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        Move over Elmore

        Love the dialogue and the character studies...definitely a blend of Mickey Spillane and Elmore Leonard

        ~ Alex Adamson

        

        5.0 out of 5 stars Do Not Miss This Book!

        Chazz is the master. Every story he writes immerses you so deeply in its world, you can barely crawl out when the pages are closed. "Brooklyn in the Mean Time" might just be his best yet. I don't know which parts of the story are reality and which are fiction. Chazz presents a version of himself where it might just be autobiographical. Then again, he may be messing with we readers to up the ante in our suspension of disbelief. Either way, it's an amazing book. I loved every syllable. Chazz ranks among the top tier of our generation's storytellers. Do Not Miss This Book!

        ~ Alex Kimmell, author of The Key to Everything

        

        "I found myself rooting for the guy with the gun and the Armani suit." ~ Armand Rosamilia, author of Dying Days

        

        A unique and engaging novel with a compelling plot and well-drawn, idiosyncratic characters.

        ~ David Pandolfe

        

        Robert Chazz Chute is a versatile author, with books ranging from zombies, vampires, hit men, the end of the world, robots, dreams and time travel. Each book and series is well written, smart and leaves the reader wanting more.

        ~ Cavewoman reviews

        

        Another good story from a master storyteller

        Once again I got completely sucked in by Robert Chazz Chute. I could not put this book down once I started it. My only regret is that I got this book in November and waited until now to read it. The story is imaginative, engaging, and really not like anything else I've ever read.

        ~ Deborah630

        

        DIG CHAZZ CHUTE

        His writing style makes you part of his thoughts & conversations: you are part of his dimension Dear Reader and will "SWING" his every day. Only in Brooklyn can the 90's thrive and remain true. You can never truly return home after you ran from its hurts and pains, when naturally embedded during formative years are often hard to run from. Yet, the raw perspectives of your past with eyes wide open; does allow you truth and thus clarity. From there, knowing the negatives and going ballz to the walls with a cuppla hail Mary's; Chazz rocked it and lives the life he was meant to live and believed in. HIGHLY RECOMMEND!

        ~ MIKALA RATED

        

        Reviews of Bigger Than Jesus

        

        Bigger than Jesus Captured My Imagination and Ran!

        I have always liked the detective style books of the films from the 30-50's. This book captures all those best features. While reading the book I felt I was transported into a world that was inhabited by all the people and characters that made up the Humphrey Bogart movies, the Mike Hammer books, and the other gritty pulp fiction that I have always liked but somehow could not fully embrace. What helped me do that was the witty style that Robert Chazz Chute writes. It is funny, humorous, often serious and he speaks in a way that mixes the old style and current cultural references that make every one reading it feel included in the story.

        ~ Tidal Ashbrn

        

        The writing is just superb…. From beginning to end, this is one top notch crime novel. It is a smooth, easy read.

        ~ David Wilde

        

        Robert Chazz Chute proves that genre fiction can be inventive and unconventional in its use of language while delivering a suspenseful story.

        ~ Dream Beast

        

        An Excellent Read

        I loved this book. It is well written, fast paced and unusual for a gangster book.

        ~ M Slott

        

        Bigger Indeed!

        Oh wow. What can I say? Mr. Chute pulled me in with his POV and kept the twists coming through the whole book. I found the ending to be delightful and perfect. With comedy throughout and a wonderful cast of characters.

        ~ Jo Michaels, author of The Fury

        

        Excellent, fast paced romp

        This book plays out like a Guy Ritchie film. The pacing is frenzied, the plot convoluted yet easy to parse, and the characters larger than life. Half the fun is trying to who's trying to betray who. I would whole-heartedly recommend this novel to action fans and can't wait to grab the author's next work in this series.

        ~ Rev357

        

        What a fun ride of a crime thriller!

        In a short span of a couple of short stories collections and a few novelettes, Robert Chazz Chute has seriously become one of my favourite authors! You can count on him for well-written stories that pack punch, plot twists, clever dialogue and even some hidden wisdom in their pages.

        ~ johligo

        

        Five Stars

        Great treat, fun, unpredictable and gritty.

