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Аннотация
Letty Dobesh: thief, junkie, pick-pocket, felon. But now, for the first time in ages, she's also clean and sober, just out of rehab, and on a cross-country trip to reunite with her estranged little boy.
Enter psychotic mercenary Isaiah Brown with a proposal that scratches at her oldest itch, something Letty has dreamed of all her life�the ultimate Vegas score. An ingenious plan to take down a casino that might actually work.
All that's standing between Letty and an inconceivable pile of money is the pick-pocket of a lifetime. One risky, impossible grab. Pull it off, and retire. But mess things up, and Letty Dobesh will lose everything she holds dear, including her life.
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Letty Dobesh reached to freshen up a trucker's coffee from behind the counter. His name was Dale or Dan or Dave�something that started with a D. He was a regular. A creepy regular. Came into the diner several times a week. Tall, lanky, never-tipping guy who always wore a red down vest and a John Deere mesh hat.
As Letty filled his mug, he grinned, said, "Know what would look good on you?"
This should be good.
"No, what's that?" she asked without risking eye contact.
"Me."
Now she did meet his eyes. They were small and brown and contained a volatile energy that she recognized�he was a hitter.
"That's beautiful," she said. "You should write Hallmark cards."
The man laughed like he wasn't sure if he'd been insulted.
Her manager called her name from the grill.
"Be there in a sec!" she said.
"No, Letisha. Not in a sec. Now."
She set the pot of coffee back on the warmer and wiped her hands off on her apron. An image blindsided her: Letty at seventy, hobbling around the diner on arthritic feet, hands like claws from a lifetime of this.
The manager was a short, sweaty, unpleasant man. He wore black jeans, black sneakers, and a white Oxford shirt with a hideous Scooby-Doo tie. Same outfit always. As she approached, she saw that he held a wire brush in his right hand.
"Good morning, Lloyd."
"Bathrooms. They're disgusting. You were supposed to clean them yesterday."
"Lloyd, I haven't had a chance�"
He shoved the wire brush into her hand. "With a smile."
"I'm smiling on the inside."
# # #
Letty scrubbed furiously at a beard of dried shit affixed to the inside of the toilet.
The noise of the jukebox was indistinct through the concrete walls, but a new refrain had taken up residence in her head.
This is my life.
This is my life.
This is my beautiful life.
When the toilet bowl was pristine, she stood looking out of the small window behind the sink. The view was down Ocean Boulevard. Vacation cottages and high rises all oriented east toward the sea.
There were bars over this small window, and Letty somehow found it fitting. She'd been out of prison now almost ten months, had been clean for half a year, but she hardly felt free.
She was thirty-six years old and she had just worked herself into a sweat cleaning a toilet in a diner.
Bad as prison was, the walls that had kept her in her cell and in the yard had never screamed hopelessness as loud as the barred window in this tiny bathroom. In prison, there was always something to look forward to. The promise of release, and beyond, the possibility of a Life Different.
She felt a sudden, irresistible urge to get high.
You don't do that anymore.
Why?
For Jacob.
She needed to distract herself. If she was back at the halfway house across the sound, she'd either jump in the shower or go for a run. Do something to break that death spiral thought pattern. Here at work, she could just plug herself into serving the customers. Her therapist, Christian, would tell her to challenge the thought to use. To stop, take a moment, and analyze the error in it.
Where is the error? I feel bad. Getting high will make me feel good. Doesn't get much simpler than that.
But it's not that simple, Letty. Because you won't use once. If you start, you will use until you're broke or dead or back in prison.
A layer of tears fluttered over the surface of her eyes.
There was a knock at the door.
"Just a minute!"
She wiped them away. Smoothed her blue and white dress. Pulled herself together.
Lifting the cleaning supplies, she opened the door.
The trucker in the John Deere hat stood in the alcove that accessed the men's and women's restrooms.
"All yours," she said.
He crowded into the doorway.
"Letisha, right?"
"That's right."
"Wanna earn your tip? How's about we go back in there for a spell?"
Letty pushed up against his scrawny, fetid frame. Reaching down, she grabbed his groin and pulled him toward her.
He said, "Oh hell yeah."
Bulge in the vest. Left side. Wallet. 
With their lips an inch apart, Letty smiled. She released his manhood and drove her knee straight up into his balls at the same instant her right hand slid inside his vest, fingers diving into the pocket. She snatched the wallet as he keeled over onto the floor. Would've hit him again but Lloyd had appeared at the end of the hallway that opened into the diner, his face twisted up with rage.
"You junkie whore. I didn't have to give a convicted felon a job."
"He was trying to�"
"I don't care. You're fired. Get out."
Letty ripped off her apron and dropped it on the floor beside the moaning trucker who'd gone fetal in the corner.
# # #
She rode the bus into Charleston. Sat in the back going through the trucker's wallet. His name wasn't Dale, Dan, or Dave. It was Donald, and for a cheapskate, he carried around fat stacks�$420 in cash and three credit cards.
She whipped out her jailbroken iPhone which she'd retrofitted with a wireless card-reader. Started scanning Donald's Visa, Mastercard, and Amex, dumping sub-$100 deposits into shell accounts.
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Letty put her hands behind her head and interlaced her fingers. She liked this couch. The leather was always warm. She liked the afternoon view through the open window in the back wall where the two blues met�sky and ocean. The air breezing through was tinged with salt and suntan lotion and the sweet rot of seaweed.
"You got fired?" Christian said. He was seated at his desk several feet away.
"This morning. I'm leaving town tonight. I've already cleared out my room at the halfway house. Won't miss that place."
"I thought we agreed it would be a good idea for you to hold down that job at least through Christmas."
"I'm done with this place."
"Where will you go?"
"Oregon."
"To see your son?"
"That's the plan."
"Do you feel you're ready for that? Ready to reenter Jacob's life on a permanent, reliable basis?"
"It's the only thing I'm living for, Christian."
"That means this is our last session."
"You've been great. The best part of my time here."
"Are you anxious?"
"About leaving?"
"It's a big deal."
"I know it is."
"How do you feel about it?"
"Ready."
"That's all?"
She stared at the Thriller-era Michael Jackson bobblehead on her substance abuse counselor's desk and said, "Christian, will it make you feel better if I say I'm scared?"
"Only if it's the truth."
"Of course I'm scared."
"Afraid you'll use again?"
"Sure."
"But you know how to fight it now. You're empowered. You know your triggers�external and internal. You know your three steps to ensure sobriety."
"Recognize. Avoid. Cope."
"There you go. And what's your main trigger?"
"Breathing."
"Come on."
"Remembering what a complete failure I am."
"That's not true."
"Convicted felon."
"Letty."
"Meth addict."
"Stop."
"Junkie whore."
"This is counter�"
"And let's not forget�you got mother of the year sitting on your couch. Christian, I got triggers everywhere I look."
Christian leaned back in his chair and sighed the way he always did when Letty turned the knife on herself. He was old-school Hollywood handsome. Cary Grant. Gregory Peck. With his short-sleeved button-down and clip-on tie, he looked like a car salesman. But his eyes implied trust. Kind and wise and sad.
How could they be anything but? Talking all day to losers like me. 
"You know if you don't make some kind of peace with yourself, Letty, none of this stuff works."
On the wall beside Christian's desk, she let her eyes fall upon a painting between two framed diplomas. She inevitably found herself staring at it during some point of each weekly session. It was a print of a Romantic masterpiece�a man standing in a dark frockcoat on the edge of a cliff. His back is to the viewer, and he's gazing out over a barren, fog-swept waste. The landscape looks so hostile and unforgiving it could be another planet.
Christian turned in his swivel chair and glanced up at the wall.
"You like that painting."
"What's it called?"
"Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog."
"Nice."
"What do you like about it?"
"I like the man's fear."
"Why do you say he's afraid? You can't even see his face. I think he's exhilarated."
"No, he's afraid. We all are, and this painting says that. It says we're not alone."
"You're not alone, Letty. If you'd take my advice and join a group, you'd see that."
"NA isn't for me."
"Sobriety is a group effort."
"Christian, the only time I never used was when I was working. When I had a job."
"You mean stealing."
"Yeah."
"You still messing around with that?"
She smiled. "You know what they say. You can take the girl out of prison..."
"That's just another form of addiction, Letty."
"I get that."
"So what are you saying?"
"I want to stay clean. For me. For my son. But I don't see the world like you do."
"What do you see?"
Her lips curled up into something that could almost be called a smile. She pointed at the painting.
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Letty left town that evening with her entire life, such as it was, in a suitcase.
Clothes.
A framed photograph of Jacob at four years old smiling from the top of a slide.
Laptop.
Phone.
And 5K in cash.
With a thermos full of French roast, she drove all night.
Slept at a truck stop in Arkansas the next day.
She got off the interstate where she could and stuck to back roads. Something more therapeutic in driving her Honda Civic beater down a two-lane highway than anything she'd experienced in rehab. A tangible sense of the life before falling behind her like so many stripes of faded yellow.
She didn't push herself. Some days she only clocked a hundred miles. Oregon was the final destination, but she made no effort to take a direct course. She meandered, and in the beginning, didn't think about a thing. Just let the landscape scroll. Whole chunks of time when her mind was a bright blue cloudless sky. Where she was so completely out of herself that when she snapped back into the moment, she couldn't even remember driving. She'd be in a new state. On a different road. She wanted more time to pass like that. She lived so rarely in the present, her existence neatly boiled down into two equal parts.
The depression and regret of her past.
The fear of what was to come.
Her two plains of consciousness.
And it was driving on the plains of eastern Nebraska on a late summer afternoon when something like an epiphany struck her. She would always remember the moment, because out the windshield her stretch of prairie was sundrenched and golden with late light.
When I'm high and when I'm on a job�I'm not plagued by the sadness of the past and the fear of the future.
That's why I use.
Why I steal.
Those are the only times when I live in the moment like a free human being.
# # #
She checked into a motel on the eastern desert of New Mexico on her fifth or sixth day. It was after ten p.m. and in the west the sky was getting raked by an electrical storm that was too far out for the sound of its thunder to reach her.
She pulled a chair out onto the concrete balcony.
Sat watching the sky light up, thinking how nice it would be to get high. It wasn't much of a desert town, but she'd driven past a roadhouse on the outskirts. She could take a shower, put on something slinky, head down there and score. She could almost taste the smoke. Gasoline and plastic and household cleaners and Sharpies and sometimes apples. Oh yes, and nail polish. She hadn't dared to paint her toes in the last six months for fear the odor alone would set her down the bad path.
Challenge the thought to use.
You do it tonight, when you start to come down you'll feel so bad you'll have to go again. And again. Cycle repeats. Then you'll have lived in this motel room for three weeks and eaten nothing but convenience store food. You'll be frail and sick, right back where you were last fall.
But the urge was still there.
So how do you cope?
If she went back into the room, she knew what would happen. She'd take a shower under the guise of distracting herself. But then she'd get out, suitcase dive for something sexy, and head down to the bar.
So how do you cope?
Stay right where you are.
Do not move.
By midnight, she could hear the thunder and smell the threat of rain in the sky like a closed-up attic. She didn't go inside. Not even when the rain started.
It came down in curtains. The temperature fell. Almost instantly there were pools of standing water in the empty parking lot. The lightning touched the desert a quarter mile away, and the ensuing noise was louder than a shotgun blast at close range.
Still, she didn't move.
Her clothes were drenched and she was shivering.
The storm passed.
Stars appeared.
She could hear the quiet roar of I-40 a mile away.
It was 3:30 in the morning.
Struggling to her feet, she pulled open the sliding glass door and walked into the frigid air-conditioning. She stripped out of her wet clothes and climbed naked into bed. The need was still there, just no longer screaming in her face. Now she pictured it as the embodiment of an emaciated woman, crouched in a corner, whispering madly to herself.
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She stopped the next afternoon in the red desert waste of Arizona. It had been twenty-four hours since she'd eaten, something in the ache of an empty stomach that she found useful in fighting the urge to use. If hunger was on her mind, crystal meth wasn't.
But now she was dizzy and lightheaded, feared her driving was on the cusp of becoming erratic.
She got off the interstate past Winslow and headed south through a landscape of buttes and exposed rock. A world stripped down to its bones.
She felt so lightheaded it was becoming difficult to focus, but a quick glance in the rearview mirror cut through the fog.
The black Tundra that had been trailing her for the last hundred miles, perhaps more, had taken the same exit.
Am I being paranoid because I'm famished?
She pulled into the visitor's center.
Walked up to the drab brick building and paid the admission fee.
Inside, the air-conditioning was set to blizzard.
She pretended to peruse the gift shop card rack while she stared out the window that overlooked the parking lot.
The driver side door of the Tundra was open. A black man climbed out.
He wore khaki shorts and a white t-shirt without logo or slogan.
Letty threaded her way through the tourists and slipped out the exit. She followed the observation path through the desert until she stood on the rim.
The depression was gaping. Nearly a mile across. Five hundred feet deep. She could see people the size of ants on the far side, walking the trail that circled the crater. The heat radiating off the ground was tremendous.
A hole in the ground. Yay.
Turning, she studied the visitor's center�no sign of the black man from the Tundra.
You're imagining things. Go eat something.
# # #
She ordered a foot-long veggie at the Subway in the visitor's center and claimed a booth.
Crazy hungry.
Didn't even come up for air until she was halfway through and nearly choked when she did. Because that man was sitting across from her, smiling. It was a beautiful smile. Broad and bright. But there was something malicious and knowing in it which she couldn't quite put her finger on. Like the man wasn't smiling at her, but rather at something he knew about her.
Letty put her sandwich down, wiped her mouth.
"By all means," she said. "Please join me."
The man unwrapped his sandwich�a meatball sub�and dug in.
"You followed me here," Letty said.
He nodded as he chewed.
Through a mouthful, he said, "Picked you up in Gallup."
"What do you mean 'picked me up?'"
He just smiled.
"There something I can help you with?" she asked.
"Damn, girl. Can I eat my sub first?"
They ate in silence, watching each other. He was thirty-something, Letty figured, but closing in on forty. Her age possibly. No trace of stubble. Brown eyes. Movie-star handsome. Shredded.
They finished their sandwiches without a word, and then he washed his down with a long hit of Coke through a straw that sucked his cheeks in.
He said, "Ahhhh. Can't believe they had a Subway. That's just bonus. You look thoughtful. Lemme guess. You going through all the people you ever wronged, trying to figure out who's come back to settle a score. Yeah?"
Letty made no acknowledgement, but he was right.
"This ain't about none of that," he said. "Ain't here to hurt you. This got nothing to do with anything in your past. All about the future."
That unnerving smile again.
Letty drew in a long breath. Her head was clear now, and she was afraid.
"How'd you find me?"
"Friend of mind in Charleston put a TrimTrac on your ride. Know what that is?" She shook her head. "Little device that lets me track your location using GPS. I heard you was coming west, thought we should meet."
"Why?"
"We'll get to that."
"I have a phone. Just calling would've been less creepy than this by a factor of a hundred."
"I'm more persuasive in person."
"Have we met before?"
"No, but we share a friend."
"Who's that?"
"My man, Jav."
"Javier sent you after me?"
"Not after you. To you. With a proposal."
