and then Manny could help the governor win. Perfect. Easy, he could do that.

      Mind made up, Manny pushed all his chips in the middle. “I’m all-in,” he announced. He was coming for Tom Dwan.

      Then, disaster. With a grin, the governor said, “Me too. I’m all-in.”
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      Manny’s mind thundered.

      Idiot governor! Fool of a man. Manny ought to shoot Curtis himself, save the Kings the trouble. Manny meant to trap Tom Dwan but it was the governor who fell victim.

      Tom Dwan mumbled, “I got an Ace, but one of you has the nine. I fold.” And he tossed in his cards.

      Curtis, delirious with relief, said, “Sorry about this, Sinatra! I got lucky.” He revealed his hand—Ace  Ace.

      The governor had TWO Aces, giving him a full house. An enormously good hand. But still not strong enough.

      Manny looked at his pocket 9s. Was it too late for him to fold? To grant the victory to Curtis?

      Manny wasn’t being careful with his cards and Benjamin Curtis saw them. The blood drained from his face. He whispered, “Holy shit, Sinatra. You have quads.”

      Tom Dwan chuckled. “Four nines? Damn.”

      Reluctantly Manny turned them over. The dealer finished the hand and pushed the mountain of money to Manny. The table in front of the governor was empty of chips. He’d lost.

      Manny ground his teeth. That had not gone according to plan. He was too angry to stack his chips.

      Face white, Benjamin stood. He remained at the table, wobbling, while the other players commiserated with his bad luck. For him, time was lurching in painful bursts, tearing loose from reality.

      Tom Dwan’s chip count was disastrously low. The next hand, he moved all-in and Oliver Wright finished him off. The tournament was concluded.

      The event manager declared Manny, Oliver Wright, and Phil Ivey the victors. They’d play again tomorrow.

      Rocky Rickard stood to congratulate them. Oliver and Phil made jokes.

      Manny was moving. He pulled Benjamin Curtis by the jacket collar through the rear door, down the hallway the waitress and dealers had been using, eschewing the main entrance, into the unseen utilitarian part of the hotel.

      “Sinatra, I—”

      “Keep your mouth shut, Governor.”

      “It’s no use.” A low moan. “I’m dead.”

      “Not yet.”

      “What about Kristen?”

      “If your bodyguard didn’t notice me kidnap you, amigo, she’s not worth her badge.”

      “Why do you have a gun?” asked Curtis.

      They moved down stark white passages, past off-duty dealers watching television in the cafeteria, past kitchens and storage closets, past churning laundry machines and gurgling water tanks. Manny navigated to the guest stairwell and shoved Benjamin Curtis ahead of him. Curtis stumbled forward like a zombie.

      “We’re going up the stairs,” said Manny, for the benefit of Beck. “To my room.”

      He heard her grunt of acknowledgement. She was still with Rocky.

      “Doesn’t matter,” groaned Curtis.

      Manny pushed and prodded the man to the seventh floor. Curtis arrived gasping and sweaty. Manny checked the hallway. Empty. Grabbed Curtis by the lapel and hauled him to 707. Opened the door with his keycard, pulled him inside, and closed it.

      “What now?” The governor flopped onto the bed like a corpse.

      “Now I’m in charge. And you remember you’re an American.”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “Everything. Means I’m on your side.”
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      Midnight.

      Manny and Beck stood on one side of guest room 707, arms crossed. Benjamin Curtis and Kristen Terry sat on the bed like guilty teenagers. Varvara preened in the bathroom in a towel. Her shower had lasted forty-five minutes. Her routine in front of the mirror had already eclipsed that number.

      The air conditioner hummed quietly and the television was tuned to a full screen aquarium.

      “Easiest thing to do would be send up the HRT guys.” Weaver’s voice emanated from the speakerphone set on the nightstand. “We have a squad at Quantico, thirty minutes away. They knock on your door and escort Governor Benjamin Curtis out. I don’t give a damn how many gunman the Kings have in the hotel, they wouldn’t risk that.”

      “No,” said Curtis, somewhere between firm conviction and a moan. “The Kings have assassins everywhere. Including the FBI. Government custody is not an option. Besides, the hotel is full of camera phones. I don’t care about me anymore, but my brother would be ruined if I’m escorted out and it becomes a public scandal.”

      “It will be anyway.”

      He shook his head. “Not necessarily.”

      “What do you propose, Governor?” asked Beck.

      Deep breath. “I leave the room and face the music. Get this charade over with.”

      “Ay dios mio, you’re a fool. That’s not noble, that’s cowardly. We don’t let terrorists win, Curtis.”

      “So this whole time, Sinatra, at both poker tables, you were spying on me? You’re good, pal, I had no idea.”

      “We knew you were cheating. Didn’t know how. I figured it out and planned on arresting you tonight. Didn’t realize the mess you were in,” said Manny.

      “Cheating?”

      “Don’t play more dumb than you are, estûpido. It was easy to pick up.”

      “You never told me how he does it,” said Beck.

      “Simple. The dealer uses her fingers to feel the edges of the upcoming cards. She nicks the Aces and Kings beforehand, and then pats the table to let Curtis know what’s coming.”

      Weaver’s voice. “I’m impressed, Sinatra. How’d he convince the dealers to work with him?”

      “Don’t know. Figure it out later.”

      Benjamin Curtis lowered his head to stare at his hands. His ears and neck were red.

      Manny continued, “Right now we figure out how to save this idiot’s life. We’re rats in a cage. We need to get him out of the hotel without being spotted, then we convince the mob to back down. Any ideas, Kristen Terry?”

      His bodyguard shook her head. Rightfully wondering if her career was over, Manny assumed. “Not if he’s refusing governmental protection. He’s right about one thing; up here in Maryland, we’re painfully aware of the Kings’ influence, even in our own ranks. Hiding him wouldn’t last long.”

      “Curtis, how much do you owe?”

      “A lot.”

      “Be specific, jackass,” said Manny.

      “Seven million.”

      Manny glanced at Beck. “I don’t usually say jackass. I do it okay? Felt good.”

      “Yeah, Sinatra, you did great. How’d you lose seven million, Governor?”

      “You’d be surprised how quickly it goes. But most of it went into bad investments and poker games. I was guaranteed good returns, and then—”

      “Seven million is nothing for men like you. Ask your brother, ask your bank, sell your house,” said Beck.

      “Seven million is not nothing. Seven million is seven million dollars. Plus I owe others too. I’ve already borrowed from my brother, though he doesn’t know why. I sold my second home. And I would rather die than be a got’damn beggar. And—”

      Manny had heard enough and he hated pointless meetings. “Shut up. Just shut it. Here’s what we’re doing. We’re going up, not down. To the roof. Weaver, I need a helicopter and then a car nearby. Made in America. Curtis and I are hitting the road. We leave tonight and we drive west until—”

      The phone rang.

      Everyone jumped.

      “See. I told you. They’re everywhere,” said Curtis. Miserably.

      Varvara spoke for the first time. She was straightening her hair. The whole thing struck her as amusing. “How could they know what room?”

      Vat room?

      “House cameras. Everywhere,” said Beck. “The Kings probably have informants working for the MGM."

      Manny picked up the phone. “Go ahead.”

      “Good evening, Mr. Martinez.” An unfamiliar voice.

      Manny’s eyebrows raised. Mr. Martinez—not Sinatra. He’d been researched. Things got more interesting.

      “You and Noelle Beck have something that doesn’t belong to you,” said the voice.

      “Maybe, but I’m keeping it.”

      “A man is coming to speak with you. Alone. Unarmed. It would behoove all parties for you to meet with him in the hallway, Mr. Martinez. Alone. Unarmed.”

      The line went dead.

      Beck asked, “What?”

      “A negotiator. I’ll meet with him in the hallway.”

      “No way. They’ll kill you.”

      “It’d take all of them. But they won’t try. They have as much to lose, or more, if this thing goes south. They don’t want a war with the entirety of the American government; they want to take care of a loose end and send a message.”

      Beck said, “We don’t negotiate with terrorists.”

      “But even more importantly, we don’t let them win. I want to hear what the guy’s got to say.”

      “Careful,” said Weaver through his speakerphone.

      He took Beck’s phone and activated the Voice Memo app and slid it into his pocket. Withdrew the gun at the small of his back and laid it on the bed. He and Beck inserted their earpieces.

      “They kill me? Call in the cavalry.” He moved to the door and glared out the peephole.

      A minute later, the elevator dinged. A man walked out and stopped at their door. He wore pants and a button-down oxford, no jacket. Handsome guy. Hands raised, he turned in a circle so Manny could see he was unarmed. In his right hand, a small audio jammer. By using the device, their conversation couldn’t be recorded or picked up by microphones. Manny slid out his earpiece and said, “Didn’t see that coming.”

      “Who’s out there?”

      “It’s your boyfriend, Beck. Rocky Rickard.”
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      Manny stepped into the carpeted quiet of the hallway and he closed the door. Barely audible, Beck’s footsteps as she hurried to listen and watch through the peephole.

      Rocky pressed a button on the device in his hand and the tiny speaker emitted a strange warble, so high pitched it bordered the upper limit of Manny’s auditory range. Not painful or annoying, just unusual, and it obliterated listening devices.

      “To begin with,” said Rocky. His smile was hard, doing tricky business with an old friend.“I would like Noelle Beck to be kept safe. I offer her guaranteed passage off the premise, Mr. Martinez.”

      “Sinatra.”

      “Who cares.”

      “Why Beck?”

      “She enchanted me. A woman of scruples and class in an immodest world.”

      “She stays,” said Manny.

      “She can decide for herself.”

      “She’s no coward. You a King, Rocky?”

      “Who are the Kings, Mr. Sinatra? Last week, a cargo ship of lumber arrived in Baltimore. The resources it contained were purchased illegally out of El Salvador and pre-sold here in America. Is the captain of the cargo ship a King? What about his crew? Or the dock workers? Or the purchasers of the lumber? Or the men and women who will live in the houses made from the lumber? It helps the simple-minded to think of the District Kings as a set group of card-carrying members. But we both know, the whole thing runs on relationships and unspoken rules. It’s never simple. The same way you’re not a simple law-abiding U.S. Marshal, Mr. Martinez. People aren’t only one thing.”

      “So you’re a King.”

      “Call me what you need to."

      “You’re not getting the governor.”

      “Me? What would I do with him? My businesses are legal. I’m here on behalf of others. Mr. Sinatra, trust me—the poor bastard’s position is hopeless.”

      “Because he owes you seven million.”

      “Not me. But yes, he owes seven million. You think the powerful monsters in the world will simply rub that out of their ledger?”

      “Only monster here is me, Rickard.”

      “I heard. That’s one reason this courtesy is being extended. You are…respected in the minds of those who matter. Be proud of your reputation; none of the Kings’ stable of hitmen volunteered to break down your door. But I wonder, would you die for the corrupt politician?”

      “I would die for America. And sometimes, America is a person.”

      “Yet somehow I don’t think it’s patriotism that drives you. That’s a vaguely noble notion and nobility is lacking in monsters.” He squinted one eye at Manny like he was a math problem. “Zeal for king and country is only the symptom for some greater code you follow. Elevate the nation, elevate yourself, maybe?”

      “I choose patriotic zeal over greed any day, Rickard.”

      “Shame. You’d be good in my world. But don’t judge me too harshly—I’m not a violent man. Just ambitious. Like Julius Caesar.”

      “Ambitious, maybe, but I don’t know about intelligent. Your amigos should know you can’t get money out of a dead body. Curtis needs time.”

      “He’s had over a year. His net worth has only worsened. Do you know, Mr. Sinatra, that loan shark collectors do not break legs? A bizarre and macabre urban legend, the leg breaking. All borrowers expect this will happen to them if they default. But how can a man earn more money and make his payments if he’s in a cast? An absurd way to run a business. So what keeps them in line? The threat. The looming broken leg. The terror. The promise of pain. If the Kings are willing to kill the celebrated governor, then they’re willing to kill others, so the story will go. The collectors won’t have a single default for five years. Not my area of expertise, but interesting none the less.”

      Manny stayed close to Rocky. He’d noticed a small pistol hidden up the man’s sleeve. Probably a single shot—Rocky would be a fool to try. Manny said, “Cute story, amigo. I’ll duel you for him.”

      “Ha. I don’t handle violence. I’m just rich.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “I’m here to be reasonable on behalf of my colleagues who are not.”

      “What’s your offer?” said Manny.

      “You cannot hide Benjamin Curtis. I work with men who are insatiable and powerful and they’ll find the governor. Believe me. Considering the inevitability of his fate, I think it’s wise for you to stick him on an elevator and send him to the second floor. In fact, I’d be surprised if Benjamin Curtis has not suggested this. It’s in his best interest; in a room on the second floor is a lawyer ready to adjust his will. His considerable life insurance policy will be redirected to a trust of our choosing, thereby giving us no reason to harass or embarrass his brother. You and Ms. Beck go home.”

      “Pass.”

      “I’ve been authorized to give you and Ms. Beck two hundred thousand in cash once you’re in your car, leaving.”

      “Reluctant pass. Here’s my offer, Rickard. Forgive his debts and I’ll forget your face.”

      “Remember, Sinatra, the man owes me nothing. It is not for me to forgive. And even under intense federal scrutiny, the most they’ll get me for is tax evasion. I’ll pay the fine and then Ms. Beck and I will spend a year in Guam on vacation.”

      “What if he won the tournament?”

      “He’d be quasi-wealthy and he’d use most of that wealth to be free of his debtors. Because of you, that’s no longer an option.”

      “So, if Curtis had the seven million, you’d back off?” said Manny.

      “Again, not me. But yes.”

      “Fine. You’ll get your seven million, Rickard. Inform your insatiable men.”

      “Poorly phrased. Where will Curtis suddenly get the funds? Because if it’s embezzling from the national treasury, I’m all for it.”

      Manny jerked a thumb at himself. “I’ll win the tournament. And I’ll pay you off.”

      “Be serious, Mr. Sinatra. You’re not good enough yet. And tomorrow, there’ll be no compromised dealer to throw you hints. Oh yes, I noticed you caught on.”

      “You knew,” Manny realized. Of course Curtis wasn’t working alone. “You were helping him by supplying the dealers?”

      “Seemed easy enough. Child’s play to arrange the dealer schedule, inserting my own crew. But the son of a bitch is too stupid to make it work. He’s been winning at my casino for months, but then losing it online. Honestly, Sinatra, the man’s better off dead.”

      “What’s the tournament payout?”

      “First place gets fifteen million. Second receives seven. Third gets three, and fourth, one million,” said Rickard. “But you can’t expect—”

      “That leaves a million.”

      “Tournament overhead.”

      “I’ll place in the top two. Pay you off. And this thing is done. Understand?”

      “Your odds are low. I’ll propose your offer to my colleagues. But, unfortunately for you, things are never easy. It won’t be simple.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “The English are here for him too.”

      “No comprendo, señor.”

      “Your friend the governor has many enemies. Mr. Wright and his hired muscle are here to claim him.”

      Manny blinked. Stupidly, in his opinion. He hated not knowing things. “Why?”

      “Ask him.”

      Without turning, Manny banged his fist on the door to 707. He called, “Send Curtis out here. It’s safe.”

      A long moment passed—the murmur of discussion inside.

      While he waited, Manny asked, “Mr. Wright, the Englishman with blue eyes. He’s an assassin?”

      “He is.”

      “He any good?”

      “Very. Few charge higher fees.”

      The door behind him opened and Benjamin Curtis stepped out, doing his best to keep up his chin. He looked between the two men and declined to speak.

      “The English are here for you,” said Manny. “Why?”

      To his credit, Curtis maintained his erect posture. “They have been for years. Prickly, sensitive bastards.”

      “Tell me.”

      “What’s it matter? Let’s get this over with, Sinatra.”

      “A few years back, he was involved sexually with one of the Hanover girls,” replied Rickard. “British nobility. The governor took compromising photos of her without her knowledge, knocked her up, and left town.”

      “Not exactly how it went down,” said Curtis stiffly. “And hackers pulled the photos off my phone. Not my fault.”

      “The Hanovers have unofficial connections to the Clerckenwell crime family. Once besmirched, favors were arranged; the father wants blood.”

      Curtis grumbled, “I haven’t left the country for years because of those damn limeys.”

      “Mr. Oliver Wright isn’t cheap. He’s here to pluck the governor off the motherland and take him to the Hanover’s private estate where he’ll answer for his crimes. So you see, Mr. Sinatra, nothing is ever easy.”

      Manny gave Curtis a shove. “Any other countries trying to kill you I should know about?”

      “Clearly you cannot save him, Mr. Sinatra. Take my deal.”

      “Clearly I can’t? Maybe I heard you wrong.”

      “It’s you against the world,” said Rickard.

      “Odds are about even. I’ll win that tournament and deal with Mr. Wright.”

      “You’re willing to wade into my world to save this man? A man you hold in contempt? Why?”

      “Because I can. Because if I don’t, what am I?” asked Manny.

      “Alive.”

      “No, a coward. And a traitor.”

      “There’s a spectrum between martyr and traitor, Mr. Sinatra. You should adjust your position.”

      Then a pause, because an unknown noise tickled their ears. A sudden, muffled sound. All three men titled their head, listening.

      Manny placed it first and his blood ran cold. Something inside 707 was breaking…

      …the window.
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      An eruption shattered the quiet. Sounded like a small bomb detonating and the tower shivered up through Manny’s feet. Breaking glass. Gun shots and screaming.

      Manny fumbled for his keycard. “Beck!”

      Rocky flattened himself against the wall and from his sleeve he withdrew a hidden .22. A short double-shot.

      Benjamin Curtis dropped to the carpet, hands covering his head, and he shouted something worthless.

      Manny said, “If you have hitmen coming through the window, I’ll kill you Rickard.”

      “That’s not us.” Rocky tossed Manny the little gun. “Good luck, Mr. Sinatra.”

      Manny caught the gun. His keycard beeped. He dropped to his knees and shoved open the door into anarchy.

      The wide window was gone, replaced by a frame of jagged shards and wedges. A man stood there dressed in black, firing rounds at Beck and Varvara, taking cover behind the king mattress.

      Kristen Terry bled on the floor, curled in on herself.

      Manny’s head spun. How had the attacker reached the seventh floor?

      The light from Manny’s door caught the attention of the man near the window. The intruder altered the pistol’s sights, swinging for the doorway.

      Manny’s little gun cracked and the man staggered backwards. He could tell from the impact, the man wore a ballistic vest.

      “Sure it’s not the Kings?” he growled at Rocky Rickard.

      He shook his head. “They would’ve told me.”

      “The British,” muttered Manny. “The British are coming.”

      The man in black turned and leaped for the window. Caught a rope Manny hadn’t noticed and he was whisked upwards. Gone from sight into the Maryland air.

      “Not so fast, señor.” Manny, up and racing for the window. Shoes crunching on glass. Foot bracing on the sill and he jumped into the cool midnight. He couldn’t find the rope until it whisked by his face. He grabbed hold, jerked to a halt, and began hauling himself up, fist over fist. Above, a scrambling figure and stars beyond. He was dimly aware of the chaotic lights and hotel rocking below like an inverted disco ball.

      The rope was pulled by a winch on the rooftop, lofting them without strain. If this was the English coming for the governor, they intended to abduct him—the rope system would be designed for two bodies. Manny’s luxury loafers slipped on the glass windows they levitated past, finding no purchase.

      For the briefest of instants, dangling helplessly, he wondered if this was the wisest course of action.