        ~ Kindle customer

        

        Love

        Suspense, humor, love!

        ~ Shirleyjack

        

        Genuine characters, full of ups and downs. Intricate plot.

        ~ Julio Wickham

        

        Good Thriller

        Kept my attention. Real page turner could not stop reading till I finished the entire book. Read it in one day.

        ~ A. Alpuche
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      We become the stories we tell about ourselves.

      

      Like you, I want a lot of things. I want rich, dark coffee every morning, two cream, one sweetener. I don’t want to have to be anywhere in particular by nine o’clock. I would prefer warm breezes and a fine house on a tropical beach. Some think I want too much. On the night in question, my chief desire was to avoid getting shot.

      While normal folks hustled to their jobs, appointments and errands, I used to do touristy things in London. I lingered in cafes and read novels without paying attention to the time, no schedule or routine. I had a cozy out-of-the-way flat and I’d built a gaming computer. My only furniture was a bed, a gaming chair, a desk for the computer’s two screens and an easel in the corner by the window.

      Games on Steam and Twitch would have to wait. Trouble had found me. In my case, Trouble was the corpse slumped in my gaming chair and, to stay alive, I had to make more people into corpses.

      I’d been avoiding trouble quite well by staying on the move for the last couple of years. Sun-drenched Spain was warmth and happiness. Smiles and laughter seemed to come to the Spanish more easily. Though I have Spanish blood, New York beat that capacity for easy smiles out of me. I kept going, losing myself in crowds but never managing to lose myself to crowds.

      I thought Italy would be my home for a while. Rome is a castle that contains all the history and art we want to remember.

      Though I loved the city, my mother didn’t feel I was safe there. “At the Vatican, you are too close to God and He is always watching,” she told me. “People like us are meant for the Colosseum, maybe, but not for churches full of old men praying hard because they’re too scared of dying.”

      So I kept moving.

      Echoes of ancient Rome haunt London’s architecture. I enjoyed the friendly energy in the pubs as I sipped dark beer. I drank in arch British accents spoken in hushed tones in old bookstores. I liked to people-watch while I traveled on the Tube. The smooth tone of the recorded voice that warned me to “mind the gap” cheered me. I loved London’s sights, especially the Sherlock Holmes statue at Baker Street Station and Madame Tussauds wax museum.

      The freaky torture chamber in the wax museum was good mental preparation for the horrors ahead. I didn’t know it then but my history had set me on one path to the future. No more detours or carefree afternoons in cafés.

      Losing oneself had been such comfort but Camberley is a small city of about 38,000. I stepped off the train in Camberley and paused to get my bearings. I envied the other passengers returning home late from work. Their day was at an end. The night shift was just beginning for me.

      I was only a couple of hours from my home in London but I felt exposed. This was the kind of place that was small enough for people to make eye contact. A small population invites familiarity, observation and casual conversation. Those are dangerous behaviors for someone like me. I was born for the underworld.

      The sky brightened at random intervals as sporadic fireworks burst over Camberley. Guy Fawkes Day. “Gunpowder, treason and plot,” I said aloud to no one. My life in New York used to be about those three things. Despite my best efforts, I was about to return to that life. I should have gotten back on the train. I should have taken those fireworks as an omen and run.

      The Guy Fawkes celebration was not that big a deal in Camberley. I regretted missing the light show over Parliament. However, history is indelible. It asserts itself in a way that the unknown future cannot. Ghosts from my old life had traveled all the way from New York to haunt me. I didn’t use my New York name anymore but somehow they tracked me down.

      When I crossed the ocean to escape New York, I left dead men in my wake. It was fight or flight. To escape, I had to do a little of both. NYC had come to Camberley and it would be — had to be— bloody. There was no other way. I wished I was walking with Jesus. Jesus Diaz would understand my plight.

      The wind picked up as I wandered away from the train station, wary of CCTV. That was London’s one negative for people like me: too many surveillance cameras.

      The first cabbie I found had a Cockney accent so thick I could barely understand him. He spoke loudly, shout-talking as if the back seat of the cab was the back of a theater. He turned in his seat to talk to me often, his gaze felt like mice crawling over my chest.