"I hope you weren't counting on Javier's name to facilitate whatever the hell you thought was going to happen here."
He reached his hand across the table. "Isaiah."
She didn't take it.
"Damn, that's cold."
"I want you to get your tracking device off my car and leave me alone."
"Why you hatin' when you ain't even heard what�"
"Does Javier want something? Is that what this is about?"
"No, I want something."
"I don't understand."
"He recommended you to me."
"For what?"
He grinned. "What do you think? A job."
Letty leaned back against the seat.
"I did some work with Jav last fall," Isaiah said. "He's an interesting�"
"He's a psychopath."
"Be that as it may, he knows a lot of people. I called him last week. Told him about this thing I got going. This bind I'm in. Told him the kind of person, kind of skill set I needed, and he said I had to have you."
"No, I'm done with all that." Even as she said it she tasted the lie. "Do you know why I'm driving across the country, Isaiah?"
"No."
"To see my son."
"For real?"
"For real."
"And what? You ain't seen him in a while?"
She shook her head.
"What happened?"
"Right. I'm going to tell the guy who's been spying on me for the last week about my private affairs."
"You ain't gotta be this way, Letisha. I ain't coming at you with negativity."
She sighed. "What do you want?"
"Javier tells me you the best."
"The best what."
"Best liar he's ever worked with."
"Thanks, I guess."
"And that you got scary-fast hands."
"So."
"So that's exactly what I need."
"I think I already gave you my answer."
"You don't even want the pitch?"
"Nope."
"So you out, huh? Gonna go be Miss Respectable Citizen? Get a nine to five. Pay taxes. All that shit?"
"I'm gonna go be a mother to my son."
Isaiah's eyes didn't exactly soften, but his body language changed. Like someone had let a little air out of the tires.
"That's cool then. I feel that." He crumpled up his Subway wrapper, slid out of the booth. "Good luck to you, Letisha."
"You too Isaiah. Hope the score's big and you don't get caught."
His laugh was low, booming. "Never."
# # #
She watched him walk out of the restaurant.
Felt suddenly cold.
Alone and empty and void of anything approaching hope.
Here it came, right on cue�the crushing need to use.
Challenge the thought.
When I'm high and when I'm on a job�those are the only times in my life not plagued by the sadness of the past and the fear of the future.
So, tonight you can either be high in some motel room, taking that first step toward running your life into the ground once again.
Or... 
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Letty caught Isaiah in the parking lot, crouched down beside her car, prying the tracking device off the undercarriage.
He looked up, grinning.
She said, "I was thinking."
"Yeah?"
"You wanna walk around the crater."
# # #
It was God-awful hot, Letty already sweating.
Isaiah moved slowly along the footpath. They had to keep stopping to let the tour group up ahead gain distance.
"Ever hear of a man named Richter?" he asked.
"What thief hasn't? The rock star grifter we all want to be. But he's just a myth. Urban legend."
"Actually, he's not."
"You've met him?"
"I'm doing a job with him."
Letty felt a pulse of energy ride up the bones of her legs into her stomach, like it had come from the ground beneath her feet.
"Where's the job?"
"Four and a half hours from where you stand."
She stopped.
Shielded her eyes from the sun as she stared up at him. He was smiling but his eyes were hidden behind a pair of aviator sunglasses.
"Vegas?"
"Fabulous Las Vegas."
She said, "A man I respect very much once told me that of all the jobs in the world, the only one I should never touch was a casino. Said 'there's all this money floating around waiting for us just to reach up and grab it. Why rob it from the pit of hell?'"
They walked again.
"I'm part of Richter's ten-man crew," Isaiah said.
"What's your superpower?"
"Brute force. Weapons. I was Force Recon back in the day. So the vault in one of the major casinos is having its security system overhauled this coming weekend. We don't know if it's Friday, Saturday, or Sunday."
"I'm not going into any goddamn vault. I'll just tell you that right now."
"Me and you both, sister. Here's the cool part. They don't trust nobody. Not even the security company personnel. Two hours before the install, they box the cash up and cart it from the vault area into a room in the hotel. Of course, the money is still guarded by its own private army, but at least there's no vault to break it out of."
"And what? Richter has a guy on the inside?"
"Exactly. At some point on Friday, twenty-four to thirty-six hours from now, Richter will get a call or a text from his contact. They'll tell him when the security install is happening and which room in the hotel will be housing all that cash. Richter's plan is ingenious. The crew gains access to the room directly underneath. We go through the ceiling, set up an ambush, and let the money come to us."
"You have blueprints of the hotel?"
"No. Too many variables and possibilities. We'll have to finalize our game plan once we see the room they've chosen."
"Sounds super risky."
"For sure. But the probability of success is much greater than if we had to go through a vault, grab the cash, and fight our way back out through the casino. No amount of money could get me to sign up for that shit."
"I guess I'm just confused. I mean, the idea of working with Richter sounds intriguing. But I'm having a hard time seeing where I fit into all of this. Your plan sounds solid. What do you need me for?"
"Jav said you could be trusted."
"I can."
"You wouldn't be working with Richter."
"I don't understand."
"Richter put the crew together, but he's doing one thing in this whole deal. He's giving us the room number and the time. It's his contact at the hotel. I give him that. But he ain't gonna be anywhere near the hotel room when the half-dozen armed guards roll in with the money."
"His contact, his show, right?"
"He's taking half. Other nine of us are splitting the rest. And it's like we should be grateful for the privilege. That sound right to you?"
"Not so much."
"So I'm thinking, sure Richter's a legend, but fuck him."
"How exactly?"
"I'm running a shadow crew. Brought in Jerrod and Stu, two of my boys from Iraq. We're going to take down this money. Estimate is thirty-eight to forty mil. Split that four ways, including you, we're talking possibly seven zeroes apiece. You know what I call that?"
"No, what do you call that?"
"I call that you ain't gotta do shit ever again money. I call that living right for the rest of your life money. Don't tell me some part of you hasn't always dreamed of robbing a casino."
She was starting to see it�her place in this madness.
They had walked half a mile, and she was dripping with sweat. She looked back at the visitor's center.
"Richter's phone," she said. "You want me to grab it. That's why you want me, right?"
Isaiah grinned. "Among other things."
"What other things?"
"Whatever we need. But nothing you can't handle. And if you ain't down for that, I'm happy to pay you a flat rate for the grab. But if you want to be in on the split, you see this thing through to the end."
"I don't do jobs that require guns," she said. "Not for any amount of money."
"Well, I guess it's your lucky day."
"No guns? Seriously?"
"No guns for the takedown. Too noisy. Too messy. But if things turn to shit after, I make no promises. If you need to think it over, I can give you one hour. But the clock is ticking."
"No."
"No?"
"I don't need to think it over."
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Letty rolled down Las Vegas Boulevard at sunset, the Strip already aglow.
It had been five years since her last visit, and she was happy to see that everything about this city still got under her skin in the best kind of way. Where most people saw absurdity and flash, she saw art and life and possibility. There was the Venetian, lit up like a white angel. The MGM Grand the color of money or the guy at the Blackjack table losing his shirt while everyone around him wins.
She loved the universal hustle.
The bellboys, the strippers, the hookers, the dealers, the doormen, the bartenders.
Everyone angling.
She could live here.
# # #
Isaiah had checked her into a Prestige suite at the Palazzo. After a week of Motel 6's and worse, this elevation into luxury made her exuberant.
She ordered up room service, then headed downstairs to find an outfit for the evening with the envelope of hundos that Isaiah had provided as a starting expense account.
She bought a dress at Chloe's.
Pumps at Christian Louboutin.
Had a makeover at a salon called Fresh.
By ten o'clock she looked like a completely different creature. The seven-day accumulation of road grunge gone. She stood at the window in the living room of her suite looking down at the traffic moving along Sands Avenue twenty-eight floors below. Across the street, she had a perfect view of their ultimate target.
The sleek curve of the Wynn.
But tonight wasn't about money or a vault.
Tonight was all on her.
Richter and his crew would be at Tryst at 11:00 p.m.
A knock at her door pulled her away from the window.
Through the peephole, she saw a bellboy.
Opened the door.
"I have a package for you, ma'am."
She took the small box and gave him a five-spot.
Letty carried it into the kitchen. It resembled a jewelry box. Simple. Elegant. Gold paper. Her phone rang as she tugged off the white ribbon and tore at the wrapping paper.
"Hello?"
"Get my package?"
"You really shouldn't have."
She lifted the top off the box.
A black iPhone and a photograph.
The photo was a headshot of a white man with a shaven head and a few days' worth of stubble darkening his jaw line. For some reason the smooth head and intense eyes reminded Letty of a thug in a European heist flick. Otherwise, he was unremarkable. Nothing like how she'd imagined the legend. Then again, maybe that was the point.
Isaiah said, "I'll need access to Richter's phone for one hour. This is his replacement."
"Does it work?"
"No. It was impossible for Mark to replicate his contact list, apps, text, call history. Safer play to swap it for a non-functioning phone. It'll power up and display a black screen. What I'm asking isn't easy. I need you to swap his current phone out for this one. Then you're going to have to hand off his phone to my contact at the club. He'll find you, so don't worry about that. Then you have to entertain Richter for an hour while my guy builds the clone. Then you have to switch his real phone back for the fake."
She said, "What if he freaks when his phone doesn't work?"
"If he's into you, maybe he doesn't even think about his phone for an hour."
"This is a tall order," she said. "Just so you know."
"Tall orders come with big paydays. You got this, Letisha?"
"Yeah. And by the way, it's Letty. I go by Letty."
"Aiight. Since we turning into homies, I go by Ize."
"See you in the club, Ize."
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Even at 10:30, the line to get into Tryst was ridiculous. Letty was pretty sure she looked fabulous, but in the back of her mind, her age kept popping. Fifteen years older than almost everyone around. She didn't look thirty-six, at least not tonight. Could've possibly passed for something that started with a 2 depending on the lighting, but still...
The group ahead of her consisted of two couples.
One of the guys was trying to talk to a doorman in black slacks and a muscle-T with the cold eyes of an assassin. A man who had heard every plea to get inside. He was flipping pages on a clipboard and shaking his head.
"I don't see you on anybody's guest list. And just to be straight up with you, there's no way you're going inside wearing sandals and shorts."
"Are you kidding me?"
"Do I look like I'm kidding you? Go put on some adult clothes and try again."
"This is bullshit."
The doorman looked past the group, met eyes with Letty.
She pushed her way through to the velvet rope.
"How's your night going?" she asked.
"No complaints. What's your name?"
"I'm not on anybody's guest list."
"We're pretty full tonight."
"How about I just give you a hundred bucks?"
She already had it in her hand. The doorman looked down, took it, opened the velvet rope.
She tried not to let it eat at her as she moved through the lounge area toward the entrance, the house music beginning to build. She'd had to slide a bribe to get in. Couldn't deny it. It stung.
The lounge was a spread of reserved tables and clusters of beautiful people.
She opened her purse, checked her phone.
A new text from Isaiah: north patio by the waterfall
She paid her cover charge and entered the club.
The place was mobbed and loud beyond any level of pleasure she could conceive of. Straight on, the DJ booth was manned by a cleancut white kid whose real job you would never suspect outside these walls. Behind it, a waterfall crashed into a lake. Paths branched off the dance floor, one leading toward the main bar, the other to what she guessed was a VIP lounge.
The decor and vibe felt seedy, dark, and elegant all at once.
The strobe was disorienting, the heat on the dance floor massive.
As she skirted through, two men caught her eyes and tried to lure her in.
The air redolent of alcohol, cologne, sweat.
She fought her way to the doors leading out onto the north patio.
Despite it being summertime in the desert, it was cooler outside the crush of pheromones.
The pool teamed with schools of bikini-clad women and ripped men.
The stimulation dizzying.
She wanted a drink. A hit of crystal.
It was the most beautiful nightclub she'd ever seen, and to be here carefree and high would have been exhilarating.
To be here on a job, she had to admit, was a close second.
Even outside, there was no place to sit. Every table either filled or reserved.
She spotted Isaiah standing near a table in the far corner, tucked in beside the waterfall. He was laughing and he looked good�designer blue jeans, Red Wing boots, black-T under a green velvet bomber jacket. He stood with four other men, far outnumbered by the entourage of women surrounding them.
It took Letty several minutes to make her way through the crowd to the outskirts of Isaiah's table.
She stood alone.
So much movement, so much conversation all around her.
Lanterns hung from the trees and she could just hear the white noise of the falling water.
Nine hours ago, she'd been talking to Isaiah at the crater.
Seemed like years ago.
A trainwreck of a thought barreled through her mind.
There are so many women here more beautiful than you. Richter is surrounded by them. Why would he give you the time of day? Why should he? You look out of place here. You had to pay extra just to get inside�
Stop. Maybe challenging the thought works on a job, too?
Quit being insecure.
This isn't the hardest thing you've ever done.
You know how to make people like you.
I need a drink.
No you don't.
Yes I do.
She let the stimulation overwhelm her.
The smell of champagne like spring in the air.
The starless Vegas sky.
The voluptuous architecture of the Wynn.
The bright blue of the pool and the yellow glow behind the ninety-foot waterfall.
The red heat inside the club.
The infectious groove as the DJ remixed a song she liked�the Cowboy Junkies covering "Ooh Las Vegas."
Everyone around her was moving. She let her hips begin to sway. Everyone was here to have fun and so was she. So was Richter.
She had this.
Letty moved closer to their table.
There.
Talking to one of the orbiting women who looked just bimbo enough to possibly be an escort.
Richter was shorter than she'd imagined. Barely five-ten. He wasn't handsome, just put together nicely. Retro glasses. A short-sleeved button down that seemed to shimmer. No belt. Shiny black wingtips. No jacket.
In that case, she'd be mining the front pockets of his slacks. Back pocket would be better. Cargo pants pockets ideal. But front pocket was workable, and his pants didn't look too tight. In fact, it was more in her comfort zone than a grab from an inner jacket pocket. A pants pocket is a pocket. What you see is what you get, with tightness being the only variable. An inner jacket pocket that you couldn't see was full of surprises. Like zippers. Snaps. Buttons. All manner of things to snag probing fingers.
She could feel her adrenaline begin to spike as she approached. She drew within range of Richter and the bimbo. The woman stood on legs that looked too insubstantial to support her top half.
Richter was staring at her with a glazed look that Letty hoped was boredom.
She inched closer.
Overheard the bimbo shouting: "Yah, I've been out here about a year and a half. It's pretty fun, you know. Lots to do. Sometimes, I wake up and it's like, I live in Vegas, right? Like, oh-my-God!"
Letty looked up at Richter.
Eye contact.
He said, "And what's this? Another fly come to suck off our bottle service?"
He turned away from both women, called out, "Gentlemen, let's roll."
Letty shoved down the flush of rage.
Do not let him leave.
But she couldn't think of a single play to stop this from happening.
Bimbo said, "Asshole," and stormed off.
Richter and the rest of his crew headed out, with Isaiah bringing up the rear.
He didn't even look at her.
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Letty's feet were killing her. She eased down into one of the chairs at the empty table.
Steaming.
In shock.
She'd choked.
Her first job since last Christmas, and she'd blown it.