      The man above turned and called something to him. Manny coming on strong until he was within grasping distance of the guy’s boots. By the light of the moon and spotlights below, he caught the glint of a pistol being aimed. Manny couldn’t run along the windows but he could shove against them, and he did. A great pump from the thighs, sending both men floating away from the windows and jarring the guy’s aim. A burst of light and noise—a gunshot missing by several feet. They drifted away, paused, and rushed in again like rappelling in reverse.

      They crashed into the sliding windows and Manny got hold of a boot. The man kicked at Manny’s fingers and ripped free. He aimed again, and Manny shoved them once more into the airy black. As though they floated and flailed in outer space.

      Another splintering crash against glass, Manny’s grip slipping for an instant.

      The man shouted again. An English accent?

      Nearly at the zenith, judging by rooftop lights. His arms ached and the muscles in his hands complained.

      He increased pressure on the rope with the fingertips of his left hand. He released with his right and drew out the small .22 pistol from his belt, only one shot left.

      Aiming upward as the man in black aimed down.

      Manny shot first, a crack of fire.

      The bullet entered the man’s gun hand, disintegrating the joint where his pinky phalange met the metacarpal bone. The bullet continued into the fleshy palm and lodged there. His hand was immediately ruined.

      Manny registered dim shock—the guy lost his grip on the pistol, but he didn’t cry out in pain and he didn’t release the rope. The man in black had significant fortitude.

      Then he was gone, pulled over the lip of the roof.

      Hauled ever upwards, Manny released the pistol and gripped the rope with both hands. He was tugged up and over the roof’s parapet—a short fall and he landed on his feet.

      Immediate darkness. No lights blazed here. No illuminated helipad. Only roaring black.

      His eyes adjusted quickly enough to warn him of the danger. A man sprinting his direction. Taller and more muscular than the man in black. He carried no weapon, intending to catch Manny off guard and railroad him into the short parapet. At the last second, Manny ducked his shoulder. The big guy’s momentum went over Manny instead of through him. His weight on Manny’s shoulder. Manny raised and threw upwards with his hands, cartwheeling the stranger over the protective wall and into the dark night.

      A strangled cry, rapidly diminished. The big guy would make quite the crater.

      Where was the man who had the gun?

      Manny moved carefully forward, palm itching for a weapon. Nearby HVAC fans howled, camouflaging all other noise. He stumbled on steam pipes and banged his shin. Cursing, he proceeded slower, hands up protectively.

      He rounded a corner in time to see a figure finish strapping himself into a small black hang glider. But it wasn’t exactly, thought Manny, on second look…more like a futuristic aerofoil contraption.

      The man saw him. Keeping his right hand gingerly tucked to his waist, the man raised and saluted. “Well done, Mr. Sinatra.”

      “It was easy,” said Manny. “The British are awful. At everything.”

      “You climb a rope well for an accessory salesman.”

      “I’m not a salesman.”

      “No?”

      “I’m the owner. And you just killed an American police officer.”

      “Who? Me? I was never here, sir.” The guy took one step and fell face first into the atmosphere. Manny skidded to a stop at the parapet in time to see the wings of the glider catch the air, swooping its rider up and into a graceful arc east. Despite himself, Manny was impressed—gliding wasn’t easy with both hands, much less a ruined one.

      He watched until the black dot disappeared over the vacant Tanger outlet mall.

      Gone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Manny arrived on the seventh floor to find the hall empty. Inside 707, however, a surprise—Beck holding Rocky Rickard hostage. At gunpoint.

      Benjamin Curtis was in a ball on the bed. His arms were over his head, like trying to block out noise. Beside him, legs stretched, ankles crossed, taking his ease, was Rocky. Beck stood at the foot, her Glock held steady.

      She visibly relaxed at the sight of Manny. “I thought you were dead.”

      “Dead? You’re lucky I’m too tired to scold you, señorita.”

      “They came for the governor. I threatened to kill Rocky and they backed down. I forced him to call security and assure the worried hotel guests that the Aerosmith concert had gotten out of hand, the gunshots were really fireworks, and all is calm now. Fortunately, at a casino, no one really seemed scared.”

      Manny was amazed. She’d handled it perfectly, like a veteran. He placed his hand on her shoulder and squeezed.  “Well done, Beck.”

      “I had hoped Miss Beck would invite me into her bed,” said Rocky. “And it’s more fraught with excitement than I anticipated.”

      “You could do better,” said Manny.

      “I could?”

      “I was talking to her.”

      “Ah.”

      Beck was too stressed to smile but she did anyway.

      Manny knelt beside poor Kristen Terry and felt for a pulse.

      “She died quickly,” said Beck and the governor released a moan.

      “Make man shut up. Man is coward and baby.” Varvara sat in the room’s swivel chair, swiping at her phone. In her towel.

      He closed Kristen Terry’s eyes, still crouching beside her. And then closed his own. “The man in the window. He was British. I think it was Oliver Wright, the assassin, though I never saw his face. I shot him in the hand but he escaped. He came for the governor, intending to abduct him.”

      Beck said, “Kristen pulled her gun. The man in black warned her not to but she did anyway, so he shot her. Why are the British after the governor?”

      The governor groaned again. Manny debated kicking him. “Long story. They want to kidnap him, though. Not kill.”

      His hand was still on Kristen’s cold neck. Maybe it wasn’t politically correct or maybe it was overly macho, but he didn’t care—he hated violence against woman, even a woman in uniform.

      Rocky’s voice was soft. “Reconsider my offer, Mr. Sinatra. Take the money and go home. Don’t let the British get him.”

      “He’s an American governor. Neither of you get him. Our deal is still on.”

      “You alone will stand between him and the might of both mobs? You think you’re Superman?”

      “No. Just pissed off.”

      Beck asked, “What deal?”

      “I win the poker tournament. Give the winnings to the Kings and they back off.”

      “And what about the English?” asked Rocky. “It’s their pride and not their pocketbook he ruined.”

      “They never won a war against us. They won’t win this one either.” Manny picked Kristen Terry up and carried her to the window. He placed her gently on the floor and covered her with a blanket. “Weaver can pick Kristen up tomorrow and deal with the Maryland police. We need to stall the investigation until… Rocky, what time do we leave for the poker tournament?”

      “Ten in the morning.”

      “Ay dios mio, this day is long.” Manny tied one of Rocky’s hands to the bed using plasticuffs, and he pushed the governor out. “You sleep on the floor and you think about how many ways you betrayed my country. Beck, you take the bed.”

      “No way, Sinatra.”

      Rocky used his free hand to pat the mattress.

      “No,” she said.

      “I need you fresh tomorrow, Beck.”

      “I’ll take the floor.”

      “Maybe I sleep between you two? That better?”

      “I think you’re kidding, Sinatra, but I can never tell. No.”

      “Gentleman’s honor,” said Rocky. “I won’t touch you. And you may build a protective wall of pillows between us.”

      Beck arched an eyebrow at him. “You touch me and I’ll break your finger.”

      “Might be worth it. But I won’t.”

      “And me? I am tired too. I want bed,” said Varvara.

      “Put that on.” Manny tossed her a robe and then he slid down a wall into a crouching position. Rested his head on his knees. “Caramba, my brain is tired.”

      “I suggest calling for two cots,” said Rocky. “They might just fit. And I’ll comp you.”

      “Cot? I sleep on cot?” said the Russian. “No. Come, Sinatra, we go to my room. We have fun. We sleep in big bed.”

      “No,” said Beck, a little too loud. She picked up the phone to order cots. First she glared at Manny and indicated the room full of people. “This is ludicrous. Our plans never work.”

      But Manny didn’t respond. Already asleep in a sitting position.
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        “That last hand, it nearly killed me.”

        -James Bond. Casino Royale
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      Manny woke at first light before the others, tense but relieved to find everyone whole and intact. Everyone except the governor’s security detail, Kristen Terry. He stood and stamped his feet to restore circulation.

      They were sitting on a powder keg, ready to blow. The brazen British hitman was still at large. The Kings had armed thugs somewhere in the hotel, he knew, kept at bay by Manny’s reputation and Rocky being held hostage. Plus, Maryland police had been called to the casino but then told to wait—he spotted cruisers through the broken window. All because of a selfish and stupid politician, and his own selfish and stupid pride in America.

      Slowly the rest of his motley crew woke and he called the supervisor for JFIC and updated her.

      “This is madness,” Weaver muttered through Manny’s speakerphone. “I’ll send up a squad and we’ll escort the governor to safety.”

      Benjamin Curtis, sitting on the floor and watching the sun rise, shook his head. “Won’t work. There is no safety.”

      Rocky nodded, still tied to the bed and yawning. “The governor is correct. His life is forfeit. There’s no where he can hide.”

      “Are you threatening an American official, Mr. Rickard?”

      The man grinned as a sly fox would. “Of course not, Special Agent. I’m a businessman in the wrong place at the wrong time, entrapped by the wiles of your field agent, Ms. Beck. Or is her name Annie Doyle? I’m merely expressing concern over the man’s well being.”

      A long pause from the phone. Weaver knew what they all knew—if the underworld wanted to find the governor, it would. The American government didn’t negotiate with terrorists, but if a quiet and mutually beneficial truce could be reached peacefully…

      “This is a damn mess, Sinatra.”

      Rocky waved his own phone, “Making matters worse, I’ve been told that a small Russian hit squad is on the prowl for the missing wife of Anatoly Petrov.”

      “Of course they are,” said Beck.

      Varvara was the only one still asleep.

      Weaver said, “Beck, Sinatra, how long do you think you can keep up this game?”

      “One more day. I’ll win the tournament and free him from the Kings by nightfall.”

      “And then?”

      “And then Varvara goes into U.S. protection and maybe I’ll kill the stupid governor myself. Because it’ll be American justice then instead of a mob hit.”

      “If the media gets wind of this shit show, we’ve all lost our jobs,” said the phone.

      “The media won’t get wind. I think maybe I can safely say,” said Rocky and he spread his arms to indicate Varvara, Sinatra, ‘Annie Doyle,’ the disgraced governor, the dead body of Kristen Terry, and himself, “that it’s in all our best interest if none of us were ever here.”
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      Rocky Rickard rang for breakfast and he also ordered new outfits for himself, the governor, and Varvara. “Rush it,” he said into the receiver. “You’ve got one hour.”

      Three men and two women inside the small hotel room with one bathroom, and they all needed to get ready. The only person who maintained a shred of modesty was Beck, through sheer force of will, slipping into one of her new dresses.

      Had she gotten more attractive, wondered Sinatra. Or were his eyes playing tricks? He was struck by Beck’s resemblance to Jennifer Garner, the girl from the spy show he used to like.

      Amazing what a little danger and confidence can do for a person. All Americans should participate in live fire exercises, he surmised.

      “Would you like a tuxedo, Mr. Sinatra?” asked Rocky, adjusting his own in the reflection of the television. “Many of the players will have them. You might be under dressed.”

      “On me, a bespoke sports jacket is a tux. Or better. I’m never underdressed, Señor Rickard.”

      “You do not lack for confidence.”

      “Never had reason to.” And he winked.

      They took an elevator together. Varvara clinging to Manny’s arm. His hand was inside his jacket gripping the compact Glock 27—Rickard had been told he’d die first if the Kings made a move.

      Manny had extra magazines hidden under his belt. His beloved .357 sat at home in Roanoke, useless, and he cursed his lapse in readiness.

      The doors slid open. Their heels clicked across marble floors and they moved through the hotel’s wide front entrance. Manny felt the glare of a thousand eyes. Moving outside, Manny expected resistance but they met none. A stretch limousine waited, white and gleaming. Manny pushed Benjamin Curtis in first, then Beck, and the rest followed.

      “The tournament venue is an hour away, near Baltimore. Make yourself comfortable,” said Rocky. “You should find whatever drink you like in the various refrigerators.”

      Varvara was impressed and she helped herself to champagne. “Where does money come from, Mr. Rickard?”

      “I made my first million buying fish from Europe and selling it to restaurants around Washington D.C. I move oil and natural resources now with my shipping companies. As with everything, life is about who you know. And I’ve made it a pursuit to know the right people. But my true passion is real estate. Such as the MGM.”

      “How much of your business is legal, Mr. Rickard?” asked Beck.

      “It’s Rocky.”

      “Not to me.”

      “What changed?”

      “Everything,” she said.

      “You don’t approve of my friends.”

      “Nor anything else. And stop smiling.”

      “How often do you bend the rules in your profession, Noelle Beck? Personally I’ve witnessed a dozen occasions.”

      Beck turned her glare forward. She was wounded and humiliated that she’d allowed herself to flirt with a man who turned out to be a criminal kingpin. And yet…

      “I honor your profession, Noelle Beck. Or Annie Doyle. I respect the need for national stability and security. But sometimes human progress must circumvent unnecessary rules. My business is legal as often as possible.” His phone beeped and he skimmed the message. “Good news. The powers-that-be have accepted your proposal—the governor has been granted a reprieve until midnight.”

      “I thought they already agreed,” said Beck, alarmed.

      “Oh no. I half expected a gunfight in the lobby.” He smiled and patted Beck’s hand. Manny noted she didn’t jerk her hand away. “Isn’t that terrific news, Mr. Curtis? Fourteen more hours to live.”

      No response from Benjamin Curtis. His red eyes continued to watch the landscape whisk silently by, thinking about poor Kristen Terry. How long could an American governor disappear before it was noticed, Manny wondered. When the death of his security detail was reported that would make news, certainly. Could he have this fiasco wrapped up by then?

      Manny adjusted his collar. Hell yes he could.

      Varvara pressed a flute of champagne into his fingers and clinked it with her own. “Toast. To money.”

      He raised his glass to her.

      She pressed her bare toes into his leg. “Do you care? If governor lives or if governor dies?”

      “I care a lot if an American is assassinated. Especially if I’m not the one doing it.”

      “But him? Curtis? Do you care about him?”

      “No one is past redemption.” He kicked the governor’s shoe. “Keep your chin up, amigo, you jackass. We’ll win this yet.”

      Rocky Rickard squeezed Beck’s fingers. “Hear that, Noelle Beck? No one is past redemption.”

      “Are you trying to redeem yourself?”

      “I could, for the right woman.”

      She scowled.

      Well, thought Manny, she mostly scowled. A smile was hidden in there somewhere, the lush.

      Rickard held up his phone. “Since I lost yesterday, I’ll be acting as one of the tournament officials today. Would you like to hear your competition, Señor Sinatra?”

      “Por supuesto.”

      “You know the first three, of course. Yourself, Phil Ivey the poker professional, and Oliver Wright from England.”

      “The assassin. He won’t be there.”

      “Why not?”

      “I shot him in the hand last night,” said Manny. “He was the man in black in our room.”

      “He hasn’t dropped out. Adds a new level of intrigue, doesn’t it. From what I know of Oliver Wright, it would take more than a minor wound to stop him.”

      “I don’t cause minor wounds.”

      “He’ll be there and he’ll have something to prove. A score to settle with the common salesman.”

      “Common?” said Manny, like he’d heard wrong.

      “Don’t underestimate Oliver Wright. He’s renowned for what he does.”

      Beck saw Manny bristle at the warning, at the idea that any other man alone was a threat to him. The last thing she wanted was for Manny to make this personal. She said, “We’re always careful. Sinatra and I are professionals and we put the mission first. Who else is playing in the tournament today?”

      Rickard returned to his phone. “Also playing is Louis Bernard, a French maniac. Man’s a butcher. I’m surprised he’s here; he hates America. Miami Tyler won yesterday, a restaurant heiress and minor celebrity in New York. Hinata, the Japanese poker professional. He only goes by the name Hinata—isn’t that presumptive. A few names I don’t know…oh-ho, what’s this. The Prince!”

      Manny sat up a little straighter.

      Beck said, “The Prince? That’s his title? Or a nickname?”

      “He’s not royalty. At least, not officially. He’s revered in the underworld, specifically Italy. I don’t know his real name. Goes by O Principe, or The Prince.”

      “He’s a mob boss?”

      “No,” said Manny. “He’s a mob knight. A mercenary, on sale to the highest bidder.”

      Rickard, bewildered, “You know him?”

      “I do. Though he might not know me. I was in Naples recently.”

      Rickard chuckled, a rich and infectious sound. “At the Gabbia Cremisi? You’re full of surprises, Señor Sinatra.”

      “Me too, I was there too,” said Varvara, bouncing and delighted to be of relevance. “Our fighter died. So beautiful.”

      “Gabbia Cremisi? The Crimson Cage?” asked Beck.

      “A tournament in Naples. Bloodsport,” said Rickard, still holding her hand. “The Prince has won it before. He’s a legend.”

      Manny said, “Governor, you piss off the Italians too?”

      A tiny smile. “Not that I know of. The Prince and I should get along fine. Good hell, a miracle.”

      The limousine turned north on Interstate 95, revving up to seventy-eight mph and leading a strange caravan— following close behind the limo, two luxury SUVs populated with Rocky Rickard’s colleagues; following them, a driverless Tesla obeying its programming and shadowing Manny’s phone.

      And above it all, Weaver watching her agents through airborne cameras, wondering how she would explain this to the JFIC board of supervisors.
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      The limousine neared Baltimore and abandoned the interstate, navigating its way toward shipyards.

      Manny asked, “Who are you, Rickard? Within the Kings, I mean. Got a title?”

      “The District Kings are the syndicate of the future. A wide-flung network of connections, diversified and aggressive. I am merely one component.”

      “You sit on the Board?”

      “Are you familiar with the term consigliere?”

      Manny nodded. “A consigliere is the powerful consultant to a crime boss in the Italian mob.”

      “Think of me as an American version. I do not sit on the Board. I do not wish to—too many responsibilities, not enough creativity. But I often attend the meetings to provide counsel.”

      “Who does Curtis owe money to?”

      “Mmmm, think of them as a group of capos overseeing money lending on the East Coast.”

      Capo. A minor boss, essentially, in charge of ‘soldiers.’ Not men Benjamin Curtis should be associating with.

      Rocky Rickard cleared his throat and said, “Noelle Beck and Señor Martinez, we need to address the elephant in the car. You are federal agents. And I’m escorting you into a venue that does not welcome federal agents. You understand the consternation this is causing certain parties.”

      “We aren’t here to bust an underground poker ring,” said Beck.

      “I’ve vouched for you and guaranteed exactly that. In fact, according to our sources, you two shouldn’t be here. A marshal from Roanoke and a computer technician? On this particular mission which is breaking every conceivable governmental protocol imaginable? The only possibility that makes sense to me and to others is that you are part of a clandestine group which does not exist. It’s comforting to us that, should we kill you, the government will either deny your involvement or claim you went rogue.”

      Benjamin Curtis inspected Manny and Beck with new appreciation. Varvara looked lost.

      Rickard continued, “Another thing in your favor—the word of Mr. Hubert, the owner and operator of the Appalachian Palace, an illicit retreat in southern Virginia. He had Sinatra as his guest, and Sinatra has kept his word about not causing more problems than necessary for him. You two have the reputation of being reasonable. And yet…the consternation remains.”

      Manny remained calm but the fact was he reveled in causing consternation in the hearts of the wicked. Might get that put on his tombstone.

      “So here’s the solution, federal agents. Your identities must remain a secret. Those of us who know the truth will not reveal it, because it would put your life in danger and cause panic. Oliver Wright, if he recognized you last night, might correctly guess who you are, but hopefully not. You remain the owner and employee of World On A String. And finally…” Rickard dropped his gaze to his phone and read out two addresses. Beck recognized the first—it belonged to her parents in Utah. Manny knew the second—his house in Roanoke, home to the only people he loved. “If you betray our confidence, certain persons will be forced to break the rule of never involving family. That is the deal. Do you wish to continue?”