      “Take me here,” I said, and held out a scrap of paper. The address was a scrawl that was not my own. I scratched out some numbers and added a few to put some distance between me and the target. I would be close but the cab wouldn’t drop me off in front of a future crime scene, either.

      The cabbie turned on the dome light to peer at the address again as if he was deciphering a complex code. Before he was done, he turned to take another long look at me.

      I’m used to creepy stares from ogling men. I try to take lust as a compliment if guys aren’t too piggy about it. As long as their rudeness doesn’t get in my way or hold me back, I ignore them. However, that night I was in a hurry. “Hey! Can you get me there or not? If not, let me know now and I’ll grab another cab. I’m not here so you could gawk at my tits.”

      He shrugged, turned off the dome light and went about his business, embarrassed. I’d come off too strong, not because I called him out but because I didn't want to be memorable. When I lived in New York, I had to be aggressive all the time. It’s how you make your way through the city. Push, or you’re a pushover.

      The cab rolled to a stop in front of an old, narrow house. No light shone from the building’s windows. I grabbed my duffel bag and climbed out. I tossed the cabbie his fare with a couple of pounds for a tip.

      He waited to watch me go into the house. Maybe he was thinking of my safety or perhaps he was staring at my ass in his headlights. I headed toward a small shop, the only source of light on the street. By the time I came back out with a pack of cigarettes and a Coke, the cab had disappeared.

      Up the hill, the silhouettes of iron gates stood tall against the city shine. I walked that way and, on the stone wall by the gate, spotted the numbers I was looking for.

      I wanted to go back to my flat in Muswell Hill. After a calming hour or two of playing GTA 5 or Fortnite or Black Ops 4, I might relax. But there was still the problem of the dead woman in my gaming chair. I didn’t know how I was going to get rid of the body yet.

      To calm myself, I could have tried my hand at copying Salvador Dali’s style of painting. Getting the colors right is relatively easy, but to imitate the master’s brush strokes is like forging another person’s handwriting. Dali’s work was chock-full of surreal images. I love surreality because, too often, reality sucks.

      But I had to face reality. My father was Pete Vasquez, a captain for New York’s Spanish mob. Dad started out as an enforcer and graduated to bookie, sometimes a shylock. I knew he was a made guy early on but he admitted nothing about his membership in the Machine for a very long time.

      It was my mother who trained me to run at problems, not from them. Like the Devil, I have used many aliases. My real name is Lily Olivia Vasquez. I am a target but I will not be a victim anymore.
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      The buzzer at the front gate had no cameras that I could see. I tossed the duffel over the fence and climbed the stone wall. I do a lot of Pilates. I’m up to it. I managed to avoid rolling my ankle when I dropped to the other side. The easy part was over.

      The ground was soft from the day’s rain so I left a footprint behind me with every step. Since I’m not a ninja, I didn't know what I could do about that. My policy is I don’t dwell on things I can’t control.

      I’d come for men trying to track, control and kill me. I had heavy experience dealing with men who tried to tell me what to do, to dominate and own me. They were all history. If they were not forgotten, they soon would be.

      I stuck to the tree line and ducked behind a hedge where the trees thinned. A light popped on. Two men were speaking in weirdly aggressive tones. They spoke in that tone men use when the subject is sports and each is loyal to rival sports teams. Breakin’ balls, in other words.

      As I crept closer I discovered their accents were American. Specifically, this pair was brought up in Brooklyn. They were so careless and loud, they couldn’t have suspected they were being observed. Unless I’d stumbled upon a mansion that’s a halfway house for hearing-impaired bad guys, these big dopes must have been at least a little drunk.

      The light went out again as I heard a door close. The two men remained, smoking and relaxed, far too lackadaisical have been on guard duty. They weren’t expecting trouble. They probably assumed I was dead. That was good. My death was an integral part of my plan.

      Both men — one tall and skinny, the other short and round — looked startled as I stepped out from behind the hedge not ten feet away. They turned and stared. Maybe it was the booze or perhaps they’d always had brains that worked arduously, as if they were mired in deep mud.