A promoter materialized�cute brunette with chopped hair. Amazing dress. Nametag read Jessica.
She smiled at Letty and knelt down so she didn't have to shout.
"Hi, what's your name?"
Letty said, "Gidget."
"Well, Gidget, this is actually a reserved table. I have a group I need to put here."
Screams from the next table over drew Letty's attention. Looked like a bachelorette party unfolding. Pure, smashed joy.
Letty slid back into her pumps, struggled onto her feet.
"All yours."
# # #
Letty headed back toward the dance floor. Just wanting to get out of the noise, out of the movement.
Inside, it was impossibly more crowded than before.
A wall of bodies.
The music ear-rupturing.
The bass heart-stopping.
She moved along the perimeter.
A group of three guys at a table called out to her with Boston accents. They were working their way through a 1.75L bottle of Jack and they reeked of desperation. Any other night, she'd have had a drink and grabbed their wallets.
It took her five minutes to push through the crowd and past the entrance into the front lounge.
The barrage of self-destructive thoughts firing away.
You've lost it.
You're washed-up.
Then she was passing a line of nightclub hopefuls that snaked through the lobby of the Wynn.
Then she was outside, sucking down gulps of exhaust-tinged desert air.
She kicked off her shoes and carried them.
Her head swirling.
She felt her phone vibrate. Opened her purse.
A text from Isaiah: wtf was that?
Good question.
She hit him back: location?
He answered: stand down see u tomorrow
# # #
She went up to her room, but she couldn't calm down. Couldn't stand the thought of lying in bed playing her epic fail over and over again.
She needed to score.
Challenge the thought.
I need to get high.
Challenge the thought. Think about your son. Think about�
I need to get high.
# # #
She wound up at the Zebra Lounge, a bar in her hotel with tons of seating upholstered in zebra print. Onstage, dueling pianists played something fast and obnoxious.
She sat at the bar. Hadn't had a drink since starting rehab in Charleston, and she wanted to fall off the wagon with something big and noisy.
While the bartender made her Long Island Iced Tea, she studied him, trying to get a read on whether he would further her ultimate ambitions for the evening.
He was twenty-three or twenty-four. Smooth-shaven. Cropped hair. Lifted weights for sure. No tats that she could see, although he wore a long-sleeved black button down which didn't reveal much.
He set her drink in front of her, said, "Seventeen dollars. Start a tab?"
"Sure, put it on my room." She gave him the number. "What's your name, by the way?"
"Darren."
"Darren, if I wanted to get my hands on something a little stronger than booze, would you be able to point me in the right direction?"
She could see in his eyes that he got asked this all the time.
"Talk to Jay at Japonais in the Mirage. He's working tonight."
"Appreciate that."
He left her to her drink.
It was strong and very good.
Yes, the night had blown up to this moment, but she was about to turn it around.
Letty leaned over her drink and sucked the rest of it down.
The liquor hit her gut in a burst of beautiful heat.
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Letty crossed the boulevard.
The Strip at midnight sleepless and blinking and radiating a nervous energy that filled her junkie soul with the closest thing to joy she could ever hope to know.
Even at this hour, too much traffic creeping between the median of palm trees.
Almost everyone she passed was lit up.
Hell, she was too.
It felt good to be outside again, walking and buzzed and the Mojave air skirting over her shoulders, between her knees.
Surreal to be in the midst of all this stimulation and to know that twenty miles in any direction would put you in abject emptiness.
Between Treasure Island and the Mirage, a small black man wailed on a harmonica. Playing for tips, but no one was tipping. Letty dropped a twenty into the Panama Jack hat lying upturned on the sidewalk beside him.
He looked up.
"Bless you. Bless you."
Huge, milky cataracts covered his eyes, but he stared right at her. His smile both penetrating and disarming.
Letty moved on.
"You don't have to give up!" he called after her. "I hope you know that!"
She quickened her pace.
The giant marquee on the Mirage blazed down like a midnight sun.
The volcano in front of the casino erupted.
A crowd snapped photos with their phones.
Letty cruised through the tropical landscaping into the hotel.
An adult fantasy world.
The atrium filled with vegetation.
A massive aquarium behind the front desk.
It took her five minutes to find the bar, another ten once she was seated before the rail of a man with long, curly hair finally came over.
She said to him, "Are you Jay?"
"Yeah, why?"
"I'd like a Floating Orchid and some advice."
"Who sent you?"
"Darren from the Zebra Bar."
She watched him make something out of vodka, Cointreau, and the juice of a pear and a lemon.
He set it in front of her, and she gave him a fifty dollar bill, said, "Keep it."
Jay looked like Joey Ramone circa the Carter administration. He put his elbows on the bar, leaned toward her, said, "What are you looking for?"
"Crystal."
He gave her a corner in North Las Vegas, a first name, and a description of the dealer.
She never touched her drink.
# # #
Heading down the sidewalk, on the lookout for a cab, the trigger sweats kicked in. Like beads of anticipation rolling down the inside of her legs. That wasted woman Letty pictured as her need now screaming in her ear, wild-eyed, ebullient for the coming fix.
Challenge the thought�
I have. The thought kicked my ass.
Somewhere between the Mirage and Caesar's Palace, the sound of high voices pulled her attention away from the taxi search.
Up ahead, a group of Mexican kids were singing their hearts out in Spanish.
Letty didn't know the words, but she recognized the tune.
Sublime Gracia.
Amazing Grace.
It stopped her in her tracks. Something about the contrast�these little voices surrounded by all this decadence.
Before she knew it, she was lost in the spectacle.
They finished the song and moved on.
Behind them stood a small church�utterly out of place on the Strip.
There were lights on inside, and she could hear a man's voice pushing over the din of boulevard traffic.
She climbed the stone steps toward the double doors.
Shrine of the Most Holy Redeemer.
Some mysterious gravity drawing her out of the commotion of late-night Vegas.
She slunk in, took a seat in the back pew.
The sanctuary was brightly-lit. It smelled of coffee.
There was a simple crucifix behind the altar. A statue of the Madonna. A statue of Christ holding a child.
At the podium, the harmonica man spoke to the group of twenty or thirty people.
"I�m here to tell you that sobriety ain�t easy. But it is simple. If someone told a cancer patient all you had to do was follow these simple steps. Go to meetings. Help others. That you�d get well. You�d do whatever you needed to do to save your lily-white behinds.
"I lost my wife Irene last winter. My boy, Lazlo, he dyin' of Hepatitis in prison. These are not easy things."
The man cut loose a big, beaming smile.
"But I suit up and show up. See, I have true freedom. Freedom of self. Freedom of self-will. It starts with asking for help. Then you realize you aren�t terminally unique. You�re one of us. And you never have to be alone again."
Maybe she'd been primed by Sublime Gracia, by the sheer serendipity of finding this church on the Strip of all places, in a moment of weakness, but Letty felt something like a tiny crack opening in the hardened core of her being. Before she could second guess or talk herself out of it, she woke her iPhone and deleted the details of her tweak hookup.
The harmonica player said, "Anybody else got something to say? Something to share? You ain't gotta be eloquent. Ain't gotta talk for long. You just gotta be real."
Letty got up.
Her heart beating out of her chest.
She walked down the aisle toward harmonica man.
Then he was sitting and she was standing.
It had happened so fast.
What are you doing?
She put her hands on the podium.
The fluorescent lights humming above her.
The muted noise of traffic bleeding through the walls.
She looked out at all the faces.
Young.
Old.
Rich.
Poor.
Black.
White.
Cholo.
Card dealers just off shift.
Cocktail waitresses.
Doormen.
Drivers.
Tourists.
Addiction.
The great equalizer.
"I'm Letisha," she said.
The room responded, "Hello, Letisha."
"I've never been to one of these before. Only seen it on TV and in the movies. I'm sorry if I do it wrong. I'm an addict," she said. "Alcoholic. Junkie. I was on my way to score when I passed this church. Something pulled me in. I don't know what. I've hurt a lot of people in my life." She felt a storm of grief gathering, but she fought her way through it. "My ex-husband. Myself. My... ... ...my son.
"I never wanted to come to a meeting like this. I don't know what I thought. If it was pride. Or fear. But I'm looking out at all of you, and I feel like for the first time I understand. I'm not bigger than crystal and booze. They own my soul forever. But I think maybe we all are. Maybe I see that now. I hope I do. I think I can gain strength from you. I hope one day that you can gain strength from me. That's all I have to say."
# # #
Outside on the stone steps, she sat down and wept like she hadn't in years. Not since a court had terminated her parental rights.
After a long time, she struggled onto her feet.
She wasn't even thinking about finding a cab to take her to North Las Vegas.
Across the boulevard, her hotel loomed.
She started walking.
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Next morning, Letty cabbed out to an IHOP in the xeriscaped burbs, several miles west of the glitz of the Strip.
The emotion of the previous night still clung.
She felt different. Better. New.
Suit up and show up. 
Isaiah was waiting for her.
Coffee and a newspaper.
He set the paper aside as she slid into the booth.
The waitress brought coffee.
When she was gone, he said, "There's no way you're this badass Jav told me about."
"I'm sorry."
"You're sorry? For what? Costing me seven or eight mil? Don't worry about it. Ain't nothing. S'all good."
"The club was a bad approach," she said. "You guys were getting mobbed by women. Richter was done with that scene before I ever showed up."
"So what? You let his mood effect your performance? You're amateur, you know that?"
"I had a bad night. It had been a long time since�"
"Oh, so you out of practice? That's the excuse?"
"You ever have a bad night, Ize?"
"No, that's not an option for professionals."
"I can still do this."
"You out your mind? Think I'm gonna let you take another crack at fucking this up? Last night was it, aiight? Anytime today, Richter gets the call. I could get a text from him right now. Then it's showtime. We done. Game over."
Letty leaned back in the booth. Held her hand to the coffee mug until her skin burned.
"What's he doing today?" she asked. "Richter."
"Just chillin'. Waiting for that magic call."
"And where exactly is he 'just chillin'?"
"Pool at the Wynn."
The waitress returned. "You folks ready to order?"
Letty was already scooting out.
Isaiah said, "Where you going?"
She smiled. "To buy a bikini."
# # #
The Wynn pool was wall-to-wall, even at 10:30 a.m., the crowd combating hangovers with mimosas, Bloody Marys, champagne cocktails.
She circled twice before spotting him.
Tucked away in a row of private cabanas.
Anonymous beyond the bikinis, board shorts, and occasional banana hammock.
Richter was oiled and soaking up the sun, a thin gold chain glittering in his chest hair, eyes hidden behind sunglasses. Two other men she recognized from the nightclub sunbathed beside him.
She walked to the bar at the far end and ordered three champagne cocktails. The bartender didn't want to lend her a tray. A twenty-spot sealed the deal.
It was a hike back to Richter's cabana. Letty could feel the scorching heat of the white pavement coming through the soles of her bejeweled Escada flip flops. The bikini wasn't really her style�a skirt-bottomed black and white striped two piece. Nor was it an exact match for the pool cocktail waitress swimwear. But it was close.
She moved away from the main pool, up the walkway leading to the private cabanas. On full alert now. In all likelihood, there was a personal waiter assigned to each cabana.
She approached a man in white board shorts and an open shirt.
One of the waiters?
She smiled but he passed without acknowledgement.
Richter's cabana stood at the end.
Reggae music sweetened the air.
She veered toward it and slowed her pace, squinting through her Jimmy Choo shades to absorb every detail.
Three men. Chairs side-by-side in the sun. Too scaldingly bright to see into the cabana, but she couldn't imagine Richter's phone would be inside. He was waiting on a critical call. The phone would be close. Within reach.
She stopped at the foot of the trio of beach chairs and smiled down at Richter and his men. Richter was in the middle. The one on the left was a hairy beast of a man with the fat-over-muscle build of someone who'd earned their conditioning from life experience, not a gym bike. Someone who possessed the brute core strength to physically break you. The man on the right was younger and leaner, but still carried plenty of brawn. It squared with Isaiah's story�these weren't techie savants hired to pull a sophisticated vault break. Richter was lining up big scary men to storm a hotel room and take down an army of casino thugs by force.
They all wore sunglasses, and she couldn't tell if they had noticed her yet.
Letty cleared her throat.
Richter tugged out his earbuds.
He's listening to music. Which means his phone is in his pocket, headphones plugged in. Extra challenge points.
He said, "We didn't order those."
"Gentlemen, these are compliments of the Wynn."
Letty took a step forward, letting the front of her left flip flop snag on a lip in the pavement.
She went down hard.
The tray dumped onto Richter's chair.
Two of the champagne flutes shattered against the concrete.
The third splashed across Richter's lap.
He jumped up and swore.
Letty struggled to sit up.
She'd nailed it. Bloody knee and everything. She clutched it and made a whimpering sound.
"Oh my God. Oh my God, I am so sorry."
She glanced up at Richter. He was staring down at her. Where she'd expected rage, she found concern.
"You all right?" he asked.
"I hurt my knee."
"Yeah, that looks nasty."
His phone. He was holding it now.
She reached up to him with both hands.
Put it down. Put it down.
He hesitated for a split second and then dropped his phone on the chair cushion.
"Let's get you up out of this glass."
"They're gonna fire me," Letty said as he pulled her onto her feet.
"Nobody's getting fired."
Blood ran down her leg and she could feel a shard of glass embedded in her skin. She staggered back and collapsed onto the end of Richter's chair. His phone lay right beside her, specked with beads of champagne cocktail.
"Does it feel like you cracked anything?" Richter asked.
All three men knelt in front of her, studying her knee.
"I don't think so," she said as she slipped the dummy iPhone out of her bikini bottoms.
"I'm just worried if my boss sees this, she'll fire me. I'm already on probation."
Dropped it beside Richter's phone.
Tugged the earbuds out of his phone's jack�
"She's a total bitch."
� plugged them into the dummy.
Richter said, "Bill, would you get her a towel please?"
She palmed his phone, slid it back into her briefs.
As the large, hairy man hustled into the cabana, Letty stood up.
"What's your name?" Richter asked.
"Selena."
"You're not going to get into any trouble over this, okay? I'm not going to let that happen, Selena."
"I just feel bad I ruined your day."
"You didn't ruin anybody's day. Simple accident."
Bill returned with a towel.
Letty wiped the blood off her leg and wrapped it around her waist.
"I better go get washed up," she said. "I'll send someone to clean this mess. Again...I'm real sorry."
"Forget it."
And then she was walking away from the cabana, the piece of glass tingling in her knee�a sharp, bright sting�but she didn't care. Richter's phone jostled against her ass and this moment was the closest thing to being high that she'd felt in months.
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Letty saw him standing under an overhang of trees in the lobby of the Wynn. He barely looked old enough to be in college. Black Chuck Taylors, baggy jean shorts, a gray Billabong hoodie.
She pulled Richter's phone out of her bikini and walked up to him.
He smelled like pot, his eyes red with a stoner sheen.
"Mark?"
"Letty?"
She handed him Richter's phone, said, "I'm in 812. How long?"
"One hour."
"I need you to bust a move. This thing is only halfway done."
Riding up in the elevator, she called Isaiah.
"I got it," she said. "You heading over?"
"On my way."