      Beck’s face had lost color. “You’re threatening my mother and father.”

      “Of course not. Not me, at least. It’s a warning from some truly disgusting people, whom I have the unfortunate privilege of working with. Play by their rules and you never have to worry. Of course, if you’d like to release the governor into my custody you can walk away and none of this ever happened…”

      “Maybe it’s a good idea, Beck,” said Manny. “Maybe we drop you off and you come pick me up tonight. As you said, you joined NSA, not the Marshals.”

      “And you’ll go into the lion’s den alone?”

      “Not alone. He has me,” said Varvara, indicating herself with the champagne flute. “We are rich soon.”

      Beck didn’t bother responding to the Russian. She said, “You go, I go, Sinatra.”

      Sinatra pointed a finger at Rickard. “Tell your lions I’ll kill them if they blink.”

      “Yes, you know how lions are—reasonable and easily swayed by threats, Señor Sinatra.” The limousine stopped and Rickard opened the door. “We are here.”

      They stepped onto the gravel parking lot surrounding a large green warehouse. A newer structure, but just another ugly rectangle in the swarm of industry lining the Fort McHenry Channel. Salt, diesel, and sea bass hung in the air and the Patapsco River glimmered with brilliant sunlight beyond the channel. Ship bells clanged and forklifts howled in adjacent yards. Their warehouse was unique because no work was being done inside or out, and the lot was populated with luxury cars.

      “Welcome to McHenry Casino,” said Rickard with a trace of pride. “Hidden in plain sight, its secrecy secured with frequent and substantial bribes. Significantly smaller than the MGM, yet more elite with almost as much money in play. Obey the rules and stay as long as you like. Any and all vices can be indulged if you bring enough gold.”

      “Or win enough.”

      “That’s the spirit, Sinatra! What a damned fine day this is shaping up to be. Wouldn’t you say, Governor Curtis? Come on, darling, adventure awaits.” He offered his arm and Beck took it. She wore her black cocktail dress and heels, pleased with her ability to walk steadily, and she had already slipped on her special glasses so they wouldn’t draw suspicion later at the poker table. They walked out from under the infinite blue, into the shadow of the warehouse, growing more gargantuan as they neared. Hydraulic doors parted, monitored by four armed guards, and they entered another world.

      The warehouse rose three stories around a central open atrium. They stood inside a roofless and perfumed salon with views of the upper balconies. From his vantage, Manny saw active blackjack tables, roulette wheels, bars set up for horse race gambling, massage parlors, a cigar lounge…

      Rickard patted him gently on the back. “Gorgeous, isn’t it? It’s heaven or hell, depending on your version of God.”

      Attendants met them with warm towels—Manny’s had been embroidered with Sinatra. They were each given a lock box for their cellphone and handed a replacement phone in return, one that could make calls and send messages but was unable to take photographs or make recordings.

      High above, the ceiling was translucent and the casino glowed with clean luminous daylight. The main level was open and crisscrossed with bridges and decorative streams and bright ornamental plants. Rickard led them out of the salon and across a gilded bridge that spanned a channel of running water, the stream’s dancing voice augmented with hidden speakers. They were watched by spectators sitting inside lounges in the corners, drinking wine and smoking something in elaborate hookahs. Fresh light spilled from the far side of the warehouse, where a magnificent yacht bobbed at anchor in a sheltered berth. A poker table was situated in the middle of the level, surrounded on all sides by a moat.

      A lavish and preposterously grand den of iniquity, hidden in plain sight. Manny’s mind reeled at the cost. The security alone…everywhere he looked he saw men in suits with radios and a firearm.

      Rickard led them to the second level and showed them a billiards hall, a bar, an apothecary that provided any narcotic imaginable, rooms and showers which could be reserved for an hour at a time. Varvara tugged at Manny’s arm and said, “Yes. We take room. You need relax.”

      He patted her hand and said, “Later, señorita,” and the Russian sniffed in frustration.

      As they walked past busy poker tables on the third floor, Manny’s footsteps faltered. He took a second glance.

      Rickard noted his curiosity. “You’re not seeing things, Señor Sinatra.”

      “That Kevin Hart, the comedian? And…the guy from the television show?”

      “Ray Romano,” said Rickard. “Avid players. They’re tuning up for a World Poker Tour event. Ben Affleck is somewhere around here too, I think.”

      Manny shrugged. He’d prefer Matt Damon—Jason Bourne, a great American.

      They found a private lounge on the second floor overlooking the central poker table below. Dealers arrived with cases of poker chips and began preparing the table.

      A second group caught Manny’s eye as they prepped for the tournament—professional security, ten men. These weren’t guys with guns standing around for three hundred dollars a day; Manny knew Blackwater when he saw it, known now as Academi. The hulking men taking positions in the casino were all former special forces and marshals and SWAT, each the recipient of millions worth of governmental training, retired from service to chase serious money.

      Manny recognized one from a stint training in Quantico, guy named Frank the Tank.

      He indicated them with a tilt of his head and said, “Those guys are a grand a day, Señor Rickard.”

      “Matter fact, I’m paying them five thousand each for twelve hours of service. Former Blackwater employees, dismissed for being too aggressive. A bargain. Call themselves Black Jacket.”

      “You’re worried about trouble.”

      “Worried? No. Anticipating it? Of course. Last year two players settled their dispute with a duel in our firing range, Maksym Bagan killing a drug lord from Colombia. The year before, two players were knifed at the table during a hand. The culprit earned a twenty-four month ban but he’s back—Louis Bernard, the French butcher I mentioned.”

      “This is madness,” noted Beck.

      Varvara shrugged. “This is like Russia.”

      Soon a gong sounded and Rocky led the way to the main level, across the bridge, and to the poker platform. As they crossed the bridge, Manny noted small sharks curling and sliding through the water.

      “Cute,” he said.

      “It’s a closed system. Doesn’t let into the channel, of course,” said Rickard. “Purely for decoration.”

      Manny paused briefly beside one of the Black Jacket guards, bull of a man with a shaved head. Manny pulled at his cuff, as if fixing it, and murmured, “Good to see you, Frank the Tank.”

      Without looking at him or moving his lips, the large man replied, “Surprised you’re here, Maniac Manuel.”

      “I’m not. Comprende? Name’s Sinatra.”

      “Got it.”

      “Gracias.”

      “Don’t cause trouble, Sinatra. I’d hate to shoot you in the ass.”

      “No you wouldn’t.”

      “No I wouldn’t.”

      Nine players gathered around the table for introductions. Spotlights winked on and golden floor lamps activated. The balconies above lined with spectators, men and women wearing millions worth of fine attire.

      To the surprise of Manny and Beck, Rocky Rickard accepted a microphone and welcomed everyone to the eighth annual McHenry Millions Tournament. Clearly the emcee.

      He went around the table introducing players, each receiving polite applause.

      “Ladies and gentleman, a final word before the cards fly. This year we’ve taken the precaution of bringing extra security. I personally hired a team known as Black Jacket. They’ve been paid by me to do one thing—preserve the game. As you know, each of the last several tournaments has been marred—or augmented, depending on your point of view—with violence. As a result, the game’s taken on a notorious reputation and our entries were down. If you cause trouble in the audience, or if one of the players disturbs the game, that will result in immediate expulsion. With force, if necessary. They obey no one except as the sanctity of the table demands it. The game must be preserved, at all costs. Even if that cost is you.” He finished with a flair and the crowd laughed.

      Standing across the table from Manny, staring at him with a minor smirk and icy blue eyes, was Oliver Wright. His right hand was heavily bandaged, purple up to his wrist.

      As the players took their seats, Manny said, “You had a rough evening, Englishman?”

      “A minor thing, Mr. Sinatra. I was having a bit of fun and got careless. Next time, I won’t make any bloody mistakes.”

      “Next time? I’d be careful or next time might be your last, with that busted hand.”

      “Easy to work around. Successful men must be resourceful. At the poker table and in life.”

      “Maybe the pain relievers are dampening your judgment.”

      “No concern there. Thanks to my time in service of Her Majesty, I have sensory neuropathy over much of my body, especially the right side.”

      “Neuro…what? Like a tattoo?” said Manny.

      A smile. “I do not feel pain.”

      “That cannot be true.”

      “It is.”

      “I’d like to put that to the test.”

      “I am taking antibiotics to prevent infection, that is all. You should worry more about yourself, I believe, sir, and less about me.”

      Two women made it to the final and by luck of the draw Manny was situated between them. Miami Tyler, the New York heiress, a shockingly attractive brunette—one of her parents was Hispanic, thought Manny, maybe Puerto Rican—but she wasn’t his type; too perfect and fake. And Jennifer Harmon, a blonde poker professional who seemed close friends with Phil Ivey.

      Beyond her, a man—some businessman from overseas, Manny already forgot his name.

      Next to Oliver Wright, a giant. An enormous Japanese man who looked every inch the sumo wrestler. Had to be Hinata, who Rickard had mentioned played poker professionally.

      Next to him, Louis Bernard, the French butcher.

      Finally, the Prince. Darkly handsome and swarthy, perfect posture, deliberate motions, brilliant smile. Trim and strong, like a blade.

      A den full of lions.

      What would happen if Manny told them they were all under arrest?
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      Cards slid across felt.

      The game began.

      Manny counted chips, his winnings from yesterday. Just over three million, average for the table. Three million dollars and twelve hours to save the governor’s life.

      He noted Benjamin Curtis sat with Varvara and Beck in a lounge on the second floor. Nearby, men watched the governor, almost certainly soldiers for the Kings’ financial capos; there would be no jailbreak for him.

      The blonde to his right, Jennifer Harmon, was dropping chips from her right hand into her left. She said, “You’re the late entry, aren’t you?”

      “I am.”

      “I talked to Tom and heard about your quads on the flop. Nice catch.”

      “Lucky catch, you mean, señorita. Otherwise he’d be here.”

      “Oh, he’s here. Playing on the top floor. He’s rooting for you; says you’ve got style. And by the way, often it’s better to be lucky than good.

      “I’ll need both today.”

      The woman on his other side, Miami, set down her drink and stirred it with a straw. She wore glasses indoors but she lowered them to speak with Manny. “Gorgeous, how are you?”

      “I’m in last, I think.”

      “We shopped and worked together. Do you remember?”

      Manny grinned. “We did?”

      “Of course, you animal. I never forget a face like yours, or those shoulders. At Dior Men and Burberry in France. You were with…what’s his name, I can’t recall.”

      Manny made up a name. “François.”

      “Yes, François. We drank too much. Still modeling?”

      “Who has the time.”

      “If anything, you’ve gotten even more perfect. Stay sexy and good luck.”

      “You too.”

      Celebrity debutants. Vapid drunk liars, all of them.

      Manny stayed out of the action, watching better players crash into each other. There could only be so many alphas at a table, and Manny knew when it came to cards he wasn’t one. Hinata the sumo wrestler and Louis the French butcher played aggressively, both loudly proclaiming themselves lions through their actions. But winning took more than boisterous aggression, because Phil Ivey was the best and he sat quietly.

      Thirty minutes into the game, as dealers rotated, the Prince leaned lazily backwards and called, “Signore Rickard, your scary men with guns. What will they do if, say, I kill a player in the tournament?”

      Rocky Rickard was sitting nearby talking with another official. He called, “Signore Principe, the scary men might execute you in return!”

      “Ah, I see.” The Prince glanced at the galleries lining balconies above and he grinned, drawing laughter. “And what happens if I kill a player right after he loses?”

      “You made enemies already today, O Principe?”

      “No no, signore, only curious.”

      “After a player has busted from the McHenry Millions, they are no longer under the protection of Black Jacket.”

      “Molto buona! Grazie, Signore Rickard. Your scary men, they give me the shivers, no?”

      “Then stay on your best behavior.”

      “Sì, yes, as you say, of course.”

      Manny, shuffling his chips, asked the swarthy Italian, “How are your injuries, Signore Prince?”

      “Injuries?” The man arched a thick eyebrow.

      “I was in Naples earlier this year.”

      “Ah! Sí, my injuries. I should have won the tournament, no? The American, he cheated.”

      Manny knew for a fact the Prince had deliberately thrown the match, helping his friend Mackenzie August, but only a handful of people on earth knew the truth.

      Louis Bernard, the French butcher, made a scoffing sound. “Of course the American cheated. They all do, the ugly bastards.”

      His accent was thick—Uv course zee American cheated. Zay all do.

      Louis continued, “Just take a deep breath through the nose, and you can smell it on them. The sweat and lies. The American stench.”

      “A Frenchman,” chuckled Manny. “Disparaging the odor of America?”

      “Oui? So?”

      “At least in this country people use deodorant.”

      “That’s right.” Jennifer Harmon said it with a laugh as she peeked at her cards. “I’m American and I don’t smell bad. I hope.”

      “It is the reek of dishonesty and desperation. No amount of cologne can help you.” The butcher sneered.

      “It is also the tobacco and pornography and super-sized happy meals, I believe, sir,” said Oliver Wright. “All the trademarks of this odious country.”

      Manny glowered, shifting in his chair. “Perhaps you meant to say America smells like democracy and eagles and freedom. Maybe spent gunpowder from saving Europe’s ass over and over.”

      “What’s it matter to you? You’re from Argentina, you stupid son of a bitch,” said Louis the butcher.

      “Yes. Or is your nationality something else, sir?”

      “Argentina by birth. American by choice. Doesn’t matter where a man’s from…” Manny shifted his gaze between Oliver Wright and Louis. “Only a fool doesn’t love America.”

      “Just like America’s current president? A fool who loves America. Or at least the hamburgers and prostitutes,” said Louis. “America, home of the world’s ugliest whores, no, Green Card?”

      Manny’s blood pressure rose. Calling him Green Card. For reasons beyond his understanding, the name rankled him.

      From her vantage in the lounge on the second floor, Beck listened to the entire conversation without the aid of her earpiece. The Frenchman, the Englishman, and the Italian—elite hitmen in the dangerous underworld. Plus Sinatra. All of them proud and violent, all of them more than they appeared.

      She possessed a thorough understanding of Manny Martinez. In many ways he was remarkably simple—he loved his country, he loved his job, and he had a deep regard for himself. Quietly suffering insult to any of the three went against his preternatural instincts, his base values.

      The other alphas at the table angered him, the way a lion would be furious at an intruder.

      How long would he allow it? His shoulders were already tense, his chin up. The back of his neck had turned red.

      She stood and moved away from Varvara and clicked on her earpiece for the first time. Whispering, “Sinatra, you need to block them out. You must relax. You aren’t here to generate rivalries or prove you have the biggest gun. You’ll give yourself away and lose the game in under an hour if you don’t.”

      Manny rose abruptly and stepped back from the table. He told the smirking Europeans, “You came here to play, amigos. Better than some forsaken rainy hamlet in your third world countries.”

      The Prince, listening to the argument, laughed and raised his glass of dark liquor. “Well said, Argentina. And after all, the loveliness of American women covers all her sins, in my opinion.”

      Manny went to get a drink and to cool off, itching under the weight of a thousand eyes. He growled at the bartender, “Make me the most American cocktail you got.”

      “American? Like what, sir?”

      “Surprise me.”

      “Maybe a Manhattan?”

      “It’s not even lunch, señor. Be serious.”

      The bartender pursed his lips in thought. “Hmmm…a mint julep.”

      “Gah.”

      “Long Island Ice Tea?”

      “Ay dios mio, America needs better cocktails. Mint julep, por favor.”

      He returned to the table as Hinata took a large sum of money off Miami. The statistics updated on the big monitor, revealing that she was in last now. The gallery above murmured.

      Oliver Wright had his phone out, the generic replacement. He held it in his injured hand, browsing a map with his other. “I’m curious, Sinatra. Where in Argentina are you from?”

      “A little place. You never heard of it.”

      He waggled his phone. “Yet I’m eager to learn.”

      “I was raised in a village called Santa Elena before moving to Buenos Aires.”

      “Santa Elena,” he said slowly, zooming in. “Yes here it is. What is this river it’s near, sir? Surely you played in it as a lad.”

      Manny grinned. “This a trap, amigo?”

      “It would only be a trap if you had something to hide.”

      “Santa Elena sits beside the Paraná River.”

      “Hmm. Good fishing?”

      “Should be. But it’s polluted. Price of modern industry.”

      “What’s a boy from a tiny village doing owning a luxury line of men’s accessories?”

      Manny sipped his mint julep and set it inside the table’s cupholder. “I grew up making wallets from the hide in Santa Elena, amigo. It was destiny. Keep working hard and one day you can afford my stuff.”

      “In fact, I believe I’ll buy now. I have your website here. Which wallet do you suggest?”

      “Cheapest one. The Continental. That way you won’t starve. Plus the money clip is smallest—your need is not great, señor.”

      Jennifer Harmon chuckled and asked Manny, “Wow, do you two know each other?”

      “Not well. He’s grumpy because I shot him in the hand.”

      Jennifer Harmon’s mouth fell open. “You’re kidding…”

      “It is funny, isn’t it señorita, even though it’s not a joke.”

      She turned her astonishment onto Oliver Wright. “He really shot you?”

      “Beginners luck, love.”

      “What were you doing?”

      “I was trying to kill his friend, naturally.”

      “You were trying…I swear, this poker tournament gets more insane each year. I can’t even tell people because they don’t believe me.”

      Oliver Wright said, “Tell me, Mr. Sinatra, why is the life of Benjamin so valuable to you, the owner of a men’s accessory boutique?”

      Manny’s head felt like it was spinning. He’d entered a realm where assassinations were openly discussed. Somehow, his true identity was still largely a secret. “He’s a friend. Why’s he so valuable to you?”

      “I’ve got a million reasons.”

      “You can’t have him.”

      “And yet you brought him. You can’t stop me.”

      “I already explained this,” said Manny and he sipped his drink. “The British are awful at everything. I am not worried.”

      Oliver Wright winked at Jennifer Harmon and said, “We’ll find out.”

      “Seriously,” she muttered to herself. “Who would believe this?”

      Manny played his first hand, holding Ace Jack. He hit a pair of Aces and took the rest of Miami’s money. She was gone with barely a peep.

      Eight players left.

      Two hours into the game, Rocky Rickard proclaimed a break for late lunch. The crowd overhead had thinned, returning to their various games.

      The Prince waved for Manny’s attention. “Signore, I see you brought a pistola. Can you shoot that thing?”

      “Some of the time. Ask the Englishman.”

      “We have a few minutes before the game begins again. There’s a range below. Come. You and I, a contest.”

      “With me? A humble wallet salesman?”

      “You the salesman, and me the simple boxer. Maybe neither of us hits the target, no?”

      “You’re a simple boxer with an Italian Beretta M9?” said Manny.

      The Prince patted the holster on his belt with pride. “Ah, you noticed, eh? Maybe the Englishman would like some revenge. Come, Oliver Wright, amico. Join us at the range, where we’ll pretend we are lesser men.”

      “If you insist, sir,” Mr. Wright replied.

      “This should be good,” said Manny. “The English can’t aim even with two good hands.”

      In his ear, “Sinatra, you’re here for a poker game. You’re here to keep Governor Curtis alive. Going into a dungeon with professional assassins isn’t wise.”

      Wise? Who said anything about being wise?

      This was for king and country.
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      It wasn’t a dungeon. The underground system was digital and state of the art. Spectators could help themselves at the bar and watch from leather couches. Classical music filtered from overhead speakers.

      Two men occupied the range already, comparing stats on the monitor and discussing their pistols. Manny, the Prince, and Oliver Wright came through the double soundproof doors. Something about the look of them caused the two incumbents to lower their voices and leave soon after.