      “Hey, Red!” the tall one called out.

      I tossed my hair and beamed a smile. The red locks were new. I’d bought the wig in Kensington. People would remember the bright red hair. They were less likely to remember my face. One defining feature blurred the other details. After that night, I couldn’t pretend to be a redhead again, not on this continent, anyway.

      The tall one smiled at me with a mouthful of teeth that seem to wander across his wide mouth aimlessly. “Ooh, what’s your name?”

      “Cherry’s the name, boys.” My English accent wasn’t bad. My voice was steady as I tested it on them. If I failed the accent test, the evening would end prematurely and badly. I liked my new black leather jacket. I didn’t want to see it turned into a sieve with my blood leaking through.

      Both men looked me over. It was an appraising look, different from those of flirts and oglers. They knew the name Cherry. They were deciding how nervous they should be around me.

      Pulling off a scam requires confidence. I’d always had my share of that. My mother taught me how to swagger the same week I got my first period. “Walk like you’re somebody who is going to own the world,” she told me, “because you are.”

      She had me walk back and forth across the room. “No, not like a dude with your shoulders up. Move like a panther. A woman who owns herself moves like a panther.”

      I’d seen one panther asleep at the Bronx Zoo. Still, I knew what she meant. I tried my stride again and Mama gave me a slight nod that I took for grudging approval. I almost had it, but obviously, I didn’t have it quite right.

      “How will I know for sure when I’ve got it?” I asked.

      “You’ll know when you walk like me,” Mama said.

      The short one wasn’t as friendly as his fellow guard. “You lost? You might be lost, pretty lady.”

      “She said she was Cherry,” the tall one said.

      “I heard what she said,” the short one replied, “but we have to be sure. You’re on private property, Miss … uh — ”

      “Cherry. I was on a job for your boss and — ”

      “What kind of job?”

      The short one thought he was a big guy but he was just a fat guy. As he slipped from curiosity to a lascivious stare, I decided to kill him first.

      “Take it easy, Short Round,” I said. “It was a collection job.” I slipped the duffel from my shoulder, pulled it open and flashed the cash, lots of it. Money was the calling card that opened doors everywhere.

      Short Round peered in. “Now, how’d you get all that?”

      “Sold a lot of Girl Scout cookies. What do you think?”

      “Have you still got your Girl Scout uniform?” the tall one asked.

      I liked him even less then. “I retrieved the money and killed the bitch. Your boss will want the dough, am I right?” My New York accent slipped in a little just then but the guards’ gaze was fixed on the duffel.

      “Arms up. We’ll have to frisk you.” The tall one said it but they both stepped closer.

      “Both of you?”

      “Thoroughly.”

      I decided I didn't like the tall one any better than the short one.

      “Where you from, girl?” Short Round asked.

      When I’m in situations like this, I always ask myself the same question: What would Jesus do? Jesus Diaz was good at talking himself out of tight spots. I should do that. However, when Short Round came at me with his big hands, palms out and aiming for a free grope, I decided to be myself instead. I dropped my attempt at an English accent. “I’m the woman you meet at the place where your dreams and nightmares meet.”

      Short Round looked at me like a terrier confused by an escalator. I pulled my handgun out of the bag and shot him in the face. Predictably, one shot did the job. Short Round crumpled to the ground.

      I lined up my next shot. The tall one was pulling a pistol from his belt when I nailed him, two in the chest, one in the head. That appeared very pro but I meant to group three in the chest. I only got the headshot because he was falling backward.

      A ruckus rose from inside the house: running feet and shouting. No time to run. I wouldn’t survive a shootout with a bunch of bad guys at once. I’d been impatient, like always.

      I dropped to my knees to cradle the corpse with three new holes in it. Double-plus-dead and laid out flat on the gravel, the tall one was now the long one. I didn’t know his name so I decided his post-mortem monicker should be Longfellow.

      Three guys rushed out of the front door, guns drawn and eager to kill somebody. They were impatient people, too. Our business was full of them. If we weren’t this way, we’d have 401Ks, drive the speed limit and maybe work at a bank.