"Let me know how it goes. I'll be back down as soon as Mark drops off the phone."
"It went well?"
"Yeah. But I'm concerned their waiter will interfere, freak everyone out when he hears what happened."
"I'll damage control."
"See you soon."
This room was smaller but nicer than the one at the Palazzo. She turned on the news and went into the bathroom. Dug out the piece of glass and cleaned up her knee.
She sat on the end of the bed and stared at the plasma screen but her mind was elsewhere.
Thirty minutes in, she got a text from Isaiah: trouble
She texted back: ?
real waiter showed
run interference
tryin
Fifty-five minutes after the handoff, there was a knock on her door.
Through the peephole�Mark standing in the hallway, beaming and proud.
She let him in.
"It worked?" she asked.
"Like a mofo."
# # #
Letty moved toward the cabanas. Isaiah stood with Richter's crew and a twenty-something man in white shorts and an open shirt. The real waiter.
Her phone vibrated.
Isaiah: do not approach
She turned away just as Richter emerged from the cabana. Ducked behind a potted cypress and watched him storm past with his goons in tow.
She fell in after Isaiah, trailing him by five feet, typing out a text as she walked.
behind you
Up ahead, she could see Richter holding the dummy iPhone. He had ripped off the bumper case and was fumbling with it.
Hairy Beast said, "You can't just take the battery out of an iPhone. You have to go to an Apple Store."
The other guy said, "Or just You Tube it. I'm sure it can be done."
Isaiah pulled out his phone.
He didn't look back. Just started texting.
he's freaking
this is getting ready to explode
She tapped out: where's he going?
his room
A congestion of sunbathers had slowed the procession. Letty blasted ahead, past Isaiah, elbowing her way through the masses.
She hit the hotel entrance fifteen seconds before Richter and his group.
Rushed ahead into the expansive chiming casino.
He'd have to pass through on his way to the tower elevators.
She glanced back, saw Richter and his men entering.
Pushed on, faster, down a red-carpeted corridor between miles of slot machines. The way the overhead lighting struck the marble made it look like gold.
This was it.
Make the switch now or forget it.
From Richter's perspective, his phone was malfunctioning. He was waiting on a call or a text worth millions. If he hadn't already, he'd call his contact, give him a new way to reach him. And that would be that.
Letty stopped at the perimeter of a field of table games.
Craps, Blackjack, Pai Gow, Big 6.
It reeked of cigarette smoke, the air hazy with it, especially under the constellation of hanging globe lamps that ranged as far as she could see.
A herd of cocktail waitresses on the prowl.
Richter was coming.
She could feel her phone vibrating, Isaiah no doubt wondering what the hell she was doing.
One chance.
She'd made a thousand grabs in her lifetime, but nothing like this.
Nothing approaching stakes on this order of magnitude.
Thirty feet away now.
The group moving quickly. Richter out in front, flanked by the original thugs from the cabana, Isaiah bringing up the rear.
Her phone vibrated again.
Ize's new text: forget about it
She reached into her purse and traded her phone for Richter's.
Heart beginning to thump. Lines of sweat running over the strings of her bikini top.
Richter wasn't holding his phone. He'd put on a t-shirt and sandals, and she could see the outline of the dummy phone swinging in the left pocket of his trunks.
The pocket looked deep as hell. Jaws. Like it could swallow her arm up to her elbow.
Game on.
She thought about her father.
The tears flowed.
She peeled away from the tables.
Felt the heat from a galaxy of cameras staring down at her. Casino certainly wasn't the ideal setting for this, but oh well.
She started toward them.
Pictured it happening.
Perfect execution.
Twenty feet away.
Richter's sunglasses were tilted up across the bald dome of his head and he looked angry.
Her phone vibrated in her purse.
She ignored it.
Ten feet.
She switched Richter's phone into her right hand, clutched it between her first and second finger, powered it on.
Stared at the red carpeting, tears running fast down her cheeks now. Beginning to tap into that well of emotion that underlay her soul like an aquifer.
Looked up as she bumped into Richter.
He stopped. Studied her through hard, hazel eyes.
They stood inches apart.
As she dipped her right hand into his left pocket, she said, "I hope you're happy."
Fighting to keep her fingers from touching his leg.
"What are you talking about?"
"You lied to me."
There. The dummy iPhone.
All at the same instant, she
�jabbed a finger into his chest
�lifted the dummy iPhone with her thumb and pinkie
�let Richter's iPhone slide gently out of her grasp
�said, "You told me I wouldn't�"
Even the best pickpockets in the world rushed the ending. Once your fingers touched the goods, the impulse to grab it and get to safety became overpowering.
She took it nice and slow.
Because she had this.
"�get into any trouble."
"I�"
"They fired me."
The phone was clear of his pocket.
She jabbed a finger into his chest again, said, "I have a young daughter. Rent to pay."
Slipped it into her purse.
"What am I supposed to do? Huh?"
Now she crossed her arms and glared at him and let the tears stream down her face.
A thought flashed�what if he doesn't try his phone again? 
Richter said, "I don't have time for this," and started to move on.
She blocked his way. "You're mad because I spilled champagne on you? Sorry. It was an accident."
The rage came over him almost without warning.
"Your little accident ruined my phone."
"It didn't touch your phone."
Pull it out. Show me I'm wrong. Do it, you cocksucker. Do it.
He thrust his hand into his pocket, dug out his iPhone.
She grabbed it from him, pressed the Sleep/Wake button, held it up so he could see. His eyes went wide when the screen brightened.
"Looks fine to me."
"Thirty seconds ago, it wasn't�"
She shoved it into his chest, said, "Asshole," and pushed her way between the thugs.
She stared at Isaiah as she moved past.
Said, "What are you looking at?"
And winked.
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Ten minutes later, Letty let Isaiah into her room at the Wynn.
"I take back everything I said about you," he said. "That grab and switch was off the chain. You got ninja skills."
"Richter's okay now? I was worried he'd get another phone or�"
"Nah, he's cool. We all cool." Isaiah moved past her. "What up, Mark?" They bumped fists.
"We're in biz," Mark said. "Come check it."
Letty followed them over to the bed where Mark had a laptop open. He lifted a white iPhone off the comforter, tossed it to Isaiah.
"That's a perfect clone of Richter's phone. Has all his voicemails, text history, contacts, data usage, apps. More importantly, every call or text that comes to Richter will first hit us. We'll have the option to intercept, pass along, or kill it. You'll see the incoming texts and calls on that phone. I'll see them on my laptop. If it's okay with you, I'll just set up my base of operations here."
"Most definitely," Isaiah said. "And I want you to study his contact list. We gotta let a few calls through so he doesn't suspect anything, but nothing from a Vegas area code. No texts we don't understand. Nothing that looks like code."
"Is Richter's contact from the casino going to call or text?" Letty asked. "Or do we even know?"
"No idea."
Mark said, "I'll scan through his text history and see if I can pin down any promising leads."
Isaiah grabbed one of the walkie-talkies off the dresser and slipped in an earpiece.
"We stay in constant communication until that magic text or call comes."
"You got it," Mark said.
"If a call comes in, we talk it through. Any uncertainty, it doesn't go to Richter."
"Agreed. And what if a Vegas phone number shows up? Or worse, a private number?"
"Then we roll the dice and I answer. I got Richter's voice down cold just in case."
Isaiah pocketed the white iPhone and grinned at Letty.
"You done good, girl."
"Glad it worked out."
"You heading back to the Palazzo?"
"That's the plan."
"I'll walk you out."
In the hallway, Isaiah stopped her.
"My suggestion�go back to your room, get some sleep. This shit may go down in the wee hours."
"Rest of your crew's in town?"
"Everybody's on standby. Soon as we know the room number, we're ready to get it on. What's wrong?"
"Nothing."
"You want out now, that's cool. I'll peel off two-fifty for your work and you can go on your merry way. No more risk."
Tempting.
But the truth was, she didn't want the job to end.
"I told you I'd see it through, Ize."
"That's my girl."
"What about Mark. Is he�"
"Work for hire. He's also our driver. He knows enough to do his job, but no more. You, me, Jerrod, and Stu. That's the only way this money splits."
She started walking toward the elevators.
He called out after her, "Get on your game face, girl!"
# # #
Letty moved through the lobby of the Palazzo, under a glass dome and past a two-story fountain.
The high from stealing Richter's phone was fading.
Fear rushing in to take its place.
She hadn't really thought beyond the initial grab. Hadn't begun to come to terms with the concept of Isaiah and his buddies taking down a heavily-armed casino security team. Much less her place in that equation.
Up ahead, a man sat on a bench, his face buried in his hands.
It was the hair she recognized�perfectly trimmed brown on the cusp of turning silver. A part she'd recognize anywhere.
She stopped and said, "Christian?"
Her therapist looked up, cologned with booze, eyes red and swollen with tears. He wore a wrinkled sports jacket and khaki slacks that looked like they'd been slept in.
"Letty?" he said.
"What are you doing here?" she asked.
He wiped his eyes, said, "Not having one of my better days on this planet."
"Let me help you up to your room."
"You ever notice you can't open a window in a hotel room? Why is that? How did they know I wanted to jump?"
"Are serious with that? You don't want to jump, Christian. Come on." She grabbed his arm. "Let's get you upstairs. They're gonna throw you out if you stay down here in this condition."
She pulled him onto his feet.
They stumbled toward the elevators.
"You don't have to do this," Christian said. "Nobody is nice like this anymore."
They rode up to the thirty-first floor, just the two of them in the car.
He laughed bitterly. "My first thought was black," he said. "All the way driving out here, it was always going to be black."
"What are you talking about?"
"But I changed my mind at the last minute. Went with red. And then, of course, it hit on black."
"I don't under�"
"I lost a little money this morning."
"On roulette?"
"Red or black. Red or black. Red or black."
"How much did you lose?"
"Everything."
"You bet your life savings?"
"Before I came here, I sold my house. Cashed out my portfolio. Emptied my bank accounts. Two hundred and eighty-five thousand dollars."
"Why?"
They reached his floor.
The doors parted.
In the hallway, he said, "Because I'd already lost everything else."
She grabbed his arm. "Christian, look at me. What are you talking about? What's wrong?"
"My wife. My daughter."
"They left you?"
"They were killed."
"When?"
"Three months ago."
"Three months ago? You mean while I was seeing you, you were dealing with this shit? You never even�"
"Not your problem, Letty. Not on my couch. Not here."
"Was it a car wreck?"
"Yeah."
They went on.
"I don't even care about the money," he said, then veered into a wall. He leaned against it. "It was a sign I was looking for."
"What kind of sign?"
"You ever feel like it's all stacked against you, Letty? Like you never had a chance against the house? I just thought that maybe if I bet on black and it hit on black it would mean that things would change. That a corner had been turned. That I didn't have to do what I now have to do."
He grabbed her hands and turned them over.
Exposed her wrists.
Traced a finger down her scars.
Suicide hickeys.
"Must've taken great courage."
"No, not courage. Cowardice. What are you saying?"
"What was your low point, Letty? I can't remember if we ever spoke of it in our sessions."
"Let's get you to your room."
Christian sunk down onto the floor.
"Tell me. Please."
"When the court took my son from me. Terminated my parental rights. Night of the ruling..." She held up her wrists. "Three bottles of Merlot and a straight razor."
"My life is over," he said.
"But it's still yours."
"I don't want it."
She eased down beside him.
"It's like you're in this tunnel," she said. "It's dark, there's no light at the end, and you think it goes on forever." Christian looked up at her, tears reforming. "But if you keep putting one foot in front of the other�"
"Even when it's total agony?"
"Especially then. Then one day, you see a speck of light in the distance. And it slowly gets larger. And for the first time, you feel the sensation of moving toward something. Away from all the hurt and the pain and the crushing weight of the past."
"What's it like when you finally emerge?"
"Tell you when I get there."
"You're still in your tunnel?"
"Yeah."
"What keeps you going?"
She could feel herself becoming emotional. Tried to fight it down, but her throat ached with grief.
"I know that when I finally come out into the light that my son will be waiting for me. I want to live to see that version of me."
Christian said, "I have two hundred in cash in my wallet. My room is paid for through tonight. I don't know what happens after that. I don't know where to go. My practice is finished. I don't mean to sound dramatic, but I'm not sure what I'm living for. Why I would continue to breathe in and out."
"For you."
"For me?"
"For the you that one day walks out of that tunnel." Letty stood. "Come on. Let's get you into bed."
"I can't go back to that room and sit there alone in the dark."
Go to meetings. Help others.
"Tell you what," Letty said. "I missed breakfast. Let me take you to lunch. My treat."
"You don't have to do this."
"Actually, I do."
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Letty changed out of her swimwear and met Christian downstairs.
They walked north toward the tower at the end of the Strip.
It must have been a hundred and ten degrees.
Waves of heat glowering off the sidewalks.
The tourists waddling around sweating like disgraced prizefighters.
They took the elevator to the top.
Letty slid the hostess fifty dollars to put them at a window table. Insisted that Christian take the best seat.
Waiting for their waitress to show, he looked like he might nod off right there at the table.
"When's the last time you slept?" Letty asked.
"I don't know. I think I've forgotten how."
"Let me get you some help," she said. "Someone to talk to."
"Psychobabble doesn't work on me. I know all the tricks."
He stared out the window by their table, but she could tell that he didn't see a thing. The restaurant turned imperceptibly. At the moment, their view was west. Miles of glittering sprawl and development. Beyond the city, the desert climbed into a range of spruce-covered mountains.
Letty checked her phone�no missed calls or texts.
"I'm not keeping you, am I?" Christian asked.
"Not at all."
The waitress came.
Letty ordered Christian a coffee.
He reached into his wallet, pulled out two small photos, laid them on the table.
"This is Angie, my wife. My daughter, Charlie."
Letty lifted the photo of a thirteen or fourteen year old girl. Kneeling in a blue and white uniform in front of a goal, holding a soccer ball.
"She's beautiful. And Charlie is short for..."
"Charlene."
"That's lovely." Letty reached into her purse, took out a photo of her son�his kindergarten photo.
"Jacob?" Christian asked.
"Yeah, I don't think I ever showed you his picture."
Christian leaned over the table to get a better look.
"Good-looking kid."
Christian collected his photographs and returned them to his wallet with the care and focus of a ritual.
Letty said, "Don't you have family or friends back in Charleston who can help you?"
"They certainly think so."
"But you don't."
"When my girls died, all I got was a bunch of platitudes. Cards that said things like, 'She is just away.' People lining up to tell me they knew what I was going through. I'm never going back."
"Then what will you do?"
"Kill myself. That was the deal I made. I shouldn't be telling you this. I'm a terrible therapist."
"What deal?"
"If I doubled my money, I'd see it as a good omen. I'd try to push on. If I lost, that was it. I was done."
"And there's nothing at this point that might change your mind?"
"Let's be clear. You really don't know me. Don't really know anything about me. You don't love me. You're trying to help me and in the sense that I'm not alone in this moment, you are. And it means more to me than I could ever tell you. But don't try to convince me that my life has value. How there's an end to this pain. There isn't. And I know it."
"You told me my life had value."
"You shouldn't see me like this," he said. "I don't want it to undo all the progress we made, just because I'm weak."