      There are men in this world unlike the rest. And best avoided.

      The three shooters shrugged out of their jackets and collected ammunition at the well-stocked locker. Manny took .40 rounds for his Glock. 9mm rounds for the Italian’s Beretta and Oliver Wright’s Sig Sauer P226.

      Mr. Wright nodded at Manny’s smaller Glock 27. “Argentina doesn’t carry pistols for men?”

      “It’s compact, señor. Like your little country.”

      The Prince assumed propriety of the firing range controls and activated targets at fifteen and twenty-five yards. There were three bays, one for each man. They donned headgear and warmed up, firing at the hologram silhouettes.

      To a practiced eye, a shooter’s soul is revealed at the range. Manny had such an eye.

      The Prince had never been in the military, never been meticulously trained. His pose was similar to a Chapman stance—his dominant arm locked, cheek tucked into his shoulder. He leaned back instead of forward, a mistake by those who watched too many movies, Manny thought. Yet the man didn’t miss much; he made up for lack of professional tutoring with raw talent and hand-eye coordination. He rang up the score of a professional.

      Oliver Wright’s stance impressed Manny. Firing with his non dominant hand, he kept his elbow crooked, weight forward, knee slightly bent. He fired with the barrel canted. Without a doubt, a man who’d spent untold hours on a firing range under the tutelage of masters. His score with his left hand bordered on absurdity.

      Manny preferred a classic Weaver stance. His body bladed, shoulders back farther than some, weight forward, using the push-pull grip. He emptied his magazine, all shots blasting through the silhouette’s center mass, bullseyes.

      Echoes faded. Wisps of gun smoke curled around ceiling vents. The Prince returned to the controls.

      “No cameras down here, amigo,” said Oliver Wright. He ejected the magazine and slammed in another with one hand. “No microphones. And our time runs short. I want the American governor.”

      “Too bad.”

      “You’re no Argentinian salesman, Sinatra. Speak plainly.”

      “You can’t have Curtis. I’m in the way, Señor Wright. But so are others.”

      “You mean the District Kings. Even with one working hand, I’m not worried about them. And I see no reason for you and I to kill each other, sir.”

      “Then hands off the American governor. Or, I should say, hand.”

      “Are you new at this?” Wright grinned, a belittling smirk. Manny debated flossing the man’s teeth with his Glock. “Men in our profession, we work out agreements, Sinatra. Back down and you get a cut of the profits. Surely you see how this benefits us both.”

      “Our profession? I’m no assassin, cabrón.”

      The Prince returned and gave them each an arm band. “So Sinatra you will…what? What will you do? Kill Mr. Wright and the entire army of Kings? Do not be crazy, my friend. Do not throw your life away. You, I recognize as having the soul of a lion. You are not ready to die.”

      “You’re after the governor too?”

      “Me? No. No no, I’m here for other reasons. But I know bad odds when I see them.”

      “What’s in this for you, Sinatra?” asked Oliver Wright.

      “Pride.”

      “Be serious.”

      “Because you don’t have any, hombre, doesn’t mean I don’t.”

      Oliver Wright neared the end of his patience. Manny saw storms building behind his eyes.

      “Come! Another round,” said the Prince. “Then we must return for cards. Put on the arm band. This time, the first man who misses receives a zap.”

      Manny knew the drill, a common one in special op groups. He’d practiced on similar ranges with the marshals. The arm band would deliver a strong electroshock, like a stun gun, to the loser. The immanent pain added stress and threw off your aim. Excellent training for live fire situations.

      The Prince slid his on and tightened it. So did the Englishman.

      Manny rolled up his sleeve and checked the band’s small monitor. His discharge wasn’t lethal but it would hurt. He was the best shooter here, he knew. And yet…

      Good thing Beck wasn’t watching. This was stupid.

      The Prince returned to the controls. “Signore Wright! You only have one arm so I give you an extra miss. You understand?”

      “Fair enough, sir.”

      “Ten seconds.” The Prince initiated the countdown and walked back to his bay. Numbers ticked on the display in front of Manny.

      A loud buzzer sounded. Hologram targets flickered at random distances in the fifty meter range. Their guns flashed in turn, angry fire, a shattering triple crash. Again and again. It was gratuitous showmanship, genitalia comparison in all its glory. A sonic embodiment of testosterone and insecurity.

      They each were shown eight targets. Nobody missed. So no one received a shock.

      The buzzer sounded.

      “Reload, my friends! Ten seconds! Divertimento!”

      Manny ejected and slammed in a new magazine. It took him two seconds. With his one good hand, Oliver Wright required six.

      Another buzzer. Targets farther away this time and smaller. His mind and fists operated in concert, an invisible terminus projected like a laser. The weapon was a violin in his hands, creating a symphony.

      Manny was on his sixth round when the Prince missed.

      The holograms vanished, the lights brightened, and the Italian cried in pain. He dropped to the floor, sitting on his butt. “Merda, che male!” His body spasmed and he winced, holding his right arm with his left hand.

      Oliver Wright halted the program before it reset.

      The Italian chuckled and wiped his eyes and stood, still shaking.“Dio mio, that hurt more than I thought. I admit it, my friends, you two are better than me.”

      “From what I hear, sir, you don’t rely on pistols.”

      “Correct. Weapons for barbarians. Give me a knife, signore, any time.” He shook his arm and said, “Enough for me. Let us return.”

      Mr. Wright glanced at Manny. “One more round, Sinatra. Game? You and me.”

      “You want to get shocked, I’m willing.”

      “Good luck, friends. I’m getting a drink. I’m low on chips and need the courage.” The Prince yanked open the door and walked through, shaking his hand and pulling on his sports jacket.

      Leaving Manny alone with Mr. Wright.

      The Englishman pressed buttons on the screen.

      Manny said, “Make it interesting. Increase the voltage.”

      “You read my mind, sir.”

      Manny reloaded.

      Oliver Wright finished toggling the system, stepped away from the controls, and said, “Let us cut the bullshit, Sinatra. You’re no bloody salesman. You’re an American agent. Tell me the truth and I’ll let you live.”

      “Let me live?” Manny waggled his pistol, already loaded. Mr. Wright’s wasn’t. “Generous of you, amigo.”

      “The truth, Sinatra.”

      “To hell with you, Englishman.”

      The buzzer sounded, signaling the start of the next round. Manny’s arm band glowed green. But Oliver Wright’s did not…

      …uh oh. Manny realized the trap.

      “You English bastard.”

      Oliver Wright had started the program but hadn’t activated his own band. The only device armed and ready to deliver a payload was strapped to Manny’s bicep.

      Oliver had also sped up the program. Manny had no chance. Targets flashed. Sensors waited for incoming rounds. But Manny wasn’t in position. He failed. His arm band ignited before he could rip it off.

      Fifty thousand volts flooded his body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      Manny, electrocuted and falling. Sensorium overwhelmed, systems mutinying. Pistol clattering to the floor.

      The muscular tissue inside his right arm and shoulder contracted uncontrollably; the rest of his body tried to obey but couldn’t. Like being squeezed by God.

      The blast of energy only lasted two seconds but the resultant aftereffects held him tight.

      Oliver Wright calmly removed his own arm band. “I gave you a chance, sir. For the truth. But you were too obstinate to comply.”

      “Y-y-you…”

      “Stubborn and dishonest. Just like the American you are. How disappointing. Explains the Glock. A plastic toy favored by Yankees. I assume you’re special forces? Or some equivalent agent? No matter. I’m taking the governor.”

      “You aren’t—”

      The buzzer sounded again. The obliterating shock repeated itself, resetting Manny’s mind and wracking his body. Although a less powerful discharge than what he’d received during his police training, it was still enough to incapacitate him temporarily.

      “The system is set to repeat itself. I hope this lesson is not lost on you—the subjects of her Majesty are not to be trifled with. Nor is the sovereignty of England. Benjamin Curtis must learn his lesson the hard way.”

      What galled Manny the most was his inferior position. Representing America, he was flat on his back looking up, couldn’t even form a sentence. The Englishman smiling down, smug as hell.

      When all was said and done, Manny promised himself, he would be looking down at Oliver Wright, and not the other way ‘round.

      “The arm band says it has fifteen payloads before it needs recharging. I don’t know how many before they're fatal. Good luck, Sinatra. I sincerely hope you manage to escape. It was never you I was after. Adios.”

      The buzzer sounded as the Englishman left.

      Manny fought desperately to get command over his functions but the jolt repeated.

      He stuttered through every curse word he knew in English and Spanish, pausing while his back arched against his will. Soon it would stop his heart.

      That British bastard wouldn’t be the end of him. No way, not a Brit. Not like this. At last his fingers obeyed, a little, jerking motions curling under the band…

      No use. Another blast of energy. The ceiling dimmed and came back. Joints aching, teeth grinding.

      He lost count at the eighth iteration. Acutely aware he neared loss of bladder control, his scorched skin beginning to smell.
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      Rocky arrived at the second floor lounge bearing two virgin pear cocktails. He presented one to Beck, who took it without comment.

      “So what do you think?” he asked.

      “About your illegal and violent poker game?”

      A cagey grin. “About us.”

      Beck, despite the tension in her shoulders and the stress headache rumbling behind her eyes, laughed. “You’re surprising, I’ll give you that.”

      “Is tax evasion enough to prevent a second date? I thought our first was magnificent.”

      “Tax evasion.” She snorted as ladylike as she could manage. “You’re into a lot more than that, Rocky.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      She held out her hand to the lavish warehouse casino, like, This!

      “What part of this do you object to? Other than tax evasion. There’s no violence. No prostitution. There’s—”

      “Illegal narcotics.”

      “I don’t partake. Don’t judge me for those who do,” said Rocky.

      “You provide them.”

      “Nature provides them. I simply bring them here. Actually, not even me, really. Others handle that. Not my purview. We should discuss this later. Over dinner. A second date.”

      “No.”

      “Tell me why.”

      “You know why,” said Beck.

      “The Mormon thing? Whatever happened to missionary dating? You could save me. I’m willing.”

      “There might not be enough grace in the world. And why me, anyway? You live in another world with access to anything. The women in here are—”

      “Are fake and plastic. It’s easy to spot something genuine in a world of copycat illusion.”

      Beck had no immediate response. She sipped the mocktail.

      “Besides,” he said. “Do you know how hard it is to find an engaging companion who doesn’t get drunk?”

      “In fact I do.”

      “You see.”

      Beck had been half listening to Manny through her earpiece; she’d surreptitiously lowered the volume when they began firing their pistols. Stupid boys. Rocky paused for a drink of his pear punch and the device in her ear sizzled and went dead.

      Silence from Manny.

      Oh no…

      She stood and said, “Excuse me. I need to check on our poker champion.”

      “Of course. Advise him to hurry. The game resumes in six minutes.”

      The players were returning. The Prince came to the table, swirling a drink.

      She hurried down the staircase to the basement and located the shooting range. She hauled opened the heavy doors and gasped.

      “Oh cripes, Sinatra!” Beck rushed in and knelt at his side. Manny was wincing and twitching on the floor. “What’s wrong? Are you injured? What’s the…” She noticed the arm band and yanked it off. The device landed in the corner. The buzzer sounded and the two metal prongs issued an arc of crackling blue.

      “Th-th-thanks, B-Beck,” he chattered. “J-just in time.”

      She grabbed his arm and examined the burn. “What happened? Who put that on you?”

      “I p-p-put it on.”

      “Of course you did. You went into a cave with professional assassins and they talked you into wearing an electroshock device. Makes perfect sense, you idiot.”

      “How’d you know to l-look for me?”

      “Your earpiece. A malfunction, much like your power of reasoning.”

      Manny sat up with a groan. “I won, though. The shooting competition.”

      “Looks like it.”

      “He cheated.”

      “You’re kidding. The mob hitman didn’t play fair?”

      “Has the poker tournament started again?” he asked.

      “Very soon.”

      “Help me up. We have to protect Benjamin Curtis.”

      “The governor is very well protected at the moment. The Kings aren’t letting him get away.”

      It took Manny three times to stand because his legs kept giving out. He leaned against the wall and wiped sweat from his face, and then switched off the shooting program. Glared hatefully at the arm band in the corner.

      Beck felt like the world was tilting sideways. Like she couldn’t get her bearing and nothing made sense. “Sinatra, this is crazy. But I’m not sure what else to do. They threatened our families if we call in a raid. If we try to sneak the governor out, the Kings will kill him. I can’t believe this, but I think our best bet is to stay the course and you win the tournament.”

      Manny nodded. At the corner bar, he poured a splash of scotch into a glass and threw it back. Poured another. Held it in his fist. He took a few deep breaths and regained control over his body while Beck talked about breaking protocol and getting fired or shipped to Antarctica or worse Hawaii because she burned easily and she blamed herself for this disaster but no she blamed Manny because his ideas never worked.

      The heavy doors leading into the shooting range opened and closed. A towering member of Black Jacket stood there. His arms tattooed and his hair buzzed and a scar began at his chin and went under his jaw. Like the others, he wore a ballistic vest. His thick hand rested on his sidearm. Beck thought he smelled like gun oil and steroids.

      “Game starting,” he said.

      “Yes. We’re on the way now, thank you,” Beck replied.

      “Everything okay?”

      Manny didn’t respond. The hairs on his neck were raising.

      Black Jacket said, “Something happen in here? You two alone?”

      Beck found out later what tipped Manny off—the Black Jacket guard had subtly placed his foot on top of Manny’s pistol, still on the floor where he’d dropped it. Men like him would never step on another man’s gun unless…

      Manny hurled the highball glass in his fist like a shortstop, a snap throw catching the Black Jacket guy off guard. A hard crash against the man’s forehead, a shatter of scotch. He staggered backwards and pulled at his pistol but Manny got there.

      The Black Jacket guard was dangerous, Beck knew, but Sinatra was lethal. She’d never seen him in a fight like this and the sight startled her; he was fury uncoiled. The guard was taller and better equipped and heavier by far, but Manny overwhelmed him.

      Manny pushed the guy’s gun hand straight up and delivered a punishing staccato of jabs into his teeth and nose. A savage elbow to the throat, and they wrestled for the gun. The weapon fired three times and tore loose and flew into the range.

      A desperate wrestling match. The bigger man outclassed but not dropping. Manny evading big punches and grabs, responding with short lefts and a hard right, hammering the man’s nose and teeth and throat. Cartilage breaking, blood spattering.

      The big guy was a war machine, refusing to go down, soaking punishment. He landed a sideways swipe, throwing Manny into the controls of the firing range.

      Manny pressing a button and the system activated.

      “Enough of this shit,” growled the Black Jacket and he reached for his secondary pistol, strapped to his left thigh. He still stood between Manny and his Glock.

      Manny leaping and sliding into the corner; he grabbed something Beck couldn’t see and popped up. A buzzer sounded and lights flashed inside the firing range.

      Black Jacket swung the pistol around but Manny moved like a nightmare, too fast. He shoved a black device into the man’s mouth just as it delivered an electrical payload. The metal prongs of Manny’s armband connected with his tongue and the guy screamed.

      Black Jacket spasmed and dropped, a slow fall like a tree. Manny plucked the pistol out of the guy’s hand as he did. Manny turned off the range’s controls and shot the man in the head.

      Beck winced at the loud blast from her position next to the bar. She looked at Black Jacket with disgust, and at Manny with renewed awe. The echoes of the fight faded.

      “Sinatra! You can’t shoot a man who’s lying on the floor unconscious!”

      “Better now than a few minutes from now.” He was panting and he took a hand towel from the bar to wipe his forehead. “What’re you gonna do with that?” He indicated the glass liquor bottle Beck held.

      Her hands shook a little. She’d never witnessed an execution. “I-I was going to hit him with it. In the head.”

      “Where’s your gun?”

      “I left it upstairs. Sorry.”

      “Ay dios mio, Beck.”

      “I said I was sorry. I thought Black Jacket was here to protect the players.”

      Manny slid the pistol under his belt at the small of his back. Retrieved his fallen Glock with a grunt—his sore ribs hurt worse now. “Black Jacket is serving more than one master. Or at least this guy was.”

      Beck nodded at the corpse on the floor. “Someone hired him to kill us?”

      “Gotta be, the pendejo.”

      “The Englishman, you think?”

      “No. He had a chance. Didn’t take it. Someone else. Your boyfriend?”

      “He’s not my boyfriend, and I doubt it. Rocky knew I was coming to check on you and I don’t get the feeling he wants me dead.”

      “You get a private moment with him, tell him what happened down here. Gauge his reaction. Someone’s trying to kill us. Maybe Rocky knows who.” He took his jacket from the wall hook. “Let’s go. I have a poker tournament to win.”

      “What will you do about Oliver Wright?”

      Manny shrugged and examined himself in the door’s reflection. “We’re even. I do nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Act like nothing happened. That’s what men do.”

      “Men who are idiots.”

      “Men with honor. But maybe the same thing.”
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      Manny emerged from the underground lair as polite applause sounded in the upper levels. The enormous Japanese pro, Hinata, had busted to Phil Ivey and the onlookers cheered.

      Manny crossed the bridge and the small circulating sharks and he paused next to Frank the Tank, the Black Jacket guard he knew. The players and the audience were still focused on Hinata and Phil Ivey shaking hands.

      Manny said, “You got a man dead in the basement.”

      “The hell you talking about, Sinatra,” said Frank the Tank. Both men kept their eyes forward.

      “You send a man to ace me, Frank?”

      “Not my style. You should know.”

      In his periphery, Manny noted Frank casually taking inventory of his crew. Looking for the missing member, someone out of position. Hinata the giant poker pro was slowly lumbering away from the table.

      “Your team is compromised, amigo.”

      “Not me,” said Frank. “Don’t get me wrong, I’ll kill you. And I’ll smile doing it. But only professionally.”

      “Gracias, good to know.”

      Frank’s eyes fixated on an empty corner of the third floor. “Guy dead in the basement, you say. Beefy with tattoos? Buzzcut?”

      “That’s the guy.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah.” Manny left him, walking for the table and taking his seat. Hoping none of the other Black Jackets were compromised.

      Seven players remained…

      Manny.

      Phil Ivey, the best player in the world.

      Jen Harmon, blonde poker professional.

      Oliver Wright, English twat.

      The Prince, Italian mercenary.

      Louis, French Butcher.

      Rich Guy, Manny couldn’t remember his name.

      Oliver Wright made a slight bow to Manny before returning to his chair. “Good to see you, ol’ boy. I worried you might not make it. You’re feeling well, I hope.”

      Manny’s mint julep still had ice and he took a drink. “I feel like twenty-seven million, Ollie.”

      “Ollie.” The Prince chuckled, casually stacking his poker chips. “I like it. Sinatra, you have blood on your shirt, my friend.”

      “Yes, I noticed that. Didn’t shoot yourself, did you?” said Oliver Wright.

      “The blood isn’t mine.”

      The Englishman’s eyebrows rose. “Oh? More trouble for the wallet salesman?”

      “Of all the problems I’m handling at the moment, Ollie, you are the least worrisome.”

      Play resumed. Manny scrutinized the statistics and found himself middle of the pack, ahead of the Rich Guy (ah-hah, the screen said his name was Melvin) and the Prince.

      The players dug themselves in, betting aggressively and clearly picking on Manny and Melvin, the two weakest. Somehow the professionals knew, they knew, when the lesser players could be pushed around. They understood when to express strength and when to back down, surrendering very little of their stack. Manny marveled at the skill and intuition involved in such a simple game. He retained no illusions about his place at the table—he remained only because of his patience and small bursts of luck.

      An hour later, he fell backwards into a full house and took a decent pot off Louis the butcher. The dealer pushed a pile of colorful chips his way, a sight he was growing to cherish above all else.