      “They went that way!” I gestured dramatically and begin to cry. “Toward the front gate!” The trick to selling a good cry is to add a wet snort. They’d never think anyone would do that on purpose.

      “Who did? Who went where?” the third man bringing up the rear asked in a Cockney accent.

      “The killers! Two of them! Guys in black t-shirts and jeans! They’re headed for the gate! Quick! They’ll get away!”

      The dumbest of the trio sprinted in the direction I had pointed. The one that was a little less dumb ran to the Land Rover parked in front of the garage. Gravel flew as his tires spun and he took off in hot pursuit.

      Wild goose chase: Engaged. They were gone without giving me another thought.

      Bad Guy #3 stopped and stared at me. It dawned on him that he’d never seen me in his life. He was the smartest of the three stooges. I guessed that made him the stooge with the bowl cut. Moe. The smartest stooge was named Moe. My dad used to laugh at that silly shit. I didn't get it.

      “Where’d you come from?” Moe was armed, but his pistol hung in his hand at his thigh.

      Smarter but not smart enough.

      My hand was slick with blood when I pulled my pistol out from under the corpse. I pointed it at Moe’s head. “Sh.”

      Moe dropped his weapon in the gravel and backed up. I scooped up the handgun. It was a CZ 75 that fit in my hand nicely. My dad always bought American and disliked guns from the Czech Republic. However, Moe’s choice of weapon held sixteen rounds. I didn’t know if I would need all that ammo before I was done but the weapon’s sleek lethality was a comfort.

      I waved Moe toward the front door. He interlaced his fingers behind his head without me having to ask. He didn’t say a word and nodded when I told him what to do.

      Him, I liked.
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      I remembered the man I was looking for. I’d met him many times in New York when he was just another thug in the Machine’s crew. “Take me to Lonnie.”

      “Lonnie’s not here,” Moe said.

      “That’s a shame. I’m going to have to splatter your brains and slip out the back.”

      “I could be wrong,” he replied. “In fact, I think you’ll find him in the panic room.”

      “Any cameras in there?”

      “Um….”

      “Answer quick. A man who answers too slow is lying.”

      “There’s a camera outside the panic room, yeah.”

      “But none out in the yard or in the house?”

      “No.”

      Idiots. Good.

      I imagined Lonnie cowering in his panic room. Any minute, he’d call to find out what all the shots were about. As if on cue, Moe’s phone rang. He handed it over with no bullshit.

      Good boy!

      “Lonnie?”

      “Who’s this?” The guy on the other end of the line was breathing heavily. He sounded big and sweaty.

      “Cherry. I’ve brought the long paper Big Denny De Molina is looking for.”

      “What’s with the gunfire?”

      “I had a misunderstanding with your boys. There wasn’t a man among them.”

      “Where’s Church? Gimme Church!”

      I looked at my captive. “Your name Church?”

      He nodded miserably.

      “He’s right here, Lonnie. Can’t come to the phone right now. He’s been kneecapped.”

      “What? How?”

      “I showed up with the cash and your guys wanted to take it. That wouldn’t be good for me. Big Denny wouldn’t like it. Wouldn’t be much good for you, either. You should hire a better class of assistants next time.”

      I gave Lonnie time to get all that nasty cursing out of his system. It took a while. The fact that he was upset only proved me right. His crew was low grade. He wouldn’t have believed me so easily otherwise.

      Denny sent Lonnie to get his money back but this guy was no boss. He was just another also-ran from New York. Without inspiring respect, any boss could lose control of his crew. Lonnie expected less from his men. Real leaders didn’t do that. They expected more. If Big Denny really wanted his money back, he shouldn’t have sent the B-team.

      “We need a face-to-face,” I told Lonnie. “You’ll want to get hold of Denny and tell him he’s got a lot of his money back, not all of it, but a lot. I’ll need you to count out my finder’s fee — ”

      “How do I know you haven’t taken out your finder’s fee already?”