"You're in this bad spot now. You will feel different one day."
"My girls were my life, and it was over the moment that truck came over into their lane. I'm just trying to pin down my exit strategy."
"How did I miss this?" she asked. "Every week for months, I came to see you. And you were hurting�badly hurting�and I completely missed it. Am I that self-obsessed?"
"No." He smiled. "Let's just say I was that dedicated."
"But you didn't leave town until I did."
"You were my last patient."
"So I was the only thing keeping you from this insanity?"
"No, my loyalty to you as a patient was. This isn't your fault, Letty. You know that, right?"
# # #
The food came, but Letty's appetite was shot.
They ate in silence, and when she'd finished her sandwich, she threw her napkin down and fixed her stare on Christian.
He said, "Trying to figure out how to change my mind?"
She shook her head. "It's your call. Your choice. I respect that."
"Thank you."
Letty felt her phone vibrate.
A text from Isaiah: the wynn in 30...we go tonight
Christian must have caught the sudden intensity in her eyes.
He said, "What's wrong?"
"Nothing."
Christian smiled. "So what are you doing in Vegas, Letty? I thought you were headed west to see your son."
The waitress brought the check.
Letty waited until she walked away.
"A slight detour. I love Vegas."
"Just here for the shows and the slots, huh?"
She rolled her eyes.
"Let me guess. You're a huge Neil Diamond fan."
Letty said, "How did you know?"
"Wouldn't happen to be running with your old associates? Back to your old tricks? This is a dangerous city for someone with your triggers."
She pulled out enough cash to cover the bill and a twenty-five percent tip.
Said, "Speaking of, I almost used last night. I did have a drink, but I was on my way to score."
"What happened?"
"Long story short, I went to a meeting instead."
"Good for you. That's great, Letty."
She reached across the table and took hold of his hand.
"Christian, I have to go."
"Thanks for lunch. Thanks for stopping in the lobby when you saw me. You could've walked right on past. I'd never have known."
"This isn't goodbye. You're having dinner with me tonight," she said.
"That means I have to be alive tonight."
She smiled. "Yes, it does."
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There were now four people waiting inside of Letty's room at the Wynn.
Isaiah.
Mark.
And two men she'd never seen before.
Isaiah sprang off the bed, said, "There she is."
As the door closed behind Letty, she noted that the temperature in the room had changed. There was now a palpable pregame energy. The air juiced with nerves, fear, anticipation.
Ize walked over and took her by the arm, said, "Meet Jerrod." She smiled at the tall, rugged man leaning against the dresser. He sported a patchy beard and long, walnut-colored hair bundled up into a ponytail.
Isaiah motioned to the other man. "And this is Stu. Three of us helped spread freedom to the Middle East."
"I'm Letty, nice to meet you."
Stu didn't rise from the bed.
Just gave her a slight nod.
His hair was curly and black, and he didn't boast the intimidating build of either Isaiah or Jerrod. But his eyes were as hard as any she'd ever met.
Letty looked at Isaiah. "You intercepted the call?"
He smiled.
"It came in two texts. First the time. Then the room number."
"And it corresponds to a room in this hotel?"
"Tenth floor. East side of the building. In terms of location, it's pretty close to perfect."
"How so?"
"If they took the money any higher, we couldn't rappel out from the room below. We'd have to get a second room closer to ground level. That would mean riding elevators. Exposing ourselves to cameras. It would represent a substantial escalation of risk."
"Rappel?"
"What'd you think, Letty? We were going to tote this shit out in duffel bags through the lobby?"
"What's the time frame?"
"They're moving the money at oh-two hundred. To your civilian ass, that's�" He glanced at his watch. "�a little more than eleven hours from now." Isaiah looked at Mark. "Our rental van is ready for pick up. Go get it and scope the parking deck one last time."
Letty said, "What about Richter?"
Mark grinned. "One of the cooler things I managed was to program an incoming call control feature into Richter's phone."
"English."
"Using the clone, we can call him from any number."
"So tonight," Isaiah said, "just before we suit up, we'll send Richter a text from his Secret Santa, hit him with a fake room number and a fake ETA on Sunday night."
Letty said, "So by the time he realizes the grift..."
"We'll all be long gone."
She had to smile. "So what happens now?"
"While Stu and Jerrod bring over the toys, I got a little job for you."
"Okay."
"Your outfit's in the bathroom."
# # #
Letty walked down the hallway on the ninth floor.
At the door, she straightened her hunter green blazer and smoothed her skirt.
Knocked.
A groggy-eyed man answered.
Sleep lines down the right side of his face
She said, "Mr. Sax?"
"Yes?"
"I'm Amanda, RDM here at the Wynn."
"RDM?"
"Rooms Division Manager. We've had a maintenance issue crop up. It's impacting the air quality for a segment of rooms on floors eight through eleven. Unfortunately yours is one of them. We're going to need to move you to another room."
"But we're already unpacked and�"
"I understand." She smiled. "Of course, we'll be upgrading you to a Salon Suite, which is nearly two thousand square feet, three times the size of your current room. We'll also be giving you two hundred dollars in chips as a token of our appreciation for your understanding. We're terribly sorry for the inconvenience."
# # #
Letty hit a brisk stride on her way back to the Palazzo.
It was almost five o'clock, and she had six hours to kill before Ize's crew was set to rendezvous in the room directly below 1068.
Waiting at the crosswalk on Sands, she dialed Christian's mobile.
"Hi, Letty."
"Something's come up. Can we do an early dinner?"
"Sure, when?"
"I'm free right now," she said. "I just need to change. Let's meet in the lobby in thirty minutes. And wear a coat. I'm taking you someplace special."
"A proper last meal sounds nice."
# # #
She asked the concierge to point her toward the best restaurant in town. At first he demurred. A twenty spot pulled a definitive answer out of him�a French place down the Strip at the MGM Grand. But he feigned doubt that reservations could be procured on such short notice. Forty dollars secured said reservations.
Christian met her at the same bench where she'd found him coming to pieces earlier in the day.
He'd cleaned up. He looked good and smelled good and she told him so, then took his arm as they walked together out into the scorching Vegas evening.
The sun was falling, reflecting off all the chrome and glass.
So hot it seemed like combustion would've been a certainty if there was anything green in sight.
The restaurant sent a limo.
Riding down the boulevard, Letty was struck with the feeling that it wasn't just Christian's last meal, but maybe hers as well. Something about the golden quality of the late light. A sadness, a finality to it.
She stared out the tinted window and thought about her son.
# # #
They went all-in on a sixteen course tasting menu.
It was like eating in a library�hushed and reverent�but the food was out of this world. Letty wouldn't drink but insisted Christian have the wine flight. She had been worried going in that the conversation would be heavy, but they found common ground.
Politics.
Children.
Movies.
Letty sat on a velvet couch, propped up with pillows. Rich royal purple drapes everywhere she looked. Ivy walls. Candlelight.
She had the best lamb she'd ever tasted. Must've been fed gold flakes and the milk of the gods.
The bread cart was legendary.
Like baked clouds.
Everything plated as beautifully as jewelry. The artistic detail more precise than coinage.
Over espressos, Christian said, "I hope that whatever has really brought you to Vegas won't keep you from seeing your son again."
"It's a risk. But I just have this fear that if I were to walk away and drive up to Oregon to be with my son, that within a few months, I'd be broke. Living out of a motel. Strung out. Maybe dead."
"Sounds like your business here could produce the same end result."
"Yeah, but at least I wouldn't be doing it to myself. Truth is, I think about dying all the time. I think about my son finding out. And of all the possible scenarios, Jacob hearing that mommy was found OD'd and decomposing in a motel, is the worst."
"So you are back in the game."
"Are you judging me?"
"No."
"Look, it fills this hole in my soul that I used to throw drugs at."
"Your son doesn't fill it?"
"Only part way."
"So you're saying it's either crime or drugs for you. Can't live without one or the other."
"If I take drugs I will definitely die. If I... ..."
He finished her sentence: "Steal?"
"Then I'll only maybe die. I'm fighting for my life here, Christian."
"And this thing�it's tonight?"
"Yeah."
"Are you afraid?" he asked.
"Of course."
"And do you find fear to be a help or a hindrance?"
"It helps. For sure."
"How so?"
"It keeps me uncomfortable and sharp. Heightens my senses."
"And you have no doubts about going through with it?"
"Jobs like this�they're the only time I don't think about using. You helped me to see that. You haven't asked for any details," Letty said. "Thank you."
"And you haven't asked me if I'm going through with my plans tonight. Back at you."
"Are you?"
"What exactly are you doing?"
They laughed.
"Sounds like a big night for both of us," he said. "The suicide and the thief."
"What would it take?" she asked, "for you to keep on keeping on?"
"It's funny. That's all I've been asking myself lately."
"And?"
"I don't know. Some new experience maybe? Something that made me feel like a different person. Like I was living a different life."
"I hope you find it."
# # #
They rode back in the limo.
It was ten o'clock. She could feel the job looming, but she pushed it out of her mind just a little while longer.
She looked up at Christian as they passed Paris Las Vegas. All of the lights and the neon playing across his face like an ecstasy dream.
Then they were parked out front at the Palazzo and the driver was coming around to get their door.
They embraced in the lobby.
Christian said, "Take care of yourself, Letty."
And she said, "You too. Thanks for everything."
Neither asked the other to reconsider.
Neither said goodbye like how the moment called for it. Like goodbye forever.
The elevator ride up to her room was the only window in which she allowed herself to cry.
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Room 968 at the Wynn looked like a construction site.
Between the end of the bed and the mini-bar, a folding ladder stood in a pile of sawdust and plaster dust. A man high up the rungs was waist-deep in the ceiling, a large segment of which lay in pieces on the floor.
Letty locked the door after her and made her way inside.
Detected a muffled hum�the work of a quiet motor.
Dust rained down out of the hole in the ceiling.
She spotted a large black duffel bag in the corner, bulging.
Unzipped it.
Zip-ties.
Kevlar vests.
Face masks.
Ball gags.
Shotguns.
"What's this, Ize?" she said, lifting a semi-auto tactical shotgun.
"S'all good," he said.
"How exactly is this all good? Aside from the fact that you said 'no guns,' you fire off one shell and you'll wake the entire Strip."
"We won't be firing any shells."
"How's that?"
"Keep digging."
She thrust her hand deeper into the duffel until her fingers grasped a cartridge the size of a twelve-gauge shotgun shell. She lifted out a clear capsule packed with copper wiring and a four-pronged electrode. TASER XREP had been engraved into the plastic.
"What is this?" she asked.
"Nasty is what that is. It's a taser on steroids. Fires out of a shotgun and delivers debilitating pain for up to twenty seconds. I let Jerrod pop me with one. Standard Taser ain't no thing, but I'd hate to meet a man that shell can't drop."
"It's not lethal?"
"Nah. Only makes you wish you were dead."
Over by the window, Jerrod was cranking down on a clamp that held a large suction cup to the glass.
Isaiah knelt over an REI store's worth of climbing equipment, just the sight of which tightened Letty's stomach. He was in the process of outfitting each harness with a locking carabiner and an ATC belay device.
She stepped over a neat coil of climbing rope.
Ventured a glance out the window.
The view was east over the lighted pools and a maze of lower rooftops dotted with AC units. Beyond it all, a golf course shone green in the night.
"It's just seventy feet down to the rooftop below," Isaiah said.
"That's supposed to make me feel better?"
He dropped the harness he'd been working with and rose to his feet.
Tapped the glass.
"Once we get down there, we gotta make it across the convention center roof. Mark will be waiting for us with the van at the top of the parking deck."
Letty stared at a tower of empty duffel bags in the corner.
"Lot of bags."
"Lot of cash."
"We going to be able to carry it all out?"
"It's a concern�our abundance of riches."
Jerrod said, "Should I start scoring this glass?"
"Yeah, get that shit done." Isaiah lifted one of the duffels. "Assuming the denominations are high, best case scenario, we fit about four mil into each bag."
Letty watched as Jerrod applied cutting fluid to a wide circle.
Using a Bohle tool kit, he carefully scored a circle with a four-foot diameter into the glass.
"How many pounds we talking?" Letty asked.
"Twenty-two pounds per million dollars."
"That's eighty-eight pounds per bag. I can't carry that."
"Nobody expecting you to. That's all on me and my badass friends. If the haul comes in at thirty-five or thirty-six, that's nine bags. Three trips across the convention center rooftop."
"That's a helluva lot of time humping back and forth out in the open."
"Well aware."
"Lot of time for things to fall apart."
"I ever say this would be easy-peasy?"
Jerrod removed the glass cutter, said, "I think I'll go ahead and just take out the circle."
"Might as well."
From a foam-lined aluminum case, Jerrod lifted a new tool.
"What's that?" Letty asked.
"Called a cut opener."
"Cool."
He smiled, eating up the attention. She could've cared less, but making nice with Isaiah's cohorts didn't strike her as the worst idea she'd ever had.
He turned a knob. "I'm just setting the tapping force. Watch this."
Holding the device to the surface of the window, he placed the head of the glass tapper to the score line, then squeezed the lever. The cut opened in inch-long segments, slowly forming a perfect circle.
Up in the crawlspace, the hum of the motor had stopped.
Stu climbed down out of the ceiling with a circular saw, his face frosted with dust.
Isaiah said, "We happy?"
Stu grinned, wiped a sheen of sweat off his forehead with the sleeve of his shirt.
"I was able to get an angle on the subfloor. Cut out a four-by-four section. Little glitch. There's a slab of marble over top of it. It's gonna take two or three of us to move it. I was only able to lift it a quarter of an inch, and just for a second."
"Well, let's do this. See what we got to work with."
# # #
Letty tugged on a pair of latex gloves and went up first.
Richter's contact had said two a.m., but what the hell did that mean? Surely someone would sweep the room before the money showed.
She climbed over a tube of ductwork and emerged into a bathroom.
Swung the beam of her flashlight across the walls.
Swanky.
Giant Jacuzzi tub. Triple vanity. A TV embedded in the mirror. Double-headed shower with more floor space than some apartments she'd rented in her darker days.
She spoke into her headset, "This is not a mirror of our room. It's a large suite. How we doing on time?"
Isaiah hit her back, "No idea, but stay cool. We need some recon."
Letty struggled onto her feet. Her heart banging away.
She moved across the bathroom and through an archway.
Everything dark.
Perfectly quiet.
"Bathroom opens into the master suite."
"Take it slow and low, that is the tempo," Isaiah said. "There could already be cameras or motion sensors in place."
That gave her pause.
"Really?"
"Really."
At the open doorway of the master suite, she killed the light. Stared hard into the darkness.
"Would it be the end of the world if I turned on a proper light?" she asked.
"Nah, go for it."
She found a panel of dimmer switches next to the entertainment center and brought up the lights. Her eyes burned for several seconds.
The living room boasted a wet bar, a desk, in-room dining area, plasma high-def, and a sitting area adjacent to a floor-to-ceiling window.
The curtains had been swept back.
The desert floor glittering below like crystals in a cave.
Isaiah said, "Are the curtains drawn?"
"No, they're open."
"Close them."
She pulled the curtains, then moved on toward the front door.