      The Frenchman pulled a knife from his pocket. A cord grip Gil Hibben—a throwing knife. He twirled it effortlessly between his fingers. “Ah yes. The Argentinian wins. The lover of the United States gets richer, no? Good. Good for you. Making America great again?”

      “America doesn’t need the help, amigo.”

      “Of course, sir. America leads the world in many important categories. Obesity, for example,” said Oliver Wright.

      Manny ground his teeth and said nothing.

      “Yes, it is true,” said the Frenchman. Yez, iz troo. With distaste, Jen Harmon watched him spin the throwing knife. He said, “Also, personal debt, no? Bullshit Americans and their credit cards. Brûle en enfer.”

      “Ah, but the women,” said the Prince. “The women are worth it all. I would kill a million men for a night with certain Americans. So perfect.”

      “And the jails, I believe,” said Oliver Wright. “More men in prison than any other country. The jails, they must be lovely. Right, Sinatra?”

      Like a European bloc, trying to goad him. And it was working, triggering his anger, his dignity, and he played poorly for half an hour, losing money when he shouldn’t. He needed Beck’s soothing voice of reason in his ear, but their method of communication had been fried.

      Eventually Jen Harmon nudged his elbow with a smile. “Relax, Sinatra. They’re getting under your skin. Win the game and you get the last laugh.”

      Manny winked at her. “If I don’t, you need to, mi amor. An American should, my opinion.”

      Harmon turned a little red. “I’m not sure I want to win and anger all these assassins.”

      “Don’t worry. They aren’t good.” Manny stood and went to the bar as the Italian Prince laughed.

      The bar tender asked, “Something American?”

      “Sí. A water. I need to think clearly.”

      “I understand, sir.”

      Rocky Rickard appeared half an hour later, circling the table and speaking into a microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re down to seven players. As is our custom in recent years, the final five will board the yacht to finish the game.” Rocky turned and indicated the massive boat bobbing in the far corner. Manny didn’t know a lot about yachts but he guessed it cost fifty million minimum. “We’ll take as many spectators as possible, so register now. Good luck to our remaining players.”

      This was new information to Manny. He and Oliver Wright shared a knowing look. The yacht was essential to the Englishman’s plans. Snatching the governor would be far easier on the open water. Manny would bet any amount of money the man had an escape boat waiting.

      Manny leaned back in his chair to get a view of Beck. Her jaw was set forward in concentration and she nodded at him. Next to her, Benjamin Curtis’s head was in his hands. Next to him, Varvara looked impossibly beautiful and bored and a little drunk.

      Winning the tournament, or getting second place, would force the Kings to back down. But dealing with the Englishman, for whom he had a mounting respect, was growing trickier.

      “Tell me, Green Card,” said Louis the butcher, knife twirling in his fingers. “What do you think of the pig in the White House?”

      “I think a Frenchman should tread lightly insulting any man or woman in the White House.”

      “Do Green Cards get to vote? Did you vote for the pig?”

      Zee peeg?

      “I don’t vote. And I don’t care who wins.”

      “Either that’s not true, sir, or you are more stupid than you appear,” said Oliver Wright.

      “Called loyalty. Whoever wins, that’s my president. And I serve without complaining. We don’t fawn over mascots, like your royal family. Those in office get there by hard work and the will of the people. They aren’t born lucky.”

      A rush of blood gave Oliver Wright a pink patina. “Mascots.”

      “Mascots. Good for nothing except waving to crowds. Should put them in puppet suits.”

      “I will soon tire of your insolent mouth, Sinatra, and your ignorant opinions.”

      “Aye caramba, Englishman, I’m just getting started."

      “You insult the Queen and honor America’s history of buffoons in the White House?”

      “It is not the man or woman in the office I honor. It’s the office itself.”

      “But the crown—”

      “The crown. Bah. Powerful people giving themselves crowns centuries ago and pretending they’re special. America kicked your ass in the 1700s and then the American victors gave away their power, setting their crown on the people instead of a person. In a fallen and broken world, amigo, the White House is the peak of what mankind can achieve. The pinnacle of our planet.”

      Louis the butcher snorted. “You don’t believe that.”

      “I do. What’s the better option? Your countries are corrupt and full of Sean Connery.”

      “Beg your pardon? Did you say…”

      Jen Harmon next to him. “Do you mean chicanery?”

      “That’s what I said, chicanery. An elite American word, look it up, Englishman.”

      “I don’t know if you’re right about the White House, my friend,” said the Prince. “But you’re right about my country. Corrupt as hell, as Americans say. Run by the mafioso. That’s the only reason I have money.”

      “Because you’re an assassin?” said Jen Harmon. “You guys can’t be serious.”

      “I am, my love.”

      “You are not.”

      “It’s true. That’s why I came to America,” said the Prince.

      Phil Ivey, usually silent, said, “You’re here to kill someone.”

      “I am.”

      “Who?”

      With the hand holding his drink, the Prince casually pointed at the rich man next to him. “This gentleman.”

      The rich guy, Melvin, dropped the chips he toyed with. “What,” he said and his face drained of color.

      Jen Harmon’s face did too. “That’s not funny.”

      “It’s not a joke. This is Melvin, a pervertito. He comes to Italy twice a year and spends his…what’s the phrase…his trust fund money? He buys Italian children.”

      Melvin the rich pervert cleared his throat. “That’s…that’s not…” His hands began to shake. He tried to speak but couldn’t and he wouldn’t look anyone in the eye.

      “We should keep the table classy and not discuss it further. Use your imagination. Immaginazione. But, once he is dead, his tens of millions will pass on to someone who will not prey on the children in my country. That is why I took the job.”

      Melvin began to cry. He wiped his mouth and blubbered something about his bitch sister. She stood to gain from his death?

      “Got’damn,” muttered Phil Ivey. “Some crazy shit.”

      “This is horrifying,” said Jen Harmon.

      The Prince shrugged. “This is business.”

      The dealer, trying not to listen, sent more cards skidding across the felt.

      Melvin tried to pick his cards up but couldn’t. Reached for his drink with twitching fingers and spilled it onto the floor. “Y-you…you can’t,” he said and he made a waving motion at the Black Jacket guards. “You…there’s protection and…”

      The Prince indicated the monitor displaying statistics. “Do not worry, my friends. Melvin the monster is nearly out of money. As am I. A moment more and he and I will be beyond the protection of Signore Rickard’s scary men. We will leave. Together.”

      “You can’t. I didn’t…I didn’t do…”

      “Yes you did. I have all the evidence, including photographs. And yes I can, my friend.”

      Jen Harmon turned her head to whisper to Manny. “This is awful. I can’t believe this. Should we call the police?”

      Manny’s throat was growing a lump. He was the police. But this was one problem too far for him to solve. He said, “I doubt your cell phone can dial 911. No police allowed here.”

      Louis the butcher ran the tip of his thumb across the point of his knife. “Children. Les enfants. Bah. Cut his throat here. I want to watch. You can borrow my blade.”

      “Good grief, I’m never coming back.” Jen raised her voice. “Mr. Rickard, you can’t allow this.”

      Rocky Rickard strolled close, his countenance somber and grave. “The affairs of these two gentlemen concern me only as long as they are active participants in the tournament. After the game, we wish them the best and send them on their way.”

      The dealer told Melvin, “It’s your turn to act, sir.”

      The rich and shaking man was too destroyed to look at his cards. Sitting next to the man sent to kill him. He pushed the meager remains of his chips into the middle and prayed for a miracle.

      The miracle didn’t come. The cards landed against him, Oliver Wright scooped the pot, and he was done.

      “Ah, excellent,” said the Italian Prince. He stood and tossed his few chips into the middle. “I surrender. I never stood a fighting chance, amicos. I was only passing the time. Accept my chips into the next pot while I get a drink and wait for my appointment with Melvin the monster.”

      “I-I won’t leave. I’ll stay h-here in the c-casino, you son of a bitch.”

      The Prince stood tall and dark over Melvin, like the Grim Reaper. “You lost, cagna. You have no protection and you have no hope. Don’t make it worse.” He raised his arms in a salute to the remaining players. “Good luck, my friends! In bocca al lupo!”

      The spectators lining the rails above increased in number, eerily hushed. The remaining players at the table didn’t know what to do, where to look. Melvin’s hands were intertwined and pulling on one another, and he was trying to watch the Prince from the corner of his eye.

      Rocky Rickard clicked on his microphone. His voice lacked previous enthusiasm. “A short break now. The five remaining players will continue the game aboard Only The Innocent, our yacht. All aboard. We set sail in thirty minutes.”
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      Manny needed to place in the top two. He could do it. He could. A few more hours of withering concentration and patience and luck, that was all.

      Seagulls and pelicans screamed overhead as Only The Innocent surged carefully from her berth into Fort McHenry Channel. Manny had only been in the illicit casino a few hours yet reemerging into the bright world felt like coming home after years underground. Nearby shipyards rang harsh with machinery and men. The casino’s crystalline yacht looked like a white swan moving through brown swamp and sludge.

      The water cleared as they churned into the Patapsco River. A sea breeze brought salt and sun, cleaning their atmosphere of the heavy dock stench. Partiers moved toward the bow and the stern and the large pools waiting there. Ubiquitous servers carried trays of champagne and white wine.

      Varvara stood beside Manny at the rail, squinting against brilliant sunlight reflecting off the choppy waves. Her pale Russian skin would burn soon, Manny thought—another deficiency of that ridiculous country. Her long hair seemed to catch and hold the wind like a cape, and she spilled her champagne as the boat pitched up and down. “You play cards better than husband. He would be out of game by now.”

      On Manny’s other side, the governor. The reason he was here. Benjamin Curtis seemed to be regaining a little life the farther Manny made it in the tournament. His color had returned.

      “You might do it, pal. Playing like a champ,” he was saying, but Manny ignored it. “I swear, by god, I’ll owe you the rest of my life. My long long life.”

      Armed men trailed Curtis everywhere, ready to capture their prize should he try to run. Or swim.

      Beck was aboard, but he didn’t know where. With Rocky, of course.

      The Italian Prince and Melvin had disappeared.

      “We will be rich,” said Varvara. She was drunk and she said it like, We illbeich. “You and me, Sinatra, da?”

      Manny hadn’t told her that much of her winnings would go toward freeing the governor of his financial entanglements. Paying off his debt to save his life and save America the public scandal.

      He rubbed his eyes. A mess. He was in a mess and surrounded by idiots.

      The partiers aboard Only The Innocent cheered as they passed under the 695 bridge. The lattice-work in the sky cast strange shadows on the water. The boat moved out into the upper regions of the Chesapeake Bay and dropped anchor near Hart-Miller Island.

      Hidden speakers chirped to life and Rocky’s voice emerged. “Ladies and gentleman, it’s time to play for twenty-seven million dollars.” More cheering. “Players please report below deck.”

      Manny descended an impressive staircase into the inner sanctum. To his surprise he discovered the yacht had been constructed as an elaborate shell surrounding the poker room. Big enough for at least fifty people and room to spare, high ceilings and skylights. Most impressive was the floor—glass with a view of the murky water below.

      Rocky’s voice. “Welcome, finalists and fans, to Only The Innocent’s poker room, the world’s most exclusive table. US Presidents gamble here, as do movie stars, CEOs, rock stars. Any and all degenerates with millions or billions to lose find themselves on this hallowed ground.”

      Manny and Oliver Wright locked eyes across the room. The man inclined his head slightly, a polite bow. Stupid British and their damned manners.

      Phil Ivey and Jen Harmon talked quietly nearby, and Louis the French butcher was cleaning his fingernails with the throwing knife and inspecting the water swirling below the glass bottom. Black Jacket guards stood near all exits. Perhaps thirty onlookers drank cocktails and whispered to one another.

      A thrill ran up Manny’s entire body.

      Seats were drawn at random. Manny was placed between Ivey and Harmon—he knew seating position was important but he didn’t know why, another of his poker shortcomings. Across the table from him, the Englishman and the Frenchman.

      A small monitor in the wall displayed statistics. Manny was in last. Soon he should devise a plan to get the governor out, in case he lost the game. He needed to talk with Beck, needed to communicate with Weaver, but his ear piece was long gone and all phones had been confiscated.

      The dealer flicked cards to the players and onlookers gave a slight cheer. The game was on, the clock running once again on the governor’s life.

      Rocky called, “Ladies and gentlemen, one final treat for you. This portion of the boat has a flat glass bottom. Our yacht will be discharging chum directly below the poker table in an attempt to trigger bull sharks. Often we see these large and aggressive animals lurking below. They are common to the Bay and it’s a sight to behold when they are in frenzy just under the glass. An appropriate metaphor, isn’t it?”

      Manny had gotten this far through self-restraint and luck and he wasn’t about to alter strategies now. The problem was, all the lesser players were gone. The remaining players were far far better, and he was the chum. He could count on no more stupidity to carry him through.

      The table played cautiously the first hour, Manny losing very little. But the stakes kept raising and soon he’d be in trouble. He needed some aggression, but…when? Against who? He felt lost.

      He folded for the seventh straight time, stood, and went to the bar. To his surprise, Jen Harmon joined him there. She asked the bar tender for wine and then quietly spoke to Manny.

      “You’re doing well. Keep it up. But stop glaring.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “For one thing, you’re more beautiful when you smile instead of glare.” Her cheeks pinked, a charming blush. “But second, the entire table knows that you have good cards when you glare. The assassins know to duck out. And I don’t want them to beat you.”

      Manny’s mind boggled. He was tipping his cards by glaring? Ay dios mio, el era un idiota.

      “Gracias, cariño.”

      “You’re welcome, Sinatra.”

      “But,” he said. “Aren’t you hurting yourself by telling me this?”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll beat you anyway. Phil and I know about ten other tells you give off.”

      “Ah. I am humbled.”

      “You’re still gorgeous. Too bad I’m not single.”

      “Yes. Too bad.”

      Manny returned to the table with a water bottle and a margarita on ice. Absurd of him, not to realize he was telegraphing his strength.

      Half an hour later, the dealer gave him two Kings. He kept his face passive, even putting on a half smile. Oliver Wright and Louis bet large, trying to push him around, but Manny remained strong; he won big, the smile tricking his opponents into giving away too much of their money.

      Jen winked at him.
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      The crowd gasped as shark-like shadows flitted through murk under the glass. Thick bodies swirling and vanishing. The boat injected more chum to invigorate the predators.

      Something heavy squeaked against the glass below Manny’s feet. He said, “I hope your plan isn’t to jump overboard and swim, Englishman. Lugging a body behind you and fending off sharks would be tough.”

      Oliver Wright said, “And I hope that isn’t the extent of your imagination. Assuming ‘swim for it’ is the best plan other countries can cook up, sir.”

      Oliver had a boat waiting, Manny knew. Possibly he’d rented a small but fast speedboat, which he’d pilot south before boarding a larger vessel. By the time Manny got ahold of the Coast Guard and convinced them of the emergency, Oliver and the governor could be in international waters. If he could communicate with Weaver, she might utilize airborne assets to identify the boats. But he had no way to reach her.

      The first real shocker of the day came half an hour later. Cards were dealt and Phil Ivey raised. Louis the butcher called and then Jen Harmon raised again. Jen and Phil, the best players, had been avoiding each other, but now…

      Phil Ivey grinned. “What are you doing, Jen.”

      “Playing cards, sweetie. And I’m ahead.”

      Phil Ivey raised her again and she moved all-in. Her entire stack in the middle.

      The crowd sucked in air as Phil called her bet. Over fifteen million in the middle. Both players at risk.

      Jen showed her cards. Two Aces.

      Phil showed his cards. Two Aces.

      The room got a big laugh, as did the players, until the flop was dealt—all hearts. And Jen had the Ace of hearts.

      Phil Ivey groaned and gave Jen a playful shove. “You’re a tramp, you know that, right.”

      The dealer turned the next card—another heart. The audience shrieked in unison.

      Jen Harmon had a flush and Phil Ivey was crippled. Under two million now. Jen hugged him and said, “Sorry, sweetie,” and Phil laughed, and Manny marveled at the poker professionals, able to win or lose millions without an uproar.

      The next hand, Phil moved all-in again. Louis the butcher called and turned over Ace Queen. He dominated Phil’s Queen Jack. The better cards held, Louis won a big pot, and Phil Ivey was done.

      As Jen stacked her mountain of chips, Manny wondered, “Is this game just luck?”

      Louis the butcher scoffed and said something offensive about Americans in French.

      Jen said, “The cards dealt are luck. How you play them isn’t. But yes, Phil just got really unlucky.”
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      Rocky Rickard returned to his seat next to Beck. They had their own raised corner with a view of the poker action.

      “Sinatra’s in fourth; he just won a million dollars. If he survives one more player, he’s guaranteed to make at least three.”

      Beck said, “Not enough to call off your attack dogs.”

      “Not mine. But yes. Let’s talk about plans after the tournament.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Rocky laid his arm around the back of her chair. “You and I should go somewhere.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am.”

      “I’m only here to keep an American governor from being assassinated,” she said.

      “But if you weren’t?”

      “I…”

      “Regardless of what happens with the governor, you and I still need to leave,” said Rocky.

      “Why?”

      “There’s going to be violence. Can’t you feel it? Sinatra and the Englishman are going to kill each other. Some of my associates have sent hired killers aboard, ready to kill you both if necessary. And if what you say is true about the Black Jacket guard in the shooting range, someone else is trying to kill you or Sinatra or both. The whole thing is dynamite ready to blow. Best if we leave.”

      “I…I can’t. I won’t. I have a job to do, Rocky.”

      He took a deep breath and held it. Released it and said, “I can’t promise I can protect you when the flag goes up.”

      “I’m an American agent. Maybe it’s me that will be protecting you.”

      Rocky made a pleasing humming noise. “Mmmm, I’d like that.”

      “I thought you might.”

      “Have I told you how lovely you look in that dress and those heels?” He reached up to touch the glasses she wore, the glasses that matched Manny’s. Manny wasn’t wearing his, but if he decided to use his pair she wanted to be ready. “Plus, somehow, you make spectacles looks sexy.”

      Despite herself, she smiled and shook her head.

      Below them, sharks circled.
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      Manny’s need for money was desperate. He could survive three more rounds before going broke. He needed aggression. Time to stop hiding in the trenches and taking potshots.

      The dealer slid him cards.

      Ace  Four.

      An Ace. With only four players, he was probably ahead. And this was a game of probabilities, that’s what Beck said.

      Harmon folded. So now it was him versus Oliver Wright and Louis. He said, “I’m all-in.”

      Immediately the two men folded.

      The next hand, he was dealt a King and a nine. He decided to play and the flop delivered another King.

      He said, “I’m all-in,” and he won again.

      He won the next hand too, taking a pot off Jen Harmon, who was ahead and playing loose. His aggression caught the table off-guard, winning back-to-back-to-back, and suddenly he had money again.

      The fourth hand. Cards spun to the players. Manny peeked.

      Jack  Jack.

      Very strong.

      “Let me guess,” said Oliver Wright. “You bloody well plan to move all-in again.”

      “Afraid?” said Manny.

      Oliver didn’t answer. He raised, $300,000. He and Manny had a similar amount of chips.

      Manny’s brain thrummed. He had pocket Jacks. He was almost certainly ahead. Should he call or raise? What would Phil Ivey do? What would Jen do? They would raise, almost certainly.

      Manny wanted to raise. But if he did and lost, he’d be low on money again. Patience had taken him this far…

      He called the $300,000, instead of raising.

      The flop came. King  six  two.