      “Because nobody crosses Big Denny and lives. He’s the boss of the Machine and he’s much more savage than Vincent Lima ever was. It’s been, what? Two years? Still, Denny sent me after that girl. If you owe Denny, he’ll find you. It’s worse if you make him chase you. Earth’s not big enough to play hide-and-seek with Big Denny. He’s the elephant who doesn’t forget. You should have seen what I did to that bitch. Denny said send a message. There’s blood on the floor and hair on the walls.”

      Lonnie was more scared of Denny than he was of me so he didn’t waste time thinking. “C’mon up to the second-floor office, Cherry.”

      A minute later, I stood upstairs in an office with a desk and a poker table. From the look of things, I’d interrupted a card game. I kept my captive ahead of me as a human shield.

      The panic room door opened. Before he emerged, Lonnie called out, “Did you skin that thieving bitch with a carrot peeler like I told you?” He came to a stop when he saw my hostage. The rusty gears in Lonnie’s brain began to crank again. “Church? I thought you got kneecapped. What — ”

      “Oh, right.” I shot Church in the right knee. He went down screaming. I pointed the CZ 75 at Lonnie’s crotch. “Sorry. That was on my to-do list.”

      Lonnie stared and his mouth hung open. His mind’s gears started to turn faster but they were still pretty creaky. I gave him a minute to catch up. Finally, he said, “You ain’t Cherry.”

      “Good guess. Do you remember me, Lonnie?”

      “Lily. I remember. Everybody who’s left in the Machine remembers you.”

      “Good for you,” I said. “For a minute there, I thought I was going to have to draw diagrams and explain it with puppets.”

      “Where’s Cherry?”

      “Well, I didn’t skin her alive with a carrot peeler like she was going to do to me.”

      “Shit.”

      “Don’t feel too bad for her. She gave you up quick and told me how to find you. She also blabbed that you had only spoken with her on the phone.”

      “Aw, shit.”

      “And now here I am, talking to the man who sent that crazy bitch to torture and kill me.”

      “Aw, shit.”

      “You’re an eloquent guy, Lonnie.”

      Dad was wrong about always buying American. I loved the feel of the Czech pistol in my hand. Not too much kick in the recoil, either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Forearm skin does not peel the same way a carrot does. Cherry the Ginger Assassin had managed to take some skin off my forearm before I got back in control of the situation. The key to taking down any enemy was to find their weakness.

      We all have a fatal flaw. For instance, when I was eight, a girl named Mandy beat me up after school. I don’t think it was personal. She was a big girl and had a rep around the school for beating up a lot of kids.

      When I came home with a black eye, I complained to my mother. She handed me a bag of ice and told me to learn from the experience.

      Outraged at her hands-off parenting style, I demanded, “Learn what?”

      “Learn how not to have the experience again.”

      “How?”

      “Find her weakness.”

      “I was hoping her weakness would be for you to tell her mom and her mom would beat her up.”

      “If it has to come to that, I’ll have to go over to her house and beat her ass and her mother’s ass.”

      “Good.”

      “No, Lily. No good. You got a problem to solve. How are you going to handle it?”

      “Bring a gun to school?”

      “That is not a proportionate response. That’s a weak-ass way to go. You can do better.”

      “A stick? A brick?”

      “Better than that.”

      “I don’t know, Mom — ”

      “You’re a Vasquez. Do we run from our problems?”

      “No.”

      “What do we do?”

      “We run at them. But what can I do? She’s bigger than me.”

      “But is she more savage?”

      When I didn’t answer, Mom told me, “She better not be more savage than you. It’s a bad world. If you can’t handle a schoolgirl, how are you gonna deal with a real life problem? The world is all business and self-preservation. How you gonna deal with it? You gonna let somebody take your life and your dignity? Life’s too important and precious to live like that, baby girl.”

      I took roundabout ways to get home. My elaborate detours saved me a beating for three days. On the fourth day, my bully caught me again. She threw me to the ground and sat on my head, laughing and demanding money. I discovered, quite by accident, that the insides of the bully’s thighs were ticklish. That’s how I got out from under my tormentor. Mandy was still on her knees and giggling when I got to my feet. Then I started punching. I had my opening. Between punches, I started screaming, “You think you’re bad? You got no idea!”