Said, "There's a powder room and a room with a massage table by the entrance. Otherwise, we're early to the party."
"All right. We're coming up."
# # #
Letty sat on one of the white leather sofas, staring at the time on her iPhone.
12:23 a.m.
One hour and thirty-seven minutes.
Isaiah, Jerrod, and Stu had been circling the suite for the last fifteen, studying the floor plan.
Jerrod said, "We have to already be here when they roll in."
Stu was shaking his head.
They moved out of the bedroom and eased down onto the couches.
"We don't attack until we know what's coming through that door."
Isaiah said, "Intel says six men."
Jerrod said, "What if it's a dozen?"
"Then we go home," Stu said.
"Here's what's going to happen," Isaiah said. "They'll send two men in to sweep the room before they cart in the cash. Confirm all's cool. We can't be in here when that happens. How many cams we got, J?"
"Three, I think. They're with Mark. Where is he, by the way? He was supposed to be here twenty minutes ago."
"We'll put a cam in here, one in the bedroom, one in the bathroom. We let them come in. Let them get comfy. Then we come up through the floor like the fucking wild bunch. We're going to be charging in with Taser cartridges. They'll be carrying something with a tad more bite. Full-auto subs if I had to guess. We got no margin for error on this takedown. It has to be fast and quiet. One minute, they sitting around chillin'. The next they're twitching on the floor. We're gonna have to ball gag and zip-tie a minimum of six men inside of twenty seconds."
Isaiah called Mark again but he wasn't answering.
"Something's wrong," he said.
"Yeah," Stu said, "he prolly decided to bail and get stoned. Where'd you find this kid anyway?"
"He came recommended. Highly."
"Well, he was our uplink to the room. To the hallway. Without him, we got no eyes. Without him...I think we're done."
Isaiah bristled. "Done?"
"How we supposed to pull this off coming in blind?"
"You're looking at a ten million dollar payday and you talking about walking away that easy?"
"I didn't come out to Vegas to die."
Isaiah looked at Letty.
"What?" she said.
He stood and walked over to the wet bar, opened one of the cabinets.
She said, "Hell no."
He smiled. "Not saying it ain't gonna be tight, but I'm thinking we can fit you in there. You gonna be our eyes."
"Hell no."
"Really? That's cool. I'll cram Stu in there and you can bust in here with the big boys, facing down sub-machineguns with a Taser. I mean, if you feel that'd be your best contribution to the team..."
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It was dark, cramped, and muggy in the cabinet. Letty crouched with her knees drawn tightly to her chest. Her iPhone was set to silent, and she clutched it in her right hand.
1:34 a.m.
With the slab of marble flooring in the bathroom back in place, she couldn't hear the boys in the room below. Nothing in fact but the throbbing of her heart like some anxious drum.
What am I doing?
What am I doing?
A week ago a waitress.
Now this?
Robbing a casino?
But it was beyond exhilarating, and she hadn't even thought of using in hours.
Her phone lit up�Isaiah texting.
call if you can
She dialed.
"Tell me you found Mark."
"He's AWOL."
"Seriously?"
"Still ain't answering."
"Shit."
"He was our ride out of Dodge. Had the radio, the scanners down cold."
"So what now?"
"What now? Nothing now. We stand the fuck down." She felt a flare of relief, a pang of regret. "I hate this," he said, "but we gotta be ready to roll. Can't just camp out on the roof of the convention center with nine duffel bags full of cash. Hoping to somehow figure this shit out before the sun rises and the S.W.A.T. rolls in."
Letty closed her eyes, surprised as the needle swung firmly into regret.
"It's the score of a lifetime," she said.
"You think I need to hear that shit?"
"I have an idea," she said.
"What?"
"We need a driver, right? That's all?"
"Yeah."
"Call you back."
In the darkness of the cabinet, she searched her call history.
Please don't have done anything stupid. Please. Please. Please.
Christian answered, "Hello?"
"Hey, it's Letty. I wake you?"
"No."
"You okay?"
"I haven't done anything yet, if that's what you're calling about."
"I have something to ask you."
"Thought you weren't going to try and save me."
"I'm not." Not entirely true. She cracked the cabinet door so she could keep an eye on the entrance to the suite.
"What's going on, Letty?"
"Remember when I asked you what it would take for you to want to live?"
"Yeah."
"And you said a new experience."
"Right."
"What if I could give you that? Right now."
"You could give me a new experience."
"Yes."
"I wasn't talking about sex, Letty. Much as I like you�"
"I'm not either."
"So what are you talking about?"
"What kind of car did you drive out to Vegas?"
"Excuse me?"
"What kind of car did you drive here?"
"A Suburban. Why?"
She felt her heart swell with hope, said, "You really want a taste of something new? Something so far out of your realm of experience, it's gonna blow your mind?"
"Yes, Letty."
"Even if it's dangerous?"
"Especially."
"Fast as you can, bring your Suburban over to the Wynn. I'm going to give you the phone number of a man named Isaiah. He'll tell you exactly what to do."
"What is this, Letty?"
Sure about this?
All in.
"We're robbing the casino in less than one hour. Our driver is MIA. This is your chance to step in, take his place, and earn over a million dollars for a night's work."
The silence on the other end of the line went on and on.
She could just hear the sound of the television bleeding through. Some violent TV show or film. A man screaming through a gag.
She said, "Christian? You there?"
"Is this for real?"
"I swear to you. Look, I hate to pressure you, but our backs are against the wall. You ever see the movie Heat?"
"Sure. It's in my top ten."
"Remember when De Niro goes to the diner and hires the black guy from the Allstate commercials to be his driver?"
"Yeah."
"Remember how it's a right then and there, in or out, yes or no proposition?"
"I do."
"Well this is exactly like that. I need a yes or no right now. And before you answer, I have to be straight with you. This is beyond dangerous. If it all comes off the rails, you could be killed. If we're caught, you could go to prison for a long time."
More silence.
She said, "Did I just totally call your bluff, or what?"
"You called it. Damn. You called it. But you know what?"
"What?"
"It wasn't a bluff."
# # #
"No way."
"Isaiah�"
"No way. He's a civilian."
"So what? He knows how to drive, doesn't he? We aren't asking him to do hostage control."
"And you've known him how long?"
"I met him when I lived in Charleston. Six months."
"You gotta be kidding me. What's he doing in Vegas?"
"He lost his family recently. He's suicidal. Nothing to live for."
"These are selling points?"
"You want this money or not, Isaiah? How many shots come along in your lifetime to make a score like this?" Finally, a pause. She could almost hear the gears turning. Said, "It's 1:44, Isaiah. Someone's coming through that door any minute now, and you know it."
"Bringing somebody in I never worked with, never heard of, this late in the game, this big of a job. No scanners, no radio. We'll be blind."
"What other options do we have? It's this or walk away right now."
"You right. You right."
"So you want to walk away? Pack up all your toys and go home?"
Silence.
She said, "Am I sitting tight or coming back down?"
# # #
At 1:57 a.m., she heard the electronic chiming of the door's locking mechanism.
Her legs had gone numb ten minutes ago, a pins-and-needles sensation sparkling from her hips down to her toes.
The discomfort vanished.
The lights flicked on.
Letty cracked the cabinet door open just a sliver.
A suited man with a shaved head and neatly-trimmed goatee had entered. He was built like a vending machine. Carried a MAC-10 with a long magazine and suppressor, the machine pistol dangling from a shoulder strap.
He glanced into the powder room, the massage room.
Walked past the dining table, then turned, moving toward Letty's cabinet.
She let her door close fully.
Listening as his wing-tips sunk in the plush carpet, his wool pants swishing.
She caught a whiff of overbearing cologne.
Finally dared to breathe again when his footsteps trailed off toward the bedroom. She lifted her phone, banged out a text to Isaiah as the man's footfalls echoed off the marble in the bathroom.
1 man just entered
doing walk through
Isaiah responded in her headset. "Copy that. Just be cool."
The man emerged from the bedroom and walked into the living room. He lifted the shoulder strap over his head and set the machine pistol on the glass-topped coffee table. Tugged a small radio from an inner pocket in his jacket, said, "Clear."
Thirty seconds later, that electronic chiming repeated.
There was enough noise as the men entered for Letty to whisper into her microphone.
"Ize, can you hear me?"
"Loud and clear."
She whispered, "Three, make that four men have just entered."
"In addition to the first guy?"
"Yeah. Five total. All armed. Shotguns. Machineguns. Pistols. And still more are coming. A whole line of them."
"All muscle?"
"No, they're pushing carts."
"What's on the carts?"
"Cages. Covered in wire mesh."
"Our money?"
She liked the sound of that.
Said, "Oh my God."
"What?"
"I've just never seen so much. That makes six. Six carts they rolled in here."
"Is it our money?"
"Oh yeah. And there's a shit-ton of it. Two more guards have entered."
"Seven total?"
"You guys can handle seven, right?"
The cart-pushers departed, leaving the half-dozen carts grouped near the dining area.
The front door closed.
A man armed with a subcompact Glock took a post by the entrance.
The other six retired to sofas in the living room.
One of them spoke into a radio, "We're in, locked down, all secure."
Letty whispered, "They're getting settled. One man is standing by the door, the other six are in the living area. Wait."
One of the men stood. He moved over to the carts, and on top of one of them, placed a small device mounted to a tripod. It began to revolve slowly.
"What's happening?" Isaiah asked.
"Not sure yet. Stand by."
The man pressed a button on the device, said into his radio, "Visual installed. Confirm."
As he returned to the sofa, Letty said, "They set up a camera. It turns, takes in the entire room."
"It's okay. We planned for this contingency."
"So what happens now?"
"Sit tight."
The radio silence unnerved her. The pain in her legs was back with a vengeance. Through the crack between the door and the cabinet, she watched the guards.
Everyone black-suited. None younger than thirty, none older than forty-five.
Each exuding his own special brand of ex-military, fucked-by-life hardness.
Two of the men chatted about an upcoming fight at Caesar's.
One just stared.
Another took laps around the room.
She startled when Isaiah came through her earpiece.
He said, "Report."
"One guard is still by the door. Five seated in the living area. One on his feet near the TV."
"Have they been making regular trips into the bedroom or bathroom?"
"Just once."
"Are the curtains still drawn?"
"Yes."
"Perfect. How you feeling?"
"Scared."
"It's show time."
"Even with the camera rolling?"
"Yes. When I say 'go', I want you to climb out of the cabinet. Let them see you. Distract them. Engage them. Just don't get yourself shot."
"How much time do you need?"
"Ten, maybe fifteen seconds."
Her heart rate tripled.
She began to perspire.
Heard Isaiah say, "Stu? Jerrod? Ten seconds." And then, "Letisha?"
"Yes."
"You got your head on straight for this?"
"Absolutely."
"Because the next hour is going to take a few years off your life."
"I'll bill you for the Botox."
There was a four-second pause, and then Isaiah said, "Go."

17

Letty tugged down her Barbie Halloween mask.
Her iPhone lit up with a text as she reached for the door.
Christian: never in my life felt so alive thank you
She nudged the door open and crawled out of the cabinet onto the carpet.
No one saw her.
She slipped out of sight behind the bar, made herself take three deep breaths, flooding her lungs with oxygen.
She tried to stand but her legs were still numb. Frantically, she squeezed her calves. The tingling burn of sensation roared back.
Up onto her feet.
Got her elbows on the granite bar.
For what seemed ages, nothing happened.
She couldn't see the guard by the entrance, but the six men in the living room carried on just as before.
She opened her mouth.
The words fell out.
"What a sausage fest. Could I get any of you gentlemen a drink?"
The air went out of the room.
Six heads turning.
The seventh guard stepping out from the entranceway with an expression of pure disbelief spreading across his face.
Three men were already on their feet, reaching for weapons, the others rising.
Someone said, "How the hell�"
Letty said, "I sort of come with the room."
The tallest, oldest of the bunch stepped forward and trained his Glock on the center of her chest.
Thank God�he was blocking the camera from seeing her.
He said, "How did you get into this room?"
"Did you not just hear me?"
"You have no idea the world of shit you have just brought down on yourself."
Letty smiled through the mask, making sure to keep her hands visible and still.
"Worlds of shit are all I know, dude."
She couldn't be sure, but she thought she heard the faintest sound coming through the wall�something sliding across the bathroom floor.
In her ear, Isaiah whispered through a strained voice, "Keep him talking, we're almost in."
She said, "Are you sure you don't want that drink? Gotta be honest. You all seem a little tense."
The man glanced at the wide-load who had been on the door.
"You were first in, asshole. Where'd she come from?"
"I checked everywhere."
"Really." He came another step forward, Letty growing increasingly uneasy with that black hole of death staring her down. Wasn't the first time, but you never got used to it. The difference between you being here and not�just the smallest movement of a finger.
Isaiah said, "Letty, get down."
She dropped.
By the time she hit the carpet, the lights had gone out.
Instinct drove her to cover her head with her arms.
She heard confused shouting.
Footfalls on carpet.
Bursts of suppressed sub-machinegun fire, rounds chewing through the drywall.
Then the sound of snapping filled the room, interspersed with the shuck-shuck of shotguns pumping, more snapping, men screaming.
Isaiah's voice, "Go, go, go."
Jerrod: "Hit him again."
Men groaning, struggling against the electrical current.
Stu said, "Lights back in ten. Disable the camera."
Jerrod: "It's toast."
Letty sat up, grabbed hold of the edge of the bar, and hauled herself back onto her feet.
Isaiah said, "Everyone secure?"
"Yep."
"Yes."
Stu said, "Five seconds. Remove goggles."
"Done."
"Done."
"Three, two, one."
The lights returned.
What a difference thirty seconds had made.
Letty said, "Color me impressed."
Six of the seven guards lay on their stomachs, hog-tied with Zip Ties, twitching with the remnants of Taser shock. The barbed electrodes were still embedded in their chests, the propulsion cartridges dangling by wires.
Stu and Jerrod straddled two of the men, tightening ball-gags around the backs of their heads. Isaiah sat on the chest of the seventh who wasn't gagged. He held a radio in one hand, a Fairbairn Sykes in the other, the knifepoint digging under the man's right eye.
Letty's crew looked more like mercs than thieves. Outfitted in close-fitting night camo. Night vision goggles hanging from their necks. Super 90's strapped to their backs. All wearing neoprene face masks screen-printed with demonic-looking clowns.
Isaiah said to the guard pinned under his weight, "Tell them the camera shorted out, and to send someone up with a spare. I double-dog dare you to try a goddamn thing."
The man nodded.
Isaiah clicked TALK.
"Hey, it's Matt, over?"
"Copy, we lost visual, over."
Letty walked out from behind the bar into the living room.
"Yeah, the camera crapped out. Send up a new one."
"Copy that. En route."
Isaiah set the radio down on the carpet. "Very good. Very good, Matt."
"You'll never make it out," Matt said. "Not in a million years."
"Well, if it was easy, any old goon could do it. Maybe even you."
Stu had moved over to the cages.
"What do you see, my man?" Isaiah asked.
"Four-jaw independent chuck, top reversible D-4 cam-lock."
"Same on each cage?"
"Yep."
"This happy news or bad news?"