      Manny’s heart sank. Did Oliver Wright have a King? If so, he had lost. Surely it was his imagination but he thought he heard the beating heart of Benjamin Curtis.

      Manny declined to bet. He said, “I check.”

      “You check.” Oliver Wright scoffed, eyes frozen. “Bloody coward. I’m all-in.”

      Manny ground his teeth. Of course Oliver had a King, the bastard. Manny’s luck had run out.

      Then again, it wasn’t him who needed to get lucky here. It was Oliver. Manny already had Jacks. Did the man have a King? What were the chances he did? Manny ran the math. The odds of Oliver Wright having a King was around one in six. Maybe; he’d made C’s in math.

      So had Oliver just gotten lucky?

      Or was he betting that Manny would fold, because that’s what Manny had been doing all day? Was the Englishman bluffing?

      Manny spent years as a detective, interviewing witnesses and suspects. He’d developed an innate sense of when someone lied. Lying was hard and the body didn’t like it. People shuffled their feet. Refused to make eye contact or made too much of it. Their eyes drifted off to their right. Their pulse increased and they sweated.

      Oliver leaned back in his chair and cleared his throat, staring hard at Manny. Beneath the table, he readjusted his feet.

      “You’re all-in, hombre?” said Manny, watching for reactions.

      “Nothing wrong with American ears, I see. Just American judgment.”

      “You got a King?”

      “Doesn’t matter if I do. You won’t call me, Sinatra. You don’t have the resilience.”

      Manny heard the words and heard the double reverse psychology under it.

      He faced his first hard choice of the day. And he did what good players do; he made a difficult decision under intense pressure. He gambled with the governor’s life. He said, “I think you’re bluffing. I call.”

      Oliver pursed his lips. Didn’t move.

      Neither did Sinatra. One of them was about to go broke.

      Since both men were all-in, the dealer placed the final two cards. The dealer looked between them, and then held his hand out to Oliver. “You were called, sir. Showdown.”

      Oliver still didn’t move. But he said, “I have rubbish.”

      Manny turned over the winning hand, his Jacks. He said, “I have heart and fiery determination and the star spangled banner.”

      “Very cheeky, Mr. Sinatra.”

      “You lose. Swim home, Oliver. Tell her majesty that America was too resilient. Again.”

      Oliver Wright thrust himself up, lightning and the Union Jack flashing in his eyes, the chair knocking backward.

      Manny stood with equivalent speed, ready to return fire.

      “Gentlemen!” Rocky Rickard called and he walked into view. “The stakes and tension are high, I know. But there will be no violence in this room. We are under the sovereign protection of Black Jacket and they will respond to aggression with overwhelming force and neither of you come out of that well.”

      “I only stood to congratulate, sir.” Oliver’s voice was low and ragged. He regarded Manny and sneered. “I was never here for the tournament anyway. A mere secondary diversion.”

      “Explains why you played poorly. Let’s discuss this further above deck, amigo. You and me.”

      “Bollocks. You know what,” said Oliver and he backed away from the table. “I think I’ll stay and watch the match. Good luck, Sinatra. You’ll need it all.” With deliberate steps he made his way for the seats and selected one behind Benjamin Curtis. He shrugged out of his jacket, revealing the Sig Sauer P226. Favoring his injured hand, he laid the jacket across the seat back and sat. Crossed his arms.

      The governor leaned forward until his chin rested in both hands, eyes straight ahead. Small beads of sweat forming at his hairline.

      Despite watching Oliver the entire way, Manny noticed Beck get to her feet and surreptitiously move closer to Benjamin Curtis and Oliver. Small purse in her hand, a Glock inside.

      The poker room felt smaller, crowded. The atmosphere expectant and looming. High noon in the old west.

      Rocky said, “Congratulations to Mr. Oliver Wright. Fourth place and one million dollars. Now a break to clear the air and change dealers. We return in ten minutes to decide a winner.”

      Manny walked for the exit. He jabbed a finger at Benjamin Curtis and beckoned him follow. The governor stood on shaky legs. So did Varvara.

      Oliver Wright’s cold blue eyes followed them but he remained still. Where could his prey flee?

      Manny entered the daylight and walked aft along the rail, Curtis hurrying to join him. Music throbbed and partiers screamed in the pools.

      “You’re not safe yet, amigo,” Manny growled.

      “I know, but damn it Sinatra, you’re playing like a champ.”

      “Shut up and listen.”

      “Da, shut up and listen,” said Varvara and she hiccuped.

      Manny glared in all directions, searching the wide bay. Dozens of boats were on the water, under sail, or plowing through the chop with a motor, or bobbing at anchor. Could be any one… He said, “The Englishman has a boat nearby. Nothing else makes sense. You never go anywhere without me or Beck, understand? He’ll dump you into his speedboat and vanish and you’re dead. Comprende?”

      “I got it, man, I got it.”

      “You are dead,” said Varvara and she laughed, covering her mouth.

      “Can’t you just kill him now?” Curtis asked.

      “He’s good and I’m not sure what Black Jacket would do. Those men are killers. It’d take all of them but they’d get me. And that’s just the Englishmen; we also need to worry about the Kings and the poker game. If I lose or am about to lose, you run.”

      “Run? Where?”

      “For the rail and you jump in,” said Manny.

      “The water?”

      “Of course, you jackass. I use that right? Jackass. You can reach the water before they shoot you. Swim for the Hart-Miller Island.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s closest. You get there and borrow a phone and call for police. That’ll buy us time.”

      Curtis eyed the glittering surface with unease, ten feet below. “Just…jump in? What about the got’damn sharks?”

      “I hope one bites you in the ass.”

      “In the ass,” said Varvara.

      “I’ll be here, dealing with any Kings taking shots at you while you swim. We work together, we get you to safety. Maybe. After that, you’re in deep…” Manny trailed off, watching a bright blue speedboat zip close, aiming for Only The Innocent’s stern. Two men dressed in black aboard. “Aye. This might be the Englishman’s boat now.”

      “No,” said a voice behind them. “Boat is mine.”

      Something hard connected with the back of Manny’s head. For an instant, Manny forgot where he was. Forgot who he was. His head rang and lights flashed.

      People screamed.

      Strong arms grabbed him.

      Sunlight blazed painfully into his eyes. Splashing sounds, people scrambling out of the pool, cries of terror.

      The universe scattered, coalesced, and fuzzed, and Manny thought his head would break. Ahead of him, Varvara being held fast.

      A man with a gun…

      It was Varvara’s husband.

      The guy Manny had dumped into the Tesla’s trunk. The Russian gangster, Anatoly Petrov. Here, on the yacht.

      Which meant the strong arms holding Manny tight belonged to his crew of killers.

      “You send me to jail,” said Anatoly and he struck Manny in the mouth, a stinging backhand. “You take wife hostage. You take money.”

      “I’m the superior player,” said Manny, and each syllable made his head pulse. “Getting a better return on your money. So you’re welcome.”

      Another stinging slap. “How did I get out so fast of jail? World’s best lawyers. And now you come with me, American. You and wife.”

      “No,” cried Varvara.

      “Yes. You have much to answer, zhena.”

      “Aye, can you wait a few minutes? I’m in third place.”

      “You pay for sins now, American agent. Consequence.”

      Someone hit him in the head again and the world flickered.

      His Glock was taken. Dimly he noted they didn’t take the gun tucked under his belt at the small of his back. Idiot Russians. He and Varvara were manhandled over the rail and into the bright blue speedboat bobbing below.

      Benjamin Curtis, hiding behind a deck chair, thunderstruck and forgotten, watched as the boat turned west and carried Sinatra to shore.
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      Beck monitored Oliver Wright from the port-side exit to the poker room. The man’s ice blue gaze remained fixated on the table, his wounded and purple hand held in his lap. All cell phones had been confiscated and it struck her as surreal, everyone chatting with each other instead of staring at screens.

      Mr. Wright had a boat nearby, so he must have a way to signal the boat. His phone was gone, so that meant some kind of small transmitter—

      Benjamin Curtis burst into the room.

      “They took him!” he shouted and the whole room started in surprise. “They got him, the bastards, they’re getting away!”

      His sudden mania stoked the mounting pressure inside the poker room. Like the temperature jumped ten degrees.

      Rocky Rickard turned in alarm. “Who took who, Mr. Curtis?”

      “The…the men in black, they—they got Sinatra! They threw him over into a blue boat and…left! Hurry!”

      Beck’s spine stiffened and her blood ran cold.

      Sinatra! Kidnapped? Who would take him?

      “And they took the girl too, the brunette with him! Varvara!”

      Rocky beckoned for the commander of Black Jacket and he demanded, “Your men didn’t see anything?”

      “No,” said the big man. Manny’d told her the guy’s name was Frank the Tank, an apt title. He was already talking into his ear radio. “I got a guy running upstairs now.”

      Beck hurried closer. “Mr. Curtis, who were they?”

      “I don’t know, they just…oh! The guy called Varvara his wife. Does that help?”

      She nodded. “It does.”

      “Anatoly Petrov.” Rocky’s mouth was a straight grim line. “His attorneys sprung him from prison in under twenty-four hours, and he came for revenge. Impressive.”

      Frank the Tank, listening to his radio said, “We see them. Blue boat halfway to shore."

      “The sanctity of our game has been breached,” said Rocky. “I must ask Black Jacket to fulfill your contract, take my launch, and punish the intruders.”

      “With pleasure.”

      “And get Sinatra back,” said Benjamin Curtis, nearing panic. “Right?”

      Rocky exchanged a dour glance with the Tank. “If possible. Though it might not be.”

      The commander nodded. “Understood. I’m taking half my squad. Let’s roll.”

      Three hulking Black Jacket guards stomped after their commander, leaving three inside the poker room. The spectators seemed too stunned to buzz.

      Beck’s head swam. This had spiraled out of control. What could she do? The Russians would absolutely kill him. Slowly. She had no phone, no way to communicate with Weaver. She could put a gun to Rocky’s head and demand to use the ship’s radio, but what about…

      Wait. She turned, searching the room.

      Oliver Wright had slipped out. Vanished.
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      Next to a hidden boat ramp at Old Bay Marina, near Fort Howard, Anatoly Petrov and his gang took turns holding Manny under water until he choked, then bringing him up for a beating.

      Manny had absorbed worse punishment. He exaggerated the choking and groaning so the idiot Russians would be pleased with themselves. But still, his afternoon had gone downhill.

      Varvara watched, screaming into a gag.

      Eventually Manny—sodden, exhausted, aching—was hauled into the backseat of Anatoly’s personal Jeep Wrangler Rubicon next to Varvara. Anatoly climbed next to her, pressing his pistol hard into her neck. His crew mounted the front seats and the rest boarded a secondary Jeep. Manny’s wrists were fastened with police-grade plasticuffs. They didn’t bother with Varvara’s.

      “You think we are done?” Anatoly’s eyes remained dead despite the smile. “We are not done. Now we go to work. Cut you to pieces, American, and send you to FBI, let them know what happens, mess with Anatoly. Think you win against Solntevskaya Bratva.” He laughed, a wheezing unhealthy rattle.

      “The Russian mafia,” said Manny and he spit blood into the carpet. “Plus the British and the American mobs are still not enough.”

      “I hired Black Jacket guard to kill you. Now I’m glad he failed. You do not cause trouble, I kill you quick, American, and then chop into pieces.”

      “Expect some trouble, Russia,” said Manny. What he didn’t say was he could barely hear over the ringing in his ears, barely see into the dizzy world.

      “I ship your body all over world, American. Except your finger. Why?” Anatoly withdrew a cellphone from his jacket pocket—Manny’s cellphone from the casino’s lockbox. How had he gotten it? “Look what I steal from casino. It is your phone, American. Locked with fingerprint. I keep your finger, I unlock phone, I read your files, I learn America’s secrets. What now, ublyudok?” More wheezing laughter.

      “Keep the middle finger too,” said Manny after a coughing fit. “A final ‘Up Yours’ from Uncle Sam.”

      Anatoly patted the driver’s shoulder and said, “Poyekhali. Yezzhay seychas.”

      The Jeep shifted into gear and left the water behind.

      Manny started a map in his head, a return route to the blue boat when he escaped.

      If he escaped…
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      Louis the French butcher jabbed his throwing knife into the poker table, where it stuck and quivered. “The game, you stupid Americans. Let us finish it. We are late.”

      Jen Harmon, about ready to swear off poker the rest of her life, said, “Not all the players are here.”

      “The bullshit wallet salesman?” He made a spitting noise. “He is not coming back. He gets himself kidnapped, his fault. The game must finish! Se dépêcher!”

      Rocky Rickard conferred with another official and returned to the table. “Agreed. We have waited long enough. The game must continue to conclusion. Sinatra will be blinded out until he returns. If he returns.”

      Beck, nearby, asked, “Blinded out? What’s that mean?”

      “It means he will slowly lose his chips each round until they are gone. He will win third place and a hefty three million prize.”

      “That’s not fair!” shouted Benjamin Curtis, who had a lot to lose if Manny finished third. “Jee-zus, the man was abducted! So that means he loses?”

      “Three million is hardly losing, Mr. Curtis,” said Rocky.

      “I’ll play for him, you son of a bitches,” said Curtis. “Until he gets back.”

      “Bullshit, you already lost yesterday, oui?” said Louis.

      Beck half-listened and half-searched the room for Oliver Wright. Where was the Englishman?

      And was Sinatra still alive?

      Her emotions swirled, her nerves shot. She needed someway to stall, someway to buy Sinatra and the governor time…

      She announced, “I will play for Sinatra. Until he returns.”

      The room quieted.

      “You?” The Frenchman scoffed at her. “Who are you?”

      “Monsier, this is Ms. Annie Doyle, an employee of Mr. Sinatra’s, and my special friend,” said Rocky.

      Jen Harmon threw up her hands. “Whatever, I’m fine with it. Let’s just get this over with.”

      “No! I do not agree,” said Louis.

      “Annie, do you know how to play?”

      “I know the game and I’ve played a little online. I’m afraid I’m not good and I might lose his money quicker than he would being blinded out.”

      “Absolutely no. Absolument pas,” said Louis.

      Rocky conferred with his secondary official again and came back. “Given the extraordinary circumstances, we believe a stand-in player is appropriate until Sinatra can return. And Ms. Doyle is correct, she will probably lose his money more quickly than otherwise. The other option, if all players agree, is to chop the money.”

      Beck and Jen said, “Yes,” instantly.

      Louis swore. “No. Let the bitch play. I don’t care, I will cut the chips out of her.”

      Rocky said, “Very well. The game resumes in two minutes.”

      The crowd murmured with interest and Benjamin Curtis released a long breath he’d been holding.

      Beck took Rocky by the hand and pulled him close. She reached up to kiss his check.

      “Rocky. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. It was the fair thing to do.”

      “Will you do me a favor?” she asked.

      “If it’s within my power. And possibly if it’s not, for another kiss.”

      A shy smile. She said, “Keep an eye on Governor Curtis until I finish? Don’t let Oliver Wright have him.”

      “Gladly. Though I fear the poor governor’s chances are dimming. His death appears imminent.”

      She gave his hand a squeeze. “Don’t count me out just yet. Nor Sinatra.”
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes into the game, Beck knew the situation was hopeless. Watching Sinatra battle the poker sharks was one thing, but fighting them herself was quite another. Her hands quivered, her brain rattled. Each time she bet, she wagered mansions.

      Louis the French butcher perpetually had better cards than her. Jen Harmon didn’t lose much, but when she did it wasn’t to Beck. Their stacks of chips had been approximately even, but now Beck lost steadily.

      She glanced at Rocky, hoping for good news about Sinatra, but the man shook his head.

      She cleared her throat. “Are we sure we shouldn’t chop?”

      “Splitting the winnings, you mean. I do not chop, American,” said Louis.

      Chopping was her best hope. It meant the players reached an unofficial agreement beforehand to split the winnings. Without some hurricane of good fortune, she would finish in third place, not enough to buy the governor’s freedom. But if they chopped, she might have enough.

      “Sure, sweetie, I’ll chop with you,” said Jen Harmon. “I’ll give you thirty percent. I just want this game to finish.”

      Beck ran the math.

      Harmon was saying that she would pool their total winnings and give Beck thirty percent, and Harmon would keep seventy. For Harmon, it was like insurance against bad luck.

      If Harmon took first place she got fifteen million. If Beck got last—and she would—that brought their total pool to eighteen million. Thirty percent was only five and a half million. She needed more to buy the governor.

      With a shaky voice, she countered. “Forty percent.”

      Louis laughed and cursed at her in French, the knife twirling between his fingers.

      Jen Harmon said, “No way. Thirty percent is being kind. You stink at this, babe. I’ll give you thirty-five percent, final offer, and that’s only because I like Sinatra.”

      Thirty-five percent. Almost six and a half million. Cripes that was a lot of money. It might be enough to buy off the District Kings.

      “I accept. And thank you.”

      “You can thank me by taking out the French assassin,” said Jen with a shaky laugh.

      They needed to take out Louis the butcher because if Jen Harmon didn’t get first, Benjamin Curtis was a dead man.

      Beneath her feet, Beck felt the bump of a big bull shark raging against the glass, and she said a short prayer.
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      The Russians, terrible at everything, had tied Manny’s hands together in front of him, instead of behind. Providing him a slim opportunity to escape. Very slim.

      The car reached the 695 bridge and accelerated into thin afternoon congestion.

      Manny’s plan—reach across Varvara’s body to the driver, get his hands over the driver’s head and around his throat, and pull backwards. The plasticuffs between Manny’s wrists would act as a garrote, crushing the man’s windpipe. Done violently enough, the driver should swerve out of control instantaneously.

      Manny was hoping the driver wouldn’t swerve into oncoming traffic. And hoping Anatoly couldn’t shoot him in the chest before they crashed. And hoping the guy in the front passenger seat couldn’t shoot him in the head.

      A plan based on hope. Not great.

      But he ran low on options. He couldn’t reach the pistol at his back.

      Manny casually shifted position, situating his feet to thrust—

      The driver said, “Za nami sledyat.”

      We are being followed.

      Anatoly pressed his pistol harder into the neck of his wife. “Daleye sleduyet? Kem?”

      Followed? By who?

      “YA ne znayu. Dve mashiny nazad. YA ne vizhu voditelya.”

      I don’t know. Two cars back. I cannot see the driver.

      “Nevozmozhno.”

      Impossible.

      The driver knew better than to reply.

      Anatoly continued loudly, “Pozvoni v druguyu mashinu. Skazhi im—”

      A roar broke the conversation, the revving of a titanic engine—a big black Ford F-150 Raptor overtook their two Jeep caravan. The truck was plated with armor, barely street legal, no tags, so massive it made their Wranglers look small. It sideswiped the rear Jeep. The smaller vehicle jostled and bucked between the guardrail and the Raptor.

      Anatoly shouted and the driver swerved, watching the nightmare in the rearview.

      The Raptor’s rear window lowered, revealing a gunman. Another attacker stood in the truck bed, both men wearing masks and holding M16A4 assault rifles. A haunting sight, death among the innocent.

      “Oh…cripes.” Manny glared through the Raptor’s windshield. Frank the Tank drove the truck. If Black Jacket was about to open fire on the interstate, this was no rescue operation. They intended to destroy both Jeeps and disappear. “Aye, Russian! Hit the gas, hombre!”

      The two M16A4s erupted, punching through windows and shredding tires in the rear Jeep. Awful noises—shattering glass, chattering gunfire, screaming rubber. The 5.56 NATO rounds met no resistance, the passenger side distorting like it was being chewed on, and the Wrangler turned hard into the guardrail. The front tire caught against a support post and the vehicle somersaulted forward. Two tons of metal, flipping violently end over end, bumper over bumper.