      Some boys from the neighborhood formed a circle around us and laughed as I stopped that girl cold. I kept screaming. My punches were wild and out of control but I kept going, sure that if I let her get to her feet, she’d kill me.

      “You’re never going to bother me again! Don’t even look me in the eyes! Never look me in the eyes! Never!”

      Before long, the boys stopped laughing and their concern turned to fear. Some pulled me off her and tried to calm me down. Others ran away and didn’t look back.

      Mandy lived but she came to school the next day with two black eyes, a swollen purple jaw and a chipped front tooth. She did not look my way. She didn’t pick on anybody else, either.

      When I came home with bloody knuckles, Mom had the ice pack ready again. She didn’t ask what happened to the bully. All she said was, “Next time you punch somebody, put a roll of quarters in your fist.”

      The Ginger Assassin’s fatal flaw was that she enjoyed her job too much. Sadists are careless. They lose sight of the mission with their gory distractions. As she attempted to peel my forearm with a rusty carrot peeler, she stared too long at my blood. It was as if she was thirsty. I guess bloodthirsty is a real thing.

      When Cherry caught me, I asked myself what Jesus would do. The answer: I begged for my life but I spoke softly, just a whisper. I told her that if she let me go, I’d tell her where all of Big Denny’s money was hidden. The window of opportunity was small and I only had one chance. As my captor bent closer, I headbutted the brains out of that psycho bitch.

      Cherry held on to the carrot peeler but dropped her gun into my lap. After that, I was the one asking the questions. Never bring a carrot peeler to a gunfight.

      Lonnie had his own exploitable flaws. Aside from being a weak leader, he was easily distracted watching Church roll around on the floor.

      “Goodnight, Moe.” I shot the henchman a couple of times in the chest and he stopped his annoying moaning.

      Lonnie paled as he stared at the face of his dying man. I snugged the muzzle of the Czech pistol into Lonnie’s crotch. That seemed to cure his ADHD.

      I had questions. I got answers. Then I spent more bullets.

      Lonnie’s burner phone had Big Denny’s number on it. Men tasked with killing me and retrieving the skim were dead. Big Denny had waited years to get this close. He was going to be so pissed that he missed this chance.

      But trouble doesn’t stop coming. The wild goose chasers returned. I heard the Land Rover skid to a stop out front and in a moment both of them pounded around downstairs shouting Lonnie’s name and cursing. They checked the house as if they were cops, shouting, “Clear!” for each room they searched. These goons were not smart ninjas.

      I tiptoed into a bedroom and took off my shoes. The pair I decided to call Larry and Curly ran upstairs, a couple of freaked-out amateurs. I guess their mothers never taught them how to take care of themselves.

      They found the man I’d dubbed Moe and they shouted at each other even more. Then they spotted Lonnie. As blood spread across their boss’ crotch and wet brains slid down the wall behind his desk, Larry and Curly’s shouts went up an octave. There’s something about seeing a man shot in the crotch that bothers men much more than seeing splattered brains. I guess they don’t value things they don’t use.

      Transfixed, the bad guys stood with their backs to me gibbering with adrenalin, not a single cogent thought in their heads. These poor morons were local recruits, definitely new to this sort of thing. I have seen it all before so, soundless in bare feet, I stepped out of the bedroom. They might have been chattering about the price of parrots if Godzilla destroys Tokyo again. Cockney really is impenetrable to me when it’s cranking out of an idiot’s mouth at full tilt. Creeping closer, I got the gist: Larry and Curly were arguing about who was more to blame for failing to guard Lonnie.

      I gripped Lonnie’s heavy .38 in my left hand and the CZ 75 in my right. I decided I could solve their argument for them. Both thugs stopped talking when they felt the muzzles on their necks. The CZ 75 pistol was warm. Lonnie’s weapon was cold. Both of them went stiff.

      “Don’t blame yourselves, boys,” I said, flat and calm. “You think you’re bad? You got no idea.”

      I dropped them both. Lonnie’s gun was too loud in the small space and my ears rang.
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