Stu said, "It's just news. Nothing I didn't plan for." He reached into his pocket and tossed Isaiah a chunk of grey metal the size of a chalkboard eraser.
"Stick that magnet under the doorknob."
Stu hurried off toward the bedroom.
Jerrod followed.
The guards lay still on the floor all around them, just panting now. With the red ball-gags in their mouths, they reminded Letty of roasting pigs. She glanced back at the wall behind the bar. A spray pattern�two dozen holes�arced up toward the ceiling.
Isaiah gagged his man and stood.
He headed to the entrance, glanced through the peephole.
Stu and Jerrod returned, Jerrod toting the empty duffel bags under one arm, Stu carrying a small, beefy drill.
He hit the first cage, had the lock drilled out and off in less than forty-five seconds.
Jerrod glanced at Letty, said, "Shall we?"
He pulled open the door to the first cage. Letty reached in. Both hands grabbing crisp stacks of hundreds bound with black wrappers. On each wrapper, "10,000" had been printed in gold. The cube of money was twenty stacks high, twenty-five packets per story.
$5,000,000 per cart.
Six carts.
$30,000,000.
Give or take.
Something so satisfying about dropping them into the duffel, the smell of ink and paper filling the room.
Letty could feel the eyes of the guards on her as she worked. Stu was already through the third lock, and she and Jerrod had nearly filled the second duffel.
"Report," Isaiah called from the door.
"Cruising, brother," Stu said. "What's our time in?"
"Two minutes, fifty-five seconds."
Jerrod zipped the first two duffles, pushed them aside.
They started in on the third cage.
Aside from the whine of the drill, they worked with a quiet intensity. The minutes whirred past with a staggering paradox of speed and timelessness.
So much adrenaline raging through Letty's system it felt like they'd been in this room for hours.
Stu drilled out the last lock. Then he lifted something that resembled a TSA wand and started moving it slowly over the duffle bags.
"We got company," Isaiah said. "One guy."
"Need an assist?" Jerrod asked.
"What are you implying, brother?"
"Armed?"
"Just stay on task. I got this."
There was a knock at the door.
Letty looked up. Would've missed the entire thing if she'd blinked.
Isaiah opened the door, dragged a good-looking Latino into the suite, and turned his lights out with an elbow strike.
Ten seconds later, the man was bound and gagged with the rest of them.
Isaiah jogged over as Stu was wanding the last cage.
"We happy?"
"Yeah, none of the cash is chipped."
"What does that mean?" Letty asked.
"It means they can't track it."
Letty packed the last armful of stacks into a duffel and zipped it up. Isaiah, Stu, and Jerrod had already carried most of the bags into the bathroom. Letty tried to lift one, but it didn't weigh much less than she did. It was all she could do to drag it across the carpet.
Halfway to the bedroom, she heard the guard's radio.
A man's voice. Deep, raspy.
"Matt, did your camera show up, over?"
Letty dropped the duffel, rushed back. She turned Matt over, unfastened his ball-gag, and grabbed the radio. The closest weapon was a MAC-10 lying on the coffee table.
She grabbed it, held it under the man's chin.
"Matt, do you copy, over?"
She said, "Tell him he just showed up and that you'll be back online momentarily. Say just those exact words."
"Letty, what's up?" Isaiah from the bedroom.
She held up her finger.
Stared straight into Matt's eyes, saw plenty of steel there, but some fear too.
Hopefully enough.
As she held the radio to his mouth, it suddenly occurred to her what she was doing. That she was threatening a man with his life. Of course she wouldn't pull the trigger if he sold them out, but still�a line had appeared and she'd crossed it.
Without hesitation.
Pure reaction.
Her first armed robbery.
You have no choice. You have to get out of this hotel right now.
Matt spoke into the radio, "He just showed up. We're installing it now. Be back online momentarily. Over?"
"Copy that."
She took the radio and bolted back into the bedroom.
The duffels were gone and Jerrod was just lowering himself down through the crawlspace.
She stopped at the edge of the gaping hole and got down onto her knees. Isaiah gave her a hand over the lip of the marble. She found her footing in the crawlspace, the urge to be out of this mess, out of this hotel, this city, overpowering.
A sense of panic, of time running out enveloping her.
Then she was climbing down the ladder into room 968, listening to the marble slab slide back into place. The soles of Isaiah's BDUs descended toward her as he maneuvered through the ductwork.
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It took Letty four tries to get her left leg through the harness.
Isaiah watching her from the window.
He said, "You gotta lock that shit down."
"Lock what down?"
"Your panic."
Stu had rappelled out the window four minutes ago. Jerrod right on his heels. Now Ize had the last three duffle bags on belay, smoothly lowering two hundred and fifty pounds of cash�$12,000,000�to the convention center roof.
The radio crackled again.
A rod of tension shot through Letty's entire body.
Isaiah unclipped his locking carabiner from his harness and moved over to the bed.
"Matt, we still have no visual, over?"
Isaiah lifted the radio, pulled off a passable impersonation.
"This one doesn't work either, over."
"Are you messing with me? Over."
"Nope. Over."
"I'm bringing one up personally. Over."
"Copy that."
"See you in five."
Isaiah said, "Now you can panic." He grabbed her harness, gave it a hard tug. "Ever rappelled before?"
"No." She could feel a wave of nausea coming on.
"Easiest thing in the world."
"I'm sure."
As they approached the gaping hole in the window, Letty felt the night-heat of Vegas and the smell of the Strip and the desert ripping through. Sage and car and restaurant exhaust.
Isaiah had rigged a sophisticated anchor system out of webbing to the bed frame.
"I don't want to die," Letty said.
A black rope had been halved and thrown out the window.
"Go ahead, look," Isaiah said. "You need to see where you're going."
She edged up to the glass, poked her head through.
"Oh Jesus Christ."
Stomach swirling. Body in full revolt against this.
Stu and Jerrod the size of Lego men far below.
The curve of the building a dizzying mindfuck.
"We should've gone over this before," Letty said.
Isaiah grabbed her belay device, threaded the rope through, then locked everything into the carabiner on her harness.
"I'm scared," she said.
"I hear that. But personally...I'd rather fall and die than be in this room when hotel security busts through. You feel me?"
She nodded.
He grabbed her hands, put her left on the rope near the belay device, her right on the rope further back.
"This belay device is your friend, your brake. When the rope is back here," he touched her right hand to her hip, "you won't move. When you raise it up, it'll allow the rope to feed through. You'll drop."
Her heart was going like mad.
"Two things. Do not let your left hand get too close to the belay device. It'll chew it up. You'll let go and die."
The radio crackled. "On my way, Matt. Say, did you ever send Mario down? He never showed, isn't responding, over."
Isaiah said, "Look in my eyes." She did. "You go down in a sitting position. Control your speed."
"I can't do this."
"You have to do this." He helped her up onto the lip of the glass.
"I can't," she said.
"You been through worse than this. Put your right hand in the brake position." She clutched it, held it to her hip. "You ain't gotta squeeze so hard. Relax. Now lean back."
"I can't."
"Stop saying that."
"Matt, do you copy, over?"
"Lean. Back."
She hung her ass out over the gaping darkness, her stomach turning itself inside out.
"Now raise your right hand slowly, until you feel the rope begin to glide through the belay device."
"I�"
"Do it!"
"Matt, do you copy, over?"
She raised the rope off her hip.
Isaiah smiled at her from inside the room, said, "There you go, now let it slide through your grasp, but not too fast."
She opened her fingers, felt the rope move through.
She dropped a foot.
"Keep it going," Isaiah said, "and I hate to rush you, but I do need you to hurry the fuck up."
She descended in erratic bursts.
The sensation of plummeting to her death never out of her mind.
Twenty feet below their window, she lowered past a room where the curtains had not been drawn. Glimpsed a couple watching television in bed less than ten feet away, their faced awash in high-def glow.
She ventured a glimpse down, surprised to see that she was already halfway to the ground. Lifting her right hand as far off her hip as she'd yet dared, she felt the rope streaming through her loosened grasp. The balls of her feet bounced off the windows. For a fraction of a second, it was almost fun.
She touched solid ground, her legs buckling, relief blazing through her veins.
Jerrod caught her before she fell.
They stood at the edge of a field of commercial AC units that were noisy as turboprops. He unscrewed her locking carabiner, ripped the rest of the rope through her belay device, and said, "She's down, Ize. Let's blow."
Letty looked around�too dark to see much of anything beyond the fact that Stu and all but two of the bags were gone.
She was about to ask where he was when Isaiah hit the ground beside her.
She said, "Wow, you've done that a few times."
"Once or twice."
The men shouldered the last two duffels.
Jerrod led the way, threading between the roaring AC vents.
"How much time do we have?" Letty asked as they ran.
"They know something's up. But we magnetized the lock in the suite. No keycard will get them through. Yelling for someone to let them in won't get them through. They'll have to break it down."
"And then?"
She was having to shout to be heard.
"I don't know," he said. "The guards saw us go through the bedroom and disappear. I moved the marble quietly, but I'm guessing they'll connect the dots in a hurry. Or else someone will spot us on this rooftop."
"Cameras up here?"
"Possibly. Whether or not they catch us at this point will depend on how quickly they can lock down all exits from the property. And if they've conceived of a theft like this."
They climbed over a four-foot wall.
Jerrod said, "Almost there."
Letty spotted the shadow of Stu up ahead.
They reached him.
Isaiah and Jerrod let the bags slough off their shoulders. She peered over the ledge. The wall dropped six feet to the top level of a parking deck. A white Suburban idled below, the rear cargo doors thrown open.
The parking deck was well-lit, inhabited by a smattering of vehicles, but otherwise still and quiet.
"Your boy showed," Isaiah said. He looked at Jerrod and Stu, said, "Homestretch. There will be cameras. Move like the wind, gentlemen."
He hoisted a bag, swung it over the ledge, let it fall to the concrete on the other side.
The remaining bags followed.
Then the men.
Then Letty, climbing over last, letting her feet hang for a beat before dropping.
The Suburban's rear seating had been removed.
Stu loaded the final duffel as Letty hurried around the back and climbed up into the front passenger seat.
She pulled off her mask and smiled at Christian.
"Good to see you again," he said.
Ize and his crew piled in, doors slamming.
Isaiah said, "Christian, glad you could make it."
Christian shifted into gear. "Where to?"
"Ninety-five north."
Christian drove down the ramp into the parking garage.
A tense silence descending over the car.
After the second overly hard turn, Isaiah said, "Just drive cool, my man. This ain't the movies. No one's chasing us yet."
Letty checked her iPhone�2:23.
Hard to believe that only twenty-three minutes had elapsed since the guards had walked into that suite. She'd worried enough in that time span for three lifetimes.
Each corner Christian turned ratcheted the knot in her stomach a little tighter.
Her hands trembled. She tried to steady them, but she was too amped.
She looked over, studied Christian. "You all right?" she asked.
He nodded, but he looked scared as hell.
The road out of the garage seemed to go on forever, like the Penrose stairs.
Turn.
After turn.
After turn.
Letty stared out the window, watching all the paint jobs of the cars gleaming under the harsh light.
Something reached her through the glass. She lowered her window two inches.
There it was�the screech of tires across smooth concrete.
She said, "Someone's coming up fast."
Jerrod said, "Ize? Should he pull into an open space? Let them pass?"
"Hell no. All likelihood, they got a vehicle description. We need to get the fuck out. Just drive, my man. And try not to crash."
The screeching drew closer.
Letty heard Isaiah's glass hum down, turned just in time to see him climbing up onto his knees, pointing an AR-15 through his window.
She buckled her seatbelt.
Christian took a hard, squealing turn.
A black Escalade ripped into view.
Isaiah opened up.
Three bursts on full auto, a smear of silver-rimmed holes starring the engine and driver side door of the Escalade. Its right-front tire blew. Christian gunned the Suburban, its back end jutting left, smashing into the side of the Escalade as it passed.
"Down!" Isaiah screamed.
The back window of the Suburban exploded in a splash of safety glass, bullets chinking into the cargo doors.
Christian cranked it around one last curve.
Letty saw them first�a black strip lying across the exit lane up ahead.
"Spikes!" she yelled. "Other lane!"
Christian steered over a six-inch concrete median with a violent shudder that seemed to tear apart the undercarriage. The entrance gate snapped off as they punched through and made a hard, blind turn into traffic.
They accelerated down Las Vegas Boulevard.
The Strip still rocking at 2:30 in the morning.
"Nicely done," Isaiah said. "Now hang a left at the next intersection."
Letty glanced back. Traffic moved slowly but there was plenty of it.
The curve of the Wynn fell away.
She heard frantic honking, accompanied by a symphony of sirens. Several SUVs a few hundred yards back were fighting their way through traffic with little success.
"Radio and scanner would be nice," Stu said.
"Doing the best we can, brother."
Letty said, "They'll put out a description of the Suburban, right?"
"APB, no doubt."
They lucked out, caught a protected green arrow at the next intersection.
Christian turned onto Desert Inn Road.
Compared to the Strip, this street was practically vacant.
Christian said, "Should I speed or just�"
"Hell yes, speed. We just knocked over a casino, son."
The man pushed the gas pedal into the floor.
They screamed past a vacant lot where a new hotel was in its foundational infancy.
Then Trump Tower.
"Let's get off the beaten path," Isaiah said.
"Any particular direction?"
"Just keep us moving north."
They drove residential streets dead quiet at this hour.
Isaiah said, "Now you keep it under control. Only drive like a maniac if you see the Po-Po coming."
Letty leaned against the glass. Tried to steady her rampant pulse, but it wouldn't slow. They hadn't just robbed at gunpoint. She'd been part of a crew that had fired on casino security. Isaiah could have killed the driver. And if the cops showed, tried to take them down, was there any doubt that a gunfight of epic proportions would ensue?
How did you let it get this far?
Because I needed it to.
Are you really this person, Letisha Dobesh?
She smiled.
Because she was.
Because she loved it.
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On the edge of town, Isaiah directed Christian into the boondocks of a Super Wal-Mart parking lot. It was surprisingly busy considering the hour. This far out from the epicenter of Save-Money-Live-Better land was the territory of Winnebagos, car campers, and one U-Haul. Specifically, a 4x8 trailer already rigged to the towing package of a car that had piqued Letty's fear several days ago in Arizona.
Isaiah's black Tundra.
Letty climbed out and raised the door.
The four men had the trailer loaded inside of thirty seconds.
# # #
They hit U.S. 95 at 3:00 a.m.
Blasted north.
Isaiah driving.
By 3:15, the suburban sprawl had begun to relent.
Patches of lightless, unsettled desert scrolling past with greater frequency.
The glow of the Strip dwindled in the rearview mirror.
The sky trading the absurdity of the Vegas skyline for honest-to-God stars.
# # #
Even forty miles out of town, no one spoke.
As if their success up to this moment hinged upon a collective silence.
# # #
By four o'clock in the morning they were tearing through a landscape that looked ready-made for missile testing.
Scorched earth.
Joyless mountains.
No trees.
Snakeskin country.
It was Isaiah who finally broke the silence.
Said, "Christian. I'd roll with you again. You absolutely badass."
Letty looked back, saw Christian smirking.