      The traffic on the 695 bridge accelerated, fleeing carnage. Anatoly’s driver punched the gas and their Jeep jumped ahead.

      Varvara screaming.

      Anatoly shouting. The man in front of Manny had his gun out and buzzed down the window. Air and noise rushing in.

      The Raptor in hot pursuit.

      Anataoly cursed at Manny. Over Varvara, Manny called back, “These aren’t the police, Russia! You pissed off the American mob and now you got a war.” He twisted to expose his back to Varvara. “A gun in my belt. Grab it.”

      “No I do not shoot!”

      “Get my gun, or you and I are dead, Varvara.”

      Manny felt the pressure of the pistol disappear from his spine. He risked a glance out the window, saw the men with assault rifles reloaded and aiming.

      “Down!” He grabbed Varvara and pulled her head into his lap, then bent over her.

      Guy in the front seat rattled off shots with his pistol, bullets ricocheting harmlessly off Frank’s window.

      The men with M16s fired. Sounded like the world breaking. The Jeep’s windows disintegrated, doors thudding, metal groaning. The man in front of Manny, shooting his pistol—he was destroyed, his face fragmenting, then the rest of his skull, Manny’s window splashed with crimson. The Raptor swiped at them but the Jeep still had four tires and their driver accelerated and Tank missed.

      Manny pushed Varvara up. Held out his wrists. “Shoot my cuffs with the pistol. Between my hands.”

      “I cannot!” she screamed.

      “You must.”

      “I don’t know how.”

      “Like this. Hold it here. Push against the plastic. Now squeeze the—”

      She squeezed and the pistol fired, further damaging their ears. The fumes and powder scalded Manny’s wrists but the plastic broke—Manny was free.

      “Kill them!” Anatoly screamed at him. “Kill them all!”

      The Raptor caught them and the M16s launched another salvo. Manny held Varvara down. The hail of 5.56 NATO bullets ripped through the Jeep, demolishing plastic, hammering the steel cage. The front windshield splintered, partially caving in. Anatoly took a round through the fleshy part of his left arm, and another nicked his shoulder.

      The Jeep had a detachable hardtop, and the M16s broke the fasteners. The oncoming rush of air through the broken windshield and windows filled the hardtop and it lifted off like a parachute. The canopy raised and twirled and disappeared over the bridge.

      “What do we do?” screamed Varvara.

      “Jump for the truck.”

      “No!”

      “They aren’t trying to kill us, they’re trying to kill the Russians. We land on their truck, we’re safe.”

      “No, American bastard! Coward!” Anatoly tried to shoot Manny but he was injured, bleeding, moving slow, and Manny took his gun away. Simple. Manny also snatched his phone from Anatoly. Shoved it into his pants.

      “I’m jumping,” he told Varvara over the howling rush of air and engine. “Coming?”

      “Look!”

      She pointed. Manny turned.

      Tank’s men had run out of assault rifle ammunition. The man in the back lofted a rocket launcher instead. A small tube on his shoulder. The truck bounced and he took a moment to steady himself against the cab’s roof.

      “American bastards,” mumbled Manny. “Up, up, we gotta jump!”

      “Jump where?”

      He stood and grabbed at Varvara. She resisted. He got arms around her chest and hauled her to her feet; she  balanced uneasily in her heels on the seat in the wind.

      “We jump! For the truck!” he shouted into her ear. Probably wouldn’t make it. Landing on the blacktop going seventy would kill them or put them in the hospital. But better than the alternative. Maybe.

      “No! I can’t!”

      The Raptor’s driver side window rolled down. Frank the Tank laughed and called, “Told them not to shoot you, boy! But now you better get out of there.”

      The man with the rocket fired. Manny guessed it was a Mk 153, launching an anti-tank RPG. The rocket detonated under the Jeep’s front tires. An eruption of heat and light. Fire spilled across the bridge. The noise was more sonic pain than sound. The nose of the Jeep shattered, the vehicle’s frame bucking upward.

      Manny wanted to jump sideways onto the truck bed.

      But he and Varvara were launched backward, away from the truck. Arms cartwheeling. World spinning.

      A long fall in horrible slow motion frames. But his life didn’t flash before his eyes. No philosophical musings on a wasted life. No regrets.

      Only accumulating rage.

      They impacted at the same time, both on their backs, Manny right side up, Varvara upside down, landing on and partially caving in the windshield of Manny’s trailing Tesla.

      Stunned disbelief.

      Battered and bruised, but not broken, they stared at the driver’s seat—empty.

      The car immediately began to decelerate.

      “What is car? Magic car?” shouted Varvara. She groaned and rubbed at her spine.

      Manny laughed and patted the roof. “No! It’s my car, following orders. Shadowing my phone. I’d forgotten. Gracias a Dios!”

      Ahead of them, the ruined Jeep smoldered and the corpse of Varvara’s husband melted. The Raptor was gone, mission accomplished, and the police would never find them.

      The Tesla came to a stop, the strange silence ringing like a bell. Manny climbed down and stretched. If his kidney hadn’t been busted before, it was now. Everything hurt. Somehow he’d held onto the pistol and he pushed it into his shoulder rig, the barrel slightly too large.

      “Black Jacket guys are thorough, sí?” He helped Varvara down. She nearly fell on quaking legs. She kicked off the one shoe she had left.

      “Now what?” she said and her teeth chattered.

      “Back to the boat."

      “No. You make joke.”

      “Not a joke.” His jaw was set, eyes glaring over the bridge at the white yacht visible to the east in the coming evening. “I’m not finished yet.”
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      Louis the French butcher cackled as he pulled another pile of chips his way. The man refused to lose. Jen Harmon—the better player—and Beck watched helplessly. Both had less than half their stacks remaining.

      Harmon didn’t mind the loss. She wanted the game done, she wanted to get far away from the maniacs.

      Beck needed a victory.

      But how? He knew when to fold, knew when Jen Harmon was bluffing, he knew when Beck was strong, he knew when to…

      He knew everything. Almost as if he could see the cards.

      …almost as if he could see the cards!

      Behind her, Benjamin Curtis sat sweating between two armed men, henchman for the Kings. Rocky Rickard paced the room, chatting politely with the crowd. And where the devil was Oliver Wright?

      She turned her attention back to Louis.

      Maybe. Just maybe.

      She leaned back to yawn as the dealer shuffled. Took off her glasses to rub her eyes. Slipped the glasses into her purse and nimbly removed her second pair. With the special lenses. They looked exactly the same and no one would spot any difference.

      Cards slid across the table.

      Beck pushed the glasses onto her nose. And nearly gasped. Orange markings sprang into her vision, glowing on the back of each card.

      He was cheating!

      She couldn’t make immediate sense of the orange fingerprint dots. She glanced at her cards with shaking fingers and folded. Jen Harmon’s cards had many markings; she raised and Louis immediately folded.

      What could she do? How could she use this information? How was he cheating? The man wore no special glasses. And how had the markings got there? No way Rocky would be providing corrupt dealers to Louis the butcher.

      Two more cards arrived. Quickly she covered them with her hands. Peeked. King  Jack.

      Strong cards, especially with only three players. Careful to keep them hidden, she raised.

      Louis watched her, plainly irritated. He growled, “You raise me? How much?”

      “You can see.”

      “How much?”

      “Half a million,” she said.

      He shifted in his chair, glaring at her and at her hidden cards. He tried goading her into moving her hands. “How much money do you have left, American?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Count your chips. You must answer, American bitch.”

      “Hey, easy,” Harmon complained.

      Carefully, Beck slid her cards behind her chips so Louis couldn’t see, and she counted her stacks. “I have four million left. Four point two, actually.”

      “Fine, little girl. You win this one,” he said and he tossed his cards away.

      Relief flooded Beck, so strong she nearly laughed. Harmon folded too. Before surrendering her cards, Beck counted the spots on the back of each.

      She slid the cards to the dealer and Louis quickly scrutinized them, nodding to himself.

      The man could see the markings, even without glasses. He wore special contacts, that had to be it. But how could she prove that?

      The next five hands, she cracked the code. Remarkably easy. The more dots on the card, the stronger it was. Two dots meant a two, three dots meant a three, and so forth. Not all cards had dots, but most did. He marked any card that came to him.

      Okay, she told herself. So now what? Jen Harmon would still lose to him. They needed Louis gone.

      She kept her cards covered and Louis grew irate as the game progressed. His knife spun so quickly he nicked himself and he slammed his hand in frustration. Beck read the back of his cards, using the information to bet or fold.

      Still Harmon lost, and Beck knew no secret method to communicate with her. If a way existed, she was too new to poker to comprehend it.

      The blinds increased again. Jen would be broke soon. Beck was out of time.

      The dealer threw out more cards.

      Beck peeked.

      8  2.

      Horrible, but she kept them covered.

      She looked at Louis’s cards. His were even worse.

      7  2.

      From some forsaken reservoir of insight and trickery, a plan sprang into her mind. Sinister and high-risk. It was her turn to act. She should fold this hand, obviously. But she didn’t.

      She took her hands off the cards, so Louis could read the markings, and she announced, “I call.”

      Louis had been ready to fold but he inspected her cards and realized how weak she was. Even though he was weaker, he could use her weakness against her.

      Or so he presumed.

      He also announced, “I call.” And he winked at Beck.

      Jen Harmon folded.

      The flop came.  Ace  Queen  10.

      Beck said, “I check.”

      “You check,” said Louis and he chuckled. Exactly like a good villain should, thought Beck. “You check. You check check check. I do not check, American. I bet. Half a million.”

      He pushed chips into the middle. Betting with bupkis.

      Beck took a deep breath. She asked, “You have an Ace?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I have an Ace,” she lied.

      Louis knew it was a lie. “You do? Good for you, bitch.”

      “I call.” She pushed chips toward his and her fingers shook and it wasn’t an act.

      The next card. 4.

      She still had nothing. Neither did Louis.

      She checked.

      Louis, nearly delirious with glee, bet. He knew she had nothing, and knew she would fold. “One million, Mademoiselle. You and your Ace should call me.”

      Beck did. She called him, and now her remaining chips totaled only three million. And her cards were nothing.

      But her nothing was slightly better than his.

      Louis shifted slightly in his chair, an air of intensity building. This was for a significant portion of their stacks. And the American girl wouldn’t fold.

      The final card. Another Ace.

      Beck’s cards—Ace Ace Queen Ten Eight.

      Louis’s cards—Ace Ace Queen Ten Seven.

      She had won. She knew it.

      Louis knew it too. But any competent player in the world should be able to get Beck to fold an 8 and a 2. Yet…she just wouldn’t. It made no sense.

      It was her turn to act. She could bet or check. If she bet a lot, he’d have to fold, bewildered. If she checked, he might bet big and she’d call and win a fat pot.

      But she didn’t want to win a fat pot.

      She wanted to end this tournament. Right now.

      She lied again. “I have an Ace.”

      “Then bet with it or shut up, woman.”

      “Wouldn’t it be funny if we were both bluffing?” said Beck.

      “Marrant. But I am not bluffing, vous femme stupide.”

      “Wouldn’t it be funny,” she said again. She began tapping her cards. “If my cards were horrible. But yours were worse?”

      Louis’s eyes shifted. To Beck’s hand. To her finger. She was pressing her finger firmly into each dot. The dots only he could see…

      He sucked in air.

      She said, “I’m all-in, Louis.”

      He erupted upward, banging against the table hard enough to topple the higher stacks of chips, shouting in French.

      Smoothly she took off the glasses, dropped them into her purse, and took out the other pair. The pair without special lenses.

      Rocky called for quiet. “For Christ’s sake, Louis, use English. What’s the matter?”

      “The bitch cheats! La chienne triche! She sees marked cards!”

      “You lost, Louis. Be an adult about it,” Beck said, using an air of infuriating calm.

      “Seriously, this is ridiculous,” added Jen Harmon.

      “She cheats! She sees markings!”

      “Markings?” said Rocky. “You think she’s marking cards?”

      “Bien sûr!”

      “Stop crying, Louis. You’re just not very good.” Beck felt sharks in frenzy bumping the glass at her feet.

      Louis the French butcher turned a shade of red close to purple. He held the knife as if ready to throw.

      Beck said, “You have no proof of anything, Louis.”

      “The bitch bet it all with eight! She knew I had a seven. How else could she do it?”

      “You haven’t acted yet, sir,” said the dealer, using the firm and crisp voice hardened over the years.

      “Moving all-in with eight.” Louis jammed his knife directly into the green felt and spit onto the table. “Bullshit.”

      “I told you, I have an Ace,” said Beck. Very carefully, while Louis watched, she lowered her glasses into her lap, as if trying to hide them.

      His eyes rounded. “There! It is her glasses, you idiots!”

      “Stop it, Louis. My glasses are fine.”

      “Stop the lies or I cut out your tongue, American.” Louis laid his hand on top of the knife. “I cut it out right now.”

      Two members of Black Jacket moved forward at the direct threat. Got close enough to grab him if necessary.

      Louis glanced at them and then at Rocky. Rolled his eyes and groaned. Stood up straighter and cleared his throat. Smoothed his shirt and jacket. “A joke. Calm down, idiots. But she cheats, Monsieur Rickard. She sees markings with her glasses.”

      Another Black Jacket guard came to stand behind Beck’s chair.

      Jennifer Harmon made a sighing noise and rubbed at her forehead.

      “A serious accusation, Louis,” said Rocky. “I sincerely doubt the cards are marked.”

      “They are! And she just put her glasses away.”

      Rocky smiled sadly at her. “Ms. Doyle, where are your glasses?”

      “In my hand.”

      “You’re being accused of cheating. Absurd, I know. But…would you mind? If I see the glasses?”

      She raised them and the Black Jacket guard took them. He handed them to Rocky. With a last, regretful look at Beck, he peered through the glasses at the table. Examined the cards. Got closer and moved the cards around, and then handed them to a Black Jacket guard and said, “You see anything?”

      The big guard went through the same inspection. “Nope. Normal glasses.”

      Rocky said, “I’ve had enough, Louis. One more outburst from you and you will be ejected in third place.”

      Louis looked crest fallen. “But…the glasses? She bet her eight. She knew I had seven.”

      “She bluffed you out.”

      “I never said I had an eight, Louis. Where’d you get that idea?” said Beck.

      He spit again. “Va te faire foutre.”

      “One moment, please,” said Rocky as the dealer prepared to push the large pile of chips to Beck. “Ms. Doyle brings up an interesting point. You keep shouting she has an eight. Why? Where’d you get that information? She hasn’t revealed her cards.”

      “Because…” Louis’s countenance of anger slackened. Instead of outrage there was sudden concern. “Because I am a professional, and you Americans are not, and I guessed.”

      “I have a theory,” said Beck, sliding her glasses back on. “I suggest the cards are marked. And he can see them.”

      The two Black Jacket members behind Louis were staring hard, looking as though they wanted the accusation to be true, as though teaching the Frenchman a lesson would be cathartic.

      “Bullshit,” said Louis.

      “Ms. Doyle, the hand is over. You win the pot. Would you mind telling us, do you have an eight?” asked Rocky. Louis made a slight twisting motion, like he wanted to stop time.

      She peeked at her cards and then turned one up.

      An eight.

      “He knew,” said Beck. “He absolutely knew I had an eight. I believe he is wearing tinted lenses and he’s been marking cards. It would explain a lot.”

      “Vous êtes des imbéciles, how would I mark cards?”

      Jen Harmon burst, “It’s his watch! He’s always playing with it. One hand twists the knife, the other fiddles with his wrist. Look at his watch and I bet you’ll find a pad.”

      “Louis, I’d like to see your watch,”said Rocky.

      “And you can jump up your own ass, Monsieur.”

      “You can hand me the watch or Black Jacket can remove it.”

      “You know what I think,” said a Black Jacket guard behind Louis. He and the other man grabbed Louis and forcefully removed the watch. “Let’s do it the hard way, for fun.” Louis looked on, helpless.

      Rocky examined the thick watch. The handsome laugh lines around his eyes tightened and he handed it to Jen Harmon.

      She gasped. “I knew it!”

      “You’re marking cards, Louis.”

      “Go to hell.”

      “If I have Black Jacket pull contacts out of your eyes, I’d use them to see the marks. Right? You’ve been cheating this whole time.”

      “You want my contacts? Fine. I give you them. Release me. Relâche moi.”

      The men let go of his arms.

      Louis did not reach for his eyes. Instead one hand slipped quickly into his jacket and came out holding a device.

      Beck knew it immediately, as did the guards.

      An M67. A grenade.

      The world seemed to suck in on itself.

      Before anyone could react, he removed the safety clip and tugged out the pull ring, arming the device. Only his pressure on the spoon kept the grenade’s fuse from igniting.

      Screams in the enrapt audience broke the horrible spell. Rocky took a step away, hands raised. Jen got up and walked backwards, cursing.

      The men of Black Jacket made no move to get the grenade. They knew they weren’t quick enough; all he had to do was release and the spoon would fly.

      “You Americans, so nosy and stupid. Except you, little bitch,” he said, pointing at Beck with the hand holding the grenade. “Except you. So I think maybe I take you with me.”
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      Louis the French butcher tugged his knife loose, circled the table, and pressed the tip of the knife firmly into the flesh under Beck’s chin. “Get up.”

      She did, hands raised.

      “Don’t worry, Annie.” Rocky looked like a man watching his future slip away, watching his fortunes evaporate, but keeping a brave face. “We won’t let him leave with you.”

      “Leave?” Louis laughed. “Américains stupides, I do not leave.”

      “I expected you to demand a boat.”

      The audience of spectators was silently fleeing through the exits.

      “No, Monsieur Rickard. I have many enemies. I came here to win or die trying. Gagner ou mourir en essayant. My money has been taken from me, and so I play poker. But I know your Black Jacket and your American mob, they will never let me leave.”

      “Release her and we’ll figure this out, Louis.”

      “Lies. I am dead man. I know this, you know this. And so.” He made a little shrugging motion. “I take her with me.”

      “No.”

      “Yes.” With his knife, he drew a line down Beck’s cheek. The scratch pinked and a drop of blood appeared. “It is the French way. I surrender. But I need little bitch to keep me company. The only one smart enough to beat me.”

      “Louis, stop. She is important to me. Quite valuable. I’m willing to bargain. A fortune.”

      “More lies, Rickard.” He raised the grenade into the air. “What is your American phrase? Last words?”

      “Yeah,” said Manny, standing at the exit, dripping water and glaring down the sight of his pistol. “France sucks.”

      He fired three times. The first two caught Louis in the spine, and the third drilled into his skull. The grenade tossed up, safety spoon flying. The device’s striker hit the cap and the fuse ignited.

      Four seconds until detonation.

      Manny already moving, charging through the room. He caught the grenade before it impacted the floor.

      Louis fell, dead, against the poker table and tumbled onto the glass.

      Three seconds.

      Rocky grabbing at Beck and hauling her away. Beck screaming for Sinatra. Black Jacket guards running for the exists, not quick enough.

      Two seconds.

      Manny fell on top of Louis. Shoving the grenade under the corpse. Pinning the explosive device between Louis’s abdomen and the glass.

      On all fours, Manny pressed the body tight against the floor. Louis would absorb much of the flack.

      Sudden eerie silence. Then, “Sinatra!”

      Manny looked up. “Coast Guard’s coming. Stay away from the sharks. I knew you’d win, Beck.”

      The fuse reached.
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      Ignition. The grenade ballooned outward and erupted. Metals shards hurled through Louis and embedded into the glass. Slivers of the casing pierced Louis and reached Manny’s abdomen but they weren’t lethal, only painful. Manny’s face and the front of his jacket and shirt splattered red.

      The glass beneath the body fragmented. For three seconds nothing happened. Only echoes. Then loud snaps seemed to ricochet from the deep. The floor split in jagged cracks, spider-webbing outward from the detonation. Hydrostatic pressure mounting. First a small spray of water. Then a thick gout.

      Manny shouting, “Where’s Curtis?”

      Beck frantic. “I don’t know! I lost him!”

      The floor surrendered. Great wedges of glass broke upward into the poker room and the sea came in. The poker table tipped sideways and bobbed in the roil. Chairs sinking. Liquor bottles sliding off shelves. The entire yacht groaned.

      Manny up and scrambling across thick glass like an ice floe. He reached the far side as more of the bay overwhelmed the room. A thundering swirl rose and caught Beck and Rickard as they stumbled for the exit. The television monitor broke free from the wall and fell on them.

      Dimly he became aware of his cell ringing in his pants. It was Weaver calling. Thank God for waterproof phones.

      He could barely hear Weaver over the flood. “I got eyes on Benjamin Curtis!” she said. “He’s being dumped into a boat off the port bow. Look for my drone, he’s directly under it.”

      Manny above deck now, the evening sun blood orange. Partiers screaming, donning their clothes, hugging each other. Crew members shouting for the emergency life rafts.“There’s enough room for everyone! Remain calm!”

      Manny fought against the crowd, making his way forward. There! Weaver’s airborne drone whining and hovering fifty feet in the air. He couldn’t see the governor yet.

      Only The Innocent’s captain had turned the yacht for Hart-Miller but already her propellers were too far submerged. She moved sluggishly, the island too distant.

      Manny sprinted along the rail, looking over. A white speedboat with three men aboard, directly under the ship’s prow. Oliver Wright was using a small barge pole to push his boat away from the yacht, cradling his injured hand.

      Manny grabbed the rail and hopped over. He intended to land on Oliver Wright and collapse the man’s legs, hopefully break them, but the turning yacht and bobbing boat threw off his aim. He landed hard in the center, next to Governor Benjamin Curtis. The man’s wrists were bound with tape, and so were his feet. Mouth gagged.

      Oliver felt the impact and swiveled. Manny reached for his gun.

      The Englishman already had his out. Aimed it at Manny. “Enough, Sinatra.”

      Manny stopped. Raised his hands.

      The guy at the wheel said, “Yo, what’s going on?”

      “You don’t bloody well give up, do you, Sinatra.”

      Manny gave a slight shrug. “Not much of a reason to yet.”

      “You’re bleeding everywhere.”

      “It’ll take more than a grenade.”

      “Hey,” said the guy at the boat’s controls. “What is this? Should we offer to ferry passengers? That yacht’s sinking, you know.”

      They ignored him.

      “The game’s up, Sinatra. I got my man and we’re off for the horizon. You’re a good chap, lots of nerve. Maybe the only American with any. Jump overboard and I’ll let you live.”

      “Me jump?” Manny snorted. “Why? I won.”

      “You have?” The man chuckled and waggled the pistol. “Doesn’t appear so.”

      “America versus England? A foregone conclusion.”

      “Hey! Someone tell me what’s going on!”

      Manny turned his head to the boat’s pilot. “Who’re you?”

      “Kevin. Out of The Bay’s Best Boat Rentals. Guy with the gun rented me for the whole day. Who’re you?”

      “Sinatra. I’m a federal agent. This is an assassin from England, trying to kidnap an American governor. You up to speed?”

      “Your name’s Sinatra? He’s kidnapping a governor, that a joke?”

      “Look for yourself.” Hands still raised, Manny nodded at the governor. “That’s Benjamin Curtis.”

      “Who?”

      Oliver Wright laughed. “Ah yes, the politically intelligent and sweaty masses of America. Last chance, Sinatra. Else I’ll shoot you.”

      “I’m not jumping and no you won’t. England doesn’t have the guts.”

      “England doesn’t have the guts? Such an insufferable Yankee thing to say. Because our culture isn’t obsessed with violence, we don’t have the guts. Such arrogance.”

      “Yo, for real? This guy, he’s an assassin?”

      Oliver continued, “America is on the decline, amigo, thanks to unmannered inbreds like your governor. It appears you must learn your lesson the hard way also. See you in hell, Sinatra.”

      Before he could fire, Kevin the pilot from The Bay’s Best Boat Rentals revved the engine. The speedboat heaved and jerked several feet in reverse, causing Manny to stumble forward. Oliver Wright, facing the stern, staggered backward, off balance. He fired once wildly in the air, his heel caught the bow chair. Unable to halt his momentum, he fell overboard headfirst into the bay. Kevin the pilot took his hand off the throttle and the motor returned to idle.

      Manny gave him a nod of thanks. “Gracias. Good timing.”

      “Guy’s talking crap about America.” Kevin jerked a thumb at himself. “My parents are from Spain. They hate the limeys. Can’t shoot a federal agent on my boat, even if I don’t give a damn about no governor.”

      Manny removed the pistol from his shoulder holster and went to the rail, where Oliver Wright bobbed. “Swim away, England. Swim all the way to her Majesty and don’t come back. Or next time you and I—”

      Oliver Wright shot at him without warning—he gave an extra kick with his legs, aimed with his left hand, and yanked the trigger.

      The bullet came horrifyingly close to Manny’s ear. He felt the air snap like an angry hornet. He raised his own pistol. “Missed. If only your good hand wasn’t already ruined by someone more attractive and intelligent than you.”

      Manny shot him twice, a bullet destroying each icy blue eye, and Oliver Wright sank under the swell.

      “Holy shit,” said Kevin the pilot. “You…you just shot him!”

      “Long overdue.”

      “You hate England, huh.”

      “Not really. But it makes the pain easier to bear.”

      The yacht had sunk approximately eight feet, bringing the deck close to sea level. Passengers were climbing easily into life rafts. Manny heard a crew member telling someone the captain thought it might sink no further, emergency buoyancy measures kicking in. Much of the boat was still airtight.

      Manny dialed his cell and Weaver answered. “Where’s Beck?”

      “I’m searching the decks with my drone,” came her reply. A tone of urgency audible. “I don’t see her.”

      “She’s still below?”

      “I think she might be trapped.”

      “Damn.” Manny hung up. Twisted out of his jacket and kicked off his shoes. “Don’t go anywhere, Kevin.”

      “You got it, pal.”

      “Got an airhorn?”

      “Sure.” He tossed Manny a marine grade airhorn can.

      “You see that woman waving on the rail? Gorgeous brunette, lots of plastic, her dress barely surviving? She’s Russian. We pick her up, por favor, after I come back.” Manny turned to the water, sucked air, and dove in.

      He’d fallen in earlier as he tried to board Only the Innocent, but still the water shocked him; temperature felt like mid-fifties. He could see maybe five feet, and then visibility was absorbed by muck and silt.

      Shark-like shapes swarmed the gloom, indistinct until they swam close enough to touch and rub against him. Aggressive and heavy bull sharks. He depressed the airhorn’s trigger to release a strident and gurgling blare and the predators darted away.

      Manny could obviously never admit it to anyone but sharks terrified him.

      He swam under the yacht, the air pressure in his lungs causing him to float upwards and scrape along the hull and barnacles and seaweed. More bull sharks here, thick bodies, long fins, gray on top, watching him with wide eyes. Long powerful breast strokes pulled him near the yacht’s center, his hands making occasional contact with rough scales.

      He found Beck and Rocky by accident, bumping into them. It was nearly black under Only The Innocent.

      Beck was injured and maybe unconscious; she wasn’t moving. Rocky tugged at her with one hand, stroked at the water with the other, and kicked at circling sharks. Ay caramba, how long had they been under? The water must’ve sucked them down.

      Manny’d been holding his breath for at least twenty seconds and his lungs began burning. He issued another blast with the airhorn, a long warble that hurt his ears. He took hold of Beck, and he and Rocky both kicked hard through the gloom.

      His foot touched a shark behind them.

      Another materialized in front and knocked away the airhorn can. He snatched but missed and it lazily floated upward.

      They reached the sunlight, still fifteen feet below but out of the shadows, and Rocky screamed bubbles. Manny turned—a fat bull shark, the biggest yet, had Rocky by the calf. At least eight feet long, three hundred pounds. Red blood making a faint cloud. Rocky, his leg held fast, flailed in terror. It was a useless protest against a predator in his realm.

      Fear like an iceberg in Manny’s chest.

      He released his hold on Beck. Grabbed Rocky by the shirt. Everything happening too slow. He was inches away from the scariest thing he’d ever seen. The shark paused to inspect Manny with a rolling intelligent eye. Tension, the two regarding each other. Manny made a fist and rammed it hard into the bull shark’s nose. He heard and felt a crunch inside the snout. Immediately it released Rocky’s calf and swam off.

      To his surprise, Rocky didn’t swim frantic for the surface. He took hold of Beck again and kicked with his good leg. Manny did the same.

      Lungs screaming, head about to burst, they tugged and pulled. The distant glittering sun kept retreating, mocking them. Halfway there, Rocky’s strength gave out. He couldn’t move himself, much less assist with Beck’s lifeless form. He started sinking.

      Manny took Beck by the hair and kicked and swam until he saw stars, and at last the sea relented. He came up blowing water like a whale and sucking down sweet oxygen.

      “Kevin,” he wheezed. “Take her.”

      “Yo, where’d she come from?” Kevin the pilot grabbed her arm and held fast. The first Coast Guard boat was arriving, official voices blasting through speakers.

      Manny took a deep breath. Then another. One more, and dove again.

      Twenty second later he resurfaced with Rocky Rickard, cursing the man’s heavy sports jacket.

      Kevin helped get Rocky aboard. Rocky laid face first on the boat’s deck and coughed water. Manny climbed wearily up the stern ladder and panted against a cushion.

      Kevin said, “How many more down there?”

      “That’s all I care about. The girl okay?”

      “She’s breathing and I got the water out. You wanna go fetch the hot girl waving at us?”

      “Not really. But we probably should.” He closed his eyes and winced. Everything hurt. “Then put us down at Old Bay Marina, near Fort Howard.”

      “Dude, I think you got metal in your face, maybe. What’re you, like James Bond or something?”

      “Yeah.” Manny grinned and wiped the sea out of his eyes. “I’m exactly like that. But American and with better hair. Don’t tell anyone.”
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      Sunlight faded fast at the Marina, giving way to purple twilight. Manny, Beck, Rocky, Benjamin Curtis, and Varvara sat under an oak tree and watched Kevin motor into the distance as the Coast Guard worked on Only the Innocent. For the moment, they were ensconced in an envelope of peace and privacy.

      Manny’s blue Tesla waited in the nearby empty parking lot, it’s windshield still smashed.

      Manny checked the tourniquet on Rocky’s leg again. The man had refused an ambulance, instead calling his personal physician, who should be arriving any minute. His stock had risen in Manny’s opinion—the man had fought a shark for Beck, after all.

      Beck’s complexion was green and gray, but she’d live. She took Manny’s hand when he pushed her hair back and she squeezed it. “Thank you, Sinatra.”

      “Don’t thank me, mamita. Thank Señor Rickard. Man risked his life for you, got his leg half bit off, and pulled you to safety until he passed out underwater. Like I said, American gangsters are the best gangsters.”

      Rocky took her other hand. “Worth it. For a second date.”

      “Absolutely. But I might throw up again. I’m thinking about it right now.”

      Varvara lay flat on her back, staring at the leaves and breathing heavily. The day had been too much and she seemed incapable of communicating. Manny liked her better silent anyway.

      Benjamin Curtis had not been released from his bonds yet and he knew better than to protest. He watched Manny with a fair amount of trepidation and awe.

      “Louis, of course, is disqualified from the poker tournament. Which means first and second place get to split twenty-five million dollars,” said Rocky.

      “Jen and I chopped. She…” Beck paused to swallow a wave of nausea. “She gave me thirty-five percent. So I only get a little less than nine million.”

      Rocky smiled. “Only.”

      “You get nine million? You do?” said Manny.

      “You know what I mean. You, me, Varvara, Anatoly, Benjamin Curtis, someone gets nine million.”

      Manny sat next to the governor. Took a deep breath. It hurt. Used his pocket knife to begin sawing at Benjamin’s wrist and ankle bindings. “We use seven million of it to buy off the Kings. Means Curtis is free and clear. Sí?”

      “Correct. His debts are paid. I’ll take care of it and forward you the rest.”

      “We give Varvara a million to start her new life. And maybe Beck and I use the remainder to go on vacation.”

      Softly from Varvara, “Da, I have million.”

      “If anyone is taking Ms. Beck on vacation, it’s me,” said Rocky.

      “You can both come with,” she said. “After I’ve dried out. Might be a while.”

      With a final snap, Benjamin was free. He ripped out the gag. “About time, pal. I need a phone. The media has to be howling for me by now.”

      “What you need to do is listen.” Manny raised his knife to point at him. “You defiled America. And you’re the guy charged with preserving it.”

      “You’re right, damn it, and I know it. It’ll never happen again, Sinatra, on my honor. I’m a changed man. I owe you my life and I won’t forget.”

      “You’re free from the Kings. You’re free from the British assassin. You’re—”

      “Oliver Wright is dead?” asked Beck sleepily.

      “He is.”

      “Hot damn, Sinatra. You’re a real friend, you know that.”

      Beck said, “I knew you’d kill him, Sinatra. The planet isn’t big enough for both of you.”

      Manny’s knife remained pointed at the governor. “I have enough dirt to bury you. Send you to prison. Comprende?”

      “Oh, I know it. You can trust me.”

      “You have one month to resign.”

      “Resign?” yelped Curtis. “From office? For what?”

      “For everything. You made promises to America and you broke them. This country deserves better. You get a month and if you’re still in office I will arrest you with a thousand cameras watching.”

      “But…you can’t…” Curtis looked at Beck and Rocky for help, mouth agape.

      “He bought your life,” said Rocky. “You’d rather be dead, you stupid son of a bitch?”

      “But…I’m free of everything, you said it yourself, Sinatra.”

      “America, land of the free. Home of mercy and justice. This is how we satisfy both, Curtis. You get mercy but you step down. One month and then you’re out, but no jail time. Saves America the scandal. Best for everyone, including our Vice President.”

      Curtis laid himself on the ground next to Varvara, like two dead fish. “Christ, Sinatra, I thought you were my friend.”

      “Accept my deal before I change my mind.”

      “You drive a hard bargain, pal.”

      “Beck and I, we just beat the American mafia, the British mafia, the Russian mafia, and a maniac from France. All for a governor the people were duped into voting for, which means right now I’m king of the mountain, and I don’t make bargains, pal, I give orders. You quit or you go to jail.”

      “Ooooh,” said Varvara, just loud enough for them to hear. “Sexy talk from American agent. We get married now. I have million.”

      Three dark sedans pulled into their secluded part of the Marina simultaneously. The first to emerge was a man who knelt by Rocky’s side and examined his leg with a penlight. He stuck two needles into Rocky’s thigh and lowered the plungers, probably morphine and antibiotics, and said, “We can save your leg, Mr. Rickard, but we need to move quickly.”

      “With pleasure. We’re bringing Ms. Beck…I mean, Ms. Annie Doyle with us.”

      “No. Thank you, Rocky, but I stay with Sinatra. We’re a team.”

      “Annie, I can provide you with the finest medical treatment on earth. I would like to.”

      “I don’t need the finest. Mediocre will do. But…” She paused and smiled indulgently. “If you truly fought a shark, you have my permission to call me.”

      “I will be, even without your permission, Ms. Doyle.”

      Manny’s stomach twisted, watching the back and forth. He wasn’t jealous. No one would call it jealousy, he thought. Anger, maybe. More of a professional concern for Beck, making arrangements with a mafia consultant.

      Beside her car, Senior Special Agent Weaver listened with her arms crossed. She muttered, “All my agents date high profile criminals. Wonder how that’ll look when I’m dragged in front of a Senate oversight committee.”

      From his place sitting on the ground, Manny called to Weaver. “This one, the Russian, she needs to disappear. The Solntevskaya Bratva might be angry at her soon.”

      “You didn’t kill them all?” said Weaver.

      “Only the ones nearby.”

      Weaver banged her palm on the roof of the third car and two men got out. They helped hoist Varvara to her feet and she followed them in a daze. She cast a final look at Manny over her shoulder. “You come soon? We are rich?”

      “You get plenty,” said Manny with a half wave. “And you get the land of opportunity.”

      Varvara nodded to herself as though this made sense and she allowed herself to be lowered in the back seat of the car. Before the door closed, they heard her say, “I have million.” The two men returned to the front and their car drove away, carrying Varvara out of danger and into the witness protection program, which Manny assumed she’d quickly leave out of boredom.

      “Speaking of disappearing,” said Weaver. “Sinatra and Beck, you two need to vanish. After the firefight on the bridge and the sinking yacht, every news organization on earth is here or will be soon. They’re calling it the most destructive battle between crime syndicates on American soil in decades. So you were never here.”

      “None of us was ever here. You have my word,” said Rocky Rickard, gingerly making his way to the car with the help of his concierge physician.

      “No guarantees, Rickard. Depends on the report I get from my agents. Best you don’t leave the country,” said Weaver. “Meantime, Sinatra, you’re needed in surgery. You look like hell.”

      “Hell on its best day, maybe.”

      “What’s your recommendation about the governor?”

      “Let him walk home. He’s got a lot to think about.”

      “We’re not arresting him?” said Weaver and she hauled Beck to her feet.

      “Not yet. Giving him a month. Cause I’m a generous and patient American hero.” Manny stood and braced himself against the oak tree, fighting sudden lightheadedness.

      Weaver got Beck to the car and came for Manny. “You have slivers of metal sticking out of your chest, Sinatra. You fight and lose against a grenade?”

      “Hah. For America, I have not yet begun to fight.”

      “Only you say this crap, Sinatra.”

      “Only I care enough to.”

      “Have a good evening, Mr. Governor. We’ll be in touch. Very soon,” said Weaver.

      Manny slid into the back next to Beck, and closed the door. The car eased forward, Weaver at the wheel and talking into her phone. Manny took Beck’s hand again and squeezed, saying a silent prayer, thankful she’d survived. She was nearly asleep but she returned the pressure.

      Outside their cocoon of quiet, the Tesla made a beeping noise, reversed from the parking spot, and followed autonomously.

      Lying on the grass, Benjamin Curtis felt like he was falling. He’d lost his life and found it again many times in the past two days. He stared upward at twilight, wondering about his future. And his past. Wondering about questions he’d soon have to answer. And wondering about the man named Sinatra.

      

      The End
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        * * *

      

      A note from the author—

      Enjoy the novel? What are you going to read next?

      May I suggest a mystery series? Manny Martinez is one of the main characters. Click here. Or turn the page and I’ll send you book one for free.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dear Reader,

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope you enjoyed Wild Card. (You did) If you’re lucky, you might just catch me playing Hold’Em at the MGM National Harbor casino one day soon.

      For clarification purposes, not all of Sinatra’s opinions reflect my own. I have nothing against England or France or any other lovely place that Sinatra disparaged in the book. His patriotism can be hard to control.

      I’m an independent author without the backing or resources of a massive publisher. I rely on word-of-mouth and Amazon reviews to thrive. If you’re so inclined, leaving a review (good or bad) helps a lot.

      More Manny adventures are inbound. Stay tuned.

      If you’d like to read my mystery series starring Mackenzie August (you do), click here and I’ll send you the first novel free. Manny is a big part of these books.

      Cheers!
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