"And you, Letty," Isaiah said. She could hear the celebration beginning to build in his voice. "Wasn't for you, we wouldn't be here."
She said, "I told Christian he'd make at least a million."
"Nope," Isaiah said. "My man stepped up on a moment's notice. Saved the day. Let's call it one point five. How you guys know each other back wherever you from?"
"He's my therapist."
"No, seriously."
# # #
They rode toward Death Valley under a star-blown sky.
Letty's adrenaline charge had tapped out.
She hadn't been this dog-tired since the birth of her son.
Ize turned off the highway.
For several miles, they bumped along a one-lane road that snaked through the creosote.
The stars had just begun to fade and the sky to draw color when Letty spotted structures in the distance.
The road curved toward a collection of buildings. At first, she mistook them for a town, but on approach, she saw they were nothing but skeletons. Broken framework profiled against the sky.
Isaiah eased to a stop in front of the remnants of a three-story building.
The only part still standing was its facade.
The rest had been reduced to crumbling mortar.
Ize killed the ignition.
The silence that flooded in was graveyard quiet.
Through the dusty windshield, Letty spotted four cars parked a little ways down the road.
"Whose are those?" she asked.
"Ours," Isaiah said. "They're just rentals. I figured we'd split the dough here. Go our separate ways."
Christian was sitting in the back between Stu and Jerrod.
He cleared his throat, said, "You're absolutely sure we're safe here?"
Isaiah glanced back between the front seats.
"U.S. 95 South. U.S. 93 South. I-15 South. I-15 North. U.S. 93 North. U.S. 95 North. Six main arteries out of Vegas. They're looking for a vehicle that matches your white Suburban. They will check every motel and hotel within three or four hours, which is why we aren't taking that chance. Why don't you let the professionals do the thinking, my man. You're in good hands."
They climbed out.
It was almost cold in the desert ghost town.
No wind.
Letty glanced back the way they'd come. The dust trail of their passage beginning to settle.
Everywhere she looked�emptiness.
Isaiah walked out into the middle of the road. He stared off at the distant hills.
Then laughed�long and low.
Jerrod and Stu moved toward him, and as he turned, the trio embraced.
A fierce, sudden, emotional huddle.
"I'm so proud. We did it, boys. We did it. They're gonna make movies about us."
"Yeah," Christian said. "And with a big surprise ending."
Letty looked across the hood of Ize's Tundra.
It took her a second to process Christian standing in the road with an AR-15 pulled snug against his shoulder, sighting down the Marines.
"Gentlemen," he said. "Raise your hands and get down on your knees."
Isaiah's head tilted. "What the fuck�"
The gunshot exploded across the desert, the round punching through the windshield of one of the rentals.
"Next shot goes through your eye. Ize."
Isaiah, Stu, and Jerrod exchanged glances.
They slowly lifted their arms, got down on their knees.
"Join them, Letty."
"What are you doing, Christian?"
"You're going to make me kill somebody, aren't you?"
She moved around the front of the car.
"Christian," Isaiah said. "You want more money? An even split? We can do that. This hard-bargaining shit ain't necessary. We're reasonable men."
Letty eased down into the dirt.
"Your offer of one point five million was generous, but I think I'll have to settle for everything. Where are the keys to the Tundra, Isaiah?"
"Ignition."
"Where are the keys to the rentals?"
"Center console."
Christian fired eight shots in rapid succession.
Letty heard the air hissing out of the tires of the cars behind them.
"Everyone, flat on your stomach, spread out your hands."
"I'll find you," Isaiah said.
Christian backed away, keeping the gun on them as he approached the driver side door of the Tundra.
"I could kill you all right here, leave you in the desert. Perhaps you should be thanking me for allowing you to live instead of making empty threats."
"Nothing empty about them, my man."
"Christian, please," Letty said.
"Thank me, Ize," Christian said.
"Fuck you."
"Thank me or you die right now."
"Thank you," Isaiah said through gritted teeth.
"You're welcome."
Letty watched as Christian opened the door.
Isaiah said under his breath, "Anybody packing?"
"No."
"No."
Jerrod said, "I can get there. I can stop this."
"He can shoot," Isaiah said. "In case you missed the part where he went eight for eight on those tires."
Christian reached into the car.
He cranked the engine.
Isaiah said, "I ain't believing this shit."
Christian jumped in, slammed the door, the engine revving.
The Tundra lurched toward them.
Letty didn't even have time to get to her feet.
Just rolled out of the way as the tires slung rocks and dirt, the rubber tread passing inches from her head.
She sat up, coughing, wiping dust out of her eyes.
Isaiah's Tundra sped off down the dirt road, taillights shrinking into the dawn.
Isaiah jumped to his feet, sprinted twenty yards.
He planted his feet and screamed at the sky, his voice racing across the wasted landscape, ricocheting between the buildings in the ghost town.
He turned and started back toward the group, toward Letty.
When he was ten feet away, she noticed the knife in his hand.
"Isaiah, please."
She scrambled onto her feet, backpedaling.
"You," he said. "You did this."
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"You brought Christian in."
"I had no idea."
He rushed her, swept her off her feet.
She struck the ground hard enough to drive the air out of her lungs.
Isaiah�all two hundred and twenty pounds of him�perched on her chest, his knees pinning her arms to the hardpan.
He dug the knifepoint into her face.
"I ought to carve you up right here. Leave you for the buzzards."
"I didn't�"
"Where did you find him?"
"I told you. He was my therapist. I ran into him at the Palazzo. He was suicidal. Had lost his family several months ago. He told me he'd come to Vegas to kill himself."
Isaiah leaned in close.
"What else do you know about him?"
"Nothing. I only saw him in sessions."
"You think he shoots like a shrink? Think he drives getaway like a shrink?"
"I'm more stunned than you are, Ize. I swear to you. I told that man my darkest secrets for six months."
"Something ain't right here." He drew the blade softly across her throat. "I'll find him," Isaiah said. "And when I do, me and Christian will have a talk. He will tell me all of his secrets. If I find out�"
"You won't, because I didn't. If you want to kill me because I got played, go for it. But I'd never sell my partners down the river."
Isaiah pushed the blade against her carotid.
Stu and Jerrod had wandered over. They stood behind Isaiah, staring down at her.
"What do you think, boys?" he asked. "Feel like watching her bleed?"
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Letty walked alone down the dirt road away from the ghost town, back toward the highway.
Isaiah, Stu, and Jerrod had gone ahead.
She couldn't see them anymore.
The sun crested a range of barren hills.
The desert went supernova.
She walked on, shoes scraping dirt.
Buzzards circled.
With each step, she became more thirsty, more exhausted, more humiliated.
Occasionally, blinding silver specks would streak across the far horizon. It was the highway, still miles away.
# # #
The sun was high by the time she reached the pavement, beating down with a kind of angry purpose.
There was no sign of Isaiah and the boys.
Sweat poured out of her.
She walked twenty feet down the road and then her legs failed.
She dropped.
Sat down in the dirt.
Stunned/crushed/confused/enraged.
Still trying to process what had happened.
If she wasn't mistaken, it was four or five miles back to Beatty, the last town they'd passed through. But she was in no condition to make the trek. She'd left her purse and iPhone in Ize's Tundra. Had a twenty dollar bill shoved down one of her socks, but not another penny, credit card, or form of identification to her name.
There was nothing coming in either direction.
The heat wafting off the blacktop like a furnace.
Scorpions watching her from the shade.
She couched her face between her knees and shut her eyes.
# # #
The sound of an approaching car brought her head up.
For a moment, she didn't know where she was.
She hoisted her arm into the air and raised her thumb.
A Prius screamed past, kept going.
# # #
The sun bore down from directly overhead, and she could feel herself beginning to come apart.
You have to get up.
You have to walk to town.
You cannot just sit here and wait for a good Samaritan to stop.
Because they don't exist anymore.
# # #
She walked up the shoulder of the highway, swatting at the swarm of flies and gnats that had been attracted by her salt-tinged sweat.
In the distance, the mini-roar of an engine.
She looked up.
Couldn't see anything through the brutal glare.
Just blinding chrome and glass.
Thinking, If I took my top off, would they stop?
Could you handle that rejection if they didn't?
She raised her arm, held out her thumb, but didn't slow her pace.
Kept walking as she shielded her eyes.
The car streaked past.
She traded her thumb for a middle finger.
But something was different with this one.
The pitch of its engine had dropped.
She stopped, made a slow, staggering turn.
Damn.
Somebody had actually pulled over.
She stumbled toward the vehicle, moving as fast as she could manage, some part of her fearing that as she drew near it would turn into a mirage.
But the image held.
A burgundy Chevy Astro with deeply tinted windows.
She sidled up to the van's front passenger door, yanked it open, climbed up into the seat. The air-conditioning was crisp and roaring out of the vents.
She looked over at the driver, her head spinning, unwieldy.
Said, "I can't thank you e�"
At first, she thought she was hallucinating.
A symptom of heatstroke and exhaustion.
But when he spoke, the voice matched the face.
Christian said, "Shut the door, would you? You're letting all the cold out."
When she didn't respond, he reached across her lap and pulled the door closed himself.
The desert raced by.
Christian reached down, grabbed a bottled water from between the seats, dropped it into her lap.
"Glad you were still here," he said. "I swapped out Isaiah's car as fast as I could, but it took longer than I'd planned."
She unscrewed the water and sucked it down.
Still cold enough to trigger a brief, blinding headache, but she didn't care. The thirst-quench was orgasmic.
"There's a whole case," he said. "Help yourself."
She killed two more, leaned back in her seat.
They were speeding along on a descending grade.
The temperature readout passing the 110 mark.
The desert looking more hostile and unforgiving with each passing mile.
Like a lifeless planet. Like that painting in Christian's office.
The hydration and the AC were going a long way toward clearing her head.
She looked over at Christian. He'd changed. Maybe others wouldn't have noticed, but to her, a student of body language, it was like riding with a completely different man. He sat straighter. His shoulders implied confidence and ability. And there was a hardness in his face that hadn't ever been there before.
He said, "Your pride is wounded. As it should be. But you should know something."
"What's that?"
"I am the very best in the world at what I do. The game was over before it ever started. It was like a middle school kid trying to compete in the PGA Championship."
"Are you even a therapist?"
"Read a couple books. But it wouldn't be fair to say I had a practice. Or a diploma. You were my only client."
"How the hell did you do this? And why?"
"You first fell on my radar while you were still in prison. Friend mentioned you to me. Your work with Javier Estrada and Jack Fitch in the Keys was very impressive. Even then, I wanted to work with you, but I worried about your self-destructive tendencies."
Beyond the windows, the vegetation was shrinking, browning.
He said, "When you turned up in Charleston, I went to Charleston."
"But I came to you."
"Think back to how you first heard about me."
"One of the girls in the halfway house recommended you. She told me you'd changed her life. Gave me your card."
"Her name was Samantha and I paid her five thousand dollars to steer you to me."
"Jesus. You've been running this grift on me for half a year. But you helped me. You actually helped me."
"I'm glad. Although that wasn't really the purpose."
"I told you everything about me. Things nobody else knew."
"I wouldn't have had it any other way. I've never taken an interest in anyone with such intensity. I had to know you inside and out, Letty. Your secrets and fears. I needed to see your naked soul."
"It was a violation."
"Yes, but a necessary one."
"You were planning Vegas from the beginning?"
"No, that fell in my lap last month. Vegas was never the end goal."
"So what was?"
"You. Meeting you. Vetting you. Learning everything about you."
"I left Charleston and came west on my own. That was my decision."
"Was it really? Let's think back to the day you decided to leave. What happened?"
"A customer harassed me. I fought back. My boss fired me."
"Because I paid them to. I wanted you to leave town. You'd been talking about it already. You just needed a push."
"You sent me to Isaiah?"
"In a back channel sort of way. I knew he was planning to rip me off. You might even say I was so unreasonable in my terms that I encouraged it. Isaiah's ambitious and fearless. But he's lucky I didn't leave him in the desert. I figured if he wanted to do the hard work, let him. I had Javier recommend you to him."
"So I could get on the inside and you could manipulate me."
"So I could manipulate everyone. It's what I do. I took down a casino, kept one hundred percent of the haul, and all I did was drive. And I didn't even have to do that, but I wanted to see you under pressure."
"How'd you know I'd ask you to drive us?"
"I set it up perfectly. I had helped you with your addiction. Here was a chance for you to return the favor. Give me a taste of excitement. Snap me out of my misery. Possibly save my life. Even if you hadn't called, I had alternate plans to catch up with Isaiah's crew. I'd have won no matter what you did, Letty."
"Who's the man I stole the phone from?"
"My face. I have many of them. He's probably breaking it to the crew right now that Isaiah got the better of us. And despite the fact that you tried to rip me off, you're going to get paid, Letty. Won't be seven million. But it won't be shabby."
"What'd you do to Mark?"
"He's fine. Talented kid. Maid will find him tied up in my suite tomorrow morning. We'll work together at some point in the future. As I hope you and I will. The real stars of the show," he said, "are your hands. That grab you did in the Wynn casino was in the top three I've ever seen."
"You were there?"
"I was everywhere. You're an unpolished diamond, Letty."
"Is that supposed to be a compliment?"
"Coming from me? Yes. You've got more raw talent than I've ever seen crammed into one person. But you're self-destructive."
"I'm fighting it. I'll always be fighting it. You know that."
"You're good now," he said, "but I could make you great."
The road stretched on for miles�a straight shot into hell. It dipped steadily toward a valley floor distorted by heat shimmer.
"Is that Death Valley?" she asked.
"Yep. Your purse and phone are in the back seat, by the way."
Letty glanced back, saw her belongings, and then a wall of black duffle bags stacked where the third row seating had been removed.
"It's your pride," he said. "It's working against you right now. It's whispering, 'who's this guy to tell me my business?'"
But he was wrong.
She said, "You couldn't be more off base."
"No?"
"I'm not perfect. But I'm woman enough to admit when I've had my ass handed to me. I am hurt though."
"You'll get over it. There's this job," he said.
"Yeah?"
"It's a little ways off. You aren't ready yet. But you could be."
"As you know, I was on my way to Oregon when I got drawn into all this. There's nothing more important to me than seeing Jacob."
"But after that? Would you be up for some real work?"
"Vegas wasn't real enough for you?"
"My next job makes Vegas look like a child's prank. It'd be dangerous. You could lose your life. Or spend the rest of it in prison. But if there aren't stakes, what's the fun, right? Might as well rob 7-Elevens."
And if it keeps my mind off using...
She let her head rest against the glass. The desert heat pushing through like a plague.
Suit up and show up.
"What exactly are you proposing here?" she asked.
"I know you now, as well as you know yourself. And I might even trust you. That's all this was ever about. Let me help you take your game to the next level. Let me make you world-class."
"Are you lonely at the top? Is that it?"
"You're the first person I've met in a long time that might, someday, be able to keep up with me.�Just imagine what we could accomplish together..."
"I'll think about it," she said. "So is there a first name you want to let me in on? Or do you go by that iconic last?"
He didn't look over, but he smiled at the windshield as the road ahead dropped toward the lowest point in North America.
"No," he said. "When I'm with friends, all I answer to is Richter."
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